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Introduction

Animal and animal derivative products are natural 
products used in the treatment of various human 
diseases and health conditions among many cultures 
[1–4]. Animal-based medicines have played a signif-
icant role in the healing practices, magic rituals, and 
religions of societies all over the world too [5–8]. 
Many animal products are also used during ceremo-
nial and religious practices as well as fetishes and 
charms purposes [8]. Many human tribes and com-
munities with structured medicinal systems utilize 
animals as medicines [1,3,4,9]. Traditional medicine 

as practiced today continues to receive high patron-
age from all works of lives including the rich and the 
poor especially in developing countries where the 
traditional medical practitioners even made new 
discoveries, which have cured major ailments in the 
society [10,11]. Such discoveries from the consistent 
efforts of traditional healers to eradicate dangerous 
diseases which have plagued the society including 
epilepsy, cancer, convulsion, paralysis, snake bites, 
mental illness, and even other ailments having 
hereditary origins are being cured by traditional 
medicine [2,12,13]. Different animal body parts 
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ABSTRACT

Background/Aim: Animals and their derivative products constitute essential ingredients 
in the preparation of drugs used in traditional medicine. Their utilization and practices 
continue to receive high patronage from all works of lives among developing countries 
with little or no comprehensive health assurance coverage. The aim of this study is to 
document some zoological materials used as medicine in Sabon Gari and Zaria local gov-
ernment areas, Kaduna State, Nigeria.
Methods: In-depth survey was used to document some ethnozoological materials in the 
study areas. Seventy-one herbal and traditional medicinal practitioners were interviewed 
in Hausa language using semi-structured and key respondent interview approach.
Results: The findings showed that the respondents were above 18 years of age and 
claimed that the ethnozoological usages of some animals and derived parts such as giant 
African snail shell, Iguana lizard, rock python, peacock, African elephant etc. were inher-
ited from their parent and grandparent. Twenty animal species with their ethnomedic-
inal uses, Hausa names, parts used, and the photographs of readily available animal 
parts have been documented. The results showed that some animal parts or products 
are used in the treatments of snake bites, hypertension, ulcer, pain, aches, cold, and 
respiratory diseases. Their ethnomedical practices as protection from nightmare, ability 
to tame wayward women, worn for shield and strength, and tendencies to prevent pro-
miscuity are some significant findings in the study.
Conclusion: The findings showed the rich ethnozoological materials usages of Sabon 
Gari and Zaria local government areas (Kaduna State) for indigenous medicinal purposes 
towards meeting and complementing their primary health care system and with the hope 
that further work will be conducted to evaluate their safety and therapeutic profiles.
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have also been reported as sources of food medi-
cines [14,15]. World Health Organization estimated 
that out of the 252 essential chemicals discovered 
from natural products about 9% came from animals 
[9]. Also, with the fact that over 70% of many devel-
oping nations depend solely on traditional med-
icines to meet their basic and primary health care 
need [16,17]. Zootherapy, also known as animal 
therapy, is a process of healing human ailments by 
using medicines prepared from different animals or 
animal derivative products [18]. It constitutes a sig-
nificant substitute among many other known thera-
pies practiced worldwide [19]. For example, In Latin 
America, 584 animal species (belonging to 13 tax-
onomic categories) were recorded with traditional 
therapeutic value, while 283 species were reported 
to be used for the treatment of various ailments in 
Brazil [20,21]. In traditional Chinese medicine, more 
than 1,500 animal species have been reported to be 
of some medicinal importance [22]. Lev and Amar 
[23] documented the use of 20 animal species as tra-
ditional drugs in Israel. Alves et al. [24] stated that 
the global traditional uses of reptiles revealed that 
at least 165 reptile species, belonging to 30 families 
and 104 genera, are used in traditional folk medicine 
around the world. Zoological materials have served 
as medicinal foods since ancient times and have 
played a significant role in healing practices espe-
cially in European and African cultures, where many 
of products used as food often also serve as medi-
cine [16,25]. Some studies have also reported eth-
nozoological materials used as medicines [26,27]. 
In Nigeria, Soewu documented some wild animals 
used in ethnozoological practices in Southwestern 
part [2]. This author also posits its implication on 
biodiversity conservation. However, the knowl-
edge on the use of different animal materials in 
traditional medicine by different ethnic communi-
ties is largely passed orally from one generation to 
another and this knowledge is undocumented and 
sometimes lost with the death of the elderly knowl-
edgeable person or lack of interest by the children to 
continue in the folkloric claims. Therefore, the study 
documented some ethnozoological materials used 
among the people of Sabon Gari and Zaria local gov-
ernment areas (Kaduna State, Nigeria) as medicine 
towards meeting their primary health demand.

Methodology

The study area

The survey focused on two major herbal markets 
in Sabon Gari and Zaria local government areas of 

Kaduna State called “Bayan Gidan Iya” (Sabon Gari) 
with a coordinate of 13°46 �83  ̋ N 5.0183° E and 
“Kasuwan Armaru” (Zaria city) with a coordinates 
of 11°04 �00  ̋ N 7°42 �  E [28].

Geographical locations

Zaria herbal market is popularly known as Armaru 
market located in Zaria city with about 2 km away 
from the Emir’s of Zazzau palace. It is one of the 
major herbal markets well known in Zaria for tradi-
tional medicinal materials trading, including animal 
products. It usually opens once in a week (every 
Mondays). The market populations cover all ages 
including nursing mothers, aged ones, educated 
and uneducated, and even young ladies who may 
be seeking for natural medication and treatments. 
Bayan Gidan Iya is also a popularly known herbal 
market in Sabon Gari. This market operates on a 
daily basis as traditional healers reside within the 
settlement and own the shops in which the busi-
ness is operated.

Materials and some instrument used

Tape recorder, GPS camcorder, pen, recording 
sheets, semi-structured questionnaire tools, cabi-
net, and tags for labeling purposes.

Data collection and sample population

The study was conducted in December 2016–
March 2017. Seventy-one key respondents were 
interviewed using semi-structured question-
naires during the study. The ethnozoological 
materials (local names of animals, body parts used,  
and ethnomedicinal uses) were noted and 
documented.

Consent approval

The respondents consented willingly to participate 
in the study. The respondents were interviewed in 
Hausa language at their convenient times and inter-
viewers were ensured that their sales were not 
interrupted. Some agreed to be interviewed in their 
houses without any hesitation.

Collections and identification of samples

The animal parts readily available were collected, 
labeled, and enclosed in a sample cabinet. They 
were transported and identified in the Department 
of Zoology, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, Nigeria 
for future references.
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Results and Discussion

The socio-demographical details of the respon-
dents (Table 1) showed more male practitioners 
(65.70%) in Zaria than in Bayan gida Iya in Sabon 
Gari local government area (58.30%). But there was 
more female practitioners (41.70%) in Baya gidan 
Iya (Sabon Gari) when compared with (34.30%) 
female practitioners in Zaria (Armaru market). This 
high indication of male practitioners could be as a 
result of dominancy of male [15]. Also, Hausa com-
munity in Nigeria believes that male children pro-
tect cultural heritage than female. This result is in 
lined with [29,30] who reported similar trends in 
their findings in India. The respondents (48.60%) 
were within the ages of 45–60 years in Zaria 
(Armaru market) while 41.70% were between 30 
and 45 years. These aged groups of the society were 
observed to be more knowledgeable about tradi-
tional medicinal uses than that of younger genera-
tion. This trend was very similar to the observations 
in other region of Assam in India made by Verma 
et al. [30] and also indicated that the aged people 
were more experienced in zoo-therapeutical prac-
tices which were passed to them by their elders. 
Jansen [31] also confirmed that traditional healing 
is known as a knowledge of professional secret that 
should be known by elderly ones mainly for male 
practitioners [32,33]. The reason of less traditional 
medicinal knowledge among the younger gener-
ation could be due to urbanization and assimila-
tion of alien culture [15]. These also include some 
disapproval among western beliefs (super impose 
extra-terrestrial religions front-runners) to young 
generation. There was high percentage of herbal 

sellers (63.90%) in Bayan gida Iya (Sabon Gari) 
when compared with (48.60%) herb sellers in Zaria 
local government area. This high proportion may be 
due to the closeness of herbal sellers to the popu-
larly known Sabon Gari (Baya gida Iya) market. 
Similarly, traditional practitioner (51.60%) in Zaria 
showed higher proportion when compared with 
practitioner (36.10%) in Bayan gida Iya market 
(Sabon Gari). This is probably due to the fact that 
the knowledge based traditional practitioners may 
be self-importance to people in the Zaria to guide 
the cultural heritage and ensure correct diagnosis 
and treatment using different zoo therapeutics.

Furthermore, the study documented 20 ethno-
zoological materials alongside with their different 
local names, parts used in Hausa language as well 
as their diseases treated and ethnomedicinal uses 
(Table 2).

Generally, many of the zoological materials sur-
vey are used as food. The meat from giant African 
snail Archachatina marginata is used as herbal rem-
edy when mixed with food and the shell is being 
used in the treatment of ulcer, hypertension, rheu-
matism, and other internal diseases.

The oral application of Honey bee Apis mellifera 
is used to dress wound, treat snake bites, burns, 
hair loss, hemorrhoid, and treatment for arthritis. 
When honey is mixed with cinnamon powder and 
lime water, it is used to treat cough.

The shell of the tortoise Aldabrachelys gigantean, 
besides being used as decoration and ornament, is 
prepared as charm to tame a wayward woman. It is 
ingested orally after grinding to a powdered form, 
which is added to food.

The head of Agama agama (Red lizard) when 
prepared as herbal remedy is used for the treat-
ment for chronic cough and the tail when prepared 
is used orally for the treatment of severe chest pain. 
Also, Bucorus abyssinicus (Ground hornbill) feather 
is used to enhance beauty when applied topically as 
a powder on the face.

Apart from the Crocodylus niloticus (Nile croc-
odile) being used as source of food, leather bags, 
coats, shoes, and wrist watches making, the skin and 
bones are being used in treating stiffness of joints 
and muscular disorders. The bones are grounded 
and soaked in water before drinking and the tooth 
is usually worn as charm during battle as amulet 
around waist. It is seen as a symbol for strength and 
stamina; hence, it is prepared as herbal remedy to 
give strength (Fig. 1b).

Crocuta crocuta (Spotted hyena) skin is prepared 
as charm which is usually burnt with wood ash at 

Table 1.  Socio-demographic characteristics of the respon-
dents (n = 71).

Variables
Sabon Gari (Bayan 

gida Iya)
Zaria (Armaru)

Gender
 Male 21 (58.30) 23 (65.70)
 Female 15 (41.70) 12 (34.30)
 Total 36 (100.00) 35 (100.00)
Age (years)
 18–30 10 (27.80) 3 (8.60)
 30–45 15 (41.70) 11 (31.40)
 45–60 7 (22.20) 17 (48.60)
 60 and above 4 (8.30) 4 (11.40)
 Total 36 (100.00) 35 (100.00)
Nature of business
 Herb seller 23 (63.90) 17 (48.60)
 Traditional 
practitioner

13 (36.10) 18 (51.40)

 Total 36 (100.00) 35 (100.00)
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Table 2.  Animal species, derivative products, and parts used in traditional medicines in Sabon Gari and Zaria local gov-
ernment areas (Kaduna State, Nigeria).

Scientific names (English common 
names)

Hausa names
Parts or product  

used
Diseases treated/Ethnomedical uses

Archachatina marginata Swainson 
(1821) (Giant African snail)

Dodon kodi Shell Treatment for ulcer, hypertension; 
Rheumatism and internal diseases.

Apis mellifera Linn (1758) (Honey 
bee)

Kudan zuma Honey/bee wax Treatment of snake bites; Heal burns, 
hair loss, and hemorrhoid; Treatment for 
arthritis; To treat coughs

Crocodylus niloticus Laurenti (1768) 
(Nile crocodile)

Kada Skin/Bones Treatment against stiffness of joints and 
bone dislocation; 

Tooth Worn during battle as amulet around waist.
Naja nigricollis Hallowell (1857) 
(Black cobra)

Bakin maciji Skin Concoction preparation

Venom To treat rheumatism.
Oil The oil is used to treat high blood pressure, 

skin rashes, eczema, arthritis, hypertension, 
and rheumatoid.

Teeth Worn as amulet on neck, waist, and wrist to 
stop nightmares.

Python sebae Gmelin (1788) (Rock 
python)

Mesa/Mai hadiya Skin/oil Treatment of backache; Spinal cord 
disorders

Meat Eating as food; Added as ingredient for 
herbal preparation and eaten orally as 
charm

Tooth Worn as amulet to scare away snakes
Venom Used to treat snake bites/poisoning

Typhlops trinitatus Richmond (1965) 
(Trinidad burrowing snake)

Tandara/shanono Venom An antidote to snake bites;

Oil Used as a treatment to stop nightmares
It is applied in food or water and ingested 
orally.

Crotalus basilicus Cope, (1864) 
(Viper)

Kassa Skin Prepared as charm for strength; 

Venom Treat insomnia (sleeplessness)
Applied on snake bite

Iguana iguana Linn (1758) (Iguana 
lizard)

Damo Head/Skin/Tail Epithet applied to a long suffering patient

Applied topically and also ingested orally
Varanus niloticus Linn (1758) (Bosch 
monitor lizard)

Patan tsari Skin/head Used to strengthen teeth after it is soaked 
in water before bathing.
Used to treat teething sickness in children.

Tooth Prepared as charm and worn as amulet on 
the waist and neck.

Agama agama Linn (1758) (Red 
lizard)

Jan gwada Head Treatment for chronic cough

Tail Treatment of severe chest pain
Aldabrachelys gigantean Schweigger 
(1812) (Tortoise)

Kunkuru Shell To tame a wayward woman

Head/Shell Decoration and ornaments.
Bucorus abyssinicus Boddaaert (1783) 
(Ground hornbill)

Burtu (mai bawa) Feather Used to enhance beauty.

Pavo cristatus Linn (1758) (Peacock) Dawisu (Tsun-tsun Makka) Head Wards off evil people
It is ingested orally after mixing with honey 
and wood ash.

Meat Serve as a source of food
Feather For decoration at home and museums for 

tourist attraction.
Stephanoeatus coronatus Brown 
(1968) (African crowned Eagle)

Mikiya Head/Feather Prepared as charm for renewal of strength/
endurance; 
Worn as talisman

Egg For renewal of skin
Superstitious belief for regeneration

(Continued)
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Scientific names (English common 
names)

Hausa names
Parts or product  

used
Diseases treated/Ethnomedical uses

Tyto alba Scopoli (1769) (Barn owl/
Bird of wisdom)

Mujiya Feather Used for beautification

Tooth Prepared as charm to ward off evil attacks
Beak Hung on the wall for decoration 

Worn on the neck as a symbol of wisdom
Upupa epops Linn (1758) (Cameroon 
hoopoe)

Alhuda-huda Feather Prepared as part of herbal remedy to 
increase wisdom and enhance intelligence 
in a person.
It is grounded to powder and mixed with 
honey and talisman (huntu) and ingested 
orally.

Loxodonta Africana Linn (1758) 
(African Elephant)

Giwa (katon Nama) Dung (feces) Remedy for nose bleeding

Repellant for mosquitoes 
Tusk Treatment for head ache and tooth ache.

Skin/Meat Bones For strength and stamina
Crocuta crocuta Erxleben (1777) 
(Spotted hyena)

Kurah Skin; Hair; Tooth Used to cure skin rashes; Prepared as 
charm for self-control against adultery and 
promiscuity; Worn as amulet on wrist and 
waist.

Felis pardus Linn (1758) (Leopard) Damisa Skin Anti-snake venom; Treatment for 
convulsion; General body weakness

Atelerix albiventris (Wagner, 1841) 
(Four-toed hedgehog)

Bushiya Hair; Thorn; Head Wards off evil spirit; Treat skin rashes; 
Treatment for respiratory problems and 
cold.

Table 2. Animal species, derivative products, and parts used in traditional medicines in Sabon Gari and Zaria local govern-
ment areas (Kaduna State, Nigeria). (Continued)

night to cure skin rashes while the spotted hyena 
hair is used as charm for self-control against adul-
tery and promiscuity, and the tooth worn as amulet 
on wrist and around waist for strength and endur-
ance (Fig. 1e).

Crotalus basilicus (Viper) skin is used as charm 
for endurance in people when ingested and the 
venom treat insomnia (sleeplessness) and act as 
antidote that cure snake bites when mixed with 
wood ash (Fig. 1j).

Felis pardus (Leopard) skin is being used in treat-
ment of convulsion, general body weakness, worn 
as talisman around the neck for protection, the 
venom as antidote for snake bite, and when mixed 
with some herbs as body ointment.

The head, skin, and tail parts of Iguana iguana 
(Iguana lizard) when applied topically or ingested 
orally are being used to ease long suffering patient.

The Loxodonta Africana L. (African elephant) is 
used as food, the meat and bones when consumed 
are considered as symbol of stamina and strength. 
The feces (dungs) are used for nose bleeding and 
as mosquito repellant when burnt, while the tusk 
is being used for the treatment for head and tooth 
aches.

Naja nigricollis (Black cobra) skin is used in con-
coction preparations and the venom when applied 

topically as herbal remedy to treat rheumatism. The 
oil is used to treat high blood pressure, skin rashes, 
eczema, arthritis, hypertension, and rheumatoid. 
The teeth when worn on neck, waist, and wrist help 
to prevent nightmares (Fig. 1h).

The hair of Atelerix albiventris (Four-toed hedge-
hog) is used to ward off evil spirit around people 
and environment. The powder form of the thorn is 
used to treat skin rashes and the head is used in the 
treatment for respiratory problems and cold when 
prepared.

Pavo cristatus (Peacock) feathers are used for 
decoration at home and museums for tourist attrac-
tion. The head when mixing with honey and wood 
ash and ingested orally wards off evil people and 
the meat serve as a source of food.

The Python sebae (Rock python) skin and oil are 
used in the treatment of back ache as well as spinal 
cord disorders. The meat is added as an ingredient 
for herbal preparation and eaten orally for charm. 
Teeth are worn as amulet to scare away snakes 
and the venom as antidote to bites and poisoning  
(Fig. 1d).

Stephanoeatus coronatus (African crowned 
eagle) the head and feather is being prepared as 
charm for renewal of strength and endurance and 
worn as talisman. The egg when swallowed raw has 
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Figure 1. Examples of animals and derivative products used in the ethno-medicine of Sabon Gari and Zaria local 
government areas (Kaduna State, Nigeria). (a) Shell of the giant African snail (Archachatina marginata). (b) Skin of 
Nile Crocodile. (c) Skin of Trinidad burrowing snake. (d) Skin of rock python. (e) Skin of spotted hyena. (f) Feather of 
Cameroon hoope. (g) Skin of Bosch monitor lizard. (h) Skin of black cobra. (i) Feather of barn owl. (j) Skin of carpet viper.
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superstitious belief for regeneration and egg when 
rubbed on skin renew the skin.

Typhlops trinitatus (Trinidad burrowing snake) 
skin is being used for leather coats, bags, shoes, 
watches etc. The venom is also used as an antidote to 
snake bites when applied topically. Ethnomedically, 
the snake oil is used as a treatment to stop night-
mares when mixed with food or as drop in water 
and ingested orally (Fig. 1c).

Tyto alba (Barn owl/Bird of wisdom) feather 
and the beak is used for beautification and deco-
ration, tooth is prepared as charm to ward off evil 
attacks and worn on the neck as a symbol of wis-
dom (Fig. 1i).

Upupa epops (Cameroon hoopoe) feather is 
used during preparation part of herbal remedy to 
increase wisdom and enhance intelligence in a per-
son. It is grounded to powder and mixed with honey 
and talisman (huntu) and ingested orally (Fig. 1f).

Varanus niloticus (Bosch monitor lizard) skin 
and head parts are used to strengthen human teeth 
after soaked in water before bathing and the tooth 
is used to treat teething sickness in children, pre-
pared as charm, and worn as amulet on the waist 
and neck (Fig. 1g).

However, these animal parts or products if sub-
jected to extraction for possible validation of their 
ethnomedicinal uses may lead to drug discovery 
and development. Since World Health Organization 
reported that some essential chemicals were also 
from animals and animal products origin [9,15]. 
Some readily available pictures of the zoologi-
cal materials used were also documented (Fig. 1) 
that could guide further identification and future 
studies. This ethnozoological materials survey 
documented in the two local government areas 
of Kaduna State has similar findings to different 
studies carried out in different part of the world 
[2–4,15,34,35].

Conclusion

This study is the first effort to document the 
zootherapeutic resources used in traditional med-
icines among the indigenous people surround-
ing Sabon Gari and Zaria local government areas 
(Kaduna State, Nigeria) to the best of our knowl-
edge. The high implication of some animal parts 
or products are used in the treatments of snake 
bites, hypertension, ulcer, pain relief, aches etc. 
are major findings in the study and their roles in 
treating human illnesses and diseases. Some ethno-
medical usages and belief such as protection from 

night mare, ability to tame wayward women, pre-
vent adultery and besides, is mysterious utilization 
when worn for protection, staminal, strength, and 
stopping promiscuous tendencies are fact findings 
in the study. The therapeutic knowledge of medic-
inal plants is complemented with animals and ani-
mal derivative products for indigenous medicinal 
purposes in ensuring meeting their primary health 
care system of Africans and Nigerians with little or 
no comprehensive health provision. This study also 
provides the bases for further scientific validation 
of the therapeutic efficacy of various zootherapeu-
tic materials by these people.
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