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� Morphological Description
Eglandular grey to white-hairy, short stemmed
annual, subcaulescent herb. Leaves are in rosettes,
narrow linear, obtuse to acute, entire or remotely
denticulate, 3-nerved, covered with wooly hairs.
Scapes scarcely exceed the leaves; spikes are dense,
globular to ovate or oblong. Bracts, rotund-ovate,
glabrous, obtuse, midrib herbaceous, margin scar-
ious; sometimes slightly hairy. Sepals are ovate, cari-
nate, obtuse, glabrous. Corolla-tube, lobes ovate or
orbicular, glabrous. Stamens exserted. Capsule c.3
mm long. Seeds 2, cymbiform, smooth. Seeds, which
are oval and boat-shaped, vary in colour from pale
pink to greyish brown and even reddish yellow.
Plants bloom about 60 days after planting.

� Geographical Distribution 
Local: It is common in the Mediterranean coastal
region, Sinai proper, Isthmus desert and the Arabian
desert East of the Nile.
Regional: North Africa.
Global: India, Iran, Pakistan, countries of the
Arabian Peninsula.

� Ecology
The plant is native to the Mediterranean region and
cultivated widely throughout the world.

� Status
The plant grows in the deserts of Arab countries in
sandy habitats. Its appearance and prosperity are

affected by the irregular rainfall. Because of its wide
use in the pharmaceutical industry, the plant is culti-
vated at Rashid (El-Behera Governerate, Egypt). P.
ovata is a 119 to 130 day crop that responds well to
cool, dry weather. It has a moderate water require-
ment. An environmental requirement of this crop is
clear, sunny and dry weather preceding harvest. It
grows best on light, well drained, sandy loams.

� Part(s) Used
Seeds or Ispaghula Husk, which consists of the
epidermis and the collapsed adjacent layer removed
from the dried ripe seeds of Plantago ovata Forssk.

� Collection
the harvested seed must be dried below 12% mois-
ture to allow for cleaning, milling and storage.

� Preparation
decoction, infusion, powder.

� Use
oral, external.

� Constituents
Constituents include a mucilaginous polysaccharide,
consisting of a highly branched acidic arabinoxylan
with axylan backbone and branches of arabinose,
xylose, and 2-0-(galacturonic acid)-rhmnose
residues, about 2.5% fixed oil, linoleic leic, and
palmetic  acids. Other constituents include aliphatic
hydrocarbons and starch.

� Pharmacological Actions and
Toxicity 

The main pharmacological actions of plantago
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ovata can be attributed to the mucilage component.
Ispaghula is documented to be used as a bulk laxa-
tive. The swelling properties of the mucilage enable
it to absorb water in the gastro-intestinal tract,
thereby increasing the volume of the faeces and
promoting peristalsis. Bulk laxatives are often used
for the treatment of chronic constipation. Ispagula
is also known to be used in the treatment of diar-
rhoea and for adjusting faecal consistency in
patients with colostomies and with diverticular
disease or irritable bowel syndrome. Soluble fibre
intake with muscilage decreases serum cholesterol,
mainly LDL. Both the dried seeds and the seeds
husk are demulcent, emollient and laxative. They are
used in the treatment of dysentery, catarrhal condi-
tions of the genito-urinary tract, and inflamed
membranes of the intestinal canal.
An alcoholic extract lowered the blood pressure of
anaesthetized cats and dogs, inhibited isolated
rabbit and frog hearts, and stimulated rabbit, rat
and guinea pig ileum. The extract exhibited cholin-
ergic activity.
A clinical trial of a Plantago ovata flour-based solu-
tion demonstrated it to be an effective treatment
for dehydration due to acute diarrhoeal diseases.
It is used in reducing the number of bleeding
episodes among patients with internally bleeding
hemorrhoids. Probably due to its soluble-fiber
content, Ispaghula has also improved glucose toler-
ance in some cases of diabetes.
The seeds, when taken with Mesalamine (anti-
inflammatory drug), were more effective in treating
ulcerative colitis. The use of fresh leaves prevented
itching and the spread of dermatitis in poison ivy-
induced dermatitis.
The oil in the seed embryo has been used to
prevent antherosclerosis. It is also effective in
reducing blood cholesterol.
Ispaghula husk is nearly as effective as Simvastatin
in improving the lipid profile of hyperlipidemic
patient. Psyllium has also been recommended for
Crohn’s disease.
Using Plantago ovata in recommended amounts is
generally safe and non toxic.
Unlike some laxatives, Ispaghula husk is not addic-
tive, and can be taken daily.
As Ispaghula supplements may reduce or delay the
absorption of certain medications, these should be
taken at least one hour before or between two and

four hours after taking Ispaghula.
In common with all bulk laxatives, Ispaghula may
temporarily increase flatulence and abdominal
distension, and may cause intestinal obstruction. If
swallowed dry, ispaghula may cause oesophageal
obstruction.
The drug can be used during pregnancy and breast
feeding and is contraindicated in cases of intestinal
obstruction.

� Pharmacopoeia
BPC 1973 (Ispaghula husk) 
British pharmacopoeia 1980, 1983, 1990
(Ispaghula husk)
Martindale 30th edition
Pharmacopoeias-U.S. under the title Plantago Seed
Ayurvedic pharmacopoeia
French pharmacopoeia
German pharmacopoeia

� Pharmaceutical Products
Agiolax (Madaus, CID)
Laxiplant (Minapharm)
Biolax (Sekem)

� Traditional Medicine and
Indigenous Knowledge

History: Decoction of Ispaghula has been used
either as a cooling demulcent drink, or the seeds
mixed with a little sugar and taken dry. In this form
they take up water in the intestinal canal, the
resulting mucilage acting as a protection to the
swollen mucous membranes. The crushed seeds
mixed with hot water are used externally as a poul-
tice for rheumatism. Seeds are known to be taken
dry or mixed with water in chronic diarrhoea and in
atony of the intestine with constipation. Sold in the
“Attarin” (traditional herbs’ seller shops) in Cairo,
they are used as contraceptive vaginal pessary for 7
days.
Seeds or Ispaghula husks tend to swell in contact
with water, creating a feeling of “fullness” in the
body, which can also help curb appetite. Ground
seeds or husks are used as a laxative, and also as
an emollient, demulcent and astringent, particularly
in chronic colitis. Seeds are used in urinary infec-
tions as an ancillary treatment. Seeds are crushed
and applied in a poultice for furunculosis. Fresh
leaves are applied topically to treat various skin irri-
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tations including poison ivy reaction and insect
bites and stings as well as haemorrhoids. Ispaghula
husks seem to help soften stools and reduce the
pain associated with haemorrhoids. Ispaghula has
also been used effectively to treat yeast infections.
Psyllium has also been used in traditional herbal
systems of China and India to treat haemorrhoids,
bladder problems, and high blood pressure.
Ispaghula may also be used to treat irritable bowel
syndrome, and reduce cholesterol and blood sugar
levels. Young leaves of this plant are eaten in
salads. Ground seeds are added to cereal or yogurt.
The husk mucilage is used as a thickener or stabi-
lizer in certain frozen dairy desserts. Ispaghula
husks can also be incorporated into soups, sauces
or smoothies. The dehusked seed that remains after
the seed coat is milled off is rich in starch and fatty
acids and is used in India as chicken and cattle
feed. Technical grade Plantago ovata has been used
as a hydrocolloidal agent to improve water reten-
tion for newly seeded grass areas and to improve
transplantating success with woody plants.

� Traditional Medicinal Uses
• Helps soften stools.
• Laxative, emollient, demulcent and astringent,

particularly in chronic colitis.
• Skin infections and insect bites.
• Urinary infections.
• Weight loss and obesity.
• Yeast infections.

Other uses of the plant: Contraceptive, food
supplement, thickener or stabilizer in frozen dairy
desserts. Also used as a hydrocolloidal agent to
improve water retention for newly seeded grass.
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