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SHORT INTERPRETATIONS

1) MIRAA (KHAT)

Botanically, Miraa (Khat) plant is known as catha edulis. In Kenya, it is a medicinal organically grown perennial plant of the celestraceae family whose fresh leaves and young twigs (sprouts), are tweaked, chewed and ingested to infuse nutrients into the human body.

2) NYAMBENE MIRAA TRADE ASSOCIATION (NYAMITA)

We are a non-profit making association of Miraa farmers, dealers and transporters, registered in 1975 under the Laws of the Republic of Kenya with the main objectives of presenting views of its members to governments, associations and other official and non-official bodies in all parts of the world in furtherance, promotion and protection of their interests in the trading and exportation of organically grown Miraa. NYAMITA is an umbrella community based body that brings together all farmers, dealers and other stakeholders to speak in one voice and to lobby governments on policy issues in an effort to create a conducive environment to do Miraa business; create wealth and reduce poverty. Membership of NYAMITA comprises individual farmers and dealers. Affiliation is open to national and international associations of special interest groups, corporate bodies and individual business entrepreneurs towards the realization of the set goals. The National Chairman assisted by other national and branch officials and a marketing consultant, runs the Secretariat. 

3) NJURI NCHEKE COUNCIL OF ELDERS

It is a community based quasi-judicial body of elders charged with the custodianship and preservation of traditional land rights, customary values, rituals, practices and beliefs alongside overseeing hygiene in production and consumption of Miraa and other traditional crops. This Council of Elders upholds the principle that people must live in a world that has values, beliefs and practices. They champion human rights that hearten co-existence, fair trade dealings, celebration for new borns and burial services for the dead. Their mastery of finesse has made the Meru community cast unquestionable confidence in whatever is upheld and directed by the Njuri Ncheke.

To FDA

1) AVAILABILITY OF KHAT

We beg to respond to your requests for public comments as regards Khat (Miraa) being among other controlled substances subject to review with intent to relax laws relating to its consumption worldwide.

The chewing of Khat is a practice as old as creation, especially in the areas of the world where Miraa (Khat Plant) is indigenous. Miraa (Khat) plant was one of the trees stuffed into Noah’s Ark during the deluge. After the Ark landed on Arafat Hill in East Turkey, Miraa trees then flourished along River Tigris and Euphrates. The first recorded history of Miraa consumption can be traced to the time baby Jesus Christ was born. It is believed that the wise men who traveled to visit baby Jesus Christ were chewing Miraa. Alexander the Great is believed to have relied on Miraa for resilience during his battles. During the Great Exodus, Jews introduced Miraa plants to Abysssinia (Ogaden Region). Later Miraa was introduced to Nyambene Hills and Yemen. As a matter of fact Miraa plant is more a tropical tree found in most regions of the world.

Miraa crop represents an important component of international importance in the context of political, social, cultural, economic, environmental dimensions, leading to sustainable development, reduction of human sufferings and eventual eradication of poverty. 

Young shoots, which sprout from rootstocks (Rhizomes), chlorophyll woody branches and gnarled trunks, are harvested once in every four weeks. Tweaked nodular young stems, from base, enable retention of natural sap within the stem. The nodules retain carbohydrate lumps as reserve food for shoots to feed on while being transported to the designated local and export markets.

Harvested Miraa shoots are in the category of raw agricultural products. The harvesting and handling of Miraa shoots is done under hygienic sanitary conditions. This makes it impossible for Miraa cargo to be contaminated in whole or in part with any micro-organism and/or decomposed substances that would otherwise make Miraa stems unfit for human consumption or injurious to health. The community based “Njuri Ncheke Council of Elders” has played a key role in the success of awareness creation both on good crop husbandry and an hygienic plucking, handling and transportation of organically grown Miraa shoots.

The cost of Miraa (Khat) keeps it out of the reach of many would-be consumers. But certain people in the world have adopted a bad image of Miraa (Khat). Such stereotype hate for Miraa chewing is not factual in reality. The domino effects by certain Nations of the world cannot be ascribed to components found in Miraa but a sort of brush-off and pride. 

2) MEDICAL USEFULNESS

The Khat stems and young shoots contain alkaloids and other plant nutrients in form of tannins. Alkaloid cathinone found in Miraa (Khat) has effects in the human body that can be described as analogous to those emanating from amphetamines. However cathinone in Miraa is in small quantities. It is unstable and rapidly degrades into cathine when mixed with saliva in the mouth.  It serves as a stimulant that enhances interaction, alertness, self-esteem, communication, perception and imagination. Miraa (Khat) in form of fleshy twigs is taken moderately in social settings. Khat contains medicinal ephedrine/plant alkaloids used to relieve asthma, hay fever and head colds. It is rich in soluble fiber. Plant based flavonoids have been identified in cellulose foliage/stems making Miraa a cure for scurvy, beriberi and pellagra. Miraa eliminates fatigue, increasing endurance and stamina. Normally, its intake must be spread in the morning, afternoon and in the evening after food. Under no circumstances should Khat be taken on an empty stomach. 

Much research has been done on Khat, both by interested world bodies such as WHO and the findings thereof are very encouraging. However, the most authoritative among these are: -

1) World Health Organization (WHO) - the first research though not conclusive, made many countries proceed to ban Miraa not because of the recommendations of the findings, but due to stereotypes and the domino effect whereby, say, United Kingdom must follow the footsteps of United States of America and vice versa.

Later on, WHO carried out successful studies and were able to identify/confirm the active ingredients in Miraa. Besides cathinone and cathine, Miraa has many other elements plant pyto-chemicals essential to the body; some in quantities exceeding the required daily intake. But for reasons best known to individual Governments, many countries focus on cathine and cathinone as the only chemical components of Miraa.

2) The second authoritative research that we have on Miraa was by the National Council for Science and Technology, Government of Kenya in conjunction with the University of Nairobi.  This included a thorough historical literature review, an analysis of their conclusions, their recommendations and an overview of what needs to be done. The Council arrived at the conclusion that Miraa chewing must not be confused with ingestion of psychotropic substances; cathinone and cathine, which can be made in laboratories.  Further, it concluded that Miraa chewing has milder impact on the healthy, economic and social lives of users by far better than alcohol and tobacco, our renown and accepted social drugs.

On the future of Miraa, the research emphasized the need for further objective and conclusive studies into alleged effects of long term Miraa use, scientific exploration of traditionally medicine-use and to highlight some of the benefits like loss of appetite to treat obesity, hyperactivity and alertness for those needing endurance or long work hours.

Others who have substantially studied Miraa include:-

i) Professor Maitai of the University of Nairobi for his PHD thesis.

ii) Professor A. N. Guantai of University of Nairobi, Faculty of Pharmacy, for her Masters thesis.

iii) Prof. Houghton of Kings College UK for his seminar which collated views from numerous expert researchers worldwide and equivocally advised in their conclusion that banning Miraa will be counter productive for any nation as long as there are populations of Eastern Africans, Yemenese, etc among their populace

iv) Prof. Fraser Lynn of Kings College brought to the fore the traditionally known and enjoyed Miraa values. In her study, she found that Miraa has ingredients that enhance male sperm virility. This is just one item among the myriad that were/are known and which can be re-established by research for the benefit of humans.

v) The UN also had experts studying the relation between the flouting of the UN arms embargo in Somali and Miraa trade. They concluded that the millions earned by the warlords from Miraa trade was being used to fuel the war in Somali.

vi) The latest has been the UK survey of Somali Miraa users and non-users to establish the rates of Miraa use, the relationship between use and crime and drug abuse and attitudes towards Miraa use. Forty none percent (49%) of the population wanted Miraa banned for they felt that they would be better of then.

Reference to the UK based Crime Prevention Charity, Nacro findings, banning Miraa will not help. We have contended that Miraa is a cultural tool for population that does not enjoy alcohol or other so-called leisure items like cigarettes. Even if it is made illegal like it is in America and Canada, it will be smuggled there to fetch higher prices than are available in the open markets today.  Then these billions will be not only available to fuel wars in the Somali and its neighborhood but also to fund terrorist activities world over. Most Miraa chewers spend their leisure chewing Miraa indoors keeping away from crime and hard drugs and from terrorist recruiters like the AL-ITTIHAD AL ISLAM. 

We reckon that Khat is not particularly mentioned in Federal Drugs Law; but in a number of your States, Police handle Miraa as an illicit drug. Both cathine and cathinone type of alkaloids found in Miraa have been items subject to 1988 and 1993 Federal Law Ban. However, the quantity of such components in Miraa is almost insignificant and should not be blown out of proportion. Hence, the prosecutions in USA appear a way of victimizing minority immigrants as they crave to chew Miraa on recreational and religious agenda.

On the basis of the facts we have outlined above, we beg you to petition WHO, through FDA to be objective and rank Khat correctly among other social stimulants. Khat is customarily proven to be more mild to users in all aspects. It has much unexplored potentials than alcohol and tobacco already approved and recommended “WHO” for human consumption.

It is our strong contention that huge quantities of Khat enter USA, Canada and other countries where it is prohibited. Hence, since there are potential buyers in those countries and all Khat bans have no scientific, cultural, social-economic basis, we strongly urge “WHO” to recommend free Miraa trade. 

