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For anyone involved in

the  herbal  products
industry—whether as a
m a n u f a c t u r e r ,
formulator, clinician, or
d e d i c a t e d
consumer—understand
ing the safety profile of
botanicals is not just a
professional obligation;
it  is  a  fundamental
pillar  of  responsible
p r a c t i c e .  W i t h
thousands  of  plant
species used in dietary
supplements, teas, and
traditional  medicines,
the need for a reliable,
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e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
r e f e r e n c e  i s
paramount.  This  is
precisely the gap that
the American Herbal
P r o d u c t s
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
H a n d b o o k  w a s
designed  to  fill.  Often
referred  to  simply  as
the  Botanical  Safety
H a n d b o o k ,  t h i s
comprehensive  text
has  become  the  gold
standard for assessing
the risk  and safety of
herbal ingredients used
in  commerce  and
clinical  practice.  It
m o v e s  b e y o n d
anecdotal  evidence,
synthesizing  decades
of  scientific  research,
historical use data, and
regulatory  guidance
i n t o  a  s i n g l e ,
authoritative resource.
In  this  article,  we will
explore  the  origins,
structure, and practical
significance  of  the

American  Herbal
P r o d u c t s
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
Handbook.  We  will
examine  its  unique
classification  system,
d iscuss  i ts  ro le  in
regulatory  compliance
a n d  p r o d u c t
development,  and
h i g h l i g h t  w h y  i t
r e m a i n s  a n
indispensable  tool  for
anyone  serious  about
botan ica l  sa fe ty .
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned herbalist or a
newcomer  to  the  field,
understanding  this
handbook  is  essential
for  making  informed
decisions  about  the
herbs you use and sell.

THE GENESIS AND
EVOLUTION OF
THE BOTANICAL
SAFETY
HANDBOOK

The  American  Herbal
Products  Association
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(AHPA)  first  published
the Botanical  Safety
Handbook  in 1997, a
time  when  the  herbal
i n d u s t r y  w a s
experiencing  rapid
growth  but  lacked  a
c e n t r a l i z e d ,
scientifically  rigorous
safety reference. Early
e d i t i o n s  w e r e
pioneering,  but  the
field of pharmacognosy
and  toxicology  was
advancing  quickly.
Recognizing  the  need
for  an  update,  AHPA
r e l e a s e d  a
substantially  revised
and  expanded  second
edition  in  2013.  This
edition,  often cited as
the  definitive  version,
was edited by Michael
McGuffin,  John  T.
Kartesz,  and  Albert  Y.
L e u n g ,  a n d  i t
i n c o r p o r a t e d
contributions  from  a
distinguished  advisory
board  of  botanists,
toxicologists,  and

medical professionals.

Why a
Second
Edition
Was
Necessar
y
The  herbal  landscape
is  not  s ta t i c .  New
research  emerges,
regulatory  policies
shift,  and  previously
unknown  interactions
or  adverse  effects
come  to  l ight .  The
second  edition  of  the
Botanical  Safety
Handbook  addressed
several  critical  factors:

Expanded
Monographs:
The number of
botanicals
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covered grew
significantly, now
encompassing
over 600 species.
Updated Safety
Data: The
handbook
incorporated new
toxicological
studies, clinical
reports, and
pharmacokinetic
data.
Refined
Classification:
The safety
classification
system was
honed to better
reflect the
nuances between
different plant
parts,
preparation
methods, and
routes of
administration.
International
Relevance:
While focused on
the U.S. market,
the second

edition
acknowledged
the global nature
of the herb trade
and included
regulatory
considerations
from other major
markets.

T h i s  e v o l u t i o n
c e m e n t e d  t h e
American  Herbal
P r o d u c t s
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
Handbook  as a living
document  that  adapts
t o  t h e  c h a n g i n g
knowledge  base  of
botanical medicine.

UNDERSTANDING
THE CORE: THE
SAFETY
CLASSIFICATION
SYSTEM

T h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e
Botanical  Safety
H a n d b o o k  i s  i t s
straightforward,  yet
deeply  informative,
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classification  system.
Instead  of  offering
vague  warnings  or
unqualified  approvals,
the  handbook  assigns
e a c h  b o t a n i c a l  a
specific  class  based on
i t s  k n o w n  s a f e t y
profile.  This  system
allows users to quickly
gauge the relative risk
a n d  a p p r o p r i a t e
restrictions  for  any
given  herb.

Class 1:
Herbs
That Can
Be Safely
Consume
d
Class 1 botanicals  are
those that, when used
appropriately,  have  a

well-established history
of  safe  use.  They  are
generally  considered
food  o r  f ood - l i ke
substances  with  low
toxicity.  Examples
i n c l u d e  f a m i l i a r
culinary herbs like basil
(Ocimum  basilicum),
g i n g e r  ( Z i n g i b e r
officinale),  and
peppermint (Mentha ×
p i p e r i t a ) .  T h e
Botanical  Safety
Handbook  notes  that
these  herbs  may  be
used freely, but it still
includes  important
information  about
p o t e n t i a l
c o n t a m i n a n t s ,
adulterants,  or  mild
sensitivities that could
affect a small subset of
the population.

Class 2:
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Herbs
with
Specific
Restrictio

ns
C l a s s  2  i s  a  m o r e
nuanced  category,
subdivided into several
groups that clarify the
n a t u r e  o f  t h e
restriction. This is one
of  the  most  valuable
a s p e c t s  o f  t h e
American  Herbal
P r o d u c t s
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
Handbook  because  it
p revents  b lanket
warnings  that  could
unnecessarily  scare
consumers  away  from
beneficial herbs.

Class 2a: Herbs

for which
external use only
is recommended.
For example,
certain plants
that are safe on
the skin but
could be toxic if
ingested.
Class 2b: Herbs
that should not
be used during
pregnancy. This
is a common and
critical restriction
that the
handbook
documents with
supporting
evidence.
Class 2c: Herbs
that should not
be used while
nursing. This
accounts for
compounds that
may pass into
breast milk.
Class 2d: More
specific
restrictions, such
as limited



American Herbal Products Associations
Botanical Safety Handbook 7

7

dosage, specific
preparation
methods, or
warnings for
individuals with
certain medical
conditions.

Class 3:
Herbs
That
Require
Professio
nal
Supervisi
on
Class 3 botanicals  are
t h o s e  f o r  w h i c h
significant  data
suggests  they  should
be used only under the

guidance  of  a  qualified
healthcare practitioner.
These herbs often have
potent pharmacological
effects,  a  narrow
therapeutic window, or
known  adverse  effects
w h e n  m i s u s e d .
Examples  inc lude
a r n i c a  ( A r n i c a
montana)  for  internal
u s e ,  g o l d e n s e a l
(Hydrastis canadensis),
and  certain  stronger
laxatives  like  senna
(Senna  alexandrina).
The Botanical Safety
Handbook  provides
clear  guidance on the
degree  of  supervision
r e q u i r e d  a n d  t h e
specific risks involved.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS IN
THE HERBAL
INDUSTRY

The American Herbal
P r o d u c t s
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
Handbook  i s  no t
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merely  an  academic
re fe rence ;  i t  i s  a
practical  tool  used
e v e r y  d a y  b y
professionals  across
the  herba l  supp ly
chain.  Its  influence
extends from the initial
s o u r c i n g  o f  r a w
materials  to  the  final
labeling  of  consumer
products.

Product
Formulati
on and
Quality
Control
Formulators rely on the
handbook  to  make
critical decisions about
ingredient  selection,
dosage  levels,  and
a p p r o p r i a t e
contraindications.  For
instance, if a product is

intended for a general
audience,  formulators
will avoid Class 3 herbs
and  will  pay  careful
a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e
specific  restrictions  of
Class  2  herbs.  The
h a n d b o o k  a l s o
provides  data  on  safe
dosage ranges, helping
to ensure that products
are  both  effective  and
safe.  Quality  control
t e a m s  u s e  t h e
handbook to verify that
incoming  botanical
materials are correctly
identified  and  that  the
plant parts used match
the  safety  profile
o u t l i n e d  i n  t h e
monograph.

Regulator
y
Complian



American Herbal Products Associations
Botanical Safety Handbook 9

9

ce and
Labeling
In  the  United  States,
dietary  supplements
are  regulated  by  the
FDA under the Dietary
Supplement Health and
Education Act (DSHEA)
of 1994. While the FDA
does  not  officially
endorse the Botanical
Safety  Handbook,  it
is widely accepted as a
source of authoritative
safety  information.
Companies  use  the
handbook  to  support
t h e i r  s a f e t y
assessments,  develop
appropriate  warning
labels,  and  defend
the i r  comp l i ance
dur ing  regulatory
i n s p e c t i o n s .  F o r
example,  a  product
containing  a  Class  2b
h e r b  w o u l d  b e
expected  to  carry  a
pregnancy warning on

its  label,  a  practice
directly  informed  by
the  handbook.

Clinical
Practice
and
Dispensin
g
H e r b a l i s t s ,
naturopathic  doctors,
and  other  clinicians
turn to the American
Herbal  Products
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
Handbook  w h e n
designing  treatment
protocols for individual
patients. The handbook
is particularly useful for
identifying  potential
herb-drug  interactions,
which are  increasingly
re l evan t  as  more
p e o p l e  c o m b i n e



10

10 American Herbal Products Associations
Botanical Safety Handbook

2025-10-20

botanical  supplements
with  pharmaceutical
med icat ions .  The
detailed  monographs
p r o v i d e  t h e  d a t a
c l in ic ians  need  to
assess  r isk  versus
benefit  for  their
patients.

COMPARING THE
HANDBOOK WITH
OTHER SAFETY
RESOURCES

While  the  Botanical
Safety Handbook is a
cornerstone  of  herbal
safety, it is not the only
resource  available.
Understanding  how  it
compares  to  other
references helps users
appreciate  its  unique
strengths.

The
Botanical

Safety
Handboo
k vs. The
German
Commissi
on E
Monograp
hs
T h e  G e r m a n
C o m m i s s i o n  E
Monographs, published
i n  t h e  l a t e  2 0 t h
century,  are  another
well-known  source  of
b o t a n i c a l  s a f e t y
information.  However,
the American Herbal
P r o d u c t s
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
Handbook has several
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advantages. First,  it  is
regularly  updated,
w h e r e a s  t h e
C o m m i s s i o n  E
m o n o g r a p h s  a r e
largely  static.  Second,
the  AHPA  handbook
reflects  a  North
American  perspective,
including  botanicals
commonly used in the
United  States  and
Canada  that  may  not
b e  c o v e r e d  b y
European  references.
Third,  the classification
s y s t e m  o f  t h e
handbook  i s  more
granular  and  user-
friendly.

The
Botanical
Safety
Handboo

k vs. The
WHO
Monograp
hs
The  Wor ld  Hea l th
Organization  (WHO)
a l s o  p u b l i s h e s
m o n o g r a p h s  o n
selected  medicinal
p lants .  These  are
excellent  resources,
b u t  t h e y  c o v e r  a
smal ler  number  of
species. The Botanical
Safety  Handbook  is
f a r  m o r e
comprehensive  in  its
scope, making it more
practical  for  the  daily
needs  of  the  herbal
industry.  Furthermore,
the handbook includes
c o m m e r c i a l  a n d
regulatory context that
is directly applicable to
the American market.
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LIMITATIONS AND
RESPONSIBLE USE

No  reference  work  is
p e r f e c t ,  a n d  t h e
American  Herbal
P r o d u c t s
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
H a n d b o o k  i s  n o
exception.  Responsible
users must be aware of
its limitations to avoid
misapplication.

The
Challenge
of
Incomplet
e Data
For  many  botanicals,
especially  those  used
in  traditional  systems
o f  m e d i c i n e ,
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
toxicological  data

simply does not  exist.
The handbook does its
best with the available
evidence, but there are
g a p s .  A  C l a s s  1
d e s i g n a t i o n ,  f o r
example,  does  not
mean that  an  herb  is
safe for everyone in all
c i rcumstances .  I t
means  that  based  on
current  knowledge,  no
significant  risks  have
been  identified  when
used  as  d i rec ted .
R e s p o n s i b l e
practitioners  always
consider  individual
patient  factors  and
evolving  research.

The
Static
Nature of
a Printed
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Handboo
k
Although  the  second
edition  was  a  major
u p d a t e ,  i t  w a s
published  in  2013.
Herbal  research  has
continued  since  then.
New  studies  on  herb-
drug interactions,  rare
adverse  events,  and
p r e v i o u s l y
unrecognized toxicities
a r e  p u b l i s h e d
r e g u l a r l y .  T h e
Botanical  Safety
Handbook  should  be
considered  a  starting
point,  not  the  final
w o r d .  A H P A  d o e s
provide  addit ional
resources,  such  as
online  updates  and
alerts,  but users must
actively seek out these
s u p p l e m e n t a r y
materials.

Cultural
and
Tradition
al
Context
T h e  h a n d b o o k  i s
grounded in a Western
scientific  and
regulatory  framework.
It may not fully capture
t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l
k n o w l e d g e  a n d
n u a n c e d  u s a g e
pat te rns  o f  o ther
cultures.  For  example,
a plant used safely for
centuries  in  a  specific
p r e p a r a t i o n  o r
comb ina t ion  by  a
traditional  culture
might  be  classified
more  restr ict ively
because  the  Western
t o x i c o l o g i c a l
f r a m e w o r k  l a c k s
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context for that usage.
The American Herbal
P r o d u c t s
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
H a n d b o o k
acknowledges  these
t r a d i t i o n s  b u t
prioritizes the available
scientific data.

THE FUTURE OF
THE BOTANICAL
SAFETY
HANDBOOK

As the herbal industry
continues to grow and
evolve, the need for a
r e l i a b l e  s a f e t y
reference  wil l  only
increase.  There  is  a
strong  demand  for  a
third  edition  of  the
Botanical  Safety
Handbook  that would
incorporate  the  latest
research from the past
d e c a d e .  A r e a s  o f
particular  interest
include:

Cannabinoid

Safety: With the
explosion of
interest in hemp
and CBD
products,
comprehensive
safety
monographs for
cannabis and its
derivatives are
needed.
Herb-Drug
Interaction
Data: As
polypharmacy
becomes more
common,
updated
interaction data
is critical.
New Species
and Novel
Preparations:
The global herb
trade is
constantly
introducing new
species and
novel extracts,
each requiring
rigorous safety
evaluation.
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AHPA remains actively
engaged  in  botanical
safety  research  and
advocacy,  and  the
Botanical  Safety
H a n d b o o k  w i l l
undoubtedly  continue
to be a central part of
that  miss ion .  The
a s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
guidance ensures  that
the  handbook  wi l l
remain  relevant  for
years to come, even as

t h e  b o t a n i c a l
landscape  shifts.

CONCLUSION: AN
INDISPENSABLE
COMPASS FOR
HERBAL SAFETY

The American Herbal
P r o d u c t s
A s s o c i a t i o n ’ s
Botanical  Safety
Handbook is far more
than  a  mere  l ist  of
p l a n t s  a n d  t h e i r
properties.  It  is


