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Abstract. As belowground interactions of plants are often neglected, this study
aimed to analyze and compare the belowground and aboveground magnitude of antimicrobial activity of three medicinal plants of the Malvaceae family. Hibiscus tiliaceus,
Hibiscus rosa-sinensis and Thespesia populnea were screened for antimicrobial activity using an
antimicrobial bioassay to measure baking yeast inhibition. Roots of all species were set to
decompose at one-week intervals for three weeks to correlate belowground antimicrobial
activity with root decomposition. Soil tests were performed at different sites to correlate
belowground antimicrobial activity with soil nutrient content. This study showed that
belowground and aboveground antimicrobial activity did not differ in each species, nor were
there differences among species. There was also no significant correlation between
belowground antimicrobial activity and root decomposition or soil nutrient content
presumably because of the lack of soil diversity in Moorea, French Polynesia. Future studies
should consider testing the antimicrobial activity of these medicinal plants on
microorganisms that more commonly affect humans as opposed to baking yeast.
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INTRODUCTION
In many developing countries,
traditional medicine has been used as much as
modern
pharmaceuticals
due
to
its
affordability and accessibility (Bussmann et. al
2009). People have often turned to plants for
treatment because they are natural and
thought to be free of side-effects (Bussmann et.
al 2009). The majority of the people of the
South Pacific believe that minor injuries and
familiar illnesses are best treated utilizing
traditional medicine as opposed to Western
medicine (Anonymous 1998). Whistler (1992)
described traditional Tahitian medicine as the
use of herbal remedies to address ailments, or
the performance of certain activities to address
supernatural influences and external forces.
The Antimicrobial activity in plants has
been linked to secondary compounds such as
alkaloids,
coumarins,
isoflavonoids,
polyacetylenes,
quinones,
tannins
and
terpenes (Reichling 2010). Plants use these
secondary compounds for defense strategies
(Reichling 2010), enabling tolerance, indirect
resistance by enhancing the action of enemies
of herbivores, or chemical and mechanical

traits that reduce herbivory (Trotter 2005).
Secondary compounds used for defense
mechanisms are also dependent on resource
availability (Coley et al. 1985). Coley et al.
(1985), found that fast growing plants adapted
to resource-rich habitats suffered less from
herbivore damage and had lower amounts of
defensive chemicals than slow-growing
species in resource-poor habitats. Appel et al.
(2006) found the same relationship in plants of
the Amazonian forest, suggesting a universal
trade-off that plants in nutrient poor soils
follow the growth-defense trade-off of
allocating more resources, such as secondary
compounds, to defense (Appel et al. 2006).
Some of these plant-derived secondary
compounds are the same biologically active
compounds
found
in
pharmaceuticals
(Balandrin et. al 1985).
In previous studies, plant secondary
compounds were linked to the rate of
decomposition (Paul 2006). Decomposition
occurs in a two-phase process with the first
phase characterized by the rapid loss or
leaching of easily decomposed components
including secondary compounds used in
defense mechanisms (Cates et al. 1988). In

many systems, secondary compounds such as
tannins, have been used to measure
decomposition rates (Cates et al. 1988).
However, little is known about the allocation
of secondary compounds in the roots of plants
(Cates et al. 1988). Previous studies by Blossey
and Notzold (1995) found that there were less
secondary compounds used for defense in
non-indigenous plants as explained by the
evolution of increased competitive ability
hypothesis. This hypothesis predicted that in
the absence of herbivores, selection favored
genotypes with improved competitive abilities
and allocated fewer resources to herbivore
defense (Blossey and Notzold 1995).
Agrawal and Rassmann (2008) found that
aboveground
and
belowground
parts
expressed
defensive
phytochemical
compounds in equal concentrations. Studies
by Priya and Sejal (2012) showed the opposite
effect where the roots of H. rosa-sinensis had
the greatest growth inhibition on various
microorganisms. Furthermore, Bowers et al.
(1998,
1999,
2002)
showed
that
phytoecdysteroids,
a
pharmacological
chemical that plants synthesize for defense
(Cheng et al. 2009), increased only in roots and
not shoots after herbivore damage in spinach.
Because of these conflicting studies, the
antimicrobial activity of plants of the
Malvaceae family: Hibiscus tiliaceus, a native
tree of Moorea, Hibiscus rosa-sinensis, an
introduced shrub species, and Thespesia
populnea, a native tree, used in traditional
medicine
throughout
Moorea,
French
Polynesia (Anonymous 1998), were used to
compare belowground antimicrobial activity
to the aboveground antimicrobial activity of
secondary compounds.
The overall goal of this study was to
compare the belowground antimicrobial
activity to the aboveground antimicrobial
activity of Hibiscus rosa-sinensis, Hibiscus
tiliaceus and Thespesia populnea. This study also
focused on correlating antimicrobial activity to
both root decomposition and soil nutrient
content. It was hypothesized that (1) the
magnitude of antimicrobial activity would be
greater belowground than aboveground for all
study species based on previous studies by
Priya and Sejal (2012) (2) the native H. tiliaceus
and T. populnea would have greater
antimicrobial activity than the introduced
H.rosa-sinensis, based on the evolution of
increased competitive ability hypothesis (3)
low soil nutrient levels would result in
increased antimicrobial activity, based on the
growth-defense
trade-off
of
allocating

secondary compounds to defense (Appel et al.
2006) (4) greater belowground antimicrobial
activity would correlate with a slower
decomposition rate in roots since secondary
compounds are related to the rate of
decomposition (Paul 2006).
METHODS

FIG 1. Site locations on Moorea, French
Polynesia
Study site
Hibiscus tiliaceus, Hibiscus rosa-sinensis and
Thespesia populnea were collected along the
coast of the UC Berkeley Gump Station
(17°29’28.58”S, 149°48’35.43”W) and Mari
Mari Kellum’s property (17°30’51.34”S,
149°50’53.42”W). As T. populnea was absent at
the
Belvedere
lookout
(17°32’25.79”S,
149°49’36.08”W), a site with a higher elevation
(300m), only Hibiscus tiliaceus and Hibiscus
rosa-sinensis were collected from this site. A
complete list of medicinal uses for each plant
part has been summarized in appendix A. All
plant species collected were deposited in the
University of California Berkeley Herbarium.
Belowground and aboveground antimicrobial
assays
The following methodology for extract
preparation and the antimicrobial assay was
adopted from Cox (2008) with suitable
modifications. Five grams of fresh root matter
were collected, weighed, rinsed with water,
cleaned with a Kim WipeTM that ha been
dipped in ethanol and sliced into thin pieces.
To make ethanol and water extracts, the 30mL
of 90% ethanol or 30mL of deionized water
were added to a blender containing the plant
matter and mixed to obtain a homogenous
mixture. The plant extracts were then
transferred to sterile vials using a sterile

pipette, refrigerated at 7°C and shaken daily
for three days before they were used in the
antimicrobial assay (described below). Both
water and ethanol extracts were used since
studies by Cox (2008) showed that water
extracts yielded a higher overall mean
inhibition than ethanol extracts. The same
procedure was used to test the antimicrobial
properties of the aboveground parts (leaves,
flowers and fruits) in water extracts. Parts of
plants collected appeared healthy, free of
disease and herbivory. Five replicates were
used per study site.
A culture of baking yeast (Saccharomyces
cerevisiae), was used for the antimicrobial
assay due to its accessibility. Sugar enriched
agar medium was made by mixing 14g of gum
agar powder with 100g of white granulated
sugar and 1L of deionized water in a large
Erlenmeyer flask. The sugar enriched agar
was then autoclaved at 121°C for 15 minutes
at 0 PSI. The agar medium was then
distributed into 100x15mm Petri dishes and
allowed to solidify overnight. The Petri dishes
were then inverted to reduce condensation
and stored at room temperature until use.
To set up the antimicrobial assay, 3g of
baking yeast were mixed with 50mL of
deionized water in a sterile container. Sterile
cotton swabs were used to spread the yeast
evenly onto each Petri dish. Each Petri dish
containing yeast was then covered with
Parafilm and incubated at 30°C for 24 hours to
attain a uniform spread over the agar medium
before the extracts were applied.
Filter paper discs with a diameter of 0.6cm
were made using a hole puncher and then
sterilized in the autoclave. Each sterile disc
was then dipped three times in water or
ethanol plant extracts. A total of ten discs were
evenly placed in the surface of each yeast
inoculated Petri dish. Deionized water and
ethanol were used as negative controls and the
commercial anti-fungal, 1% econazole nitrate,
was used as the positive control. After the
plates were inoculated with the extracts, the
plates were re-sealed with Parafilm and
incubated for three days at 30°C. Yeast
inhibition was characterized as a clear zone of
inhibition surrounding the extract soaked
filter paper discs. Yeast inhibition was then
measured qualitatively by assigning a rating
of “0” for no inhibition, “1” for low inhibition,
“2” for medium inhibition, and a “3” for high
inhibition. The inhibition ratings were then
averaged for each Petri dish.
Soil nutrient content

One cup of soil was collected from all
study sites, taken back to the lab, left to dry
overnight and passed through a sieve to
remove any stones or sticks. A LaMotte NPK
Soil Test Kit was used to measure the
nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium levels.
Three soil tests were done per site.
Decomposition of Belowground Biomass
Fine roots of H. tiliaceus, H. rosa-sinensis,
and T. populnea were excavated and collected
from the three study sites, with the exception
of the Belvedere lookout, where T. populnea is
absent. The roots of each species were rinsed
with water to remove dirt and then dried for
three days in a homemade oven made from
four 60-watt lamps in a large wooden
chamber. Then, 1g of root material for each
species per site were placed in individual
10cm by 15cm mesh bags. Since root
decomposition was observed over the course
of three weeks then three sets of roots (each
containing 1g) for week one, two and three,
were made to deploy in individual 10cm by
15cm mesh bags for each species per site. All
mesh bags containing root material were
labeled with the species name and site they
were collected from and finally buried at a 45°
angle 10cm belowground. To eliminate the
possibility of abiotic factors affecting root
decomposition, all mesh bags were buried at
the Berkeley Gump Station for one, two and
three weeks. At the appropriate time, the
mesh bags were recovered, opened, the root
material was rinsed with water, dried at 30°C
for three days and weighed again to
determine the root mass loss (root
decomposition) for each plant species per site.
Statistical Analyses
All statistical analysis of data was done
using R (R Development Core Team, version
0.97.551, 2013). A one-way ANOVA and a
Tukey test were used to test for differences
between different variables such as solvent
(water and ethanol), plants (H. rosa-sinensis, H.
tiliaceus and T .populnea), parts (roots, leaves,
flowers and fruits) and study sites (Berkeley
Gump station, Mari Mari Kellum’s property
and the Belvedere lookout) on yeast
inhibition.
A one-way ANOVA and a Tukey test
was also used to analyze the effects of two
variables; plants (H.rosa-sinensis, H.tiliaceus
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FIG. 1 Boxplot with quartiles and outliers
(circles) of the belowground mean inhibition
of each species in comparison to the controls.
The only significant difference was between
the positive control and all the treatments
(ANOVA, F4,100 = 40.59, p < 0.001). Letters
refer to a statistically homogenous groups
(Tukey test).
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Yeast inhibition was not significantly
affected by the solvent type across all plant
parts (GLM (quasipoisson), F1,101 = 0, p = 1).
Ethanol had a mean inhibition of 0.7 (± SD
0.78) while water had a mean inhibition of 0.58
(± SD 0.79). Yeast inhibition was not
significantly affected by the study site
(ANOVA, F2,77 = 1.08, p = 0.34). The average
inhibition of the three medicinal plants at the
Belvedere was 0.33 (± SD 0.43). At the
Berkeley Gump Station, the average inhibition
was 0.53 (± SD 0.56). At Mari Mari Kellum’s
property, the average inhibition was 0.59 (±
SD 0.79).
Yeast inhibition was not significantly
affected by the roots of Hibiscus rosa-sinensis,
compared to Hibiscus tiliaceus or Thespesia
populnea. There was a significant difference
between the positive control and all the
treatments (ANOVA, F4,100 = 40.59, p < 0.001,
Fig. 1). The positive control, negative control
H. rosa-sinensis, H. tiliaceus, and T. populnea
had a mean inhibition of 2.6, 0.43, 0.50, 0.40
and 0.67 (±SD 0.43, 043, 0.62, 0.78)
respectively.
Yeast inhibition was not significantly
affected by the aboveground parts of Hibiscus
rosa-sinensis, compared to Hibiscus tiliaceus or
Thespesia populnea. There was a significant
difference between the positive control and all
the treatments (ANOVA, F4,50 = 94.1, p < 0.001,
Fig. 2). Thespesia populnea had the highest
mean inhibition followed by H. tiliaceus and
then H. rosa-sinensis, however these were not
significantly different. The positive control,
negative control, H. rosa-sinensis, H. tiliaceus
and T. populnea had a mean inhibition of 22.58,
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0.43, 0.15, 0.70 and 0.31 (± SD 0.43, 0.43, 0.18,
0.40 and 0.34) respectively.

Mean inhibition

and T. populnea) and weeks (one, two or three)
on root decomposition.
A Shapiro Wilk test was done to test for
normality between decomposition rate and
belowground
antimicrobial
activity.
Correlation tests using the Pearson method
were used to analyze the relationship
between
decomposition
rate
and
belowground antimicrobial activity.
A fligner test was used to test for
homogeneity of variances in comparing
average root mass loss week and species. As it
was not significant, a two-way ANOVA was
used to test for differences between week and
species.
RESULTS
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FIG. 2 Boxplot with quartiles and outliers
(circles) Aboveground average inhibition of
each species in comparison to the controls.
The only significant difference was between
the positive control and all the treatments
(ANOVA, F4,50 = 31.24, p < 0.01). Letters refer
to a statistically homogenous groups (Tukey
test).
Yeast inhibition was not significantly
affected
by
the
belowground
and
aboveground parts of T. populnea. The positive
control was significantly different from all the
treatments (ANOVA, F4,50 = 31.24, p < 0.01, Fig.
3 ). The fruits of T. populnea had the highest
mean inhibition followed by the roots and
then the leaves. However, these parts were not
significantly different from each other and the
negative control. The mean inhibition for the
fruits, roots and leaves of T. populnea was 0.78,
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FIG. 3 Boxplot with quartiles and outliers
(circles) of the mean inhibition of the
belowground and aboveground parts of T.
populnea in comparison to the controls. The
only significant difference was between the
positive control and all the treatments
(ANOVA, F4,50 = 31.24, p < 0.01 ). Letters refer
to a statistically homogenous group (Tukey
test).
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Yeast inhibition was not significantly
affected
by
the
belowground
and
aboveground parts of H. rosa-sinensis. The
positive control was significantly different
from all the treatments (ANOVA, F4,60 = 52.69,
p < 0.01, Fig. 4 ). The roots of H. rosa-sinensis
had the highest inhibition followed by the
leaves and then the flowers. The mean
inhibition of the roots, flowers and leaves was
0.50, 0.28 and 0.02 (± SD 0.62, 0.18 and 0.044)
respectively. The average inhibition for the
negative and positive control was 0.0.43 and
2.58 (± SD 0.43 and 0.43) respectively.
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FIG. 4 Boxplot with quartiles and outliers
(circles) of the mean inhibition of the
belowground and aboveground parts of H.
rosa-sinensis in comparison to the controls. The
only significant difference was between the
positive control and all the treatments
(ANOVA, F4,60 = 52.69, p < 0.01). Letters refer

Yeast inhibition was not significantly
affected
by
the
belowground
and
aboveground parts of H. tiliaceus. The positive
control was significantly different from all the
treatments (ANOVA, F4,60 = 62.98, p < 0.01, Fig.
5). The leaves of H. tiliaceus had the highest
inhibition followed by the roots and then the
flowers. The average inhibition for the leaves,
roots and flowers of H. tiliaceus was 0.42, 0.40,
0.02 (± SD 0.57, 0.51 and 0.071) respectively.
The average inhibition for the negative and
positive control was 0.0.43 and 2.58 (± SD 0.43
and 0.43) respectively.
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to a statistically homogenous group (Tukey
test).
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0.67 and 0.62 (± SD 0.29, 0.79 and 0.41)
respectively. The average inhibition of the
negative and positive control was 0.0.43 and
2.58 (± SD 0.43 and 0.43) respectively.
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FIG. 5 Boxplot with quartiles and outliers
(circles) of the mean inhibition of the
belowground and aboveground parts of H.
tiliaceus in comparison to the controls. The
only significant difference was between the
positive control and all the treatments
(ANOVA, F4,60 = 62.98, p < 0.01). Letters refer
to a statistically homogenous group (Tukey
test).
Soil nutrient content
Nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium
levels among the Berkeley Gump Station, Mari
Mari Kellum’s property and the Belvedere
lookout were identical using the LaMotte NPK
Soil Test Kit (data not shown). Nitrogen levels
were below detection limits at all sites with
less than 40 lb per acre for 6 inches of soil.
Phosphorus levels were 8 lb per acre for 6
inches of soil and potassium levels were 160 lb
per acre for 6 inches of soil at all three study
sites.
Decomposition of Belowground Biomass
Only week one and three were
significantly different (ANOVA, F2,21 = 7.1, p
<0.01) in root mass loss. Week one, two and
three had an average root mass loss of 0.13,
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antimicrobial activity, however it was not
significantly different (Spearman rho = -0.56, n
= 9, P = 0.12, Fig 8).
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FIG 8. Root decomposition rate of H. rosasinensis, H. tiliaceus and T. populnea. There was
no significant difference decomposition rate
among species (Spearman rho = -0.56, n = 9,
p = 0.12).
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0.17 and 0.22 (± SD 0.048, 0.047 and 0.045)
respectively.
In comparing root mass loss among
species, there was no significant difference
(ANOVA< F2,21 = 2.04, p = 0.16, Fig. 6). H. rosasinensis, H. tiliaceus and T. populnea had an
average root mass loss of 0.16, 0.20 and 0.15 (±
SD 0.063, 0.047 and 0.058) respectively.
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T
Species

FIG 6. Boxplot with quartiles of the root
mass loss of H. rosa-sinensis, H. tiliaceus and T.
populnea. There was no significant difference
for mass loss among species (ANOVA, F2,21 =
2.04, p = 0.16). Letters refer to a statistically
homogenous group (Tukey test).
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There was a significant effect of week
(ANOVA, F1,18= 18.04, p < 0.01, Fig. 7) and of
species (ANOVA, F2,18= 3.59). However there
was no interaction between week and species.
H. tiliaceus
T. populnea
H. rosasinensis
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FIG 7. Average root mass loss of H. rosasinensis, H. tiliaceus and T. populnea by weeks.
A fligner test was used to test for homogeneity
of variances, as it was not significant a twoway ANOVA was used to test for differences
between week and species. These results
yielded a significant effect of week (ANOVA,
F1,18= 18.04, p < 0.01) and of species
(ANOVA, F2,18= 3.59). However there was no
interaction between week and species.
There was a negative relationship between
root decomposition rate and belowground

The objectives of this study were to
compare the belowground and aboveground
antimicrobial activity in H. rosa-sinensis, H.
tiliaceus and T. populnea and to determine
whether the magnitude in belowground
antimicrobial activity differed among species.
This study also aimed to identify the
correlation of belowground antimicrobial
activity of the three species with root
decomposition and soil nutrient content. This
study showed that there was no difference in
belowground and aboveground antimicrobial
activity among species and in the
aboveground and belowground parts of each
species.
This
study
suggested
that
belowground antimicrobial activity correlated
with slower decomposition rates, but it was
not statistically significant. This study was not
able to conclude whether belowground
antimicrobial activity correlated with soil
nutrient content.
Belowground and aboveground antimicrobial
assays
To test belowground and aboveground
antimicrobial activity, ethanol and water
extracts were combined because they were not
significantly different. Sites were also not
significantly different and were therefore
combined. The fruits of T. populnea had the
highest mean inhibition followed by the roots
and then the leaves. However the
belowground and aboveground parts of T.
populnea along with the negative control, were
not significantly different. In H. rosa-sinensis,
the mean inhibition was higher belowground
than aboveground, but was not significantly

different. In H. tiliaceus, the leaves had the
highest mean inhibition followed by the roots
and then the flowers. Antimicrobial activity
belowground and aboveground was also not
significantly different.
In
comparing
the
belowground
antimicrobial activity among species, T.
populnea had the highest mean inhibition
followed by H. rosa-sinensis and then H.
tiliaceus. However, all three species were not
significantly different from each other or from
the negative control. Thus this study did not
support the evolution of introduced species
hypothesis since native and introduced
species had the same antimicrobial activity. As
an aboriginally introduced plant (Whistler
1990), H. rosa-sinensis, might have escaped
specialist herbivores from its native habitat
and encountered new generalist herbivores
(Hay and Morrison 2011) possibly causing it to
allocate secondary compounds to plant
defenses over the years
In
analyzing
the
aboveground
antimicrobial activity among species, there
was no significant difference among species
although Thespesia populnea showed a higher
mean inhibition followed by H. rosa-sinensis
and then H. tiliaceus. These results were not
consistent with Cox’s (2008) study that only
focused on the aboveground parts. Cox’s
(2008) results showed that H. rosa-sinensis had
the highest average inhibition followed by T.
populnea and then H. tiliaceus.
The difference in results between Cox
(2008) and this study on the aboveground
antimicrobial activity may be due to half the
use of replicates. While Cox (2008) used ten
replicates per plant part, this study used five
replicates per plant part due to time
constraints. This experiment also focused
more on using sterile materials to guarantee
that the antimicrobial activity was because of
the plant extracts alone. In addition, Cox
(2008) measured yeast inhibition under the
extract soaked filter paper, while this study
measured the clear zone of growth inhibition
around the filter discs. This methodology has
been widely used in anti-microbial assays and
has proven to be the most effective as shown
in studies by Khoo et al. (2011) that evaluated
the antimicrobial activity of different plant
extracts. Lastly, it was not clear what strategy
Cox (2008) used to assign a rating of 0-3 for
yeast inhibition and therefore the perceptions
of low, medium or high inhibition varied
between both studies. Future studies can
standardize the low, medium and high
inhibition categories by using a ImageJ to

measure the diameter of the zone of inhibition
for each disc and assigning length values to
each category as done by Frey and Meyers
(2010).
In this study, the plant extracts had a
low mean inhibition on baking yeast. Since
previous studies conducted by Priya and Sejal
(2012) showed that the roots of H. rosa-sinensis
had the highest growth inhibition of C.
albicans, E. coli, S. aureus, S. pyogenes, C.
albicans and P. aeruginoa followed by the
leaves and then the flowers, future studies
should test for inhibition of yeasts that more
commonly affect humans such as Candida
albicans. Furthermore, studies can be
expanded to compare the belowground and
aboveground anti-microbial, anti-fungal, antibacterial or anti-viral properties of H. rosasinensis, H. tiliaceus and T. populnea since these
have been identified to exhibit such inhibition
(Anonymous 1998, Kumar et al. 2008, Kumari
et al. 2008, Priya and Sejal 2012).
Soil nutrient content
In analyzing the soil chemistry at the
Berkeley Gump Station, Mari Mari Kellum’s
property and the Belvedere lookout, there was
no difference in soil composition among the
sites. Nitrogen levels were below detection
limits at all sites with less than 40lb per acre
per six inches of soil. Phosphorus levels were
40lb per acre per six inches of soil and
potassium levels were 160lb per acre per six
inches of soil. As a result, the correlation
between
soil
nutrient
content
and
antimicrobial activity was inconclusive
because the nitrogen, phosphorus and
potassium levels were identical across all
study sites. However, since soil nutrient
content was identical at all sites and the
belowground antimicrobial activity was not
significantly different among species, it is
possible that these two correlated. To further
investigate this relationship, future studies can
grow these medicinal plants in manipulated
soils that have been enriched with varying
nutrient levels and correlate the soil nutrient
content with the antimicrobial activity. There
is also a natural approach where future
studies can search for sites throughout
Moorea that are habitats for these medicinal
plants and have varying soil nutrient levels.
The lack of diverse nutrient content
also suggested that elevation did not seem to
have an effect on the nitrogen, phosphorus
and potassium levels, as these nutrient levels
were the same coastal and mid-elevation

regions of the island. However, more soil
nutrient testing needs to be done along an
elevational gradient to determine whether
elevation plays a role in soil nutrient
composition.
The LaMotte NPK Soil Test Kit used
in this study was not precise in measuring
exact nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium
levels since the NPK chart consisted of only
three graphic color options of low, medium
and high. Future studies can also use a
different instrument to measure nutrient
levels at a finer scale.
Ultimately, the lack of soil nutrients
may be because the Society Islands of French
Polynesia were formed from the same basaltic
lavas (Dostal et al. 1982) of hot spot volcanoes
(Segar and Segar 2007). Since basalt from
volcanic islands contained other soil nutrients
such as calcium, magnesium, iron and
manganese (Eggleton et al. 1987) that are
essential for plant growth (Silva & Uchida
2000), by measuring these different nutrient
levels, there could have been a difference in
soil composition. However, only nitrogen,
phosphorus and potassium levels were
measured due to limited lab equipment.
Future studies can also compare the
antimicrobial activity of the same medicinal
plant species from island and mainland
habitats.
Decomposition of Belowground Biomass
In
analyzing
decomposition
of
belowground biomass, within the first week
H. tiliaceus decomposed faster than the other
species, but by week three, there was no
significant difference in root mass loss among
H. rosa-sinensis, H. tiliaceus and T. populnea
(Figure 6). However, there was a positive
relationship between root mass loss and time
in weeks, where the only significant difference
was between weeks one and three. Root mass
loss among species was significantly different
when all three time points were analyzed
simultaneously.
Root
decomposition
rate
and
antimicrobial activity showed a negative
relationship, however it was not significant.
Nonetheless, this suggested that the roots of
the three species had the same secondary
compounds, as secondary compounds are also
directly related to the rate of decomposition
(Paul 2006).

Conclusion
Overall, as the majority of antimicrobial
studies on medicinal plants have focused on
the aboveground parts alone of mainland
medicinal plants, this study was unique in
that it demonstrated that belowground and
aboveground antimicrobial activity did not
differ among and in each of three plant species
of the same family found in the island of
Moorea. Thus, this study did not support the
evolution of increased competitive ability
hypothesis as native and introduced species
had
the
same
antimicrobial
activity.
Furthermore,
because
of
the
same
antimicrobial activity at all sites for all species
and the homogeneity of the soil nutrients,
there was not enough evidence to support the
growth-defense trade-off. Lastly, there was
not enough evidence to correlate antimicrobial
activity with a slower root decomposition rate.
However, future studies should consider
testing the antimicrobial activity of these
medicinal plants on different yeast strains
such as C. albicans, that are more relevant to
human health, in a range of different soil
types.
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I thank the Richard B. Gump Station and
the University of California Berkeley for
allowing me the opportunity to expand my
passion for research in the island of Moorea,
French Polynesia. I thank the professors
Stephanie Carlson, Brent Mishler, Vince Resh,
George Roderick and Jonathon Stillman and
the graduate student instructors Christopher
DiVittorio, Julie Hopper and Lindsey
Dougherty, for their support and guidance
throughout the course. To my family, friends,
fellow classmates, field assistant Dianne
Quiroz, and to the people of Moorea,
Mauruuru roa.
LITERATURE CITED
Agrawal A.A. and S. Rasmann. 2008. In
defense of roots: a research agenda for
studying plant resistance to belowground
herbivory. Plant Physiology 146:875–880.
Agrade, P. D., P. S. Patil, P. R. Shinde, and R.
Venkatanarayanan. 2012. Assesment of
pharmacognostic
and
phytochemical
standards of Thespesia populnea (L.) root.
Asian Pacific Journal of Tropical
Biomedicine. 2:1212-1216
Ahmed, S., T. Ahmed, T. Hossan, T. Nahar, S.

Paul and B. Uddin. 2010. Antibacterial
activity of the ethanol extracts of Hibiscus
rosa-sinensis leaves and flowers against
clinical isolates of bacteria. Bangladesh
Journal of Life Science 22:65-73.
Anbazhagan, C., S. Hemaiswarya, M.
Poonkothai,
and
R.
Raja.
2009.
Comparative study on the antimicrobial
activities of three Indian medicinal plants.
Egyptian Journal of Biology 11: 52-57
Anonymous. 1998. Medicinal plants in the
south pacific: Information on 102
commonly used medicinal plants in the
South
Pacific.
WHO
Regional
Publications, Western Pacific Series 19.
Appel, H. M., P. D. Coley, P. V. A. Fine, S.
Irazuzta, I. Mesones, Z. J. Miller, I.
Saaksjarvi, J. C. Schultz and H. Stevens.
2006. The growth-defense trade-off and
habitat specialization by plants in
Amazonian forests. Ecology 87:150–162.
Balandrin, M.F., W.H. Bollinger, and E.S.
Wurtele. 1985. Natural plant chemicals:
sources of industrial and medicinal
materials. Science 228:1154–1160.
Blossey, B. and R. Notzold. 1995. Evolution of
increased competitive ability in invasive
nonindegenous plants: a hypothesis.
Journal of Ecology 83:887-889
Bowers, W. S., D. W. Galbraith, R. J. Grebenok,
and E. A. Schmelz. 1998. Damage-induced
accumulation of phytoecdysteroids in
spinach: a rapid root response involving
the octadecanoic acid pathway. Journal of
Chemical Ecology 24:339–60.
Bowers, W. S., D. W. Galbraith, R. J. Grebenok,
and E. A. Schmelz. 1999. Insect-induced
synthesis of phytoecdysteroids in spinach,
Spinacia oleracea. Journal Chemical Ecology
25:1739–57.
Bowers, W. S., R. J. Grebenok, E. A. Schmelz,
and T. E. Ohnmeiss.. 2002. Interactions
between Spinacia oleracea and Bradysia
impatiens: a role for phytoecdysteroids.
Archives of Insect Biochemistry and
Physiology 51:204–221.
Bussmann, R.W., M. Garcia and D. Sharon.
2009. From Chamomile to Aspirin?
Medicinal plant use among clients at
laboratorios beal in Trujillo, Peru.
Ethnobotany Research & Applications
7:399–407.
Cates R. G., J. R. Gosz, and J. D. Horner. 1988.
The role of carbon-based plant secondary
metabolites in decomposition in terrestrial
ecosystems. The American Naturalist 132:
869-883

Chapin, F.S. III., P. A. Matson, H. A. Mooney,
and F. Stuart. 2002. The Ecosystem
Concept.
Principles
of
Terrestrial
Ecosystem Ecology. Springer-Verlag, New
York, USA.
Cheng, K. W., E. T. Li, H. Wang, J. J. Wu, and
W.
C.
Ye.
2009.
Simultaneous
determination of three phytoecdysteroids
in the roots of four medicinal plants from
the
genus
Asparagus
by
HPLC.
Phytochemical Analysis 20: 58-63
Cox, H. 2008. The correlation between
herbivory and medicinal activity in
Thespesia Populnea, Hibiscus Tiliaceus, and
Hibiscus Rosa-Sinensis on Mo’orea, French
Polynesia. UC Berkeley Moorea Student
Research Papers 2008:1-12.
De Deyn, G. B., and W.H. Van der Putten.
2005.
Linking
aboveground
and
belowground diversity. Trends in Ecology
and Evolution 20:625–33.
Dostal J., C. Dupuy , and J. M. Liotard. 1982.
Geochemistry and origin of basaltic lavas
from Society Islands, French Polynesia
(South Central Pacific Ocean). Bull
Volcano 45:51–62
Eggleton, R. A., C. Foudoulis, and D.
Varkevisser. 1987. Weathering of basalt:
changes
in
rock
chemistry
and
mineralogy. Clays and Clay Minerals 35:
161-169
Frey, M. F., and R. Meyers. 2010. Antibacterial
activity of traditional medicinal plants
used by Haudenosaunee peoples of New
York State. BMC Complementary and
Alternative Medicine 10:64
Ganesh M., A. Saravanakumar, T. Sivakumar,
M.
Vasudevan,
J,
Vanitha,
and
K.Venkateshwaran. 2009. Evaluation of
antibacterial
activity,
phenol
and
flavonoid contents of Thespesia populnea
flower extracts. Pakistan Journal of
Pharmaceutical Sciences 22:282-286
Hay, M. E., and W. E. Morrison. 2011.
Herbivore preference for native vs. exotic
plants:
generalist
herbivores
from
multiple continents prefer exotic plants
that are evolutionarily naïve. PLoS ONE 6
Hobbie, S. E., and R. Ostertag. 1999. Early
stages of root and leaf decomposition in
Hawaiian forests: effects of nutrient
availability. Oecologia 121:564–573
Khoo, T. J., K. H. Lim, H. S. Loh, M. Othman,
K. N. Ting, and C. Wiart. 2011. Optimal
methods for evaluating antimicrobial
activities from plant extracts. Journal of
Microbiological Methods 84:161-166

Kumar, A., and A. Singh. 2012. Review on
Hibiscus rosa sinensis. International Journal
of Research in Pharmaceutical and
Biomedical Sciences 32:534-538.
Kumar, D., V. Kumar, and K. N. Sunil. 2009.
Antinociceptive and anti-inflammatory
activity of Hibiscus tiliaceus leaves.
International Journal of Pharmacognocy
and Phytochemical Research 1:15-17
Kumari, A. G., M. A. Mohamed, S. Mohan, A.
J. Sunilson, and J. Thomas.. 2008. Activity
of Hibiscus tiliaceus Linn. Roots. Iranian
Journal
of
Pharmacology
and
Therapeutics 7:123-125.
Paul, E.A. 2006. Soil microbiology, ecology
and
biochemistry
third
edition.
Amsterdam academic press.
Priya N., and R. Sejal. 2012. Evaluation of
Antimicrobial Activity of Hibiscus rosasinensis. Journal of Pharmacy Research
5:3318-3320.
Segar, D.A. and E.S. Segar. 2007. Introduction
to ocean sciences second edition. Norton
and Company. New York, USA.
Silva, J. A. and R. Uchida. 2000. Approaches
for tropical and subtropical Agriculture.
Plant nutrient management in Hawaii’s
soils. College of Tropical Agriculture and
Human Resources, University of Hawaii
at Manoa.
Trotter, A.R. 2005. The ethnobotany and
ecology of Geophila repens and Centella
asiatica on Moorea, French Polynesia. UC
Berkeley Moorea Student Research
Papers, 14.
Whistler, W.A. 1990. Ethnobotany of the cook
islands: the plants, their maori names, and
their uses. Allertonia. 5: 347-424

APPENDIX A

T. Populnea

H.rosa-sinensis

H. tiliaceus

Plant

Leaves

Flowers

Roots

Fruit

fractured
bones4,
sprained
muscles4,
postpartum
discharge4,
delivery4,
coughs4, sore
throat4, open
wounds4,
fevers7,
ulcers7, skin
diseases7
postpartum
relapse
sickness4,
boils4, sores4,
inflammations
4
, laxative
emollient6,
emmenagogue6,
aphrodisiac6

sores4, cuts4,
boils4, swellings4

dysentery8,
microbial
infection8,
skin boils8,
chest
congestion8

No
information

menstruation2,
cystitis2,
venereal
diseases2,
feverish
illnesses2,
carbuncles2,
mumps, sores2,
coughs2,
gonorrhea6

coughs6,
gonorrhea6,
menorrhagia6

N/A

coughs4,
influenza4,
headache4,
relapses in
illnesses4,
cutaneous
infections1

astringent5,
hepatoprotective5,
antioxidant5,
cutaneous
infections1

dysentery3,
cholera3,
hemorrhoids3

urinary tract
problems4,
abdominal
swellings4
dysentery1,
cholera1,
hemorrhoids1
cutaneous
infections1

Biological
Activity
antioxidant8,
microbial
infection8

Antioestrogenic4,
anti-implantation4,
abortifacient4,
antipyretic4,
antispasmodic4,
CNS depressant4,
hypotensive4,
antispermatogenic
4
, embryotoxic4,
hypothermic,
insect attractant4
analgesic4,
antifungal4, and
antiinflammatory9.
antibacterial4,
antifungal4,
antiyeast4, antiimplantation4,
antispasmodic4
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