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Welcome

Folk Remedies as Sources of Lead

This newsletter will provide you with information from
the current research literature and updates on available
resources related to lead poisoning prevention. With your
help we will strive to reach the goal of eliminating lead as
an environmental hazard by 2010. This quarterly
newsletter is a collaborative effort between the Virginia
Department of Health’s Lead-Safe Virginia Program and
the University of Virginia’s Division of Medical
Toxicology.
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PHONE NUMBERS TO KNOW
•

Lead-Safe Virginia, Virginia Department of Health
(877) 668-7987

•

24-hour Healthcare Professional Lead Emergency
Hotline (866) SOS-LEAD

Case:
A 6-month-old Hmong girl was found to have
lead poisoning (blood lead 60 ug/dL, erythrocyte
protoporphyrin 263 ug/dL, hematocrit 38%)
during routine screening for well-baby care. She
was asymptomatic at the time. Her physical
examination was unremarkable. No
environmental sources of lead, such as paint,
could be identified after a thorough investigation
of the family's home. After detailed questioning
by the child's pediatrician, the parents admitted
giving a remedy called pay-loo-ah that consisted
of red and orange powders. Laboratory analysis
of the red powder showed a lead concentration of
8%. Believed to have originated in China or
Southeast Asia, pay-loo-ah was reported to be
given to children as a cure for fever or rash.
Samples of folk remedies were obtained from
several Hmong households in the community at
that time revealed it contained lead (between 1%
- 90%). These folk remedies were in wide use
and were easily available through local Asian
food stores or Hmong peddlers.
Discussion
Pay-loo-ah is one of numerous folk remedies that
have been associated with lead poisoning in the
United States. Numerous other traditional or folk
medications used in East Indian, Indian, Middle
Eastern, West Asian, and Hispanic cultures have
been found to contain lead [see table below]. For
example, numerous confirmed cases of lead
poisoning following the ingestion of azarcon or
the related remedy, greta, have been reported
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RESOURCES
Lead-Safe Virginia
www.vahealth.org/leadsafe
Search for recalled lead items:
U. S. Consumer Product Safety Commission
www.cpsc.gov
Download copies of the Guidelines for Childhood Lead
Poisoning Screening in Virginia:
http://www.vahealth.org/leadsafe/Rev_Screening_04.pdf
CDC Spotlights on Lead
http://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/
EPA Lead Page
www.epa.gov/opptintr/lead/index.html
HUD Office of Lead Hazard Control
www.hud.gov/offices/lead
Children's Environmental Health
http://www.niehs.nih.gov/oc/factsheets/ceh/home.htm
National Lead Information Center
http://www.nsc.org/ehc/lead.htm
National Center for Lead Safe Housing
http://www.cehn.org/cehn/resourceguide/nclsh.html

Free Workshop - April 8th, Danville: In
conjunction with the National Paint and Coatings
Association (NPCA), The Training Network, Inc. is
offering a one day Lead-Based Paint Training
Program for Renovators and Remodelers.
http://www.leadsafetraining.org/

ONLINE LEAD EDUCATION
Education in lead poisoning topics for health care
professionals. Free CME for Virginia health care
providers. http://www.leadpoison.org
Current courses:
 Lead Pathophysiology
 Sources of Lead Poisoning

throughout the country. Greta and azarcon are fine
powders with total lead contents found to vary from
70% to greater than 90%. As powder, they provide a
large surface area for potential absorption. These
remedies apparently are most often administered to
infants and children for such a variety of complaints,
such as colic. In fact, certain branches of Ayurvedic
medicine consider heavy metals such as lead to be
therapeutic and encourage their use in the treatment
of certain ailments. Lead is subsequently added to
many of the concoctions because of its supposed
curative properties. In other cases, folk powders and
pills become contaminated with lead from soil or
through the manufacturing process. Traditional
medicines may account for up to 30 percent of all
childhood lead poisoning cases in the United States,
according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. The exact prevalence is not known, as
only 14 percent of children are tested for lead
nationwide.
Health care workers should consider folk remedy use
in the differential diagnosis of unexplained lead
toxicity. Screening for elevated blood lead levels is
necessary to identify cases. The reluctance of family
members to report the use of traditional ethnic
medicines during initial interviews may reflect
factors such as uncertainty about the legality of using
such medicines, belief in the effectiveness of these
remedies, and concerns regarding responsibility for
the child's elevated BLL. In addition, because some
persons may not consider these substances to be
"remedies" or "medicines," health-care providers and
public health investigators should ask about the use
of these substances by their common names.
Culturally appropriate educational efforts are needed
to inform persons of the potential health risks posed
by these remedies, particularly in populations in
which traditional or folk medication use is prevalent.
###

More courses to follow. Archived issues of this
newsletter are also available.
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Table: Folk Remedies Linked to Lead Poisoning
Folk
Remedy
Name
Albayalde
Albayaidle
Alarcon
Alkohl
Al Murrah
Anzroot
Azarcon
Ba Bow
Sen
Bali goli
Bint al
dahab
Bint
Bent dahab
Bokhoor
Cebagin
Cordyceps
Deshi
Dewa
Farouk
Ghasard
Greta
Henna
Kandu
Kohl

Region of Origin

Purported Medical Indication

Mexico & Central
America
Mexico & Central
America
Mexico
Middle East
Saudi Arabia
Middle East
Mexico
China

vomiting, colic, apathy, lethargy
vomiting, colic, apathy, lethargy
vomiting, colic, apathy, lethargy
topical medical preparation, applied to umbilical stump
colic, stomach aches, diarrhea
gastroenteritis
vomiting, colic, apathy, lethargy
Hyperactivity and nightmares in children

Asia/India
Oman, Saudi Arabia,
India
Oman, Saudi Arabia,
India
Oman, Saudi Arabia,
India
Saudi Arabia
Middle East

stomach ache
diarrhea, colic, constipation, and general neonatal use

wood and lead sulfide burned on charcoal to calm infants
teething powder

China
Asia, India

herbal medicine treatment for hypertension, diabetes, bleeding
fertility pill

diarrhea, colic, constipation, and general neonatal use
diarrhea, colic, constipation, and general neonatal use

Saudi Arabia
teething powder
India
tonic
Mexico
vomiting, colic
Middle East
hair and skin dye
Asia/India
stomach ache
Africa, Asia, India,
Cosmetic; astringent for eye injuries and umbilical stump, teething
Pakistan, Middle East
powder
Kushta
India/Pakistan
Diseases of the heart, brain, liver, and stomach; tonic
Pay-loo-ah
Laos (Hmong)
high fever; rash
Santrinj
Saudi Arabia
teething powder
Surma
Africa, Asia, India,
Cosmetic; astringent for eye injuries and umbilical stump; teething
Pakistan, Middle East
powder
* Adapted from: EPA ‘Traditional Remedies Known to Contain Lead’
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