Lead in Calabash Chalk, A Traditional African Remedy for Morning Sickness

Audience: Consumers, Obstetrical healthcare professionals

Please review the following message from Virginia Wheatley, Research Scientist 2, Food and Drug Safety Program, NJDHSS, concerning calabash chalk, a traditional African remedy that contains lead and arsenic.

New Jersey Department of Health and Senior Services (NJHDSS) advises healthcare professionals and pregnant or breastfeeding women about the risk of calabash chalk, a traditional African remedy for morning sickness that contains high levels of lead and arsenic.  Calabash chalk, also known as nzu, poto, clabash clay, calabar stone, mabele, argile, and la craie, has recently been found at African specialty stores and African markets in Texas and Rhode Island, and may be in New Jersey.  In Rhode Island, samples contained lead levels up to 29 ppm.
Consumption of calabash chalk can cause serious adverse health effects.  For example, a developing fetus is particularly at risk for brain and nervous system damage from lead exposure.  Extremely high levels of lead can be fatal.  Arsenic is a carcinogen, and long-term exposure can lead to a range of adverse health effects, including cancers of the urinary bladder, lung, and skin.  
Calabash chalk is sold as a large pellet or in bulk, and resembles balls of clay or mud (see picture below).  It is usually sold in small plastic bags with a handwritten label.  
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The NJDHSS is in contact with local health departments who are known to have a number of African markets and stores in their jurisdictions.  No wholesale supplier information is currently known.  If suppliers are found in NJ, NJDHSS will immediately investigate and destroy any product found at those locations.  The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) will be advised of all findings and any wholesaler contact info, both in-state and out-of-state.
Local Health Departments are requested to look for calabash chalk at African markets and African specialty stores during routine inspections.  If found, NJDHSS recommends that inspectors oversee voluntary destruction.  Name and address of any suppliers should be obtained, then immediately reported to Virginia Wheatley at 609-826-4935 or via email at virginia.wheatley@doh.state.nj.us.

Healthcare providers are asked to report any adverse events that may be related to use of calabash chalk to the FDA's MedWatch Safety Information and Adverse Event Reporting Program online [at www.fda.gov/MedWatch/report.htm], by phone 1-800-332-1088. 
Consumers who have been ingesting the product should stop immediately and contact their health care provider.

We will keep you updated as more information becomes available.  For any questions regarding this issue, please contact Virginia Wheatley at 609-826-4935.

