
	




	



Herbs are one of humanity’s oldest health care tools, and the basis of many modern medicines. Primitive and ancient civilizations relied on herbs for healing, as do contemporary cultures throughout the world. In the United States, herbal supplements are a rapidly growing industry with many questions to be answered.  
What are Herbal Supplements?

The U.S. Congress defines a  dietary supplement as a product taken by mouth that contains a “dietary ingredient” intended to supplement the diet. Herbal supplements are dietary supplements that have a medicinal purpose. Herbal supplements generally support a specific area of the body’s health such as the liver, bones, or skin. These supplements come in a variety of forms including tablets, capsules, softgels, gelcaps, liquids,  powders, or bars. 
Are Supplements Safe?

The Food and Drug Administration is responsible for overseeing the safety of U.S. food and drug products, but it does not have the authority to approve supplements before they are sold. These supplements should contain what their labels claim but that is not always the case. 

There are some important considerations to think about when looking into dietary supplements: 
· It’s important to know that just because an herbal supplement is labeled “natural” does not mean it is safe or without any harmful effects. 
Herbal Supplements

· Supplements can act in the same way as drugs. Therefore, they can cause medical problems if not used correctly or if taken in large amounts. Negative effects can still be experienced even if taken properly.

· Women who are pregnant or nursing and children  should be especially cautious about using supplements.

· The active indgredient(s) in many supplements are not known. There may be dozens, even hundreds, of such compounds in herbal supplements. 

· Published analyses of herbal supplements have found differences between what is listed on the label and what is in the bottle. This means that you may be taking less or more of a supplement than what the label indicates. The word “standardized” on a product label is no guarantee of higher product quality since there is no legal definition of this in the United States. 
· Some herbal supplements have been found to be contaminated with metals, unlabeled prescription drugs, microorganisms, or other substances.
· It is important to consult your health care provider before using an herbal supplement, especially if you are taking any medications either prescription or over-the –counter. Some herbal supplements are known to interact with medications in ways that cause health problems. 

· Don’t substitute supplements for medication. If you plan to use a dietary supplement in place of drugs, consult your health care provider first. 

· Some supplements can have unwanted effects during surgery. You may be asked to stop taking certain products 2-4 weeks ahead of time to avoid potentially dangerous supplement/ drug interactions. 

· Some supplements are known to be dangerous. Just because a product is on the market does not mean it is definitely safe. 

Shopping for Supplements

Before taking any supplement, always consult your health care professional. The buyer is purchasing at their own risk but there are some tips to ensure that the buyer gets the best supplement available: 

· Established brands. Certain companies have been manufacturing quality supplements for decades. Usually  nationally known food and drug manufacturers have been under tight controls because these companies already have manufacturing standards in place for their other products. 
· U.S.P. notation. Look for ingredients with the U.S.P. notation which indicates the manufacturer followed standards established by the U.S. Pharmacopoeia. 

· Specific herbal information. You should know the Latin name of an herb, including genus and species, or the common name of the herb you want. Most herbs have more than one species, and not every species has medicinal value. 

· Mystery ingredients or  “flowering agents.”  Many supplement manufacturers use “fillers” to make the production of the supplement easier and faster. Examples of fillers, often referred to on the label as “flowering agents,” are magnesium stearate, palmitic acid, stearic acid, gelatin, silica and other artificial colors or flavors. They compromise the effectiveness of the nutrients in the supplement, and some people may experience side effects from them. 
· Customer service information. Ideally, there should be either a toll-free phone number to call, a website, or both. 

· Recommendations for use. Does the bottle clearly state how much of the supplement to take and when? 

· Amount per serving and % Daily Value. These instructions should be there except for herbs which will say “ Daily Value not established.” 

· Additives statement. The product should state whether it is free of common allergens such as corn, wheat, and milk. 

· Warning statement. Specifically check to identify any warning information. 
· Lot number. Helps manufacturers locate the original batch if problems arise. 

· Expiration date. Make sure it’s post-dated for at least the length of time you will spend using up the contents. 

· Storage instructions. Climatic changes can affect the life of the supplement as well as the effectiveness. 
Risky herb-drug combos

It has been established that the herbal supplement industry is not  strictly regulated. There are some known combinations of herbs and medications that are at high risk for adverse effects. Herbs that are toxic include aristolochia (linked to kidney failure and cancer), yohimbe (sexual stimulant linked to heart and respiratory problems), bitter orange ( similar effects to the banned stimulant ephedra), and chaparral ( linked to liver damage). 


Other known herb and pharmaceutical  interactions include: 
· Echinacea may interact with allergy drug Allegra, antianxiety drug Halcion, Asthma drug  Theo-Dur, cholesterol-reducing statins, and diabetes drug Orinase.
· Garlic may interact with diabetes drugs, blood thinners, antihypertensives, and oral contraceptives.

· Ginkgo Biloba may interact with blood thinners, and antidepressant Desyrel. 

· Ginseng may interact with blood thinners, diabetes drugs, and immunosuppressants.

· Green tea may interact with blood thinners, antihypertensive drug Aldomet , pain reliever Tylenol, and anticonvulsant drug Tegretol. 
· St. John’s Wort may interact with migraine-fighting triptans, some tricyclic antidepressants, allergy drug Allegra, some anticancer drugs, antihypertensives, asthma drug Theo-Dur, blood thinner Coumadin, and oral contraceptives. 
· Black Cohosh may interact with antibiotic E-mycin, antidepressants, antihypertensives, cholesterol-reducing statins, and pain reliever Tylenol. 
· Milk Thistle may interact with sedatives, some blood thinners, cholesterol-reducing statins, allergy drug Allegra, anticonvulsant Dilantin, estrogen, and oral contraceptives. 

· Saw Plametto may interact with blood thinners, prostate and hair-growth drugs, estrogen, and oral contraceptives.  

**Sources for this newsletter include:
1. www.nccam.nih.gov
2. www.mayoclinic.com
3. www.consumerreports.org

4.www.helpguide.org
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