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Products banned from sale in 
 Canada that The Province found in 
Vancouver markets:
! Safi liquid, produced by 

 Hamdard-WAKF-India. 
Claims to be a“blood purifier”  herbal 

remedy for skin conditions such as 
acne and rashes. Also claims to correct 
indigestion, cure constipation and 
help “stay slim and smart.” According 
to a Health Canada 2005 analysis, this 
product was found to contain arsenic 
levels in excess of 40 times the max-
imum allowable concentration for 
drugs. Dr. Lloyd Oppel of the B.C. Med-
ical Association said that arsenic can 
cause severe damage to the gastro-
intestinal system or death, depend-
ing on the amount. Arsenic can also 
affect the liver, bone marrow, cardio-
vascular system and central nervous 
system, causing nausea, abdominal 
pain, vomiting, muscle cramps, heart 
abnormalities, liver damage, anemia 
and reduced motor nerve function.
! Karela capsules, produced by 

Himalaya Drug Co, India.
Claims to be helpful in regulating 

metabolism. Health Canada found 
this product to contain high levels of 
heavy metals such as mercury, lead 
and/or arsenic. Lead poisoning can 
cause weight loss, insomnia, dizziness, 
swelling of the brain and paralysis. 
Mercury poisoning can cause tremors, 
insomnia, memory loss, slowed sen-
sory and motor nerve function and 
reduced mental function.
! Maha Sudarshan  Churna 

 powder, produced by Zandu 
 Pharmaceuticals, Mumbai, India.

Claims to cure an upset stomach and 
loss of appetite, and to act as an anti-
malarial drug. Contains high levels of 
mercury, lead and/or arsenic. 
! Shilajit capsules, produced by 

Dabur India Ltd, New Delhi, India
Claims to be a vegetarian wellness 

capsule. Contains high levels of mer-
cury, lead and/or arsenic.
! Neem Active toothpaste, with 

calcium, manufactured in Chennai, 
India

Health Canada found unacceptable 
levels of diethylene glycol and high 
levels of harmful bacteria in this prod-
uct. Potential adverse effects include 
fever, urinary tract infection and gas-
trointestinal symptoms such as vom-
iting, diarrhea and abdominal pain. 
Severe vomiting and diarrhea could 
lead to potentially life- threatening 
dehydration. The health risks are 
greatest for children and individuals 
with compromised immune systems.

Poisoned goods 
and what they 
can do to you

BY TAMARA BALUJA
STAFF REPORTER

Foreign medical and cosmetic products 
that have been banned by Health  Canada 
— some containing dangerous levels of 
arsenic and bacteria —are being sold 
illegally in ethnic markets in Vancouver, 
a Province investigation has determined. 

In one case, a $3.99 tube of Neem Active 
toothpaste with calcium, containing high 
levels of bacteria, was for sale in a store in 
the Punjabi Market.

Another store was offering a $4.99 herbal 
remedy laden with arsenic — 40 times the 
maximum allowed by Health Canada.

During shopping trips this month, The 
Province found several products on the 
shelves of Punjabi Market stores near 
Main and 49th Street that were banned 
in Canada five years ago for containing 
high levels of poisonous heavy metals. 

In Chinatown, along Pender Street, 
 other products — including a crocodile-
bile medicine claiming to cure asthma — 
were being sold without the proper Health 
Canada stamp or DIN (Drug Information 
Number), which indicates the product is 
safe for consumption. 

Most shoppers in the two areas were 
shocked to learn that products with high 
levels of heavy metals and bacteria are 
being sold even after they were banned.

“I wouldn’t compromise on my safety,” 
said Satwinder Parmar, a shopper at the 
Punjabi Market. 

“Better to pay more money for an expen-

sive treatment than go for something unsafe 
with lead in it,” she said in  Punjabi.

A 25-year-old man, who only identified 
himself as Tommy, said language might 
be the problem. 

“If Health Canada doesn’t communi-
cate with these stores in Chinese, how are 
they supposed to know?” he said. “This 
isn’t the fault of mom-and-pop stores, but 
rather the federal agency.”

Health Canada officials in Ottawa stalled 
on repeated Province requests for inter-
views and information. They refused to 
provide any indication about how many 
inspectors are assigned to inspect  Metro 
Vancouver retailers and wholesalers, how 
many reprimands have been issued or 
how many products have been pulled.

In an email finally issued Friday, media 
relations officer Gary Holub said that the 
ministry posts advisories of unsafe prod-
ucts on its website, and makes the infor-
mation publicly available. 

He also noted that Health Canada mon-
itors the effectiveness of recalls by firms 
producing the products.

“Health Canada expects that the recall-
ing firm will notify all distributors/sellers 
of the recalled product,” Holub said.

If a consumer finds a non-authorized 
product for sale in Canada, the  federal 
agency can take a number of steps, 
including “seizing the non-compliant 
product, customs target to prevent future 
entry into Canada, public communica-
tions, issuance of a warning letter, licence 
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“I don’t like it, but I’m not surprised because 
it’s been going on for so long. The audacity 
with which goods are displayed, [the] common 
knowledge . . . that these products are readily 
available under the counter . . . I ! nd absolutely 
astounding in a country like Canada.”

—  Bruce Cran, B.C.-based president
of the Consumers’ Association of Canada


