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A drug product that 
does not have an 
eight-digit Drug Iden-
tification Number 
(DIN) is not authorized 
for sale in Canada. 

“A drug product sold 
in Canada without a 
DIN is not in compli-
ance with  Canadian 
law,” according to 
the Health Canada 
 website. 

The Province found 
a number of products 
being sold on Vancou-
ver store shelves as 
Chinese traditional 
herbal medicines but 
bearing no DIN:

Traditional or otherwise, 
all medicines need a DIN

! Crocodile Bile Pill for 
Asthma, manufacturer not 
known. Claims to clear lungs 
and “keep kidneys in order.”
! Curing pill, manufactured 
by Guangzhou Wanglaoji 
Pharmaceutical Co., China. 
Claims to cure gastrointes-
tinal problems and motion 
sickness.
! Royal Jelly Panax Gin-
seng Capsules, produced 
by the Central Medical Man-
ufactury & Co., Tiajin, China. 
Claims to be good for health. 
! Jian Bu Zhuang Gu Wan, 
manufactured by Lanzhou 
Foci Pharmaceutical Factory, 
China. Unknown use.

 suspension, investigation and prosecu-
tion,” he added. 

Canada has tried several times to 
improve the inspection system.

Bill C-51, an attempt to regulate such 
imports and enforce the rules surround-
ing them, died on the order paper when 
a federal election was called in 2008. It 
was later resurrected as Bill C-6, which 
again failed to become law when Parlia-
ment prorogued in 2009.

As a result, the Hazardous Products Act 
— which has not been updated in 40 years 
— is all inspectors have to go by.

And in an ever-increasing global trade 
market, that’s a problem, says Federal 
Liberal health critic Carolyn Bennet. 

“I find it absolutely appalling and irre-
sponsible that these banned products 
are still being sold,” Bennet says. “Volun-
tary recalls are just not working and your 
investigation is proof of that.

“I’ve always believed the [health] minis-
ter must have the power to recall banned 
products if the wholesalers or manufac-
turers do not take care of it themselves. 
If Health Canada is not responsible for 
doing these inspections, then who else 
would it be?”

Bennet says she’s concerned that Health 
Canada can only examine shipments 
marked as “drugs,” and that  other tradi-
tional remedies not earmarked can flood 
into the country  untested. 

Bruce Cran, B.C.-based  president of the 
Consumers’ Association of  Canada, says 
he finds the finger- pointing  frustrating.

“I don’t like it, but I’m not surprised 
because it’s been going on for so long,” 

Cran said. “The audacity with which goods 
are displayed, [the] common knowledge 
. . . that these products are readily avail-
able under the counter . . . I find absolutely 
astounding in a  country like Canada.

“And generally, there doesn’t seem to 
be a lot of interest on the part of govern-
ment agencies to follow up with inspec-
tions and have these products removed 
on a permanent basis.”

Cran’s group says the retailers and dis-
tributors are part of the problem. 

“Sometimes these things are pulled off 
voluntarily. But as soon as [the situation] 
cools down, they are back on the shelves. 
And no one polices it,” he said.

One such product — Safi, which claims 
to be a blood purifier — was requested by 
a reporter from several stores. The major-
ity of store clerks said they did not sell it, 
precisely because it was banned for con-
taining high levels of arsenic. 

But at one store on Fraser Street, the 
product was kept under the cashier’s desk 
and the owner appeared hesitant to sell 
it. When the reporter asked if anything 
was wrong with the product, the cashier 
quickly said “no” and sold the product. 

In another case, the owner of Punjab 
Food Center, on Main Street, went to the 
rear of the store and brought the product 
out. When confronted about the product’s 
safety, Harinder Toor just shrugged. 

“If they are good or bad products, I don’t 
know. Back home [in India], people are 
using it all the time,” he said in  Punjabi.

“It is Health Canada’s duty to stop us if 
these products aren’t safe. We’re just the 
retailers. We’re not even the wholesalers 
who import these things to Canada.”

Harinder Toor, owner of the 
Punjab Food Center, stands 
outside his Main Street store. 
Toor kept a stock of Safi 
liquid in the rear of the store 
and claimed he didn’t know it 
had been banned in Canada. 

Toor claimed not to know the prod-
ucts had been banned before The Prov-
ince brought it to his attention. In a phone 
interview the next day, he said he had 
thrown out all the banned products. 

The owner of Super Spice House, who 
did not want to be identified, said he was 
told only two weeks ago by his supplier 
to take Safi off the shelves — even though 
the product was banned in 2005.

“I don’t lose any money, so I don’t care 
if it sold,” he said, explaining in Punjabi 
that the supplier would reimburse him 
for the banned products.

“But health people, they never come 
through here,” the shop owner said. “It’s 
very rare. Once in a blue moon.”

In Chinatown, Ki Pan, a clerk at the Con-
tinental Herbal Co., acknowledged that 
many of the herbal remedies being sold 
did not have a DIN.

“Some of the companies start putting 
in the number now. Others don’t have it, 
but they are all approved,” she said, point-
ing to rows of medicines. “We have lots of 
Chinese inspectors in the health depart-
ment and they come regularly to check.”

Critics of Health Canada say that doesn’t 
happen often enough. “We almost get the 
impression that nobody cares very much, 
which is very sad,” said Cran. 

“It is very much caveat emptor — buyer 
beware — in this present state,” added a 
concerned Dr. Perry Kendall, B.C.’s Pro-
vincial Health Officer. 

“We should let the feds know and alert 
the regional health authority.” 

Calls to wholesalers Quality Natural 
Foods and Gagan Food, which supply 
goods to Super Spice House and Punjab 
Food Centre, went unanswered.

Hanif Ratanshi, another of Punjabi Mar-
ket’s suppliers and the only one willing to 
speak to The Province, said he no longer 
imports Indian health medicines. 

“These products you say are banned are 
all dying products,” Ratanshi said. “This 
is all old-generation stuff.”

He speculated that the products reach 
Vancouver through ports in Eastern 
Canada and might be “misdeclared” at 
 customs. 

Ratanshi said he has lost money on 
imports when Health Canada confiscated 
products that were later deemed unsafe, 
although he couldn’t say how much.

Health Canada’s email said the minis-
try works closely with the Canada Bor-
der Services Agency on imports. But the 
effort hasn’t impressed the B.C. Medical 
Association, which is calling for tougher 
enforcement of Health Canada’s rules.

“Often in this industry, there is this 
unchallenged assumption that some-
thing that is ‘natural’ or has been used 
 traditionally for hundreds of years is 
therefore safe. And that’s a very mistaken 
and dangerous assumption,” said associ-
ation spokesman Dr. Llyod Oppel, who 
cited tobacco as a prime example.

“If people are selling things as health 
products, there should be good  scientific 
evidence to support that,” he said. “But 
the vetting process was almost  essentially 
handed over to purveyors of traditional 
medicine . . . and the science falls behind.

“At the very least, [your investigation 
is] a cry to Health Canada to be policing 
more effectively.”

tbaluja@theprovince.com
twitter.com/tamara_baluja

Vancouver through ports in Eastern 

“I wouldn’t 
 compromise on my 
safety. Better to pay 
more money for an 
expensive treatment 
than go for something 
unsafe with lead in it.”

— Punjabi Market shopper 
Satwinder Parmar
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