	Comfrey Warning

Dec. 23, 2003

Health Canada has once again arbitrarily decided to remove another herb from the Canadian market.
On the hit-list this month is Comfrey. For more information see: http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/english/media/releases/2003/2003_101.htm (Dec. 12, 2003)

There are NO cases of liver toxicity from Comfrey products in Canada yet Health Canada feels they need to "protect" us. What the?

Will they reveal to us these "international studies" that showed liver toxicity? Who did the studies? Conflict of interest if it's a pharmaceutical manufacturer?

Background information:
What is it?
The name comfrey apparently was derived from a Latin word that translates as "knitting together". Over the ages it's also been known as bruisewort, knitback, and knit-bone. All these aliases contain a clue to its therapeutic use. Another onetime name, ass ear, is more of a tip-off to what the plant's long green leaves look like. Originally found only in Eurasia, comfrey, with its bell-shaped purple flowers, now grows wild in the eastern United States and Canada.

Therapeutic Uses:

Bruises, joint sprains, ulcers (duodenal and indolent). Arthritis, bedsores, breast pain, bronchitis, bug bites, chafing, colitis, eczema, fractures, gastritis, gum disease, hemorrhage, inflammation, intestinal inflammation, muscle strains, pharyngitis, psoriasis, rashes, sores, wounds.

Folk uses: Chest pain, congestion, contusions, coughing, diarrhea, dysentery, gastric ulcers, indigestion, itching, pleuritis, sunburn, venous problems.

Reference: The Green Pharmacy Herbal Handbook, James A. Duke, Ph.D. ISBN 0-312-98151-1

Facts:

We now know that comfrey contains allantoin, a substance that helps stimulate the growth of new cells and is now used in many cosmetic products. Commercially prepared comfrey creams and ointments are useful for all kinds of skin irritations, including chafing and bug bites. External comfrey preparations have also been used to promote healing of damaged tendons or ligaments.

At one time comfrey was taken internally for ulcers and irritable bowel syndrome. Today, we are more cautious about ingesting comfrey, because it contains pyrrolizzidine alkaloids, compounds known to cause liver disease if taken over a long period of time. In 1978, the National Cancer Institute reported that rats fed comfrey roots or leaves developed liver cancer. In fact, in the 1980's, two medical journals - Gastroenterology in the United States, and the British Medical Journal -  reported two cases of liver damage resulting from the frequent consumption of comfrey-pepsin tablets for gastrointestinal disorders. Common comfrey, which contains much lower levels of this dangerous substance, is still sold freely. Proponents of comfrey cite a 1987 study reported in Science Magazine that rated carcinogens based on their potential risk. Noted carcinogen authority Bruce Ames of the University of California estimated that one cup of comfrey tea was about as risky as eating one peanut butter sandwich, which has traces of estragole, a natural carcinogen.

Reference: Earl Mindell's New Herb Bible. Earl Mindell, R.Ph., Ph.D. ISBN 0-684-85639-5

                Indian Herbalogy Of North America, Alma R. Hutchens, ISBN 04-05-080255

More Info:
As far as safety is concerned, traditionally comfrey root has always been somewhat of an issue, where comfrey leaves have had no safety concerns.

Consumers shouldn't hit the panic button. Topically applied comfrey creams and ointments are still considered quite safe. We know them to be very effective, especially for bruising.

It comes as somewhat of a surprise to us that Health Canada has decided to effectively ban comfrey products since comfrey is traditionally known to be a possible liver toxin when taken internally at high dose over a long time. In general comfrey has always been taken with the warning to only take it internally under supervision of your health practitioner.

We have asked Health Canada for the details and references of the "international studies" they are using to make their decision on comfrey. As soon as we have this information we will add it to this page.



Additional Commentary:
If you want to know why Health Canada will not prosecute anyone [including the herbalist in the Yukon who is selling comfrey] and merely settles for a milk toast warning: Animal studies alleging comfrey is a carcinogen involved injecting an extract of the comfrey alkaloids directly into the livers of lab rats. 
Unfortunately for Health Canada, people who use comfrey leaves and root are not in the habit of injecting it into their livers. Taken internally, comfrey is censored by the digestive processes of the body before the proceeds of digestion are absorbed into the blood and delivered to the liver. Used externally as a poultice comfrey draws toxins from wounds and promotes healing. Raw beefsteak has been known to be used for the same purpose.
On the merits of this issue, a good defense lawyer would mop up the court room floor with crown counsel. Instead, Canadians have to put up with weasel warnings from a research challenged health bureaucracy hostile to herbal medicine. Injecting pureed beef into the liver of animals would also be very toxic to the liver. The beef industry would rightly reject such an experiment as justification for warning people not to consume beef.
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WHITEHORSE-- A recent warning to avoid products containing the herb comfrey is going unheeded by a herbalist in Whitehorse. Bev Gray runs a successful shop - but she also has a growing world-wide customer base who buy online. 

 
· HEALTH CANADA ADVISORY: Comfrey 


Last week, Health Canada advised consumers to avoid comfrey or products containing the herb because it could cause liver damage. 

Comfrey is a big green plant - with prickly leaves and small blue, pink or mauve flowers. It's often applied to the skin to heal wounds. Herbalists and Natureopathic doctors claim it helps cells regrow after injury. 

 
· RELATED: Many stores ignoring kava kava ban: study 


So far Health Canada is not demanding products containing comfrey be recalled. 

Gray has decided to ignore Health Canada's advisory, which she calls irresponsible. 

"It's scaremongering. I have been trying to get a hold of them personally to find out what their methodology is, where this information is coming from, why are they putting it out now, but yet nobody can answer my questions," Gray said. 

Last month, Health Canada ordered stores to stop selling herbal remedies containing kava kava. It, too, has been linked to serious liver problems. It is commonly used to treat insomnia and anxiety. 

Kava kava has been linked to 39 cases of liver damage around the world, including four cases in Canada. Three of those cases resulted in death, although there have been no deaths in Canada. 

Health Canada is bringing in new rules to govern the sale of natural health products. They take effect in January 2004. 

Written by CBC News Online staff 

 
 


