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What Are Patented Asian Medicinals? 
They are commercially manufactured, 
mass produced medicines that follow 
traditional Chinese formulations. 
Manufactured medicinals are sold 
in packages, with pictures of the 
wildlife they claim to contain, such as 
the illustration of a tiger on the box. 
The Endangered Species Act and the 
Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora (CITES) make it illegal to import 
products containing endangered species. 

Why Is The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Concerned About These Medicinals?
As the agency responsible for enforcing 
CITES, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (Service) has had a long-term 
conservation commitment to tiger and 
rhino protection. Its interest in the link 
between medicinals and endangered 
species prompted the Service’s National 
Fish and Wildlife Forensics Laboratory 
to analyze products seized at ports 
of entry. The Forensics Lab found no 
evidence of endangered species in these 
patented over-the-counter medicinals, 

but significant 
levels of mercury 
sulfide and 
arsenic.

What Is The 
Problem If 
There Are No 
Endangered 
Species 
Products In The 
Medicinals?
The popularity 
of these items 
maintains the 
demand for 
wildlife products 
containing 
endangered 
species. Also, 
although 
the products 
analyzed do 
not contain 

endangered species, the toxic metals 
present in the medicinals may pose a 
health risk to consumers.

The Service Suggests That Certain 
Over-the-Counter Asian Medicinals May 
Represent A Health Risk. Why? 
Ingestion of arsenic and mercury may 
have dangerous cumulative effects 
over time. The table included with this 
fact sheet indicates the toxins found 
in products sampled by the Forensics 
Laboratory. The Service currently is 
working with the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration, which sets tolerance 
levels for such toxins. Establishing such 
levels will help consumers more easily 
determine the levels at which some 
medicinals are harmful to health.

The State of California’s Department of 
Health Services also has divided patented 
medicinals into risk-related categories. 
Mercury sulfide and arsenic sulfide 
fall into Category 1, ingredients that 
are toxic when taken internally. Under 
California’s Sherman Food, Drug and 

Cosmetic Law, sale of these products is 
illegal. 

Are Toxins Intentionally Included Or Are 
They Byproducts Of The Process? 
The Chinese pharmacopeia lists 
realgar (arsenic sulfide) and cinnabar 
(mercury sulfide) as therapeutic agents. 
Traditionally they have been used in 
Asian medicinals. However, none of the 
medicinals analyzed list them as ingre-
dients. Realgar and cinnabar appear to 
be associated with products claiming to 
contain tiger bone or rhinoceros horn. 

Is There A Safe Level For Mercury Or 
Arsenic Sulfide?
Studies evaluating levels of these 
compounds have not been completed. 
However, studies published in Australia 
reported chronic arsenic sulfide poisoning 
from traditional Chinese medicine with 
an average intake of approximately 10.3 
milligrams per day. Studies published in 
Britain reported chronic mercury sulfide 
poisoning from Indian ethnic remedies 
with approx-imately 262.0 milligrams per 
day. 

Ingestion of the daily recommended dose 
of Asian herbal balls could theoretically 
provide up to 72 milligrams of arsenic 
and up to 1.2 grams of mercury. Arsenic 
and mercury bioconcentrate in the body. 
A small dose over a long period of time 
eventually could produce chronic toxicity. 

1.	 A COP registration form (copies 
of which DMA receives from the 
Secretariat 4 to 5 months prior to the 
COP). 

2.	 A hotel booking form. 

3.	 Other information regarding 
attendance. 

The NGO must fill out the registration 
form and submit it, along with a copy 
of DMA’s approval letter, to the CITES 
Secretariat. The Secretariat’s deadline 
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for observer registration is one month 
prior to the opening of the COP.

The Secretariat charges each approved 
observer a registration fee, which 
may vary from COP to COP (the 
registration fee for COP12 was set at 
a minimum of $600 for the initial NGO 
representative and a minimum of $300 
for each additional representative).  The 
registration fee includes one set 
of all necessary COP documents. 
The Secretariat usually accepts the 
registration fee either by check to the 
CITES Secretariat or at the time of 
registration at the COP. For any given 
COP, the NGO observer should consult 
with the Secretariat about paying the 
registration fee.

Each observer approved by the Service 
will be added automatically to DMA’s 
mailing list and, on a periodic basis, 
receive notification of the latest CITES-
related information leading up to the 
COP.
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