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Some natural medicines not quite so safe

The term complementary medicine covers a wide range of products and therapies. These include vitamins and mineral supplements, herbal preparations, aromatherapy and homeopathic treatments.

Alternative or traditional are words often used to describe approaches to health care that might be considered to be outside the realm of conventional medicines as practised in Australia. But given the apparently growing popularity of complementary medicines, it might be argued their use is hardly unconventional. It has been estimated that more than 50% of Australians regularly use some form of complementary medicines. 

It is increasingly important, therefore, for us to ensure as much as we possibly can that these medicines are at least safe, if not always effective.

As long ago as the 16th century, the then medical expert and commentator, Paracelsus, stated that “all medicines are poisons, it only depends on the dose”. Of course, in the time of Paracelsus, all medicines were pretty much traditional; by today’s standards, at least some would probably be considered complementary or alternative. 

Even so, some of those century-old remedies that really did work have since been purified and standardised to give more consistent and reproducible positive results.

There is a distinction between complementary and alternative treatments, where the former are used together with the “conventional” therapy and the latter instead of. In either case, with complementary and alternative medicines (CAMs), there is the potential for problems to occur. 

Clearly, natural is not always necessarily safe. But if CAMs are your cup of herbal tea, then there are ways of managing the risk. 

The Pharmaceutical Society of Australia has produced a fact card titled Complementary Medicines. The card – which is available from all pharmacies across Australia providing the Self Care health information – identifies the problems and pitfall of CAMs, and also indicates which of the claims made for various CAMs can be supported by evidence. 

Recent studies have shown the herb saw palmetto, previously thought to be effective in treating non-cancerous prostate enlargement, may not be any better than placebo (the dummy pill); while echinacea may help a little to reduce the severity and duration of cold symptoms, but may not be of any benefit in preventing colds. 

Of even greater concern is the fact that some commonly used CAMs can cause serous side effects. Following a safety review, the Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) in Australia has concluded that medicines containing black cohosh should include the warning statement that “Black cohosh may harm the liver in some individuals.”

St John’s wort – considered useful to treat mild depression – can interact with a number of prescription products causing toxicity or a reduction in effectiveness. 

On the positive side, many people have gained some pain relief from osteoarthritis symptoms with glucosamine; and long-term use of cranberry juice or extract helps prevent the occurrence of urinary tract infection. 

The undeniable fact is that complementary and alternative medicines are made up of chemicals, just like any medicine. If they are taken in a dose sufficient to have some benefit, they can also do harm.

Before self selecting any CAM, especially if you are taking a prescription medicine, check first with your pharmacist.
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