Mercury taints some
skin lighteners

Tribune’s tests reveal high levels of toxic metal

By Ellen Gabler
and Sam Roe
TRIBUNE REPORTERS

Some creams promising
to lighten skin, eliminate
age spots and zap freckles
contain high levels of mer-
cury, a toxic metal that can
cause severe health prob-
lems, a Tribune investiga-

tion has found.

The newspaper sent 50
skin-lightening creams to a
certified lab for testing,
most of them bought in
Chicago stores and a few
ordered online. Six were
found to contain amounts of
mercury banned by federal
law.

Of those, five had more

than 6,000 parts per million
— enough to potentially
cause kidney damage over
time, according to a medi-
cal expert.

The Food and Drug Ad-
ministration banned mer-
cury in skin-bleaching or
lightening products in 1990,
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Stillman’s Skin Bleach
Cream was one of six
lightening creams
found to contain
amounts of mercury
banned by federal
law, testing showed.
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but the agency rarely tests the
products to see if consumers are
at risk. The Tribune's tests —
among only a handful ever con-
ducted — show that tainted prod-
ucts are still readily available.

“I'm shocked and speechless,”
said Dr. Jonith Breadon, a Chi-
cago dermatologist who said she
sees patients weekly who ask
aboutlightening their skin. “Ijust
assumed since (mercury) was
banned in the U.S., it never got in.
But clearly that isn’t true.”

FDA spokesman Ira Allen said
that with fewer than 500 inspec-
tors reviewing imports, the agen-
cy cannot check all food, drug and
cosmetic products under its juris-
diction. “It is likely that things get
past us,” he said.

When notified of the Tribune’s
testresults, the retailers said they
would pull the products from
shelves, and two distributors said
they would stop selling them.

The market for skin lighteners
is booming in the U.S. and abroad.
Some people of Asian, Hispanic
and African heritage use the
creams because lighter skin is
often considered a status symbol
in their cultures. Many consum-
ers, including Caucasians, use the
creams to diminish age spots or to
even out skin tone, while others
want to lighten their entire face or
bodies.

Sales of lightening products in
the US. are expected to increase
nearly 18 percent by 2015, reaching
$76 million annually, according to
market researcher Global Indus-
try Analysts.

Consumers can’t know for sure
which creams are tainted. Stores
across the city sell dozens of
brands, many of them made over-
seas. The six creams that tested
high in the Tribune tests were
manufactured in Lebanon, China,
India, Pakistan and Taiwan.

The creams were bought at a
variety of stores: a large beauty-
supply store in the Uptown neigh-
borhood, an herbal medicine shop
in Chinatown, an Indian beauty
salon on Devon Avenue, a grocery
store also on Devon, and a small
African shop on 79th Street.

Researchers say people are af-
fected differently by mercury, de-
pending on the amount and dura-
tion of exposure, among other
variables. Daniel Hryhorczuk of
the University of Tllinois School of
Public Health said the amounts of
mercury found by the Tribune
were troubling and could lead to
kidney damage at the least.

“Those are very high levels,” he
said.

The highest level of mercury,
nearly 30,000 parts per million,
turned up in a circular container
of thick, white cream labeled as
Stillman’s Skin Bleach Cream.
Adbul Amin said he decided to
stock it at his Devon Avenue
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Kelly Klein, a metals analyst at a lab in Kelso, Wash., prepares samples of skin creams this month for mercury
testing. Several skin lighteners tested for the Tribune were found to contain high levels of mercury, a toxic
metal that can cause severe health problems. SOL NEELMAN/PHOTO FOR THE TRIBUNE

grocery store because the product
is so popular in Pakistan.

“T didn’t have any idea it had
mercury inside,” Amin said,
promising he would no longer sell
the product.

Mercury is used in skin whiten-
ers because the metal blocks pro-
duction of melanin, which gives
hair and skin their pigmentation.
Other chemicals can do the same
thing, but mercury is inexpensive
and effective, said Ellen Silber-
geld, a professor of environmental
health science at Johns Hopkins
University.

It’s also toxic. Mercury is rap-
idly absorbed through the skin
and can affect people neurologi-
cally, Silbergeld said. They might
experience blurred vision or trou-
ble walking. Severe mercury poi-
soning can shut down organs and
lead to death.

Silbergeld said the use of mer-
cury in skin creams has been
well-documented in other coun-
tries and should be of concern to
the FDA.

“Inamulticultural society such
as ours, you can expect that these
kinds of issues are going to arise,”
she said. “The duty of the agency
is to protect everyone.”

The FDA'’s Allen said the issue
of mercury in skin creams hasn’t
been on the agency’s radar since
2006, when some creams from the
Dominican Republic were found
to contain mercury.

The creams often follow a com-
plicated path to the United States.
Retailers say they order the

Send us your tips

We want to hear
&>y fromyou. Send us

tips for stories you
think need to be investi-
gated. E-mail us at
watchdog@tribune.com

creams over the Internet, buy
them from suppliers and some-
times bring them in personally
from abroad. Some sellers and
suppliers wouldn’t disclose where
they bought creams that tested
high for mercury.

Amin, the Devon Avenue store
owner, said he bought the Still-
man bleach cream from Detroit-
based B.M. Trading. That firm’s
owner, Malik Younis, would not
say where he bought the product.

The packaging says it is manu-
factured in an area of Pakistan
“under arrangement with” the
Stillman Co. Inc. USA, based in
Aurora.

Back in the 1970s, Stillman
authorized a Pakistani company
to make and sell skin whiteners
under the Stillman name — but
only in Pakistan, said Stillman
owner Bob Bereman.

In 2007, Bereman said, he saw
the Pakistani product being sold
online and thought it might con-
tain mercury. He said he had the
product tested, and when the
results showed mercury, he noti-
fied the FDA. Allen, with the

agency, said there isno record of a
formal complaint.

Efforts to reach the Pakistani
company were unsuccessful.

Four foreign manufacturers
contacted by the Tribune said the
tainted products sold under their
name could be counterfeit.

Counterfeit drugs and cosmet-
ics, long a problem in other
countries, are increasingly com-
mon in the U.S. as more of these
products are sold online and im-
ported, FDA officials said.

Frank Lin, a sales manager for
Zenna Chemical Industry Co. in
Taiwan, said the popularity of the
company’s Top-Gel product has
spurred others to manufacture
fakes. He said the products the
Tribune tested were likely impos-
tors, right down to the hologram
on the box.

“We try to go after them, but
they just shut down (the factories)
or runaway,” Lin said.

The Tribune tests were con-
ducted by Columbia Analytical
Services, a lab in Kelso, Wash.
Those tests found that one cream
labeled Top-Gel, bought at a small
African shop on the South Side,
contained 7,030 parts per million
of mercury When the Tribune
bought and tested another tube of
Top-Gel sold online by a Califor-
nia-based firm, it was found to
contain 1.9 parts per million — a
much smaller, but still banned,
amount. Labels on both boxes
said the creams were manufac-
tured by Zenna Chemical.

Lin sent the Tribune his com-

pany’s own lab results that re-
ported no mercury in his samples
of the Top-Gel product.

When the Tribune notified an-
other company, Shahnaz Husain
Group, that tests showed its prod-
uct contained mercury, the firm
in India sent lab results indicat-
ing it is safe. The firm also said the
product tested by the Tribune
could be counterfeit.

Besides mercury, two other in-
gredients sometimes found in
skin lighteners concern medical
experts — steroids and hydroqui-
none. High amounts of hydroqui-
none, a bleaching agent, may
darken skin, and animal studies
suggest it could cause cancer.

Breadon, the Chicago derma-
tologist, said she often feels like
she is fighting a losing battle
because skin creams are so readi-
ly available in ethnic shops.

She said she often sees patients
whose faces are lighter than the
rest of their bodies, and she must
coax out of them what products
they use. Many patients feel most
comfortable buying a lightening
agent from a small neighborhood
shop because they can avoid see-
ing a doctor for a prescription.
Plus, friends tell them the prod-
ucts work.

“Culturally;, it has sort of be-
come a part of their life,” she said.
“I've had patients who have said,
Tm a model; I won't get a mod-
eling job if my skin isn’t lighter:”

Dermatologists said there are
safe alternatives for people who
want to lighten age spots, stretch
marks or other discolorations on
their skin.

Some of the more popular skin
lightening creams tested by the
Tribune did not contain any mer-
cury, including one sample of Dr.
Fred Summit Skin Whitener,
made in south suburban Harvey
and sold at area Walgreens. Tests
also found no mercury in a sam-
ple of Fair & White, a well-known
lightener made in France.

Dr. Roopal Kundu, assistant
professor of dermatology at
Northwestern University’s Fein-
berg School of Medicine, said
patients can ask for a prescription
from a doctorn

Also, she said, the cream should
be used only to lighten spots, not
for bleaching normally dark skin.
“If used appropriately and man-
aged and not used indefinitely,
then you can use it safely,” Kundu
said.
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Watch Tribune reporter
Ellen Gabler discuss this
investigation onthe WGN
Morning News on Wednes-
day between7and 8 a.m.
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High mercury levels in skin lighteners

The Tribune bought skin lightening creams throughout Chicago, sending 50 samples to Columbia Analytical Services Inc. in Kelso, Wash., to be tested for mercury content. Six
were found to contain the toxic metal. Federal law bans mercury in skin lightening cream, though the metal is allowed in trace amounts — below 1 part per million — in other cosmetics.

MERCURY CONTENT
OF TESTED PRODUCTS
in parts per million

Stillman’s Skin
Bleach Cream

29,600 ppm

Bought from:
Awami Bazaar & Zabiha
Meat (Devon Avenue)
Said pulled from shelves.
Distributed by Detroit
firm B.M. Trading. Said it
would no longer sell.

Manufacturer: Unknown.
Label states “Manufac-
tured under arrangement
with The Stillman
Company Inc. USA."

Top-Gel
Extra Pearl Cream

FIRST SAMPLE:

7,030 ppm

SECOND SAMPLE:

1.9 ppm

Bought from:

T & A African Impact
(South Side)
Second sample bought
from eyanghealth.com
Both companies said
would no longer sell.

Listed manufacturer:
Zenna Chemical. Said
product likely counterfeit;
provided lab results
indicating product meets
compliance.

Made in: Pakistan

SOURCE: Tribune reporting

Made in: Taiwan

6,900 ppm

Bought from:
Elim Wig & Beauty Supply
(Uptown)
Said pulled from shelves,
would no longer sell.

Listed manufacturer:

Diana de Beaute, S.A.L.

Said product could be
counterfeit.

Ling JiSu

WHITE CREAM

6,530 ppm

YELLOW CREAM
6,090 ppm

Bought from:
Nam Bac Hang
(Chinatown)

Said pulled from shelves,
would no longer sell.

Lulanjina

WHITE CREAM

14,100 ppm

YELLOW CREAM

14,700 ppm

Bought from:
Nam Bac Hang
(Chinatown)

Said pulled from shelves,
would no longer sell.

Shabright Clear and
Bright Skin Formula

1.8 ppm

Bought from:
Nikhar Beauty Salon
(Devon Avenue)
Said pulled from shelves,
would no longer sell.

Made in: Lebanon

Listed manufacturer:

Meng Di Cosmetic Co.

Could not be reached
for comment.

Listed manufacturer:
Youxi Cosmetics Co. Ltd.
Said product could be
counterfeit.

Made in: China

Made in: China

Listed manufacturer:
Shahnaz Husain. Said
product likely counter-
feit; provided lab results
indicating product meets
compliance.

Made In: India
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