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HEADLINE: Candy from Mexico suspected in 150 cases of lead poisoning in California

BYLINE: Janine Zuniga; STAFF WRITER

BODY:
Imported Mexican candy has been linked to lead poisoning in at least 150 California children, according to a government report released today.

Lead poisoning in children is usually caused by exposure to lead-based paint, but the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is now warning parents of the risks of Mexican candy and other atypical sources.

Researchers found the candy to be a possible source of high lead levels in 150 out of 1,000 cases of California children reported to state health department officials between May 2001 and January 2002, according to the CDC's Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. 

"Maybe not all Mexican candies have been contaminated, but it's best for parents to be aware that there might be lead in some of the candies that their children are eating," said Pam Meyer, an epidemiologist with the CDC.

One case in the report identified a 4-year-old boy from Los Angeles who had tested at normal levels at age 1. By age 4, he had tested at unacceptable levels. Family members stopped giving him the candy after it was cited as a possible source, and his levels dropped. Investigators could find no other source.

Last month, the California Department of Health Services released test results that found two Mexican candies contained excessive levels of lead. More tests are being conducted, but no new results have been released.

Chaca Chaca, a popular spicy Mexican candy, was found in three tests to contain three times the recommended tolerable level of lead. One test of Tablarindo candy found it contained more than five times the safe level.

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration recommends that children under age 6 should consume on average no more than 6 micrograms of lead each day from all food sources.

Mayte Flores, a spokeswoman from El Pecas, a local company that repackages the Tablarindo candy for U.S. customers, said the Mexico manufacturer, Dulces Moreliates, provided her with recent lab tests showing no lead in the candy. She also sent samples recently for testing. None came back with excessive levels, she said.

Joseph Courtney, chief of research at the Childhood Lead Poisoning Branch of the state health department, said many manufacturers buy candies made by several companies, which results in inconsistent readings.

He is sure, however, that the lead is in the ink. He said the acidic and sticky candy absorbs it from the wrapper.

The findings underscore the importance of routine screenings, officials said. Lead poisoning has been linked to behavioral problems, learning disabilities and damage to the kidneys, brain and nervous system. Extremely high blood lead levels can cause seizures, coma and death.
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