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HEADLINE: Lead found in Mexican candies, but officials seek more testing

BYLINE: Janine Zuniga; STAFF WRITER

BODY:
State health department officials said tests have determined that two Mexican candies -- Chaca Chaca and Tablarindo by El Pecas -- contain excessive levels of lead, but stressed more testing is needed before an official warning is issued.

Health officials conducted three separate tests on five different brands of Mexican candy. The results, which do not reveal how the lead got into the candy, were released yesterday. 

Chaca Chaca, a popular spicy tamarind candy in a red wrapper, was found in three test samples to contain 20.79, 19.65 and 17.87 micrograms of lead.

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

One test of the Tablarindo candy found it contained 32.49 micrograms of lead, more than five times the recommended level. In another test, none was detected and in a third test 18.38 micrograms was found.

James Waddell, acting chief of the Food and Drug Branch of the California Department of Health Services, said that while no candies tested as high as those in previous tests of selected Mexican tamarind candies, the department is concerned.

"If additional samples of these products contain similar high levels, that would indicate a problem, and we would, most likely, go out with an advisory, a warning that these products should be avoided," Waddell said.

Waddell said health officials are collecting samples for more testing from the Southern California area, where the Mexican candy is sold in abundance. Mexican candy, often spicy and salty, is growing in popularity as the Latino population expands.

An informal survey of South Bay stores that sell Mexican products found most sold Chaca Chaca and many had racks of El Pecas candy. Customer Ruth Beltran of Chula Vista said the findings worried her, because she often buys her two children Mexican candy. "I won't buy it anymore," she said.

Assemblyman Juan Vargas, D-San Diego, urged the state last month to begin immediate testing of the Mexican candies after reports from the local Environmental Health Coalition warned that children could be at risk.

State health officials last year announced several cases in which several California children tested high for levels of lead. There was a connection between the children and the Dulmex brand Bolirindo candy.

Waddell said the health department is working with the FDA to contact the manufacturers to let them know of the findings.

Luz Palomino, a community organizer with the Environmental Health Coalition, said lead is especially damaging for children ages 1 to 6. Health problems, such as hyperactivity, impaired growth, learning disabilities and behavior problems, are common. She encouraged parents to get their children tested.

"Symptoms don't show," she said. "You can't smell, hear or see them. It's a silent killer, but it is preventable."
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