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In recent years, many supplements widely used for weight management and appetite suppression contain ephedrine. In the nutraceutical industry this drug, in its naturally occurring forms, is known as ephedra and Ma Huang. An attractive feature of ephedra-containing supplements is that they also produce a state of wakefulness and alertness, a decreased sense of fatigue, and a mood elevation with increased self-confidence and initiative. Unfortunately, the beneficial effects in weight management and mood alteration come at a price. Most everyone by now has heard the stories of side effects, adverse reactions and, in a few cases, deaths occurring in certain individuals thought to have taken too much Ma Huang for too long a time.
I am often asked by those considering nutritional supplementation with ephedra-containing products or by those who have already experienced disturbing side effects not only how they work in the body, but also what are the side effects to look out for and what will happen when they stop taking the supplements.
Let’s get some answers and hopefully, at the same time, dispel some myths.
How Does Ephedra Work To Achieve Weight Loss?
· Ephedra or Ma Huang works on certain areas of the brain (Central Nervous System) to decrease appetite. In fact, in certain people, it may even produce a short-term aversion to food. 

· Another mechanism of the drug’s action to control fat gain actually causes release of certain compounds like epinephrine and norepinephrine into the blood stream. These substances are naturally occurring in all of us. They are responsible for fat burning by lowering our insulin levels and raising our glucagon levels, thus increasing fat mobilization and decreasing fat deposition. Oxygen consumption, an indicator of our metabolic rate, is also increased. 

What Are Some Of The Side Effects People Experience
And What Causes Them?
· Unfortunately, pharmacologic tolerance develops to ephedra the same way it does to many drugs that effect hormones and the central nervous system. Tolerance means that to achieve the same desired mood elevating effect and the same amount of appetite suppression, more and more of the ephedra must be ingested. The ever-increasing amounts produce a depletion of some important body substances like epinephrine and norepinephrine. That depletion can lead to exactly opposite effects like depression, a sense of loneliness and suspiciousness if the doses of ephedra-containing supplements are not increased to compensate for the tolerance. The same things can occur if the supplements are stopped. 

· Ephedra effects the cardiovascular system. It elevates blood pressure in susceptible individuals, increases heart rate and makes the heart muscle more irritable. People are known to report sensations that their hearts are racing and beating out of control. This is known as palpitations and arrhythmias. In very serious cases this can cause ventricular fibrillation and death. People with underlying heart disease, high blood pressure or a history of heart failure should not take supplements containing ephedra without first obtaining a medical consultation with their doctor. 

What Happens If I Have Been Taking A Lot Of Ma Huang-Containing Supplements And I Suddenly Stop Them And Go "Cold Turkey"?
· Depending upon how much you have been taking and for how long a time, a number of things can happen. One of the most unwanted things that happens is the abrupt return of what can only be described as a ravenous appetite with food cravings that lead to rapid weight gain, often in excess of the person’s original weight when he or she started these supplements. 

· Depression and other adverse mood alterations, including paranoid thinking, are also commonly observed and may, in fact, last for several days until the depleted hormones and neurotransmitters like epinephrine and norepinephrine are replenished back to their normal levels. 

· Some people actually crash right after stopping the ephedra and have no energy, feel seriously depressed, do not want to work, and lose interest in everything but eating. This is usually self-limiting, but it can be incapacitating for several days. 

Because of some of the problems associated with ephedra-containing supplement usage and over-usage, several states have recently banned the sale of these products. Other states following suit have severely reduced the allowable amount of ephedra and Ma Huang in weight-management products. The U. S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) does not regulate dietary supplements. At this time, however, the FDA is considering, among other options, making ephedra illegal in any nonprescription preparation.
IF YOU CURRENTLY USE AN EPHEDRA-CONTAINING PRODUCT FOR ENERGY AND WEIGHT MANAGEMENT AND YOU ARE EXPERIENCING ANY OF THE ABOVE SIDE EFFECTS, INCLUDING BOUTS OF DEPRESSION, OR HAVE HAD AN INCREASE IN YOUR BLOOD PRESSURE OR A CHANGE IN YOUR HEART RHYTHM AND YOU ARE TAKING MORE AND MORE OF THE PRODUCT TO ACHIEVE THE DESIRED EFFECTS, YOU MAY WISH TO DECREASE OR ELIMINATE YOUR CONSUMPTION OF THESE PRODUCTS BEFORE SERIOUS HEALTH CONSEQUENCES EFFECT YOU.
PRIVATE
Dr. John Hower is a vascular surgeon in private practice.
He received his Ph.D. in physical chemistry from Duke University 
and his MD from Tulane University School of Medicine.
Dr. Hower has a long-standing interest in antioxidants and nutrition as support for maintaining optimal health and promoting disease prevention.
He has published many scientific articles and has spoken before national and international audiences.

