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Abstract

Iron deficiency anaemia has a high prevalence
in Sri Lanka. As ayurveda treatment is popular
a proportion of patients with anaemia, especially
the rural folk are treated with ayurveda
haematinics. This descriptive study attempts to
briefly review the ayurveda iron preparations
and the bioavailability of iron from them. There
are between 15 to 20 ayurveda iron preparations
that are listed in the formularies. Of these
Punarnava Mandura Vati, Lauha Asava and Chandr-
aprabha Vati are three preparations that are com-
monly used. It is difficult to get at bioavailability
and efficacy data of these preparations. A pilot
study conducted in Sri Lanka has shown that
Punarnava Mandura Vati has efficacy as a haem-
atinic during pregnancy.

Introduction

Iron deficiency anaemia is a serious health prob-
lem in Sri Lanka. The Third National Nutrition
and Health Survey conducted between October
1994 and January 1995 involving seven provinces
(North and Eastern provinces excluded) has
shown the prevalence of anaemia to be 45%
amongst pre-school children, 58% amongst chil-
dren between 5 and 10.9 years and 36% among
adolescents. Among women, 45% non- pregnant
and 39% of pregnant were anaemic. Prevalence
of anaemia was most amongst non-pregnant
mothers in the plantations (59%) than those in
the urban (40%) and rural (46%) areas. This
means that a very high proportion of the rural
population living in the villages are anaemic to
varying degrees.

Sri Lanka has practitioners of Ayurveda spread
throughout the country. Most villages have their

own ayurveda practitioners who look after the
health problems of the villagers. Due to the de-
mand these practitioners have now expanded
their services to semi urban and urban areas.
State owned ayurveda hospitals and clinics are
found spread throughout the country. Although
exact figures are not available a fair proportion
of the population (especially the rural popula-
tion), seek ayurveda medicine for their health
problems. This means that patients with iron
deficiency anaemia are being treated by ayur-
veda practitioners.

While ayurveda practitioners use herbs and other
remedies to treat symptoms of anaemia, the ex-
tent to which these practices complement pre-
ventive and therapeutic care provided by the
Western system of medicine is not fully under-
stood. Programmes designed to combat iron de-
ficiency should also take into account the part
played by the ayurveda sector. As part of in the
Anaemia Control Project under the Ministry of
Plan Implementation and Parliamentary Affairs
we undertook to review the contribution of the
ayurveda sector in the control of anaemia.

There are several questions that could be asked
on the subject of ayurveda haematinics. For ex-
ample we would want to know about the ayur-
veda iron preparations, extent of their use, manu-
facturers, consumption of haematinics, iron con-
tent and bioavailability, acceptability, compli-
ance, adverse effects, cost etc. Because of the pau-
city of data in this field we restricted our inquiry
to two areas given under the objectives.

Objectives

We attempted to answer the following two ques-
tions:
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1. What are the ayurveda iron preparations
used in Sri Lanka?

2. What is the bioavailability of iron in them?
Methods

In order to answer these questions we had dis-
cussions with ayurveda practitioners and opin-
ion leaders in the premier ayurvedic hospitals in
Sri Lanka, including the Institute of Indigenous
Medicine (IIM) and the Bandaranaike Memorial
Ayurvedic Research Institute (BMARI). Scientists
attached to the Universities and other institutes
(e.g. Ceylon Institute of Scientific and Industrial
Research (CISIR)) who had conducted research
in this field were also consulted. Ayurveda for-
mularies, journals and textbooks were perused.

Inquiries were also made from the teaching cen-
tres of ayurveda in India and from reputed local
and Indian manufacturing houses. MEDLINE
and internet searches were done using appropri-
ate key words.

Lists of formularies, journals and textbooks con-
sulted and the persons contacted, their addresses
and contact numbers could be obtained from the
authors.

Results

The information about the iron preparations was
available in the formularies and the textbooks.
We were also able to obtain some impressions
from the discussions and the correspondence.
However we were not successful in getting much
information on this subject from India The
searches of the databases also did not reveal any
information.

1. Ayurveda iron preparations used in Sri
Lanka

There are between 15 to 20 ayurveda iron prepa-
rations that are listed in the formularies and the
books. Of these the following three preparations
are widely used in Sri Lanka.

i.  Punanrava Mandura Vati -(powder made into
tablets or pills)

R. L. Jayakody, Damayanthi Withanage
ii.  Lauha Asava - (iron containing herbal wine)

iii. ~ Chandraprabha Vati - (powder made into tab-
lets or pills)

The following information about these three
products are given in the Table 1.

Sources of iron in the preparation

Composition (as per standard composition
tables)

Method of preparation

Whether made daily or stored; shelf life etc.
Cost

Age group to which it is targeted

Method of administration (with food or fast
ing etc.)

Recommended dose

Bioavailability of iron (if information is avail-
able)

The ayurveda haematinics containing metallic
iron are generally not recommended in the
pharmacopoeias for use on children. However it
was revealed that both Punarnava Mandura Vati
and Lauha Asava are given to children from year
4 upwards. Punanrava Mandura Vati and Lauha
Asava are used exclusively for the management
of anaemia (pandu). However Chandraprabha Vati
is used for anaemia and for several other condi-
tions as well (e.g. urinary tract infection).

These three haematinics are used in the ayurveda
hospitals and clinics. There are a few individual
practitioners who prepare the drugs themselves,
but this component must be small. Several manu-
facturing houses manufacture them and sell in
the open retail market. These drugs are also
manufactured by the Sri Lanka Ayurvedic Drugs
Corporation. This Corporation informed us that
they sell about 500 kg of Punarnava Mandura Vati
and 17000 bottles (750 to 1000 mL per bottle) of
Lauha Asava per year. There are about 7 or 8 such
manufacturers. The sales figures from these
manufacturing houses were not available. Con-
sidering the sales figures given by the Ayurvedic
Drugs Corporation we may assume that the
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haematinics would be contributing only a small
component (less than 5%) to the total amount (ie.
both Western and ayurveda haematinics) con-
sumed.

The names of several other ayurvediciron prepa-
rations that are listed in the formularies and
books are given below. Our impression is that
these are not used widely. The ingredients and
the method of preparation are given in the refer-
ences.

1. Candanadi Lauha

Dharti Lauha

Pippalyadi Lauha

Pradarantaka Lauha

Pradarari Lauha

Putapakva Visama Jvarantaka Lauha
Rohitaka Lauha

Sarvajvarahara Lauha

o S0 N oY By dx e R

Saptamrta Lauha

~
<

Satvajvarahara Lauha
Vidanga Lauha
Vidangadi Lauha

13.  Yakrdari Lauha

ST
N =

How iron is used

In ayurveda, iron is used in preparing medicines
after purification (shodana) and incineration
(bhasmikarana). There are several methods of pu-
rification and incineration. (ref. Rasa Ratna Samu-
chjaya) These methods convert the iron into iron
oxide. Lauha (iron), yabora and kantha lauha (mag-
netic iron) are some forms of iron which are used
in preparing the iron oxide. Shodana of lauha is
done by heating it and immersing in a decoction
of tripala (made out of the fruits of Terminalia
chebula, Terminalia belerica and Phyllanthus em-
blica) or other suitable decoction. During bhasmik-
arna the lauha mentioned above is mixed with
tripala and cooked on a fire. The lauha is ground
and made into a fine powder. This process is re-
peated several times over several days. The iron
powder is then ground with juice of Nelli (Phyll-
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anthus emblica) or the decoction of tripala and
heated in a cow dung fire. The iron is placed in-
between two earthern ware pots during the heat-
ing. The heating is repeated several times. There
are tests which can be done on this iron to en-
sure that it is of a suitable quality. Yabora and
kantha lauha are treated in the above mentioned
method to get the iron oxide.

2. Bioavaillability of iron in local ayurveda
iron preparations

We did not succeed in getting any information
about the bioavailability of iron in the ayurveda
iron preparations. Although it transpired that
some of this work has been done in certain cen-
tres in India we were not able to get this infor-
mation. When we inquired from the practitio-
ners they gave the impression that these drugs
are effective in the management of anaemia. We
were able to trace the work of a local postgradu-
ate student who studied the efficacy of Punar-
navadi Mandura Vati in anaemia of pregnancy. In
this study a randomized, placebo controlled de-
sign was used. Each group had 22 patients and
they were treated with the ayurveda haematinic
or placebo for 2 months. It was found that there
was significant improvement in the symptoms
of anaemia and in the concentrations of haemo-
globin in the mothers who received the
haematinic.

Conclusions

There is very little published information about
the use of ayurveda haematinics in Sri Lanka.
Ayurveda textbooks originating from India site
over 20 preparations which are used to treat ana-
emia. Of these preparations Punanrava Mandura
Vait, Lauha Asava and Chandraprabha Vati are used
commonly in Sri Lanka. No bioavailability stud-
ies about the ayurveda haematinics were found.

The data from a local study suggests that Punar-
navadi Mandura Vati is effective in the manage-
ment of anaemia during pregnancy.

There is a need to get the published literature on
bioavailability and efficacy of ayurveda haem-
atinics. Studies could also be conducted locally
to address these questions.
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