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HSA SEIZED OVER 737,000 UNITS OF ILLEGAL HEALTH
PRODUCTS WORTH $640,000 IN 2022 THROUGH CONCERTED
ENFORCEMENT EFFORTS

In 2022, the Health Sciences Authority (HSA) continued to heighten
surveillance of the sale and supply of illegal health products in targeted locations such
as Geylang areas and on local e-commerce and social media platforms. lllegal health
products include unregistered or counterfeit health products, and those with potent
medicinal ingredients and/or banned substances illegally added to them.

2 Last year, HSA seized over 737,000 units of illegal health products worth
$640,000 in street value through enforcement raids and covert purchases. This is
about $200,000 higher compared to the seizure amount in 2021, due to the stepping
up of enforcement operations against illegal suppliers at hotspot areas. The most
common products seized in 2022 were codeine cough syrups (46%), sexual
enhancement or male vitality products (39%) and sedatives (9%) [Figure 2.1]. The
seized codeine cough syrups and sedatives had been intended for sale to recreational
abusers.

Figure 2.1: Types of products seized during enforcement operations in 2022

Other prescription
medicines 6%

Sedatives 9%

Codeine cough
syrups 46%

Sexual
enhancement or
male vitality
products 39%

Page 1 of 13



3 On local e-commerce and social media platforms, the most common product
listings detected and removed were those for lifestyle products such as sexual
enhancement or male vitality products (55%), topical products marketed for allergies
or eczema (43%), pain relief products (1%) and weight loss products (1%) [Figure 3.1].
HSA has removed 477 illegal online listings of these lifestyle products and issued 192
warnings to sellers in 2022. The numbers of these removed listings and issued
warnings were about half of those in 2021, as HSA had been working closely with local
platform administrators to promptly remove product listings and educate sellers on the
regulations for sale.

Figure 3.1: Types of products detected and removed from local e-commerce platforms
in 2022
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lllegal health products found to contain potent medicinal ingredients and/or
banned substances

4 During the past year, HSA issued public alerts on 12 products that were
adulterated with potent medicinal ingredients and banned substances:

e Potent steroids were commonly found, particularly in pain relief products and
topical products for skin conditions such as eczema and psoriasis.

e Ten persons, including three young children, had reported serious adverse
effects or unusually quick effects, through their doctors or directly to HSA, after
consuming or using adulterated products.

e These products were either purchased online, locally from a makeshift stall, or
from overseas through friends or relatives, and were marketed to meet various
health and/or lifestyle needs. Please refer to Table 4.1 for more information.
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Table 4.1 List of illegal health products found to contain potent medicinal ingredients

and/or banned substances

Product Product name Source Potent medicinal
type ingredients or banned
substances detected
Relief of skin | ¢ ‘Star Cream’ Local e- ¢ Clobetasol propionate
conditions (EE® commerce (steroid)
(e.g., diaper and social | e Ketoconazole
rash, media (antifungal)
wounds, platforms
eczema, e ‘Jolicare™ Baby e Chloramphenicol
psoriasis) Cream’ (antibiotic)
e ‘Jolicare™ Collagen ¢ Clobetasol propionate
Cream’ ¢ Dexamethasone
e ‘Jolicare™ Original (steroid)
Cream’ e Ketoconazole
e ‘Tao Ju Hui Yi Mei Local e Chloramphenicol
Li Shang Kou Hu Li | peddler e Clobetasol propionate
Ruan Gao’ ("8%C | from e Dexamethasone
HEW rArEE | Makeshift | o Ketoconazole
=, stall, e-
=)
commerce,
social
media
platforms,
and
website
e ‘AlphaMiracHERBS’ | Obtained e Chloramphenicol
(kA overseas Chlorpheniramine
through (antihistamine)
friend e Dexamethasone
e |buprofen (non-steroidal
anti-inflammatory drug)
e Lovastatin (cholesterol-
lowering medicine)
e Tetracycline (antibiotic)
Pain relief e ‘Traditional Herbs Obtained e Chloramphenicol;
Preparation XPE’ overseas e Chlorpheniramine;
through e Dexamethasone;
friend or e lbuprofen;
relative

e Lovastatin;
e Tetracycline
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e ‘Shu Jin’'(‘4755) e Atorvastatin
(cholesterol-lowering
medicine)

e Chlorpheniramine
e Dexamethasone
Weight loss e ‘FS++ Slimming Local e- e Sibutramine (banned
Supplements By commerce substance)
JPJ Slim’ and social
e ‘Premium Pro S media
Flash’ platforms
Sexual e ‘Prime Kopi Pejuang | Local e- e Tadalafil (prescription-
enhancement 3intT commerce only medicine for

e ‘AK-ll Phenomenal | and social treatment of erectile

King’ media dysfunction)
platforms

Please refer to Annex A for photos of the products and Annex B for more information
on the adulterants.

Serious steroid-induced adverse effects caused by illegal health products

5 Dexamethasone, a potent steroid, was found to be illegally added into seven
products detected by HSA. One of these products, ‘AlphaMiracHERBS’, which was
obtained overseas, caused a man in his 60s to develop Cushing’s syndromel. He
shared with HSA the lesson he learnt, which was that consumers should buy only
products that are reputable with a known source. “Otherwise, be prepared for long-
term side effects like what | am suffering now. After five months, | still have a very
weak immune system, with tiredness, running nose and aching bones.”

6 In another case, a woman in her 60s had taken ‘Shu Jin’ capsules regularly
over 10 years for joint painl. When she stopped taking it, she had to be hospitalised
and was diagnosed with adrenal insufficiency? and osteoporosis.

Topical creams marketed for infant use falsely claimed to be “natural”, “herbal”
7 HSA detected another potent steroid, clobetasol propionate, in five topical

creams that were marketed for wound care and skin conditions such as eczema and
psoriasis. Three of these products, ‘Star Cream’, ‘Tao Ju Hui Yi Mei Li Shang Kou Hu

1 https://www.hsa.gov.sg/announcements/press-release/hsa-alert-five-products-detected-to-contain-potent-
medicinal-ingredients

2 Adrenal insufficiency is a serious steroid withdrawal condition, where the body does not produce adequate
amounts of steroid hormones after stopping long-term steroid use.
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Li Ruan Gao’, and ‘Jolicare™ Baby Cream’ were promoted for use in infants. They
had falsely claimed that they contained natural herbal ingredients or had no medicinal
effects. There were three cases detected with these products:

e A four-month-old infant was hospitalised due to steroid toxicity? after ‘Star Cream’
was used for his diaper rash. He had experienced serious adverse effects such as
persistent vomiting, abnormal eye alignment, and a bulging fontanelle4, and took a
long time to recover from them. He also developed Cushing’s syndrome, which
required long-term monitoring.

e A four-year-old developed symptoms of Cushing’s syndrome after ‘Tao Ju Hui Yi
Mei Li Shang Kou Hu Li Ruan Gao’ was used on him regularly for rash over a
period of four months®. He developed a “moon” face, excessive hair growth on the
body and thinning of skin.

e Athree-year-old child experienced unexpected improvement from chronic eczema
after using ‘Jolicare™ Baby Cream’ for only three days®. This effect was due to a
potent steroid that was illegally added into the product and could have led to
serious consequences had the case not been detected early.

8 The parents of the four-month-old infant, who had bought ‘Star Cream’ online,
shared, “It was a nightmare that no parent would want their child to go through. It was
only a very short period of four months of use, but to recover from its consequence
requires a much longer time. Even after close to one year, our son has yet to be
discharged from his condition. We hope all parents refrain from using unknown nappy
creams on their child. Please use nappy creams from reputable brands.”

9 Dr Lim Woan Huah, a paediatrician who handled the case involving “Tao Ju Hui
Yi Mei Li Shang Kou Hu Li Ruan Gao’, commented, “We would like to advise parents
to be extremely careful when purchasing medicines from unregulated sources and
online platforms. Please consult your doctor and pharmacist for advice.”

Consumer advisory

10 lllegal health products are a threat to public health and safety. As long as there
is demand, they will continue to be sold and may resurface under different names or
packaging to evade detection by the authorities. The dangers of adulterated products
include:
e False claims and harmful ingredients — They are often falsely promoted to be
“natural” or “herbal” when in fact, they contain undeclared medicinal

3 https://www.hsa.gov.sg/announcements/press-release/StarCream-infant-hospitalised-for-serious-adverse-
reaction

4 A fontanelle is a soft spot on top of a baby’s skull.

5> https://www.hsa.gov.sg/announcements/press-release/hsa-alert-child-rashcream-makeshift-stall

6 https://www.hsa.gov.sg/announcements/press-release/hsa-alert-five-products-detected-to-contain-potent-
medicinal-ingredients
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11

ingredients which can cause serious adverse effects when used in the
absence of medical supervision.

Lack of quality controls, manufacturing and product information — There is no
knowing how these products were made, what ingredients they contain and
under what conditions they were manufactured and stored.

No recourse for consumers — It can be difficult to determine the source of
products purchased from unknown or unfamiliar sellers such as from overseas,
online or street peddlers. Consumers may therefore not be able to claim for
any damages or get any refund should anything go wrong.

It is not possible to know for sure whether a health product is illegal or harmful

just by looking at a product or its packaging. Hence, consumers are advised to always
be wary and follow the A-B-C-D steps before buying or taking a health product:

Avoid making purchases from suspicious or unfamiliar sources. Find out who
you are buying from and what you are buying, even when the product is
recommended by someone you trust. As a general guideline, buy from
reputable sources such as pharmacies or established retail stores. When
purchasing from e-commerce platforms or over the internet, consumers are
strongly encouraged to purchase from businesses with established retail
presence.

Beware of deals that sound too attractive. If the price is much lower than
expected, or product information sounds too good to be true, it probably is.
Check the claims and products. Not all advertised claims are true and they can
be exaggerated or over-promise. Do not be misled by positive product
testimonies or reviews online as they cannot be verified. Consumers may also
refer to HSA’s database of notified health supplements and traditional
medicines (https://www.hsa.gov.sg/vns-list) before making their purchases.”’
Discuss with your doctor or pharmacist on the suitability of a product if you are
unsure.

Advisory to sellers and suppliers

12

HSA will take stern enforcement actions against anyone who sells and/or

supplies illegal health products. Sellers and suppliers who are selling such health
products are liable to be prosecuted and if convicted, may be imprisoned for up to 3
years and/or fined up to $100,000. In 2022, HSA prosecuted 15 persons for the sale
and supply of illegal health products, including a 59-year-old male who was sentenced
to an imprisonment term of 6 months and 2 weeks for the sale of illegal codeine cough
syrup and nitrazepam tablets (sedatives). In the past three years, HSA has prosecuted
44 persons for the sale and supply of illegal health products.

7 https://www.hsa.gov.sg/announcements/press-release/hsa-voluntary-notification
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13 Members of the public who have any information on the sale and supply of
these illegal products may contact HSA's Enforcement Branch at Tel: 6866-3485
during office hours (Monday to Friday) or email: hsa_is@hsa.gov.sg.
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About the Health Sciences Authority (HSA)

The Health Sciences Authority (HSA) applies medical, pharmaceutical and scientific
expertise through its three professional groups, Health Products Regulation, Blood
Services and Applied Sciences, to protect and advance national health and safety.
HSA is a multidisciplinary authority. It serves as the national regulator for health
products, ensuring they are wisely regulated to meet standards of safety, quality and
efficacy. As the national blood service, it is responsible for providing a safe and
adequate blood supply. It also applies specialised scientific, forensic, investigative and
analytical capabilities in serving the administration of justice. For more details, visit

http://www.hsa.gov.sg/.

For more updates on public health and safety matters, follow us on Twitter at

www.twitter.com/HSAsQ.

About HSA’s Health Products Regulation Group

The Health Products Regulation Group (HPRG) of HSA ensures that medicines,
innovative therapeutics, medical devices and health-related products are wisely
regulated and meet appropriate safety, quality and efficacy standards. It contributes
to the development of biomedical sciences in Singapore by administering a robust,

scientific and responsive regulatory framework.
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Annex A

HSA SEIZED OVER 737,000 UNITS OF ILLEGAL HEALTH
PRODUCTS WORTH $640,000 IN 2022 THROUGH CONCERTED
ENFORCEMENT EFFORTS

PHOTOS OF THE PRODUCTS TESTED BY HSA TO CONTAIN ADULTERANTS
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“Tao Ju Hui Yi Mei Li Shang Kou Hu Li Ruan Gao’ (85iC 233580 (hIPIERE")

‘AlphaMiracHERBS’ (‘i EZA’)

‘Traditional Herbs Preparation XPFE’

Batch No.:
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Mfg. Date : 1172021
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Exp.Date :
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‘Shu Jin’ (8F85")
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Annex B

POSSIBLE ADVERSE EFFECTS OF ADULTERANTS FOUND IN THE PRODUCTS

Clobetasol propionate and dexamethasone

Clobetasol propionate and dexamethasone are potent steroids that are usually
prescribed for inflammatory conditions and should only be used under strict medical
supervision. Long-term unsupervised use of steroids (including topical use where the
steroid can be absorbed into the body) can cause increased blood glucose levels
(which may lead to diabetes), high blood pressure, cataracts, muscular and bone
disorders (including osteoporosis), an increased risk of infections and Cushing’s
syndrome (characterised by a round face or ‘moon face’ appearance and upper body
obesity with thin limbs). Discontinuation of steroids without proper medical supervision
can lead to adrenal insufficiency, a serious condition where the body does not produce
adequate amounts of steroid hormones, resulting in fatigue, generalised weakness,

muscle and joint pain, low blood pressure, fits or shock.

Chloramphenicol and tetracycline

Chloramphenicol and tetracycline are antibiotics used to treat bacterial infections.
These are prescription-only medicines and should be used under medical supervision.
Chloramphenicol can potentially cause serious side effects including blood disorders,
nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea and headaches. The adverse effects of tetracycline

include liver toxicity, teeth discolouration and increased skin sensitivity to sunlight.

Chlorpheniramine

Chlorpheniramine is an antihistamine used to relieve allergic reactions such as hives
and rhinitis. It should be used under medical supervision. Side effects from the use of
chlorpheniramine include drowsiness, blurred vision, vomiting, constipation and poor

coordination.
Ibuprofen

Ibuprofen is a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug (NSAID) used to treat pain and

inflammation. It can cause gastrointestinal adverse effects such as nausea, vomiting
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and gastric bleeding as well as elevated liver enzymes. Other adverse effects that can

occur with prolonged usage include heart problems and fluid retention.

Ketoconazole
Ketoconazole is a medicine used to treat fungal infections. The possible adverse
effects associated with the inappropriate use of creams containing ketoconazole may

include skin irritation, itching of the skin, skin rash and impetigo (skin infection).

Lovastatin and atorvastatin

Lovastatin and atorvastatin belong to a class of prescription medicines called statins
that are used to treat high cholesterol and should be used under medical supervision.
The side effects associated with statin use include elevated liver enzymes and muscle-

related effects (muscle aches, muscle weakness or muscle injury).

Tadalafil

Tadalafil is a prescription medicine used to treat erectile dysfunction that should only
be given under medical supervision. Inappropriate use of tadalafil is dangerous and
can increase the risk of serious adverse effects, including heart attacks, stroke,
palpitations, irregular heart rate and priapism. Tadalafil can also pose serious health
risks to certain individuals, including those with heart-related problems. It can cause
potentially life-threatening low blood pressure in those who are on heart medications,

especially those containing nitrates.

Sibutramine

Sibutramine was a prescription-only weight loss medicine that has been banned in
Singapore since 2010 due to an increased risk of heart attack and stroke. Other
serious health consequences include heart problems and central nervous system
disorders (e.g., psychosis and hallucinations). In 2019, a consumer experienced
extremely fast heart rate and became unconscious after taking an illegal product which
contained sibutramine. She was resuscitated and suffered debilitating consequences
requiring the implantation of a defibrillator (a medical device) to help her heart to

function.
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