Ask the Herbalist

Spice Rack or Natural Remedies?

Q:  Are the herbs and spices that you buy in the grocery store to cook with, the same as those sold in capsules for health purposes?

A:  You would think I could answer a straight yes or no to this question.  How about “maybe” for an answer?  It all depends on the brand of encapsulated herb you are comparing to the cooking herbs. 

 Cooking herbs are grown and harvested for their flavor.  The time at which the herb has the most flavor may not be the same time it needs to be harvested to preserve any medicinal qualities. 

 Cooking herbs usually are treated with pesticides, herbicides and fungicides before, during or after growth.  They also have probably not been kept in a temperature-controlled environment after harvest.  If they have not been exposed to heat by the time they reach your spice rack, it is more than likely that they will experience heat exposure in your kitchen.

  The same can be true of encapsulated herbs if the brand you choose dose not have a high quality control.   Tests such as thin layer chromatography, infrared spectroscopy, and high performance liquid chromatography are not only a mouthful to say but they are important tests that encapsulated herbs should go through to be sure of the proper plant species and that the plant contains many of the desired health enhancing properties.  These tests will also check for unwanted chemicals that the plants may have come in contact with. 

 Let’s say you are taking sage to boost your immune system.  You are consuming a lot more for this purpose than you would just to flavor your chicken.  It is important then to be sure you are not consuming high amounts of fungicides which can actually hinder your immune system.  Often times a poor quality product is why people do not get the desired effect from natural substances.

Many people feel that standardization takes care of the quality issue.  There are two types of standardization.  One is includes testing of the plant product to be sure it contains certain components.  If the plant fails the test, it is rejected.  The other type of standardization also includes testing the plant product to be sure it contains certain components.  The difference is that if the plant fails the testing it is manipulated in order to reach standards.  Many people feel that this is a superior product because the contents are guaranteed.  

I feel this type of standardization removes the product from the natural supplement list.  This type of manipulation is how pharmaceuticals are made.  Plants usually have a specific balance in which all of the substances in the plant are at a specific ratio.  When you raise one particular substance, the others are then out of scale.  You are asking for side effects and trouble.

This may not seem in line with your question, however it is very important when selecting herbs for health purposes.  The difference between the herbs in your spice rack and the herbs purchased in capsules should be their quality control. 

I am approached by many herbal companies in the hope that I will use their products with my clients.  Very few have the appropriate quality controls.  The equipment needed for such testing is very expensive and high tech.  Most companies do not have the knowledge or funds to measure up.  

If you would like to check a product that you are currently using, please contact me for a complete list of quality assurance tests that are recommended for a high quality product.  You should then be able to contact the manufacturer to verify their testing procedure.

The information given is for educational purposes and should not be used to diagnose or treat disease.   Please submit your natural health questions to Ask the Herbalist, 354 Hayden Street, Sayre PA 18840 or e-mail at HERB-ND@hotmail.com or call for personal appointment 888-4474.

