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Chinese Herbs Nephropathy

Chin-Hao Lin, and Chwei-Shiun Yang

Division of Nephrology, Department of Internal Medicine,
Cathay General Hospital, Taipei, Taiwan

Chinese herbs nephropathy(CHN) was first reported in 1993. A nephrologist found
two young Belgian wo-men presented with rapidly progressive interstitial renal
fibrosis following the introduction of Chinese herbs in a slimming regimen. The
nephropathy is characterized by early, severe anemia, mild tubular proteinuria and
normal arterial blood pressure. In most of cases, the renal failure progressed rapidly
despite cessation of toxic exposure. The major pathologic findings show extensive,



hypocellular interstitial fobrosis associated with atrophy and loss of renal tubules,
predominantly located in the superficial cortex. Glomeruli are intact, a few glomeruli
show partial ischemic wrinkling. Urothelial malignancy of the upper urinary tract
develops subsequently in almost half of the patients. Further phytochemical analysis
identify that the slimming regimen contained aristolochic acid(AA). Aristolochic acid
is a known nephrotoxic agent and potent carcinogen in rodents. Aristolochic acid was
supposed to induce the outbreak of interstitial nephropathy in Belgium. CHN is not
only limited to an outbreak in Belgium. Some other cases have been reported in
Canada, Germen, Australia and United Kingdoms. Patients with similar clinical and
pathological features are also collected in Taiwan. These patients took herbal
medicines for a variety of purpose, eg. slimming and beauty, health promotion or as
adjuvant therapy for other disease. Because the herbal medicines were from different
resources, it is difficult to identify the existence of aritolochic acid in the herbal
medication consumed by these patients. It is possible there are other phytotoxins
contained in the herbal regimen may cause the unique lesion. CHN is still under
investigation. (J Intern Med Taiwan 2002;13: 276-281)



