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Gutka is a pinch of poison

  Dr. Roshan Jain

Innumerable Indians are addicted to nicotine (one of the 
most habit-forming substances known to man) in various 

forms.  Some smoke it while others sniff or chew it. Many 
harbour the misconception that chewing gutka or smokeless 
tobacco is less harmful than smoking. Most are not aware 
that gutka is literally ‘a pinch of poison’ that can cause se-
vere ailments and lead to a slow death. Specialists, especial-
ly oncologists, say consumption of gutka is more harmful 
than any other form of tobacco.

What is gutka?

Gutka is a smokeless variety of tobacco that is not burned 
when chewed. It is consumed by placing it between the gum 
and the cheeks. In India, it’s a common sight to come across 
people who chew tobacco and spit out a red coloured juice. 
While this juice is desecrating our walls, monuments, and 
streets, gutka is slowly killing our countrymen.

Gutka, also known as mawa or kharra, is a combination of 
crushed arecanut, slaked lime, paraffin and katechu and has 
sweet or savory flavourings. This mixture, which is promot-
ed and sold as a mouth freshener, has about 4,000 chemicals 
of which at least 40 are carcinogenic (potential to cause can-
cer) compounds. 

Remember, use of chewing tobacco is not restricted to rural 
India. Colourful packaging, stylized advertising (both direct 
and surrogate) and endorsements by mainstream actors in-
cluding one from Hollywood, have pushed many towards it.  

Health hazards of smokeless tobacco

Smokeless tobacco is more hazardous than smoking because 
the chewed mixture directly enters the system through the 
oral cavity whereas with smoking, only 20% of the harm-
ful chemicals reach the lungs. Cancerous chemicals cause a 
non-healing ulcer in the mouth, oral cavity, food pipe and 
voice box. When untreated, this can lead to cancer of the 

mouth or oral cavity.

According to Global Burden of Disease Study (2010) and 
Global Adult Tobacco Survey in 2010, smokeless tobacco 
resulted in more than 62,000 deaths due to cancers of the 
mouth and food pipe. According to a BBC report, India is 
the oral cancer capital of the world. Data suggests that our 
country continues to have the highest prevalence of oral 
cancers globally with 75,000 to 80,000 new cases of such 
cancers reported every year. Most of these can be attributed 
to the use of chewing tobacco.

Also, it leads to other conditions like hypertension, heart 
disease and stroke.  Consumption of gutka during preg-
nancy can result in low birth weight babies. Other effects 
include loss of appetite, unusual sleep patterns and loss of 
concentration. Despite the astounding public health impacts 
caused by this deadly product and a Supreme Court direc-
tive (2016) to completely stop the sale of gutka, companies 
still sell pan masala and tobacco in separate pouches to cir-
cumvent the gutkha ban. The crackdown has been unsuc-
cessful, and some states like Maharashtra has also revoked 
gutka ban this year.

The solution

A complete ban on gutka and its allied products like pan 
masala is the only way to curb this deadly menance. The 
government and legal authorities must unite to tackle this 
major health problem.  No addict wants to live the life of an 
addict. Nicotine dependency is a difficult habit to overcome 
but a combination of motivational therapy, nicotine substi-
tute (like nicotine gums or 24-hour nicotine patches) and 
anti-craving medicine will offer the best outcome. Govern-
ment should impose 50% GST on it.

-The writer is a medical director at Suasth One Step, a de-addic-
tion and wellness clinic in South Mumbai.

Prostate cancer, the third leading cancer affecting 
Indian males after lung and mouth cancer, accounts for 

up to 7% of all cancer afflictions in India. Given that the 
cases of prostate cancer have escalated by over 220% since 
1990. India’s National Cancer Registry Programme has 
estimated that such cases are expected to double by 2020. 
The number of cases registered in India are higher than 
other countries in Asia and Africa but lower than USA and 
UK. Almost 8,000 men in India are diagnosed with prostate 
cancer every year.

Early detention is a must

In a conference on ‘Even at 50, why should your man 
change due to prostate conditions’ for the World Pros-
trate Health Awareness Month, Dr. Ranjan Dey, Associate 
Professor, R. G. Kar Medical College, said, “Indian men 
may be genetically more predisposed for developing pros-
tate cancer. Therefore, men over the age of 50 should go 
for regular check-ups to avoid aggressive enlargement of 
the gland. Benign Prostratic Hyperplasia (BPH), which is 
caused by the enlargement of the prostate gland, affects the 
lower urinary tract. It is common among men after a certain 
age and causes urinary retention.”

According to a study by the American Urological Asso-
ciation, by the age of 60, more than 50% of men develop 
BPH and by 85, almost 90% have it. Most common surgical 
treatment to cure enlarged prostate includes transurethral 
incision of the prostate (TUIP), transurethral resection of 
the prostate (TURP), laser surgery and prostatectomy. BPH 
can also be easily treated with proper medication and sur-
veillance. These treatments may have possible side effects 
pertaining to erection, decreased sexual desire, and reduced 
amount of semen. The choice of treatment may vary de-
pending on the patient’s medical history, genetic factors, life 
style, dietary practices among others.

Screening process

Dr. Ranjan Dey pointed out, “Prostate cancer detected at an 
initial stage is often found to be curable. Prostrate surgery, 
active surveillance and medication generally at the early 
stages have positive outcomes.”

Dr. Srinivas Narayan, consulting urologist, Fortis, said, 
“The screening process is very simple and effective. It can 
be diagnosed by a simple blood test.”
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The Prostate Specific Antigen (PSA) level, which is an 
enzyme secreted by the prostate gland may help to distinguish 
between BPH and prostate cancer and Digital Rectal Exam 
(DRE) helps to determine the prostate’s approximate size 
and presence of unusual growths. However, several recent 
studies have shown that PSA levels increase naturally with 
age and can be raised by benign prostate conditions, caused 
by infections or even medication. The results of PSA test as 
a gold standard for determining prostate health continues to 
be highly debated.

Unfortunately, it is lack of awareness and negligence 
that continues to be a major concern. Most studies reveal 
that men are reluctant to undergo screening for BPH and 
are mostly diagnosed in terminal stages. This problem is 
further aggravated by improper lifestyle, eating, smoking,  
and drinking.
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