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ARECA NUT BASICS
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• Fourth most commonly 
consumed psychoactive 
substance worldwide after 
alcohol, nicotine, and 
caffeine. 

• In 2012, WHO estimated 
usage at 10-20 percent of the 
global population, ~600 
million people. 

From: Itsuo Chiba, Prevention of Betel Quid Chewers’ Oral Cancer, 2 Asian Pacific J Cancer Prev, 263-69 (2001)



WHAT IS ARECA NUT?
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• Tropical palm tree
• Grown throughout South/ 

Southeast Asia and Pacific 
Islands

• Can be consumed fresh, frozen/ 
dried and packaged for export

• When imported, usually sold in 
Asian grocery stores alongside 
food or spices

Photo by: Sanfy
CC BY-SA 4.0, from 
Wikimedia Commons



ARECA NUT, AKA . . . 
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• Products containing areca nut are 
known by various names, including 
paan, sireh, mark, or gutkha when 
chewed with tobacco. Such products 
are immensely popular across Asia 
and the Pacific, and in many 
immigrant communities. 

• Areca nut and betel leaf come from 
different plants, but areca nut is 
sometimes referred to as “betel nut” 
or “betelnut.”



BETEL QUID
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A mixture of areca nut, betel leaf, slaked 
lime, flavoring, and often tobacco. 
Flavoring is commonly added to make the 
product more palatable to new users.



USING BETEL QUID
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BETEL NUT
TOBACCO PRODUCT?
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• Betel is chewed, often combined 
with tobacco, & has stimulant 
properties of its own without 
tobacco. 

• Some regulators approach it as a 
tobacco product while others treat it 
as something else (can create a 
divergence in policies). 
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BETEL NUT
CULTURAL USES

7/19/2022 12

Commonly used to: 
• Freshen breath; often used after eating 
• Suppress appetite or as substitute for food

Also used in ceremonies, traditional settings, 
and given as a religious offering (i.e., not 
consumed) in certain South Asian festivals.

A young girl shows 
off her betel-stained 
mouth. 
Credit: Luc V De 
Zeeuw



BETEL NUT
HEALTH IMPACTS
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• Betel nut alone is linked to oral and 
esophageal cancer, lesions, Type 2 
diabetes, cardiovascular disease, 
reproductive issues, tooth loss, and 
permanent loss of jaw movement.

• Combined with tobacco, premature 
illness/death risk greatly increased.
– For example, in India: 

• 30 percent of oral cancers attributable 
to the use of betel+tobacco.

• 50 percent of oral cancers attributable 
to smoking combined with use of 
betel+tobacco.



BETEL NUT
AFFECTED COMMUNITIES IN U.S.
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In most of the U.S., betel nut must be imported and 
use is often found in clusters
• South, East, and Southeast

Asian immigrants
• Pacific Islanders and 

immigrants from Small 
Island States/U.S. 
Territories

Areca nut vendor with red mouth from areca consumption in Hainan, China
Credit: Rolfmueller

Torajan woman chewing betelnut, 
Sulawesi Indonesia, Credit: Sergey 
CC BY-SA 2.0, from Flickr

https://www.flickr.com/photos/94636189@N00/5353435127


BETEL NUT FEDERAL REGULATION
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NEED FOR LOCAL LEADERSHIP,
CULTURAL AWARENESS, & SENSITIVITY
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BETEL NUT
BASIC REGULATORY STRATEGIES 

7/19/2022 17

• Product definitions
• Reducing youth access
• Flavor restrictions
• Excise taxes, minimum package size, and minimum price laws
• Minimum legal sales age & required signage
• Self-service displays
• Prohibitions on use in schools, parks, recreation areas
• Areca nut retailer licensing



BETEL NUT
REGULATORY APPROACHES 
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U.S. Examples

• Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana 
Islands (CNMI) (tobacco-like POS licensing)

• New York (minimum sales age; required 
signage)

• Ohio (prohibitions in schools)

• Oregon (tax)

• California (prohibitions in parks and recreation 
areas; listed carcinogen)

International Examples

• Marshall Islands (prohibition on sale/import for 
sale)

• Australia/New Zealand (prohibition on import 
and use)

• Palau (minimum sales age)

• Taiwan (spitting/littering fine)

• India (local sales restriction on specific product 
segments)



BETEL NUT
NORTHERN MARIANA ISLANDS (CNMI)
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Source: Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands Healthcare Corporation, 
Non-Communicable Diseases & Risk Factor Hybrid Survey Report 2016 (2017) 
http://commerce.gov.mp/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/CNMI-NCD-Survey-Report-FINAL-2017.pdf

http://commerce.gov.mp/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/CNMI-NCD-Survey-Report-FINAL-2017.pdf
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BETEL NUT
NORTHERN MARIANA ISLANDS (CNMI)
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Source: Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands Healthcare Corporation, 
Non-Communicable Diseases & Risk Factor Hybrid Survey Report 2016 (2017) 
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http://commerce.gov.mp/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/CNMI-NCD-Survey-Report-FINAL-2017.pdf


BETEL NUT
REGULATORY APPROACH: CNMI - LICENSING
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Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, 2016 Public Law No. 19-66 :
• Minimum legal sales age of 18
• Possession/consumption forbidden for under-18s
• License requirement for betel importers or sellers (not domestic growers)
• Signage at point of sale
• Display restrictions at point of sale
• Authorizes compliance checks with under-18 buyers
• Rulemaking authority in responsible agencies

**CNMI tobacco cessation program now accepting betelnut-addicted clients.**



BETEL NUT
SIGNIFICANT CULTURAL ISSUES IN CNMI
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Commonwealth of North Mariana Islands:
1. Local betel-growing industry, informal sales. 
2. High usage and traditional usage tied to distinct demographic groups’ cultures.
3. Education needed about the dangers of a familiar and “safe” product.

Most other U.S. jurisdictions:
1. Extremely low usage in general population, high usage and traditional use in 

distinct demographic groups.
2. Low awareness but potentially high availability (due to unregulated sales).



BETEL NUT
AFFECTED COMMUNITIES: OHIO TEENS?

7/19/2022 24

https://www.cleveland19.com/story/34663106/police-
warn-of-ohio-teens-getting-high-off-exotic-nut/

https://www.clickondetroit.com/health/good-health/teens-
using-palm-tree-seed-betel-nut-as-new-way-to-get-high

https://www.cleveland19.com/story/34663106/police-warn-of-ohio-teens-getting-high-off-exotic-nut/
https://www.clickondetroit.com/health/good-health/teens-using-palm-tree-seed-betel-nut-as-new-way-to-get-high


BETEL NUT
AFFECTED COMMUNITIES: OHIO TEENS
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Options considered:
1. Total sales prohibition and raids of 

businesses.
2. Comprehensive youth/school policy to 

prevent initiation. (funded mandate)
3. Punishment of schoolchildren caught with 

betel. (unfunded mandate)

Which one passed into law?



BETEL NUT
AFFECTED COMMUNITIES: OHIO TEENS
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Options considered:
1. Total sales prohibition and raids of 
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BETEL NUT
AFFECTED COMMUNITIES: OHIO TEENS
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Ohio Revised Code § 3313.751 “Prohibition against tobacco possession or use”: 

“. . . (C) No pupil shall use or possess any substance containing betel nut in any 
area under the control of a school district or an educational service center or at any 
activity supervised by any school operated by a school district or an educational 
service center.”



BETEL NUT
AFFECTED COMMUNITIES IN MINNESOTA
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Southeast Asian refugee communities from Laos, 
Vietnam, Thailand, and Myanmar.
• Hmong (since the 1970s)
• Karen (in the past decade)

Relevant policy: MN requires dentists in the Twin 
Cities metro to take 10 percent Medical 
Assistance enrollees, which includes most recent 
refugees. But getting people to the dentist, a 
crucial first step, is still a huge struggle. 



BETEL NUT, SMOKELESS TOBACCO, & COVID
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INFORMATION GAPS AND IMPORTANT ISSUES

7/19/2022 30

• First ever cessation study using lessons from tobacco-cessation programs in Guam.
• Taiwan researchers have studied preventative interventions with schoolchildren. 
• The bulk of academic analysis relates to health impacts, which are proven and 

significant.

Traditional use versus protecting never-users:
Policies should be sensitive to traditional uses and addictive nature of the product(s). 
Total prohibitions are hard to enforce and stigmatize addiction without addressing 
cessation assistance, but a commercial-tobacco-like model that licenses retailers might 
risk creating a situation where new populations of young people can become addicted. 
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• Timely findings and clear statements of purpose

• Clear definitions and concise language

• Clear scope of regulation

• Robust enforcement options

• Well-planned implementation process

BETEL NUT POLICY ELEMENTS
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• Equity at the center

• Engage with relevant communities regarding cultural use/religious practice

• Identify overall goal (could be different than existing goals in tobacco control)

• Focus on industry/product more than individual; regulate access instead of relying 
on punishment

BETEL NUT
EQUITY POLICY ELEMENTS



7/19/2022 33

PUBLICATIONS
THE CENTER HAS RESOURCES FOR YOU



CONTACT US
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651.290.7506

Kerry.Cork@mitchellhamline.edu

www.publichealthlawcenter.org

@phealthlawctr

facebook.com/publichealthlawcenter

mailto:publichealthlawcenter@mitchellhamline.edu
http://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/
http://www.twitter.com/phealthlawctr
http://www.facebook.com/publichealthlawcenter
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