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ABSTRACT
Traditional practice of betel consumption has been a major factor in maintenance of oral hygiene and digestive health. A

number of secondary metabolites like alkaloids, terpenoids, steroids, flavonoids, polyphenols, tannins and saponins are present
in betel leaf that are responsible for its therapeutic action against several human ailments. As such, betel has been a major factor
in health security in India over millenia. Ayurved further refers to its role in delivery of drugs at appropriate places in human body.
Other systems of traditional medicine under the umbrella of AYUSH also refer to the drug potentials of betel.

The paper takes into account the practices related with betel cultivation and its diverse use in relation to health security
practices as prevalent in Mithila area of north Bihar.
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Introduction
Piper betle (betel/tambul/paan) is a major

component of cultural life in India. It has strong religious
nuance and is deeply associated with the dietary
practices in the country. It is widely consumed for
facilitating comfortable digestion.

Betel (Piper betle) is one of the potential cash
crops grown extensively alongside the water bodies in
rural areas of north Bihar. It is one of the major
components of Mithila culture. Thousands of rural
populace, belonging to the traditional ‘paan’ growers,
derive their livelihood through betel cultivation. They raise
their betel groves to maintain the shady habitat for this
sciophyte and manage its unhindered irrigation
throughout the year. They have developed their
indigenous methods of betel cultivation over generations.
The local varieties are widely known for their taste and
efficacy and are in high demand from the neighbouring
areas. Betel has more diverse ways of its usage in this
region. A practice of adding tobacco products as
supplementary masticatory items makes compromises
with the original medicinal properties of betel. This turns

detrimental to the health of betel chewers.

Betel is generally used in the form of betel quid
i.e., betel leaf, areca nut, slaked lime and catechu. The
traditional form of its use did have a positive medicinal
effect on the overall health of those who consumed it.

Materials and Methods
Scientific litelature on positive and negative

aspects of the use of Piper betle, mostly as betel quid,
were consulted. The review takes into account the
traditional practice of betel consumption as well as recent
practices  related with its use. It elaborates the details
of the recent status of betel consumption with reference
to oral and digestive health in the country with special
reference to north Bihar situation. Findings have been
presented in the form of three tables and six figures.

Results and Discussion
Tambula of Piper betle Linn. belongs to the family

Piperaceae. The plant has a significant role in the social,
religious as well as medicinal life of India in the yore. It
is held as a significant masticatory in the Indian folk life
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since ancient times 3,5,10. Piper betle Linn. (Piperaceae),
a slender creeping plant, is widely distributed in India,
Sri Lanka, Thailand and other tropical countries. This
plant has deep green, heart shaped, smooth, shining
and long stalked leaves, with pointed apex. Betel leaf
possesses strong aromatic flavor and has been long in
use for the preparation of traditional Indian ayurvedic
herbal remedies (Fig-1). It has been reported for the
treatment of various diseases such as conjunctivitis, boils
and abscesses, cuts and injuries etc.12,27,28. In addition,
it also acts as a breath freshener, a digestive and
pancreatic lipase stimulant and a pain killer in joint
pain23,27,30. The leaf extract possesses antifungal activity
against various plant pathogens9,22,27. Consumption of
betel as quid has been the traditional practice in this
area since ancient times. It helps the maintainance of
oral hygiene and also helps in the process of digestion.
Betel chewers earlier were in the practice of engulfing
the liquid mixture of the quid juice mixed with saliva. On

the one hand it was helpful in removing the foul smell
created by the oral microbiota and on the other hand
this mixed juice helped in the process of digestion.
Distribution of the betel quid after community feasts is
still practiced. However, recent few decades have
witnessed the induction of synthetic tobacco products
available under the brand names of Zarda, Tulsi, Chauri
Patti, 500 Patti, 300 Patti, Ravi, Baba Patti, 64 Kimam
etc.

Piper betle is known for having antioxidant,
antiproliferative, antibacterial, antifungal and anti-
inflammatory properties20,32,33. The leaves are also
supposed to harden the gum, conserve the teeth and to
prevent indigestion, bronchitis, constipation, congestion,
cough and asthma. Innumerable scientific studies have
validated the ethnomedicinal  claims11,13. Betel leaves
are an integral component of the betel quid that consists
of areca nut (Areca catechu), tobacco (Nicotiana
tabacum) and slaked lime, a highly abused agent with

TABLE- 2 : Tobacco products used by Paan chewers as additional ingredients along with betel quid

Non-synthetic (Natural) product Synthetic products (Fig-5B)

Hari patti (small leaflets of Abrus precatorius) 1. Tulsi – a branded tobacco product.

2. Zarda - a branded tobacco product.

3. Chauri patti (Mahakal) - a branded tobacco

product.

4. 500 patti - a branded tobacco product.

5. 300 patti - a branded tobacco product.

6. Ravi - a branded tobacco product.

7. Baba patti - a branded tobacco product.

8. 64 patti - a branded tobacco product.

9. Kimam - a branded tobacco product.

TABLE- 1 : Various ingredients used in rolled betel (Khilli)

Meetha Patta (Fig-5A) Sada Patta

1. It is imported from Kolkata. 1. It is locally available.

2. It has sweet taste. 2. It has stiff taste.

3. Costlier in price (costs Rs. 15/- per Khilli) 3. Cheaper in price (costs Rs. 8/- per Khilli)

4. Local varieties used include Desi Patta, Chhoti Girah
and Bari Girah
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Consumption pattern and effect of tobacco mixed Betel consumption in Darbhanga Area

Fig.1 : District centre of sale of betel leaves
(Kadirabad, Darbhanga)

Fig. 2 : Betel quid, as practiced in this area

Fig-4 Ingredients of Mitha patta paan as observed
in Darbhanga town area

Fig.3 : Different forms of betel nut as:Nirmali,
Chhaliya, Fried and Chitti supari

carcinogenic properties (Figs. 2,3 & 6). Regular chewing
of betel quid is associated mainly with oral cancer and
detailed studies with individual constituents of the quid
have shown that both tobacco and areca nut are
carcinogenic while slaked lime is shown to promote the

process of carcinogenesis. However, unlike other
constituents of the betel quid, the leaves are devoid of
carcinogenic effects and on the contrary possess cancer
preventive properties including those that are against
the carcinogens present in tobacco24,25,26,33. They are
also considered as helpful treatments for various
ailments, including boils and abscesses, conjunctivitis,
constipation, headache, itches, gum swelling and
rheumatism1,20. Betel leaves have been shown to have
proliferative, antitumour, anti-inflammatory and
antimutagenic activities4,6,15,20,31,34. Due to the potential
of Piper betle, research is proceeding on its bioactive
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TABLE- 3 : Non-tobacco products used by Paan chewers as additional ingredients along with betel quid

    Non-syntheti products (Fig. 4 ) Synthetic products

1. Hari patti (small leaf lets of Abrus precatorius) 1. Gulkand (Chutney)

2. Coconut powder 2. Hira-moti

3. Chhoti Ealichi (small cardamon) 3. Cherry

4. Laong (pepper)

5. Sonf (fennel)

6. Peppermint

components, including hydroxychavicol, eugenol,
chavibetol and chavivol, which may be important for
halting cancer growth or killing cancer cells via their
chemotherapeutic or chemopreventive
properties14,18,20,37.  Among these, hydroxychavicol (HC)
also known as 4-allyl-catechol is a major catecholic
component of betel leaves that has been shown to have
strong antimutagenic properties when compared with
eugenol4,7,20. HC has been reported to possess inhibitory
properties against prostrate, colon, glioma and leukemic

cancer cells while leaving healthy cells unharmed8,20.
Ethnobotanical aspects of betel cultivation in north Bihar
have been elaborated16,17. Modern experimental
evidences of betel leaf being effective against anaemia
antiulcerogenic, antifungal-activity, anti-inflammatory and
diabetes also have been found2,36. Role of betel leaf
against cancer is well elaborated19,21,27. The traditional
Indian ayurvedic document describes several medicinal
properties in Piper betle including it has an effective
antifungal agent27. Catechu has germicidal action and
helps remove the foul smell of the mouth and adds red
colour to the juice.

Eating betel quid without any additional ingredients
does have a number of positive benefits. The betel juice
helps the process of easy digestion as well29,35,38. There
are also some people who avoid using lime in the betel
quid.

Fig. 6 : Oral view of a habitual Zarda paan chewer.
(A) Abnormal swelling

Fig. 5 : Ingredients of paan item before rolling:  (A)
Mitha Patta (B) Zarda Patta.
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Conclusion
There is a need to make people aware with

the dangers associated with traditional betel quid while
betel in itself could be considered as a health tonic, use
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