
 

 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Volume 15 (2), 2013 
  

 

Jatropha Curcas Poisoning: An Oil Plant of Unfulfilled 

Promise 

 

Gurdeep Singh Dhanjal 

Gautam Madaan 

Anand  Kumar  Bhardwaj 

 

 

www.ijmch.org  
 

INDIAN JOURNAL OF 

MATERNAL AND CHILD 

HEALTH 
Jatropha curcas used as bio-fuel can cause accidental poisoning in children.The plant  

belongs to the Euphorbiaceae family and is found in the coastal areas of tropics. 



INDIAN JOURNAL OF MATERNAL AND CHILD HEALTH,2013   APR – JUN;15(2) 

 

 2 

 

Jatropha Curcas Poisoning: An Oil Plant of Unfulfilled Promise 

 
Gurdeep Singh Dhanjal

1
, Gautam Madaan

2
, Anand  Kumar  Bhardwaj

3
 

Assistant Professor
1
, 3

rd
 Year Resident

2
, Professor

3
 

Department of Pediatrics,  Maharishi Markandeshwar Institute of Medical Sciences and Research Mullana, 

Ambala, Haryana. 

Correspondence:   Dr Gautam Madaan Email : gautammadaan1985@live.in 

 

 
ABSTRACT 

Jatropha curcas used as bio-fuel can cause accidental poisoning in children.The plant  

belongs to the Euphorbiaceae family and is found in the coastal areas of tropics.Though it is 

a common cause of accidental poisoning among children in these parts, standard texts 

rarely cover it. Gastrointestinal manifestations are predominant feature of poisoning with 

the seeds of Jatropha curcas. In the two cases reported by us the children apart from having 

gastrointestinal manifestation had miosis which was unilateral in one case and bilateral in 

other.The nature of illness was self limiting and no complications occurred during the entire 

hospital stay and follow up.Though, there are no deaths  reported in humans but still we 

should not take this poison as benign and should not underestimate it. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Jatropha curcas, commonly called as “Ratanjyot” in Gujarati, belongs to the Euphorbiaceae 

family. With an increase in the cultivation of Jatropha curcas for its use as bio-fuel, there is 

likelihood of increase in the accidental poisoning and therefore it is essential for the medical 

fraternity to publish more Jatropha curcas poisoning cases. The plant is widely distributed in 

the wild and semi-cultivated areas of India, South East Asia and Africa. There are studies 

which have found it to be toxic but not lethal in humans, however ample number of studies 

have shown the seed component to be toxic and lethal in mice, rats, chicken and goats.
(1)

 

From our extensive literature search we could find only a few cases of Jatropha curcas 

poisoning from South India
(2)

, South Africa
(3)

 and some others
(4)

. Jatropha curcasis used as 

laxative, antiparasite and vermifuge. It is also widely used as bio-fuel
(5)

. The high 

concentration of phorbolesters present in Jatropha curcas seed has been identified as the 

main toxic agent responsible for Jatropha  curcas toxicity.
(6) 

 Eating large quantities of any 

raw part may cause slow damage to kidneys. Treatment is essentially symptomatic and 

supportive. There is no specific antidote. Specific therapy may be indicated for 

haemorrhagic gastrointestinal damage and haemoglobinuria. Monitoring of renal functions 

and alkalinization of urine is done to minimize effects of  haemoglobinuria. Treatment of 

haemorrhagic gastro-intestinal damage is like that of peptic ulceration. Signs of central 

nervous system depression are looked for and assisted ventilation is initiated, if necessary.  
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CASE REPORT 

 

Two children (aged 7yr and 9yr) were brought to PICU with complaints of recurrent vomiting 

for the last 3 hours.  The older child also had diarrhea . On examination their vital 

parameters were stable. There were signs of some dehydration. Both the children had 

constricted pupil (unilateral in younger and bilateral in older child) raising a doubt of 

organophosphorus poisoning. The children denied consuming any liquid chemical. On 

further questioning, history of ingestion  of some black coloured seeds which were growing 

around the school premises was brought out. On examination the seeds were identified to 

be of Jatropha curcas. The younger one had eaten 6 to 8 seeds while the older one had 

ingested 10 to 12 seeds. The reasons for ingestion were curiosity and sweet taste of the 

seeds .The lag period before onset of symptoms varied between 20-30 minutes. Laboratory 

investigation done were normal in both the children except for the value of creatinine which 

was slightly raised (1.6 mg/dl ) in the older child .Both of them were given gastric lavage 

followed by antiemetics and IV fluids. Their symptoms subsided with in 8-10 hours. They 

were observed for 24 hours and discharged the next day. The children were ask to follow up 

after one week , when serum creatinine were repeated and the values were in normal 

range. Both affected  children recovered without any complications. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Photograph of Jatropha curcas plant with fruits 
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DISCUSSION 

 

As both the children had vomiting within 15-20 minutes of eating the seeds, we can 

conclude that the onset of action is very rapid in Jatropha curcas poisoning. The 

presentation of both the patients was same and consistent with the presentation described 

in earlier reports of pediatric cases from India,
(2)

 South Africa
(3)

 and  few others
(4)

. The 

adverse effects following ingestion of seeds include vomiting, diarrhoea, abdominal pain 

and burning sensation in the throat. Vomiting can occur within 15 minutes of ingestion. 

Acute abdominal pain is experienced about half an hour after the ingestion of the seeds. 

Although the available literature is scarce, but most of the Jatropha curcas poisoning victims 

reported so far have been in the pediatric age group and all had presented with 

gastrointestinal manifestations.
(2,3,7,8)

 The combination of vomiting, diarrhoea and miosis 

seen in jatropha poisoning resembles the clinical presentation of organophosphorus 

poisoning, which is one important differential diagnosis. Measurement of plasma acetyl 

cholinesterase activity levels, which is normal after Jatropha ingestion and decreased 

following organophosphate poisoning, may help differentiate between the two.We did not 

test any vomitus or stool for toxicological analysis considering the clear history and 

availability of seeds and fruits with the patients. Koltin et al
(8)

 reported that miosis is a 

presenting sign of Jatropha intoxication. In our case we found that younger child had 

unilateral miosis which is unusual (perhaps because of ingestion of less number of seeds) 

while the older one had bilateral miosis. Both the patients in our hospital were treated 

symptomatically with intravenous fluids. The recovery was quick. The first symptom to 

improve was vomiting followed by abdominal pain and lastly loose motions. None of the 

patients had any complications till 4 months of follow up. Therefore, it is clear that ingestion 

of 10-12 seeds of Jatropha curcas causes toxic symptoms of short duration without any 

lethal complications. It may be because emesis expels the seeds immediately outside the 

body preventing further absorption of toxic chemicals. Though, there are no deaths 

reported from human cases, it was found to be lethal in animal studies and therefore, we 

should not take this poison as benign and should not underestimate it. 
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