Kava is a psychoactive plant found in the South Pacific Islands, including Hawaii, that has been used by indigenous
Pacific Islanders for social, ceremonial, and medical purposes for centuries “with relatively low reported health
risk.”! For those purposes, kava is typically consumed in a beverage (also called “kava”) made using the root of the
plant.? It is also consumed in capsules, flavored and unflavored powdered extracts, and as a liquid extract dissolved
in grain alcohol.’

Kava contains kavalactones which can act as a mild sedative.* It can also induce muscle relaxation, numbness in the
mouth and throat, and provide some pain relief.’> Some studies show that it can be used to reduce anxiety.°
According to the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), “[a]n analysis of six kava clinical trials found that kava
(60-200 mg of kavalactones per day) produced a significant reduction in anxiety compared to placebo.” A meta-
analysis that reviewed 29 clinical trials related to using medicinal herbs for the treatment of anxiety found that kava
could effectively reduce anxiety but was “possibly ineffective in patients with generalized anxiety disorder.”’

In small quantities, such as that used in traditional
preparations, kava appears to be relatively safe to use.®
It is not known to be habit-forming, and stopping use
does not induce withdrawal symptoms.’ However,
kava has been sold commercially in retail outlets,
including “kava bars,” in the United States since the
1990s at concentrations that can reach up to 2-10 times
the amount present in traditional kava beverages. '
The DEA warns that “individuals may be consuming
25 grams of kavalactones, which is approximately 125
times the daily dose in kava supplements.”!!
Recreationally, it is often used as an alcohol
replacement or in combination with alcohol or other
substances, including benzodiazepines and kratom. !
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Large doses of kava can cause drowsiness, nausea, and loss of muscle control, while long-term use of kava can
cause: (1) mood swings; (2) dry, yellow, scaly skin; (3) malnutrition and weight loss; and (4) a lack of resistance to
infections.!® Long-term use may also cause severe liver damage including liver failure and the need for a liver
transplant.'* In 2002, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration issued a warning related to kava and the potential for
severe liver injury which resulted in a decrease in its use until approximately 2011.'> From 2011 to 2025, poison
control calls related to kava increased 383 percent. !® The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
attributes this rise in calls to “the expanded availability of commercial kava products,” and the increase in
individuals seeking alternatives to alcohol.!”

In 2025, nearly one-third of kava-related poison control center calls received also involved kratom, while 32
percent of calls involved serious clinical outcomes.!'® According to the CDC, the most common clinical effects
reported were: vomiting, nausea, drowsiness, dizziness, lethargy, agitation, and tachycardia.!® When combined with
kratom, “neurologic effects included seizures and tremor, and cardiovascular effects included hypertension.”?’

As with other herbal products sold at retail stores across the United States, kava products are unregulated which can
lead to a great risk of harm to those who use these products, particularly when combined with alcohol or other
substances.?! The CDC recommends targeted public health education to inform consumers, particularly young men,
who represent the largest number of poison control calls, that using unregulated kava products is “associated with
adverse health effects, especially when used in large quantities.”??
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The Legislative Analysis and Public Policy Association (LAPPA) is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization whose mission
is to conduct legal and legislative research and analysis and draft legislation on effective law and policy in the areas
of public safety and health, substance use disorder, and the criminal justice system.

LAPPA produces up-to-the-minute comparative analyses, publications, educational brochures, and other tools ranging

from podcasts to model laws and policies that can be used by national, state, and local criminal justice and substance
use disorder practitioners who want the latest comprehensive information on law and policy. Examples of topics on
which LAPPA has assisted stakeholders include naloxone laws, law enforcement/community engagement, alternatives
to incarceration for those with substance use disorder, medication for addiction treatment in correctional settings, and
the involuntary commitment of individuals with alcohol or substance use disorder.

For more information about LAPPA, please visit: https://legislativeanalysis.org/
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