Betel nut•
What is betel nut?

Betel nut is the seed of the fruit of the areca palm. It is also known as areca nut. The common names,
preparations and specific ingredients vary by cultural group and individuals who use it.
Betel nut is a stimulant drug, which means it speeds up the messages travelling between the brain and the
body.
How is it used?
The seed is separated from the outer layer of the fruit and may be used fresh, dried, boiled, baked,
roasted or cured.1
Betel quids
The most common method of using betel nut is to slice it into thin strips and roll it in a betel leaf with
slaked lime (powder) or crushed seashells. This leaf package is known as a betel quid, betel nut chew,
betel chew, betel pan or betel paan (India).2
Betel quids may also contain tobacco and other additives such as cloves, cardamom, nutmeg, aniseed,
coconut, sugar, syrups and fruit extracts, to enhance the flavour.2
Sometimes areca nuts are rolled in leaves other than betel leaf, such as a leaf from the rubiaceous
plant (Mitrogyna speciosa), nutmeg tree (Myristica fragrans), or the pepper plant used in kava (Piper
methysticum).
Cultural practice
Betel nut chewing is an important cultural practice in some regions in south and south-east Asia and the
Asia Pacific. It has traditionally played an important role in social customs, religious practices and cultural
rituals.2
Some people from these regions who have settled in other countries have continued their cultural practice
of chewing betel nut.2

Effects of betel nut
There is no safe level of drug use. Use of any
drug always carries some risk. It’s important to be
careful when taking any type of drug.
Betel nut affects everyone differently, based on:
•
•
•
•
•

size, weight and health
whether the person is used to taking it
whether other drugs are taken around the
same time
the amount taken
the strength of the drug (varies from batch to
batch).

The effects of betel nut are not fully understood
and further research is needed. However, people
who have used the drug have reported the
following effects:
•
•
•
•
•
•

mild euphoria and feelings of wellbeing
feeling alert
fast heart rate and palpitations
high blood pressure
red face and feeling warm
sweating.3

People who use betel nut for the first time, and
people who have used it before who take a large
amount or a strong batch, may experience the
following:
• tremors4
• dizziness
• upset stomach, diarrhoea, vomiting
• psychosis.5
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Long-term effects

Getting help

Regular, heavy use of betel nut may eventually
cause:

If your use of betel nut is affecting your health,
family, relationships, work, school, financial or
other life situations, you can find help and support.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

discolouration of teeth and gums, sometimes
turning them reddish-brown
mouth ulcers and gum disease
oral cancers or sub mucous fibrosis
(a pre-cancer condition)
stomach ulcer
heart disease6
needing to use more to get the same effect
dependence on betel nut
financial, work and social problems.

Using betel nut with other drugs
The effects of taking betel nut with other drugs
– including over-the-counter or prescribed
medications – can be unpredictable and
dangerous, and could cause:
•

Betel nut + tobacco: greatly increases the risk
of developing oral cancers.2

Help and support services directory:
adf.org.au/help-support/support-services-directory/

Betel nut and the law
The active ingredient in betel nut is arecoline,
which is a Schedule 4 poison (prescription only
medicine) and therefore is illegal to possess or sell
without proper authority.
Importation of Betel Nut into Australia is also
prohibited.7
Betel nut statistics
Around 10–20% of the world’s population chews
betel nut in some form. This makes it the 4th
most widely-used psychoactive substance, after
nicotine, alcohol and caffeine.8,9
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Always call an ambulance on triple zero (000) if an overdose is suspected: tell the paramedic exactly what has been
taken. Paramedics are there to help and will not involve the police unless there is a danger to themselves or others.

Other help, support services and resources
Links to further help and support • adf.org.au/help-support/

Further information
DrugInfo • 1300 85 85 84
Free confidential information and advice about alcohol and other drugs (9am - 5pm, Mon-Fri)
Family Drug Help • 1300 660 068 • www.familydrughelp.com.au (Victorian-based)
Services are available to support those around you who may be affected by your drug use. As well as
providing understanding, they can provide information about how best to help during treatment.
Family Drug Support • 1300 368 186 • www.fds.org.au (Australia-wide)
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