
 

US officials identify 'strong culprit' in vaping
illnesses
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This Monday, Nov. 4, 2019 photo shows a vitamin E acetate sample during a
tour of the Medical Marijuana Laboratory of Organic and Analytical Chemistry
at the Wadsworth Center in Albany, N.Y. On Friday, Nov. 8, 2019, the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta said fluid extracted from 29 lung
injury patients who vaped contained the chemical compound in all of them. (AP
Photo/Hans Pennink)
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U.S. health officials announced a breakthrough Friday into the cause of
a mysterious outbreak of vaping illnesses, reporting they have a "very
strong culprit."

The same chemical compound was found in fluid taken from the lungs
of 29 patients across the country, the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention said. The compound—vitamin E acetate—was previously
found in liquid from electronic cigarettes and other vaping devices used
by many of those who got sick.

This is the first time they've found a common suspect in the damaged
lungs of patients, officials said.

"We are in a better place in terms of having one very strong culprit," said
the CDC's Dr. Anne Schuchat.

But agency officials cautioned they cannot rule out all other toxic
substances, and it may take animal studies to clearly show vitamin E
acetate causes the lung damage that's been seen.

More than 2,000 Americans who vape have gotten sick since March,
many of them teen and young adults, and at least 40 people have died.
The bulk of the cases occurred in August and September but new cases
are still being reported.

Vitamin E acetate has only recently been used as a thickener in vaping
fluid, particularly in black market vape cartridges. While vitamin E is
safe as a vitamin pill or to use on the skin, inhaling oily droplets of it can
be harmful. It's sticky and stays in the lungs—the CDC's Dr. Jim Pirkle
likened it to honey.

Many who got sick said they had vaped liquids that contain THC, the
high-inducing part of marijuana, with many saying they got them from
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friends or bought them on the black market.

E-cigarettes and other vaping devices heat a liquid into an inhalable
vapor. For years, most products contained nicotine, but THC vaping has
been growing more common.

Symptoms of the vaping illness include trouble breathing, chest pain,
fatigue and vomiting. Imaging tests show lung injuries and doctors can't
find infections or other causes.

About two months ago, New York drew attention to vitamin E acetate
when the state's public health lab discovered it in samples of vaping
products from sick patients. In some instances, it made up more than
half of the liquid in the cartridges.

The chemical has shown up in tests in other labs, too, including a U.S.
Food and Drug Administration lab in Cincinnati that found vitamin E
acetate in half of the more than 400 THC samples.

For the latest test, the CDC used fluid extracted from the lungs of 29
patients in 10 states, including two who died. Lab workers looked for a
range of substances that had been found in various vaping devices,
including nicotine, THC and other marijuana components, plant oils,
mineral oil and cutting agents used on the black market.

It was an exhaustive list of more than 1,000, said Pirkle, who oversees
agency's chemical analysis labs.

The one substance that came up in all 29 was vitamin E acetate.

"To me what's important here is both what they found, and what they
didn't find" said Scott Becker, head of the Association of Public Health
Laboratories. "This was the only thing they found."

3/4



 

Pirkle said animal testing is now a priority and might produce results
within a year.

"We really need the animal study to nail down cause and effect," he said.

© 2019 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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