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Geophagy or earth eating is a common practice in many parts of Africa. The often-called “calabash-chalk” is frequently consumed by pregnant and breast-feeding women to treat morning sickness and to improve lactation. Studies suggest that the prevalence of earth eating among pregnant women in Kenya is more than 50 percent. Also children and male adults are reported users. The practice of geophagy has historic roots and is increasingly popular in modern African contexts. Through migration geophagy is also widespread in typical immigrant countries, such as the UK and Canada. The chalk or clay is usually imported from Africa and sold in so-called ethnic shops. 
The aim of this study is to investigate the pollution of African calabash chalk with heavy metals (lead, mercury and cadmium) and human pathogens. Tests carried out on 40 samples of calabash chalk collected from markets in Tanzania, DR Congo, Senegal and Uganda show that many samples contained high amounts of human pathogens as well as high levels of lead, mercury and cadmium. Depending on the amount and consumption habits of calabash chalk, the question remains open to what extent these metals are actually metabolized. 

