Kava

Operational Risks (Color Denotes Quality of Evidence)
Sedation

Visual and Equilibrium disturbance (high doses)

Scientific Names: Piper Methysticum
Other Names:  Kava-kava, awa, yangona

Common uses: Kava is the dried roots of a South Pacific shrub that is usually steeped with a warm drink.  The "tea" or powder is utilized as a relaxant.

Actions:  The plant elaborates six identified lactones, including Kawain, which is most studied and has been synthetically produced.  These lactones have pharmacological CNS effects leading to feelings of contentment and disinhibition.  High doses may induce sleep.  Human studies have been performed which suggested slight decreases in arousal ratings, but insignificant effects on behavior and task related performance.  Mild sedation was demonstrated at doses of 600 mg purified Kavain.  

Kawain has been found to compare favorably to Oxazepam in control of mild anxiety.  Large doses have been associated with altered vision and balance.  Though hallucinations have been described in historical literature in association with use by South Pacific natives, such responses have not been experimentally observed.

Toxicity:  CNS Effects are additive with alcohol and benzodiazapines.  Prolonged or heavy consumption produces a characteristic skin rash similar to pellagra.  Disturbances in visual accommodation have been described with larger doses.
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