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More than 200 stores in 31 states

pulled tubs of Mini Fruity Gels off
shelves because of safety concerns.

Cover story

By Lealbe Smlch B, LSS TODAY

Gel candies ‘like rubber
stoppers’ ed to deaths

Consumer calls
prompted action at
one major chain

By Gary Strauss
USA TODAY

Michelle Enrile’s life essentially end-
ed April 10, 1999, when she fell into a
coma after allegedly swallowing a
popular gel-like candy made by Tai-
wan-based Sheng Hsiang Jen Foods,

Unable to breath for nearly 30 min-
utes after mllapsirg in her San Jose,
Calif, home, the fourth-grader sus-
tained brain damage from which
there was virtually no chance of re-
covery, says her physician, Elaine Pico.
Three weeks ago on July 30, Gil and
Yvonne Enrile awoke to find that their
dau;hter, 12 years old by then, had
died.

*Even though everyone told us she
would never recover, we still had high
hopes that she'd come back to us as a
normal kid." says Gil Enrile, a 48-year-

Little girl lost: Michelle Enrile went
into a coma on April 10, 1999. She
died July 30 of this year.

old engineer at semiconductor equip-
ment maker Applied Materials. "All
this over a piece of candy. Its like

bringing a gun into your house and
not knowing when it will go off. We're
still in shock.”

mnf fr?‘i)umr in Asian countries,
the gel candy has been removed in re-
cent days from store shelves of three
major LLS. retail chains — Safeway, Al-
bertson’s and Costco = in at least 31
states, Mexico and the United King-
dom.

The candies are marketed under a

» Deaths prompt retail-
ers to remove gel
candy from shelves, 1A

variety of brand names, including
Fruit Poppers, Jelly Yum and Mini
Fruity Gels, The candies also have
been linked to last years choking
deaths of 3-year-old Deven Joncich of
Morgan Hill, Calif, and Arturo Lopez, a
Seattle 2-year-old. A Canadian girl,
whose name has not been made pub-
lic, also died last year.

The jellies, which until last year
were sold primarily in small Asian and
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Choking deaths cited in Japan as early as 1995
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ispanic markets in the USA, come
in colorful foil-top plastic cups
i A il
eng said it
sold more tmhlllinn of the
- S Sheng
represe
Hsiang say Michelle couldn't have
choked from a gel candy because
phﬁ;cm never found unl.' lodged
r throat. Attorney Gary Soter
E-.laif" I:gid' tl'é?‘r N‘I!L%I;eliie choked
ile being chase er younger
sister. “Any food product could
cause a person to choke under
those circumstances,” he said.

Troubled history

The candies are made from kon-
'ﬁcjelly, which comes from the fi-
ous Asian elephant yam plant.
Billed in Pacific Rim countries as a
health product, the candies are
shaped and sized like the end of a

hot dog. But health
Cover

officials say the

! candy's rubberlike

consistency doesmnt

easily dissolve, and
can be almost impossible to dis-
Imﬁ‘if swallowed whole by small
children. . .

The uct is described on the
Web site of LS distributor New
Choice Food as a healthy alterna-
tive to — fat free, terol
free and in fiber The 120-
count tubs that were sold
Costco carry a l-inch-by-1%2 inch
label warning of a choking hazard.
The warning reads: “Do not try to
swallow whole! Take only in small

bites and must be chewed careful-
ISV Mot suitable for children under

gel candies have had a trou-

bled hist rticularly
1.-.|"I'.||!.=:113tm!'l oy dubbcfiapdlg

deadly mnuthl’ul" after being
linked to 8 deaths and 80 choking s
incidents since 1995, But it wasn't
until Michelle Enrile's death that
much US. publicity surrounding
the death surfaced — even in
northern California. Attorneys for

Sheng Hsiang maintain the prod-
uct is safe. her it was a mini-
fruity gel, a piece of meat, a hot

or han:l candy, the resutt
ggﬁlﬂ ﬂ been the same,” the
company said in an earlier state-
ment. .

But Food and Drug Administra-
tion official Janice Oliver said
Thursday that the agency has be-
gun collecting es from sever-

al manufacturers to decide wheth-
er the government should ask for a
permanent ban from the nation's
shelves. The Consumer Product
Safety Commission says it has no

ion to recall food.

Albertson’s, Safeway and ware-
house retailer Costco — who say

Choking deaths

Children through 14 years
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By Julle faader, LBA TODRY

“All this over a piece
of candy. It’s like

bringing a gun into
our house and not

owing when it will
go off. We're still in
shock.”
— Gil Enrile, father of
Michelle Enrile, who
died July 30 after
being in a coma for
more than a year

they were unaware of choki
cidents in Japan as well as at least
rwo deaths in Taiwan — are taking

"ﬂa"'.rlrtman Eeﬁu.; ing gel candy
er ordering gel ¢ prod-
ucts to be removed from nearly
200 outlets in California — the big-
gest LS, market for gel candies —
Albertson's expanded its recall
Thursday to 1,700 stores in 31
states, imudil;lig Tennessee’s Ses-
sels chain and Philadelphia-area

Acme stores.,

=Safety and health of our cus-
tomers are our first concern,” says
keswuman Jenny Enochson.

§Elt meriﬂt thing to do was to

gelnuﬂ'tiu.-
began stocking the can-
dies only wuhm the past few
months, says corporate spokes-
man Brian Dowling. “Everybody
.md their brother has been carry-
ing it. <o obviously our saw
some potential interest for con-
sumer appeal,” he says. News of
Michelle’s death generated enough
calls from consumers to prompt
Safeway to pull the uct, some-
thing it rarely oes without
prompting from a manufacturer or
government regulators, Dowling

Says.
Mom-and-
also are ing.
“We're trying not to sell them
gd more, “bccausejtll:;y_rre not
to sell” ohn Truong,
ager at Hals"l"gsanh Supermar-
I:et in San Jose, “1 didn’t nn:ler any

D store Operators

more. They were

lar, really
powhnﬁmybodymm.'
Warnings
Foll:mri Arturo Lopez's death

anlgr Dr. Alonzo m -4
mene o b plf

ards, “We don't think they're a safe
product, and there should be some
wmﬁuﬂm to regulatory ac-
tion,” Thursday.

“You can d on these rnd-
ucts, and they keep their
Tl'ﬂﬁ dissolve easily. and the:.r

break u%cm?h says. “They
can lodge int pipe because
of their shape.”

Canada’s version of the FDA, the
Canadian Food ion
issued a similar alert last August al-
ter consumer advocates in Hong
Kong reported the two Taiwanese
deaths. Besides the choking death
of a 4 year-uld Toronto girl, a 10-
year-old boy almost until he
was by family members,
says CFIA Chris Tang. The
candies are “like rubber stoppers.”

gﬁm Clara County, Cahif,
Department of Public Hea th rec-
ommends that the candy be cut in
pieces before it's given to small
children. 3
"We decided o do something
after the death of Michelle on Ju-
3&30 and after learning of anot
ath in Seattle,” said Joy Alexiou
of the county Health Department.
"We want (o make sure parents
read those warning labels.”
Terry O'Reilly, a San Mateo, Calif,
attorney nting the Enriles,
ans 1o ﬁE aFamst Sheg
on behalf of the Jonci

famﬂ& next week.
heard rumors of several
other deaths in California,” O'Reilly

Sa%rﬂﬂ . who has been handling
product-liability cases for 32 years,
says, “I'd like to get this product off
the shelves. It's and it's
going to keep killing kids. There's
no excuse for this.”

US. distributor,

Hsiang's
Nesiirwgloke of Irwindale,
Calif, and Marina Foods. the San
Jose grocery where the Enriles
purchased the gel candies, have al-
dly o?greed to the family a
about $7 million. A trial
dat-:- mvnlwng the Enrile’s case
Hsiang is expected
mbesetmr the next 2 weeks.
MNew Choice and Marina Foods
declined to comment for this story.
Gil Enrile says n:m anmumof hu':
money ¢an assuage n
dau terkdmh—mrh%ﬂgum
he was a perfect kid," says En-
rile, barely keeping his composure,
“She was very organized and a
straight-A student. S

bikes. She liked to swim. Her wish
was to go to Stanford University.
Losing her is going to be with us for
along time.”

He still blames himself for being
unable to dislodge the candy from
Michelle's throat. If there's one
thing he hopes her death accom-
: o seet wdies per-
manenthy removed from <tare
shelves, “Nobody should go what
we have gone through,” Enrile
says,

liked to ride 1




