Keep arthritis drugs on market, U.S. regulator told
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WASHINGTON - The U.S. drug regulator heard passionate testimony Thursday in defence of Vioxx and similar painkillers – including an army doctor who said the controversial drugs are "essential to the global war on terrorism." 
· INDEPTH: Arthritis drug concerns 



· FROM FEB. 16, 2005: Ottawa may strengthen arthritis drug warnings 


"Consider our military in this particular drug decision," Grubb said, adding that troops use COX-2 drugs because traditional pain relievers such as aspirin have been linked to excess bleeding. 

Without them , the United States wouldn't be able to have as many troops on the battlefield, he said. 

"Coxhibs are essential in the global war on terrorism." 

Patients want to weigh risks themselves

Vioxx was pulled off the market in September 2004 after studies linked the popular arthritis drug to heart and stroke problems. Other studies suggest the problems may apply to the whole class of anti-inflammatory drugs. 

An advisory panel of experts must advise the FDA what to do with the Cox-2's that are still on the market – mainly Celebrex and Bextra. 

Some witnesses pleaded with the panel on Thursday for the chance to decide for themselves whether they want to take a COX-2. 

"I have 40 Vioxx left, I have 40 days before my life and my abilities will be severely altered," said Dimitra Poulos, who suffers from arthritis. 

Another woman who relies on COX-2 inhibitors, Judith Fogel, agreed. "I feel like Celebrex was created for me." 

Drugs can affect heart like smoking: FDA doctor

The FDA's own epidemiologist told the committee that taking more than the minimum 200 mg dose was as bad for the heart as taking up smoking – and even that lower dose carries risks. 

"For the lower dose, it's probably more than hypertension, a little less than diabetes and a little less than smoking," said Dr. David Graham. 

· FROM JAN. 25, 2005: Study linking Vioxx to heart problems finally published 


Committee members said they face a delicate balancing act in weighing the benefits for many against the risks to a few. 

"They want the accessibility and freedom to make their decision, but they also want the government to protect them from things that are undue risk," said Dr. Dennis Boulware, of the FDA committee. 

Gerard McNamara, a Canadian who started taking Vioxx in 2001 and has since suffered a stroke and two hearts attacks, was paying close attention to the U.S. hearings. 

He said he wished governments had moved earlier to review the drugs. 

"I understand it's three or four years they had known it was wrong ... and they should have done something about it." 

McNamara is suing the makers of Vioxx, but his doctor has switched him to Bextra for his arthritis pain – a drug that some suggest may be as dangerous. 

All drugs carry some risks. The FDA must decide whether the risks of the COX-2s can be mitigated with warning labels and better prescribing, or whether the only ethical decision is to take them off the market for good. 
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