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Pulled drug divides mental-health sector
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CALGARY - A Health Canada raid on a company producing a purported nutritional cure for mental illness has sparked a war of words between hard-core believers and skeptics of the product. 

Supporters say the supplement Empowerplus -- a mix of 36 vitamins, minerals and anti-oxidants -- is a miracle cure and many people could take their own lives if they can't get it. Detractors claim the company has been growing wealthy selling something no better than a placebo to vulnerable people. 

Ron LaJeunesse, executive director of Canadian Mental Health Association's Alberta division, says he knows many people who have been essentially cured of mental illness after taking Empowerplus. 

"It's going to result in dozens of suicides. I know of two already," he said. "If there's no opportunity for people to take it, at best we're going to see some mental patients going back to hospital. At worst, they'll die." 

Others welcomed the Tuesday raid on the Raymond offices of Truehope Nutritional Support Ltd., saying it's about time the government took some action to stop the sale of Empowerplus. 

"As far as I'm concerned, it functions on the same level as snake oil," said Kaj Korvela, the head of the Calgary-based Organization for Bipolar Affective Disorders. 

He says he knows many people who became sicker when they dropped their prescribed medications in favour of Empowerplus. 

"It was too expensive, it made them worse and most of them went back on their medication." 

Health Canada spokeswoman Krista Apse said Wednesday the government's aim is to prove Truehope and its sister company, Synergy Group of Canada, were marketing and selling a drug without federal permission. 

Truehope and Synergy have never filed a new drug submission, Apse said, despite several requests to do so, and have refused to comply with its orders to stop selling Empowerplus in the meantime. 

David Hardy, one of the main owners of Truehope, says several scientific studies have validated Empowerplus. 

"They (Health Canada) have ample evidence this is safe and effective. They can't prove otherwise," Hardy said.

