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Users of banned pill protest to McLellan: Health Canada says it's not convinced supplement is safe
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A dispute is raging over a vitamin and mineral supplement users say has saved their lives. 

On one side is a group who say their mental illnesses have been brought under control by Empowerplus, which was developed in Canada and is produced in the U.S. 

On the other side is Health Canada, which started halting shipments of the pills from the U.S. last month, and the Ontario Schizophrenic Society, which fears that some schizophrenics are descending into psychosis because they have dropped their medications in favour of the supplement. 

This week, nine women who take the supplement gathered on Parliament Hill in the hopes of putting their arguments before Health Minister Anne McLellan. Inside the House of Commons, in response to a question, Ms. McLellan's parliamentary secretary Jeannot Castonguay said vitamins can present a health risk. 

"I am sorry but I have to say that astronomical quantities of vitamins can be fatal to patients," he said. 

Health Canada is investigating the company that developed the supplement, Alberta-based Truehope Nutritional Support Limited, also known as Synergy, said Ryan Baker, a spokesman for Health Canada. 

But some say without the supplement, they might be suicidal or back in the psychiatric ward. Calgary resident Patricia Schantz, 23, has bipolar disorder. She started taking the pills about 21/2 years ago. She stopped taking her medication in six weeks and hasn't been back on them since. 

"Even missing one dose, the symptoms start to return -- the mood swings, the paranoia, the fear," said Ms. Schantz. 

More than 3,000 people in Canada and 9,000 in the U.S. have used the supplement, said Truehope co-founder David Hardy. 

Truehope's supplement first hit the news several years ago because because of its link to a feed treatment for pigs. 

Tony Stephan of Cardston, Alberta, was concerned about his children, who had bipolar disorder. His friend Mr. Hardy, who ran an animal feed business, noted similarities between the disorder and ear-and-tail biting syndrome in pigs, which was treated with a supplement. They adapted the pig supplement for humans. 

Mr. Hardy said his son, who has schizophrenia, has used it. Other users have seen improvements in symptoms of brain injury and Parkinson's disease. However, there is a disclaimer on the label. 

"We haven't advertised it as treating anything," said Mr. Hardy. 

Leonard Wall, president of the Schizophrenia Society of Ontario, said he knows of several schizophrenics who have stopped their medications because of the lure of a "miracle cure." 

"They go off the only thing that helps them and onto something that doesn't," he said. "When people with psychoses are not on their meds, they're more of a danger to society." 

Ottawa psychiatrist Dr. Ruth Biggar, who has about four patients using Empowerplus, said it works for some patients. Others show partial improvement or none at all. It tends to be more effective for people with bi-polar disorder. 

"Anyone who is doing this needs to be followed by a psychiatrist or doctor," she said.

