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 Lethbridge Herald - Nine Canadian women, most from southern Alberta, will deliver an emotional presentation to the press gallery at the House of Commons in Ottawa today to protest a Health Canada advisory against the use of Empowerplus. 

Empowerplus is a vitamin and mineral supplement developed by Truehope of southern Alberta that hundreds of Canadians rely on to manage neurological ailments like bi-polar disorder, depression and ADHD. 

"These women's lives have all been affected dramatically by mental illness, either directly or indirectly, and by use of Empowerplus," said Truehope corporate director Dan Stephan. "People are not giving in." 

While the federal government says it has identified risks associated with the use of the product and has set up a 24-hour toll-free crisis line for Empower users, it won't say what those risks are. It has also set up a complaint line to collect voice-mail messages for Health Minister Anne McLellan. 

"They're telling people they don't know (the risks) but they're saying they're getting that information and that it will be sent to doctors shortly," said Stephan, who is the son of Anthony Stephan, who co-developed the nutritional supplement with David Hardy. 

Health Canada's advisory stops short of banning the supplement. Shipments of the product, made in Utah, have been stopped at the Canadian border since May but some cases have been getting through, Stephan said. 

"Health Canada said they were going to allow people to drive to the border and pick up their own product, but we don't know if that's still on. Health Canada absolutely refuses to talk to us, and they've set up this crisis line. We've called it, many times, and you wouldn't believe the things they're saying." 

When The Herald dialed the number Tuesday, it was answered immediately by a woman who identified herself as a counsellor. She said the phone line was set up especially for Empowerplus users who may be concerned about being cut off from their supplements, which they say allows them to remain free of - or on reduced doses of - psychotropic drugs, and more able to lead normal lives. 

Truehope runs a free support phone line of its own, with which all users are in regular contact. Through it, they've learned many users have called the Health Canada line to ask about the risks and are being given the same story. 

"They're told to go to their doctor, who can help them manage their symptoms if they stop taking Empower and have their symptoms return," Stephan said. "They won't say what the risks are. They say they're working very closely with the manufacturer to determine what the risks are. Well we're the manufacturer and they're sure not working closely with us. They won't even talk to us. In fact, we've been told there's a gag order and nobody in any government department is supposed to talk about this issue with anyone." 

The operator contacted by The Herald would not say Health Canada is advising people to stop taking EMpowerplus, only that they should see their doctor. 

"(Health Canada) needs to verify this product meets safety requirements and . . . until certain things are resolved, at the present time, Health Canada is not allowing sale of the product in Canada," she said. 

The advisory states, "Health Canada is advising consumers not to use Empowerplus, also known as EMPower+ and EM Power. It is a drug - being sold by the company Truehope Nutritional Support Limited (also known as Synergy) - which has not been approved for sale in Canada. Health Canada is the federal regulatory body that authorizes the manufacture and sale of all drugs in this country. 

"Health Canada has identified risks associated with the use of Empowerplus. The safety and efficacy of Empowerplus has not been shown. The drug is being sold to treat serious disorders such as bipolar disorder, anxiety disorder, panic attacks, attention deficit disorder, schizophrenia, autism, Tourette's syndrome, fibromyalgia and obsessive compulsive disorder." 

The Health Canada crisis line is 1-800-504-4156. The complaint line can be reached through the crisis line, or by calling 613-946-3592. Truehope's Web site is www.truehope.com

