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People who manage devastating symptoms of mental illness with a nutritional supplement developed in southern Alberta say if Health Canada continues to deny them access to their vitamins, the upshot could be hospitalization and/or suicide.

To safeguard the lives of hundreds who say their sanity depends on EMPowerplus, federal Health Minister Anne McLellan was asked Tuesday in the House of Commons to intervene between Health Canada and Synergy Group.

Synergy Group is owned by Tony Stephan and David Hardy, who co-developed the product for treatment for bi-polar affective disorder. The supplement is manufactured in Utah.

Since May, Health Canada began turning back shipments of EMPowerplus at the Canadian border. Stephan and Hardy said as far as they know, other supplements readily available in Canada would not be adequate substitutes since they lack the enzymes and other components in EMPowerplus that maximize the body's ability to absorb the nutrients.

Neither Health Canada or McLellan's office responded to The Herald's requests for comment.

"Why such draconian measures for a product with no evidence of harm and much evidence of good?" said James Lunney, the MP for Nanaimo-Alberni who appealed to the health minister Tuesday. 

Lunney is also the sponsor of a private-member's bill, C-420, to amend the Food and Drugs Act and enhance access to natural health products. It's scheduled for second reading June 12.

Lunney delivered a letter to McLellan Tuesday and is waiting for a response.

EMPowerplus has worked so well for some that they're completely off psychotropic drugs. Others -- like Steven Morton-Stowe of Calgary -- combine the supplement with reduced dosages of prescription medicines.

He said the product has helped a lot of people either reduce their medications or get off them totally.

While Morton-Stowe can't say the combination has returned him to 'normal,' it's made his life "meaningful, enjoyable again."

Morton-Stowe, who up until two weeks ago was executive director of OBAD (the Organization for Bi-Polar Affective Disorder), had his shipment seized at the border.

Within the month's delay to have it re-shipped, his symptoms started to return.

Since Hardy and Stephan's Web site makes claims of EMPower's effectiveness in the treatment of mental illness, Health Canada has ordered the vitamins be considered a drug and be given a DIN, or drug information number. 

It wants Truehope, the name of Stephan and Hardy's mental health support organization and Web site, to remove all health claims from the Web site, as well as references to peer-reviewed research conducted at the University of Calgary that describes improvements in patients taking the product.

"We have not done that and we feel that what Health Canada's doing is in retaliation," said Stephan.

"People are already getting sick and one man's already in the hospital. When many of these people came to us, they were already at the end of their rope. It's not like they can go back to psychotropic medications, because the problem in the first place was that they didn't work for them, and they're not likely to work for them again."

He and Hardy filed a lawsuit against Health Canada last week seeking, among other things, an injunction to prevent further product seizures at the border.

Since the statement of claim was filed last Wednesday, the seizures have stepped up. The men say Health Canada refuses to talk to them about why they're doing it, but customers say they've received letters from the federal department informing them they will no longer receive their product. 

"It's a dark day for Canada when gestapo tactics like these are used to enforce sections of the outdated Food and Drugs Act," Hardy said. "We're in constant contact with our lawyer, who is convinced that what Health Canada is doing is unconstitutional. People are calling our support centre and they're afraid."

