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Bipolar sufferers desperate to obtain controversial supplement: Gov't investigating maker, seizes shipments at border
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CALGARY - In the daytime, there was the irrational fear, the crushing depression and the uncontrollable shaking in her hands and limbs. 

At night, there were the vivid dreams of dying relatives and friends. 

And then, 2 1/2 years ago, Patricia Schantz started taking EMPower, a vitamin and mineral supplement developed in Alberta. She phased out the prescription psychotropic drugs she took for her bipolar disorder. 

The symptoms disappeared in weeks, and she now has a full-time job, is upgrading her education and is planning to get married. 

But now the federal government has begun seizing all shipments of the unapproved EMPower at the U.S. border. To Schantz, who has a six-week supply of EMPower left, this could mean a descent back into manic depression. 

"If I have to go off it, my life's over," Schantz said Tuesday, stifling tears. 

The nutritional supplement has shown remarkable results in treating people like Schantz, but it has never been approved for use in Canada. That's because it makes health claims that would classify it as a drug under existing legislation, said Ryan Baker, a spokesman for Health Canada. 

The government is also investigating the company that makes EMPower, Truehope, which is based in the southern Alberta town of Raymond. 

Baker said he wasn't aware of any recent change in the product's legal status, but David Hardy, co-founder of Truehope, said border officials have started seizing every shipment of it in recent days. 

This followed a couple of months of inconsistent enforcement, where some deliveries made it through, and some were seized only to be released days later, said Hardy. 

"We're getting calls from desperate people," he said. "They can't go back to medication. The conventional meds don't work for many people." 

Hardy co-developed Truehope after a career as a livestock feed expert where he gave pigs nutritional supplements to stop ear-and-tail-biting syndrome, a syndrome that appears similar to bipolar disorder. Hardy joined with a friend, Tony Stephan, whose wife had the condition and committed suicide in 1995. The men joined forces and developed EMPower about seven years ago and it is now manufactured only in the U.S. 

While commercial shipments of EMPower are forbidden, said Baker, Canadians are allowed to buy up to a three-month supply of it in the U.S. for personal use and bring it back across the border. 

"I guess I'll be going on a trip," said Schantz. 
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