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Health Canada and Health Minister Anne McLellan are being sued by a southern Alberta mental health support group and several families struggling with mental illnesses, The Herald has learned.

Anthony Stephan and David Hardy, co-founders of Raymond-based Truehope Nutritional Support, say McLellan and Health Canada have consistently ignored overwhelming evidence that nutrients can relieve symptoms of mental disorders.

In the process, they claim the government is trampling on the rights of the mentally ill by seizing shipments of EMpowerplus at the U.S. border, depriving people of the product they say is keeping them healthy.

Stephan says several shipments of the supplement, made in Utah, have been seized since April 22. All but one were subsequently released but some consumers have still not received their supplements and are experiencing a return of their symptoms. 

Stephan says at least one man is inhospital as a result.

"Health Canada has jeopardized the lives of the mentally ill by seizing their products, despite the acknowledgment, obtained through freedom of information, that patients would need their supplements," Stephan says. 

In recent years, Truehope has received widespread media attention over its discovery.

It became involved in researching answers for mental illness after Stephan's wife, Debbie, committed suicide, leaving 10 children behind. She suffered from rapid-cycling bi-polar disorder. Two of the children have the disorder, as well.

Hardy's background in animal biology had shown him hogs were cured of neurological disorders through intensive mineral and vitamin supplements and he wondered if the same might apply to humans.

Truehope provides telephone support to people taking the supplement. Health Canada says Truehope's claims that EMpowerplus works for bi-polar disorder makes it a drug and has demanded the product carry a DIN -- drug identification number. 

Truehope has refused, saying if the government's logic holds true, then every vitamin and mineral should have a DIN and so should foods with proven therapeutic value like garlic, oatmeal and cayenne pepper.

The company also maintains no DIN is required since the product is made in the U.S. EMpowerplus is made in Utah and imported by individuals for their own use

The lawsuit seeks an injunction against further seizures and demands judicial review of several sections of the Food and Drugs Act, not amended since the 1930s. The men say the antiquated legislation is unconstitutional.

"In 1997, over a million people across Canada told the government they did not want to be denied health freedom, nor did they want foods relegated as drugs," says Stephan.

He points out MP James Lunney, a doctor, has introduced a private members bill, Bill C-420, which would define dietary supplements, herbs and other natural health products as food products and not drugs.

Stephan, Hardy and Lunney are all speaking at a noon-hour rally in Edmonton today on the steps of McLellan's constituency office in the Edmonton West riding. The rally is to further protest what Hardy and Stephan say are Health Canada's ongoing protection of pharmaceutical and corporate interests, including new natural health products regulations, scheduled to be finalized June 5. As of then, Health Canada will be able to restrict access to and regulate natural products -- vitamins, herbs, minerals, etc. -- as prescription-only drugs. 

Health Canada has 10 days to respond to the statement of claim. 

