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Alberta women in fight for their lives 

Health supplement EMPowerplus banned by Health Canada; mentally ill users say they fear for their lives without access to it 

By LISSA SWIHART 

Women who flew to Ottawa to protest the ban of a controversial health supplement are coming home empty handed today. 

Kristy Reesor and her mother Debra Curry of Red Deer joined seven other women who pleaded for a meeting with Health Minister Anne McLellan. 

But McLellan refused to meet them, they said, leaving a Lethbridge woman no closer to being able to get the supplement she credits with saving her life. 

Autumn Stringam of Lethbridge fears for her life since Health Canada banned EMPowerplus, a supplement manufactured in the United States as an alternative treatment for mental illness. 

Along with many mental health consumers across Canada - some fearing they will commit suicide - Stringam is outraged at Health Canada's advisory against EMPowerplus. 

"I can't sit back and watch while Canadians lose this battle," Stringam wrote to The News in a letter to the editor. "My life depends on it." 

EMPowerplus is a mixture of vitamins, minerals and amino acids taken by about 2,500 Canadians. It claims to treat bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, autism, Tourette's syndrome, fibromyalgia and obsessive compulsive disorder. Stringam, who swears by EMPowerplus for her bipolar disorder, wrote that she knows people who stopped taking EMPowerplus and have relapsed into psychotic behavior after years of clean health. 

As a third-generation manic depressive, she knows how dangerous mental illness can be. Both her grandfather and mother committed suicide. 

"The Canadian government has legalized marijuana for therapeutic use but insists that I must not have access to vitamins and minerals . . . Health Canada has ordered me back to hell with their illegitimate policies. Back to the psych ward and back on the drugs. Back where I belong?" She has been drug-free since 1996 when she started taking EMPowerplus, has had two children and is six months pregnant with her third. 

Ryan Baker, a spokesperson with Health Canada, said for the drug to be approved by Health Canada, the manufacturer, Truehope Nutritional Support Ltd., also known as Synergy, must provide scientific evidence that the drug is safe and effective in meeting its stated claim of treatment. 

"Health Canada recognizes that individuals suffering with severe conditions are upset about the banning of this drug, but we have an obligation to ensure the safety and effectiveness of drugs available to Canadians," he said. 

Howard May, a spokesperson for Alberta Health and Wellness, said the provincial government has also been receiving calls from Albertans concerned about the ban. 

"We have been advising those people to phone Health Canada because they're responsible for approving drugs in Canada," said May. 

Stringam said Health Canada didn't mind when she "ate" Paxil, Prozac, Lithium, Haldol, Rivotril, Ativan, Epival, Cogentin and Tegretol even though they caused autoimune disease and liver damage. 

"EMPowerplus claims to treat very serious conditions like bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, Tourette's syndrome, depression," said Baker. "Those conditions are best treated under the supervision of a physician and it can be very dangerous and risky to self-treat or substitute medications." 

Baker said EMPowerplus (also known as EM Power+ and EM Power) is not available in Canadians stores but is being shipped to Canadians from the U.S. 

Canadian Alliance health critic Rob Merrifield said on Friday that he would talk to McLellan about getting the supplement mailed to people's home for their personal use, said Curry. 

Health Canada continues to actively investigate Truehope because it continues to sell and advertise in Canada. 

Canadians with questions about EMPowerplus can phone Health Canada at 1-800-504-4156 for referral options. 
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