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	Mother Nature’s drugs
Is Health Canada protecting Canadians or drug companies? 

June 19, 2003

NATASHA MEKHAIL

Last Wednesday a group of women from across the country protested in Ottawa against a law that they say is reducing access to natural health food products in the interest of pharmaceutical companies.

"Nine ladies were here from across the country. They had bipolar disease and had been normalized by taking a vitamin and mineral product that was produced in Alberta," says BC Alliance MP for Nanaimo-Alberny Dr. James Lunney.

The women are just some of the more than 3,000 Canadians with bipolar disease (also known as manic-depressive disorder) who are using a supplement called Empowerplus to control their symptoms. They say the supplement doesn’t come with the side effects normally associated with psychotropic drugs and that many of the Canadians using the supplement have the approval of doctors.

Health Canada has not only banned Empowerplus but has also prevented shipments of it from entering the country. It has also shut down a study on the supplement under way at the University of Calgary.

"In the last 40 years there has been an explosion of information about the importance of vitamins and minerals in building healthy bodies and maintaining them. Then as soon as a health claim is made about a product, it triggers a violation of 3(1) in the antiquated Food and Drugs Act," explains Lunney. "This act goes back to 1934. What this thing says is that you shall not advertise or label that a natural health product, vitamin, mineral or herbal product will influence a schedule of diseases or disorders."

Doing so means these products must then be classified as drugs and, because they have not been approved by Health Canada, they therefore become illegal to sell under Canadian law.

Lunney, a former chiropractor, has tabled a private members bill that would put natural health products into the "food" rather than "drug" category of the Food and Drugs Act. He has also compiled 27,000 signatures calling on Health Canada to change its rules. Health Canada is releasing a new set of regulations this week, but proponents of natural medicine are not optimistic.

In the late 1990s a health committee was set up by then health minister Alan Rock to study food and drug classifications. At the time, Rock promised to implement the team’s recommendations

"Canadians were led to believe the government was listening and a report came out recommending some changes and a third category: not foods, not drugs, but in-between. But the betrayal that Health Canada has come out with is that they’ve put it as a sub class of drugs," says Lunney.

While Lunney would not say specifically why the federal government has been so unwilling to change the legislation, others will.

John Biggs, owner of Optimum Health in Edmonton, has doubts about what new changes Health Canada has in store. "Health Canada’s task is to regulate a drug industry that has trillions of dollars and is the most powerful lobby on the planet. The fear is that the regulators will be heavily influenced by the regulatees."

The legislation could go so far as to restrict the sale of supplements as innocuous as vitamin C, when claims are made that its consumption prevents the common cold.

"[Some] clauses indicate that if the health protection branch has ‘reasonable grounds to believe that a health product may no longer be safe then they may issue a direction to stop sale or revoke a license’ without the licencee even being heard," Biggs explains. "The key words are ‘believe’ and ‘may.’"

After the new changes to the Food and Drugs act come down, Biggs estimates that over time 50-60 per cent of what he sells could become illegal.

The women who protested on Parliament Hill blamed big drug firms outright for the ban on Empowerplus. In their message to the government, they asked, "Who is Health Canada protecting? Our health? Or the health of pharmaceutical companies that have billions of dollars at stake in psychotropic drugs?"

Health Canada says the new legislation will make natural health products more accessible and spokesperson Ryan Baker denies that the department is influenced by outside firms saying, "Health Canada’s first priority is to protect the health and safety of Canadians."

He says each case is dealt with individually and the Empower study at the U of C, for example, was halted because the department determined the clinical trials were not being conducted safely.

Meanwhile, Lunney says it all comes down to the suppression of choice and, with his Bill C-420 tabled at the end of March, intends to keep the pressure on Health Canada: "This is an important bill for Canadians. If we’re interested in building healthy Canadians, then Canadians need freedom to choose natural health products."

	


