WHAT IS THE LATEST NEWS ABOUT EPHEDRA?

The use of dietary supplements has become a hot topic both in the military and across the globe in recent years due to their rise in popularity and use.  Often times, it is difficult to make appropriate decisions regarding supplements because of the lack of reliable or accurate information.  Many recent news stories have centered on the dietary supplement ephedra, after an announcement by the Justice Department of a criminal investigation of the largest seller of the product.  The investigation centers on 13,000 health complaints from consumers.  


Ephedra, derived from the plant ma huang, is a supplement that has been widely used for thousands of years in China to treat asthma and as a decongestant.  A synthetic chemical twin, called ephedrine, is used in a small number of over-the-counter asthma medications that are closely monitored by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA).   Unlike the version created by drug companies, the herbal form is not regulated.  Ever since successfully lobbying for the 1994 passage of the Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act (DSHEA), herbal product makers are not obligated to test their goods before selling them nor to report health problems resulting from their use.

  Ephedra is an active ingredient in more than 200 diet aids and energy boosters that also often contain caffeine and other chemicals.  Brand name products can be bought very easily in pill, liquid and powder form at drug and health-food stores and over the Internet.  Claims that ephedra suppresses the appetite and increases metabolism tends to neglect the fact that ephedra stimulates the central nervous system.  The use of ephedra has been linked to strokes, abnormal heart rhythms, cardiac arrest, increased blood pressure, dizziness, seizures and tremors, hyperactivity, suicidal ideations, nausea, vomiting and constipation.

In Oct 95, the FDA’s experts, with input from manufacturers and the public, met to consider the safety of ephedra.  On 2 Jun 97, the FDA proposed limits on the amount of ephedrine alkaloids in products.  These alkaloids are amphetamine-like compounds with potentially powerful stimulant effects on the nervous system and the heart.  The FDA proposed that no more than 8 milligrams be taken in a 6-hour period or no more than 24 milligrams be taken per day.  The FDA also proposed labeling and marketing measures that gave adequate warning and information to consumers.   

 The Public Citizen Health Research Group, a Washington, DC consumer watchdog organization, petitioned the Food and Drug Administration in Oct 01 to completely stop the production and sale of ephedra products.  However, the FDA must prove that a supplement is unsafe before it can be removed from the market.   On 14 Jun 02, the United States government responded to the petition by ordering an expanded scientific evaluation of ephedra to begin in the fall of 2002.  To help in this process, the FDA requested the Institute of Medicine (IOM), a branch of the National Academies of Sciences, to develop a standardized evaluation system for all dietary supplements.  In the meantime, consumers are urged to stop taking ephedra-containing products if they experience chest pains.  

However, not all individuals noting side effects to ephedra products have experienced chest pains.  In fact, a review by the University of Arizona of 135 cases involving serious reactions to ephedra found that many individuals began experiencing irregular heart rhythms, strokes, and seizures.  Ten of these 135 cases ultimately ended in death.  To help assess ephedra’s safety, the United States government has hired the RAND Group, an independent research group, to examine more than 1,300 medical emergencies reportedly related to ephedra since 1993.  Due to these concerns, the government of Canada recently went as far to caution all of its citizens to avoid the use of ephedra.  Following the deaths of several high school and college athletes suspected of using ephedra, the National Football League joined the NCAA and the International Olympic Committee in banning the substance.   

  In May 02, LTG Bell, Commander of Fort Hood and III Corps published a memo giving details of a Fort Hood soldier who died during physical training from a fatal cardiac event after taking herbal supplements that contained ephedra.  Another Fort Hood soldier was given emergency treatment for a heat injury he sustained doing PT while taking a similar supplement.  These incidences indicate that despite continued education on the potential dangers to soldiers of such practices, military members still place themselves at needless risk of health consequences.  To learn more about ephedra from a military perspective, you can access a recent insert of SOLDIERS magazine citing the potential dangers to soldiers of such practices at www.dtic.mil/soldiers/HotTopics/HTNov2000/HTNov2000.html.    


The bottom line is to place your health above all quick methods for body composition changes.  The dietary supplement industry is very powerful, and can be very convincing in their advertising campaigns.  Remember: if it sounds too good to be true, than it probably is.  CHOOSE WISELY if you begin to take any type of dietary supplement, and be aware of the potential consequences of their use. You are encouraged to contact the Nutrition Clinic at MACH at 314-7755 for more education or to discuss questions.  If you want to go online for objective information on dietary supplements, check out the Food and Drug Administration at www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/supplmnt.html, the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine at www.nccam.nih.gov, the Herb Research Foundation at www.herbs.org, or the UC Berkeley Wellness Letter at www.wellnessletter.com.         




                

