
WASHINGTON: The Food and Drug
Administration is updating its advice for pregnant
women on the appropriate levels of mercury in
seafood. Commissioner Margaret Hamburg says
the agency won’t require mercury labels on
seafood packages.

In a wide-ranging interview Friday with The
Associated Press, Hamburg said the agency will
update guidance on mercury in different varieties
of seafood and what that means, a long-awaited
move aimed at helping women better under-
stand what to eat when they’re pregnant.

“It’s an advisory, not an effort to mandate
labeling,” Hamburg said. “Different seafood prod-
ucts do contain different levels of mercury, and so
different seafood products can be rated in terms
of levels of mercury.”

Eating fish is part of a heart-healthy diet, and
many types are good sources of omega-3 fatty
acids that are important for brain development.

But fish also can absorb small amounts of mer-
cury, a neurotoxin, from streams and oceans - and
a small number of varieties harbor higher levels.

Not clear enough
For most people, accumulating mercury from

eating seafood isn’t a health risk. But for a decade,
the FDA has warned that pregnant women, those
who may become pregnant, and young children
avoid certain types of high-mercury fish because
of concern that too much could harm a develop-
ing brain.

Consumer groups have sued the agency, say-
ing the warnings weren’t clear enough about
what to avoid, and seeking labeling to help so
that shoppers wouldn’t have to remember which
products are OK during pregnancy or for young-
sters.

“We can’t ask consumers to memorize two dif-
ferent lists of fish,” said Caroline Smith DeWaal of
the Center for Science in the Public Interest, one

of the groups that sued.
DeWaal said the new advisory will be an

improvement if it gives consumers better infor-
mation, especially if that information could be
kept at fish counters in grocery stores and retail
outlets.

The seafood industry says the government
shouldn’t look at mercury by itself, but at the ben-
efits of seafood. Jennifer McGuire of the National
Fisheries Institute says the original FDA guidelines
warning against some types of fish for pregnant
women just served to decrease overall seafood
intake.

“That would be very concerning if there was a
‘good fish, bad fish’ list,” she said.

The government’s 2010 Dietary Guidelines
incorporated FDA’s warnings to say that preg-
nant or breastfeeding women should consume 8
to 12 ounces of a variety of seafood per week.
But it said they should not eat tilefish, shark,
swordfish and king mackerel because of the mer-
cury content and it advised limiting white alba-
core tuna to six ounces a week.

More complex
On other food-related issues, Hamburg said

deciding which businesses will have to post calo-
rie labels has been “one of the more complex
undertakings of my tenure as FDA commission-
er.”

The food industry is closely watching FDA to
see which establishments are included in final
menu labeling rules, which are expected this
year. Congress required the labels in 2010 health
overhaul, and supermarkets and convenience
stores have lobbied aggressively since then to be
excluded. But the restaurant industry says that all
establishments serving prepared foods should
have to post the labels.

She said the increasing amount of caffeine in
a whole range of foods “has gotten our attention

and concern” and that the agency needs to bet-
ter understand the role of the stimulant in non-
traditional products, especially on children. She
said the science is not absolutely clear about its
effects.

The agency is investigating the safety of ener-
gy drinks and energy shots, prompted by con-
sumer reports of illness and death. FDA is also
looking at caffeine in food as manufacturers have
added caffeine to candy, nuts and other snack
foods in recent years. — AP

H E A LT H  &  S C I E N C E

SUNDAY, JUNE 1, 2014

CHICAGO: A new drug for the most common form
of leukemia in adults  improves survival for patients
whose disease has worsened despite standard
treatment, according to late-stage study findings
released yesterday.

Ibrutinib, sold by Pharmacyclics Inc and
Johnson & Johnson under the brand name
Imbruvica, was approved by US regulators for treat-
ment of chronic lymphocytic leukemia in February.

The therapy “beat the pants off” of ofatumum-
ab, or Arzerra, marketed by GlaxoSmithKline Plc, in
the Phase 3 trial, said Dr. John Byrd, the study’s lead
investigator and a professor of medicine at the
Ohio State University Comprehensive Cancer
Center in Columbus, Ohio.

The trial involved 391 patients with chronic lym-

phocytic leukemia that had progressed after two or
more prior therapies.  Standard treatment for such
patients is a combination of chemotherapy and an
antibody drug, such as Arzerra.

The results were presented at the American
Society of Clinical Oncology (ASCO) meeting on
Saturday in Chicago.

Side effects
At a median follow-up of 9.4 months, the study

found that ibrutinib lowered the risk of death by
57 percent compared with ofatumumab.
Researchers said they expect the trial to result in
median overall survival in the range of several
years.

At median follow-up, 86 percent of patients on

ibrutinib had responded to the drug and were
continuing treatment with minimal side effects,
compared with response rates between 35 per-
cent and 40 percent for standard therapies, Dr.
Byrd said.

Side effects associated with ibrutinib included
diarrhea, minor bleeding and heart arrhythmias.

“These results provide a compelling new treat-
ment option for patients with chronic lymphocytic
leukemia, including older adults with this disease,
and will significantly change (physicians’) practice,”
Dr. Olatoyosi Odenike, a leukemia expert at the
University of Chicago said in an ASCO statement.
Odenike was not involved in the study.

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration in
February approved Imbruvica as a secondary

treatment for chronic lymphocytic leukemia. It was
previously approved for mantle cell lymphoma
patients who have tried other therapies.

Studies are also under way to test the drug as
an initial treatment for chronic lymphocytic
leukemia. Imbruvica is an oral drug designed to
target an enzyme known as Bruton’s tyrosine
kinase and block the function of certain cancerous
cells. Drugs in a similar class are under develop-
ment by companies including AbbVie and Gilead
Sciences Inc.

Chronic lymphocytic leukemia, a slowly pro-
gressing form of blood cancer, is diagnosed in
about 16,000 Americans and will kill around 4,600
every year, according to the American Cancer
Society. — Reuters

New drug shown to improve leukemia survival

CHICAGO: Christy Wolford holds her youngest son Lucas, 2, as her husband Bubba and other children Lauren, 8, Alexander, 4, and Everett, 3, are
pictured at the Primrose School the couple runs in Fort Collins. Young women with breast cancer might be able to avoid infertility caused by
chemotherapy if they use a drug to shut down their ovaries temporarily, while treatment goes on. Christy Wolford’s ovaries were suppressed
during cancer treatment and she has had three boys since it ended in 2006. — AFP

CHICAGO: Young women undergoing
chemotherapy for certain types of breast cancer
may be able to preserve their fertility by adding
the drug goserelin to their treatment,
researchers said yesterday. The cancer drug also
appeared to improve survival, according to the
results of a phase III clinical trial unveiled at the
American Society for Clinical Oncology annual
meeting.

Early menopause can be triggered by breast
cancer chemotherapy. Some women resume
menstruating after chemo and can have chil-
dren, but many cannot.

“I think these findings are going to change
our clinical practice,” said senior study author
Kathy Albain of Loyola University Medical
Center.

Some 49,000 women under 50 are diagnosed

with breast cancer each year in the United
States, making up about a quarter of all breast
cancer cases.

About 15 percent of young women have can-
cers that are hormone receptor negative, and
these are the women who could benefit from
taking goserelin to essentially put the ovaries at
rest during chemo, researchers said.

The study randomly assigned 131 patients to
receive standard chemotherapy and 126 to
receive chemotherapy plus goserelin by injec-
tion once every four weeks. 

Nearly half (45 percent) of the women on
standard chemo stopped menstruating after
two years. 

Only 20 percent of the women receiving
goserelin had stopped menstruating.

Pregnancies were twice as common in the

goserelin group — 21 percent compared to 11
percent.

And 89 percent of the women taking gosere-
lin had no signs or symptoms of cancer four
years later, compared to 78 percent of those
receiving standard chemotherapy. 

Survival was higher too — 92 percent in the
goserelin group and 82 percent in the standard
chemo group.

Albain said women who need to undergo
chemo for early breast cancer should consider
taking goserelin to prevent premature ovarian
failure.

Goserelin, known by the brand name
Zoladex, was approved by the Food and Drug
Administration for prostate cancer, certain
benign gynecological disorders and certain
breast cancers. —- AFP

Drug helps breast cancer 
patients preserve fertility

Ovaries at rest during chemo

WASHINGTON: As governors, busi-
nesses and environmentalists brace
for new limits on power plant pollu-
tion, President Barack Obama is cast-
ing his unprecedented effort to curb
greenhouse gases as essential to pro-
tect the health and wellbeing of chil-
dren.

“I refuse to condemn our children
to a planet that ’s  beyond fixing,”
Obama said in his weekly radio and
Internet address released Saturday.
His administration is bringing for-
ward the first carbon pollution limits
on exist ing US power plants on
Monday, the centerpiece of his cam-
paign against climate change. Critics
say the plan will drive up costs, kill
jobs and damage a fragile economy.

Traditionally, the president records
his  week ly address at  the White
House.  But Obama put the usual
playbook aside on Friday and trav-
eled to Children’s National Medical
Center, where medical equipment
and white lab coats formed the back-
drop for Obama to argue that by tar-
geting carbon dioxide, his adminis-
tration is shifting the U.S. away from
dirty fuels that dump harmful pollu-
tants into the air. He also met young
asthma patients there,  the White
House said.

“ In America,  we don’t  have to
choose between the health of our
economy and the health of our chil-
dren,” he said.

White House officials have been
fanning out across Washington and
the country to build support and
reassure those concerned about the
coming rules. Among those worried:
a number of Democrats from conser-
vative areas who have openly criti-
cized the rules as they prepare for dif-
f icult  re election f ights this  fal l .
Obama will echo his argument that
the rules will benefit public health
during a conference call  Monday
organized by the American Lung
Association and other health groups.

Closely guarded
The specif ics  of  the plan have

been closely guarded and environ-
mental advocates and industry repre-
sentatives alike are anxiously await-
ing details such as the size of the
reductions the government will man-
date and what baseline those reduc-

tions will be measured against.
“We all want clean air and clean

water,” Republican Sen. Mike Enzi of
Wyoming said in the weekly GOP
address. “We don’t want costly regu-
lations that make little or no differ-
ence, that are making things less
affordable. Republicans want electric-
ity and gas when you need it, at a
price you can afford.”

But Obama accused special inter-
ests and likeminded lawmakers of
repeating false claims about harmful
economic effects from the new rules,
which the EPA is already preparing to
defend in court once the inevitable
legal challenges roll in. Every time the
U.S. has sought to clean up its air and
water, cynics have cried wolf, only to
be proved wrong, Obama said.

“These excuses for inaction some-
how suggest a lack of  faith in
American businesses and American
ingenuity,” Obama said. “The truth is,
when we ask our workers and busi-
nesses to innovate, they do. When we
raise the bar, they meet it.”

Obama asserted that in their first
year in effect, the rules will prevent
up to 100,000 asthma attacks and
2,100 heart attacks. In fact, scientists
have said there’s no direct connec-
tion between greenhouse gases like
carbon dioxide and asthma attacks or
other respiratory illnesses. But coal-
fired power plants that emit high lev-
els of greenhouse gases also pump
other pollutants into the air that do
affect health.

Cleaner energy 
By drawing a link between the car-

bon rules and asthma, the White
House is offering a nuanced argu-
ment: Over time, these rules will shift
the US away from coal and toward
cleaner energy, indirectly reducing
levels of other harmful pollutants.

Deploying that argument could
embolden Republicans in their asser-
tions that Democrats are waging a
“war on coal” - a claim that Obama
and his allies deny.

Power plants form the largest sin-
gle source of heat-trapping green-
house gases blamed for global warm-
ing. Administration officials say the
rules will give states mandatory stan-
dards, then allow flexibility on how
they are achieved. —- AP

Obama makes public health
pitch for carbon rules

Washington: Food and Drug Administration
Commissioner Dr Margaret Hamburg answers
questions during a newsmaker interview in
Washington. — AP

FDA taking another look
at mercury in seafood 

KOLKATA: An Indian child poses with a mask during a ‘No Tobacco’ rally in Kolkata
yesterday. The World Health organization and partners marked World No Tobacco
Day yesterday, highlighting the health risks associated with tobacco use. — AFP


