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Aller gy drugs linked to tumour growth
__________________________

Re sul ts of laborato ry tests arous e conc e rn among res eache rs

BY PAUL TAYLOR
Me dical Reporter

A varie ty of wid ely use d aller gy medica -
tion s ap pear to speed the growth of canc e r-
ou s tumours in laborato ry mic e, according
to a study by Cana dian scie n tis t s.

The res earche rs fou nd that three anti- his-
tamines – Claritin, Hisma n a l and Atarax –
acted as "tumour promo ters." This means
that alt hou gh the drugs did not caus e the
canc e rs they did accelerate the growth of
ex isting tum ours in the mice.

"We don’t want to caus e panic," said Dr.
Lorne Brandes, who heade d the res earch
team at the Manitoba Canc e r Tr eat ment and
Re search Fou ndation in Winnipeg.

Bu t he added that fur the r studie s sh oul d
be car rie d ou t to deter min e whet her thes e
dr ugs, whi c h are use d fo r reli ef of hay fev er,
aller gie s or itching, als o promot e canc e r
gr owth in hum ans.

"Some people take thes e me dication s fo r
the entire [aller gy] sea son. If the re are risk s
..... I think we shoul d at lea st tr y to unde r-
st and what they mig ht be."

A repre sent ative for Sche ring-Plou gh Corp.,
which makes Claritin, insis ted that the medi-
cation has been ext ensiv ely test e d fo r safety.

"I n 1. 5 bil lio n patient-days of use, no drug-
rela ted carci nomas hav e ev er been repor ted,"
Dr. Francis Cus s, vi ce-presid e n t of the biolo -
gi c a l re search , said yest e r day from his office
in Kenilw orth, N.J.

"One wou ld hav e ex pected, if this was a
majo r is s ue, to hav e se en some evi denc e of
the growth promo tio n befo re now".

The Cana dian study is bei ng publis hed to-
day in the Jo urnal of the National Can cer
In stitute, base d in Bethesda, Mar yla n d. But
an edito ria l in the same issue of the jou rnal
warns aga inst drawing hasty con clu sio ns
fr om a single study involv ing rodents.

"I t is our belief that hum an dat a, when
av a ila ble, shoul d be the primary bases upon

which deci sio ns about medical and pub lic
health practic es are made," writes Dou glas
We e d, an officia l with the U.S. Nation a l Can -
cer Ins titute in Bet hesda . "A t this time, we
re commend no change s in cur rent practic e."

As par t of the study, the res earche rs test e d
fiv e different antihis tamines, of whi c h thre e
se eme d to promo te canc e r and two did not.

The mic e we re first inj ect e d with eit her
mela noma (a skin canc e r) or fibros arcoma (a
soft tis s ue canc e r) cel ls. Some of the mice
we re set asi de and did not receiv e any drugs.

The other mic e we re div ide d in t o treatment
gr oups and receiv ed hum an-equivalent doses
of one of the five antihis tamines for 18 to 21
days .

At the end of the exper iment, all the tu-
mours were sur gically rem ove d, weighed
and compare d among tre atment groups.

The rodents that receiv ed Claritin (also
know n by the gen eric name loratadin e),
Hisma n a l (a stemizole) or Atarax (hy droxy-
zi ne) had tum ours that were 1.5 to 3 tim e s
larger than those in the mice that did not re-
ceiv e the medication s, Dr. Brandes said.

Hisma n a l is made by Janssen Pharmaceu -
ti c a of Pis cat away, N.J., while Atarax is made
by Roerig, a div isi on of Pfizer Pharmaceuti-
cals, of New Yor k, N.Y.

Tw o ot he r antihis tamines, Nyquil (also
know n by gen eric name of dox yla m ine) and
Re actin e (c eti rizin e), did not seem to speed
up canc e r gr owth in the mice that receiv ed
them .

Dr. Brandes not e d that all the drugs are
equally effective antihis tamine age n t s. Why
then woul d so m e antihis tamines appear to
promot e canc e r gr owth while others don’t ?

One of the res earche rs, Dr. Frank LaBel la,
a profe sso r of pharmacol ogy at the Unive r-
sity of Manitoba, specula ted that the app ar-
ent cancer promo ters may be more effective
in pen etrating the cel l and disr upi ng reg ular
activities that reg ula te growth. He said that

antihis tamines nor mally bin d to recepto rs on
the sur faces of cel ls, but that cer tain antihis ta-
mines may be als o bin d ing to enzymes wit h-
in cel ls, and preve n ting them from doi ng their
no rma l wo rk.

"So what may be hap pening is that what-
ev er sub stanc es that are nor mally reg ula ted
and maint aine d [by the enzymes] are dis -
rupt e d."

Bo th Dr. Brandes and Dr. LaBel la are con -
cer ned that a wid e rang e of drugs, wit h
si milar proper tie s , may be promo ting canc e r
gr owth. In a sep arate study pub lis hed two
ye ars ago, Dr. Brandes and fel low res earch -
ers fou nd that Prozac, a popular antid epres -
sant medication, als o ap peare d to speed the
deve lopment of cerain canc e rs in mic e. Eli
Li lly & Co. , the maker of Prozac, insis t s the
dr ug is safe.

With so much at stake, the study by the
Cana dian res earche rs is bou nd to come un-
de r cl ose scr utiny from pharmaceuti c a l
co mpanies and reg ula tor y au t hor ities.

"Obviously, we are tak ing this ser iou sly.
And we wil l be dis cus sing it wit h ou r ex-
perts," said Dr. Cus s of Sche ring-Plou gh.

A statement issued yest e r day by Pfizer
Inc. said the company has con duct e d thre e
studie s and fou nd "no evi denc e of tum our o-
ge n i c activity in the 2,517 patients tak ing
hy droxy zin e [At arax] ."

Even so, Dr. Brandes not e d, drugs are
us u ally scr utin ized for thei r ability to cau se
canc e r, and are not necessarily exa m ine d fo r
thei r ability to speed its growth.

"We shoul d cer tainly not ign ore the find -
ings. Eve n thou gh [the drugs] may not caus e
canc e r, they can accelerate it."

Me a nwhile, Cana dian officia ls , li ke their
U. S. cou nterparts, believe it’s premature to
change exi sting reg ula t ion s regarding the drugs.

"This is one study by one res earch group,"
said Dr. Brian Gil lespi e, chief of the drug eval-
uation div isi on of Health Cana da in Ott awa .

REFERENCES: Br andes, L.J., War rington, R.C., Arron, R.J., Bogdan ovi c, R.P., Fang, W., Que en, G.M., Stein, D.A., Tong,
J. , Zabornia k, C.L.F. and F.S. LaBel la: Enhanc e d canc e r gr owth of mic e administ e red daily hum an-
equivalent doses of some H1-antihis tamines: pre dictive in-v i tr o co rrela tes. J. Natl. Can cer Inst. 86(#10):
770-775 (1994); see als o the edito ria l on pag es 740 -741: Weed, D.L.: Bet ween scie n ce and technol ogy:
the case of antihis tamines and cancer. [DC Lib r ary call number: PER RC261. U47]

The 1992 study refered to in the thi rd parag raph of the rig ht-hand colum n and referenc e d below is the first
refe renc e in the NCI jou rnal article referenc e d abov e.

Br andes, L.J., Arron, R.J., Bogdan ovi c, R.P., Tong, J., Zabor nia k, C.L.F., Hog g, G.R., War rington, R.C.,
Fa ng, W., and F. S. LaBel la: Stimu lation of malig n a n t gr owth in rodents by antid epres sant dr ugs at cli nically
relevant doses. Cancer Rese arch 52(#13): 3,796 -3,800 (1992). [DC Lib r ary call number: PER RC261.A274]

The article EM940 4 reprint e d abov e is use d in Chapt e r 10 of the STAT 231 Cou rse Mat e ria ls.

1995 -04 -20


