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Some medicines – naturally not so nice

A quick fix for health problems is something we all want. Sadly this wish is one that will almost never be fulfilled. Most effective treatments for all except the most trivial of conditions require years of research, development and so-called clinical trials before being approved as safe and suitable for human use.

Not surprisingly, therefore, in recent years there has been renewed interest in natural, sometimes called complementary or alternative therapies, particularly to treat minor problems. Sometimes these remedies have been around for centuries; and although often there is little evidence to support some of the claims made, generally it is accepted that most natural remedies are quite safe.

Studies have shown that, in certain cases, the natural treatments are truly effective but side effects, even potentially serious side effects, can also occur.

For instance, the April edition of the Australian Adverse Drug Reactions Bulletin highlights a possible problem with black cohosh. Black cohosh (which has the botanical name cimicifluga racemosa) has become a popular remedy for the treatment of the symptoms of menopause; and reports have been received from Australia and overseas that black cohosh can cause liver toxicity.

According to the Bulletin article there are about 200 medicines containing black cohosh available in Australia. Considering the widespread use of black cohosh, the number of cases of liver toxicity is low; but the article suggests that anyone presenting to a doctor with liver problems should be questioned about their use of herbal and other complementary medicines as well as alcohol and conventional medicines.

Not so much a safety issue, but more a matter of whether or not it works, is the subject of saw palmetto. Modern interest in saw palmetto, also known as serenoa, has focused on its use in the treatment of benign prostate hyperplasia (BPH) – that is enlarged prostate gland.

But a new study has shown that this herb is no better than a placebo in improving urine flow. The US based study which involved 225 men over the age of 49, found no statistically significant difference between saw palmetto and the “dummy pill”. So it looks as though taking saw palmetto could be a waste of money.

Meanwhile, a review of nearly ninety studies, published online a month or so ago by the British Medical Journal, has also cast doubt on the benefits of fish oil supplements.

Previously, scientists have suggested that what are known as omega 3 fatty acids in oily fish and some plant oils gave protection from heart disease. Now that’s not so clear.

However, according to Dr Tim Crowe, lecturer in nutrition at Deakin University in Victoria, it is still sound advice to include fish as a regular component of the diet. There is emerging evidence, he said, that fish oil may be beneficial in breast and colon cancer; and a link between omega 3 fatty acids and depression as well.

On the positive side, a review of some 10 studies into the effects of herbal preparations as pain relievers has revealed significant benefit from Cayenne, Devils Claw and White Willow Bark. The results were released last month by the internationally renowned Cochrane Library, but with somewhat of a disclaimer. Lead reviewer, Joel Gagnier, from the University of Toronto, said that whilst the trials demonstrated good results, there was no evidence that the herbs were safe and effective with long term use.

If all this sounds just a bit contradictory and confusing, check with your pharmacist before you self select a herbal product, especially if you’re taking other medicines too. For more advice, ask for the “Complementary Medicines” Fact Card from pharmacies providing the Self Care health information. Phone the Pharmaceutical Society on 1300 369 772 for the nearest location.
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