‘The latest diet drug was designed |

to fight extreme obesity, not help

you fit into tight

Imagine a drug that inhibits
carbohydrate cravings,
burns off fat, isn‘t addictive
and has few side effects.
These are the claims being
made for dexfenfluramine,
the first new diet drug to be
approved by the FDA in 23
years. The drug, which sup-
presses appetite by boost-
ing the levels of serotonin,
a brain chemical affecting
mood and behavior, is be-
ing marketed by Wyeth-Ay-
erst Laboratories under the

name of Redux. It is also be-
ing popularized by a new
book, The Serotonin Solution
(Fawcett), cowritten by Ju-
dithJ. Wurtman, Ph.D.,, a
biochemist at the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Tech-
nology. Redux, which
operates by altering signals
sent to the brain, is the first
in a new generation of anti-*
obesity drugs that regulate
everything from appetite

to the amount of food the
intestines absorb.

J€ans. by Andrea Barnet

Sound too good to be
true? It may well be. Last
November, when dexfen-
fluramine (also known as
dex) came before an adviso-
ry panel to the FDA, many
scientists raised serious
concerns, George Ricaurte,
M.D., Ph.D., a neurologist
from the Johns Hopkins
School of Medicine, report-
ed: “When lab animals
were given doses of dex that
were sufficient to produce
weight loss, those doses

produced serotonin brain
damage.” No matter what
size the animal, the results
were consistent. “We don't
know if dexfenfluramine
produces brain damage in
humans,” emphasizes Dr.
Ricaurte. “But based on ex-
periments on animals, [ am
concerned that it may.”

To picture a serotonin
nerve cell in the brain,
imagine a tree. The nourish-
ing root system is the cell
Continued on page 100
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body, the trunk is the nerve
fiber, and the branches are
the nerve endings. What
dex does is prune the nerve
endings that employ sero-
tonin, literally making
stumps where once there
were long, elegant fibers.
As a consequence of prun-
ing, everything that was in
those nerve endings is lost.
No one is sure how this
damage manifests itself

in terms of behavior. Sero-
tonin, though, has been
implicated in memory
function, sleep disorders
and panic attacks. It is un-
clear whether the nerve
endings ever regrow.
“There’s simply not enough
data,” says Ricaurte.

There are also concerns
about how dexfenflu-
ramine affects the lungs
and heart. In Europe, where
the drug has been available
since 1985, a study linked it
to an increased incidence of
arare disorder called pri-
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Dexfenfluramine was de-
veloped as a drug for the
“morbidly obese¢’—those
who are 30 percent or more
above their ideal weight.
Physicians such as Louis J.
Aronne, M.D., who heads
the respected weight-loss
center at New York Hospi-
tal-Cornell Medical Center,
feel the benefits of dex far
outweigh the risks associat-
ed with obesity, such as dia-
betes, heart disease and
many types of cancer. “If my

patients go untreated,” says .

Dr. Aronne, “most will de-
velop life-threatening health
complications.” Dex is not,
he stresses, “a miracle pill
that is 100 percent safe.”
Nor, it should be added,
100 percent effective, In clin-
ical trials, people who took
dex lost only about 10 per-
cent of their weight, evenin
conjunction with diet and
exercise regimes. And once
taken off the drug, many
gained back the pounds.
Like many of his col-
leagues, Aronne worries
that dexfenfluramine, which

In clinical trials, people who
took dex lost only about 10
percent of their weight.

mary pulmonary hyperten-
sion (PPH), which affects
blood vessels that feed the
lungs. It is almost always fa-
tal. “In Europe no one was
aware of the danger of
dexfenfluramine,” says Stu-
art Rich, M.D., a cardiolo-
gist at the University of
Hlinois in Chicago, who
heads the largest PPH clinic
in the U.S. “If you wanted
to use it to lose 10 or 15
pounds it was no big deal.”
Since the link with PPH has
been found, European sales
of the drug have plummet-
ed by 80 to 90 percent and
restrictions have been
placed on prescriptions.
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is medically advisable for
the truly obese, will be mis-
used by healthy women for
cosmetic purposes. With
more diet drugs currently in
the research and develop-
ment pipeline (see “Weight-
Loss Drugs: Where They
Stand,” page 98), there is a
danger that many people
will see these drugs as a
magic bullet. “My advice to
anyone considering dexfen-
fluramine is don't,” cau-
tions Dr. Rich. “There are a
handful of people who are .
absolutely going to die be-
cause of their obesity. But
for the rest of the popula-
tion, it’s not worth it.” ¢

FAMILY NAME Cucurbitaceae

NICKNAMES Big Moon, Ghost Rider, Jack-Be-Little (different varieties)
OCCUPATION Melon; largest of the gourd family

MOONLIGHTING JOB Ghoulish sentry. Ninety-nine percent of all
pumpkins marketed domestically are used as jack-o"-lanterns.
BIRTHPLACE Mexico, 7000-5000 B.C. Indians living in caves in the
Tamaulipas Mountains cultivated the squash for its nutritious seeds.
VITAL STATISTICS A %-cup serving of canned pumpkin has 40 calories,
0 fat grams and more than three times the Daily Value for vitamin A,
The seeds are lower in fat than most nuts, second only to peanuts in
protein content, and a good source of iron.

DISTINGUISHING FEATURES Ribbed gourd with a shell ranging from
orange to red, filled with stringy orange flesh and large, flat seeds.
Although the smaller, sweeter pumpkins are used for cooking, they can
easily grow to 20 pounds; zealous growers are in hot pursuit to set
the 1,000-pound record.

FAMOUS RELATIVE The winter squash. Cousin to the cucumber.
FAVORITE HANGOUT Wherever it pleases. Can be a bit pushy in
the garden, spreading out and snatching up soil nutrients and water.
LOVES To be gutted and carved; cooked into soups, breads and pies;
canned; to have its seeds salted and oven-toasted.

HATES Jack Frost. Must be rescued from the garden before the first
hard frost or the vines will turn black and the plant will die. A cozy blan-
ket wrapped around the pumpkin will protect it. )
CAREER HIGHLIGHTS In 1622, pumpkins helped the pilgrims survive
in the New World. Pumpkin half shells were used as guides by barbers
in seventeenth-century New England when the blue laws required all
men to have round haircuts. Later went on to become the transpor-
tation of choice for Cinderella.

LEAST FAVORITE BAND Smashing Pumpkins

NOTORIETY The fat-laden grand finale of most Thanksgiving dinners.
{One slice of pie gets 49 percent of its calories from far)

FAMOUS QUOTE “The coach has turned into a pumpkin, and the
mice have all run away."—Lady Bird Johnson, after President Lyndon
Johnson left office —Sally Kuzemchak
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