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Subsidies threaten high seas fisheries

Antidepressants linked to osteoporosis, says study
by Stephanie Taylor

News writer

A new study on osteoporosis in Canadians 
has found a link between antidepressant 
drugs and higher instances of osteoporosis.

The study focused on the use of a widely-
prescribed group of antidepressants known 
as selective-serotonin reuptake inhibitors 
(SSRIs) in patients over 50 years of age. It 
was found that patients taking SSRIs dou-
bled their risk of incurring osteoporosis-re-
lated injuries, said David Goltzman, Direc-
tor of the Metabolic Bone Disease Centre 
at the McGill University Health Centre, and 
head of the study.

“SSRIs were associated with a two-fold 
risk of developing minimal trauma or os-
teoporotic fractures,” said Goltzman. “The 
absolute risk of developing fractures was 
13.2 per cent in the individuals taking SS-
RIs and 6.6 per cent in the individuals not 
taking SSRIs.”

The study was carried out as part of the 
ongoing Canadian Multicentre Osteoporo-
sis Study (CaMOS), which is coordinated 
through nine institutions across Canada. 
Researchers examined a cohort of patients 
50 and older that has been monitored by 
CaMOS for the last ten years.

The researchers were aware of other 
age-related factors associated with osteopo-
rosis, but were still able to establish a link 
with SSRIs after accounting for other pos-
sible variables.

“Increased age, female sex, sedentary 
lifestyle...are all known to predispose to 
osteoporosis, including osteoporosis in the 
CaMOS population,” Goltzman explained. 
“Because we had recorded all this data in the 
CaMOS database as well as data on the bone 

density of these people, their frequency of 
falls...we were able to correct for all of this.”

He added that SSRIs were still associ-
ated with an increased risk of low trauma 
fractures.

Goltzman also made reference to stud-
ies involving insurance company records of 
medications and injuries.

“Previous studies in administrative da-
tabases, [such as] large databases accumu-
lated usually by governments or insurance 
companies to track health care usage and 
costs, had indicated that there was a rela-
tionship between SSRIs and osteoporosis,” 
he said.

While the nature of the SSRI link is un-
known, there are several theories that re-
searchers are considering.

“SSRIs alter serotonin transport into cells 
and previous work in vitro and in animals 
had found that serotonin transport into bone 
cells and action in bone cells seems to be im-
portant to make bone,” said Goltzman.

CaMOS is also theorising serotonin’s role 
as a neurotransmitter and the potential for 
it to affect the sympathetic nervous system, 
which governs the mobilisation of the body 
in times of stress. Jerilynn Prior, professor 
of Endocrinology and Metabolism at UBC 
and research member of CaMOS, said that 
inhibiting neurotransmitters from the sym-
pathetic nervous system, like epinephrine 
and norepinephrine, improves bones. 

“Norepinephrine is hard on bones,” 
said Prior. However, Prior said that sero-
tonin’s specific effect on the system is still 
unknown.

Prior added that there were certain be-
havioural patterns among depressed pa-
tients that could contribute to osteoporosis 
and associated bone fractures, such as inat-

tentiveness to one’s surroundings, as well as 
increased levels of stress-related hormone 
cortisol, which can promote loss of bone 
density and hinder bone growth.

Prior added, however, that depressed 
patients taking SSRIs instead of other  
antidepressant formulations showed a 
markedly higher incidence of osteoporotic 
bone fractures.

“The associations that we found sug-
gests that SSRI use apart from depression 
itself increases low bone-density,” she said. 
“There’s something specific to the biochem-
istry of SSRIs.”

While all of this seems to paint a rather 
bleak picture for users of SSRIs, there are 
many lifestyle adjustments to one’s life-
style that can lower one’s risk of developing 
osteoporosis.

According to Marcel Dvorak, associate 
professor and head of the Academic Divi-
sion of Spine at UBC’s Department of Ortho-
paedics in the Faculty of Medicine, having a 
healthy diet and getting enough exercise are 
the most important preventative measures.

“If you maintain a healthy, normal diet… 
and if you maintain a high level of physi-
cal activity, then those are the best ways to  
ensure the best [outcome].”

Dvorak also said that high bone mass 
needs to be maintained at every stage of life, 
not just in old age.

“If you think of your bone mass as a 
bank, and during your life, you’re making 
deposits into that bank and you’re build-
ing up your bone mass, at a certain point 
that bone mass starts to diminish and wear 
away,” he said. “What you want to do is you 
want to get the best possible bone mass…
before you hit those years when your bone 
mass starts to diminish.” U

by Erin Atack
the eyeopeNer (ryersoN UNiversity)

TORONTO (CUP)—A new cigarette replace-
ment in the form of a hand gel recently hit 
US markets and is expected to arrive in Can-
ada this summer, though experts say it may 
encourage smokers to keep the habit.

Nicogel is a clear gel similar to other 
anti-bacterial products, but contains nico-
tine extracted from tobacco plants. One 0.8 
ml serving is rubbed into your hands either 
from a pump dispenser or from a single-
serving packet similar to a wet nap. In about 
45 seconds, the product claims to put a 
tenth of the nicotine that’s in one cigarette 
into your bloodstream.

Scott Welch, US head of strategic market-
ing for Nicogel, explains that a tenth of the 
nicotine is all that’s necessary because the 
remaining content found in a cigarette gets 
burned and does not get into your blood-
stream when you smoke. With the gel, one 
serving should subdue a smoker’s craving 
for up to four hours, he said.

“We don’t advertise it as a stop-smoking 
product,” Welch said. “It’s for use when you 
cannot smoke.”

Welch says the product’s purpose is to 
satisfy the smoker, without bothering others 
or polluting the environment. He said Nico-
gel is useful for people who can’t smoke on 
airplanes, in offices, in movie theatres and 
in restaurants.

Ryerson’s health experts agree that a 
smoke-free environment is ideal.

“As long as a person is using this product 
to help them quit smoking—which I hope 
the main use of this is going to be—then I 
think the elimination of second-hand smoke 
is a good thing,” says Melissa Matton, head 
of Health Promotions at Ryerson.

However, some experts disagree with the 
product’s projected effectiveness.

“There are many reasons why this is un-
likely to work,” said Rachel Tyndale, a pro-
fessor of pharmacology at the University  
of Toronto who also works at the Centre  
for Addiction and Mental Health. “It seems 
remarkably unlikely that you’ll get sig-
nificant levels [of nicotine] through a skin- 
delivery system.”

Tyndale added that satisfying a cigarette 
craving is not just about the nicotine fix, 
since smoking has other effects on the body. 

“The smell of tobacco is a reinforcing ef-
fect, the passage of smoke through the air-
ways is also a reinforcing effect,” she said. 

She also said that she is not aware of any 
controlled trials of Nicogel.

Stephanie Barnhill, assistant pharmacist 
at Shoppers Drug Mart, suggested another 
need that the gel wouldn’t satisfy. “The  
big thing with smoking is hand-to-mouth 
habit. A lot of times people just do it to keep 
themselves busy.”

She recommended a nicotine gum like 
Nicorette because it gives smokers some-
thing to do with their mouths.

However, she won’t pass judgment on 
Nicogel until she sees trial results.

Carol Hively, spokesperson for Wal-
green’s Co, an American drugstore chain 
carrying Nicogel, says it’s too soon to tell 
how the product is doing.

“It’s just arriving at stores now . . . some 
stores don’t have it on the shelf yet,” she 
said in an e-mail. “[But] we anticipate cus-
tomer demand.”

First-year student Daniel Ly is skeptical 
of Nicogel. “It’s not reasonable or practical. 
Whenever you crave a smoke you’re going to 
rub your hands with some gel?”

Over two million packets have been sold 
so far in 30 countries.

Welch said Nicogel is in the process of 
getting approved by Health Canada and has 
“no doubt it’s going to pass.” U

Could I bum a gel off you?

US company offering nicotine 
hand gel to  replace smokes

by Brandon Adams
News editor

It’s hard to imagine governments support-
ing an industry that is neither economically 
nor environmentally viable, yet according 
to a report by University of British Colum-
bia researchers, governments are pouring 
millions of dollars into high seas fishing, de-
spite losses and overfishing.

The report, titled “Catching More Bait,” 
examines the subsidies provided by many 
governments to their fishing industries sub-
sidies, which are estimated to total around 
US $30-34 billion per year worldwide. One 
specific area of focus for this study was how 
the fishing industry and its subsidies affect 
the fisheries in the high seas.

Rashid Sumaila, director of the UBC Fish-
eries Centre’s Fisheries Economic Research 
Unit, said that the fish found within the high 
seas are unique and more sensitive to fish-
ing than coastal fisheries.

“They are very special in that they nor-
mally live very long [lives], they grow very 
slowly, and combining those kind of fea-
tures with economics is usually a dangerous 
combination,” he said.

And yet despite their sensitivity, high 
seas fisheries are the target of large subsi-
dies from many countries including Russia, 
Japan, South Korea, Spain, and Australia. 
Worldwide subsidies for high seas fishing, 
explained Sumaila, total more than US $150 
million per year.

“Without subsidies many of these fleets 
would not be able to go fishing, economical-
ly,” said Sumaila, “But now with the subsi-
dies we just open the floodgates, they’re still 
able to go out [and fish].”

Interest rates also play a large role in 
how regions are fished, explained Sumaila. 
“If you are going to get a higher interest rate 
in the bank compared to the growth rate of 
a fish type, then you are better off emptying 
the ocean and turning all the fish into money 
in the bank because it will grow faster.”

“Even for normal fish—by that I mean 
fish that grow very fast—[it] is a challenge 
to beat the market interest rate. If you look 
at deep sea stocks, they grow so slowly it’s 
almost impossible [to beat the interest rate]. 
You really have to fish them very carefully  
if you want them to be sustainibly fished, 
not emptied.”

With the pressure of interest rates and the 
extra revenue for trawlers provided by sub-
sidies, high seas fisheries are under an im-
mense amount of pressure, stated Sumaila.

UBC Department of Economics professor 
Brian Copeland echoed Sumaila’s concerns 
about fishing subsidies.

“The problem with fisheries subsidies is 
the more you fish, the more you decrease the 
stock. Other subsidies could potentially keep 
uncompetitive industries viable for a long 
time,” explained Copeland. “But, in some 
sense with fisheries, the more successful the 
subsidy program is in keeping people fish-
ing, the more likely it is you’re going to ‘kill 
the golden goose.’”

While subsidies can be beneficial by al-
lowing governments to maintain jobs and 
output in industries where they are inter-
nationally uncompetitive, explained Cope-
land, they could actually damage a natural 
resource based industry like fishing.

“In a lot of cases the reason why you have 
employment problems in fisheries is that 
the stocks are depleted. You’ve got this eco-
logical problem which you’re trying to coun-
teract with subsidies but it’s only going to be 
a short term, and in fact the subsidies are 
only going to make the ecological viability of 
the industry even worse.” u

Subsidised fisheries economically 
and environmentally infeasible

foolish fishery: A UBC study has drawn connections between subsidies for 
high seas fishing and over harvesting. photo courtesy of phillip capper
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“�With�the�subsidies�we�just�
open�the�floodgates,�they’re�
still�able�to�go�out�[and�
fish].”

Rashid Sumaila
Director

Fisheries Economic Research Unit


