to like? Amy Vickers investigates whether diet pills really deliver on their promise

ike half of British women,

| was tempted by the

promise of slimming pills.

Six years ago | found myself

hitting size 16. | tried water-

retention tablets, fat burners
and over-the-counter drugs, but the
pounds stayed put. | was far from obese,
just too busy to eat healthily and exercise.
In the end, | paid hundreds of pounds to
get my hands on a prescription-only drug
via the internet.

The tablets were my secret back-up plan
after a big meal, but without the guidance of
a doctor | had no idea what they were doing
to my body. And the awful side effects —
instant diarrhoea that left a deposit of grease
in the toilet bowl — were foul. The pills
helped me beat the bloat, but at what cost?

With six million British women trying to
lose weight at any one time, the market for
slimming supplements is worth a massive
£50million a year. So are we just wasting
money or do any of them actually work?

I's a question scientists have been trying
to answer for decades, but many experts
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are doubtful. “If there really was a miraculous
weight-loss pill out there, we'd all be taking
it says Dr Beckie Lang of the Association
for the Study of Obesity. “If something
sounds too good to be true, it probably is.
Diet pills prey on vulnerable people who'd
be better off spending their cash on fruit
and vegetables or a pair of running trainers’
But barely a week goes by without a
huge fanfare surrounding a new slimming
pill = from herbal concoctions that promise
to beat cravings, to tablets claiming to
boost metabolism and block fat.
Entrepreneur Michelle Mone, creator of
Ultimo bras, is backing one of the latest pills,
TrimSecrets (launched in May), which comes
with a healthy eating and exercise plan.
Michelle says she tried everything to shift the
weight she put on after having three children
and eventually consulted Jan De Vries, a
leading herbalist who's spent the last five
years working on a slimming pill. “l was size
20 and willing to try anything;’ she says. ‘It
worked: | lost more than five stone in a year!”
She was clearly overjoyed with the
effect, but past research into other herbal

diet pills has suggested they don't do what
they promise. A report in 2005 found that
more than half of slimming-product ads
made misleading claims.

What's more, the medical profession
doesn't acknowledge herbal slimming pills
due to lack of proof that they work. “All too
often, the research evidence supporting
these pills is from small one-off studies,
says Dr Debashis Singh, a GP. “Many have
little information about their ingredients
and how they're supposed to work!”

One of the most popular dietary
supplements that does claim to be
scientifically proven is Zotrim. It contains
caffeine-based guarana, yerba maté and
damiana — a combination that claims to
help you feel fuller for longer. Mia Stephens,
29, a legal secretary from Bristol, chose to
take Zotrim before a holiday. *I'd never tried
slimming pills before; she says, “but Zotrim
cited scientific research on the packaging”
She tried it for six weeks but found it hard
to remember the recommended dose -
two pills with every meal to start with, rising
to nine pills a day. “When | realised nothing
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Michelle Mone, creator of Ultimo bras, took
slimming pills to lose her baby weight

was happening, | ditched the tablets and
drank a cup of coffee instead,’ she says.

Studies have backed Zotrim's claims but
Dr Lang isn't convinced. “Some herbal pills,
like Zotrim, claim scientific proof, but the
research ['ve seen is from a small sample of
people. I'm sceptical’ she says.

Dr Toni Steer, nutritionist at MRC
Human Nutrition Research in Cambridge,
is similarly unimpressed. “To convince
me that a dietary supplement is worth
taking, I'd need scientific evidence from a
large group of people, demonstrating that
the supplement helped them lose weight,
kept the weight off over several years
and minimised their risk of ill health
associated with excess weight, such as
type 2 diabetes,’ she says.

Another popular herbal pill is Adios,
which sells itself as

a metabolism 14 Florence Palmer
booster, Rebecca ere rea y from the Medicines
Landall, 24, an = and Healthcare
administrator from was a mlra CUIOUS products

Essex, took Adios Regulatory Agency

weight

for a month. “I'd tried

dieting in the past we’d a" be taking it”

but | wasn't really

focused, she says. “Funnily enough, Adios
made me realise | have to eat healthily and
exercise regularly. | did drop a few pounds,
but that was due to doing more exercise!

Not producing longed-for results is one
thing, but what's scarier is the dangerous
side effects of much harder slimming drugs.
The United Nations Drug Control Board
issued a warning about diet aids available
on the internet after the death of 21-year-
old anorexic Brazilian model, Ana Carolina
Reston. She'd reportedly been taking a
cocktail of appetite suppressants and
prescription drugs. The report identified
14 different types of appetite suppressants
— known as anorectics — available on the
internet that are dangerous if taken without
the supervision of a doctor.

Compounding the problem is the lack of
international regulations, meaning that even
if a pill has been banned in one country, it can
be bought on a website from another. This

-loss pill out there,

is the case with appetite-suppressant
clenbuterol, which was banned in the UK for
human or animal use because of possible
side effects, including an irregular
heartbeat and palpitations. Yet internet
companies sell it for as little as £20.

Abuse of prescription drugs is another
problem. For example, there are strict
guidelines governing Xenical, Reductil and
Acomplia — three clinically proven anti-
obesity drugs licensed for prescription in
the UK. To take them, you must have a
body mass index (BMI) of at least 30 (a
healthy BMI is 18.5 to 24.9), which is
calculated by comparing your weight-to-
height ratio, or have serious
weight-related health problems.
The European Medicines
Agency has also warned that
Acomplia shouldn't be prescribed
to people with severe depression. However,
it's hit-or-miss whether any of these rules
are enforced by internet pharmacies.

The UK’s medicines regulator says it's a
constant battle to track down those that
flout international laws. “We're vigilant
about internet pharmacies that sell illegal
medicines and have shut down a lot of

websites, says

(MHRA). “However,
with websites not
based in the UK, we
have to liaise with global enforcement
agencies, so it's not that easy to take action.’
“Buying medication over the internet is
very dodgy. You don't know whether you're
getting what you paid for or if you're taking
the right dose," adds Debashis. She also
warns that you shouldn't take any kind of
slimming pill if you have a medical condition.
Linsey Miller, 26, who runs her own web
design agency in Scotland, found out how
dangerous it was to take diet aids without a
doctor's supervision. She spent £35 on
some herbal slimming pills. | wanted a quick
fix. However, | soon realised the side effects
would outweigh any hope of losing weight.
“| didn't know what the ingredients were,
but | developed a bad headache and was
totally freaking out. | thought | was going to
have a heart attack’ Linsey soon stopped
taking the pills and threw them away.
“If they work, it's because the person
also makes conscious lifestyle changes >

OCTOBER 2007 COSMOPOUTAN / 251






