DOCS FIND SUCCESS IN NEW HEART TREATMENT

SYNOPSIS: Within the United States, 58,000 people a year die of congestive heart failure.  And with 5 million people currently afflicted with the disease in this country, it is no small issue.  Many efforts have been made in the form of drugs and machinery to cure or improve patients but with little success from either angle.  In Boston, doctors having grown tired of the individual failure of these two methods are working on a technique to combine the effects of both.  



In the past, when diagnosed with congestive heart failure, a patient had the choice of a heart transplant or the installation of a heart pump.  Unfortunately, the waiting list for heart donors is incredibly long and the likeliness of finding a positive match in donors is rare.  Receiving a heart pump is a slightly speedier process but they are expensive and often result in fatal side effects.  Between possible clots and dangerous infections, the recovery rate for patients after either procedure is a depressing 10 percent.



Several doctors in Boston have taken it upon themselves to improve the current odds of recovery.  Four years ago they selected a group of 24 patients to try out an experimental congestive heart failure treatment process.  A patient is fitted with a temporary heart pump while put on a regular regiment of treatment drugs.  When any patient is given a heart pump the natural heart muscles begin to weaken due to lack of use.  In order to counteract this effect and thereby allow patients to eventually be freed of their pumps, these innovative doctors prescribed a heart strengthening drug called clenbuterol.  Of the 24 patients originally chosen, nine died or had to stop treatment due to the fact that they were too far along in the disease to improve.  15 patients, though, were able to complete the treatment process and 11 of those were well enough within one year to have their heart pump implants removed.  Much to the delight of the doctors involved in the process, 8 of the original patients fully recovered and, four years later, are still healthy and heart pump free.  Doctors are incredibly happy with the results and believe there are currently 40,000 people within the U.S. who may be eligible for the treatment and able to fully recover.

Though the success of the experiment could promise an eventual cure to a deadly disease currently afflicting people world wide, there are many who doubt the continued success of the treatment.  The heart strengthening drug, clenbterol, the Boston doctors have used in the process is not an FDA approved drug.  Clenbterol is often used to bulk up cattle or athletes and, in high doses, can cause side effects of its own.  It is hoped that this experimental treatment will be refined and perfected but it may be some time before it is accepted as a universal cure for congestive heart failure.
FACT: I learned that congestive heart failure is a much wider spread disease than I had originally thought.  I did not realize that so many people within the United States were afflicted with the disease and that it had such a low recovery rate.  I also found that even a drug not approved by the FDA could actually be beneficial in the field of medicine.

SEMINAR QUESTION: When is it necessary for the FDA to reconsider a previously unacceptable drug for the benefit of healthy living?  Is it appropriate for a possible cure to a common disease to be denied because the methods used are untried previously in medicine?

VOCAB: Clenbterol: A drug used to strengthen heart muscles.
QUESTION NOT IN ARTICLE: The article did get greatly into the arguments against the treatment process.  I would like to know if there are any other experimental treatments currently being tried that may not require the use of an unapproved drug.
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