Heart-helping statins don't cut cancer risk, clinical analysis finds
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The hope that popular heart drugs might also reduce the risk of cancer seems to have been dashed.

A new analysis has found that statins, a class of cholesterol-lowering drugs that includes Lipitor and Zocor, do not lower the risk of developing cancer or of dying of cancer.

The study, published today in the Journal of the American Medical Association, was a meta-analysis, a compilation and analysis of 26 clinical trials that involved more than 73,000 patients in total.

By contrast, the studies that suggested statins had cancer-fighting properties were largely done on animals, or involved researchers who were drawing associations based on observation, or on small samples.

"We were hopeful that we would verify there was an anti-cancer effect," said C. Michael White of the University of Connecticut School of Pharmacy in Hartford.

"We ended up showing no change," said Dr. White, associate professor of pharmacy practice.

In particular, he and his team found no reduction in breast, colorectal, gastrointestinal, respiratory-tract or skin cancer.

And the two biggest-selling statins, Lipitor and Zocor, fared equally badly.

(A second, unrelated study, published in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute, found that cholesterol-lowering drugs, including statins, did not reduce the risk of developing colorectal cancer.

(The study is noteworthy because it involved more than 132,000 participants.)

Dr. White said the research is fairly conclusive, so it is time to stop spending money investigating a possible link between statins and cancer prevention. 

He said doctors should not prescribe the drugs solely to prevent cancer, but they should continue to do so to prevent heart disease.

Statins are a class of drugs that lower the level of cholesterol in the blood by blocking the enzyme in the liver that is responsible for making cholesterol. 

People who have had heart attacks can sharply reduce their risk of having more by taking statins. Research also suggests that people with high cholesterol can reduce their risk of having a first heart attack by taking the drugs. 

Critics argue that the drugs are grossly overprescribed to young people with high cholesterol (who are otherwise healthy), with little evidence the medication will make a difference to their health outcomes.

However, at the same time, statins are underprescribed to older patients with cardiovascular disease, critics say. 

Statins can also have serious side effects, including liver damage and muscle pain.

There were almost 20 million prescriptions for statins written in Canada last year and sales exceeded $1.7-billion, according to IMS Health Canada, a private company that monitors prescription drug trends. 

While statins are already big sellers -- Lipitor is the No. 1 prescription drug sold in Canada -- pharmaceutical companies were hoping the cancer-prevention research would pan out because having millions more people take the drugs would dramatically boost sales.

