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A new vaccine against shingles has received U.S. regulatory approval but it's not clear when the product, Zostavax, will be available to Canadians, too.

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration last week gave Merck & Co. Inc. the go-ahead for Zostavax.
Shingles, also called herpes zoster, strikes when the chickenpox virus reactivates and resumes reproducing after lying dormant, sometimes for decades, in nerve cells in the body. The vaccine is only for adults who previously have had chickenpox.

A spokesperson for Merck's Canadian subsidiary, Merck Frosst Canada Ltd., said it hopes to bring Zostavax to the Canadian market as well.
"We are looking forward to being able to offer the shingles vaccine to Canadians, but, really we cannot speculate as to when this will happen," Jean Robidoux said from Montreal.

Robidoux would not say whether Merck has filed for Canadian licensing approval for Zostavax. "This is considered as confidential information at this point in time. But we're making every possible effort to bring this vaccine to Canada."

The vaccine does not prevent infection by the virus, nor does it treat active cases of shingles. Instead, it helps prevent the re- emergence or resurgence of the virus by boosting a patient's immunity, said Dr. Jesse Goodman, director of the FDA's Center for Biologics Evaluation and Research.
Shingles can cause itching, burning and tingling, as well as a distinctive red rash that develops into pus-filled blisters that later break open and form scabs. The condition is painful and that pain can persist in some patients for months or years.

Merck said Zostavax reduced the incidence of shingles by half and pain and discomfort by nearly two-thirds.

The vaccine's long-term effectiveness remains unclear. Merck has shown that it works for at least four years, and plans to track patients for a decade.

The company also pledged to further study the vaccine's safety after patients in clinical trials suffered a slightly higher number of serious side-effects than did those who received dummy injections, the FDA said. There is no evidence the vaccine was to blame, the agency added.

The vaccine is intended for use in people 60 and older. Anyone who has had chickenpox can develop shingles.

Merck estimates half of those who reach age 85 will develop shingles during their lifetime.

Shingles isn't contagious. But someone with shingles can give chickenpox to anyone who has never been exposed to the virus or never received the chickenpox vaccine.

Dr. Jeffrey Silber, senior director of clinical research on biologics and vaccines for Merck Research Laboratories, said it was the first product of any kind that can prevent shingles. The single- dose vaccine will cost $152.50 (U.S.).
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