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Letter to the editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 
June 16, 2010 

 
“Common Blood Pressure Pill Raises Lung Cancer Risk” 

 
A commonly used group of pills to counter high blood pressure (angiotensin-receptor blockers, ARBs) have 

been found to raise the risk of developing lung cancer but doctors say not to throw them away yet.  Experts 
analyzed five studies on common types of solid organ cancers involving 68,402 patients participating in five 
studies, and cancer death for 93,515 patients in eight trials and found a cancer link for people taking ARB 
medications, such as Novartis' Diovan, Bristol Myer's Squibb's Avapro, Daiichi Sankyo's Benicar, Boehringer 
Ingelheim's Mycardis and Solvay's Teveten. These drugs are taken by millions of people worldwide for treating 
high blood pressure, heart problems and diabetic kidney disease.  In short, the data showed patients randomly 
assigned to receive ARBs had a 7.2 percent risk of developing a new cancer, versus 6 percent in control groups.  
As expected, drug manufacturer, Boehringer Ingelheim, defended the safety of its drug saying, "internal safety 
data analysis of primary data contradicts the conclusions" of an increased cancer risk.  However, the  2003 
CHARM study in patients with heart failure did find that the ARB drug Atacand, or candesartan, significantly 
raised the risk of fatal cancers compared with a dummy pill.  In the 2010 study, although the number needed to 
treat to cause one excess cancer was calculated to be 105 patients for four years, meaning the risk for the 
individual patient is not large but remember that the ARBs are taken by millions.  A quick calculation shows 
that if 10 million are taking the ARBs, even at this low rate of cancer causation, there would be an additional 
100,000 cases of lung cancer.  There could be a lot of people dying from an avoidable cause.  Cleveland Clinic 
expert, Dr Steven Nissen calls the meta-analysis "disturbing and provocative, raising crucial safety questions for 
practitioners and the regulatory community." Nissen said that until more work can be completed on this subject, 
ARBs, which "are often overprescribed as a result of aggressive marketing," should be used "with greater 
caution."  That makes sense to me, folks.  We must remember that there are currently seven ARBs on the 
market in the US and they are "multibillion dollar revenue medications." 

 
In the America that I love, we will be vigilant in trying to remain aware of the potential dangers of common 

medications and to avoid them whenever possible.  Ingestion of dangerous medications leads to over 106,000 
deaths annually with over 3 million hospital admissions for emergency care.  We must remember that many 
common medications are powerful biochemical agents and we must always consider the benefit/risk ratio.  
Medicines can be a blessing…..a very "mixed blessing."   
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