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Letter to the editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 
July 25, 2010 

 
“ Diabetes Drugs and Medical Politics” 

 
Dr. David Graham, a Food and Drug Administration (FDA) scientist, has estimated that as many as 

100,000 heart-related problems may have been caused by the diabetes drug, Avandia and he wants the pill 
banned.  He co-authored a study which analyzed medical records of more than 225,000 elderly Medicare 
patients.  Republican Senator Charles Grassley helped initiate a review of Avandia with an investigation that 
concluded GlaxoSmithKline (Glaxo) tried to downplay the risks of its drug.  Grassley also wants Avandia 
withdrawn from the market.  But, the drug's manufacturer is the powerful drug giant Glaxo.  Two years ago, a 
medical journal article reported "a 43 percent higher risk of heart attacks among Avandia patients when 
compared with those taking other diabetes drugs."  Subsequent to this, use of Avandia dropped dramatically.  
Yet, about a million U.S. patients still take it regularly.  The Public Citizen group's research found 14 cases of 
liver failure associated with Avandia, 12 of which led to death and that Avandia predisposes some patients to 
eye problems, anemia and bone fractures.  Glaxo said its own data showed that the drug has a good safety 
record when it comes to liver problems and the data on heart attacks was inconclusive.  Glaxo has continued 
to milk this "prized cash-cow" even though many of its side effects are life threatening, such as liver failure, 
heart failure, heart attacks and death.  Recently, the American Diabetes Association and a European 
counterpart jointly released guidelines that pointedly recommended against using Avandia.  It is true that 
some diabetes patients are benefiting from the use of this drug but it is also true that there are safer rival drugs 
available, such as Actos (made by Takeda Pharmaceuticals).  The argument over Avandia's safety has raged 
on since 2007, when the manufacturer was required to add a warning label to the drug later that year.  
Avandia was Glaxo's third best-selling drug with U.S sales over $2.2 billion in 2006 but sales have leveled off 
near $500 million.  The FDA has produced an exhaustive 700-page review of Avandia and its ties to deadly 
side effects.  As of July 2010, Glaxo has agreed to pay about $460 million to settle a large part of the lawsuits 
related to heart attacks and strokes.  This averages at least $46,000 for each of this group of about 10,000 
cases.  Yet, Glaxo still faces about 13,000 Avandia lawsuits alleging personal injuries.   

 
In the America that I love, we are aware of the unbelievable power of drug company lobbying.  Money 

talks and Glaxo has the money.  As always, do not hesitate to contact your doctor and inquire about safer 
alternative drugs, if you are a diabetic taking Avandia.  Sadly, just because it is dangerous is no guarantee that 
it will be completely pulled from the market.  Welcome to medical politics. 
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