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"Osteoporosis Drugs and Calcium Under Fire" 
 

Osteoporosis is a common condition associated with bone weakening, particularly in 10 million aging 
women.  Aggressive drug advertising programs have encouraged patients to take calcium supplements and, if 
necessary, drugs such as Fosamax, Actonel, Didronel or Boniva to counteract osteoporosis.  Since 2006, 
controversy has surrounded these top selling drugs.  The first alerts concerned a rare condition called 
osteonecrosis or "dead jaw."  In 2008, an Archives of Internal Medicine study linked Fosamax to an 86% 
increased risk of atrial fibrillation, which may not be serious itself but may lead to embolic stroke.  The next 
warning for Fosamax type drugs (bisphosphonate drugs) was an increased risk of developing esophageal 
cancer, which led to these drugs not being recommended to people with Barrett's esophagus (considered a 
premalignant condition found in people with acid reflux).  Now, a British Medical Journal (BMJ) study 
indicates that calcium supplement pills may provide little or no benefit and may increase the risk of heart 
attacks by nearly a third.  Millions of post-menopausal women take the Fosamax type drugs or calcium 
supplements on a daily basis to ward off osteoporosis.   For the calcium study, the BMJ combined results from 
11 randomized controlled trials of calcium supplements (without vitamin D, which is often given in 
conjunction with the supplements) involving more than 12,000 patients and found a 31% increase in the risk 
of heart attack and smaller, non-significant increases in the risk of stroke and death.  No one knows how the 
calcium supplements increase heart attack risk.  Experts feel that with the widespread use of the supplements, 
many women could be adversely affected.  One expert said, "Given the uncertain benefits of calcium 
supplements, any level of risk is unwarranted."  As has been the case with many other supplements (including 
the antioxidant vitamins), randomized controlled trials frequently reveal a lack of benefit and an increased risk 
of serious adverse side effects.  However, all experts agree that calcium and vitamins from natural food 
sources are the safest and most beneficial way to go. 

 
In the America that I love, we realize that all drugs and many supplements can have a dangerous 

downside.  We must rely on scientific studies to make logical decisions concerning their benefit to risk ratio.  
Careful judgment and consultation with your doctor are always recommended for women with high risk of 
fracture or for reducing fractures.  Drug companies must be required to publicize the risks of their products 
and should never let profits outweigh patient safety.  Thus, I must ask, "Is anything safe anymore?" 
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