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Letter to the editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 
May 29, 2011 

 
"Niacin Fails Heart Attack And Stroke Study" 
 

For years we have been told that niacin (one of the B vitamins) has great clinical benefit in reducing 
heart attacks, strokes and the progression of atherosclerosis (plaque formation).  We have been inundated 
with commercials extolling the benefits of raising our HDL (a high density lipoprotein, which is supposed 
to fight artery build-up by carrying fats to the liver to be disposed of).  And, we have been brainwashed to 
believe that LDL (a low density lipoprotein) exacerbates the progression of atherosclerosis and artery 
blockages.  Yet, in 2007, drug companies aggressively pushed block buster drugs to allegedly save you 
from hardening of the arteries by raising so-called “good cholesterol (HDL)” and lowering supposedly 
“bad cholesterol (LDL).”  Surprisingly, two of these drugs, Zetia and Vytorin (which combines Zetia and 
Zocor) were found to be likely worse than Zocor alone. Studies found that even though Vytorin 
dramatically reduced bad-cholesterol levels, it did not slow the growth of artery blockages more than 
generic Zocor.  The biggest shocker was with a Pfizer drug called tocetrapib, which raised “good 
cholesterol” and lowered “bad cholesterol” but did not slow the progression of plaque build up and it 
significantly raised blood pressure and increased the risk of death.  We have been misled and the 
"cholesterol/atherosclerosis story" is very complicated and has been oversold for profit.  Now, we are 
seeing the downfall of the so-called wonders of niacin.  The National Institutes of Health (NIH) just shut 
down, in May of 2011, one of its largest studies on over 3,400 statin users taking Niaspan, which is an 
extended-release form of super-strength niacin that is a far higher dose than is found in dietary 
supplements.  Niaspan has been sold for years for its effect of boosting HDL levels.  Investigators were 
shocked to find that Niaspan did not prevent heart attacks or strokes and abruptly shut down the study.  
Niaspan users did have increased HDL levels and lower levels of risky triglycerides than people who took 
a statin alone.  But, the combination (statin plus Niaspan) did not reduce heart attacks, strokes or the need 
for artery-clearing angioplasty procedures.  The NIH stopped the study 18 months ahead of schedule 
because there was actually a small increase in strokes in the high-dose niacin users.  Drugs like Zetia can 
still be purchased but tocetrapib was pulled from the market.  Also, niacin has been associated with 
cutaneous flushing, liver toxicity, inducing insulin resistance (a diabetes risk), blurred vision, nausea and 
vomiting. 
 

In the America that I love, we have been repeatedly misled on the cause or treatment of  
atherosclerosis; sometimes out of ignorance and other times because of the profit motive.  As always, do 
not take drugs or supplements you do not need.  Avoid unnecessary risks and expense. 
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