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VA Study on Cholesterol Drug May Protect Vision  

According to a University of Alabama at Birmingham and VA study to be published in the September issue of the British Journal of Ophthalmology, elderly men who take cholesterol-lowering drugs known as statins are less likely to develop age-related macular degeneration.  Age-related degeneration occurs when light sensitive cells at the back of the eye, or macula, break down.

Supported by the National Institutes of Health, Research to Prevent Blindness, Inc. and the Eyesight Foundation of Alabama, the study evaluated 6,000 elderly men, including 550 who had recently been diagnosed with macular degeneration.  Researchers found a significantly lower occurrence of macular degeneration in men who were taking statins.  For every three cases of the disease found in men taking statins, researchers found 10 cases in men not taking statins.  

It was determined that more study is needed into the connection between cholesterol levels and macular degeneration, and more research needs to be focused on the effectiveness of statins in preventing macular degeneration.  

VA Study Finds that Schizophrenia Drugs May Increase Diabetes Risk  

According to a recent VA study, Zyprexa, Risperdal and Seroquel, prescribed for schizophrenia and other psychotic illnesses, increased patients’ risk of developing diabetes when compared with older antipsychotic medications, such as Haldol.  Of 5,981 veterans who took Zyprexa, 200 (3.34 percent) developed diabetes, compared with 170 (2.43 percent) of 7,009 veterans taking Haldol or other older medications.  Of 5,901 veterans taking Risperdal, 193 (3.27 percent) developed diabetes, and 21 (2.39 percent) of 877 veterans taking Seroquel developed the illness. All three drugs raised a patient’s chances of developing the illness by about 50 percent, but the meaning of the increased risk among patients taking Seroquel was unclear because of the smaller number of subjects who took the drug.

Researchers said the new findings underscored the need for patients who take the drugs and doctors who prescribe them to be alert for the symptoms of diabetes, including increased thirst, frequent urination, increased appetite and rapid weight gain.

The study’s findings have not been submitted for publication and have not undergone systematic peer review by other researchers.  Its findings are also limited by the fact that the patients were not randomly assigned to different drugs and that the researchers did not know the patients’ family history of diabetes or other risk factors, including excess weight, they might have had. 

The study was led by Francesca Cunningham of the Department of Veterans Affairs at the University of Illinois at Chicago. 

VA Research & Development Website to Get Facelift

Charlie Festel is serving as the web project manager for R&D and is working with the Information Dissemination Program staff, to orchestrate the redesign and content enhancement process.  The goal is to better serve the VA research community and all web users, including policymakers, managers, veterans and the public.

The new site scheduled to launch in early 2004, will have improved navigation and accessibility and better-organized information on topics such as training, career development and funding opportunities.  Some of the new proposed content includes:  searchable database of study and citation information; catalogue of major accomplishments of R&D findings and breakthroughs; and current content, i.e., feature articles on hot research topics, researcher profiles, center initiatives, awards, summaries of R&D press coverage, etc.

