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Daily Calcium May Protect Against Colon Polyps 
B Y  R O B E R T  F I N N

San Francisco Bureau

A N A H E I M ,  C A L I F.  —  Long-term dai-
ly supplementation with 1,200 mg ele-
mental calcium protects against the de-
velopment of adenomas and hyperplastic
polyps, John A. Baron, M.D., reported at
the annual meeting of the American As-
sociation for Cancer Research.

For up to 5 years after the end of a ran-
domized, placebo-controlled clinical trial,
patients who had received calcium sup-
plementation had a 35% reduction in the
risk of adenomas and a 41% reduction in
the risk of hyperplastic polyps, said Dr.
Baron of Dartmouth Medical School,
Lebanon, N.H.

“Personally, I believe that calcium does
reduce the risk of adenomas very clearly
and probably reduces the risk of cancer it-
self as well,” he said. “There’s one issue
that needs to be resolved before calcium
can be strongly recommended more gen-
erally, and that is that some people believe
that calcium supplements may increase
the risk of prostate cancer.”

Because of that issue, Dr. Baron said he
would shy away from making broad rec-
ommendations. “For targeted recom-
mendations for women, I think you could
say that calcium is very likely to be effec-
tive and very unlikely to have significant
toxicity, with the proviso that you’ll prob-

ably need to take it for a long time before
you see an effect on colorectal cancer.”

The original study randomized 930 pa-
tients with a history of precancerous ade-
noma to 1,200 mg of daily elemental cal-
cium for 4 years or to a placebo. That
study demonstrated a 19% overall reduc-
tion in polyp formation and a 28% reduc-
tion in advanced adenomas.

The current study reported on up to 8
years of follow-up data on these same pa-
tients after completion of the randomized

controlled trial. Of the 865 subjects who
survived the original trial, Dr. Barron and
his colleagues obtained follow-up infor-
mation on 822, and 597 had colonoscopies
at least 6 months after the end of the trial.

The calculated risk reductions were ad-
justed for age, sex, study center, the in-
terval between the final study exam and
the first follow-up colonoscopy, and par-
ticipants’ reported use of calcium supple-
mentation after the original study.

“We conclude that calcium supplemen-

tation is effective in reducing the risk of col-
orectal adenomas after the cessation of
supplementation,” Dr. Baron said. “There’s
no rebound at all. In fact there appears to
be a delayed, more pronounced suppres-
sion of colorectal neoplasia during the 5
years after treatment.”

He suggested that calcium may be ex-
erting its effects at an early stage of the
cancer process, and those effects only be-
come manifest with a reduction in visible
lesions years later. ■

Elevated Serum

Bile Acid Level

Linked to ICP

V I E N N A —  An elevated serum bile acid
level is a highly reliable indicator of intra-
hepatic cholestasis of pregnancy in a
woman who presents with itching and
excoriated skin lesions late in gestation,
Christina M. Rudolph, M.D., reported at
the annual meeting of the European So-
ciety for Dermatological Research.

In her series of 75 patients who pre-
sented with pruritic skin changes to a spe-
cialized dermatology clinic for pregnant
women, the lowest serum bile acid level
among the 11 patients with intrahepatic
cholestasis of pregnancy (ICP)—7.3
µmol/L—was markedly greater than the
highest value among women with other
pruritic conditions, said Dr. Rudolph of
the University of Graz, Austria.

The distinction is important because in-
trahepatic cholestasis of pregnancy, if un-
treated, is associated with higher risks of
stillbirth and preterm delivery, she noted.

Other dermatologic diagnoses made in
this cohort were atopy-related skin
changes, specific dermatoses of pregnan-
cy, psoriasis, pityriasis rosea, and drug re-
action. The mean serum bile acid level in
these women was 2.3 µmol/L, with a
range of 0.4-4.5 µmol/L.

In contrast, the range of serum bile
acid levels in women with ICP was 7.3-
138 µmol/L, with an average value of
37.4 µmol/L.

—Bruce Jancin
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