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Smoke stopper: Niantic chemist is behind latest antismoking drug 

Steve Higgins , Register Business Editor 

Groton — The vast majority of research scientists labor in obscurity, contributing important insights but never seeing their name attached to a commercial drug. 

Jotham W. Coe, a research fellow in the neuroscience department of Pfizer Global Research and Development, has beaten those odds. He has been traveling around the country giving presentations on how he discovered the science behind Chantix, Pfizer’s new antismoking pill.

Chantix, or varenicline tartrate, went on the market earlier this month. Smokers take the drug in pill form for 12 weeks while following a support program designed to help them make behavioral changes.

Unlike nicotine patches and gum, which replace nicotine in the body, Chantix works by stimulating the production of dopamine, as nicotine does, but at a more stable level and without using nicotine. At the same time it blocks nicotine receptors in the brain, so if you smoke while taking Chantix, the nicotine has no physiological effect.

While Coe is quick to point out that a team of scientists worked on the Chantix project, Pfizer officials credit Coe with making the essential breakthroughs that led to development of the drug, the first new antismoking product in 10 years.

Coe says he was doubly motivated: An ex-smoker, he struggled mightily to kick the habit himself, and he saw his father, a lifelong heavy smoker, die at the age of 69 in 1998 after suffering from emphysema.

"Every smoker can become an ex-smoker," said Coe, 47, who lives in the Niantic section of East Lyme. "It gives you an unbelievable sense of accomplishment and pride."

Coe is a Boston native who earned his doctorate in chemistry from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and joined Pfizer in 1988.

In 1995 he joined a team of Pfizer scientists who were trying to find a way to increase and regulate dopamine levels without using nicotine substitutes, while also blocking nicotine from affecting the brain.

Working from a set of hypotheses, the team pursued various promising avenues of research using intelligent design and molecular modification. In 1997, Coe began working on a novel method to create a new compound that he thought might accomplish the team’s goals, and that led eventually to varenicline tartrate, which the U.S. Food & Drug Administration approved in May.

Studies show that using Chantix quadruples a smoker’s odds of kicking the habit, compared with quitting cold turkey, and is twice as effective as another smoking-cessation drug, Zyban by Glaxo-Wellcome. (Zyban is an anti-depressant that works on the brain’s neurotransmitters to reduce craving and the effects of withdrawal.)

Chantix also greatly decreases smokers’ likelihood of relapse in the first six months after quitting, one study found. Side effects are mostly limited to some cases of nausea.

Rick Roth, owner of Apex Pharmacy in Hamden, said it’s too early to say how people taking Chantix are doing, since it’s a 12-week program. But he said the medical community has high hopes for the drug.

"It seems like it could really take off," Roth said. "A lot of people have tried alternatives such as the patch and the gum. As with any other method, you have to be committed to quitting."

Coe cautions against the idea that taking Chantix alone will make a smoker quit.

"Nothing in life is a magic pill," Coe said. "You will be the person who quits; Chantix has proven to make it easier."

Along with the pills, Pfizer provides a program called the GETQUIT Support Plan, a year-long, customized behavior modification program.

There are an estimated 45 million adult smokers in the United States, and fewer than 7 percent of those why try to quit cold turkey remain nicotine-free for a year, according to the National Institute on Drug Abuse.

Coe has also worked on treatments for depression and schizophrenia, and previously worked in Pfizer’s oncology discovery area. He has published extensively in organic and medicinal chemistry and has received more than 25 patents in oncology and neuroscience.
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