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Media Release Tuesday 26 September 2006

POTENTIAL BREAST CANCER TREATMENT FROM AVOCADO

Researchers have identified a chemical in the fruit and leaves of avocado plants that has potential to treat breast cancer.

Laboratory-based experiments have shown that the chemical, known as persin, attacks and kills human breast cancer cells.

The preliminary studies have been presented at the ComBio 2006 biological science conference in Brisbane with researcher Dr Alison Butt saying the work may eventually lead to the development of new therapeutic compounds to target the biggest cause of cancer death in women.

Dr Butt is a Fellow of the Cancer Institute of New South Wales and the research is part of the Cancer Research Program of the Garvan Institute of Medical Research.

The research, just published in the journal Molecular Cancer Therapeutics and reported at the ComBio conference at the Brisbane Convention Centre, follows earlier discoveries that lactating livestock grazing on avocado leaves suffered mammary tissue death.

"It was noted that the mammary tissue of goats, cattle and horses browsing on avocado leaves started to develop lesions and disintegrate," Dr Butt explained.

"The effect was very specific to the mammary, or breast, tissue in these animals and it raised our interest as having some potential to target breast cancer cells.

"A number of cancer therapeutics have been developed from chemicals in plants and the compound in avocado leaves is an active toxin known as persin.

"Humans are not affected because our digestive system does not break down the cell wall of avocado fruit to release persin.

"However, animals are exposed to the persin, which seems to be a defensive compound for avocado to protect itself from insects and fungus."
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Researchers applied the persin to human cancer cells lines in the laboratory causing them to collapse and die.

"It appears the persin has a similar effect to Taxanes, which are chemotherapeutic drugs used to treat breast and ovarian cancer," Dr Butt said.

"More work is required to understand why the persin only targets breast tissue and it is important in overall cancer research to find drugs that are more effective and with less side effects."

The ComBio conference is a joint meeting of the Australian Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the New Zealand Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the Australian Physiological Society, the Australia and New Zealand Society for Cell and Developmental Biology, the Australian Society of Plant Scientists and the New Zealand Society of Plant Physiologists.

FOR INTERVIEW:
Dr Alison Butt is available for interview on 0421 301 709.

For further information, please contact Trevor Gill, Conference Media Relations, on 0418 821948 

