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Obesity drug could help fight prostate cancer
By Richard Alleyne, 20 May 2011
A drug developed to treat obesity could be converted to treat a fatal form of prostate cancer, claim British scientists.
Researchers at Cambridge University believe the experimental drug which controls metabolism could also be used to starve cancer cells in the prostate and stop them growing. 

The exciting development could one day turn the fatal form of the disease, which kills 10,000 men a year in Britain, into a manageable condition. 

Dr Ian Mills and his team found that the growth of the tumour cells in the prostate are driven by a gene that produces the enzyme CAMKK2. 

This is involved in metabolism and effectively provides the fuel for the cancer cells to "bulk up" and grow. 

By inhibiting the production of this compound they have shown that they can slow down and even reverse the growth of tumours. 

A prototype obesity drug called STO 609 does just that and Dr Mills thinks it could be modified to treat prostate cancer which affects 36,000 men in Britain. 

"Prostate cancer is a slow growing cancer and if you can slow it down even further you can turn it from a fatal condition to a chronic one that can be managed," he said. 

Searching through the DNA of the cancer cells the team found that a gene that controls the metabolism was overly expressed compared with healthy cells. 

In turn they produced unusually high levels of CAMKK2 in prostate cancer cells. 

This gene controls the glucose consumption of cells and so provides the fuel by which they grow and multiply. 

High levels of glucose are required by cancer cells for growth and division and to power important "construction" work to produce cellular building blocks – fats, proteins, DNA and RNA. 

The team then showed in mice that stopping both the production and activity of CAMKK2 using STO 609, blocked the spread of prostate cancer cells and reduced the tumour size. 

Dr Mills, said: “We’ve discovered a network of genes which control how prostate cancer cells ‘bulk up’ before they divide. 

"And importantly we’ve shown that blocking one of these genes will starve the cancer cells of vital nutrients – and reduce tumour size and spread of the disease. 

“More research to understand how prostate cancer cells generate energy could open up new routes to detect and treat the disease.” 

Dr Lesley Walker, Cancer Research UK’s director of cancer information, said it was an "important study". 

"This important study shows that investigating the way prostate cancer cells use and generate energy could provide a promising new route to search for ways to detect and treat different stages of the disease, to continue to improve survival from prostate cancer in the future,” she said. 

Dr Kate Holmes, Research Manager at The Prostate Cancer Charity, described it as "exciting". 

“Significantly this new discovery provides us with a potential new way to treat prostate cancer. 

"By stopping the CAMKK2 gene from functioning, doctors are in effect, starving the cancer and preventing it from growing." 

The researchers, who published their research in the journal EMBO, hope to start clinical trials within five years. 
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