Scorpion Venom Tested as Brain Cancer Treatment
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A treatment based on scorpion venom loaded with radioactive material is being tested as a way to kill brain cancer.

If it is shown to work—and skepticism should prevail for now as testing is only in an early phase—the potion would simply be injected into a patient's bloodstream in an outpatient procedure.

About 17,000 U.S. residents suffer high-grade gliomas, a form of brain cancer that is usually fatal. A protein in venom from the yellow Israeli scorpion has been found to bind preferentially to the glioma cells, so scientists have created a synthetic version that does not by itself kill a patient. 

In the bizarre treatment, when the venom protein attaches to the glioma cells, the radiation kills them.

The first, early human trials of the venom therapy "showed promising signs for treating tumors," scientists will report tomorrow at a meeting of the Health Physics Society meeting this week in Providence, Rhode Island. The research is being conducted by the Henry Ford Health System in Michigan and other institutions.

The work has not been published in a peer-reviewed journal, however, and initial trials have involved only a few dozen people. 

Meanwhile, Richard Bucholz at the Saint Louis University School of Medicine is leading a separate clinical trial to test a similar product that combines scorpion venom with a different glioma-killing agent. 

Bucholz's trial, however, involves inserting the drugs through catheters directly to the tumor sites in an effort to avoid possible side effects. Bucholz is also leading two other trials using "smart molecules" other than scorpion venom that are also designed to bind to glioma tumor cells and deliver lethal chemicals. 

Today, Bucholz told LiveScience that a couple of patients "have seemingly had good responses," but he cautioned that it is too early to say how well the treatments might work. "It's a very difficult tumor," he added. 

“Malignant gliomas cannot be wholly eradicated through surgery or other currently available therapies,” Bucholz said. "A safe, effective treatment for malignant gliomas has the potential to increase the life expectancy of thousands of Americans suffering from this terrible disease."
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Now Scorpion Venom to Treat Brain Tumors
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New age therapy for brain tumors may now include an ingredient in the venom of the Giant Yellow Isreali scorpion. This substance holds promise to attach itself to cancerous cells, slowing the growth of the tumor.

The study which compiled these results involved 18 patients who first had surgical removal of malignant gliomas – the deadliest form of brain tumor. However, certain gliomas are always left behind after a tumor in the brain is surgically removed and they are known to resist treatment. 

Researchers then inserted a synthetic form of the scorpion venom protein called TM-601 on the 18 patients in the first phase, and found that it could deliver radio-active iodine through the blood barrier to gliomas. In order to maintain safety, researchers used low doses of TM-601 and the radiation levels were also kept below therapeutic standards.

Results showed that in spite of these measures, two of the patients reached total radiologic responses and MRI scans showed that no tumors existed. Although average survival for the patients was 27 weeks, these patients were alive even three years after the treatment. 

Another positive finding was the whatever the level of dosage, no side effects were noticed. Also, the effects of radioactivity seemed to recede after 24 hours. The little activity was noticed after this seemed to cluster around the tumor bed, suggesting that the TM-601 was selectively attaching itself to the glioma cells.

Dr. Adam Mamelak of the Cedars-Sinai Medical Center's Dunitz Neurosurgical Institute in Los Angeles who led the study, pointed out that though this was in no way miraculous, it is a breakthrough and provides hope for illnesses which earlier had no cure. He further added that after more research is carried out, this technique might also be used in combination with other treatments like chemotherapy. This study is due for publication in the August issue of the Journal of Clinical Oncology. 
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