
3.Issue 25, July 2006

The fruit of Vitex agnus-castus (Chaste
tree) has a long history of being used for
gynaecological conditions such as cycle
disorders, luteal phase defects,
mastodynia and premenstrual syndrome.
Two in vitro studies over recent years
however, have reported inhibitory effects
on oestrogen-sensitive breast cancer
cells(1), as well as a number of different
human cancer cell lines including breast,
ovary, stomach, colon, cervix, and lung
carcinoma cells(2).

Promising findings have now been
obtained from a Swiss study which looked
at the effects of a Vitex agnus-castus
extract on prostate cancer cell lines(3).

Three different human prostate cell lines
representative of different disease states
were used to test the effects of a
concentrated hydroethanolic 7:1 strength
extract of Vitex on cell proliferation, cell
cycle distribution, and induction of
apoptosis (cell death). These included both
benign prostatic hypertrophy epithelial
cells, and androgen-sensitive and
androgen-insensitive prostate cancer
cells. Two different methods were used to
differentiate between cell viability and cell
number/proliferation, and a range of
methods were used to investigate cell
death. All experimental methods used are
established tools in the preclinical
assessment of drugs for prostate cancer.

The prostate cancer cell lines were
incubated with Vitex extract in different
concentrations ranging from one to
30mcg/ml for periods ranging from 24 to 
72 hours. 

Vitex extract was shown to equally inhibit
the growth of all three cell lines in a
concentration and time-dependent
manner, with some growth inhibitory
effects detectable after 24 hours, but
becoming more apparent over time. 

The IC50 values (concentrations required
to cause a 50% inhibition of growth) were
7 to 8mcg/ml after 48 hours treatment.
Additional analysis using flow cytometry
was undertaken to determine whether the
inhibition of cell growth was due to
apoptosis and/or cell cycle arrest. This
revealed that the inhibitory effects by Vitex
on prostate cell proliferation were due
mainly to apoptosis, including activation of
caspase enzymes, but also partly to a
weak cytotoxic effect. 

Due to their long latency period, benign
prostatic hypertrophy and prostate cancer
are suitable conditions for
chemoprevention and therapy by
phytotherapy. There are a number of
phytomedicines for which evidence of
such effects is now apparent, and their
multiple phytochemical makeup and likely
mechanisms of action implicates the
possibility of a lower predisposition to the
development of resistance, a growing
problem with drug therapy. 

This in vitro study provides encouraging
evidence of the possible efficacy of Vitex
agnus-castus in the prevention as well as
treatment of benign prostatic hypertrophy,
as well as prostate cancer, which is
responsible for a large number of deaths
annually. It also indicates that more than
one mechanism of action is likely to be
responsible for inhibitory effects of
prostate cell growth, and provides a strong
rationale for clinical studies in men with
either condition as soon as possible.
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