
Aquoeus extracts of rosmarinus officinalis, urtica diocia and
soybean exert different effects on adenosine deaminase activity

in cancerous and non cancerous human gastric and colon tissues

ABSTRACT

This study aimed to investigate effects of aquoeus extracts of rosmarinus officinalis, urtica diocia and soybean on
adenosine deaminase (ADA) activity in cancerous and non cancerous gastric and colon tissues.
In method, cancerous and non cancerous human gastric and colon tissues removed by surgical operations were
studied. In the samples, adenosine deaminase activities were measured with and without plant extract incubated for
1 h.
As a result, it has been observed that rosemary extract inhibits ADA enzyme in cancerous and non cancerous
gastric tissues, but not in colon tissues, and urtica extract inhibits the enzyme only in cancerous gastric tissue. On
contrast, soybean extract activates ADA enzyme in colon tissues significantly.
Inhibition of ADA enzyme might play a part in the proposed anti-cancer properties of rosemary and urtica diocia.
However, the finding of ADA activation in colon tissues by soybean extract is a new one which needs further
verification.  2015 Trade Science Inc. - INDIA
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INTRODUCTION

Cancer is the major problem for all people in the
world. The scientists have long been looking to natural
remedies for the treatment of cancer because of side
effects of chemotherapy and radiation therapy. In this
regard, it has been observed that treatment of some
types of cancers with plant sources may give rise to
positive results.

There are many factors for cancer occurrence and
development in humans. Most of the cancers are caused
by environmental factors,[1] and of these, 30�40% of

cancers are directly linked to the diet[1]. While many

dietary recommendations have been proposed to re-
duce the risk of cancer, unfortunately few have signifi-
cant supporting scientific evidence[2].

Adenosine deaminase (ADA) is an enzyme (EC
3.5.4.4) involved in purine metabolism. It is needed for
the breakdown of adenosine and for the turnover of
nucleic acids. ADA is present virtually in all mammalian
cells, and it is thought that its primary function in human
beings is related to the immune system[3]. However, the
full physiological role of ADA is not completely under-
stood[4]. ADA association has also been observed with
epithelial cell differentiation, neurotransmission, and
gestation maintenance[3,5]. It has also been proposed
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that ADA, in addition to its role in adenosine break-
down, stimulates release of excitatory amino acids, and
it is necessary to the coupling of A1 adenosine recep-
tors and heterotrimeric G proteins[3,4].

Some ADA inhibitors have been used for
chemoterapeutic purposes in some types of cancers.
From a scientific perspective of view, use of ADA in-
hibitors has helped much in understanding the mecha-
nism of action of adenosine metabolites and analogs.
ADA inhibitors have also led to the understanding of
the regulatory processes associated with immunodefi-
ciency characterized by a lack of ADA, and of matura-
tion of the immune response[6]. One of them, pentostatin
(Nipent) is a nucleoside analog having potential to in-
hibit adenosine deaminase enzyme. Inhibition of ADA
blocks the deamination reactions in the purine salvage
pathway, result of which is the inhibition of ribonucle-
otide reductase. As a result, this process depletes the
nucleotide pool and limits DNA synthesis[7].

Rosmarinus officinalis (Rosemary) contains a
number of potentially biologically active compounds,
including antioxidants carnosic acid and rosmarinic acid.
Other chemical compounds include camphor, caffeic
acid, ursolic acid, betulinic acid, rosmaridiphenol and
rosmanol. Rosemary antioxidants levels are found to
be closely related to[9,19], some of which indicate a prom-
ising effect in controlling cancer development. This food
has been shown to have significant antiproliferation ac-
tivities against a variety of human cancer cell lines in-
cluding breast, leukemia, prostate, lung and liver[11,12].

Urtica diocia, is a perennial plant growing in tem-
perate and tropical wasteland areas around the world.
The plant has been widely used for cancer treatment by
people around the world for centuries. In the first cen-
tury, Greek physicians Dioscorides and Galen reported
that the leaf of urtica had diuretic and laxative proper-
ties and was useful for asthma, pleurisy and spleen ill-
nesses. In fact, it is a herb that has a long tradition of
use as an adjuvant remedy in the treatment of arthritis in
Germany. Nettle leaf extract contains active compounds
that reduce TNF-á and other inflammatory
cytokines[13,14]. It has been demonstrated that nettle leaf
lowers TNF-á levels by potently inhibiting the genetic

transcription factor that activates TNF-á and IL-1B in
the synovial tissue that lines the joint[15]. Nettle root ex-
tracts have been studied in human clinical trials as a

treatment for symptoms of benign prostatic hyperplasia
(BPH). These extracts have been shown to help relieve
symptoms compared to placebo both by themselves[16]

and when combined with other herbal medicines[17].
Urtica diocia is the most ferquently used herb in cancer
therapy. Both roots and leaves of this plant were used
traditionally[18]. In a study, it has been observed that
adenosine deaminase (ADA) activity in prostate tissue
is inhibited by aqueous extract of Urtica dioica. ADA
inhibition by Urtica dioica extract has been suggested
as one of the mechanisms in the observed beneficial
effect of Urtica dioica in prostate cancer[18].

Soybean is one of the few plants that provides a
complete protein as it contains all eight amino acids es-
sential for human health[19]. There is much evidence sug-
gesting that compounds present in soybeans can pre-
vent cancer in many different organ systems. The evi-
dence for specific soybean-derived compounds having
a suppressive effect on carcinogenesis in animal model
systems is limited, however. There is evidence that some
products derived from soybean suppress carcinogen-
esis in vivo: a protease inhibitor, the Bowman-Birk in-
hibitor, inositol hexaphosphate (phytic acid) and the ste-
rol beta-sitosterol. Other compounds that may be able
to suppress carcinogenesis in animals are the soybean
isoflavones. Soybean compounds reported to have
other types of anticarcinogenic activity include soybean
trypsin inhibitor, saponins and genistein. There is much
evidence to suggest that diets containing large amounts
of soybean products are associated with overall low
cancer mortality rates, particularly for cancers of the
colon, breast and prostate. It is believed that supple-
mentation of human diets with certain soybean prod-
ucts may markedly reduce human cancer mortality
rates[20].

As discussed above briefly, all of these plants de-
serve further studies with regard to the properties of
cancer prevention and therapy.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Twenty two cancerous gastric tissues and 22 non
cancerous adjacent gastric tissues were obtained from
patients with gastric cancer by surgical operation. Eleven
cancer and 11 non cancer colon tissues were similarly
obtained from patients with colon cancer. Tissues were
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first cleaned by saline solution and stored at -80 oC
until analysis. In the analysis process, they were first
homogenized in saline solution (20 %, w/v). After ho-
mogenization, samples were centrifuged at 5000 rpm
for 30 min to remove debris and to obtain clear super-
natant fraction. Analyses were performed in this frac-
tion[21].

The extracts were prepared by soaking plants into
the distilled water at the concentration of 10 % (w/v)
and waiting for 24 h at room temperature by continu-
ously rotating. After the debris was removed, superna-
tants were centrifuged at 10.000 rpm for 20 min and
upper clear part was removed to be used in the assays.

Protein concentrations of the tissues were measured
by Lowry method[22] and ADA activity was measured
by the method of Guisti[23]. ADA activity measurements
were performed with and without plant extract for 1 h.
Statistical evaluations were made by using Wilcoxon
test and values lower than 0.05 were evaluated signifi-
cant.

RESULTS

Results are shown in the TABLE 1. As seen from
the table, rosemary extract inhibits ADA enzyme in
cancerous and noncancerous gastric tissue but not in
colon tissue. Urtica extract inhibits the enzyme only in
cancerous gastric tissue. On contrast, soybean extract
activates ADA enzyme in colon tissue.

DISCUSSION

Nutritional foods are important sources for the treat-
ment of some types of cancers, leading to the develop-
ment of potential novel agents[21-23]. Several of the mol-
ecules available from foods have been shown to exert
anticancer effects on cancer cells. These effects have
been observed through in vitro and in vivo animal stud-
ies 6[24-26].

Rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis L.) extract pos-
sesses antitumor properties against tumor cells from
several organs. In a study, it has been observed that
rosemary extract modulates estrogen and epidermal
growth factor receptors in breast cancer cell lines[27].
Another study indicates that a standardized rosemary
extract can disrupt the endoplasmic reticulum machin-
ery to decrease the viability of prostate cancer cells
and promote degradation of the androgen receptor. Two
human prostate cancer cell lines, 22Rv1 and LNCaP,
and prostate epithelial cells procured from two differ-
ent patients undergoing radical prostatectomy were
treated with standardized rosemary extract and evalu-
ated by flow cytometry, MTT, BrdU, Western blot and
fluorescent microscopy. A significant modulation of en-
doplasmic reticulum stress proteins was observed in
cancer cells while normal prostate epithelial cells did
not undergo endoplasmic reticulum stress. This biphasic
response suggests that rosemary extract may preferen-
tially target cancer cells as opposed to normal cells[28].

In a study with carnosol which is an active constitu-
ent of rosemary, it has been reported to possess anti-
inflammatory and anticancer activities. However, the
molecular mechanisms underlying the anticancer effects
of carnosol remain poorly understood. It has been found
that carnosol significantly reduced the viability of hu-
man colon cancer (HCT116) cells in a concentration-
and time-dependent manner. Treatment of cells with
carnosol induced apoptosis, which was associated with
activation of caspase-9 and -3 and the cleavage of poly-
(ADP-ribose) polymerase (PARP)[29].

Our results show that rosemary extract can signifi-
cantly inhibit ADA enzyme in cancerous and noncan-
cerous gastric tissues. This finding is of significance be-
cause of the fact that inhibition of adenosine deaminase
blocks the deamination of adenosine to inosine, and
deoxyadenosine to deoxyinosine in the purine salvage

TABLE 1 : Effects of rosemary leaf, soy bean and urtica diocia
extracts on ADA activities in gastric and colon tissues with
and without cancer

Gastric tissue Colon tissue 

Malign tisssue Benign Tissue Malign tissue Benign tissue 

A- 11.46±8.58 11.20±9.58 5.31±3.46 5.53±3.32 

B- 5.61±3.67 9.10±8.07 4.18±2.26 6.18±4.42 

C- 10.08±5.34 11.55±7.15 16.48±8.00 20.23±14.23 

D- 7.02±3.81 12.55±9.28 7.40±3.00 8.52±7.88 

Statistical evaluation (Wilcoxon test) 

A-B: 0.031 0.048 ns ns 

A-C: ns ns 0.05 0.012 

A-D: 0.039 ns ns ns 

A :-ADA activity without extract; B :- ADA activity with
rosemary leaf extract; C :- ADA activity with soy bean extract;
D:- ADA activity with urtica diocia extract; p < 0.05 value was
evaluated significant; n.s: Non significant
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pathway. This accumulation of metabolites inhibits ri-
bonucleotide reductase, which depletes the nucleotide
pool and limits DNA synthesis[7].

In a study, anti-proliferative activity of urtica diocia
extract on the human breast cancer cell line (MCF-7)
and fibroblasts isolated from foreskin tissue was evalu-
ated using MTT assay. Mechanisms leading to apoptosis
were also investigated at the molecular level by mea-
suring the amount of anti and pro-apoptotic proteins
and at the cellular level by studying DNA fragmentation
and annexin V staining by flow cytometry. The aqueous
extract of Urtica dioica showed antioxidant and
antiproliferative effects. The anti proliferative activity was
found to be associated with an increase of apoptosis as
demonstrated by DNA fragmentation. Study findings
warrant further research on Urtica dioica as a potential
chemotherapeutic agent for breast cancer[30].

A study investigated the hepatoprotective,
nephroprotective, and antioxidant activity of Urtica
dioica L methanolic extract (UDME) against cisplatin
(CP) toxicity in Erhlich ascites tumor (EAT)-bearing
mice. In this investigation, levels of serum hepatic en-
zymes, renal function markers, and oxidant/antioxidant
parameters of liver tissue were measured. Mice were
inoculated with EAT on day 0 and treated with nothing
else for 24 hours. After a single dose of CP administra-
tion on day 1, the extract was given at the different
doses daily during 6 days. Almost all doses of UDME
performed a significant (P < 0.05) preventive role against
CP toxicity. This suggests that UDME has a protective
capacity and antioxidant activity against CP toxicity in
EAT-bearing mice, probably by promoting antioxidative
defense systems[31].

Our results show that urtica diocia extract inhibits
ADA enzyme only in malign gastric tissue. This finding
may be also of importance like action of rosemary leave
extract on ADA enzyme relating to gastric cancer treat-
ment.

In a soy food study, it has been reported that di-
etary soy consumption can lower the risk for breast
cancer. Current human and animal data provide evi-
dence for several anticancer properties of soy and its
isoflavones. Although the specific quantities and con-
stituents responsible for the observed anti-cancer ef-
fects have not been elucidated, it appears that soy
isoflavones do not function as an estrogen, but rather

exhibit anti-estrogenic properties. However, their me-
tabolism differs between humans and animals and there-
fore the outcomes of animal studies may not be appli-
cable to humans. The majority of breast cancer cases
are hormone-receptor-positive; therefore, soy
isoflavones should be considered as a potential anti-
cancer therapeutic agent and warrant further investiga-
tion[32].

A study was conducted to examine the association
between soy isoflavones consumption and risk of breast
cancer incidence or recurrence. Soy isoflavones con-
sumption was inversely associated with risk of breast
cancer incidence. However, the protective effect of soy
was only observed among studies conducted in Asian
populations but not in Western populations. Soy
isoflavones intake was also inversely associated with
risk of breast cancer recurrence. Stratified analyses
suggested that menopausal status may be an important
effect modifier in these associations. They failed to identify
a dose-response relationship between total isoflavones
intake and risk of breast cancer incidence. This study
suggests soy isoflavones intake is associated with a sig-
nificant reduced risk of breast cancer incidence in Asian
populations, but not in Western populations[33].

In our study, we have however observed that soy-
bean extract significantly activates ADA enzyme in can-
cerous and non cancerous colon tissues. As far as we
know, these results are first ones showing activating ef-
fects of soybean extract on ADA enzyme. For the time
being, what is the importance of this finding is not clear
for us and needs further studies.

Studies in patients with breast, colorectal, or pros-
tate cancer show that the influence of dietary factors on
survival remains to be determined. Adiposity and a lack
of physical activity, however, appear to influence can-
cer outcome negatively[34].

To sum up, rosemary leaf and urtica diocia extracts
inhibit ADA enzyme in cancerous gastric tissues signifi-
cantly but does not affect the enzyme in colon tissue. It
seems quite possible that accumulated adenosine due
to the inhibition of ADA enzyme might play an impor-
tant function in the anti-cancer properties of rosemary
and urtica diocia leaves, possibly through inhibition of
ribonucleotide reductase and depletion of nucleotide
pool for new DNA synthesis. However, soybean ex-
tract activates ADA enzyme in colon tissues, the signifi-



100

Regular  Paper

Aquoeus extracts of rosmarinus officinalis, urtica diocia and soybean exert BCAIJ, 9(3) 2015

An Indian Journal
BioCHEMISTRYBioCHEMISTRY

cance of which is not known by us at the moment. There-
fore, further researches including cell culture and ani-
mal studies are needed to obtain more information about
the subject.
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