
 

Alternative target for breast cancer drugs

July 19 2013

Scientists have identified higher levels of a receptor protein found on the
surface of human breast tumour cells that may serve as a new drug target
for the treatment of breast cancer. The results, which are published
today in EMBO Molecular Medicine, show that elevated levels of the
protein Ret, which is short for "Rearranged during transfection", are
associated with a lower likelihood of survival for breast cancer patients
in the years following surgery to remove tumours and cancerous tissue.

"Our findings suggest that Ret kinase might be an attractive and novel
alternative therapeutic target in selected groups of breast cancer
patients," remarked Nancy Hynes, Professor at the Friedrich Miescher
Institute for Biomedical Re-search and the University of Basel,
Switzerland. "Initial experiments in mice that serve as model organisms
for the study of breast cancer have revealed that specific inhibitors
significantly block the spread of cancer and decrease the number of
metastatic tumours found in the lungs."

The scientists examined tumour tissue microarrays of more than 100 
breast cancer patients who had undergone surgery to remove their
tumours. Antibodies were used to detect the levels of Ret in the samples.
In other experiments, four different cancer cell lines were used and
injected into mice to study the effects of Ret inhibitors on the progress
and spread of the cancer.

"Our findings demonstrate that blocking Ret kinase not only decreases
the growth of tumours but also impacts the potential of the cancer to
spread throughout the body," Hynes said.
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Targeting receptor tyrosine kinase enzymes with antibodies or small
molecular inhibitors is a clinically validated approach for cancer therapy.
However, only a subset of patients are eligible for these types of
treatments which makes it essential to discover additional inhibitors that
could be useful in breast cancer therapy.

  More information: doi: 10.1002/emmm.201302625
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