
 

Discovery could lead to new malaria
treatments
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A study led by researchers at The Australian National University (ANU)
could lead to new treatments for combating drug-resistant malaria, as
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well as boost existing drugs.

Malaria is caused by Plasmodium parasites, which are spread to people
through the bites of infected mosquitoes.

According to the lead authors, Dr. Rowena Martin and Ph.D. student
Sarah Shafik, the ongoing evolution of parasites that are resistant to
existing drugs is a significant threat to the control and elimination of
malaria.

Dr. Martin's team looked at PfCRT, a protein that is pivotal to multidrug
resistance in the malaria parasite and is also itself a promising drug
target.

"For 20 years, researchers around the world have been trying to
understand the function of PfCRT and why it is essential for parasite
survival. We have succeeded in answering these long-standing
questions," Dr. Martin said.

"There is a real need to identify new drug targets for malaria, as well as
to learn more about the parasite's biology and the proteins responsible
for multidrug resistance," Ms Shafik said.

"Our study of PfCRT contributes to all of these goals."

The research shows PfCRT can be inhibited by drugs, indicating its
natural function is a 'druggable' target, as well as paving the way for the
design of novel therapies.

"Knowing how PfCRT functions will help develop drugs that block it,"
Dr. Martin said.

"In addition to killing the parasite outright, these drugs could be used in
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combination therapies to nullify the multidrug resistance caused by
PfCRT and thereby restore the activities of existing drugs.

"Therapies that target the parasite in multiple ways are crucial for
combating multidrug resistant malaria.

"We are now also in a position to understand the causes and constraints
that are dictating the evolution of PfCRT in different parts of the world
where malaria is of concern."

According to the latest World malaria report, there were 228 million
cases of malaria in 2018.

There were also an estimated 405,000 malaria deaths in 2018, making
the search for more effective treatments even more crucial.

It has been published in the journal Nature Communications.

  More information: Sarah H. Shafik et al. The natural function of the
malaria parasite's chloroquine resistance transporter, Nature
Communications (2020). DOI: 10.1038/s41467-020-17781-6
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