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A small coffee to prevent cancer ?

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, May 18, 2015

While it is best known for its stimulative properties, coffee
is a drink which also exerts several positive effects on
health. A new study indicates that breast cancer survivors
who regularly consume coffee have a risk of cancer
recurrence that is reduced by half.

The principal characteristic of coffee is the presence of important
quantities of caffeine, an alkaloid which induces an increase in
dopamine levels within the brain as well as a stimulation of
nervous activity. The consumption of coffee thus temporarily
increases alertness, a stimulatory effect which seems to be
particularly enjoyed by people: each year, about 120,000 tons of
caffeine are consumed on this planet, making it by far the most
popular psychoactive substance in the world.

The bush which produces coffee obviously had not expected such
enthusiasm: for this plant, caffeine is first and foremost a natural
pesticide which repels insects and herbivores. Recent analysis of
the genome of robusta coffee (Coffea canephora) also showed that
this plant had developed, over the course of evolution, a unique
enzymatic method for producing caffeine that was very different
from that used by other plants (tea, cocoa) which contain this
alkaloid.

As plants very different from the coffee bush, i.e. tea and cocoa
plants, which do not share the same genes nor the same habitat,
have all independently developed ways of producing the powerful
insecticide which is caffeine, illustrates just how important a role
this molecule plays in the world of plants'. This is an example of
what is called convergent evolution, when distinctly different
molecular processes lead to similar results.

A CUP OF PREVENTION

As is often the case with molecules derived from plants, caffeine
and the other phytochemical compounds made by the coffee plant
do not only play a role in the survival of the plant against its
predators, but also exert positive effects on human health.

Coffee beans contain no less than 800 distinct phytochemical
compounds, with multiple biological activities. For example, some
of these molecules such as the diterpenes cafestol and kahweal
accelerate the elimination of carcinogenic substances while others,
such as caffeic acid and chlorogenic acid, possess strong
antioxidant activity.

The simultaneous presence of these molecules in coffee could
explain the beneficial effects of this beverage in the prevention of
certain chronic diseases. For example, it is well documented that
people who regularly consume coffee have a reduced risk of
developing type 2 diabetes’. Positive effects on memory and
cognition, reduced risks of stroke as well as of certain
neurodegenerative diseases have also been indicated.

ANTICANCER COFFEE

It appears that the regular consumption of coffee is also associated
with a reduced risk of certain types of cancers. This protective
effect is observed for several types of cancer (breast, bladder,
mouth, colon, esophagus, endometrial, brain and skin), but seems
to be particularly pronounced for liver cancer: a recent study
showed that people who regularly consumed coffee were 72% less
likely to develop this disease’!

Another recent study suggested that coffee can also significantly
reduce recurrence among women who had developed hormonally-
dependent breast cancer and been treated with tamoxifen’. By
analyzing the dietary habits of 1090 women who had been affected
by this cancer, the researchers observed that moderate (2-4 cups
per day) or elevated (more than 5 cups per day) consumption was
associated with a 50% reduction in recurrences. The moderated or
elevated consumption of coffee prior to the initial diagnosis was
also associated with invasive tumors which were smaller. A more
powerful analysis suggested that this protective effect could be due
to an inhibition of cell growth within the tumors by caffeine and
caffeic acid, a consequence of reduced expression of several
proteins involved in the survival of these cancerous cells.

Coffee possesses stimulatory properties for the central nervous
system. At strong doses, coffee can provoke quite disagreeable
secondary effects such as gastroesophageal reflux, gastroduodenal
ulcers or even sleep disturbances. The data accumulated over the
past few years indicates, however, that at moderate quantities, i.e. a
maximum of three or four cups per day, coffee has a significant
preventative effect against several chronic disease, including
certain types of cancers.
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