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MEbICINE & SCIENCE

Fighting the origis of flab
Neuroscience:
Although the practical
applications are far off,
research is sheddig
light on curbing obesity.

By DENNIS O' BRIEN
SUN STAFF

As a neurascientist at, Jahns
Hapldns Schaal ,of Medicine, Dr.
Gabriele Rannett fattens up :
mice in a search far ways ta keep
fat affpeaple.

Rannett' s mice are pra-
grammed by nature ta gain
weight. "If yau give them tasty
faad, they wi eat unti they get
fat " she said as twa furr black
radents scrambled araund the
palm ,of her hand: "Nat all mice
wi da that.

Researchers have spent. dec-
ades using mice, rats and hu-
mans in their search far a pil
that wil curb appetites and
burn fat lang befare federal
,offcials released a study last
manth callng ,obesity a natianal epidemic. ' 

It' s lie laaldng far the haly
grail. What's the ,one , pil, with
the right malecules, that's gaing
ta be a magic bulet?" Rannett
said.

Far many researchers, the key
ta fighting ,obesity lies in under-
standing haw the brain creates
signals that tell us when ta eat.

Scientists have knawn far
years that brain cells, ,or neu-
rans, send signals when ,our

, badies need faad and when we
, have eaten enaugh. Research in
recent years has facused larely

an receptars , in the brai, such
as leptin and seratanin, that aI-
ter signals tn ways that can sup-
press ,our appetite far faad.

But instead ,of laaldng at re-
ceptars, Rannett and her graup
at Hapkins have facused an
finding chemical cainpaunds
that wi make enzymes in. the
brain suppress appetites and
burn bady fat.

Rannett was part ,of a team ,of
researchers wha discavered two
years aga that injecting mice
with a new campaund ' stImu-
lated a brai enzyme kna\V as,

, CPT1 that prampted the mice ta
burn fat mare quickly. They,
faund that mice treated with the

campaund last 50 percent mare
weight than a cantral graup

They had faund in earlierre-
search that ' the samecam-
paund, knawn as C75j shuts ,off
another enzye that plays a key
rale in faad metabalism, cuttjng
back an appetite. That enzyme
fatty acid synthase, ,or FAS far
shart, fires ,off neurans that send
signals thraughaut the brain
that make us feel hungry. By in-

. hibiting FAS, the campaund es-
, sentiallyfaals the brain . inta
. thinking the bady na langerneeds faad. 

Rannett says FAS alsa may
fight cancer. The Hapkis stud-
ies shaw that FAS inhbitars 
,off canceraus cells in tumars.

Researchers at Hapldns have
farmed a biatech campany,
FASgen Inc. , ta develap cancer
and ,obesity treatment,s. They
have narrawed their search fram
400 patehtial campounds ta a
grm:lp ,of six that they say cauld
prove effective as weapans ta
cambat ,obesity. They have an-
ather six campaunds they plan
ta test as ,cancer treatments. '

The researchers say Foad and
Drug Administratian appraval
,of a drug far either caI erar
,obesity is. years' away., Finding
marketable' drugs' and securing
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NeUro!,cientistGabriele Itonn tt 9.d others at Johp Hopkishave found a chemical compound that makes brai enzes suppress
appetites and 'bur fat in mice; Research continues to detenne whether the compound could have a simar effect in human.

ather faod campanies, are
weighing whether ta fie addi-
tianal suits facusing an what
they say are faiures ta disclase

warnings abaut the unhealthy
cantents .of fa ad ingredients.

But many experts say it'
wrang tablame thefaad indus-
try and advertising far the na-

tian s weight prablem. The prab-
lem is mare deep"raated, and re-
spansibilty lies with a culture

, facused', sa much araund faad
and its cansumptian.

Faadis ,one ,of the few thigs
yau can,reward yaurself with al-
mast anywhere, anime " said

-, Allen Levie, a neurascientist at
the University' ,of Minnesata.
Yau can eat a daughnut at yaur

desk, but yau can t have sex in

yaur ,office, ,or dri in ,public.
Faad is just sa ' freely avaiable.

Lab anhrials- a :key ta much
"-"-----'--'-'-"-__""m_""-""-"""".'- ,of the scientifc research -- ap-

parently dan t face suchinbi-
tians when it cames ta sex. But
like humans, they apparentlylie ta eat. 
Levie has experimented with

rats ta try ta understarid the
parts ,of ,our brain that create

."". ".... ,

cravings far sweets. He has
warked , with a graup ,of neura-
transmitters, knawn as endage-
naus apioids, that he and ,others
think trigger the pleasure re-
spanses created by sweets.

His wark has canvicedhi
that cravigs depend an indivd-
ual cITcumstances. '

Rats wil wark harder far
samething with a sweet taste
than samething that tastes
bland. But what yau like is a
flexible thig," he said. "If yau
starving, even ,oatmeal tastes
great.
In Rannett's lab, it's easy ta

see the dierence between mice
that are fed ta became ,obese
and mice an reguar diets. After
twa manthsaf feeding, the.
,obese mause is abauttwice the
size ,of ,one with a reguar appe-
tite. It is alsa mare lethargic,
sniing the ai with less energy.

But therelsalit ta theeat-
ing habits ,of even these mice.

"We d,on't fatten them up too
much," she said. "That would be
, inumane.

Food portions in excess
With the exceptian ,of sliced white bread, all ,of the camman faads

measured in a study spansored by New Yark University exceeded
standard PQrtians. The study sampled meals sald:in takeaut, fast-faad
and family-style restaurants. 

. Percentage diference44% between actual food

" portons and food portons
ecommended by:

. .

----., II U.S. Faad and Drug
Administratian

S. Department
,of Agriculture
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Without tht!collpour sorr ot'
the mice grew tWice as big. 

FDA appraval can take years;
researchers at Hapkins have

n warldng with , enzymes , far
ears. Ap.'f hUIlitri safpo-

tent ald!Jgsta, 9QI,'( aii pf,tl)e,
research\yauldrequieFpA;aP
praval aM are, severaFyeats
away, Rannett said. 

A pil that safely ande.ffec-
tively burns away fat ,or/curbs Sources: ' 'The Contribution of Expanding Portion Sizes to the U, S. Obesity Epidemic," by Lisa R. Young

appetites would have fax"reach- and Marion Nestle, The American Journal of Public Health, February 2002 
inghealth benefits- and reap SHYAM PATEL: SUN STAFF

huge prafits.
Diet books, videas d ather premature deaths among Arner-

reI a te d. pra duct s are a icans secand aDlta tabacca.
$30-bilan a,year indu ry, a fig- Alast 130 mian Americans
ure that ise ected taipcrease ,or 64 percent, are ,overweight
with the natian s ever exp ding accardig ta gavernentcalcu-
waistlie. Health care casts ta latians, an increasefram 47 per-
treat. ,obesity-related, a.lments, ' cent in 1980. Mareaver, a third ,of
such as diabetes, are estimated ' the U.S. papulatian is ,obese" a
at $70 bilian, accotding tQ a categary that means having a
study by the Centers far Disease badymassindex - acalculatian
Cantral and Preventian.

' . 

.of weight and height - that is 
Obesity is sucl1!i,horrendau,s percent 'abave recammended

. hea:th prablemtt needs ta be levels.
addressed Qnseveral ' fraJ?ts/' The numbers are .nasurprise
Rannett said. ' If it at going ta ta thase wha counsel the ,obese.
be a magic pil, I thi what we. "I seeit all the time," said
have wi be a gaod star. Mari Taner, a pediatric di-

The , CDC ann,ounced last, tician wha teaches health
month thatthe number afD.

. ,

classes' ta ,obese children and
deaths caus dbypaar qt tand : : parents at' Chlldren s Haspital

la,ckof exelXise. x()se byJQQWOO in st. L,olls; -
ta400,(l00 in/200p. Th, nlibers ' 

, "

Taner blames the ,obesity ep-
, m eabesitY:al aCig caus ()f id IIc' an liestyles that encaur-

......_..._..

_......__.__..m'

_.....'''-'' -'-'---

age. big eating and discaurage
physical activty. Chidren ' are
taught ta clean their plates , faad'
partians have became larger
and peaple spend taa much
time, watching televisianand us-
ing camputers, she said.

Na ,one wal anyhere any-
mare. Kids and their parents are
being driven everyhere," Tap-
ner said.

The natian s unhealthy life-
style has meant higher health
care casts and has experts laok-
ing far new ways ta make the na-
tian slier and healthier. '

Federal ,officials, are studyg
whether health insurance rates
shauld be higher far those
whase weight means increased
health care casts. Lawyers
.basking in recent victaries in
suits:;gainst McDanald's and
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