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Q:
Complementary and Alternative Medicine
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Q:
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Chemotherapy and vitamins. I administer
chemotherapy and have recently heard of a new study that
acknowledges vitamin therapy in cancer patients receiving
chemotherapy as non-therapeutic. Some of my patients tell
me that the study states that vitamins help enhance cancer
growth and cell resistance to chemo. Do you know of this
study and where I can get a copy?

There are actually several studies that show potential interactions between
antioxidant vitamin supplementation (Vitamins C, E, and A for example)
and cancer treatments, both radiation and chemotherapy. The theory is
that since antioxidants protect the body’s cells from oxidation or damage,
that taking excess amounts of them may protect the cancerous cells as
well from oxidative cancer treatments, therefore decreasing the
effectiveness of the treatments. Since research is not yet conclusive in this
area, it is usually recommended that patients avoid extra antioxidant
supplements throughout treatment. A standard multivitamin that provides
100% of the RDI for vitamins and minerals is okay. Some references to
studies are included below that can be found in their respective journals.
The last one listed was done specifically with vitamin C and cancer cells
and showed that cancer cells consume large amounts of vitamin C,
therefore possibly protecting them from radiation or chemotherapy. This

Since research is not yet conclusive in
this area, it is usually recommended
that patients avoid extra antioxidant
supplements throughout treatment. A
standard multivitamin that provides
100% of the RDI for vitamins and
minerals is okay.

“
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may be the study your patients referred to although it is not that recent.
There have also been large studies that some patients, particularly those
with lung cancer, have significantly worse overall survival with
antioxidant supplementation. �

Ellen Sweeney-Cordes, MS, RD, LDN

P R O S T A T E C A N C E R1 5 2

Glutamine during chemotherapy. I am presently
receiving chemotherapy for a recurrence of cancer. I
developed mouth sores during my last treatment cycle. I’ve
read that oral glutamine can decrease the severity and
duration of stomatitis. Are there any reasons why I should
not take oral glutamine during my next treatment cycle?

There have been several good studies indicating reduction in the degree of
stomatitis associated with cancer treatments when oral glutamine
supplementation is used. It doesn’t always work but maybe worth trying. It
is considered safe and non-toxic but do discuss it with your physician
before using. The best results seen in research studies are when oral
glutamine “swish and swallow” is started 2 weeks prior to treatment,
continued through treatment and for 2 weeks following treatment. The
glutamine should be pure L-glutamine form and not contain any
antioxidants. Some preparations have antioxidants added which may be
contraindicated with treatment. The usual dosage is 10 mg glutamine
powder three times per day (for a total of 30 mg per day) mixed into your
favorite beverage, swished around your mouth, and swallowed. �

Ellen Sweeney, RD

Q:

oral glutamine is considered safe and
non-toxic but do discuss it with your
physician before using. The glutamine
should be pure L-glutamine form and
not contain any antioxidants.
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Antioxidants and cancer. Should I take
antioxidants after I have been diagnosed with cancer?

Most cancer centers are counseling patients against taking antioxidants
during chemotherapy and radiation therapy since there is the possibility
they may reduce the effectiveness of the treatments. The rationale is that
antioxidants may somehow protect the tumor during cytoreductive
therapy.

Also, since people often think more is better and may take LARGE
amounts of many of the antioxidants it is important to warn people about
the potential impact on their treatment. However the key word is potential,
since there are few studies to support the assumption. It is important to
understand that the recommendation to avoid antioxidant nutrients only
applies during active cancer treatment. These nutrients can be very
beneficial before and after therapy. �

Katrina Claghorn, MS, RD

Q:

P R O S T A T E C A N C E R1 5 4

…the recommendation to avoid
antioxidant nutrients only applies
during active cancer treatment. These
nutrients can be very beneficial before
and after therapy.

Grapeseed extract and chemotherapy. I am
considering taking grapeseed during my cancer treatments
with radiation. Are there studies that show whether the
antioxidants in grape seed are beneficial in my situation?

I’m assuming you want to take grape seed extract for its antioxidant
effects, which may be beneficial in preventing cancer. However, there is
potential that grape seed’s antioxidant activity may interfere with
radiation therapies. These therapies produce oxidizing free radicals and
their action could be limited by the presence of antioxidants, which as the
name implies are antagonist to the oxidative process.

Studies assessing the affect of antioxidants on chemotherapy have been
limited to test tube and animal studies, and the results have been
conflicting. Part of the problem is that the different antioxidants vary in
how they interact with the chemotherapeutic agents.

While antioxidants have many health benefits pre and post cancer
treatment, we are cautious about using them during treatment because the
potential for diminishing the benefit of the treatment exists. �

Katrina Claghorn, MS, RD

Q:

there is potential that grape seed’s
antioxidant activity may interfere with
radiation therapies.
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Macrobiotic diet. My father has metastatic
prostate cancer. I’ve been researching different types of
therapy, including nutritional therapy. What is your opinion
regarding macrobiotics? Is this something safe and has
there been any scientific study conducted on it?

The macrobiotic diet is a very restrictive vegetarian diet. As with any diet
that limits food choices there is the potential for nutrient deficiencies.
Consequently if you follow the diet you should consult a registered
dietitian to make sure you are getting all the nutrients you need (protein,
vitamins and minerals). If deficiencies exist, adjustments can be made to
the diet to ensure it is nutritionally complete. Macrobiotics is not limited to
just foods, it is a philosophical and lifestyle program that also includes
exercise and meditation. Thus, going to a macrobiotic school or instructor
is generally suggested.

Making dietary and lifestyle changes is difficult enough for a person who
is well, but can be a hardship for a sick person such as your father. Also, a
plant-based diet may be hard for some to tolerate. If your father wishes to
try the diet you may be able to adjust the regimen to his needs, however if
he is not committed to the diet these issues would only provide more stress
and upset.

So far no studies have shown that the macrobiotic diet can cure cancer.
However, the National Institutes of Health is studying the diet. Certainly
plant based diets have been shown to have a role in preventing cancer (as
well as other chronic diseases) and a person who works at maintaining
their nutrition status after a cancer diagnosis may be better able to deal
with cancer treatments and generally feel better. �

Katrina Claghorn, MS, RD

Q:

So far no studies have shown that the
macrobiotic diet can cure cancer.

Herbal therapy for the treatment of cancer.
Should I consider herbal therapies for cancer treatment?

It is claimed that herbs contain many compounds, which may prevent or
treat cancer. These compounds have different properties; some stimulate
the immune system, while others may encourage cell breakdown or act as
antioxidants. Herbs may be recommended for various conditions, but pain
or nausea and vomiting are of greatest interest for cancer patients.

Historically herbs were used as medicines and it is advised that they be
treated with the same caution as you would any drug or medication. When
considering herbal therapies you should investigate how they function in
your therapy and how they may effect your treatment. It is not
recommended that you replace conventional medical treatments with
herbs. For example an herb that has antioxidant properties should be
avoided during your chemotherapy or radiation therapies since there is the
possibility they may reduce the effectiveness of the treatments. There is
very little information about the safe doses for herbs. It is generally
recommended that you follow the dosage information provided on the
packaging and avoid excesses.

Always inform your doctor of any herbs you are taking. One major
concern with herbal remedies is that you may be self-treating symptoms.
This could mask important warning signs from your doctor and cause you
to delay alerting your medical team. It is difficult to make broad
recommendations on its applicability due to the lack of clinical trials
evaluating these remedies. There are studies in progress that will hopefully
shed additional light on the benefits of herbal treatments. �

Katrina Claghorn, MS, RD

Q:
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Always inform your doctor of any
herbs you are taking. One major
concern with herbal remedies is that
you may be self-treating symptoms.
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OncoLink strongly recommends that
you alert your physician if you are
considering the Gerson regimen. It is
not recommended that you
discontinue any conventional medical
cancer treatments in favor of
unconventional or alternative
treatments.

“

Q:
The Gerson diet. Have you heard anything about

the Gerson diet? If so, what opinion do you have regarding
its success and validity?

Max Gerson, a German physician, developed the Gerson diet in the 1940s.
The diet, which is often referred to as a metabolic diet, was designed to
“stimulate the immune system.” It includes a regimen of cleansing and
detoxification combined with a vegetarian diet and supplements. The
program has been promoted as a treatment for cancer and other
autoimmune diseases by Dr. Gerson and his followers.

Dr. Gerson believed that autoimmune disorders were the result of
chemicals in foods and the environment poisoning the liver. He also
proposed that imbalances in dietary sodium and potassium weakened the
immune system and deficiencies of oxygen-supplying enzymes
contributed to decreased intestinal flora. His diet attempts to correct the
problems he perceives to be causes of cancers and other autoimmune
disorders.

The diet requires drinking large amounts of fresh, organic fruit and
vegetable juices, originally every hour for 13 hours a day. Meals are
organic vegetarian and exclude all animal protein as well as no oils, salt,
nuts, berries and processed foods. The diet is supplemented with
potassium, enzymes, B vitamins, vitamin C and linseed oil. In addition,

1 5 8 P R O S T A T E C A N C E R

coffee and castor oil enemas are used to detoxify the liver. Participants in
the program are required to discontinue conventional medical therapies.
OncoLink strongly opposes this recommendation.

To date the regimen’s assumptions have not been scientifically validated.
However, the National Institute of Health’s Office of Alternative Medicine
has been studying the program to determine its effectiveness. While most
aspects of the Gerson regimen have no scientific basis, recent research
does support the benefits of a low fat, plant based diet in preventing
cancer.

The most commonly cited problem associated with the program is that it is
very restrictive and difficult to follow. It is also expensive, requiring a visit
to one of the Gerson centers for initial detoxification and instruction.
Preparation of the juices and meals is extremely time consuming and the
organic foods and supplements can be costly. Physical side effects of the
treatment may include severe nausea, vomiting, and abdominal cramps, as
well as aches and pains.

OncoLink strongly recommends that you alert your physician if you are
considering the Gerson regimen. Again, it is not recommended by our
editorial board that you discontinue any conventional medical cancer
treatments in favor of this or any other unconventional or alternative
treatments. Rather, it is suggested that you speak to your physicians and
health care team to plan on working complementary treatments into your
conventional treatment plan. �

Katrina Claghorn, MS, RD
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…while vitamin and mineral
deficiencies may have serious health
impacts, toxicities from excessive
supplementation can also be serious.
Always tell your doctor about the
supplements you are taking since some
are known to adversely impact your
treatment.

“

Q:
Vitamin supplements and cancer. I have been

diagnosed with prostate cancer. Should I take vitamin
supplements?

A well balanced diet should provide all of your vitamin and nutrient
requirements. However, the side effects of chemotherapy and radiation
therapy can limit your ability to eat well. Also, the stress of the treatments
may increase your nutritional needs. A standard multivitamin will provide
the Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDAs) and therefore prevent
potential vitamin and mineral deficiencies.

However, it is important to note that, while vitamin and mineral
deficiencies may have serious health impacts, toxicities from excessive
supplementation can also be serious. Consequently, it is recommended that
you take no more than five times the RDA of any nutrient. For
determining how much you need of any nutrient, refer to the National
Research Council’s RDA list, or ask your health care provider or a
registered dietitian. Also, always tell your doctor about the supplements
you are taking since some are known to adversely impact your
treatment. �

Katrina Claghorn, MS, RD

There is not enough scientific research
on blue-green algae to recommend it
as an immune stimulant.

“

Q:
Blue-green algae. A friend of mine has

recommended I take a supplement called blue-green algae.
Is this okay and will it help my immune system as it
claims?

Blue-green algae, also called spirulina, is one of many forms of algae used
in algae supplement products. Another common form of algae is called
chlorella. The blue-green color of spirulina comes from its high
chlorophyll and phycocyanin content which has been studied for potential
anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and antiviral properties. Spirulina is a
source of protein and some vitamins and minerals, namely iron. However,
it is a more expensive protein source than equivalent amounts of dietary
sources and it doesn’t take the place of fruits and vegetables in the diet.
Although this supplement contains vitamins and minerals, the amounts
are unknown. There is not enough scientific research on blue-green algae
to recommend it as an immune stimulant. Also, some spirulina products
are not tested for safety, and have been found to be contaminated with
microbes and/or heavy metals that can cause liver toxicity. Use of these
products is not recommended during any cancer treatment. �

Ellen Sweeney-Cordes, MS, RD, LDN
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…our knowledge about how
chemotherapy and radiation therapy
work leads us to predict that
antioxidants may interfere with
therapy.

“

Q:
Antioxidants during cancer treatment. Should I

take antioxidant supplements during my cancer treatment?

Antioxidant supplements, which would include vitamins A, C, and E, beta-
carotene, co-enzyme Q10, and minerals such as selenium, may interfere
with cancer treatments. The concern is that antioxidants may reduce
oxidizing free radicals created by the treatments and consequently reduce
the effectiveness of the therapy. There have been inconclusive studies in
this area but our knowledge about how chemotherapy and radiation
therapy work leads us to predict that antioxidants may interfere with
therapy.

Food sources of antioxidants are generally safe since it would be difficult
to consume a large enough amount of antioxidants from food sources, like
fruits and vegetables, to negatively impact treatments. A safe supplement
to take during therapy is a standard (Centrum type brand) multivitamin
which generally provides a safe amount and balance of nutrients. �

Katrina Claghorn, MS, RD
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It is clear PC-SPES does have
important effects on the prostate gland
that are not totally understood to date.
Because many treatment decisions are
based on the PSA blood test and PC-
SPES can cause a decrease in its level,
physicians must know when patients
are using this therapy.

“

Q:
PC-SPES herbal therapy for prostate cancer. Can

my dad take an herbal supplement such as PC-SPES for his
prostate cancer?

There are numerous herbal therapies that are promoted for prostate health
in the mass media. Some of these herbs include saw palmetto, PC-SPES,
and lycopene. PC-SPES is a combination herbal preparation of eight
different substances. It is not regulated by the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) because it is considered a food supplement and not a
medication. It contains chrysanthemum, Isatis, licorice, Ganoderma
lucidum, Panax pseudoginseng, Rabdosia rubescens, saw palmetto, and
Scutellaria. There is evidence that some of these compounds have similar
activity to the female hormone, estrogen. Licorice appears to stick to the
estrogen receptor sites on cells. Ginseng induces the expression of gene
products classically stimulated by estrogen.

An article published in the New England Journal of Medicine evaluated 8
patients taking PC-SPES. It was found that the herbal combination caused
the male sex hormone, testosterone, to decrease significantly in patients
taking the supplement. All patients had a decrease in the prostate specific
antigen (PSA) blood test that is used to screen and follow patients with
prostate cancer. Also, patients experienced loss of libido, breast swelling,
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and breast tenderness. These same side effects are found when males are
treated with medical doses of estrogen. Laboratory analysis of PC-SPES
showed the herbal combination has potent activity similar to estrogen in
yeast cells, mice, and humans.

It is clear PC-SPES does have important effects on the prostate gland that
are not totally understood to date. Clinical studies are currently ongoing
and more information is needed before PC-SPES can be recommended in
the treatment of prostate cancer. Because many treatment decisions are
based on the PSA blood test and PC-SPES can cause a decrease in its level,
physicians must know when patients are using this therapy. It is important
that physicians ask patients about the utilization of PC-SPES and patients
inform their health care provider about their utilization. No one wants the
wrong treatment recommendation because the physician was not informed
of all herbal therapies used by the patient. �

James M. Metz, MD
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Recent information has made lycopene
a hot topic, particularly for the
treatment of prostate cancer. It must
be mentioned, none of the studies
offer definitive proof that lycopene
should be used as a treatment for
prostate cancer.

“

Q:
Lycopene. Will lycopene help my prostate become

healthy again?

Lycopene is primarily derived from tomatoes and in the same family of
compounds as beta-carotene. It is considered a strong anti-oxidant. A
number of population-based studies have suggested increased tomato
intake or elevated blood lycopene levels may reduce the incidence of
prostate cancer, lung cancer, and stomach cancer. A recent review of the
literature on lycopene revealed 72 population-based studies have been
performed. Fifty-seven of these studies reported a lower risk of cancer with
increased intake of tomatoes or higher blood lycopene levels. Thirty-five of
these studies were considered significant by statistical analysis.

A recent study evaluated the blood levels of the five major carotenoids in
patients with prostate cancer and compared these levels to cancer-free
subjects of the same age. Lycopene was the only major anti-oxidant found
in significantly lower levels in the cancer patients than control subjects.
Plasma lycopene levels were strongly related to lower prostate cancer risk.
A preliminary study that was recently reported at a major scientific
meeting suggested lycopene may effect the growth of cancer cells.

This recent information has made lycopene a hot topic, particularly for the
treatment of prostate cancer. It must be mentioned, none of these studies
offer definitive proof that lycopene should be used as a treatment for
prostate cancer. Population based studies can only imply associations, and
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do not support a cause and effect relationship. Thus there is not enough
information available to make definitive recommendations on the
utilization of lycopene. Clinical research studies are ongoing to evaluate its
effectiveness in controlled clinical trials. However, there is no evidence
that increasing the intake of tomatoes or tomato-based products has a
detrimental effect on the health of patients.

Make sure to inform your physicians if you are taking or are considering
taking lycopene. There is evidence that lycopene may effect the prostate
specific antigen (PSA) blood test used in screening for prostate cancer. It is
important that physicians know when a patient is taking lycopene so that
proper decisions are made based on the PSA test results. �

James M. Metz, MD
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Q:
Saw palmetto. My dad has prostate cancer and

now my doctor has diagnosed me with benign prostate
hypertrophy. Can I take an herbal supplement such as saw
palmetto to help avoid prostate cancer?

Saw palmetto is an herbal therapy whose active ingredient comes from the
berries of the American dwarf palm. The plant thrives in the southeastern
United States and it was originally used by the Seminole Indians as a
medicine. Saw palmetto is most commonly recommended for the
treatment of benign prostatic hypertrophy (BPH), an enlarged prostate
gland.

A number of clinical trials have been performed to evaluate the
effectiveness of saw palmetto for control of the symptoms of BPH. A
systematic review and analysis of all prospective trials including saw
palmetto was reported in the Journal of the American Medical Association.
Although the scientific literature is limited due to variation in study
designs, short duration of follow-up, and reporting of scientific outcomes,
the evidence seems to favor some benefit to saw palmetto. Compared with
the common prescription medication prescribed for BPH, saw palmetto
showed similar improvement in urinary symptoms and urine flow with
few side effects. The exact mechanism of action is unknown, although
theories abound.

“ the evidence seems to favor some
benefit to saw palmetto. …it is prudent
to discuss the utilization of this
therapy with your physician
particularly in regards to the PSA
blood test.
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Saw palmetto comes as tablets, capsules, teas and berries. Although side
effects are rare, they may include high blood pressure, abdominal pain,
nausea, diarrhea, decreased sex drive, impotence, urinary retention and
headache. More scientific study is needed to fully evaluate the impact of
saw palmetto on the prostate specific antigen (PSA) blood test. Until
adequate data is available, it is prudent to discuss the utilization of this
therapy with your physician particularly in regards to the PSA blood test.
The PSA level should be measured by your physician before starting saw
palmetto to establish a baseline value. It must be emphasized; there is no
evidence that saw palmetto is effective in the treatment of prostate cancer.

It should always be remembered that any herbal treatment can interact
with conventional medications. This can cause alterations of blood levels
of prescribed medications and alter the effectiveness of these medications.
Also, the toxicities of conventional medications may be enhanced by an
herbal therapy. Always take time to discuss the utilization of
unconventional medications with your health care provider before starting
any therapy. �

James M. Metz, MD
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