
A GROUP of Indian researchers, working
in collaboration with American scientists,
has found two new genes responsible for
nicotine addiction in zebrafish. This
genetic information could help them
develop a drug to cure nicotine addiction
in humans in future.

Earlier studies have shown
that an individual’s response
to nicotine — the addictive
ingredient in cigarettes and
other forms of tobacco — is
heavily dependent on their
genetic makeup.

Zebrafish — the colourful aquar-
ium species — is a goldmine of
genetic information that can be
used to understand pathways and
mechanisms of practically every
human disease from blindness to
coronary artery disease. 

“Tobacco addiction is a major
problem in India and we have
found a potential drug target to
tackle addiction to nicotine,”
said Sridhar Sivasubbu, scien-
tist at the Institute of Genomics
and Integrative Biology (IGIB)
in Delhi. 

“We used a new genetic muta-
tion technique to discover two
new genes that alter the nicotine
response in zebrafish. These
genes have a single human coun-
terpart, and one is a direct
potential target for developing a
tobacco-cessation drug,” said
Stephen Ekker of University of
Minnesota, who collaborated
with scientists at the IGIB.

Sivasubbu said the new ‘gene
trapping’ tool developed by the
IGIB team can be used to iden-
tify genetic mutations responsi-
ble for several other diseases as
well. “We have just demon-
strated it in the case of nicotine
addiction,” he added.

Results of this path breaking
research appeared in scientific
journal Proceedings of National
Academy of Science on Monday. 

Using the new technique
researchers looked for genetic
variations that may be responsi-
ble for altering an organism’s
physiological and behavioural
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Fighting ministers 
THERE are no
clear winners in
this battle of
attrition. The
Union rural
development
ministry is wit-
nessing a fight of
one-upmanship
between cabinet
minister C.P.
Joshi and his junior Pradeep Jain. 

Both claim to enjoy proximity to
Rahul Gandhi. So, when Jain recently
got a survey of some Bundelkhand
districts done and sent the findings to
the Prime Minister’s Office, Joshi won-
dered why a matter relating to the
National Rural Employment Guaran-
tee Scheme was kept away from him.
Incidentally, both ministers are said
to be obsessed with their parliamen-
tary constituencies of Bhilwara
(Joshi) and Jhansi (Jain).

Careful Rajendra 
THE TIMING is per-
fect. Eager to
avoid any contro-
versy, Rajendra
Shekhawat
recently arrived
in the Capital to
thank the Con-
gress brass only
after his mother
and President
Pratibha Patil went off on a tour to the
UK and Cyprus. 

The newly elected Member of Parlia-
ment (MP) from Amravati intends to
pay his respects to top Congress lead-
ers, including Sonia Gandhi, Manmo-
han Singh, Rahul Gandhi and A.K.
Antony, for keeping their faith in him
by giving him the ticket for the crucial
constituency. Significantly, Shekhawat
is undertaking his ‘thanks-giving mis-
sion’ just like any first-time MP would
do by keeping the Rashtrapati Bhawan
out of the picture.

Sonia is busy 
SONIA Gandhi is
nowadays busy
preparing for
Indira Gandhi’s
25th death
anniversary,
which falls on
October 31. 

Seriousness in
the AICC chief ’s
efforts to ensure
the arrange-
ments were perfect can be gauged
from the fact that she was busy deck-
ing up Mrs G’s bedroom at 1, Safdar-
jung Road even as Ashok Chavan,
Bhupinder Singh Hooda and Dorjee
Khandu were all waiting for her nod to
continue as chief ministers. Sonia
stayed put at what is now known as
the Indira Gandhi Memorial for over
three hours in the evening recently. 

In the meantime, her managers were
left to talk it out with the MLAs from
Maharashtra, Haryana and Arunachal
Pradesh. 

His tell-all tale
WILL SOM-
NATH Chatter-
jee’s forthcoming
book have the
same impact as
Jaswant Singh’s?
The expelled
CPM leader’s
book has gone to
print even as
uncertainty
looms over his
political future. 

In his memoir, Chatterjee is said to
have spilled a lot of beans, particularly
targeting CPM general  secretary
Prakash Karat. This comes at a time
the former Lok Sabha Speaker has
declined a Congress offer for a Rajya
Sabha nomination from the presiden-
tial quota. Manmohan Singh and
Pranab Mukherjee are, however, look-
ing for a suitable opening for him so
that he gets a post with the status of a
cabinet minister. 
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Genes define why
we crave nicotine

responses to nicotine. 
They genetically modified

zebrafish in such a way as to
predispose them to addiction
and lung cancer and the
impact of varying levels of
nicotine was studied. The
genetic screening system also
detected two previously
unidentified genetic varia-
tions — also present in
humans — that impacted
nicotine response in zebrafish. 

Ekker said, “The tobacco
epidemic is one of the most
preventable causes of death,
predicted to kill over one bil-
lion people in the 21st cen-
tury. The ability of people to
quit is in part a function of
their genetic makeup.”

The study is one of the
major application-oriented
works for scientists at the
Delhi institute who have
sequenced the full genome of

a wild zebrafish species
found in Assam and raised an
entire colony of this species. 

Zebrafish is a non-mam-
malian vertebrate and has
blood, eyes, heart, kidney
and other biological
processes that share many
common features with
humans. The zebrafish is a
valuable resource for identi-
fying genes involved in
human disease.

Sridhar Sivasubbu

LASER AID TO KICK THE BUTT
A NEW therapy promises to help you quit
smoking. The cold laser therapy, scien-
tists claim, will kick the urge out of you
in just 30 minutes.

The treatment has just been intro-
duced in New Delhi by the Society for
Holistic Advancement of Medicine
(Soham) along with the Laser Therapy of
America — a provider of smoking cessa-
tion, weight loss and laser therapy serv-
ices based in New Orleans, US.

Under the collaboration, four to five
clinics have already been opened in the
Capital. One such clinic is also being run
in Mumbai’s Nanavati Hospital.

The new therapy has a success rate of
85 to 95 per cent. People who respond to
the treatment never smoke again,” says
Dr Ravinder K. Tuli, who runs a clinic of
holistic medicine at Apollo Hospital. “We
will try to make the therapy cent per
cent successful by complementing it with

yoga and self-hypnosis,” Tuli adds.
About eight lakh people die of smok-

ing-related diseases every year in the
country. Though the majority of adult
smokers wish to give up smoking, only 2
per cent of them manage without a puff
for six months at a stretch.

“All conventional efforts have failed to
produce the desired result because
none of them aims at understanding the
underlying cause for man’s perpetual
desire for tobacco,” Tuli says.

The new therapy helps release feel-
good chemicals called endorphins in the
body and costs Rs 10,000 a smoker. It is
based on a traditional Chinese medical
practice and acupuncture. A smoker has
to sit through three sessions of about 40
minutes each. The second session takes
place two days after the first; the third
after a month.

Savita Verma in New Delhi

It will help find 
cure for addiction

By Dinesh C. Sharma in New Delhi


