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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Marine bioprospection: what means?!

Marine bioprospection is a term that usually refers to question: what is this? When we speak about

prospecting , we usually think about ‘searching  for petroleum’, isn’t it?! T his ind uced  analog y should  g iv e

prid e to B raz ilians, after all to associate with one of larg est companies of oil ex ploration, the P etrobras, is

not a small thing . With the same meaning , althoug h with a d istinct focus, marine bioprospection means to

prospect (probe) the marine env ironment (or aquatic, in a broad  sense) for liv ing  org anisms with potential

to new d iscov eries and /or applications. A s ex ample of this prospecting  resulted  in a commercial prod uct:

the z id ov ud ine or az id othymid ine (A Z T ), used  in A ID S  treatment. T his med icine has synthetic d eriv ates

that, orig inally, were isolated  from marine spong es, in the 1 9 5 0  d ecad e. A nother case that has culminated

in a well known prod uct was the d ev elopment of cephalosporin, an antibiotic prod uced  by the fung us�������	��
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, prospected  and  isolated  of the S ard eg na S ea, Italy. Marine bioprospection

has alread y stimulated  the mod ern biotechnolog y d ev elopment, by the d iscov ery of thermophile bacteria

prospected  of v olcanic waters. T hese microorg anisms synthesiz e the necessary enzymes for the optimiz ation

of one of the most utiliz ed  techniques in molecular biolog y, the polymerase chain reaction (P C R ). T he

conotox ins, found  in marine g astropod s of the g enus 
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, represent such a larg e d iv ersity of peptid es

that in this sense they hav e been comparated  to plant alkaloid s and  to second ary metabolites of

microorg anisms. S ome of these tox ins, which hav e been stud ied  for the last 3 0  years, hav e alread y been

commercializ ed . T his is the case of the z iconotid e (P rialt® E lan P harmaceuticals, Inc.), the first intrathecal

analg esic approv ed  in U nited  S tates. S ince the d iscov ery of morphine, 2 0 0  years ag o, nothing  similar to it

had  been d ev eloped . T he z iconotid e has therapeutic effects to chronic and  sev ere pain, includ ing  patients

in which the morphine d id  not result in the d esired  effect, ev en when ad ministrated  in areas near to the

marrowbone. T hus, in spite of the marine bioprospection to contributing  only to a small section of world

market in biotechnolog y (7 %  of the biotechnolog y companies of the U nited  S tates are related  to marine

biotechnolog y), it has prod uced  g reat contributions to med icine, ag riculture, natural prod ucts chemistry

and  env ironmental bioremed iation. O nly one more observ ation; when these researches were d ev eloped

nobod y could  imag ine the unfold ing s and  applications of these d iscov eries. T herefore, follow us stud ying

the tox ins, the microorg anisms, the lectins, the polymers as chitosan and  d eriv ates, the P U F A s (polyunsaturated

fatty acid s), the antiv iral, the antitumorals, the bioremed iators of nitrobenzene, petroleum an other polluents,

the carotenoid s …  and  that from the ocean, a source of wealth that hasn’t been properly tapped , we can

learn to prospect solutions to problems such as d esnutrition and  the cure to d iseases that until at now are

incurable.
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