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Red wine but not ethanol at low doses can protect against the
toxicity of methamphetamine
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The goal of this study was twofold: (a) to search for possible interactive effects between two
common drugs of abuse, ethanol and methamphetamine. b) To inquire whether any effects
of ethanol could be replicated using an equivalent amount of ethanol in the form of red
wine. Adultmale C57/6 Nmice received 2% ethanol for 8 weeks in drinkingwater or redwine
diluted to yield the same ethanol content. On the 9th week animals received multiple
injections of methamphetamine (4×10 mg/kg, ip, every 2 h). They were then sacrificed 72 h
after treatment. Methamphetamine produced a significant depletion of dopamine and
DOPAC in the striatum. Treatment with both ethanol and methamphetamine led to a
reduction of striatal dopamine and DOPAC that were both non-significantly greater than
that observed with methamphetamine alone. Alcohol alone produced no changes in the
striatal content of dopamine or its metabolite, DOPAC. These data suggest that low doses of
alcohol potentiate methamphetamine-induced neurotoxicity in mice and that this
combination may be especially detrimental to the brain. However, an equivalent dose of
ethanol in the form of red wine actually partially protected against methamphetamine-
induced depletion of dopamine and DOPAC in red wine treated mice. This implies the
presence of other agents in redwine, whichmaymitigate the toxicity ofmethamphetamine.
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1. Introduction

Alcohol has been in commonuse for severalmillennia and has
been widely misused. The relationship between alcohol
consumption with various diseases has been explored for
decades. In early seventies several French scientists published
a series of epidemiological studies showing the beneficial
effects of wine consumption and the lowering of heart disease
what they described as “French Paradox” (Das et al., 1999).
Most, biochemical studies in the literature concerning alcohol

have used moderate to high doses to better understand its
mechanism of action. There are some reports suggesting that
at a low concentration, alcohol may be beneficial by detoxi-
fication of oxidant free radicals (Constant, 1997). However, at
high concentrations it can act as a pro-oxidant by various
means including induction of the mixed function oxidase
CYP2E1 (Wu and Cederbaum, 2005), and formation of perox-
ynitrite (Yang et al., 2008).

In the scientific literature studies generally explore the
effect of a single drug on a given system. However, in the real
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world, drug abusers often use several drugs in conjunction.
Alcohol is commonly used together with other drugs of abuse
(Kenna et al., 2007a,b). Methamphetamine is an increasingly
major drug of abuse (Klein-Schwartz & McGrath, 2003;
Yacoubian et al., 2003). This agent also causes neurotoxicity
in rodents and nonhuman primates (Krasnova and Cadet,
2009; Yamamoto et al., 2010). It produces its neurotoxicity by
depleting the DA concentration, the number of high affinity
DA uptake sites and in the activity of tyrosine hydroxylase
(TH) in striatum (Villemagne et al., 1998; Volz et al., 2007).
Methamphetamine-induced neurotoxicity may in part be due
to the generation of pro-oxidant free radicals (Ali et al., 1993;
Itzak and Ali, 2006). Therefore, the present studywas designed
to determine whether extended low level exposure to either
pure ethanol or ethanol in the form of red wine could
attenuate or potentiate METH-induced neurotoxicity.

2. Results

The volume of fluid consumed by each mouse group did not
differ significantly and was 4.2–4.5 ml/mouse/day. Thus in the
case of the mice drinking diluted ethanol or red wine, daily
ethanol consumption was 2.7±0.2 g/kg body weight. The body
weights of the mice in each group were unaffected by
treatment. Chronic exposure to alcohol produced no signifi-
cant changes in dopamine or DOPAC concentration in the
striatum. As expected, methamphetamine produced a signif-
icant depletion of DA and its metabolite DOPAC in the
striatum. When ethanol was present in the drinking water,
the methamphetamine-induced depletion was not signifi-
cantly altered although there was a non-significantly larger
effect of methamphetamine on both dopamine and DOPAC
levels. When the same dose of ethanol was administered in
the form of red wine, a significant protective effect upon the
catecholamine depletion was found (Figs. 1, 2). No effects of
ethanol or red wine were found on levels of serotonin or HIAA,
indices of serotonergic integrity (data not shown).

3. Discussion

These findings imply that there are components of red wine
that can act in a neuroprotectivemanner if administered prior
to methamphetamine dosing. This active component is not
ethanol. However, it has previously been reported that high
but not low doses of ethanol can attenuate methamphet-
amine-induced dopamine depletion (Yu et al., 2002).

Red wine contains a large range of polyphenolic and
flavonoid compounds (Croft, 1998; Sun et al., 2002) and it
remains to be determined whether the protective agent is
related to resveratrol. Resveratrol can attenuate the effect of
acute MPTP treatment, in depleting dopamine and its metabo-
lites (Blanchet et al., 2008) and can retard the development of
Parkinsonian symptoms following administration of 6-hydro-
xydopamine (Jin et al., 2008). Direct comparison with our
findings is difficult since the study of Blanchet employed
doses of resveratrol several order of magnitude greater that
those found in red wine. Furthermore, red wine contains a
varietyof flavonoids inaddition to resveratrol. Inorder to further
define the potentially protective properties of physiological
levels of resveratrol, it would be useful to compare the effects of
red wine with those of white wine and of red grape juice.

The dopamine system is likely to be the common target of
bothmethamphetamine and ethanol toxicity and its disruption
may form the basis of addiction (Rothman et al., 2000).
Dopaminergic neuronsmay also forma significant site of action
for the neuroprotective effects of resveratrol. In fact, resveratrol
protects dopamine neurons from a wide range of neurotoxic
agents (Okawara et al., 2007). That the effects of redwine and an
aqueous solution with the same ethanol content are markedly
differentare emphasizedby two reports that redwine is actually
protective against ethanol-Induced oxidative stress in rat liver
(Kasdallah-Grissa et al., 2007; Assunção et al., 2009).

This report underscores the need for a polypharmacologi-
cal approach in the study of drugs of abuse. While this makes
the elucidation of underlying mechanisms more difficult, it
can uncover unexpected drug interactions, which are most
relevant to the societal clinical needs surrounding drug abuse.

Fig. 1 – Effect of ethanol or red wine upon methamphetamine-induced dopamine depletion in the mouse striatum. Groups of
mice (n=16) received water (control), 2% ethanol or 2% ethanol as diluted red wine. After 9 weeks half of each group was
subjected to an acute methamphetamine challenge. *Differs from value for corresponding animals not injected with
methamphetamine. #Differs from value for water-drinking mice injected with methamphetamine (p<0.05).
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