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SHORT COMMUNICATION

Alkaloids of the Catharanthus Species of Sri Lanka

Some preliminary studiest

AL A, L. GunATiLAKA, H. M. U, SIRIWARDENE AND S, SOTHEESWARAN
Department of Chemistry, University of Sri FLanka, Peradeniya Campus.

Peradeniya, Sri Lanka.

AND

S. BALASUBRAMANIAM

Deparirnent of Botany, Uni versity of Sri Lanka, Peradeniya Campus,

Peradeniya, Srilanka.

(Paper accepled: 241l May 1976y

Catharanthus roseus (L) G. Don (family—Apocynaceac, Sinhala--Mint-mal, Tamil-—
Patti-poo, FEnglish—Madagascar Periwinkle) incorrectly called Vinca rosea is a
perennial terb or snbshrub endemic to Madagascar, and now widely cultivated and
naturalised in many tropical countries. In Sei Lanka it 15 a comunon weed in the
dry and in the wet zones at low clevations, especially on sandy soil in the coastal
sress.)  Three different forms of €. roscus have been reported;4 one with white
fowers and pale green stews, another form with rosc pink flowers and brown stems,
fiowers and pale green stems.  C. pusillies

and 2 third one with pink ceriercd white
(Muri) G. Don is an annual herb indigenous to Sri Lanka and fndia.  In Sri Lanka
it is o rather rare weed of cuitivated jand and has been recorded cxelusively from
Batticaloa and Jaffna districts.’

Catharanilius species are wefl known for thetr pharmaceutically  toporiang
allaloids.3  Vincaleukoblastine also called vinblastine (VLB) (1), & major alkaloid of
the Catharanthus species has been used in the treatment of fenkemia in children.?
A minor alkaleid, leurocristine 2lso known as vineristine (LCR) (T from these
species is more potent thao VLR and fotches about US$ 400,000 per kg in
the world market.2  Ajmalicine (AFM} (HI) and yincamine (V) (IV) are two other
useful atkaloids reported from these species.? Although the chemical transformation
of VLB to LCR is known, Catlaranthus species stif] remain the major source of these
valuable alkaloids.? Thus, the whole plant of C. roseus, at present, is exported by
local agents to drug manufacturers in Europe for the extraction of these alkaloids.
This practise has two obvious disadvantages. Uprooting the wholy plant as it is
done now would probably lead to total extinction of this species from Sri Lanka.
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8. Soethecswaran
The high fi s pald by the local agents for se ndmgt e dried plant material
to recipient countries is another disadvantage. A warenzss of these prompted us to
initiate work on these species with the hope of o 7‘-“ ining better returns from this
non-traditional export.  Gur preliminary studics reported herein conssitule an

assessment of the cost of extraction of the total alkaloidal rixture using locally
available solvents. A comparison of the alkoisid vields and compositions of ¢

roseus (all three forms) and those of € pueiliug has also been made,
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Difforent parts of the plants were subjected (o separate simall seate extractions wigh
chloroform and methanol, TLO exam mmmw of the crude extracts thus obtafed
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Alkaloids of Catharantius

examination of the alkaloid extract
Batticalos showed their alkalo 10 g ar. hhw., total ,mm’%r of
caloids i C. pusillus was found to be Jess th in . rosews.  Therefor
fusther processing of the alkaloid mixiure from C. pusilius would prove to be e
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Our preliminary work on C. roseis has led to two important findings. Firstly, it is
not 1_1(-:0&&13/ to uproot the whole plant in ordsr to extract the pharmaccutically
useful allcaloids. Instead, the plant can be cultivated and the leaves harvested at
periodic intervals as a ratoon crop. However, field trials are necded before makin g
any conclusions, especially to find out whether the alkaloid content diminishes over &
period of time. Secondly, the export of the crude alkaloidal extract which could
be obtained with locally available solvents wouid bring about a large reduction in
the cost of freight.

Ve have extended this study to the isolation of the individual alkaloids picsent in
1

the crude mixture with locally available solvents and facilities and the results of
this work will be reporisd elsewhere,
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