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	CAT’S CLAW
Uncaria tomentosa (Willd)  D.C.
Rubiaceae
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What Is It?

Cat's Claw is a vine found in the Peruvian jungle where it is known as Uña de gato. (There should be a ~ over the n...the vicissitudes of the internet...) Part of the Rubiaceae family, it gets its name from two sharp thorns found at the base of the flower (Steinberg, 1994; Humoeller, 1995; Maxwell, 1990). The parts most commonly used are the inner bark or the root. Untrained harvesters of the root, however, wind up killing the plant and there is a great deal of concern that this will result in wiping out the species. In addition, the law in Peru apparently forbids harvesting of wild Cat's Claw root. (In botany and biology, plants and animals are given names based on a system of classification that goes from kingdom (plant or animal) through phylum, class, order, family genus, species and subspecies. Uncaria tomentosa is the genus and species name of Cat's Claw.)

The herb contains a number of chemicals, especially alkaloids. Alkaloids are chemical substances derived from plants that are alkaline (basic) in nature and when mixed with acids form salts that are used medicinally. Common examples include atropine, morphine, quinine and nicotine. The ones found in Cat's Claw are different. These alkaloids are thought to be the active ingredients that stimulate immune function in a variety of ways (see below).

Are There Deficiencies in HIV Infection?

This is not applicable to Cat's Claw.

Studies (Laboratory, Animal, Human)

Unfortunately, there are not a lot of studies involving people. The bulk of the research has been done in the test tube (in vitro). Test tube studies must always be taken with a grain of salt because their applicability to your body isn't always clear. The studies that have been done, however, suggest that the herb has cytostatic (stops cell growth), anti-inflammatory and contraceptive properties (Keplinger, 1982).


These initial test-tube studies have identified several active compounds that may explain some of the observed and claimed effects of the herb. The major class of chemicals is called indole alkaloids and include chemicals with names like isopteropodine (one of the most active), pteropodine, mitraphylline, isomitraphylline, rhynchophylline and isorhynchophylline (Laus, 1994).

Other compounds that may be influential include anthocyanidins (epicatechin) (Montenegro de Matta, Il Farmaco), polyphenols, plant sterols like beta-sitosterol, stigmasterol and campsterol (Anonymous, Nutraceutical Research Dept., 1995), as well as other novel antioxidants known as triterpenes (Aquino, 1990). (See the Information Sheets on Bioflavonoids and Quercetin). Another chemical is quinovic acid glycosides, which may have antiviral effects (Cerri, 1988). This chemical has also been isolated from a similar species, U. guianensis (Yépez-P, 1991). These alkaloids, aside from having biological activity, can also be used to identify the exact species of Uncaria and thus may be useful as a quality control check by high-quality companies.

Studies suggest that these compounds have activity in nonspecifically modulating immune function (Keplinger, 7/4/89). One observed effect is improvement in the ability of immune cells called macrophages to engulf infecting agents (known as improved phagocytosis). This may be due in part to observed increases in numbers of monocytes and histiocytes (in the test tube). Isopteropodine was found to have the strongest activity in increasing macrophage phagocytosis (55% increase at a concentration of 10-4 mg/ml). In contrast, alkaloids derived from other plants required higher concentrations in order to achieve the same degree of improved phagocytosis. These concentrations 

were cytotoxic (killed the cells) (Wagner, 1987).


Other test tube studies have examined the degree to which the various oxindolic alkaloids could inhibit mutagenesis (the mutation or alteration of genes that could result in cancer). Part of the experiment involved giving a tea to two healthy men (both 35), one of whom was a smoker, the other a nonsmoker. The smoker had been smoking around 20 cigarettes a day for about 15 years. (The usual dose for the tea is 3 tablespoons, 3 times a day). They took urine samples from each man before, during and for a few weeks after stopping use of the tea. They then took concentrates from their urine. While there were no mutagenic compounds originally present in the nonsmokers' urine, there were in the smoker's. These were significantly inhibited by the tea over the course of therapy. However, other studies by the same group also showed that beta-carotene had a more powerful effect in inhibiting the development of cancerous cells than any of the Cat's Claw alkaloids. The strongest inhibition was achieved with an extract that was obtained by mixing the herb with methanol (59%). A water-based extraction technique achieved a 50% inhibition. In contrast, beta-

carotene achieved a 68% inhibition (Rizzi, 1993).

In another study, other chemicals from the plants (triterpenes) were tested for their ability to reduce inflammation. Rats were fed the equivalent of 2 g/kg of root bark that had been successively extracted with either methanol, ethanol or water. Their paws were then inflamed by carageenan injections. They noticed that some of the extracts (isopteropodine in particular) had good activity in reducing the inflammatory response (Aquino, 1991).

One disturbing note: An analysis of the levels of isopteropodine and pteropodine in plants picked in sequential years showed a wide variability in concentration of the chemical. Over the years, the concentration of active ingredients declined. This calls into question the ability of marketers of products to assure potency (Laus, 1994). In addition, those companies that cultivate the plant to harvest roots legally seem to be finding lower potency.

Clinical observations are primarily anecdotal, although there is one small study in PWHIV. A handful of physicians have been using Cat's Claw to treat a variety of ailments. Klaus Keplinger, an early proponent for both the use of Cat's Claw and the need for further clinical research, has reported some influence in asthma and some cancers (Keplinger, Der Krallendorn Tee). One HIV+ patient with KS, Erich Benninger, who was featured in several Austrian newspaper articles for the reduction of his lesions as an apparent result of taking Cat's Claw, has since died of AIDS.

In one small study among 44 HIV+ people (including 10 women), 31 were evaluable, with only 14 providing consistent data. The study was conducted by a company called Immodal using their extract from the roots they call Krallendorn (known as Saventaro in the United States). Forty-one received capsules, 2 were treated with drops and one with tea. Various dosages were used ranging from an equivalent of 20 mg per day (36 people) to 60 mg (4 patients). All the participants had never used AZT or other antiretrovirals, nor had any begun using prophylaxis. Some people started to take AZT during the treatment and a comparison was made between them and those who stayed on the herb alone. The initial increase in T cells for people on AZT and Saventaro washed out after four months, with those on Saventaro alone seeing a moderate, sustained increase in CD4+ cells. Overall, initial T-cell increases did not occur until after four to six months of use and were similar for people at all stages of infection ("CDC 1 to 3"). There was some improvement or stabilization noted in CD4 counts out to five years of study, after which the benefits waned. 

The study suggested that the herb was indeed nonspecific in that the increases were seen in both CD4 and CD8 counts. Immune activation markers were not, however, strongly influenced; neopterin stayed elevated at pathophysiological levels. Although the already high levels did not get worse, they did not improve either. In this study, an extract from the root was used. On the positive side, levels of IgG, abnormally high at baseline, were reduced to the high end of the reference range. Levels of IgA and IgM were unaffected (Anonymous, Immodal information booklet on Krallendorn for doctors and pharmacists, written before 1995; SaventaroTM, Special Information, September 1995). Obviously, this having been a company-sponsored trial, independent investigations on the effects of Cat's Claw would help to define its effects in PWHIV, if any.

The company also studied the effects of Cat's Claw in treating herpes simplex (17 people) and herpes zoster (20 people). They used a topical preparation amounting to 4.0 grams per kilogram once per day. Four people with zoster received more frequent administrations (every two hours while they were awake). For the simplex sufferers, pain was alleviated in 14 of the 17 by the third day, and by the 17th day, healing was complete in all patients. In the zoster group, after 5 days of treatment, 14 of 16 were free of subjective symptoms while after 13 days of therapy, 15 of the 16 had all lesions healed. In the group of four given the higher (more frequent) dose, pains were greatly reduced after the first day and all four were free of pain after three days. By the fifth day, scabs were forming in all who had pustulent lesions (SaventaroTM, Special Information, September 1995). These studies must be replicated by groups who do not hold a financial interest in the product.

What Does Cat's Claw Do? How Does It Work in HIV Infection?

One of the basic features of Cat's Claw, since it contains fibrous material, is its ability to clear and cleanse the digestive tract (Steinberg, 1994). However, it may be better (and cheaper) to simply use a fiber supplement.

Its immune-modulating effects are characterized by its ability to improve macrophages' ability to phagocytose (eat) foreign material (Wagner, 1985). This may help the body's efforts in fending off some opportunistic infections

To date, few data support the notion that Cat's Claw has any benefit for people infected with HIV.


Historical/Traditional Use

Natives of the Peruvian Amazon jungle, primarily the Ashaninka tribe, have used the bark of the herb in their traditional pharmacopoeia for hundreds, possibly thousands, of years. The herb has been used to treat arthritis, gastritis, cancer and certain epidemic diseases. What efficacy it has for these is unclear (Steinberg, 1994; Humoeller, 1995; Maxwell, 1990).
Anecdotal/Informal Community Use

One publicized case concerns a German man named Erich Benninger. The study suggested he experienced improved energy and a reduction in the size of KS lesions. As mentioned above, however, he has since died. No further follow up data on other treated individuals have been released; however, we will keep you apprised as data are released.

Is It Toxic?

By and large, the answer appears to be no. While it has only been used for a few years, the clinical study saw no adverse effects on blood values (liver enzymes, red blood cells and so forth). There was one possible effect in one person who suffered rather severe acne on his shoulder. However, it was not clear whether this was caused by the herb. Two patients in the study of PWHIV described above saw increased levels of uric acid. Further toxicology studies and side-effect monitoring is, of course, warranted. One researcher who has focused on this herb, Klaus Keplinger, suggests that individuals with autoimmune disorder NOT take Cat's Claw (Anonymous--translation of summary of elements of Krallendorn information for doctors and pharmacists).

Animal studies in mice show that the herb is only toxic at ridiculously high concentrations (i.e., 16 g/kg). Nonetheless, these studies serve as a caution not to overdo. This is particularly true for people with hemophilia, low platelet counts or low blood pressure. The herb has been shown to inhibit platelet aggregation and thrombosis, as well as reduce blood pressure. In addition, while the herb itself is generally safe, it may be contaminated with bacteria or fungi. Reputable companies will assay their product to prevent such contamination, which, for someone with a suppressed immune system, could be fatal. Finally, it is advised that pregnant and lactating women not use Cat's Claw.

What Are the Best Forms?

As mentioned in the introduction, the best part of the plant to use (in order to preserve the species from extinction) is the inner bark. It is not clear, however, if there is any greater concentration of active alkaloids (particularly isopteropodine) in the roots versus the bark. Saventaro (Krallendorn; made by Immodal) uses cultivated roots, which, while protecting the wild versions, may be less potent. Others claim, however, that much of what is sold on the market is mostly just wood--and therefore inactive--and that many products are not fully assayed against possible bacterial contaminants.
While many manufacturers sell straight Cat's Claw inner bark, others have concentrated Cat's Claw bark into a stronger extract. These concentrated forms have numbers and a colon (:) between them, like 4:1, which means it took four pounds of plain herb to make one pound of concentrated extract. Common sense suggests that these more concentrated forms are stronger; however, as of this writing linda vida has not yet assayed any of its Cat's Claw products for either potency or purity (contamination), though we do plan on doing so in the near future.

What Questions Remain?

What is the impact of the herb on viral loads? Since cancers are supposedly an indication for Cat's Claw use, is lymphoma a candidate? Is Cat's Claw a meaningful addition to an overall protocol for HIV+ people? A more rigorous clinical study would be necessary to assess the impact of Cat's Claw on viral symptoms, immunological profile and viral dynamics. Thus, many questions remain.


What Forms and Product Types Does Linda Vida Sell and Why?

One of the big problems with the supplement industry is the lack of adequate quality controls and, sometimes, outright fraud. That is, what it says is in the bottle ain't. In researching various purveyors, questions were raised regarding quality control and the ability of those employing lab techniques to establish the potency of the herb as well as to confirm its identity (sometimes providers pick the wrong thing). All these concerns figured into the decision of which product[s] Linda Vida sells.

We have decided to sell thirty two products from reliable suppliers, and we will be assaying these products in the near future for both purity and potency. One is supposedly stronger than the other, since it is a concentrated 4:1 extract. The plain Cat's Claw product comes from Peruvian Rainforest Botanicals in a 300 mg capsule. 

How Should I Take Cat's Claw?

Some research suggests that the herb needs to be taken when there is plenty of hydrochloric acid in the gut. Given that many people with HIV have reduced amounts of this acid (hypochlorhydria), it may be wise to take it with a supplement of enzymes that contains betaine hydrochloride. There are tests you may use to determine if you have reduced hydrochloric acid levels in your stomach.

As is suggested elsewhere, taking highly acidic supplements like vitamin C (ascorbic acid form) or N-acetyl-cysteine (NAC), along with the Cat's Claw, may offset low stomach acidity that occurs in some people with HIV. These acidic compounds can help increase Cat's Claw's absorption as well.


Cat's Claw is commonly taken as a capsule in different contry; however, it may also be consumed as a tea. We don't really know if there is a "right" dose and can only provide you with the manufacturers' suggested dosing. For the plain Cat's Claw from Peruvian Rainforest Botanicals, the suggested dose is 1-3 capsules, three times daily.

Here are the instructions for making the bulk, cut and sifted Cat's Claw tea: Take one six-ounce bag and place the contents in a glass or ceramic pan with three liters of water (1 liter = 1.057 quarts). Bring water to a low boil and let simmer for 45 minutes. Turn off stove, cover and let stand for 12 hours. Pour off liquid into glass container(s) and refrigerate. Take three tablespoons (1 ounce) three times per day (every eight hours). This should be enough tea for a two-week supply for one person.

How Do I Find Out More? General Comments Section

There are a variety of publications that discuss this herb in more detail. However, there is little in the way of peer-reviewed journal papers. The research consulted for the writing of this paper is 

summarized below.
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