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Introduction

Introduction

Qat (or Khat) is a plant grown mainly in East Africa and
Southwest Arabia. It has intoxicating effects when the leaves and
bark are chewed. Main areas of commercial cultivation have
traditionally been in Yemen, Ethiopia and Kenya.Qat is legal in a
few countries like Yemen, Somalia, Ethiopia, and Tanzania, but is
restricted in many countries under a misuse of drug act. Qat
contains more than 40 alkaloids, glycosides, tannins, amino acids,

vitamins and minerals ( Halbach,1972).

It has pleasurable central stimulant properties, which are
commonly believed to improve work capacity and counteract
fatigue. Early clinical observations had suggested that gat has
amphetamine-like properties, and subsequent chemical analysis
confirmed that the fresh leaves contain alkaloids
(phenylalkylamines) such as cathine and cathinone, the latter
being structurally related and pharmacologically similar to
amphetamine. The main effect of khat is an increase in energy,

alertness and a feeling of relaxation ( Kalix,1990).
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A number of other constituents, including cathidine, eduline
and ephedrine, have been identified, but it is unlikely that any of
these, except tannin, play a role in khat’s effects ( Giannini et al.,
1986).

The effects of qat on the cardiovascular system are a source
of growing concern. A work on Yemeni healthy adult volunteers
provided evidence that qat chewing produced a significant rise in
arterial systolic and diastolic blood pressure and pulse rate. The
peak effect on the arterial blood pressure and pulse rate was
reached three hours after starting to chew, followed by a decline
one hour after spitting out the leaves. These changes run parallel
with the changes in plasma cathinone levels during and after qat

chewing ( Halket et al., 1995).

Similar blood pressure changes have also been observed in
smaller numbers of subjects when pure cathinone in gelatine
capsule was taken orally. These observations support the
suggestion that cathinone is the constituent that is mainly
responsible for the increasing arterial blood pressure and pulse
rate parameters during qat chewing. The likely mechanism is the
release of  catecholamines (such as noradrenaline) from

presynaptic storage sites mimicking stimulation of the
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sympathetic nervous system (sympathomimetic).( Hassan et

al.,2005).

The effect of gat chewing on blood pressure and cardiac
rhythm among Yemeni patients with hypertension and ischaemic
heart disease was explored using 24 hour ECG Holter monitoring
and ambulatory blood pressure monitoring. The study showed the
expected progressive increase in blood pressure and heart rate and
abnormalities developed on the ECG in 20% of patients with
1schaemic heart disease (Al-Motarreb et al., 2002).
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CHAPTER 1
Qat (khat)

HISTORY

Qat is the name generally used for Catha edulis, a

dicotyledonous evergreen shrub of the family Celastraceae
(Kennedy, 1987) [also spelled gat, kat, cat or ghat; The
Amharas call it ‘tchat’ and the Gallas ‘Jimma’; in Kenya
khat is known as ‘miraa’; Qat is probably the most correct
transliteration of the Arabic word | (Al-Hebshi and Skaug ,
2005).

The first scientific description of Qat as Catha
edulis was in Flora Aegyptiaco-Arabia by the Swedish
botanist Peter Forskal, who died in Arabia in 1768 (Peters,
1952). Qat was thought to be the only representative of the
genus Catha (Paris & Moyse, 1958), however, Revri in
1983 showed that the genus contains another member,

Catha spinosa, which is found only in Yemen.




