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Evidence has accumulated in recent years to indicate that a significant factor
in the etiology of male infertility is a loss of sperm function as a consequence of
oxidative stress. This stress originates from the excessive generation of reactive
oxygen species by the spermatozoa and results in the peroxidation of unsaturated
fatty acids in the sperm plasma membrane. It is possible that reactive oxygen species
originating from leucocytes infiltrating the ejaculate at the moment of ejaculation could
also stress the spermatozoa, although the powerful antioxidant properties of seminal
plasma would counteract this source of damage. However, leucocytes infiltrating the
seminal compartment at the level of the rete testes or epididymis may be in a better
position to launch a free radical - mediated attack on the spermatozoa. Whatever
the source, the reactive oxygen species exhibit powerful negative correlations with the
movement characteristics of the spermatozoa and their capacity for sperm-oocyte fusion.
These findings have implication in terms of the fundamental cell biology of human
spermatozoa, the diagnosis of male infertility and the treatment of this condition.

In terms of diagnostics, the use of simple biochemical tests to detect pero-
xidative damage in human spermatozoa, the development of extremely sensitive
chemiluminescence assays to screen human sperm suspensions for ROS generation,
and the introduction of protocols for differentiating between leukocytes and sper-

matozoa as the source of oxidative stress are all of interest.
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If leukocyte contamination of the sperm preparations is 4 major source of
oxidative stress then the selective removal of these cells using magnetic beads is a
possible therapeutic option. Alternatively, anti-oxidants might be incorporated into the

IVF culture media.
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