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Abstract. Telomeres are distinctive structures, composed
of a repetitive DNA sequence and associated proteins,
which enable cells to distinguish chromosome ends from
DNA double-strand breaks. Telomere alterations, caused
by replication-mediated shortening, direct damage or de-
fective telomere-associated proteins, usually generate
chromosomal instability, which is observed in senescence
and during the immortalization process. In cancer cells,
this chromosome instability could be extended by their
ability to ‘repair’ chromosomes and terminate in break-fu-

sion-bridge cycles. Dysfunctional telomeres can be healed
by activation of telomerase or by the ‘alternative mecha-
nism’ of telomere lengthening. Activation of such telom-
ere maintenance mechanisms may help to preserve the
integrity of chromosomes even if they play a role in chro-
mosomal instability. This review focuses on molecular
processes involved in telomere maintenance and chromo-
somal instability associated with dysfunctional telomeres
in mammalian cells.
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Introduction

Telomeres are specialized DNA-protein structures located
at the ends of linear chromosomes. In mammalian cells,
the telomeric sequence is a repetition of a hexanucleotide
motif, TTAGGG, which serves multiple functions, in-
cluding prevention of fusion or degradation of chromo-
somes and facilitating chromosome segregation. In normal
somatic human cells, the telomere length progressively
shortens, and the cell population eventually undergoes
senescence. At this stage, chromosomal instability is
maximal and characterized by great number of telomeric
fusions. Although most cells die, the rare cells that have
bypassed crisis are generally aneuploid, senescence ex-
press telomerase activity, have a stable telomere length
[1] and can potentially divide indefinitely. The protection
and maintenance of human chromosome ends require the
function of two related factors, TRF1 and TRF2, and sev-
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eral interacting proteins. Components of the nonhomolo-
gous end-joining (NHEJ) DNA repair system may also be
implicated in telomere protection. The loss of chromoso-
mal integrity is attributed either to a functionally ‘un-
capped’ state of the telomeres or when telomeres reach a
threshold length in the absence of telomerase activity [2]
and lead to the formation of chromosomal abnormalities
(CAs), a general characteristic of cancer [3]. Active telom-
erase, which adds TTAGGG repeats, plays a role in al-
lowing cell proliferation in most human cancer cells, but
an alternative mechanism (ALT) of telomere lengthening,
probably via homologous recombination and copy switch-
ing, also seems to be involved [4].

Proteins and telomere maintenance
Telomeric DNA and telomere-specific binding proteins

both play an essential role in stabilizing chromosome ends
by forming a cap structure which protects chromosomes
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from degradation and terminal fusions [5]. In mammals,
telomeric DNA located at the extremity of chromosomes
exhibits a 3” overhang. This single-strand DNA has been
shown to form a T-loop structure by invading the double-
stranded region of the telomeric DNA [6]. The T-loop
model provides the sequestration of the G-strand over-
hang, which could otherwise activate DNA damage
checkpoints and DNA repair enzymes. Formation and sta-
bilization of this structure are dependent on telomeric pro-
teins such as TRF1 and TRF2 and, as more recently de-
scribed, on proteins implicated in the general repair
machinery (table 1). Disruption of telomere function re-
sults in formation of dicentric chromosomes and other ab-
normalities created through end-to-end fusions [7]. In
senescent and in tumor cells, dicentric chromosomes,
rings and sister chromatid fusions are correlated with crit-
ically short telomeres [8]. Much evidence suggests that
the status of the telomeric complex, as well as the length
of telomeric sequence, is crucial for chromosomal stabil-

ity [2].

Table 1. Telomere-associated proteins identified in mammalian cells.

Telomeres and chromosomal instability

Telomerase

In most eukaryotes replenishment of telomeres is carried
out by a nuclear ribonucleoprotein called telomerase
which adds simple telomeric sequences onto preexisting
3’ overhangs [9, 10]. In human cells, this reverse tran-
scriptase is constituted by a catalytic component (W"TERT)
associated with an RNA subunit h(TR). The hTR subunit
is ubiquitously expressed, whereas hTERT is only ex-
pressed in embryonic stem (ES) cells and germ cells. The
observation that 90% of tumors exhibit telomerase activ-
ity emphasizes that the lengthening of telomeres by telom-
erase is the process preferentially used to maintain the
proliferative potential of cells. Some evidence, however,
points to a role of telomerase in chromosome end protec-
tion which is independent of its ability to effect telomere
elongation. Human fibroblasts and endothelial cells ec-
topically expressing telomerase reverse transcriptase can
bypass replicative senescence despite a lack of telomere
elongation [11, 12]. Recent experiments, using a new
telomerase antibody, report for the first time that hTERT
is active in normal human fibroblasts during their transit
through S phase [13]. This hTERT activity suggests that
telomerase and telomere structure are dynamically regu-

Name Localization/interaction Functions at telomeres Gene localization ~ References
Specific telomeric proteins
Telomerase direct interaction with TTAGGG overhang  telomere elongation 5pl15.33 69
Potl binds specifically to the G-rich strand of telomere-length maintenance 7 70
telomeric DNA telomere protection
TRF1 present in T loops and in APBs negative regulator of telomere length 8ql13 71,72
double-stranded TTAGGG repeats binding  (dependent on telomerase)
TRF2 present in T loops and in APBs negative regulator of telomere length 16q22.1 6,44,73
double-stranded TTAGGG repeats binding  (independent on telomerase)
chromosomal integrity maintance
TANK1/2 putative localization at telomeres TRF1 ribosylation 8p23.1/10q23.3 28,29
through its interaction with TRF1 positive regulator of telomere length
TIN2 TRF1-binding protein positive regulator of telomere length 14ql11.2 24,74
RAP1 TRF2-binding protein telomere length regulator 16 75
associated with APBs
PINX1 TRF1/Pin2-interacting protein potent telomerase inhibitor 8p23 22
Nonspecific telomeric proteins
Ku70/Ku86  found associated to telomeric repeats negative regulator of telomere length 2q35/22ql1-g-q13 7678
role in telomere capping
DNA-PKcs direct or indirect telomeric DNA association capping and putative postreplicative 8qll 57,79
telomeres processing role
Rad50/ DNA-repair complex that binds TRF2 putative role in T-loop stabilization 5q31/8q21.3/11q21 49, 80-83
NSB/MREI11 associated with APBs
Rad51 APB localization in ALT cells putative role in telomere maintance by ~ 15q15.1 84, 85
HR in ALT cells
WRN/BLM  binds 3" overhang telomere structure maintance 8pl12-pl11.2/15q26.1 86, 87
physically interacts with TRF2
P53 single-strand overhang binding T-loop putative role in telomere structure 17p13.1 88, 89
junction in vitro maintenance apoptosis signaling
pathway
ATM TRFl-interacting protein signaling of telomere-mediated 11g22-3 90,91

function
telomere chromatin structure
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lated. Therefore, telomerase binding at telomeres, rather
than bulk telomere elongation per se, might protect very
short telomeres from recognition as damaged DNA.

TRF1 and associated proteins

In mammalian telomeres, two TTAGGG repeat binding
factors, TRF1 and TRF2, have been discovered [14, 15]. In
vitro, both TRF proteins bind to double-stranded telomeric
DNA through a conserved myb domain located in their
carboxy-terminal domains, but they differ in their N ter-
mini rich in either acidic residues (TRF1) or basic
residues (TRF2). TRF1 and TRF2 negatively regulate
telomere length. Overexpression of TRF1 or TRF2 in vivo
induces a gradual decline in telomere length [16, 17]. The
formation of the T loop was proposed to involve both
TRF1 and TRF2. TRF1 has the ability to induce binding
and pairing of duplex telomeric DNA [18], whereas
TRF2 induces the invasion of the 3" overhang into duplex
telomeric DNA [6]. Thus, the T-loop-based mechanism for
telomere protection would predict that both TRF1 and
TRF2 are crucial for length homoeostasis of human
telomeres.

TRF1 prevents access of telomerase to the telomeres. Ex-
pression of a dominant-negative allele of TRF1 leads to
telomere elongation [16]. In this system, TRF1 does not
affect telomerase activity, and according to the current
model, a large amount of telomeric protein would be re-
cruited on long telomeres, blocking telomerase-mediated
elongation and thus leading to a decrease in telomere
length. A similar model has been proposed for telomere
length homeostasis in yeast [19]. Recent chromatin im-
munoprecipitation (ChIP) experiments showed that
TRF1 interacts with a single-strand telomeric DNA-bind-
ing protein: POT1 (protection of telomeres 1). A mutant
form of POT1 abrogates TRF1-mediated control of telom-
ere length and induces rapid and extensive telomere elon-
gation. TRFI1 binding at telomeres increases the
POT1 binding on single-stranded DNA, which could se-
quester telomere terminus and thus block telomerase from
elongating the telomeric DNA. Alternatively, POT1 can
interact with the base of the T loop and could stabilize
telomeres in a closed conformation [20]. However, an-
other group showed that overexpression of different vari-
ants of POT1 leads to telomere elongation by telomerase
[21]. They propose that POT1 could displace the T loop
and might allow telomerase access to the 3’ ends of human
telomeres. A TRF1/Pin2 interacting factor is PinXl,
which has been shown to interact with hTERT and mod-
ulate its activity directly [22]. Pin2 is the 20-amino acid-
deleted isoform of TRFI and is more abundant than
TRF1 in the cell [23]. PinX1 represents a novel class of
proteins that can regulate telomerase activity. Indeed,
overexpression of PinXl1 inhibits telomerase activity,
shortens telomeres and induces crisis. Moreover, depletion
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of PinX1 increases tumorigenicity in nude mice, suggest-
ing that PinX1is a putative tumor suppressor [22].
TRF1 function is regulated by TIN2 and two homologous
proteins, TANK1 and TANK?2. Binding of TRF1 to telom-
eric repeat sequences is enhanced by TIN2. A mutation in
TIN2 protein leads to telomere elongation, suggesting that
TIN2 is a negative regulator of telomere length [24].
TANK1 and TANK?2 have a poly(ADP-ribose) polymerase
(PARP) catalytic domain. These modifications inhibit
TRF1 binding to telomeric sequences [25], and overex-
pression of TANKI in tumor cell lines causes telomere
elongation [26]. Thus, TANK1 might inhibit TRF1 bind-
ing and might be a positive regulator of telomere elonga-
tion. Recent data show that TANK overexpression leads
to TRF-1 degradation by the proteasome. This degradation
is required to keep TRF1 off the telomere and is dependent
on TANK1-PARP activity. This is the first telomeric pro-
tein shown to be targeted by the ubiquitin-proteasome
pathway [27]. Like TANK1, overexpression of TANK2 in
the nucleus releases TRF1 from telomeres, suggesting that
in vivo TANK2 could play a role at telomeres [28]. Nev-
ertheless, overexpression of TANK2, but not TANKI,
causes rapid cell death by necrosis [29]. Different data
show that TANK2 associates and colocalizes with
TANK1; thus, both tankyrases might function as a com-
plex and probably mediate overlapping functions [30].
Controversial studies concerning the role of PARP in con-
trolling telomere length have been carried out [31, 32].
PARPI1 deficient mice developed by Wang etal. were
found to have dramatically shorter telomeres and an in-
creased chromosome fusion frequency and aneuploidy
[33]. However, PARP1 knockout mice from De Murcia’s
laboratory displayed normal telomere length and a slight
increase in end-to end fusions compared with wild-type
mice [34]. Such discrepancy could be attributed to the dif-
ference in genetics background of these PARP1-deficient
mice. PARP1 deficiency in P53/~ genetic background
results in heterogeneity of telomere length [35]. Together
with recent finding that PARP1 interacts with telomerase
[36], these observations suggest the involvement of
PARP1 in the telomere length regulation.

Ataxia teleangectasia (AT) is an autosomal recessive dis-
order, and cells derived from AT patients show an accel-
erated loss of telomeres and elevated spontaneous fre-
quencies of chromosomal aberrations, including end
associations [37]. The gene responsible for AT, ATM [38],
a master controller of cellular pathways orchestrating the
response to DNA damage, has been reported to interact
and phosphorylate TRF1 [39]. A mutation in the ATM
gene increases the fraction of telomeres bound to the nu-
clear matrix. This may be the reason why AT cells have a
higher frequency of end-to-end associations [40]. Inhibi-
tion of Pin2/TRF1 in AT cells by stable expression of mu-
tants increases telomere length as shown in other cells.
Surprisingly, Pin2/TRF1 mutants reduce radiosensitivity
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and complement G(2)/M checkpoint defects [41]. These
results demonstrate a critical role for Pin2/TRF1 in the
ATM-dependent regulation of telomere and DNA damage
response. Protein level and subcellular localization of
Pin2/TRF1 are tightly regulated during the cell cycle. In
addition, overexpression of Pin2/TRF1 induced abortive
mitosis and apoptosis in cells containing short telomeres
[39]. These results, together with the demonstration of
Pin2/TRF1 interaction with microtubules, indicate that
Pin2/TRF1 also played an important role in mitotic
progression [42]. The telomeric role of ATM was further
analyzed using ATM and telomerase double knock-
outs [43]. These mutants showed increased telomere
erosion and genomic instability. However, the incidence of
T cell lymphomas associated with ATM deficiency
was reduced. A general proliferation defect was evident in
all cell types and tissues examined, and this defect ex-
tended to tissue stem/progenitor cell compartments pro-
vides a basis for accelerated aging and premature death of
the compound mice. Thus, ATM deficiency and telomere
dysfunction act together to impair cellular and whole-or-
ganism viability, supporting the view that aspects of AT
pathophysiology are linked to the functional state of
telomeres and the impairment of stem/progenitor cell re-
serves [43].

TRF2 and associated proteins

The major known function of TRF2 at telomeres is to sta-
bilize G-strand overhang and thus to protect chromosomes
from end-to-end fusions [44]. Although TRF2 protein is
able to induce by itself the formation of the T loop in vitro
[6], it is likely that its role at telomeres in vivo requires
other factors. When TRF2 is inhibited, 15 % of telomeres
are fused, and telomeric DNA persists at the site of fusion,
demonstrating that the TTAGGG repeat is not sufficient
for telomere integrity [44]. Molecular analyses suggest
that the telomeres are ligated together by a DNA ligase I'V-
dependent NHEJ mechanism [45]. Indeed, it was demon-
strated that G-overhang loss precedes ligation [44].
Telomere fusions can occur before and after DNA repli-
cation, resulting in dicentric chromosomes and chromatid
dicentrics, respectively [44]. Bailey et al. using chromatid
orientation fluorescent in situ hybridization (CO-FISH)
determined that it is usually the telomere created by lead-
ing strand DNA synthesis which is implicated in di-
centrics [46]. One possible explanation for preferential fu-
sion would be that the DNA synthesis of the leading
strand, unlike for the lagging strand, generates an appro-
priate blunt end substrate for NHEJ ligation. Thus, in the
absence of TRF2, the cell fails to regenerate 3" overhang,
and chromosome extremities remain unprotected due to
their inability to be processed into the T loop. In a subset
of human cell types, TRF2 inhibition results in P53- and
ATM-dependent apoptosis rather than senescence. These
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results suggest that telomeres lacking TRF2 molecules are
recognized as damaged DNA [47].

Recent experiments reported that overexpression of
TRF2 protein induces telomere shortening without accel-
erating senescence. Thus, TRF2 protects critically short
telomeres from end-to-end fusion and delays senescence
entry. It seems that the protected status of telomeres, in ad-
dition to the telomere loss, is important for entry into
senescence [48].

The complex Rad50/MRE11/NBS1 is a binding partner of
TRF2 [49]. The presence of this complex with a nuclease
activity at telomeres is particularly interesting with regard
to the formation of the 3” overhang [50]. However, mam-
malian cells lacking the MRE11 complex are not viable
[51]; conditional deletion would be required to determine
the contribution of this complex at telomeres.

In human cells, WRN [the protein which is deleted in
Werner syndrome (WS)] physically interacts with TRF2
[52]. In vitro, TRF2 also demonstrates a high affinity for
BLM (the protein deleted in Bloom syndrome) protein
[53]. TRF2 interaction with either WRN or BLM results in
stimulation of their helicase activities. The premature
senescent phenotype observed in WS cells does not seem
to be induced by abnormally short telomeres but may still
be related to telomere dysfunction [54]. The molecular
role of these proteins at the telomeres needs to be eluci-
dated, but they are likely involved in the cellular response
to dysfunctional telomeres.

DNA repair proteins

The fact that DNA repair proteins implicated in NHEJ or
in the homologous recombination (HR) process are lo-
cated at telomeres would suggest an involvement of these
proteins in structure and telomere length maintenance.
The role of proteins specific to HR will be detailed below.
The DNA-PK complex consists of a heterotrimeric sub-
unit which carries the catalytic activity (DNA-PKcs) and
DNA-binding proteins called Ku (Ku70 and Ku86). The
Ku proteins bind to double-strand breaks (DSBs) and re-
cruit DNA-PKcs to the break, whereas XRCC4 and ligase
IV are involved in the final ligation step. Studies per-
formed on mouse embryo fibroblasts (MEFs) from
DNA-PK mice showed telomeric DNA fusions with
normal telomere length, anaphase bridge and normal G-
strand overhang [55-58]. Recently, by generating mice
doubly deficient in DNA-PKcs and in telomerase,
Blasco’s group showed accelerated telomere shortening.
In addition, DNA-PKcs is required for apoptosis induction
by critically short telomeres [58]. These results suggest
that DNA-PKcs interacts with telomerase to maintain
telomere length, as well as to signal short telomeres as
DNA damage, triggering apoptosis and facilitating end-
to-end fusions of short telomeres. Experiments performed
in the hamster cellular system showed that the lack of
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DNA-PKcs also increases the gene amplification phe-
nomenon [59].

In yeast, Ku has an essential role at telomeres. Ku defi-
ciency leads to telomere shortening, loss of telomere clus-
tering, loss of telomere silencing and deregulation of
telomeric G overhang [60, 61]. Furthermore, yeast Ku
moves from the telomere to the DSB upon induction of
damage, suggesting a link between DNA repair and the
telomeres [62, 63]. In mammals, Ku associates with
telomeric repeats [57] and can interact with TRF1 and
TRF2 [64, 65]. Recent studies, carried out on late-gener-
ation telomerase-deficient and Ku86-deficient mice,
point to a role of Ku86 in mediating chromosomal fusions
and apoptosis induction in cells with critically short
telomeres, although it does not induce telomere shorten-
ing or deregulation of G overhang as shown by the analy-
sis of Ku86-deficient mice [66, 67]. All these results sug-
gest that Ku86 could contribute to render telomeres less
accessible to telomerase or DNA repair activities.
Studies in mice demonstrate that the loss of single copy of
lig4 promotes development of soft tissue sarcomas that
possess clonal amplifications, deletions and transloca-
tions. These results demonstrate that reduced activity of
the NHEJ system gives rise to chromosomal aberrations
that drive non-lymphoid tumorigenesis [68].

Chromosomal Instability in Replicative Senescence

In most human primary cells, telomeres shorten after each
replication round. When the telomeres reach a critical
length, cells stop dividing and enter senescence. Hayflick
first suggested that diploid fibroblasts undergo a limited
number of divisions in culture, after which they stop pro-
liferating [92]. Primary cells undergo a finite number of
divisions, arrest the cell cycle and reach mortality stage 1
(M1) [93]. The replicative potential of primary cells can
be extended by viral oncogene (e.g. AgTgy,,) transforma-
tion, despite the dangerous shortening of telomeres. Cells
presenting critically short telomeres would cease to divide
and enter crisis (mortality stage 2, M2). Senescent cells
can persist in culture for months to several years, remain-
ing metabolically active, but unable to synthesize DNA.
They also undergo morphological changes such as cell en-
largement, flattening and the expression of f-galactosi-
dase activity at pH 6 [94].

Replicative senescence seems to be a genetically domi-
nant phenotype as shown by a large number of somatic
cell fusion studies in which proliferating normal cells
were fused with immortal tumor-derived cells. To estab-
lish how many distinct genes play a part in cellular senes-
cence, several immortal cell lines were fused with each
other [95]. The ability of some, but not all, fusion pairs to
produce hybrid cells that are not immortal has led to the
identification of four complementation groups of replica-
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tive immortality, indicating that at least four genes are re-
quired for the induction of senescence. These findings are
confirmed by chromosome transfer studies identifying
different genes that induce a senescent-like phenotype in
immortal cell lines [96-99].

In cultured human fibroblasts, the frequency of chromo-
somal abnormalities involving telomeric regions, espe-
cially dicentric chromosomes, rises dramatically as cells
approach replicative senescence [7, 100—102]. Telomere
length has been found to be a good indicator of the po-
tential replicative capacity of cultured human fibroblasts
[103] and a correlation between the frequency of dicentric
chromosomes and telomere length in senescent human
cells has been demonstrated [7]. The frequency of di-
centrics increases, and cells enter M 1. Both events appear
to be triggered when telomere length reaches its minimum
size of approximately 1.5 kb. Thus, it might be suggested
that dicentric formation occurs through a direct end-to-
end fusion when telomeres erode sufficiently.

Senescent fibroblast karyotypes present abnormalities.
Telomere fusions occur as shown by the genesis of dicen-
tric chromosomes. In senescent cells, dicentric chromo-
some number rises far more than the number of other
chromosome aberrations such as fragments, gaps and
breaks [101]. Moreover, abnormal mitosis occurs during
colony expansion and is characterized by dicentric and un-
balanced translocations. Both the frequency of mitosis
carrying telomeric associations and the number of telom-
eric associations per mitosis have been shown to increase
with culture passages [104]. Finally, cytogenetic analysis
of cultured fibroblasts obtained from centenarians (that is
from individuals very close to the maximum expected life
span) does not reveal any peculiar structural chromosome
anomaly, but some telomeric associations arose in cells
approaching senescence [105]. In some studied cell lines,
particular chromosomes seem to be preferentially in-
volved, indicating that dicentric formation is a result of
changes specific to those chromosomes, rather than in-
volving general factors in the cell [101]. Also, in human
dermal fibroblasts, certain chromosomes are more impli-
cated than others in rearrangements involving specific
telomeric regions at late passages after irradiation with
heavy ions [106].

The causal factor that drives a primary cell to enter
replicative senescence is connected with telomere attrition
and telomerase absence. In this context, telomeres shorten
and lose their end stabilization function. In mTERC"
p53 mutant mice, loss of telomeric function has been
shown to cause breakage-fusion-bridge cycles [107,
108], which result in the loss of chromosomal material
and chromosomal instability.

Primary MEFs from the mTERC mouse strain were
used to investigate whether dysfunctional telomeres, ei-
ther due to telomere shortening to a critical length and/or
loss of their end-capping function, lead to a senescence-
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like arrest in mouse primary cells [109]. This mouse strain
lacks telomerase due to a targeted deletion of the gene en-
coding the telomerase template RNA [110]. Actually, af-
ter four to six generations in the absence of telomerase,
the telomeres of these mice are as short as those in human
cells before senescence. mTERC~~ MEFs with short
telomeres have a reduced proliferative capacity as well as
areduced ability to immortalize spontaneously in culture.
These results indicate that telomere shortening limits the
proliferative potential of cultured mouse fibroblasts.

Not only the telomerase, but also other telomeric proteins,
such as TRF2, seem to be implicated in the induction, or
in the prevention, of replicative senescence. Overexpres-
sion of TRF2 in human fibroblasts results in accelerated
telomere shortening, without promoting premature senes-
cence [48]. TRF2 accelerates telomere shortening in sev-
eral fibroblast strains regardless of the status of p53 or the
pl6-RB pathways. TRF2 also accelerates the entry into
crisis in SV40 large T and HPV16-E6 and E7 cultures,
probably by an earlier induction of the excessive genome
damage responsible for crisis. But its overexpression in
human fibroblasts lacking p53 and RB function (that grow
beyond normal senescence setpoint and continue to lose
telomeric DNA, resulting in frequent chromosome end fu-
sion and other chromosomal damage) creates a measur-
able reduction in chromosome end fusion and associated
chromosomal damage. All these data suggest that overex-
pression of TRF2 can protect very short telomeres, and
this would be the mechanism by which TRF2 can extend
the lifespan and alter the senescence setpoint of human
primary cells. Collectively, these data argue that replica-
tive senescence is caused by a change in the status of the
telomeric complex rather than by a complete loss of
telomeric sequences. One possibility is that critically short
telomeres in senescent human cells no longer bind suffi-
cient TRF2 to achieve a protective state. Alternatively,
binding of TRF2 may facilitate the recruitment of other
proteins required for telomere protection and suppression
of senescence.

Inhibition of TRF2 was used to examine how mammalian
cells enter senescence in response to telomere dys-
function. A dominant-negative TRF2 allele expression
induces a premature senescence indistinguishable from
replicative senescence in primary fibroblasts [111]. This
finding, together with the demonstration that over-
expression of TRF2 can delay senescence, suggests that
the initiating signal for the induction of senescence em-
anates from chromosome ends lacking sufficient
TRF2 protection.

As mentioned above, cells from AT patients exhibit ele-
vated frequencies of spontaneous chromosomal aberra-
tions, including end associations [37]. Altered telomere
interactions could influence the senescence signaling
mechanism, since AT cells undergo premature senescence.
In addition, AT cells show telomere loss. Telomere length
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reduction has been linked with chromosome end associa-
tions. It could be a consequence of a breakage not repaired
near or within the telomere while chromosomes migrate in
opposite directions. The expression of hTERT in AT fi-
broblasts extends their life span without changing the fre-
quency of telomeric end associations as well as the occa-
sional appearance of SA-B-Gal+ cells [112]. The presence
of end-to-end associations in hTERT-transformed AT cells
suggests that these cells could still have altered telomere
nuclear matrix interaction, and that may influence the pre-
mature entry in senescence.

Since abnormalities in the replication and/or chromatid
separation of telomeric regions may affect the integrity of
chromosomal ends, the behavior of several telomeres in
cultured human fibroblasts during early and late cell pas-
sages was studied using fluoroscence in situ hybridization
(FISH) experiments [113]. The results show that delay in
replication and/or separation of several human telomeric
regions occur in primary fibroblast cells as they approach
replicative senescence. Incomplete DNA replication, fail-
ure to separate sister chromatids, or improper condensa-
tion at telomeric regions would all be expected to com-
promise chromosomal integrity, if these cells progress to
anaphase. Since a high percentage of dicentric chromo-
some and other chromosome abnormalities have been ob-
served in senescent cells, these findings provide a poten-
tial mechanistic model to explain these observations.
Moreover, the inactive X chromosome, which replicates
late, shows an accelerated shortening of telomeric repeats
[114]. Since the rate of aneuploidy in cultured lympho-
cytes increases with advancing age, with an extreme over-
involvement of the X chromosome in women [115], this
observation is also consistent with a potential causative
role of telomere shortening in the X chromosome aneu-
ploidy in aging women.

Chromosome aberrations

The first specific chromosomal aberration observed in a
tumor was the Philadelphia chromosome in chronic myel-
ogeneous leukemia (CML), in 1960. Previously, abnormal
chromosomes had already been observed in tumor cells,
but the relationship with the tumoral phenotype was only
admitted in the late 1970s. The presence of chromosomal
abnormalities is well known as a fundamental feature of
tumor progression [3]. However, cytogenetic analysis has
revealed that the pattern of CA is largely different from
one type of tumor to another, with aberrations which are
specific or common to several tumors [116-118]. In gen-
eral, these chromosome changes are translocations, gene
amplifications, losses and gains of whole chromosomes or
large portions of chromosomes, leading to fusion genes,
modification of gene copy number or deregulation of the
expression of various oncogenes.
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Chromosomal abnormalities in tumors

The number and type of chromosome changes might de-
pend on their temporal occurrence and on the probability
of promoting neoplastic transformation. Mutations pro-
moting growth stimulation induce tumors most of time
when secondary events provide a selective advantage
[119]. This introduced the primary and secondary changes
concept, which is well developed in hematological malig-
nancies [120]. In general, primary changes are balanced,
recurrent and most of time the sole abnormality, but they
represent an essential step in tumorigenesis. Secondary
changes are numerous, unspecific and give advantages
during tumor progression. However, this ‘two-steps’ view
of tumorigenesis depends on the affected cell [121, 122].
On the one hand, hematological neoplasms and some bone
and soft tissue tumors typically arise through balanced
translocations which are directly involved in the tumoral
phenotype. Characteristic illustrations are the t(9;22)
translocation in the CML or the t(11;22) in the Ewing sar-
coma [123, 124]. On the other hand, the vast majority of
cancers occurring in human adults are carcinomas of ep-
ithelial origin. These tumors present highly rearranged
karyotypes with perpetuating modifications during tumor
progression, so that high-grade solid tumors exhibit a
higher number of CA and no chromosomal change can be
regarded as a common primary event [125]. However, the
repeated occurrence of several changes favors the hy-
pothesis of two karyotypic evolutionary processes. For
example, in most colorectal tumors, monosomy 17p and
18 were found, and the karyotypic evolution involved
mainly several additional monosomies due to unbalanced
rearrangements or losses, as well as gains of chromo-
somes and amplifications. In this group of tumors, the
mean number of chromosomes remains close to 46 and is
called the monosomic type. In the other tumors, either a
monosomy 17 or a monosomy 18 was found. The kary-
otypic evolution involved essentially trisomies resulting
from gains and leading to the trisomic type with the mean
chromosome number close to 51 [126, 127]. Thus, chro-
mosomal variability in malignant cells may be due to an
inherent genetic instability caused by the dysfunction of
genes controlling cell division or cell death, including
DNA repair [128—133], and also by the founder cell effect.
Recent studies have strengthened the proposal that muta-
tional alterations conferring instability occur early during
tumor formation, then influencing the karyotypic evolu-
tion [134, 135].

Telomere-driven chromosomal instability

in cancer cells

The shortening of telomeres or mutation of telomeric se-
quences can lead to the formation of telomeric fusions be-
tween chromosome arms [136—141]. Experiments carried
out on Tetrahymena showed a role of telomeres in chro-
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mosome separation during mitosis. Expression of a telom-
erase RNA with an altered template sequence causes a se-
vere delay or block in completing mitotic anaphase. Al-
though the sister chromatids begin to separate and are
pulled apart as anaphase progresses, they are unable to
segregate to daughter poles that lead to cell death. Mutant
telomeres could be inaccessible to factors that normally
act to separate sister chromatids [141].

In some cancer cells, loss of telomeric repeats may occur
at a high rate, leading to high frequencies of telomere as-
sociations. These fusions lead to anaphase bridges at the
next cell division and then promote the breakage-fusion-
bridge (BFB) cycle mechanism generating numerous
chromosome aberrations [142]. During mitosis, the two
centromeres of a dicentric chromosome are frequently
pulled towards opposite spindle poles, producing a break.
Broken ends, corresponding to chromosomes lacking one
telomere, remain unstable until they are capped [143]:
either by fusion resulting in a novel chromosomal re-
arrangement or by capture of a telomere associated with
a nonreciprocal translocation of another chromosome
fragment as described in tumor epithelial cells and mouse
fibroblasts [143—145]. These new fusions could generate
new unstable chromosome structures, perpetuating the
BFB cycle and chromosomal instability. This BFB cycle
triggered by telomere dysfunction has been shown to play
an important role in epithelial carcinogenesis in mice
[107, 146] and in human tumors [108, 147], where a neg-
ative correlation has been established between the length
of telomeres and their involvement in chromosome aber-
rations. Anaphase bridges can also cause whole chromo-
some losses or the collapse of the cytokinetic process,
leading to numerical chromosome aberrations. Many of
the characteristic genetic abnormalities in tumor cells, in-
cluding gene amplification, aneuploidy and loss of het-
erozygosity can be explained by the chromatid BFB cycle
model [148]. This telomere-driven chromosomal instabil-
ity seems to occur early in the tumorigenesis since CA in-
volving telomeric regions are widely seen in tumors of
low grade or in young people [108, 136, 149, 150].

As mentioned above, the BFB cycle could generate
amplification (fig. 1). Gene amplification is a common
consequence of genome instability in tumor cells and can
be the basis of oncogene activation and drug resistance
[151-154]. Several groups have provided evidence that
DNA breakages play an important role in the initiation of
gene amplification [155, 156]. In fact, chromosome
breaks might result in a global change in DNA com-
paction [157]. Moreover, amplification rates can be in-
creased by the proximity of chromosome fragile sites
[158] and by a delay in mitotic chromosome condensation
[159] that is sometimes induced by the phosphorylation of
histone H3 [160, 161]. Gene amplification mostly con-
cerns the genes located close to the chromosome break-
point. The high level of amplification indicates the repet-
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Figure 1. Gene amplification: consequence of telomere loss (from [162]. The human cell line was transfected with plasmids containing
telomeric repeat sequences that ‘seed’ new telomeres when integrated on the end of a ‘marker’ chromosome (chromosome 16). Cells pre-
senting one lost telomere were subcloned. Fusions of sister chromatids and BFB cycles occur where the telomere is lost. To investigate the
localized amplification, metaphase spreads were hybridized simultaneously with the fluoroscein-labeled cosmid RT99 (green) adjacent to
the integration site, as well as an additional rhodamine-labeled cosmid 317H7 (red) that is located 1 Mb from the integration site. The chro-
mosomes were stretched to detect the hybridization signals generated by the two probes. Most hybridization signals involved the proximal
sequences, with only occasional signals involving sequences located at more than 1 Mb from the initial telomere loss.

itive occurrence of BFB cycles in the same location, pre-
dicting that these regions may be hot spots for chromo-
some breakage [162]. Even if the mechanisms promoting
translocations remain unknown, several studies have
pointed out the role of the recombination of specific sites
like Alu sequences [163], immunoglobulin genes [164,
165] or enzyme recognition sites [166]. All these data
strongly suggest that the chromatin structure, the sequence
and the chromosome condensation of particular chromo-
some regions are closely related to their involvement in
formation of chromosome aberrations.

It was demonstrated that cells with mitotically unstable
chromosomes are eliminated rapidly [167]. In addition,
critically short telomeres can induce cellular senescence
[168]. These responses to cellular damage are largely de-
pendent on the p53 protein implicated in the maintenance
of cell cycle arrest and in the activation of the different
proteins of the machinery of DNA repair. Recent analysis
carried out on telomerase knockout mice submitted to ra-
diation emphasizes the role of telomere length on radia-
tion-induced chromosomal instability. Short telomeres
fused with radiation-induced breaks causing the increased
chromosomal instability observed in this mouse [169].
When the mutations are too great in number or in conse-
quences, cell death or a program of apoptosis occurs. The
elimination of unstable cells plays a key role in tumor sup-
pression, avoiding the growth of cells with a proliferative
advantage [170]. On the one hand, telomere shortening in-
duces cell death and can lead to tumor suppression, while
on the other hand, it could initiate chromosome instabil-
ity and promote tumorigenesis. Thus, telomere shortening
can have two outcomes with opposite predicted effects on
tumorigenesis.

Telomerase and tumorigenesis

In 85-90% of tumors, telomerase is involved in the se-
lective process of the tumorigenesis [7, 171, 172]. On the
one hand, TERT expression is associated with nontelom-
eric functions. Indeed, ectopic expression of telomerase
could enhance cell survival in the face of proapoptotic cel-
lular stress [173] and regulate the transcription of a set of
genes implicated in cell growth and in the DNA repair
system [174—176]. Recently telomerase was shown to in-
crease tumorigenic potential in mice, without any influ-
ence on telomere length [177, 178], and in human fi-
broblasts high expression of telomerase elicits senescence
growth arrest [179]. These findings support the notion that
telomerase might have novel and telomere-independent
functions. On the other hand, the most recognized function
of telomerase concerns maintenance of the telomeres. The
acquisition of telomerase activity and the rescue of telom-
ere integrity also have two contradictory effects: stabiliz-
ing chromosome ends reduces genomic instability, [180];
conversely, bypassing the M2 limit confers immortal
growth properties on tumor cells [181, 182].

Activated telomerase produces a dynamic balance between
elongation and shortening and tends to result in homoge-
neous telomere length. The resultant stabilization of telom-
ere length promotes chromosome stability. In hTERT-im-
mortalized cells, telomeres are usually shorter than those in
the normal cells from which they were derived [183—185],
and in some cases they continue to shorten further than the
telomeres of transformed but nonimmortal cells that entered
crisis. This suggests that telomerase may protect chromo-
somes from end-to-end fusions, not only by lengthening the
telomere but also by a capping function [11, 173, 186, 187].



CMLS, Cell. Mol. Life Sci.  Vol. 61, 2004

Review Article 649

A B C

Figure 2. Telomeres heterogeneity in primary fibroblast (4), senescent fibroblast (B) and ALT tumoral fibroblast (C).

Genetic instability, leading to the malignancy of cells by
the disruption of genes controlling the cell cycle, can oc-
cur in telomerase-positive cells, such as immature or hema-
tological cells. In this case, the stabilization of broken
chromosomes by telomerase is an early event, occurring
before the critical shortening of the telomeres causing the
chromosome instability. The resulting karyotype is often
quite normal, with few anomalies and without overin-
volvement of telomeric regions. Conversely, in rather dif-
ferentiated cells, numerous mutations have been accumu-
lated, and telomeres are short enough to induce end-to-end
fusions, leading to the BFB cycle mechanisms and main-
taining chromosome instability. In this case, telomerase ac-
tivation occurs late in tumorigenesis, after the initiation of
the genetic instability [102, 143, 181, 182, 188, 189], and
tumors may display complex karyotypes with numerous
and nonrecurrent chromosome abnormalities [107, 122].
This category is the most represented in tumors of epithe-
lial origin, the vast majority of human cancers.

Chromosomal instability and ALT phenotype

Human cells possess at least one additional mechanism
for telomere maintenance, alternative lengthening of
telomeres (ALT), which is independent of telomerase and
relies on homologous recombination and copy switching
[190-192]. The large majority of human tumor cells ac-
quire immortality through expression of the catalytic sub-
unit of telomerase (WTERT) [193], whereas fewer cells ac-
tivate this alternative lengthening mechanism of telomere
maintenance [194].

The ALT pathway in human cells is associated with
marked variability in telomere length, rapid telomere
lengthening or deletion of several kilobases, and the pres-
ence of specific nucleoprotein structures called ALT-as-
sociated PML bodies or APBs (fig. 2) [191]. All human
ALT+ cancers and cell lines analyzed to date have a very

wide telomere length distribution. Some chromosome
ends have telomeres that are undetectable by FISH, while
others within the same cell have very long telomeric se-
quences [173, 190, 195, 196].

Scheel et al. demonstrated that ALT cells present an in-
creased number of complex nonreciprocal chromosomal
rearrangements compared with telomerase-positive cell
lines, suggesting that in ALT cells the occurrence of elon-
gated and shortened telomeres and signal-free chromo-
some ends could give rise to chromosomal end-to-end as-
sociations and BFB cycles [4, 197, 198]. ALT+ cells
present a high frequency of drastic telomere length
changes. Some chromosomes with telomere sequences less
than 200 bp showed a rapid and heterogeneous increase of
up to 50 kb, correlating with the occurrence of increased
chromosomal instability, and especially chromosome fu-
sion. In a telomerase-negative human cell line with a
tagged telomere [190], a correlation was found between
the rapid changes in telomere lengths and the frequency of
chromosome fusions. Intertelomeric recombination events
in human ALT cells were evidenced by targeting a DNA
tag into the telomeric region [192]. Up to five tagged
telomeres in one cell were observed by FISH analysis af-
ter 63 population doublings. This phenomenon was not
seen when the tag was located in the subtelomeric region.
Taken together, these results focus on the recombination-
based pathway for telomere maintenance in ALT cells.
Moreover, Saccharomyces cerevisiae knockout for the
telomerase RNA gene displays telomere shortening, and
the cells eventually die. Survivors were found to maintain
their telomeres by a mechanism that was dependent on
RADS2, which encodes a protein that is involved in ho-
mologous recombination. Further analyses identified two
classes of telomerase-null survivors. Type I survivors un-
dergo amplification of a subtelomeric sequence (called Y”)
and type II survivors have telomeres with lengths that are
very heterogeneous, but are increased overall [199-201].
Both survivor types required RADS52; however, RADS51,



650 N. Mathieu et al.

RADS54 and RADS57 are required in type I survivor,
whereas RAD50, RADS9 and SGS1 are needed for type 11
[202-204]. The existence of a type I analogue ALT mech-
anism in human cancers remains to be elucidated, whereas
type II analogue human cells have been characterized
[205]. Telomeres of the yeast type II cells therefore re-
semble those of human ALT cells. After immortalization of
ALT cells, the subtelomeric regions of specific chromo-
some ends were sequenced by polymerase chain reaction.
The results underscore the involvement of a sequence from
a donor, which is copied to a recipient telomere. A class of
complex telomere mutations, described only in ALT+ cells,
are defined by replacement of the progenitor telomere at a
discrete point, called fusion point, with a different repeat
array [205]. No such complex mutations have been re-
trieved in normal, precrisis or telomerase-positive cell
lines, confirming that these mutations are specific to ALT+
cells. A high frequency of simple intraallelic telomere mu-
tations in ALT+ cells has been observed, indicating that
such mutations contribute to telomere instability, putatively
through a reduction in mismatch repair. Studies on yeast
have suggested that a defect in mismatch repair may re-
move a barrier to homologous recombination between
telomeres and therefore contribute to the ALT pathway for
telomere maintenance [206].

However, the precise role played by recombination in ALT
lengthening of telomeres is still unknown. Both break-in-
duced replication and rolling circle amplification have been
proposed as mechanisms through which telomeres are elon-
gated in yeast. In human cells, four mechanisms have been
proposed so far: intertelomeric replication, T loop, rolling
circle and linear extrachromosomal telomeric repeat
(ECTR) homologous recombination [196]. In intertelom-
eric replication, the single-stranded overhang DNA at the
end of one telomere invades double-stranded DNA of an-
other telomere and uses it as a copy template [207]. T loop
could contribute to telomere length variation in ALT cells
in several ways: a telomere can be lengthened by using it-
self as a copy template in the T loop. In the case of cross-
over events, ECTRs can be formed after loop-mediated ex-
cision, as circular or linear forms, leading to telomere
shortening which could account for the rapid reduction in
telomere length seen in ALT cells [190] and in hybrid cells
in which ALT is repressed [195]. Moreover, the resulting
ECTR is involved as copy template for homologous re-
combination at the ends of other chromosomes resulting in
continuous telomere length fluctuations [196]. These
mechanisms might have different efficiencies in maintain-
ing telomere integrity and in chromosome stability. Thus,
ALT cells maintain their telomeres via striking length vari-
ations, whereas activated telomerase produces a dynamic
balance between elongation and shortening and tends to re-
sult in telomeres of somewhat homogeneous length.
Further indirect evidence that the ALT mechanism might
involve homologous recombination came from the par-
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ticular composition of APBs. PML bodies are constituted
by protein accumulations in the nuclei of most normal
cells. These proteins are involved in a wide variety of
functions such as tumor suppression, cell cycle regulation,
senescence and apoptosis [208]. In all human ALT cell
lines examined to date, APBs are distinguished from other
PMLs by the presence of telomeric DNA, telomeric bind-
ing proteins such as TRFland TRF2 [85], and a wide
range of proteins involved in DNA recombination and
replication, such as RAD51, RADS52, RPA, MREI1,
RADS0, NBS1, BLM and WRN [71, 209]; reviewed in
[196]. There is a temporal correlation between the im-
mortalization event and the occurrence of APBs [85].
Conversely, when ALT is repressed in somatic cell hy-
brids, APBs eventually disappear [195]. Moreover, a tight
correlation between the presence of APBs and ALT phe-
notype has been pointed out [85]. The telomeric DNA in
APBs may be a subset of the total ECTRs that have been
detected in various types of cells [210, 211]. In general,
ECTRs are not detectable in telomerase-positive cell lines
or in normal human cells [210]. Several proteins have
been identified as associated with APBs, but whether they
are required for the human ALT pathway or not still needs
to be elucidated. It seems possible that the function of
APBs is to repair or to eliminate telomeric DNA which is
recognized as genomic damage by the cell. A recent study
identified BLM as involved in telomeric DNA synthesis
via a functional helicase domain, exclusively in ALT cells.
These results strongly suggest that BLM could facilitate
recombination-driven amplification of telomeres in ALT
cells [53].

Thus the presence of these recombination-involved pro-
teins within APBs emphasizes recombination-based
telomere lengthening in ALT+ cells. The specific genetic
requirements that promote the ALT pathway are not so far
elucidated due to difficulties in genetic analyses of human
cells. An inducible ALT system, where intermediate path-
ways steps could be analyzed, still needs to be established.
Telomerase and ALT telomere maintenance mechanisms
are equivalent in terms of immortalization and full tu-
morigenesis capability. However, their efficiency in tu-
morigenesis as well as chromosome stability may be quite
different. Despite their long mean telomere length, most
ALT cells contain some very short telomeres, which are
more prone to end-to-end fusion events than telomerase-
maintained telomeres and so might be a source of chro-
mosome instability.

Emerging studies emphasize that activation of telomere
maintenance strategies is not an obligatory step for tu-
morigenesis in human cells. Rudolph et al. reported that
acquisition of a telomere maintenance mechanism is not
strictly required for early stage carcinogenesis in human
fibroblasts but may occur as a later event, restoring ge-
nomic stability to a permissive level for tumor progres-
sion. This hypothesis may be supported by the observation
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that one patient with osteosarcoma showed metastasis
telomerase /ALT* when primary tumor was telom-
erase /ALT[212].

Unexpectedly, the absence of detectable telomere mainte-
nance mechanisms was observed both in a subset of os-
teosarcoma [212] and in a clone derived from ALT cells
that express a mutant form of hTERT incapable of elon-
gating telomeres in vivo [M. A. Cerone et al., personal
communication]. This clone shows suppression of the
ALT pathway, absence of telomere shortening and no am-
plification of the subtelomeric regions. This could suggest
that telomere maintenance mechanisms in human cells
could be more diverse than previously thought.

Conclusion

As is now well documented the telomeres in normal hu-
man cells shorten progressively during successive cellular
divisions. This telomere erosion has been attributed to the
inability of the general DNA replication machinery to
replicate completely the very ends of the chromosomes.
Thus, telomeres may be lost completely or shortened to
such an extent that they no longer protect the ends of
chromosomes. The protecting function of these nucleo-
protein elements requires not only a minimum size but
also an adequate structure, which involves numerous pro-
teins. In addition to telomeric proteins, a growing number
of proteins involved in DNA repair machinery have been
demonstrated to interact with telomeres. When telomere
function is altered, cells stop dividing and develop a senes-
cent phenotype which has the characteristic of a high fre-
quency of telomere associations. This telomere dysfunc-
tion is necessary for the initiation of carcinogenesis, as it
induces chromosomal instability. The chromosomal in-
stability remaining during tumor progression is balanced
by the activation of telomere maintenance mechanisms. It
was first thought that telomere length was maintained by
the telomerase activity in cancer cells. A second mecha-
nism defined as ALT was then described and seems to in-
volve homologous recombination. Recent publications
point to the possibility of immortalization without the
involvement of any detected telomere maintenance mech-
anism.

Understanding these complex telomere maintenance
mechanisms and the resulting chromosomal instability is
primordial in designing new drugs and in overcoming the
inefficiency of anti-telomerase-based therapeutics. Inves-
tigation of the potential correlation between telomere
maintenance mechanisms and chromosomal instability
may aid definition of additional biomarkers helpful for tu-
mor-type classification and then development of appro-
priate therapeutic protocols.
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