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VEGF (vascular endothelial growth factor) is not only
one of the most important angiogenesis factors, but is
involved also in inflammatory processes. Recent stud-
ies have shown that VEGF as well as its receptor
VEGFR-2 are expressed on osteoarthritic chondro-
cytes, but not on normal adult chondrocytes. Since
mechanical overload is one of the causative factors
for osteoarthritis, we studied its effect on VEGF ex-
pression on bovine cartilage disks that were com-
pressed once with a strain of 50% and a strain rate of
1/second. Under these conditions, control disks
(without pressure) were completely negative for
VEGF expression as evidenced by immunocytochem-
ical stainings as well as by enzyme-linked immu-
nosorbent assay (ELISA) measurements. In contrast, 4
days after mechanical overload, the cartilage disks
were positive in both detection methods. In addition,
after mechanical overload chondrocytes were
strongly immunopositive for hypoxia-inducible fac-
tor-1� (HIF-1�), the limiting protein of the dimeric
transcription factor HIF-1 that is known to induce
VEGF expression. Furthermore, the matrix metallo-
proteases MMP-1, MMP-3, and MMP-13, could be eas-
ily detected in pressure-treated disks by immunohis-
tochemistry whereas staining in controls was low or
undetectable. The tissue inhibitors of metalloprotein-
ases (TIMP-1 and -2) could be detected in controls but
not in samples treated with mechanical overload. To
prove that increased MMP or decreased TIMP expres-
sion could be a result of the autocrine action of VEGF
on chondrocytes, we repeated the experiments in the
presence of a specific inhibitor for the kinase activity
of the VEGFR-2. This inhibitor was effective to reduce
mechanically induced MMP-1, -3, and -13 immuno-
staining and to restore TIMP expression. Taking to-
gether, these findings indicate that VEGF is induced in
chondrocytes by mechanical overload and mediates
destructive processes in osteoarthritis as an autocrine
factor. (Am J Pathol 2004, 164:185–192)

Vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF-A, subse-
quently termed only VEGF) is known as an important
mediator of angiogenesis.1–4 It is a 46 to 48 kd glyco-
protein of two 121–206 residue subunits generated by
alternative splicing from a single VEGF gene. VEGF is
expressed during embryogenesis, but in the adult only in
the menstrual cycle, during tissue remodeling, wound
healing, as well as in malignant or certain inflammatory
diseases. Hypoxia and various growth factors/cytokines
enhance VEGF expression.1,2 A 28-base sequence has
been identified in the 5� promoter of the rat and human
VEGF gene is essential for hypoxia-induced transcrip-
tion.5 It reveals a high degree of homology and similar
protein-binding characteristics for the hypoxia-induced
transcription factor-1 (HIF-1) binding site within the eryth-
ropoietin gene.

VEGF acts mainly on endothelial cells by stimulating
their proliferation, their migration, and the induction of
various genes involved in tissue remodeling. However, a
few other cell types also express VEGF receptors
(VEGFR) including monocytes/specialized macro-
phages,6 osteoblasts,7 and osteoarthritic (OA) chondro-
cytes, but not resting chondrocytes.8–10 Whereas che-
motactic effects of VEGF on monocytes and osteoblasts
have been shown,6,7 little is known about VEGF expres-
sion and responses in chondrocytes.

Effects of VEGF are mediated by two signaling recep-
tors that belong to the class III tyrosine kinase receptor
family with seven extracellular immunoglobulin domains,
one plasma membrane domain, and an intracellular ty-
rosine kinase domain: VEGFR-1 (flt-1, fms-like tyrosine
kinase-1) and especially VEGFR-2 (KDR, kinase domain
region/flk-1, fetal liver kinase-1). Furthermore, the co-
receptors neuropilin-1 and -2 can bind the splice forms
with different activities, but do not transduce signals on
their own. Stimulation of VEGFR induces their dimeriza-
tion, autophosphorylation, and induction of their kinase
activity. Subsequently, kinases like mitogen-activated
protein kinases (MAPK) or Akt kinase are phosphorylated
and activated which finally results in the induction of
transcription factors, proliferative, or chemotactic re-
sponses.1,2
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In previous studies we and others have shown that OA
chondrocytes produce VEGF, in particular the diffusible
splice variants VEGF121 and VEGF189 and, moreover,
express VEGFR-2 but not VEGFR-1.8–10 In contrast, nor-
mal adult chondrocytes are negative for both ligand and
receptor. VEGF/VEGFR expression in chondrocytes ap-
pears to be associated with the OA process despite
angiogenesis occuring only sometimes in the calcified
cartilage. The factors that induce VEGF expression in
cartilage and the possible effects of VEGF on cartilage
are unknown.

Mechanical factors such as chronic overload (eg, in
the varus knee) or a high sudden stress (high-intensity
blunt impact trauma) play an important role for the patho-
genesis of the osteoarthritic process. Epidemiological
studies have suggested that participation in activities that
expose joints to high levels of impact loading may in-
crease the probability of joint degeneration.11,12 Trau-
matic joint injury has been demonstrated to be a risk
factor for development of secondary osteoarthritis, but
the mechanism by which this occurs is unknown. Trauma
to the knee joint has been shown to induce cartilage
degradation in vivo,13 and high-impact loads cause tissue
injury14,15 and initiate cartilage degradation.16 Attempts
to model this process in vitro have led to investigation of
the effects of compressing cartilage tissue using loading
conditions sufficient to produce acute injury.17–23

Using a well established in vitro injury model17–23 Kurz
et al24 has shown that injurious compression of newborn
bovine cartilage can induce cell death to a low extend,
accompanied by cartilage swelling, release of matrix pro-
teoglycan, and loss of the anabolic response to low-
amplitude dynamic compression in the remaining cells.
In the present paper, we use the same model to study the
mechanisms that might be responsible for the degener-
ation of the tissue after mechanical injury.

Several in vitro studies have shown that the application
of high mechanical stress as it occurs in a high-intensity
impact trauma activates a wide array of cellular machin-
ery and processes, including DNA synthesis, and apo-
ptosis.24 Evidence that VEGF is up-regulated by mechan-
ical stress was firstly provided by Li et al.25 They found a
marked increase in VEGF mRNA in the ventricular wall of
the heart after diastolic pressure had been increased.

The aim of the present study was to examine whether
VEGF is induced by mechanical stress in cartilage disks.
Since a recent study has shown that HIF-1� is up-regu-
lated in the non-ischemic but mechanically stressed myo-
cardium,26 we further examined the possibility that me-
chanical stress might also induce HIF-1� expression in
chondrocytes. Many studies have shown that matrix met-
alloproteinases (MMPs) are highly up-regulated in OA
cartilage, and it is also well know that these enzymes play
also an important role for angiogenesis by facilating cap-
illary growth via extracellular matrix (ECM) dissolution.27

Therefore, we further studied whether up-regulation of
MMPs or down-regulation of tissue inhibitors of metallo-
proteinases (TIMPs) by mechanical stress might be me-
diated by VEGF.

Materials and Methods

Tissues and Application of Mechanical Stress

Cartilage disks (3 mm diameter � 1 mm thickness) were
obtained from the supero-lateral quadrant of the femoro-
patellar groove of 23 month-old cows and cultured under
standard conditions as described previously.24 Two days
after isolation mechanical injury was applied to groups of
three to four cartilage disks in unconfined compression. A
single controlled ramp-and-hold displacement to 50%
final strain was applied with a velocity of 1 mm/second
using an incubator-housed compression apparatus as
described by Loening et al.28 This is a well-accepted
model for the simulation of a blunt-impact trauma.24,28

Four days (for detection of HIF-1�, VEGF, and MMP) or
1 hour (for tyrosine phosphorylation) after a single com-
pression, disks were fixed with 4% formaldehyde in phos-
phate-buffered saline, (PBS, pH 7.4), embedded in para-
plast, and serially sectioned into 7-�m sections (about 10
sections per disk from the center part) for histological and
immunhistochemical analysis, or were homogenized in
150 mmol/L NaCl, 20 mmol/L Tris/HCl-buffer, pH 7.4.

Histology and Immunohistochemistry

Deparaffinized 7-�m sections were stained with tolu-
idine blue and examined by light microscopy. For immu-
nohistochemistry, sections were dewaxed, incubated
with testicular hyaluronidase (2 mg/ml in PBS, pH 5.0, for
30 minutes at room temperature) and pronase (1 mg/ml in
PBS, pH 7.4, for 30 minutes at room temperature), immu-
nostained with anti-VEGF (1:40 in Tris-buffered saline, 60
minutes; sc-7269 mouse monoclonal IgG2a, Santa Cruz
Biotechnology, CA), or anti-VEGFR-1 (1:40; sc-316 rabbit
polyclonal, Santa Cruz Biotechnology), or anti-VEGFR-2
(1:40; sc-6251 monoclonal IgG1, Santa Cruz Biotechnol-
ogy), or anti-MMP-1 (1:20; 04–10-6798 mouse monoclo-
nal, Biocarta, CA), or anti-MMP-3 (1:50; 04–10-6961
mouse monoclonal, Biocarta, CA), or anti-MMP-13 (1:50;
sc-12363, goat polyclonal, Santa Cruz Biotechnology), or
anti-TIMP-1 (1:50; 04–10-8480; mouse monoclonal, Bio-
carta, San Diego, CA), or anti-TIMP-2 (1:50; 04–10-8506;
mouse monoclonal, Biocarta, CA), or anti-HIF-1 � (1:
1500; mouse monoclonal, abcam, Cambridge, UK), fol-
lowed by biotinylated secondary antibodies and a perox-
idase-labeled streptavidin-biotin staining technique;29

nuclei were counter-stained with hemalum. Controls were
performed either by omitting the primary antibody, or
absorption of the primary antibody to recombinant human
VEGF (2 �g/500 �l) overnight at 4°C. Co-staining was done
according to standard protocols using the DAKO Envision
system (diaminobenzidine (MMP-1 and -3) and Fast Red
(VEGF) as chromogens; DAKO, Glostrup, Denmark).

Enzyme-Linked Immunosorbent Assay and Western
Blots

For enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA), ali-
quots of supernatant of injured and control disks (100 �l)
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were analyzed by a sandwich ELISA (R&D Systems, Min-
neapolis, MN) that detects all VEGF splice forms. Human
recombinant VEGF165 (PreproTech, Rocky Hill, NJ)
served as standard. For Western blots, samples were
reduced in the presence of 10 mmol/L dithiothreitol, pro-
teins separated by sodium dodecyl sulphate-polyacryl-
amide gel electrophoresis (SDS-PAGE; 10% gels), trans-
ferred onto nitrocellulose membranes that were blocked
and incubated with antibodies according to standard
techniques as described.30 Signals were detected by
chemoluminescence reaction (ECL-Plus; Amersham-
Pharmacia, Uppsala, Sweden). Since the differences in
amino acid residues between human and bovine VEGF
are very low,31 the antibodies are cross-reactive.

Analysis of Kinase Phosphorylation

Cartilage disks were crushed in an achate mortar un-
der liquid nitrogen, homogenized in cold PBS, and lysed
with Triton-lysis-buffer (50 mmol/L Tris-HCl, pH 7.8, 100
mmol/L NaCl, 2 mmol/L EDTA, 1% Triton X-100, 2 mmol/L
Na3VO4). The lysates were mixed vigorously (vortex
mixer) and clarified in an Eppendorf centrifuge (15 min-
utes, 14,000 � g, 4°C). After protein determination from
an aliquot, samples with equal amounts were boiled in 50
to 200 �l SDS-PAGE sample buffer, separated by SDS-
PAGE (10%), transferred onto a polyvinylidene difluoride
(PVDF) membrane that was blocked with 5% bovine se-
rum albumin (BSA) overnight. The blots were incubated
with anti-phosphorylated extracellular-signal related ki-
nases ERK (1:250, mouse monoclonal; sc-7383, Santa
Cruz, CA) and later with horseradish peroxidase-labeled
anti-mouse IgG (1:30.000; DAKO, Glostrup, Denmark)
and visualized by enhanced chemiluminescence (ECL
System; Amersham).

Inhibition of the VEGFR

A potent and selective inhibitor of vascular endothelial
growth factor receptor tyrosine kinase activity is the
4-[(4�-chloro-2�-fluoro)phenylamino]-6,7-dimethoxyquina-
zoline32 (676475 Calbiochem). Mechanical injury and
control was applied with (2 hours pre-incubation) or with-
out inhibitor (500 nmol/L).

Statistics

Dunnet’s test has been used for the statistical analysis of
the results. The level of significance was set at P � 0.05.

Results

High-Intensity Impact Stress Induces VEGF

To identify factors that induce VEGF expression in carti-
lage, we used bovine cartilage disks as a model. Since
mechanical overload is the most likely factor for VEGF
induction in OA, we simulated this situation in an incuba-
tor-housed compression apparatus.28 In this device con-

trolled ramp-and-hold displacements to 50% final strain
were applied at a rate of 1 mm/second. Controls were
kept under the same conditions without pressure. As
measured with an oxygen electrode, under conditions of
pressure the oxygen concentration did not change.

Under these conditions, control disks (without pres-
sure) were completely negative for VEGF expression as
evidenced by immunocytochemical stainings as well as
by ELISA measurements of homogenized cartilage (Fig-
ure 1). In contrast, after mechanical overload, the carti-
lage disks were positive in both detection methods and
the ELISA measurement showed that VEGF concentra-
tions raised significantly after high-impact stress. VEGF
could be immunostained in most chondrocytes, and the
VEGF content of supernatant was raised to well-measur-
able concentrations. With the same method VEGF was

Figure 1. Mechanical overload induces VEGF in bovine cartilage disks.
Bovine cartilage exlants were obtained from the femoro-patellar groove of
23-month-old cows. Two days after isolation mechanical injury was applied
to groups of three to four cartilage disks in unconfined compression. A single
controlled ramp-and-hold displacement to 50% final strain was applied with
a velocity of 1 mm/second using an incubator-housed compression appara-
tus. Four days after compression, the disks were fixed and immunostained
for VEGF and nuclei were counterstained with Meyer’s hemalum. Strong
immunoreactivity for VEGF can be detected in mechanically injured explants
(b (overview) and d (detail)), but not in control explants (a (overview) and
c (detail)). The specificity of the immunoreaction was checked by pre-
adsorption of the antibody to recombinant VEGF. VEGF concentrations are
strongly increased in supernatant of injured, but not in supernatant of control
explants (e). Immunoreactive VEGF of the samples was determined by an
ELISA detecting all soluble VEGF splice variants. Means � standard devia-
tions from n � 6 individual cows. Original magnification, �150 (a and b);
�300 (c and d). Bar, 100 �m (a and b); bar, 10 �m (c and d).
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measured in human OA cartilage.8 Thus, injurious com-
pression is an inductive factor for VEGF expression in
chondrocytes.

High-Intensity Impact Stress Induces HIF

VEGF expression is regulated by several transcription
factors including HIF, activator protein-1 (AP-1), AP-2,
SP-1, and others. To evaluate whether HIF-1, the most
common activator of VEGF expression, is involved in
pressure-induced VEGF formation, we analyzed its ex-
pression by immunocytochemistry and by Western blot.

Chondrocytes were immunopositive for HIF-1� (the
limiting protein of the dimeric HIF-1 complex, see Discus-
sion) after mechanical overload, and in cartilage homog-
enates a band corresponding in molecular mass to bo-
vine HIF-1� yielded a significantly stronger signal after
mechanical overload than without pressure. Thus, the
transcription factor HIF-1 is activated in cartilage by me-
chanical overload (Figure 2). The intensity of six Western
blots was determined by optical density measurement
using the analysis system PC BAS 2.0. Under these con-
ditions only 6% of all cells were apoptotic,24 far more HIF-
or VEGF-immunopositive.

High-Intensity Impact Stress Induces MMP
Expression and Reduces TIMP Expression

MMPs are important mediators of cartilage destruction in
OA. Therefore, we investigated the effect of mechanical
overload on bovine cartilage disks. As compared to con-
trols, the proteases MMP-1, MMP-3, and MMP-13 (Figure
3, d to f) could be easily detected in mechanically injured
explants by immunohistochemistry whereas staining in
controls was low or undectable (Figure 3, a to c). Thus,
MMPs that are able to destruct cartilage are induced in
chondrocytes by mechanical overload. TIMP-1 and -2 are
expressed in control explants (Figure 3, g and h) but not
in mechanically injured explants (Figure 3, i and j). Co-
localization of VEGF and MMP-1 and -3 revealed a co-
expression in most chondrocytes after mechanical over-
load (Figure 3, k and l).

A VEGFR Kinase Inhibitor that Blocks Its Signal
Transduction in Chondrocytes Is Able to
Reduce MMP-1, -3, and -13 and to Restore
TIMP Expression after Mechanical Overload

In the previous experiments we could show that mechan-
ical overload induces VEGF as well as MMP expression in

Figure 2. Mechanical overload induces HIF-1� in bovine cartilage disks. Mechanical injury was applied to bovine cartilage explants obtained from the
femoro-patellar groove as descibed in Figure 1. Four days after compression, the disks were fixed and immunostained for HIF-1� and nuclei were counter-stained
with Meyer’s hemalum. Strong immunoreactivity for HIF-1� can be detected in disks with mechanical overload (b) but not in control disks (a). HIF-1� protein
can be detected by Western blot in disks treated with mechanical overload (lanes 2 and 4), but not in control disks (lanes 1 and 3). Samples were boiled for
5 minutes in sample buffer, proteins separated by SDS-PAGE and transferred onto nitrocellulose membranes that were stained with an HIF-1� antibody (c). The
intensity of six Western blots was determined by optical density measurement using the analysis system PC BAS 2.0 (d). Original magnification, �300 (a and b).
Bar, 10 �m.
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Figure 3. MMPs are induced by mechanical overload in bovine cartilage disks. Bovine cartilage exlants were exposed to mechanical overload as described in
Figure 1 and immunostained for MMP-1, -3, and -13. Nuclei in the sections were counterstained with Meyer’s hemalum. Strong immunoreactivity for MMP-1, -3,
and -13 can be detected in disks with mechanical overload (mo) (d–f) but not in control disks (a–c). No immunoreactivity for TIMP-1 and -2 can be detected
in disks with mechanical overload (mo) (i and j) but strong in control disks (g and h). Only few cells are solely positive for MMP-1 or MMP-3 (arrowheads,
k and l); most cells are for VEGF (bold arrows) and MMP-1 or -3 positive (fine arrows, k and l). Original magnification �300. Bar, 10 �m.
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cartilage disks. To prove that MMP expression could be a
result of the autocrine action of VEGF on chondrocytes,
we repeated the experiments in the presence of a spe-
cific inhibitor for the kinase activity of the VEGFR-2. First
we tested the efficiency of the inhibitor by analyzing the
effect of recombinant VEGF on VEGFR signal transduc-
tion. VEGF phosphorylated the mitogen-activated protein
kinases p44/p42 (extracellular-regulated kinases (ERK))
within 60 minutes (Figure 4a). This effect could be
blocked by co-incubation with the VEGFR kinase inhibitor
4-[(4�-chloro-2�-fluoro)phenylamino)6,7-dimethoxyquina-
zoline at 0.5 �mol/L ((32); Calbiochem-676475; IC50 �
0.1 �mol/L for VEGFR-2). Thus, the VEGFR-2 kinase in-
hibitor is able to specifically block VEGF-induced effects
in cartilage. The intensity of six Western blots was deter-

mined by optical density measurement using the analysis
system PC BAS 2.0 (Figure 4b).

When applied in an experiment with cartilage disks
under mechanical overload, this inhibitor was effective to
reduce MMP-1, -3, and -13 immunostaining (Figure 4, c
and d). Thus, MMP-1, -3, and -13 expression appears to
be (at least partially) dependent on the activation of
VEGFR-2 by the ligand. TIMP-1 and -2 are reduced by
mechanical overload (Figure 4, i and k). Co-incubation
with the VEGFR-2 kinase inhibitor leads to an increase of
TIMP-1 and -2 (Figure 4, j and l).

Discussion

Osteoarthritis (OA) is an organ failure of articular cartilage
which can be caused by a variety of mechanical, genetic,
and/or biochemical factors. It involves an initial prolifera-
tion and clustering of the chondrocytes in cartilage fis-
sures, followed by the proteolytic degradation of the ex-
tracellular collagen/proteoglycan matrix. OA develops
most frequently in the absence of a known cause (pri-
mary OA), but it may also result from joint injury or from
developmental, metabolic, and inflammatory disorders
that destroy the articular surface causing secondary OA.
Mechanical factors such as high-intensity impact joint
loading are known to induce damage to the articular
cartilage.11,12 Inflammatory factors appear to be respon-
sible in the transformation of regular chondrocytes to OA
chondrocytes which resemble, in part, hypertrophic
chondrocytes.33,34 As soluble factors, pro-inflammatory
cytokines like interleukin-1 (IL-1) and tumor necrosis fac-
tor-� (TNF-�) have been proposed to play a major role in
transformation of normal to OA chondrocytes.33

We here show that VEGF, formerly recognized mainly
as an angiogenesis factor, can act as a further destruc-
tive factor in OA cartilage. VEGF expression in chondro-
cytes is induced by high-intensity impact stress, and it
acts in cartilage as an autocrine inductor of MMPs known
to be responsible for cartilage destruction.35,36 We used
an in vitro model for the application of high-intensity im-
pact stress which has been stated by Loening et al.28

Interestingly, VEGF induction in chondrocytes by me-
chanical overload is linked to activation of the transcrip-
tion factor HIF-1 which is known to bind to a hypoxia
response element (HRE) in the human VEGF gene pro-
moter.37 Activated HIF-1 is a trans-activating dimeric pro-
tein of composed two subunits, HIF-1� and HIF-1�, which
belong to the family of basic helix-loop-helix transcription
factors. Normally, HIF-1 activity depends on the amount
of HIF-1� protein whereas HIF-1� is constitutively ex-
pressed regardless of oxygen tension. The HIF-1� sub-
unit is unstable under normoxic conditions and not de-
tectable, because it possesses an oxygen-dependent
degradation domain that targets it for ubiquination and
subsequent degradation in the proteasome. Interestingly,
not only hypoxia is known to stabilize HIF-1�, but also
mechanical stresses, eg, in cardiac myocytes.26 Also,
the mechanical induction of VEGF has been reported in
myocardial,25 mesangial,38 or smooth muscle cells.39,40

It appears that after an initial stimulation of stretch-acti-

Figure 4. Mechanical overload induces the phosphorylation of the MAPK
ERK 1⁄2 which is suppressed by pre-incubation with 500 nmol/L 4-[(4�-chloro-
2�-fluoro)phenylamino]6,7-dimethoxyquinazoline, an inhibitor of the
VEGFR-2 kinase activity (a and b). Cartilage disks were exposed to mechan-
ical overload alone or together with the inhibitor and after 1 hour lysed and
analyzed for phosphorylated ERK 1 (p44) and ERK 2 (p42) by Western
blotting using a specific antibody. Mechanical overload (MO) strongly in-
duced the phosphorylation of ERK (lanes 2 and 3). Co-stimulation with the
VEGFR-inhibitor reduced phosphorylation of ERK 1⁄2 (lane 4). The intensity
of six Western blots was determined by optical density (OD) measurement
using the analysis system PC Bas 2.0 (b). MMP-1, -3, and -13 are induced by
mechanical overload in bovine cartilage disks (c, e, g). The VEGFR-2 kinase
inhibitor is able to specifically block VEGF-induced effects in cartilage. When
applied in an experiment with cartilage disks under mechanical overload,
this inhibitor was effective to reduce MMP-1, -3, and -13 (d, f, h) immuno-
staining. TIMP-1 and -2 are reduced by mechanical overload (i and k).
Co-incubation with the VEGFR-2 kinase inhibitor leads to an increase of
TIMP-1 and -2 (j and l). Original magnification, �150. Bar, 10 �m.
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vated ion channels, the PI3K (phosphatidylinositol-3-ki-
nase)/Akt/FRAP (FKBP and rapamycin-associated pro-
tein) signal transduction pathways are involved in this
process26,41 which stabilizes HIF-1� and, subsequently,
the dimeric HIF transcription factor complex. Finally, the
expression of VEGF is enhanced.

VEGF induction via stabilization of HIF-1� by mechan-
ical stresses appears to be also a decisive factor for
VEGF expression in chondrocytes after mechanical over-
load in cartilage slices, since we could observe their
induction in our model in parallel. Other cytokines or
growth factors that are also known to enhance VEGF
expression in other cell types may further contribute to
this process.

We and others have previously shown8–10 that OA
chondrocytes do not only produce VEGF, but express
also receptors for this peptide. We now elucidate some of
the autocrine, destructive functions of VEGF in cartilage.
After induction of VEGF in bovine cartilage disks by me-
chanical overload, MMP-1 (collagenase 1, EC 3.4.24.7),
MMP-3 (stromelysin; EC 3.4.24.17), and MMP-13 (colla-
genase 3, EC 3.4.24.-) are increased while TIMP-1 and -2
are decreased. Their formation could be reduced in the
presence of a VEGFR kinase inhibitor that blocks the
signal transduction of VEGF. Recently, Enomoto et al10

showed that in cultivated OA chondrocytes, VEGF in-
duced MMP-1 and -3 productions significantly. All MMPs
are known to occur in OA and are able to degrade
various collagens and proteoglycans.35,36 Thus, VEGF is
an autocrine regulator of OA chondrocytes that induces
MMPs and, therefore, contributes to their destructive po-
tential (Figure 5). By decreasing TIMP-2 in cartilage ex-
plants after mechanical overload, VEGF could reduce the
inhibitors of MMPs and the dephosphorylation of VEGF-
R42 (Figure 5). Patwari et al43 could show that only the
MMP-3 mRNA level (mRNA measured by Northern anal-
ysis) is increased 24 hours after injurious compression of
cartilage explants. This may depend on time after injuri-
ous compression.

The function of VEGF in OA chondrocytes resembles,
in part, its role in hypertrophic chondrocytes. Here, VEGF
is involved in endochondral ossification, the process
whereby cartilage is replaced by bone and long bones
are formed.44,45 In hypertrophic cartilage, VEGF couples

cartilage remodeling/destruction with angiogenesis and
deposition of bone. The two latter processes are only
sometimes observed in OA or experimental models of
mechanical overloading of cartilage (blood vessel forma-
tion in OA, osteophyte formation.46,47). Apart from these
functions within the cartilage, VEGF may also be involved
in inflammatory reactions in OA and contribute to symp-
toms such as pain and swelling by targeting the synovial
membranes. Chronic inflammatory responses are often
associated with the production of angiogenic factors that
induce vascular proliferation, and in rheumatoid arthritis
VEGF is highly expressed in synovial cells.29,48

In conclusion, after application of mechanical overload
to bovine cartilage disks, VEGF and MMPs are induced in
chondrocytes. Induction of VEGF involves the stabiliza-
tion of the transcription factor HIF-1� that is a known
promoter of VEGF expression. Furthermore, MMP-1, -3,
and -13 induction and TIMP-1 and -2 inhibition is at least,
in part, dependent on the autocrine action of VEGF on
chondrocytes, since a VEGFR kinase inhibitor is able to
reduce their formation. These data strongly suggest that
VEGF plays an important autocrine or paracrine role in
the progression of osteoarthitis.
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