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Experimental infection of hamsters with Punta Toro
virus (PTV) produces a disease with clinical and
pathological similarities to the severe human hemor-
rhagic fever caused by Rift Valley fever virus (RVFV),
thus providing an animal model for RVFV pathogen-
esis. In this model, hepatocytic apoptosis is the main
pathological component of liver injuries that are re-
sponsible for severe hemorrhagic manifestations. To
further elucidate whether viral replication in hepato-
cytes directly causes apoptosis, we studied the mor-
phological and biochemical changes of apoptosis in
HepG2 cells at different time points after PTV infec-
tion. Cellular viability began to decrease 12 hours
after infection compared with controls. Caspases 3/7
were activated significantly at 48 and 72 hours after
infection, and phosphatidylserine translocation and
DNA fragmentation were also detected at 48 and 72
hours. Cell cycle analysis by flow cytometry showed
that infected HepG2 cells were arrested at G0/G1

phase. Furthermore, virus titer increased with apo-
ptosis progression, suggesting that viral replication is
necessary for the apoptotic process. These results in-
dicate that PTV infection alone, without a secondary
inflammatory cellular reaction, induces hepatocytic
apoptosis and suggest that future therapeutics for
RVFV hemorrhagic disease might target inhibition of
cellular apoptotic pathways during the acute infec-
tion. (Am J Pathol 2005, 167:1043–1049)

Punta Toro virus (PTV) is a member of the genus Phlebo-
virus, family Bunyaviridae. Viruses in this genus contain a
negative-sense, single-strand RNA genome that consists
of three segments, large (L), medium (M), and small (S),
and are associated with a variety of diseases, including a

brief self-limited febrile illness, retinitis, encephalitis, me-
ningoencephalitis, and a severe hemorrhagic fever.1,2

The most important member of the Phlebovirus genus is
Rift Valley fever virus (RVFV), which is a significant vet-
erinary and human pathogen in sub-Saharan Africa. Oc-
casionally, RVFV has also caused epidemics/epizootics
outside of the endemic region, as illustrated by recent
outbreaks in Africa and the Middle East.3–6 Because of its
epidemic potential and transmissibility, RVFV is consid-
ered a potential bioterrorist threat. The pathogenesis of
RVFV is poorly understood, in part because it is classified
as a biosafety level-4 (BSL-4) agent, and few laboratories
have the maximum containment facilities necessary to
handle it.

Recently, we described a hamster model of hemor-
rhagic fever caused by PTV, which has many similarities
to the severe disease produced in animals and humans
by RVFV. One of the main pathological findings in the PTV
hamster model was the brisk apoptosis of hepatocytes
associated with the acute illness.7 Cusi et al8 also found
that Toscana virus, another member of Phlebovirus, in-
duced apoptotic death of infected neurons in a mouse
model. The hepatic pathology seen may in part explain
the fulminant liver injury seen in humans and animals
infected by RVFV.9 To elucidate the pathogenesis of
phlebovirus-induced liver injury, one question that needs
to be addressed is whether virus infection alone induced
apoptosis or whether other host factors such as an in-
flammatory cellular response are required. Therefore, the
purpose of this in vitro study was to examine whether PTV
infection in a pure cell population can result in apoptosis.
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Materials and Methods

Virus and Cell Line Used

The Adames and Balliet strains of PTV were used in this
study. Both virus strains were isolated from febrile pa-
tients in Panama10,11 and had been passaged 12 times in
baby mice and 3 times in Vero cells. The titers for PTV
Adames and Balliet were 5 � 106 and 3.25 � 107 plaque
forming units PFU/ml, respectively. The HepG2/C3A
clone of human hepatoblastoma cells was used as the
virus substrate and was obtained from the American
Type Culture Collection (Rockville, MD). Cells were
grown at 37°C in modified Eagle’s minimum essential
medium (MEM), supplemented with 10% fetal bovine se-
rum, 0.29 mg/ml L-glutamine, 100 U/ml penicillin G, and
100 �g/ml streptomycin sulfate.

Infection of Cells and Virus Titration

HepG2 cells were infected with PTV at a multiplicity of
infection of 3�5 throughout the study. Minimum essential
medium supplemented with 2% fetal bovine serum was
added after 2 hours of absorption for maintenance. Cells
were harvested at different time points postinfection (p.i.)
(see below) for cellular viability, caspase 3/7, phosphati-
dylserine, DNA fragmentation, Bcl-2 and Bax gene ex-
pression, and cell cycle analyses. Virus proliferation was
assayed by plaque assay7 in Vero cells inoculated with
culture medium taken from HepG2 cells infected with the
viruses at 0, 12, 24, 48, and 72 hours p.i.

Tetrazolium Salt Thiazolyl Blue Assay

PTV was inoculated into 96-well plates seeded with
HepG2 cells when the cells reached confluency. At 0, 12,
24, 48, and 72 hours p.i., 100 �l of the medium was
removed and replaced with an equal volume of fresh
medium containing 5 mg/ml of the tetrazolium salt thia-
zolyl blue (MTT; Sigma). Plates were incubated at 37°C
under 5% CO2 for 4 hours. After careful aspiration of the
medium, 100 �l of dimethyl sulfoxide was added to each
well, and plates were shaken at room temperature for 10
minutes. Cellular viability was determined by measuring
the absorbance at 570 nm by spectroscopy (reference
wavelength 690 nm). All experiments were performed in
triplicate.

Caspase 3/7 in Situ Assay

For each test, 104 to 105 per well of HepG2 cells was
grown in 8-well chamber slides (Nalge Nunc Interna-
tional, Rochester, NY). When the cell monolayer was
nearly confluent, PTV was inoculated as indicated. At 0,
12, 24, 48, and 72 hours p.i., caspases were detected in
living cells according to the protocol of the CaspaTag in
situ apoptosis detection kit (Chemicon, Temecula, CA).
First, freshly prepared 30� fluorochrome inhibitors of
caspases reagent solution at a 1:30 dilution in culture
medium was added and mixed well. After incubation for

1 hour at 37°C in 5% CO2, the medium was discarded,
and Hoechst stain (0.5% v/v) was added and incubated
for 5 minutes at 37°C. After two washes with 2 ml of 1�
wash buffer, the plastic divider was removed; a drop of
diluted fixative (1:10 with wash buffer) was added; and a
coverslip was applied. Cells were examined under a
fluorescence microscope for green fluorescence and nu-
clear staining of caspase-positive cells. Ten 40� micro-
scope fields were observed to determine the number of
positive cells.

Annexin V-Flourescein Staining

HepG2 cells grown in 8-well chamber slides were inoc-
ulated with the virus as described. At 0, 12, 24, 48, and
72 hours p.i., the supernatant was discarded, and cells
were washed with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS). After
removing the plastic divider, 50 �l of staining solution
(Roche Diagnostic, Indianapolis, IN) containing annexin
V-fluorescein and propidium iodide was added to each
well with a coverslip and incubated for 15 minutes at
22°C. Then cells were examined under a fluorescence
microscope.

Terminal Deoxynucleotidyl Transferase-
Mediated dUTP Nick End-Labeling Assay

HepG2 cells were grown in 8-well chamber slides (Nalge
Nunc International). When the cells had reached 90%
confluence, PTV was added. At 0, 12, 24, 48, and 72
hours p.i., the plastic divider was removed from the
chamber slide, and the cells were fixed in 1% parafor-
maldehyde in PBS (pH 7.4) in a coplin jar for 10 minutes
at room temperature, washed twice in PBS, and postfixed
in precooled ethanol:acetic acid (2:1 v/v) for 5 minutes.
After two final washes in PBS, excess liquid was carefully
removed. Then 75 �l of equilibration buffer was added
directly to the specimen. After gently tapping off excess
liquid and carefully blotting around the section, terminal
deoxynucleotidyl transferase-mediated UTP nick-end la-
beling (TUNEL) reaction mixture (Serologicals Corp.,
Norcross, GA) containing fluorescein isothiocyanate-la-
beled dUTP and terminal deoxynucleotidyl transferase
was added immediately, followed by incubation at 37°C
for 1 hour in a moist dark chamber. The specimen was
transferred to a coplin jar containing working strength
stop/wash buffer and incubated for 10 minutes at room
temperature after it was agitated for 15 seconds. Excess
liquid was carefully removed, and mounting medium con-
taining 0.5 to 1.0 �g/ml propidium iodide was added. The
slide was covered with a glass coverslip, and the stained
cells were viewed under a fluorescent microscope, using
standard fluorescein excitation and emission filters.

Cell Cycle Analysis

At 0, 12, 24, 48, and 72 hours p.i., 2 to 3 � 106 cells were
harvested according to the DNA staining technique12 in
triplicate. Trypsinized cells were washed once with cold
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PBS/0.1% azide solution and resuspended in 1 ml of
low-salt stain [4 mmol/L sodium citrate, 3% polyethylene
glycol 8000, 1 mg/ml propidium iodide (Sigma), 180 U/ml
RNase A(Worthington Biochemicals), and 1% Triton
X-100 in PBS/azide] in a 15-ml centrifuge tubes by gently
vortexing. Tubes were put in 37°C water bath for 20
minutes with gentle mixing every 5 minutes while covered
with aluminum foil to protect them from light. Then 1 ml of
high-salt stain [400 mmol/L sodium chloride, 3% polyeth-
ylene glycol 8000, 1 mg/ml propidium iodide (Sigma),
and 1% Triton X-100 in PBS/azide] was added by gently
vortexing and stored at 4°C overnight. Then cells were
analyzed by flow cytometry (BD Biosciences) in the flow
cytometry and cell sorting core laboratory, with 10,000
events collected from each sample.

RNA Extraction, cDNA Synthesis, and Real-
Time Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR)
Analysis

At 0, 3, 6, and 12 hours p.i., total RNA preparations from
106 Balliet strain-infected and uninfected cells were ob-
tained by the guanidine isothiocyanate method, using
Trizol (Gibco-BRL, Grand Island, NY) according to the
manufacturer’s instruction. Potential contamination by
cellular DNA was prevented by treating the extract with
DNase I. To assess mRNA expression, a reverse tran-
scription-polymerase chain reaction was used. For the RT
reaction, total RNA was primed with hexanucleotide ran-
dom primers and reverse-transcribed with SuperScript II
reverse transcriptase (Gibco-BRL) in a 20-�l reaction.
The newly synthesized cDNA was subjected to amplifi-
cation using the IQTM SYBR Green Supermix (Bio-Rad)
for real-time PCR, following the manufacturer’s instruc-
tions. Amplification was performed in a 25-�l reaction
mixture containing 1� SYBR Green mix, 5 pmol each of
forward and reverse primers, 3.5 mmol/L MgCl2, and 2 �l
of target cDNA. The �-actin gene was used as an internal
control. The PCR products were 210, 160, and 229 bp
long for the Bcl-2, bax, and �-actin genes, respectively.
Conditions for cycling were 95°C for 3 minutes, followed
by 35 cycles of denaturation at 95°C for 20 seconds;
annealing at 47°C for 20 seconds for bax and �-actin;
67°C for 20 seconds for bcl-2 gene; extension at 72°C for
30 seconds; and fluorescence reading at 82°C for 30
seconds. Amplification and detection were performed
with the Smart Cycler (Cepheid, Sunnyvale, CA). A neg-
ative control was included in each run, and the specificity
of amplification reaction was checked by melting curve
analysis.

Statistical Analysis

The DNA content of the cells, as assayed using a fluo-
rescence-activated cell sorter, was analyzed using Mod-
Fit LT version 2.0. Cepheid Smart Cycle Version 2.0b was
used to analyze the raw data of real time PCR. Experi-
mentally determined standard curves were, in turn, used
to estimate the concentration of each sample. For other

parameters, SPSS 12.0 was used to analyze pairwise
comparisons by the independent samples t-test and Wil-
coxon rank sum test. A P value of less than 0.05 was
considered statistically significant.

Results

PTV Titration

The level of virus replication was measured from the
culture medium at different time points by plaque assay.
As shown in Figure 1, both strains of PTV proliferated
rapidly after infection, but the rate of proliferation de-
creased from 12 to 48 hours p.i. Replication was slightly
slower for the Balliet strain than the Adames strain
from 12 to 48 hours p.i. This pattern was inverted at
72 hours p.i.

Changes in Viability of HepG2 Cells Infected
with PTV

The HepG2 cells infected with PTV appeared normal in
morphology and did not exhibit evident viral cytopathic
effect (CPE) until 2 days p.i. Cellular adherence de-
creased gradually 2 days p.i. At day 3, many cells were
rounded up and had detached from the flask wall (Figure
2A). The proliferation of HepG2 cells was analyzed by
MTT assay (Figure 2B). It showed that viability of Balliet-
infected HepG2 cells started to decrease after infection
and reduced significantly (P � 0.05) at 12 (P � 0.047), 24
(P � 0.002), and 72 hours (P � 0.003) p.i. compared with
the uninfected cells. For Adames-infected cells, viability
was reduced at 24 (P � 0.001) and 72 hours (P � 0.030)
p.i. There was no evident difference at 0 and 48 hours p.i.

Activities of Caspases

As shown in Figure 3, A and B, caspase 3/7 activation
began at 12 hours p.i., and the change of activity level
was significant (P � 0.05) at 24, 48, and 72 hours p.i.
Caspase activity was similar in Adames-infected and the
Balliet-infected cells at 24 and 48 hours p.i., but higher in
the Balliet-infected cells at 72 hours p.i. (Figure 3B).

Figure 1. Growth curves of the Adames and Balliet strains of PTV in HepG2
cells (means of duplicate).
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Phosphatidylserine Translocation

Another manifestation of apoptosis, the relocation of
phosphatidylserine to the cell membrane, was detected
by annexin V staining. There was no apparent change
before 24 hours p.i. The number of annexin V-positive
cells was significantly elevated in Balliet-infected cells
(P � 0.05). Annexin V-positive cells were also increased
in Adames-infected cells at 48 and 72 hours p.i., but
lower than the Balliet strain (Figure 4).

DNA Fragmentation

In situ TUNEL was used to examine for DNA fragmenta-
tion in HepG2 cells. Bright green spots representing nu-
clei of apoptotic cells were evident in the infected cells at
48 and 72 hours p.i. (P � 0.05) but were scarcely seen in
the uninfected control cells (Figure 5A). Furthermore,

DNA fragmentation increased with the progression of
infection (Figure 5B).

Cell Cycle Analysis

The state of cell growth was assayed using a fluores-
cence-activated cell sorter for cell cycle of the infected
HepG2 cells. As shown in Figure 6, the Balliet-infected
cells at G0/G1 (91.48%; Figure 6A) and sub-G1 (3.19%;
Figure 6D) phases significantly (P � 0.05) increased, and
cells at G2/M phase (5.36%; Figure 6C) decreased at 72
hours p.i. Adames-infected cells had the highest level in
G0/G1 phase and the lowest level in G2/M phase at 48
hours p.i., and significant decreases of Adames-infected
cells at S phase were seen at 12 and 24 hours p.i. (P �
0.05) (Figure 6B).

Figure 2. CPE associated with replication of PTV in HepG2 cells. A: Mor-
phological appearance for HepG2 cells with PTV infection at 0, 24, and 72
hours p.i. (40� objective). Many infected cells have rounded up and de-
tached from the wall of plate. B: Viability of HepG2 cells as determined by
MTT assay (mean � SD). Figure 3. Activities of caspases. A: Casapase 3/7-positive staining cells (40�

objective). Bright blue fluorescence of nuclei corresponds to caspase 3/7-
positive staining cells. B: Number of positive HepG2 cells at different time
points in in situ analysis (mean � SD).
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Expression of Bcl-2 and Bax Genes

Expressions of Bcl-2 and Bax genes were examined by
real-time PCR in Balliet-infected cells. As shown in Figure
7A, expression of Bcl-2 was lower in infected cells than in
uninfected control, at 6 and 12 hours p.i. In contrast,
expression of Bax was higher in infected cells at 6 and 12
hours, especially at 12 hours p.i. (Figure 7B). As a con-
trol, the level of �-actin mRNA remained unchanged
throughout the course of the experiment.

Discussion

Recent success in developing a hamster model of PTV
provides an opportunity to study the pathogenesis of
severe phlebovirus disease. Hepatocytic apoptosis con-
stituted the main mechanism of severe liver injury in the
hamster model.7 One of the questions derived from that
study was whether viral invasion and replication in hepa-
tocytes was directly responsible for this pathological pro-
cess or was apoptosis the result of a secondary inflam-
matory cellular infiltration? There are no other studies in
literature that focused on this issue. Recently, the study of
a mouse model reported that Toscana virus infection in
the central nervous system induced neuronal apoptosis
and that it was closely related to acute encephalitis and
death of mice.8 Studies on members of another genus
(Hantavirus) of the family (Bunyaviridae) indicate that han-
taviruses induce apoptosis in vitro.13–18 To specifically
address this question with phleboviruses, an in vitro study
using a single-cell population, a hepatic cell line of hu-
man origin, was conducted.

A large number of RNA and DNA viruses can induce
apoptosis, both in cell culture and in vivo, and apoptosis
is a common consequence of virus replication.19,20 Viral
gene products can modulate apoptosis, positively or
negatively. Induction of apoptosis contributes directly
to the cytopathic effects of many viruses. Suppression of
apoptosis, however, may prevent premature death of
infected cells, thereby facilitating viral replication,
spread, or persistence.13,21,22

Caspase 3 (CPP32) activation, translocation of phos-
phatidyl serine (PS), and DNA fragmentation are markers

of the early and late phases of apoptosis.19,23 In this
study, we detected the activities of caspase 3/7, phos-
phatidylserine translocation, DNA fragmentation, and
DNA content of HepG2 cells infected with PTV Adames
and Balliet strains at different time points after infection. It
showed a correlation between the reduction of cell via-
bility and the virus replication (Figures 1 and 2). There
was an increase in measurable caspase 3/7 activity oc-
curring at 24 hours p.i. (Figure 3A), which became more
prominent at 48 and 72 hours p.i. (Figure 3B). As the
effector caspases, active caspase 3, 6, and 7 are respon-
sible for the cleavage of a broad array of cellular tar-
gets,24 leading to the further disassembly of cell struc-
ture.25 As evidenced by positive annexin V staining
(Figure 4) and DNA fragmentation (Figure 5), these bio-
chemical changes resulted in morphological changes of

Figure 5. DNA fragmentation analysis. A: TUNEL analysis of Punta Toro
virus-infected HepG2 cells (40� objective). Green nuclear fluorescence
correspond to positive staining. B: Number of apoptotic cells stained with
fluorescein isothiocyanate and propidium iodide in control and PTV-infected
HepG2 cells (mean � SD).

Figure 4. PS translocation assay. Number of apoptotic cells stained with
annexin V-FLUOS in PTV-infected and noninfected (control) HepG2 cells
(mean � SD).
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apoptosis, particularly at 48 and 72 hours p.i. The cell
cycle analysis (Figure 6) showed G0/G1 arrest and apo-
ptosis at 72 hours p.i., confirming the results of MTT
assay, which showed decrease in viability in the infected
cells (Figure 2). All of these indicate that PTV can block
HepG2 cell proliferation in G0/G1 phase, and the apopto-
sis might be the mechanism of CPE in PTV-infected
HepG2 cells. At 48 and 72 hours p.i., HepG2 cells in-
fected with Balliet strain presented more significant vari-
ations of early apoptotic markers: caspase activation and
PS translocation (Figures 3 and 4), whereas for DNA
fragmentation, the late apoptotic marker, Adames-in-
fected cells showed higher effects. This suggests that
apoptosis developed more quickly in Adames-infected
cells than in Balliet-infected cells. Gene expression anal-
ysis of the Bcl-2 gene family, which encodes antiapop-
totic or proapoptotic proteins and plays an important role
in both up and down-regulation of apoptosis,26,27

showed that the expression of the proapoptotic Bax gene
increased and antiapoptotic Bcl-2 gene decreased at 12
hours p.i. (Figure 7), indicating involvement of the mito-
chondria pathway. Interestingly, these may be related to
the mitochondrial dysfunction as measured by the MTT
assay (Figure 2B).28

The findings of both morphological and biochemical
characteristics of apoptosis in PTV-induced HepG2 cells
indicate that apoptotic cell death is a main pathogenic
component in phlebovirus infection. To our knowledge,
this is the first study demonstrating that a phlebovirus

directly induces target cell apoptosis and that this pro-
cess is associated with an imbalance of mitochondrial
function. And a low but significant degree of genetic
divergence between Adames and Balliet viruses may be
responsible for the subtle differences observed in the
individual apoptosis markers. Further studies need to be
done to gain insight into the mechanism by which PTV
with different virulence in hamster induces apoptosis in
HepG2 cells and to elucidate the pathogenesis of phle-
bovirus-associated disease.
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