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We reported previously that radiocontrast medium
induces caspase-dependent apoptosis and that
cAMP analogs inhibit cell injury in cultured renal
tubular cells. In the present study, cellular me-
chanisms underlying the protective effects of cAMP
were determined. Ioversol , a radiocontrast me-
dium, caused cell injury accompanied by decreases
in Bcl-2 , increases in Bax, and caspase activation in
LLC-PK1 cells. Both cell injury and cellular events
induced by ioversol were inhibited by dibutyryl
cAMP and the prostacyclin analog beraprost. Dibu-
tyryl cAMP increased phosphorylation of Akt and
CREB, both of which were reversed by H89, wort-
mannin and the Akt inhibitor SH-6. The protective
effect of dibutyryl cAMP was also reversed by these
kinase inhibitors. In dominant-negative CREB-
transfected cells , dibutyryl cAMP no longer pre-
vented cell injury or inhibited changes in mRNA
expression of Bcl-2 and Bax. In mice with unilateral
renal occlusion, ioversol increased urinary ex-
cretion of N-acetyl-�-D-glucosaminidase with con-
comitant decreases in Bcl-2 mRNA, increases in
Bax mRNA, activation of caspase-3 , and induction
of apoptosis in tubular and interstitial cells. Bera-
prost completely reversed these in vivo effects of
ioversol. These findings suggest that elevation of
endogenous cAMP effectively prevents radiocon-
trast nephropathy through activation of A kinase/PI
3-kinase/Akt followed by CREB phosphorylation
and enhanced expression of Bcl-2. (Am J Pathol
2005, 166:1333–1342)

Radiocontrast nephropathy is a major complication after
radiographical examination with iodinated contrast mate-
rials. Although little is known about cellular mechanisms
underlying contrast nephropathy, direct toxic action on
renal tubular cells1–4 and/or decrease in renal blood
flow5,6 are considered to be implicated in the pathogen-
esis of radiocontrast nephropathy. We have recently
shown that a variety of radiocontrast media reduce cell
viability in a porcine renal tubular cell line LLC-PK1 cells.7

The cell injury is accompanied by the nuclear fragmen-
tation, increase in the number of cells stained with an-
nexin V, a protein showing high affinity for phosphatidyl
serine, and activation of caspases, thereby suggesting
that the cell injury is associated with apoptosis. Moreover,
ioversol reduces the expression for Bcl-2 mRNA and
increased that for Bax mRNA. These intracellular events
and apoptosis induced by ioversol are reversed by a
non-hydrolysable cAMP analog dibutyryl cAMP (DB-
cAMP)7 or enhancement of endogenous cAMP synthesis
with beraprost,8 a stable prostacyclin analog. We also
found that the protective effect of DBcAMP is dependent
on the activity of A kinase, phosphatidyl inositol 3 (PI
3)-kinase and Akt. However, it is uncertain how PI 3-ki-
nase/Akt pathway regulates ioversol-induced renal tubu-
lar cell apoptosis.

Cyclic AMP response element binding protein (CREB)
is one of target proteins that are phosphorylated by A
kinase9 and is known as a regulator of diverse stimulus-
dependent transcriptional events involving cell surviv-
al.10,11 Phosphorylation of CREB at Ser133 binds to the
CRE site located on the promoter region of bcl-2 gene
and up-regulates Bcl-2 expression.12–14 To determine the
role of CREB in cAMP-mediated protection against renal
tubular cell injury induced by ioversol, we investigated
the effect of DBcAMP on ioversol-induced changes in
mRNA expression for Bcl-2 and Bax, and apoptosis in
LLC-PK1 cells expressed with dominant negative form
of CREB.
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Subsequently, we investigated the in vivo effect of
beraprost on renal injury and changes in the expression
for Bcl-2 and Bax induced by the intravenous injection of
ioversol in mice with unilateral renal occlusion.

Materials and Methods

Materials

The following chemicals and drugs were obtained from
commercial sources: ioversol (Optiray 350, 350 mg io-
dine/ml), a non-ionic iodinated radiocontrast medium
(Tyco Health care Japan Co., Ltd., Tokyo, Japan), D-2,3-
dideoxy-myoinositol 1-[(R)-2-methoxy-3-(octadecyloxy)
propyl hydrogen phosphate] (SH-6) and fluorescence-
labeled caspase substrates such as Ac-DEVD-7-amino-
4-methylcoumarin (AMC) for caspase-3 and Ac-LEHD-
AMC for caspase-9 (Alexis Biochemicals, San Diego,
CA), wortmannin, forskolin, and caspase inhibitors, in-
cluding zDEVD-fmk (a caspase-3 specific inhibitor) and
zLEHD-fmk (a caspase-9 specific inhibitor) (Calbiochem,
San Diego, CA), dibutyryl cAMP (DBcAMP) (Sigma, St.
Louis, MO), N-[2-(p-bromocinnamylamino)ethyl]-5-iso-
quinolinesulfonamide (H-89) (Seikagaku Co., Ltd., Tokyo,
Japan). Beraprost sodium was kindly donated from Toray
Industries, Inc. (Tokyo, Japan).

Cell Culture

A porcine proximal renal tubular cell line LLC-PK1 cells
(American Type Culture Collection, Rockville, MD) were
grown in 75 cm2 flask (Corning Inc., Corning, NY) and
maintained in Medium 199 (MP Biomedicals, Inc., Irvine,
CA) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS;
JRH Bioscience, Inc., Lenexa, KS), 60 �g/ml penicillin
(Sigma) in an atmosphere of 5% CO2 in air at 37°C. Then,
the cells were seeded on 24-well plastic plates (Falcon,
Becton Dickinson Co., Ltd., Franklin Lakes, NJ) at the
density of 1.0 � 104 cells/cm2 and cultured at 37°C for 24
hours.

Cell Viability

Cells were transiently (30 minutes) exposed to ioversol,
then washed twice with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS)
and incubated in serum-free culture medium for further
24 hours at 37°C in 5% CO2�95% air. DBcAMP (0.1–1
mmol/L), forskolin (10 �mol/L) or beraprost (1 �mol/L)
was added 30 minutes before treatment with the contrast
medium and included throughout the experiment. Cell
viability was assessed by the mitochondrial activity to
reduce 2-(2-methoxy-4-nitrophenyl)-3-(4-nitrophenyl)-5-
(2,4-disulfophenyl)-2H-tetrazolium (WST-8) to formazan.15

Briefly, the ioversol-treated cells were incubated at 37°C for
1 hour in 210 �l serum-free medium containing 10 �l assay
solution (Cell Counting Kit-8, Dojindo Laboratory, Kum-
amoto, Japan), and aliquots of the incubation medium were
transferred to 96-well microplate (Corning Inc.), then absor-
bance was measured at 450 nm with the reference wave-

length of 620 nm using a microplate reader (Immuno Mini
NJ-2300, Inter Medical, Osaka, Japan).

Terminal Deoxynucleotidyl Transferase-
Mediated dUTP Nick End-Labeling (TUNEL)
Stain

Apoptosis was assessed by TUNEL stain, according to
the method of Oberhaus.16 Briefly, ioversol-treated cells
were washed with PBS and fixed for 30 minutes at a room
temperature with 4% (w/v) paraformaldehyde in PBS.
Cells were permeabilized with 0.1% Triton X-100 in 0.1%
sodium citrate solution. TUNEL stain was carried out
using a commercial assay kit (Cell Death Detection kit,
Roche Applied Science, Tokyo, Japan), according to the
manufacturer’s instructions. The stained cells were visu-
alized with a fluorescence microscope (BX51, Olympus)
and a cooled charge coupled device (CCD) camera
(DP70, Olympus).

Assay for Caspase Activity

The activities of caspase-9 and caspase-3 were deter-
mined fluorometrically by the degradation of the peptide
substrates specific for caspase-9 (LEHD-AMC) and
caspase-3 (DEVD-AMC), as described previously,7 using
the caspase activity assay kit (BioVision, Inc., Mountain
View, CA). Briefly, cells were centrifuged at 150 � g for
10 minutes, and the resultant pellets were suspended in
1 ml lysis buffer (BioVision, Inc.) and subjected to
caspase activity assay. In a set of experiments where
caspase-3 activity was measured in vivo, kidneys were
removed 24 hours after ioversol injection and the medulla
was dissected. Tissues were homogenized with 1 ml lysis
buffer and subjected to the assay for caspase-3. The
reaction was started by incubating enzyme extracts with
each caspase substrate for 10 minutes in the absence or
presence of 10 �mol/L caspase inhibitors, including
zLEHD-fmk for caspase-9 and zDEVD-fmk for caspase-3.
After centrifugation at 10,000 � g for 10 minutes, the
concentration of 7-amino-4-methylcoumarin (AMC) liber-
ated into the supernatant was determined at an excitation
wavelength of 380 nm and an emission wavelength of
460 nm using a fluorescence microplate reader (MTP-
800AFC, Corona Electric Co., Ltd., Ibaragi, Japan). The
protein concentration was measured using bovine serum
albumin as the standard, according to the method of
Bradford.17 The caspase activity was expressed as nmol
of AMC produced per mg protein.

Immunofluorescent Detection for
Phosphorylated Akt and Phosphorylated cAMP
Responsive Element Binding Protein (CREB)

The immunofluorescent stains for phosphorylated Akt
(pAkt) and phosphorylated CREB (pCREB) were carried
out, according to the method of Gupta et al18 and Ingle-
field et al,19 respectively. Briefly, cells were cultured on
8-chamber plastic slides (IWAKI/Asahi Techno Glass
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Co., Ltd., Chiba, Japan) at the density of 2 � 104 cells/
cm2 and incubated for 24 hours. Cells were treated with
0.3 mmol/L DBcAMP for 10 minutes for pAkt assay or 20
minutes for pCREB analysis in the absence or presence
of 10 �mol/L H89, 10 nmol/L wortmannin, 1 �mol/L SH-6,
and 100 mg iodine/ml ioversol. The chamber slides were
rinsed with ice-cold PBS and fixed with 10% (w/v) ice-
cold trichloroacetic acid for 30 minutes, at �20°C. The
specific rat antibody raised against porcine pCREB
(Ser133) (Affinity Bioreagents. Inc., Golden, CO) or rabbit
antibody raised against porcine pAkt (Ser473) (Cell Sig-
naling Technology, Inc., Beverly, MA) was diluted (1:50)
with phosphate-buffered saline containing 5% (w/v) non-
fat dried milk and 0.1% Triton X-100. Cells were incu-
bated with diluted antibody solution overnight in a humid-
ified chamber at 4°C. After washing with PBS, chamber
slides were incubated at a room temperature for 2 hours
with fluorescent isothiocyanate (FITC)-labeled goat anti-
rabbit IgG or anti-rat IgG (1:50 dilution in phosphate-
buffered saline) (The Jackson Laboratory, Bar Harbor,
ME). Cells were mounted and immunofluorescence was
detected by a fluorescence microscope (BX51, Olym-
pus) and a CCD camera (DP70, Olympus).

Transient Expression of Dominant-Negative
CREB in LLC-PK1 Cells

The pCG expression vector containing ProCREB, a dom-
inant-negative form of CREB, was constructed by oligo-
nucleotide-directed mutagenesis as described previous-
ly.20,21 ProCREB was obtained by substituting Arg by Pro
on position 301. LLC-PK1 cells were grown to 70 to 80%
confluency in 24-well plates before transfection and 1 �g
of plasmid (pCG-ProCREB) were transfected into the
cells using SuperFect reagent (Qiagen, Tokyo) according
to the manufacturer’s instructions. pCG-UT (empty vec-
tor) alone was used as a transfection control (mock). After
48 hours post-transfection, the cells were subject to the
experiments. In a parallel experiment, the pEGFP-C1
plasmid (Clontech, Palo Alto, CA) was also transfected
using the same method to determine the transfection
efficiency. Expression of green fluorescent protein from
the pEGFP-C1 plasmid is driven by the CMV promoter.
GFP expressing cells were observed under fluorescence
microscopy. Transfection efficiency was calculated using
the following formula: transfection efficiency (%) � (GFP
expressing cells per field)/(total cells per field) �100. In
each experiment, transfection efficiency was 70–80%
(data not shown).

Reverse Transcription-Polymerase Chain
Reaction (RT-PCR)

mRNA was isolated from LLC-PK1 cells or murine kid-
neys using a Quick preparation micro mRNA purification
kit (Amersham Biosciences UK Limited, Buckingham-
shire, UK). The mRNAs for Bcl-2 and Bax were deter-
mined, as described previously.7 Briefly, cells or renal
tissues were homogenized with 0.6 ml extraction buffer,

and mixed with 0.8 ml elution buffer. After centrifugation
at 10,000 � g for 1 minute, the supernatant was applied
to the oligo(dT)-cellulose, and washed with a high-salt
buffer, followed by a low-salt buffer. The mRNA was
eluted with the elution buffer, and quantified from an
absorbance at 260 nm. The mRNA solution was diluted
with 20 �l RNase-free water, and cDNA was synthesized
by using a first-strand cDNA synthesis kit (Amersham
Biosciences). A 25-�l aliquot of samples containing
cDNA (corresponding to 50 ng of mRNA), 10 pmol/�l of
each oligonucleotide primer, 2.5 mmol/L of dNTP and 5
units/�l of Taq polymerase (Nippon Gene, Co., Ltd., To-
kyo) was subjected to RT-PCR. Amplification of cDNA
obtained from LLC-PK1 cells was carried out for 30 cy-
cles (denaturation at 94°C for 30 seconds, annealing at
60°C for 30 seconds, and elongation at 72°C for 30
seconds), followed by an additional polymerization at
72°C for 5 minutes, using a Program Temp Control
System PC-707 (Aster Co., Ltd., Fukuoka, Japan). The
oligonucleotide primers for porcine bcl-2 and bax were
designed based on the sequences described previous-
ly.22,23 The sequences of PCR primers were as follows:
5�-AGCGTCAACGGGAGATGTC-3� (sense) and 5�-GT-
GATGCAAGCTCCCACCAG-3� (antisense) for bcl-2, and
5�-CAGCTCTGAGCAGATCATGAAGACA-3� (sense) and
5�-GCCCATCTTCTTCCAGATGGTGAGC-3� (antisense)
for bax. The primers were purchased from Sigma Geno-
sys Japan Co., Ltd. (Sapporo, Japan). Amplification of
cDNA obtained from murine renal tissues was carried out
for 30 cycles (denaturation at 94°C for 45 seconds, an-
nealing at 53°C for 45 seconds, and elongation at 72°C
for 90 seconds), followed by an additional polymerization
at 72°C for 7 minutes, using Apoptosis PCR bax/bcl-2
Multiplex Primer Sets (Sigma), according to the manufac-
ture’s instruction. The PCR products were subjected to
electrophoresis on 2% agarose gel, and the DNA was
visualized by staining with ethidium bromide under ultra-
violet irradiation. The intensities of the PCR products were
semiquantified densitometrically using the Alpha Imager
2200 (Alpha Innotech Corporation, San Leandro, CA).
The mRNA for �-actin or GAPDH was used as the
standard.

Measurement of Bcl-2 and Bax Proteins

The protein contents of Bcl-2 and Bax were determined
by enzyme immunoassay. Briefly, cells were seeded in
25 cm2 flask, and incubated for 48 hours, then ex-
posed to 100 mg iodine/ml ioversol for 30 minutes in
the absence or presence of DBcAMP and specific
protein kinase inhibitors, followed by further incubation
for 12 hours. After the cells were collected and washed
twice with PBS, Bcl-2 and Bax contents were deter-
mined using the respective ELISA kit (R&D systems
Inc., Minneapolis, MN), according to the manufactur-
er’s instructions, and the absorbance at O.D. of 450 nm
wavelength was measured using a microplate reader
(Inter Medical).
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Radiocontrast Medium-Induced Nephropathy in
Mice

Male ddY mice weighing 30 to 35 g (Kyudo Co., Saga,
Japan) were housed in a room maintained on a 12-hour
light/dark schedule (lights on at 8:00 a.m.) at a tempera-
ture of 23 � 2°C, and allowed free access to food and
water. All in vivo experimental procedures were approved
by the Institutional Committee for the Care and Use of
Laboratory Animals at Kyushu University Hospital. Mice
were anesthetized with 50 mg/kg pentobarbital sodium
and subjected to unilateral ligation of the left anterior
renal pedicle, including renal artery, renal vein and ure-
ter. The ligated kidney was remarkably shrunken. Seven
days after surgical operation, mice were injected i.v. with
4 g iodine/kg ioversol via the tail vein. Beraprost was
injected (0.1�0.3 mg/kg, i.p.) 5 minutes before ioversol
injection. At 24 hours after ioversol injection, urine sam-
ples were collected from bladder under deep ether an-
esthesia. Serum creatinine and blood urea nitrogen con-
centrations were determined by Jaffe’s method and the
diacetylmonoxime method, respectively, using the re-
spective assay kits (Wako Pure Chemical, Osaka). The
activity of N-acetyl-�-D-glucosaminidase (NAG) in urine
was determined by the enzymatic degradation of the
substrate sodium cresol sulfonephthaleinyl N-acetyl-�-D-
glucosaminide using a commercial assay kit (Shionogi
Pharmaceutical, Osaka, Japan). NAG activity was ex-
pressed as units per g urinary creatinine.

Histochemical Examination of Renal Tissues

The right kidney was dissected and fixed in 20% formalin,
then dehydrated in graded concentrations of ethyl alco-
hol, and embedded in paraffin. The kidney block was cut
into 2-�m sections and subjected to periodic acid-Schiff
(PAS) stain and TUNEL stain.

Statistical Analysis

Data are expressed as the mean � SEM and statistically
analyzed by one-way analysis of variance followed by
Dunnett’s test for multiple comparisons or by Student’s
t-test for comparison between two groups, or by the
Kruskal-Wallis test combined with a Steel-type multiple
comparison tests for non-parametric analysis. Statistical
significance was defined as P � 0.05.

Results

Protection by cAMP against Ioversol-Induced
Loss of Cell Viability, Apoptosis and Caspase
Activation via a Kinase/PI 3-Kinase/Akt Pathway
in LLC-PK1 Cells

Exposure of LLC-PK1 cells to ioversol for 30 minutes
caused a concentration-dependent decrease in cell via-
bility determined at 24 hours by WST-8 assay (Figure 1A).
DBcAMP shifted the concentration-response curve for

ioversol to the right. Stimulation of cAMP production with
forskolin or beraprost, a prostacyclin analog that stimu-
lates adenylate cyclase activity,24 also suppressed iover-
sol-induced loss of cell viability (Figure 1B). Ioversol
markedly enhanced the activities of caspase-9 and
caspase-3 (Figure 1E), and caused cell apoptosis as
assessed by TUNEL stain (Figure 1D) Moreover, the in-
hibitory effects of DBcAMP against ioversol-induced loss
of cell viability (Figure 1C), apoptosis (Figure 1D), and
caspase activation (Figure 1E) were all reversed almost
completely by H89, an A kinase inhibitor,25 wortmannin, a
PI 3-kinase inhibitor,26 and SH-6, an Akt inhibitor.27

Phosphorylation of Akt and CREBt by DBcAMP

As shown in Figure 2, DBcAMP (0.3 mmol/L) markedly
increased the number of cells stained with antiserum
against pCREB, and the action of DBcAMP was com-
pletely blocked by H89.

It has been demonstrated that CREB is phosphory-
lated not only by A kinase but also by other kinases such
as PI 3-kinase/PDK1/Akt.28,29 To determine the role of PI
3-kinase/Akt, the effects of wortmannin and SH-6 on in
DBcAMP-mediated CREB phosphorylation were exam-
ined. The DBcAMP-induced increase in pCREB-like im-
munoreactivity was almost completely reversed by 10
nmol/L wortmannin and 1 �mol/L SH-6, thereby indicat-
ing that DBcAMP phosphorylates CREB through acti-
vation of A kinase/PI 3-kinase/Akt pathway. Indeed,
DBcAMP increased the number of cells stained with
anti-pAkt antibody, which was completely reversed by
wortmannin and SH-6. The DBcAMP-induced increase in
pAkt-like immunoreactivity was also completely blocked
by H89.

Requirement of CREB Phosphorylation in
Protective Effect of DBcAMP

To determine whether phosphorylation of CREB is re-
quisite for the protective effect DBcAMP, the effect of
DBcAMP was tested in dominant negative form of CREB
(ProCREB)-transfected cells. As shown in Figure 3A, the
protective effect of DBcAMP, which was observed in
mock-transfected LLC-PK1 cells, was no longer ob-
served in dominant negative CREB-transfected cells.

We previously reported that ioversol decreases mRNA
expression for Bcl-2 and increases that for Bax, which are
reversed by DBcAMP.7 The protein contents of Bcl-2 and
Bax were also similarly changed after treatment with io-
versol in the absence or presence of DBcAMP: Bcl-2
contents (pg/mg protein) were significantly reduced by
ioversol from 462.7 � 36.2 (mean � SEM, N � 4) in
non-treated cells to 232.3 � 33.8 (N � 4), which was
significantly inhibited by 1 mmol/L DBcAMP in a manner
dependent on A kinase (411.7 � 45.3, N � 4, for
ioversol�DBcAMP-treated group; 299.4 � 26.7, N � 4,
for ioversol�DBcAMP� H89-treated group. The Bax con-
tents (pg/mg protein) were significantly elevated by io-
versol from 65.3 � 36.9 (N � 4) in non-treated cells to
834.6 � 102.2 (N � 4), which was also significantly
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reversed by DBcAMP via A kinase-dependent mecha-
nism (154.0 � 54.8, N � 4, for ioversol�DBcAMP-treated
group; 526.8 � 36.2, N � 4, for ioversol�DBcAMP�H89-
treated group). Since the changes in mRNA expression
for Bcl-2 and Bax were consistent with changes in the
contents of these Bcl-2 family proteins, we determined
only mRNA expressions for Bcl-2 and Bax in the subse-
quent study.

In control cells, DBcAMP inhibited the increase in Bcl-2
mRNA and decrease in Bax mRNA induced by ioversol
(Figure 3B), whereas, DBcAMP did no longer reverse
ioversol-induced changes in mRNA expressions for Bcl-2
and Bax in dominant negative CREB-transfected cells
(Figure 3B).

Protective Effect of Beraprost in the in Vivo
Model of Radiocontrast Nephropathy in Mice

To test the effectiveness of cAMP in the in vivo model of
radiocontrast nephropathy, the effect of beraprost on
renal injury induced by a systemic injection of ioversol
was investigated. In mice with unilateral renal occlusion,
intravenous injection of ioversol (4 g iodine/kg) caused a
marked increase in the activity of urinary NAG, a specific

marker of renal tubular cell injury, at 24 hours after injec-
tion (Figure 4B), although the level returned to the base-
line at 48 hours after injection. By contrast, ioversol
caused no significant effect on either serum level of cre-
atinine or blood urea nitrogen in mice with or without
unilateral renal ligation (Figure 4A). Histological observa-
tions revealed that a number of TUNEL-positive cells
appeared in the outer medulla at 24 hours after injection
(Figure 5), indicating that the ioversol-induced kidney
injury is associated at least in part with apoptosis. A
single administration of beraprost (0.1�0.3 mg/kg, i.p.)
attenuated the ioversol-induced elevation of urinary NAG
in a dose-dependent manner (Figure 4). The number of
TUNEL-positive cells were also reduced by beraprost
treatment (Figure 5).

On the other hand, caspase-3 activity in renal medulla
was remarkably elevated by ioversol injection (Figure
6A). This activation of caspase-3 was completely abol-
ished by zDEVD, thereby confirming that the response is
specific for caspase-3. Interestingly, prior treatment with
beraprost (0.3 mg/kg) reversed almost completely the
ioversol-induced caspase-3 activation. In addition, the
mRNA expression for Bcl-2 dramatically reduced, while
that for Bax increased, in renal medulla of mice treated

Figure 1. Effects of DBcAMP, forskolin and a prostacyclin analog beraprost against loss of cell viability induced by ioversol in LLC-PK1 cells (A, B), and
involvement of A kinase/PI 3-kinase/Akt pathway in the inhibitory effects of DBcAMP on the decrease in cell viability (C), on the increase in the number of
apoptotic cells assessed by TUNEL stain (D), and on the activation of caspase 9 and caspase 3 (E) induced by ioversol in LLC-PK1 cells. A: DBcAMP (1 mmol/L)
shifted the concentration-response curves for ioversol in reducing cell viability to the right. **P � 0.01 vs. respective control (Student’s t-test). B: Ioversol-induced
loss of cell viability was prevented not only by DBcAMP (0.1–1 mmol/L) but also by forskolin (FSK: 10 �mol/L) and beraprost (BP: 1 �mol/L). †P � 0.05, ††P �
0.01 vs. control (Dunnett’s test). C: The inhibition by DBcAMP (1 mmol/L) of ioversol-induced loss of cell viability was reversed by an A kinase inhibitor H89
(10 �mol/L), PI 3-kinase inhibitor wortmannin (10 nmol/L), and Akt inhibitor SH-6 (1 �mol/L). **P � 0.01 vs. control (Dunnett’s test). D: DBcAMP inhibited
ioversol-induced apoptosis via A kinase/PI 3-kinase/Akt-dependent mechanisms. E: Ioversol-induced activations of caspase-9 and caspase-3 were prevented by
DBcAMP in the manner dependent on A kinase/PI 3-kinase/Akt signals. **P � 0.01 vs. control (Dunnett’s test).
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with ioversol (Figure 6B). It was notable that beraprost at
0.3 mg/kg completely reversed the changes in mRNA
expression for Bcl-2 and Bax caused by ioversol.

Discussion

In our previous report,7 a variety of ionic and non-ionic
radiocontrast media causes the loss of cell viability, nu-
clear fragmentation and extrusion of phosphatidyl serine
to the outer membrane of LLC-PK1 cells as assessed by
annexin V stain, suggesting that radiocontrast medium-
induced cell injury is associated with apoptosis. We also

found the protective effects of DBcAMP and beraprost
against ioversol-induced apoptosis in LLC-PK1 cells.7,8

Consistent with our previous findings, in the present
study, ioversol reduced cell viability and induced apopto-
sis in a manner dependent on the activities of caspase-9
and caspase-3. Moreover, ioversol markedly reduced the
mRNA and protein content of Bcl-2 and enhanced those
for Bax. Therefore, the activation of caspase-9 followed
by caspase-3 induced by ioversol may be due to the
reduction in Bcl-2, since the activity of caspase-9 is re-

Figure 2. Effect of DBcAMP on the phosphorylation of Akt and CREB in
LLC-PK1 cells. DBcAMP (0.3 mmol/L) increased the number of cells stained
with anti-pAkt (Ser473) and anti-pCREB (Ser133) antisera. DBcAMP-induced
phosphorylations of Akt and CREB were reversed by H89 (10 �mol/L),
wortmannin (10 nmol/L), and SH-6 (1 �mol/L).

Figure 3. Lack of effects of DBcAMP on ioversol-induced loss of cell viability
(A) and changes in mRNA expression for Bcl-2 and Bax (B) in dominant
negative CREB (ProCREB)-transfected LLC-PK1 cells. A: DBcAMP prevented
ioversol-induced cell injury in mock cells but not in cells expressed with a
dominant negative form of CREB. B: DBcAMP reversed the decrease in Bcl-2
mRNA and increase in Bax mRNA in mock cells but not in ProCREB-
transfected cells. *P � 0.05 vs. control (Steel’s test).

Figure 4. Changes in the concentrations of serum creatinine (SCr), blood
urea nitrogen (BUN) and urinary NAG activity after intravenous injection of
ioversol (A) and the effect of beraprost on ioversol-induced elevation of
urinary NAG activity (B) in mice. A: Ioversol (4 g iodine/kg, i.v.) increased
urinary excretion of NAG without affecting the levels of SCr or BUN in mice
with unilateral renal ligation. **P � 0.01 vs. saline (Student’s t-test). B:
Beraprost (0.1–0.3 mg/kg, i.p.) reversed the ioversol-induced increase in
urinary NAG in a dose-dependent manner. **P � 0.01 vs. control (Dunnett’s
test).
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ported to be regulated by bcl-2 family including Bcl-2
and Bax.30–32 DBcAMP attenuated the ioversol-induced
cell injury and shifted the concentration response curve

for ioversol-induced loss of cell viability to the right. It was
notable that the protective effect of DBcAMP against
nephrotoxic action of ioversol was reversed by H89, wort-

Figure 5. Effect of beraprost on ioversol-induced morphological changes in the kidney of mice with unilateral renal ligation. Beraprost protected renal tissues
against ioversol-induced tubular and interstitial cell injury as assessed by PAS stain and TUNEL stain.
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mannin and SH-6. SH-6 is a phosphatidyl-inositol analog
that inhibits specifically the Akt activation without affect-
ing other kinases such as 3-phosphoinositide-dependent
protein kinase-1 (PDK-1) and MAP kinase.27,33 Therefore,
it is suggested that A kinase/PI 3-kinase/Akt pathway is
involved in the protective action of DBcAMP. Indeed,
DBcAMP increased the phosphorylation of Akt, as as-
sessed by immunofluorescent stain with anti-pAkt anti-
body. Moreover, DBcAMP-increased Akt phosphoryla-
tion was abolished by H89 and wortmannin, suggesting
that the Akt phosphorylation is mediated A kinase and PI
3-kinase. It has been demonstrated that cAMP stimulates
the activity of PI 3-kinase/Akt in rat hepatocytes.34 There-
fore, DBcAMP may cause A kinase-dependent activation
of PI 3-kinase, leading to the phosphorylation of Akt.

In the present study, ioversol-induced activations of
caspase-9 and caspase-3 were markedly reduced by
DBcAMP. In addition, the inhibitory effect of DBcAMP on
caspase activation was almost completely reversed by
H89, wortmannin and SH-6, thereby suggesting the
involvement of A kinase/PI 3-kinase/Akt signals in
DBcAMP-induced inhibition of caspase activation. Inter-
estingly, our present data are generally consistent with
the data reported by Webster et al34 who reported that
cAMP inhibits bile acid-induced apoptosis of rat hepato-
cyte by activating PI 3-kinase/Akt and subsequent inhi-
bition of caspases 9 and 3.

The activation of caspase-9 is known to be initiated by
the release of mitochondrial cytochrome c, which binds to
the adapter molecule apoptotic protease activating fac-
tor-1 (Apaf-1) and activates pro-caspase-9.35 Moreover,
cytochrome c release is regulated by Bax and Bcl-2 on
the outer membrane of mitochondria.30–32 In the present
study, DBcAMP prevented both the reduction in Bcl-2
mRNA and its protein and the increase in Bax mRNA
and its protein induced by ioversol. More interestingly,
the inhibitory effects of DBcAMP on ioversol-induced
changes in Bcl-2 and Bax proteins were dependent on A
kinase/PI 3-kinase/Akt activity. Therefore, the inhibitory
effect of DBcAMP on ioversol-induced activation of

caspases may be due to the increase in Bcl-2 and de-
crease in Bax.

It has been demonstrated that phosphorylation of
CREB at Ser133 binds to CRE site located on the promoter
region of bcl-2 gene and up-regulates Bcl-2 expres-
sion.12,36,37 Moreover, Pugazhenthi et al28 have shown
that the activation of PI 3-kinase/Akt increases the ex-
pression for Bcl-2 by enhancing CREB activity in PC12
cells. Consistent with their findings, in the present study,
DBcAMP-induced increase in pCREB immunoreactivity
was completely blocked by H89, wortmannin and SH-6,
suggesting that A kinase-dependent phosphorylation of
CREB is meditated almost exclusively by PI 3-kinase/Akt
pathway.

However, it is still uncertain whether phosphorylation of
CREB is essential to the protective action of DBcAMP
against ioversol-induced apoptotic injury in LLC-PK1
cells. To clarify the role of CREB, we investigated the
effect of DBcAMP on ioversol-induced injury in LLC-PK1
cells transfected with a dominant negative form of CREB
(Pro CREB). Pro CREB has an Arg-to-Pro amino acid
substitution at position 301 in the DNA binding domain
and cannot bind to DNA.20 Interestingly, DBcAMP was no
longer effective in preventing ioversol-induced cell injury
in Pro CREB-transfected cells. Moreover, DBcAMP had
no influence on the reduction of Bcl-2 mRNA expression
or enhancement of Bax mRNA expression induced by
ioversol in these cells. Therefore, it is assumed that phos-
phorylation of CREB is required for DBcAMP to fulfill its
protective action against ioversol-induced apoptosis in
LLC-PK1 cells. Taken together, our present findings sug-
gest that DBcAMP stimulates PI 3-kinase/Akt signals via
A kinase, and phosphorylates CREB, which, in turn, fa-
cilitates Bcl-2 expression and reduces Bax expression,
leading to the inhibition of caspase activation and cell
protection.

Subsequently, we investigated the effect of beraprost
in the in vivo model of radiocontrast nephropathy. It is
generally considered that radiocontrast medium causes
no marked renal dysfunction, when injected alone in nor-
mal animals, however, a slight but significant increase in
serum creatinine level is observed when the contrast
medium is injected in combination with a nitric oxide
synthesis inhibitor NG-nitro-L-arginine and indometha-
cin.38,39 On the other hand, a more marked increase in
urinary NAG activity, a marker of lysosomal activity in
renal tubular cells, is observed after treatment with con-
trast medium in renal artery-clamped rats40 or unilateral
nephrectomized rats.41 It has also been reported that a
significant elevation of urinary NAG is observed in rats
after injection with radiocontrast medium in combination
with gentamicin42,43 or in rabbits.44 In humans, urinary
NAG excretion is shown to be a more sensitive marker of
renal dysfunction than serum creatinine after administra-
tion of radiocontrast medium.45 Consistent with these
data, in the present study, urinary NAG activity was sig-
nificantly elevated at 24 hours after injection of 4 g io-
dine/kg ioversol in mice with unilateral renal occlusion,
although serum creatinine or blood urea nitrogen was not
significantly changed by ioversol. Moreover, it was note-
worthy that a number of TUNEL-positive cells were ob-

Figure 6. Effect of beraprost on activation of caspase-3 (A) and changes in
mRNA expressions for Bcl-2 and Bax (B) induced by ioversol in renal
medulla of mice with unilateral renal ligation. A: Ioversol (4 g iodine/kg, i.v.)
significantly increased caspase-3 activity, which was markedly reversed by
beraprost (BP: 0.3 mg/kg, i.p.). **P � 0.01 vs. control (Dunnett’s test). B:
Ioversol dramatically reduced Bcl-2 mRNA expression, while enhancing Bax
mRNA expression, in renal medulla. BP (0.3 mg/kg) completely blocked
ioversol-induced changes in mRNA expressions for Bcl-2 and Bax. *P � 0.05
vs. control (Steel’s test).
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served in tubular and interstitial cells of outer medulla
after ioversol injection. It was also notable that mRNA
expression for Bcl-2 was dramatically reduced, while that
for Bax was enhanced, in the outer medulla of the kidney
in ioversol-treated mice. These findings, taken together,
suggest that renal tubular/interstitial injury induced by
systemic injection of ioversol is associated with apopto-
sis. A single injection of beraprost abolished ioversol-
induced enhancement of urinary NAG activity and apo-
ptosis. Moreover, the decrease in mRNA expression for
Bcl-2 and increase in that for Bax were reversed com-
pletely by beraprost.

In conclusion, we demonstrated here for the first time
that phosphorylation of CREB through activation of A
kinase/PI 3-kinase/Akt pathway is important to prevent
radiocontrast medium-induced apoptosis in renal cells.
Moreover, beraprost was highly effective in attenuating
the contrast medium-induced renal injury. Beraprost is a
stable and orally active prostacyclin analog clinically
used for the treatment of Buerger’s disease, arterioscle-
rosis obliterans and primary pulmonary hypertension. In
this respect, this drug may be potentially useful for the
prophylaxis of radiocontrast nephropathy.
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