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R-Ras is a Ras-family small GTPase that regulates various cellular functions such as apoptosis and cell adhesion. Here,
we demonstrate a role of R-Ras in exocytosis. By the use of specific anti-R-Ras antibody, we found that R-Ras was enriched
on both early and recycling endosomes in a wide range of cell lines. Using a fluorescence resonance energy transfer-based
probe for R-Ras activity, R-Ras activity was found to be higher on endosomes than on the plasma membrane. This high
R-Ras activity on the endosomes correlated with the accumulation of an R-Ras effector, the Rgl2/Rlf guanine nucleotide
exchange factor for RalA, and also with high RalA activity. The essential role played by R-Ras in inducing high levels of
RalA activity on the endosomes was evidenced by the short hairpin RNA (shRNA)-mediated suppression of R-Ras and
by the expression of R-Ras GAP. In agreement with the reported role of RalA in exocytosis, the shRNA of either R-Ras
or RalA was found to suppress calcium-triggered exocytosis in PC12 pheochromocytoma cells. These data revealed that
R-Ras activates RalA on endosomes and that it thereby positively regulates exocytosis.

INTRODUCTION

R-Ras is a Ras-family GTPase and its amino acid sequence is
55% identical to those of the classical types of Ras (H-, K-,
N-Ras, collectively referred to hereafter as “Ras”) (Lowe et
al., 1987). As is the case with the other Ras-family GTPases,
R-Ras is regulated primarily by two classes of protein, gua-
nine nucleotide exchange factor (GEF) and GTPase-activat-
ing protein (GAP). Reflecting the high sequence similarity
among Ras-family GTPases, many GEFs and GAPs for R-Ras
catalyze other Ras-family GTPases as well (Ohba et al., 2000).
Furthermore, R-Ras is known to interact with many effectors
of Ras, such as Raf-1, Ral GEFs, and the p110� subunit of
phosphoinositide 3-kinase (PI3K) (Rey et al., 1994; Spaargaren
and Bischoff, 1994; Spaargaren et al., 1994; Marte et al., 1997).
Despite this redundancy between R-Ras and Ras, R-Ras

exhibits various properties that are distinct from those of
Ras. For example, R-Ras preferentially activates Ral GEFs
and PI3K, but it does not activate Raf (Huff et al., 1997;
Rodriguez-Viciana et al., 2004). The transforming activity of
constitutively active R-Ras is substantially less potent than
that of the constitutively active Ras (Cox et al., 1994), al-
though it should be noted that a recent report has suggested
the involvement of R-Ras in human gastric cancer (Nishigaki
et al., 2005). Meanwhile, R-Ras is known to regulate cell
adhesion, cell spreading, and phagocytosis through the ac-
tivation of integrin (Zhang et al., 1996; Keely et al., 1999;
Berrier et al., 2000; Self et al., 2001). R-Ras-null mice have
recently been shown to exhibit excessive vascular responses,
in spite of the fact that they are otherwise normal (Komatsu
and Ruoslahti, 2005). This phenotype seems to reflect higher
levels of expression of R-Ras in smooth muscle cells, includ-
ing blood vessel cells. The results obtained with R-Ras-null
mice have also demonstrated that an R-Ras defect can be
almost entirely compensated for by other gene products.

Ral GEFs, effectors of Ras-family GTPases, are activators
of the two Ral proteins, RalA and RalB, which are also
Ras-family GTPases (Wolthuis and Bos, 1999; Quilliam et al.,
2002; Rodriguez-Viciana et al., 2004). It has been suggested
that this Ral GEFs-Ral pathway is more important in the
Ras-dependent oncogenesis of human cells than are other
Ras-dependent pathways, such as those involving Raf and
PI3K (Hamad et al., 2002; Rangarajan et al., 2004; Lim et al.,
2005; Gonzalez-Garcia et al., 2005). The activated Ral then
binds to various Ral-binding proteins and thereby regulates
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various cellular functions (Feig, 2003). The characterization
of such Ral effector proteins has suggested that Ral may be
involved in vesicular trafficking. For example, the Ral-bind-
ing protein RalBP1 is thought to regulate endocytosis, sug-
gesting the involvement of Ral in endocytosis (Nakashima et
al., 1999). Ral may also regulate exocytosis, because Ral
binds to two components of the exocyst complex, Sec5 and
Exo84 (Moskalenko et al., 2002, 2003).

The exocyst complex was originally identified by genetic
and biochemical studies as a cluster of molecules required
for exocytosis in budding yeast, and it was later character-
ized in a wide range of eukaryotes. The exocyst complex
consists of eight subunits: Sec3, Sec5, Sec6, Sec8, Sec10,
Sec15, Exo70, and Exo84 (Lipschutz and Mostov, 2002).
These proteins are primarily involved in the tethering
and/or docking process of trafficking vesicles, which occurs
before the fusion process (Finger et al., 1998; Tsuboi et al.,
2005). Due to their fundamental role in exocytosis, any mal-
function of the proteins in the exocyst complex can disrupt
various cellular events, such as the basolateral transport of
vesicles in polarized epithelial cells, neurite outgrowth in
PC12 cells, paraxial mesoderm formation in mice, and secre-
tory vesicle-mediated abscission in Drosophila (Friedrich et
al., 1997; Grindstaff et al., 1998; Vega and Hsu, 2001; Murthy
et al., 2003; Gromley et al., 2005).

To gain a better understanding of the function of R-Ras
and its potential role in Ral-mediated exocytosis, it will be
essential to elucidate not only the subcellular localization
but also the activity change of these proteins. Thus, we
developed specific anti-R-Ras sera and a probe for R-Ras
activity based on the principle of fluorescence resonance
energy transfer (FRET), a technique that has been shown to
be extremely useful for the spatiotemporal analysis of small
GTPases (Kurokawa et al., 2004b). Using these tools, we
found that endogenous R-Ras is enriched and activated at
endosomes and that these R-Ras proteins promote exocyto-
sis by activating RalA.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Probes Based on FRET
FRET probes for R-Ras, designated as Raichu-R-Ras, were prepared essen-
tially as described previously (Mochizuki et al., 2001; Takaya et al., 2004). From
the amino terminus, Raichu-R-Ras consisted of a modified yellow fluorescent
protein (YFP) designated as “Venus” (Nagai et al., 2002) (amino acids [aa]
1-239), a spacer (Leu-Asp), human R-Ras (aa 1-199), a 17-amino acid-spacer
(Gly-Gly-Gly-Thr-Gly-Gly-Gly-Gly-Gly-Ser-Gly-Gly-Thr-Gly-Gly-Gly-Thr), the Ras-
binding domain of RalGDS (aa 785-871), a spacer (Gly-Gly-Arg), a mod-
ified cyan fluorescent protein (CFP) designated as “SECFP” (Lys27Arg,
Asp130Ala, Asn165His, Ser176Gly) (aa 1-237), a spacer (Gly-Arg-Ser-Arg), and
the carboxy-terminal region of R-Ras (aa 195-218) (Figure 1A). The character-
ization of Raichu R-Ras was performed as described previously (Takaya et al.,
2004).

Plasmids
pCXN2-mCFP, pCXN2-mRFP, and pCXN2-mCherry are expression vectors
encoding a monomeric SECFP (Zacharias et al., 2002), a monomeric red
fluorescent protein (RFP) (Kurokawa et al., 2004a), and mCherry, respectively.
cDNA of mCherry was provided by R. Y. Tsien (University of California at
San Diego). The pERedNLS and pERedMito expression vectors contain an
internal ribosomal site followed by the cDNAs of DsRed-Express (Clontech,
Mountain View, CA) with nuclear and mitochondrial localization signals,
respectively (Aoki et al., 2005). pCXN2-5Myc and pCXN2-Flag are mamma-
lian expression vectors containing Myc and Flag epitope tags, respectively.
cDNAs of RalBP1 and Rgl were provided by A. Kikuchi (Hiroshima Univer-
sity, Hiroshima, Japan). cDNA of p110� and p85� were obtained from Y.
Fukui (University of Tokyo, Tokyo, Japan), and cDNA of Rab5A was obtained
from Y. Takai (Osaka University, Osaka, Japan). Rap1B cDNA was provided
by N. Minato (Kyoto University, Kyoto, Japan). The cDNAs of K-Ras and
N-Ras were obtained from L. A. Feig (Tufts University, Boston, MA). cDNAs
of Rab7, Rab11A, and RalB were purchased from Guthrie cDNA Resource
Center (Sayre, PA). pAcGFP1-Endo was purchased from Clontech. pVenus-

N1-NPY was obtained from A. Miyawaki (The Brain Science Institute, RIKEN,
Wako-shi, Japan) (Nagai et al., 2002). pHA-EYFP-GH1 has been described
previously (Matsuno et al., 2005). pCXN2-Flag-CalDAG-GEFII, pCXN2-Flag-
CalDAG-GEFIII, pCXN2-Flag-R-RasGAP, pCAGGS-Flag-p120RasGAP, pCXN2-
Flag-rap1GAP1B, pCAGGS-RasGRF, pCAGGS-mSos1, and pEF-BOS-myc-Gap1m

have been described previously (Yamamoto et al., 1995; Gotoh et al., 1997; Ohba et al.,
2000). pCXN2-5Myc-R-Ras-rRNAi (RNA interference-resistant clone) encodes a R-
Ras mutant resistant to the short hairpin RNA (shRNA) vector. For the preparation
of the glutathione S-transferase (GST) fusion proteins, cDNAs were subcloned into
pGEX vectors and recombinant proteins were prepared according to the manu-
facturer’s protocol (GE Healthcare, Little Chalfont, Buckinghamshire, United
Kingdom).

Cells, Antibodies, and Reagents
293T cells were obtained from B. J. Mayer (University of Connecticut, Storrs, CT).
The line of Cos7 cells used in this study was Cos7/E3, a subclone of Cos7 cells
established by Y. Fukui. The PC12 cells were obtained from S. Kuroda (Univer-
sity of Tokyo). HeLa and Madin-Darby canine kidney (MDCK) cells were pur-
chased from the Human Science Research Resources Bank (Sennan-shi, Osaka,
Japan). The GH3 cells used here have been described previously (Matsuno et al.,
2005). The PC12 cells were maintained in DMEM (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO)
supplemented with 10% fetal calf serum and 5% horse serum. GH3 cells were
cultured in Ham’s F-10 (Sigma-Aldrich) supplemented with 15% horse serum
and 2.5% fetal calf serum. Other cells were maintained in DMEM supplemented
with 10% fetal calf serum. GH3 cells stably expressing R-Ras were prepared
essentially as described previously (Akagi et al., 2003). Anti-green fluorescent
protein (GFP) rabbit serum was prepared in our laboratory. Anti-RalA and
anti-RalB were purchased from BD Biosciences (San Jose, CA). Anti-FLAG M2
and tetradecanoyl phorbol-13-acetate (TPA) was purchased from Sigma-Aldrich.
Anti-Myc 9E10 was obtained from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Santa Cruz, CA).
Anti-GFP antibody was also purchased from Takara Bio (Otsu, Japan). Anti-Akt,
anti-phospho Akt (Thr308), anti-phospho-mitogen–activated protein kinase ki-
nase (MEK) 1/2 (Ser217/221), and anti-R-Ras were purchased from Cell Signal-
ing Technology (Beverly, MA). Alexa 488 anti-rabbit immunoglobulin G (IgG),
Alexa 488 anti-rat IgG, and Alexa 568 anti-mouse IgG were purchased from
Invitrogen (San Diego, CA). To generate anti-R-Ras sera, three rabbits were
injected with GST-R-Ras.

RNA Interference
Synthetic siRNAs against R-Ras and Ral proteins were prepared as described
previously (Oinuma et al., 2004; Wozniak et al., 2005). siRNAs were trans-
fected using Oligofectamine or Lipofectamine 2000 (Invitrogen) according to
the manufacturer’s instructions. pSuper.retro.puro vector (OligoEngine, Seat-
tle, WA) was used for short hairpin RNA. The shRNA sequences for rat R-Ras
and RalA have been described previously (Oinuma et al., 2004; Vitale et al.,
2005), and the sequence for rat RalB was 5�-GCCGACAGTTACAGAAAGA-
3�. After transfection, the cells were incubated for at least 48 h before analysis.

Bos’ Pull-Down Assay
Bos’ pull-down assay for Ral proteins was performed essentially as described
previously (Takaya et al., 2004). Briefly, the cells were lysed in Ral buffer (50
mM Tris-HCl, pH 7.5, 200 mM NaCl, 2.5 mM MgCl2, 1% NP-40, 10% glycerol,
1 mM Na3VO4, 1 mM phenylmethylsulfunyl fluoride, 10 �g/ml aprotinin,
and 10 �g/ml leupeptin) and were clarified by centrifugation. The superna-
tant was incubated with GST-Sec5-RBD or GST-RalBP1-RBD for 30 min at
4°C. The resulting complexes of Ral-GTP and GST fusion proteins were
incubated with glutathione-Sepharose beads (GE Healthcare) for 1 h at 4°C,
and after the bound proteins and cell lysates had been separated by SDS-
polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (PAGE), immunoblotting with anti-RalA
or anti-RalB antibody was carried out. Bound antibodies were detected by an
ECL chemiluminescence detection system (GE Healthcare), and binding was
quantified with the aid of an LAS-1000 image analyzer (Fuji-Film, Tokyo,
Japan). The pull-down assay for Ras, Rap1, and R-Ras was performed essen-
tially as described above except for the use of GST-RalGDS-RBD.

Immunoprecipitation
Transfected Cos7 cells were harvested in ice-cold lysis buffer (50 mM Tris-HCl
pH 7.5, 200 mM NaCl, 2.5 mM MgCl2, 1% NP-40, 0.5% sodium deoxycholate,
10% glycerol, 1 mM Na3VO4, 1 mM phenylmethylsulfunyl fluoride, 10 �g/ml
aprotinin, and 10 �g/ml leupeptin). Anti-Myc antibody, GFP antiserum, or
R-Ras antiserum was added to the cleared lysates. After the lysates were
subjected to 1 h of rotation at 4°C with protein G-Sepharose or protein
A-Sepharose (GE Healthcare), the beads were washed and boiled in sample
buffer. The bound proteins were then subjected to immunoblot analysis.

Immunohistochemistry and Immunogold Electron
Microscopy
Formalin-fixed, paraffin-embedded sections were deparaffinized with xylenes
and rehydrated with ethanol. The sections were treated with normal goat
serum and 1% H2O2 to quench endogenous peroxidase activity, and then they

R-Ras Activation of RalA

Vol. 18, May 2007 1851



were incubated with primary antibody overnight at 4°C. After incubation of
the sections with the biotinylated secondary antibody, immunopositive sig-
nals were visualized using 3,3�-diaminobenzidine tetrahydrochloride as a
chromogen. For immunogold electron microscopy, the cells were fixed with
4% paraformaldehyde, 0.35% glutaraldehyde, and 0.2% picric acid at 4°C for
1.5 h, followed by fixation with 4% paraformaldehyde and 0.2% picric acid
overnight at 4°C. After being washed with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS),
the cells were dehydrated with ethanol and embedded in Lowicryl K4M
(Polysciences; Tokyo, Japan). Ultrathin sections were placed on nickel grids
and were immersed in a target retrieval solution (Dako Denmark, Glostrup,
Denmark). Then, the samples were exposed to microwave radiation for 20
min, after which they were washed with distilled water. The grids were
incubated with anti-R-Ras or preimmune rabbit serum at room temperature
for 2 h, and then they were incubated for 1 h with anti-rabbit IgG labeled with
10-nm gold particles (GE Healthcare). After being washed and dried, the
sections were stained with both uranyl acetate and lead citrate; the sections
were then examined with a Hitachi H-800 transmission electron microscope
(Hitachi High-Technologies, Tokyo, Japan). In some experiments, MDCK cells
expressing an endosomal marker protein, AcGFP-Endo, were used for the
analysis. Cells were double stained with anti-R-Ras rabbit serum and anti-
GFP mouse monoclonal antibody (mAb) JL-8, which were detected with
anti-rabbit IgG labeled with 5-nm gold particles and anti-mouse IgG labeled
with 10-nm gold particles, respectively. As a control, anti-R-Ras rabbit serum
preadsorbed to GST-R-Ras, preimmune rabbit serum, nonspecific rabbit IgG,
or nonspecific mouse IgG was also used.

Immunocytochemistry
To stain the endogenous R-Ras protein, MDCK cells were fixed with 3.7%
formaldehyde and then subjected to refixation with methanol at �20°C and
permeabilization with 0.2% Triton X-100, followed by incubation in PBS
containing 3% bovine serum albumin (BSA) and 0.02% Triton X-100 for 1 h. In
some experiments, MDCK cells were fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde, im-
mediately followed by permeabilization with 0.01% Triton X-100 for 1 min
and incubation with 2% BSA in 50 mM NH4Cl-containing PBS. These fixed
cells were incubated for 1 h at room temperature with anti R-Ras rabbit
serum, washed with PBS, and then incubated for 30 min at room temperature
with Alexa 488 anti-rabbit IgG. For the 3HA-tag and 5Myc-tag staining, Cos7
cells were fixed with 3% paraformaldehyde and subjected to permeabilization
and staining as described above. Alexa 488 anti-rat IgG and Alexa 568
anti-mouse IgG were used to detect anti-hemagglutinin (HA) and anti-Myc,
respectively. After being washed, the cells were imaged with an FV-500
confocal microscope equipped with an argon laser and with an HeNe laser
microscope (Olympus, Tokyo, Japan). Twenty-five XY images scanned from
the bottom to the top of the cells were obtained to prepare stacked images of
XY and XZ sections.

Imaging of R-Ras and RalA Activity in Living Cells
R-Ras and RalA activity was visualized with Raichu-R-Ras or Raichu-RalA
essentially as described previously (Mochizuki et al., 2001; Takaya et al., 2004).
Expression plasmids were transfected into Cos7 cells by Polyfect (QIAGEN,
Valencia, CA) or 293fectin (Invitrogen). More than 36 h after transfection, the
cells were imaged with an Olympus IX70 inverted microscope equipped with
an image splitter, Dual-View (Optical Insights, Santa Fe, NM) and an EMCCD
camera, iXon DV887 (Andor Technology, Belfast, United Kingdom), and the
imaging process was controlled by MetaMorph software (Molecular Devices,
Sunnyvale, CA). In some experiments, cells were imaged with an Olympus
IX81 inverted microscope equipped with a laser-based autofocusing system,
IX2-ZDC, and an automatically programmable XY stage, MD-XY30100T-
Meta, which allowed us to obtain the time-lapse images of several view fields
in a single experiment. For dual-emission ratio imaging of the Raichu probes,
we used previously described filter sets (Takaya et al., 2004), and we obtained
images for CFP and FRET. After background subtraction was carried out, the
FRET/CFP ratio was depicted using MetaMorph software, and this image
was used to represent FRET efficiency. Confocal FRET images were obtained
by an IX51 upright fluorescence microscope (Olympus) equipped with a
CSU-10 spinning Nipkow disk confocal unit (Yokogawa, Tokyo, Japan), a
W-view (Hamamatsu Photonics, Hamamatsu, Japan), and a diode-pumped
solid state 430-nm laser (Melles Griot, Carlsbad, CA).

Exocytosis Assay
The exocytosis assay was carried out using Venus-tagged neuropeptide Y
(NPY) as described previously (Nagai et al., 2002). pVenus-N1-NPY or pHA-
EYFP-GH1 with or without additional expression vectors was transfected into
PC12 cells or GH3 cells with Lipofectamine 2000 (Invitrogen). Sixty hours
after transfection, the cells were washed in a low-potassium saline solution
(145 mM NaCl, 5.6 mM KCl, 2.2 mM CaCl2, 0.5 mM MgCl2, 5.6 mM glucose,
and 15 mM HEPES, pH 7.4). Then, the medium was exchanged for a high-
potassium saline medium (95 mM NaCl, 56 mM KCl, 2.2 mM CaCl2, 0.5 mM
MgCl2, 5.6 mM glucose, and 15 mM HEPES, pH 7.4) to depolarize the cells.
After 20 min in the case of the PC12 cells or 10 min in the case of the GH3 cells,
cell-free supernatants were collected and were stored as the secreted fraction.
Cells remaining on the culture dishes were lysed in PBS containing 1% Triton

X-100, and they were cleared by centrifugation to obtain the nonsecreted
fraction. The fluorescence of NPY-Venus or EYFP-GH recovered in each
fraction was measured by a FluoroSkan II fluorescence microplate reader
(Global Medical Instrumentation, Ramsey, MN).

Online Supplemental Material
Time-lapse FRET images of Supplemental Figure S3J and Figure 3B are
compiled into QuickTime videos available as supplemental material. Movie 1
shows Cos7 cells transfected with pRaichu-R-Ras and stimulated with TPA as
described in the legend to Supplemental Figure S3K. Movie 2 shows Cos7
cells transfected with pRaichu-R-Ras as described in the legend to Figure 2B.
Images were acquired every 30 s, and the video is displayed at 15 frames per
second. Supplemental Figures 1–6 show characterization of anti-R-Ras serum,
images of colocalization studies, basic property of Raichu-R-Ras probe, and
results of coimmunoprecipitation studies.

RESULTS

Tissue Distribution of Endogenous R-Ras
One of the reasons why the biological function of R-Ras
remains elusive may be the lack of information concerning
its tissue distribution and subcellular localization, which in
turn is likely due to the lack of a specific antiserum. There-
fore, we developed high-affinity anti-R-Ras sera that could
be used for immunohistochemistry. One of the antisera was
found to specifically recognize the endogenous R-Ras pro-
tein by immunoblotting analysis (Supplemental Figure S1).
The obtained anti-R-Ras serum was used for immunohisto-
chemical analyses. We found that R-Ras accumulated at
high levels in the cytoplasm of smooth muscle cells, includ-
ing those in the intestine and blood vessels, as has been
reported recently (Komatsu and Ruoslahti, 2005) (Figure
1A). To a lesser extent, R-Ras expression was also observed
in the neuroendocrine cells of the adrenal medulla and in
islet cells in the pancreas (Figure 1B). Immunohistochemis-
try analysis in other tissues is described in Supplemental
Figure S2.

Localization of Endogenous R-Ras on the Vesicular
Structures Related to Early and Recycling Endosomes
To more closely analyze the subcellular distribution of R-
Ras, we chose MDCK cells, which were found to express
R-Ras most abundantly among the cell lines examined (Sup-
plemental Figure S1C). Quantitative immunoblotting analy-
sis revealed that the number of R-Ras molecules was 1.5 �
105/cell, which was about one fifth of the number of Ras
molecules but similar to the numbers of RalA and RalB
molecules (data not shown). In MDCK cells, endogenous
R-Ras was enriched on the vesicles and/or on endosome-
like structures, although weak staining of the plasma mem-
brane was also clearly seen (Figure 1, C and D). Such vesic-
ular structures were not observed with preimmune sera or
anti-R-Ras serum preabsorbed with antigen (data not
shown). To further investigate the nature of R-Ras–positive
endosomes, R-Ras was coexpressed with endosomal mark-
ers (Figure 2). R-Ras localization was found to overlap sig-
nificantly with that of transferrin (early and recycling endo-
somes), Rab4A (early and recycling endosomes), Rab5A
(early endosome), and Rab11A (recycling endosome), but
not with that of EEA1 (early endosome) and Rab7 (late
endosome). Immunoelectron micrographs showed that R-
Ras was localized on cytoplasmic vesicular structures that
were �50 nm in diameter (Figure 1E). Furthermore, double
staining showed the colocalization of R-Ras and AcGFP-
Endo, an endosomal marker (Figure 1F). These results indi-
cated that the R-Ras–loaded vesicles were related to early
and recycling endosomes, but not to the late endosomes.
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Figure 1. Tissue distribution and subcellular localization of R-Ras.
(A) Immunohistochemistry analysis of mouse intestine with preim-
mune (left) or anti-R-Ras serum (right). Bound antibodies were
detected with diaminobenzidine tetrahydrochloride, and the nuclei
were counterstained with hematoxylin. Note the staining of the
smooth muscle cell layer. (B) Immunohistochemistry of the mouse
adrenal gland and pancreas. Note the staining of the adrenal me-
dulla and Langerhans’ islands. MDCK cells were fixed in 3.7%
formaldehyde and methanol (C) or 4% paraformaldehyde (D) as
described in the text, stained with the anti-R-Ras serum and the
Alexa 488-coupled anti-rabbit IgG antibody, and observed with a
confocal fluorescent microscope. Twenty-five XY images were ob-
tained from the bottom to the top of the cells to prepare the stacked
XY image. Cross sections are also shown at the dotted lines. Bar, 10
�m. (E) Immunoelectron micrograph of a MDCK cell stained with
anti-R-Ras serum before detection with anti-rabbit IgG labeled with
10-nm gold particles. Bar, 100 nm. (F) Immunoelectron micrograph
of a MDCK cell expressing an endosomal marker protein, AcGFP-
Endo. Cells were double-stained with anti-R-Ras rabbit serum and
anti-GFP mouse mAb JL-8, which were detected with anti-rabbit
IgG labeled with 5-nm gold particles and anti-mouse IgG labeled
with 10-nm gold particles, respectively. Inset depicts the magnified
image of the gold particles. Bar, 100 nm.

Figure 2. Colocalization of R-Ras with early and recycling endo-
some markers. (A) Cos7 cells expressing 3HA-tagged R-Ras and
5Myc-tagged Rab4A (early and recycling endosome marker), Rab5A
(early endosome marker), Rab7 (late endosome marker), or Rab11A
(recycling endosome marker) were double stained with anti-HA
and anti-Myc antibodies and then observed with a laser-scanning
confocal microscope. In the merged images, the red and green areas
indicate anti-Myc and anti-HA antibodies, respectively. Bar, 10 �m.
Outlined regions were enlarged and are shown in the insets. (B)
Cos7 cells were incubated with Alexa-568-conjugated transferrin for
60 min and then stained with anti-R-Ras serum. (C) Cos7 cells were
double stained with anti-R-Ras serum and anti-EEA1 antibody. Bar,
10 �m. Outlined regions were enlarged and are shown in the insets.
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Development of a Probe for R-Ras, Raichu-R-Ras

The unexpected observation that R-Ras was enriched on the
endosomes urged us to investigate the role played by R-Ras
on endosomes. For this purpose, we developed a series of
FRET probes for the live-cell imaging of R-Ras activity. For
the sake of brevity, only the results obtained with the
Raichu-205X probe (hereafter referred to as “Raichu-R-Ras”)
are described here, because this probe performed best
among those tested. From the amino terminus, Raichu-R-Ras
includes a modified YFP designated as Venus, human R-Ras
(aa 1-199), the Ras-association domain of RalGDS (aa 785-
871), a modified CFP referred to as SECFP, and the carboxy-
terminal hypervariable region of R-Ras (aa 195-218) (Figure

3A). Raichu-R-Ras fulfills most requirements for a FRET
probe as described in the Supplemental Material and Sup-
plemental Figure S3.

Activation of R-Ras on Endosomes
Using Raichu-R-Ras, we visualized R-Ras activity in living
Cos7 cells. The distribution of the Raichu-R-Ras probe was
indistinguishable from that of the authentic R-Ras: The
probe was enriched on the endosomes, but also localized
diffusely on the plasma membrane (Figure 3B, Supplemental
Figure S4, and Supplemental Movie 2). R-Ras activity, as
visualized by the FRET level, was higher on the endosomes
than on the plasma membrane. The high R-Ras activity
observed on endosomes was more clearly observed with a

Figure 3. High R-Ras activity on the endosomes. (A) Schematic representation of the Raichu-R-Ras probe. Raichu-R-Ras consisted of a
modified YFP designated as Venus, R-Ras, the RA domain (RA) of RalGDS, a modified CFP designated as SECFP, and the carboxy-terminal
hypervariable region of R-Ras (indicated by the zigzag lines). On R-Ras activation, the intramolecular binding of R-Ras to the RA domain
brings CFP into proximity with YFP, evoking YFP-derived fluorescence by the sensitized FRET. (B) A Cos7 cell expressing Raichu-R-Ras was
imaged for CFP (excitation 430 nm/emission 480 nm) and YFP (excitation 430 nm/emission 530 nm). The images of the ratio (YFP versus
CFP) were generated to represent the level of FRET. The upper and lower limits of the ratio range are shown on the right. Outlined regions
are shown enlarged in the insets. Bar, 10 �m. (C) Cos7 cells expressing Raichu-R-Ras and its mutants were imaged with a confocal
microscope. Bar, 10 �m. (D) FRET efficiency (YFP/CFP ratio) of Raichu-R-Ras, Raichu-R-Ras G38V, and Raichu-R-Ras S43N at the plasma
membrane (left) and on the endosomes (right). For the endosomes, regions that exhibited higher CFP intensity than an appropriate threshold
level were selected, and their YFP and CFP intensities were obtained. For the plasma membrane, three appropriate regions were arbitrarily
selected, and the averages of their YFP and CFP intensities were obtained. Data from at least seven cells are shown in the histograms.

A. Takaya et al.

Molecular Biology of the Cell1854



spinning disk confocal unit (Figure 3C). To exclude the
possibility that the high FRET level on the endosomes was
caused by accumulation of the probe, we used control
probes, i.e., Raichu-R-Ras G38V and Raichu-R-Ras S43N, the
properties of which are shown in Supplemental Figure S3.
The FRET level was diffusely high on both the plasma mem-
brane and on endosomes in cells expressing Raichu-R-Ras
G38V (Figure 3, C and D). In contrast, cells expressing
Raichu-R-Ras S43N showed low levels of FRET, both on the
plasma membrane and on endosomes (Figure 3, C and D).
The intensity of the probe on each endosome did not affect
the emission ratio of sensitized FRET over CFP in either the
Raichu-R-Ras wild type, G38V mutant, or S43N mutant
(data not shown). Therefore, these results negated the pos-
sibility that the high FRET signal observed on the endo-
somes of Raichu-R-Ras–expressing cells was caused by an
accumulation of the probe. Interestingly, we could not ob-
serve remarkable difference in the localization of the wild-
type and mutant Raichu-Ras proteins. This is probably
because the effector domain of R-Ras-GTP is masked by
the Ras-binding domain of the probe and suggests that the
localization of the probe was determined primarily by the
carboxy terminus of R-Ras.

Endosomal Localization of Rgl2/Rlf, an R-Ras Effector
Next, we attempted to identify the signaling molecules
downstream of R-Ras on the endosomes. To this end, we
first compared the affinity of R-Ras for Raf-1, B-Raf, RalGDS,
Rgl2/Rlf, Rgl, and the p110� subunit of PI3K, all of which

are known to bind to a wide range of Ras-family GTPases
(Figure 4A). K-Ras and Rap1A were used as controls for the
GTPases (Supplemental Figure S5A). In a coimmunoprecipi-
tation assay, a constitutively active mutant of R-Ras (R-Ras
Q87L) was found to interact most strongly with three GEFs
for Ral, i.e., RalGDS, Rgl, and Rgl2/Rlf, and less strongly
with Raf-1, B-Raf, and p110�. These interactions were shown
to depend on GTP loading, because the R-Ras Q87L mutant
showed a markedly higher affinity for Rgl2/Rlf than did the
wild-type protein and the nucleotide-free mutant, R-Ras
S43N (Figure 4B). However, it should be noted that the
high-affinity binding detected by coimmunoprecipitation
does not necessarily indicate the signaling strength between
the two associated proteins. Thus, we examined the effect of
the activated R-Ras mutant, R-Ras Q87L, on the activity of
downstream effectors. In agreement with the coimmunopre-
cipitation experiments, RalA, RalB, and Akt1 (downstream
of p110 PI3K), but not MEK1 (downstream of the Raf pro-
teins), were activated by R-Ras Q87L (Supplemental Figure
S5). Next, we used R-Ras antiserum to examine whether the
endogenous R-Ras protein is also associated with Ras effec-
tors. Among the effector proteins tested, Rgl2/Rlf exhibited
the strongest affinity for endogenous R-Ras (Figure 4C).
Finally, we confirmed that Rgl2/Rlf, but not Raf-1 or p110�,
colocalized efficiently with R-Ras on the endosomes (Figure
5, A and B). This endosomal colocalization of Rgl2/Rlf with
R-Ras was abrogated by the expression of R-RasGAP (Figure
5C). These results strongly suggested that R-Ras is bound to
Rgl2/Rlf on endosomes in a GTP-dependent manner.

Figure 4. Binding of R-Ras to Rgl2/Rlf. (A) Cos7 cells
expressing mCFP-tagged R-Ras-Q87L and the Myc-
tagged effector proteins indicated at the bottom of the
panel were used for the analysis. In p110� expression,
p85� was used for coexpression to stabilize the PI3K
heterodimer complex. From the cell lysates, GFP-tagged
proteins were immunoprecipitated, and bound proteins
were analyzed by immunoblotting with anti-Myc mAb
or anti-GFP mAb. (B) Cos7 cells expressing HA-tagged
R-Ras mutants and Myc-tagged Rgl2/Rlf were lysed
and analyzed as described in A. (C) Endogenous R-Ras
protein was immunoprecipitated with anti-R-Ras serum
from Cos7 cells expressing the Myc-tagged effector pro-
teins. The immunoprecipitates were analyzed as de-
scribed in A. Preimmune serum was used as a control.
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Regulation of Vesicular RalA Activity by R-Ras
We next addressed the question of whether R-Ras regulates
the activities of Ral proteins on the endosomes. In results
that were consistent with those of a previous report (Shipitsin
and Feig, 2004), RalA and RalB were detected both on the
plasma membrane and on endosomes (Supplemental Figure
S4C). Because colocalization with R-Ras was clearer in the
case of RalA than RalB, we focused on RalA and examined
the RalA activity on endosomes by use of Raichu-RalA, a
marker for RalA activity (Takaya et al., 2004) (Figure 6). In
contrast to the FRET images obtained with Raichu-R-Ras,
the FRET level varied significantly among endosomes, sug-

gesting that RalA activity varied among different types of
endosomes (Figure 6A). We considered it likely that such
differences in RalA activity among endosomes might have
depended on the presence of active R-Ras; therefore, we
examined RalA activity in cells expressing R-RasGAP or
shRNA for R-Ras. Under both conditions, the number of
endosomes showing high RalA activity was reduced signif-
icantly (Figure 6, B–D). This shRNA-mediated decrease in
RalA activity was recovered by the coexpression of exoge-
nous R-Ras, the cDNA of which harbors mutations in the
shRNA-binding sequence. The dependence of RalA activity
on R-Ras was confirmed by a pull-down assay with the
RalA-binding region of RalBP1; the net amount of GTP-RalA
was thus shown to have decreased by 20% (Figure 6E). It
should be noted that the basal GTP level of RalA is �7% of
total guanine nucleotides bound to RalA (Takaya et al.,
2004). Therefore, if we assume based on the immunofluores-
cence data that the proportion of RalA on the endosomes is
significantly smaller than that at the plasma membrane, a 20%
decrease in the net amount of GTP-RalA seemed to be consis-
tent with the significant reduction in the number of endosomes
showing a high GTP-RalA level, as demonstrated by Raichu-
RalA. Finally, we found that knockdown of Rgl2/Rlf pro-
foundly decreased the RalA activity on the endosomes, sug-
gesting that the R-Ras–Rgl2/Rlf complex is the principal
activator of RalA on the endosomes (Figure 6F).

Requirement of R-Ras and RalA for Calcium-dependent
Exocytosis
It has been reported that RalA is engaged in calcium-trig-
gered exocytosis (Moskalenko et al., 2002; Vitale et al., 2005),
which prompted us to examine the role played by R-Ras in
the same process. YFP-tagged NPY and rat growth hormone
(rGH) were used as markers of exocytosis (Nagai et al., 2002;
Matsuno et al., 2005) (Figure 7 and Supplemental Figure
S4C). In PC12 cells, depolarization-induced NPY secretion
was as significantly inhibited by the expression of active
R-Ras (Q87L) and R-RasGAP as by the expression of active
RalA (G23V) and Rab11a (Q70L). The expression levels of
recombinant proteins were examined by a quantitative im-
munoblotting analysis (Supplemental Figure S6). Because
the expression of Rab11a T22N was less than R-Ras or RalA
mutants, the ineffectiveness of this particular mutant might
be ascribable to its low expression level. The role played by
R-Ras and RalA was further confirmed with small interfer-
ing RNA (siRNA) (Figure 7B). The reduction of R-Ras and
RalA inhibited depolarization-induced NPY secretion to a
similar extent. Among the three Ral GEFs knocked down by
siRNA, only the reduction of Rgl2/Rlf had an inhibitory
effect on NPY secretion (Figure 7C). In GH3 pituitary ade-
noma cells, in which the level of expression of endogenous
R-Ras was found to be low, the exogenous expression of
R-Ras significantly enhanced the depolarization-induced
exocytosis of both rGH and NPY (Figure 7D). The enhance-
ment by R-Ras was abrogated by the knockdown of either
R-Ras or RalA (Figure 7E). These results demonstrated that
R-Ras is involved in depolarization-induced exocytosis,
most likely due to the activation of Ral proteins. Further-
more, the finding that not only inhibition but also constitu-
tive activation of R-Ras inhibits exocytosis suggests that the
on-off cycle of R-Ras is required for this process.

DISCUSSION

We propose the following scenario for the role of R-Ras on
endosomes: 1) R-Ras is activated on the surface of recycling
and early endosomes, and it remains active on the vesicles

Figure 5. Colocalization of R-Ras with Rgl2/Rlf. (A) Cos7 cells
expressing HA-tagged R-Ras and Myc-tagged R-Ras effector pro-
teins were stained with anti-HA and anti-Myc antibodies, and the
cells were observed by confocal microscopy. Bar, 10 �m. (B) En-
larged images of the outlined regions in A. In the merged image,
green and red indicate 3HA-R-Ras and 5Myc-Rgl2/Rlf, respectively.
(C) Cos7 cells expressing HA-tagged R-Ras, Myc-tagged Rgl2/Rlf,
and R-RasGAP were stained with anti-HA and anti-Myc antibodies.
Right panels are enlarged images of the outlined regions in the left
panels.
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derived from these endosomes. 2) The active R-Ras on these
vesicles recruits Ral GEF(s). Among the candidate proteins,
Rgl2/Rlf is the most plausible, because R-Ras activates both
Rgl and Rgl2/Rlf more efficiently than it does RalGDS
(Rodriguez-Viciana et al., 2004), and also because the endog-
enous R-Ras was found to colocalize with Rgl2/Rlf (Figure
5). However, other Ral GEFs that are also known to bind to
R-Ras (Nancy et al., 1999; Shao and Andres, 2000; Rodriguez-
Viciana et al., 2004) may be recruited to R-Ras on endosomes
in other cell types. 3) These R-Ras-recruited Ral GEFs on the
endosomes activate RalA, followed by the recruitment of
RalA effectors to the endosomes. Among these effectors is
Exo84, a component of the exocyst complex, which marks a
microdomain at the plasma membrane as a delivery site for
exocytotic vesicles (Grindstaff et al., 1998; Yeaman et al., 2001;
Inoue et al., 2003). 4) The R-Ras-loaded vesicles from endo-
somes are tethered to the plasma membrane via the exocyst
complex. It has been demonstrated that the interaction be-
tween RalA and the exocyst complex is essential for exocy-
tosis (Moskalenko et al., 2002; Polzin et al., 2002; Shipitsin
and Feig, 2004), and the inhibition of the exocyst complex
has been shown to impair calcium-triggered exocytosis
(Tsuboi et al., 2005). Therefore, our observations that R-Ras
was required for the calcium-induced secretion of NPY and
rGH (Figure 7) are suggestive of the positive role played by
R-Ras in the formation of the exocyst complex.

Another prediction contained in our model, but not di-
rectly assessed, is that RalA regulates the assembly of the
exocyst complex, both on the vesicles and on the plasma
membrane, by means of binding to different components of
the exocyst complex: RalA interacts not only with Exo84 but
also with Sec5, another component of the exocyst complex
(Feig, 2003). Sec5 is primarily present on the plasma mem-
brane, whereas Exo84 is localized primarily on the vesicles
(Moskalenko et al., 2003). In this context, it should be noted
that RalA is activated on the plasma membrane either by
Ras-dependent or by calcium-dependent pathways (Hofer et
al., 1998; Wolthuis and Bos, 1999). Hence, the tethering of
vesicles may be promoted by the two portions of the exocyst
complex, both of which are anchored to the lipid membranes
via RalA. One portion consists of subunits containing Exo84
and is anchored to the endosomes and/or the vesicles and
endosomes by R-Ras-activated RalA, whereas the other por-
tion consists of subunits containing Sec5, and it is anchored
to the plasma membrane by RalA activated by either Ras or
calcium. The results have thus far suggested that the high
activity of R-Ras and RalA on the surface of vesicles is
constitutive rather than stimulation regulated. Therefore,
RalA activity at the plasma membrane, but not that on

Figure 6. Effect of R-Ras knockdown on RalA activity on the
endosomes. (A) Cos7 cells were transfected with expression vectors
as indicated at the top of the panel. For knockdown, we used
pSuper-R-Ras, an shRNA vector. For the rescue from knockdown,
an R-Ras mutant resistant to the shRNA vector was expressed. Sixty
hours after transfection, CFP and FRET images were obtained with
a spinning confocal microscope. (B) MDCK cells were transfected
with expression vectors as indicated at the top of the panel and
imaged 20 h after transfection as in A. Outlined regions were
enlarged and are shown in the insets. Arrowheads indicate repre-
sentative vesicles. Bar, 10 �m. (C) Cells transfected with an empty

pSuper vector and pSuper-R-Ras were selected as described in A,
and the proteins were analyzed by immunoblotting with the anti-
bodies shown on the left. (D) Histogram of the FRET level of
Raichu-RalA on the endosomes. The histograms were drawn from
the data obtained from 79 endosomes in four Cos7 cells, those
obtained from 66 endosomes in six pSuper-R-Ras–expressing Cos7
cells and those obtained from 89 endosomes in nine Cos7 cells
expressing both pSuper-R-Ras and pCXN2-5Myc-R-Ras-rRNAi. (E)
HeLa cells were transfected with control siRNA or two different
siRNAs for R-Ras. After 72 h, GTP-RalA levels in the cells were
analyzed by Bos’ pull-down method with GST-RalBP1-RBD. The
knockdown of R-Ras was also confirmed by immunoblotting. (F)
The histograms were drawn from the data obtained from 55 endo-
somes in two Raichu-RalA-expressing Cos7 cells transfected with
siRNA for luciferase and those obtained from 83 endosomes in three
Raichu-RalA–expressing Cos7 cells transfected with siRNA for
Rgl2/Rlf.
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endosomes, may play a regulatory role in the assembly of the
complete exocyst complex. In agreement with this view, we
have shown that RalA is locally activated in the nascent lamel-
lipodia of epidermal growth factor (EGF)-stimulated or migrat-
ing cells (Takaya et al., 2004). Because exocytosis plays critical
roles in EGF-induced membrane ruffling and cell migration
(Bretscher and Aguado-Velasco, 1998; Schmoranzer et al., 2003;
Proux-Gillardeaux et al., 2005; Tayeb et al., 2005), RalA acti-
vation at the site of the membrane protrusion may indicate
its role in the transport of lipid bilayer and/or integral
proteins via exocytosis.

In agreement with the results of a previous report show-
ing that RalA but not RalB regulates the delivery of E-
cadherin in MDCK cells (Shipitsin and Feig, 2004), we found
that only RalA was involved in calcium-triggered exocytosis
(Figure 7). This difference between the two Ral proteins with
respect to their involvement in exocytosis may be ascribable
not only to the low binding affinity of RalB to Sec5 (Shipitsin
and Feig, 2004) but also to the predominant localization of
RalB on the plasma membrane (Shipitsin and Feig, 2004; Lim
et al., 2005).

Currently, the mechanism underlying the high R-Ras activ-
ity on the endosomes remains unknown. A dominant-negative
mutant of R-Ras has been shown to be more enriched on
endosomes than is the wild-type protein (Furuhjelm and
Peranen, 2003). Because a dominant-negative mutant of Ras
family GTPases sequesters GEFs (Feig, 1999), these observa-
tions strongly suggest that the GEFs for R-Ras are enriched
on endosomes. In contrast to RalA on the vesicles, the ac-
tivity of R-Ras on the vesicles seems constant (Figures 3C
and 6A). Thus, R-Ras may be activated as soon as nascent
R-Ras is recruited to the vesicles and inactivated when the
vesicles are fused to the plasma membrane. Although none of
the GEFs for R-Ras (i.e., RasGRF1, CalDAG-GEF-I/RasGRP2,
CalDAG-GEF-II/RasGRP1, CalDAG-GEF-III/RasGRP3, and
C3G) have been shown to localize on the endosomes (Ohba

et al., 2000), this failure to detect GEFs on the endosomes
may simply reflect a lack of high-affinity antibodies that
could be applied for immunostaining. Interestingly, GAPs
for R-Ras seem to localize primarily on the plasma mem-
brane (Anderson et al., 1990; Margolis et al., 1990; Cozier et
al., 2003; Oinuma et al., 2004). Thus, R-Ras would be ex-
pected to be inactivated when it is transported from the
endosomes to the plasma membrane. This inactivation of
R-Ras might serve to liberate the components of the exocyst
complex and send them back into the cytoplasm or to send
R-Ras back to the endosomes from the plasma membrane.

Previous studies have implicated R-Ras in the activation
of integrin (Zhang et al., 1996; Keely et al., 1999; Berrier et al.,
2000; Self et al., 2001; Oinuma et al., 2006) and also in cell
migration and adhesion (Nakada et al., 2005; Wozniak et al.,
2005); however, the molecular mechanisms underlying these
phenomena remain elusive. Our finding that the R-Ras-
Rgl2/Rlf-RalA pathway regulates exocytosis may account
for some of these biological activities of R-Ras. It is already
known that the inhibition of exocytosis impairs integrin
recycling and thereby also cell migration and cell adhesion
(Proux-Gillardeaux et al., 2005; Tayeb et al., 2005). Hence, the
inhibition of integrin by the suppression of R-Ras might
initially be caused by the disruption of exocytosis. Although
no direct evidence supporting the involvement of RalA in
the recycling of integrin has yet been reported, Ral proteins
have been shown to be implicated in cell migration (Gildea
et al., 2002; Takaya et al., 2004; Oxford et al., 2005), a process
in which integrin is thought to be coordinately activated and
inactivated. Therefore, it is reasonable to speculate that the
R-Ras-Rgl2/Rlf-RalA pathway is involved in the recycling of
integrin and thereby also in the regulation of integrin activity.

In conclusion, we observed high R-Ras activity on early
and recycling endosomes. This high R-Ras activity recruits
Rlf/Rgl2 and thereby activates RalA, followed by the assem-
bly of a portion of the exocyst complex. Importantly, in

Figure 7. Requirement of both R-Ras and
RalA for depolarization-induced exocytosis.
(A) PC12 cells were transfected with pVenus-
NPY together with the indicated constructs.
Sixty hours after transfection, the cells were
stimulated with high-potassium saline for 20
min. The efficiency of NPY-Venus secretion
was determined as the ratio of NPY-Venus
present in the medium versus that remaining
in the cell lysates. The values were normalized
to a vector control. Error bars indicate the SD
from at least three experiments. The symbols
indicate the results of t test analysis; *p � 0.002
compared with the control. (B and C) PC12
cells were transfected with pVenus-NPY and
siRNA for luciferase, R-Ras, RalA, RalB, Ral-
GDS, Rgl, or Rgl2/Rlf. NPY secretion upon
depolarization was examined as described in
A. Error bars indicate the SD from at least
three experiments. The symbols indicate the
results of t test analysis; *p � 0.001 compared
with the control. (D) GH3 cells and GH3/
R-Ras cells were transfected with expression
vectors for NPY-Venus or EYFP-GH1. Depo-
larization-induced secretion was monitored as
described in A. The symbols indicate the re-
sults of t test analysis; *p � 0.001 compared
with the control. (E) GH3/R-Ras cells were
transfected with expression vectors for NPY-
Venus and an shRNA vector for R-Ras, or

RalA. Depolarization-induced secretion of NPY was examined as described in A. The symbols indicate the results of t test analysis; **p �
0.001 compared with the control (GH3/R-Ras cells).
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addition to RalA, other low-molecular-weight GTPases be-
longing to different families (i.e., TC10, Arf6, and Rab11) are
also known to interact with the exocyst complex (Prigent et
al., 2003; Inoue et al., 2003; Zhang et al., 2004; Wu et al., 2005).
Further study will be needed to determine whether these
GTPases of different families coordinately regulate the exo-
cyst complex on the same endosomes, or whether there are
distinct classes of endosomes containing only some of these
GTPases. It would be of particular importance to examine
the dynamic activity changes of these GTPases during the
vesicular transport, which would be best examined by
FRET-based imaging techniques used here.
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