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S-nitrosoglutathione (GSNO) stabilizes the a-subunit of hypoxia
inducible factor-1 (HIF-1) innormoxiccells,butnot in thepresenceof
PI3K inhibitors. In this report, the biochemical pathway by which
GSNO alters PI3K/Akt activity to modify HIF-1 expression was
characterized in Cos cells and primary pulmonary vascular endothe-
lial cells. GSNO increased Akt kinase activity—and downstream HIF-
1a protein accumulation and DNA-binding activity—in a dose- and
time-dependent manner. The PI3K inhibitors, wortmannin and
LY294002, blocked these responses. Neither glutathione nor
8-bromo-cyclic GMP mimicked the GSNO-induced increases in Akt
kinase activity. GSNO-induced Akt kinase activity and downstream
HIF-1a stabilization were blocked by acivicin, an inhibitor of
g2glutamyl transpeptidase (gGT), a transmembrane protein that
can translate extracellular GSNO to intracellular S-nitrosocysteinyl-
glycine. Dithiothreitol blocked GSNO-induced Akt kinase activity
and HIF-1a stabilization. Moreover, the 39-phosphatase of phos-
phoinositides, PTEN (phosphatase and tensin homolog deleted on
chromosome ten) was S-nitrosylated by GSNO in pulmonary arterial
endothelial cells, which was reversed by dithiothreitol and ultra-
violet light. Interestingly, the abundance of S-nitrosylated PTEN also
correlated inversely withPTEN activity. Taken together, these results
suggest that GSNO induction of Akt appears to be mediated by
S-nitrosylation chemistry rather than classic NO signaling through
guanylate cyclase/cGMP. We speculate that gGT-dependent activa-
tion of Akt and subsequent activation of HIF-1 in vascular beds may
be relevant to the regulation of HIF-1–dependent gene expression in
conditions associated with oxyhemoglobin deoxygenation, as
opposed to profoundly low PO2, in the pulmonary vasculature.
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Hypoxia-inducible factor (HIF)-1 promotes the expression of
several genes that confer hypoxic tolerance through angiogenesis,
erythropoeisis, vasodilation, and altered glucose metabolism. In
hypoxia, the regulatory subunit of the HIF-1 heterodimer, HIF-
1a, is stabilized through decreased activity of prolyl hydroxylases

that target the protein for degradation (1). In normoxia, HIF-1
can also be activated by mitogen-activated protein kinase
(MAPK)-dependent processes initiated by growth factors (2–4)
or S-nitrosoglutathione (GSNO) (5). Indeed, exposure to GSNO
in normoxia results in the accumulation of HIF-1a protein. Of
note, inhibitors of the phosphatidylinositol 39-kinase (PI3K)-
initiated Akt activation prevent this effect, implicating this
signaling pathway in the GSNO effect (6).

Redox-associated modification of cysteine thiols by nitric
oxide (NO) in biology can regulate the function of proteins (7–
9). S-nitrosylated proteins are involved in numerous signaling
pathways. Transnitrosation, the transfer of NO in the form of
nitrosonium (NO1) from one cysteine thiol to a second cysteine
thiol, is believed to be responsible for many actions of GSNO.
Intracellular transnitrosation reactions involving GSNO appear
to require bioactivation by g glutamyl transpeptidase (gGT). In
this reaction, gGT cleaves GSNO to form cell-permeable S-nitro-
socysteinyl glycine (CGSNO) and glutamate (10–13). CGSNO
then transfers the NO1 to the recipient cysteine thiol as follows:

ð1ÞGSNO
��!gGT

CGSNO 1 glutamate

ð2ÞCGSNO 1 RSH��!RSNO 1 CGSH;

where R 5 the target intracellular thiol (7, 13, 14).
In mammals, endovascular cells are rarely exposed to the PO2

values (, 10 mm Hg) normally required to achieve classical HIF-
1 activation in vitro (15). GSNO formation in the presence of
deoxygenated erythrocytes is proposed to reflect oxyhemoglobin
desaturation, as opposed to low PO2 (10, 16, 17). As such, it is of
interest that GSNO can induce Akt activation and subsequent
downstream HIF-1 activity in relative normoxia. This may be
relevant to the regulation of HIF-1–dependent genes in the
pulmonary artery, as a result of changes in hemoglobin oxygen
saturation rather than changes in PO2 (5, 7, 13). In this report,
GSNO activation of Akt and the downstream effects on HIF-1

CLINICAL RELEVANCE

S-nitrosoglutathione, formed as NO moves away from
erythrocytes in response to hemoglobin desaturation, may
signal hypoxia-inducible factor-1–mediated physiologic and
gene regulatory events in pulmonary endothelial cells
without profound hypoxia, through a thiol-based reaction.
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DNA binding and activity are shown to be relevant in primary
pulmonary vascular endothelial cells, and to be both gGT
dependent and cGMP independent. This may involve thiol
modification of PI3K/Akt-regulatory enzymes, including its
counter-regulatory phosphatase, PTEN (phosphatase and tensin
homolog deleted on chromosome ten).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Materials

All chemicals used in this study were obtained from Sigma Chemical
Co. (St Louis, MO). Lipofectamine and lipofectamine 2000 for trans-
fections were obtained from Invitrogen (Carlsbad, CA). Ly294002 was
obtained from Cell Signaling Technology, Inc. (Beverly, MA). HA
antibodies (Y-11 or MMS-101P) were obtained from either Santa Cruz
(Santa Cruz, CA) or Covance (Berkeley, CA), respectively. Anti-
phospho(serine) Akt polyclonal antibody, anti-MAPK (p44/42) poly-
clonal antibody, and anti-PTEN polyclonal antibody were obtained
from Cell Signaling Technology, Inc. Proteins A and G were obtained
from Roche Diagnostics Corporation (Indianapolis, IN). Akt immu-
noprecipitation kinase assay was obtained from Upstate Biotechnology
(Lake Placid, NY).

Cell Culture

Primary isolates of bovine pulmonary artery endothelial cells
(BPAEC) from a local slaughterhouse were grown in Dulbecco’s
modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) supplemented with 10% fetal calf
serum and 2.4 mg thymidine and were characterized as described
previously (5). In these studies, BPAEC were used between passages
3 and 8. Primary murine lung vascular endothelial cells (MLVEC) were
isolated from male C57Bl6/SvEv129 mice killed with Nembutol (5 mg/kg).
The lungs were removed by thoracotomy after a wash with isopropanol
and placed in heparinized Dulbecco’s PBS. The lungs were incubated
with collagenase at 378C for 15 minutes, the tissue minced, and in-
cubated for an additional 15 minutes. The tissue was spun at 500 3 g
for 5 minutes and the pellet washed with base media (DMEM D-valine
substituted for L-valine). The minced lung was placed in two 6-well
plates coated with 2% gelatin and incubated for 72 hours. Cells were
sorted using uptake of acetylated LDL. LDL-positive cells were pas-
saged. Cos 7 fibroblasts were grown in DMEM supplemented with
10% fetal bovine serum and 1% sodium pyruvate. Cells were main-
tained in a humidified 5% CO2 incubator at 378C.

Transfections

Cos 7 cells were transiently co-transfected with plasmid DNA encoding
(PEBB) HA-Akt (1 mg) and (PCMV) GFP-luciferase (35 ng) using
lipofectamine in the absence of serum as described by the manufac-
turer. Luciferase activity was measured using a Lumat LB9507
luminometer (Berthhold Systems, Inc., Pittsburgh, PA). In experiments
examining the effects of acivicin or LY294002, cells were treated for 30
minutes before incubation with S-nitrosoglutathione, 8-Bromo cGMP
(8-Br cGMP), or glutathione (GSH). For the experiments using
dithiothreitol (DTT), a thiol-reducing agent that reduces –SNO bonds
to –SH, cells were exposed to DTT during the last 30 minutes of
treatment after three washes with media to remove GSNO.

Aqueous Nitric Oxide Generation and Administration

Saturated aqueous NO� was prepared as previously described and
stored in a 2808C freezer in a gas-tight vial (17). Before use, the vial
containing aqueous NO� was thawed in a glove box deaerated with N2

gas. Aliquots of aqueous NO� needed to achieve the desired concen-
tration used in the performed experiments were drawn into a 100-ml
Hamilton syringe. The syringe was removed from the glove box and the
aqueous NO� injected directly into the media overlaying the cells.

Akt Kinase Assay

Cells were lysed in buffer containing 50 mM Tris pH 7.6, 150 mM NaCl,
1% Tween-20, 10 mM sodium pyrophosphate, 10 mM NaF, 1 mM
Na3VO4, 2 mM phenylmethanesulfonyl fluoride (PMSF), and 10 mg/ml

each of aprotinin, leupeptin, pepstatin, and 1 mM microcystin. HA-Akt
protein from the lysate was immunoprecipitated using anti-HA anti-
bodies and protein G–conjugated beads for 2 to 24 hours at 48C. Kinase
activity of protein G–bound HA Akt protein was analyzed on a GSK-3–
derived substrate peptide by 32P incorporation using the Akt immuno-
precipitation kinase assay kit (Upstate USA, Inc., Charlottesville, VA) (18).

SNO-PTEN Assay

S-nitrosylated PTEN was detected by a modification of the biotin
substitution method (19, 20). All experiments were fastidiously per-
formed in a dark environment to prevent false-positive biotinylation
due to ambient sunlight. Initially, all free thiols in whole cell lysate
from treated or untreated Cos 7 or BPAEC were blocked by addition
of 20 mM methyl methanethiosulfonate (MMTS) with 2% SDS (to en-
sure access of MMTS to buried cysteines) for 20 minutes at 508C. Free
MMTS was then removed by protein precipitation with addition of
cold acetone at 2208C for 30 minutes. After centrifugation at 13,500 3 g
for 15 minutes at 48C, the pellet was resuspended in 100 ml of HEN
buffer (250 mM HEPES pH 7.7, 1 mM EDTA, 0.1 mM neocuproine)
plus 1 mM sodium ascorbate for 1 hour at 258C in the presence of the
sulfhydryl-specific biotinylating reagent, N-[6-(biotinamido)hexyl]-39-
(29-pyridyldithio)propion-amide (biotin-HPDP, 1 mM). After 1 hour of
incubation at room temperature, the free biotin-HPDP was removed
by acetone precipitation. The pellet was resuspended in a neutraliza-
tion buffer containing streptavidin-agarose beads (biotin binding
capacity: 15–30 mg/ml) for 1 hour at 258C to isolate the biotinylated
proteins, representing those that were S-nitrosylated. After five washes
with a high salt buffer (20 mM HEPES pH 7.7, 600 mM NaCl, 1 mM
EDTA, 0.5% Triton X-100) to eliminate weak nonspecific binding,
SDS PAGE sample buffer was added. Proteins were then resolved by
SDS-PAGE. S-nitroso-PTEN protein bands were identified by West-
ern blot using anti-PTEN antibody. To establish the overall proportion
of PTEN that was S-nitrosylated, whole cell lysate from the same
samples was simultaneously applied to SDS-PAGE and total PTEN
protein quantified by Western blot with anti-PTEN antibody. Densi-
tometry was performed to quantify the protein bands. Variability in
protein loading was minimal as examined by MAPK protein abun-
dance with anti-MAPK antibody on the same gels.

PTEN Activity Assay

Fifteen micrograms of total protein from whole cell lysates were
incubated with 300 ml of lysis buffer (see AKT KINASE ASSAY), containing
no DTT, with 3ml of anti-PTEN antibody (Cell Signaling) overnight
at 48C. Protein G agarose beads were added to samples and incubated for
3 hours at 48C. Beads were washed five times with 500 ml lysis buffer, then
twice more with a low-stringency buffer containing 20 mM HEPES (pH
7.7), 50 mM NaCl, and 0.1 mM EDTA. Beads were resuspended in 50 ml
assay buffer containing100 mM Tris-HCl, pH 7.5, and 100 mM phospha-
tidylinositol 3,4,5-trisphosphate diC8 (Echelon Biosciences Inc., St. Lake
City, Utah). Samples were shaken at 378C for 40 minutes in wells of a
96-well plate. Liberated inorganic phosphate was detected using a
Malachite Green detection kit (R&D Systems, Inc., Minneapolis, MN)
as described by the manufacturer.

Electromobility Shift Assay

Cells were gently scraped, quickly pelleted, and lysed at 48C for 15
minutes with lysis buffer, containing 50 mmol/L Tris, pH 7.6, 150 mmol/
L NaCl, 1% NP-40, 10 mmol/L Na pyrophosphate, 10 mmol/L NaF, 1
mmol/L Na3VO4, 2 mmol/L PMSF, and 10 mg/ml each of aprotinin,
leupeptin, pepstatin, and PMSF. After centrifugation at 14,000 rpm for
10 minutes at 48C, the whole cell lysate (5 mg) supernatant was then
preincubated in binding buffer (10 mmol/L Tris, 50 mmol/L KCl,
50 mmol/L NaCl, 1 mmol/L MgCl2, 1 mmol/L EDTA, 5 mmol/L DTT,
0.1 mg calf thymus DNA, and 5% glycerol) for 5 minutes at 48C. The
radiolabeled oligonucleotide probe containing the HIF-1 DNA-binding
sequence of the iNOS gene was added and incubated for 15 minutes.
The mixture was loaded on a 5% nondenaturing polyacrylamide gel
and electrophoresis was performed in 0.5 TBE (13 TBE is 89 mmol/L
Tris-borate and 20 mmol/L EDTA [pH 8.0]) at 48C. The gel was dried
and autoradiography was performed.
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Statistical Methods

Kinase activity was assessed as the average of triplicate samples, and
each experiment was performed a minimum of three times.

Results were analyzed by ANOVA with calculation of standard
error of the means. Gel experiments were also performed a minimum
of three times.

RESULTS

GSNO Increases Akt Kinase Activity

Cos 7 cells were transiently transfected with a plasmid vector
expressing a HA-tagged Akt construct. Akt kinase activity in
the HA-Akt–transfected cells was significantly increased over

the untransfected control. In addition, exposure to GSNO
caused an increased Akt kinase activity over time with a 1.7-
fold increase seen at 3 hours (Figure 1A). Moreover, Akt kinase
activity was increased as a function of dose (Figure 1B). West-
ern blot analysis of whole cell lysates confirmed expression of
the HA-Akt protein (not shown). Taken together, these data
show that GSNO increases Akt kinase activity in a dose- and
time-dependent manner. Preincubation (30 min) with Ly294002,
a potent inhibitor of PI3K, completely eliminated the effect of
GSNO to increase Akt kinase activity; the level of Akt activity
was reduced to the levels seen in the untransfected control
(Figure 1C). Similar results were seen with wortmannin. The
S-nitrosylation stability of GSNO was analyzed in the presence of

Figure 1. GSNO increases Akt kinase activity in a

time- and dose-dependent manner, an effect that is

blocked by the phosphoinositol 3-kinase (PI3K)

inhibitor, LY294002. Cos 7 cells were transiently co-
transfected with plasmid DNA encoding HA-Akt and

GFP-luciferase. Equal amounts of protein were immu-

noprecipitated with anti-HA antibody for each con-

dition and Akt kinase activity assessed as described in
MATERIALS AND METHODS. Activity was corrected for

transcription efficiency by luciferase activity. (A) Cells

were treated with 100 mM GSNO for various times,

or (B) were treated for 3 hours with varying concen-
trations of GSNO. (C) Additional Cos 7 cells were pre-

incubated for 30 minutes with 100 mM Ly294002, a

potent inhibitor of PI3K, then exposed to 100 mM
GSNO for 3 hours. All cells were collected in dupli-

cate or triplicate for each experiment and standard

errors of the means were calculated (n 5 7, *P 5

0.002 for time course in A; n 5 3, *P 5 0.006 for dose
response in B; n 5 2, *P 5 0.006 and #P 5 0.006 for C).

Figure 2. GSNO causes an accumulation of HIF-1a

protein and HIF-1a DNA binding in normoxia, but

not in the presence of PI3K inhibitors. (A) BPAECs

or Cos 7 cells were treated with 100 mM GSNO for
various times. HIF-1a protein was detected in

whole cell lysate in treated and untreated cells by

Western blot analysis using anti–HIF-1a antibody.

Blot is representative of several. (B) Cos 7 cells were
treated with 100 mM GSNO or hypoxia for the

times indicated. HIF-1 binding to DNA was deter-

mined by electromobility shift assay on whole cell

lysate. (C) Cos 7 cells and BPAECs were treated
with 100 mM GSNO in the presence or absence of

the PI3K inhibitors 100nM wortmannin or 25 mM

Ly 294002. HIF-1a protein was detected in whole

cell lysate by Western blot analysis using anti–HIF-
1a antibody.
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LY294002, using the cupric chloride/cysteine chemiluminescence
assay, and showed no change over a 5-hour period (data not
shown) (21). Thus, GSNO-mediated activation of HA-Akt is
blocked by inhibiting PI3K.

GSNO-Induced HIF-1 Expression Is Inhibited by

PI3K/Akt Inhibitors

GSNO resulted in a transient, time-dependent increase in HIF-
1a protein expression under conditions of normoxia in BPAEC
and Cos 7 cells (Figure 2A). Maximum stabilization of HIF-1a

occurred within 60 to 75 minutes of exposure to GSNO, but was
transient, decreasing to basal levels within 3 hours. This was in
contrast to GSNO induction of Akt, which showed a gradual
increase in activity with time (Figure 1A). Consistent with pre-
viously published results, GSNO induced HIF-1 DNA-binding
activity in normoxia (Figure 2B). Interestingly, the abundance
of HIF-1a was substantially reduced in both BPAEC and Cos 7

in the presence of PI3K inhibitors, suggesting that activation
of the PI3K/Akt pathway is necessary for GSNO-mediated
HIF-1a protein accumulation and HIF-1 DNA binding activity
(Figure 2C).

GSNO-Mediated Activation of Akt Is cGMP Independent and

Reversed by DTT

To test whether cGMP is required in the GSNO-mediated
activation of Akt, according to the classical NO-guanylate
cyclase pathway, a nonhydrolyzable cGMP analog, 8-Br cGMP,
was tested. 8-Br cGMP did not increase Akt kinase activity in
Cos cells compared with the increase seen with GSNO (Figure
3A). Similarly, GSNO increased Akt phosphorylation, which is
required for Akt kinase activation, while 8-Br cGMP did not, in
MLVEC (Figure 3A).

To investigate whether the activation of Akt kinase by
GSNO involves a thiol residue, the thiol-reducing agent DTT

Figure 3. Akt and HIF-1a activation by GSNO occurs through

a thiol-dependent reaction. (A) Cos 7 cells were transfected

as described in Figure 1, then treated with 100 mM GSNO or
100 mM 8-Br cGMP and Akt activity assessed. Results were

corrected for transcription efficiency using luciferase activity

(n 5 3; *P 5 0.007). Primary MLVEC were treated with 100 mM

GSNO, 6 Ly294002, or 8-Br cGMP for the times stated. Phos-
phorylated Akt protein was detected in whole cell lysate in

treated and untreated cells by Western blot analysis using an

anti-phospho(serine) Akt antibody. (B) Cos 7 cells were treated
withGSNO, washed, then treatedwith200 mM DTT. Akt kinase

assays were preformed (n 5 3; *P 5 0.006), and HIF-1a protein

was detected in whole cell lysate by Western blot analysis using

anti–HIF-1a antibody.
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was used. Cos 7 cells transfected with the plasmid expressing
HA-Akt were treated with DTT during the final 30 minutes of
GSNO exposure. DTT significantly inhibited GSNO-mediated
activation of Akt kinase, suggesting the mechanism of GSNO
action involves a thiol residue. Similarly, DTT significantly
decreased HIF-1a protein levels (Figure 3B).

GSNO-Mediated Activation of Akt and HIF-1a Requires gGT

GSNO often requires gGT, which degrades GSNO to membrane-
permeable CGSNO, for bioactivity (5, 10, 11). To determine if
gGT is required for GSNO-induced activation of Akt, Cos 7 cells
transfected with the plasmid expressing HA-Akt were preincu-
bated with acivicin, a potent inhibitor of gGT; Akt kinase activity
was determined. Acivicin inhibited GSNO-induced Akt kinase
activity (Figure 4A) and HIF-1a levels (Figure 4B).

gGT is also involved in GSH turnover. To determine whether
Akt kinase activity by GSNO is an effect of glutathione, experi-
ments were performed in the presence of exogenous reduced
GSH. Akt kinase activity was not significantly up-regulated by
GSH, relative to GSNO (Figure 4C).

S-Nitroso-PTEN Accumulates in the Presence of GSNO in a

Time- and Dose-Dependent Manner

Akt must be translocated to the plasma membrane for activa-
tion (18). This translocation occurs when Akt binds to a plasma
membrane phospholipid that has been phosphorylated by PI3K
at the inositol 39-OH group. Conversely, activation of Akt is
inhibited by the phosphatase, PTEN, which dephosphorylates
the same 39-OH group. GSNO could augment the membrane
association and activation of Akt by modifying a PTEN cysteine
residue, rendering the enzyme inactive. To test this possibility,
BPAEC, Cos 7 cells, and MLVEC were treated with GSNO,
S-nitroso-cysteinylglycine (CGSNO), S-nitroso-N’-acetylcysteine
(SNOAc), aqueous nitric oxide (AqNO), or L-S-nitrosocysteine
(L-SNOcys). The ability of PTEN to be S-nitrosylated (SNO-
PTEN) was measured using the biotin-for-SNO exchange
method (19, 20). Western blot band densities of SNO-PTEN
protein were normalized to each other within the experiment to
assess the relative level of modification. Total PTEN bands
from the same lysate were also similarly normalized to each
other. Therefore, the ‘‘ratio’’ of SNO-PTEN to total PTEN
represents a relative level of modification rather than the
absolute number of PTEN molecules that are S-nitrosylated.

In all three cell lines examined, GSNO treatment resulted
in an increase in the relative proportion of SNO-PTEN to to-
tal PTEN (Figures 5A), which was attenuated with the thiol-
reducing agent, DTT, or ultraviolet light exposure, implicating
an S-nitrosylation event. Incubation with GSNO showed an
increasing SNO-PTEN: PTEN ratio over time (Figure 5A, first
panel), attenuation by acivicin indicating a requirement for
the gGT receptor (second panel), and an effect of GSNO dose
(third panel). Treatment of MLVEC with nitrosothiols other
than GSNO were less efficient in S-nitrosylating PTEN (Fig-
ure 5B). Reduced glutathione (GSH) did not mimic the GSNO
effect.

In both BPAEC and MLVEC, S-nitrosylation of PTEN
corresponded to a decrease in its phosphatase activity, and the
largest reduction in enzyme activity followed treatment with
GSNO (Figure 5C). In MLVEC, the decrease in SNO-PTEN
phosphatase activity by GSNO was a function of the dose; not
mimicked by reduced glutathione; and dissipated by treatment
with acivicin, DTT, and strong ultraviolet light. More impor-
tantly, the down-regulation of PTEN enzyme activity after treat-
ment with GSNO was inversely related to the accumulation of
SNO-PTEN and to Akt kinase activity noted in previous figures.

DISCUSSION

In this work, the cellular pathway through which GSNO acti-
vates Akt leading to the stabilization and activation of HIF-1 in
normoxia was examined. The data demonstrate that: (1) GSNO
activates the PI3K/Akt pathway; (2) the mechanism involves
signaling based on NO-thiol chemistry, as opposed to cGMP-
based signaling; and (3) the activity of the surface enzyme, gGT,
is required. They also confirm previous observations that Akt ac-
tivation by GSNO results in HIF-1 accumulation and activation

Figure 4. GSNO activation of Akt requires the GSNO membrane

transporter, gGT, and is not duplicated by reduced glutathione. (A)

Cos 7 cells were transfected as in Figure 1. Cells were preincubated

with 100 mM acivicin in the absence or presence of GSNO. Akt kinase
activity was assessed as described (n 5 7, *P 5 0.005). (B) BPAEC and

Cos 7 cells were treated with GSNO, with or without acivicin, and HIF-

1a protein was detected in whole cell lysate in treated and untreated

cells by Western blot analysis using anti–HIF-1a antibody. (C) Akt-
transfected Cos 7 cells were treated with 100 mM GSNO or 100 mM

GSH and Akt kinase activity assessed (n 5 5, *P 5 0.003).
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Figure 5. S-nitroso-PTEN accumulates in the presence of GSNO and is inactivated in a time- and dose-dependent manner. (A) BPAEC, Cos 7, or
MLVEC were treated with GSNO, GSH, S-nitroso-cysteinylglycine (CGSNO), S-nitroso-N’-acetylcysteine (SNOAc), or aqueous nitric oxide (AqNO)

for the times and doses stated. Some cells were treated with DTT during the final 30 minutes of GSNO treatment or were preincubated with 100 mM

acivicin. Lysate from some GSNO-treated cells was treated with ultraviolet light before analysis. Total PTEN protein was then detected in the lysate

samples by Western blot analysis using anti-PTEN antibody. MAPK protein levels were assessed using anti-MAPK antibody to control for protein
loading. S-nitrosylated PTEN (SNO-PTEN) was isolated from whole cell lysate using the biotin switch method. SNO-PTEN protein was detected by

Western blot analysis using anti-PTEN antibody. Relative protein densities of the SNO-PTEN bands were compared with that of total PTEN. The data

shown are single experiments. Similar patterns of results were seen in at least two trials for each cell line. (B) MLVEC cells were treated as stated. Data
shown are Western blots representing total PTEN from whole cell lysate, and SNO-PTEN isolated from the same lysate using the biotin switch

method. The graph represents the ratio of SNO-PTEN: total PTEN and is representive of several experiments illustrating the same pattern of SNO-

PTEN: total PTEN ratios. (C) BPAEC and MLVEC cells were treated as described above. Western blots show bands representing total PTEN and SNO-

PTEN isolated from the same lysate. The graph below represents the relative PTEN phosphatase activity on phosphatidylinositol 3,4,5-trisphosphate
(PIP3). Arrows associate enzyme activity with the correlating SNO-PTEN and total PTEN bands detected by Western blot.
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under nonhypoxic conditions, and extend these observations to
primary pulmonary endothelial cells.

The concentration of GSNO used to study Akt activation was
chosen to maximize the response seen in statically grown culture
cells. This dose is higher than that normally measured in the
plasma (22). However, lower concentrations of GSNO (10mM),
similar to those found in the airway (23) and the brainstem
(24), were found to stimulate Akt activity, increase SNO-PTEN
levels, and decrease PTEN activity, albeit to a lesser degree than a
larger dose GSNO. In addition, local concentrations of GSNO
may be higher than that measured in serum, especially in disease
states where endogenous S-nitrosothiol levels may increase due
to increased blood flow and shear stress (increased SNO deliv-
ery), inflammation (increase SNO production), or increased SNO
transfer (hypoxia).

The findings that GSNO activation of PI3K/AKT is cGMP
independent and is reversed by the thiol-modifying agent, DTT,
are in apparent contrast to those of Kawasaki and coworkers, who
demonstrated a cGMP-dependent mechanism (25). This appa-
rent contradiction may be explained by the following. First,
cGMP-independent and cGMP-dependent pathways may com-
plement one another to produce cell-specific regulation (26).
Indeed, activation of the PI3K pathway by GSNO appears to be
cell type–specific (25). Second, pathways of cellular GSNO
bioactivity may be regulated by certain cell membrane proteins
(11, 13, 27). For instance, GSNO bioactivation depends on the
abundance of cell surface gGT, which is known to be steadily lost
over time in cells grown in culture (28). Since it is not known
whether the cells used by Kawasaki and colleagues have intact
gGT, it is possible to speculate that the differences reflect, in part,
a change from S-nitrosylation to a cGMP-based mechanism as
surface gGT is lost.

One known downstream consequence of Akt activation by
GSNO is the stabilization and activation of HIF-1 (6, 18). GSNO
is believed to activate HIF-1 by both PI3K/Akt and non-PI3K/
Akt mechanisms. PI3K/Akt may modify HIF-1 abundance by
inhibiting its non-pVHL–mediated degradation through altered
heat shock protein (hsp90) synthesis (29), by interfering with
regulators of proteosome degradation such as the forkhead
transcription factor, FOX04 (30), and/or by increasing general
cap-dependent mRNA translation of HIF-1a (31). Non-PI3K/
Akt mechanisms include S-nitrosylation events that either impair
the activity of the prolyl hydroxylases or directly S-nitrosylate
HIF-1a at Cys-800 (32, 33). It is not known whether some or all of
these events take place in a particular cell upon GSNO treatment
or if they are cell type specific. Of note in this regard, we have
recently published our finding that GSNO SNO-modifies Hsc70
in airway epithelial cells (34), but a causal relationship between
the modification and HIF1a stabilization remains to be shown.

The activity of PI3K and Akt is opposed by the phosphatase
PTEN, which specifically dephosphorylates membrane inositol
phospholipids at the 39-OH group of the inositol ring, preventing
Akt translocation to the membrane for activation (35). PTEN
thereby inhibits PI3K-dependent activation of Akt. Deletion or
inactivation of PTEN results in constitutive Akt activation (39).
It is known that PTEN contains an essential cysteine within its
catalytic domain that, when mutated, renders the phosphatase
impotent (36). Recent studies suggest that PTEN is redox
regulated (36–38), and that this cysteine has particular redox
vulnerability due to its signature motif [C(X5)R] and a local pKa

, 5 (40–43). Thus, one could hypothesize that other redox alter-
ations of the PTEN cysteine residue, in this case S-nitrosylation
by GSNO, could likewise inactivate the phosphatase, and account
for the positive effect of GSNO on the PI3K/Akt pathway. In fact,
PTEN has been shown to be oxidized by L-S-nitrosocysteine in
epidermoid carcinoma cells resulting in decreased activity (44).
Here, using direct methods, we demonstrate that PTEN can be
SNO-modified in pulmonary vascular endothelial cells and that
this modification is increased by GSNO, markedly weakening
the phosphatase. Although glutathionylation (S-S formation) by
GSNO cannot be completely excluded, (1) the effects of reduced
glutathione on Akt activation were significantly less than SNO-
glutathione; (2) the effects of the biotin switch were performed in
the presence of ascorbate, which is highly selective for S-nitrosylated
versus S-oxidized proteins (45), and strong ultraviolet light elim-
inated the signal; and (3) a dose of DTT strong enough to break
S-S bonds would denature proteins and result in cell death, which
was not observed. Taken together, these data favor the concept
that nitrosative stress induced by GSNO on PTEN preferentially
results in the S-nitroso- form of PTEN, as opposed to PTEN
disulfide.

There appears to be some increase in SNO-PTEN with a
corresponding reduction in activity by reduced glutathione and
other nitrosothiols, albeit to a lesser degree. The effect of reduced
glutathione could be explained by its ability to be S-nitrosylated,
thereby participating in transnitrosation events within the cell.
The reduced efficacy of the other S-nitrosylating agents, on the
other hand, may be due to S-nitrosothiol–specific regulatory
mechanisms influencing intracellular bioavailability. Nonethe-
less, these data suggest that they do not S-nitrosylate, nor inac-
tivate PTEN as readily as GSNO, an abundant endogenously
produced S-nitrosylating agent.

Inhibition of PTEN by GSNO-produced S-nitrosylation would
be predicted to increase Akt activity, increasing downstream HIF-
1 activity. Data presented here support that proposition. These
observations may help explain HIF-1 activation in pulmonary
endothelial cells in the absence of profound hypoxia. Typically,
the oxygen level seen in mammalian vascular endothelial cells

Figure 6. Proposed pathway by which GSNO can activate HIF

1 through PI3K/Akt in normoxia. This schematic illustrates the

proposed regulation of HIF-1 in normoxia by the endogenous
S-nitrosothiol, GSNO, through PI3K/Akt activation. In pulmo-

nary vascular endothelial cells and Cos 7 cells, this appears to

occur not through classic NO� diffusion with activation of

guanylyl cyclase, but through a thiol-based reaction requiring
the membrane protein, gGT. One target of this –SNO

modification is activation of PI3K. Another target is PTEN,

the counter-regulatory phosphatase of the PI3K/Akt pathway.
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does not compare with the oxygen levels required in vitro to
induce HIF-1 (15). Activation of HIF-1 by GSNO in normoxia
may be physiologically important during hemoglobin deoxygena-
tion, where glutathione accelerates the movement of NO away
from intact erythrocytes producing an increase of GSNO (10, 17).
GSNO, therefore, may signal physiologic (10, 16) and gene regu-
latory (5, 22) events in response to oxyhemoglobin desaturation,
as opposed to low pO2. One such signaling target of GSNO, de-
fined here, is the activation of Akt through PI3K.

In conclusion, the endogenous S-nitrosothiol, S-nitrosogluta-
thione (GSNO), activates PI3K/Akt, resulting in the stabilization
of HIF-1a in normoxia in Cos 7 cells and in primary pulmonary
vascular endothelial cells. In our experiments, this occurred not
through classic NO� diffusion with activation of guanylyl cyclase
and cGMP, but through a thiol-based reaction requiring the
membrane protein, gGT. One target of this modification was the
Akt inhibitory enzyme, PTEN. We propose that this complex
pathway (Figure 6) may be exploited to alter hypoxia-mimetic
states in diseases that are characterized by limited oxygen
availability.
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