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Summary

When oral tolerance was induced in either specific pathogen-free (SPF) or
germ-free (GF) mice, ovalbumin (OVA) feeding before immunization induced
oral tolerance successfully in SPF mice. On the other hand, OVA-specific
immunoglobulin G1 (IgG1) and IgE titres in OVA-fed GF mice were compa-
rable to those in phosphate-buffered saline-fed GF mice, thus demonstrating
that oral tolerance could not be induced in GF mice. The frequencies of
CD25+ CD4+/CD4+ cells in the mesenteric lymph node (MLN) and the abso-
lute number of CD25+ CD4+ cells in the Peyer’s patches and MLN of naive GF
mice were significantly lower than those in naive SPF mice. In an in vitro assay,
the CD25+ CD4+ cells from the naive SPF mice suppressed more effectively the
proliferation of responder cells in a dose-dependent manner than those from
the GF mice. In addition, the CD25+ CD4+ regulatory T (Treg) cells from the
naive SPF mice produced higher amounts of interleukin (IL)-10 and trans-
forming growth factor (TGF)-b than those from the GF mice. When anti-
TGF-b neutralizing antibody, but not anti-IL-10 neutralizing antibody, was
added to the in vitro proliferation assay, the suppressive effect of the
CD25+ CD4+ Treg cells from the SPF mice was attenuated to the same level as
that of the CD25+ CD4+ cells from the GF mice. In conclusion, the TGF-b-
producing CD25+ CD4+ Treg cells from the MLN of SPF mice played a major
role in oral tolerance induction. In addition, as the regulatory function of the
CD25+ CD4+ cells from the naive GF mice was much lower than that of the
CD25+ CD4+ Treg cells from the SPF mice, indigenous microbiota are thus
considered to contribute to the induction and maintenance of CD25+ CD4+

Treg cells.
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Introduction

Oral tolerance is defined as an antigen-specific peripheral
immune hyporesponsiveness following the mucosal, oral or
nasal administration of an antigen [1–3]. A failure of oral
tolerance induction leads to susceptibility to food and bacte-
rial antigens in the gastrointestinal tract. The immune
responses against food antigens and indigenous intestinal
bacterial antigens lead to such diseases as food allergy and
inflammatory bowel disease, and the number of patients
suffering from these diseases is now increasing, especially in
developed countries [4]. The purpose of this study was to
investigate the pathogenesis of these diseases by examining
the role of regulatory T (Treg) cells in oral tolerance induction.

Recently, the crucial role of antigen-specific CD4+ Treg cells
in oral tolerance induction has been reported [2]. Treg cells
are generated not only in the thymus, which may regulate the
autoreactive T cells, but also in the peripheral immune
system following systemic antigen administration. The
induced CD25+ CD4+ Treg cells have been reported to con-
tribute to the induction and maintenance of oral tolerance
[5]. In fact, CD25+ CD4+ Treg cells have been reported to be
generated in the mesenteric lymph nodes (MLN) in oral
tolerance-induced ovalbumin–T cell receptor (OVA–TCR)
transgenic mice [6], and antigen-specific CD25+ CD4+ Treg

cell clones have been shown to be generated in oral
tolerance-induced mice [7]. Recently, the oral tolerance-
induced Treg cells were reported to include interleukin
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(IL)-10-secreting cells, transforming growth factor (TGF)-b-
secreting cells and cells expressing a membrane-bound form
of TGF-b with latency-associated peptide (LAP) [8–13].
In addition, it was revealed recently that regulatory
CD25+ CD4+ T cells are unique in transcribing the forkhead
box protein P3 (FoxP3) gene, thus indicating FoxP3 protein
to be a reliable marker of Treg cells [14]. Therefore, recent
studies have made it possible to recognize the Treg cells by
their secretion of IL-10 and TGF-b and the expression levels
of LAP and FoxP3 protein.

On the other hand, germ-free (GF) mice, which lack
indigenous microbiota, have been reported to be resistant to
oral tolerance induction in comparison with specific
pathogen-free (SPF) mice [15]. It has been reported recently
that regulatory function was impaired in the peripheral
lymph nodes of untreated GF mice [16]. As mentioned
above, Treg play a role in the induction and maintenance of
oral tolerance [5–7], and it is plausible that the impaired
function of Treg in GF mice is responsible for impaired oral
tolerance induction in these mice. We have demonstrated
herein that oral tolerance was induced only in SPF mice, but
not GF mice. Therefore we evaluated the Treg function in oral
tolerance induction in SPF mice and GF mice. Furthermore,
we also evaluated the role of indigenous microbiota in oral
tolerance induction using GF mice.

Materials and methods

Mice

Specific pathogen-free and GF Balb/c mice were purchased
originally from Japan Clea Inc. (Tokyo, Japan), and were bred
in our facility. The SPF mice were maintained under SPF
conditions. The GF mice were housed in Trexler-Type flexible
film plastic isolators with sterile food and water during the
experiments. Surveillance for bacterial contamination was
performed by a periodic bacteriological examination of
faeces throughout the experiments. All experimental proce-
dures were performed according to the guidelines of the
Animal Care Committee of Tokai University.

Oral tolerance induction and immunization

To induce oral tolerance, 6–8-week-old SPF or GF Balb/c
mice were given intragastrically either 5 mg/day OVA or
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) as control for 4 consecutive
days from day -6 to day -3. To induce a systemic antibody
production in response to OVA antigen, these mice were
injected with 1 mg of OVA including 0·1 mg of aluminium
hydroxide (alum) at day 0, 14, 28 and 42, and then blood
samples to measure the OVA-specific antibody titre in the
serum were collected on day 49 as described previously [17].

Measurement of OVA-specific antibody titre in serum

The OVA-specific immunoglobulin G1 (IgG1) titre in serum
was measured by an enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay

(ELISA). The OVA-specific IgE titre was determined using a
fluorescence ELISA as described previously [15]. To make a
pool of standard serum, 6–8-week-old SPF BALB/c mice
were injected intraperitoneally (i.p.) three times with 10 mg
of OVA plus 2 mg of alum at 0, 3 and 6 weeks; the mice were
killed 7 days after the last injection to collect the serum and
the pooled serum was used as the standard serum, which was
assigned arbitrarily a value of 100 ELISA units/ml.

Cytokine production and proliferation in MLN
and spleen cells

Single cell suspensions were prepared from the MLN and the
spleens of the SPF and GF mice. These cells were plated at
2·5 ¥ 105 cells/well in 96-well U-bottomed plates and were
stimulated with 1 mg/ml anti-CD3 antibody (2C11) (BD
Pharmingen, San Diego, CA, USA) in RPMI-1640 contain-
ing 10% fetal bovine serum, 100 U/ml penicillin, 100 mg/ml
streptomycin and 10 mM Hepes (Sigma Aldrich Inc., St
Louis, MO, USA). The supernatants, used to measure IL-2
production by these cells, were collected at 48 h after starting
the culture, and the amount of IL-2 in the supernatants was
measured using a mouse IL-2 ELISA development kit
according to the manufacturer’s instructions (R&D Systems,
Minneapolis, MN, USA). To examine the proliferation of the
cells at 48 h in culture, 1 mCi of [3H]-thymidine was added to
each well and the cells were harvested 18 h later. The prolif-
eration was detected using a b-counter.

Flow cytometry analysis

Flow cytometry analyses of cells from the Peyer’s patches,
MLN and spleen were performed using a fluorescence acti-
vated cell sorter (FACScan) with a Cellquest software
program. The cells were stained in PBS with 2% bovine
serum albumin (BSA), and then fixed with 1% paraformal-
dehyde. The antibodies used in this study were anti-CD16/
CD32 antibody (2·4G2) as an Fc-blocker, fluorescein
isothiocyanate-conjugated anti-CD4 antibody (L3T4), phy-
coerythrin (PE)-conjugated anti-CD25 antibody (PC61),
PE-conjugated anti-CD152 antibody (UC10–4F10-11),
allophycocianin (APC)-conjugated anti-CD25 antibody
(PC61), APC-labelled streptavidin (BD Pharmingen), bioti-
nylated anti-human LAP antibody (BAF246, lot no. XO02;
R&D Systems) and a FoxP3 protein staining kit (eBio-
science, San Diego, CA, USA). To stain the intracellular
FoxP3 protein or CTLA-4 followed by surface molecule
staining, the cell-fixation/cell-permeabilization kit included
in the FoxP3 staining kit was used according to the manu-
facturer’s protocol.

Cell purification and culture system

The CD25+ CD4+ or CD25- CD4+ cells were purified from
the MLN using a CD25+ CD4+ Treg cell isolation kit (Miltenyi
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Biotec, Auburn, CA, USA), utilizing an immunomagnetic
cell sorting (MACS) system in accordance with the manu-
facturer’s instructions. To prepare the APC-depleted T cells,
the spleen cells from naive SPF mice were stained with
magnet-conjugated anti-CD90 antibody (Miltenyi Biotec),
and the APCs were then isolated negatively using a MACS
column. The preliminary experiments revealed that the mag-
netically retained cells were shown to be > 90% CD25+ CD4+

cells, and the flow-through cells were shown to be > 95%
CD25- CD4+ cells and APCs. To examine the CD25+ CD4+

cells’ suppressive function in co-cultures with responder
cells (CD25- CD4+cells), titrated CD25+ CD4+ cells were
plated with 2 ¥ 105 responder cells and APCs and stimulated
with 1 mg/ml anti-CD3 antibody in 96-well U-bottomed
plates. The co-cultured cells were maintained for 48 h, and
1 mCi [3H]-thymidine was added to the culture at 18 h before
harvesting. In some experiments, 100 mg/ml of the neutral-
izing antibodies anti-IL-10 antibody (JES052A5) or anti-
TGF-b antibody (1D11), purchased from R&D Systems, was
added to the culture system. For the cytokine assays, 5 ¥ 105

CD25+ CD4+ cells were cultured with plate-bound 1 mg/ml
anti-CD3 antibody in AIM-V medium (Invitrogen,
Carlsbad, CA, USA), which is a serum-free medium, in
96-well U-bottomed plates. The culture supernatants were
collected at 48 h for interferon (IFN)-g and IL-10 and at 72 h
for TGF-b and the amount of cytokine in the supernatants
was determined using mouse IFN-g and IL-10 ELISA devel-
opment kits (R&D Systems) and a mouse/rat/porcine TGF-b
immunoassay kit (R&D Systems), according to the manufac-
turer’s instructions.

Statistical analysis

Statistical significance was calculated using the unpaired Stu-
dent’s t-test assuming unequal variance, and a P-value < 0·05
was considered to indicate significant difference.

Results

Failure of oral tolerance induction in GF mice

The SPF and GF mice were administered 5 mg/day OVA or
PBS orally as a control for 4 consecutive days before i.p.
challenge with 1 mg OVA plus 2 mg of alum on every other
week for a total of four times. The serum was collected from
the mice 1 week after the last challenge, and the OVA-specific
Ig titres were measured. As shown in Fig. 1, the OVA-specific
IgG1 and IgE titres in the serum in the SPF mice fed OVA
before the immunization were significantly lower than those
of the GF mice fed OVA. Moreover, in the SPF mice, both
OVA-specific IgG1 and IgE in the OVA-fed mouse group
were significantly reduced in comparison with those of the
PBS-fed mouse group, thus suggesting that OVA feeding
before immunization could induce oral tolerance in SPF
mice. On the other hand, in the GF mice we could not find
any significant difference in the production of OVA-specific
IgG1 or IgE between the OVA-fed mouse group and the
PBS-fed mouse group. The OVA-specific IgG2a titres in the
serum of the tolerance-induced SPF mice were comparable
to those of the GF mice (data not shown). These results all
correlated closely with those of previous reports [15,17], and
demonstrated that oral tolerance could be induced in SPF
mice, but not in GF mice.

The frequency of CD25+ CD4+ cells decreased in the
MLN of GF mice

We next examined whether there were any differences in the
cell populations of CD25+ CD4+ regulatory cells, which play
important roles in the induction of oral tolerance, between
the organs from naive SPF mice and naive GF mice. As
shown in Table 1, the frequency of CD4+ cells in the GF mice
decreased significantly in both the Peyer’s patches and the
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Fig. 1. Failure of oral tolerance induction in germ-free mice. For oral tolerance induction, mice were fed 5 mg/day ovalbumin (OVA) (n = 7) or

phosphate-buffered saline (n = 5) for consecutive days and were then immunized with OVA in alum at 3 days after the last feeding and every

2 weeks thereafter. Blood samples to measure antibodies in the serum were collected 1 week after the last immunization and were subjected to

enzyme-linked immunosorbent assays. (a) OVA-specific immunoglobulin G1 (IgG1) in serum; (b) OVA-specific IgE in serum. Similar results were

obtained in two independent experiments. SPF, specific pathogen-free.
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MLN. Although the frequency of CD25+ CD4+/CD4+ cells in
the Peyer’s patches of the GF mice was comparable to that in
the SPF mice (GF 7·1 � 0·5 versus SPF 6·2 � 0·9), that in the
MLN of the GF mice was significantly lower than that in the
SPF mice (GF 6·7 � 0·1 versus SPF 8·6 � 0·4, P < 0·05). We
also calculated the absolute number of CD25+ CD4+ cells in
each organ, because the organ size differed significantly
between the SPF and GF mice. Interestingly, the absolute
numbers of CD25+ CD4+ cells in the MLN, as well as in the
Peyer’s patches, decreased significantly in the GF mice in
comparison with those in the SPF mice (Table 1). Thus, not
only the frequency but also the total number of CD25+ CD4+

cells in the GF mice was significantly lower than those in the
SPF mice. The frequencies and the absolute numbers of
CD25+ CD4+ cells were not significantly different between
the spleens of the SPF and GF mice.

Next, the expression level of FoxP3 in the CD25+ CD4+

population was examined by FACS analysis. The results
revealed that FoxP3 protein was observed in more than 95%
of the CD25+ CD4+ cells in both the naive SPF and GF mice
(Fig. 2).

Interleukin-2 production and proliferation were
impaired in the whole MLN cells from GF mice

Fluorescence activated cell sorter analysis demonstrated the
frequency and absolute number of CD25+ CD4+/CD4+ cells
to differ significantly between the naive SPF and GF mice in
the MLN, but not in the spleen. To determine the function of
this population, the IL-2 production and proliferation of
whole MLN cells were examined. When these cells were
stimulated in vitro with anti-CD3 antibody, the IL-2 produc-
tion by the MLN cells in the GF mice was significantly higher
than that in the SPF mice (Fig. 3a, left panel). However, no
such difference was observed in the spleen cells (Fig. 3a, right
panel). Correspondingly, as shown in Fig. 3b, the prolifera-
tion of MLN cells in the GF mice also increased significantly
compared with that of the SPF mice. However, such a differ-
ence could not be observed between the spleen cells from the
SPF and GF mice (Fig. 3a and b, right panels). These results
suggest that CD25+ CD4+ cells were functionally active in the
MLN from the naive SPF mice, and that the population was
functionally impaired in the naive GF mice.

CD25+ CD4+ cells in GF mice had impaired suppressive
functions compared with those in SPF mice

To confirm that the CD25+ CD4+ population was responsible
for the difference in the in vitro suppressive function noted
in whole MLN cells from the naive SPF and GF mice, puri-
fied CD25+ CD4+ cells (regulator cells) from the MLN were
co-cultured with CD25- CD4+ cells (responder cells) and
APCs and treated with soluble anti-CD3 antibody (1 mg/ml).
As shown in Fig. 4, the CD25+ CD4+ cells from both the SPF
mice and GF mice were anergic to stimulation by the anti-
CD3 antibody (ratio of 0:1 in Fig. 4a and b). When these
CD25+ CD4+ cells were cultured with responder cells from
naive SPF mice, the SPF CD25+ CD4+ cells suppressed the
responder cell proliferation in a dose-dependent fashion
(Fig. 4a, open columns). On the other hand, the suppressive
function of the GF CD25+ CD4+ cells was significantly
weaker in comparison with that of the SPF CD25+ CD4+

cells, and the GF CD25+ CD4+ cells at ratios of 1 : 0·25 and
1 : 0·125 (CD25- CD4+ : CD25+ CD4+) were no longer able
to suppress the responder cell proliferation (Fig. 4a, closed
columns). Similar results were obtained in the experiments

Table 1. Percentages and absolute cell number of the CD4+ cell population in Peyer’s patches, mesenteric lymph nodes and spleen in naive mice.

Peyer’s patch Mesenteric LN Spleen

SPF GF SPF GF SPF GF

CD4+/lymphocyte 20·4 � 1·2 13·1 � 1·9** 53·2 � 2·0 49·2 � 0·9** 30·0 � 3·6 27·5 � 3·5

CD4+ CD25+/CD4+ 6·2 � 0·9 7·1 � 0·5 8·6 � 0·4 6·7 � 0·1** 6·4 � 0·5 6·1 � 0·6

CD4+ CD25+ cell number (¥106) 0·4 � 0·04 0·2 � 0·01** 5·7 � 1·0 3·0 � 0·4** 19 � 2·2 17 � 3·5

The mean and standard deviation from six mice/group is shown. **P < 0·01 in comparison with specific pathogen-free (SPF) mice by Student’s

t-test. GF, germ-free.
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Fig. 2. The expression of forkhead box P3 (FoxP3) in CD25+ CD4+

cells from specific pathogen-free (SPF) or germ-free (GF) mice.

Single-cell suspensions were prepared from the mesenteric lymph

node in naïve SPF and GF mice for fluorescence activated cell sorter

analysis and were stained with fluorescein isothiocyanate–anti-CD4

antibody, phycoerythrin–anti-FoxP3 antibody and allophycocianin–

anti-CD25 antibody. Intracellular FoxP3 expression in cells gated on

the CD4+ CD25+ cells is presented. More than 95% of CD4+ CD25+

cells in both the SPF mice and GF mice groups expressed intracellular

FoxP3. The results are from a representative experiment from three

independent experiments.
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using GF CD25- CD4+ cells as responder cells (Fig. 4b). The
SPF CD25+ CD4+ cells suppressed the proliferation of the GF
responder cells more effectively (Fig. 4b, open columns)
than the GF CD25+ CD4+ cells (Fig. 4b, closed columns).
Interestingly, the GF responder cells were suppressed more
easily by the SPF CD25+ CD4+ cells than the SPF responder
cells (Fig. 4b, open columns versus Fig. 4a, open columns,
P < 0·05 for 1 : 0·125–1 : 1). These data suggest that the
CD25+ CD4+ cells from naive GF mice demonstrate an
impaired suppressive function in comparison with those
from SPF mice.

Specific pathogen-free CD25+ CD4+ cells produce higher
levels of IL-10 and TGF-b than GF CD25+ CD4+ cells

To characterize further the CD25+ CD4+ cells in naive SPF
or GF mice, purified CD25+ CD4+ cells from the MLN were
stimulated with plate-bound 1 mg/ml anti-CD3 antibody
and the amounts of the cytokines in the serum-free AIM-V
medium were measured by ELISA, as described in Materi-
als and methods. As shown in Fig. 5, the SPF CD25+ CD4+

cells produced larger amounts of the regulatory cytokines
IL-10 and TGF-b than the GF CD25+ CD4+ cells (Fig. 5, left
and middle panels). Interestingly, the level of TGF-b pro-
duced by the GF CD25+ CD4+ cells was under the limit of
detection (15 pg/ml). On the other hand, no difference was
noted in IFN-g production between the SPF and GF
CD25+ CD4+ cells. In addition to TGF-b secretion, we also
analysed a membrane-bound form of TGF-b with LAP by
FACS. The expression level of membrane-bound surface
TGF-b on the SPF CD25+ CD4+ cells in the MLN was
significantly higher than that in the GF CD25+ CD4+

cells (SPF 6·8 � 1·7 versus GF 4·5 � 0·6, P < 0·05), whereas
the expression level of intracellular CTLA-4 in the SPF
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CD25+ CD4+ cells was comparable to that in the GF
CD25+ CD4+ cells (data not shown).

Suppressive function level of SPF CD25+ CD4+ cells was
reduced to the same level of that of GF CD25+ CD4+

cells by TGF-b neutralization in vitro

As the SPF CD25+ CD4+ cells produced higher amounts of
such regulatory cytokines as IL-10 and TGF-b than did the
GF CD25+ CD4+ cells (Fig. 5), we next examined which
cytokine mediated the suppressive function of the SPF
CD25+ CD4+ cells. The CD25+ CD4+ cells were co-cultured
with responder cells and APCs and stimulated with anti-
CD3 antibody in the presence of neutralizing anti-IL-10
antibody and/or anti-TGF-b antibody. As shown in Fig. 6,
the anti-IL-10 antibody and anti-TGF-b antibody had no
effect on the responder cell proliferation. In the co-culture
systems, the SPF CD25+ CD4+ cells had more suppressive
function than the GF CD25+ CD4+ cells, as shown above.
When anti-IL-10 antibody was added to this co-culture
system, it had no effect on the proliferation of responder
cells. In contrast, neutralizing anti-TGF-b antibody reduced
the suppressive function of the SPF CD25+ CD4+ cells to the
same level as that of the GF CD25+ CD4+ cells. No synergistic
or additive effects were noted for the combination of anti-
IL-10 antibody and anti-TGF-b antibody. These results
suggest that TGF-b plays an important role in the acquisition
of the full suppressive function by CD25+ CD4+ cells.

Discussion

It has been reported previously that oral tolerance could not
be induced in GF mice [15]. We have investigated herein the
reason why oral tolerance cannot be induced in GF mice,
which provided an ideal system for determining the organ(s)
and cells responsible for oral tolerance induction. In this
study, we demonstrated that TGF-b-producing CD25+ CD4+

Treg cells in the MLN played a crucial role in oral tolerance
induction, and that the indigenous microbiota augmented
the number and suppressive function of the cells in the MLN.

It has been demonstrated unequivocally that several
organs, including Peyer’s patches, MLN and the spleen, are
the inductive sites of oral tolerance. Among them, the Peyer’s
patches and the MLN have been reported to be the main
organs for oral tolerance induction. Antigen-specific
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Fig. 6. Neutralization of transforming growth factor (TGF)-b
reversed suppressive function of specific pathogen-free (SPF)

CD25+ CD4+ cells. A total of 250 000 CD25+ CD4+ cells obtained from

the mesenteric lymph node (MLN) of naive SPF and germ-free mice

were co-cultured with 2 ¥ 105 responder cells purified from the MLN

of naive SPF mice and antigen presenting cells and then stimulated

with 1 mg/ml anti-CD3 antibody. To neutralize interleukin (IL)-10

and/or TGF-b, 100 mg/ml anti-IL-10 antibody and/or anti-TGF-b
antibody was added to the cultures. The co-cultured cells were

incubated for 48 h and 1 mCi [3H]-thymidine was added to the culture

18 h before harvest. **P < 0·01.
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suppressive cells have been observed previously in the Peyer’s
patches in both low- and high-dose tolerance [7,18]. In addi-
tion, the Peyer’s patches have been identified as a major site
for the differentiation of IL-10-producing Treg cells [19].
However, other reports have demonstrated that oral toler-
ance is fully inducible even after selective elimination of
Peyer’s patches [20–22]. Worbs et al. reported recently that
oral tolerance was impeded in mesenteric lymphadenecto-
mized mice and thus concluded that the MLN were essential
for oral tolerance induction [23]. Our results in this study
also support their conclusion. The discrepancy among these
studies may have been caused by the different experimental
conditions used, because oral tolerance involves redundant
mechanisms, including clonal anergy, clonal deletion and/or
suppression by Treg. In addition, the localization of the Treg

cells seemed to be different even in the same protocol. In our
study Treg was noted in the MLN, but not in other such
lymphoid organs as the spleen. It has recently been reported
that the absence of gut flora did not alter the generation,
proliferation or maintenance of Treg cells [24]. In their pro-
liferation assay the pooled cells from various lymphoid
organs were used as Treg cells, whereas Treg from the MLN
were used in our study. The discrepancy in the organ of the
Treg source may explain the adverse conclusion.

Although it has not been defined clearly [25–27] and it
remains controversial whether cell–cell contact is required to
demonstrate the suppressive function [28–31], the main
suppressive mechanism may be mediated by IL-10 and/or
TGF-b secretion. In the present study, the CD25+ CD4+ Treg

cells from the SPF mice produced both IL-10 and TGF-b
upon in vitro stimulation with anti-CD3 antibody. The neu-
tralization of TGF-b produced by the SPF CD25+ CD4+ cells
reduced their suppressive activity to the same level as that of
the GF CD25+ CD4+ cells, suggesting that TGF-b plays a key
role as a suppressive cytokine for the CD25+ CD4+ cells Treg

functions. The TGF-b-producing Treg cells [T helper 3 (Th3)
cells] play a major role both in inducing mucosal tolerance
and preventing autoimmune diseases [1,3,9,32,33]. TGF-b
also participates in immune homeostasis by inhibiting the
development of both Th1 and Th2 immunity, and it has been
reported that normal CD25+ CD4+ Treg cells could suppress
the polyclonal in vitro activation of T cells by inhibiting IL-2
production [34,35]. Indeed, we observed that the MLN cells
from the SPF mice suppressed the production of IL-2 and T
cell proliferation in comparison with those from GF mice.
These results also suggest that the MLN cells in the GF mice
were incomplete for maturation, including the recruitment
or expansion of functional regulatory CD25+ CD4+ cells.
Therefore, the indigenous microbiota may be required for
the maturation and recruitment of functional CD25+ CD4+

Treg cells.
It has been shown that the FoxP3 expression in mouse

CD4 cells is sufficient to mark these cells as Treg cells, and that
the FoxP3-expresssing CD4 T cells play a role in peripheral
tolerance [14]. In the present study, to our surprise, almost

all CD25+ CD4+ MLN cells expressed FoxP3, even in the
CD25+ CD4+ MLN cells from the GF mice with impaired
suppressive function. It has also been reported recently that
membrane-bound TGF-b with LAP on CD4+ T cells is
important in mucosal tolerance induction [10–13,36], and
that the CD4 T cells expressing TGF-b with LAP on their
surface can contribute to the development of tolerance by
cell–cell contact and/or by secreting soluble TGF-b. In the
present study, the expression level of membrane-bound
TGF-b with LAP on GF CD25+ CD4+ cells correlated with
the production of TGF-b and the suppressive function.
Although the TGF-b produced by CD25+ CD4+ Treg cells pos-
sesses the suppressor activity, particularly the ability to sup-
press inflammation [37], the most controversial aspect of
FoxP3 gene regulation is the role of TGF-b [14], On the
other hand, the induction of regulatory activity has been
reported to correlate with an increased expression of FoxP3
[38], and that only FoxP3-expressing T cells possess a sup-
pressive activity [39]. Based on the findings of both these
reports and the results of our study, although FoxP3 might
be a marker of Treg its suppressive activity is considered to
correlate with the amount of production of such suppressive
cytokines as TGF-b.

As for cytokine production, a manuscript contrary to our
results and conclusions has been published recently [40]. In
that study, they examined T cell oral tolerance using the
transfer of T cells having an OVA-specific TCR (OVA–TCR
Tg), and then concluded that T cell oral tolerance was intact
in GF mice. In our study, although the IL-10 production was
suppressed in the control GF mice in comparison with that
in the SPF mice, IFN-g production in the GF mice was com-
parable to that in the SPF mice (Fig. 5). In contrast, Walton
et al. observed that not only IL-10 but also IFN-g production
in the OVA–TCR Tg T cells were suppressed in the GF recipi-
ent mice in comparison with those in the SPF recipient mice,
while also describing that the T cell recall responses could be
measured by IFN-g secretion. It is therefore plausible that
not only the Treg function but also the T cell recall responses
were suppressed in their protocol to induce T cell oral
tolerance. The counterbalance of these two effects might
result in the intact oral tolerance in the GF mice in their
protocol.

Östman et al. have demonstrated recently that the
CD25+ CD4+ cells from the lymph nodes of GF mice were
significantly less effective than those from conventional mice
in suppressing the proliferation of CD25- CD4+ effector cells
in vitro [16]. When they used lymph node cells from
untreated GF and conventional NMRI mice (H-2q), similar
results were obtained. It was also observed that the GF
responder cells were suppressed more easily by the SPF
CD25+ CD4+ cells than the SPF responder cells, as shown in
Fig. 4 of this study. As mentioned in their report, GF mice
may have a higher ratio of naive T cells in comparison with
either SPF or conventional mice, which have a higher pro-
portion of memory-type T cells. As it is possible that naive
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cells are suppressed more easily than memory cells, the GF
responder cells may therefore be suppressed more easily than
the SPF responder cells. Although the strains of mice and
experimental protocols were different, this may also have
been true in our study.

The last question regards how the microbiota controls the
induction and maintenance of Treg. It has been reported that
bacterial antigens can directly modify the host immune
system through Toll-like receptors (TLRs) and other micro-
bial pattern recognition molecules [41]. IL-2 has been
reported to play a crucial role in the expansion and survival of
regulatory CD25+ CD4+ cells [42]. In addition, IL-2-deficient
and IL-2 receptor-deficient mice suffer lethal autoimmune
diseases [43,44]. It is plausible that constant IL-2 production
by T cells activated by bacterial antigens in mucosal sites is
required to generate and to maintain Treg cells peripherally.
Wannemuhler et al. have reported that the failure of oral
tolerance induction in Balb/c GF mice could be restored by
oral administration of lipopolysaccharide (LPS), even when
GF mice are given LPS orally at adult ages [45].

Dendritic cells (DC) play an important role in controlling
oral tolerance, tolerance towards commensal microbiota and
immunity against pathogens. DC reportedly express tight
junction protein and penetrate gut epithelial monolayers to
recognize bacterial product through TLR [46,47], and DC
may then induce T cell unresponsiveness by stimulating
naive T cell differentiation into Treg [48]. In GF mice, the lack
of the signals through TLR on the DC may result in distur-
bance of induction and maintenance of Treg. In addition, it
has been reported recently that TLRs expressed not only on
DC but also on Treg themselves. Regulatory CD25+ CD4+ cells
have also been reported to express TLR-4, which recognizes
LPS, heat shock protein 60 and other factors derived from
bacteria and that this signalling can activate CD25+ CD4+

cells [49,50]. Furthermore, TLR-4 mutant/knock-out mice
are highly susceptible to the development of food allergies,
which is correlated with high levels of Th2 cytokines such as
IL-4 and IL-13 [51]. The regulatory CD25+ CD4+ cells also
express TLR-2, which recognizes lipoteichoic acid, pepti-
doglycan and other bacterial components. In addition, in
TLR-2-deficient mice, the number of CD25+ CD4+ cells was
decreased significantly in comparison with that in wild-type
mice, and the exogenous administration of TLR-2 ligands
increased the CD25+ CD4+ cells [52]. The bacterial stimula-
tion via TLR, not only on the DC but also on Treg, may
therefore also be involved in the generation and expansion of
CD25+ CD4+ cells.

In conclusion, this work provides evidence that the micro-
biota play an important role in generating fully functional
CD25+ CD4+ Treg cells. In this study, oral tolerance depended
on TGF-b-producing Treg in the MLN. In developed coun-
tries, the number of patients with allergies, autoimmune
diseases and inflammatory bowel diseases is increasing.
Approaches using GF mice may be a useful tool for studies
trying to elucidate how to prevent these diseases through the

induction of oral tolerance. An interesting subject for future
research would be the generation and expansion of Treg using
intestinal microbiota.
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