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Abstract
Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) are persistent and ubiquitous environmental chemicals that
bioaccumulate and have hepatic tumor promoting activity in rodents. The present study examined
the effect of deleting the p50 subunit of NF-κB on the hepatic tumor promoting activity of 2,2’,4,4’,
5,5’-hexachlorobiphenyl (PCB-153) in mice. Both wild-type and p50−/− male mice were injected
i.p. with diethylnitrosamine (DEN, 90 mg/kg) and then subsequently injected biweekly with 20 i.p.
injections of PCB-153 (300 µmol/kg/injection). p50 deletion decreased the tumor incidence in both
PCB- and vehicle-treated mice, whereas PCB-153 slightly (P = 0.09) increased the tumor incidence
in wild-type and p50−/− mice. PCB-153 increased the total tumor volume in both wild-type and p50
−/− mice, but the total tumor volume was not affected by p50 deletion in either PCB- or vehicle-
treated mice. The volume of tumors that were positive for glutamine synthetase (GS), which is
indicative of mutations in the beta-catenin gene, was increased in both wild-type and p50−/− mice
administered PCB-153 compared to vehicle controls and inhibited in p50 −/− mice compared to wild-
type mice (in both PCB- and vehicle-treated mice). The volume of tumors that were negative for GS
was increased in p50 −/− mice compared to wild-type mice but was not affected by PCB-153.
PCB-153 increased cell proliferation in normal hepatocytes in wild-type but not p50−/− mice; this
increase was inhibited in p50 −/− mice. In hepatic tumors, the rate of cell proliferation was much
higher than in normal hepatocytes, but was not affected by PCB treatment or p50 deletion. The rate
of apoptosis, as measured by the TUNEL assay, was not affected by PCB-153 or p50 deletion in
normal hepatocytes. In hepatic tumors, the rate of apoptosis was lower than in normal hepatocytes;
PCB-153 slightly (P = 0.10) increased apoptosis in p50−/− but not wild-type mice; p50 deletion had
no effect. Taken together, these data indicate that the absence of the NF-κB p50 subunit inhibits the
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promoting activity of PCB-153 and alters the proliferative and apoptotic changes in mouse liver in
the response to PCBs.
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Introduction
Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) were commercially manufactured in the United States from
1930 to 1970 for use as dielectrics in transformers and capacitors, and as cooling fluids in
hydraulic systems. PCBs have also been used in the formulation of lubricating and cutting oils,
in pesticides and flame retardants, and as plasticizers in paints, copying paper, adhesives,
sealants and plastics (World Health Organization, 1976). The stability of these compounds,
one of their commercial attributes, has led to their worldwide distribution in the environment,
an observation which was first reported by Jensen in 1966 (Jensen, 1966). The production of
PCBs peaked in 1970 and has steadily declined thereafter as many countries throughout the
world have banned certain uses or limited their production. Nevertheless these compounds
remain in use and in our environment today and represent a potential human health hazard
(Robertson and Hansen, 2001).

Although most PCBs are not particularly acutely toxic, their persistence and lipophilicity as
well as their propensity to accumulate in fatty tissues raise concerns over their long-term
effects. In animals and humans, chronic exposure to PCBs produces a variety of effects
including decreased body weight (wasting syndrome), chloracne, edema, liver hypertrophy,
porphyria, estrogenic activity, immunosuppression and neurotoxicity (National Research
Council, 1979; Robertson and Hansen, 2001). The carcinogenicity of PCBs in humans has
been examined in several epidemiological studies, and associations have been noted in some
studies between PCB exposure and cancers of the liver, biliary tract, and intestines, as well as
malignant melanoma (Faroon et al., 2001). In the Yusho poisoning incident, a statistically
significant increase in the mortality from liver cancer was observed in males (but not females)
exposed to PCBs (Kuratsume et al., 1996).

The evidence to date indicates that mixtures of PCBs can induce preneoplastic lesions and
hepatocellular carcinomas in animals when given at appropriate doses for extended periods of
time (Silberhorn et al., 1990; Mayes et al., 1998). Although their potency varies, mixtures of
halogenated biphenyls as well as many individual congeners have been reported to be
promoters of carcinogenesis in various liver tumor models (Glauert et al., 2001). Generally
those compounds which are inducers of cytochrome P-450 (such as the higher halogenated
biphenyls) were more potent as promoters. This includes PCB congeners that activate the Ah
receptor, the constitutive androstane receptor (CAR), and the pregnane X receptor (PXR)
(Ludewig et al., 2007).

Although PCBs clearly have promoting activity in the liver, their mechanism of action is not
known. A number of mechanisms have been proposed, including direct effects on signal
transduction pathways, induction of oxidative stress, effects on vitamin A metabolism, and
effects on intercellular communication (Glauert et al., 2001). One mechanism by which PCBs
may promote hepatic tumors is by inducing oxidative damage in the liver. Forms of oxidative
damage that may be important are the induction of lipid peroxidation, the induction of oxidative
DNA damage, and the alteration of gene expression. The majority of studies have found that
PCBs increase hepatic lipid peroxidation (Kamohara et al., 1984; Oda et al., 1987; Dogra et
al., 1988; Pelissier et al., 1990; Saito, 1990; Fadhel et al., 2002). Certain congeneric PCBs
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administered for short time periods were found to increase the levels of oxidative DNA damage,
using 8-hydroxyguanosine as the endpoint (Oakley et al., 1996).

Nuclear factor-κB (NF-κB) is a eukaryotic transcription factor family consisting of dimers of
the following proteins: p50 (NF-κB1), p65 (RelA), p52 (NF-κB2), c-Rel, and RelB. It is
normally found in the cytoplasm as an inactive dimer bound to an inhibitory subunit, IκB,
which also has several family members, including IκBα, IκBβ, IκBγ, and IκBε (Karin and Lin,
2002). Upon activation, NF-κB is released from IκB and translocates to the nucleus, where it
increases the transcription of specific genes. There are two main pathways: the classical
pathway, in which the p50:p65 heterodimer is predominate; and an alternative pathway, in
which the p52:RelB dimer is activated (Senftleben et al., 2001; Karin and Lin, 2002). These
processes require the phosphorylation of IκB, followed by the subsequent degradation via an
ubiquitin-mediated 26S proteosome pathway (Karin and Lin, 2002). A 900 kDa complex,
termed the IκB kinase (IKK) complex has been identified and consists of two kinase subunits
of IKK, IKKα and IKKβ, and a regulatory subunit, IKKγ (Zandi et al., 1997; Karin and Delhase,
2000). These two kinase subunits form homo- or hetero-dimers that phosphorylate IκB
molecules, leading to their degradation. NF-κB has been shown to be important in the activation
of genes that regulate cell proliferation and apoptosis (Beg et al., 1995; Fitzgerald et al.,
1995).

Several studies have used genetically modified mice to examine the role of NF-κB subunits
on cell proliferation and apoptosis in the liver and other tissues. A clear role for NF-κB in
inhibiting apoptosis by TNF-α or other apoptosis inducers has been demonstrated in several
cell types, in studies in which NF-κB activity has been inhibited by the deletion of one of its
subunits, the inhibition of its translocation, or the expression of a dominant negative form of
IκB (Beg and Baltimore, 1996; Vanantwerp et al., 1996; Wang et al., 1996; Xu et al., 1998a;
Schoemaker et al., 2002). However, DNA synthesis and liver regeneration were not affected
by the absence of the p50 subunit following partial hepatectomy or carbon tetrachloride
treatment (Deangelis et al., 2001). Similarly, the hepatic-specific expression of a truncated
IκBα super-repressor did not affect DNA synthesis, apoptosis, or liver regeneration following
partial hepatectomy, but led to increased apoptosis after treatment with TNF-α (Chaisson et
al., 2002). Also, the hepatic inflammatory response after ischemia/reperfusion was not altered
in p50 −/− mice (Kato et al., 2002). In addition, B cells lacking p50, RelB, or c-Rel (but not
p52 or p65) have decreased proliferation in response to LPS (Kontgen et al., 1995; Sha et al.,
1995; Snapper et al., 1996a; Snapper et al., 1996b; Horwitz et al., 1999). Overall, whether
specific NF-κB subunits are essential for cell proliferation depends on the tissue and the
stimulus for DNA synthesis.

One mechanism by which NF-κB may be activated is by increased oxidative stress. NF-κB
can be activated in vitro by H2O2, and its activation can be inhibited by antioxidants, such as
vitamin E or N-acetyl cysteine (NAC), or by increased expression of antioxidant enzymes
(Staal et al., 1990; Schreck et al., 1991; Schreck et al., 1992; Meyer et al., 1993; Nilakantan
et al., 1998; Li et al., 2000; Calfee-Mason et al., 2004). In addition, agents that activate NF-
κB frequently also increase oxidative stress (Schmidt et al., 1995). However, Hayakawa et al.
(2003) found that NAC inhibits NF-κB activation independently of its antioxidant function.

PCBs also can activate NF-κB. PCB-77 was found to activate NF-κB in rats after long-term
treatment but not after a single dose (Tharappel et al., 2002; Lu et al., 2003; Glauert et al.,
2005). PCB-153, in contrast, was found to activate NF-κB in rats after a single dose (Lu et
al., 2003), but only activated NF-κB after multiple doses in one of three studies (Tharappel et
al., 2002; Lu et al., 2004; Glauert et al., 2005). We subsequently found that cell proliferation
induced by PCB-153 could be inhibited in mice lacking the p50 subunit of NF-κB (p50 −/−
mice) (Lu et al., 2004).
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In this study we have examined if the deletion of the p50 subunit of NF-κB would inhibit the
tumor promoting activity of PCB-153. Wild-type and p50 −/− mice were first administered
diethylnitrosamine (DEN) as a tumor initiator and then were exposed to PCB-153. The
induction of hepatic tumors as well as effects on cell proliferation and apoptosis were
quantified.

Materials and Methods
Chemicals

PCB-153 (2,2’,4,4’,5,5’-hexachlorobiphenyl) was synthesized and characterized as described
previously; its purity was greater than 99%, as assayed by gas-chromatography (Schramm et
al., 1985). Diethylnitrosamine was obtained from Sigma Chemical Co., St. Louis, MO.

Experimental Design
Mice homozygous for p50−/− deletion and B6129SF2/J age-matched wild type controls were
obtained from our breeding colony. Founders of this strain had been obtained from The Jackson
Laboratory (Bar Harbor, ME). After weaning, mice were fed an unrefined diet (Harlan Teklad
2018 Global 18% protein rodent diet) and water ad libitum. When mice of both strains were 9
weeks old, they received an i.p. injection of DEN (90 mg/kg). After a two-week recovery
period, all mice were injected i.p. with 300 µmol/kg of PCB-153 or corn oil every 14 days.
Mice received 20 PCB-153 injections and then were maintained for an additional 15 weeks.
PCB-153 injections were stopped due to increased mortality and loss of body weight in these
mice. Six days before euthanasia, all mice were given bromodeoxyuridine (BrdU, 0.5 mg/ml)
in the drinking water. Mice were euthanized by overexposure to carbon dioxide gas. Liver
tissue was then collected and part of it was frozen in liquid nitrogen and the remaining was
fixed in formalin for pathological analysis and immunohistochemistry

Immunohistochemical Staining
The tissues processed for paraffin sections were made into 5-µm serial sections on glass slides.
One section was used for double immunostaining, which used an anti-BrdU antibody to label
the nuclei that took up BrdU and an anti-glutamine synthetase (GS) antibody using a Vectastain
ABC kit for labeling GS-positive and -negative tumors. Another section was used for double
immunostaining for GS and for TUNEL staining using the Apotag kit from Intergen (Purchase,
NY), which allows for direct immunoperoxidase detection of digoxigenin-labeled genomic
DNA.

Image Analysis
The volumes of GS-positive and GS-negative foci were measured using a computer digitizing
system developed at University of Wisconsin (Campbell et al., 1982; Campbell et al., 1986;
Xu et al., 1998b). The images were captured using a Nikon Eclipse E800 microscope equipped
with MACRO 0.5x and 1.0x lenses. The volume fraction was quantified using the Delesse
method.

Labeling Indexes
The cell proliferation and apoptosis labeling indexes were quantified in both normal
hepatocytes and in tumors. At least 3000 nuclei from normal hepatocytes were randomly
counted per slide (>1000 in each of three lobes) and the labeling indexes were expressed as
the percentage of number of labeled nuclei out of the total number of nuclei counted.

Glauert et al. Page 4

Toxicol Appl Pharmacol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 October 15.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



PCB extraction from liver samples
PCB extraction and clean-up were performed as described previously (Bunaciu et al., 2007;
Kania-Korwel et al., 2007). In short, liver samples pooled from 2 to 3 animals (0.46–0.78 g)
were mixed thoroughly with 2 g of diatomaceous earth (Dionex, Sunnyvale, CA).
Approximately one third of the mixture was placed in an extraction cell containing 10 g of
Florisil (60–100 mesh, Fisher Sci., Pittsburg, PA). The cell was spiked with a surrogate standard
containing 2,3,5,6-tetrachlorobiphenyl (PCB 65, 2.1µg/ml) and 2,3,4,4’,5,6-
hexachlorobiphenyl (PCB 166, 2.0 µg/ml) and extracted with hexane-acetone (1:1, v/v) using
an Accelerated Solvent Extractor ASE 200 (Dionex, Sunnyvale, CA). The following extraction
conditions were used: temperature 100°C, pressure 1500 psi, 6 min heating, one 5 min static
cycle, 60% of cell flush volume. The extract was concentrated under a gentle stream of nitrogen
and an internal standard containing 2,4,6-trichlorobiphenyl (PCB 30, 0.5 µg/ml) and 2,2’,
3,4,4’,5,6,6’-octachlorobiphenyl (PCB 204, 0.5 µg/ml) was added. An additional clean-up step
was preformed by shaking each extract with 2 ml of 2-propanol and 2 ml of
tetrabutylammonium sulfite (2 ml) and re-shaking with 5 ml of ultra-pure water (Kania-Korwel
et al., 2005; Kania-Korwel et al., 2007). The organic phase was separated and allowed to stand
overnight over concentrated sulfuric acid (2 ml) before gas chromatographic analysis.

Gas chromatographic PCB analysis
The samples were analyzed on an Agilent 6890N gas chromatograph equipped with a DB-5
MS column (60 mx0.25 mmx0.25 µm, Supelco, St. Louis, MO) and a 63Ni µ-ECD detector
(Kania-Korwel et al., 2005). The following temperature program was used: 80°C for 1 min,
then increased 25°/min from 80°C to 280°C, hold for 10 min. The injector temperature was
250°C and the detector temperature was 300°C. An aliquot of extract (2 µl) was injected and
the PCB congener concentration was determined using the internal standard method. The
detector was linear over the entire concentration range used in the study.

Quality assurance
The limit of detection (LOD), calculated based on method blanks as LOD = xb + k sb (xb is
mean of the 7 blank measures, k is Student’s t-value for n-1 degrees of freedom at 99%
confidence level, and sb is standard deviation of the blank measures) (Kania-Korwel et al.,
2007), was equal to 1.9 ng for PCB 153. The limit of quantification (LOQ) was conservatively
calculated as LOQ = 10 ·LOD and equaled 19 ng for PCB 153. The recovery rates were 98±5
% and 106±7 % for PCB 65 and PCB 166, respectively. PCB 153 levels were corrected when
the recovery rates of PCB 166 were < 100%.

Lipids extraction from liver samples
The remaining sample-diatomaceous earth mixtures were used to determine the lipid content
as described earlier (Kania-Korwel et al., 2007). In short, samples were placed in extraction
cells and extracted with Accelerated Solvent Extractor ASE 200 (Dionex, Sunnyvale, CA)
using chloroform-methanol (2:1, v/v). The following extraction conditions were used:
temperature 100°C, pressure 1500 psi, 6 min heating, two 5 min static cycle, 100% of cell flush
volume. The extract was concentrated and the lipid content was determined gravimetrically.
The non-volatile residue in solvent blanks was 0.45±0.30 mg (n=7) and was significantly lower
than the average lipid amount in all tissues samples (23±7 mg, n=11).

Statistical analyses
Tumor incidence data were analyzed by χ2 analysis. Other data were analyzed by two-way
ANOVA. If a significant interaction was observed in the two-way ANOVA, individual
differences between means were determined using Tukey’s posthoc test. The results are
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expressed as means ± standard error of the mean (SEM). The results were considered significant
at p<0.05.

Results
In this study, we examined whether the p50 subunit of NF-κB is necessary for the promoting
activities of PCB-153. Following DEN administration, PCB-153 was administered every other
week for 20 injections followed by 15 weeks of no further treatment. At the conclusion of the
study, body weights were lower in p50 −/− mice compared to wild-type mice (in both PCB-
and vehicle-treated). PCB-153 administration decreased weight gain in wild-type mice (Table
1); the p50 −/− mice not administered PCB-153 gained slightly less weight than wild-type mice
(P = 0.077). Liver weights were increased by PCB-153 in both wild-type and p50 −/− mice;
p50 deletion decreased the liver weight in mice administered PCB-153 but not in vehicle
controls.

The incidence of hepatic tumors is shown in Table 1. p50 deletion significantly decreased the
tumor incidence in both PCB- and vehicle-treated mice. PCB treatment did not significantly
affect the tumor incidence, although mice treated with PCB-153 had a slightly higher incidence
(P = 0.09). The mouse livers showed “neoplastic nodules” (Squire and Levitt, 1975) and most
of those nodules could be classified as hepatocellular carcinomas according to currently
recommended nomenclature for hepatoproliferative lesions in rats (Maronpot et al.,
1986;Goodman et al., 1994;Narama et al., 2003). None of those nodules showed obvious
hallmarks of malignancy such as invasion and metastasis but most of them showed marked
cellular or histological atypia and numerous mitotic figures. No additional characteristics were
observed in tumors from the p50 −/− mice.

The volume of tumors was quantified using glutamine synthetase (GS) as a marker; both GS-
positive and GS-negative tumors were identified (Figure 1). The volumes of total and GS-
positive tumors were increased by PCB-153 in both wild-type and p50 −/− mice. The total
tumor volume was not affected by p50 deletion, but the volume of GS-positive tumors was
decreased by p50 deletion in both control and PCB-153 treated mice. The volume of GS-
negative tumors was significantly increased by p50 deletion in both PCB- and vehicle-treated
mice, but was not affected by PCB-153.

PCBs in previous studies have been found to increase hepatic cell proliferation (Tharappel et
al., 2002; Lu et al., 2003; Lu et al., 2004). We therefore examined cell proliferation in normal
hepatocytes and hepatic tumors by administering BrdU in the drinking water for 6 days before
euthanasia and then double-immunostaining the liver sections for both BrdU and GS. Labeling
indexes were much higher in the tumors in all groups (Figure 2). In normal hepatocytes,
PCB-153 increased the labeling index in wild-type mice but not p50 −/− mice; this increase
was inhibited in the p50 −/− mice. The labeling index in hepatic tumors was not significantly
affected by either PCB-153 administration or p50 deletion.

Apoptosis in the study was evaluated using the TUNEL assay (Figure 3). The apoptotic indexes
were lower in the tumors compared to the normal hepatocytes in all groups. PCB-153
administration did not affect the apoptotic index in normal hepatocytes. In hepatic tumors,
PCB-153 treatment slightly (P = 0.10) increased the apoptotic index in p50 −/− mice, but not
in wild-type mice. p50 deletion did not significantly affect the apoptotic index in either normal
hepatocytes or hepatic tumors.

We quantified the PCB-153 levels in the liver to determine if the effects observed could have
been due to differences in hepatic PCB concentrations. The administration of PCB-153 clearly
increased hepatic PCB levels in PCB 153-treated animals compared to background levels in
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animals treated with corn oil alone (Table 2). PCB-153 concentrations were about 4 fold higher
in p50 −/− mice receiving PCB-153 compared to wild-type mice receiving PCB-153.

Discussion
In this paper we have found that the deletion of the p50 subunit of NF-κB inhibits the tumor
promoting activity of PCB-153. Both the tumor incidence and the volume of GS-positive
tumors (the main tumor type) were decreased in p50 −/− mice. In addition the induction of cell
proliferation by PCB-153 in normal hepatocytes was inhibited in p50 −/− mice. PCB-153 also
slightly increased apoptosis in hepatic tumors in p50 −/− mice but not wild-type mice.

Overall the results show that p50 deletion inhibits the promotion of tumors by PCB-153,but
the volume of GS-negative tumors was actually increased in p50 −/− mice. The mechanisms
of this increase and the implications of this increase are not clear. When CAR activators such
as PCB-153 or phenobarbital are used as the promoting agent, the predominant type of tumor
observed in wild-type mice is GS-positive (Figure 1) (Loeppen et al., 2002;Strathmann et
al., 2006). These GS-positive tumors contain mutations in the β-catenin gene (Loeppen et
al., 2002;Strathmann et al., 2006). In GS-negative tumors observed in wild-type mice treated
with phenobarbital or PCB-153, the type of mutation that was induced is unknown (Loeppen
et al., 2002;Strathmann et al., 2006). It is possible that the deletion of the p50 subunit and the
resulting changes in gene expression are leading to the selection of hepatocytes that have a
particular type of mutation unrelated to β-catenin, but it is not clear at present what gene or
genes this would be.

The deletion of the p50 subunit could be altering the promotion of carcinogenesis by PCB-153
by several molecular mechanisms. First, the deletion of p50 would lead to disruption of the
classical pathway of NF-κB activation, since the formation of p65-p50 dimers would be
prevented. The formation of p50 homodimers would also be prevented. Since p50 homodimers
can translocate to the nucleus and act as repressors of transcription (Israel et al., 1989; Schmitz
and Baeuerle, 1991; Brown et al., 1994), gene expression could clearly be altered in p50 −/−
mice by this mechanism. It is also possible that some of these changes could be due to the
deletion of the p50 precursor protein, p105. In addition to being processed to p50, p105 can
directly affect signal transduction, such as the regulation of the MAP kinase pathway (Beinke
and Ley, 2004).

This study supports the concept that inhibiting NF-κB activation inhibits experimental
hepatocarcinogenesis. Two previous studies have observed that the inhibition of NF-κB
activation leads to the inhibition of chemically-induced liver cancer in mice. Using the p50 −/
− knockout model, Glauert et al. (2006) found that the promotion of hepatic tumors by the
peroxisome proliferator Wy-14,643 was inhibited. Pikarksy et al. (2004) inhibited NF-κB
activation using a hepatocyte-specific IκB-super-repressor transgene in Mdr2 knockout mice,
which develop hepatocellular carcinoma spontaneously. They found that inhibiting NF-κB
activation in the early stages of cancer development had no effect, but that inhibiting NF-κB
activation at the later stages inhibited the development of hepatocellular carcinomas, likely by
increasing apoptosis. Maeda et al. (2005), however, found that knocking out IκB kinase β
(IKKβ) specifically in hepatocytes resulted in the induction of a higher incidence of
hepatocellular carcinomas in mice injected with DEN. However, when IKKβ was also knocked
out in hematopoietic cells (including Kupffer cells), this effect was negated, implying that
increased Kupffer cell activity could have been the cause of the increased tumorigenesis in the
mice lacking IKKβ in hepatocytes. Furthermore, in mice deficient in interleukin (IL)-6, an NF-
κB regulated gene and a cytokine released by Kupffer cells, tumorigenesis by DEN is inhibited
(Naugler et al., 2007). In the p50 −/− knockout model, NF-κB activation would be inhibited
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in Kupffer cells as well as in hepatocytes and this inhibition may have contributed to the
decrease in tumorigenesis observed in the present and Glauert et al. (2006) studies.

The effects of PCB-153 and p50 deletion on tumorigenesis could be related to their effects on
cell proliferation and apoptosis. In tumors, cell proliferation rates were higher and apoptosis
rates were lower than in normal hepatocytes, both of which correlate with increased size and
growth of the tumors. In normal hepatocytes (but not in tumors), PCB-153 increased cell
proliferation in wild-type mice, but this increase was inhibited in p50 −/− mice. In tumors,
PCB-153 increased apoptosis, but only in p50 −/− mice. Therefore the increase in tumor
incidence and volume in PCB-153-treated mice and its inhibition in p50 −/− mice appear to
be related to the changes in cell proliferation in normal hepatocytes and the changes in apoptosis
in tumors.

The inhibitory effect of p50 deletion on the promotion of hepatocarcinogenesis by PCB-153
does not appear to be related to an alteration of hepatic PCB levels. PCB-153 levels were higher
in p50 −/− mice, which would be expected to increase the induction of tumors, not decrease
it. The mechanism of this effect is not clear. PCB-153 is poorly metabolized (Robertson and
Hansen, 2001); after administration its concentration first increases in the liver and it then
redistributes to the adipose tissue (Mühlebach and Bickel, 1981; Oberg et al., 2002). PCB-153
is transported by albumin and lipoproteins (Mühlebach et al., 1991). The higher concentrations
observed in the p50 −/− mice may be related to differences in the hepatic lipid compostion and/
or protein levels that alter the sequestration of PCB 153 into the liver, or to decreased
redistribution to adipose tissue, but neither of these mechanisms has been demonstrated at this
time. Hepatic PCB-153 concentrations were much higher in mice administered PCB-153, as
expected.

In summary, we have demonstrated that the promotion of hepatic tumors in mice by PCB-153
is inhibited in mice lacking the p50 subunit of NF-κB. PCB-153 increased cell proliferation in
normal hepatocytes in wild-type but not p50 −/− mice and increased apoptosis in hepatic tumors
in p50 −/− mice but not wild-type mice, both of which correlates with the effects on
tumorigenesis observed. Therefore it is likely that NF-κB target genes that regulate cell
proliferation and apoptosis contribute to the promoting activity of PCB-153. The specific genes
that are responsible for these effects, however, are currently unknown.
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Figure 1. Effect of PCB-153 on the volume of tumors in p50 −/− and wild-type (WT) mice. A. GS-
Positive Tumors. B. GS-Negative Tumors. C. All Tumors
Mice were administered diethylnitrosamine (DEN) and then administered PCB-153 or vehicle.
Histological sections for the liver were immunohistochemically stained for GS, and the volume
fraction of GS-positive and GS-negative tumors was determined. Data are means ± standard
errors.
*Significant effect in group receiving PCB-153, compared to corresponding vehicle control
#Significant effect in p50 −/− mice, compared to corresponding wild-type control
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Figure 2. Effect of PCB-153 on hepatocyte proliferation in p50 −/− and wild-type (WT) mice. A.
Normal hepatocytes. B. Tumors
Mice were administered DEN and then administered PCB-153 or vehicle. Six days before
euthanasia, mice were administered drinking water containing bromodeoxyuridine (BrdU).
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Histological sections for the liver were immunohistochemically stained for BrdU and GS, and
labeling indexes were determined in hepatocytes to determine the rate of DNA synthesis. Data
are means ± standard errors.
*Significant effect in group receiving PCB-153, compared to corresponding vehicle control
#Significant effect in p50 −/− mice, compared to corresponding wild-type control

Glauert et al. Page 16

Toxicol Appl Pharmacol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 October 15.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Figure 3. Effect of PCB-153 on hepatocyte apoptosis in p50 −/− and wild-type (WT) mice. A. Normal
hepatocytes. B. Tumors
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Mice were administered DEN, and then fed administered PCB-153 or vehicle. Histological
sections for the liver were used for TUNEL staining, and apoptotic indexes were determined
in hepatocytes to determine the rate of apoptosis. Data are means ± standard errors. No
statistically significant effects (P < 0.05) were observed.
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Table 2
Effect of p50 deletion and PCB-153 on hepatic PCB levels

Groups PCB-153 (ng/g liver) PCB-153 (µg/g lipid)

Corn Oil
  Wild-typea 6.35 0.07
  p50 −/−b 53.4 ± 49.9 0.95 ± 0.90
PCB-153
  Wild-typec 14,437 ± 1,643 281.9 ± 56.7
  p50 −/−b 53,573 ± 16,772 1049.6 ± 541.9

a
Results from one pooled liver sample with the liver from three animals.

b
Results from two pooled liver samples with the liver from three animals per sample.

c
Results from two pooled liver samples with the liver from two animals per sample.

Data are means ± standard errors
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