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Anti-apoptotic effects of protein kinase C-6 and
c-fos in cisplatin-treated thyroid cells

Antonella Muscella, Loredana Urso, Nadia Calabriso, Carla Vetrugno, Alessio Rochira,
Carlo Storelli and Santo Marsigliante

Department of Biological and Environmental Sciences and Technologies (Di.S.Te.B.A.), Universita del Salento, Lecce, Italy

Background and purpose: We showed previously that cisplatin inititates a signalling pathway mediated by PKC-8/extracellular
signal-regulated kinase (ERK), important for maintaining viability in PC CI3 thyroid cells. The studies described herein examined
whether c-fos was associated with cisplatin resistance and the signalling link between c-fos and PKC-8/ERK.

Experimental approach: Cells were treated with various pharmacological inhibitors of PKCs and ERK, or were depleted of
c-fos, PKC-3, PKC-¢ and caspase-3 by small interfering RNA (siRNA), then incubated with cisplatin and cytotoxicity assessed.
Key results: Cisplatin provokes the induction of c-fos and the activation of conventional PKC-B, and novel PKC-§ and -€. The
cisplatin-provoked c-fos induction was decreased by G66976, a PKC-3 inhibitor; by siRNA for PKC-8- but not that for PKC-¢ or
by PD98059, a mitogen-activated protein kinase/ERK kinase inhibitor. Expression of c-fos was abolished by GF109203X, an
inhibitor of all PKC isoforms, or by PD98059 plus G66976 or by PKC-5-siRNA plus G66976. When c-fos expression was blocked
by siRNA, cisplatin cytotoxicity was strongly enhanced with increased caspase-3 activation. In PKC-3-depleted cells treated with
cisplatin, caspase-3 activation was increased and cell viability decreased. In these PKC-3-depleted cells, PD98059 did not affect
caspase-3 activation.

Conclusions and implications: In PC CI3 cells, in the cell signalling pathways that lead to cisplatin resistance, PKC-§ controls
ERK activity and, together with PKC-, also the induction of c-fos. Hence, the protective role of c-fos in thyroid cells has the
potential to provide new opportunities for therapeutic intervention.

British Journal of Pharmacology (2009) 156, 751-763; doi:10.1111/j.1476-5381.2008.00049.x; published online 27
February 2009

Keywords: PKC-9; c-fos; ERK; cisplatin; thyroid; PC CI3

Abbreviations: DAPI, 4,6-diamine-2-phenylindole; ERK, extracellular signal-regulated kinase; MAPK, mitogen-activated
protein kinase; MEK, MAPK/ERK kinase; MTT, 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenol tetrazolium bromide;
PARP, poly(ADP-ribose) polymerase; PBS, phosphate-buffered saline; PI3K, phosphoinositide 3-kinase; SDS,

sodium dodecyl sulphate; siRNA, small interfering RNA; SRB, sulforhodamine B

Introduction 1988; Karga et al., 1991; Zou et al., 1993). Clinical trials with
chemotherapeutic drugs have produced only rare and limited

Thyroid cancer is the most common endocrine malignancy  positive responses in thyroid cancer (Hanna etal., 1999;

and is responsible for about 60% of deaths from endocrine
cancer (Gimm, 2001; Vini and Harmer, 2002). Thyroid
tumours exhibit a wide spectrum of neoplastic pathology,
varying from well-differentiated benign tumours to highly
malignant anaplastic carcinomas. Malignant transformation
has been demonstrated to be caused by several factors, includ-
ing the activation of proto-oncogene and the inactivation of
tumour suppressor genes (Aasland et al., 1988; Terrier et al.,
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Haigh, 2000; Haigh et al., 2001). The expression of the mul-
tidrug resistance gene is altered in a small subset of thyroid
carcinomas (Sugawara et al., 1995; Asakawa et al., 1997), but
the molecular basis for the failure of chemotherapy-based
regimens has not been defined in the vast majority of thyroid
carcinomas.

Several studies (Kashani-Sabet et al., 1990; Scanlon et al.,
1990; Moorehead and Singh, 2000) indicate that cisplatin
resistance is associated with over-expression of the proto-
oncogene c-fos in tumours from patients that did not respond
to cisplatin-based chemotherapy and in established cisplatin-
resistant cell lines (Jiao et al., 1991; Dempke et al., 2000).

The c-fos gene encodes a nuclear transcription factor, c-fos,
that induces transcription of a number of other genes
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involved in the regulation of cell replication, cell cycle pro-
gression and differentiation through its interactions with
members of the c-Jun and ATF/CREB families (Chiu et al.,
1988; Kovary and Bravo, 1992; Schuermann, 1994). c-fos
expression can be induced by physical stresses such as reactive
oxygen species, heat shock and several DNA-damaging
agents, including cisplatin (Hollander and Fornace, 1989;
Amstad et al., 1992). Cells lacking the c-fos gene are hyper-
sensitive to a number of DNA-damaging agents (Kaina et al.,
1997). Transfection of a human ovarian carcinoma cell line
with a c-fos expression vector induces cisplatin resistance
(Moorehead and Singh, 2000). Treatment of cisplatin- resis-
tant human ovarian carcinoma cells with cisplatin induces
the expression of the c-fos gene as well as a number of genes
involved in DNA repair (Kashani-Sabet et al., 1990). Finally, a
retroviral vector that expresses c-fos antisense RNA is effective
at reducing MCF-7 tumour size and incidence, and these
findings have laid the foundation for a clinical trial investi-
gating the effectiveness of this c-fos antisense retroviral vector
against breast tumours (Arteaga and Holt, 1996; Bonovich
et al., 2002). Although exciting in prospect, the effect of c-fos
on tumour growth and cisplatin resistance has been exam-
ined in only a limited number of systems, and thus it is
difficult to determine whether the ability of c-fos to regulate
tumour growth and/or cisplatin sensitivity is specific for these
systems or whether the actions of c-fos extend to other
systems. Therefore, the studies described here examined
whether c-fos expression was associated with cisplatin resis-
tance in thyroid cells and whether reducing c-fos expression
was an effective method for increasing cisplatin sensitivity in
cells resistant to cisplatin. In this study we used the fully
differentiated thyroid PC CI3 cells, which express the typical
markers of thyroid differentiation and are sensitive to thy-
rotropin (TSH) stimulation for their growth (Fusco etal.,
1987). We have shown previously that, in PC CI3 cells, cispl-
atin activated the extracellular signal-regulated kinase (ERK)
cascade, which is important for maintaining the cell viability
after drug treatments, through a signalling pathway mediated
by PKC-8 (Muscella et al., 2005; Urso et al., 2005). Thus PC C13
cells may represent a helpful model in the investigation of the
mechanisms by which ERK and other signal transduction
pathways modulate the response to cisplatin and promote cell
survival in response to cisplatin treatment.

Methods

Cell lines

PC Cl3, a rat differentiated thyroid cell line, was grown in
Coon’s modified Ham’s F-12 medium (Celbio, Pero Milan,
Italy) supplemented with 5% calf serum (Sigma, Milan, Italy)
and a mixture of hormones and growth factors (insulin
1ugmL';  TSH 1 mIU-mL";  glycylhistidyl-L-lysine
10 ng'mL™"; human transferrin 5 ug-mL™"; cortisone
10 nmol-L™'; somatostatin 10 ng-mL’; all from Sigma).

Reverse transcription and polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR)
Total RNA was extracted from PC Cl3 cells using an SV Total
RNA isolation kit and performed according to the manufac-
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turer’s protocols (Promega Corporation, USA). The RNA con-
centration was determined by measuring the absorbance at
260 nm. Samples were then stored at —20°C for subsequent
RT-PCR analysis. 1 ug of total RNA was used to synthesize a
complementary DNA (cDNA) using the RT kit (Promega Cor-
poration, USA). The RT reaction was carried out at 25°C for
5 min followed by 42°C for 60 min and then at 95°C for
5 min. The samples were then placed on ice for 5 min and
stored at —20°C for PCR amplification. PCR was performed
using a BioRad iQ iCycler Detection System (BioRad Labo-
ratories, Ltd) with SYBR green fluorophore (SyberGreen
Supermix; Biorad Laboratories, USA) in the presence of 2 uM
of specific primers, for each PKC isoforms and B-actin. A
melt curve analysis was performed following every run to
ensure a single amplified product for every reaction. For
each gene, relative expression was determined using the
27T method and normalized to B-actin expression (Livak
and Schmittgen, 2001).

Preparation of subcellular fractions

To obtain protein cell extracts, cells were washed twice in
ice-cold phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) and harvested in
1 mL of PBS. The samples were centrifuged for 30s at
10 000x g, and cell pellets were resuspended in the following
buffer (in mmol-L™"): 20 Tris-HCI, pH 8, containing 420
NaCl, 2 EDTA, 2 NazVO; and 0.2% Nonidet P-40 10%
glycerol, supplemented with a cocktail of protease inhibi-
tors. After a 10 min incubation on ice, cells were passed
several times through a 20 gauge syringe needle and then
centrifuged at 13 000x g for 10 min at 4°C. Other samples
were centrifuged at 100 000x g for 20 min at 4°C. The result-
ant supernatant is referred to as the cytosolic fraction. The
pellet was solubilized in buffer B (in mmol-L™', 20 Tris-HClI,
pH 7.5, 150 NaCl, 1 EGTA, 1 EDTA and protease inhibitors)
containing 1% Nonidet P-40. We evaluated the Na*/K'-
ATPase activity using a coupled enzyme assay method
(Norby, 1988) to determine the purity of the cell membrane
fraction used for immunoblotting. The enrichment factor
(enzyme activities of final purified membrane pellet
and cytosol compared with those of the initial homo-
genate) were 35+ 2.2 and not determined. Lactate
dehydrogenase activity (a marker enzyme for the
cytoplasm) was determined by measuring the decrease at
340 nm due to the oxidation of NADH (Kochhar
etal., 1992). The reaction buffer contained 50 mmol-L™!
HEPES, pH 7.5, 8 mmol-L"! sodium pyruvate, 0.2 mmol-L™
NADH and the protein sample in a 1 mL volume. Sodium
pyruvate was added last to minimize non-specific NADH
oxidation. The specific activity of LDH in the cytosol was
13.1 times higher than that in the homogenate.

Nuclei were pelleted by centrifugation at 2000x g for
15 min at 4°C and resuspended in high salt buffer (in
mmol-L"!, 20 Tris-HCI, pH 7.9, 420 NaCl, 10 KCI, 0.1
Na;VO,, 1 EDTA, 1 EGTA, 20% glycerol, supplemented with
a cocktail of protease inhibitors) and sonicated until no
nuclei remained intact. The purity of fractions was tested by
immunoblotting with anti-o subunit of Na‘/K*-ATPase
monoclonal antibody (membrane protein) or anti-histone-
3/4 polyclonal antibody (nuclear proteins).



Western blot analysis

Proteins in homogenates and cellular fraction were deter-
mined using the Bio-Rad protein assay kit 1 (Milan, Italy).
Lyophilized bovine serum albumin was used as a standard.
Total cell proteins or proteins of the distinct sub cellular
fractions were dissolved in sodium dodecyl sulphate (SDS)
sample buffer and separated on 10% or 15% SDS gels. Sepa-
rated proteins were transferred electrophoretically onto poly-
vinylidene difluoride membrane (Amersham International).
Equal protein loading was confirmed by Ponceau S staining.
Blots were incubated with specific primary antibodies and
the immune complexes were detected using appropriate
peroxidase-conjugated secondary antibodies and enhanced
chemiluminescent detection reagent (Amersham Interna-
tional). Blots were stripped and used for several sequential
incubations with control antibodies. Densitometric analysis
was carried out on the Western blots using the NIH Image
1.62 software (National Institutes of Health, Bethesda, MD,
USA). The pixel intensity for each region was analysed, the
background was subtracted, and the c-fos protein expressions
were normalized to B actin loading control for each lane.

Design and preparation of siRNAs

Small interfering RNAs (siRNAs) were prepared by an in vitro
transcription method. For each siRNA, target sites specific to
rat c-fos, PKC-§, PKC-¢, caspase 3 mRNA, sense and antisense
templates were designed based on each target sequence and
partial T7 promoter sequence. The mRNA targets were:
caspase-3 target sequence 5-CCUCAGAGAGACAUUCAUG-
3’, PKC-§ target sequence S5-AACUGUUUGUGAAUUUG
CCUU-3’, PKC-e¢ target sequence 5-GCCCCUAAAGACA
AUGAAGTT-3’; c-fos target sequence 5-UCACAGGGCUAG
CAGUGUGGGU-3" In addition, a nonsense (scrambled)
sequence 5-AAUCGCAUAGCGUAUGCCGUU-3" was used as
a control.

All template oligonucleotides were chemically synthesized
and polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis purified. In vitro
transcription, annealing and purification of siRNA duplexes
were performed using the protocol supplied with the T7
RiboMAX Express RNAi System (Promega). Briefly, approxi-
mately 2 ug of each single-strand (ss) transcription template
was first annealed with the T7 promoter to form double-
strand transcription templates. For preparation of each
siRNA duplex, transcription reactions were first performed
with separated antisense and sense templates using the T7
RNA polymerase provided with the kit and then annealed to
form siRNA duplexes. Then, the siRNA duplex was treated
with DNase and RNase to remove the extra nucleotides of
transcribed siRNA to meet the structural 3’'UU overhang and
5’ phosphate requirement.

Fos, PKCs and caspase immunoblottig were performed 24 h
post transfection to determine the efficiency of siRNA incor-
poration in PC Cl3 and to measure proteins expression. Quan-
titative analysis of c-fos, PKC-9, -€ and caspase 3 expressions,
as measured by intensity of immunoreactivity, in siRNA or
siRNA-NS-transfected PC Cl3 revealed a higher reduction in
protein expression. Experiments were also performed by phar-
macological inhibition of PKC-§ and PKC-e (rottlerin and €V1
respectively).
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siRNA transfection

PC CI3 cells (50-70% confluence) were transfected with siRNA
duplexes using the protocol supplied with the CodeBreaker
siRNA transfection reagent (Promega). Briefly, the transfection
reagent was first diluted into Coon’s modified Ham’s F12
medium without serum and antibiotics for about 15 min, and
then the siRNA duplex was added to the medium to form a
lipid-siRNA complex. Following additional 15 min incuba-
tion, transfection was initiated by adding the lipid-siRNA
complex to 6-well plates. The final concentration of siRNA
was 30 nmol-L™".

Cytotoxicity assays

Cells at 70-80% confluency were trypsinized (0.25% trypsin
with 1 mmol-L"' EDTA), washed and resuspended in growth
medium. 100 ul. of a cell suspension (10° cells-mL™) was
added to each well of a 96 well plate. After overnight incuba-
tion, cells were treated with specific reagents for different
incubation periods.

MTT assay The conversion of MTT [3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-
yl)-2,5-diphenol tetrazolium bromide] by cells was used as an
indicator of cell number as previously described (Muscella
et al., 2005). This method measures the reduction of MTT by
active mitochondria, which results in a colorimetric change
measured at 550 nm wavelength. Experiments were per-
formed to define the linear range of the assay. A good corre-
lation was observed up to 50 000 cells per well (data not
shown).

Increasing the concentration of heat-killed cells per well
(killed by incubating at 70°C for 15 min) caused no significant
change in the absorbance; thus, this spectrophotometric
method was a valid technique for measuring the number of
viable cells. All subsequent experiments performed were
within the linear range of the assay.

The percentage cell survival was calculated as the absor-
bance ratio of treated to untreated cells. The data presented
are means * standard deviation (SD) from eight replicate
wells per microtitre plate, repeated four times.

Sulforhodamine B (SRB) assay The SRB assay was carried out as
previously described (Skehan et al., 1990). Briefly, 70 uL 0.4%
(w-v1) SRB in 1% acetic acid solution was added to each well
and left at room temperature for 20 min. SRB was removed and
the plates washed five times with 1% acetic acid before
air drying. Bound SRB was solubilized with 200 pL of
10 mmol-L™ unbuffered Tris-base solution and plates were left
on a plate shaker for at least 10 min. Absorbance was measured
in a 96 well plate reader at 492 nm. The test optical density
(OD) value was defined as the absorbance of each individual
well, minus the blank value (‘blank’ is the mean optical density
of the background control wells, n = 8). The percentage sur-
vival was calculated as the absorbance ratio of treated to
untreated cells. The data presented are means = SD from eight
replicate wells per microtitre plate, repeated four times.

Trypan Blue dye exclusion assay The cells were seeded
in 60 mm tissue culture dishes (100 000 cells-mL™). After
overnight incubation, the cells were treated with the
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concentrations of cisplatin. Cell viability was estimated using
the trypan blue exclusion assay and light microscopy.

Apoptosis analysis

For 4,6-diamine-2-phenylindole (DAPI) staining, cells treated
with cisplatin were fixed with 3% formalin and stained with
1 ug-mL™" DAPI in PBS for 10 min. Cells were mounted on
glass slides, covered and analysed using fluorescence micros-
copy. For statistical analysis of each experiment, 5-10 fields
(magnification x400) were counted (between 400 and 700
cells in total) and the mean = SD was calculated.

Statistical analysis

Experimental points represent means = SD of replicates. Sta-
tistical analysis was carried out using the ANOvVA. When indi-
cated, post hoc tests (Bonferroni/Dunne) were also performed.
A P-value less than 0.05 was considered to achieve statistical
significance.

Reagents

Glutamine, gentamicin, the mitogen-activated protein kinase
(MAPK)/ERK kinase (MEK) inhibitor PD098059, the phos-
phoinositide 3-kinase (PI3K) inhibitors LY294002 and wort-
mannin, the PKC inhibitors GF109203X, G66976, rottlerin
and the PKC-e-selective translocation inhibitor eV1 were
obtained from Sigma Chemical Co. (Milan, Italy). PKC iso-
forms, phospho-specific ERK1 and ERK2, anti-histone-3/4
antibodies, goat anti-rabbit IgG conjugated with peroxidase,
as well as control antibodies, were obtained from Santa Cruz
Biotechnology, Santa Cruz, CA, USA.
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Results

Cisplatin induces c-fos gene expression in PC CI3 cells
Incubation of PC Cl3 cells with cisplatin (1-100 umol-L™") led
to a dose-dependent induction of c-fos mRNA (Figure 1A), as
demonstrated by real time PCR. No further c-fos induction
was shown at higher doses (200 umol-L™") of cisplatin (data
not shown). c-fos induction peaked at 6 h (Figure 1B). No
effect on the level of B-actin mRNA, used as an internal
control, was found over the 24 h incubation with cisplatin.

Western blot analysis using an antibody recognising the
c-fos protein showed that in PC CI3 cells cisplatin stimulated
the expression of this protein in a dose- and time-dependent
way (1-100 umol-L™; 0-24 h Figure 2A,B). Sequential incuba-
tion of the sheet with anti-actin antibody confirmed the equal
protein loading. On the basis of these results further experi-
ments were carried out using 6 and 12 h incubation time for
c-fos mRNA and protein detection respectively.

In addition, a translocation of c-fos from the cytosol to the
nucleus of cisplatin-treated cells was also detected in Western
blot assays (Figure 3).

Effect of cisplatin on expression and activation of PKC isoforms

PC CI3 cells express PKC-o, -1, -9, -¢, -{ (Marsigliante et al.,
2003). PKC-4 plays a central role in the upstream activation of
the ERK pathway after cisplatin treatment of PC CI3 cells;
furthermore, cisplatin increased PKC-8 expression and
induced its proteolytic activation starting after 12 h (Urso
et al., 2005). We here extended the examination of the rela-
tionship between cisplatin and PKC isoforms by using both
RT-PCR and Western blot analyses. We found that cisplatin
treatment caused a time-dependent decrease of mRNA level of
PKC-BI, PKC-§ and PKC-¢ and a time-dependent increase of

Cisplatin (100 pmol-L)

c-fos

c
b 7
b
0 1 3 6 12 24
Time (h)

Cisplatin induces c-fos gene expression in PC CI3 cells. Thyroid cells were treated without or with various concentrations of cisplatin,

for 24 h (A), or with 100 umol-L™" cisplatin, for the indicated times (B) and then RNA was extracted. Upper figures: agarose gel electrophoresis
of reverse transcription and polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) products revealed the specific transcripts for c-fos; B-actin was used to
normalized the amount of DNA template in each PCR reaction. Lower figures: the samples were also analysed using real-time PCR. mRNA levels
were normalized to B-actin and calculated as fold change values relative to positive control. Data were expressed as the mean = SD of three
different experiments. Values with shared letters are not significantly different according to Bonferroni/Dunne post hoc tests.
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Figure 2 Dose- and time-dependent induction of c-fos by cisplatin in thyroid cell lines. Thyroid cells were treated without or with various
concentrations of cisplatin, for 24 h (A), or with 100 umol-L™" cisplatin, for the indicated times (B). Lysates from thyroid cells were separated
by 10% SDS-PAGE and analysed by Western blotting using the antibody against c-fos. Sequential incubation of the sheet with anti-actin
antibody confirmed equal protein loading. The figures are representative of three independent experiments and results from densitometry are
expressed as mean = SD (n=3) of sum of the grey level values. Values with shared letters are not significantly different according to
Bonferroni/Dunne post hoc tests. PAGE, polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis; SDS, sodium dodecyl sulphate.
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Figure 3 Time-dependent induction of c-fos by cisplatin in thyroid
cell lines. Thyroid cells were treated without or with 100 pmol-L™
cisplatin, for the indicated times. c-fos and its cytosol-to-nucleus
translocation were detected by Western blotting. Cytosol (upper) and
nuclear (lower) fractions from thyroid cells were separated by 10%
SDS-PAGE and analysed by Western blotting using specific antibodies
against c-fos. The purity of fractions was tested by immunoblotting
with anti-histone-3/4 (H3/4) polyclonal and anti B-actin monoclonal
antibodies. The figures are representative of three independent
experiments. PAGE, polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis; SDS, sodium
dodecyl sulphate.

PKC-t for up to 12 h of treatment. No variation in the mRNA
levels of PKC-o. and PKC-{ was found (Figure 4A). As expected,
because cisplatin makes covalent DNA adducts blocking rep-
lication and transcription, no mRNAs of PKCs and B-actin
were found in PC CI3 cells incubated for more than 24 h (data
not shown).

Figure 4B shows Western blot analyses after cisplatin treat-
ment of PC CI3 cells; cisplatin caused a time-dependent
decrease in the expression of PKC-BI, without generation of
catalytic fragments; the expression of PKC-o. showed no sig-
nificant changes. Cisplatin increased the expression of novel
PKC-§ after 6 h treatment and also induced its proteolytic
activation after 12 h incubation, as previously shown (Urso

etal., 2005). Cisplatin provoked a transient rise in PKC-¢
expression, with maximal increase occurring at 3 h, followed
by a progressively decreasing level (over 12 h) to the initial,
pre-stimulated, level; cisplatin induced also PKC-e cleavage
after 24 h incubation. In summary, these results demonstrate
that the increase in novel PKC expression is due to post-
transcriptional regulation. No variation in the atypical PKC-
and -1 expression was found after cisplatin incubation.
Sequential incubation of the sheet with anti-B-actin antibody
confirmed the equal protein loading.

As activated PKCs translocate from the cytosol to the cellu-
lar membranes, we analysed by Western blot the distribution
of PKC isozymes in PC CI3 treated with cisplatin
(100 pumol-L™7) for different incubation time (1, 3, 6, 12 and
24 h). Translocation of PKC-I to the nuclear and membrane
fractions was observed, with corresponding losses from the
cytosolic fraction; conversely, the distribution of PKC-o was
not altered by cisplatin treatment (Figure SA). Regarding the
novel PKCs, we observed the translocation of PKC-¢ to the
membranes (Figure 5A) and the translocation of PKC-§ to
both membranes and nuclei (Figure 5B).

Mechanism of cisplatin-induced c-fos expression

Role of PKC The role of PKC in the cisplatin-induced expres-
sion of c-fos protein was examined by incubating the cells
with GF109203X (0.1-10 pmol-L™), which interferes with the
catalytic domain of all PKCs, or with G066976 (0.1-
10 umol-L"), an inhibitor of conventional, Ca*-dependent
PKC, or with rottlerin (1-20 pmol-L™), a PKC-8 inhibitor, for
60 min and then with 100 umol-L™ cisplatin (Martiny-Baron
et al., 1993). The cisplatin-induced expression of c-fos protein
was inhibited, in a dose-dependent way, by GF109203X
(Figure 6A) and it was only partly decreased by G66976
(Figure 6B), or by rottlerin (Figure 6C), indicating that both
conventional and non-conventional PKCs are implicated in
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Figure 4 Effect of cisplatin on expression of PKC isoforms. Thyroid cells were treated without or with 100 umol-L™" cisplatin, for the indicated
times. (A) Agarose gel electrophoresis of reverse transcription and polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) products revealed the specific transcripts
for different PKC isozymes and B-actin used to normalize the amount of DNA template in each PCR reaction. The figures are representative of
three independent experiments. (B) Cell lysates were separated by 10% SDS-PAGE and analysed by Western blotting using specific antibodies
against the PKC isozymes. The figures are representative of four independent experiments. B-actin was used as a loading control. PAGE,
polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis; SDS, sodium dodecyl sulphate.
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Figure 5 Effect of cisplatin on activation of PKCs. Thyroid cells were treated without or with 100 umol-L™" cisplatin, for the indicated times.
Cell fractions — cytosol (cyt), membrane (mem), nuclear (nuc) — from thyroid cells were separated by 10% SDS-PAGE and analysed by Western
blotting, using specific antibodies against the PKC isozymes. The purity of fractions was tested by immunoblotting with anti B-actin, anti-o
subunit of Na*/K* ATPase monoclonal or anti-histone-3/4 (H3/4) polyclonal antibodies. The figures are representative of four independent
experiments. PAGE, polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis; SDS, sodium dodecyl sulphate.
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Figure 6 Mechanism of cisplatin-induced c-fos expression. Roles of PKC and MAPKs. Thyroid cells were treated without or with 100 umol-L™"
cisplatin, after preincubation with GF109203X (A), G66976 (B), PD98059 and rottlerin (C) or G66976 plus PD98059, G66976 plus rottlerin
or pretreated with siRNA-PKC-¢ or siRNA-NS (D). Lysates from thyroid cell were separated by 10% SDS-PAGE and analysed by Western blotting
using the antibody against c-fos (or the antibody against PKC-¢, in set). Sequential incubation of the sheet with anti -actin antibody confirmed
equal protein loading. The figures are representative of three independent experiments and results from densitometry are expressed as
mean = SD (n = 3) of sum of the grey level values. Values with shared letters are not significantly different according to Bonferroni/Dunne post
hoc tests. PAGE, polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis; SDS, sodium dodecyl sulphate siRNA, small interfering RNA.

the cisplatin-induced c-fos expression. When G66976 and
rottlerin were combined, there was complete inhibition of the
cisplatin-induced c-fos expression (Figure 6D).

PC Cl3 cells were also pre-incubated with 10 pymol-L™" of
the PKC-e translocation inhibitor peptide €V1 (that selec-
tively inhibits the translocation of PKC-¢ to sub cellular sites
(Yedovitzky et al., 1997) for 60 min. Such preincubation did
not affect the induction of c-fos evoked by cisplatin (data
not shown). PC CI3 cells were then transfected with
30 nmol-L" of siRNA-PKC-g, or with nonsilencing siRNA
(siRNA-NS) using the Code Breaker transfection reagent
(Promega). Depletion of PKC-e by siRNA efficiently reduced
PKC-¢ protein level but not cisplatin-induced c-fos expres-
sion (Figure 6D).

Role of MAPK To determine whether the MAPK cascade
mediates  cisplatin-evoked c-fos  protein  induction,

PD098059, a selective inhibitor of the ERK/MAPK activator
MEK (Alessi et al., 1995) was used. Pretreatment of the cells
for 30 min with PD98059 (15-30 umol-L™") decreased the
cisplatin-induced expression of c-fos (Figure 6C). When
G06976 and PD098059 or G66976 and rottlerin were com-
bined, there was total inhibition of the cisplatin-induced
c-fos expression (Figure 6D); conversely, when rottlerin and
PD098059 were combined, no additive effects on the
cisplatin-induced c-fos expression was found (data not
shown).

The effects of GF109203X, G66976, rottlerin and PD098059
were also studied by using RT-PCR; Figure 7A shows that the
expression of c-fos mRNA was reduced by both G66976 and
PD098059; co-incubation of cells with G66976 and PD098059
or with G66976 and rottlerin provoked a drastic reduction of
c-fos mRNA level. GF109203X provoked a complete inhibi-
tion of the cisplatin-induced c-fos mRNA (Figure 7B).
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Figure 7 Mechanism of cisplatin-induced c-fos induction: roles of PKC and MAPKs. Thyroid cells were treated without or with 100 umol-L™"
cisplatin, after preincubation with G66976, PD98059, GF109203X, or with G66976 plus rottlerin, then RNA was extracted. Analysis by (A)
electrophoresis of reverse transcription and polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) products or (B) agarose gel (GF109203X; 0.1-10 umol-L™")
revealed the specific transcripts for c-fos and B-actin used to normalized the amount of DNA template in each PCR reaction. The figures are

representative of three independent experiments.

Role of PI3K Pre-incubation of PC Cl3 cells with LY294002
(1-100 umol-L™?), or with wortmannin (5-50 umol-L™), two
PI3K inhibitors that inhibited the phosphorylation of PKB/
Akt, did not have any effect on the cisplatin-induced c-fos
expression in PC-CI3 cells, suggesting that its induction was
not related to the activity of PI3K (data not shown).

c-fos expression and cisplatin resistance in PC CI3 cells

To examine whether cisplatin sensitivity could be restored by
the inhibition of c-fos expression, PC CI3 cells were exposed
to cisplatin in the presence and absence of PD98059 or
G066976 or rottlerin, able to repress c-fos expression. Viable
cell number was determined after 24 h by MTT assay and
confirmed by SRB assay to rule out potential effects of cispl-
atin on mitochondrial enzymes. Indeed, comparable results
were obtained when cell number was directly determined by
cell counting; consequently, we used the MTT assay in all the
cytotoxicity experiments described herein. As previously
demonstrated, pretreatment with PD98059 a MEK inhibitor
or rottlerin, a PKC-§ inhibitor, both able to block cisplatin-
provoked ERK phosphorylation, resulted in enhanced sensi-
tivity to cisplatin inasmuch as a significant decrease in cell
survival after treatment was observed in PC CI3 cells (Urso
et al., 2005). Here, to confirm the specificity of data obtained
by the use of rottlerin, we examined the effects of PKC-
depletion by siRNA on cisplatin-provoked ERK phosphoryla-
tion, c-fos expression and cell sensitivity.

PC CI3 cells were transfected with 30 nmol-L™" of siRNA-
PKC-$ or with nonsilencing siRNA (siRNA-NS) using the Code
Breaker transfection reagent (Promega). Cell lysates were
extracted at 24 and 48 h post transfection and the levels of
PKC-§ protein expression were determined by Western blot-
ting. Depletion of PKC-3 by siRNA reduced PKC-8 protein
level, cisplatin-induced ERK phosphorylation and also c-fos
induction, but not total ERK expression (Figure 8A). Figure 8B
shows the effects of PKC-8 depletion on cell viability in
cisplatin-treated PC CI3 cells; it can be seen that si-RNA-PKC-4
increased the cytotoxic effects of cisplatin, reducing the viable
cells from 50 to 23%. siRNA-NS did not have any effect
(Figure 8A,B).
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Similarly, pre-incubation with G66976 (0.1-10 umol-L™) for
30 min enhanced the sensitivity to cisplatin in PC CI3
(ANOVA: P < 0.05; Figure 8C). When PC CI3 cells were pre-
incubated with both G66976 (10 umol-L™') and PD98059
(30 umol-L™") for 30 min, a condition in which c-fos was
barely visible, the sensitivity to cisplatin was also enhanced,
with less than 15% of cells surviving after 24 h (ANOVA:
P <0.001; Figure 8D). The combination of G66976 and rot-
tlerin or siRNA-PKC-8 had an additional effect on PC-CI3 cell
survival compared to inhibitors alone (ANOvA: P < 0.001;
Figure 8D).

The expression of c-fos protein was also down-regulated by
siRNA. Preliminary experiments, using Western blotting,
demonstrated that maximal down-regulation of c-fos protein
levels, was apparent after 24 h (Figure 9A). siRNA-NS had no
silencing effect c-fos protein expression at either 24 or 48 h
posttransfection (Figure 9A).

Cells treated with siRNA-c-fos were then treated with cispl-
atin, and viable cell number was determined 24 h later. We
found that cisplatin was more toxic in cells treated with the
siRNA c-fos than in cells treated with cisplatin alone, from
50% (cisplatin alone) to 10% (cisplatin plus c-fos antisense;
P =0.00012) (Figure 9B).

Effects of the inhibition of cisplatin-induced c-fos expression

on apoptosis

Previous studies from our laboratory have demonstrated
nuclear condensation and fragmentation and caspase-3 cleav-
age in PC CI3 cells treated with cisplatin (Muscella et al., 2005;
Urso et al., 2005). Since novel PKC isozymes are substrates for
caspase-3 and cisplatin induced cleavage of PKC isozymes, we
examined the effects of caspase-3 depletion, by siRNA, on the
proteolytic activation of PKC-3. PC ClI3 cells were transfected
with 30 nmol-L' of siRNA-caspase-3 and siRNA-NS. Cell
lysates were extracted at 24 and 48 h post transfection and the
caspase-3 expression was determined by Western blotting.
siRNA-caspase-3 entirely suppressed caspase-3 expression
after 24h, while siRNA-NS had no silencing effect
(Figure 10A). Depletion of caspase-3 by siRNA did not have
any effect on PKC-§ cleavage (Figure 10A). On the other hand,
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siRNA, small interfering RNA.

depletion of PKC-8 by siRNA, enhanced the conversion of the
32 kDa pro-caspase-3 to the 17 kDa active fragment and
increased the cleavage of poly(ADP-ribose) polymerase (PARP)
induced by cisplatin (Figure 10B).

We examined the effects of the inhibition of c-fos by
G66976 (1 umol-L™") and PD98059 (30 umol-L™') on conden-
sation of nuclei and caspase-3 activation, both early markers
of apoptosis. Figure 10C shows the results of a quantification
of nuclear changes obtained by DAPI staining; it can be seen
that the percentage of cisplatin-induced apoptotic cells (39%)
was significantly increased in both G66976 (59%) and
PD98059-pretreated (53%) PC Cl3 cells (Figure 10C). The
combination of G66976 and PD98059 had a higher effect on
PC-CI3 cell nuclei condensation (80%; ANOvA: P < 0.001;
Figure 10C). Moreover, pretreatment of cells with G66976
caused a significant decrease in pro-caspase-3 level, and an
increase in the activated forms of low molecular mass. A
similar effect was found in cells pre-incubated with PD98059;
when cells were pretreated simultaneously with G66976 plus
PD98059 the effects on caspase-3 activation was highest
(Figure 10D), suggesting that conventional PKC pathway is
separated from the MAPK pathway ending in the control of
caspase-3 activity. On the contrary, in PKC-5-depleted cells by
siRNA, pre-incubation with PD98059 did not alter the

caspase-3 active level while pre-incubation with G66976
further enhanced caspase-3 activation. This observation sug-
gests the existence of one pathway combining PKC-6 and ERK
and of another, independent, pathway relying on the activity
of conventional PKCs. We also examined PARP cleavage by
Western blotting of proteins obtained from isolated nuclei. As
shown in Figure 10D, pretreatment with G66976 or with
PD98059 increased cleaved PARP with respect to the fragmen-
tation obtained with cisplatin alone. The greatest effect on
PARP cleavage resulted from pretreatment with G66976 plus
PD98059 (Figure 10D). Sequential incubation of the blot with
anti-B-actin antibody confirmed equal protein loading.

Discussion

Cisplatin is one of the most effective cytotoxic agents against
a number of solid tumours, but its use is limited by the
frequent emergence of cisplatin-resistant cell populations
(Scanlon et al., 1989; Eastman, 1990). Resistance to cisplatin
is particularly apparent in thyroid tumours (Sugawara et al.,
1995; Asakawa et al., 1997; Haigh et al., 2001); therefore, pre-
diction of chemo-sensitivity may be important for improv-
ing the efficacy of treatment for thyroid cancer. Cisplatin
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resistance has been associated with a number of cellular
mechanisms, several of which have been extensively inves-
tigated. For example, ERK is activated by cisplatin and it
mediates a physiological response to DNA damage such as
induction of one or more DNA repair enzymes (Scanlon
et al., 1989; Sweeney et al., 1999). In the fully differentiated
thyroid PC Cl3 cells, the activation of ERK is important for
induction of cisplatin resistance inasmuch as the inhibition
of ERK activity enhanced cisplatin-induced cell death
(Muscella et al., 200S5; Urso et al., 2005). Generally speaking,
the activation of ERK (Matsuda et al., 1994), ultimately leads
to the activation of downstream transcription factors, such
as c-fos, which in turn regulate expression of diverse proteins
and play a critical role in cellular defence mechanisms. The
elevated expression of c-fos gene has been associated with
cisplatin resistance in established cisplatin-resistant cell lines
(Kashani-Sabet et al., 1990; Jiao et al., 1991; Moorehead and
Singh, 2000). In agreement with these earlier reports, our
studies described here showed that c-fos expression was asso-
ciated with cisplatin resistance in thyroid PC Cl3 cells, and
that the decrease of c-fos expression was an effective method
for increasing sensitivity of PC Cl3 cells. In these cells, cis-
platin was responsible for a dose- and time-dependent induc-
tion of c-fos mRNA (Figure 1) and protein (Figures 2 and 3);
such induction appeared to be due to the activity of PKCs, as
it decreased greatly in the presence of GF109203X, an inhibi-
tor of all PKC isoforms (Figure 7B). Indeed, several PKC iso-
forms are involved in the transduction of a number of
signals important for the regulation of cell growth, differen-
tiation, apoptosis and other cellular functions. As cisplatin
provokes the activation by cytosol-to-membrane transloca-
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tion of conventional PKC-B and novel PKC-¢ and PKC-8, and
a late proteolytic activation of PKC-8 (Figure 5), it was nec-
essary to distinguish between the effects of these three PKC
isoforms on c-fos induction. To this end, we used pharma-
cological and molecular techniques in order to inhibit con-
ventional PKC-f (by the use of G66976) and novel PKC-3 (by
the use of rottlerin and siRNA) and PKC-¢ (using the PKC-e
translocation inhibitor peptide and siRNA). Results obtained
showed that PKC-e was not implicated in the control of c-fos
expression, while both PKC-f and PKC-§ were involved
(Figure 6). Indeed, PKC-B acted as a mediator of cell survival
in response to apoptosis induced by chemotherapeutic
agents in gastric cancer (Zhu et al., 2000; Jiang et al., 2002);
furthermore, inhibition of PKC-o or PKC-f resulted in
enhanced sensitivity to chemotherapeutic drugs in gastric
cancer MKN-45 cells (Jiang et al., 2004). Also over-expression
of PKC-a decreased the sensitivity to cisplatin-induced apo-
ptosis in NIH3T3 cells (Spitaler etal.,, 1999) and down-
regulation of this PKC isoform occurs during drug-induced
apoptosis in Cos cells (Whelan and Parker, 1998). Thus, con-
ventional, calcium-dependent PKCs play an important role
in regulating cell survival and cell death and overall plays an
important role in influencing cisplatin-induced apoptosis
(Basu and Akkaraju, 1999; Basu, 2003).

In a previous study (Urso et al., 2005) we found that cispl-
atin brought about a signalling pathway mediated by PKC-§,
which appeared to be a crucial element of the pathway
linking cisplatin to the ERK cascade in PC CI3 cells. Here,
when cells were preincubated with PD98059, decreased c-fos
protein (Figure 6) and mRNA (Figure 7) were found. This inhi-
bition was complete when PD98059 and G66976 were used
simultaneously thus indicating the existence of two different
pathways linking cisplatin to c-fos, namely PKC-B and PKC-
8/ERK. The effects of PD98059 plus G66976 and rottlerin plus
G06976 were practically the same and completely inhibited
the induction of c-fos (Figure 6).

Next, we aimed to understand the role of c-fos on the
cytotoxic effects of cisplatin. To this end we measured the
viable cell numbers after cisplatin administration in cells in
which PKCs and ERK pathways were inhibited and therefore
c-fos expression blocked. Indeed, the cytotoxicity of cisplatin
was always enhanced reaching a maximum when G066976
plus rottlerin/PKC-3 siRNA or G66976 plus PD98059 were
used (Figure 8), conditions in which the expression of c-fos
was barely visible, thus suggesting that c-fos has protective
roles. This effect was also evident when the expression of c-fos
was knocked-down by siRNA (Figure 9). In order to assess
whether c-fos has anti-apoptotic roles in PC CI3 cells, the
effects of G66976 and PD98059 on apoptotic cell number and
caspase-3 activation (Figure 10) were studied. The marked
increase in the number of apoptotic cells, caspase-3 activation
and PARP cleavage found under conditions in which c-fos
expression was inhibited, suggested an anti-apoptotic role of
c-fos in PC CI3 cells treated with cisplatin.

As it has been shown that PKC-§ is a substrate for
caspase-3 and that proteolytic activation of PKC-8 is associ-
ated with DNA damage-induced apoptosis (Emoto etal.,
1995; Ghayur et al., 1996), we examined the existence of a
physiological link between PKC-§ and caspase-3. We found
that depletion of caspase-3 did not affect the cleavage of
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PKC-$ in cisplatin-treated cells (Figure 10B), thus excluding
the possibility that proteolysis of PKC-8 was due to caspase-3
activity. Conversely, when PKC- was depleted we found a
decrease of the 32kDa pro-enzyme caspase-3 and an
increase of the active subunit, thus showing an anti-
apoptotic function of PKC-§ after cisplatin administration
(Figure 10C). This PKC-8 function was confirmed by assess-
ing the viable cell number of PC CI3 cells treated with cis-
platin and expressing or not PKC-8 (Figure 8B). Thus, PKC-§
has, in PC CI3 cells, anti-apoptotic roles related to the
control of ERK activation and c-fos induction. Similarly, in
some other cell lines, the cytotoxic effect of cisplatin was
enhanced by ERK inhibition (Persons et al., 1999; Mandic
etal., 2001). On the other hand, opposing effects of ERK
have been demonstrated in human melanoma cell line AA
(Mandic et al., 2001), in PC12 pheochromocytoma cells (Xia
et al., 1995) and in HeLa endometrial carcinoma cells (Wang
et al., 2000; Yeh et al., 2002). In addition, there are reports
that inhibition of ERK and PKC-8 prevents cisplatin-induced
cell death (Huang et al., 2004; Basu and Tu, 2005). Thus, in
response to cisplatin, activation of ERK can have either sur-
vival or cell death as its outcome. This divergence indicates
that the relationship between the activity of ERK and the
cellular response to cisplatin might depend on the indi-

vidual cellular context such as the extent of MAPK activity
and the signalling pathways downstream of ERK that will
eventually determine cell fate, and also the levels of stress.

PKC-8 has been shown to be activated by multiple apop-
totic stimuli. Activation of caspase-3 during apoptosis cleaves
the full-length PKC-6 and produces a PKC-§ catalytic domain;
alternatively, PKC-§ may also be an activator of caspase-3
(Anantharam et al., 2002). Furthermore, inhibition of PKC-3
has been shown to reduce the effects of apoptosis caused by
external stimuli (Xia et al., 2007). Although the majority of
the studies indicate that PKC-§ is involved in the induction of
apoptosis, there are also studies pointing to a role of PKC-§ in
anti-apoptotic responses and in cell survival. For instance,
PKC-$ plays a role in the anti-apoptotic effect of tumour
necrosis factor-o in human neutrophils (Kilpatrick et al.,
2002) and in the anti-apoptotic effect of basic fibroblast
growth factor in granulosa cells (Peluso et al., 2001) and in
serum-deprived PC-12 cells (Wert and Palfrey, 2000). PKC-4
protects RAW264.7 macrophages from nitric oxide-induced
apoptosis (Jun et al., 1999) glioma cells from infection with a
virulent strain of Sindbis virus (Zrachia et al., 2002) and the
melanoma cells from docetaxel (Mhaidat et al., 2007).

This discrepancy of function in apoptosis attributed to
PKC-$ can be explained by the presence of distinct PKC-3

British Journal of Pharmacology (2009) 156 751-763



Role of PKC-3 and c-fos in cisplatin-treated cells
762 A Muscella et al

isoforms, generated by alternative splicing. PKC-3I is pro-
apoptotic and is a mediator of apoptosis (Patel et al., 2006)
whereas the mouse specific PKC-8II isoform and human PKC-
SVIII isoform (Jiang et al., 2008) function as anti-apoptotic
proteins.

In conclusion, cisplatin resistance is associated with a
number of cellular mechanisms; of these, in PC CI3 cells ERK
and c-fos appeared to have crucial roles. In the cell signalling
pathways ending to cisplatin resistance, novel PKC-3 operates
to control ERK activity and, together with conventional
PKC-B, also the induction of c-fos. PKC-3/ERK and conven-
tional PKC pathways separately enhanced the activation of
caspase-3.
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