
Carcinogenesis vol.30 no.8 pp.1398–1401, 2009
doi:10.1093/carcin/bgp128
Advance Access publication May 20, 2009

Prenatal N-acetylcysteine prevents cigarette smoke-induced lung cancer in neonatal
mice
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Certain adult diseases may have their origin early in life, and
perinatal exposures may contribute to cancers both during child-
hood and later in life. We recently demonstrated that mainstream
cigarette smoke (MCS) induces a potent carcinogenic response in
mice when exposure starts soon after birth. We also showed that
the antioxidant N-acetylcysteine (NAC) prevents the extensive nu-
cleotide and gene expression alterations that occur ‘physiologi-
cally’ at birth in mouse lung. The present study was designed to
evaluate whether administration of NAC during pregnancy may
affect the yield of tumors in mice exposed to MCS, starting after
birth and continuing for 120 days. The results obtained showed
that 210 days after birth, one adenoma only was detectable in
sham-exposed mice. In contrast, as much as the 61.1% (33/54)
of MCS-exposed mice born from untreated dams had lung tu-
mors, including both benign tumors and bronchoalveolar carci-
nomas. Treatment with NAC during pregnancy strikingly
inhibited the formation of benign lung tumors and totally pre-
vented occurrence of carcinomas. In addition, prenatal NAC in-
hibited the MCS-induced hyperplasia of the urinary bladder
epithelium. These findings demonstrate for the first time that
treatment during pregnancy with an antioxidant chemopreven-
tive agent can affect the induction of tumors consequent to expo-
sure to a carcinogen after birth.

Introduction

Several lines of evidence suggest that certain adult diseases may have
their origin early in life (1) and that perinatal exposures may contrib-
ute to cancers both during childhood and later in life (2). We recently
demonstrated that mainstream cigarette smoke (MCS) induces a po-
tent carcinogenic response in mice when exposure starts soon after
birth (3). One of the mechanisms accounting for the high susceptibil-
ity at birth is that the sudden transition from the maternal-mediated
respiration to the autonomous pulmonary respiration generates a tre-
mendous oxidative stress, triggering extensive DNA damage and
overexpression of genes in mouse lung (4,5). Administration during
pregnancy of N-acetylcysteine (NAC), an antioxidant that has been in
the clinical practice for almost 50 years (6) and is also available as
a dietary supplement, prevented all birth-related genomic and post-
genomic changes in mouse lung (4).

The evidence that birth represents a critical event of life, during
which the organism is particularly vulnerable, prompted us to evaluate
whether NAC, administered orally during pregnancy, may affect the
yield of lung tumors in mice exposed to MCS during the postnatal life,
starting at birth and continuing daily for 120 consecutive days. The
results obtained showed that treatment with NAC during pregnancy
strikingly inhibits the formation of benign lung tumors and totally
prevents lung cancer in mice exposed to MCS for 120 days, starting
immediately after birth. In addition, prenatal NAC prevented the

MCS-induced hyperplasia of the urinary bladder epithelium. This
demonstrates for the first time that the protection afforded by an
antioxidant chemopreventive agent during pregnancy can affect the
induction of tumors consequent to exposure to a carcinogen after
birth.

Material and methods

Mice

We used 14 pregnant H mice, originated from Swiss albino mice, aged 14–16
weeks and weighing 27–30 g. Housing at the Animal Laboratory of the Na-
tional Center of Oncology (Sofia, Bulgaria), breeding and treatment of mice
were in accordance with national and institutional guidelines. The mice were
kept in Makrolon cages on sawdust bedding and maintained on rodent chow
(Kostinbrod, Sofia, Bulgaria) and tap water ad libitum, at a temperature of
23 ± 2�C, relative humidity of 55% and a 12 h day–night cycle.

Treatment with NAC during pregnancy

While nine pregnant mice were kept untreated, five mice received, throughout
duration of pregnancy, NAC in the form of a pharmacological preparation
(Fluimucil, Zambon, Vicenza, Italy), added to the drinking water at a concen-
tration accounting for a calculated daily intake of 1 g/kg body wt.

Exposure of neonatal mice to MCS

Within 12 h after birth, 54 newborns (29 males and 25 females) born from un-
treated dams and 47 newborns (26 males and 21 females) born from NAC-treated
dams started to be exposed to MCS. Forty newborns (23 males and 17 females)
born from untreated dams were kept in filtered air (sham-exposed mice). Awhole-
body exposure of mice to MCS was achieved as described previously (3).

Evaluation of lung tumors and other histopathological alterations

After 4 months of daily exposure to MCS, treatment was discontinued, and all
mice were kept in filtered air for an additional 3 months. The ‘spontaneously’
moribund mice and all those mice that survived after 7 months were deeply
anesthesized with diethyl ether, killed by cervical dislocation and subjected to
complete necropsy. The lungs (six standardized sections), liver and urinary
bladder (two sections each) and all organs with suspected lesions were pro-
cessed by standard histopathological analysis.

Statistical analysis

Body weights and multiplicity data were expressed as means ± SEs of the mice
composing each experimental group, and comparisons between groups were
made by Student’s t-test for unpaired data. Comparisons between groups re-
garding survival and incidence data were made by v2 analysis.

Results

Treatment with NAC during pregnancy did not affect the number of
mice in the offspring, with 9.4 newborns/litter from NAC-treated
dams versus 10.4 newborns/litter from untreated dams. The body
weights at birth (means ± SEs) were similar in newborns from un-
treated dams (1.3 ± 0.03 g) and in newborns from NAC-treated mice
(1.2 ± 0.02 g). Survival after 210 days was 31/40 (77.5%) in sham-
exposed mice, 42/54 (77.8%) in MCS-exposed mice born from un-
treated dams and 40/47 (85.1%) in MCS-exposed mice born from
NAC-treated dams. Premature deaths were mainly due to cases of
pneumonia and leukemia, whose prevalence was not affected by treat-
ments. Table I reports the body weights of the mice measured after
120 days, at the end of the exposure period to MCS, and after 210
days, at the end of the experiment. Exposure to MCS significantly
decreased the body weights in both genders after 120 days, a trend
that was significantly attenuated in MCS-exposed females born from
NAC-treated dams. After 210 days, no difference was detectable
among the variously treated mice.

A total of 57 lung tumors were detected in the 141 mice examined,
including 28 microadenomas, 23 adenomas and six malignant tumors,
all of them identified as bronchoalveolar carcinomas. Some of the

Abbreviations: ECS, environmental cigarette smoke; MCS, mainstream cig-
arette smoke; NAC, N-acetylcysteine.
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carcinomas had a big size, occupying a whole lobe or a whole lung.
We refer to our previous paper (3) for examples of microscopical
appearance of these lung tumors.

Figure 1 shows the incidence and multiplicity of lung tumors in the
three experimental groups. In sham-exposed mice, only one adenoma
was detected, with an overall multiplicity of 0.03 ± 0.03 tumors per
mouse (mean ± SE). In contrast, as much as the 61.1% of MCS-

exposed mice born from untreated dams (18 males and 15 females)
had lung tumors (P , 0.0001 versus sham-exposed mice), with a mul-
tiplicity of 3.24 ± 0.53 (P , 0.0001). In particular, 23 mice in this
group (13 males and 10 females) had microadenomas (P , 0.0001),
16 mice (10 males and six females) had adenomas (P , 0.05) and six
of them (three males and three females) had bronchoalveolar carci-
nomas (P , 0.05), with multiplicities of 2.43 ± 0.52 (P , 0.0001),
1.24 ± 0.40 (P 5 0.01) and 0.1 ± 0.04 (P , 0.05), respectively.

Treatment with NAC during pregnancy exerted a striking protective
effect on the yield of MCS-induced lung tumors after birth (Figure 1).
In fact, only the 17.0% of these mice (six males and two females)
developed lung tumors, with an overall multiplicity of 0.65 ± 0.21.
The reduction of both incidence and multiplicity due to the prenatal
exposure to NAC was statistically significant (P , 0.0001). In partic-
ular, only five mice in this group (four males and one female) had
microadenomas (P , 0.0001 for both incidence and multiplicity, as
compared with MCS-exposed mice born from untreated mice), six mice
(four males and two females) had adenomas (P , 0.05 for incidence
and P , 0.001 for multiplicity) and none of them was affected by
malignant lung tumors (P , 0.05 for both incidence for multiplicity).

In addition, as shown in Figure 2, two sham-exposed mice (5.0%)
exhibited proliferation or hyperplasia of the alveolar epithelium, a lesion
that was more frequent in MCS-exposed mice born either from un-
treated dams (29.6%, P , 0.01) or from NAC-treated mice (19.1%;
P 5 0.05). No emphysema was detected in sham-exposed mice, versus
nine cases (16.7%, P , 0.01) and three cases (6.4%, not significant) in
the two MCS-exposed groups, respectively. Thus, there was a consistent
trend to an attenuation of these pulmonary alterations following treat-
ment with NAC during pregnancy, although the differences between the
two groups of MCS-exposed mice did not reach the statistical signifi-
cance threshold. Another MCS-related alteration was hyperplasia of the
urinary bladder epithelium, which was absent in sham-exposed mice
(Figure 2). In particular, there were 11 cases (20.4%, P , 0.01) in
MCS-exposed mice born from untreated dams and one case (2.1%) in
MCS-exposed mice born from NAC-treated mice. The protective effect
of NAC toward this lesion was statistically significant (P , 0.01).

Discussion

Experimental studies evaluating the ability of chemopreventive
agents, given during pregnancy, to inhibit transplacental carcinogen-
esis are available in the literature (7–9). The present data provide the
first demonstration that it is possible to inhibit postnatally induced
cancer by administering a chemopreventive agent during pregnancy.

The results of our previous studies give a mechanistic base to the
herein reported findings. In fact, the particular vulnerability at birth is
amenable to the paraphysiological nucleotide alterations consequent
to oxidative stress in the lung (4). The high sensitivity of the newborn
to carcinogens may also depend on additional factors, such as an
increased proliferation rate in neonatal organs, also including the lung

Table I. Body weights of variously treated mice at the end of the exposure
period to MCS (120 days) and at the end of the experiment (210 days)

Treatment of
mice

Gender Body weights (g)

120 Days 210 Days

Sham-exposed mice M 31.9 ± 0.91 32.4 ± 1.36
F 27.2 ± 0.79 29.5 ± 1.17

MCS-exposed micea M 27.3 ± 0.78b 30.9 ± 0.78
F 23.5 ± 0.96b 26.8 ± 1.11

MCS-exposed micec M 25.5 ± 0.70d 32.5 ± 0.91
F 25.9 ± 0.69e 26.6 ± 0.87

All data are means ± SEs within each experimental group. F, female; M, male.
aBorn from untreated dams.
bP , 0.05, as compared with sham-exposed mice of the same gender.
cBorn from NAC-treated dams.
dP , 0.01, as compared with sham-exposed mice of the same gender.
eP , 0.05, as compared with MCS-exposed females born from untreated
dams.

Fig. 1. Incidence (a) and multiplicity (b) of lung tumors of varying
histopathological nature in sham-exposed mice (Sham) or in mice exposed to
MCS since birth, born either from untreated dams (MCS) or from NAC-
treated dams (NAC-MCS).

Fig. 2. Incidence of alveolar epithelium hyperplasia, emphysema and
urinary bladder epithelium hyperplasia in sham-exposed mice (Sham) or in
mice exposed to MCS since birth, born either from untreated dams (MCS) or
from NAC-treated dams (NAC-MCS).

Prenatal N-acetylcysteine prevents cigarette smoke-induced lung cancer

1399



(10), alterations of xenobiotic metabolism (11) and a lower efficiency
of certain DNA repair mechanisms (12). Indeed, 60 years of research
have supported the view that tobacco smoke is negative or weakly
carcinogenic in rodents (13,14), in contrast with the overwhelming
epidemiological evidence showing that smoke is the most important
human carcinogen. Yet, when exposure starts immediately after birth,
as confirmed in the present study, MCS induces a potent carcinogenic
response, which is characterized by a high incidence of benign lung
tumors and occurrence of malignant tumors, within a short latency
time, as well as by other degenerative changes in the lung and even in
extra-respiratory tissues (3). It should be noted that a neonatal tumor-
igenicity bioassay was proposed for the first time 50 years ago (15).
Although the liver is the main target in this model, encouraging results
were also obtained with pulmonary carcinogens, also including smoke
components (16,17).

The impressive protection afforded by treatment with NAC
throughout pregnancy demonstrates that the oxidative stress occurring
at birth in the lung renders the organism particularly vulnerable to the
action of carcinogens. Interestingly, prenatal NAC also prevented
MCS-induced preneoplastic damage in the urinary bladder, which
shows that treatment with this chemopreventive agent during preg-
nancy protects not only the lung but also another typical target of
cigarette smoke. It is obvious that the dose of NAC used in the present
study, which is the same dose used in a number of experimental
studies with this agent (6), is high if compared with a realistic intake
by humans. Yet, this dose is not toxic to rodents (6), and the need for
using high doses both of carcinogens and protective agents is an in-
evitable drawback of all animal studies.

Parallel studies with environmental cigarette smoke (ECS) showed
that exposure of mice since birth, for 5 weeks, results in a variety of
early alterations, including cytogenetic damage in bone marrow and
peripheral blood, formation of lipid peroxidation products in lung,
increase of bulky DNA adducts and oxidatively generated DNA dam-
age in lung, heart and aorta, overexpression of OGG1 in lung, stim-
ulation of apoptosis, hyperproliferation and loss of Fhit protein in
bronchial epithelial cells and pulmonary alveolar macrophages
(18,19). Interestingly, nucleotide alterations were even more pro-
nounced when the mice were exposed to ECS during the first 5 weeks
of life rather than during adulthood for an equivalent period of time
(18,19). It is also noteworthy that the expression levels of stem cell
antigen-1 (Sca-1) gene are significantly higher in newborns than in
adult mice, and exposure to ECS during the first 5 weeks of life
significantly upregulated Sca-1 in lung, whereas no effect was ob-
served in adults (20). In vitro, NAC inhibited the formation of DNA
adducts and oxidatively generated DNA damage in transformed hu-
man mammary epithelial stem cells treated with 7,12-dimethylben-
z(a)anthracene (21). In addition, exposure of neonatal mice to ECS
produced, after 330 days, histopathological alterations in both lung
and liver, which were not observed when exposure started 8 days later
(22). These findings highlight the crucial susceptibility soon after
birth.

NAC and its derivatives have a variety of protective mechanisms in
carcinogenesis, the primary one being the ability of their thiol mole-
cules to scavenge reactive oxygen species and other free radicals (6).
It is probably that the protective environment created by NAC during
pregnancy and at birth may both counteract the physiological birth-
related oxidative stress and block the nucleophilic and oxidative
species consequent to exposure to MCS immediately after birth.
Moreover, we cannot rule out the hypothesis that prenatal NAC
may have some ‘imprinting’ effect by influencing reduced glutathione
metabolism in the offspring. Our previous studies have demonstrated
that, in adult mice and rats, oral NAC is able to inhibit an impressive
array of smoke-induced alterations of molecular, biochemical and
cytogenetic endpoints (reviewed in ref. 23). When given during preg-
nancy to ECS-exposed mice, NAC protected the fetus liver against the
formation of bulky DNA adducts, oxidatively generated DNA dam-
age, cytogenetic damage and overexpression of a number of genes
(24). Treatment during pregnancy of dams with NAC inhibited the
increase of reduced glutathione and malondialdehyde in fetus lung

(25), and administration of NAC to dams prevented oxidative stress
associated with birth in neonatal rats (26). Moreover, administration
of NAC during pregnancy protected Ku86-deficient mice from de-
velopmental cell death in the liver (27). Although the issue of the
transplacental transport of NAC has been questioned by using an
ovine model (28), all the above data lend support to the conclusion
that this drug can indeed protect the fetus and the newborn from
paraphysiological and toxicological alterations. A broad clinical ex-
perience shows that NAC is safe in pregnancy and can be adminis-
tered, either orally or intravenously, according to the standard
protocols in case of acetaminophen overdose during pregnancy (29).

In conclusion, administration of NAC and presumably of other
antioxidant drugs or foods during pregnancy defends the newborn
both from oxidatively generated nucleotide alterations (4) and, as
shown here, from susceptibility to noxious exposures occurring soon
after birth, including inhibition of smoke-induced lung cancer.
Maternal diet and supplements should be taken into account as con-
founding factors in epidemiological studies evaluating the effects of
involuntary smoking in children. The results of the present study have
obvious implications in preventive medicine and may be the premise
for practical applications in maternal child health care and cancer
prevention.
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