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ABSTRACT

Cyclin D1 is expressed at abnormally high levels in
many cancers and has been specifically implicated in
the development of breast cancer. In this report we
have extensively analyzed the cyclin D1 promoter in
a variety of cancer cell lines that overexpress the
protein and identified two critical regulatory elements
(CRESs), a previously identified CRE at —52 and a novel
site at —-30. /n vivo footprinting experiments demon-
strated factors binding at both sites. We have used a
novel DNA-binding ligand, GL020924, to target the
site at —30 (-30-21) of the cyclin D1 promoter in MCF7
breast cancer cells. A binding site for this novel
molecule was constructed by mutating 2 bp of the
wild-type cyclin D1 promoter at the —30-21 site. Treat-
ment with GL020924 specifically inhibited expression
of the targeted cyclin D1 promoter construct in MCF7
cells in a concentration-dependent manner, thus
validating the -30-21 site as a target for minor
groove-binding ligands. In addition, this result
validates our approach to regulating the expression
of genes implicated in disease by targeting small
DNA-binding ligands to key regulatory elements in
the promoters of those genes.

INTRODUCTION

Aberrant expression of specific genes contributes to the
development of many disease states. In particular, misregulation
of gene expression is involved in numerous cancers. A number
of methods have been employed to correct expression of such
misregulated genes, including gene therapy, antisense tech-
niques and novel zinc finger transcription factors (1,2). These
techniques all suffer from difficulties in delivering the thera-
peutic agent.

A potentially powerful way to re-establish proper regulation
and hence impact the disease state is to target critical regulatory
regions in the promoters of therapeutically relevant genes with
small, cell permeable ligands that interfere with transcription
factor binding. By targeting the relatively non-conserved
sequences flanking these critical regulatory regions, both gene-
specific regulation and a reduction in side-effects can be
attained. Recent examples of such an approach using linked
polyamides (3,4) have been published. However, neither study
demonstrated a direct effect on the expression of an RNA
polymerase II-regulated gene. For example, one case looked at
a polymerase Ill-regulated gene, 5S RNA, while another
examined HIV replication rather than expression of mRNA.

A therapeutically relevant gene that we have pursued in our
approach to targeting gene expression with DNA-binding
ligands is cyclin D1. Inappropriately high levels of cyclin D1
gene expression are characteristic of a range of human tumors,
in some instances as a consequence of chromosomal inversion,
translocation or amplification (5). In addition, overexpression
of cyclin D1 at the level of gene transcription, without gene
amplification or rearrangement, is common in primary breast
carcinoma, colon adenocarcinoma (5), familial adenomatous
polyposis (6) and pancreatic carcinoma (7). In human esophageal,
colon, squamous or pancreatic cancer cells with abnormally
high cyclin D1 levels, expression of cyclin D1 antisense molecules
slowed the cell cycle, restored anchorage-dependent growth
and reversed the tumorigenicity of cells injected into nude mice
(8-15), thus validating cyclin D1 as a target for therapeutic
intervention.

A number of previously identified transcription factor-
binding sites in the human cyclin D1 promoter have been
implicated as critical for cyclin D1 expression in cancer cells.
Potential Spl, E2F, CRE, Octl, Myc/Max, AP-1, Egr, NFxB,
STATS, Ets and TCF/LEF sites have been previously noted in
the cyclin D1 promoter (16-23). Several of these sites have
been demonstrated to play a role in cyclin D1 regulation in
various human and non-human cell lines (18-29). However, as
most of the sites have not been confirmed in therapeutically
relevant cell lines, we analyzed the cyclin D1 promoter in
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several human carcinoma cell lines to identify critical tran-
scription factor-binding sites as targets of small DNA-binding
ligands.

We have identified two critical transcription factor-binding
sites in the cyclin D1 promoter and have used a novel DNA-
binding ligand, GL020924, to validate one site as appropriate
to target with a sequence-specific DNA-binding molecule.
Treatment of MCF7 breast cancer cells with GL020924 specifi-
cally decreased the activity of cyclin D1 promoters in which a
GL020924-binding site overlapped the critical regulatory site,
—30-21. Significantly, gene expression was reduced to levels
equivalent to those observed with mutated regulatory sites, but
there was no effect on promoters lacking a ligand-binding site.
These studies validate the —30-21 site as a potential target for
regulating cyclin D1 expression. In addition, they demonstrate
the feasibility of modulating gene expression by directing
small DNA-binding ligands to critical regulatory regions of
genes implicated in the progression of cancer and other
diseases.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Tissue culture

The human breast carcinoma cell lines MCF7 and ZR75-1
were maintained in DMEM/F12 medium with 10% fetal
bovine serum, 10 pg/ml bovine insulin and antibiotics (penicillin
and streptomycin). The human colon carcinoma cell line
HCT116 was maintained in McCoy’s medium with 10% fetal
bovine serum, penicillin and streptomycin. The human pancreatic
cell line PANC-1 was maintained in DMEM/F12 with 10%
fetal bovine serum, penicillin and streptomycin. Human
mammary epithelial cells (HMEC) were maintained in Epithelial
Growth Medium supplemented with bovine pituitary extract
(50 pg/ml), hydrocortisone (500 ng/ml), hEGF (10 ng/ml) and
insulin (5§ pg/ml). All lines were maintained at 37°C, 5% CO,.
MCF7, ZR75-1, HCT116 and PANC-1 cells were purchased
from the American Type Culture Collection. HMEC were
purchased from Clonetics Corp.

Construction of luciferase plasmids

A 1900 bp fragment of the human cyclin D1 promoter was
PCR amplified from genomic DNA using the following oligo-
nucleotides: 5-GCA CGC GTG CTA GCC AGC TGG GCC
GCC CTT GT-3" and 5’-ATC CAT GGA AGC TTT GGG GCT
CTT CCT GGG CA-3’. This purified fragment, representing
nucleotides —1745 to +155 relative to the transcription start site
of the cyclin D1 promoter, was subcloned into the vector
pGL3-Basic (Promega) at the Miul and HindIlI sites to form
the reporter —1745D1/LUC. A series of 5’ deletions were
cloned using PCR amplification of the native promoter
plasmid and the following oligonucleotides: —1590, 5-GCA
CGC GTG CTA GCC CCC CCC AGG ACC CGG ATT AT-3%
-1440, 5’-GCA CGC GTG CTA GCG AGC TTT TAC TGT
TAA GAG-3"; -690, 5'-GCA CGC GTG CTA GCA AAT
CCC TTT AAC TTT TAG GG-3"; -545, 5-GCA CGC GTG
CTA GCA AAT GAA AGA AGA TGC AGT CG-3’; -390, 5'-
GCA CGC GTG CTA GCT GCT GTG CCG GCC TTC CTA
G-3’; 245, 5’-GCA CGC GTG CTA GCT ATG AAA ACC
GGA CTA CA-3"; -90, 5’-GCA CGC GTG CTA GCT GGA
GCC TCC AGA GGG CTG T-3".
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Site-directed mutagenesis of the API, critical regulatory
element (CRE), E2F, SP1 and Octl sites and linker-scanning
mutagenesis of the proximal promoter were done using the Quik-
Change mutagenesis system (Stratagene) using the —1745D1/
LUC plasmid as template. The —310 reporters were constructed
by subcloning the Xhol-HindlIlIl fragments from the full-length
reporter containing the desired mutations into pGL3-Basic.
Restriction enzyme analysis and DNA sequencing confirmed
the integrity of all constructs.

Transient transfections

Cells were transiently transfected with Lipofect AMINE PLUS
reagent (Gibco Life Sciences) in triplicate in 6-well tissue
culture plates (Coming, NY). Equal numbers of cells (3 x 105/well)
were seeded in each well 24 h prior to transfection. Prior to
transfection, cells were equilibrated in 800 pl of fresh medium
(OptiMEM with 5% fetal bovine serum, penicillin and strepto-
mycin). Cells were transfected with 5 pg reporter plasmid
containing the different cyclin D1 promoter constructs in
200 ul of transfection buffer. Corrections were made for
transfection efficiency and variations in harvesting by co-
transfecting a Renilla luciferase reporter gene driven either by
no (Fig. 5) or the SV40 promoter. After a 4 h incubation with
the transfection solution, cells were fed with 4 ml of OptiMEM
with 5% fetal bovine serum, penicillin and streptomycin. Cells
were harvested 48 h after transfection. The activities of the
cyclin D1 firefly reporter gene and the Renilla luciferase
internal control were determined in a Dual Luciferase assay
(Promega). When GL020924 was used, the procedure was
modified in that after 4 h incubation the transfection solution
was removed and 4 ml of OptiMEM with 1% fetal bovine
serum with 0, 1 or 10 uM GL020924 were added. The parental
plasmid, pGL3-Basic, was unaffected by treatment with
GL020924 at these levels (data not shown).

Luciferase assays

Cells were washed once with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS),
harvested in 1 ml of PBS, pelleted and lysed with 100 pul of
passive lysis buffer (Promega) at room temperature for 15-20 min.
The cell lysate was centrifuged for 5 min. Then 10 pl of lysate
was assayed for firefly and Renilla luciferase activity using the
Dual Luciferase assay (Promega). Assays were carried out in
an EG&G Berthold luminometer. After standardization with
Renilla luciferase activity, a relative luciferase activity was
obtained and the mean and standard deviation from triplicate
wells was calculated. Transfections were repeated and repro-
duced in at least two independent experiments.

In vivo footprinting

In vivo footprinting with DMS of various regions of the cyclin
D1 promoter in HCT116 cells was performed as described
previously (17) using the following sets of oligonucleotides:
5’-GCCTGGAGACTCTTCGG-3"; 5-TCGGGCTGCCTTCC-
TACCTTGACCA-3’; 5-CCTCGACCAGTCGGTCCTTGC-
GGGGGT-3"; 5-GCTCTCGCTTCTGCTGC-3; 5-GCTCT-
TCTGCCCCTCGCCGGAG-3’; 5-CCTCGCCGGAGCGTG-
CGGACTCTGCT-3'.

UV mutagenesis was done essentially as described (30). In
brief, cells were washed twice with cold PBS and irradiated
with 1500 uJ in a Stratagene Stratalinker. Cells were then
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harvested and DNA was isolated, treated with piperidine and
assayed by LMPCR as previously described (17).

Quantitative DNase I footprinting reactions

All reactions were done in a 15 pl final volume. The DNA
sequence used, with the footprinted area in bold, was: CGTG-
AATTCTGCAGATGAGGTACCGTATTAATACCGTTCG-
CACTTTCTAGAGCTCTCC. 5’-32P-labeled DNA was incu-
bated with either netropsin or GL02094 at the final concentra-
tions indicated in Figure 4C at room temperature for 30 min in
20 mM Tris—HCI, pH 7.5, 50 mM KCl, 10 mM EDTA and 1%
glycerol. DNase I was added in 15 pl of 20 mM Tris—HClI,
pH 7.5, 50 mM KCI, 5 mM MgCl, and 1% glycerol and the
mixture incubated for 1 min. The reactions were stopped by
addition of 30 ul of 80% formamide load buffer/1x TBE.
Reactions were then heated to 90°C for 2 min, placed on ice
and electrophoresed on a 20% polyacrylamide denaturing gel
in 1x TBE. The gels were exposed to a storage phosphor screen
(Molecular Dynamics) and the resulting image was quantitated
using ImageQuant software (Molecular Dynamics).

Hybridization stabilization assay

Hybridization stabilization assays were performed in 96-well
plates on a CytoFluor Series 4000 Fluorescence Multi-Well
Plate Reader from PerSeptives Biosystems (MA). Emission
was set at 530 nm, excitation at 485 nm and gain at 70.
Samples consisted of 25 nM 5’-fluorescently labeled oligo-
nucleotide (CTTTATTATTTT) mixed with 30 nM 3-DABCYL
complementary quenching oligonucleotide (both oligonucleo-
tides were purchased from Sigma-Genosys, The Woodlands,
TX) in 10 mM HEPES, pH 7.2, 50 mM NaCl and 0.1 mM
EDTA. To this was added 1000 nM GL020924 to stabilize the
fluorescent- and DABCYL-labeled strands and the mixture
was equilibrated at room temperature. The signal was then
calculated as %F of the —drug control/+ drug duplex.

For the competiton analysis described in Figure 4C the
ligand-bound quenched duplex described above was titrated
with the various unlabeled competitor duplexes (see Fig. 4C
legend) in 10 mM HEPES, pH 7.2, 50 mM NaCl and 0.1 mM
EDTA. The ligand-bound duplex and competitors were equili-
brated overnight at room temperature (as above) and the
various sequences were quantitatively ranked and assessed as
%F. %F is calculated using the following formula:

%F = (F, = Fo)l(Fy — Fo) X 100

where F; is the relative fluorescence observed for each competitor
in the presence of the drug, F, the relative fluorescence
observed in the presence of the drug without competitor and
F\; the value observed in the absence of drug and competitor.
%F was calculated for each individual competitor duplex and
that value plotted.

RESULTS

Promoter analysis identifies two elements critical for basal
expression of the cyclin D1 gene in MCF7 cells

In order to identify promoter elements critical for cyclin D1
gene expression in human cancer cells, an extensive promoter
analysis study was performed in several different cell types. A
1900 bp fragment of the human cyclin D1 promoter from —1745
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Figure 1. Cyclin D1 promoter analysis in MCF7 cells. Various 5’ deletions or
site-directed mutations of the cyclin D1 promoter were inserted into the
promoterless firefly luciferase plasmid (pGL3-Basic) and co-transfected into
MCEF7 cells together with a SV40 promoter-driven Renilla luciferase control
plasmid. The length of each construct is indicated relative to the transcriptional
start site (+1) and known transcription factor-binding sites are indicated.
Firefly luciferase activity for each construct was normalized to Renilla
luciferase activity and is shown relative to that of the full-length wild-type
promoter (—1745). The data are presented as means + SEM for a minimum of
two independent transfections done in triplicate unless otherwise indicated.
Error values denoted with * are standard deviations. (A) 5" Deletion analysis.
(B) Site-specific mutational analysis of known transcription factor-binding
sites; the mutagenized region is indicated by a solid box.

to +155 was PCR amplified and cloned into the firefly luci-
ferase reporter plasmid pGL3-Basic. The full-length construct
(-1745) was 50-fold more active than pGL3-Basic (data not
shown). A series of cyclin D1 5" promoter deletions were
similarly constructed and cloned into pGL3-Basic. Promoter
activities for the 5" deletion constructs were compared to that
of the full-length (-1745) cyclin D1 promoter following trans-
fection into asynchronous MCF7 human breast carcinoma
cells. MCF7 cells overexpress cyclin D1 through amplification
of the 11q13 chromosomal region that contains the cyclin D1
gene (31). In addition, overexpression occurs at the level of
transcription regulation as the increased amount of mRNA
cannot be fully explained by amplification alone in a number
of cell lines (31). Deletion of cyclin D1 promoter regions
between —1745 and —245 had little effect on basal promoter
activity in MCF7 cells (Fig. 1A), even though several potential
transcription factor-binding sites have been previously noted in
this region. Further deletion of the promoter to —90 reduced
activity 2-fold, suggesting the presence of an activator site
between —245 and -90 (Fig. 1A). Deletion of the region
between —90 and —10 reduced activity to 11% of the full-length



promoter, suggesting that much of the basal promoter activity
is dependent on this region (Fig. 1A).

Several potential transcription factor-binding sites in the
cyclin D1 promoter have been previously noted by homology
or by their role in controlling cyclin D1 expression in a variety
of human and non-human cell lines. A series of site-specific
mutations in these transcription factor-binding sites was
constructed in the context of the full-length promoter (—1745)
in order to determine whether any of these sites played a role in
regulating cyclin D1 gene expression in human cancer cells.
Mutation of either the AP-1 site (17), a site immediately down-
stream of AP-1 (APlds) which had been previously foot-
printed in vivo (17), the Octl site (17) or the Sp1 site (16) had
little or no effect on basal promoter activity in MCF7 cells
(Fig. 1B). Effects that ranged from 63 to 120% of promoter
activity were seen in response to mutation of the distal E2F site
(Fig. 1B). This site has been shown to be necessary for E2F-1-
mediated repression of cyclin D1 in JEG-3 cells (27),
suggesting that this E2F site may be a negative or positive
regulatory element in different cell types or under different cell
growth conditions. The cyclin D1 promoter does not contain a
canonical TATA box although it does contain a potential
TFIIB-binding site (32). Mutation of this sequence (construct
mTFIIB) had no effect on basal promoter activity in MCF7
cells (Fig. 1B).

Mutation of the CRE (TAACGTCA—TGGATCCA,
construct CREbam) resulted in a 3-fold down-regulation of
promoter activity, suggesting that this element is important for
basal cyclin D1 expression in MCF7 cells (Fig. 1B). The CRE
has previously been identified as a critical element in the
control of cyclin D1 basal expression in both rat chondrocytes
(28) and HelL a cells (23). In addition, the CRE has been shown to
be involved in activated cyclin D1 expression in response to serum
stimulation in NIH 3T3 mouse cells (18), in p60v-src-induced
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expression in MCF7 cells (29) and in Ras-induced expression
in HeLa cells (23). The sequence of the CRE element in the
cyclin D1 promoter most closely fits the CRE consensus site
but is also similar to the consensus for AP-1 family member
binding. The C at position 4 in the CRE consensus (TGACGTc/
aA) has been shown to be critical for CREB/CREM/ATF binding
but would not be expected to significantly impact AP-1 binding
(33). For this reason this base was specifically mutated both
alone and in conjunction with the G at position 5 (constructs
CREA4C and CRE4C5G, respectively). When either mutant was
transfected into MCF7 cells, promoter activity was 33%
compared to that of the wild-type promoter, suggesting that a
member of the CREB/CREM/ATF family of transcription
factors is likely responsible for transcriptional activation from this
site. In addition, this DNA sequence was shown to specifically
bind purified CREB protein in vitro using a probe from —81 to
—23 in an electrophoretic mobility shift assay (data not shown).

A series of linker scanner mutations were made in 10 bp
segments from —62 to +20 in the context of the full-length
promoter (—1745) in pGL3-Basic to examine the proximal
promoter region in more detail. These constructs were assayed
for luciferase activity following transfection into MCF7 cells.
Mutation of the 10 bp immediately 3’ to the CRE (construct
3’CREm) or bases —40 to =31 or —10 to —1 had little effect on
promoter activity in MCF7 cells (Fig. 2). Mutation of either the
10 bp immediately 5” of the CRE (construct 5CREm) or of
bases —20 to —11 increased promoter activity mildly,
suggesting the presence of negative transcriptional regulation
sites in these regions (Fig. 2). Mutation of bases —30 to —21
reduced basal promoter activity to 33%, revealing a second
important activator site for cyclin D1 expression in MCF7 cells
(Fig. 2). Mutation of bases +1 to +9 or +10 to +19 reduced
basal promoter activity to 37 and 62%, respectively (Fig. 2).
Since these sites are both downstream of the transcriptional

62 -52 -44 -34-30 -20 -10 -V +10 +20 Wt
—{CRE} L I L 14155 100

5'CREm NN CRE | +155 160 +/-3.6
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CRE4C/-30-21 3 — +155 11413

CRE4C/+1+9 X _— +155 14 +/-0.8

-10 +155 11 +/-0.8

Figure 2. Linker-scanning mutagenesis of the —62+19 region of the cyclin D1 promoter. Various linker-scanning mutations of the cyclin D1 promoter from —62 to
+19 were co-transfected into MCF7 cells together with a SV40 promoter-driven Renilla luciferase control plasmid. Mutated sequences are indicated by a solid black
rectangle. Firefly luciferase activity for each construct was normalized to Renilla luciferase activity and is shown relative to that of the full-length wild-type
promoter (—1745). The data are presented as means = SEM for a minimum of two independent transfections done in triplicate unless otherwise indicated.
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start site, they may play a role in cyclin D1 regulation at either
the transcriptional or translational level. As both the CRE and
the —30-21 sites appear critical to basal promoter activity, a
double mutant containing both the CRE4C mutation and the
—30-21 mutation was constructed and transfected into MCF7
cells. This double mutant retained only 11% of the activity of
the full-length wild-type promoter, activity equal to that of the
—10 deletion construct (Fig. 2). A double mutant of the CRE in
combination with the +1 to +9 site reduced activity to 14%
(Fig. 2).

To examine the —30-21 site in more detail, a series of
smaller mutations were made within this region and constructs
were assayed in MCF7 cells. Mutation of bases —30 to —26, —25 to
-21, =30 to —28 or —28 to —23 resulted in compromised cyclin
D1 promoter activity in MCF7 cells while mutation of bases —23
to —21 increased promoter activity slightly (Table 1). These
results indicate that bases between —30 and —24 are the most
important for transcriptional activation from this site. This
sequence (GAGTTTT) overlaps a recently identified NFxB-
binding site between —33 and -24 (GGGGAGTTTT) (20) as
well as a potential TCF/LEF site at —27 to 21 (TTTTGTT) (23).
However, the identity of the factor responsible for activation of
cyclin D1 expression through the —30-21 site in MCF7 cells
remains to be determined.

Table 1. Activities of linker-scanning mutations of the —30—18 region of the
cyclin D1 promoter in MCF-7 cells

Promoter construct Sequence (=31 to —18)  Percent wild-type activity

Wild-type GAGTTTTGTTGAA 100
-30-21 tetgggatccGAA 33+22
-30-26 tctge TTGTTGAA 43+35
-25-21 GAGTTggeggGAA 34+47
-30-28 tctTTTTGTTGAA 33+6.3¢
—28-23 GAtgggatTTGAA 46£5.1
—23-21 GAGTTTTtccGAA 138+ 16.4
10 bp site GAGTTTT(TTtAA 87+114
8 bp site GAGTTTTaaaagAG 85+7.8

The —1745 wild-type and various linker-scanning mutants of the cyclin D1
promoter were co-transfected into MCF7 cells together with a SV40
promoter-driven Renilla luciferase control plasmid. Firefly luciferase activity
for each construct was normalized to Renilla luciferase activity and is shown
relative to that of the full-length wild-type promoter (—=1745). The data are
presented as means + SEM for a minimum of two independent transfections
performed in triplicate. Error values denoted with ® are standard deviations.
The mutated sequence is in lower case.

The CRE and -30-21 sites are required for basal cyclin D1
expression in several cancer cell lines

As a therapeutic strategy wherein expression of cyclin D1
would be regulated via critical promoter elements, it is important
to establish whether the critical transcription factor-binding
sites identified above are common between carcinoma cell
lines generated from tumors of varying tissue origin. As a first
step toward this goal, we assayed mutant promoter constructs
in a second breast carcinoma cell line, ZR75-1, that overexpress

cyclin D1 through the same chromosomal amplification of the
cyclin D1-containing region as found in MCF7 cells. Mutational
analysis was also done in a breast cell line that expresses cyclin
DI normally (HMEC). Cyclin D1 is also overexpressed
without amplification or chromosomal rearrangement in many
colon and pancreatic cancers. Consequently, the promoter
constructs were also assayed in a cyclin D1-overexpressing
colon cancer cell line (HCT116) and an overexpressing
pancreatic cancer cell line (PANC-1). In all cell lines tested
mutation of the CRE (constructs CREbam and CRE4C5G)
reduced basal promoter activity considerably, although the
strongest effect was seen in MCF7 cells (Table 2). Indeed, the
—10 deletion construct also retained more basal promoter
activity in these other cell lines, ~20% in HCT116 and ZR75-1
cells and 50% in PANC-1 and HMEC cells, compared to 10%
in MCF7 cells (Table 2).

While mutation of the —30-21 site had little or no effect on
basal promoter activity in HCT116 cells and only a small effect
in ZR75-1 and HMEC cells, this mutation reduced basal cyclin
D1 promoter activity to 46% of wild-type in PANC-1 cells
(Table 2). Importantly, however, in all cell lines tested mutation of
this region in combination with mutation of the CRE (construct
CRE4C/-30-21) reduced basal promoter activity considerably
and to a greater extent than did mutation of either site alone
(Table 1). This suggests that both the CRE and the —30-21 sites
are involved in transcriptional regulation of cyclin D1 basal
expression in all of the cyclin D1-overexpressing cancer cell
lines tested, as well as in HMEC cells which express normal
levels of cyclin D1.

While mutation of the +1 to +9 site had the greatest effect in
MCEF7 cells, it also reduced promoter activity in HCT116 and
PANC-1 cells and had a modest effect on activity in HMEC
cells. Mutation of this region had little or no effect on activity
in ZR75-1 cells (Table 2). When double mutant constructs
containing both this mutation and the CRE4C mutation were
tested in MCF7, HCT116, ZR75-1 or PANC-1 cells, luciferase
activities were lower than for the —30-21, the CRE4C5G or the
CRE4C mutation alone (Table 2 and data not shown). From
these data the best regulatory sites to target are the CRE at —52
and the —30-21 element.

The CRE and -30-21 sites are footprinted in vivo in
HCT116 cells

In vivo footprinting was done at the CRE and —30-21 sites to
verify the importance of these two sites by showing transcription
factor binding in vivo. Transcription factor binding at the CRE
and the —30-21 site was visualized by in vivo footprinting
using DMS or UV light in HCT116 cells in the presence or
absence of serum (serum induces cyclin D1 expression; 17,34).
Experiments using DMS to probe the reactivity of bases in the
CRE region revealed that the G on the top strand of the CRE
site is readily methylated both in vitro (Fig. 3A, lanes 1 and 2)
and in T cells, which do not express cyclin D1 (Fig. 3A, lanes
5 and 6). However, in DMS-treated serum-starved HCT116
cells (Fig. 3A, lanes 7 and 8) and also in cells released from
starvation by serum addition (Fig. 3A, lanes 9 and 10) this G
residue is protected from methylation, suggesting transcription
factor binding at this site. This is in agreement with previous in
vivo footprints of the CRE in quiescent, serum-stimulated and
normally cycling human WI-38 lung fibroblasts (17). The
finding that the CRE is protected in both serum-starved and
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Table 2. Activities of cyclin D1 promoter mutant constructs in MCF7, HCT116, ZR75, PANC-1 and HMEC cells

Promoter construct MCFT7 cells HCT116 cells ZR75 cells PANC-1 cells HMEC cells
(% wild-type) (% wild-type) (% wild-type) (% wild-type) (% wild-type)

—1745 (wild-type) 100 100 100 100 100

-10 11+£0.7 22+1.6 21+ 1.1 45+19 50+4.8
CREbam 32+1.7 46+3.3 64+6.8 52+7.5 50+2.1
3’CREm 102+7.1 86+ 8.8 92+64 89+43 74+2.1
5’CREm 160 £3.6 120+ 15.6 N/D 99+6.3 N/D
CRE4C5G 33+5.0 69+5.1 54+8.3 52+49 N/D

-30-21 33+£22 91+122 77+£7.0 461438 78+4.8
+1+49 37+4.0 46t4.1 92+12.5 53+8.3 74+5.0
CREA4C/-30-21 11+£1.3 30£4.5 38+114 40+6.9 26+ 1.7
CREA4AC/+149 14+£0.8 32+42 43+4.0 17+34 N/D

The —1745 wild-type, the —10 deletion or various site-directed mutants of the cyclin D1 promoter were inserted into the promoterless firefly luciferase plasmid
(pGL3-basic) and co-transfected into MCF7, HCT116, ZR75, PANC-1 or HMEC cells together with a SV40 promoter-driven Renilla luciferase control plasmid.
Firefly luciferase activity for each construct was normalized to Renilla luciferase activity and is shown relative to that of the full-length wild-type promoter (-1745).
The data are presented as means = SEM for a minimum of two independent transfections performed in triplicate.
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Figure 3. In vivo footprinting of the cyclin D1 promoter. (A) Visualization of factor binding in the CRE region using DMS. In vitro treated DNA control (lanes 1-4,
lanes 1 and 2 are a darker exposure), T cells (lanes 5 and 6), serum-starved HCT116 cells (lanes 7 and 8) or HCT116 cells with serum (lanes 9 and 10). The sequence
of the CRE-containing region with the hypomethylated G residue is indicated. (B) Visualization of factor-binding in the —75 to —62 and the —30 to —21 regions using
UV. In vitro treated DNA control (lane 1), resting T cells (lanes 2 and 3), activated T cells (lanes 4 and 5), non-irradiated HCT116 cells (lanes 6 and 7), serum-starved
HCT116 cells (lanes 8 and 9), serum-released HCT116 cells (lanes 10 and 11) DMS ladder (lanes 12 and 13), molecular weight markers (lane M). The sequences
of the —75 to —62 and the —30 to —21 regions are shown with the hyperreactive T residues indicated.

serum-stimulated cells is in accordance with current under-
standing of the mode of action of CREB. CREB has been
shown to bind to the CRE in both its active and inactive states.
Transcriptional activation by CREB occurs upon phosphoryl-
ation of CREB and subsequent recruitment of the transcrip-
tional co-activator CBP to promoter-bound CREB (35).

The —30-21 site was probed using UV light as the reactive
agent, which can produce 6—4 photoproducts in dipyrimidine
residues. In UV-irradiated serum-starved or serum-stimulated
HCT116 cells two adjacent reactive T residues within the —30-21
site appear as sites of enhanced cleavage when the extracted
DNA is treated with piperidine (Fig. 3B, lanes 8—11). These
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cleavage products are only weakly detectable in the in vitro
treated control DNA (lane 1) or in DNA from resting (lanes 2 and
3) or activated T cells (lanes 4 and 5), which do not express cyclin
D1, and are absent from non-irradiated HCT116 cells (lanes 6 and
7). This suggests that a protein is binding to the —30-21 site in
HCT116 cells causing localized conformational changes that
lead to increased photoreactivity of these two T residues. As
with the CRE footprint, binding is equivalent in serum-starved
and serum-stimulated cells. As indicated previously, the identity
of the factor responsible for binding to the —30-21 site remains
to be determined.

A third in vivo footprint in HCT116 cells was identified at —74/
—73 (Fig. 3B) using UV light. This footprint overlaps a TCF/LEF-
binding site at =76 to —64 (TTTGATCTTT) shown to be
required for B-catenin activation of the cyclin D1 promoter in
HeLa, 293T and cyclin Dl-overexpressing SW480 colon
cancer cells (22,23). Indeed, mutation of residues —85 to —70 or
—75 to —60 results in a 3-fold reduction in basal promoter
activity in transiently transfected HCT116 but not MCF7 cells
(data not shown). Nuclear -catenin accumulation can occur as
a result of mutation of the adenomatous polyposis coli tumor
suppressor (APC) gene, a mutation that occurs in most colon
cancers (36) leading to increased transactivation of target
genes by B-catenin/LEF complexes. HCT116 cells are wild-
type for APC but express mutant B-catenin that also hyper-
accumulates in the nucleus (37,38). The in vivo footprint visual-
ized in the —74/-73 region in HCT116 cells may be due to B-
catenin/LEF binding.

Targeting of the —30-21 site with a DNA-binding ligand
results in inhibition of cyclin D1 promoter activity in
MCF7 cells

The previous data clearly demonstrate that the CRE at —52 is
critical in a variety of cancer cell lines and that the —30-21
element, while critical in a number of cancer cell lines in
conjunction with other mutations, is important by itself only in
the breast cancer cell line MCF-7. The next step was to validate
each as a target for minor groove-binding ligands by testing the
effect of these ligands on protein binding and/or promoter
activity.

In order to efficiently compete with transcription factors for
binding to a specific DNA site in vivo, DNA-binding ligands
need to have considerable specificity and affinity for that site.
In addition, in order to attain gene specificity and thus ameliorate
potential side-effects, such a ligand must recognize a relatively
large DNA-binding site. Known small, organic DNA-binding
ligands do not meet either criterion: they bind with relatively
low affinity and to short DNA sequences of 2—5 bp. Netropsin, for
example, binds to the minor groove of DNA with a preference for
four to five A/T base pairs and with an ECs, of 86-1250 nM,
depending upon sequence (39), making it inappropriate for
specific displacement of transcription factors. To circumvent
netropsin’s limitations, GL020924 (structure shown in Fig. 4A)
has been chemically synthesized (manuscript in preparation).
As would be predicted from its structure, GL020924 footprints
a longer DNA site than does netropsin, as measured by DNase
footprinting, ~10 bp compared to 5 bp for netropsin (Fig. 4B).
In addition, GL.020924 binds with 15-fold increased affinity as
compared to netropsin, 0.37 versus 5.7 nM (Fig. 4B). In terms
of specificity, GL020924 has been shown to have high affinity
and specificity for A/T-rich DNA sequences (data not shown).

Due to its affinity for A/T-rich DNA sequences, GL020924
would not be predicted to bind strongly to either the CRE or the
—30-21 site of the cyclin D1 promoter. Therefore, GL020924-
binding sites were engineered into cyclin D1 reporters overlap-
ping either the CRE or the —30-21 site. For the CRE the three
ligand-binding sites all overlapped the final A of the CRE,
TAACGTCA, and including this A were A,;,, AT,A,T,A, or
AsTs. GL020924 was unable to displace CREB in in vitro
electrophoretic mobility shift assay experiments and had no
effect in transient transfection assays utilizing the engineered
reporters (data not shown). However, GL020924 was
successful when targeted to the —30-21 site.

Two potential binding sites for GL020924, a 10 bp AT-rich
and an 8 bp AT-rich sequence were engineered into the cyclin
D1 promoter overlapping the —30-21 site. Since the 3’-end of
the —30-21 site is A/T rich, it was possible to introduce a
potential GL020924 binding site that overlapped the —30-21
site by changing 2 bp (10 bp site, Table 1). The 8 bp site was
constructed by mutating 5 bp of the wild-type promoter
sequence to produce an uninterrupted eight A/T stretch (8 bp
site, Table 1). Binding of GL020924 to these sites and not to
the wild-type or mutant sites was confirmed using a hybridization
stabilization assay (Fig. 4C) as described in Materials and
Methods. When this assay was run using the various cyclin D1
sequences as competitors for GL020924 binding, both the 8
and 10 bp ligand-binding site sequences resulted in markedly
increased fluorescence compared to the wild-type or —30-21
mutant sequences (Fig. 4C). This indicates a higher affinity
interaction of GL020924 with both the 8 and 10 bp sites and a
weak interaction with the —-30-21 wild-type and mutant
sequences.

Both ligand-binding sites were cloned separately into the
context of the =310 cyclin D1 promoter in pGL3-Basic to
address whether binding of GL020924 to the 8 and 10 bp sites
would affect gene expression in cell-based assays. These
constructs were transfected into MCF7 cells and shown to
retain 85 and 87% of wild-type promoter activity, respectively
(Fig. 5, 0 uM) in the absence of GL020924, indicating that
introduction of these ligand-binding sites overlapping the —30-21
site did not adversely affect transcriptional activation. This is
consistent with results demonstrating that mutation of the —20-11
and the —23-21 regions of the cyclin D1 promoter did not
markedly affect promoter activity in MCF7 cells (Fig. 2 and
Table 1). When transiently transfected MCF7 cells were
treated with 1 pM GL020924 and assayed after 48 h,
promoters with either the 8 or 10 bp ligand-binding site
showed reduced promoter activity. At 10 uM GL020924,
activity of these promoters was reduced to a level of activity
equivalent to mutation of the —30-21 site (25% of wild-type,
Fig. 5). Activity of the wild-type cyclin D1 promoter construct
remained high and was unaffected by GL020924. The activity
of the —30-21 mutant construct was ~25% of wild-type and
was also unaffected by GL020924 treatment (Fig. 5). Thus,
GL020924 specifically reduced cyclin D1 promoter activity 4-fold,
to the level of activity achieved by mutation of this region, when a
GL020924-binding site was present overlapping the —30-21 site.
The observation that GL020924 had no effect on the transcrip-
tional activity of promoters that lacked a ligand-binding site in
the —30-21 region demonstrates that this DNA-binding ligand
can regulate gene expression in a sequence-specific manner in
mammalian cells.
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Figure 4. Biochemical analysis of the DNA-binding properties of GL020924. (A) The chemical structure of GL020924. (B) DNase I footprint of GL020924 on
DNA. Increasing concentrations of either netropsin or GL020924 (amounts are indicated in nM above their respective lanes) were assayed by DNase I footprinting
as described in Materials and Methods. The DNA sequence of the oligonucleotide is as described in Materials and Methods and the footprinted region, TATTAATA,
is indicated by the arrow. (C) Various cyclin D1 promoter sequences were used to compete with the fluorescent/DABCYL indicator DNA duplex (5’-fluorescein-
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Figure 5. The effect of GL020924 on cyclin D1 promoter reporter constructs
in MCF7 cells. Various cyclin D1 promoter derivatives within the =310 to +155
context driving firefly luciferase in pGL3 basic were transfected into MCF7
cells. The constructs were wild-type (black), the =30 to —21 mutant (white), the
10 bp AT-rich promoter derivative (gray) and the 8 bp AT-rich promoter derivative
(hatched). Four hours post-transfection, cells were incubated with or without
GL020924 for 48 h, at which time promoter activities were assayed. Promoter
activities were normalized relative to the co-transfected SV40 control driving
Renilla luciferase and are expressed as a percentage of the untreated wild-type
promoter construct. All samples were in triplicate; the error bars represent
SEM for three separate experiments.

DISCUSSION

Expression of cyclin D1 is a tightly regulated step in the
normal mammalian cell cycle and is abnormally high in many
human cancers, suggesting that interfering with cyclin D1 gene
expression in cancer cells would have therapeutic efficacy. The
design and use of ligands that will regulate the expression of
target genes by recognizing specific DNA sequences critical
for gene expression provides a novel method for controlling
gene expression, as well as an innovative approach to drug
development and therapeutic intervention. Toward this end, we
are developing DNA-binding ligands to target specific
promoter sequences in disease-associated genes such as cyclin
D1. In order to utilize such ligands to control gene expression,
a critical regulatory site in the promoter must first be identified,
the interaction between the transcription factor and its binding
site in DNA must be influenced by a minor groove-binding
ligand and, finally, a sequence-specific molecule must be
synthesized that can target the native promoter sequence. The
studies performed here on the —30-21 site of the cyclin D1
promoter meet the first two of these criteria and, most impor-
tantly, validate the —30-21 site as a potential target site.

The first criterion in this strategy was met through a thorough
promoter analysis that identified two sites critical for expression
of cyclin D1 in a variety of carcinoma cell lines. Our analysis of
the cyclin D1 promoter indicates that the CRE at—52 is critical for
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cyclin D1 promoter expression in two different breast cancer
cell lines (MCF7 and ZR75-1), as well as in HCT116 colon
cancer cells and PANC-1 pancreatic cancer cells (Table 2).
This element was also found to be critical for cyclin D1
promoter expression in HMEC breast cells that express cyclin
D1 at normal levels. Thus the CRE may be a regulatory
element that could be targeted in many types of human cancer
in which cyclin DI is regulated incorrectly. An in vivo foot-
print was clearly visible in the CRE region in HCT116 cells
(Fig. 3A). Mutational analysis of the CRE in a variety of cell
lines (Table 2), together with in vitro binding data (not shown),
strongly suggests that a member of the CREB family of tran-
scription factors is binding at this site. Mutation of the regions
flanking the CRE had no effect on gene expression, suggesting
that this region would be an appropriate target for a DNA-
binding ligand. However, attempts to disrupt the binding of
CREB family members to the cyclin D1 CRE in vitro and in
cell-based assays with GL020924 by engineering a ligand-
binding site overlapping the CRE were unsuccessful (data not
shown), making this promoter target site refractive to regulation
by conventional minor groove-binding ligands. This result is
not surprising, as evidence from the crystal structure of bZIP-DNA
complexes indicates that bZIP proteins bind to their consensus
sites by contacting DNA almost exclusively in the major
groove (40). As has been shown previously, displacement of
this class of proteins with minor groove-binding ligands such
as GL020924 may be problematical (41).

A second element between —30 and —21 (-30-21) was identified
as important for basal cyclin D1 promoter activity in MCF7
breast cancer cells and in PANC-1 pancreatic cancer cells
(Table 2). Mutation of the —30-21 site alone had less of an
effect in ZR75-1, HCT116 or HMEC cells, although it did
reduce promoter activity. In all of the cell lines tested activity
of cyclin D1 promoter constructs containing a mutation of the
CRE in combination with a mutation of the —30-21 site was
severely compromised beyond the level of the CRE mutation
itself (Table 2). Thus it seems that both of these elements play
a role in basal transcriptional regulation of cyclin D1 in a
number of different cyclin D1-overexpressing cancer cells as
well as in a transformed cell line with normal cyclin D1 levels.
The demonstration that expression of cyclin D1 in diverse cell
types is controlled by common regulatory regions of the
promoter suggests that it may be possible to develop a single
DNA-binding ligand with efficacy in cancers arising from a
variety of tissues.

The identity of the transcription factor bound at the —30-21
site remains to be determined. A detailed mutational analysis
of the —30 to —21 region indicated that bases between —30 and
—24 are the most important for transcriptional activation from
this site (Table 1). This sequence (GAGTTTT) overlaps a
recently identified NFxB-binding site between —33 and —24
(GGGGAGTTTT) that was found to be required for NFxB-
mediated cyclin D1 expression in COS-7 cells and for serum-
induced expression in NIH 3T3 cells (20). It is possible that the
reduced promoter activity observed with the —30-21 mutation
is a consequence of mutating the NFkB site. However, it
should be noted that in MCF?7 cells mutation of the —40 to 31
region, which includes the first three G residues of the NFxB
site, did not reduce cyclin D1 promoter activity (Fig. 2).
Hence, the transcription factor that binds the —30-21 site and

regulates cyclin D1 basal promoter activity in MCF7 cells may
be distinct from NFkB.

Recently, the cyclin D1 promoter has been shown to be
inducible by B-catenin through a number of TCF/LEF-binding
sites (22,23). The —30-21 site overlaps a potential TCF/LEF
site at —27 to =21 (TTTTGTT), although mutation of this site
did not seem to affect B-catenin-dependent activation of the
cyclin D1 promoter or basal promoter activity in HeLa cells
(23). In MCF7 cells bases —23 to —21 (GTT of the TCF/LEF
site) appear to be dispensable for transcriptional activation
mediated through the —30-21 site while bases —28 to —-30,
which are outside the core TCF/LEF consensus sequence, are
required for this activity (Table 1). However, the possibility
that TCF/LEF binding is responsible for activation of cyclin
D1 basal activity through the —30 to —21 site cannot be ruled
out. Interestingly, mutation of the —30-21 site had very little
effect on cyclin D1 promoter activity in HCT116 colon cancer
cells which contain mutant B-catenin and in which TCF/LEF
has been shown to play an important role in regulating cyclin
D1 expression (23).

Upon identification of a critical site in the cyclin DI
promoter at —30-21, overlapping ligand-binding sites were
engineered around this region with the specific ligand
GL020924 in mind. GL020924 binds to the minor groove of
DNA and has a preference for A/T-rich stretches of 810 bp.
Thus, cyclin D1 promoter constructs were engineered to
contain an 8 and a 10 bp AT-rich ligand-binding site over-
lapping the critical —30-21 region. These promoter constructs
retained high levels of promoter activity in MCF7 cells in the
absence of GL020924 (Table 1 and Fig. 5). Treatment of
MCEF7 cells transiently transfected with engineered promoters
with GL020924 resulted in dose-dependent down-regulation
of cyclin DI promoter activity to levels equivalent to direct
mutation of the —30-21 site. Promoter constructs lacking the
GL020924 ligand-binding sites were unaffected, demon-
strating regulation of gene expression in a sequence-specific
manner in mammalian cells. These results suggest that this
strategy may be used to specifically regulate improperly
expressed endogenous cyclin D1 in tumor cells by developing
a DNA-binding ligand with specificity for the —30-21 promoter
region. Indeed, antisense data suggests that a 3- to 4-fold down-
regulation of cyclin D1 is sufficient to impact the disease state
in breast cancer, suggesting that the level of down-regulation
observed with the —30-21 mutation may be sufficient for a
therapeutic effect.

The final criterion, synthesis and testing of ligands specific
to the —30-21 region, has not yet been met, but efforts are
currently underway to generate such compounds. Once identified,
the assays are in place to directly assess the effect of these
ligands on cyclin D1 expression. Given the results with
GL020924 and the —30-21 regulatory region, once such —30-21-
specific ligands have been synthesized, regulation of cyclin D1
expression should be possible in breast cancer cells and,
perhaps, in breast cancer itself.
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