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Abstract
Background & Aims—Highly proliferative fetal liver stem/progenitor cells (FLSPC)
repopulate livers of normal recipients by cell competition. We investigated the mechanisms by
which FLSPC repopulate livers of older, compared with younger rats.

Methods—Fetal liver cells were transplanted from DPPIV+ F344 rats into DPPIV− rats of
different ages (2, 6, 14, or 18 months); liver tissues were analyzed 6 months later. Cultured cells
and liver tissues were analyzed by reverse transcription PCR, immunoblot, histochemistry, laser-
capture microscopy, and TUNEL analyses.

Results—We observed 4–5-fold increases in liver repopulation when FLSPC were transplanted
into older, compared with younger, rats. mRNA levels of cyclin-dependent kinase inhibitors
increased progressively in livers of older rats; hepatocytes from 20-month old rats had 6.1-fold
higher expression of p15INK4b and were less proliferative, in vitro, than hepatocytes from 2-month
old rats. Expression of p15INK4b in cultured hepatocytes was upregulated by activin A, which
increased in liver during aging. Activin A inhibited proliferation of adult hepatocytes, whereas
FLSPC were unresponsive because they had reduced expression of activin receptors (e.g. ALK-4).
In vivo, expanding cell clusters derived from transplanted FLSPC had lower levels of ALK-4 and
p15INK4b and increased levels of Ki-67, compared with the host parenchema. Liver tissue of
older rats had 3-fold more apoptotic cells than of younger rats.

Conclusions—FLSPC, resistant to activin A signaling, repopulate livers of older rats;
hepatocytes in older rats have less proliferation, because of increased activin A and p15INK4b
levels, and increased apoptosis than of younger rats. These factors and cell types might be
manipulated to improve liver cell transplantation strategies in patients with liver diseases in which
activin A levels are increased.
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INTRODUCTION
Since donor organ scarcity is the major limitation of liver transplantation (1), novel
therapeutic approaches are urgently needed to treat chronic and genetic-based liver diseases.
In this regard, considerable attention has been focused on the possibility to restore liver
function through cell transplantation (2,3). This has been achieved in our laboratory in a rat
model system, using ED14 FLSPC transplanted into young rats without requiring genetic or
genotoxic manipulation of the host liver (4,5). Since transplanted FLSPC have higher
proliferative activity than host hepatocytes, a proliferative differential exists between these
cell types (5). This leads to cell competition, a process originally described in Drosophila
wing development, during which more rapidly proliferating cells progressively replace less
proliferative neighboring cells by inducing their apoptosis (6,7). Even though fetal liver cells
are not likely to be used for human liver repopulation, the importance of using cell
competition as a strategy to achieve effective therapeutic cell repopulation has been
highlighted (8). Therefore, understanding the mechanism(s) that can drive liver repopulation
through cell competition needs to be determined. Loss of liver regenerative capacity is the
most dramatic alteration noted in aging liver (9,10). In normal liver, hepatocytes are in a
quiescent state and turn over very slowly. However, following two-thirds partial
hepatectomy (PH), remaining hepatocytes rapidly enter the cell cycle and total parenchymal
cell number and mass are restored within 1-2 weeks (11-13). This proliferative response is
significantly diminished in aging liver. Bucher et al. (14) demonstrated delayed proliferative
activity in livers of 12-15 month old rats compared to 4 month old rats after PH. Stocker &
Heine (15) determined the proliferating pool of epithelial cells after PH in rats and
concluded that 70% of hepatocytes in 24-30 month old rats are non-dividing cells compared
to 21% in 2-4 month old rats.

Cellular events leading to decreased regenerative capacity of hepatocytes in aging liver are
complex and not fully understood. Cell cycle arrest is mediated by cyclin-dependent kinases
(cdk) that are negatively regulated by two cyclin-dependent kinase inhibitor (CKI) families,
the INK4 family (p15INK4b, p16INK4a, p18INK4c and p19INK4d) and the CIP/KIP family
(p21/CIP1, p27/KIP1 and p57/KIP2) (16). INK family members inhibit the catalytic
subunits of cdk4 and cdk6, whereas CIP/KIP proteins regulate cyclin D-, E- and A-
dependent kinases (16). Furthermore, several CKIs from both families are senescence-
associated (17) and are elevated during aging, including p16INK4a (18,19) and p21/CIP1
(20).

In the present study, we compared the repopulation potential of FLSPC after their
transplantation into young vs. older rats and discovered that liver repopulation is much
higher in older recipients. In aging liver, we observed a progressive increase in p15INK4b

expression, which could be induced in isolated hepatocytes by activin A, a potent growth
suppressor that is also progressively increased in vivo during rat liver aging. These findings
suggest a potential mechanism whereby FLSPC, which have a growth advantage through
their resistance to activin A-induced growth inhibition, are able to repopulate the recipient
liver and more effectively repopulate the aging liver, in which both activin A tissue levels
and cell competition between transplanted FLSPC and host hepatocytes are increased.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Animals

Pregnant, ED14 DPPIV+ F344 rats were purchased from Taconic Farms. Male DPPIV−

F344 rats were provided by the Liver Research Center, Albert Einstein College of Medicine
(AECOM). All animal studies were conducted under protocols approved by the Animal Care
Use Committee of ACOM in accordance with NIH guidelines.

Isolation of fetal liver cells, cell transplantation and liver repopulation
Unfractionated fetal liver cells were isolated from ED14 fetal livers of DPPIV+ pregnant
F344 rats, as described previously (4,5). Fetal liver cells (~1.5 × 107 cells) were transplanted
into rats of different ages (2, 6, 14 months; n = 4/4/5) in conjunction with 2/3 PH. At 6
months after cell transplantation, rats were sacrificed. After enzymehistochemistry for
DPPIV, 2 liver cryosections from each rat were scanned, liver replacement by DPPIV+ cells
was determined by a computerized procedure and the average % liver repopulation was
calculated (4,5).

Hepatocyte isolation
Detailed information concerning cell isolation procedures can be found in Supplementary
Material & Methods.

Cell culture
Unfractionated fetal liver cells (1.0-1.5 × 106 cells, of which 5.0-7.5 × 104 cells were
epithelial FLSPC) and 1.0 × 105 hepatocytes from 2 and 20 month old rats were plated on
collagen-coated 12-well plates and incubated in DMEM containing 10% FBS overnight,
after which the medium was switched to hormonally defined hepatocyte growth medium.
After 24 hours, cells were incubated w/o or with activin A (PeproTech) at various
concentrations for 24 hours.

RT-PCR, Western Blot analysis and qRT-PCR array analysis
Detailed information about RT-PCR and Western blot protocols can be found in
Supplementary Material & Methods. Custom-made RT2Profiler™ PCR arrays (SA
Biosciences) containing 370 genes from seven signaling pathways and 14 controls
(Supplementary Material & Methods) were used to measure mRNA expression levels in
cultured hepatic cells after activin A treatment.

Immunohistochemistry
Cytospins were stained with mouse anti-Ki-67 (BD Biosciences), followed by alkaline
phosphatase-conjugated horse anti-mouse IgG, developed with Vector® Black Substrate Kit
(Vector) and counterstained with hematoxylin. For activin receptor detection, cytospins
were stained with rabbit anti-ActR-IIB or anti-ALK-4 (Santa Cruz) and Cy™2-conjugated
donkey anti-rabbit IgG (Jackson). Detection of apoptosis in transplanted cell clusters vs.
surrounding host parenchyma (TUNEL assay) was performed as described previously (5).

Laser capture microscopy
Six months after cell transplantation into a 14 month old recipient, a liver cryosection was
stained for DPPIV, cell areas from DPPIV+ clusters and DPPIV− surrounding liver were
laser-captured and used for qRT-PCR analysis (see Supplementary Material & Methods).
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Statistics
Data are reported as mean ± SEM. Significance was analyzed by Student’s t-test or Mann-
Whitney rank sum test with SigmaStat 2.01 software (SPSS Scientific).

RESULTS
Comparison of liver repopulation by transplanted FLSPC into rats of different ages

Previously, we transplanted unfractionated ED14 fetal liver cells into rats at age 2-3 months
(4,5). Interestingly, after transplanting ED14 fetal liver cells into 12 month old rats, we
discovered that the cluster size of transplanted cells is much larger and liver repopulation is
much higher in older compared to younger rats. To determine whether there is a correlation
between the % liver replacement by FLSPC and the age of the host recipient at the time of
cell transplantation, we performed additional cell transplantation studies in older recipients
and compared the liver repopulation with FLSPC transplanted into young rats. Six months
after FLSPC transplantation into 2 month old rats, we obtained 4.5 ± 1.4% replacement of
liver mass (Fig. 1A). In rats of 6 months age at the time of cell transplantation, we observed
a 2.6-fold increase in liver repopulation (11.5 ± 2.8%, Fig. 1B). The average repopulation
was 5-fold higher in 14 month old rats (22.6 ± 6.3%, Fig. 1C) compared to 2 month old
recipients and there was a dramatic increase in cluster size with many cell clusters becoming
confluent and encompassing multiple lobules (Fig. 1C).

To test whether we can infuse high numbers of cells into older rats, we transplanted ~1.5 vs.
~5.0 × 107 fetal liver cells into two 18 month old recipients. Six months after cell
transplantation, we obtained ~25% and ~50% liver repopulation, respectively (Fig. 1D & E).

Expression of cdks, cyclins, and CKIs in fetal and aging liver
Impaired proliferative capability of the aging recipient liver (14,15) could be responsible for
increased hepatic replacement by transplanted FLSPC in older compared to younger
animals. Since cdks are key-molecules in cell proliferation and are regulated by cyclins
(positive-regulators) and CKIs (negative-regulators), we determined their mRNA expression
levels in liver of DPPIV− F344 rats of ages 2 and 14 months. Several members from both
CKI-families have also been used to identify senescent cells (17), which accumulate in
aging tissue. Therefore, we have included liver samples from older rats (age 19 months).

RT-PCR showed that expression of the majority of cdk and cyclin mRNAs was substantially
higher in fetal liver compared to adult liver; however, no changes were found in cdk and
cyclin mRNA expression in rat liver between ages 2, 14, and 19 months (Fig. 2A). No
obvious differences were observed in mRNA expression of cdk4, cyclin D1 and D2 in fetal
and aging liver (Fig. 2A). These data were confirmed by qRT-PCR for selected genes (data
not shown).

In fetal liver, p15INK4b, p16INK4a, p19ARF and p21/CIP1 mRNAs were expressed at low
levels (Fig. 2B). At age 14 and 19 months, p15INK4b and p21/CIP1 expression was increased
substantially (Fig. 2B). These results have been confirmed by qRT-PCR (Fig. 3A). Both
ED14 fetal liver and 2 month old liver showed low levels of p15INK4b mRNA. However,
compared to fetal liver, p15INK4b expression increased by 1.9-, 4.2-, and 9.6-fold in 2, 14,
and 19 month old rats, respectively (Fig. 3A). Similarly, p21/CIP1 mRNA expression
increased progressively up to 14 months; however, no further increase was observed at 19
months (Fig. 3A). In contrast, p16INK4a and p19ARF mRNA expression was unchanged
between 2 and 14 months and became modestly elevated at 19 months (Fig. 3A). Finally,
p18INK4c, p19INK4d, p27/KIP1, and p57/KIP2 mRNA expression was readily detected in
fetal liver and was unchanged in aging liver tissues (Fig. 2B).
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mRNA expression of selected genes in 2 vs. 20 month old hepatocytes
Since regeneration in normal liver is achieved mainly through proliferation of hepatocytes
(12), we subsequently determined whether changes observed in mRNA levels in aging liver
(see Figs. 2B & 3A) were hepatocyte-specific. For this purpose, we isolated hepatocyte
fractions from 2 and 20 month old rat livers and determined the mRNA expression of
p15INK4b, p16INK4a, p19ARF, and p21/CIP1. In 20 month old hepatocytes, we observed a
6.1-fold increased expression of p15INK4b mRNA compared to young hepatocytes (Fig. 3B);
however, no differences were found in p21/CIP1, p16INK4a, and p19ARF expression (Fig.
3B).

Gene expression of TGF-β superfamily members in aging liver
Based on studies reporting that activin A and TGF-β1 are potent regulators of cell
proliferation (21,22) and induce p15INK4b and p21/CIP1 expression in various cell types
(23-26), we analyzed aging liver for activin A and TGF-β1 gene expression. Using RT- &
qRT-PCR, we observed that activin A mRNA increased progressively as rat liver ages (Fig.
4A). Since ED14 rat fetal liver is primarily a hematopoietic organ, we repeated RT-PCR
analysis for activin A mRNA, using highly purified Dlk-1+ FLSPC (Supplementary Fig. 1A;
27) vs. hepatocytes from young adult liver and still observed very low activin A expression
in both fetal liver cell fractions (Dlk-1−/Dlk-1+) compared to adult hepatocytes
(Supplementary Fig. 1B). Western blot analysis for activin A showed a similar expression
pattern at the protein level (Fig. 4B). However, TGF-β1 expression in the liver did not
increase as rats age (Fig. 4A).

Growth-inhibitory effects of activin A in vitro
Since we observed increasing activin A concentrations in aging liver, we performed in vitro
studies to determine whether fetal liver cells and aging hepatocytes are differentially
affected by increasing activin A concentrations . There was a 5 to 7-fold increase in
p15INK4b mRNA in hepatocytes after incubation with 10 and 100 ng/mL activin A (Fig. 4C);
however, no changes were seen in expression of any senescence-related gene in cultured
FLSPC after activin A treatment (Fig. 4C). Using RT-PCR for Ki-67 mRNA expression,
activin A showed no effect on proliferation of cultured FLSPC (Fig. 4D, left). However,
adult hepatocytes (especially hepatocytes isolated from older rats) were clearly proliferation-
inhibited (i.e., exhibited reduced Ki-67 mRNA expression) by increasing activin A
concentrations (Fig. 4D, left). Immunohistochemistry also showed a marked reduction in
Ki-67 expression when 20 month old hepatocytes were cultured in the presence of activin A
(Fig. 4D, middle). Furthermore, 20 month old hepatocytes were 10-fold more sensitive to
inhibition of proliferation by activin A than 2 month old hepatocytes (Fig. 4D, right).

Using custom-made qRT-PCR arrays, we performed pathway analyses in hepatic cells
cultured with 10 ng/mL activin A (see Supplementary Table 2 for complete gene list). Only
one gene was significantly changed in fetal liver cells; however, 50 or 39 genes were down-
or upregulated in 2 or 20 month old hepatocytes (Table 1). Most of these genes were
downregulated and the major pathway affected was cell cycle regulation, in which 23 out of
64 genes tested were downregulated (e.g., cyclins, cdks, cdc6, E2f1, PCNA; Supplementary
Fig. 2). In addition, p53 signaling (with cell cycle arrest as major output) and apoptosis
(most notably anti-apoptotic genes: Birc5, Chek1, Naip2) showed significant changes (Table
1). Within the upregulated genes, most interestingly p15INK4b and Bhlhe40 (DEC1),
recently reported as de novo markers for senescence (17), were upregulated in activin A-
treated hepatocytes.

Finally, we performed RT-PCR and immunohistochemistry to determine expression levels
of activin receptors in FLSPC and adult hepatocytes. Expression of ActR-IIA, ActR-IIB, and

Menthena et al. Page 5

Gastroenterology. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 March 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



ALK-4 was markedly reduced in fetal liver tissue (Fig. 4E) and in isolated FLSPC (Fig. 4F)
compared to adult hepatocytes. Using highly enriched Dlk-1+ FLSPC vs. 2 mo old
hepatocytes, we repeated RT-PCR analysis for ALK-4 mRNA and still observed very low
receptor expression in both fetal liver cell fractions (Dlk-1−/Dlk-1+) (Supplementary Fig.
1B).

Gene expression in FLSPC derived cell clusters vs. surrounding host liver
Using laser-captured tissue samples (Fig. 5A), we compared mRNA expression of selected
genes relevant to activin A/p15INK4b signaling and cell cycling in transplanted cell clusters
vs. surrounding host liver at 6 months after FLSPC cell transplantation into a 14 month old
recipient. Transplanted FLSPC that had expanded into cell clusters during liver repopulation
showed much lower levels of ALK-4 and p15INK4b and increased Ki-67 and cyclin D1
expression compared to surrounding host liver (Fig. 5B).

Apoptosis in transplanted cell clusters and surrounding host parenchyma
We measured the apoptosis rates in both DPPIV+ repopulating clusters and surrounding
DPPIV− host liver, using TUNEL assay, as reported previously (5). In 14 month old rats vs.
2 month old rats, we observed a 3-fold greater level of apoptosis in host cells surrounding
transplanted cell clusters (Table 2). For specific examples of augmented apoptosis in aging
host liver adjacent to FLSPC derived cell clusters, see Supplementary Fig. 3.

DISCUSSION
FLSPC are the only cells identified to date that efficiently repopulate the normal rat liver
after their transplantation. Therefore, this model represents an excellent tool to study novel
cell transplantation strategies and mechanisms necessary for successful tissue replacement.
In the present study, we have made three major observations. First, the level of long-term
tissue repopulation obtained in older rats transplanted with FLSPC is dramatically increased
compared to that observed in younger rats. Second, several CKIs (most importantly
p15INK4b) are elevated in aging rat liver. Third, activin A is significantly increased in aging
rat liver and exerts differential effects on FLSPC and hepatocytes. Furthermore, we have
obtained strong evidence that activin A is a key mediator leading to reduced liver
regenerative capacity. Taken together, these observations provide important insights into the
mechanism(s) through which FLSPC repopulate the recipient liver and more effectively
repopulate the aging liver.

In previous studies, we obtained evidence that a proliferative differential exists between
transplanted FLSPC and young host hepatic cells, causing replacement of host hepatocytes
by FLSPC (5). Subsequently, Pasciu et al. showed that, in contrast to young recipients,
transplanted hepatocytes in old recipients are capable of expanding and they suggested that
this might be due to changes in the tissue microenvironment in older rats (28). In the present
study, we observed that repopulation levels after FLSPC transplantation into older rats far
exceed those obtained in younger rats and we have identified specific changes in the aging
liver microenvironment that are responsible for increased repopulation by transplanted
FLSPC.

During normal liver development, fetal liver cells undergo dramatic changes in their
proliferative activity mediated by cell cycle regulators (29,30). A reduction in mRNA
expression of several cdks and cyclins in 2 month old liver compared to fetal liver (Fig. 2A)
indicates that hepatic cells have entered into a non-proliferative (quiescent) state in the
young liver, which is defined by temporary arrest of cell proliferation (31). Since the
percentage of epithelial liver cells capable of proliferating decreases from 79% in young rats
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to 30% in old rats (15), this suggests that hepatocytes become senescent, which represents a
non-proliferative state characterized by permanent arrest of cell proliferation (32), altered
responsiveness to apoptotic stimuli, morphologic transformation and altered protein
expression (33,34). Telomere attrition has been identified as a critical factor in cellular
senescence (35,36). Telomere-independent senescence has also been reported (17,34) and
can be mediated by CKIs, especially p16INK4a and p21/CIP1, that have been shown to
execute and maintain cell cycle arrest in senescent cells through the INK4a-RB and the
ARF-p53 pathways (37).

In the present study, 3 genes of the CKI families (p15INK4b, p16INK4a, and p21/CIP1) are
expressed at very low levels in ED14 fetal liver and increase in aging liver tissue. The
continued increase of p15INK4b expression during liver aging (Fig. 3) results in
accumulation of senescent cells in aging liver that can lead to progressively reduced
regenerative capacity (38). Although p16INK4a expression was increased after birth
compared to fetal liver, it showed only a modest increase at 19 months compared to 2
months (Fig. 3A), whereas increased repopulation by FLSPC occurred much earlier (i.e., in
rats transplanted at 6 months of age). p21/CIP1 mRNA expression was elevated at 14
months; however, there was no additional increase between 14 and 19 months (Fig. 3A), and
no difference was observed in p21/CIP1 expression with isolated hepatocytes from 20 vs. 2
month old rats (Fig. 3B). Since high expression of CKIs maintains cells in a non-
proliferative state (31), our data suggest that p15INK4b is the major cell cycle regulator
throughout the life span of rats.

Furthermore, activin A is rapidly upregulated in 2 month old compared to fetal liver tissue
and increases progressively in aging liver. Activin A is involved in several physiological
processes, including cell proliferation, differentiation, apoptosis, metabolism and
homeostasis (21). In adult hepatocytes, activin A has been shown to induce growth arrest
and block DNA synthesis (39,40). Our in vitro studies demonstrate 1) that FLSPC are
resistant to growth-inhibitory effects of activin A, resulting from reduced expression of
activin A receptors that are essential for activin A signaling (21). 2) Differentiated
hepatocytes are strongly growth-inhibited by activin A through downregulation of cell
cycle-related genes (Table 1), which is consistent with our finding in vivo that mRNAs for
several cdks and cyclins in 2 month old liver are reduced compared to fetal liver, whereas
activin A expression is increased. 3) Old hepatocytes are 3-fold less proliferative (data not
shown) and more susceptible to induced growth-inhibition than young hepatocytes. This is
due to augmented p15INK4b expression in aging hepatocytes (Fig. 3B), consistent with a
report showing that p15(−/−) MEFs are more rapidly growing and more resistant to growth-
inhibitory effects than wt MEFs (41). 4) Cell cycle arrest in aging hepatocytes, mediated by
increased expression of p15INK4b, is induced by high concentrations of activin A, suggesting
a new mechanism for induced senescence by a secreted protein in the liver (42). Taken
together, these data suggest that resistance of fetal liver cells to activin A-induced growth
inhibition leads to their ability to repopulate the young and more effectively repopulate the
aging host liver, which is progressively impaired in regenerative capacity by augmented
activin A expression.

Although we observed strong evidence that activin A is a key regulator in liver regenerative
capacity, we cannot exclude the possibility that activin A-independent events in aging
recipients contribute to repopulation by transplanted FLSPC. Iakova et al. showed that
reduced proliferative activity in old animals is caused by a switch from C/EBPα mediated
growth arrest to repression of E2F transcription and subsequent block of c-myc induction
(43). Furthermore, reduced expression of FoxM1 contributes to diminished proliferation of
aging hepatocytes associated with a decrease of several M-phase promoting genes (cyclins
A2, B1, and B2, cdc2, cdc25b) (44). Since we observed significant downregulation of these
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cell cycle-related genes in activin A-treated hepatocytes (Table 1), we subsequently
evaluated FoxM1 mRNA expression and observed a 3-fold decrease in activin A-treated
hepatocytes (data not shown), suggesting that activin A is involved in FoxM1 gene
regulation. Furthermore, additional studies are required to determine the role of senescent
non-parenchymal cells in secreting degrative enzymes and growth factors, which could
promote the proliferation of neighboring transplanted FLSPC (34). As we reported
previously, cell competition between more highly proliferative FLSPC and less actively
cycling hepatocytes is coupled with increased apoptosis in host cells (5). In the present
study, we observed a 3-fold higher level of apoptosis in host cells surrounding transplanted
cell clusters after FLSPC transplantation into older compared to younger recipients.
Furthermore, there is strong evidence that activin A is capable of inducing apoptosis in
hepatocytes (45,46) and we observed a strong downregulation of anti-apoptotic genes
(Birc5, Chek1, Naip2) in hepatocytes cultured with activin A (Table 1).

In a recent review (8), it was stressed that cell competition is context-dependent, i.e., it
depends on factors in a given tissue microenvironment that favor expansion of one cell
population over another. In normal quiescent adult liver, most hepatocytes are maintained in
a non-proliferative state (12,13). However, in response to a liver regenerative stimulus,
hepatocytes enter the cell cycle, proliferate rapidly and restore liver mass. Once liver mass
returns to normal, hepatocytes return to quiescence. Activin A is expressed in the normal
adult liver and its expression undoubtedly helps to maintain hepatocytes in a quiescent state.
However, when FLSPC are transplanted into the liver under conditions in which a
regenerative stimulus is also present (e.g., PH), both the transplanted cells and host
hepatocytes proliferate to restore hepatic mass. Once hepatic mass returns to normal, mature
hepatocytes return to quiescence, but transplanted FLSPC continue to proliferate because,
lacking expression of activin receptors, they are resistant to activin A mediated quiescence
signaling. As activin A levels increase during normal liver aging in the rat, this creates a
tissue microenvironment in which there is increased competition between transplanted
FLSPC and host hepatocytes.

Observations made in the present study have broad therapeutic implications. Since life
expectancy has increased significantly in recent years (47), end-stage liver diseases are
becoming more prevalent in the elderly (48). Although, the observed increase in
repopulation by FLSPC in aged rats in the present study needs to be reproduced in humans,
the present work suggests that cell transplantation might be performed more successfully in
elderly patients. In this regard, increased levels of activin A, as well as p15INK4b, have been
reported in human liver diseases, e.g. liver fibrosis and cirrhosis, chronic viral hepatitis,
acute liver failure, non-alcoholic fatty liver disease and hepatocellular carcinoma (49-54).
Therefore, patients with liver diseases under appropriate circumstances might be very good
candidates for therapeutic repopulation by transplanted cells based on the principles of cell
competition.

Recent studies in both rodents and humans suggest that hepatic epithelial stem cells exist in
adult liver (55,56). It would be interesting to determine whether these cells exhibit properties
of fetal liver stem/progenitor cells regarding activin A/p15INK4b signaling and activin
receptor expression and whether these cells also produce long-term liver repopulation after
their transplantation. Ultimately to derive human iPS cells that express these same properties
would represent a most significant advance in the use of human hepatic cells for therapeutic
repopulation.

Supplementary Material
Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1.
Liver repopulation by ED14 fetal liver cells derived from wt DPPIV+ F344 rats transplanted
into mutant DPPIV− F344 rats of different ages in conjunction with two-thirds PH. (A-C)
Examples of liver repopulation showing whole liver sections and selected regions at higher
magnification (×40). Rats were sacrificed 6 months after cell transplantation (~1.5 × 107

cells) into 2 (A), 6 (B), and 14 month old rats (C). (D,E) To test whether we could infuse
high numbers of cells into older rats, we transplanted ~1.5 vs. ~5.0 × 107 fetal liver cells into
two 18 month old recipients. Six months after cell transplantation, ~25% liver repopulation
(D) and ~50% liver repopulation (E) was achieved, respectively.
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Figure 2.
Gene expression of cdks and their regulators in fetal and aging liver. RNA extracts from
pooled ED14 fetal livers (ED14) and liver samples from rats of different ages were analyzed
for mRNA expression. (A) Expression of cdks and cyclins. (B) mRNA expression of CKIs,
consisting of INK4 and CIP/KIP family members. Since several CKIs from both families are
senescence biomarkers, p19ARF (an element of the p16INK4a/ARF locus) was included as an
additional senescence marker. These experiments were performed at least two times.
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Figure 3.
(A) qRT-PCR analysis of selected genes in aging liver. Values are means ± SEM of 4 liver
samples/time point and are expressed as fold differences with respect to fetal liver. The same
tissue specimens, as used in Fig. 1, were used in Fig. 2. (B) qRT-PCR analysis of isolated
hepatocyte fractions derived from 2 and 20 month old rat livers were analyzed for p15INK4b,
p16INK4a, p21/CIP1, and p19ARF expression. Values are means ± SEM of 3 hepatocyte
preparations derived from 20 month old livers and are expressed as fold differences with
respect to 2 month old hepatocyte fractions. One representative experiment for each gene
from at least two replicate experiments is shown.
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Figure 4.
Role of activin A in aging liver. (A) RNA extracts from fetal and aging liver were analyzed
for mRNA expression of βA-, α-, βB-activin/inhibin subunits and TGF-β1 by qRT-PCR.
Values are means ± SEM of 4 liver samples/time point and are expressed as fold differences
with respect to fetal livers. (B) Western blot for activin A in aging liver, using GAPDH as a
loading control. These experiments were repeated. (C) Gene expression in cultured hepatic
cells of different ages after activin A treatment. Fetal liver cells (left panel) and young
(middle) vs. old hepatocytes (right) were incubated with activin A at various concentrations
for 24 hours. Cell RNA extracts were analyzed for mRNA expression using qRT-PCR.
Values are expressed as fold changes with respect to cells cultured w/o activin A. Data
represent the means ± SEM of 3 independent in vitro experiments. (D) Anti-proliferative
effect of activin A on cultured hepatic cells. RNA extracts from fetal and adult hepatocytes
were analyzed for Ki-67 mRNA expression (left panel). One representative analysis out of 2
independent analyses is shown. Using immunohistochemistry for Ki-67 (middle),
proliferative activity of young vs. old hepatocytes with and without activin A treatment was
calculated (right). Values are means ± SEM of % Ki-67+ cells from 5-10 analyzed
microscopic fields and are expressed as fold differences with respect to cultured hepatocytes
in the absence of activin A. One representative analysis out of 2 independent analyses is
shown. (E,F) Activin receptor expression in aging liver. RNA extracts from fetal and adult
liver tissues were analyzed for ActR-IIA, ActR-IIB and ALK-4 mRNA expression (E).
Immunohistochemistry for ActR-IIB and ALK-4 on isolated fetal liver cells and adult
hepatocytes (F). Original magnification ×400.
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Figure 5.
Changes in gene expression between DPPIV+ cell clusters and surrounding DPPIV− host
liver at 6 months after FLSPC transplantation into a 14 month old recipient. After DPPIV
enzymehistochemistry, DPPIV+ cell clusters and surrounding DPPIV− host parenchyma
were laser-captured (A; image for demonstration purposes) and qRT-PCR was performed
using amplified RNA (B). Values are expressed as fold changes in DPPIV+ cell clusters vs.
surrounding DPPIV− tissue.
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Table 2

Apoptotic cells in DPPIV+ clusters vs. surrounding parenchyma in young vs. old rats 6 months after FLSPC
transplantation.

Age of recipients at the time of cell transplantation

2 months 14 months

DPPIV− surrounding parenchyma

 Total cell number analyzed 23028 25489

 TUNEL+ cells 56 178

 % 0.23 ± 0.03A,B 0.71 ± 0.05B,C

DPPIV+ clusters

 Total cell number analyzed 5149 13360

 TUNEL+ cells 4 16

 % 0.06 ± 0.3A 0.13 ± 0.04C

Using TUNEL assay for apoptosis in conjunction with DPPIV immunohistochemistry, 27 or 30 microscopic fields containing DPPIV+ cell clusters
from liver sections of 4 or 3 animals at 6 months after fetal liver cell transplantation into 2 month or 14 month old recipients were examined and the
percentage of apoptotic cells was determined.

A,B,C
P < 0.001 (Mann-Whitney Rank Sum test). Data are presented as mean ± SEM.
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