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Abstract

Cellular senescence is an irreversible arrest of cell growth. Biochemical and morphological
changes occur during cellular senescence, including the formation of a unique cellular morphology
such as flattened cytoplasm. Function of mitochondria, endoplasmic reticulum and lysosomes are
affected resulting in the inhibition of lysosomal and proteosomal pathways. Cellular senescence
can be triggered by a number of factors including, aging, DNA damage, oncogene activation and
oxidative stress. While the molecular mechanism of senescence involves p16 and p53 tumor
suppressor genes and telomere shortening, this review is focused on the mechanism of p16
control. The p16 mediated senescence acts through the retinoblastoma (Rb) pathway inhibiting the
action of the cyclin dependant kinases leading to G1 cell cycle arrest. Rb is maintained in a
hypophosphorylated state resulting in the inhibition of transcription factor E2F1. Regulation of
pl16 expression is complex and involves epigenetic control and multiple transcription factors.
PRCL1 (Pombe repressor complex 1) and PRC2 (Pombe repressor complex 2) proteins and histone
deacetylases play an important role in the promoter hypermethylation for suppressing p16
expression. While transcription factors YY1 and Id1 suppress p16 expression, transcription factors
CTCF, Sp1, and Ets family members activate p16 transcription. Senescence occurs with the
inactivation of suppressor elements leading to the enhanced expression of p16.
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Introduction

Cellular senescence is a state of irreversible cellular arrest involving several cellular
changes. These changes include protein aggregation in endoplasmic reticulum, enlarged and
functionally defective mitochondria and non functional lysosomes (Figure 1) [1, 2]. Levels
of BiP chaperone which is critical for protein folding declines in endoplasmic reticulum [3].
Calnexin, a protein that is responsible for glycosylation in endoplasmic reticulum, has also
been shown to decline significantly during senescence [4, 5]. The SERCA pump is impaired
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resulting in increased cytoplsmic concentrations of calcium and therefore the calcium
storage role of the endoplasmic reticulum is impaired [5, 6]. During senescence, free radical
levels increase and these reactive species damage mitochondria [6]. Structural deterioration
in mitochondria includes loss of cristae, and swelling and destruction of the inner membrane
[7-9]. Aging related senescence also results in increased frequency of mutations in mtDNA
and defective mitochondria leading to various pathological conditions including myopathies
and cardiomyopathies [10, 11]. Autophagy which is a mechanism used by cells to degrade
dysfunctional organelles also decreases in post mitotic cells resulting in the accumulation of
defective mitochondria [12]. Lysosomes accumulate lipofuscin, a brown pigment composed
of insoluble membrane free protein aggregates [13, 14]. Lipofuscin inhibits lysosomal and
proteosomal protein degradation pathways thereby preventing recycling of amino acids.
Additionally, aging negatively impacts the integrity of cell membrane and the free radicals
generated by incomplete oxidation breaks the double bond of cholesterol and unsaturated
fatty acids in the membrane. These molecules are highly toxic to the cell and can lead to
apoptosis and cell death [15, 16]. The level of beta galactosidase in lysosomes increases
significantly in senescent cells and is thus used as an experimental marker. While
senescence is reflected in the phenotypic changes of different organelles, the molecular
mechanism of cellular senescence involves p16 and p53 mediated pathways and telomere
shortening. In the present review, we provide details on the relationship between negative
and positive regulators of p16 driving cell growth or senescence.

P16 and cell cycle control

Progression through cell cycle is dependent on the cell passing through four cell cycle
checkpoints, the G1-S transition, S phase checkpoint, G2 to M transition and the Mitotic
spindle checkpoint. The G1 to S transition is controlled by the p16-Rb pathway. P16 binds
to CDK4/6 inhibiting its kinase activity thereby preventing Rb phosphorylation (Figure 2).
Rb remains associated with transcription factor E2F1 localizing it to the cytoplasm and thus
preventing transcription of E2F1 target genes which are crucial for the G1/S transition. It has
also been shown that premature senescence could be induced by Rb-p16-19Arf proteins in
the presence of E2F activation in a mouse pituitary tumor model [17]. Although the
sustained activation of E2F results in hyper-cell proliferation, cells still undergo senescence.
Here the cell cycle arrest seems to occur through the formation of repressor complexes
between Rb family (pRb, p107, and p130) of pocket proteins and E2F in the nucleus [17,
18]. Rb is therefore an important tumor suppressor gene, and its inactivation in human
tumors through the inhibition of p16 has a positive impact on nuclear reprogramming;
increasing both the number of reprogrammed cells and the kinetics of de-differentiation in
proliferating cells [19]. P16 expression is also regulated by Rb: phosphorylation of Rb
results in increased p16 expression which inhibits CDK4/6 resulting in increased levels of
hypophosphorylated Rb which in turn leads to decreased p16 expression [20]. Although
there is a feedback loop between p16 and Rb, it has been shown that the level of p16
expression does not change appreciably during cell cycle to correlate with the activation
status of Rb [21]. Further, p16 expression is elevated in Rb negative cells indicating other
mechanisms of p16 regulation. In aging, there is increased expression of p16 that is
independent of telomere shortening. In addition, exposure to ionizing radiation or DNA
damaging agents have also been shown to increase expression of p16 resulting in senescence
[22, 23]. Finally, it has been shown that p16/Rb pathway collaborates with the mitogenic
signaling cascade for the induction of ROS (reactive oxygen species) which in turn activates
the protein kinase C delta (PKC delta) [24]. This in turn enhances ROS production resulting
in a positive feedback loop between ROS and PKC delta leading to an irreversible cell cycle
arrest. Thus p16 seems to play an important role in the initiation as well as in the
maintenance of cellular senescence. Control of p16 expression is therefore an important
mechanism for the suppression of senescence.
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PRC (polycomb repressor complex) mediated inhibition of p16 expression

Bmi-1 and

The p16 gene is contained within the locus encompassing the Ink4b/ARF/Ink4a genes on
chromosome 9p21 [25]. Two distinct reading frames are used for the transcription of
pl4ARF (alternate reading frame) and p16 tumor suppressor genes (Figure 3) [26, 27].
While p14ARF is transcribed from exon 1 and exon 2, p16 is transcribed from exon 1o
localized 20 kb downstream of 1B and exons 2 and 3 [28].

Expression of p16 and p14ARF are regulated by promoter hypermethylation through
proteins of the PRC1 and PRC2 complexes. The polycomb group (PcG) of transcriptional
repressor proteins was originally characterized in drosophila as maintenance proteins of
pluripotency [29] [30]. PRC2 functions as an initiator of transcription repression and PRC1
functions as a repressor maintenance complex. Thus the methylation mediated by PRC2 is a
pre-requisite for the binding of PRC1 to the chromatin [31].

The PRC1 complex is comprised of Polycomb (Pc), Posterior sex comb (Psc), Polyhomeotic
(Ph) and Sex combs extra(Sce) [32, 33]. In mammals each category of proteins has
numerous subtypes leading to multiple potential combinations. There are 5 Pc proteins
(CXB2, CBX4, CBX6, CBX7 and CBX8), 6 Psc proteins, one of them being Bmi-1, 3 Ph
proteins (HPH1, HPH2 and HPH3) and 2 Sce proteins (RING1 and RING 2) [34, 35]. The
primary mechanism of transcriptional repression by the PRC1 involves monoubiquination of
histone H2A K119 by histone H2A ubiquitin ligase [36].

The PRC2 complex is composed of 3 core proteins, Ezh2 which mediates trimethylation of
histone H3K27, Eed and Suz12 [37-39]. The SET domain of Ezh2 possesses
methyltransferase activity specific for histone H3K27 [40, 41]. This results in long term
reversible suppression of Ink4a genes p14ARF and p16. In cells that are senescing, Ezh2
levels are decreased leading to decreased levels of H3K27 trimethylation, disassociation of
Bmi-1 from the chromatin and increased transcription of Ink4a genes [42]. Trimethylation of
histone H3 at lysine 9 by PRC2 complex is an irreversible epigenetic modification of the
genome [43] which mediates the binding of the adaptor molecule HP-1 allowing irreversible
binding of PRC1 complex proteins [44].

other transcription factors of PRC1 Complex

Bmi-1 is a polycomb transcription factor and a member of the PRC1 complex that inhibits
senescence by inhibiting transcription of p16. Thus Bmi-1 behaves as an oncogene and is a
marker of tumor stem cells [28, 45]. The ability of Bmi-1 to decrease transcription from the
p16 locus depends on the presence of Ezh2 and other components of the PRC2 complex.
Bmi-1 also mediates the interaction of the Zinc finger protein 277(Zfp 277) with the PRC1
complex. Loss of Zfp277 in mouse embryonic cells results in disassociation of the PcG
proteins from the Ink4a locus leading to an increase in expression of p16 and senescence
[46]. Similarly, deletion of Bmi-1 is associated with increased p16 expression and
retardation of growth. However, deletion of both Bmi-1 and p16 results only in partial cell
growth indicating a requirement for both Bmi-1 and p16 in normal cell growth [47, 48].
Kotake et al [49] showed that the removal of pRb from cells resulted in the loss of histone
H3K27 trimethylation leading to the loss of Bmi-1 recruitment to the p16 locus. Thus pRb is
also shown to be necessary for Bmi-1 function in the transcription repression of p16.

The PRC1 complex containing the Pc protein CXB8, the Psc protein Bmi-1 and 2 Sce
proteins RING 1 and RING2 is the most widely known PRC1 complex to regulate p16
expression [50]. However, studies have shown that PRC1 complex comprised of CXB7 and
Bmi-1 could also regulate p16 expression [51]. Maartens et al [52] suggested that Pc
proteins CXB7 and CXB8 form at least 4 different PRC1 complexes including Bmi-1 and
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Mel18. Knockdown of anyone of these proteins results in derepression of p16 locus and
premature senescence. Bmi-1 and Mel18 are also regulated by USP7 and USPII, ubiquitin
proteases that co-localize with PRC1 complex through interactions with Bmi-1 and Mel18.
Removal of USP7 or USPII results in increased turnover of Bmi-1 and Mel18 proteins, loss
of PRC1 binding to the p16 locus, and increased senescence [52].

Maartens et al also [52] demonstrated that Mel18, CXB7 and CXB8 could bind to the p16
locus indicating repression of p16 by multiple PRC1 complexes. Both in vitro and in vivo
studies have shown that CXB?7 interacts with additional partners including a non coding
antisense RNA, ANRIL, for regulation of p16 [39, 41]. CXB7 has distinct binding sites for
PRC1 proteins and ANRIL RNA and the disruption of the interaction between CXB7 and
ANRIL leads to disruption of the repressor complex [53]. Furthermore, CXB7 interacts with
SUV39H1, SUV39H2, and G9a, histone methyl transferases for the trimethylation of
histone H3K9 which also results in irreversible transcriptional repression of p16 [31, 44,
54-57].

Studies have further shown interdependence between these proteins for binding to the p16
locus. Knockdown of CXB7 results in decreased binding of CXB8 without changes in the
expression level of CXB8. Similarly, reduced expression of Bmi-1 leads to decreased
binding of Mel18 without changes in the level of Mel18 expression. Knockdown of
SUV39H1 reverses the repressor activity of CBX7 indicating a role for H3K9 trimethylation
in the regulation of p16. Similarly, over expression of PRC1 complex proteins decreases p16
expression and delays the onset of senescence [58, 59].

Epigenetic regulators of PRC2 Complex

Polycomblike protein 2 (Pcl2), an associated protein of the PRC2 complex, exhibits
considerable binding to the p16 locus along with other PRC2 core proteins Eed and Suz 12
[56, 57]. Studies have shown that Pcl2 is an important mediator of cellular senescence in
mouse embryonic fibroblasts and that cells that had a deleted Pcl2 gene divide exponentially
compared to the wild type cells. Moreover, ectopic expression of Pcl2 in immortalized cells
results in senescence, confirming the role of Pcl2 as a mediator of cellular senescence. It has
also been speculated that Pcl2 decreases the catalytic activity of the PRC2 complex protein
Ezh2 resulting in decreased histone H3K27 trimethylation [60, 61].

The PRC2 complex is also known to interact with class 1 histone deactylases (HDAC) such
as HDAC 1 [62-64]. Yamaguchi et al [65] showed that knockdown of Ezh2, the H3K27
methyl transferase gene, along with HDAC1 results in a synergistic increase in cell death
indicating a role for both of these gene complexes in the epigenetic regulation of p16 [47,
65] .

Recent studies have shown that SWI/SNF protein complex could counteract PcG mediated
transcription repression [66, 67]. It has been shown that the loss of function of the hSNF5
component of the SWI/SNF chromatin remodeling complex can lead to malignant tumor
formation [68, 69]. On the other hand, overexpression of hSNF5 protein leads to the
disassociation of PRC1 and PRC2 complexes from the p16 locus without affecting the
expression level of these proteins. The increased p16 expression resulting from these
changes is related to the removal of BRG1 ATPase, a central protein of the chromatin
remodeling complex [70].

Jung et al [71] have described two different mechanisms whereby histone deactylases play a
role in transcription repression. They demonstrate that histone deacetylases promote the
disassociation of E2F1 from Rb. E2F1 then binds to the promoter of C-MYC and increases
the levels of this protein which is a positive transcriptional regulator of Bmi-1 (Figure 2).
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The other mechanism involves binding of E2F1 directly to the promoter sequences of the
PRC2 proteins Ezh2 and Suz12 leading to increased transcription of these genes and binding
of Bmi-1 to the p16 locus [71].

Histone deacetylases have also been shown to function directly as inhibitors of transcription,
including that of p16. Feng et al [72] have shown that ZBP-89, a four zink finger
transcription factor plays a central role in the recruitment of HDACs to the p16 promoter.
This results in decreased expression of p16. Furthermore, this repression seems to require
binding of both HDAC1 and ZBP-89 proteins to the p16 locus as knocking down ZBP-89
expression leads to reduced binding of HDACL to the p16 promoter. Additionally,
administration of histone acetyalse inhibitors results in increased HDAC activity and
decreased p16 levels confirming the role of HDACSs in p16 repression. The inhibitory role of
HDAC: is also influenced by transcription factor YY1. It has been suggested that the
increased expression of YY1 results in the increased binding of HDACs 3 and 4 to the p16
promoter for the repression of transcription [73]. In addition to transcription factors, it has
been shown that the replication factor CDC6 recruits polycomb proteins to the origin of
replication for the control of p16 expression [67, 68]. Gonzalez and Serrano [74] have
proposed that an origin of replication is situated close to the regulatory domain of p16 and
during replication CDCE6 is recruited to the origin leading to unwinding of the DNA and
recruitment of PRC1 and PRC2 proteins. Song et al [75] have further demonstrated that
CDCE6 levels are regulated by a feed-back loop between transcription factor MipP130/LIN-9
and p14ARF. MipP130/LIN-9 binds to the CDC6 promoter and increases its transcription
for the repression of p16 locus. P14ARF reverses this effect by translocating Mip130/LIN-9
to the nucleolus for post translational modification and ubiquitination [75]. Sugimoto et al
[76] have also demonstrated that PIWI proteins that have RNAse activity and involved in
RNA maturation play role in regulating p16 expression. Their results show that
overexpression of PIWI like molecule 4, the most ubiquitous of the PIWI proteins, results in
increased methylation of lysine 9 on H3 at the p16 locus. This decreases p16 expression
levels in the cell, inhibiting senescence [76, 77]. Thus various studies demonstrate that the
epigenetic regulation of p16 is a complex process involving a number of transcription
factors and histone deacetylases. Similarly activation of p16 as described below is also a
complex process during cell cycle.

AP1 and other transcription factor mediated activation of p16

AP-1 proteins are transcription factors that are homo or hetero dimers consisting of Jun
proteins c-Jun and Jun B, Jun dimerization partners (JDP1 and JDP2) or ATF proteins that
interact with each other through a leucine zipper motif [78]. There are three sites for AP-1
proteins to bind to the p16 promoter [79]. JDP-2 inhibits recruitment of the PRC-1 and
PRC-2 complexes to the p16 thereby preventing promoter methylation [80]. Ectopic
expression of JDP2 promotes cell differentiation in p16 deficient mouse embryonic cells
confirming the role of JDP2 in p16 transcription activation [81, 82]. In addition, Jun B
activates p16 expression through its inhibitory role on the expression of cyclin D1. Finally,
there is a feed-back loop between c-Jun and p16 where p16 controls c-Jun mediated
repression by inhibiting c-Jun kinase, which is necessary for c-Jun activation [83]. Besides
the promoter region, factors have also been identified that activate p16 expression through
binding to upstream sequences. A chromosomal boundary 2kb upstream of the
transcriptional start site divides the p16 locus into domains characterized by the presence or
absence of epigenetic marks and by the presence of H2A.Z [84]. This functionally diverse
protein, in association with the transcription factor CTCF is shown to inhibit epigenetic
silencing through chromatin remodeling of the p16 locus [85-87]. Deletion of CTCF through
SiIRNA resulted in hypermethylation of the p16 promoter and down regulation of p16
expression. Hence CTCF interaction with the chromosomal boundary is important for the
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maintenance of p16 expression [84]. Another factor involved in p16 activation is p300 that
contains histone acetylase activity and an interaction motif for Sp1 [88, 89]. Wang et al [89]
showed that the interaction between p300 and Sp1 at the p16 locus leads to
hypermethylation of histone H4 and activation p16.

Gan et al [90] demonstrated that the PPAR gamma transcription factor binds to the p16
promoter and that treatment of cells with troglitazone a PPAR gamma agonist, resulted in
increased p16 expression contributing to senescence. In addition, siRNA knockdown of
PPAR gamma decreased the p16 levels in these cells. Moreover, these authors also
demonstrated that dephosphorylation of PPAR gamma results in increased p16 transcription
from the promoter indicating dephosphorylation as a molecular mechanism of control of p16
transcription [90].

Oncogene and stress mediated activation of p16 transcription

Oncogene mediated premature senescence is a tumor suppressor mechanism that has been
well described in the RAS activated MAP kinase pathway [19, 91, 92]. The Ets family of
transcription factors is often activated by the RAS-MAP kinase pathway [93]. Through
reporter assays Ohtani et al [94] have shown that Ets transcription factors, Ets 1 and Ets 2
increase transcription of p16 and addition of activated RAS further enhances transcription of
the p16 gene (Figure 2). 1d1 is a helix loop helix (HLH) transcription factor which inhibits
the activity of Ets transcription factors decreased the transcription of p16. These authors
further show that mutating the binding site on Ets1 for Id1 prevents transcriptional
repression of p16. These results clearly demonstrated an Ets1 dependent pathway for 1d1
inhibition of p16 transcription. Another mechanism of RAS mediated senescence occurs
through the expression of HBP-1 a High mobility group box containing protein 1 that is
homologous to the HMG family of transcription factors [95]. Ectopic HBP-1 expression
raises the level of p16 expression and the degradation of HBP-1 with siRNA results in
decreased expression of p16. Finally, RAS could also promote senescence through the
activation of the H3K27 histone demethylase JMJD3 and down regulation of the methyl
transferase Ezh2 [96].

Oncogene induced senescence seems to go through a two step process. In the initial phase,
as in the early papilloma stage of skin cancer, cells undergo hyper-cell proliferation through
the MAPK/MEK growth signaling pathway [97]. Activation of E2F transcription factors
takes place resulting in increased transcription of DMINTL1, the histone H3 lysine 9 dimethyl
transferase (H3K9 me2). DMNT1 is then involved in enhanced methylation of H3K9 at the
pl6 promoter site. Thus, histone modification and not DNA methlyation seems to be the
cause of repression of the p16 gene by oncogene activation [97]. However with increased
oncogene signaling, as in the late papilloma stage, hyper-cell proliferation leads to DNA
damage and induction of ROS which in turn inhibits DNMT1 expression through the
inhibition of E2F. This results in reduced methylation of H3K9 and derepression of the p16
gene.

In the presence of wild type p53, DNA damage response activates ATM/ATR kinase
pathway for the activation of p53 to induce senescence through the expression of p21 and
apoptosis through the expression of anti-apoptotic proteins [97-99]. Activation of p53 is
therefore an important event in blocking proliferation of the damaged cells that could cause
further DNA damage. When p53 is inactivated as in cancer cells, accumulation of DNA
damage due to hyper-cell proliferation leads to induction of senescence through ROS
mediated p16 expression. These authors therefore suggest that p16 serves as a backup tumor
suppressor gene for p53 and hence is inactivated by homozygous deletion or promoter
hypermethlyation in cancer cells. ROS signaling as described earlier establishes a feedback
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loop with DNA damage response and thus is a mediator of oncogene induced senescence. It
is therefore suggested that ROS plays an important role in the initiation as well as
maintenance of cellular senescence [24]. P38, a mitogen activated protein kinase (MAPK),
plays a role in inducing senescence in response to stress due to reactive oxygen species, UV
light, heat, osmotic stress and growth factors [100, 101]. Activated p38 phosphorylates
transcription factors including ESE-3, a transcription factor that belongs to the Ets family,
leading to an increase in p16 expression [102]. ESE-3 activates transcription of p16 through
a direct binding to the GGAA motif of the p16 promoter and the level of transcription is
similar to that of Ets transcription factors [102].

P16 and aging

Aging is associated with replicative senescence and p16 levels increase with aging in most
mammalian tissues [25, 103]. The levels of p16 in an individual can be predicted by
stochastic model that takes into consideration the subjects’ age [104]. According to this
model, p16 levels exponentially increase with age in a p16 dependent manner and reach a
plateau. As proof of this model, early fibroblasts have low levels of p16 and aging senescing
fibroblasts have significantly increased levels of p16 expression. This model also
demonstrates that increases in p16 levels due to environmental factors such as smoking are
associated with a decrease in p16 degradation and not due to an increase in synthesis [104].

Increased p16 levels in the pancreas during aging inhibit the proliferation of beta cells and
decreases their ability to respond to injury. While the beta cells of the p16 knock-out mice
were able to proliferate in response to injury, beta cells with ectopic expression of p16
showed reduced proliferative response confirming the association between p16 and beta cell
senescence [25, 103, 105, 106]. During aging, the regenerative capacity of the stem cells
also decreases in different tissues including CNS, and hematopoietic cells [107, 108].
Studies in mice have shown that the decreased proliferation of stem cells is due to enhanced
expression of p16 confirming the relationship between p16 expression and stem cell
regeneration [109]. In human studies, investigation into the proliferation of skin and kidney
tissues have confirmed the inverse relationship between p16 and Bmi-1 during aging
indicating the role played by p16 in cellular senescence [48, 109, 110].

P16 and cellular processes in senescence

P16 mediated senescence results in chromatin reorganization which is related to the
repression of genes regulated by transcription factor E2F1 [92, 111]. Chromatin
reorganization in oncogene induced premature senescence is visualized as SAHF
(senescence associated heterochromatin foci), represented by densely stained nuclear DNA
and enriched H3K9 trimethylation [112, 113]. According to these recent publications, SAHF
are rarely seen in fibroblasts undergoing replicative senescence and are not observed in
premalignant lesions containing enhanced p16 expression and other features of senescence.
These studies indicate that SAHF are markers of oncogene activation, are involved in the
restriction of DDR mediated apoptotic response, and are dispensable for cellular senescence
[112, 113]. A major characteristic of senescence and aging is also increased inflammation
and oxidative damage (Figure 1). Experiments show that aging in rats is associated with a
significant increase in reactive oxygen species produced by COX1 and COX2 enzymes
which are involved in prostaglandin synthesis [114]. NFkB is the most important
transcription factor that responds to inflammatory molecular signals [115]. In aging, there is
an increase in the duration of inflammation resulting in increased activation of NFkB which
in turn increases transcription of inflammatory molecules [116]. In addition, aging results in
down regulation of PPARa (Peroxisome proliferator activated receptor o) signaling which
normally functions to negatively modulate NFkB [117]. In senescence, molecules that
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possess anti-inflammatory properties such as macrophage-derived chemotactic factor-I1 are
down regulated while pro-inflammatory and apoptotic signaling pathways such as caspase 3
signaling are up-regulated [118]. Moreover, senescent cells express an increased amount of
secreted proteins such as metalloproteinases, inflammatory cytokines and growth factors
related to NFkB activation [119]. Thus senescence can lead to cellular damages that are
irreversible and prevent growth and differentiation of aging cells.

Relationship between p16 and p53 in senescence

Senescence is also mediated by the p53 pathway leading to G1 arrest of the cell cycle. This
p53 activity is independent of p16 mediated senescence (Figure 2). Here again, senescence
can be induced by DNA damage as in UV irradiation and by enhanced expression of
oncogenes [120, 121]. P14ARF of the Ink4a/p16 locus plays a major role in senescence
through its affect on p53. Mdmz2 is an ubiquitin ligase that recognizes a region in the N
terminus of p53 and hence targets p53 for degradation. P14ARF traps Mdm2 ubiquitin
ligase to the nucleolus preventing p53 ubiquitination. This allows p53 to form a functional
tetramer and activate transcription of p21. Activities of CDK4 and cyclin E dependant
kinase CDK2 are suppressed by p21 resulting in cell cycle arrest at G1/S. There is also a
negative feedback for progression through G1/S by the up-regulated expression of Mdm2.
Here, p14ARF expression is suppressed by E2F1 released from the Rb complex by CDK4
dependent phosphorylation of Rb. Thus p16 and p53 pathways are connected by a feedback
mechanism involving p14ARF and E2F1 [122]. As described earlier, there is evidence in the
literature that p16 might be playing a backup tumor suppressor role for p53 [97, 123]. While
up-regulation of p16 is observed in p53 deficient mouse fibroblasts, re-expression of p53
does not abolish p16 expression but brings it back to the normal level [123]. Further, under
stress induced p53 activation, expression of p16 is not abolished. However in the absence of
p53, p16 level goes up possibly through the up-regulation of Ets1, the positive regulator of
p16 [102]. Finally, in a mouse skin development model, it has been shown that the
expression of p63, a family member of p53, is required for normal skin development
through its control of p16 and p194ARF gene expression [124]. Absence of p63 is
accompanied by abnormal keratinocyte differentiation that is correlated with the enhanced
expression of p16 and p19ARF genes. These studies therefore indicate that p16, p53 and p63
gene activities are interconnected and evolution has developed p16 and p53 mediated
senescence as complementary pathways for the control of human tumor development.

Conclusion

Senescence is an important event in cancer prevention. However, senescence also plays a
major role in aging. It is also suggested that senescent cells release cytokines and
chemokines which could have non-cell autonomous growth activation of neighboring cells
(a paracrine effect). Thus senescence has a positive and a negative role in human growth and
differentiation. Increased expression of p16 tumor suppressor gene leads to senescence and
the cancer cells overcome this effect by inactivating this gene by homozygous deletion or
hypermethylation. Normal cell homeostasis needs to balance the expression of p16 between
growth and differentiation. It has therefore built a complex mechanism for the activation as
well as for the inactivation of p16. While p53 is a gate keeper gene of cell growth playing a
role in growth arrest and DNA repair, p16 plays an important role in preventing
tumorigenesis. In fact inactivation of p16 is the second most mechanism besides the
inactivation of p53 in human tumors. Chemotherapeutic drugs such as cisplatin induce
senescence by enhancing the activities of p16 both in cancer and normal cells resulting in
increased toxicity to normal cells. Therefore, induction of senescence with enhanced
expression of p16 in cancer cells alone will be a valuable therapeutic strategy in cancer
treatment.
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Figure 1.

Molecular mechanism of senescence. Induction of reactive oxygen species (ROS) induces
mitochondrial breakdown as well as double stranded breaks. Activation of p16 and p53
induce growth arrest at G1/S and activation of NFKB leads to increased expression of
cytokines and chemokines. Telomere shortening involved in aging or under stress conditions
could result in double stranded breaks. ROS production as well as aging induced stress
responses could be blocked by sirtuins, NAD dependent protein deacetylases [125].
Aggregates and crystals of denatured proteins (as in B amyloid crystals in Alzeimer’s
disease) are visualized in the endoplasmic reticulum. Lipofuscin (Lf), a brown pigment
consisting of insoluble membrane free protein aggregates, formed due to ROS and stress
inhibits normal autophagy as well as proteosomal pathway of protein recycling machinery.
Calorie restriction (CR) and sirtuins (SIRT) inhibit the effects of ROS and senescence.
Activation — Inhibition
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Figure 2.

Regulation of p16 expression and senescence. Bmi-1 binds to PRC2 (Pombe Repressor
Complex) proteins, which then bind to p16 promoter resulting in methylation and repression
of transcription. Bmi-1 expression is up-regulated by C-MYC which in turn is positively
regulated by the E2F-1 transcription factor. P16 levels are up-regulated by the Ets-1 and
HBP-1 transcription factors. Binding of p16 to Cyclin D1 and cdk4/6 inhibits the cyclin
dependent kinase activity leading to reduced levels of E2F1 released from the Rb. However,
HDAC is involved in the release of E2F1 which in turn could up-regulate p14ARF. Mdm2
activity is then inhibited leading to the activation of p53 and induction of senescence
through p21. RAS mediated senescence is inhibited by phosphorylation at Ser 62 of C-MYC
by cyclin E dependent cdk2. The cyclin E/Cdk2 function however can be abrogated by p53
induced p21 protein. Cisplatin induced senescence is mediated by the activation of nuclear
pl16 and p53 proteins. === Activation — Inhibition
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Figure 3.

Transcriptional regulation of p16/p14ARF by PRC1 and PRC2 complexes. A) Binding of
PRC1 and PRC2 complex proteins to the p16/p14ARF promoter results in formation of
heterochromatin leading to suppression of transcription. Release of these factors results in
the formation of euchromatin and transcription of p16/p14ARF genes. B) Locus of p16/
pl4ARF genes showing exons involved in alternate splicing. Promoter regions are shown in
red. The map is not drawn to scale.
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