
Fluorine-Containing Taxoid Anticancer Agents and Their Tumor-
Targeted Drug Delivery

Joshua Seitz1, Jacob G. Vineberg1, Edison S. Zuniga1, and Iwao Ojima1,2,*

1Department of Chemistry, State University of New York at Stony Brook, Stony Brook, NY,
11794-3400
2Institute of Chemical Biology & Drug Discovery, State University of New York at Stony Brook,
Stony Brook, NY, 11794-3400

Abstract
A long-standing problem of conventional chemotherapy is the lack of tumor-specific treatments.
Traditional chemotherapy relies on the premise that rapidly proliferating cancer cells are more
likely to be killed by a cytotoxic agent. In reality, however, cytotoxic agents have very little or no
specificity, which leads to systemic toxicity, causing undesirable severe side effects.
Consequently, various “molecularly targeted cancer therapies” have been developed for use in
specific cancers, including tumor-targeting drug delivery systems. In general, such a drug delivery
system consists of a tumor recognition moiety and a cytotoxic “warhead” connected through a
“smart” linker to form a conjugate. When a multi-functionalized nanomaterial is used as the
vehicle, a “Trojan Horse” approach can be used for mass delivery of cytotoxic “warheads” to
maximize the efficacy. Exploitation of the special properties of fluorine has proven successful in
the development of new and effective biochemical tools as well as therapeutic agents. Fluorinated
congeners can also serve as excellent probes for the investigation of biochemical
mechanisms. 19F-NMR can provide unique and powerful tools for mechanistic investigations in
chemical biology. This account presents our recent progress, in perspective, on the molecular
approaches to the design and development of novel tumor-targeted drug delivery systems for new
generation chemotherapy by exploiting the unique nature of fluorine.
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1. Introduction
Cancer is one of the most challenging diseases to fight against in spite of tremendous
amounts of clinical and basic research over the decades. Conventional chemotherapy relies
on the premise that rapidly proliferating tumor cells are more likely to be destroyed by
cytotoxic agents than normal cells. In reality, however, these cytotoxic agents have little or
no specificity, which leads to systemic toxicity causing undesirable side effects.
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Accordingly, the development of tumor-specific drug delivery systems for anticancer agents,
differentiating the normal and cancer cells or tissues, is an urgent need to dramatically
improve the efficacy of cancer chemotherapy. Various drug delivery systems have been
studied over the past few decades to address this problem [1]. Rapidly growing cancer cells
overexpress tumor-specific receptors to enhance the uptake of nutrients and vitamins. These
receptors can be used as targets for cancer cell – specific delivery of cytotoxic agents
through receptor-mediated endocytosis. Furthermore, the characteristic physiology of tumor
and cancer cells can be exploited to selectively accumulate and release a cytotoxic agent
inside these cells. Monoclonal antibodies, polyunsaturated fatty acids, folic acid, biotin,
aptamers, transferrin, oligopeptides, and hyaluronic acid, for example, have been employed
as tumor-specific “guiding modules” to construct tumor-targeting drug conjugates [1–6].

In general, tumor-targeted drug delivery systems consist of a tumor-targeting module (TTM)
connected to a cytotoxic “warhead” directly or through a suitable “smart” linker (Fig. 1).
This drug conjugate should be stable in blood circulation to minimize systemic toxicity and
should be effectively internalized inside the target tumor cells. Upon internalization, the
drug conjugate should efficiently release the cytotoxic agent without loss of potency [1, 6–
9].

Fluorine-containing anticancer agents can certainly serve as potent “warheads” for the
“guided molecular missiles”. In addition, fluorine can be strategically incorporated to create
novel biochemical tools that facilitate the development of such tumor-targeted drug
conjugates [7]. For example, since the fluorine nucleus is virtually non-existent in biological
systems, 19F NMR can provide techniques to directly observe time-dependent processes in
complex biological systems [10]. As 18F is a common radioisotope used for positron
emission tomography (PET) imaging, selective fluorination for biodistribution studies has
found extensive use in diagnostic applications [11–13].

We describe here a progress report of our research on the strategic incorporation of
fluorine(s) for the development of taxoid-based tumor-targeted drug delivery systems in
perspective. Through rational design, the unique properties of fluorine has been exploited to
increase the potency and metabolic stability of taxoid anticancer agents as potent
“warheads”, to validate linker release mechanisms, and to construct PET tracers to assess the
biodistribution and efficacy of tumor-targeted drug conjugates.

2. New Generation Taxoids, including Fluorotaxoids, as “Warhead”
Paclitaxel (Taxol®) and docetaxel (a “taxoid”) (Fig. 2) have become two of the most
important chemotherapeutic agents, which were approved for use in non-small cell lung
cancer (NSCLC), breast cancer, advanced ovarian cancer, hormone-refractory prostate
cancer, advanced gastric cancer, head and neck cancer, and Kaposi’s sarcoma [14]. In many
of these indications, a taxane is combined with one or more additional anticancer agents,
including prednisone, doxorubicin, cyclophosphamide, cis-platin, and 5-fluorouracil.
Recently, another taxoid, cabazitaxel (Fig. 2), has been approved by the FDA in
combination with prednisone as a second-line treatment for hormone-refractory prostate
cancer [15]. In addition to these FDA-approved drugs, a number of novel taxoids are in
various stages of clinical and preclinical development.

In spite of the significant impact that these drugs have made on cancer chemotherapy, the
utility of these drugs is limited due to their susceptibility to multidrug resistance (MDR) and
lack of tumor specificity. Albeit effective against many solid tumors, these drugs exhibit
little to no efficacy against melanoma, colon, pancreatic and renal cancers [16]. Human
colon carcinoma is intrinsically multidrug-resistant, as it overexpresses ATP-binding
cassette transporter proteins, such as the P-glyocoprotein (Pgp) [17]. The Pgp binds
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hydrophobic molecules, including paclitaxel and docetaxel, and acts as an efflux pump that
effectively removes these drugs from the cell, reducing their intracellular concentration and
conferring MDR [18]. Through extensive structural-activity relationship (SAR) studies, we
have developed a series of highly potent new generation taxoids, including fluorine-
containing taxoids, “fluorotaxoids” [19–24]. Many of these taxoids exhibit improved
activity in drug-sensitive cell lines as well as increases in potency of two to three orders of
magnitude against drug-resistant cell lines in vitro [19–21].

2.1. 3′-Difluoromethyltaxoids and 3′-trifluoromethyltaxoids
In the course of our extensive SAR studies of the taxoid anticancer agents, we have
synthesized a good number of fluorotaxoids by means of the β-lactam synthon method to
investigate the effects of fluorine on cytotoxicity and metabolic stability [25–27]. Along this
line, new generation taxoids possessing difluoromethyl and trifluoromethyl groups at the 3′-
position were synthesized and their biological activity evaluated [22, 28]. The cytotoxicity
of selected fluorotaxoids in vitro against various cancer cell lines is shown in Table 1. These
fluorotaxoids possess substantially higher potencies than those of paclitaxel and docetaxel
against drug-sensitive cancer cell lines and their potency against multidrug-resistant cell
lines is more impressive (two orders of magnitude more potent than paclitaxel in average).
The potency of 3′-CF2H-taxoids against MCF7-S and LCC6-WT appears to be higher and
more uniform with different substitution patterns as compared to that of 3′-CF3-taxoids. On
the contrary, 3′-CF3-taxoids exhibit more uniform potency against multidrug-resistant
MCF7-R and LCC6-MDR cell lines than 3′-CF2H-taxoids. At any rate, it is clear that these
new generation fluorotaxoids can serve as potent “warheads” for tumor-targeted drug
conjugates.

2.2. 3′-Difluorovinyltaxoids
The metabolism study of 2nd-generation taxoids that bear a 3′-isobutenyl group has revealed
that these taxoids are primarily hydroxylated by CYP3A4 at the allylic methyl groups (Fig.
3) [29]. Thus, in order to prevent this allylic hydroxylation a difluorovinyl group has been
strategically introduced in lieu of the 3′-isobutenyl group [23]. A series of novel 3′-
difluorovinyltaxoids were synthesized through the Ojima-Holton coupling of 4-
difluorovinyl-β-lactam with various 2,10-modified baccatins (Scheme 1) [23].

In our recent study on the metabolic stability of difluorovinyltaxoids against P-450 family
enzymes, almost no appreciable metabolites were detected [30]. The results suggests that not
only the metabolism at C3′ is effectively blocked, but also oxidative metabolism on other
parts of the taxoid molecule, including the C3′N-t-Boc and C6 methylene moieties, which
are major metabolism sites for docetaxel and paclitaxel [31–33], is suppressed [30]. Thus,
our strategic incorporation of a difluorovinyl group in place of an isobutenyl group at C3′
has been proven to be successful in blocking the observed metabolism of the isobutenyl
moiety in 2nd-generation taxoids (see Fig. 3).

3′-Difluorovinyltaxoids exhibit impressive activities in vitro. These taxoids initiate
apoptosis primarily via the activation of caspases 2, 8 and 9 [34]. As Table 2 shows, 3′-
difluorovinyltaxoids exhibit one order of magnitude and up to three orders of magnitude
higher potency as compared to that of paclitaxel against drug-sensitive and drug-resistant
cancer cell lines, respectively. Thus, with their very high potency and metabolic stability,
novel 3′-difluorovinyltaxoids are excellent choices for “warheads” in tumor-targeted drug
delivery systems.
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2.3. Remarkable activities of 2nd-generation taxoids and 3′-difluorovinyltaxoids against
cancer stem cells (CSCs)

Second-generation taxoid, SB-T-1214, has demonstrated remarkable efficacy in drug-
resistant cancers both in vitro and in vivo. SB-T-1214 was found to exhibit excellent activity
against spheroids derived from highly drug-resistant cancer stem cells (CSCs) [35]. As
CSCs are believed to be responsible for tumor reoccurrence and metastasis [36], this finding
is quite significant. A fluorotaxoid, SB-T-12854, was also found to be highly potent against
CSC-enriched HCT-116 human colon cancer cells. Comparison of potencies between
conventional anticancer drugs and new generation taxoids is exemplified in Table 3 [37].
The ability of new generation taxoids such as SB-T-1214 and SB-T-12854 to critically
damage CSC populations clearly indicates the merit in the use of these taxoids as
“warheads” for tumor-targeted drug delivery systems.

3. Polyunsaturated fatty acid (PUFA)-taxoid conjugates
Polyunsaturated fatty acids, most notably omega-3 PUFAs such as docosahexaenoic acid
(DHA), α-linolenic acid (LNA) and eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA), are essential nutrients
found in vegetable oils, cold-water fish and meat [38]. They are readily incorporated into
cellular membranes, catabolized as an energy resource, and produce metabolites that act as
signaling molecules, modulating various intracellular processes ranging from inflammatory
response to cellular proliferation [39]. Compared to normal tissues, the intake of PUFAs by
tumor tissue is significantly enhanced, as demonstrated by a single-arterial perfusion study
[40]. PUFAs are readily bound by human serum albumin (HSA) and drug conjugation to
PUFAs greatly alters the PK profile of the parent compound, leading to tumor-selective
accumulation of the drug conjugate [41]. Currently, a number of PUFA-drug conjugates are
undergoing preclinical and clinical evaluations [42].

HSA is the most abundant blood plasma protein and the primary carrier for PUFAs in vivo
[43]. It has been demonstrated that conjugation of drugs to PUFAs enhances plasma protein
binding relative to the parent drug [44]. DHA-paclitaxel (Taxoprexin®), a PUFA-drug
conjugate currently in a Phase III clinical trial for metastatic melanoma, has been shown to
exhibit greater HSA binding, leading to improved PK parameters such as longer half-life
and smaller volume of distribution [41, 44]. Tumor-selective accumulation of the drug
conjugate has been observed, resulting in a wider therapeutic window [41]. This is likely
attributed to the enhanced permeability and retention (EPR) effect based on the nano size of
the HSA-DHA-drug complex as well as the enhancement of tumor-selective transcytosis
[45] based on efficient binding of HSA to gp60 overexpressed at the interface of blood
vessel and tumor [46]. The latter effect is similar to that demonstrated by Abraxane® [47],
FDA-approved paclitaxel-HSA nanoparticle formulation [48].

Although DHA-paclitaxel has demonstrated good clinical promise, it uses paclitaxel as the
“warhead”, and therefore is subject to all of the limitations mentioned above, regarding
paclitaxel treatment and drug resistance. As new generation taxoids and fluorotaxoids
possess up to three orders of magnitude greater potency than paclitaxel against drug-
resistant cancer cell lines, PUFA conjugates of these taxoids are not likely to suffer from the
same drawbacks. Thus, DHA and LNA conjugates of these taxoids have been synthesized
and assayed in vivo, of which several have demonstrated outstanding preclinical results [49].
For example, SCID mice bearing DLD-1 colon cancer xenografts were treated with DHA-
SB-T-1214, resulting in complete tumor remission for over 190 days in all five mice tested
[49]. DHA-SB-T-1214 is currently undergoing extensive late-stage preclinical evaluation
and an Investigational New Drug application will be filed to the US FDA in the near future.
Since 3′-difluorovinyltaxoids exhibit even greater potency than SB-T-1214 and much higher
metabolic stability, DHA and LNA conjugates of SB-T-12854 (Fig. 4) have been
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synthesized to exploit these favorable properties, and their efficacy in vivo is currently under
active investigation. A preliminary in vivo efficacy study on LNA-SB-T-12854 against
highly metastatic MX-1 human breast tumor xenograft in nude mice has shown promising
results, wherein complete eradication of tumor was achieved using q7d x n regimen at 7.5
mg/kg/dose. The results will be published elsewhere.

4. Self-immolative disulfide linkers for tumor-targeted drug delivery
Cleavable disulfide linkers have been widely employed in the development of targeted drug
conjugates, including those bearing vitamins and mAbs as TTMs [50, 51]. As the
concentration of glutathione (GSH) is three orders of magnitude lower in the blood stream
than cancer tissues, disulfide linkers are relatively stable in circulation, yet readily cleave
upon internalization of the conjugate [52]. Previously, we synthesized anti-EGFR mAb-
taxoid conjugates, bearing an aliphatic disulfide linker, formed via thiol-disulfide exchange
reaction between mAb-SH and the methyldisulfanylpropanoyl group at C10 of a 2nd-
generation taxoid [53]. These conjugates showed excellent selectivity in vitro and
remarkable antitumor activity in vivo against A431 human squamous tumor xenografts in
SCID mice, resulting in eradication of the tumor without appreciable systemic toxicity [53].
However, the modification at C10 of the taxoid resulted in 8-fold loss of potency relative to
the parent taxoid [53]. Accordingly, the 2nd-generation self-immolative linker system was
designed and developed to allow the release of the unmodified taxoid with uncompromised
potency.

The 2nd-generation disulfide linker system contains a strategically incorporated
phenylacetate moiety adjacent to the disulfide bond that undergoes a thiolactonization to
release a drug via cleavage of the disulfide linkage (Fig. 5). First, the attack of an
intracellular free thiol such as GSH on the disulfide bond results in the formation of an
intermediate thiophenolate or sulfhydrylphenyl group. This species rapidly undergoes an
intramolecular nucleophillic attack on the ester group, resulting in ring closure and drug
release. The validity of this self-immolative drug-release mechanism has been proven in a
model system using fluorine-labeling and monitoring by 19F NMR spectroscopy (Fig. 6) [7],
as well as in a real system with cancer cells using fluorescence-labeling and confocal
fluorescence microscopy (CFM) [9]. These self-immolative disulfide linkers have been
successfully incorporated to various tumor-targeting drug conjugates and their efficacy
evaluated in cancer cells [8, 9, 54].

5. Vitamins as Tumor-Targeting Modules
Vitamins are essential for the growth and development of all living cells, but cancer cells
depend on certain vitamins, such as those essential for cell division, to sustain their rapid
growth. Receptors for these vitamins, including those for folic acid (vitamin M, vitamin B9),
biotin (vitamin H, vitamin B7, coenzyme R) and vitamin B12, are overexpressed on the
cancer cell surface, providing useful targets for tumor-targeted drug delivery [55]. Biotin is a
water-soluble vitamin, which serves as a coenzyme for five biotin-dependent carboxylases
and plays a significant role in epigenetic regulation, fatty acid synthesis, energy production
and the metabolism of fats and amino acids [56, 57]. Biotin receptors had not been studied
until 2004 when vitamin receptor-targeted rhodamine polymers indicated that receptors for
biotin were even more overexpressed on the surface of cancer cells than those for folic acid
and vitamin B12 [55]. Thus, the biotin receptor has emerged as a novel target for tumor-
targeted drug delivery in addition to the well-established folate receptors.

Fig. 7 illustrates a general mechanism for the internalization of a tumor-targeting drug
conjugate through receptor-mediated endocytosis (RME), drug release, and the binding of
the released drug to the target protein (taxoid binds microtubules) [8]. The course of events
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for taxoid conjugates bearing a vitamin as the tumor-targeting module is as follows: The
vitamin moiety binds to its cell-surface receptor, initiating a signaling cascade and an
invagination of the membrane. The drug conjugate is internalized to form intracellular
vesicles, which fuse with the early endosome. The highly reducing environment and
abundance of GSH would cleave the disulfide linker, initiating thiolactonization and drug
release. The released taxoid binds the microtubule target to exert its cytotoxic effect.

The cellular internalization via RME, drug release via disulfide bond cleavage and binding
of the released taxoid “warhead” to microtubules were validated by CFM analysis of three
fluorescent probes, i.e., (a) biotin-FITC conjugate, (b) biotin-linker-coumarin conjugate and
(c) biotin-linker-taxoid(fluorescein) [6, 9, 54]. Also, the internalization of a fluorescently
labeled taxoid was quantified by fluorescence activated cell sorting (FACS) flow cytometry
[6, 9, 54]. In addition, biotin-linker-taxoid conjugate was synthesized and assayed in vitro
against L1210 (mouse lymphocytic leukemia), L1210FR (folate and biotin receptors
overexpressed L1210 leukemia) and WI38 (normal human lung fibroblastoma) cells to
examine the efficacy of the biomarker-specific targeting of the conjugate [6, 9, 54]. The
IC50 values of the conjugate (taxoid = SB-T-1214) against L1210FR, L1210 and WI38 cell
lines were 8.80 nM, 522 nM and 570 nM, respectively. The results clearly indicate the high
biomarker-specificity of the drug conjugate, which is consistent with the RME-based
internalization and drug release observed by CFM and flow cytometry using fluorescent
probes. Accordingly, this tumor-targeted drug delivery system bearing a vitamin as the
tumor-targeting module is ready to utilize highly potent fluorotaxoids as “warheads”.

5.1. Vitamin-linker-taxoid drug conjugates with fluorine probes
Besides introducing highly potent fluorotaxoids as “warhead” into the vitamin-linker-taxoid
conjugates, we have launched the exploration of “fluorine probes” for the assessment of
plasma stability of those conjugates as well as monitoring of drug release using 19F NMR
analysis. Since the background level of 19F is virtually negligible in multi-component
biological media, including blood plasma, cells and tissues, this technique may provide a
powerful tool to investigate the behavior of drug conjugates in biological systems. Thus, we
set out to synthesize biotin-linker-taxoid conjugates bearing two strategically placed fluorine
atoms or groups (Fig. 8). First, we synthesized a conjugate with two fluorine atoms, one in
the linker and the other at the 3-position of the C2-benzoate (Fig. 8: X = F, R = isobutenyl,
R1 = cyclopropyl). The stability of the conjugate in various biological media is currently
being investigated using time-dependent 19F NMR. Usually, such stability assessment is
performed by using HPLC or LC-MS analyses. However, often there are many overlapping
substances in the chromatograms of biological systems, which hamper accurate analysis. We
will also explore 19F NMR analysis in living cells. Of course, the limitation of 19F NMR, in
turn, is the sensitivity, and thus the use of a high field instrument (>600 MHz) is necessary.

5.3. Vitamin-linker-taxoid conjugates bearing an imaging arm for PET analysis
As a part of our approach to developing taxoid-based novel “theranostics”, i.e. combination
of diagnostics and therapy, we designed vitamin-linker-taxoid conjugates bearing an
imaging arm for PET analysis (Fig. 9). In this novel drug conjugate, a vitamin TTM and
taxoid “warhead” are linked via a 1,3,5-triazine splitter with a water-solubilizing triethylene
glycol (PEG3) spacer and a self-immolative disulfide linker. The imaging arm is attached to
the triazine splitter using click chemistry. The 18F-(PEG3)- moiety can be introduced either
through the click reaction of 18F-(PEG3)-N3 with the propargylamino-triazine conjugate
or 18F fluorination of the MsO-(PEG3)-triazole, linked to the triazine splitter in the drug
conjugate, with BuN18F. For a feasibility study, we have successfully synthesized a
prototype conjugate with a 19F-(PEG3)-arm, using biotin as TTM and SB-T-1214 as
“warhead”. The corresponding “hot” chemistry experiment will be performed in
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collaboration with Dr. Joanna Fowler’s laboratory at the Brookhaven National Laboratory,
shortly. Results of this radio-synthesis and biodistribution analysis of the tumor-targeting
drug conjugate in real-time will be reported elsewhere. Again, fluorotaxoids would serve as
powerful “warheads” for these “theranostics”, as well.

6. Nano-Scale Drug Delivery Scaffolds
6.1. Single-walled carbon nanotubes as vehicles for “Trojan Horse” tumor-targeted drug
delivery

Carbon nanotubes have emerged as an efficient tool for transporting and delivering
cytotoxic agents [58, 59]. Since functionalized carbon nanotubes (f-CNTs) have displayed
low toxicity and are non-immunogenic, these drug delivery systems have been employed as
an alternative delivery protocol in targeted chemotherapy. Single-walled carbon nanotubes
(SWNTs) functionalized with vitamins as TTM provide a nano-scale and biocompatible
platform for tumor-targeted drug delivery. Thus, we designed and synthesized a novel
biotin-SWNT-linker-taxoid(fluorescein) conjugate 1 (Fig. 10) to investigate the mass-
delivery of payloads to cancer cells, wherein the enhancement of internalization via RME
was also expected through multivalent binding of TTM to the vitamin receptors [54].

The internalization via RME, drug release and binding to the target protein (i.e.,
microtubules) of fluorescein-labeled biotin-SWNT-taxoid conjugate 1 were verified using
CFM (Fig. 10) and FACS analysis of L1210FR cells. The results were fully consistent with
those for the biotin-linker-taxoid(fluorescein) conjugate mentioned above. The cytotoxicity
assay of the conjugate 1 against L1210FR, L1210 and WI38 cell lines (IC50 0.36, >50, and
>50 μg/mL respectively) has revealed excellent biomarker-specificity and substantially
enhanced potency attributed to mass delivery of the taxoid “warheads” inside the cancer
cells [54], assuring the merit of the “Trojan Horse” strategy in tumor-targeting drug
delivery. This nano-scale drug delivery system is attractive for the tumor-specific delivery of
highly potent fluorotaxoids. In addition to the use of a fluorotaxoid as “warhead”, we plan to
investigate possible monitoring of the drug release by 19F NMR, using a fluorine-containing
self-immolative disulfide linker, mentioned above, wherein an unmodified “warhead” is
used instead of fluorescein-tethered taxoid or fluorotaxoid (Fig. 11).

6.2. Asymmetric bowtie dendrimers as vehicles for tumor-targeted drug delivery
Dendrimers are monodisperse, branched polymers with a defined architecture originating
from a central core. The high density of surface functional groups allows for polyvalent
conjugation of TTMs, drugs, and tracers, making dendrimers attractive candidates for
tumor-targeted drug delivery [60]. Recently, an orthogonal diblock strategy for the
generation of asymmetric bowtie dendrimers with a polyamido(amine) (PAMAM) backbone
and a cystamine core has been developed in our laboratory as well as by others [61]. First,
two dendrimers are fully functionalized with TTMs as well as drugs and/or imaging agents.
Second, each dendrimer is reductively cleaved to produce two half dendrons that can be
asymmetrically joined via a bis-maleimido spacer. This synthetic approach offers the unique
advantage of selective modification and quantification of TTMs, drugs, and tracers on each
half-dendron prior to coupling. Therefore, this strategy can be adapted to produce tumor-
targeting nano-scale drug conjugates with well-defined drug loading and enhanced tumor
specificity.

We have designed a novel asymmetric bowtie dendrimer scaffold 3, bearing a 1,3,5-triazine
splitter in the bis-malenimide linker module to introduce an imaging module (Fig. 12). We
set out to construct a prototype dendrimer conjugate wherein the vitamin TTM is biotin, the
“warhead” is fluorotaxoid SB-T-12854, and the imaging module is fluorine (19F for cold
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material and 18F for PET). In this prototype, an asymmetric bow-tie dendrimer, consisting of
the G3 and G1 PAMAM dendrons, is used. The G3 dendron allows the conjugation of 16
biotin molecules, while the G1 dendron holds 4 taxoids. We have successfully synthesized
key components and the final assembly to the designed conjugate is in progress. Synthesis
and evaluation of this dendrimer-based tumor-targeted drug delivery system will be reported
in due course.

7. Concluding Remarks
Tumor-targeted drug delivery systems have been successfully designed and constructed.
These novel drug conjugates consist of tumor-targeting modules, mechanism-based self-
immolative disulfide linkers and “warheads”. For the “warheads”, highly potent
fluorotaxoids with excellent metabolic stability have been designed and developed in
addition to new generation taxoids. The omega-3 PUFA–taxoid conjugates and mAb-taxoid
conjugates have exhibited remarkable efficacy against human tumor xenografts in animal
models with minimal systemic toxicity. Fluorotaxoids are obviously highly potent
“warheads” for these tumor-targeting drug conjugates. CFM studies using fluorescent and
fluorogenic probes have unambiguously confirmed the designed internalization of drug-
conjugates via RME and drug release via glutathione-triggered self-immolation of the
disulfide linker. In addition to these fluorescence-based probes, we have been exploring the
potential of “fluorine probe” approach based on 19F NMR as well as 18F-tracer for PET
analysis. The use of multi-functionalized SWNTs as a drug delivery system bearing
multiple-“warheads” and multiple-targeting modules has shown highly promising results on
the benefit of mass-delivery (“Trojan Horse” strategy) of anticancer drug molecules to
cancer cells with high specificity. For this nano-scale drug delivery system, we have been
introducing fluorotaxoids as well as exploring the “fluorine probe” for monitoring drug
release by 19F NMR. We have also been constructing another nano-sacle drug delivery
system based on asymmetric bowtie PAMAM dendrimers, bearing an imaging module,
including 18F tracer for PET. Our future efforts will be concentrated on the design and
synthesis of “tailor made nano-medicines”, consisting of a well-defined vehicle, multiple
targeting modules (including dual targeting molecules), self-immolative smart linkers,
highly potent cytotoxic “warheads” (e.g., fluorotaxoids), and imaging modules (for MRI,
PET, fluorescence imaging and 19F NMR), which would enable us to perform diagnostics
and therapy in the real time.
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Highlights for review

• A series of 3′-difluoromethyltaxoids and 3′-trifluoromethyltaxoids C10
modifications as well as those with C2 and C10 modifications were synthesized,
which exhibit substantially higher potencies than those of paclitaxel and
docetaxel, especially against multidrug-resistant cell lines (two orders of
magnitude more potent than paclitaxel in average).

• 3′-Difluorovinyl taxoids exhibit several to 16 times better activity against
MCF7, HT-29 and PANC-1 cell lines and up to three orders of magnitude
higher potency against multi-drug resistant NCI/ADR cell line as compared to
paclitaxel.

• Those highly potent novel 3′-Rf-taxoids (Rf = CF2H, CF3, CH=CF2) serve as
excellent “warheads” in the tumor-targeted drug delivery systems.

• Vitamin-linker-drug conjugates bearing a self-immolative disulfide linker have
been designed and developed. Using fluorescent probes, the receptor-mediated
endocytosis, drug release and drug binding to the target protein (microtubules)
have been verified by confocal fluorescence microscopy (CFM) and flow
cytometry. This is an excellent system to incorporate a fluorotaxoid as
“warhead”.

• Nano-scale tumor-targeted drug delivery systems based on single-walled carbon
nanotubes (SWNTs) as well as asymmetric bowtie PAMAM dendrimers have
been designed and developed. Highly potent fluorotaxoids serve as excellent
“warheads” for these “Trojan Horse” molecular missiles. Those drug delivery
systems, bearing 18F PET tracer module as well as 19F fluorine probe for 19F
NMR analysis for drug release, have been designed and prototype conjugates
synthesized.
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Fig. 1.
General structures of tumor-targeted drug delivery systems
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Fig. 2.
Paclitaxel, docetaxel and cabazitaxel
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Fig. 3.
Primary sites of hydroxylation on the second-generation taxoids by the P450 family of
enzyme (CYP 3A4)
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Fig. 4.
Omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acid – fluorotaxoid conjugates
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Fig. 5.
Second-generation self-immolative disulfide linker
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Fig. 6.
Time-dependent monitoring of disulfide cleavage and thiolactonization by 19F NMR in a
model system [Adapted from Ref. 7]
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Fig. 7.
Schematic representation of the RME of a drug conjugate, drug release and drug-binding to
the target protein [adapted from Ref. 9].
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Fig. 8.
Fluorine-labeled vitamin-linker-drug conjugate that can be used to monitor the drug release
by 19F NMR
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Fig. 9.
Vitamin-linker-taxoid conjugates bearing an imaging arm for PET analysis
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Fig. 10.
Novel SWNT-based “Trojan Horse” guided molecular missile 1 and the CFM images of
L1210FR cells treated with 1 incubated (A) before and (B) after the addition of GSH-ethyl
ester. Image B clearly highlights the presence of fluorescent microtubule networks in the
living cells generated by the binding of SB-T-1214-fluorescein upon cleavage of the
disulfide bond in the linker by either GSH or GSH-ethyl ester. [CFM images were adapted
from Ref.{Chen, 2008 #5}]
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Fig. 11.
Novel SWNT-based “Trojan Horse” guided molecular missile 2, bearing a fluorine probe
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Fig. 12.
Tumor-targeted drug delivery system based on an asymmetric bowtie PAMAM dendrimer
designed for the targeted delivery of new generation taxoids, bearing an imaging arm
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Scheme 1.
Synthesis of 3′-difluorovinyl-taxoids through the Ojima-Holton coupling
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Table 3

Preliminary cytotoxicity (IC50 nM) data for standard anticancer drugs and new generation taxoids against
CSC-enriched (CD133++) HCT-116 human colon cancer cell line

Anticancer agent IC50 (nM)

cisplatin 4,540±276

doxorubicin 78.0±28.2

methotrexate 32.7±11.2

paclitaxel 33.8±3.33

topotecan 451±12

SB-T-1214 0.28±0.10

SB-T-121602 0.24±0.13

SB-T-12854 0.14±0.05
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