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Abstract
Oncogenic Ras mutations are widely considered to be locked in a permanent ‘On’ state and
‘constitutively active’. Yet, many healthy people have cells possessing mutant Ras without
apparent harm, and in animal models mutant Ras causes transformation only after upregulation of
Ras activity. Here, we demonstrate that oncogenic K-Ras is not constitutively active but can be
readily activated by upstream stimulants to lead to prolonged strong Ras activity. These data
indicate that in addition to targeting K-Ras downstream effectors, interventions to reduce K-Ras
activation may have important cancer-preventive value, especially in patients with oncogenic Ras
mutations. As other small G proteins are regulated in a similar manner, this concept is likely to
apply broadly to the entire Ras family of molecules.

Keywords
cancer; Ras-GTP

INTRODUCTION
Ras proteins function as binary molecular switches that, when turned ‘on’ by occupancy
with GTP, interact with downstream signaling molecules to activate a wide variety of
intracellular signaling networks including those regulating proliferation, differentiation,
apoptosis and cell migration.1 Specific point mutations in Ras disable the GTP hydrolysis
process and thus impair its inactivation.2 These mutations are oncogenic and are observed in
~30% of all cancers. In particular, oncogenic K-Ras is found in nearly every pancreatic
cancer—the fourth leading cause of cancer death in USA. Despite much evidence to the
contrary existing in the literature, a persistent dogma exists that oncogenic Ras is locked in a
permanent ‘On’ state and thus ‘constitutively active’. This idea has been included in a large
number of papers and reviews in top journals.3–5
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Surprisingly though, several studies have indicated that normal healthy people possess cells
bearing mutant oncogenic Ras in different organs including the pancreas,6–8 colon7 and
lung9 at rates far exceeding the rates of cancer development. Similarly, mouse models
expressing oncogenic Ras in the whole body or in specific organs develop cancer, but the
number of transformed cells is a very small fraction of those expressing oncogenic Ras.10

These findings indicate that the effects of expression of oncogenic Ras at physiological
levels are relatively small. However, it has been shown in animal models that in the presence
of oncogenic Ras, upstream stimuli that cause only transient effects in wild-type cells
generate prolonged activation of Ras and accelerate the development of cancer.11,12 It is
difficult to explain the importance of upstream stimuli on cancer development if oncogenic
Ras is constitutively active.

In the current study, we found that oncogenic K-Ras is not constitutively active as has been
widely believed. Rather, oncogenic K-Ras can be readily activated by upstream stimulants
leading to prolonged strong K-Ras activity, which has been shown to be critical for
pathological response.12 As a large population of normal healthy humans unknowingly
harbor Ras mutations,9,13 we propose that in addition to targeting Ras downstream effectors,
interventions to reduce Ras activation may have important cancer-preventive value
especially in people with oncogenic Ras mutations.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
To better understand the role of oncogenic K-Ras in cancer initiation, we directly examined
the activity of oncogenic K-Ras expressed at physiological levels using a model in which
one of the two copies of the K-Ras gene expresses oncogenic K-RasG12D from its native
promoter after Cre-mediated recombination specifically in the pancreas (hereafter referred
as Panc-Ras mice).14 We used this model to test the prediction that if oncogenic Ras is
always ‘on’, then in these cells 50% of total K-Ras should be active under basal conditions.
We utilized a K-Ras isoform-specific antibody that did not cross react with either N-Ras or
H-Ras (Figure 1a) to examine the fraction of active K-Ras in lysates prepared from
pancreases of resting control and Panc-Ras mice. ‘Active’ K-Ras was defined as that which
could be captured in a Raf pull-down assay, as Raf only binds to GTP-loaded Ras. The
results indicated that the level of K-Ras that bound Raf in cells from Panc-Ras mice was not
at all close to 50%, but actually <2% of total K-Ras (Figure 1b). This is very far from the
expected fraction of active K-Ras if mutant K-Ras were constitutively active. This large
difference from expected results is unlikely to be explained by inefficient recovery of Ras
GTP in the Raf pull-down assay. Some pdx-Cre strains used to activate the LSL-KrasG12D
allele develop a mosaic expression pattern in the pancreas.14 To determine the
recombination efficiency of the pdx-Cre used in the current study, the mice were crossed
with ROSA26-LacZ reporter mice and recombination efficiency was evaluated by X-gal
staining. The resulting animals showed that nearly 100% of cells underwent recombination
(Supplementary Figure 1). In addition, we also crossed the LSL-KRasG12D mice with Ela-
CreERT mice, which also gave nearly 100% recombination in pancreatic acinar cells.15 The
same effects on Ras activity were observed in all of these models.

Another prediction made based on oncogenic Ras being ‘always on’ would be that the
maximal stimulation of K-Ras activity by upstream activators would be ≤2-fold, as only the
wild-type 50% of K-Ras could be activated. To test this prediction, we treated isolated
pancreatic acinar cells prepared from control and resting Panc-Ras mice with a Ras
activator, epidermal growth factor (EGF). We found that EGF stimulation increased the
level of active K-Ras by ~10-fold compared with unstimulated cells (Figure 1c,
Supplementary Figure 2). Moreover, the difference between theoretical and actual levels is
quite large. Taken together, these results are inconsistent with the hypothesis that oncogenic
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K-Ras is ‘always on’. However, in the presence of oncogenic K-Ras EGF stimulated
prolonged elevation of Ras activity, which has been shown to cause accelerated
development of cancer.11,12 In contrast, EGF caused only transient effects in cells with wild-
type K-Ras (Figure 1c). These data indicate that even though oncogenic K-Ras is not
constitutively active, it can be readily activated by upstream stimulants.

To determine whether this observation were also true in transformed cells, we compared the
level of active K-Ras to that of total K-Ras in lysates from human cancer cells and cancer
cells developed from tumors in Panc-Ras mice. Surprisingly, even in the transformed cells
active K-Ras was only ~9% of total K-Ras (Figure 1d). Ras signaling was also significantly
upregulated by EGF in these cells (Supplementary Figure 3). Similar results were observed
in human colon cancer cells (data not shown). Therefore, in neither normal nor transformed
cells did the percentage of active K-Ras match that predicted if oncogenic K-Ras was
‘constitutively active.’

In summary, our results indicate that oncogenic K-Ras is not constitutively active as has
been widely believed. Rather, oncogenic K-Ras can be readily activated by upstream
stimulants. However, as previously reported, once activated oncogenic K-Ras has delayed
kinetics of returning to the basal state and can participate in a pathological feed-forward
loop with inflammation.12 As other small G proteins are regulated in a similar manner, this
concept is likely to apply broadly to the entire Ras family of molecules. On the basis of this
new understanding, it could be predicted that any stimulus that activates Ras or that
promotes the development of inflammation would facilitate the initiation of cancer in cells
bearing oncogenic Ras. This prediction has already been upheld for a variety of stimuli
including EGF, tumor growth factor-α, CCK, PGE2 and lipopolysaccharide.12,16–18 These
concepts take on an increased clinical relevance when coupled with the knowledge that there
is a large population of normal healthy humans that unknowingly harbor Ras mutations.9,13

A reasonable conclusion would be that a reduction of factors that can activate Ras signaling
may have important cancer-preventive values in patients with oncogenic Ras mutations
(Figure 2).

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Genetically engineered mice

LSL-KRasG12D mice, which possess the conditional knock-in mutant K-RasG12D, and pdx1-
Cre mice were obtained from the Mouse Models for Human Cancer Consortium Repository
(Rockville, MD, USA).19 For targeted expression of K-RasG12D in the pancreas, LSL-K-
RasG12D mice were bred with pdx1-Cre mice to generate LSL-K-RAS/pdx1-Cre double-
transgenic mice (Panc-Ras mice).

Acini preparation
Pancreatic acini were prepared as described previously20 with modifications. Briefly,
pancreata from mice were digested with purified collagenase (100 unit/ml, Worthington
Biochemicals, Lakewood, NJ, USA) and incubated at 37 °C for 50 min with shaking at 120
r.p.m. Digested tissue was than mechanically dispersed via pipette and passed through a
150-μm mesh nylon cloth. Acini were then purified three times with gradient separation in
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) containing 4% bovine serum albumin.
Purified acini were resuspended in DMEM containing 0.1 mg/ml soybean trypsin inhibitor
and 1% bovine serum albumin for 1 h in a tissue culture incubator. After stimulation with
EGF 50 ng/ml (Sigma-Aldrich, St Louis, MO, USA) for different time periods, acini were
assayed for Ras activity.
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Ras activity assay
Ras activity refers to the level of guanosine triphosphate-bound Ras, which is able to bind
Raf as measured using a Raf pull-down assay kit as recommended by the manufacturer
(Millipore, Billerica, MA, USA).21 Briefly, pancreatic samples were homogenized on ice in
lysis buffer containing 25 mM 4-(2–hydroxyethyl)-1-piperazineethanesulfonic acid (pH
7.5), 1% Igepal CA-630, 150 mM NaCl, 0.25% sodium deoxycholate, 10% glycerol, 25 mM
NaF, 10 mM MgCl2, 1 mM ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid, 10 μg/ml aprotinin, 10 μg/ml
leupeptin and 1 mM sodium orthovanadate. These samples were sonicated and centrifuged
at 15 000 g for 10 min at 4 °C to remove cellular debris. Aliquots of lysates were set aside to
allow quantification of total Ras and protein concentrations. Equal amounts of lysate were
incubated for 30 min at 4 °C with agarose beads coated with Raf-Ras binding domain. The
beads were then washed three times with ice-cold lysis buffer, boiled for 5 min at 95 °C, and
active Ras was analyzed by immunoblotting following standard western blot analysis
protocols using K-, N- and H-Ras-specific antibodies. For comparison with total
corresponding Ras protein, 5–10% of total lysates used for pulldown were loaded to
adjacent wells.

Western blot analysis
Cell or tissue lysates were prepared, separated by sodium dodecyl sulfate/polyacrylamide
gel electrophoresis, and transferred to nitrocellulose membranes. The membranes were
blocked for 1 h at room temperature with 3% nonfat milk in Tris-buffered saline containing
0.05% Tween 20 and incubated overnight at 4 °C with one of the following primary
antibodies: K-Ras (Santa Cruz sc-30, Santa Cruz, CA, USA); H-Ras (Santa Cruz sc-520)
and N-Ras (Santa Cruz sc-519) (1:200; Santa Cruz), GAPDH (1:10000; Sigma-Aldrich),
phospho-Erk and total Erk (1:1000; Cell Signaling Technology, Danvers, MA, USA).
Immunodetection was performed with the corresponding Alexa Fluor 680-conjugated
secondary antibodies to allow detection with the Odyssey Infrared Imaging System (LI-COR
Biosciences, Lincoln, NE, USA). All images were converted to grayscale. Densitometry was
measured using ImageJ software (http://rsbweb.nih.gov/ij/).

Study approval
All animal experiments were approved by The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer
Center’s Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee.

Supplementary Material
Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1.
Oncogenic Ras requires activation for enhanced activity. (a) Lysates from HEK293 cells
transfected with K-, N- and H-Ras cDNA were used to determine the specificity of
corresponding antibodies by western blotting. (b) Active K-, N- and H-Ras were measured
by a Raf pull-down assay from pancreas lysates of 2-month-old control and Panc-Ras mice
(lanes a). For comparison with total corresponding Ras isoform proteins, 5% of total lysates
used for pull-down assay were loaded to adjacent wells (lanes t) and probed with isoform-
specific antibodies. Densitometry was performed using ImageJ software. (c) Active K-Ras
was measured in isolated pancreatic acinar cells from control and Panc-Ras mice after EGF
(50 ng/ml) stimulation. (d) Oncogenic Ras is partially active in cancer cells. Active K-, N-
and H-Ras (lanes a) were compared with 10% of the corresponding Ras isoform levels used
for pull-down assay (lanes t) in human pancreatic cancer cells (Bxpc3, Panc1 and Mpanc96)
and pancreatic cancer cells derived from Panc-Ras mouse (K8484). Note all cells except
BxPC-3 possess oncogenic K-Ras mutations.
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Figure 2.
Targeting both upstream and downstream of Ras signaling for cancer prevention. Multiple
factors are able to act as Ras activators through interactions with upstream receptors (e.g.,
EGF receptor). The effect on wild-type Ras is a transient elevation of downsteam signaling
pathways including those regulated by RALGDS, RAF1 and PI3K (not shown). However,
when oncogenic Ras is present, the downstream signaling after stimulation is prolonged at a
high level. Elevated Ras activity generates inflammatory mediators that further activate Ras,
and thus sustain Ras activity at high levels through a feed-forward loop. Previously
emphasis has been focused on targeting downstream pathways activated by Ras, as
oncogenic Ras was considered to be constitutively active. However, endogenous expression
of mutant Ras gives rise only low level of Ras activity, which does not cause pathological
effects unless Ras activity is upregulated. On the basis of the evidence that oncogenic Ras is
not active without input from upstream activators, we propose that targeting the upstream
mechanisms of Ras activation would be an alternative approach for cancer prevention,
especially in patients with Ras mutations.
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