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Glycosylation of KEAP1 links nutrient sensing to

redox stress signaling

Po-Han Chen™? Timothy J Smith?, Jianli Wu?, Priscila F Siesser®, Brittany | Bisnett?, Farhan Khan®,
Maxwell Hogue®, Erik Soderblom®, Flora Tang?, Jeffrey R Marks®, Michael B Major’,

Benjamin M Swarts*, Michael Boyce*”

Abstract

O-GlcNAcylation is an essential, nutrient-sensitive post-transla-
tional modification, but its biochemical and phenotypic effects
remain incompletely understood. To address this question, we
investigated the global transcriptional response to perturbations
in O-GlcNAcylation. Unexpectedly, many transcriptional effects of
0-GlcNAc transferase (OGT) inhibition were due to the activation
of NRF2, the master regulator of redox stress tolerance. Moreover,
we found that a signature of low OGT activity strongly correlates
with NRF2 activation in multiple tumor expression datasets.
Guided by this information, we identified KEAP1 (also known as
KLHL19), the primary negative regulator of NRF2, as a direct
substrate of OGT. We show that O-GIcNAcylation of KEAP1 at
serine 104 is required for the efficient ubiquitination and degrada-
tion of NRF2. Interestingly, O-GlcNAc levels and NRF2 activation
co-vary in response to glucose fluctuations, indicating that KEAP1
O-GlcNAcylation links nutrient sensing to downstream stress resis-
tance. Our results reveal a novel regulatory connection between
nutrient-sensitive glycosylation and NRF2 signaling and provide a
blueprint for future approaches to discover functionally important
O-GlcNAcylation events on other KLHL family proteins in various
experimental and disease contexts.
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Introduction

O-linked B-N-acetylglucosamine (O-GIcNAc) is a dynamic post-
translational modification (PTM) that reversibly decorates serine
and threonine residues of thousands of nuclear, cytoplasmic and
mitochondrial proteins (Hart et al, 2011; Bond & Hanover, 2015).
As with other intracellular PTMs, dedicated enzymes add or remove
0O-GIcNAc on target proteins to control their functions in response to
various physiological and metabolic cues. In mammals, O-GlcNAc is
added by O-GIcNAc transferase (OGT) and removed by O-GlcNA-
case (OGA; Hart et al, 2011; Bond & Hanover, 2015). O-GlcNAcyla-
tion of target proteins requires UDP-GIcNAc, a nucleotide-sugar
derived from glucose and other metabolites via the hexosamine
biosynthetic pathway (HBP), directly linking nutrient status to
O-GlcNAc signaling (Hart et al, 2011; Bond & Hanover, 2015). The
genetic ablation of either OGT or OGA in mice is lethal, highlighting
their essential role in embryonic development (Shafi et al, 2000;
Yang et al, 2012; Keembiyehetty et al, 2015). Moreover, aberrant
O-GlcNAcylation is implicated in various human diseases, particu-
larly cancer (Hart et al, 2011; Bond & Hanover, 2013; Ma &
Vosseller, 2013; Ferrer & Reginato, 2014; Ferrer et al, 2016). For
example, numerous oncoproteins (e.g., Myc, Akt) and tumor
suppressors (e.g., p5S3, AMPK) are O-GlcNAcylated, affecting onco-
genic signaling and treatment responses (Chou et al, 1995; Yang
et al, 2006; Luo et al, 2007; Kang et al, 2008; Slawson & Hart, 2011;
Ma & Vosseller, 2014).

Despite its broad pathophysiological significance, major aspects
of O-GlcNAc signaling remain poorly understood. Significant chal-
lenges include identifying the specific glycoprotein substrates that
are most functionally important for signal transduction, and eluci-
dating the biochemical effects that O-GIcNAc exerts on its
substrates. Therefore, new strategies are needed to understand these
aspects of O-GIcNAc biology. We addressed these challenges
through an interdisciplinary approach, combining genetics,
biochemistry, and chemical biology. Because many chromatin
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proteins and transcription factors are O-GlcNAcylated (Sakabe et al,
2010; Lewis & Hanover, 2014; Leturcq et al, 2017), we focused on
the role of O-GIcNAc cycling in gene regulation. In doing so, we
discovered an unexpected connection between OGT and the nuclear
factor-erythroid 2-related factor 2 (NRF2) pathway.

NRF2 is a basic leucine zipper transcription factor whose levels
and activity are suppressed in unstressed cells by KEAP1 (also called
KLHL19; Itoh et al, 1999), a substrate adaptor protein for the
Cullin-3 (CUL3)-dependent E3 ubiquitin ligase complex. KEAP1-
CUL3 represses NRF2 by mediating its ubiquitination and subsequent
proteasomal degradation (Cullinan et al, 2004; Kobayashi et al,
2004; Zhang et al, 2004; Furukawa & Xiong, 2005). Oxidative stress
or electrophiles modify cysteine residues in KEAP1, resulting in
conformational changes and reduced ubiquitination of bound NRF2
(Zhang & Hannink, 2003; Wakabayashi et al, 2004; Zhang et al,
2004; Kobayashi et al, 20006), as illustrated by the “hinge and latch”
model for KEAP1 action (Tong et al, 2006b). Therefore, under
stressed conditions, newly translated NRF2 molecules remain free of
KEAP1, allowing NRF2 accumulation and nuclear translocation
(Padmanabhan et al, 2006; Tong et al, 2006a,b). In the nucleus,
NRF2 binds promoters containing antioxidant response element
(ARE) DNA sequences, activating the transcription of many genes
involved in oxidative stress responses, such as heme oxygenase 1
(HO-1), superoxide dismutase (SOD), catalase (CAT), glutathione
peroxidase 1 (GPX1), NAD(P)H:quinone oxidoreductase (NQO1),
gamma-glutamylcysteine synthetase (GCS), and glutathione reductase
(Kansanen et al, 2013). NRF2-regulated expression of ARE-driven
genes, especially those involved in glutathione (GSH) biosynthesis
and recycling (Harvey et al, 2009), is critical for cell survival during
oxidative stress in various disease models (Chan & Kwong, 2000; Lee
et al, 2003; Sangokoya et al, 2010; Doss et al, 2016).

Several mechanisms for NRF2 pathway regulation have been
described (Sykiotis & Bohmann, 2010). For example, oxidative
stress or electrophilic xenobiotics can disrupt either the KEAP1-
NRF2 (Levonen et al, 2004; Canning et al, 2015; Huerta et al, 2016)
or KEAP1-CUL3 interaction (Gao et al, 2007; Rachakonda et al,
2008; Eggler et al, 2009; Cleasby et al, 2014), thereby reducing
NRF2 ubiquitination and degradation, and activating downstream
transcription of NRF2 targets. In addition, the NRF2 pathway is
subject to regulation by PTMs, including succination of KEAP1
(Adam et al, 2011; Kinch et al, 2011) and phosphorylation of NRF2
itself (Alam et al, 2000; Huang et al, 2002; Cullinan & Diehl, 2004;
Salazar et al, 2006). However, the impact of O-GlcNAc cycling
on NRF2 signaling remains poorly defined. Here, using the
transcriptional response to OGT inhibition as guide, we show that
O-GlcNAcylation of KEAP1 at serine 104 is required to restrain the
NRF2 pathway in unstressed cells. Interestingly, we also found that
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global O-GlcNAcylation and NRF2 activation co-vary in response to
glucose changes in cultured cells. Therefore, our results reveal a
new mechanism of NRF2 regulation through nutrient-sensitive
O-GlcNAcylation and have important implications for antioxidant
signaling in both normal and disease contexts.

Results
Global transcriptional responses to OGT and OGA inhibition

O-GlcNAc transferase (OGT) dynamically glycosylates numerous
chromatin components and transcription factors (Ozcan et al, 2010;
Sakabe et al, 2010; Lewis & Hanover, 2014; Leturcq et al, 2017).
However, it remains challenging to identify the particular O-GlcNAc
substrate(s) that are most functionally important in particular gene
expression programs. To address this challenge, we profiled the
global transcriptional responses to OGT or OGA inhibition to guide
our downstream biochemical investigation. We analyzed the
transcriptomes of MDA-MB-231 cells treated with DMSO (vehicle)
or small molecular inhibitors of OGT (5SGIcNAc; Gloster et al,
2011) or OGA (Thiamet-G; Yuzwa et al, 2008; Fig 1A). First, we
confirmed that Thiamet-G and 5SGIcNAc increased and decreased
global O-GlcNAcylation, respectively, as expected (Fig EV1A). Then,
we collected RNA samples at multiple time points after DMSO,
Thiamet-G, or 5SGIcNAc treatment and analyzed them by Affyme-
trix U133A2 arrays (deposited into GEO as GSE81740). The array
data were normalized by the robust multi-array (RMA) method and
zero-transformed against the average expression of three DMSO
samples (Keenan et al, 2015; Tang et al, 2015) to derive the
transcriptional responses to OGA or OGT inhibition (Fig 1B). As
early as 8 h, Thiamet-G induced OGA mRNA and downregulated
OGT mRNA, whereas 5SGIcNAc induced OGT and downregulated
OGA mRNAs (Fig 1B). These changes reflect previously reported
compensation responses to O-GlcNAc perturbation (Zhang et al,
2014), confirming the expected effects of OGA and OGT inhibition
on gene expression in our system. In addition to the OGA/OGT
mRNA changes, we noted large clusters of altered gene expression
after 24 h of OGT inhibition (Fig 1B). Many of the induced genes
(Appendix Table S1) encode stress response proteins, including
HO-1, NQO1, GCLM, and SLC7A11, whereas several repressed genes
(Appendix Table S2) are inflammatory pathway components, such
as IL-8 and Cox-2. We verified the induction and repression of
selected genes by real-time RT-PCR (Fig EV1B).

To elucidate the mechanistic basis of these transcriptional
changes, we used tumor gene expression data to examine the
in vivo relationship between the OGT inhibition response and other

Figure 1. OGT inhibition and NRF2 activation induce similar gene expression patterns.

A 0O-GlcNAc is added onto serine (shown) or threonine residues of intracellular proteins by the glycosyltransferase OGT and removed by the glycoside hydrolase OGA.
OGT and OCGA are inhibited by the specific small molecules 5SGIcNAc and Thiamet-G, respectively.

B Heatmap of the global transcriptional response of MDA-MB-231 cells to the inhibition of OGT or OGA for the indicated time points. Heatmap of selected induced and
repressed genes and gene clusters during OGT and OGA inhibitions are shown with several indicated gene names. The color bar indicates log2 (fold change); green:

decreased expression (i.e., repression); red: increased expression (i.e., induction).

C The gene expression signature of low OGT activity (i.e., 55SGIcNAc) shows positive correlation with the NRF2 activation signature when projected into six different tumor
datasets. r is the Pearson’s correlation coefficient. The P-values (two-tailed) were derived from the Pearson’s correlation coefficient as performed by GraphPad Prism 5.0.

Data information: See also Fig EV1.
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known signaling pathways. We defined a gene signature of low
OGT activity (i.e., 5SGIcNAc treatment) based on our data and
projected it into six different human breast tumor gene expression
datasets (Sotiriou et al, 2003; Miller et al, 2005; Minn et al, 2005;
Pawitan et al, 2005; Wang et al, 2005; Chin et al, 2006). We then
examined several previously identified gene signatures of different
signaling pathways and determined their correlations with the low-
OGT activity signature in the same datasets (Gatza et al, 2011).
Interestingly, among all signaling pathways tested, the strongest
correlation existed between the low-OGT activity signature and
NRF2 activation [i.e., treatment with sulforaphane (SFN) or
tert-butylhydroquinone (tBHQ); Pearson’s correlation coefficient
r ranges from 0.47 to 0.55 for six different datasets; P < 0.0001;
Fig 1C], with weaker correlation with other pathways, including
PI3K (r = 0.2886, Miller et al dataset as an example) and EGFR
(r = —0.1853, Miller et al dataset as an example; Fig EV1C). There-
fore, human tumors with the low-OGT activity gene signature tend
to have strong NRF2 activation signatures, suggesting an
unexpected in vivo connection between these two pathways.

OGT inhibition activates a NRF2-dependent
transcriptional program

Because of the strong in vivo correlation between low OGT activity
and NRF2 induction in human tumors, and because most of the
5SGIcNAc-induced genes in our dataset are known NRF2 targets
(Fig 1B), we tested whether OGT inhibition activates NRF2. Indeed,
Western blots confirmed that 5SGIcNAc triggered the accumulation
and nuclear translocation of NRF2 (Fig 2A). 5SGIcNAc also
increased NRF2 transactivation in a well-characterized NQOI-
ARE-luciferase reporter assay (Moehlenkamp & Johnson, 1999;
Sangokoya et al, 2010; Appendix Fig S1A). In addition, live cell
imaging using H1299 lung cancer cells tagged with YFP at the
endogenous NQO1 locus (Sigal et al, 2006; Cohen et al, 2009)
demonstrated increasing NRF2 expression and activity throughout
5SGIcNAc treatment (Fig 2B and Appendix Fig S1B). However,
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5SGIcNAc did not induce the mRNA of NRF2 itself, or of the related
transcription factors NFE2, NRF1, or NRF3 (Appendix Fig S1C). We
concluded that OGT inhibition by 5SGIcNAc robustly activates NRF2
protein and activity through a post-transcriptional mechanism.

We confirmed that 5SGIcNAc increased both endogenous NRF2
protein, which migrates at ~100 kDa in an SDS-PAGE gel (Lau et al,
2013), and its transcriptional target HO-1 in ZR-75-1, RCC4, MCF7,
and MDA-MB-231 cells (Fig 2C), as did the known NRF2 activator
tBHQ (Li et al, 2005). This result indicates that the OGT/NRF2
connection is conserved across cells from diverse tissue types.
The mRNAs of several NRF2 target genes were also induced by
5SGIcNAc in RCC4, ZR-75-1, and BT-474 cells (Appendix Fig SID-F).
Furthermore, NRF2 is required for this transcriptional response to
OGT inhibition, because silencing NRF2 by siRNA greatly reduced
HO-1 protein induction by 5SGIcNAc, without altering its effect on
O-GlcNAcylation (Fig 2D). Similarly, NRF2 silencing significantly
reduced the 5SGIcNAc induction of HO-1, NQO1, GCLM, and
SLC7A11 mRNA (Fig 2E). In contrast, silencing the related tran-
scription factor NRF1 only affected SLC7A11 induction by 5SGIcNAc
(Appendix Fig S1G). Collectively, these results indicate that OGT
inhibition specifically activates a NRF2-dependent transcriptional
program in diverse cell types.

OGT inhibition activates NRF2 through a specific signaling event

We next tested whether NRF2 pathway induction by OGT inhibition
was due to a specific signaling event, versus off-target effects or
non-specific stress. First, we generated MDA-MB-231 cells with
inducible shRNAs that target either luciferase or OGT. We found
that doxycycline-induced silencing of OGT robustly upregulated
HO-1 (Fig 2F, left panel). In addition, we silenced OGT in MDA-
MB-231 cells using siRNA targeting a different sequence and
observed an induction of the NRF2 targets NQO1 and GCLM (Fig 2F,
right panel). These results show that the genetic silencing of OGT
activates NRF2, phenocopying our 5SGIcNAc results and arguing
against off-target effects of the small molecule. In addition,

Figure 2. OGT inhibition induces a NRF2-dependent antioxidant response without causing oxidative stress.

A 5SGIcNAc increased the nuclear level of NRF2 and HO-1 proteins, similar to the known NRF2 activator tBHQ. MDA-MB-231 cells were treated with 50 uM 5SGIcNAc
for 24 h or 25 uM tBHQ for 5 h. Lysates were separated into cytosolic and nuclear fractions for Western blot by indicated antibodies. EZH2 and a-tubulin are loading
controls for nuclear and cytosolic fractions, respectively. Arrows indicate the protein of interest.

B 5SGIcNAc treatment increased the levels of YFP-NQO1. H1299 cells expressing YFP-NQO1 were treated with 25, 50, or 100 uM 5SGIcNAc or 2.5 pM MLN4924 (NRF2
activator, positive control) and analyzed in real time for YFP levels using the IncuCyte platform. Data are from one experiment with five technical replicates and are
presented as mean =+ SD. Data were reproduced in a biological replicate with five technical replicates.

C 5SGIcNAc increased NRF2 and HO-1 protein levels and reduced global O-GlcNAcylation in ZR-75-1, RCC4, MCF7, and MDA-MB-231 cells. Indicated cell lines were
treated with 50 pM 5SGIcNAc or tBHQ (50 pM for ZR-75-1 and RCC4; 25 uM for MCF7 and MDA-MB-231) for 48 h and harvested for Western blot analysis by

indicated antibodies. Arrows indicate the induced protein of interest.

D Silencing NRF2 by siRNAs abolishes 55GIcNAc-triggered HO-1 induction. MCF7 cells were treated with non-targeting control siRNA or siNRF2 for 24 h and incubated
with 50 uM 5SGIcNAc for additional 24 or 48 h before harvesting and Western blotting. Arrows indicate the protein of interest.

E MDA-MB-231 cells were transfected with either control (siNC) or siINRF2 siRNAs for 24 h and then treated with 50 M 5SGIcNAc for additional 48 h. Relative gene
expression levels were assessed by quantitative PCR (qPCR) and normalized to B-actin mRNA and the DMSO/siNC group. n = 3, error bars represent standard deviations.

F Left panel: The level of HO-1 protein in MDA-MB-231 before and after doxycycline-induced shRNA-mediated silencing of luciferase (control) or OGT. Arrows indicate
the protein of interest. Right panel: OGT depletion by siRNA increases NQO1 and GCLM mRNA. gPCR measurement of the indicated mRNAs in MDA-MB-231
transfected with control or OGT-targeting siRNA for 24 h is shown (normalized to B-actin mRNA). n = 3, error bars represent standard deviations.

G MDA-MB-231 cells were transfected with either siNC or sINRF2 siRNAs for 24 h and then treated with 87.5 uM 5SGIcNAc (55G, 48 h) or H,0, (882 pM, 1 h). Then,
cells were incubated with H2-DCFDA dye and relative ROS levels were measured by flow cytometry. n = 3, error bars represent standard deviations.

H MDA-MB-231 cells were treated with DMSO or 50 uM 5SGIcNAc (48 h), and GSSG/GSH ratios were measured by MS. n = 3, error bars represent standard deviations.

Data information: P-values were calculated by Student’s t-test; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.001; ns, not significant. See also Appendix Fig S1.

Source data are available online for this figure.
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5SGIcNAc did not increase intracellular reactive oxygen species
(ROS; Fig 2G) or the ratio of oxidized/reduced glutathione (Fig 2H
and Appendix Fig S1H). In fact, 5SGIcNAc decreased ROS levels in
hydrogen peroxide-treated cells, and this effect was abolished when
NRF2 was silenced (Fig 2G). These data demonstrate that OGT inhi-
bition induces a NRF2-dependent antioxidant response but does not
increase ROS, arguing that OGT inhibition does not trigger NRF2
activation by causing non-specific stress.

To further confirm this hypothesis, we asked whether the link
between O-GIcNAc and NRF2 could be exploited to produce a
predicted result in a cellular stress response. Several studies have
shown that certain breast and renal cancer cell lines are cystine-
addicted and undergo non-apoptotic death due to oxidative stress
upon cystine deprivation (Timmerman et al, 2013; Tang et al,
2016a,b). Consistent with NRF2 induction and reduced oxidative
stress, OGT inhibition rescued MDA-MB-231 cells from cystine-
deprived death (Appendix Fig S1I). Taken together, these data
strongly suggest that OGT inhibition triggers NRF2 signaling
through a specific O-GlcNAc-mediated signaling event, and not an
off-target effect or non-specific oxidative stress. We concluded that
O-GlcNAcylation of a particular substrate or substrates is required
to restrain the NRF2 pathway in unstressed cells.

OGT activity is required for optimal NRF2 ubiquitination

Since OGT inhibition did not affect NRF2 mRNA levels (Fig 2E and
Appendix Fig S1C), we investigated how NRF2 protein is regulated
by O-GlcNAcylation. First, we blocked translation elongation with
cycloheximide (Schneider-Poetsch et al, 2010), which, as expected,
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depleted the majority of NRF2 protein because of its short half-life
(Stewart et al, 2003; Furukawa & Xiong, 2005; Fig 3A, lane 3).
However, even in the presence of cycloheximide, we still observed
detectable NRF2 induction after a short period of OGT inhibition
(Fig 3A, lane 4). Similarly, rapamycin, an inhibitor of cap-
dependent translation initiation (Beretta et al, 1996), also failed to
suppress 5SGlcNAc-mediated NRF2 accumulation (Fig EV2A, lanes
1 and 2). These results indicate that OGT inhibition does not induce
NRF2 protein through increased translation. Next, we tested the role
of proteasome-mediated degradation, thought to be the major mode
of NRF2 regulation in most contexts (Kensler et al, 2007; Kansanen
et al, 2013). Interestingly, we found that OGT inhibition reduced the
amount of polyubiquitinated NRF2 in proteasome-inhibited cells
(Figs 3B and EV2A and B) without affecting global ubiquitination
(Fig EV2C). In summary, OGT inhibition reduced NRF2 ubiquitina-
tion and led to NRF2 protein accumulation. These observations
suggested that O-GlcNAcylation might somehow promote the
activity of an E3 ligase complex that ubiquitinates NRF2, and that
OGT inhibition could disrupt this regulation to trigger NRF2
accumulation and activity.

KEAP1 is O-GlcNAcylated by OGT

We next used a chemical biology approach that we developed
previously (Boyce et al, 2011; Palaniappan et al, 2013) to identify
O-glycosylated proteins that might regulate NRF2 ubiquitination.
MDA-MB-231 cells were incubated with peracetylated N-azidoace-
tylgalactosamine (GalNAz; Boyce et al, 2011; Palaniappan et al,
2013). GalNAz is metabolized to a UDP-GIcNAc nucleotide-sugar
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Figure 3. O-GIcNAcylation regulates NRF2 post-translationally.

A MCF7 cells were treated with cycloheximide (CHX, 25 pug/ml) for 1 h to block translation and then 5SGIcNAc (50 pM) for additional 10 h. Whole-cell lysates (WCLs)

were analyzed for NRF2 protein and global O-GlcNAcylation by Western blot.

B Polyubiquitination of NRF2 is decreased upon OGT inhibition. 293T cells were transfected with MYC-NRF2 and/or HA-ubiquitin (Ub) as indicated for 24 h and then
treated with vehicle or 50 pM 5SGIcNAc for additional 48 h, with or without MG132 (10 pM, 3 h). Lysates were analyzed by IP and Western blot.

Data information: See also Fig EV2.
Source data are available online for this figure.
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analog and used by endogenous OGT to modify its native substrates
with an azidosugar (Boyce et al, 2011; Palaniappan et al, 2013).
Next, we used copper-catalyzed azide-alkyne cycloaddition
(CuAAC, or “click chemistry”) to chemoselectively ligate a biotin
probe to endogenous OGT substrates and then capture them
by streptavidin affinity chromatography (Boyce et al, 2011;
Palaniappan et al, 2013). The eluted proteins were separated by
SDS-PAGE and probed with antibodies against known NRF2 regula-
tors. Interestingly, we found that GalNAz labeled endogenous
KEAPI1 in MDA-MB-231 (Fig 4A) and MCF7 (Fig 4B), but not CUL3
or NRF2 itself.

These experiments suggested that OGT may restrain NRF2
through glycosylation of KEAP1, the major adaptor for the CUL3-
containing E3 ligase complex that regulates NRF2 protein stability
(Cullinan et al, 2004; Kobayashi et al, 2004; Zhang et al, 2004;
Furukawa & Xiong, 2005). Consistent with this hypothesis, we
found that recognition of KEAP1 by an anti-O-GlcNAc monoclonal
antibody was reduced by either treating cells with S5SGIcNAc
(Fig EV3A) or GlcNAc competition (Fig 4C; Sakabe et al, 2010).
Furthermore, KEAP1 co-immunoprecipitated (co-IP-ed) with OGT
(Figs 4D and EV3B), and this interaction was independent of the
KEAP1 broad complex/tramtrack/bric-a-brac  (BTB) domain
(Fig EV3C). To confirm that the KEAP1/OGT interaction is direct,
we purified recombinant GST-KEAP1 and His-OGT from Escherichia
coli and performed in vitro protein—protein interaction assays. We
did not observe a direct KEAP1/OGT interaction in this in vitro
context (Fig EV3D), likely because additional proteins or PTMs are
required for the observed in vivo interaction. Together, these data
indicate that KEAP1 is O-GlcNAcylated by OGT.

To elucidate the functional effects of KEAP1 glycosylation, we
purified recombinant human KEAP1 from 293T cells because they
transfect efficiently, allowing us to generate the required amount of
material for site-mapping experiments. Mass spectrometry (MS)-
based proteomic analysis of the purified KEAP1 identified 11
candidate O-GlcNAcylation sites (Fig 4E). Four putative O-GIcNAc
sites (S102, S103, S104, and S166; Appendix Fig S2) lie within the
o-helices (The UniProt, 2017) of the BTB domain, which is required
for KEAP1 homodimerization and CUL3 interaction (Zipper &
Mulcahy, 2002; Zhang et al, 2004; Furukawa & Xiong, 2005). Six
additional potential O-GlcNAc sites (T388, S390, S391, T400, S404,
and S410; Appendix Fig S2) are in the B-strands of the second Kelch
motif, while the final candidate site (S533; Appendix Fig S2) is in
the fifth Kelch motif. The KEAP1 Kelch motifs interact with NRF2 to

Figure 4. KEAP1 is O-GlcNAcylated by OGT at multiple residues.
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regulate NRF2 levels (Itoh et al, 1999; Kobayashi et al, 2002;
Fig 4E). Taken together, these results suggest that OGT interacts
with and constitutively glycosylates KEAP1 under unstressed condi-
tions and that inhibition of OGT reduces KEAP1 O-GlcNAcylation.

KEAP1 is required for O-GIcNAc-mediated NRF2 regulation and
erastin-induced cell death

To test the requirement for KEAP1 in the regulation of NRF2 by
O-GlcNAcylation, we took advantage of A549 and H838 cells, which
harbor KEAP1 loss-of-function mutations (G333C and frameshift
non-sense mutation, respectively; Singh et al, 2006). These muta-
tions make A549 and H838 cells appropriate KEAP1-null systems for
testing the functional role of expressed KEAP1 mutants, without
confounding effects from endogenous KEAP1. 5SGIcNAc failed to
induce NRF2 target genes in A549 and H838 cells, demonstrating
that functional KEAP1 is required for NRF2 activation by OGT inhi-
bition (Appendix Fig S3A and B). Next, we created unglycosylatable
mutations in each of the 11 putative KEAP1 O-GIcNAc sites by
converting serine or threonine to alanine, and used H838 and A549
cells to test whether any individual unglycosylatable KEAP1 mutant
lost its ability to destabilize NRF2 and repress NQO1-ARE-reporter
activity. First, we confirmed that the expression levels of the KEAP1
mutants were comparable (Appendix Fig S3C and E). Then, we veri-
fied that wild-type KEAP1 expression reduced NRF2 protein level
(Appendix S3C) and NQOI1-ARE-reporter activity (~90%) in both
cell lines (Appendix Fig S3D and F). Among all point mutants tested,
only S104A consistently exhibited reduced capacity to destabilize
NRF2 or to repress the ARE-reporter (Appendix Fig S3C-F). Consis-
tent with this result, the S104A KEAP1 mutant, when compared to
wild-type KEAP1, also exhibited a significantly reduced ability to
repress NRF2 protein levels in a proteasome-dependent manner
(Appendix Fig S3G).

The KEAP1 S104A mutant also failed to repress NRF2 protein in
stably transduced H838 cells (Fig SA). In addition, the polyubiquiti-
nation of NRF2 in KEAP1 S104A-expressing cells was similar to that
of vector control cells, but significantly lower than that of cells
expressing wild-type KEAP1 (Fig 5A). Furthermore, we found that
cells stably expressing the KEAP1 S104A mutant were unable to
repress endogenous NRF2 target gene expression (Fig 5B). Next, we
asked whether KEAP1 S104 is required for the induction of NRF2
target genes by SSGIcNAc. We examined the expression of GCLM,
SLC7A11, NQO1, and HO-1 mRNA in wild-type or S104A

A, B MDA-MB-231 cells (A) or MCF7 cells (B) were incubated with DMSO or 100 uM GalNAz for 24 h and then separated into cytosolic (C) and nuclear (N) fractions.
Fractions were subjected to a CUAAC reaction with an alkyne-biotin probe and precipitated to remove unreacted probe. Then, biotin-labeled proteins were affinity-
purified via NeutrAvidin bead pull-down and analyzed by Western blot. Arrows indicate the protein of interest.

C  GlcNAc competition assay. 293T cells transfected with HA-KEAP1 were lysed and analyzed by IP and Western blot. GIcNAc competition (a specificity control) was
performed by pre-incubating the O-GIcNAc antibody with 1 M free GIcNAc before blotting. Blots were performed simultaneously with equal sample loading and

chemiluminescence exposure time. Arrows indicate the protein of interest.

D  OGT interacts with KEAP1 in human cells. 293T cells were transfected with MYC-OGT and/or HA-KEAPL constructs as indicated for 48 h, and lysates were analyzed

by IP/Western blot. Arrows indicate the protein of interest.

E Eleven candidate O-GlcNAcylated residues of KEAPL, identified by MS, are shown in the context of protein domains, secondary structure elements, and selected
known interacting partners of KEAP1. NTR, N-terminal region; BTB, broad complex/tramtrack/bric-a-brac domain; IVR, intervening region; KR, Kelch repeat domain;

CTR, C-terminal region.

Data information: See also Fig EV3 and Appendix Fig S2.
Source data are available online for this figure.
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KEAP1-reconstituted H838 cells after treatment with 5SGIcNAc.
KEAP1 wild-type-expressing cells (Fig S5C, upper panel) but not
S104A-expressing cells (Fig 5C, lower panel) showed significant
induction by 5SGIcNAc of most NRF2 target genes. HO-1 mRNA
was also induced by 5SGIcNAc in wild-type KEAP1-expressing cells
but did not reach statistical significance at 95% confidence interval
(P = 0.059, data not shown). Together, these data indicate that the
induction of NRF2 signaling by 5SGIcNAc is due to reduced
O-GlcNAcylation of KEAP1 S104.

In non-small-cell lung cancer, somatic mutations in KEAP1 often
result in defective KEAP1 function and constitutive activation of
NRF2 (Padmanabhan et al, 2006; Hast et al, 2014), promoting tumor
growth and resistance to therapies (Singh et al, 2006). For example,
NRF2 induction confers resistance to erastin-induced cell death
(Yagoda et al, 2007; Dixon et al, 2012; Sun et al, 2016). Our model
predicts that KEAP1 S104A-expressing cells would be resistant to
erastin, relative to wild-type KEAP1-expressing cells, due to constitu-
tively higher NRF2 activation. Indeed, we found that S104A stable
cells were resistant to erastin, consistent with their higher NRF2
pathway activation (Fig 5D). In contrast, cells stably expressing
wild-type KEAP1 are more susceptible to erastin (Fig 5D). Impor-
tantly, depletion of NRF2 by siRNA significantly sensitized the
vector control and S104A-expressing cells to erastin, as determined
by two orthogonal cell viability assays (Fig 5D and Appendix Fig
S3H). These results indicate that S104A KEAPI1, unlike wild-type,
cannot fully repress NRF2 or sensitize H838 to erastin-mediated cell
death. Together, our data indicate that O-GlcNAcylation of KEAP1 at
S104 is required for its ability to mediate NRF2 ubiquitination and
proteasomal destruction, and unglycosylatable S104A mutant KEAP1
confers NRF2-dependent resistance to erastin-induced cell death.

0-GlcNAcylation of KEAP1 promotes its productive interaction
with CUL3

Because O-GlcNAcylation regulates NRF2 ubiquitination (Figs 3 and
EV2A and B), we hypothesized that O-GlcNAcylation of KEAP1
might affect the interactions between components of the NRF2—
KEAP1-CUL3 E3 ligase complex. We found that neither OGT nor
OGA inhibition affected the interaction of NRF2 with KEAP1

The EMBO Journal

(Appendix Fig S3I). In contrast, OGT inhibition markedly reduced
the interaction between CUL3 and endogenous (Fig EV4A) or trans-
fected (Fig EV4B) KEAP1. Furthermore, we observed that the
KEAP1 S104A mutant exhibited a > 70% reduction in its interaction
with CUL3 in H838 and 293T cells (Fig 5E and F). Based on recent
structural and modeling experiments (PDB: SNLB), S104 likely does
not participate directly in KEAP1 dimerization in KEAP1-CUL3
complexes (Fig EV5A). However, prior studies are conflicting about
whether S104 is required for KEAP1 dimerization (Zipper &
Mulcahy, 2002; McMahon et al, 2006). We tested the effects of OGT
inhibition and S104 mutation on KEAP1 dimerization and found that
neither OGT nor OGA inhibition affected KEAP1 dimerization
(Appendix Fig S3J). Furthermore, the S104A KEAP1 mutant retained
its ability to interact with wild-type KEAP1 (Appendix Fig S3K).
These results indicate that S104 glycosylation is not required for
KEAP1 dimerization.

The recently reported structure of the KEAP1 BTB-CUL3 complex
(PDB: 5NLB) suggests that S104 does not directly contact CUL3
(Fig EV5A). However, the addition of a bulky O-GIcNAc moiety at
S$104 may induce a local conformational change in the BTB domain
that reduces CUL3 binding and/or NRF2 ubiquitination. Indeed, a
potentially analogous form of regulation has been reported at the
KEAP1 C151 residue in the BTB domain: C151 is also distant from
the KEAP1/CUL3 and KEAP1/KEAPI interaction interfaces (PDB:
SNLB; Fig EV5A), but modification of C151 by electrophilic small
molecules disables KEAP1-mediated NRF2 ubiquitination (Eggler
et al, 2009; Hur et al, 2010). Therefore, modification of residues in
the BTB domain, by either glycosylation or electrophilic attack, may
induce changes in KEAP1 that impair CUL3-dependent NRF2 ubiqui-
tination. Based on our data (Figs 5 and EV5A, and Appendix Fig S3J
and K) and the available structural information (PDB: SNLB), we
concluded that a major biochemical effect of KEAP1 S104 glycosyla-
tion is to promote its productive interaction with CUL3, leading to
efficient downstream ubiquitination of NRF2.

Correlation between NRF2, O-GIcNAc, and glucose levels

To understand the physiological importance of NRF2 regulation by
O-GlcNAcylation, we tested whether NRF2 protein levels are

Figure 5. O-GIcNAcylation of KEAP1 S104 regulates the KEAP1-CUL3 interaction and NRF2 activity.

A The KEAP1 S104A mutant has reduced ability to target NRF2 for proteasome-dependent destruction. WCLs from H838 cells stably expressing vector, wild-type

E F

KEAP1, or the KEAP1 S104A mutant were treated with vehicle or 10 pM MG132 for 3 h, and lysates were analyzed by Western blot. ns, non-specific band. The

arrowheads indicate NRF2 protein doublet in the NRF2 blot. In the V5 blot, the upper arrowhead is KEAP1 protein, the lower arrowhead is a non-specific band (ns).
KEAP1 S104 is required to suppress NRF2 transcriptional activity. RNA collected from stable H838 cells was analyzed by gPCR (normalized to B-actin mRNA). n = 3,

error bars represent standard deviations; P-values were calculated by Student’s t-test; *P < 0.05.

Reconstitution of H838 cells with wild-type KEAPL, but not SL04A KEAPL, restores induction of NRF2 targets by 5SGIcNAc. Stable H838 cells were treated with
50 puM 5SGIcNAc for 48 h, and mRNAs were analyzed by qPCR (normalized to B-actin mRNA) and compared to DMSO treatment. n = 3 for wild type; n = 7 for
S104A. Error bars represent standard deviations; P-values were calculated by Student’s t-test, *P < 0.05, **P < 0.001.

Wild-type, but not S104A, KEAP1 sensitizes H838 cells to erastin-induced cell death in a NRF2-dependent manner. Stable H838 cells were transfected with either
siNC (non-targeting control) or SiNRF2 for 24 h and then treated with erastin as indicated for additional 48 h. Cell viability was measured by CellTiter-Glo assay
and normalized to the siNC/DMSO control of each stable cell line. n = 3, P-values were calculated by Student’s t-test (siNC vector versus siNRF2 vector or siNC
S104A versus siNRF2 S104A), *P < 0.05.

The KEAP1 S104A mutant exhibits reduced interaction with CUL3. H838 (E) or 293T (F) cells were transfected with the indicated constructs for 32 or 48 h,
respectively, and lysates were analyzed by IP/fluorescent Western blot. Quantification of the KEAP1-CUL3 interaction was performed by the Image] (E) or
LI-COR (F) software platform and is given in the lower panels. n = 3, error bars represent standard deviation; P-values were calculated by Student’s t-test,
**P < 0.001.

Data information: See also Fig EV4 and Appendix Fig S3.
Source data are available online for this figure.
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regulated by OGT in response to glucose level fluctuations, since
glucose flux through the HBP gives rise to UDP-GIcNAc (Hart et al,
2011; Bond & Hanover, 2015). First, we confirmed that global
O-GlcNACc levels correlate with glucose concentrations in MCF7 and
MDA-MB-231 cells (Fig 6A and B), in keeping with the well-estab-
lished role for OGT in nutrient sensing (Hart et al, 2011; Bond &
Hanover, 2015). Consistent with an earlier report (Cullinan & Diehl,
2004), NRF2 protein accumulated during glucose deprivation
(Fig 6A and B). Interestingly, the effects of glucose deprivation on
both O-GIcNAc and NRF2 levels were reversed by the addition of N-
acetylglucosamine (GlcNAc; Fig 6B) or glucosamine (GIcN; Fig 6C),
which increase UDP-GIcNAc levels by bypassing the rate-limiting
step of the HBP (Hart et al, 2011; Bond & Hanover, 2015). Impor-
tantly, inhibiting OGA also prevented hypoglycemia-induced NRF2
upregulation (Fig 6D). Moreover, KEAP1 O-GlcNAcylation, as recog-
nized by two different monoclonal O-GIcNAc antibodies, was
reduced by glucose deprivation (Fig 6E). Finally, we also observed
decreased KEAP1-CUL3 interaction during glucose deprivation
(Fig 6F). These data suggest that glucose deprivation reduces
KEAP1 glycosylation and decreases the productive KEAP1-CUL3
interaction, leading to NRF2 pathway activation.

Based on our results, we propose that OGT is required to restrain
NRF2 through the O-GlcNAcylation of KEAP1 on S104, promoting
its optimal interaction with CUL3 for efficient NRF2 ubiquitina-
tion (Fig 6G). Upon a reduction in global O-GlcNAcylation—
through OGT inhibition, glucose deprivation, or other mechanisms
—KEAP1 is deglycosylated, especially at S104, which impairs its
interaction with CUL3 and reduces NRF2 ubiquitination and
degradation. Accumulated NRF2 protein then translocates into the
nucleus to initiate a characteristic antioxidant response (Fig 6G).
Because NRF2 can be regulated by glucose-dependent changes in
O-GlcNAcylation (Fig 6A-E), we propose that OGT is a signal-
ing conduit that links nutrient status to downstream stress
responses.

Discussion

We have combined genetic, biochemical, and chemical biology
approaches to discover a novel link between OGT and the NRF2
antioxidant pathway via the nutrient-sensitive O-GlcNAcylation of
KEAP1 S104. This regulation is conserved among disparate
human cell lines, suggesting that O-GlcNAcylation is broadly
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required to restrain the NRF2 pathway in the absence of oxidative
stress. Furthermore, our results indicate that glycosylation of
KEAP1 at S104 promotes its productive interaction with CUL3 for
optimal polyubiquitination and degradation of NRF2, providing a
molecular mechanism for our observations. Among the 11 poten-
tial O-GlcNAcylated sites we identified on KEAP1, S104 is the
most functionally relevant in this context, since the unglycosylat-
able S104A mutant KEAPI is less able to interact with CUL3 and
repress NRF2 activity (Fig 5). However, other KEAP1 glycosyla-
tion sites may regulate its activity toward NRF2 or other
substrates in response to stimuli or conditions that have not yet
been tested. Our work has revealed a new functional connection
between O-GlcNAcylation and NRF2 signaling, pinpointed KEAP1
as an important glycoprotein substrate in this regulation, and
elucidated the biochemical effects of O-GIcNAc in promoting the
productive KEAP1-CUL3 interaction and NRF2 ubiquitination and
degradation.

KEAP1 O-GlcNAcylation and ubiquitination of substrates

KEAP1 associates with CUL3 through its BTB domain and part of its
intervening region (IVR) domain (Kobayashi et al, 2004; Furukawa
& Xiong, 2005), whereas the KEAP1 Kelch motifs interact with
substrates (e.g., NRF2; Itoh et al, 1999; Komatsu et al, 2010). We
found that the interaction between KEAP1 and CUL3 (but not
KEAP1 and NRF2) is affected by O-GIcNAcylation of KEAP1 at S104
(Fig SE and F). Therefore, we propose a model in which O-GlcNAcy-
lation of KEAP S104 is necessary for its productive interaction with
CUL3 and the efficient ubiquitination of its substrates, through
either enhanced KEAP1-CUL3 binding, optimized KEAP1 conforma-
tion, or both (Fig 6G). While NRF2 is the best-known substrate of
the KEAP1-CUL3 complex, several studies have suggested that
IKKB is also a target (Lee et al, 2009; Kim et al, 2010). Thus, it will
be interesting to determine in future studies whether IKKf and/or
other KEAP1 substrates also accumulate in response to OGT
inhibition. Additionally, while the candidate O-GlcNAc sites on the
KEAP1 Kelch domains did not have significant effects on NRF2
regulation in our experiments (Appendix Fig S3D and F), they may
contribute to the binding of other KEAP1/CUL3 substrates
(Mulvaney et al, 2016), or may regulate KEAP1 in response to other
signals. Future work will focus on the potential functional conse-
quences and downstream effects of individual KEAP1 O-GlcNAc
sites beyond S104.

Figure 6. KEAP1 O-GlcNAcylation and NRF2 stability are regulated by glucose levels.

A NRF2 protein levels anti-correlate with both glucose levels and global O-GlcNAcylation. MCF7 cells were incubated with the indicated glucose concentrations for

12 h, and WCLs were analyzed by Western blot. Arrows indicate NRF2.
B, C

GlcNAc (B) or GleN (C) supplementation suppresses NRF2 induction by glucose deprivation. MDA-MB-231 cells were incubated with the indicated levels of glucose

and GlcNAc (B) or GleN (C) for 16 h, and WCLs were analyzed by Western blot. Arrows indicate NRF2.

D Blocking OCA activity abolishes NRF2 induction by glucose deprivation. MDA-MB-231 or H226 cells were treated with Thiamet-G for 8 or 24 h, respectively, and
then subjected to glucose deprivation for additional 16 or 24 h, respectively. WCLs were analyzed by Western blot. Arrows indicate NRF2.

E Glucose deprivation reduces KEAP1 O-GlcNAcylation. MDA-MB-231 cells were incubated with 25 or 0 mM glucose for 16 h and lysates were analyzed by IP/Western

blot. Arrow indicates O-GlcNAcylated KEAPI.

F Glucose deprivation reduces the KEAP1-CUL3 interaction. MDA-MB-231 cells were transfected with HA-KEAP1 and MYC-CUL3 for 24 h and then subjected to the
indicated glucose concentrations for additional 12 h. Lysates were analyzed by IP/Western blot. Arrow indicates overexpressed MYC-CUL3 or HA-KEAP1, respectively.
G Proposed model, in which nutrient-sensitive KEAP1 S104 O-GlcNAcylation promotes its productive interaction with CUL3 to mediate NRF2 ubiquitination and

destruction. Please see text for details.

Source data are available online for this figure.

© 2017 The Authors

The EMBO Journal Vol 36 | No 15| 2017

2243



The EMBO Journal

KEAP1 glycosylation regulates NRF2  Po-Han Chen et al

A WCL B WCL c WCL
Glucose (mM) 25 125 5 1 05 0 Glucose (mM) 2525 0 0 2525 25 0 0 O Glucose (mM)
GlcNAc (mM) 0 40 0 40 4 8 4 8 GlcN(mM)
100 kDa- -y «
NRF2 =™ 100 kDa-J < ‘| <
NRF2
G e S — o ) o : o | n . -
O-GlcNAc | =% O-GIcNAC | 1 e . " .
... &l &8 - 4 - - -
—— S— — -— .
B-tubulin | S G T D T T B-tubulin ————— p——
D E
MDA-MB-231: WCL H226: WCL
Glucose (MM) 25 252500 0 111111 0 0 O — =
Thiamet-G (uM) 2550 2550 2550 25 50 Input  19G KEAP1
> S "=, Glucose (MM) 25 0 25 25 0
NRF2 100 K02 s e i s e 100 kDa ——
O-GIcNAc L | <
] N ey a . (»”:5) - — - = | 58kDa
= - .- i
s i ’ ' " O-GIcNAc 458 kDa
O-GlcNAC - C Y AE - (18B10) o b
| = i . = —
—— r _ KEAP1 58 kDa
- ]
prg ==~
B-tubulin |___.__....,_. || s >
F G Hexosamine biosvnthet:]c |:>athwayG
. Fructose 6-phosphate «—<—Glucose
Input IP: MYC Homeostasis . pRosP Lo
Glutamine Low OGT activity
Glucose (mM) 25 25 0 25 25 0 Polyubiquitination and g,(_(_ Glucosamine
MYC-CUL3 + 4 +ot proteasomal degradation
HA-KEAP1 + o+ + o+ \— UTP /AcetyI-CoA
Myc »[T Sm || —— —- | {_J—<—GlcNAc
S104
A | R o UDP-GIcNAc_ 5SGIeNAC
v OGT
: OGA © o
Thiamet-G ©
O-GleNAc [ > . Lower oxidative
“ ‘ = E3 ligase complex stress
< NRFZ>» | Antioxidant )
. . -~ m response
Nucleus NQO1, HMOX1,GCLM, GCLC...
Figure 6.

2244  The EMBO journal Vol 36 | No 15 | 2017

© 2017 The Authors



Po-Han Chen et al ~ KEAP1 glycosylation regulates NRF2

0-GlcNAcylation and NRF2 activity

Previous reports demonstrated that oxidative stress modulates
cysteine residues of KEAP1, leading to conformational changes and
reduced ubiquitination of bound NRF2, as described in the hinge and
latch model (Zhang & Hannink, 2003; Wakabayashi et al, 2004;
Zhang et al, 2004; Kobayashi et al, 2006). Here, we found that even
without oxidative stress, O-GlcNAcylation of KEAP1 S104 is a novel
mechanism of restraining NRF2 signaling (Figs 4 and 5, and
Appendix Fig S3). O-GlcNAcylation is regulated by the availability of
glucose and glutamine, which are precursors for the biosynthesis of
UDP-GIcNAc by the HBP (Hart et al, 2011; Bond & Hanover, 2015),
and our data demonstrate that NRF2 is induced when global
O-GlcNAcylation is reduced either by OGT inhibition (Figs 1-3) or by
glucose starvation (Fig 6). The fact that we did not observe a recipro-
cal decrease in NRF2 signaling in the transcriptional response to OGA
inhibition (Fig 1B) could be due to constitutively low levels of NRF2
and high levels of KEAP1 O-GlcNAcylation under homeostasis condi-
tions. This hypothesis is supported by our observation of a robust
interaction between KEAP1 and OGT in unstressed cells (Fig 4D).

Since intracellular glucose levels influence global O-GlcNAc
(Fig 6; Hart et al, 2011; Bond & Hanover, 2015), glucose availability
may regulate the NRF2-mediated antioxidant response through the
O-GlcNAcylation of KEAP1 and perhaps other substrates. For
instance, although we did not detect evidence of NRF2 or CUL3
O-GlcNAcylation in our experimental system (Fig 4A and B), it is
possible that protein is either glycosylated at an undetectable stoi-
chiometry or is robustly glycosylated under different experimental
conditions. In future studies, it will be interesting to determine
whether other components of the NRF2 pathway are also OGT
substrates. Importantly, however, we showed that the KEAP1 S104A
mutation abolishes the NRF2 response to OGT inhibition in our
systems (Fig 5B and C), indicating that other OGT substrates are not
necessary to explain these effects in this specific context.

Interestingly, recent studies have identified cross-talk between
0O-GlcNAcylation and the NRF2 pathway in different species and
experimental models. For example, SKN-1, the NRF ortholog in
Caenorhabditis elegans, is O-GlcNAcylated in response to oxidative
stress (Li et al, 2017a). Although we did not detect evidence of
NRF2 O-GlcNAcylation under homeostasis conditions (Fig 4A),
human NRF proteins may be glycosylated in response to oxidative
stress or other triggers. In addition, in murine macrophages, NRF2
activation was found to positively regulate OGT at transcriptional
level (Li et al, 2017b), though we failed to detect an analogous effect
in human breast cancer cells treated with known NRF2 activators
(data not shown). Recently, Kang et al (2016) observed that TET1-
mediated recruitment of OGT to the NRF2 promoter regulates NRF2
levels in 5-fluorouracil-resistent colon cancer cells. However, in our
experiments, we observed no effect of OGT or OGA inhibition on
NRF2 mRNA (Fig 2E and Appendix Fig S1C). More studies are
required to fully elucidate the transcriptional cross-talk between the
OGT and NRF2 pathways.

Our findings suggest that altered O-GlcNAcylation regulates
cellular redox balance through NRF2-mediated antioxidant signaling
in a KEAP1-dependent manner under homeostasis. Consistent with
our model, a recent report demonstrated that deletion of OGT in
murine neurons causes the upregulation of several oxidative stress
genes, although the specific O-GlcNAcylated protein(s) responsible
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was not identified (Wang et al, 2016). Understanding the impact of
O-GlcNAc dynamics on antioxidant regulators (Lee et al, 2016)
under physiologically relevant hypoglycemic, hyperglycemic, or
oxidative conditions will be an interesting focus of future work.

Tumor microenvironment and therapeutic potential

Hypoxia, lactic acidosis, and hypoglycemia are common features
of solid tumors due to poor perfusion (Chen et al, 2008; Gatza
et al, 2011; Tang et al, 2012). These tumor microenvironmental
stresses activate several transcription factors, including HIF1
(Harris, 2002), MondoA-MIx (Chen et al, 2010), and ATF3 (Tang
et al, 2012), which in turn trigger a wide range of stress
responses, drive oncogenesis, and confer resistance to various
treatments (Castells et al, 2012). In particular, glucose deprivation
confers resistance to various chemotherapeutic agents (Ledoux
et al, 2003; Komurov et al, 2012). Interestingly, recent work
demonstrated a functional connection between O-GlcNAcylation
and the HIF1 pathway in tumor cell signaling (Ferrer et al, 2014).
Our results suggest that stresses that reduce OGT activity, such as
glucose deprivation, may induce NRF2 activation (Figs 1B and 6)
and confer chemoresistance via increased antioxidant signaling
(Syu et al, 2016). Indeed, we found that the gene expression
signatures of low OGT activity and high NRF2 pathway activation
are strongly correlated in several human tumor datasets (Fig 1C),
suggesting a potential in vivo connection between these pathways
in cancer that will be tested in future studies. Although NRF2
plays a significant role in tumorigenesis and treatment resistance,
as a transcription factor, it has not traditionally been considered a
readily druggable target. Our results describe a novel mechanistic
connection between O-GlcNAcylation and NRF2 and may offer
new opportunities to improve the treatment responses of solid
tumors under microenvironmental stresses by targeting the OGT/
NRF2 axis.

KLHL family and O-GIcNAcylation

KEAP1 belongs to the Kelch-like (KLHL) family, which is an
evolutionarily conserved group with 42 human members (Dhanoa
et al, 2013). Most KLHL proteins have a BTB/POZ domain, a
BACK domain, and several Kelch motifs. While the function and
regulation of most KLHL proteins are not well understood, their
importance is demonstrated by various human diseases associated
with mutations in KLHL genes (Dhanoa et al, 2013). For example,
the mutations of KEAP1 (KLHL19) or gigaxonin (KLHL16) lead to
various cancers (Singh et al, 2006) and giant axonal neuropathy
(GAN; Bomont et al, 2000), respectively. Interestingly, S104 of
human KEAP1 is conserved in the KEAP1 orthologs of diverse
animal species (Fig EV5B), and in 37 of 42 human KLHL proteins
(Fig EV5C; Sievers et al, 2011). In KLHL11, the corresponding
position is a threonine residue, which would also permit glycosy-
lation by OGT. In addition, mutations in the cognate residue of
KEAP1 S104 in gigaxonin, serine 52 (Fig EV5C), cause a subset of
GAN (Bomont et al, 2000; Mahammad et al, 2013; Boizot et al,
2014), and the structures of the KEAP1 and gigaxonin BTB
domains, including the positions of Ser104/Ser52, are nearly iden-
tical (Fig EV5D). These facts suggest that gigaxonin and perhaps
other KLHL proteins could be regulated by O-GlcNAcylation at the
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KEAP1 S104-cognate residue, or other sites. In a first step toward
testing this possibility, we found that gigaxonin is O-GlcNAcylated
(Fig EVSE). Therefore, O-GlcNAcylation may be a conserved mode
of regulating the KLHL family of proteins. This hypothesis will be
an important focus of future studies. Given the conservation of
KEAP1 S104 among most KLHL family members, the glycosylation
of KLHL proteins may provide a general mechanism for coupling
nutrient sensing to proteostasis in a variety of physiological
contexts.

Materials and Methods

Cell culture

MDA-MB-231, MCF7, ZR-75-1, BT474, A549, H838, 293T, H226, and
RCC4 cells were obtained from the Duke Cell Culture Facility and
maintained at 37°C supplied with 5% CO,. H1299 cells containing a
yellow fluorescent protein (YFP) gene retrovirally inserted into
intron 2 of the NQO1 gene (130207PL1G9-NQO1) were a gift from
Dr. Uri Alon and the Kahn Protein Dynamics group (Sigal et al,
2006; Cohen et al, 2009). Cell lines were cultured in either regular
DMEM or RPMI medium with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS),
HEPES, and penicillin/streptomycin according to the instructions
from the American Type Culture Collection. For glucose deprivation
medium, cells at 90% confluency were first washed with phosphate-
buffered saline (PBS) twice and incubated with DMEM (Thermo-
Fisher, DMEM, no glucose 11966) supplemented with 1x sodium
pyruvate, HEPES, FBS, and penicillin/streptomycin, as well as
indicated glucose concentrations (Sigma).

OGT/OGA inhibitors and azidosugar

Ac45SGIcNAc (abbreviated SSGIcNAc or 5SG) was synthesized and
purified as described (Gloster et al, 2011). Thiamet-G was synthe-
sized and purified by the Duke Small Molecule Synthesis Facility as
described (Yuzwa et al, 2008). AcyGalNAz (abbreviated GalNAz)
was synthesized essentially as described (Boyce et al, 2011) by
Tandem Sciences.

Co-immunoprecipitation (co-IP)

For co-IP of endogenous proteins, 293T and MCF7 cells were treated
with 5SGIcNAc (50 uM, 24 h) and lysed in Pierce IP buffer (1%
Triton X-100, 150 mM NaCl, 1 mM EDTA, and 25 mM Tris—HCI pH
7.5) supplemented with protease and phosphatase inhibitors. Cell
lysates were incubated with anti-CUL3 antibody overnight at 4°C.
Then, protein G beads (Dynabeads, ThermoFisher) were added for
an additional 8 h with gentle rotation at 4°C. For HA-KEAP1 and
MYC-CUL3 interaction experiments, 293T cells transfected (Mirus
LT1) with HA-KEAP1 and MYC-CUL3 were treated with 5SGIcNAc
(50 uM, 48 h) and harvested in Pierce IP buffer (with the addition
of 5 uM PUGNAc to inhibit hexosaminidase activity). For MYC-
CUL3 and HA-tagged wild-type KEAP1 or S104A KEAP1 interaction
experiments, H838 or 293T cells transfected with the indicated
constructs (32-48 h post-transfection) were lysed in Pierce IP buffer.
Lysates were incubated with MYC or HA antibody for 8 h with rota-
tion at 4°C, and then, protein G beads were added for additional
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overnight rotation at 4°C. For KEAP1-CULS3 interaction experiments
under glucose deprivation, 80% confluent MDA-MB-231 were first
transfected with the indicated constructs (Invitrogen, Lipofectamine
2000) for 24 h. The cells were then washed twice in PBS and incu-
bated with low- or high-glucose medium for an additional 12 h
before harvesting in Pierce IP buffer. After IPs, protein G beads were
washed three times (1% Triton X-100, 300 mM NaCl, 1 mM EDTA,
and 25 mM Tris-HCI pH 7.5) and eluted in 2x SDS-PAGE sample
buffer for Western blot analysis. For OGT and KEAP1 interaction
experiments, 293T cells were transfected with MYC-OGT and
HA-KEAP1 for 48 h, harvested in Pierce lysis buffer, and used for
co-IP as described. The proteins of interest were then evaluated by
Western blot using either chemiluminescence (Thermo Scientific
SuperSignal Pico) or LI-COR Odyssey imager (IRDye).

YFP-NQO1 induction assay using IncuCyte ZOOM

The reporter cell line H1299 stably expressing YFP-NQO1, cultured
in RPMI medium supplemented with 10% FBS, was plated onto 48-
well tissue-culture microplates (8,000 cells/well) and allowed to
adhere overnight. DMSO, MLN4924, or 5SGIcNAc was added at the
indicated concentrations, and the plates were immediately trans-
ferred into the IncuCyte ZOOM platform (Essen BioScience), housed
inside a cell incubator at 37°C/5% CO,, until the end of the assay.
Two fields per well from five technical replicates were imaged with
phase and green (400 ms acquisition) channels. Images were taken
using a 10x objective lens every 1 h for 45 h and then analyzed
using the IncuCyte Basic Software. Automated image processing on
the fluorescence and phase channels was accomplished by applying
an appropriate processing definition. In phase contrast, cell segmen-
tation was achieved by applying a mask to exclude cells from
background. An area filter was applied to exclude objects below
75 um?. Green channel background noise was subtracted with the
Top-Hat method of background non-uniformity correction with a
radius of 100 um and a threshold of 0.6 green corrected units
(GCU). Fluorescence signal was quantified applying a mask. Total
Green Object Integrated Intensity (GCU x pm?/Image) was normal-
ized by confluence and further normalized by mean values obtained
for untreated cells. Data presented are from one experiment with
five technical replicates and are reported as mean + standard devia-
tion (SD). Data were reproduced in a biological replicate with five
technical replicates.

In vivo ubiquitination

293T cells transfected with MYC-NRF2 and HA-Ub were treated with
DMSO vehicle or 5SGIcNAc (50 uM, 48 h). The cells were then
harvested in RIPA buffer (Sigma, 150 mM NaCl, 1.0% IGEPAL
CA-630, 0.5% sodium deoxycholate, 0.1% SDS, and 50 mM Tris,
pH 8.0). Lysates were diluted (final 0.1% SDS) for incubation with
anti-MYC antibody and then protein G beads at 4°C with gentle rota-
tion. For endogenous NRF2-Ub assays, MCF7 cells were first treated
with DMSO vehicle or 5SGIcNAc (50 puM) for 42 h, and MG132
(10 uM) was added for an additional 6 h of incubation. Cells were
lysed in 1% SDS RIPA buffer and sonicated before IP. To IP endoge-
nous NRF2, NRF2 antibody (Abcam 62352) was incubated with
diluted cell lysates (final 0.1% SDS) overnight at 4°C, and the
protein G beads were added for an additional 8 h of incubation at
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4°C. After incubation, the beads were washed in IP buffer three
times and boiled in 2x Western sample buffer. Sample buffer-eluted
proteins were separated by SDS-PAGE and analyzed by Western
blot with the indicated antibodies.

GalNAz labeling and GIcNAc competition assays

MCF7 and MDA-MB-231 cells were incubated with DMSO or
100 uM GalNAz for 24 h. In brief, cells were lysed and fractionated
into nuclear and cytosolic fractions for click reactions (1 h at room
temperature with gentle rotation; 5 mM sodium ascorbate, 25 pM
alkyne-biotin, 100 uM TBTA, and 1 mM CuSO,). After click
reactions, lysates were precipitated and washed in cold methanol to
remove unreacted alkyne-biotin, resuspended in 4 M guanidine/
PBS, and incubated with NeutrAvidin beads overnight at 4°C to
capture biotin-conjugated proteins. The beads were then washed
three times each with the following buffers: 4 M guanidine/PBS;
5 M NaCl/H,0; 6 M urea/PBS; and 1% SDS/PBS. Bound proteins
were eluted by boiling in 2x SDS-PAGE sample buffer and analyzed
by Western blot (Boyce et al, 2011). For GIcNAc competition assays,
293T cells transfected with HA-KEAP1 were lysed and IP-ed with
HA antibody as above. Equal amounts of precipitated protein
samples were loaded, separated by SDS-PAGE, transferred onto the
same PVDF membrane, and blocked in 5% BSA/1x Tris-buffered
saline with Tween (TBST; 0.1% Tween-20). For competition
controls, O-GlcNAc antibodies were pre-incubated with 1 M GIcNAc
(Sigma) in 5% BSA/TBST at room temperature for 2-3 h before
incubation with membrane overnight at 4°C (Sakabe et al, 2010).
Blots performed with or without GlcNAc competition were then
evaluated by enhanced chemiluminescence using identical exposure
times.

Quantitative real-time PCR and microarray analysis

RNAs collected by RNeasy kit (Qiagen) were used for reverse tran-
scription by the SuperScript II kit (Invitrogen). The primers used
for real-time PCR are listed in the Appendix. Analyses of micro-
array data and in vivo correlation were performed according to
previous reports (Gatza et al, 2010; Keenan et al, 2015). Detailed
information is provided in Appendix Supplementary Materials and
Methods.

Expanded View for this article is available online.
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