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ABSTRACT

Background: Previous studies have presented evidence to support the significant association 
between red meat intake and colon cancer, suggesting that heme iron plays a key role in 
colon carcinogenesis. Epigallocatechin-3-gallate (EGCG), the major constituent of green tea, 
exhibits anti-oxidative and anti-cancer effects. However, the effect of EGCG on red meat-
associated colon carcinogenesis is not well understood.
Objectives: We aimed to investigate the regulatory effects of hemin and EGCG on colon 
carcinogenesis and the underlying mechanism of action.
Methods: Hemin and EGCG were treated in Caco2 cells to perform the water-soluble 
tetrazolium salt-1 assay, lactate dehydrogenase release assay, reactive oxygen species (ROS) 
detection assay, real-time quantitative polymerase chain reaction and western blot. We 
investigated the regulatory effects of hemin and EGCG on an azoxymethane (AOM) and 
dextran sodium sulfate (DSS)-induced colon carcinogenesis mouse model.
Results: In Caco2 cells, hemin increased cell proliferation and the expression of cell cycle 
regulatory proteins, and ROS levels. EGCG suppressed hemin-induced cell proliferation 
and cell cycle regulatory protein expression as well as mitochondrial ROS accumulation. 
Hemin increased nuclear factor erythroid-2-related factor 2 (Nrf2) expression, but decreased 
Keap1 expression. EGCG enhanced hemin-induced Nrf2 and antioxidant gene expression. 
Nrf2 inhibitor reversed EGCG reduced cell proliferation and cell cycle regulatory protein 
expression. In AOM/DSS mice, hemin treatment induced hyperplastic changes in colon 
tissues, inhibited by EGCG supplementation. EGCG reduced the hemin-induced numbers of 
total aberrant crypts and malondialdehyde concentration in the AOM/DSS model.
Conclusions: We demonstrated that EGCG reduced hemin-induced proliferation and colon 
carcinogenesis through Nrf2-inhibited mitochondrial ROS accumulation.
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INTRODUCTION

Colon cancer is the one of leading causes of cancer-associated deaths worldwide and is 
closely associated with aging and lifestyle factors, such as dietary habits. Among the risk 
factors for colon cancer, increased red meat intake is considered a critical risk factor that 
contributes to colon carcinogenesis [1]. Previous studies found that the consumption of 
processed red meat is closely associated with colon carcinogenesis, suggesting that the 
heme iron in red meat is a risk factor [2,3]. Epidemiological support the concept that heme 
iron intake significantly increases the risk of colon cancer [4]. Indeed, a previous study 
suggested that heme enhances colon carcinogenesis [5]. Heme is the iron-bearing prosthetic 
group of hemoproteins, such as myoglobin and hemoglobin, in red meat [6]. Because of the 
stimulatory role of heme in colon cancer occurrence, the regulatory effect and its underlying 
mechanism have prompted studies into its effects [7].

Hemin is a ferric porphyrin component of hemoglobin, containing a freely exchangeable 
axial chloride group. It has been used in place of heme delivered from hemoprotein digestion 
[6,8]. Heme proteins are digested in the upper gastrointestinal tract, delivering heme and 
ferrous iron oxide to the colon. Heme iron increases mucosal proliferation and cytotoxicity, 
suggesting that heme has a greater propensity to induce malignancy compared with other 
forms of dietary iron [5,9]. Several studies have found that the key mechanism of heme 
iron–induced colon carcinogenesis is oxidative stress-induced lipid peroxidation and gene 
mutation [10,11]. Because the polyunsaturated fatty acid residues of phospholipids are 
extremely sensitive to oxidation, lipid peroxidation is initiated by free-radical attack of 
membrane lipids and is catalyzed by heme [12]. Therefore, these findings indicate that the 
suppression of heme-induced cellular reactive oxygen species (ROS) may be a potential 
strategy for preventing or treating colon cancer.

Epigallocatechin-3-gallate (EGCG) is the most abundant polyphenol in green tea and has 
been studied in various diseases including cancer [13,14]. Previous epidemiological studies 
suggest an association between green tea consumption and the dose-dependent reduction 
of mortality associated with cardiometabolic disorders [15]. The beneficial effect of EGCG 
is due to its anti-oxidative activity. This occurs through the regulation of antioxidant enzyme 
expression and mitochondrial redox signaling against ROS-induced cellular dysfunction 
[16]. The semiquinone radical of EGCG reacts with glutathione, which is closely associated 
with the activation of nuclear factor erythroid-2-related factor 2 (Nrf2) signaling [17]. 
Although several reports have shown that EGCG suppresses sensitivity to chemotherapy 
with 5-fluorouracil in colon cancer models, the effect of EGCG on heme-induced colon 
carcinogenesis has yet to be reported [18]. As heme iron-stimulated lipid peroxidation is 
mediated by ROS accumulation, EGCG may represent a therapeutic drug for the treatment 
of heme iron–induced colon cancer [11]. Therefore, we investigated the regulatory effect 
of EGCG on hemin-induced colon carcinogenesis through modulation of intracellular ROS 
accumulation in an azoxymethane (AOM) and dextran sodium sulfate (DSS)-induced colon 
carcinogenesis mouse (AOM/DSS) model and Caco2 colorectal cancer cells.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Materials
AOM (A5486), hemin (51280), EGCG (E4143), trigonelline hydrochloride (T5506), and 
MitoTempo (SML 0737) were obtained from Sigma-Aldrich, Inc. (St. Louis, MO, USA). DSS 
with a molecular weight of 36,000–50,000 was obtained from MP Biomedical Inc. (Santa 
Ana, CA, USA, MFCD00081551). The colorectal cancer cell line, Caco2, was purchased from 
the Korean Cell Line Bank (Seoul, Korea). Fetal bovine serum (FBS), phosphate-buffered 
solution (PBS), and high glucose Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle Medium (DMEM) were purchased 
from HyClone (Logan, UT, USA). Penicillin-streptomycin solution, cell culture dishes, and 
plates were purchased from Thermo Fisher Scientific Inc. (Waltham, MA, USA). CDK2 (sc-
6248), CDK4 (sc-23896), cyclin D (sc-8396), cyclin E (sc-247), and β-actin (sc-47778) primary 
antibodies were purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Santa Cruz, CA, USA). Nrf2 
(NBP1-32822) and Keap1 (NBP2-03319) antibodies were purchased from Novus Biologicals 
(Centennial, CO, USA). Horseradish peroxidase-conjugated mouse anti-rabbit secondary 
antibody and -conjugated mouse IgG kappa binding protein were purchased from Santa Cruz 
Biotechnology. All mRNA primers were purchased from Cosmogenetech (Seoul, Korea).

Cell culture
Caco2 colorectal cancer cells were cultured in high glucose DMEM (Hyclone), supplemented 
with 10% FBS (Hyclone) and 1% penicillin-streptomycin solution (Gibco, Grand Island, NY, 
USA). Caco2 cells were plated in 60 mm dishes or a 96-well plate (Thermo Fisher Scientific 
Inc.) in a conventional cell incubator (37°C, CO2 5%, and air 95%). When the cells reached 
70% confluency, the medium was changed to serum-free DMEM for 24 h for serum starvation.

Water-soluble tetrazolium salt (WST)-1 cell proliferation assay
The WST-1 cell proliferation assay was performed according to the manufacturer’s 
instructions provided with the EZ-Cytox kit (Daeil Labservice, Seoul, Korea, EZ-1000). Caco2 
cells were plated at a density of 1 × 104 cells per well in a 96 well plate. When the cells reached 
70% confluency, the media was replaced with serum-free media prior to hemin and EGCG 
treatment. Cells were incubated in 100 μL of EZ-Cytox reagent with DMEM for 1 h at 37°C. 
The WST-1 concentration was measured using a Synergy HTX multi-mode microplate reader 
(BioTek, Winooski, VT, USA).

Trypan blue exclusion assay
Caco2 cells were treated with hemin or EGCG for 48 h. The cells were then washed twice 
with PBS, trypsinized, and centrifugated at 1,500 × g for 5 min. The pellet was suspended 
with 0.4% trypan blue solution (Sigma-Aldrich, T8154). The cell number and viability were 
measured using a Countess II automated cell counter (Thermo Fisher Scientific Inc.).

Measurements of intracellular and mitochondrial ROS
The DCF-DA (Thermo Fisher Scientific Inc., C6821) and MitoSOX (Thermo Fisher Scientific 
Inc., M36008) assays were used to determine intracellular ROS and mitochondrial-specific 
ROS levels in Caco2 cells, respectively. The DCF-DA and MitoSOX staining assays were 
performed according to the manufacturer’s instructions. The detailed experimental protocols 
were previously described [19]. The fluorescence intensities of DCF-DA and MitoSOX were 
detected using a Synergy HTX multi-mode microplate reader (BioTek).
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Lactate dehydrogenase (LDH) cytotoxicity assay
Caco2 cells were plated at a density of 1 × 104 cells per well in a 96-well plate. When cell 
confluency reached 70%, the media was replaced with serum-free media prior to drug 
treatment. After incubation with hemin or EGCG, the media was collected and centrifugated 
at 600 × g for 10 min. The supernatant was collected and the LDH cytotoxicity assay 
was performed following the manufacturer’s instructions provided with the EZ-LDH kit 
(DoGenBio, Seoul, Korea, DG-LDH500). The LDH release level was measured using a 
Synergy HTX multi-mode microplate reader (BioTek).

Western blot analysis
Harvested Caco2 cells were washed with cold PBS and mixed with RIPA lysis buffer (Atto, 
Tokyo, Japan). The detailed experimental protocols were previously described [19]. 
Uncropped representative blot images are described in Supplementary Figs. 1-6.

Real-time quantitative polymerase chain reaction (PCR)
Harvested Caco2 cells were lysed with RL buffer and dithiothreitol solution. The RNA was 
extracted using an RNA extraction kit (Takara, Tokyo, Japan). The RNA extraction and 
quantitative PCR were performed according to the manufacturer’s instructions. The detailed 
experimental protocols were previously described [19]. The relative expression of target 
mRNA was normalized to ACTB mRNA. All sequences of mRNA primer are described in 
Supplementary Table 1.

Animals
Male Institute for Cancer Research (ICR) mice were obtained from Orient Bio (Seongnam, 
Korea) and housed in an isolated polycarbonate cage (5 mice/cage) and specific pathogen 
free laboratory condition. The temperature and relative humidity were set at 20°C ± 2°C and 
50% ± 20%, respectively. Light and dark cycles were set at 12 h each and the intensity of 
illumination was maintained at 150–300 lux. An AIN-76A purified diet was obtained from 
Central Laboratory Animal Inc. (Seoul, Korea). During the experimental period, diets and 
litter were all used after sterilization. The animal experiments were conducted in compliance 
with the “Guide for Care and Use of Laboratory Animals” of Chungbuk National University 
(CBNUR-1102-17).

Experimental design
Male ICR mice (4-week-old) were acclimated to the cage for a week, then divided into three 
groups: carboxymethylcellulose (CMC; control group), hemin treatment (hemin group), 
and hemin with EGCG co-treatment (hemin + EGCG group). Hemin (2 g/kg) mixed with 1% 
CMC was orally administered to the hemin group and the hemin + EGCG group. The hemin 
+ EGCG group was provided with distilled water containing EGCG (0.1%, ad libitum). Then, 
AOM (10 mg/kg) was subcutaneously injected three times into the mice at day 0 and after the 
first and second weeks of the experimental period to induce the formation of preneoplastic 
lesions in the colon. On the second week of the experimental period, distilled water 
containing 2% DSS was given to the mice for 7 days.

Aberrant crypt foci (ACF) and aberrant crypt (AC) assay
Colons were harvested, flushed with saline, opened longitudinally, and fixed flat between 
filter paper in 10% neutral buffered formalin. The formalin-fixed tissues were stained with 
0.2% methylene blue solution for a few seconds. The total number of ACF and AC in each 
focus was counted under a microscope. ACF were identified with following morphological 
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characteristics: 1) enlarged and elevated crypts compared with the normal mucosa and 2) 
increased pericryptal space and irregular lumens.

Thiobarbituric acid reactive substance (TBARS) assay
Dry feces were collected under each cage of five mice 24 h before sacrifice. Samples were 
prepared by adding 1 mL of distilled water to 0.3 g of dried feces. Samples were incubated 
at 37°C for an hour and thoroughly mixed during incubation. Following centrifugation 
for 15 min at 20,000 × g, the supernatant was collected and stored at −20°C until use. 
Malondialdehyde (MDA) levels were measured using a TBARS Assay Kit (Cayman Chemical, 
Ann Arbor, MI, USA). The method is based on the reaction of thiobarbituric acid with MDA 
under high temperature (90°C–100°C) and the resultant color was measured at 530 nm.

Statistical analysis
Data are expressed as the means ± SE of the mean. Data were analyzed with a one-way 
analysis of variance followed by Holm-Sidak test. The differences were determined to be 
significant at p < 0.05. All statistical tests were performed and analyzed using SigmaPlot 
program (Systat Software, Inc., San Jose, CA, USA).

RESULTS

Stimulatory effects of hemin on proliferation and mitochondrial ROS 
accumulation in Caco2 cells
We examined the regulatory effect of hemin on the survival and proliferation of Caco2 
colorectal cancer cells. Using trypan blue exclusion and LDH assays, we observed that hemin 
treatment (100 nM, 1 μM, and 10 μM) did not affect cell viability or LDH release levels (Fig. 1A 
and B). However, the number of Caco2 cells treated with hemin (1 μM and 10 μM) was higher 
compared with that of Caco2 cells treated with vehicle or 100 nM of hemin (Fig. 1C). Similarly, 
the WST-1 assay revealed that both 1 μM and 10 μM of hemin significantly increased WST-1 
levels (Fig. 1D). In addition, we confirmed that hemin treatment increased the expression of 
the cell cycle regulatory proteins, CDK2, CDK4, cyclin D, and cyclin E (Fig. 1E). These findings 
indicate that hemin treatment stimulates cell proliferation, but not survival, in Caco2 cells.

To determine the effect of hemin treatment on ROS accumulation in Caco2 cells, we used 
DCF-DA intracellular ROS detection and MitoSOX mitochondrial ROS detection assays. As 
shown in the Fig. 2A and B, both 1 μM and 10 μM of hemin treatment significantly increased 
intracellular and mitochondrial ROS levels in Caco2 cells. In addition, the superoxide 
scavenger, MitoTEMPO pretreatment suppressed hemin-induced WST-1 levels and the cell 
cycle regulatory proteins, CDK2, CDK4, cyclin D, and cyclin E (Fig. 2C and D). Collectively, 
the data indicate that hemin-induced mitochondrial ROS accumulation is important for 
Caco2 proliferation.

Suppression of EGCG on hemin-induced Caco2 proliferation through Nrf2 
activation
To determine the effect of EGCG on colorectal cancer cells with hemin, we pretreated 1 μM 
of EGCG to Caco2 cells prior to 1 μM of hemin treatment. EGCG pretreatment suppressed 
the hemin-indued increase in cell number and WST-1 levels (Fig. 3A and B). EGCG reversed 
hemin-induced expression of the cell cycle regulatory proteins, CDK2, CDK4, cyclin D, 
and cyclin E (Fig. 3C). Using a mitochondrial ROS detection assay, we found that EGCG 
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pretreatment reversed hemin-induced mitochondrial ROS levels in Caco2 cells (Fig. 3D). 
Furthermore, we investigated the effects of pre, simultaneous and post treatments of EGCG 
on proliferation and mitochondrial oxidative stress in Caco2 cells incubated with hemin. 
Our data showed that the WST-1 levels and mitochondrial ROS levels in both simultaneous 
and post treatments of EGCG groups were similar to those of pre-treatment of EGCG group 
(Supplementary Fig. 7). These findings indicate that EGCG suppresses hemin-increased 
proliferation and mitochondrial ROS accumulation in Caco2 cells.

It has been reported that EGCG acts as a potent inducer of Nrf2; therefore, we examined 
the regulatory effect of EGCG on Nrf2 expression in hemin-treated Caco2 cells. We found 
that hemin treatment increased Nrf2 expression, but decreased Keap1 expression in a time-
dependent manner (Fig. 4A). Furthermore, we investigated the effect of Nrf2 inactivation on 
hemin-induced mitochondrial ROS accumulation. Our data showed that trigonelline, a Nrf2 
inhibitor, further increased hemin-induced mitochondrial ROS levels in Caco2 (Supplementary 
Fig. 8). EGCG pretreatment augmented hemin-induced Nrf2 expression (Fig. 4B); however, 
EGCG pretreatment did not affect hemin-reduced Keap1 expression (Fig. 4B). To determine 
whether EGCG-induced Nrf2 activation, we measured the expression of several Nrf2-targeted 
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genes by quantitative real time-PCR. The expression of GPX2, GLRX1, and SOD2 mRNA in 
EGCG-pretreated Caco2 cells treated with hemin was higher compared with Caco2 cells 
treated with hemin alone (Fig. 4C). To identify the role of EGCG-induced Nrf2 in Caco2 cell 
proliferation under high hemin conditions, we pretreated the cells with the Nrf2 inhibitor, 
trigonelline. We observed that trigonelline treatment reversed EGCG-suppressed WST-1 levels 
and cell cycle regulatory protein expression (Fig. 4D and E). Taken together, we demonstrated 
that EGCG augmented hemin-induced Nrf2 expression, which plays an important role in the 
suppression of mitochondrial ROS accumulation in Caco2 cells.

Inhibitory effect of EGCG supplementation on hemin-induced colonic 
neoplasia in the AOM/DSS mouse model
To investigate the effects of hemin and EGCG on colon carcinogenesis in vivo, we evaluated 
EGCG and hemin in an AOM/DSS model of colitis-associated colorectal cancer (CAC, Fig. 5A).  
This model has been used as a robust, reproducible colon carcinogenesis model for human 
CAC studies. The body weight of the mice were measured every week to confirm the effects of 
hemin and EGCG. The body weight for all groups increased with time; however, there were no 
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Fig. 2. Role of hemin in mitochondrial ROS in Caco2 cells. (A, B) Caco2 cells were treated with hemin (100 nM, 1 μM, and 10 μM) for 48 h. (A) Cells were pretreated 
with hydrogen peroxide (H2O2, 100 μM) for 4 h prior to hemin treatment (1 μM) for 48 h. Intracellular ROS levels were determined by DCF-DA staining. H2O2 
treatment was used as a positive control for analysis (n = 10; p = 0.002: Control vs. H2O2; p = 0.042: Control vs. Hemin 1 μM; p = 0.003: Control vs. Hemin 10 μM). 
(B) Mitochondrial ROS levels were analyzed by the MitoSOX staining assay (n = 8). (C, D) Cells were pretreated with MitoTEMPO (1 μM) for 30 min prior to hemin 
treatment (1 μM) for 48 h (p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin 1 μM; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin 10 μM). (C) WST-1 levels were measured by the WST-1 cell proliferation 
assay (n = 11; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin + MitoTempo). (D) CDK2, CDK4, cyclin D, cyclin E, and β-actin protein expression was 
determined by western blot analysis (n = 4; p = 0.003: Control vs. Hemin CDK2; p = 0.027: Control vs. Hemin + MitoTempo CDK2; p = 0.031: Control vs. Hemin 
CDK4; p = 0.007: Control vs. Hemin + MitoTempo CDK4; p = 0.008: Control vs. Hemin cyclin D; p = 0.007: Control vs. Hemin + MitoTempo cyclin D; p < 0.001: 
Control vs. Hemin cyclin E; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG cyclin E). Quantitative data are presented as the mean ± SE of the mean with scatter plots. 
ROS, reactive oxygen species; WST, water-soluble tetrazolium salt; EGCG, epigallocatechin-3-gallate. 
*p < 0.05.



statistically significant difference between the experimental groups (Fig. 5B). To determine 
the effect of hemin and EGCG on colon carcinogenesis histologically, we investigated 
neoplastic change of colon tissues in AOM/DSS mice. ACF are the earliest morphological 
alteration observed during the development of colonic mucosal neoplasia and is extensively 
used to identify modulators of colon carcinogenesis. Previous studies on the morphological 
and molecular features of ACF support the contention that ACF are putative preneoplastic 
lesions that may serve as biomarkers for colon cancer. Therefore, we counted the total 
numbers of AC and ACF lesions in colon tissues to determine the effects of EGCG and 
hemin on neoplastic changes in the AOM/DSS model. The total number of ACF in the hemin 
group was significantly increased compared with the control group. In addition, the total 
number of ACF in the hemin + EGCG group was significantly decreased compared with that 
in hemin group (Fig. 5C and D). An AC assay revealed that the total number of AC in the 
hemin group was increased compared with the control group. In addition, the total number 
of AC in the hemin + EGCG group was decreased compared with the hemin group (Fig. 5E). 
Lipid peroxidation of the metabolite MDA in feces is a marker for oxidative stress in colonic 
mucosa. We measured MDA concentrations in feces using the TBARS assay. As shown in 
Fig. 5F, TBARS concentration in the hemin group was significantly increased compared 
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Fig. 3. Effect of EGCG on hemin-induced proliferation and mitochondrial ROS in Caco2 cells. Caco2 cells were treated with EGCG for 30 min prior to hemin 
exposure (1 μM) for 48 h. (A) Cell number was analyzed by using trypan blue exclusion assay (n = 13; p = 0.028: Control vs. Hemin; p = 0.026: Control vs. Hemin 
+ EGCG). (B) WST-1 levels were measured by using WST-1 cell proliferation assay (n = 10; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG). (C) 
CDK2, CDK4, cyclin D, cyclin E, and β-actin protein expressions were measured by western blot analysis (n = 4; p = 0.038: Control vs. Hemin CDK2; p = 0.037: 
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ROS, reactive oxygen species; WST, water-soluble tetrazolium salt; EGCG, epigallocatechin-3-gallate. 
*p < 0.05.
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Fig. 4. Role of EGCG-regulated Nrf2 in hemin-induced proliferation in Caco2 cells. (A) Caco2 cells were treated with hemin (100 nM, 1 μM, and 10 μM) for 48 h. 
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hemin exposure (1 μM) for 48 h. (B) Nrf2, Keap1, and β-actin protein expression were determined by western blot analysis (n = 4; p = 0.040: Control vs. Hemin 
Nrf2; p = 0.003: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG Nrf2; p = 0.012: Control vs. EGCG Nrf2; p = 0.035: Control vs. Hemin Keap1). (C) The expression of GPX2, GLRX1, and 
SOD2 mRNA were measured in Caco2 cells following hemin or EGCG treatment (n = 8; p = 0.014: Control vs. Hemin GPX2; p = 0.014: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG 
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cyclin E, and β-actin protein was measured by western blot analysis (n = 4; p = 0.031: Control vs. Hemin CDK2; p = 0.049: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG CDK2; p = 
0.035: Hemin + EGCG vs. Hemin + EGCG + Trigonelline CDK2; p = 0.003: Control vs. Hemin CDK4; p = 0.019: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG CDK4; p = 0.016: Hemin + 
EGCG vs. Hemin + EGCG + Trigonelline CDK4; p = 0.030: Control vs. Hemin cyclin D; p = 0.041: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG cyclin D; p = 0.029: Hemin + EGCG vs. 
Hemin + EGCG + Trigonelline cyclin D; p = 0.042: Control vs. Hemin cyclin E; p = 0.007: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG cyclin E; p = 0.004: Hemin + EGCG vs. Hemin + 
EGCG + Trigonelline cyclin E). Quantitative data are presented as the mean ± SE of the mean with scatter plots. 
WST, water-soluble tetrazolium salt; EGCG, epigallocatechin-3-gallate; Nrf2, nuclear factor erythroid-2-related factor 2. 
*p < 0.05.



with the control group. In addition, TBARS concentration in the hemin + EGCG group was 
significantly decreased compared with the hemin group. Taken together, these data indicate 
that EGCG treatment suppressed hemin-induced colonic neoplasia as well as hemin-induced 
lipid peroxidation in the colonic mucosa of the AOM/DSS mouse model.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we evaluated the inhibitory effect of EGCG treatment on hemin-induced 
proliferation of Caco2 cells and colonic neoplastic change in an AOM/DSS model. Consistent 
with our findings, previous studies have suggested that heme incubation or biosynthesis is 
critical for tumorigenesis and the proliferation of colorectal cancer cells [20,21]. In addition 
to colorectal cancer, it has been reported that heme has a proliferative effect on other types 
of cancer. For example, in non-small-cell lung cancer, the inhibition of heme biosynthesis by 
succinyl acetone reduced the proliferation and survival of cancer cells [22]. Heme starvation 
by heme oxygenase resulted in an anti-proliferative effect on human breast cancer cells 
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Fig. 5. Effect of EGCG supplementation on hemin-induced colon carcinogenesis in the AOM/DSS model. (A-E) After acclimation for 1 week-old, 5-week-old male 
ICR mice were administered weekly subcutaneous injections of AOM (10 mg/kg) on day 0 and after 1 and 2 wk, followed by 2% DSS in drinking water for the 
following week to induce preneoplastic lesions. The three experimental groups (Control, Hemin, and Hemin + EGCG) were treated for 6 wk. Hemin (2 g/kg) was 
orally administered daily and 0.1% EGCG was supplied in distilled water. (A) The experimental design for colon carcinogenesis in AOM/DSS mice. (B) Changes 
in body weight in mice treated with AOM/DSS, hemin, and EGCG. The body weight of all groups over time. (C) Tissue samples were stained with hematoxylin 
and eosin. All gross images are representative. Scale bars are 100 μm (magnification, × 100). (D) The total number of ACF in colon tissues was counted under 
a microscope (n = 15; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG). (E) The total number of AC in colonic tissues was counted under a 
microscope (n = 15; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin; p = 0.001: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG). (F) TBARS concentration was measured using a spectrophotometer to 
analyze lipid peroxidation in the feces (n = 8; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin; p < 0.001: Control vs. Hemin + EGCG). Quantitative data are presented as the mean ± 
SE of the mean with scatter plots. 
AOM, azoxymethane; DSS, dextran sodium sulfate; EGCG, epigallocatechin-3-gallate; ICR, Institute for Cancer Research; ACF, aberrant crypt foci; AC, aberrant 
crypt; TBARS, thiobarbituric acid reactive substance. 
*p < 0.05.



[23]. Previous studies demonstrated that free heme and heme iron accumulation induced 
intracellular ROS accumulation, which caused DNA damage and gene mutation in colorectal 
cancer [24]. In addition, ROS-induced reactive lipid peroxides covalently bound to heme 
act as cytotoxic heme factors to induce damage to intestinal epithelial cells [25]. However, 
our data showed that various concentrations of hemin did not affect cell viability, although 
hemin significantly increased proliferation. This finding implies that the hemin-induced 
proliferative effect is important for colorectal cancer pathogenesis.

Furthermore, we observed that mitochondrial ROS is important for the hemin-induced 
proliferation of Caco2 cells. Studies have implicated mitochondrial ROS as a cancer promoter 
and a major therapeutic target for disrupting mitochondria-cell redox crosstalk [26]. 
Cancer-associated mitochondrial DNA mutations induce proton leaks which contribute to 
mitochondrial ROS generation in colon cancer [27]. However, the regulatory effect of heme 
or hemin on mitochondrial ROS generation in colorectal cancer has been poorly understood. 
In non-small cell lung cancer, the inhibition of heme biosynthesis decreased mitochondrial 
respiration, which suggests that hemin-induced mitochondrial ROS is closely associated 
with mitochondrial hyperactivation [22]. We further demonstrated that hemin-induced 
mitochondrial ROS increased hemin-induced Caco2 proliferation through the mitochondrial 
ROS scavenging assay. Similarly, previous studies found that the mitogenic effect of 
mitochondrial ROS is regulated by HIF1α stabilization and tumor suppressor gene inhibition 
[28]. The maintenance of mitochondrial redox balance is controlled by mitochondrial 
antioxidant enzymes including SOD2, GLRX2, thioredoxin, and thioredoxin reductase, 
which are necessary to prevent damage to cancer-associated biomolecules and processes 
[28]. Altogether, our results and that of previous studies indicate that mitochondrial ROS 
suppression may represent a therapeutic target for heme-associated colon carcinogenesis.

Although previous study has demonstrated that EGCG exhibits an anti-tumorigenic effect 
on colorectal cancer, the regulatory effect of EGCG on hemin-induced mitochondrial ROS 
accumulation has not been reported [29].

Our findings indicate that EGCG treatment decreases cellular proliferation by down-
regulating mitochondrial ROS levels. Similarly, previous findings reported an anti-oxidative 
effect of EGCG treatment in various cell types [17,30]. Considering that hemin-induced 
Caco2 proliferation is mediated by mitochondrial ROS accumulation, EGCG-activated 
Nrf2 signaling reduces hemin-induced mitochondrial ROS levels and the proliferation of 
colorectal cancer cells, which is consistent with our findings.

We suggest that the stimulatory effect of hemin on Nrf2 expression as an adaptive response 
of hemin-induced oxidative stress. Previous study demonstrated that oxidative stress 
stimulating microenvironment increased expression levels of Nrf2 and Nrf2-associated 
anti-oxidant enzymes. Furthermore, the oxidative stress-induced Nrf2 signaling activation 
is an adaptive response which attenuates excessive ischemic damage and protects against 
environmental toxic effects and carcinogenesis [31]. Consistent with our finding, previous 
study also demonstrated that Nrf2 overexpression augmented hemin-induced thioredoxin 
expression for anti-oxidation [32]. Therefore, previous and our findings suggest that hemin-
induced Nrf2 signaling acts as an adaptive response and EGCG treatment augmented hemin-
induced Nrf2 signaling is critical for oxidative stress-stimulated colorectal carcinogenesis.
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There have been several reports indicating a relationship between hemin treatment and Nrf2 
signaling. For example, in human breast cancer cells, hemin treatment triggered JNK/Nrf2 
signaling and heme oxygenase 1 (HO-1) activation [33]. In addition, hemin-induced Keap1/
Nrf2 signaling activation is important for HO-1 induction in macrophages [34]. Similarly, 
our data showed a stimulatory effect of hemin on Nrf2 signaling and mitochondrial ROS 
accumulation. Therefore, we hypothesize that hemin-activated Nrf2 signaling is not sufficient 
for the suppression of hemin-induced mitochondrial ROS accumulation and proliferation of 
Caco2 cells. Furthermore, present study showed that long term (over 48 h) treatment of hemin 
significantly increased Nrf2 expression and mitochondrial ROS accumulation. EGCG treatment 
decreased Nrf2 expression through genomic pathway but not Keap1-mediated non-genomic 
pathway. Because the genomic pathway activation of EGCG regulated long term treatment of 
hemin-induced Nrf2 expression and mitochondrial ROS accumulation, both the data of both 
simultaneous and post- treatment of EGCG are similar to that of pretreatment of EGCG.

Previous studies showed a regulatory effect of EGCG treatment on mitochondrial antioxidant 
enzyme expression and proliferation of colorectal cancer cells [29,35]. EGCG-induced anti-
oxidative stress is closely associated with the activation of Nrf2-targeted enzymes, such as 
SOD, GPX, and CAT [35]. Likewise, we demonstrated that EGCG treatment significantly 
enhanced hemin-induced Nrf2-targeted gene expression. According to previous reports, 
EGCG binds to the cysteine residues of Keap1 leading to the disruption of the Keap1-
Nrf2 complex and Nrf2 stabilization [17]. Moreover, a previous report showed that EGCG 
treatment activated Nrf2 signaling, but did not alter Keap1 expression levels in a diabetic 
nephropathy model because of EGCG’s mechanism of action [36]. Indeed, we confirmed 
that EGCG pretreatment did not affect Keap1 expression levels which were decreased by 
hemin treatment. Previous researchers oxidative stress-mediated GSK3β inhibition and PKC 
activation are critical for Keap1-independent Nrf2 signaling activation [37]. Although further 
study is needed for identification of detailed hemin and EGCG-regulated Nrf2 signaling 
pathway, we suggest that EGCG activates hemin-induced Nrf2 signaling through a Keap1-
independent manner in colorectal cancer cells.

Our histological evidence supports the inhibitory effect of EGCG on hemin-induced 
neoplastic changes in colon tissue. Previous studies have shown that a heme iron and a heme 
iron-rich diet increase the number and the size of ACF and lipid peroxidation. This suggests 
that the effect of hemin-induced oxidative stress is important for hemin-induced colon 
carcinogenesis in the AOM/DSS model [38]. In addition, several studies demonstrated that 
hemin activates Wnt signaling to stimulate the hyperproliferation of colon epithelial cells 
through APC and β-catenin mutations, which leads to colon carcinogenesis [39]. Considering 
that Wnt signaling is closely associated with Nrf2 signaling, our data suggest that hemin-
induced Wnt signaling directly regulates mitochondrial redox balance and cell proliferation 
[40]. Furthermore, our in vivo data confirm the inhibitory effect of EGCG supplementation 
on hemin-induced colorectal cancer pathogenesis and lipid peroxidation in the AOM/
DSS model. Because the suppression of hemin-induced oxidative stress is a potential 
strategy to prevent colon tumor growth, our findings and that of others suggest that the 
regulatory effect of EGCG on ROS levels represent a rational anti-tumor treatment strategy 
[41,42]. In conclusion, we are the first to demonstrate that EGCG-induced Nrf2 signaling 
inhibits colon carcinogenesis through inhibition of mitochondrial ROS accumulation and 
cellular proliferation in vitro and in vivo. Furthermore, our findings suggest that EGCG 
supplementation is a preventive and therapeutic strategy to ameliorate heme–aggravated 
colon carcinogenesis.
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SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS

Supplementary Table 1
Sequences of primers used for real-time polymerase chain reaction

Click here to view

Supplementary Fig. 1
Uncropped western blot images of Fig. 1E. Three representative uncropped blot images are 
described.

Click here to view

Supplementary Fig. 2
Uncropped western blot images of Fig. 2D. Three representative uncropped blot images are 
described.

Click here to view

Supplementary Fig. 3
Uncropped western blot images of Fig. 3C. Three representative uncropped blot images are 
described.

Click here to view

Supplementary Fig. 4
Uncropped western blot images of Fig. 4A. Three representative uncropped blot images are 
described.

Click here to view

Supplementary Fig. 5
Uncropped western blot images of Fig. 4B. Three representative uncropped blot images are 
described.

Click here to view

Supplementary Fig. 6
Uncropped western blot images of Fig. 4E. Three representative uncropped blot images are 
described.

Click here to view

Supplementary Fig. 7
Effects of pre, simultaneous and post treatments with EGCG on hemin-induced proliferation 
and mitochondrial ROS accumulation of Caco2 cells. (A, B) Caco2 cells were incubated with 
hemin (1 μM) and EGCG (1 μM, pre, simultaneous, and post treatments) for 48 h. (A) WST-
1 levels were measured by the WST-1 cell proliferation assay (n = 9; p < 0.001: Control vs. 
Hemin; p = 0.003: Hemin vs. Hemin + EGCG pretreatment; p = 0.003: Hemin vs. Hemin + 
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EGCG simultaneous treatment; p = 0.003: Hemin vs. Hemin + EGCG post treatment). (B) 
Mitochondrial ROS levels were analyzed by the MitoSOX staining assay (n = 9; p < 0.001: 
Control vs. Hemin; p = 0.004: Hemin vs. Hemin + EGCG pretreatment; p = 0.004: Hemin vs. 
Hemin + EGCG simultaneous treatment; p = 0.011: Hemin vs. Hemin + EGCG post treatment).

Click here to view

Supplementary Fig. 8
Effect of trigonelline on hemin-increased mitochondrial ROS accumulation. Caco2 cells were 
pretreated with trigonelline (10 μM) for 30 min prior to hemin (1 μM) for 48 h. Mitochondrial 
ROS levels were measured by MitoSOX staining assay (n = 9; p = 0.037: Control vs. Hemin; p = 
0.044: Hemin vs. Hemin + Trigonelline; p = 0.014: Control vs. Trigonelline).

Click here to view
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