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Abstract

Cancer cells secrete procathepsin D, and its secretion is enhanced by estradiol. Although

alterations in the pro-enzyme intracellular transport have been reported, the mechanism by

which it is secreted remains poorly understood. In this work, we have studied the influence

of estradiol on the expression and distribution of the cation-dependent mannose-6-phos-

phate receptor (CD-MPR), which would be a key molecule to ensure the proper localization

of the enzyme to lysosomes in breast cancer cells. Immunoblotting studies demonstrated

that the expression of CD-MPR is higher in MCF-7 cells, as compared to other breast cancer

and non-tumorigenic cells. This expression correlated with high levels of cathepsin D (CatD)

in these cells. By immunofluorescence, this receptor mostly co-localized with a Golgi marker

in all cell types, exhibiting an additional peripheral labelling in MCF-7 cells. In addition, CD-

MPR showed great differences regarding to cation-independent mannose-6-phosphate

receptor. On the other hand, the treatment with estradiol induced an increase in CD-MPR

and CatD expression and a re-distribution of both proteins towards the cell periphery. These

effects were blocked by the anti-estrogen tamoxifen. Moreover, a re-distribution of CD-MPR

to plasma membrane-enriched fractions, analyzed by gradient centrifugation, was observed

after estradiol treatment. We conclude that, in hormone-responsive breast cancer cells, CD-

MPR and CatD are distributed together, and that their expression and distribution are influ-

enced by estradiol. These findings strongly support the involvement of the CD-MPR in the

pro-enzyme transport in MCF-7 cells, suggesting the participation of this receptor in the pro-

cathepsin D secretion previously reported in breast cancer cells.

Introduction

Cathepsin D (CatD) is a soluble aspartic protease that is overexpressed and secreted in high

amounts by breast cancer cells [1, 2]. In primary breast carcinomas, the expression of this
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protein correlates with tumor progression and metastasis, therefore, it has been proposed as a

marker of poor prognosis [3]. CatD is secreted as a pro-enzyme (proCatD), which can act as a

mitogen on cancer and stromal cells, stimulating their pro-invasive and pro-metastatic capaci-

ties [4]. The CatD gene is controlled by a mixed promoter, which has both house-keeping and

regulated gene features [5]. In this context, it has been well documented that, in hormone-

responsive breast cancer cells, the transcription of CatD is induced by estradiol [6, 7]. In fact,

the majority of cancer cell lines secrete over 50% of their proCatD production [2], being this

secretion enhanced by estradiol [8].

In mammalian cells, under physiological conditions, most of CatD is confined to lysosomes

and only between 5–10% of the precursor molecules are secreted [9]. CatD is synthesized in

the rough endoplasmic reticulum as a pre-pro-enzyme and, after the removal of its signal pep-

tide to generate proCatD, the molecule is glycosylated at two N-linked glycosylation sites to be

transported to the Golgi apparatus. In the cis-Golgi network, proCatD is specifically modified

by the addition of mannose 6-phosphate (M6P) residues to be targeted by mannose-6-phos-

phate receptors (MPRs) to lysosomes [10]. To be active, the pro-enzyme has to be processed to

its mature form. This process begins in the late endosomes where the acidic pH favors the

cleavage of proCatD (52 kDa) to render a single chain form (� 48 kDa), which reaches the

lysosomes and is further processed to the mature two-chain form, i.e., CatD (� 33 and 14

kDa) [11].

Targeting of newly synthesized acid hydrolases by sortilin and LIMP-2 has also been pro-

posed [12, 13]. Nonetheless, the M6P recognition pathway remains a key step in lysosomal tar-

geting [14, 15]. Mammalian cells have two distinct MPRs: the 46 kDa cation-dependent MPR

(CD-MPR) and the 300 kDa cation-independent MPR (CI-MPR). The biological significance

of the existence of two MPRs with comparable function is still unclear. Both MPRs recognize

M6P bearing ligands at the trans-Golgi network (TGN). Once recognized, these ligands are

transported to an acidified pre-lysosomal compartment where the low pH causes the enzyme-

receptor complex to dissociate. Consequently, the lysosomal enzymes are delivered to the lyso-

somes, while the receptors recycle back to the Golgi stacks [16]. Additionally, MPRs can also

reach the cell surface [17] by several possible mechanisms, i.e., a missorting occurring at the

TGN, through transport carriers derived from C5/6 stacks; and/or through recycling routes

from either early [18] or late endosomes [19]. Although both receptors are present on the cell

surface, only the CI-MPR can bind and internalize extracellular lysosomal enzymes and/or

non-phosphorylated ligands such as insulin-like growth factor 2 (IGF2), meanwhile the

CD-MPR has been proposed to mediate the secretion of hydrolase precursors [20].

The mechanism by which breast cancer cells secrete CatD is still poorly understood,

although some hypotheses have been proposed. The increased expression of CatD together

with a CI-MPR down regulation induced by estradiol [21], or a poor functionality of the recep-

tor [22], would contribute to the enzyme secretion by a rapid receptor saturation mechanism.

As for CD-MPR in tumor cells, little has been studied. Some authors have proposed that the

contribution of the CD-MPR to the targeting of newly synthesized lysosomal enzymes

becomes crucial only if the functionality of CI-MPR is deficient in non-tumorigenic cells. In

that case, a fraction of the pro-enzymes that bind to the CD-MPR are secreted [20]. Given that

intracellular transport alterations have been proposed to explain the exacerbated proCatD

secretion by breast cancer cells and that CD-MPR has been scarcely studied in these cell types,

in this work, we have studied the expression and distribution of CD-MPR in comparison with

CI-MPR in a model of hormone-responsive breast ductal adenocarcinoma cell line, and

attempted to correlate it with the expression and distribution of CatD, under basal conditions

and under estradiol stimulation. The behaviour of the CD-MPR and its response to the

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells
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Técnica y Posgrado, Universidad Nacional de Cuyo

(SECTyP). Grant number: 06/J459. Recipient: Dr.

Miguel Angel Sosa. http://www.uncuyo.edu.ar/

investigacion/proyecto/catalogo/indice. The

funders had no role in study design, data collection

and analysis, decision to publish, or preparation of

the manuscript.

Competing interests: The authors have declared

that no competing interests exist.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844
http://www.uncuyo.edu.ar/investigacion/proyecto/catalogo/indice
http://www.uncuyo.edu.ar/investigacion/proyecto/catalogo/indice


hormone could be correlated with the exacerbated secretion of the pro-enzyme, a phenome-

non that has been reported by other authors [1, 23].

Materials and methods

Antibodies and reagents

The goat anti-CatD antiserum was purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (sc-6487 Dallas,

TX, USA), and used 1:1000 in PBS for immunoblotting (IB) and 1:150 for immunofluores-

cence (IFI). The rabbit anti-CD-MPR antiserum was gently provided by Dr. Luzio (Cambridge

University, UK), and used 1:250 for IB and 1:200 for IFI. The rabbit anti-CI-MPR antiserum

was gently provided by Dr. Nancy Dahms (Medical College of Wisconsin, USA) and used 1:

500 for IB and 1:100 for IFI. The rabbit anti-LAMP1 antiserum (ab-24170) and mouse anti-β-

tubulin monoclonal antibody (ab-56676) were obtained from Abcam (USA). The mouse anti-

golgin97 monoclonal antibody was obtained from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (sc-73619). The

HRP-conjugated anti-goat IgG antiserum was obtained from H&L (401515), the HRP-conju-

gated anti-rabbit IgG fraction was obtained from Sigma (A9169) and the HRP-conjugated

anti-mouse IgG (whole molecule) was purchased from Sigma (A9044). Chemiluminescent

reagents were from Pearce (Rockford, IL, USA).

Cell cultures

Three breast cell lines were used in this study; the non-tumorigenic MCF-10A, and the tumor-

igenic, MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cell lines, obtained from the American Type Culture Collec-

tion (ATCC, Rockville, MD, USA). The MCF-10A is a human-derived mammary epithelial

cell line which does not express estrogen receptor alpha (ERα), and whose characteristics are

those of the normal breast epithelial cells [24]. The MCF-7 is a hormone-sensitive breast ductal

adenocarcinoma-derived cell line expressing ERα. The MDA-MB-231 is also a breast ductal

adenocarcinoma-derived cell line, but it presents a phenotype that is more mesenchymal than

epithelial, and molecularly classified as triple negative (ER-/PR-/HER2-). All cell lines were

used with 10–15 passages.

MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cell lines were cultured in DMEM Base (Sigma) supplemented

with 10% charcolized fetal bovine serum (Internegocios), 2 mM L-glutamine (Sigma), 44 mM

sodium bicarbonate, 1 mM sodium pyruvate, 5.6 mM glucose, 50 IU/50 μg/ml penicillin-strep-

tomycin (Gibco) at 37˚C under a 5% CO2 atmosphere.

The MCF-10A cell line was cultured in DMEM F12 HAM (Sigma), supplemented with 10%

charcolized fetal bovine serum, 2 mM L-glutamine, 10 μg/ml insulin (Sigma), 10 ng/ml EGF

(Sigma), 0.5 μg/ml hydrocortisone (Sigma), and 50 IU/50 μg/ml penicillin-streptomycin.

Hormone treatments

MCF-7 and MCF-10A cells (60% confluence) were cultured as described above in T25 flasks

with the corresponding culture media in the absence or in the presence of either 20 nM estra-

diol (Sigma) or 20 nM estradiol plus 2 μM tamoxifen (Sigma), for 12, 24 or 48 h. After incuba-

tion, cells were harvested after treatment with 0.1% trypsin (Gibco) for 5 min and processed

for immunoblotting.

Immunoblotting analysis

Cells were lysed with lysis buffer (PBS containing 1% Nonidet P-40 and 1mM PMSF), and

homogenized by cellular disruption with a 0.5 mm needle followed by sonication. Proteins

(40 μg) from the homogenates from each sample were resuspended in Laemmli’s buffer [25],

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells
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and boiled for 5 min. For CI-MPR detection, homogenate proteins were resuspended in the

Laemmli’s buffer without SDS and not boiled. Proteins were analyzed by electrophoresis in

6–10% polyacrylamide gels. The immunoblotting was carried out following the protocol of

Romano et al. [26]. Briefly, after electrophoresis, proteins were electrotransferred onto nitro-

cellulose membranes (GE Healthcare, Amersham, Germany), for 4 h at 250 mA for detection

of CI-MPR or for 1 h, at 250 mA for the other proteins under study. Membranes were blocked

with 5% skimmed milk in buffer A (0.2% Tween 20 in PBS) for 1 h and incubated with the cor-

responding primary antibodies overnight at 4˚C. After three washings with buffer A, mem-

branes were incubated with the corresponding HRP-conjugated secondary antibodies. Specific

bands were revealed by chemiluminescence and the signal was detected with a LAS 4000 imag-

ing system (Fujifilm Lifescience, USA). Band intensities were quantified by densitometry

using the Image J software (Image Processing and Analysis in Java; National Institutes of

Health, Bethesda, MD, USA).

Indirect immunofluorescence

Cells were grown on 1 cm diameter round coverslips seated at the bottom of culture wells

under the conditions described above. Once 50% confluence was reached, cells were washed

once with PBS and fixed with 3.7% paraformaldehyde for 20 min. Subsequently, cells were per-

meabilized with 0.1% saponin for 15 min, washed three times with PBS and blocked with 5%

horse serum for 30 min. Afterwards, cells were incubated with primary antibodies, at the dilu-

tion indicated above, overnight at 4˚C, then washed three times with PBS, and incubated with

the corresponding fluorochrome-conjugated secondary antibodies diluted in PBS-horse

serum for 90 min. Cell nuclei were stained with Hoescht, and coverslips were mounted on

slides with Mowiol mounting solution. Samples were analysed with an Olympus FV 1000 con-

focal microscope and images were acquired using the FV 10-ASW 1.7 software (Olympus,

Japan).

Quantitative co-localization analysis

The co-localization analysis was carried out with the JACoP plugin of the Image J software

(NIH [http://rsb.info.nih.gov/ij/plugins/track/jacop.html]). Pearson and Mander correlation

coefficients (PCC and MCC, respectively) were calculated. For PCC, the dependency of pixels

in dual-channel images (green/red channel for detection of CD-MPR/CatD; LAMP-1 /CatD

and CD-MPR/Golgin) was assessed by plotting the pixel grey values of two images against

each other. These values were displayed in a pixel-distribution diagram (scatter plot), and a lin-

ear equation describing the relationship between the intensities of the two images was deter-

mined by linear regression. A cross-correlation function (CCF) was obtained by plotting the

corresponding PCC for each pixel shift (δx) of the green image in the x direction relative to the

red image, or viceversa. The PCC value varied from 1 to -1, where values of 1 denote complete

correlation, while values of -1 suggest a negative correlation. Among the MCC coefficients, the

MCC-M1 and MCC-M2 were useful to describe the proportion of each protein that co-local-

ized with the other, since this coefficient is independent of the fluorophore fluorescence inten-

sity. The MCC values varied from 0 to 1, indicating no co-localization or complete co-

localization, respectively.

Discontinuous sucrose gradients

Subcellular fractions from MCF-7 cells subjected or not to hormone treatment, were obtained

in discontinuous sucrose gradients, according to other authors [27]. Briefly, MCF-7 cells were

harvested and homogenized with a teflon Dounce tissue homogenizer in buffer B (10 mM

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells
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Tris-HCl pH 7.4, containing 0.25 M sucrose, 1 mM EDTA, and 0.02% PMSF). Homogenates

were centrifuged at 3,000 g for 10 min and the resulting supernatants were then centrifuged at

30,000 g for 20 min. Pellets were then resuspended in buffer B, and the protein concentration

was determined according to Lowry [28]. Each membrane sample was loaded on top of a 20–

50% (w/w) discontinuous sucrose gradient (prepared in buffer C (10 mM Tris-HCl (pH 7.4),

containing 1 mM EDTA, 0.02% PMSF) and centrifuged at 100,000 g for 60 min at 4˚C. Frac-

tions of 1 mL were collected from the bottom and weighed to estimate the fraction density (W/

V). Subsequently, 2 ml of buffer C were added to each fraction, and centrifuged at 30,000 g for

30 min at 4˚C to remove sucrose. Final pellets were processed for immunoblotting.

Statistics

Data were analysed by the Tukey-Kramer multiple comparisons test. The level of significance

was set at p�0.05. At least three independent experiments were performed in each case.

Results

Tumorigenic and non-tumorigenic breast cell lines express different levels

of CatD, CD-MPR and CI-MPR

The expression levels of the proteins under study were evaluated by immunoblotting. As

observed in Fig 1A, the mature form of CatD (33 kDa) is highly expressed in MCF-7 tumori-

genic cells and, at a lesser extent in non-tumorigenic (MCF-10A) and in tumorigenic triple

negative MDA-MB-231 cells. Moreover, the levels of the immature form of the enzyme (52

kDa) were also significantly higher in MCF-7 cells, indicating that the total expression of the

enzyme is increased in these cells. A similar trend was observed for the CD-MPR, since the

expression of this receptor was higher in the MCF-7 cells than in the MCF-10A or MDA-MB-

231 cells (Fig 1B). In contrast, the CI-MPR expression levels were significantly higher in MCF-

10A and MDA-MB-231 than in MCF-7 cells (Fig 1C).

The subcellular distributions of CatD and CD-MPR differ between

tumorigenic and non-tumorigenic breast cell lines

By IFI, a perinuclear location and a granular cytoplasmic distribution of CatD were observed

in the three breast cell lines. However, an additional peripheral punctuated distribution of the

Fig 1. Expression of CatD, CD-MPR and CI-MPR in non-tumorigenic and tumorigenic human breast cell lines.

MCF-10A, MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cell lysates were analyzed by immunoblotting. Representative immunoblottings

of CatD (A), CD-MPR (B) and CI-MPR (C) with their band intensity quantitation. ProCatD (52 kDa, upper panel)

and CatD (33 kDa, lower panel) were quantified separately. Bars represent the means of relative optical density (R.O.

D.) ± SEM from four independent experiments for each protein. (��) and (�) significant differences (p<0.01 and

p<0.05, respectively). Detection of β-tubulin and Ponceau red staining were used as loading control.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g001

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells
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enzyme, neighbouring the plasma membrane, was also observed in MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231

cell lines, but not in MCF-10A cells (Fig 2A, arrows). From these observations we evaluated

the degree of co-localization of the enzyme with the lysosomal associated membrane protein 1

(LAMP1) and compared it between MCF-7 and MCF-10A cells, since among these cells the

major difference in CatD distribution was observed. Although CatD showed partial co-locali-

zation with LAMP1 in MCF-7 and MCF-10A cell lines (Fig 2B), this co-localization was signif-

icantly lower in MCF-7 cells (Fig 2C), indicating the occurrence of higher location of the

enzyme in non-lysosomal/endosomal compartments, when compared to MCF-10A cells.

On the other hand, the CD-MPR localization was found to be mostly perinuclear in the

three cell lines (Fig 3A). Such location would correspond to the Golgi apparatus, as evidenced

by the simultaneous reactivity with golgin-97. However, in MCF-7 cells, an additional punctu-

ate CD-MPR labelling was observed dispersed in the cytoplasm. Such reactivity did not co-

localize with golgin-97 (Fig 3B). It is worth mentioning that by IFI, an apparent higher

CD-MPR signal was observed in MCF-7 cells. The latter finding is in line with the higher

expression observed by immunoblotting (Fig 1B).

CD-MPR and CI-MPR display a differential distribution in MCF-7 cells

The CD-MPR and CI-MPR co-exist in most mammalian cells; however, the biological signifi-

cance for such co-existence is still unknown. Although the CI-MPR has already been studied

in MCF-7 cells, no comparative studies have been performed between both MPRs in this cell

line. Therefore, we analysed the distribution of the CI-MPR and compared it with that of

CD-MPR in the MCF-7 cell line. As observed in Fig 4B, CI-MPR showed a dispersed cyto-

plasmic distribution with a signal appearing in the cell periphery, suggesting its presence in the

plasma membrane, in contrast with the perinuclear CD-MPR distribution (Figs 3A and 4A).

Fig 2. Cathepsin D distribution in non-tumorigenic and tumorigenic human breast cell lines. (A) Representative

CatD location in MCF-10A, MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cell lines. (B) Co-localization of CatD and LAMP 1 in the

MCF-10A and MCF-7 breast cell lines. (C) Quantitation of co-localization of CatD and LAMP1 (MCC-M1); and

LAMP1 and CatD (MCC-M2) in MCF-10A and MCF-7 cell lines. Values are expressed as the means of Manders co-

localization coefficients 1 and 2 (MCC-M1 and MCC-M2, respectively) ± SEM. (�) significant difference from MCF-

10A (p<0.05). Scale bar = 20μm.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g002

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells
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Moreover, only 10% of CI-MPR co-localized with golgin-97, indicating a major location out-

side the Golgi stacks for this receptor.

On the other hand, unlike MCF-7 cells, in the non-tumorigenic MCF-10A cells, both

CD-MPR and CI-MPR showed a more concentrated perinuclear localization with high co-

localization with golgin-97 (Fig 5).

Estradiol regulates the expression and distribution of CatD and CD-MPR

in MCF-7 cells

Taking into account that CatD and CD-MPR are highly expressed in the tumorigenic MCF-7

cells, and that an estrogen response element is present in the CatD gene, we evaluated the effect

of 17-β-estradiol on CatD and CD-MPR expression and distribution on this estrogen-respon-

sive cell line.

It was observed that 17-β-estradiol induces an increase in CatD and CD-MPR expression

(Fig 6A and 6B) at 12, 24 and 48 h of incubation with the hormone, and this effect was blocked

Fig 3. CD-MPR distribution in non-tumorigenic and tumorigenic human breast cell lines. (A) Representative

immunofluorescence staining of CD-MPR and golgin-97 in MCF-10A, MCF-7 and MDA-MB-231 cell lines. Golgin-

97 was used as a TGN marker. (B) Quantification of co-localization of CD-MPR and golgin-97 (MCC-M1); and

golgin-97 and CD-MPR (MCC-M2). Values are expressed as the means of Manders co-localization coefficients 1 and

2 ± SEM. (���) significant differences from the other cell lines (p <0.001). Scale bar = 25 μm.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g003

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells
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by the antiestrogen drug tamoxifen. The increment of both proteins was also observed by IFI

(Fig 7B and 7D). In addition, 17-β-estradiol induced a redistribution of CatD and CD-MPR

to the cell periphery (Fig 7A and 7C, respectively). The latter effect was also blocked by

tamoxifen.

A similar experiment was carried out with the non-tumorigenic MCF-10A cells, which lack

the ERα. No significant changes in CatD and CD-MPR expression were observed after treat-

ment with the hormone (Fig 8). These findings support the idea that the changes observed in

MCF-7 cells were mediated by ERα.

Estradiol induces the redistribution of CatD and CD-MPR towards

common compartments

By IFI, we observed that 80% of CatD co-localizes with CD-MPR (MCC-M1: 0.81 ± 0.06) and

that 95% of the CD-MPR co-localizes with CatD (MCC-M2: 0.95 ± 0.05) in control MCF-7

cells. After treatment with estradiol for 24 h, both proteins redistributed partially from a

mostly perinuclear location to a more peripheral granular location, maintaining the high co-

localization rates (Fig 9B). This result suggests that both proteins could share intracellular

compartments, either as free or complexed forms, and that they relocate together under estra-

diol stimulation. This effect was blocked by tamoxifen (Fig 9B).

Fig 4. CD-MPR and CI-MPR co-localization analysis in the MCF-7 tumorigenic cell line. Representative

immunofluorescence staining of (A) CD-MPR and golgin-97 and (B) CI-MPR and golgin-97 in MCF-7 cells. (C)

Quantitative co-localization analysis showing the proportion of CD-MPR that overlaps with golgin-97 (Manders

coefficient 1 –MCC-M1) and the proportion of golgin-97 that overlaps with CD-MPR (MCC-M2). A similar analysis

was done for the CI-MPR. Values are expressed as the means of Manders co-localization coefficient 1 ± SEM. (���)

significant difference (p<0.001). Scale bar = 25 μm.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g004

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells
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To further confirm that the re-distribution of CD-MPR to the plasma membrane was

driven by estradiol, we performed a subcellular fractionation by a discontinuous sucrose gradi-

ent (Fig 10). We observed that estradiol induced the appearance of CD-MPR in low density

fractions enriched in plasma membrane markers [29]. Again, the stimulation with estradiol

induced an increase in the CD-MPR expression. Both effects were also blocked by tamoxifen.

Discussion

In cancer cells, CatD trafficking is altered, and this phenomenon leads to an increase in the

pro-enzyme secretion [30, 31, 32]. Several mechanisms can be proposed to explain the

Fig 5. Immunofluorescence of CD-MPR and CI-MPR in the non-tumorigenic MCF-10A cell line and co-

localization with golgin-97. (A) Representative immunofluorescence staining of CD-MPR and golgin-97 and (B)

CI-MPR and golgin-97 in MCF-10A cells. Cell borders are delimited by a white line. Scale bar = 25 μm.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g005

Fig 6. Effect of 17-β-estradiol on CatD and CD-MPR expression in MCF-7 cells. Cells were cultured for 12, 24 or 48

h in the absence (control) or in the presence of 20 nM estradiol (EST) or 20 nM EST with 2 μM tamoxifen (EST+Tx).

Representative immunoblots of CatD (A) and CD-MPR (B) from cell lysates at the different timepoints and the

corresponding band intensity quantitation by densitometry (bars graphics). Values are expressed as the means of

relative optical density (R.O.D.) from three independent experiments ± SEM. (�) significant difference from the other

conditions (p <0.05). Detection of β-tubulin was used as loading control.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g006
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magnitude of such secretion; e.g., the excessive expression would cause the enzyme to be

secreted to the medium, a detour from the route to lysosomes or a selective transport to the

extracellular medium, among others. In most cell types, acid hydrolases, including CatD, are

delivered to lysosomes by mannose-6-phosphate receptors (MPRs). The present study shows

that MCF-7 cells have higher levels of CD-MPR than other breast-derived cell lines (MCF-10A

and MDA-MB-231), while showing the lowest levels of CI-MPR. This phenomenon would

indicate that both receptors are alternative for the trafficking of mannose-6-phosphate bearing

enzymes [33], and that, in these cell lines, their expression is cross-regulated. Although this

hypothesis is in agreement with that proposed by other authors, it does not fully explain the

fact that both receptors recognize different enzyme sets [34]. Even though in this study we do

Fig 7. Effect of 17-β-estradiol on CatD and CD-MPR expression and distribution in MCF-7 cells. Cells were

cultured for 24 or 48 h in the absence or in the presence of 20 nM estradiol (EST) or 20 nM EST with 2 μM tamoxifen

(EST+Tx). Representative distribution patterns of CatD (A) and CD-MPR (B) and the fluorescence intensity

quantitation, (C) and (D), respectively. Values are expressed as the means of relative fluorescence units (R.F.U.) ± SEM

from 60 cells counted at each condition. (���) significant difference (p<0.001). Scale bar = 20 μm.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g007

Fig 8. CatD and CD-MPR expression in MCF-10A human breast cells after treatment with 17-β-estradiol. MCF-

10A cells were cultured for 48 h in the absence (control) or in the presence of 20 nM estradiol (EST) or 20 nM EST

with 2 μM tamoxifen (EST+Tx). Representative immunoblots of CatD (A) and CD-MPR (B) from cell lysates and the

corresponding band intensity quantitation by densitometry. Bars represent the means of relative optical densities (R.O.

D.) from two independent experiments ± SEM. Ponceau staining was used as loading control.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g008
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not present direct supporting evidence, the increased simultaneous expression of CD-MPR

and CatD in MCF-7 cells would suggest that CD-MPR is a receptor for this enzyme. However,

Fig 9. Co-localization analysis between CatD and CD-MPR in MCF-7 breast cancer cells. Representative IFI for the

detection of CD-MPR (a) and CatD (b) in MCF-7 cells, control (A), treated with 20 nM EST (B) or treated with 20 nM

EST+ 2 μM Tx (C). (c) Merged Images; (d) Scatter plot of co-localization events for CD-MPR and CatD; and (e) Cross-

correlation function: PCCs vs. pixel shift (δx) for each case. (a´b´c´) amplifications of the areas limited by rectangles.

PCC values: controls = 0.708 ± 0.04, EST = 0.776 ± 0.03, EST+Tx = 0.792 ± 0.05. Images are representative of three

independent experiments.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g009
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the role of sortilin in cathepsin D transport in breast cancer cells should not be ruled out, since

this receptor in known to participate in the sorting of lysosomal proteins including cathepsin

D in other cell types [12, 13]. It has been documented that sortilin can mediate cathepsin D

delivery to lysosomes when the MPR pathway is impaired [12]. Exploring the role of sortilin in

intracellular transport in breast cancer cells could prove to be of substantial interest for future

studies.

By IFI, we observed that CatD is mostly located perinuclearly, and also dispersed in the

cytoplasm. However, it is noteworthy that the enzyme is also located at the periphery of the

tumorigenic (MCF-7), but not in the non-tumorigenic cells. In tumorigenic cells, the presence

of CatD in the cell periphery could be attributed to vesicle accumulation for eventual secretion.

In fact, about 36% of the total intracellular CatD is present in LAMP1-negative compartments

in MCF-7 cells.

Apart from the differences observed in the expression of the MPRs, we have also observed

that both, CD-MPR and CI-MPR, are distributed differently in MCF-7 cells; while CD-MPR is

mostly concentrated in the Golgi stacks and likely in endosomal compartments, the CI-MPR

is more dispersed throughout the cytoplasm and also at the cell periphery. In addition, the

high degree of co-localization coefficient of the CD-MPR with golgin-97 confirms that this

receptor is mostly located in the Golgi stacks, as compared to the CI-MPR. The atypical gol-

gin-97 dispersed distribution in MCF-7 cells was consistent with the presence of a fragmented

Golgi apparatus already described in these cells [35]. The perinuclear CD-MPR distribution is

common in most mammalian cell types [36], while the additional dispersed signal appears to

be a feature of tumorigenic MCF-7 cells. The different distribution of the two MPRs in MCF-7

Fig 10. Effect of 17-β-estradiol on the distribution of CD-MPR in MCF-7 breast cancer cells. Cells were cultured in

the presence of 20 nM estradiol (EST) or 20 nM EST with 2 μM tamoxifen (EST+Tx) for 24 h, and subsequently, cell

lysates were loaded on sucrose gradients. Gradient fractions were analyzed by immunoblotting. (A) Detection of

CD-MPR. (B) Percentage distribution quantitation obtained by densitometric analysis of each fraction. (C) Fraction

densities estimated from weight/volume ratios.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g010

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844 August 7, 2018 12 / 17

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.g010
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844


cells is consistent with the idea that both proteins are not redundant but complementary [26].

On the other hand, the CI-MPR has been proposed as a tumor suppressor molecule whose

expression is downregulated by estradiol [21, 37, 38]. Unlike CI-MPR, in this work we have

observed that the expression of CD-MPR is significantly increased by the action of estrogen in

MCF-7 cells, and that this effect is blocked by the antiestrogenic drug tamoxifen. Moreover,

this effect was accompanied by an increase of CatD levels. It is noteworthy that this is the first

study suggesting an estradiol-driven regulation of CD-MPR. The fact that estradiol did not

induce changes in MCF-10A cells indicates that the hormonal effect on MCF-7 cells is medi-

ated by ERα. Moreover, this hypothesis is supported by the blocking effect of tamoxifen

observed in MCF-7 cells. The results obtained in other models indicate that CD-MPR expres-

sion and distribution can be modulated by testosterone [39, 40]. Whether the high levels of

CD-MPR found upon estradiol stimulation are due to an increased synthesis or a diminished

degradation of the receptor remains to be determined. Since the CD-MPR-encoding gene does

not have hormone responsive elements, it may be possible that the levels of this receptor were

regulated indirectly through the CatD response to the hormone. In fact, it has been reported

that CatD can localize to the nucleus of cancer cells, where it could participate in transcription

regulation by cleaving and/or interacting with nuclear proteins, thus modulating their activity

[41, 42]. As in other physiological models [26], the possibility of a cross-regulation of the

expression of CD-MPR and CI-MPR cannot be ruled out.

Taking into account the results obtained herein, it is of interest to elucidate the role of

CD-MPR in tumor cells, and whether there exists a direct link between CD-MPR and CatD.

Although CD-MPR has scarcely been explored in cancer models, some authors have proposed

a pro-tumorigenic role for this receptor [43]. It is hypothesized that the CD-MPR is a receptor

for CatD, which participates in the enzyme secretion by cancer cells. In this regard, we

observed high co-localization levels of the two proteins, both in the perinuclear region and

adjacent to the plasma membrane. In addition, estradiol induced a redistribution of both pro-

teins to the adjacency of the cell membrane, maintaining that high co-localization. The redis-

tribution of the enzyme induced by the hormone is consistent with the estradiol-induced-

secretion reported in the literature [6, 2]. Moreover, we confirmed the estradiol-induced

CD-MPR redistribution when the receptor localized to low density fractions of the discontinu-

ous sucrose gradient. These observations are supported by a previous work performed in

another model in which the redistribution of CD-MPR towards the plasma membrane was

found to correlate with high CatD secretion rates [39]. Moreover, Chao et al. have suggested a

role for CD-MPR in selective enzyme secretion [20].

To sum up, we suggest that the CD-MPR would be selectively re-routed together with man-

nose-6-phosphate ligands (e.g. cathepsins) towards the plasma membrane by some mechanism

that involves recognition signals in the CD-MPR cytoplasmic domain, which are different

from those motifs that are known to participate in other intracellular transport routes [44].

Subsequently, the acidic pH of the tumor microenvironment [45] would favor the ligand-

receptor complex dissociation and release of the enzyme to the extracellular medium.

In conclusion, our results provide new insights to clarify the mechanism by which human

breast tumor cells distribute and secrete high amounts of proteases. This process would involve

a receptor-mediated selective transport regulated by estradiol. Interfering with these processes

would be a new strategy for future therapies against breast cancer.

Supporting information

S1 Data. Data sheet and statistical analysis used to build graphs in Fig 1.

(XLSX)

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844 August 7, 2018 13 / 17

http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s001
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844


S2 Data. Data sheet and statistical analysis used to build graphs in Fig 2.

(XLSX)

S3 Data. Data sheet and statistical analysis used to build graph in Fig 3.

(XLSX)

S4 Data. Data sheet and statistical analysis used to build graph in Fig 4.

(XLSX)

S5 Data. Data sheet and statistical analysis used to build graphs in Fig 6.

(XLSX)

S6 Data. Data sheet and statistical analysis used to build graphs in Fig 7.

(XLSX)

S7 Data. Data sheet used to build graphs in Fig 8.

(XLSX)

S8 Data. Data sheet and statistical analysis of Fig 9.

(XLSX)

S9 Data. Data sheet used to build graphs in Fig 10.

(XLSX)

S1 Fig. Supporting images for Fig 1. (A) and (B) Representative immunoblottings of cathep-

sin D with their respective loading controls. The fourth line in (B) shows MCF-7 proteins

loaded at lesser concentration. (C) and (D) Representative immunoblotting of CD-MPR with

their respective loading controls. Liver proteins were used as detection control for CD-MPR.

(E) Representative immunoblotting of CI-MPR with its respective loading control. (B), (D)

and (E) show the molecular size markers (GeneDirex Cat. PM005-0500S and Cat. PM008-

0500S).

(TIF)

S2 Fig. Supporting images for Fig 6. (A) Representative immunoblotting of cathepsin D with

its respective loading control and the membrane showing nonspecific secondary antibody

binding. (B) Representative immunoblotting of CD-MPR with its respective loading control

and the membrane showing nonspecific secondary antibody binding. Alb Biot: Biotinylated

bovine serum albumin used as detection control.

(TIF)

S3 Fig. Supporting images for Fig 8. Immunoblottings of cathepsin D and CD-MPR with

respective loading control showing the molecular size marker.

(TIF)

S4 Fig. Supporting images for Fig 10. Immunoblottings of CD-MPR from the sucrose gradi-

ent fractions.

(TIF)

Author Contributions

Conceptualization: F. L. Carvelli, M. Sosa.

Data curation: N. Bannoud, F. L. Carvelli.

Formal analysis: N. Bannoud, F. L. Carvelli, M. Troncoso.

Funding acquisition: M. Sosa.

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844 August 7, 2018 14 / 17

http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s002
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s003
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s004
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s005
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s006
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s007
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s008
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s009
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s010
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s011
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s012
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844.s013
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844


Investigation: N. Bannoud.

Methodology: N. Bannoud, F. L. Carvelli, M. Troncoso, T. Sartor, M. Sosa.

Project administration: M. Sosa.

Resources: F. L. Carvelli, L. M. Vargas-Roig, M. Sosa.

Software: N. Bannoud.

Supervision: L. M. Vargas-Roig, M. Sosa.

Validation: N. Bannoud, F. L. Carvelli.

Writing – original draft: N. Bannoud.

Writing – review & editing: L. M. Vargas-Roig, M. Sosa.

References
1. Capony F, Rougeot C, Montcourrier P, Cavailles V, Salazar G, Rochefort H. Increased Secretion,

Altered Processing, and Glycosylation of Pro-Cathepsin D in Human Mammary Cancer Cells. Cancer

Research. 1989; 49 (14): 3904–3909. PMID: 2736531

2. Khalkhali-Ellis K, Hendrix MJC. Two Faces of Cathepsin D: Physiological Guardian Angel and Patho-

logical Demon. Biology and Medicine. 2014; 6 (2). https://doi.org/10.4172/0974-8369.1000206 PMID:

25663755

3. Liaudet-Coopman E, Beaujouin M, Derocq D, Garcia M, Glondu-Lassis M, Laurent-Matha V, et al.

Cathepsin D: newly discovered functions of a long-standing aspartic protease in cancer and apoptosis.

Cancer Letters. 2006; 237 (2): 167–179. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.canlet.2005.06.007 PMID: 16046058

4. Ohri SS, Vashishta A, Proctor M, Fusek M, Vetvicka V. The propeptide of cathepsin D increases prolif-

eration, invasion and metastasis of breast cancer cells. International Journal of Oncology. 2008; (23):

491–498. PMID: 18202773

5. Zaidi N, Maurer A, Nieke S, Kalbacher H. Cathepsin D: A cellular roadmap. Biochemical and Biophysi-

cal Research Communications. 2008; 376 (1): 5–9. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrc.2008.08.099 PMID:

18762174

6. Cavaillès V, Augereau P,Rochefort H. Cathepsin D gene is controlled by a mixed promoter, and estro-

gens stimulate only TATA-dependent transcription in breast cancer cells. Proceedings of the National

Academy of Science of the United States of America. 1993; 90 (1): 203–7.

7. Cavailles V, Augereau P, Garcia M, Rochefort H. Estrogens and growth factors induce the mRNA of the

52K-pro-cathepsin-D secreted by breast cancer cells. Nucleic Acids Research. 1988; 16 (5): 1903–19.

PMID: 3282224

8. Capony F, Rougeot C, Cavailles V, Rochefort H. Estradiol increases the secretion by MCF7 cells of sev-

eral lysosomal pro-enzymes. Biochemical and Biophysical Research Communication. 1990; 171

(3):972–8.

9. Gieselmann V, Hasilik A, von Figura K. Processing of human cathepsin D in lysosomes in vitro. The

Journal of Biological Chemistry. 1985; 260 (5): 3215–20. PMID: 3972822

10. Hasilik A, Neufeld EF. Biosynthesis of lysosomal enzymes in fibroblasts. Phosphorylation of mannose

residues. The Journal of Biological Chemistry. 1980; 255 (10): 4946–50. PMID: 6989822

11. Richo GR, Conner GE. Structural requirements of procathepsin D activation and maturation. The Jour-

nal of Biological Chemistry. 1994; 269 (20): 14806–12. PMID: 8182087

12. Canuel M, Korkidakis A, Konnyu K, Morales CR. Sortilin mediates the lysosomal targeting of cathepsins

D and H. Biochemical and Biophysical Research Communications. 2008; 373: 292–297. https://doi.

org/10.1016/j.bbrc.2008.06.021 PMID: 18559255

13. Coutinho MF, Prata MJ, Alves S. A shortcut to the lysosome: The mannose-6-phosphate-independent

pathway. Molecular Genetics and Metabolism. 2012; 107: 257–266. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ymgme.

2012.07.012 PMID: 22884962

14. von Figura K, Hasilik A. Lysosomal enzymes and their receptors. Annual Review of Biochemistry. 1986;

55: 167–93. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.bi.55.070186.001123 PMID: 2943218

15. Kornfeld S. Lysosomal enzyme targeting. Biochemical Society Transactions. 1990; 18 (3): 367–74.

PMID: 2164980

CD-MPR and estradiol in MCF-7 cells

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844 August 7, 2018 15 / 17

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2736531
https://doi.org/10.4172/0974-8369.1000206
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25663755
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.canlet.2005.06.007
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16046058
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18202773
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrc.2008.08.099
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18762174
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/3282224
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/3972822
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/6989822
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8182087
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrc.2008.06.021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrc.2008.06.021
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18559255
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ymgme.2012.07.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ymgme.2012.07.012
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22884962
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.bi.55.070186.001123
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2943218
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2164980
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201844


16. van Meel E, Klumperman J. Imaging and imagination: understanding the endo-lysosomal system. His-

tochemistry and Cell Biology. 2008; 129 (3): 253–66. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00418-008-0384-0

PMID: 18274773

17. Ghosh P, Dahms NM, Kornfeld S. Mannose 6-phosphate receptors: new twists in the tail. Nature

Reviews. Molecular Cell Biology. 2003; 4: 202–212. https://doi.org/10.1038/nrm1050 PMID: 12612639

18. Tikkanen R, Obermüller S, Denzer K, Pungitore R, Geuze HJ, von Figura K, et al. The dileucine motif

within the tail of MPR46 is required for sorting of the receptor in endosomes. Traffic. 2000; 1 (8): 631–

40. PMID: 11208151

19. Riederer MA, Soldati T, Shapiro AD, Lin J, Pfeffer SR. Lysosome biogenesis requires Rab9 function

and receptor recycling from endosomes to the trans-Golgi network. The Journal of Cell Biology. 1994;

125 (3): 573–82. PMID: 7909812

20. Chao HH, Waheed A, Pohlmann R, Hille A, von Figura K. Mannose 6-phosphate receptor dependent

secretion of lysosomal enzymes. The EMBO Journal. 1990; 9 (11): 3507–3513. PMID: 2170115

21. Mathieu M, Vignon F, Capony F, Rochefort H. Estradiol down-regulates the mannose-6-phosphate/

insulin-like growth factor-II receptor gene and induces cathepsin-D in breast cancer cells: a receptor sat-

uration mechanism to increase the secretion of lysosomal proenzymes. Molecular Endocrinology.

1991; 5 (6): 815–822. https://doi.org/10.1210/mend-5-6-815 PMID: 1656243

22. Byrd JC, Devi GR, de Souza AT, Jirtle RL, MacDonald RG. Disruption of ligand binding to the insulin-

like growth factor II/mannose 6-phosphate receptor by cancer-associated missense mutations. The

Journal of Biological Chemistry. 1999; 274 (34): 24408–16. PMID: 10446221

23. Benes P, Vetvicka V, Fusek M. Cathepsin D-Many functions of one aspartic protease. Criticals Reviews

in Oncology/Hematology. 2008; 68 (1): 12–28.

24. Soule HD, Maloney TM, Wolman SR, Line EC, Peterson WD, Brenz R, et al. Isolation and Characteriza-

tion of a Spontaneously Immortalized Human Breast Epithelial Cell Line, MCF-10. Cancer Research.

1990; 50 (18): 6075–6086. PMID: 1975513

25. Laemmli UK. Cleavage of structural proteins during the assembly of the head of bacteriophage T4.

Nature. 1970; 227 (5259): 680–685. PMID: 5432063
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