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ABSTRACT

In eukaryotes, tRNAs are transcribed in the nucleus
and subsequently exported to the cytoplasm where
they serve as essential adaptor molecules in trans-
lation. However, tRNAs can be returned to the nu-
cleus by the evolutionarily conserved process called
tRNA retrograde nuclear import, before relocalization
back to the cytoplasm via a nuclear re-export step.
Several important functions of these latter two traf-
ficking events have been identified, yet the pathways
are largely unknown. Therefore, we developed an
assay in Saccharomyces cerevisiae to identify pro-
teins mediating tRNA retrograde nuclear import and
re-export using the unique wybutosine modification
of mature tRNAP"®, Our hydrochloric acid/aniline as-
say revealed that the karyopherin Mtr10 mediates ret-
rograde import of tRNAPPe constitutively and in re-
sponse to amino acid deprivation, whereas the Hsp70
protein Ssa2 mediates import specifically in the lat-
ter. Furthermore, tRNAP"® is re-exported by Crm1 and
Mex67, but not by the canonical tRNA exporters Los1
or Msn5. These findings indicate that the re-export
process occurs in a tRNA family-specific manner. To-
gether, this assay provides insights into the path-
ways for tRNAPP® retrograde import and re-export
and is a tool that can be used on a genome-wide
level to identify additional gene products involved in
these tRNA trafficking events.

INTRODUCTION

tRNAs are essential adaptor molecules that deliver amino
acids to the ribosome during protein synthesis. In addition
to this canonical role, they also serve a host of other func-
tions, including regulation of apoptosis and protein degra-
dation (1). As a result, defects in the maturation of tRNAs
can lead to numerous diseases in humans, such as metabolic
disorders, neuromuscular diseases and cancer (2-4).

The process that generates mature, functional tRNAs
from their precursor form is extensive and requires numer-

ous gene products. In Saccharomyces cerevisiae, for exam-
ple, >1% of the genome is dedicated to tRNA maturation
(5). This maturation process can be divided into two cate-
gories. The first involves processing of the tRNA body. This
includes events such as 5" and 3’ end processing, CCA addi-
tion, nucleoside modifications, and for some tRNAs, intron
removal.

The second category of tRNA maturation involves its
movement within the cell (6). For many of the aforemen-
tioned tRINA processing events to take place, a tRINA needs
to be in the right subcellular compartment at the appro-
priate time. For some tRNAs, this requires that they are
trafficked bidirectionally between the nucleus and the cy-
toplasm to access the enzymes required for various matu-
ration steps. Three tRNA subcellular trafficking events be-
tween the nucleus and cytoplasm have been documented
in yeast. The first event is primary nuclear export, where
newly transcribed end-processed tRNAs are localized to
the cytoplasm (7-12). Once in the cytoplasm, tRNAs con-
taining introns are spliced by the splicing endonuclease
(SEN) complex on the surface of the mitochondria (13—
16). Second, tRNAs can undergo retrograde nuclear im-
port (17-19). This process serves several important func-
tions, such as maturation of select tRNA species (20,21),
tRNA quality control (22), translation regulation (23) and
response to cellular stress (24,25). The tRNA import path-
way is also hijacked by viruses such as HIV-1 for their
own nuclear import (19). Lastly, in the third tRNA traf-
ficking event, called nuclear re-export, nuclear tRNAs
that were previously cytoplasmic are returned back to the
cytoplasm (26).

Since translation takes place in the cytoplasm, all tRNAs
must undergo primary tRNA nuclear export to access the
protein synthesis machinery. However, for most tRNAs in
S. cerevisiae the latter two trafficking events appear not to
be required for the generation of a mature tRNA. As de-
scribed in detail later, an exception to this is tRNAP®, In
response to various stress conditions, at least seven other
tRNA families in yeast, such as tRNAD" and tRNAP® g,
have been shown to re-enter the nucleus (18,27). Retrograde
import of certain tRNA families has also been observed
in human cells in response to oxidative stress (25). Given
the long half-life of tRINA molecules and the many roles of
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the retrograde import process in maintaining proper cellu-
lar functioning, it would not be surprising if most, if not all,
families of tRNAs undergo retrograde nuclear import and
re-export at least once in their lifetime. Therefore, under-
standing how tRNAs are escorted between the nucleus and
cytoplasm will provide important insights into cell biology
and pathobiology.

In order to identify the gene products involved in tRNA
biogenesis and trafficking, our lab previously designed a
genome-wide Northern blot assay to screen the S. cere-
visiae deletion and temperature-sensitive collections, using
tRNA(,y as a reporter (28). In total, 162 novel gene prod-
ucts were identified to function in the many stages of tRNA
maturation, including production of the initial transcript,
5" and 3’ end processing, primary nuclear export, delivery
of tRNAs to the mitochondrial surface and/or localiza-
tion, assembly or function of the SEN complex, and in-
tron turnover. Overall, the findings from this analysis have
(and continue to) greatly enhanced our understanding of
how tRNAs are processed and initially escorted from the
nucleus to the cytoplasm. For example, the screen led to the
discovery of three mitochondrial outer membrane proteins,
Tom?70, Tom22 and Sam37, which are required for splicing
of pre-tRNAs on the surface of the mitochondria (16). Fur-
thermore, the screen led to the discovery that the mRNA ex-
porter, Mex67-Mtr2, serves as a nuclear transporter of cer-
tain tRNAs to the cytoplasm in both the primary export
and re-export steps (29).

Despite the wealth of information acquired by the
genome-wide screen by Wu et al. (28), there were a few limi-
tations. Since the assay was dependent on assessing changes
in the migration of tRNAs on polyacrylamide gels as they
were undergoing various processing steps, it lacked the abil-
ity to detect gene products that regulate tRNA trafficking
after a tRNA was spliced, specifically the retrograde nuclear
import and re-export steps. Since cytoplasmic tRNAs that
are returned to the nucleus by the retrograde import process
are generally not significantly altered upon nuclear import,
they migrate the same on polyacrylamide gels. Therefore,
to identify gene products involved in these two trafficking
events and thus more fully complete the picture of tRNA
biology, we developed a simple biochemical assay using hy-
drochloric acid (HCI) and aniline that could be utilized on a
genome-wide scale in yeast. This assay takes advantage of a
modification found solely on tRNAPP at position 37, called
wybutosine (yW). This particular modification is uniquely
suited to identify genes involved in the latter two tRINA traf-
ficking events because for tRNAP" to be donned with yW, it
must undergo both retrograde nuclear import and re-export
(20).

Here, we validate the ability of the HCl/aniline assay
to detect gene products involved in tRNA retrograde nu-
clear import and re-export. Using this assay, we confirm
the role of Mtrl10 and Ssa2 in the retrograde nuclear im-
port of tRNAP" under constitutive (Mtr10) and amino acid
deprivation (Mtr10 and Ssa2) conditions. Furthermore, we
show that Mex67 and Crml, but not the canonical tRNA
exporters Losl or Msn5, mediate the constitutive re-export
of tRNAPP® highlighting the specificity of tRNA exporters
in the re-export of different tRNA families.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Strains, plasmids and media

The majority of S. cerevisiae strains used in this study were
derived from BY4741 (M ATa his3 A leu2 A metl5 A ura3 A).
This includes the following strains from the MATu dele-
tion collection: tywl A, tyw2 A, tyw3 A, trm7 A, ssa2 A, los1 A
and msn5A. The mtrl0A strain was generated by gene re-
placement of the MTRI0 locus with the NatR gene (18).
The los] A msn5 A strain was generated by gene replacement
of the MSN5 locus with the siphR gene in the losl A strain
(los1::KanMX4) (23). The mex67-5 and crmli-1 strains were
obtained from the temperature-sensitive mutant collections,
kindly provided by Dr C. Boone (University of Toronto)
(30). The TRM7 and TYWS3 plasmids were obtained from
the yeast tiling collection (Open Biosystem) (31).

Yeast strains were grown at 23°C in synthetic complete
media supplemented with 2% glucose (SCD). For amino
acid deprivation experiments, cells were washed once in
SCD lacking amino acids, then resuspended in the same
type of media for up to 2 h, as indicated. For temperature-
sensitive strains, cells were shifted to 37°C for up to 4 h, as
indicated.

Small RNA isolation

Small RNAs (tRNAs, 5S rRNA, 5.8S rRNA, and other
small RNAs) were isolated as described in Wan and Hop-
per (16). RNA concentration was measured using the Nan-
oDrop 2000C (kindly provided by Dr Paul Herman, OSU).

HCl/aniline assay

To induce wybutosine base excision, 10 pg of small RNA
in 48 mM HCI were incubated for 3 h at 37°C. RNA/HCI
samples were neutralized in a final concentration of 0.93
mM KOH. Controls lacking HCI contained only RNA
in dH,O. Next, HCl-treated, neutralized RNA or HCI-
untreated RNA was incubated with an equal volume of
0.5 M aniline (pH 4.5) at 60°C for 20 min to induce chain
scission. RNAs were diluted in dH,O, then precipitated
with cold 100% ethanol, 3M sodium acetate (pH 5.2) and
GlycoBlue Coprecipitant (Invitrogen). After overnight in-
cubation at —80°C, RNA was pelleted by centrifugation
at 15 000 x g for 20 min, washed in 70% ethanol, and
dissolved in dH,O. See supplemental methods for more
specific assay details, including the volumes used in this
assay.

Northern blot analysis and quantification

The total volume (20 wl) of HCI and aniline-treated RNA
or HCl-untreated, aniline-treated RNA was mixed with an
equal volume of 2x loading dye and heated at 85°C for
5 min. As described previously (28), the RNAs were sep-
arated by electrophoresis by 7 M urea—PAGE and trans-
ferred to a Hybond N* membrane (Amersham). Intact,
mature tRNAP as well as the 5’ and 3’ cleaved halves of
tRNAP" were detected by chemiluminescence (16) employ-
ing a UVP ChemStudio instrument from Analytic Jena us-
ing a digoxigenin-labeled probe that was 40 nt in length



and complementary to 20 nts of the 3’ end of the 5 exon
and 20 nts of the 5" end of the 3’ exon. Subsequently, all
blots were reprobed with a digoxigenin-labeled probe com-
plementary to 5S rRNA, which was used as a loading con-
trol. The sequences of all probes are listed in the supplemen-
tal methods. To quantify the levels of tRNAP Jacking the
yW modification, the amount of mature tRNAP" relative
to the amount of total tRNAP" (mature plus cleaved) was
measured in HCl/aniline-treated samples.

Statistical analysis

All data are expressed as mean = SEM. Statistical analysis
was performed using the GraphPad Prism 4 software, with
differences analyzed by two-tailed unpaired ¢ test (if com-
paring only two experimental groups) or one-way ANOVA
followed by Tukey’s Multiple Comparisons test (if compar-
ing more than two experimental groups). A P value of <0.05
was considered significant. Each experiment was performed
at least in triplicate.

RESULTS
An HCl/aniline assay detects wybutosine-modified tRNAPh®

In order to identify gene products involved in the retro-
grade import and re-export of tRNAs, we generated an as-
say that exploited the unique maturation process undergone
by tRNAP (Figure 1A) (20). The pathway for tRNAPhe
maturation begins with processing of the primary tRNA
transcript into precursor tRNAP" in the nucleus and sub-
sequent transport to the cytoplasm. Once in the cytoplasm,
the intron separating the 5" and 3’ exons is spliced by the
SEN complex, located on the surface of the mitochondria
(13-16). In the cytoplasm, the spliced tRNAP"® receives
multiple modifications, including methylation at positions
32 (Cmj;) and 34 (Gmsy) by the cytoplasmic methyltrans-
ferase Trm7. Gms4, and to a lesser extent Cms,, are pre-
requisites for the later wybutosine modification of tRNAPhe
at position 37 (yW37) (32). The spliced tRNAPP then un-
dergoes retrograde nuclear import, where it is methylated
by TrmS5 at G37 (m!Gs7) (33). Two key features of TrmS3,
specifically its nuclear localization and its ability to recog-
nize only spliced tRNAP" (34,35), allow the m!Gs3; mod-
ification to serve as evidence that tRNAFPP has undergone
retrograde nuclear import following splicing on the mito-
chondrial surface. Finally, tRNAP" is re-exported to the
cytoplasm, where yW is added to the m' G3; in a series of re-
actions catalyzed sequentially by the enzymes Tyw1, Tyw2,
Tyw3 and Tyw4 (36). Thus, the yW modification serves as
a road map of previous travel of tRNAP" bidirectionally
between the nucleus and cytoplasm. By measuring levels of
spliced tRNAP® that contain or lack the yW modification
in yeast deletion or temperature-sensitive strains, we can
identify novel gene products that modulate the retrograde
nuclear import or re-export steps.

To determine whether tRNAPh contains the wybutosine
modification, and thus has undergone retrograde nuclear
import and re-export, we developed an assay with the po-
tential to be used on a genome-wide scale. This simple bio-
chemical assay, herein referred to as the hydrochloric acid
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(HCl)/aniline assay (Figure 1B), is based on experiments
conducted in the late 1960s and 1970s (37,38) which demon-
strated that mild acid treatment of tRNAPhYW resuylts in ex-
cision of the yW base without breaking the sugar-phosphate
backbone, creating an abasic site. This abasic site is suscep-
tible to chain cleavage via a B-elimination reaction, which
can be induced by heating the tRNA in the presence of ani-
line at a low pH (39). Since the location of the wybutosine
modification is at position 37, the final nucleotide at the 3’
end of the 5’ exon, any tRNAPP® possessing the wybutosine
modification would be split into its 5" and 3’ exon fragments
following sequential HCI and aniline treatment. Conversely,
tRNA lacking this modification would remain intact. Ma-
ture tRNAP' and tRNAPP 5 and 3’ exon fragments can
then be visualized by non-radioactive Northern blot analy-
sis (40).

To validate the HCl/aniline assay, we isolated small
RNAs from either wild-type (WT) yeast cells or cells lack-
ing the genes TYWI1, TYW2, TYW3 or TRM?7, since the
enzymes encoded by these genes are all required for wybuto-
sine modification of tRNAFP® (32,36). TrmS5 is an additional
enzyme that is required for m! G modification of position 37
prior to yW addition. Due to the lack of adequate TRMS5
gene deletion or temperature-sensitive strains, this gene was
not used in the assay validation. Isolated RNAs were treated
either with or without HCl for 3 h at 37°C to induce wybuto-
sine base excision. This time point is sufficient to yield near
complete excision of the wybutosine base (Supplementary
Figure S1A). Subsequently, HCI-treated and HCl-untreated
RNAs were incubated with aniline (pH 4.5) at 60°C for 20
min to induce chain scission at the abasic sites. The RNAs
were purified and Northern blot analysis was performed us-
ing a 40 nt long probe that hybridizes to 20 nts of the 3’ end
of the 5" exon and 20 nts of the 5’ end of the 3’ exon (Figure
1B) (see methods).

In HCl-untreated, aniline-treated WT cells, two main
tRNAPP species are evident (Figure 1C, lane 1), which cor-
respond to mature tRNAPP (Supplementary Figure S1B,
lane 1 and 2 versus 3). In S. cerevisiae, there are ten copies
of the tRNAPP gene (41). Two of these genes differ by a
single nucleotide substitution in each of the 5’ and 3’ ex-
ons. The dual gel migration pattern often observed for ma-
ture tRNAP" may be due to one or both of these substitu-
tions, or to under-modification of a portion of the tRNA.
Upon sequential treatment of RNA from WT cells with HCI
and aniline, the intensity of the mature tRNAP" species is
greatly reduced and a tRNA species consistent with the size
of the 5 and 3’ exons is evident (Figure 1C, lane 2; Sup-
plementary Figure S1B, lane 2 versus. 4). The 5" and 3’ ex-
ons of tRNAPP are 37 and 39 nucleotides in length, respec-
tively. Under the electrophoresis conditions used in these
experiments, a 40 nt long probe that hybridizes to 20 nts
of the 3’ end of the 5" exon and 20 nts of the 5’ end of the
3’ exon, reveals a single tRNAPh species upon HCl-induced
yW excision and aniline-induced chain cleavage. This tRNA
species corresponds to both the 5" and 3’ exons (Supplemen-
tary Figure S1C). A second tRNAP" species of lower abun-
dance runs slightly below this, which can be clearly detected
when using a probe that hybridizes solely to the 3’ exon of
tRNAPh (Supplementary Figure S1C) and is likely the re-
sult of the single nucleotide substitution in the 3’ exon in
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Figure 1. Schematic depictions and validation of an assay to detect retrograde nuclear importers and re-exporters of tRNAPP in S. cerevisiae. (A) Matura-
tion of tRNAPP requires three trafficking events which move the tRNA back and forth between the nucleus and the cytoplasm. The primary transcript of
tRNAPPe is synthesized in the nucleus and undergoes 5’ and 3’ end-maturation and CCA addition (not shown), yielding precursor tRNAP® (pre-tRNAPhe),
Pre-tRNAPh® contains a 5" and 3 exon (black lines) separated by an intron (orange line). After decoration with numerous modifications (not shown), pre-
tRNAPe is transported through the nuclear pores to the cytoplasm in a process called tRNA primary nuclear export and the intron is removed by the
splicing endonuclease located on the outer surface of the mitochondria. Spliced tRNAP is then methylated by Trm7 at positions 32 (Cm) and 34 (Gm)
(shown in pink), as well as by other modification enzymes (not shown). Modified tRNAP is trafficked back into the nucleus in a process called tRNA
retrograde nuclear import, where it is now a substrate for the methyltransferase Trm5, which methylates G37 (m'G) (shown in green). For the final step in
tRNAPP maturation, the tRNA is transported back to the cytoplasm, known as tRNA nuclear re-export, and wybutosine (yW) is added to the m'G in
a series of reactions catalyzed sequentially by Tyw1-4 (shown in blue). (B) Overview of the steps in the HCl/aniline assay. Small RNAs are isolated from
yeast cultures and treated with HCI. This acid treatment removes the wybutosine from tRNAPP® leaving an abasic site (AP site; apurinic or apyrimidinic
site). Subsequent treatment with aniline induces strand cleavage at the AP site, splitting the tRNAP" into two halves which can be visualized by Northern
blot analysis using an oligonucleotide that is 40 nts in length and complementary to 20 nts on either side of the 5 /3’ exon junction, as indicated in purple
in panel 5. (C) Validation of the HCl/aniline assay. Small RNAs isolated from wild-type (WT), tyw3 A or trm7 A cells expressing either a single copy vector
(V) or the single copy vector containing the endogenous TYW3 or TRM?7 gene were treated with or without HCI and subsequently exposed to aniline.
Northern blot analysis was performed using the probe described in (B). The detected RNAs correspond to the mature (M), 5’ exon (5'Ex) or 3’ exon (3’Ex)
of tRNAPPe_ 58 rRNA levels serve as a loading control.

some of the tRNAP" genes (41). Greater than 90% cleavage
of mature tRNAP following HCI and aniline treatment in
the WT strain (Supplementary Table S1) is consistent with
previous reports that the majority of mature tRNAP" con-
tains yW (20).

In contrast to WT cells, HCl and aniline treatment of
RNAs from tyw3 A and trm7 A cells yields similar amounts
of mature tRNAP as HCl-untreated RNAs and does not
result in the presence of tRNAPP® 5" and 3’ exon bands (Fig-
ure 1C, lanes 3 versus 4 and 7 versus 8). This indicates
the lack of wybutosine modification of tRNAP  as ex-
pected. Similar findings were observed in tywl A and tyw2 A
cells (Supplementary Figure S1D). Expression of a single

copy plasmid containing the endogenous TYW3 or TRM7
genein tyw3 A and trm7 A cells, respectively, restored mature
tRNAPPe cleavage into its 5 and 3’ exons (Figure 1C, lanes
6 and 10). These data indicate that the absence of tRNAPh®
cleavage in tyw3 A and trm7 A cells is mediated by the TY W3
and TRM?7 genes, respectively. The specificity of this assay
for the wybutosine modification of tRNAP" was further as-
sessed by probing for tRNAMYc4 4, which does not contain
this modification. HCl/aniline treatment of RNAs from
WT, tywl A, tyw2 A or tyw3 A cells does not yield cleavage
of mature tRNAU 55 (Supplementary Figure S1D). To-
gether, these results demonstrate that the HCl/aniline assay
can specifically measure the wybutosine status of tRNAPhe,



and thus should be able to detect tRNA retrograde nuclear
importers and re-exporters.

The HCl/aniline assay detects the tRNAP" retrograde nu-
clear importers Mtr10 and Ssa2

To demonstrate the feasibility of the HCl/aniline assay
in the detection of putative tRNA retrograde nuclear
importers, we assessed HCl/aniline-induced cleavage of
tRNAP® in strains lacking either the MTRI0 or SSA2
genes which code for proteins previously identified to play a
role in the tRNA retrograde nuclear import process. Mtr10
is a member of the B-importin family that functions in the
import of tRNA into the nucleus under conditions of amino
acid deprivation (18). However, the role of Mtr10 in the con-
stitutive import of tRNA is less clear. Unlike cells deficient
in the tRNA re-exporter Msn5, there is a lack of nuclear ac-
cumulation of tRNA™" in fed msn5A mtrl0A cells. These
genetic data suggest Mtrl10 functions upstream of the re-
export step and may play a role in constitutive tRNA im-
port (42). In accordance with these findings, HCI and ani-
line treatment of RNAs isolated from mtri10 A cells grown in
the presence of amino acids shows that although tRNAPhe
cleavage products are still formed, there is an increase in
the amount of uncleaved mature tRNAPP® as compared to
WT cells (Figure 2A). Furthermore, when mtr/0A cells are
grown in the absence of amino acids for 2 h, levels of un-
cleaved, mature tRNAPP are increased relative to amino-
acid deprived WT cells.

In order to quantify these data, levels of mature tRNAPhe
relative to the amount of total tRNAP (mature plus
cleaved) were measured in HCl/aniline-treated samples.
Since the levels of mature tRNAP" detected in this as-
say can be altered by the genetic background, normaliza-
tion in this manner accounts for this variation. For exam-
ple, in mtri0A and ssa2 A strains approximately 50% and
30% more mature tRNAPP, respectively, is detected as com-
pared to WT cells (Supplementary Figure S2). Since simi-
lar findings are observed when using a 5’ exon or a 3’ exon
probe, it is unlikely that this is due to an altered ability of
the probe to hybridize due to the modification status of the
tRNA. Rather, this could be due to an increase in mature
tRNAP" production or stability.

In strains deficient in Mtrl10, there is a >2-fold increase
in levels of mature tRNAP" lacking the wybutosine mod-
ification as compared to WT cells, in both fed and amino
acid-deprived cells (Figure 2A). As compared to fed WT
cells, in which 92.8% of tRNAPh contains wybutosine, only
72.5% of tRNAPh from fed mtrl10A cells contain the wybu-
tosine modification (Supplementary Table S1). These find-
ings are in agreement with previous reports indicating that
Mtr10 functions in amino acid deprivation-induced tRNA
retrograde nuclear import (18). Additionally, these results
provide, for the first time, strong biochemical evidence of a
constitutive role of Mtrl0 in this process.

Next, we used the HCl/aniline assay to assess levels of
tRNAPhYW in 55a2 A cells under fed and amino acid star-
vation conditions. Ssa2, a major Hsp70 protein, functions
in amino acid deprivation-induced, but not constitutive, nu-
clear import of tRNAs (27). Accordingly, while levels of ma-
ture tRNAPP Jacking yW are similar in WT and ssa2 A cells
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treated sequentially with HCI and aniline under fed condi-
tions, ssa2 A cells deprived of amino acids for 2 h displayed
a 30% increase in unmodified mature tRNAP" (Figure 2B).
Together, the data show that the HCl/aniline assay is able
to replicate previous findings that Mtr10 and Ssa2 are in-
volved in the retrograde nuclear import process under con-
ditions of amino acid deprivation, and that Mtr10 also func-
tions as a constitutive importer. Thus, this assay can be used
to identify gene products that mediate tRNAP" retrograde
nuclear import and re-export under both constitutive and
stress-induced conditions.

Amino acid deprivation does not alter detectable levels of
tRNAPheyW

Many stress conditions are known to result in the accumu-
lation of tRNAs in the nucleus, such as amino acid depri-
vation (18). A recent study examining the kinetics of tRNA
import and re-export upon nutrient deprivation in mouse
embryonic fibroblasts microinjected with fluorescently la-
beled tRNA, found that tRNAs accumulate in the nucleus
upon nutrient deprivation and the rate constants of tRNA
import and re-export both decrease as nutrient levels de-
crease (43). However, the rate of re-export decreases to a
greater extent than the rate of import, accounting for the
nuclear accumulation of tRNAs. Should the same be true in
yeast, wild-type cells starved of nutrients would still be able
to move tRNAs in and out of the nucleus, just at a reduced
rate. In contrast, movement of tRNAs in cells that lack an
importer or re-exporter would be inhibited. Therefore, we
would expect that levels of tRNAPh containing the wybu-
tosine modification would be minimally affected by amino
acid starvation. Sequential HCI and aniline treatment of
RNAs isolated from wild-type cells grown in the absence
of amino acids for 20-120 min shows that similar to fed
cells, mature tRNAPP cleavage is nearly complete (Figure
3). This indicates that wybutosine modification of tRNAPhe
is unaffected by decreased amino acid levels. Furthermore,
these findings demonstrate the specificity of the HCl/aniline
assay in the detection of importers and re-exporters, and not
changes in import and re-export kinetics.

Mex67 and Crml, but not Los1 or Msn5, mediate constitu-
tive re-export of mature tRNAP"®

Next, we utilized the HCl/aniline assay to determine which,
if any, of the known tRNA exporters function in the nu-
clear re-export of spliced tRNAP™. Losl and Msn5 are
two canonical tRNA exporters. While Losl functions in
both tRNA primary export and re-export, Msn5 functions
specifically in the latter step (10,42,44). Surprisingly, se-
quential HCI and aniline treatment of RNAs isolated from
losl A, msn5SA or los]1 A msn5A cells shows near complete
cleavage of tRNAP", similar to wild-type cells (Figure 4A,
left). Quantitation of the data indicates no statistically sig-
nificant difference in the levels of tRNAP"® Jacking wybuto-
sine in any of these strains relative to wild-type cells (Figure
4A, right). Together, these data indicate that neither Losl
nor Msn5 plays a substantial role in the constitutive re-
export of tRNAPhe,

Recently, three additional proteins have been identified
to function in the export of tRNAs. These proteins are
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Figure 2. Mtrl10 and Ssa2 function in constitutive and amino acid deprivation-induced retrograde nuclear import of tRNAPPe, respectively. Wild-type
(WT), trm7A, mtrl0A (A) and ssa2 A (B) cells were grown in media containing (+AA) or lacking amino acids for 2 h (-AA). Small RNAs were isolated,
treated with or without HCI, incubated with aniline, and visualized by Northern blot using the probe shown in Figure 1B. Representative Northern blots
are shown (A and B, left). In (B), independent biological replicates are shown, as indicated by the number in parentheses. 5S rRNA levels serve as a loading
control. The relative levels of tRNAP® lacking wybutosine (yW), shown in the graphs on the right, are calculated by dividing the amount of mature
tRNAPP (M) in the +HCI sample by the total amount of tRNAP (mature and cleaved) in that lane. For (A), n = 7-8 for +AA; n = 3 for —~AA. For
(B), n =3 for +AA; n = 5-6 for ~AA. All data are normalized to the WT group treated under the same nutrient conditions (which was set to 1) and are
represented as mean + SEM. " P < 0.01 relative to WT samples treated under the same nutrient conditions.

Mex67 (29), Mtr2 (29) and Crml (28). We assessed whether
each of these tRNA exporters function in the re-export
of tRNAP' using the HCl/aniline assay. At the permis-
sive temperature of 23°C, the temperature-sensitive mex67-
5 strain showed levels of HCl/aniline-induced cleavage of
tRNAP" that were similar to wild-type cells (Figure 4B).
However, upon shifting to the non-permissive temperature
of 37°C for 2-4 h, this cleavage was reduced. Quantita-
tion reveals approximately a 2-fold increase in the levels of
tRNAP" Jacking the wybutosine modification in mex67-5
cells at these time points. As compared to WT cells grown
at 37°C for 2 h, in which 92.6% of tRNAF® contains wyb-
utosine, in mex67-5 cells grown under the same conditions
only 68.3% of tRNAP" contains the wybutosine modifica-
tion (Supplementary Table S1). Supplementation of mex67-
5 cells with a high-copy plasmid containing the functional
MEX67 gene C-terminally tagged with protein A (29), par-

tially rescues this phenotype (Supplementary Figure S3).
Together, these data indicate that Mex67 functions in the
constitutive re-export of tRNAFhe,

Cells have multiple parallel pathways for the subcellular
trafficking of tRNAs between the nucleus and cytoplasm
(6). In the absence of one pathway, another may compen-
sate to ensure proper tRNA trafficking. Therefore, we as-
sessed whether the canonical tRNA exporters, Losl and
Msn5, could function in the re-export of tRNAP" in cells
deficient in Mex67. Surprisingly, even in the absence of a
functional Mex67-mediated tRNA re-export pathway, nei-
ther overexpression of Los1 nor Msn5 rescued the re-export
defect (Supplementary Figure S3). These findings further
support the lack of function of these canonical tRNA ex-
porters in the re-export of tRNAPhe,

Mex67 forms a heterodimer with Mtr2 to mediate the
nuclear export of tRNAs (29) as well as mRNAs (45-47).
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Therefore, we assessed whether Mtr2 also plays a role in the
re-export of tRNAPP®, Interestingly, upon sequential HCI
and aniline treatment of RNAs isolated from temperature
sensitive mtr2 cells incubated at the non-permissive temper-
ature of 37°C for up to 4 h, cleavage of tRNAP" was similar
to wild-type cells (Supplementary Figure S4). These data
suggest Mex67 may function independent of Mtr2 in the
re-export of tRNAP However, since the mr2 strain is less
thermosensitive than mex67-5 at 37°C (29), further studies
are needed to confirm this finding.

A third protein involved in the nuclear export of tRNAs is
Crml (28). To determine whether Crm1 functions in the re-
export of tRNAPP RNAs were isolated from crml-1 cells
grown at the non-permissive temperature of 37°C for up to
2 h and incubated sequentially with HCI and aniline. At
the permissive temperature of 23°C, crmli-1 cells showed
levels of HCl/aniline-induced cleavage of tRNAP® simi-
lar to wild-type cells (Figure 4C). However, within 1 hr of
exposure to the non-permissive temperature of 37°C, this
cleavage was reduced. A two-fold increase in the levels of
tRNAP Jacking wybutosine was observed after 2 h. These
findings indicate that like Mex67, Crml also functions in
the re-export of tRNAPhe,

DISCUSSION

In this study we demonstrate that the HCI/aniline assay is a
valid and reliable test that can be used to identify constitu-
tive and stress-induced tRNA retrograde nuclear importers
and re-exporters in S. cerevisiae. This assay advances cur-
rent methodologies to detect the wybutosine modification
on tRNAPP and components of the retrograde traffick-
ing pathway which previously relied on techniques such as
LC/MS analysis (e.g. (20)). Unlike LC/MS which is la-
bor intensive, technically challenging and requires costly
instrumentation, the HCl/aniline assay is fast, easy, eco-
nomical and does not require expensive instruments. Us-
ing the HCl/aniline assay, we provide the first biochemi-
cal evidence that Mtrl10 functions in the constitutive im-

port of tRNAFPP and confirm a role for Ssa2 and Mtr10 in
amino acid deprivation-induced import. Furthermore, we
demonstrate that Mex67 and Crm1, but not the canonical
exporters Losl or Msn$, function in the nuclear re-export
of tRNAPP (Figure 5).

Constitutive and amino acid deprivation-induced tRNAPhe
retrograde nuclear import

It has long been known that tRNAP" requires trafficking
via the retrograde nuclear import and re-export steps to be-
come fully matured (6). However, the proteins mediating
these movements were previously unknown. Through the
use of the HCl/aniline assay, we now know that Mtr10 me-
diates the constitutive trafficking of tRNAP into the nu-
cleus. In support of previous findings (27,42), under condi-
tions of amino acid deprivation, both Mtr10 and Ssa2 are
involved in this process (Figure 5).

The findings that Mtr10 and Ssa2 are involved in the
retrograde import of tRNAP under conditions of amino
acid deprivation are not surprising, given that these pro-
teins have previously been identified in the nuclear import
of other tRNA families. For example, unlike wild-type cells,
mtrl0A cells displayed a lack of nuclear accumulation of
tRNATT and tRNAMS upon nutrient deprivation (18). Ac-
cordingly, using a Mtrl10 shut-off strain Takano et al. (27)
demonstrated reduced levels of tRNAP™ ;¢ in the nucleus
of cells deprived of amino acids. Ssa2 was similarly shown
to play a role in the retrograde import of tRNAs under these
conditions. Following two-hour amino acid deprivation, a
lack of tRNA nuclear accumulation was observed in ssa2 A
cells, albeit at varying extents, for tRNAP® g, tRNAM,
tRNALySCUU, tRNALySUUU, and tRNATyrGUA (27).

Import of tRNAs from the cytoplasm to the nucleus
also occurs constitutively (42). However, it was previously
unclear which proteins mediate this process. In agreement
with our findings for tRNAP, Ssa2 does not play a role
in the constitutive import of tRNAP®y56 or tRNA;Met
(27). However, genetic data suggested that Mtrl0 may be
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Figure 5. Model of the retrograde nuclear import and re-export pathways
of tRNAPP in . cerevisiae. Using the HCl/aniline assay, multiple pro-
teins involved in the retrograde nuclear import and re-export of tRNAPhe
have been identified. Mtr10 functions in constitutive tRNAP® retrograde
nuclear import, whereas Ssa2 is involved under conditions of amino acid
deprivation. Both Mex67 and Crm1 mediate the constitutive re-export of
tRNAPPe to the cytoplasm. However, neither of the canonical tRNA ex-
porters, Los1 nor MsnS5, is required for this trafficking step.

involved in this process, given that unlike msn5A cells
which show nuclear accumulation of tRNAT', msn5A
mtrl0A cells do not accumulate tRNAT" in the nucleus
(42). This suggests Mtrl0 functions upstream of the re-
exporter Msn5. Using the HCl/aniline assay we were able
to demonstrate a definitive role for Mtrl0 in the consti-
tutive import of tRNAP as HCl/aniline-induced cleav-
age of tRNAP was significantly inhibited in fed mr10A
cells. However, how Mtr10 mediates import of tRNAs into
the nucleus remains unclear. The simplest model would be
that Mtrl10 binds directly to tRNAs to escort them into
the nucleus, since it is a member of the B-importin fam-
ily and is a nuclear importer of the mRNA nuclear ex-
port protein Npl3 (48) and the RNA subunit of telomerase
TLC1 (49). Surprisingly, using co-immunoprecipitation as-
says followed by qPCR, a direct interaction between Mtr10
and several different tRNAs, including tRNA, tRNATP,
tRNAY2 and tRNAS™ was not detected (44). However,
co-immunoprecipitation of tRNAP" with Mtr10 was not
assessed. Given these findings, it is likely that Mtr10 may
not play a direct role in the import of tRNAs, but rather
regulate the localization of other proteins that may be in-
volved in the retrograde nuclear import process.

It also remains to be determined whether Mtrl0 is the
only pathway for constitutive import of tRNAs. Previous
data on tRNA primary nuclear export (29) as well as find-
ings from this and a previously published report (44) on
the nuclear re-export step, show that different families of
tRNAs are trafficked out of the nucleus by different path-
ways. Therefore, there may also be multiple parallel import
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pathways. The constitutive retrograde import process is re-
quired for maturation of tRNAP" (20) and tRNA qual-
ity control (22), at a minimum, suggesting that this path-
way is essential to produce a full complement of mature
tRNAs. Additionally, the changes in HCl/aniline-induced
cleavage of tRNAP™ in mrl0A or ssa2A cells (Figure 2;
Supplementary Table S1) are modest compared to tywl-3 A
or trm7 A cells (Figure 4A, Supplementary Figure S1D). To-
gether, this suggests there may be at least one additional
constitutive pathway for the import of tRNAs back to the
nucleus. A genome-wide screen using the HCl/aniline assay
would be able to identify such proteins, as strains defective
in these proteins would display a reduced ability to form
tRNAPheyW,

Re-export of tRNAFP by Mex67 and Crml, but not the
canonical tRNA exporters, Los1 or Msn5

Through the use of the HCl/aniline assay, re-export of
tRNAPP was shown to be mediated by Mex67 and Crml,
but not Los1 or Msn5 (Figure 4). These results are surpris-
ing given that Losl and Msn5 are known to be the canoni-
cal tRNA exporters, with Los] mediating both the primary
export and re-export steps, and Msn5 mediating the lat-
ter (10,11,42,44). These findings are even more surprising
given that Losl has been shown to mediate primary ex-
port of specifically tRNAP" in S. cerevisiae (29). Yet here,
even in cells deficient in Mex67, overexpression of Los1 was
unable to rescue the defect in tRNAPM re-export. These
findings contradict biochemical and structural studies in-
dicating that Losl recognizes the tRNA backbone elbow
and acceptor stem and not the intron or anticodon loop,
and should thus be able to recognize all families of tRNAs
(9,50). Perhaps Losl is able to re-export tRNAP in the ab-
sence of all other exporters or under specific cellular condi-
tions. Even if so, it is clear that Losl does not play a major
role in the constitutive re-export of tRNAPhe,

In contrast to Losl, Msn5 preferentially interacts with
spliced, aminoacylated tRNAs for their re-export from the
nucleus by forming a quaternary complex with RanGTP,
aminoacylated tRNA and Tef1/2 (44). It is currently un-
known whether MsnS5 interacts directly with aminoacylated
tRNAs. Studies of the Msn5 homolog, exportin-5, predict
that it interacts with the protruding 3’ end of the tRNA,
much like it interacts with miRNAs in vertebrate cells (51).
Since Tefl also binds to this site, MsnS may not interact
with the tRNA directly, but with the Tef1/2-aminoacylated
tRNA complex, and thus further studies of these interac-
tions are required (44,52,53). It remains to be determined
why tRNAP is not a substrate for re-export by either Msn5
or Losl.

The re-export of tRNAP™ to the cytoplasm is medi-
ated by Mex67 and Crml. The role of the former is per-
haps not surprising given that the Mex67-Mtr2 mRNA ex-
port complex was recently identified to function in the pri-
mary export and re-export of intron-containing and spliced
tRNA"® respectively, and overexpression of Mex67 in a
losI A strain, but not a wild-type strain, was able to restore
the primary tRNAP export defect (29). Evidence for the
requirement of Mtr2 heterodimerization with Mex67 in this
process is lacking as our findings suggest Mex67-mediated
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re-export of tRNAP" may be Mtr2-independent. Although
Mtr2 has been reported to function independent of Mex67
in the export of tRNAs in 7. brucei (54), a role for Mex67 in
tRNA re-export that is independent of Mtr2 has yet to be
reported. There is precedence for Mex67-dependent, Mtr2-
independent export of mRNA in humans, as the nuclear
export of mRNA by TAP (the human homolog of Mex67)
can act independently of p15 (the human homolog of Mtr2)
(55). Mtr2, but not Mex67, is also able to independently as-
sociate with the nuclear pores in yeast (45). Further studies
are needed to determine the role of Mtr2 in these processes.

In addition to Mex67, Crml was also shown to be
involved in the re-export of tRNAPP  Although the
HCl/aniline assay cannot distinguish between gene prod-
ucts involved in retrograde import and re-export, the con-
clusion that Crml contributes to the re-export step, and
not import, is based on three lines of evidence. First, Crm1
is known to export proteins that contain leucine-rich nu-
clear export signals, pre-ribosomes, mRNAs and telom-
erase RNA (56-59). Second, Crm1 was recently identified
in a genome-wide screen to function in the export of intron-
containing tRNA, as well as tRNAT" in yeast (28). Third,
there are negative synthetic growth defects between crmi-1
and losI A cells (28). Here, we identify an additional sub-
strate for Crml-mediated re-export. Since the interaction
between Crm1 and RNAs is typically mediated by adaptor
proteins (60), this is likely the case for Crm1-tRNA inter-
action as well. Although the adaptor proteins involved in
Crml-mediated tRNA re-export are not currently known,
a genome-wide screen using the HCl/aniline assay would be
able to identify such proteins.

HCl/aniline assay limitations

Although quite powerful, it is important to note that this
assay has several limitations, due in part to the remark-
able complexities of the tRNA retrograde import and re-
export processes. First, the HCl/aniline assay can only iden-
tify gene products involved in the nuclear import and re-
export of tRNAPP since no other tRNAs in yeast carry
the wybutosine modification. Therefore parallel trafficking
pathways that are not used by tRNAP but are used by
other tRNA families, will go undetected. Previous work
from our lab has demonstrated that the primary nuclear ex-
port of tRNAs is mediated by multiple parallel pathways,
with different tRNA families utilizing different exporters.
For example, upon incubation of mex67-5 and mtr2 cells at
the nonpermissive temperature for 2 h, there was an accu-
mulation of intron-containing pre-tRNAs for tRNA 51,
tRNATyrGUA, tRNATrpCCA and tRNAPmUGG, but not the
other six intron-containing tRNA families. This shows that
Mex67 and Mtr2 export some pre-tRNAs, but not oth-
ers. In support of this finding, our work shows that the re-
export of tRNAP" is mediated by Mex67 and Crm1, but not
Los1 or Msn5. Conversely, other tRNAs, like tRNA® and
tRNATY" are re-exported by Los1 and Msn5 (26,44). A sim-
ilar phenomenon of tRNA selectivity was recently observed
in the retrograde import process. In human cells, selective
import of tRNA families was identified in response to hy-
drogen peroxide stress (25). Therefore, it is expected that

multiple pathways are used for the import and re-export of
the different tRNA families.

Another limitation is that this assay is unable to distin-
guish gene products involved in the retrograde import vs.
re-export steps. Therefore another approach, such as flu-
orescence in situ hybridization (FISH), will be required to
differentiate any hits identified by this assay. Our lab has
previously utilized FISH to determine the subcellular local-
ization of several tRNA families under a variety of condi-
tions (18,28,42). A gene product involved in the tRNA ret-
rograde nuclear import step will display cytoplasmic local-
ization of mature tRNAP" in a strain deficient for that par-
ticular gene, whereas a gene product involved in nuclear re-
export will show nuclear accumulation. In addition to dif-
ferentiating positive hits as importers or re-exporters, FISH
can also be used to assess the role of any confirmed gene
products from the HCl/aniline assay in the import or re-
export of tRNA families other than tRNAP" This will pro-
vide a more complete picture of the selectivity of importers
and re-exporters for different tRNA families.

Thirdly, the HCl/aniline assay will identify gene prod-
ucts that are either directly or indirectly involved in the
tRNA retrograde nuclear import and re-export steps. As a
result, direct interactions between an identified gene prod-
uct and tRNAPP will need to be determined by alternative
approaches, such as coommunoprecipitation assays (29,44).
However, by casting a broader net, this assay will be ben-
eficial in identifying gene products that regulate these cur-
rently elusive trafficking events.

Conclusion and future perspectives

As demonstrated here, the HCl/aniline assay is a new and
powerful tool that can be used to identify the role of known
importers and exporters on the retrograde nuclear import
and re-export of tRNAPP in yeast. However, this assay also
has the potential to be utilized in a much broader scope.
Given the simplicity of this assay, its likely ability to be mul-
tiplexed, and the availability of yeast deletion and temper-
ature sensitive collections, this method can easily be scaled
up to a genome-wide level. A genome-wide HCl/aniline as-
say screen would likely reveal not only gene products in-
volved in the retrograde nuclear import and re-export steps,
but currently unknown regulators of these processes. Ad-
ditionally, since proteins like Mtrl0 (44), Mex67 (60) and
Crml (56) may mediate trafficking by interacting with the
tRNA through adaptors, rather than directly, novel tRNA-
interacting proteins will likely be discovered. The findings
from such a genome-wide screen combined with the find-
ings from our previous screen for genes involved in tRNA
biogenesis prior to the retrograde nuclear import step (28),
will provide a near complete picture of the gene products
involved in each step of tRNA biology.
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