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Abstract: Cytosolic 5’-nucleotidase II (NT5C2) is a highly regulated enzyme involved in the mainte-
nance of intracellular purine and the pyrimidine compound pool. It dephosphorylates mainly IMP
and GMP but is also active on AMP. This enzyme is highly expressed in tumors, and its activity cor-
relates with a high rate of proliferation. In this paper, we show that the recombinant purified NT5C2,
in the presence of a physiological concentration of the inhibitor inorganic phosphate, is very sensitive
to changes in the adenylate energy charge, especially from 0.4 to 0.9. The enzyme appears to be very
sensitive to pro-oxidant conditions; in this regard, the possible involvement of a disulphide bridge
(C175-C547) was investigated by using a C547A mutant NT5C2. Two cultured cell models were used
to further assess the sensitivity of the enzyme to oxidative stress conditions. NT5C2, differently from
other enzyme activities, was inactivated and not rescued by dithiothreitol in a astrocytoma cell line
(ADF) incubated with hydrogen peroxide. The incubation of a human lung carcinoma cell line (A549)
with 2-deoxyglucose lowered the cell energy charge and impaired the interaction of NT5C2 with the
ice protease-activating factor (IPAF), a protein involved in innate immunity and inflammation.

Keywords: Cytosolic 5’-nucleotidase II; NT5C2; energy charge; oxidative stress; AMPK; ADF;
A549; IPAF

1. Introduction

NT5C2 is a highly regulated enzyme widely expressed in vertebrates involved in the
catabolism of purine nucleoside monophosphates. The enzyme preferentially hydrolyzes
IMP but, also, GMP, UMP and AMP [1], and, by virtue of its catalytic mechanism, NT5C2 is
also able to transfer a phosphate group from a nucleoside monophosphate donor to a
nucleoside acceptor (phosphotransferase activity) [2]. In the absence of positive effec-
tors, the enzyme is almost inactive, while its activity increases approximately 20-fold
in the presence of physiological concentrations of ATP and, to a minor extent, of ADP.
Other phosphorylated compounds can activate NT5C2, including 2,3-bisphosphoglycerate
(BPG), and diadenosine polyphosphate, mainly Ap4A [1,3]. A crystallographic analysis
demonstrated that the enzyme displays at least two different conformations depending
on the binding of the allosteric regulators [4]. A comparison of the basal (apo) and active
(allosteric effector bound) structures of NT5C2 revealed a role of the G355-E364 region in
the allosteric activation of the enzyme. This segment (helix A) is disordered in the apo inac-
tive form of the enzyme and adopts an ordered α-helix conformation in the effector-bound
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activated state. This conformational change facilitates substrate binding and catalysis by
inducing a rotation of F354 out of the active site and by moving D356 into the catalytic
center [5]. The relevance of helix A in the activation of NT5C2 is supported by mod-
eling studies implicating local conformational changes in this region as responsible for
the increased nucleotidase activity of a strongly activating NT5C2 mutation (K359Q) [6].
The enzyme possesses eight cysteine residues, and two of them (C175 and C547) may form
a disulphide bridge in oxidizing conditions, which determines a loss of enzyme activity
that can be reverted by incubation with dithiothreitol (DTT) [7]. Therefore, this enzyme
can exist in different conformations with different activities, depending upon the oxidative
stress and ATP concentration.

The enzyme has been silenced or overexpressed in several cell models [1]. Some of
the effects exerted by these modifications are cell-specific, but there are several interesting
consequences in common among the utilized cell models. The intracellular purine and
pyrimidine nucleotides are increased or unaffected by silencing, while they are decreased in
overexpressing cells [8–16]. Similar effects were observed in cells expressing mutant forms
of NT5C2 [17,18]. In several cell models, an increase of intracellular AMP was observed
following NT5C2 silencing, and in some cases, a consequent activation of AMPK was
indicated as responsible for some of the consequences of the low NT5C2 expression [19].
In a previous paper, we noticed a decrease of cell proliferation and motility, an increase
of oxidative metabolism and a strong decrease of the rate of protein synthesis in cancer
cell models after silencing NT5C2 to approximately 50% [8]. Additionally, NT5C2-deficient
animal models were prepared to better investigate the relationship between NT5C2 activity
and AMPK activation; nevertheless, the results were somehow contradictory. In fact,
in NT5C2-deficient mice, no significant increase of AMP or AMPK activation, with respect
to wild-type mice, could be demonstrated in contracting skeletal muscle [14]. This result
is in contrast with previous results obtained in isolated skeletal muscle and myotubes
silenced for NT5C2, although with different techniques [20]. However, in NT5C2-deficient
mice, a tendency to reduce the body weight gain and insulin resistance induced by a
high-fat diet was observed, and in this case, an involvement of AMP accumulation and
AMPK activation at least in white adipose tissue could not be ruled out [15].

NT5C2 is a protein remarkably conserved among eukaryotes [1]. Indeed, Drosophila
melanogaster possesses a protein with 80% sequence similarity with human NT5C2, indi-
cating that the two proteins play a similar role [21]. The silencing of NT5C2 homologous
in Drosophila causes a very significant impairment in climbing ability, indicating an in-
volvement of the protein in the regulation of energy-consuming tasks such as motility [21].
Finally, a low expression of the NT5C2 coding gene has been associated with disorders
characterized by psychiatric and psychomotor disturbances, including schizophrenia,
Parkinson’s disease and spastic paraplegia [22], leading to the hypothesis that a chronic
activation of AMPK in neuronal cells could be at the basis of the mentioned syndromes [21].
In fact, the activation of AMPK and a consequent decrease of the rate of protein synthesis
could be demonstrated in human neural progenitor cells knocked down for NT5C2 [21].
Since NT5C2 activity is enhanced by a high ATP concentration, it is reasonable to expect
that, in well-nourished cells, a high NT5C2 activity and high AMP deaminase activity
(which is also activated by ATP) contribute to regulating the internal purine nucleotides
and 5-phosphoribosyl-1-pyrophosphate pools producing mainly inosine and hypoxan-
thine [23]. On the contrary, a decrease of ATP concentration causes a decrease of NT5C2
activity and, in turn, accumulation of AMP and IMP, potentially causing an activation of
AMPK and excretion of adenosine [19]. Indeed, NT5C2 silencing, simulating a decrease
of enzyme activity, might cause some of the consequences described above through AMP
accumulation and adenosine production. Nevertheless, while some consequences of the
alteration of NT5C2 expression were demonstrated in several cell and animal models,
the expected modification of the intracellular nucleotide pools was clearly demonstrated
only in a few cases [8–11,15]. Therefore, we suspect that the regulatory function of NT5C2
can be exerted also through different mechanisms. A few years ago, we demonstrated
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that NT5C2 can interact with ice protease-activating factor (IPAF), a protein that belongs
to the family of NBS-LRR (nucleotide-binding site and leucine-rich repeat), involved in
innate immunity and inflammation [24]. Since then, using different techniques, more than
40 different proteins that can interact with NT5C2 were suggested and indicated in the
databases (BioGRID and IntAct-EMBL-EBI). On this basis, we hypothesized that NT5C2,
as a function of energy charge and intracellular oxidative state, changes the activity and,
therefore, conformation, and these modifications reflect on different regulatory systems
and convey information about the health state of the cell, contributing to the cell metabolic
adjustments. In this paper, we show that the conformational change of NT5C2 induced by
an alteration of energy charge or of oxidative stress is associated to a different ability of the
protein to bind and, possibly, to regulate its target protein(s).

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

[8-14C]-IMP and [8-14C]-inosine were purchased from Moravek Biochemicals and
Radiochemicals (Brea, CA, USA); DTT, ATP, ADP, AMP, MgCl2 5,5’-dithiobis(2-nitrobenzoic
acid) (DTNB), 3,3’,5,5’-tetramethylbenzidine (TMB), STOP solution, primary antibody
against NT5C2 and 2-deoxyglucose (2-dG) were from Sigma (Milano, Italy) and polyethyl-
eneimine (PEI)-cellulose precoated thin-layer plastic sheets were obtained from Merck
(Darmstadt, Germany) and prewashed once with 10% NaCl and three times with deionized
water before use. DE-81 chromatographic paper was from Whatman (Madstone, UK),
horse radish peroxidase (HRP)-linked anti-rabbit secondary antibodies were from Cell
Signaling (Danvers, MA, USA) and scintillation liquid Optiphase Hisafe 2 was from
Beckman (Brea, CA, USA). Acrylamide and TEMED were from Bio-Rad (Segrate, Milan);
penicillin/streptomycin; glutamine and fetal bovine serum (FBS), RPMI and DMEM media
were from Euroclone (Pero, Milan) and a Duolink kit for the proximity ligation assay (PLA)
assay was from Olink Bioscience (St. Louis, MO, USA). The human lung carcinoma (A549)
and the human astrocytoma (ADF) cell lines were purchased from ATCC (ATCC® CCL-
185TM) and routinely tested for Mycoplasma contamination by PCR. All other reagents
were of reagent grade.

2.2. Purification of Recombinant NT5C2

The wild-type (WT) bovine recombinant NT5C2 was prepared as previously de-
scribed [25]. Mutant C547A was produced as described in the QuiKChange site-directed
mutagenesis kit manual (Stratagene, La Jolla, CA, USA) using the following primers:
primer forward (NT5C2-C547A-F): 5’-cccccaggaaattacacacgcccatgacgaagatgatgat-3’ and
primer reverse (NT5C2-C547A-R): 5’-atcatcatcttcgtcatgggcgtgtgtaatttcctggggg-3’. The pu-
rification of the recombinant enzymes was performed as described by Allegrini et al. [25].
The recombinant enzymes cannot be frozen and were stored at 4 ◦C in the presence of 1-M
ammonium sulphate. The C547A mutant is less stable than the WT enzyme.

2.3. NT5C2 Activity Assays

NT5C2 was assayed both for hydrolase and phosphotransferase activity at 37 ◦C.
The hydrolase activity was measured either with a spectrophotometric or a radioenzymatic
assay. NT5C2 activity was detected by a spectrophotometric assay by measuring the in-
crease in absorbance at 293 nm that accompanies the conversion of IMP into uric acid in
the presence of an excess of purine nucleoside phosphorylase (PNP) and xanthine oxidase
(XOD). The reactions were contained in a final volume of 1-mL, 2-mM IMP, 20-mM MgCl2,
5-mM BPG, 3-mM inorganic phosphate (Pi), 0.1-unit XOD, 0.5-unit PNP and 50-mM Tris-
HCl, pH 7.4. For the radiometric assay of the hydrolase activity of NT5C2, incubations
were performed in a medium containing 5-mM ATP, 20-mM MgCl2, 2-mM [8-14C]-IMP
(5000 dpm/nmol), 100-mM Tris-HCl, pH 7.4 and 1.5-mM inosine in a total volume of 50 µL.
At 0, 10, 20 and 30 min, the reactions were stopped by rapidly drying 10 µL of incubation
mixture on PEI-cellulose precoated thin-layer plastic sheets; then, the chromatogram was
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developed in water to separate inosine from IMP. In this separation, the inosine standard
was used and detected as ultraviolet adsorbing areas, which were excised and counted for
radioactivity with 4-mL Optiphase Hisafe 2 scintillation liquid [26]. The phosphotrans-
ferase activity of NT5C2 was measured with a radioenzymatic assay [27]. The reaction
mixture contained, in a total volume of 50 µL, 1.5-mM [8-14C]-inosine (3500 dpm/nmol),
2-mM IMP, 20-mM MgCl2, 5-mM ATP and 50-mM Tris-HCl, pH 7.4. The reaction was
stopped at 0, 10, 20 and 30 min by spotting 10 µL of the incubation medium on DE-81
paper disks, which were washed once for 15 min in 1-mM ammonium formate and twice
for 10 min in deionized water. The disks were dried and placed in counting vials filled
with 4-mL Optiphase Hisafe 2 scintillation liquid.

One enzyme unit is the amount of enzyme that catalyzes the conversion of 1 µmol of
substrate/min in the described conditions.

2.4. Measurement of Kinetic Parameters of Recombinant NT5C2

GraphPad Prism 8 (GraphPad Software, San Diego, CA, USA) was used to estimate
the kinetic parameters, using a hyperbolic nonlinear regression analysis. The phospho-
transferase method was used for the determination of KM for inosine, K50 (concentration re-
quired to attain 50% of the effect) for ATP, K50 for Mg2+ and Ki for Pi. The reaction mixtures
contained 10 ng of the enzyme (recombinant WT or C547A mutant) and 0.2–3-mM [8-14C]-
inosine, 1–9-mM ATP, 0.5–10-mM MgCl2 or 0.5–10-mM Pi, respectively. The radioenzymatic
hydrolase assay was used for the determination of KM for IMP (10 ng of the enzyme) in the
presence of 10–800-µM [8-14C]-IMP and for the measurement of kcat (turnover number).

2.5. Measurement of Recombinant NT5C2 Activity at Different Adenylate Energy Charge Values

Phosphotransferase activity of NT5C2 was measured with and without 5-mM Pi in
the presence of a mixture of various adenylic nucleotides (ATP, ADP and AMP) to give an
adenylate energy value ranging from 0 to 0.9. The relative amounts of ATP, ADP and AMP
(total final concentration 4 mM) at different energy charge values ([ATP] + 0.5 [ADP])/
([ATP] + [ADP] + [AMP]) were calculated with the equilibrium constant of the adenylate
kinase reaction equal to 0.8 [28].

2.6. Inactivation of NT5C2 in ADF Cells by H2O2

ADF cells were cultured on plates of 10-cm diameters with 10 mL of RPMI medium,
supplemented with 10% FBS (v/v), 2-mM glutamine and 50-mU/mL penicillin/streptomycin.
They were grown at 37 ◦C in a humidified atmosphere in the presence of 5% CO2. Approxi-
mately 9 million ADF cells (125,000/cm2) were transferred to 7 mL of Hank’s balanced salt
solution and subjected to oxidative stress through three subsequent additions of 200-µM
H2O2 every 30 min. After 4 h from the last addition of H2O2, the medium was removed,
and the cells were washed with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) to remove detached cells.
The adherent cells were scraped, collected and lysed by three freeze/thaw cycles. The sus-
pension was centrifuged at 10,000 g at 4 ◦C for 30 min, and the supernatant was referred to
as the cell lysate. The phosphotransferase activity was assayed with 20 ng of cell lysate of
both control and H2O2-treated cells. The assay was performed both in the absence and in
the presence of 5-mM DTT.

2.7. Inactivation of Recombinant NT5C2 by CuCl2
The recombinant WT and mutant C547A NT5C2, at a final concentration of 0.08 mg/mL

in 50-mM Tris-HCl, pH 7.4, were incubated both in the presence and absence of 300-µM
CuCl2 for 15 min. An aliquot of the mixtures was withdrawn, and the hydrolase activity
of NT5C2 was measured with the spectrophotometric assay. Five millimeters of DTT was
added to the mixtures treated with CuCl2, and after 15 min, an aliquot was withdrawn,
and the hydrolase activity was measured.



Cells 2021, 10, 182 5 of 13

2.8. NT5C2/IPAF Proximity Ligation Assay in 2-dG-Exposed A549 Cells

A549 cells were cultured in DMEM high glucose (25 mM) supplemented with 10%
FBS, 1% glutamine, 100 U/mL penicillin and 100 U/mL streptomycin. They were grown
at 37 ◦C in a humidified atmosphere in the presence of 5% CO2. For the NT5C2/IPAF
PLA, A549 cells were plated (10,000 per well) on a Nunc™ Lab-Tek™ ChamberSlide Sys-
tem, allowed to adhere for the next 12 h and subsequently exposed for 48 h to increasing
concentrations of 2-dG (0.08–10 mM). NT5C2/IPAF interaction was assayed with PLA,
as previously reported [24]. Cells were washed twice with PBS, fixed (4% paraformalde-
hyde for 20 min), permeabilized (0.1% Triton for 30 min), blocked (1% FBS plus 0.1%
bovine serum albumin for 30 min) and incubated with primary antibodies against NT5C2
and IPAF at 4 ◦C overnight. The day after, cells were incubated with the appropriate
DNA-linked secondary antibody, and in-situ PCR amplification was performed using the
PLA technology according to the manufacturer’s instructions. The in-situ PLA signal
was analyzed by confocal microscopy. The images were acquired by a Laser Scanning
Confocal Microscope (TCS-NT Leica Microsystems, Wetzlar, Germany). The fluorescently
labeled oligonucleotides incorporated in the Rolling Circle Amplification (RCA) step of
PLA were detected using for excitation the 543 ± 10-nm wavelength line of the argon-ion
laser combined with a narrow bandpass emission filter at 610 ± 10 nm. The laser power
was kept at 10% of the maximal power to avoid the photo-bleaching of the fluorescent
probes. Images were acquired at 1024 × 1024-pixel resolution with a 63× (1.4 NA) oil
immersion objective and averaged 4 times to improve the signal/noise ratio. For each field,
both fluorescent and transmitted light images were acquired on separate photomultipliers.
As the negative control, the same protocol was applied to cells exposed to one primary
antibody only or none of them.

2.9. Preparation of A549 Cell Lysates for ELISA Test and HPLC Analysis

A549 cells were seeded at a density of 3.3 × 104 cells/cm2 in 10-mL RPMI medium in
100-mm-diameter plates and allowed to adhere for the next 12 h. Subsequently, cells were
exposed to 0.08-, 0.2-, 2- and 10-mM 2-dG and incubated for 48 h at 37 ◦C in a humidified
atmosphere in the presence of 5% CO2. For the quantification of NT5C2 and IPAF by
ELISA test, cells were washed with PBS, trypsinized and resuspended in 300-µL 100-mM
Tris-HCl, pH 7.4 in the presence of protease inhibitors. Cell lysates were obtained by three
freeze/thaw cycles followed by centrifugation at 10,000× g for 40 min at 4 ◦C. For the
quantification of intracellular adenylic compounds by HPLC, cells exposed to 2-dG were
treated as previously described for the extraction of nucleotides [29]. The analysis was
performed by HPLC according to Micheli et al. [30]. Intracellular energy charge (EC) was
calculated using the following formula: ([ATP] + 1/2 [ADP])/([ATP] + [ADP] + [AMP]).

2.10. ELISA Test

ELISA test was performed on cell lysates obtained from both ADF cells (in the absence
and in the presence of 200-µM H2O2) and A549 cells (treated with different amounts of
2-dG). Cell lysates were placed in a 96 multi-well plate and kept at 4 ◦C overnight. For the
quantification of NT5C2, 30 µg of ADF and 10 µg of A549 cell lysate were used. For the
quantification of IPAF, 40 µg of A549 cell lysate was used. Lysates were washed three
times with PBS + 0.1% Tween-20 (Solution A), incubated with blocking solution (5% dry
nonfat milk in PBS + 0.1% Tween 20) for 2 h with gentle shaking, washed three times with
solution A, incubated with antibody against NT5C2 (1:1000) or against IPAF (1:100) and
kept overnight at 4 ◦C with gentle shaking. Successively, they were washed three times
with solution A, incubated with HRP-linked secondary antibodies (1:2000 for NT5C2 and
1:5000 for IPAF) for one hour with gently shaking, washed three times with Solution A and
incubated with 100 µL of developing solution TMB for 10 min, and then 100 µL of STOP
solution was added. The absorbance was measured at 405 nm using EL 808 Ultramicroplate
Reader (Bio-Tek Inc., Colmar, France)
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2.11. Other Methods

The protein content was determined following the method described by Bradford [31].
All data are reported as the mean ± SD. Significant differences among groups were de-
termined using two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by Tukey’s multiple
comparison test with GraphPad Prism 8. A p-value < 0.05 was considered to indicate
statistical significance.

3. Results
3.1. The NT5C2 Activity Is Dependent on Adenylate Energy Charge

The recombinant WT bovine NT5C2, which exhibits a 99% homology with the human
enzyme [24], was assayed in the presence of a mixture of ATP, ADP and AMP at different
concentrations simulating different energy charges. Figure 1 shows that NT5C2 activity is
strictly dependent on the adenylate energy charge, increasing approximately 6 and 16-fold
in the absence and presence of Pi, respectively, when the adenylate energy charge raises
from 0 to 0.9. In the presence of physiological Pi concentrations [32], the sigmoidicity
of the curve is emphasized, probably because the inhibitory effect of phosphate is more
accentuated at a low energy charge, where the low concentration of ATP cannot overcome
the Pi inhibition [27].

Figure 1. NT5C2 activity is dependent on the adenylate energy charge. The phosphotransferase
activity of wild-type (WT) recombinant NT5C2 was evaluated in vitro at different energy charge
values obtained with various concentrations of ATP, ADP and AMP, both in the absence (#) and in
the presence (�) of 5-mM Pi. Results are the mean + SD of three independent experiments.

3.2. Effect of Oxidative Stress on NT5C2 in ADF Cells

In order to adapt to an altered redox status, cancer cells often exhibit an increased
antioxidant capacity [33]. We used an astrocytoma cell line, ADF, whose capacity to coun-
teract oxidative stress conditions has been previously reported [34], to evaluate whether
the NT5C2 activity is susceptible to oxidative stress conditions. The ADF cells were sub-
jected to H2O2 treatment, and the phosphotransferase activity of NT5C2 was measured
in the cell lysates. The oxidative conditions caused a significant loss of enzyme activity
(1.45 ± 0.04 mU/mg vs. 0.41 ± 0.09 mU/mg), and the effect was not reversed by the
addition of DTT in the assay mixture (Figure 2). Despite the loss of activity, the ELISA
test demonstrated that the concentration of the enzyme increased in cells exposed to H2O2



Cells 2021, 10, 182 7 of 13

(Figure 2, inset), indicating that the decrease of activity is not related to a loss of the protein
but, rather, to the protein modification.

Figure 2. Effect of oxidative stress on the activity of NT5C2 in ADF cells. ADF cells were subjected
to oxidative stress by incubation with 200-µM H2O2. Both the control (none) and treated (H2O2)
cell lysates, obtained as described in “Methods”, were assayed for the phosphotransferase activity
of NT5C2 in the absence and in the presence of 5-mM DTT. The actual amount of NT5C2 present
in the lysates obtained from the control (none) and treated (H2O2) ADF cells was evaluated by the
ELISA test (inset). Results are the mean + SD of at least three independent experiments. Statistical
significance: **** p < 0.0001 and * p < 0.05.

Since, in a previous paper, an involvement of a disulphide bridge between C175 and
C547 in NT5C2 inactivation was hypothesized [7], a mutated recombinant enzyme was
obtained by substituting cysteine 547 with alanine. The C547A mutated enzyme was
purified to electrophoretic homogeneity with a higher yield in terms of protein than that
obtained for the WT enzyme (0.27 ± 0.12 mg/mL WT vs. 1.05 ± 0.28 mg/mL C547A;
p < 0.001). The kinetic parameters: KM for inosine and IMP, K50 for the activators ATP and
Mg2+ and Ki for the negative effector Pi, were comparable, while the mutated enzyme
exhibited a turnover number approximately five-fold higher than the WT enzyme (Table 1).

Table 1. Kinetic parameters of the wild-type (WT) and C547A recombinant NT5C2.

Kinetic Parameters WT C547A

KM Ino (mM) 1.00 ± 0.059 0.83 ± 0.061
KM IMP (mM) 0.10 ± 0.018 0.12 ± 0.022

K50 Mg2+ (mM) 2.00 ± 0.114 0.60 ± 0.101
K50 ATP (mM) 2.00 ± 0.190 1.00 ± 0.087

Ki Pi (mM) 2.00 ± 0.156 2.00 ± 0.218
kcat (sec−1) 52.90 ± 3.35 228.80 ± 16.56

Results are the mean ± SD of three independent experiments. Ino: inosine.
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We hypothesized that these results might be due to both a higher solubility of the
mutated enzyme and its impossibility to form the inactivating disulphide bridge. Upon stor-
age, the recombinant C547A enzyme loses its activity at a faster rate than the WT NT5C2.
Therefore, the measured specific activity of the enzyme is dependent on the time elapsed
from purification. To test whether the oxidative conditions brought about an inactivation of
NT5C2 through the formation of the above-mentioned disulphide bridge, the recombinant
enzymes were incubated in the presence of 300-µM CuCl2 for 15 min, and the activity was
measured both in the absence and in the presence of 5-mM DTT (Figure 3). Both the WT
and C547A enzymes decrease their activity to the same extent upon incubation with Cu2+,
and, in the presence of DTT, the mutant recovered all the activity, while the WT recovered
approximately 70% of the activity (Figure 3). This demonstrated that the oxidative condi-
tions exert multiple effects on the enzyme, in which the disulphide bridge plays only a
small role.

Figure 3. Effect of oxidative stress on the activity of recombinant WT and C547A NT5C2. The activity
of recombinant NT5C2, both the WT (blue bars) and C547A mutant (orange bars), was measured
after incubation in the absence (none) and the presence of either 5-mM dithiothreitol (DTT) or of
300-µM CuCl2 (Cu2+). The activity was also measured after the addition of 5-mM DTT to the mixtures
treated with 300-µM CuCl2 (Cu2+/DTT). Results are the mean ± SD of at least three independent
experiments. Statistical significance: **** p < 0.0001.

3.3. Interaction of NT5C2 with IPAF in A549 Cells Is Affected by Oxidative Stress and
Energy Charge

We previously demonstrated by PLA and coimmunoprecipitation that NT5C2 can
interact with IPAF in A549 cells [24]. Recently, it was also observed that the incubation
of A549 cells with 2-dG, a good inhibitor of both glycolysis and the pentose phosphate
pathway [35], causes oxidative stress by lowering the energy charge and increasing the
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mitochondrial oxidative stress [8]. Additionally, the NT5C2 activity decreased as a conse-
quence of oxidative stress, which determined an irreversible inactivation of the enzyme [8].
Therefore, we incubated A549 cells in the presence of increasing concentrations of 2-dG, a
condition that stabilizes a less active enzyme conformation [8]. Figure 4A shows that, as
expected, the incubation with increasing concentrations of 2-dG causes a decrease of the
ATP content in A549 cells. Although both IPAF and NT5C2 are expressed in A549 cells,
and the presence of 2-dG, at a concentration ranging from 0.08 to 10 mM, does not cause
a decrease of both proteins (Figure 4B), NT5C2 and IPAF lose the ability to interact in a
2-dG concentration-dependent manner (Figure 4C). This indicates that the conformational
change of NT5C2, which occurs as a consequence of the change in the energy charge and
oxidative stress, prevents protein–protein interactions.

Figure 4. Effect of oxidative stress conditions on the NT5C2/IPAF interaction. A549 cells were
incubated in the presence of increasing concentrations of 2-dG (0.08–10 mM) for 48 h. (A) Cells
exposed to 2-dG were submitted to an extraction of nucleotides, and the ATP content was measured by
HPLC analysis. The inset shows the adenylate energy charge (EC) values estimated in cells exposed to
0- and 10-mM 2-dG. Results are the mean ± SD of three independent experiments and are expressed
as the peak area normalized in the protein content. Statistical significance: ** p < 0.001. (B) ELISA
test was performed on A549 cell lysates obtained from cells incubated with 2-dG. The protein content
is reported as a percentage of the control: NT5C2 (blue bars) and IPAF (yellow bars). Results are
the mean ± SD of three independent experiments. (C) Representative confocal images of the in-situ
proximity ligation assay (PLA) in A549 cells. Upper lane: PLA allows the direct visualization and
the relative quantification of the NT5C2/IPAF interaction within single cells. The fluorescent red
dots indicate the sites of close proximity and the molecular interaction between NT5C2 and IPAF.
Lower lane: non-confocal bright field images of the same fields shown in the upper lane.

4. Discussion

Cell or animal models in which a protein is silenced or overexpressed may represent a
valuable tool to evaluate the consequences of mutations with a loss or gain of function at
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the cellular level, but the use of these techniques to study the physiological functions of that
specific protein is questionable. In fact, the overexpression of NT5C2, our protein of interest,
may have different effects, depending on the final specific activity attained by the enzyme
in the cellular model. A moderate increase of NT5C2 activity (two-five-fold) in ADF cells
causes an increase of cell proliferation [16], while a strong increase of enzyme activity in
acute lymphoblastic leukemia cells leads to nucleotide degradation and to an inhibition
of proliferation [36]. Therefore, our interest was focused on finding the molecular conse-
quences of enzyme regulation possibly related to its conformational changes [4]. We relied
on cultured cell models in which more- and less-active NT5C2 conformations were stabi-
lized by high-energy charges and oxidative stress, respectively. Firstly, we demonstrated
that the recombinant purified NT5C2, in the presence of physiological concentrations of
the inhibitor Pi, is very sensitive to changes in the energy charge, especially above 0.4,
where the steepness of the sigmoidal curve is the maximal. To demonstrate the dependence
of NT5C2 activity on the oxidative state of the cell, we used an astrocytoma cell line,
ADF, which, like several cancer cells, is well-equipped to counteract oxidative stress [34].
ADF cells were incubated with hydrogen peroxide following a protocol previously de-
scribed to study the sensitivity to the oxidative stress of several enzymes involved in the
detoxification of reactive oxygen species (ROS) in the same cell line [34]. In a previous
paper, using the same conditions described in the present investigation, several enzymes,
such as NADPH-dependent reductases, measured with different substrates have been re-
ported to be insensitive to oxidative treatment, and NAD-dependent dehydrogenases were
easily rescued by the addition of DTT [34]. Conversely, the NT5C2 activity in ADF cells
incubated with hydrogen peroxide decreased approximately 70% and could not be rescued
by incubation with DTT, thus confirming the extreme sensitivity of NT5C2 to oxidative
conditions. The ELISA analysis demonstrated that, despite the loss of NT5C2 activity,
the expression of the enzyme protein increased in cells exposed to hydrogen peroxide,
possibly reflecting an attempt of the cells to counteract the inactivating effect of hydrogen
peroxide on the NT5C2 activity. Indeed, we previously demonstrated that, in ADF cells,
a transitory silencing of approximately 50% of NT5C2 induced apoptotic cell death within
72 h, thus indicating the relevance of this enzyme for the cell life [37]. This is, however,
cell- and/or tissue-specific, as several other models (cells and animals) have been reported
to remain viable, even with the partial or complete depletion of NT5C2 [12–16,38].

Previous results suggested that the formation of a disulphide bridge (C175 and C547)
might be responsible for NT5C2 inactivation [7]. To test the hypothesis of the possible
involvement of this disulphide bridge in the reversible oxidation of NT5C2, we prepared a
mutant (C547A) incapable of forming the disulphide bridge and incubated both the mutant
and WT recombinant NT5C2 with CuCl2. Indeed, several experimental lines of evidence
indicate the occurrence of protein oxidation as a consequence of copper action [39,40].
The results indicated that both mutant and WT enzymes were equally sensitive to the pro-
oxidant conditions and lost a comparable amount of activity, but the failure of the mutant
enzyme to form the disulphide bridge improved the ability of DTT to rescue the mutant
inactivated enzyme. In our opinion, the disulphide bridge stabilizes a conformation that
increases the NT5C2 sensitivity to pro-oxidant conditions. To further investigate the effect
of the energy charge and oxidant conditions upon NT5C2 conformation, we used a human
lung carcinoma cell line (A549) expressing the WT NT5C2 enzyme. In a previous paper,
we showed that A549 cells incubated in the presence of 2-dG exhibit signs of oxidative
stress, including a loss of NT5C2 activity, while maintaining the protein expression at the
same level of the control cells [8]. In particular, these cells showed a significant decrease in
glutathione content and an increase in mitochondrial reactive oxygen species, both indica-
tive of oxidative stress by 2-dG [8]. When A549 cells were incubated in the presence of an
increasing concentration of 2-dG, a concentration-dependent loss of intracellular ATP with
a concomitant decrease in the energy charge was observed. This is not surprising, since 2-
dG is a well-known inhibitor of both glycolysis and the pentose phosphate pathway [35].
In these experimental conditions, NT5C2 was stabilized in a conformation compatible with
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a low-energy charge and high oxidative aggression and was unable to interact with IPAF.
Conversely, as reported in a previous paper [24] and confirmed in this paper, an interaction
of NT5C2 with IPAF was clearly demonstrated in A549 cells grown in the absence of 2-dG.
Therefore, we might hypothesize that, at a high-energy charge, NT5C2 can contribute to
keep the inflammatory response below alarming levels by preventing IPAF oligomeriza-
tion through interaction with the LRR domain [24]. Conversely, at a low-energy charge,
NT5C2 leaves the target protein free to activate the inflammatory response, if necessary.
As mentioned above, more than 40 possible interactors for NT5C2 can be found in the
databases (BioGRID and IntAct-EMBL-EBI). Since the structure of the enzyme depends
on the energy charge, as well as on the reducing environment, we may hypothesize that
NT5C2 acts as a sensor of the health of the cell. Indeed, the change of conformation of
NT5C2 affects its ability to bind the target protein(s), and this may reflect on a different
intracellular signaling, which might contribute to the metabolic adjustments of the cell.
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