Downregulation of the cytoglobin gene, located on 17q25, in tylosis with oesophageal cancer (TOC): evidence for trans-allele repression
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Abstract

Tylosis (focal non-epidermolytic palmoplantar keratoderma) is an autosomal dominant skin disorder that is associated with the early onset of squamous cell oesophageal cancer in three families.  Our previous linkage and haplotype analyses have mapped the tylosis with oesophageal cancer (TOC) locus to a 42.5kb region on chromosome 17q25 that has also been implicated in the aetiology of sporadically occurring squamous cell oesophageal cancer from a number of different geographical populations.  Oesophageal cancer is one of the ten leading causes of cancer mortality worldwide. No inherited disease-causing mutations have been identified in the genes located in the 42.5kb minimal region.  We now show that cytoglobin gene expression in oesophageal biopsies from tylotic patients is dramatically reduced by approximately 70% compared with normal oesophagus.  Furthermore, both alleles are equally repressed. Given the autosomal dominant nature of the disease, these results exclude haploinsufficiency as a mechanism of the disease and instead suggest a novel trans-allele interaction. We also show that the promoter is hypermethylated in sporadic oesophageal cancer samples: this may constitute the ‘second hit’ of a gene previously implicated in this disease by allelic imbalance studies.

Introduction

Type A tylosis (focal non-epidermolytic palmoplantar keratoderma) is associated with oral leukokeratosis, follicular keratosis, and a high risk of squamous cell oesophageal cancer in three families (1-3). The syndrome, named Tylosis with Oesophageal Cancer (TOC; OMIM 148500), is inherited as an autosomal dominant with complete penetrance of the skin phenotype between age five years and puberty. TOC has been mapped to a 42.5kb region on chromosome 17q25, eliminating the strong candidate gene, envoplakin (4-7).  Allelic imbalance (AI; or loss of heterozygosity [LOH]) studies of this region of 17q25 implicate the TOC locus in sporadically occurring squamous cell oesophageal tumours (8-10).  The identification and characterisation of this gene is, therefore, of importance because sporadic oesophageal cancer is a major cause of mortality in both developing and developed countries.

The 42.5kb TOC minimal region contains the promoter of one gene (FLJ22341), the entire cytoglobin (CYGB) gene, and the 5’ end of an uncharacterised gene (‘FM8’ / Unigene Hs.434271) that completely overlaps CYGB in the opposite orientation (7). This latter gene shows a high degree of alternative splicing, and may be a non-coding RNA, as it contains no significant open reading frame.

Sequencing of genomic DNA from affected and unaffected TOC family members has identified two putative disease-specific alterations, but these are located in regions of no known function, outside the known genes (7). Furthermore, no somatic mutations in the coding regions of CYGB have been observed in a series of 40 sporadic squamous cell oesophageal carcinomas (10). However, gene expression has not previously been investigated. In this paper, we describe the results of expression analyses on the three genes located partially or wholly within the minimal region in tylotic and normal tissue, and discuss possible mechanisms to explain these results.

Results

Expression of the FLJ22341 and CYGB genes in oesophageal biopsies was studied in a semi-quantitative manner by relative multiplex RT-PCR, using fluorescently-labelled primers for the above genes and TATA Box Binding Protein (TBP). The relative expression of FLJ22341 in oesophageal tissue was observed to be similar in patients with tylosis, in normal controls and in the unaffected tissue of patients with gastro-oesophageal reflux disease (GORD). In contrast, CYGB gene expression in oesophageal biopsies from eighteen individuals with tylosis was significantly lower than in ten control biopsies from normal individuals (p=0.004), with relative expression being reduced by nearly 70% (relative expression = 0.34; 95% CI 0.20 – 0.57).  Furthermore, in the normal squamous oesophageal epithelium from seven patients with GORD, CYGB expression was significantly increased compared to normal controls (p=0.0004; relative expression = 4.7; 95% CI = 2.1 – 10.4) (Figure 1).

In order to determine whether downregulation of CYGB was allele-specific, as would be expected in an autosomal dominant disease, SSCP screening of genomic DNA from twenty-one individuals with tylosis and seven GORD patients was undertaken at the dinucleotide polymorphism rs4238995, which lies in the CYGB 3’UTR. Six heterozygotes (three individuals with tylosis, and three with GORD) were identified; in each case, heterozygosity was confirmed by sequencing of genomic DNA. An oesophageal RT-PCR product encompassing the polymorphism of interest was sequenced for each of these six patients. Retention of heterozygosity was observed in the cDNA in all six cases, indicating that both alleles of CYGB are expressed at apparently equal levels in individuals with tylosis and non-tylotic controls.

Although both copies of the CYGB gene were shown to be downregulated, it was unclear whether this was due to repression at the transcriptional or post-transcriptional level. To investigate the possibility of an antisense transcript causing post-transcriptional downregulation of both alleles of CYGB via RNA interference (RNAi), we studied expression of the FM8 gene, which overlaps CYGB in the opposite orientation. Expression of FM8 was observed in oesophageal biopsies, but no evidence for tylosis-specific expression differences was obtained. Examination of a SNP in exon 5 of FM8 showed equal expression of both alleles in oesophagus tissue from tylosis patients and controls, and multiplex RT-PCR of the commonly transcribed FM8 exons 2 and 3 with CYGB and TBP showed no evidence for expression differences in tylotic oesophageal tissue. 

The alternative possibility, transcriptional downregulation of CYGB, was investigated by examining the methylation status of the CYGB promoter by bisulphite pyrosequencing. A low level of CYGB promoter methylation (methylation index [MtI] <10%) was observed for normal and tylotic oesophageal biopsy DNA and for normal and tylotic lymphocyte DNA (Table 1).  DNA from normal tissue adjacent to sporadic oesophageal squamous cell cancer also demonstrated a low MtI, however tumour-derived DNA showed a significantly higher MtI (19%) than the paired normal tissue (7%)(Figure 2; Table 1)(two-tailed paired T-test; p=0.02).  This series of tumours demonstrated allelic imbalance (AI) at microsatellite loci adjacent to, and within, the TOC minimal region.  Furthermore, the expression of CYGB in five cell lines derived from sporadic squamous cell oesophageal carcinomas was very low or undetectable compared with normal oesophageal biopsy tissue or a myofibroblast cell line, and this expression data correlated with the level of methylation observed at the CYGB gene promoter (Figure 3).

Discussion

Previous research in our laboratories has been unable to identify a TOC-specific mutation in any part of the three genes partially or wholly located within the 42.5kb TOC minimal region (7). However, our current data implicate downregulation of CYGB as contributing to the TOC phenotype and, furthermore, indicate a possible role for CYGB in a proportion of sporadic OSCC.  The data show no alterations in expression levels of other candidate genes located within the minimal region. The FLJ22341 gene, (whose promoter is located within the TOC minimal region 25kb from the 3’ end of CYGB) would thus appear not to be implicated in TOC despite its recent identification as a strong candidate tumour suppressor gene in ovarian cancer (11) and its homology to the Drosophila Rhomboid-1 gene (a putative intra-membrane serine protease that facilitates signalling within the Spitz/EGFR/MAPK pathway; ref 12).  The putative gene, FM8 (Unigene Hs.434271), is also excluded as a candidate with the proviso that subtle changes in its expression, or novel disease-specific splice variants, may yet be shown to control CYGB expression by RNA interference (RNAi). We also have expression data that shows no TOC-specific expression changes in SThM (located 28kb from the 5’ of CYGB) or envoplakin (a candidate gene previously investigated by mutation analysis and located 250kb upstream of the TOC minimal region). This excludes the possibility of a localised transcriptional repression affecting contiguous genes via a long-range control element.
Although the underlying reason for CYGB downregulation in TOC is unclear, a novel genetic mechanism appears to be involved. The magnitude of CYGB downregulation in tylotic oesophageal biopsies of greater than 70% exceeds the maximum 50% reduction that would be expected in an autosomal dominant disease where, by definition, the genetic defect affects only one allele. Furthermore, both alleles of CYGB appear to be equally repressed, thus excluding simple haploinsufficiency (which occurs in some cases of APC; ref 13) as a disease mechanism. Instead, the data point to a novel trans-allele interaction, and imply that a dominant mutation on one allele is down-regulating both alleles.

One explanation for this would be if the disease allele were capable of producing an antisense transcript that caused post-transcriptional downregulation of both copies of CYGB via RNAi. Aberrant antisense transcription as a cause of genetic disease has previously been reported (14), although in that instance the abnormal transcript caused promoter methylation and repression only in cis.  More recently, the transcriptional repression of the CDH1 gene by targeted double-stranded RNA in a cancer model has been described (15). A candidate for the origin of an antisense transcript in TOC is the FM8 gene, which overlaps CYGB in the opposite orientation. The data presented here do not provide evidence for an RNAi effect of the FM8 gene in the aetiology of this disease, as no tylosis-specific expression differences of FM8 were observed.  However, we cannot exclude the possible existence of small changes in FM8 expression, novel splice variants, or the presence of other antisense transcripts.

Alternatively, down-regulation of CYGB might be transcriptional rather than post-transcriptional, and this could be regulated via an epigenetic mark. Recent evidence implicating FLJ22341 as a candidate ovarian cancer gene suggests an epigenetic mechanism to account for its complete down-regulation in this disease (11).  Furthermore, germline methylation of one allele of the human MLH1 gene in two individuals with HNPCC and multiple cancers causes complete loss of protein expression in all cancer tissues (RNA expression was not investigated; ref 16).  In plants, interallelic transfer of epigenetic marks (paramutation) has been observed (17, 18), and similar phenomena have been reported in mice (19): this might account for the trans-allele repression seen in TOC.  Trans-generational inheritance of epigenetic marks has also been described in the mouse (20) and is implied in humans by the presence of the germline MLH1 epimutation in normal somatic tissue from all three cell lineages in the two HNPCC patients and in 1/100 spermatozoa (16). The low level of methylation that we observed in oesophageal and lymphocyte DNA from tylotic individuals would be insufficient to cause transcriptional repression of the magnitude observed, and thus excludes methylation at the CpG sites investigated as being the primary heritable abnormality. However, transcriptional repression can be caused by histone-mediated epigenetic changes in the absence of accompanying DNA methylation (15), so an epigenetic origin for CYGB downregulation is still possible. Alternatively, as CYGB is reported to be expressed only in cells of myofibroblast lineage (21,22) and not in lymphocytes (F.McR; unpublished data) or epithelial cells, our data cannot exclude the possibility of transcriptional repression being caused by methylation of the CYGB promoter solely in CYGB-expressing cells.  Myofibroblasts constitute only a small percentage of an oesophageal biopsy, thus a high methylation level of the CYGB gene promoter confined to this cell type could be obscured by generally low methylation of the promoter in the bulk of the tissue.

Down-regulation of the CYGB gene could alternatively be explained as a result of the altered expression of another gene, i.e. as a secondary event.  However, although it has been shown that gene regulatory elements may be placed as far as 1MB away from the gene they affect (23), it would seem to be an extraordinary coincidence if a genetic alteration located within the TOC minimal region should act on a gene outside the region that then had a secondary effect on the CYGB gene located within the minimal region. 

It is of note that a similarly located, though larger, minimal region of deletion on 17q25 has been described between D17S1817 and D17S751 (45kb) in ovarian cancer (11).  In the ovarian study, although CYGB was initially a candidate gene based on cell line expression data, it was excluded after analysis of a panel of 10 ovarian tumours.  Instead the FLJ22341 gene was identified as the strongest candidate in ovarian cancer, but this gene is not implicated in familial oesophageal cancer in our study.

The possibility existed that we had missed a causative mutation in the CYGB gene during sequencing of heterozygote tylosis family members, although several intronic, non-disease-associated SNPs were identified (7).  To exclude this, the exons and 3’UTR of CYGB have been resequenced using DNA derived from somatic cell hybrids containing either the normal or tylotic chromosome 17 (constructed for us by GMP Genetics, Waltham, MA). No point mutations were detected in this gene. The presence of an inversion or deletion within CYGB was also excluded by successful PCR of fragments covering the gene using this same hybrid DNA. Large insertions and duplications have been excluded by Southern blotting (F.McR; PhD thesis).

The observation that sporadic squamous oesophageal cancer samples demonstrate increased methylation at the CYGB promoter compared to adjacent normal tissue is interesting given our results showing AI in the TOC region in this series of tumours.  However, the number of samples tested is too small to determine if the two observations are mutually exclusive, and allelic analysis of the methylated promoter was not undertaken.  Downregulation of the CYGB gene was observed in cell lines derived from sporadic squamous oesophageal cancers compared with that observed in a myofibroblast cell line or in normal oesophageal biopsy, and this appeared to correlate with the amount of methylation at the CYGB promoter.
Thus, although the causative heritable genetic defect for tylosis with oesophageal cancer has not been identified, our data suggest that a novel genetic mechanism causes down-regulation of both alleles of CYGB and contributes to the phenotype.  The defect is unlikely to be germline methylation, as current evidence suggests that this would be transmitted to offspring infrequently (16) rather than at the 50% frequency required for the autosomal dominant inheritance pattern of TOC.  Furthermore, we have no evidence that the CYGB gene promoter is methylated in somatic tissues in the tylotic family members.  We have also added to the data that indicates a possible role of CYGB in sporadic squamous cell oesophageal cancer (10) and postulate that methylation of the CYGB promoter in these sporadic tumours may be one of two ‘hits’, together with AI, in the mechanism of CYGB inactivation in these tumours.  This would be similar to the MLH1 gene inactivation observed in the cancers of two individuals with demonstrated germline epimutation (16).

How downregulation of CYGB might cause the TOC phenotype is unclear, as the function of CYGB has not been fully elucidated. None of the SNPs identified in the intronic regions of the CYGB and FM8 genes are disease-specific and thus do not provide any clues as to the mechanism. CYGB is known to be up-regulated during hypoxia (24), tissue damage and cellular stress (22), so it could therefore be speculated that loss of its function affects the wound-healing / fibrosis pathway (22), thus leading to pathology at sites of constant low-level ‘injury’ (frictional and thermal stress). As CYGB is expressed in myofibroblasts (21, 22) while TOC pathology occurs in epithelia, it is likely that an epithelial-mesenchymal interaction (25) – Vogelstein’s ‘Landscaper effect’ (26) – is involved in TOC. Characterisation of the role of CYGB in such an intercellular cross talk will increase our understanding of both TOC and sporadic squamous cell oesophageal cancer.

Materials and Methods

Tissues and cell lines

Oesophageal biopsy specimens were collected during routine endoscopy from 18 affected individuals in the UK tylosis family, 7 individuals with GORD and 10 individuals undergoing endoscopy for reasons unrelated to cancer, GORD or any other oesophageal pathology. Tissues were collected into RNAlater (Qiagen) and stored at -20oC until the preparation of RNA using RNeasy (Qiagen) or RNA and DNA using RNA/DNA kits (Qiagen).

The squamous cell oesophageal cancer (SCOC) cell line OE21 was obtained from ECACC and the SCOC cell lines KYSE-510, KYSE-410, KYSE-270, and KYSE-140 were obtained from DSMZ.  The myofibroblast cell line CCD-18Co was obtained from ATCC.  All cancer cell lines were grown in RPMI 1640 supplemented with 10% newborn calf serum.  The CCD-18Co cell line was grown in Eagle’s MEM supplemented with non-essential amino acids and 10% fetal bovine serum.  Cells were prepared for DNA and RNA isolation by washing the monolayers twice with ice-cold PBS then scraping the cells into RNAlater (Qiagen).  RNA and DNA were prepared as for oesophageal biopsy tissue.

Relative multiplex RT-PCR

2µg of oesophageal biopsy or cell line RNA was reverse transcribed with oligo-dT primers and relative multiplex RT-PCR was performed using 0.2µM each primer. In order to obtain comparative PCR kinetics for CYGB and TBP multiplex reactions, 12% of the TBP primers contained a 3’ dideoxy C, while the remaining 88% were functional. Forward primers were 5’ FAM labelled. TBP and HPRT primer sequences have previously been published (27, 28). CYGB, FLJ22341, SThM and EVPL primer sequences, the paired control gene and the number of cycles determined to be within the exponential phase for each gene pair reaction are given in Table 2.

Bisulphite pyrosequencing

Bisulphite pyrosequencing was used to study four CpG residues covering a NotI site in the CYGB promoter, which had previously been validated as a methylation target in lung cancer (F.McR et al; unpublished). 1µg DNA was treated with the EZ DNA methylation kit (Zymo Research), and the region of interest was amplified using methylation independent primers: 5’-biotin-GGGAATTGATTTAAAGTTTA-3’ and 5’-AAAAACCCAACTAAATCC-3’. Pyrosequencing was carried out on a PSQ96MA System (Biotage), using the primer 5’-ACCCAACTAAATCCAC-3’ (antisense). Data were analysed in the AQ mode to provide relative quantification of G/A nucleotide incorporation. The complete conversion of cytosine to uracil by bisulphite treatment was ensured by examining a non-CpG cytosine residue: this was 100% converted in all cases.
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Figure Legends:

Figure 1 Examples of relative multiplex RT-PCR of oesophageal biopsy tissue using CYGB and TBP primers

a) Agarose gel electrophoresis. 

b) Representative ABI 3100 GeneScanner traces from normal (top), tylotic (middle) and GORD (bottom) oesophageal biopsies. Numbers below the peaks show PCR product size in bp (upper box) and the area under the curve (lower box). 

CYGB: cytoglobin; TBP: TATA box binding protein

Figure 2 Bisulphite pyrosequencing of four CpG residues in the CYGB promoter. 

The four targeted cytosines are enclosed in squares and indicated by arrows (the reverse strand was read so G peaks indicate methylated cytosine while A indicates unmethylated cytosine). The control, non-CpG cytosine residue showing complete conversion of cytosine to uracil by bisulphite treatment is shown in the right hand box. Normal tissue (top) demonstrates no methylation while tumour tissue (bottom) demonstrates a significant level of methylation at all four target bases. The Methylation Index (MtI) is calculated as the average rate of G incorporation at all CpGs.

Figure 3  CYGB expression levels and promoter methylation in cell lines
Lane 1: OE21; lane 2: KYSE-510; lane 3: KYSE-410; lane 4: KYSE-270; lane 5: KYSE-140; lane 6: CCD-18Co.

a) Relative, multiplex RT-PCR using CYGB (top) and TBP (bottom) primers

b) Control RT-PCR using primers for β-actin.

c) Methylation Index for CYGB promoter.
Table 1

	Source of DNA
	No. of samples
	Samples with ≥1 methylated CpG
	Samples with ≥3 methylated CpGs
	Methylation index* 

	Oesophagus 
	Tylotic (UK)
	10
	8
	2
	4.19 %

	
	Normal

(unpaired)
	10
	5
	2
	1.43 %

	
	Normal

(paired)
	10
	5
	3
	7.26 %

	
	Tumour

(paired)
	10
	8
	6
	19.08 %+

	Lymphocyte 
	Tylotic

(UK)
	8
	4
	2
	3.37 %

	
	Tylotic

(US)
	8
	1
	1
	1.89 %

	
	Normal
	10
	3
	1
	1.08 %


Summary of methylation status of the CYGB promoter using bisulphite pyrosequencing.

Unpaired oesophageal samples (n=10) are from biopsies from normal oesophagus. Paired oesophageal samples (n=10) are from dissected paraffin tumour sections. 

*: methylation index = mean percentage methylation at all four CpGs. 

+: p=0.02 for T(paired) vs N(paired)

Table 2

	Gene
	F primer
	R primer
	Control gene
	Cycles*

	CYGB
	CTTCGGGGAAGTTGAGTCAG
	CAAGGTGGAACCGGTGTACT
	TBP
	26

	FM8
	AGAGCCCAGCGACGTGG
	CTGCCTGAGCCAGCTGAT
	HPRT
	30

	FLJ22341
	GGATGCAGGGTGAGAACTTG
	AAGCACTTTGCCTTTGATCG
	TBP
	28

	SThM 
	CCTCAGACATCCGCGACTAT
	ATGGCTTCATTTTTCGTTCG
	HPRT
	28

	EVPL
	CCTCCTGCCGTCTTTCGCC
	GGAAGAGGTCCTTGAGCA
	TBP
	28


Primers, control genes and cycle numbers used for relative multiplex RT-PCR.

*: number of cycles previously determined to be within the exponential phase of the reaction.
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Figure 3
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Abbreviations

CYGB:
Cytoglobin

GORD:
gastro-oesophageal reflux disease

HPRT:

hypoxanthine phosphoribosyltransferase
MtI:

methylation index

RNAi:

RNA interference

TBP:

TATA box binding protein

TOC:

Tylosis with oesophageal cancer
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