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from a de novo assembly of Berok (generated using Roche GS Assembler ver-
sion 2.6, with 40-bp minimum overlap, 90% identity) to the B strain using the
Burrows-Wheeler Aligner (BWA)7 and allowing for gaps. Using the Phred-
scaled probability of the base being misaligned by SAMtools®, indel candidates
were called from the alignment. In-house Python scripts were used to then
cross-reference with the microsatellites found in the reference strain B assembly
identified by MISA (see URLs). All homopolymer microsatellites were discarded
to account for potential sequence errors introduced by 454 sequencing.

Selective constraint analysis of 4,563 orthologs between P cynomolgi
strains B and Berok and 4,601 orthologs between these strains and P, vivax
Salvador I used MUSCLE alignments with stringent removal of gaps and missing
data (P, cynomolgi Berok orthologs were identified through a reciprocal best-hit
BLAST search against strain B genes). Analyses were conducted using the Nei-
Gojobori model?®. To detect values that could not be explained by chance, we
estimated the standard error by a bootstrap procedure with 200 pseudoreplicates
for each gene. The expected value for dg/dy is 0 if a given pair of sequences
is diverging without obvious effects on fitness. In the case of the comparison
within P. cynomolgi, values with a difference of = 2 s.e.m. from 0 were consid-
ered indicative of an excess of synonymous (dg/dy > 0) or nonsynonymous
(dg/dy < 0) changes. In the case of the comparison between P. cynomolgi and
P, vivax, we used a more stringent criterion of £ 3 s.e.m. from 0.
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In this study, we compared the entry processes of trans-complemented hepatitis C virus particles
(HCVtcp), cell culture-produced HCV (HCVcc) and HCV pseudoparticles (HCVpp). Anti-CD81 antibody
reduced the entry of HCVtcp and HCVcc to almost background levels, and that of HCVpp by
approximately 50%. Apolipoprotein E-dependent infection was observed with HCVtcp and HCVcc, but
not with HCVpp, suggesting that the HCVtcp system is more relevant as a model of HCV infection than
HCVpp. We improved the productivity of HCVtcp by introducing adapted mutations and by deleting

Keywords: sequences not required for replication from the subgenomic replicon construct. Furthermore, blind
:gt passage of the HCVtcp in packaging cells resulted in a novel mutation in the NS3 region, N1586D, which
<p

contributed to assembly of infectious virus. These results demonstrate that our plasmid-based system

Trans-packaging for efficient production of HCVtcp is beneficial for studying HCV life cycles, particularly in viral

Single-round infection

assembly and infection.

© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Over 170 million people worldwide are chronically infected
with hepatitis C virus (HCV), and are at risk of developing chronic
liver diseases (Hoofnagle, 2002). HCV is an enveloped virus of the
family Flaviviridae, and its genome is a positive-strand RNA
consisting of the 5-untranslated region (UTR), an open reading
frame encoding viral proteins (core, E1, E2, p7, NS2, NS3, NS4A,
NS4B, NS5A, and NS5B) and the 3’-UTR (Suzuki et al., 2007).

Host-virus interactions are required during the initial steps of viral
infection. It was previously reported that CD81 (Bartosch et al,, 2003a,
b; McKeating et al.,, 2004; Pileri et al., 1998), scavenger receptor class
B type I (Bartosch et al, 20033, b; Scarselli et al, 2002), claudin-1
(Evans et al., 2007; Liu et al, 2009) and occludin (Benedicto et al,
2009; Evans et al., 2007; Liu et al,, 2009; Ploss et al., 2009) are critical
molecules for HCV entry into cells. CD81 interacts with HCV E2 via a
second extracellular loop (Bartosch et al,, 20033, b; Hsu et al., 2003)
and its role in the internalization process was confirmed (Cormier
et al.,, 2004; Flint et al., 2006). It has also been shown that infectious

* Corresponding author. Fax: +81 3 5285 1161.
** Corresponding author. Fax: +81 53 435 2338.
E-mail addresses: ryosuke@nih.go.jp (R. Suzuki),
tesuzuki@hama-med.ac.jp (T. Suzuki).

0042-6822/$ - see front matter © 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
hittp://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.virol.2012.05.033

HCV particles produced in cell cultures (HCVcc) exist as apolipopro-
tein E (ApoE)-enriched lipoprotein particles (Chang et al.,, 2007) and
that ApoE is important for HCV infectivity (Owen et al, 2009).

Investigation of HCV had been hampered by difficulties in
amplifying the virus in vitro before development of robust cell culture
systems based on JFH-1 isolates (Lindenbach et al, 2005; Wakita
et al., 2005; Zhong et al., 2005). Retrovirus-based HCV pseudoparticles
(HCVpp), in which cell entry is dependent on HCV glycoproteins, have
been used to study virus entry (Bartosch et al, 2003a; Hsu et al,
2003). Vesicular stomatitis virus (VSV)-based pseudotypic viruses
bearing HCV E1 and E2 and replication-competent recombinant VSV
encoding HCV envelopes have also been available as surrogate
models for studies of HCV infection (Mazumdar et al, 2011; Tani
et al,, 2007).

It was recently shown that HCV subgenomic replicons can be
packaged when structural proteins are supplied in trans (Adair et al.,
2009; Ishii et al., 2008; Masaki et al., 2010; Steinmann et al., 2008).
These trans-complemented HCV particles (HCVtcp) are infectious,
but support only single-round infection and are unable to spread.
Establishment of flexible systems to efficiently produce HCVtcp
should contribute to studying HCV assembly, in particular encapsi-
dation of the viral genome, and entry to cells with less stringent
biosafety and biosecurity measures. Although single-round infection
can be achieved by using the HCVcc system with receptor knock-out
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cells, the single-round HCVcc system is not suitable for studying
virus entry. We previously described plasmid-based production of
HCVcc and HCVicp (Masaki et al,, 2010). Here, we demonstrated
that HCVtcp production can be enhanced by introducing the
previously reported cell-culture adaptive mutations and by deleting
sequences not essential for replication in the subgenomic replicon
construct. By providing genotype 1b-derived core-to-p7 in addition
to intragenotypic viral proteins, chimeric HCVtcp were generated.
Furthermore, blind passage of HCVtcp in the packaging cells resulted
in the identification of a novel cell culture-adaptive mutation in NS3
that enables us to establish the efficient production of HCVtcp with
structural proteins from various strains. Taken together, our system
for producing single-cycle infectious HCV particles should be useful
in the study of entry and assembly steps of the HCV life cycles. This
technology may also have potential to be the basis for the safer
vaccine development.

A

Results

Enhancemnent of HCVtcp production by adaptive mutations in E2, p7
and NS2 and by deleting sequences not essential for replication from
replicon construct

In our HCVtcp system, the RNA polymerase [ (Pol I)-driven
replicon plasmid, which carries a dicistronic subgenomic luciferase
reporter replicon of JFH-1 strain with a Pol | promoter and
terminator (pHH/SGR-Luc), as well as a plasmid containing core-
NS2 ¢DNA under the CAG promoter (pCAGC-NS2) were used
(Masaki et al, 2010). In an effort to improve the yield of HCVtcp
production, cell culture-adaptive mutations in E2 (N417S), p7
(N765D) and NS2 (Q1012R) which were previously selected from
serial passage of HCVcc (Russell et al., 2008) were introduced into
the core-NS2 expression plasmid (Fig. 1A) (residues are numbered
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Fig. 1. HCVtcp production by two-plasmid transfection. (A) Schematic representation of plasmids is shown. HCV polyproteins derived from JFH-1 are indicated by white
boxes. HCV UTRs are indicated by bold lines. The internal ribosomal entry site from encephalomyocarditis virus (EMCV IRES) is denoted as gray lines. Adaptive mutations
are indicated as asterisks. F Luc: firefly luciferase gene; CAG: CAG promoter; Pol [ P: RNA polymerase | promoter; Pol [ T: RNA polymerase [ terminator; GND: replication-
deficient GND mutation. (B) Luciferase activity in Huh7.5.1 cells inoculated with supernatant from cells transfected with indicated plasmids at the indicated time points.
Data are averages of triplicate values with error bars showing standard deviations. (C) Luciferase activity in cells inoculated with serially diluted HCVtcp.

- 356 -



R. Suzuki et al. / Virology 432 (2012) 29-38 31

according to positions within the JFH-1 polyprotein). Supernatants
of cells transfected with plasmids (Fig. 1A) were collected and were
used to infect Huh7.5.1 cells, which were analyzed by luciferase
assay. Introduction of adaptive mutations (pCAGC-NS2/JFH1am)
resulted in more than 4-fold higher production of HCVtcp at 5 day
post-transfection, as compared to wild-type (WT) (pCAGC-NS2/
JFH1) (Fig. 1B), indicating that the adaptive mutations contribute
to enhancing HCVtcp production. To confirm that luciferase activity
levels in HCVtcp-infected cells are correlated with the number of
infectious particles, Huh7.5.1 cells were inoculated with serial
dilutions of HCVtcp. Luciferase activity was well correlated with
viral load (Fig. 1C), indicating that luciferase assay in HCVtcp-
infected cells can be used to quantify HCV infection.

In order to further explore the efficient production of HCVtcp,
we generated replicon constructs that lack the luciferase gene or
include the partial coding sequences for structural proteins
instead of reporter (Fig. 2A). Replication of each replicon in
plasmid-transfected cells was then assessed by Western blotting
(Fig. 2B). Among the constructs tested, NS5B levels were lowest in
cells expressing pHH/SGR-Luc. NS5B levels in cells replicating
other replicons appeared to be comparable. Cells were infected
with supernatants of cells transfected with each replicon plasmid,
along with pCAGC-NS2/JFH1am, followed by infectious unit assay
(Fig. 2C). The highest production of HCVtcp was obtained from
cells transfected with pHH/SGR, where the luciferase sequence
was deleted from pHH/SGR-Luc, thus suggesting that deletion of
the sequence not essential for RNA replication in the replicon may
contribute to enhancing HCVtcp production.

Production of chimeric HCVtcp by providing heterologous core-p7

In order to elucidate whether trans-encapsidation of JFH-1
replicon can be achieved by providing core-p7 from other HCV
strains, core-NS2 plasmids were constructed (Fig. 3A). In these
plasmids, core through the N-terminal 33 aa of NS2, which contains
transmembrane domain 1 of NS2, was derived from either H77c
(genotype 1a), THpa (genotype 1b), Conl (genotype 1b) or J6
(genotype 2a) strain. Residual NS2 was derived from JFH-1, as
described previously (Pietschmann et al, 2006). HCVtcp was effi-
ciently produced by core-p7 of J6 and THpa strains, but its produc-
tion was less efficient in the case of Conl strain. Trans-packaging
was not detectable when core-p7 of H77c strain was used (Fig. 3C).
Among HCV strains tested, difference in luciferase activity levels in
HCVtcp-infected cells (Fig. 3C) were in agreement with that in the
viral RNA levels in the culture supernatants of the transfected cells
(Fig. 3B). Although the efficacy of trans-complementation was
variable among strains, chimeric HCVtcp can be generated by
providing genotype 1b-derived core-p7 in addition to intragenotypic
viral proteins, and was used in subsequent studies.

ApoE- and CD81-dependent infection by HCVtcp

There is accumulating evidence that apolipoproteins, particu-
larly ApoE, contribute to HCV production and infectivity (Chang
et al,, 2007; Owen et al., 2009). To determine whether ApoE is
involved in infection of target cells by HCVtcp, we infected cells in
the presence of increasing concentrations of anti-ApoE antibody.
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Fig. 2. Production of HCVtcp with different replicon constructs. (A) Schematic representation of plasmids used for production of HCVtcp. Deduced length of transcribed
RNA from each construct is shown on the right. HCV polyproteins from JFH-1 strain are indicated by open boxes. HCV UTRs are indicated by bold lines. The EMCV IRES is
denoted by gray bars. Adaptive mutations are indicated by asterisks. F Luc: firefly luciferase gene; P: RNA polymerase | promoter; T: RNA polymerase | terminator.
(B) Detection of NS5B and actin in Huh7.5.1 cells transfected with indicated plasmids at 4 day post-transfection, (C) Infectivity of culture supernatants from cells
transfected with indicated replicon plasmids along with pCAGC-NS2/JFH1am at 4 day post-transfection.
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indicated plasmids along with pHH/SGR-Luc at 4 day post-transfection.

pCAGC-NS2/THpa and pCAGC-NS2/JFHlam were used as core-
NS2 plasmids for HCVtcp production carrying core-p7 derived
from genotypes 1b and 2a (HCVtcp-1b and HCVtcp-2a, respec-
tively). HCVpp derived from JFH-1 and VSVpp were generated and
used for comparison. Infection with HCVtcp-1b or HCVtcp-2a was
blocked by anti-ApoE antibody in a dose-dependent manner. In
contrast, anti-ApoE antibody did not affect infection with HCVpp
and VSVpp (Fig. 4A).

The CD81 dependence of infection was also compared between
HCVtcp and HCVpp (Fig. 4B). Anti-CD81 antibody inhibited the
entry of HCVtcp-1b, HCVtcp-2a, and HCVpp in a dose-dependent
manner. The antibody had no effect on VSVpp infection. HCVtcp
infection appears to be more sensitive to anti-CD81 antibody
when compared with HCVpp infection; more than 60% inhibition
was observed at 0.08 pg/mL anti-CD81 antibody for HCVtcp-1b
and HCVtcp-2a, whereas approximately 50% inhibition was
observed for HCVpp at 2 pg/mL antibody. Neutralization of HCVcc
by anti-ApoE and anti-CD81 antibodies was also determined.
Antibodies blocked HCVcc infection (Fig. 4C and D), as observed
with HCVtcp. These results suggest that ApoE, as well as CD81,
play an important role in HCVtcp infection. Thus, HCVtcp may be
more useful for evaluating the HCV entry process than HCVpp.

Identification of novel culture-adaptive mutation in NS3 by serial
passage of HCVtcp in packaging cells

The HCVtcp system was further applied to analyses of genetic
changes during serial passages in target cells. As an initial attempt,
supernatants of cells co-transfected with pCAGC-NS2/JFH1am and
pHH/SGR were inoculated into Huh7.5.1 cells transiently trans-
fected with pCAGC-NS2/JFH1am. However, infectious titer was
lost after repeated inoculation, likely due to low HCVtcp titers and

low efficiency of plasmid transduction (data not shown). To
overcome this, we utilized recombinant adenovirus vectors
(rAdVs) to provide core-NS2. As we were not able to obtain rAdV
directly expressing core-NS2, conditional transgene expression
based on a Cre-loxP strategy was employed (Kanegae et al,
1995). We constructed an rAdV containing core-NS2 gene down-
stream of a stuffer DNA flanked by a pair of loxP sites (AXCALNLH-
CNS2). When cells were doubly infected with AxCALNLH-CNS2
and the Cre-expressing rAdV, AXCANCre (Kanegae et al., 1995), the
Cre-mediated excisional deletion removed the stuffer DNA, result-
ing in core-NS2 expression under control of the CAG promoter
(Fig. 5A). As expected, tightly regulated production of HCVtcp was
observed. The cells infected with AXCANCre and AXCALNLH-CNS2
along with transduction of pHH/SGR-Luc produced HCVtcp at high
levels. Production of HCVtcp was undetectable when either
AXCANCre or AxCALNLH-CNS2 was not infected (Fig. 5B). The
Cre-mediated rAdV expression system appears to have yielded
considerably higher production of HCVtcp when compared with
the settings for plasmid co-transfection.

Supernatants from cells in which core-NS2 was expressed
using rAdVs and the subgenomic RNA derived from pHH/SGR
replicated were inoculated into cells infected with AXCALNLH-
CNS2 and AxCANCre (Fig. 6A). Blind passage was performed by
sequentially transferring culture supernatants to cells infected
with the above rAdVs. The two independent 10 blind passages
(p10) showed virus titers of > 1 x 10° [U/mL, which were mark-
edly higher than those of the passage 0 (pO) stock cultures
(4 x 10* 1U/mL). Side-by-side infection analysis revealed that the
HCVtcp p10 #1 achieved a virus titer approximately 36 times
higher than that of HCVtcp pO on the packaging cells at 6 day
post-infection (Fig. 6B). Sequencing of the entire replicon in the
supernatants at p10 in two independent experiments revealed
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Fig. 4. Effects of anti-ApoE and anti-CD81 antibodies on HCV entry. (A) Aliquots of virus sample were incubated with increasing concentrations of anti-ApoE antibodies for
1 h and were then added to Huh7.5.1 cells. Luciferase activity was determined at 72 h post-infection and is expressed relative to activity without antibodies (white bar).
(B) Huh7.5.1 cells were preincubated for 1 h with increasing concentrations of anti-CD81 antibodies, followed by inoculating virus samples. Luciferase activity was
determined and expressed as shown in (A). (C) Aliquots of HCVcc were incubated with anti-ApoE antibodies for 1 h and were then added to Huh7.5.1 cells at an MOI of
0.05. Intracellular core levels were quantitated at 24 h post-infection and are expressed relative to levels without antibodies (white bar). (D) Huh7.5.1 cells were
preincubated for 1 h with anti-CD81 antibodies. HCVcc infection and measurement of core proteins were performed as indicated in (C).
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Fig. 5. Transgene activation mediated by rAdVs expressing Cre recombinase under control of CAG promoter. (A) Cre recobminase expressed by AXCANCre recognizes a pair
of its target sequences loxP in AXCALNLH-CNS2, and removes the stuffer region resulting in expression of HCV core-NS2 polyprotein by CAG promoter. CAG: CAG promoter;
SpA: SV40 early polyA signal; GpA: rabbit b-globin poly(A) signal. (B) Luciferase activity in Huh7.5.1 cells inoculated with 4-day post-transfection culture supernatant from

cells transfected with pHH/SGR-Luc, and then infected with indicated rAdVs.

that both passaged HCVtcp had an identical nonsynonymous
mutation in the NS3 region (N1586D) (Fig. 6C).

In order to examine the role of NS3 mutation identified on HCV
RNA replication and on HCVtcp production, the N1586D mutation
was introduced into pHH/SGR-Luc. Luciferase activities of the
N1586D-mutated replicon were apparently lower than those of
the WT-replicon, thus suggesting that the NS3 mutation reduced
viral RNA replication (Fig. 7A). HCV RNA levels in the supernatants
of cells transfected with WT- or mutant replicon plasmid along with
PCAGC-NS2/JFH1am and luciferase activity in cells inoculated with
supernatants from the transfected cells were then determined
(Fig. 7B). The viral RNA level secreted from cells replicating the
N1586D-mutated replicon was lower than that from cells replicating
WT replicon (Fig. 7B, left). By contrast, a significantly higher
infectivity of HCVtcp produced from the mutant replicon-cells was
observed, as compared to WT replicon-cells (Fig. 7B, right),

suggesting that the adaptive mutation increased the specific infec-
tivity (almost 9-fold) of the virus particles. To further determine
whether the N1586D mutation affects infectious viral assembly and/
or virus release, we used the CD81-negative Huh-7 subclone, Huh7-
25 (Akazawa et al, 2007), which may produce infectious particles,
but is not susceptible to HCV entry due to a lack of CD81 expression,
therefore allowing us to examine viral assembly and release without
the influence of reinfection by produced HCVtcp. Measurement of
intracellular and extracellular HCVtcp indicated that Huh7-25 cells
replicating the N1586D-mutated replicon produced more infectious
virus than WT in both supernatants and cell lysates (Fig. 7C). Thus, it
can be concluded that the N1586D mutation contributes to
enhanced infectious viral assembly, not RNA replication. We could
not exclude the possibility that N1586D mutation affects virus
release, since the mutation enhanced extracellular virus titers more
than did the intracellular titer.
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Fig. 6. Genotypic changes in HCVtcp following blind passage. (A) Experimental procedure for blind passage of HCVtcp. Huh7.5.1 cells were transfected with pHH/SGR and
were doubly infected with AXCANCre and AxCALNLH-CNS2. Culture fluids were collected and were inoculated into cells infected with AxCANCre and AXCALNLH-CNS2.
These procedures were repeated 10 times with two independent samples (#1 and #2). (B) Growth curves of HCVtcp p0 and p10 on Huh7.5.1 cells expressing core-NS2.
Cells were infected with HCVtcp at an MOI of 0.05, and medium was collected at the indicated time points and subjected to titration. (C) Nucleotide sequences of original
and blind-passaged replicons from HCVtcp. Nucleotides of mutated position are shown in red and bold.

The impact of the N1586D mutation on production of intra-
and intergenotypic HCVtcp chimeras was also investigated. The
N1586D mutation in the replicon enhanced the production of
chimeric HCVtcp by providing core-p7 from all strains examined,
although not statistically significant in THpa, and Con1 strains
(Fig. 7D). Finally, to determine whether the N1586D mutation
was responsible for enhancing HCVcc production, this mutation
was introduced into pHHJFH1, which carries the full-length wild-
type JFH-1 cDNA (Masaki et al., 2010), yielding pHHJFH1IN1586D.
The virus titer obtained from cells transfected with the
pHHJFH1IN1586D was significantly higher than that of WT
(Fig. 7E), thus demonstrating that the N1586D mutation enhances
yields of HCVcc, in addition to HCVtcp.

Discussion

Single-round infectious viral particles generated by trans-
packaging systems are considered to be valuable tools for study-
ing virus life cycles, particularly the steps related to entry into
target cells, assembly and release of infectious particles. However,
limited HCV strains have been applied for the efficient production
of HCVtcp to date. In this study, we improved the HCVtcp system
in order to enhance the productivity of infectious particles.
Production of chimeric HCVtcp by providing genotype 1b-derived
core-p7, in addition to intragenotypic viral proteins, was also
confirmed. Furthermore, we exploited the system to investigate
genetic changes during serial passage of target cells and identified
a novel cell culture-adaptive mutation in NS3, which also con-
tributes to enhance the productivity of HCVtcp.

HCVpp (Bartosch et al., 2003a; Hsu et al.,, 2003} has proven to
be a valuable surrogate system by which the study of viral and
cellular determinants of the viral entry pathway is possible. Early
steps of HCV infection, including the role of HCV glycoprotein
heterodimers, receptor binding, internalization and pH-depen-
dent endosomal fusion, have been at least in part mimicked by
HCVpp (Lavie et al., 2007). However, as HCVpp is generated in
non-hepatic cells such as the human embryo kidney cells 293T, it

is likely that the cell-derived component(s) of HCVpp differ from
those of HCVcc. Hepatocytes play a role in maintaining lipid
homeostasis in the body by assembling and secreting lipopro-
teins, including VLDL. It is highly likely that HCV exploits lipid
synthesis pathways, as there is a tight link between virion
formation and VLDL synthesis. Down-regulation of ApoE consid-
erably reduces HCV production (Benga et al., 2010; Chang et al,,
2007; Hishiki et al., 2010; Jiang and Luo, 2009; Owen et al., 2009).
Infectivity of HCVcc is also neutralized by anti-ApoE antibodies
(Chang et al., 2007). These data suggest that ApoE is important for
HCV infectivity. Furthermore, Niemann-Pick Ci-like 1 (NPC1L1),
involving cholesterol uptake receptor, was recently identified as a
host factor for HCV entry (Sainz et al, 2012). Knockdown of
NPC1L1 had no effect on the entry of HCVpp whereas HCVcc entry
was impaired, possibly due to different cholesterol content of
these particles. Here, we found that the anti-ApoE antibody
neutralized infection by HCVtcp and HCVcc, but not by HCVpp
(Fig. 4A and C), thus suggesting that biogenesis and/or secretion
pathways of VLDL are involved in HCVtcp similarly to HCVcc, but
not in HCVpp.

We also observed that infectivity of HCVtcp and HCVcc is more
efficiently neutralized by the anti-CD81 antibody, as compared to
that of HCVpp (Fig. 4B and D). It has recently been reported that
E2 of HCVcc contained both high-mannose-type and complex-
type glycans, whereas most of the glycans on HCVpp-associated
E2 were complex-type, which is matured by Golgi enzymes
(Vieyres et al., 2010). Mutational analysis of the N-linked glyco-
sylation sites in E1/E2 demonstrated that several glycans on E2
may affect the sensitivity of HCVpp against antibody neutraliza-
tion, as well as access of CD81 to its binding site on E2 (Helle
et al., 2010). The differences in sensitivity between HCVtcp and
HCVpp to neutralization by anti-CD81 antibody observed here
may be due to differences in carbohydrate composition of HCV
glycoproteins during expression and processing of E1/E2 in cells
and morphogenesis of HCVtcp and HCVpp.

By analyzing the various replicons for trans-packaging, we
observed the highest production of HCVtcp with replicons
from pHH/SGR, which lacked sequences not essential for RNA
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Fig. 7. Effects of N1586D mutation on RNA replication and production of HCVtep or HCVee. (A) RNA replication of replicons in cells transfected with pHH/SGR-Luc (WT) or N1586D
mutant, Luciferase activities at 1 to 4 day post-transfection were determined. (B) Relative levels of HCV RNA in the supernatants from cells transfected with pHH/SGR-Luc (WT) or
N1586D mutant plasmid along with pCAGC-NS2/JFH1am were shown in the left panel. Luciferase activities in cells inoculated with supernatants from cells transfected with
indicated plasmids at 4 day post-transfection were shown in the right panel. (C) Luciferase activity in cells inoculated with supernatant and cell lysates from Huh7-25 cells
transfected with pHH/SGR-Luc (WT) or N1586D mutant plasmid along with pCAGC-NS2/JFH1am at 5 day post-transfection. (D) Luciferase activity in cells inoculated with culture
supernatant from cells transfected with pHH/SGR-Luc (WT) or N1586D mutant plasmid along with indicated core-NS2 plasmids at 4 day post-transfection. (E) Infectivity of
supernatant from cells transfected with pHH/JFH1 (WT) or its derivative plasmid containing N1586D mutation at 6 day post-transfection. Statistical differences between WT and

N1586D were evaluated using Student’s t-test. *p <0.05, *p < 0.005 vs. WT.

replication, while less efficient productivity was observed from
pHH/SGR-Luc, pHH/SGR-C177, pHH/SGR-C191 and pHH/SGR-C-
p7/am (Fig. 2C). Differences in the replication efficiency of the
replicon do not appear to be a major determinant for HCVtcp
productivity, at least in the present settings, as all replicon
constructs except pHH/SGR-Luc replicated at similar levels, as
confirmed by Western blotting (Fig. 2B). Although the shorter
viral genome sequence may offer advantages over the longer
sequence, further investigation is required in order to understand
the molecular mechanisms underlying viral genome packaging.
By comparing pHH/SGR vs. pHH/SGR-C177, pHH/SGR-C191 and
pHH/SGR-C-p7/am, it is likely that the expression of the structural
protein in cis does not increase HCVtcp production when suffi-
cient amounts of structural proteins are supplied in trans.

Blind passage of HCVicp in packaging cells infected with rAdVs
providing core-NS2 enabled us to identify a novel culture-adaptive
mutation in NS3. The N-terminal third of NS3 forms a serine
protease, together with NS4A, and its C-terminal two-thirds exhibits
RNA helicase and RNA-stimulated NTPase activities. In addition,
similarly to flaviviruses (Kummerer and Rice, 2002; Liu et al., 2002),
it is now apparent that HCV NS3 is also involved in viral

morphogenesis (Han et al, 2009; Ma et al, 2008), although its
precise role and underlying molecular mechanism(s) have not fully
been elucidated. Two cell-culture adaptive NS3 mutations which are
involved in HCV assembly have been identified. The Q1251L muta-
tion in helicase subdomain 1 resuited in approximately 30-fold
higher production of HCV without affecting NS3 enzymatic activities
(Ma et al.,, 2008). The M1290K adaptive mutation was also located in
subdomain 1 of the NS3 helicase (Han et al, 2003). The N1586D
mutation identified here was located in subdomain 3 of helicase.
Analogous to Q1251L and M1290K, the N1586D mutation enhanced
the infectious viral assembly by increasing specific infectivity with-
out affecting the efficiency of viral RNA replication. Considering the
possibility that NS3 plays a role in linking between the viral
replicase and assembly sites (Jones et al, 2011), it is likely that
NS3 helicase is one of the determinants for interaction with the
structural proteins. Our results, together with earlier studies, suggest
that chimeric and defective mutations as well as supplying the viral
components in trans, function as selective pressures in virion
assembly.

In summary, we have established a plasmid-based reverse
genetics for efficient production of HCVtcp with structural
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proteins from various strains. Single-round infectious HCVtcp can
complement the HCVcc and HCVpp systems as a valuable tool for
the study of HCV life cycles.

Materials and methods
Cells

Huh7 derivative cell line Huh7.5.1 and Huh7-25 were main-
tained in Dulbecco modified Eagle medium (DMEM) supplemen-
ted with nonessential amino acids, 100 U of penicillin/mL, 100 pug
of streptomycin/mL, and 10% fetal bovine serum at 37 °C in a 5%
CO, incubator.

Plasmids

Plasmids pHHJFH1, pHH/SGR-Luc, pHH/SGR-Luc/GND and
pCAG/C-NS2 were as described previously (Masaki et al., 2010).
In this study, plasmid pCAG/C-NS2 was designated as pCAGC-
NS2/JFH. The plasmid pCAGC-NS2/[JFHam having adaptive muta-
tions in E2 (N417S), p7 (N765D), and NS2 (Q1012R) in pCAGC-
NS2/JFH was constructed by oligonucleotide-directed mutagen-
esis. These mutations were also introduced in pHHJFH1, resulting
in pHHJFH1am. To generate core-NS2 expression plasmids with
different strains of HCV, the cDNA coding core to the first
transmembrane region of NS2 (33 amino acids) in pCAGC-NS2/
JFH was replaced with the corresponding sequence of the J6
(Lindenbach et al, 2005), H77c (Yanagi et al., 1997), THpa
(Shirakura et al., personal communication) and Con1 (Koch and
Bartenschlager, 1999) strains. The THpa sequence contained the P
to A mutation at 328 aa at E1 in the original TH strain. To generate
pHH/SGR, pHH/SGR-Luc was digested with Mlul and Pmel, fol-
lowed by Klenow enzyme treatment and self-ligation to delete
the luciferase coding sequence. To generate pHH/SGR-C177, pHH/
SGR-C191 and pHH/SGR-C-p7/am, cDNA coding the partial core
and luciferase in pHH/SGR-Luc were replaced with coding
sequences for mature core (177aa), full-length core (191aa) or
core-p7 polyprotein containing adaptive mutations in E2 and p7,
respectively. The selected NS3 mutation (N1586D) was intro-
duced into pHH/SGR-Luc and pHHJFH1 by oligonucleotide-direc-
ted mutagenesis.

Generation of viruses

HCVcc and HCVtcp were generated as described previously
(Masaki et al., 2010). For the production of HCVpp-2a, plasmid
pcDNAdeltaC-E1-E2(JFH1)am having adaptive mutations in E2
(N417S) in pcDNAdeltaC-E1-E2(JFH1) (Akazawa et al., 2007) was
constructed by oligonucleotide-directed mutagenesis. Murine
leukemia virus pseudotypes with VSV G glycoprotein expressing
luciferase reporter (VSVpp) were generated in accordance with
previously described methods (Akazawa et al, 2007; Bartosch
et al,, 2003a).

Luciferase assay

Huh7.5.1 cells were seeded onto a 24-well plate at a density of
3 x 10* cells/well 24 h prior to inoculation with reporter viruses.
Cells were incubated for 72 h, followed by lysis with 100 uL of
lysis buffer. Luciferase activity of the cells was determined using a
luciferase assay system (Promega, Madison, WI). All luciferase
assays were performed in triplicate.

Quantification of HCV infectivity and HCV RNA

To determine the titers of HCVtcp and HCVcc, Huh7.5.1 cell
monolayers prepared in multi-well plates were incubated with
dilutions of samples and then replaced with media containing
10% FBS and 0.8% carboxymethyl cellulose. Following incubation
for 72 h, monolayers were fixed and immunestained with rabbit
polyclonal anti-NS5A antibody, followed by Alexa Fluor 488-
conjugated anti-rabbit secondary antibody (Invitrogen), and
stained foci or individual cells were counted and used to calculate
a titer of focus-forming units (FFU)/mL for spreading infections or
infectious units (IU)/mL for non-spreading.infections. For intra-
cellular infectivity, the cell pellet was resuspended in culture
media, and cells were lysed by four freeze-thaw cycles. Cell
debris was pelleted by centrifugation for 5 min at 4000 rpm.
Supernatant was collected and used for titration. To determine
the amount of HCV RNA in culture supernatants, RNA was
extracted from 140 pL of culture medium by QlAamp Viral RNA
Mini Kit (QIAGEN, Valencia, CA) and treated with DNase (TURBO
DNase; Ambion, Austin, TX) at 37 °C for 1 h. Extracted RNA was
further purified by using an RNeasy Mini Kit, which includes
RNase-free DNase digestion (QIAGEN). Copy numbers of HCV RNA
were determined by real-time quantitative reverse transcription-
PCR as described previously (Wakita et al., 2005).

Antibodies

Mouse monoclonal antibodies against actin (AC-15) and CD81
(JS-81) were obtained from Sigma (St. Louis, MO) and BD
Biosciences (Franklin Lakes, NJ), respectively. Goat polyclonal
antibody to ApoE (LV1479433) was obtained from Millipore
(Tokyo, Japan). Anti-NS5A and anti-NS5B antibodies were rabbit
polyclonal antibody against synthetic peptides.

Neutralization assay

For neutralization experiments with anti-CD81 antibody,
Huh7.5.1 cells were incubated with dilutions of anti-CD81 anti-
body for 1 h at 37 °C. Cells were then infected with viruses for 5 h
at 37 °C. For neutralization experiments with anti-ApoE antibody,
viruses were incubated with various concentrations of anti-ApoE
antibody at room temperature for 1 h and cells were infected with
viruses for 5h at 37 °C. Following infection, supernatant was
removed and cells were incubated with culture medium, and
luciferase activity was determined at 3 day post-infection for
HCVtcp and pseudotyped viruses. For neutralization experiments
with HCVcc generated with pHHJFH1am, a multiplicity of infec-
tion (MOI) of 0.05 was used for inoculation, and intracellular core
protein levels were monitored by ELISA (Ortho Clinical Diagnos-
tics) at 24 h post-infection.

Immunoblotting

Transfected cells were washed with PBS and incubated with
lysis buffer (50 mM Tris-HCl, pH 7.4, 300 mM NacCl, 1% triton
X-100). Lysates were then sonicated for 5 min and were added to
the same volume of SDS sample buffer. Protein samples were
boiled for 10 min, separated by SDS-PAGE, and transferred to
PVDF membrane. After blocking, membranes were probed with
first antibodies, followed by incubation with peroxidase-conju-
gated secondary antibody. Antigen-antibody complexes were
visualized using an enhanced chemiluminescence detection sys-
tem (Super Signal West Pico Chemiluminescent Substrate;
PIERCE, Rockford, IL), in accordance with the manufacturer's
protocols.
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Generation of recombinant adenoviruses

rAdV, AxCANCre, expressing Cre recombinase tagged with
nuclear localization signal under CAG promoter was prepared as
described previously (Baba et al, 2005). The target rAdV
AXCALNLH-CNS2 expressing HCV core-NS2 polyprotein with
adaptive mutations in E2, p7 and NS2 was generated as follows.
Cosmid pAxCALNLwit2 is identical to pAxCALNLw (Sato et al,
1998), except that both the terminal sequences of the rAdV
genome are derived from pAxCAwit2 (Fukuda et al., 2006). The
core-NS2 fragment obtained from pCAGC-NS2/JFH1am by Stul-
EcoRI digestion and subsequent Klenow treatment was inserted
into the Swal site of pAXCALNLwit2. The resultant cosmid pAx-
CALNLH-CN2it2 was digested with Pacl and transfected into 293
cells to generate rAdV AXCALNLH-CNS2.

Preparation of packaging cells for HCVtcp

Huh7.5.1 cells were coinfected with AxCANCre at an MOI of
1 and AXCALNLH-CNS2 at an MOI of 3 for expression of JFH-1
core-NS2 polyprotein containing the adaptive mutations in E2, p7
and NS2.

RNA preparation, RT-PCR and sequencing

Total cellular RNA was extracted with TRIzol reagent (Invitro-
gen, Carlsbad, CA), and subjected to reverse transcription with
random hexamer and Superscript Ill reverse transcriptase (Invi-
trogen). Three fragments of HCV cDNAs that cover the entire HCV
subgenomic replicon genome, were amplified by nested PCR with
TaKaRa Ex Taq polymerase (Takara, Shiga, Japan). Amplified
products were separated by agarose gel electrophoresis, and were
used for direct DNA sequencing.
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An accurate and reliable quantitative assay for hepatitis C virus (HCV) is essential for measuring viral propagation and the effi-
cacy of antiviral therapy. There is a growing need for domestic reference panels for evaluation of clinical assay kits because the
performance of these kits may vary with region-specific genotypes or polymorphisms. In this study, we established a reference
panel by selecting 80 donated blood specimens in Japan that tested positive for HCV. Using this panel, we quantified HCV viral
loads using two HCV RNA kits and five core antigen (Ag) kits currently available in Japan. The data from the two HCV RNA as-
say kits showed excellent correlation. All RNA titers were distributed evenly across a range from 3 to 7 log IU/ml. Although the
data from the five core Ag kits also correlated with RNA titers, the sensitivities of individual kits were not sufficient to quantify
viral load in all samples. As calculated by the correlation with RNA titers, the theoretical lower limits of detection by these core
Ag assays were higher than those for the detection of RNA. Moreover, in several samples in our panel, core Aglevels were under-
estimated compared to RNA titers. Sequence analysis in the HCV core region suggested that polymorphisms at amino acids 47 to
49 of the core Ag were responsible for this underestimation. The panel established in this study will be useful for estimating the

quality of currently available and upcoming HCV assay kits; such quality control is essential for clinical usage of these kits.

& B epatitis C virus (HCV) is a major cause of chronic liver dis-
i lease worldwide (15). There is no protective vaccine against
this virus, and once an individual is infected, HCV often estab-
lishes persistent infection and leads to chronic hepatitis, cirrhosis,
and hepatocellular carcinoma (9). The most widely used therapy
for HCV infection is the combined administration of pegylated
alpha interferon and ribavirin (29). However, this treatment is
problematic, as it has limited efficacy, high cost, and severe ad-
verse effects (8, 25). To estimate the outcome of antiviral therapy,
and to understand the state of viral propagation, it is important to
determine the HCV viral load in chronic hepatitis C patients by
the use of accurate and reliable HCV quantitative assays (9, 14).
For this purpose, several commercial assay kits for HCV RNA and
core antigen (Ag) quantification are currently used in Japan. For
quantification of HCV RNA levels, two real-time quantitative re-
verse transcription-PCR (qRT-PCR)-based assay kits are avail-
able, including the COBAS AmpliPrep/COBAS TagMan HCV test
(CAP/CTM-RNA; Roche Diagnostics, Tokyo, Japan) and the Ab-
bott RealTime HCV test (ART-RNA; Abbott Japan, Tokyo, Ja-
pan). These assays are known to have high sensitivity and a wide
dynamic range, but they require technical skill and attention to
maintaining the specified conditions (46, 16, 24, 33-35). Alter-
natively, HCV viremia can be quantified by assessment of HCV
core Aglevel (1-3, 7, 10, 12, 13, 17-22, 27, 30-32). Five HCV core
Ag assay kits are commercially available in Japan, including Archi-
tect HCV Ag (Architect-Ag; Abbott Japan), Lumipulse Ortho
HCV Ag (Lumipulse-Ag; Fujirebio, Tokyo, Japan), Lumispot
Eiken HCV Ag (Lumispot-Ag; Eiken Chemical, Tokyo, Japan),
the Ortho HCV Ag ELISA test (ELISA-Ag; Ortho Clinical Diag-
nostics, Tokyo, Japan), and the Ortho HCV Ag IRMA test (IRMA-
Ag; Ortho Clinical Diagnostics, Tokyo, Japan). These assays have
some disadvantages compared to those measuring HCV RNA
(notably, low sensitivity and narrow range of quantification) but
also have some advantages (including ease of use, reduced risk of
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contamination, reduced cost, and reliability even with samples
stored at room temperature for extended periods of time [1, 32}).
Although core Ag levels are thought to be related closely to HCV
RNA titers, the correlation and linearity of core Aglevels have not
yet been fully evaluated. In addition, these quantitative parame-
ters are known to be affected by nucleotide and amino acid se-
quences at the target regions of the assays (5, 6, 28, 34), and this
sequence variation depends on genotypes or predominant strains
in specific geographical regions.

In this study, we established a Japanese reference panel of sam-
ples for evaluation of HCV RNA and core Ag levels by collecting
donated blood specimens that tested positive for HCV RNA and
anti-HCV antibodies. Using this reference panel, we evaluated the
HCV loads in these specimens with two HCV RNA assay kits and
five core Ag assay kits and assessed correlations among the data
generated by these kits.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Preparation of reference panel. To establish a reference panel for HCV
quantitative assays, a total of 80 donated plasma samples were selected. All
of these specimens, supplied by the Japanese Red Cross Blood Centers,
tested positive for the presence of HCV RNA and anti-HCV antibodies.
These samples, collected in Japan from May to September of 2007, were
obtained from Japanese blood donor volunteers in various regions of
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FIG 1 Correlation of HCV RNA titers as quantified by two commercial kits.

Japan. The samples were divided into 1-ml aliquots and stored at ~80°C
until use.

Quantification of HCV RNA and core Ag. The HCV RNA titer was
measured with two real-time qQRT-PCR kits, CAP/CTM-RNA (detection
range, 1.5 X 10" to 6.9 X 107 TU/ml) and ART-RNA (detection range,
1.2 X 10" to 1.0 X 10° IU/ml). Additionally, samples were assessed using
five HCV core Agassay kits, including Architect-Ag (detection range, 3 to
20,000 fmol/liter), Lumipulse-Ag (detection range, 50 to 50,000 tmol/
liter), Lamispot-Ag (detection range, 20 to 400,000 fmol/liter), ELISA-Ag
(detection range, 44.4 to 3,600 fmol/liter), and TRMA-Ag (detection
range, 20 to 20,000 fmol/liter). All assays were performed by the respective
manufacturers at their research laboratories.

Sequencing and genotyping of HCV in reference panel samples. Vi-
ral RNA was extracted with the QIAamp viral RNA kit (Qiagen, Valencia,
CA) from 140 pl of each plasma sample. HCV RNA was amplified by
RT-PCR with primers corresponding to the 5 untranslated region (UTR)
(43S-IH, 5'-CCTGTGAGGAACTACTGTCTTC-3'; ¢/s17-ssp, 5’ -CCGG
GAGAGCCATAGTGGTCTGCG-3") and the El region (1323R-IH, 5'-G
GCGACCAGTTCATCATCAT-3'); the amplified products were se-
quenced directly. HCV genotypes of the isolated strains were assigned by
phylogenetic analysis using an alignment with a representative strain of
each genotype.

Statistical analysis. The correlations of obtained quantitative data
were assessed by Pearson’s correlation coefficient analysis, and values for
7 and P were calculated. A P value of <0.05 was considered to indicate
statistical significance. Analysis was performed using Prism 5 software
(GraphPad Software, Inc., La Jolla, CA).

Nucleotide sequence accession numbers. The accession numbers of
C-01 to C-80 are AB705312 to AB705391, respectively.

RESULTS

Quantification of HCV RNA levels. The reference panel estab-
lished in this work was used to measure HCV RNA levels with the
CAP/CTM-RNA and ART-RNA kits. The correlation of the data
obtained with the two kits is shown in Fig. 1. The RNA titers of
these samples were distributed evenly, and all values were within
the dynamic ranges of both assays. The HCV titers ranged from
3.68 to 6.88 and 3.82 to 7.08 log IU/ml in CAP/CTM-RNA and
ART-RNA, respectively, and the correlation was significant (r =
0.978; P < 0.0001).

Quantification of HCV core Ag levels. HCV core Ag levels
were measured using Architect-Ag, Lumipulse-Ag, Lumispot-Ag,
ELISA-Ag, and IRMA-Ag kits. Among the 80 specimens in the
reference panel, core Ag levels could be measured in all samples
using Architect-Ag and ELISA-Ag kits, whereas core Ag levels

1944 jcm.asm.org

were below the detection limit in 4, 2, and 1 samples using Lumi-
pulse-Ag, Lumispot-Ag, and IRMA-Ag kits, respectively (Fig. 2;
also, see Fig. S1 in the supplemental material). Significant corre-
lations were observed between assays of HCV core Ag and HCV
RNA (r = 0.9065 to 0.9666 and P << 0.0001 compared with CAP/

compared with ART-RNA data [see Fig. S1 in the supplemental
material]). The theoretical lower limits of detection of these assays
were calculated by use of these correlation formulas and were 3.2
and 3.4 log 1U/ml for Architect-Ag, 4.2 and 4.2 log 1U/ml for
Lumipulse-Ag, 3.7 and 3.9 log IU/ml for Lumispot-Ag, 3.6 and 3.8
log IU/ml for ELISA-Ag, and 3.6 and 3.8 log 1U/ml for IRMA-Ag
{compared to CAP/CTM-RNA and ART-RNA, respectively).
These calculated detection limits were substantially higher than
those for the RNA quantitative assays (1.18 and 1.08 log IU/ml for
CAP/CTM-RNA and ART-RNA, respectively).

In addition, we found that several samples showed consider-
able deviation from the linear regression (Fig. 2; also, see Fig. S1in
the supplemental material). To identify the deviating samples, we
used Bland-Altman plot analysis (Fig. 3; also, see Fig. S2 in the
supplemental material). This plot shows the difference between
the titer values of HCV RNA and core Ag as a function of the
average of these two values. Several samples demonstrated discor-
dance between the measured HCV RNA and core Ag levels.
Among these samples, we focused on samples with discordant
results in multiple core Ag assays compared to both RNA quanti-
tative assays. For sample C-01, core Ag levels were underestimated
when measured with Architect-Ag, Lumipulse-Ag, and Lu-
mispot-Ag in comparison with CAP/CTM-RNA (Fig. 3) and
when measured with Architect-Ag, Lumipulse-Ag, Lumispot-Ag,
and IRMA-Ag in comparison with ART-RNA (see Fig. S2 in the
supplemental material). Likewise, for sample C-73, core Ag levels
were underestimated when measured with Architect-Ag, Lumi-
pulse-Ag, and IRMA-Ag in comparison with CAP/CTM-RNA
(Fig. 3) and when measured with Architect-Agand Lumipulse-Ag
in comparison with ART-RNA (see Fig. 52 in the supplemental
material). Thus, sample-specific underestimation was observed in
several HCV core Ag kits.

Nucleotide sequences in core region of reference panel sam-
ples. To clarify the sources of these underestimates of HCV core
Ag levels, HCV RNA was extracted from each of the samples in the
reference panel, and the nucleotide sequences of core regions were
determined. Phylogenetic analysis with these sequences permitted
classification of the individual strains by genotype. Of 80 samples
in the reference panel, 1 (1.3%) was genotype 1a, 35 (43.8%) were
genotype 1b, 26 (32.5%) were genotype 2a, and 18 (22.5%) were
genotype 2b (Table 1; also, see Fig. S3 in the supplemental mate-
rial). These strains were distributed evenly among reference
strains of each genotype and cover the sequence diversity of strains
isolated in Japan (see Fig. S3 in the supplemental material). The
genotypes of samples associated with underestimated core Agval-
ues (samples C-01 and C-73) were both classified as genotype 2a.

Predicted amino acid sequences of HCV core protein were
aligned with the consensus core protein sequence for the genotype
1b strains obtained in this study (see Fig. $4 in the supplemental
material). Excluding the genotype-specific sequence variations, a
specific amino acid polymorphism was identified at amino acid
(aa) residue 48 (Ala to Thr) in samples C-01 and C-73. Sample
C-01, which yielded underestimated values in most core Ag assays,
also possessed an additional polymorphism in the same region,
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FIG 2 Correlation between CAP/CTM-RNA and core Ag levels as quantified by five commercial kits. Data for core Aglevels were converted to log fmol/liter prior
to analysis. In each plot, the lower limit of detection of the respective core Ag assay is indicated by a dotted line. Data for samples below the lower detection limit
of each assay are indicated by shaded circles labeled with the respective sample designations.

specifically an Arg-to-Gly substitution at aa 47. We suspected that
these polymorphisms altered the antigenicity of the core protein,
thereby reducing detected core Ag levels and leading to underes-
timation of values by the core Ag quantification kits. To assess the
correlation of these polymorphisms with the underestimation of
core Ag values, strains containing polymorphisms in this region
(at aa 47 to 49 [Fig. 4]) were identified in Bland-Altman plots of
HCV RNA and core Ag (Fig. 3; also, see Fig. 52 in the supplemental

June 2012 Volume 50 Number 6

material). A total of 12 strains exhibited polymorphisms at these
positions, including 2 strains of genotype 1b, 8 of genotype 2a, and
2 of genotype 2b (Table 1). In the Bland-Altman plot of CAP/
CTM-RNA and Architect-Ag, 4 of 12 values (for samples C-01,
C-16, C-73, and C-74) were located under the line of the lower
95% limit of agreement (Fig. 3A). Likewise, in the plot of CAP/
CTM-RNA and Lumipulse-Ag, 3 of 12 values (those for samples
C-01, C-67, and C-73) were located under the line of the lower
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by solid circles. Data points outside the 95% limits are indicated by arrows labeled with the sample designations.

95% limit of agreement (Fig. 3B). In these plots, underestimation
for samples that lacked these polymorphisms (at aa 47 to 49) was
not detected. In the plot of CAP/CTM-RNA and Lumispot-Ag,
only 1 sample (C-01) was located under the line of the lower 95%
limit of agreement, but this sample exhibited the most discordant

TABLE 1 Number of reference panel strains with polymorphisms at
amino acid residues 47 to 49 of the HCV core region

No. (%) of strains

Genotype Total With polymorphisms
la 1 0

1b 35 2(5.7)

2a 26 8(30.8)

2b 18 2(11.8)

Total 80 12 (15.0)

1946 jcm.asm.org

value (Fig. 3C). In the plot of CAP/CTM-RNA and ELISA-Ag, no
correlation between polymorphisms at these positions and under-
estimation was observed (Fig. 3D). In the plot of CAP/CTM-RNA
and IRMA-Ag, sample C-73 was located under the line of the
lower 95% limit of agreement, as were other samples that lacked
polymorphisms at aa 47 to 49 (Fig. 3E). Similar trends were ob-
served in comparison with ART-RNA levels (see Fig. S2 in the
supplemental material). Based on these results, the levels of HCV
core Ag measured with Architect-Ag and Lumipulse-Ag seem to
be more strongly affected by single polymorphisms at these posi-
tions. In the case of Lumispot-Ag, underestimation may be lim-
ited to specimens with multiple polymorphisms at these positions.

DISCUSSION

The quantification of HCV viral load is essential for selecting an
appropriate antiviral strategy and for monitoring the efficacy of
treatment. Since HCV is known to be highly variable and rapidly
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evolving (23, 26), the assays for quantifying this virus should be
unaffected by sequence polymorphisms. In this study, we estab-
lished a reference panel with HCV-positive samples and evaluated
the correlation among multiple assays for HCV RNA and core Ag
quantification.

Using this reference panel, we found that the results from two
HCV RNA assay kits, CAP/CTM-RNA and ART-RNA, correlated
with excellent agreement (r = 0.978, P < 0.0001 [Fig. 1]), al-
though discrepancies for values generated by these two assays have
been reported for strains of genotypes 1, 2, and 4 (5, 6, 34). In
Japan, the prevalent genotypes are 1b, 2a, and 2b (11); no geno-
type 4 sample was included in our reference panel (Table 1). In
quantification with CAP/CTM-RNA, underestimation of HCV
RNA titer has been reported for French genotype 2 samples (5). In
our panel, no underestimation was observed for data from geno-
type 2 samples compared to values obtained using ART-RNA.
Therefore, underestimation in quantification with CAP/CTM-
RNA is expected to be rare in Japanese samples, and the two assays
for HCV RNA quantification should be considered accurate and
reliable, at least for Japanese samples. Additionally, the prepared
reference panel appears to be suitable for the evaluation of HCV
quantification assays, because genotypes of samples in this panel
are representative of those found in Japan and viral loads are dis-
tributed evenly across the range of expected titers.

The quantification of HCV core Ag is an alternative test for
HCV infection and viral load. However, in this study, several core
Ag quantitative assays failed to provide accurate results for all of
the samples in the reference panel (Fig. 2). Some quantified values
were below the kits’ detection limits. This shortcoming was
mainly attributable to the lower sensitivity of the core Ag assay
kits; increased sensitivity is urged in the future development of
HCV core Ag kits. Among the kits tested here, Architect-Ag assay
exhibited the highest sensitivity and was sufficient for quantifying
the viral load in all samples. However, even in the case of Archi-
tect-Ag, theoretical lower limits of detection, calculated by corre-
lation formula using CAP/CTM-RNA and ART-RNA, were 3.2
and 3.4 log IU/ml, respectively; these detection limits still ex-
ceeded the lower limits of the HCV RNA quantification assays.
Therefore, the sensitivity of the available HCV core Ag assays is
still insufficient to detect low-titer HCV infections. Core Ag kits
therefore may be unsuitable for the detection of breakthrough
hepatitis during antiviral therapy or for the detection of HCV
infection in a window period.

June 2012 Volume 50 Number 6

Comparison between HCV RNA and core Ag assays revealed
good correlations, with r coefficients ranging from 0.8877 to
0.9666 and P values being less than 0.0001 (Fig. 2; also, see Fig. S1
in the supplemental material). Therefore, the HCV core Ag levels
may serve as an alternative to HCV RNA levels when titers remain
within the detection ranges of the core Ag kits. However, several
discordances were detected when core Ag levels were compared
with those of HCV RNA. For one sample in our panel (sample
C-01), core Ag levels were lower than expected when quantified
using any of the three core Ag kits (Architect-Ag, Lumipulse-Ag,
and Lumispot-Ag) (Fig. 3; also, see Fig. 82 in the supplemental
material). Another sample (C-73) also yielded lower-than-ex-
pected levels when assayed with Architect-Ag and Lumipulse-Ag
kits. Sequence analysis of the core region revealed that polymor-
phisms at aa 47 and 48 correlated with these underestimates by
core Ag kits (see Fig. 54 in the supplemental material). These re-
sults are consistent with our previous study, which suggested that
core Ag levels of HCV strain JFH-1 were underestimated by the
Lumipulse-Ag kit in comparison to the ELISA-Ag assay (28).
Strain JFH-1 harbors an Ala-to-Thr substitution at aa 48; conver-
sion of Thr to Ala at this position in JFH-1 was sufficient to over-
come this underestimation. This region of the core Ag presumably
corresponds to one of the epitopes recognized by the monoclonal
antibodies used in the Lumipulse-Ag kit, such that polymor-
phisms at this position affected the antigenicity of the core pro-
tein. In this study, we found that the presence of other polymor-
phisms in this region (aa 47 to 49) correlated with reduced core Ag
levels as detected by Lumipulse-Ag, as well as by other assays (Ar-
chitect-Ag and Lumispot-Ag). Sample C-01 demonstrated a dras-
tic deviation from expected core Ag levels in these assays (Fig. 3;
also, see Fig. S2 in the supplemental material). The HCV strain in
this sample contains two polymorphisms (Arg to Gly ataa 47 and
Ala to Thr at aa 48); the multiple polymorphisms may impair
antibody binding more severely and therefore result in underesti-
mation of core Ag levels. Interestingly, this sample exhibited rea-
sonable core Ag levels when assayed using ELISA-Ag. Thus, the
underestimation of core protein levels in this sample was kit de-
pendent, suggesting the targeting of distinct epitopes by the anti-
bodies used in each of these kits. This hypothesis could not be
confirmed, because the identity of the epitopes targeted by each kit
is proprietary.

Of 12 samples with amino acid polymorphisms in this region,
2 (5.7%) were of genotype 1b, 8 (30.8%) were of genotype 2a, and

jemasmorg 1947

- 369 -

SVYISIA SNOILOIANI 40 LSNI TLYN Ad 2102 ‘2L Aepy uo /Bio wise wol//:diy woij papeojumog



Murayama et al.

TABLE 2 Number of strains in the sequence database® with
polymorphisms at amino acid residues 47 to 49 of the HICV core region

No. (%) of strains

With polymorphism

At aa 47 Ataa 48 Ataa 49
Genotype Tested (R/IC,3) (AJT, P) (T/A, P, L) Total
1b 543 2 (0.36) 4(0.74) 16 (2.96) 22 (4.1)
2a 24 0 6(25.0) 1(4.2) 7(29.2)
2b 39 0 0 2(6.9) 2(6.9)

@ http://52as02.genes.nig.ac.jp/.

2 (11.8%) were of genotype 2b (Table 1). Searches of the Hepatitis
Virus Database (http://s2as02.genes.nig.ac.jp/) revealed that cor-
responding amino acid polymorphisms were observed in 22 of
543 strains (4.1%) of genotype 1b, 7 of 24 strains (29.2%) of ge-
notype 2a, and 2 of 39 strains (6.9%) of genotype 2b (Table 2).
These percentages were consistent with our observations in the
proposed reference panel. These data (our results and those from
the database) clearly indicate that genotype 2a strains are the most
frequent source of underestimation of core Ag levels. Notably, our
search of the sequence database did not yield any HCV strain with
multiple polymorphisms in the region from aa 47 to 49, as we saw
in our sample C-01. Therefore, strains with such multiple poly-
morphisms are rare so far, but detection of this isolate among
donated blood specimens suggests that such HCV strains could be
emerging in clinical samples. For patients harboring such strains,
HCV viral load may be underestimated if measurement of HCV
viral load is performed by core Ag assay. Such underestimates may
result in erroneous selection of therapy, adversely affecting patient
outcome. Thus, this shortcoming in HCV core Ag assay kits needs
to be addressed.

There is a growing need for evaluation of clinical assay kits with
domestic specimen reference panels, since the performance of
these kits may be affected by the genotypes or polymorphisms of
predominant strains in different geographic regions. To our
knowledge, such an-investigation of HCV clinical assay kits with

domestic specimens has not previously been conducted in Japan.

The Japanese HCV reference panel described here was generated
with plasma samples collected from Japanese volunteers. Each
sample was divided into small aliquots, and the panel was pre-
pared in multiple sets. The samples in our HCV reference panel
represent the predominant strains and genotypes seen in Japan.
We expect that this reference panel will be of use for the develop-
ment, evaluation, and optimization of HCV assay kits for the Jap-
anese clinical market.

In conclusion, we have established a Japanese reference panel
for evaluation of HCV quantification assays. Using this reference
panel, we found that two assay kits for HCV RNA could quantity
HCV titers concordantly. We also found that the data generated
by HCV core Ag assay kits correlated with the results of HCV RNA
assays. However, the nominal core Ag levels measured by several
kits underestimated actual levels for HCV samples with polymor-
phisms at aa 47 to 49 of the core Ag. The panel established in this
study is expected to be useful for estimating the accuracy of cur-
rently available and upcoming HCV assay kits; such quality con-
trol is essential for clinical usage of these kits.
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,Abstract

Adenosine 5'-triphosphate ATP) is the pnmary energy currency of all fiving orgamsms and participates in a variety of
-~ celfular processes, Although ATP requirernents durmg viral lifecycles have been examined in a number of studies, a method
by which' ATP production can be monitored in real-time, and by which ATP can be quantified in individual cells and
subcellular compartments, is lacking, thereby hindering studies aimed at elucidating the precise mechanisms by which viral

- replication energized by ATP is controlled. In this study, we investigated the fluctuation and distribution of ATP in cells
during RNA replication of the hepatitis: C virus {HCV), a member of the Flaviviridae family. We demonstrated that cells

~involved in viral RNA replication actively consumed ATP, thereby reducing cytoplasmic ATP levels. Subsequently, a method

. to measure ATP:levels at putative subcellular sites of HCV RNA: replication in living cells was developed by introducing a
recently -established Forster resonance energy transfer (FRET)-based ATP indicator, called ATeam, into-the NS5A coding
region of the HCV replicon. Using this method, we were able to observe the formation of ATP-enriched dot-like structures,
which co-localize with non-structural viral proteins, within the cytoplasm of HCV-replicating cells but not in non-replicating
cells. The-obtained FRET signals allowed us to estimate ATP concentrations within HCV replicating cells as ~5 mM at
-possible replicating sites and ~1 mM at peripheral sites that did not appear to be involved in HCV replication. In contrast,

. cytoplasmic ATP levels in non~rep[|catmg Huh-7 cells were estimated as ~2 mM..To our knowledge, this is the first study to
demonstrate changes in ATP.concentration within cells during replication of the HCV genome and increased ATP levels at
distinct sites within replicating ¢ cells ATeam may bea powerful tool for the s‘tudy of energy metabohsm during replication of
the viral genome.
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Introduction

Adenosine 5'-triphosphate (ATP) is the major energy currency
of cells and is involved in a variety of cellular processes, including
the virus life cycle, in which ATP-dependent reactions essential for
virus multiplication are catalyzed by viral-encoded enzymes or
complexes consisting of viral and host-cell proteins [1]. However,
the lack of a real-time monitoring system for ATP has hindered
studies aimed at elucidating the mechanisms by which cellular
processes are controlled through ATP. A method for measuring
ATP levels in individual living cells has recently been developed
using a genetically-encoded FRET-based indicator for ATP, called
ATeam, which employs the epsilon subunit of a bacterial FoF;-
ATPase [2]. The epsilon subunit has several theoretical advan-
tages for use as an ATP indicator; 1) small size (14 kDa), ii) high
specific binding to ATP, iii) ATP binding induces a global
conformational change and iv) ATP hydrolysis does not occur
following binding [3-5]. The affinity of ATeam for ATP can be
adjusted by changing various amino acid residues in the ATP-
binding domain within the subunit. ATeam has enabled

@ PLoS Pathogens | www.plospathogens.org

researchers to cxamine the subcellular compartmentation of
ATP as well as time-dependent changes in cellular ATP levels
under various physiological conditions. For example, the ATeam-
based method has been used to demonstrate that ATP levels
within the mitochondrial matrix are lower than those in the
cytoplasm and the nucleus [2].

Hepatitis C virus (HCV) infects 2-3% of the world population
and is a major cause of chronic hepatitis, liver cirrhosis and
hepatocellular carcinoma [6-8]. HCV possesses a positive-strand
RNA genome and belongs to the family Flaviviridae. A precursor
polyprotein of ~3000 amino acids is post- or co-translationally
processed by both viral and host proteases into at least ten viral
products. The nonstructural (NS) proteins NS3, NS4A, NS4B,
NS5A and NS5B are necessary and sufficient for autonomous
HCV RNA replication. These proteins form a membranc-
associated replication complex (RC), in which NS5B is the
RNA-dependent RNA polymerase (RdRp) responsible for copying
the RNA genome of the virus during replication [9,10]. NS3, in
addition to its protease activity, functions as a viral helicase
capable of separating duplex RINA and DNA in reactions fuelled
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' Author Summary

E ATP is.the major.energy curfency of llvmg ce!fs Rephcatlon
. of the virus genome Is a phystologlcat mechanism that is
known' to" require energy: for operations such as  the
synthesis of DNA or RNA and. their ‘unwinding. However, it
- has been difficuft to comprehend how the ATP level is
regulated inside single - living cells - where the virus
replicates, since average ATP values in cell extracts have -
‘only : been - estimated . using- existing. methods for ATP
measurement. ATeam, which was established in 2009, is'a
genetically-encoded Férster ‘resonance energy transfer
(FRET)-based indicator for ATP that is composed of a small
bacterial protein that specifically binds ATP sandwiched
- between’ two fluorescent proteins. In" this' study, by
"applying ATeam to the subgenomic replicon system, we
“have developed a method to monitor ATP at putative
~subcellular sites of RNA replication of the hepatitis C virus
{HCV}, a major human  pathogen. associated with liver
disease; in living cells. We show here, for the first time, -
changes in'ATP concentrations at distinct sites within cells
- undergoing HCV .RNA replication. ATeam might open the
door. to understanding how regulation of ATP can affect
the hfecyc!es of pathogens.

by ATP hydrolysis [11,12]. Consistent with other positive-strand
RNA viruses, replication of HCV genomic RNA is believed to
occur in membrane-bound vesicles. NS3-NS5B proteins, together
with several host-cell proteins, form a membrane-associated RC.
The HCV RC is localized to distinct dot-like structures within the
cytoplasm of HCV replicating cells and can be detected in
detergent-resistant membrane structures [13].

In this study, we first used capillary electrophoresis-time-of-
flight mass spectrometry (CE-TOF MS) and the original ATeam
method to determine ATP levels in cells infected with HCV or
replicating HCV RNA. Using these methods, together with an
ATP consumption assay, we demonstrated that ATP is actively
consumed in cells in which viral RNA replicates, leading to a
reduction in cytoplasmic ATP compared to parental cells. To
further understand the fluctuation and distribution of ATP in
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Visualization of ATP in HCV-Replicating Cells

HCV replicating cells, we developed a system to monitor ATP at
putative subcellular sites of HCV RNA replication in single living
cells by applying ATeam technology to the subgenomic replicon
system. Our results show that, in viral RNA-replicating cells, ATP
levels are elevated at distinct dot-like structures that may play a
supportive role in HCV RNA replication, while cytoplasmic levels
of ATP decrease.

Results

The concentration of ATP is reduced in HCV-infected cells

As a first approach, the concentration of adenosine nucleotides
within HCV-infected and non-infected cells was quantified by CE-
TOF MS analysis. ATP levels were approximately 7- and 50-fold
higher, respectively, than the levels of ADP and AMP in non-
infected Huh-7 cells (Figure 1A). At 9 days post-infection with
HCV particles produced from a wild-type JFH-1 isolatc [14], the
intracellular levels of ATP, ADP and AMP were significantly (52—
59%) lower than those in naive Huh-7 cells (Figure 1A). ATP/
ADP and ATP/AMP ratios were comparable among HCV-
infected and non-infected cells (Figure 1B). A similar result was
obtained using JFH-1/4-5 cells that harbor a HCV subgenomic
replicon (SGR) RNA derived from the JFH-1 isolate [15]; the
intracellular ATP level of JFH-1/4-5 cells was lower than that of
parental Huh-7 cells (Figure S1). These findings are basically
consistent with a recent report that phosphorylation-mediated
activation of AMP-activated protein kinasc is inhibited in cells
undergoing HCV genome replication, and that ATP/ADP ratios
are similar among cells that do and do not demonsirate HCV
replication [16,17].

Measurement of ATP levels in HCV-replicating cells using

ATeam

To visualize ATP levels in living cells undergoing HCV
genomic replication, one of the ATeam indicators, AT1.03VEMKR
which has a high affinity for ATP, was introduced into HCV
replicon cells carrying SGR RNA or into parental Huh-7 cells and
was imaged using confocal fluorescence microscopy. Consistent
with previous observations in Hel.a cells [2], this ATP indicator
was distributed throughout the cytoplasm. FRET signals (Venus/
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Figure 1. Levels of adenosine nucleotides in HCV-infected and non-infected Huh-7 cells determined by CE-TOF MS. (A) ATP levels
were reduced in HCV-infected cells. ATP, ADP, and AMP metabolites in Huh-7 cells with (gray bars) and without (open bars) HCV infection were
measured by CE-TOFMS. (B) Ratios of ATP/ADP and ATP/AMP were calculated from the results depicted in (A). All data are presented as means and
standard deviation (SD) values for three independent samples. Statistical differences between HCV-infected and non-infected cells were evaluated

using Student’s t-test.
doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.1002561.g001
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