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Abstract

apolipoprotein (apo) A-IV, a structural component of chylomi-
crons and high-density lipoproteins, may play a role in the ca-
tabolism of trigyceride-rich lipoproteins and in reverse choles-
terol transport. To study the regulation of apoA-IV gene ex-
pression by genetic and nutritional factors, we determined the
effect of a fish oil-rich and a sucrose-rich diet on apoA-IV gene
transcription and nuclear and total cellular apoA-IV mRNA
abundance in livers of genetically obese, hyperlipoproteinemic
(fa/fa) Zucker rats and their lean (Fa/—) littermates. In
obese rats fed chow, hepatic apoA-IV gene expression was
more than twofold higher than in lean rats because of a post-
transcriptional mechanism. apoA-I gene expression and apoC-
III mRNA levels, studied as controls, were similar in both
groups. The fish oil-rich diet reduced total cellular apoA-IV
mRNA abundance transcriptionally to 34+4% of basal values
in lean rats, but did not alter apoA-IV gene expression in obese
rats. In contrast, this diet reduced apoA-I gene expression in
both lean and obese animals. The sucrose-rich diet increased
apoA-IV gene expression twofold in both lean and obese rats.
Thus, genetic obesity alters the response of hepatic apoA-IV
gene expression to a lipid-lowering diet rich in fish oil by a
mechanism affecting transcriptional regulation. (J. Clin. In-
vest. 1993. 92:1766-1773.) Key words: apolipoproteins « gene
expression ¢ fish oil « Zucker rat « obesity

Introduction

Changes in plasma lipoprotein levels in response to dietary
stimuli such as excess cholesterol and/or altered fatty acid
composition differ among individuals (1, 2). Studies in animal
models have shown that genetic components play a major role
in the adaptive response of the lipid-transport system to dietary
perturbations (3-5). Inherited differences in the regulation
and/ or structure of genes coding for apolipoproteins, lipopro-
tein receptors, and key enzymes of plasma lipoprotein metabo-
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lism may be critical for an individual’s response to diet. Recent
studies have, therefore, attempted to link polymorphisms in
the human apolipoprotein B (apoB),! apoE, and low-density
lipoprotein receptor genes to dietary response patterns (6, 7).

Inbred strains of mice that exhibit large variations in basal
and diet-induced expression of several apolipoprotein genes in
the liver have provided useful models for studying the interac-
tion of genetic and dietary factors in the regulation of apolipo-
protein gene expression (8-11). The expression of the gene
coding for apoA-IV appears to be particularly sensitive to di-
etary regulation in mouse liver. Hepatic apoA-IV mRNA
abundance on a basal diet, as well as changes in apoA-IV gene
expression in response to an atherogenic diet, varied by orders
of magnitude among inbred strains of mice, whereas apoA-I
and apoA-II gene expression varied much less (8, 10, 11).
apoA-1V is found mainly in chylomicrons, high-density lipo-
proteins, and the lipoprotein-free plasma fraction (12, 13)and
is synthesized in the liver and intestine in mice and rats (14).
Although the function of apoA-IV remains to be determined in
detail, both in vitro and in vivo studies suggest a role of apoA-
IV in triglyceride transport (15-17).

In genetically obese Zucker rats, used as a model for human
obesity (18), the production of apoA-IV by the liver and the
abundance of hepatic apoA-IV mRNA are severalfold higher
than in lean littermates (19, 20). The obese Zucker rat is char-
acterized by autosomal recessive obesity linked to an allele
termed fa, which has recently been mapped to chromosome 5
(21). Homology of this allele to the mouse diabetes (db) gene
has been suggested (21). Obese (fa/fa) Zucker rats develop
marked hyperlipoproteinemia, a result of overproduction of
very low density lipoproteins enriched in triglyceride (22-24).
Lean (Fa/—) Zucker rats are normolipemic.

As in mice, hepatic apoA-IV gene expression in rats is sub-
Ject to dietary regulation. A sucrose-rich diet increases triglycer-
ide production by the liver and upregulates hepatic apoA-IV
gene transcription (25), whereas diets rich in fish oil reduce
hepatic triglyceride production and decrease the net produc-
tion of apoA-IV in primary rat hepatocyte cultures (26). We,
therefore, reasoned that the obese Zucker rat, like the inbred
mice, may serve as a model to study the interaction of genetic
and dietary factors in the regulation of apoA-IV gene expres-
sion.

To gain insight into the mechanism that increases basal
apoA-IV gene expression in liver of obese Zucker rats, we mea-
sured apoA-IV gene transcription rates and nuclear and total
cellular apoA-IV mRNA abundance in obese and lean Zucker
rats fed rat chow. To determine whether genetic obesity alters
dietary influences on apolipoprotein gene expression, we evalu-
ated hepatic apoA-IV and apoA-I gene expression in obese and
lean Zucker rats fed a fish oil-rich or sucrose-rich diet.

We report that basal hepatic apoA-IV mRNA abundance
in obese Zucker rats is increased over that in lean rats by a
posttranscriptional mechanism. The fish oil diet markedly de-
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creased hepatic apoA-IV gene transcription in lean Zucker rats,
but had no effect on the enhanced hepatic apoA-IV gene ex-
pression in genetically obese rats. For apoA-I, basal gene ex-
pression was similar between obese and lean Zucker rats, as
was the effect of fish oil feeding on gene expression. The effect
of sucrose feeding did not vary by type of rat for either apoA-IV
or apoA-I gene expression.

Methods

The 5-a-[?PJUTP (3,000 Ci/mM) and 5-a-[>P]dCTP (2,000 Ci/
mM) were obtained from New England Nuclear (Wilmington, DE),
restriction enzymes and RNase-free DNase I from Boehringer Mann-
heim (Mannheim, Germany), and Zeta Probe® nylon membranes
from Bio-Rad Laboratories (Richmond, CA). Nitrocellulose (BA 85)
was purchased from Schleicher and Schuell (Dassel, Germany).

Male obese (fa/fa) and lean (Fa/—) Zucker rats, 8 wk of age, were
obtained from Harlan Olac Inc. (Bicester, England) (animal set I) or
IFFA Credo (L’Arbresle, France ) (animal set IT). The rats were housed
in a room with a 12-h light cycle (7-19 h). Rats were fed regular rat
chow, a fish oil-rich diet, or a sucrose-rich diet for 3 wk ad lib. Rat
chow (Laboratory Rodent Diet; Purina Mill Inc., Richmond, IN) con-
tained 26% (wt/wt) protein, 54% carbohydrate, 6% fiber, 6% fat, 7%
minerals and trace elements, and vitamins. The fish-oil diet (High
Menhaden Oil Diet, ICN, Cleveland, OH) contained 20% (wt/wt)
menhaden oil, 1% corn oil, 20% casein, 33% sucrose, 5% alphacel, 15%
cornstarch, 4% mineral mixture, 0.3% DL-methionine, 0.12% a-tocoph-
erol (250 IU/g), and 1.2% vitamin mixture. The sucrose-rich diet
(High Carbohydrate Diet, ICN) contained 68% (wt/wt) sucrose, 18%
casein, 8% cottonseed oil, 2% brewer’s yeast, 4% salt mix USPII, vita-
mins, and trace elements. Obese Zucker rats on chow, the fish-oil diet,
or the sucrose-rich diet gained significantly more weight than lean
Zucker rats on the same diet (3.4+0.5 to 4.1+0.7 g/d for obese vs.
1.7+0.6 to 2.5+0.4 g/d for lean, mean+SD, P < 0.05, analysis of vari-
ance). The average weight gains in obese and lean Zucker rats were not
influenced by the three different diets. The average weight was 478+18
g for obese and 353+10 g for lean rats (mean+SD, 28 lean and 28 obese
rats).

On rat chow, mean plasma trigycerides and total cholesterol were
277+106 and 138+18 mg/dl in obese and 43+20 and 73+10 mg/dl in
lean rats, respectively (mean+SD, » = 11, P < 0.001 for both triglycer-
ide and cholesterol, analysis of variance), as determined by enzymatic
methods (27, 28). The triglyceride-lowering effect of fish oil diet in
obese Zucker rats described previously (29) was confirmed in our stud-
ies. Plasma triglyceride decreased from 277+106 to 171+56 mg/dl (11
rats per group, P < 0.01). The fish oil diet increased total plasma choles-
terol from 138+18 to 178+30 mg/dl (P < 0.01) in obese rats. The
sucrose-rich diet increased plasma triglycerides from 25+4 to 155+101
mg/dl in lean rats (P < 0.01, analysis of variance, 6 rats per group). In
obese rats fed the sucrose diet, plasma triglyceride levels did not differ
significantly from those in obese controls fed chow (291+76 vs.
253+92 mg/dl in controls, 6 rats per group). The sucrose-rich diet did
not affect plasma cholesterol levels (98+11 vs. 81+5 mg/dl in lean rats,
and 161+14 vs. 150+8 mg/dl in obese rats fed chow or sucrose diet,
respectively; 6 rats per group).

On the day on which rats were killed, food was removed at 8 a.m.,
and 1-6 h later the rats were anesthetized by 5 mg per 100 gi.p. sodium
pentobarbital before collection of blood from the inferior vena cava
and removal of livers.

The recombinant plasmids used in this study were pGEM-3Z plas-
mids containing full-length cDNA inserts coding for apoA-IV (25),
apoA-I (kindly provided by Dr. L. Chan, Baylor College of Medicine,
Houston, TX), apoC-III (25), and mouse 3, microglobulin (30). The
probes were cut from the vectors with EcoRl, isolated by agarose gel
electrophoresis, and labeled with [ 3?P]dCTP by random priming (31).

Total RNA was extracted from liver tissue by the guanidine hydro-
chloride method (32). Relative abundance of apoA-I, apoA-IV, or
apoC-III mRNA was determined by quantitative slot blotting (32).

Hepatic apoA-1V Gene Expression in Genetically Obese Zucker Rats

Total liver RNA was denatured with 1 M glyoxal, 50% dimethyl sulfox-
ide and separated by electrophoresis in 1.2% agarose. Northern transfer
of RNA to Zeta Probe® nylon membranes and hybridization were per-
formed as outlined by Thomas (33) using the conditions described
recently (34). Relative abundance of mRNA was determined from
band intensity quantified by soft laser densitometry. Probe stripping
and rehybridization were carried out according to the manufacturer’s
recommendations. Hybridization to a mouse 8,-microglobulin cDNA
probe was used to ensure loading of equal amounts of RNA per slot
(data not shown).

Isolated liver cell nuclei were prepared by sucrose density gradient
centrifugation according to Northemann et al. (35) as previously de-
scribed (34). Cell-free transcription was performed by the method of
Birch and Schreiber (36) as previously described (34, 37). Under our
experimental conditions, transcription was DNA dependent, and RNA
polymerase II activity amounted to 55% of total transcription, as previ-
ously reported (34). Transcription from the apolipoprotein genes was
abolished by 2.5 ug/ml a-amanitin. The newly synthesized 3?P-labeled
transcripts of the apoA-I and apoA-IV genes were quantitated by hy-
bridization to an excess (5 ug) of plasmid containing apoA-I or apoA-
IV c¢cDNA inserts immobilized on nitrocellulose membranes by dot
blotting as in earlier experiments (25, 37). Nonrecombinant plasmid
PGEM-3Z was used to determine nonspecific hybridization. Radioac-
tivity was eluted from the filters with 0.3 M NaOH, and the samples
were counted for 20 min in a liquid scintillation counter. The relative
rates of apoA-I and apoA-IV gene transcription were calculated by
subtracting the cpm 2P bound to the filters containing nonrecombin-
ant plasmids (1-2 ppm) from the cpm 3P bound to the filters with
plasmids containing the apoA-I or apoA-IV cDNA inserts, and then
dividing the cpm 3?P bound by the [32P]RNA input. [>H]cRNA stan-
dards for apoA-I and apoA-IV were transcribed from the plasmid tem-
plates using Sp6 or T7 polymerase as described by Melton et al. (38).
To determine hybridization efficiency, 1,000 cpm of the appropriate
[*H]cRNA standard was included in the hybridization reaction. Tran-
scription rates were corrected for hybridization efficiency (indicated in
legends to Tables I and IT) and are given as parts per million of [*2P]-
RNA input. No significant differences in the hybridization efficiency
were found between the experimental groups.

Nuclear RNA was extracted using guanidine isothiocyanate and
isolated by CsCl density gradient ultracentrifugation following the pro-
tocol of Lamers et al. (39) as reported previously (37). Nuclear RNA
was analyzed by Northern blotting and quantitative slot blotting fol-
lowed by soft laser densitometry of autoradiograms.

For comparison of mean values, one-way analysis of variance and
Scheffé tests were performed using the SPSS/PC+ program package.
Results are given as mean values+SD.

Results

Basal apoA-1V and apoA-I gene expression in livers of obese
(fa/fa) and lean (Fa/—) Zucker rats. Among the rats fed
chow, total hepatocellular apoA-IV mRNA abundance was at
least twofold higher in obese than in lean rats, as determined by
quantitative slot blotting (Table I and Fig. 1). The increased
apoA-IV mRNA abundance in obese Zucker rats is consistent
with earlier reports (20). Northern blotting of total cellular
RNA showed a single apoA-IV mRNA species of expected size
and confirmed the data obtained by slot blotting (Fig. 2).

To determine at what level of gene expression apoA-IV
expression is increased in obese Zucker rats, we measured
apoA-IV gene transcription by run-on assays using isolated
liver cell nuclei. apoA-IV gene transcription did not differ be-
tween obese and lean Zucker rats in three run-on assays per-
formed with nuclei from two independent sets of animals ( Ta-
ble I and Fig. 1). Thus, posttranscriptional mechanisms must
be responsible for the higher apoA-IV mRNA abundance in
obese Zucker rats.
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Table 1. Effects of a Fish-Oil Diet vs. Chow on Hepatic apoA-1V Gene Expression in Lean and Obese Zucker Rats

apoA-IV gene transcription

Nuclear apoA-1V Total cellular apoA-IV
Animal Transcription RNA abundance mRNA abundance
Group Diet set Exp. ppm (percent of lean control) (percent of lean control) (percent of lean control)
Lean Chow I 1 157
(Fa/-) 171
100+17* 100+21
1 2 103+23
11 3 182+22 10012 10015 1009
Obese Chow I 1 17619
(fa/fa) 111£17 214+20%
1 2 120+26
11 3 20326 112+14 3424718 379+53%
Lean Fish oil I 1 44
(Fa/-) 49
20+10% 34+4%
I 2 15+9
11 3 48+6 27+3% 25+14% 33114
Obese Fish oil I 1 145+5
(fa/fa) 88+7 183+13%
1 2 90+10
I 3 19612 108+7 383+28¢ 405+72%

apoA-IV gene transcription rates were determined in three run-on assays using isolated liver cell nuclei from two sets of animals (I and II) fed fish
oil diet or rat chow for 3 wk. Pooled nuclei from 5 rats per group were used in experiments 1 and 2, and three pools of two rats each group
were used in experiment 3. Hybridizations of newly synthesized 32P nuclear RNA were performed in duplicate to quintuplicate. 3P nuclear RNA
input was 6, 4.5, and 8 X 10° cpm in experiments 1, 2 and 3, respectively. Results are corrected for hybridization efficiency (39+5, 16+2, and
34+3% in experiments 1, 2, and 3, respectively) determined by *H-apoA-IV cRNA standards (1,000 cpm) included in the reactions and expressed
as ppm of P nuclear RNA input. The abundance of nuclear apoA-IV RNA and total cellular apoA-IV mRNA was determined in duplicate to
quadruplicate by quantitative slot blotting of RNA pooled from five animals per group for animal set I and in three pools of two rats in animal
set II. Results are given as means+SD. * Combined results from experiments 1 and 2. * Significantly different from lean (Fa/—) controls fed
chow, P < 0.01, analysis of variance, Scheffé test. ¢ Significantly different from lean (Fa/—) controls fed chow, P < 0.05 analysis of variance,
Scheffé test.

To distinguish between posttranscriptional events control- abundance was 3.4 times higher in obese than in lean rats, as
ling mRNA maturation and stabilization of mature mRNA in determined by quantitative slot blotting, and accounted for the
the cytoplasm, we measured the abundance of nuclear apoA- increase in total cellular apoA-IV mRNA abundance (Table I,

IV RNA in obese and lean Zucker rats. Nuclear apoA-IV RNA animal set II, and Fig. 1). Northern blotting of nuclear RNA

Figure 1. Effect of a fish oil diet fed
for 3 wk on hepatic apoA-I and
apoA-IV gene transcription and nu-
clear and total cellular mRNA
abundance in lean and genetically
obese Zucker rats. (4) Representa-
tive dot blots from run-on transcrip-
tion assays using pooled liver cell
nuclei from 5 animals per group.
BG, background hybridization to
nonrecombinant plasmid pGEM-
3Z. (B) Representative slot blots of
nuclear RNA pooled from five ani-
mals per group hybridized to 3?P-la-
beled full-length apoA-IV and
apoA-I cDNA probes. (C) Repre-
sentative slot blots of total liver
RNA pooled from five animals per
group hybridized to 32P-labeled full-
length apoA-IV and apoA-I cDNA
probes. L, lean/chow; LF, lean/fish

oil; O, obese/chow; OF, obese/fish
ApoA-IV ApoA-I| oil.
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Figure 2. Effect of fish oil diet on hepatic apoA-I and apoA-IV mRNA
abundance in lean and obese Zucker rats. Total cellular RNA was
isolated from livers of lean and obese Zucker rats fed a fish oil-rich
diet or rat chow for 3 wk. Samples (20 ug of pooled RNA from six
rats per group) were analyzed by Northern blotting using full-length
apoA-IV and apoA-I cDNA probes for hybridization. L, lean/chow;
LF, lean/fish oil; O, obese/chow; OF, obese/fish oil. Molecular-
weight standards are shown to the left.

confirmed the higher abundance of apoA-IV RNA established
by slot blotting and showed, in addition to mature apoA-IV
mRNA, three larger apoA-IV RNA species (Fig. 3). The pro-
portions of nuclear apoA-IV RNA species did not differ be-
tween obese and lean rats, as judged by densitometry of North-
ern blots. Given the similarity in apoA-IV transcription rates,
these data are consistent with increased stability and/or en-
hanced processing of the primary apoA-IV gene transcript in
obese rats.

ApoA-IV
1 2 3 45 6 7 8

3054 —

2036 -
1636 —

1018 =

L EF O OF

apoA-I gene expression was studied to validate the en-
hanced apoA-IV gene expression in obese Zucker rats, since
previous studies showed the net production of apoA-I in he-
patic perfusates to be similar in obese and lean Zucker rats
(24). To identify genetic influences on the hepatic expression
of the apoA-I and apoA-IV genes was also of interest, since
these genes are closely linked to each other and to the apoC-II1
gene (17). Consistent with the results in hepatic perfusates
(24), abundance of hepatic apoA-I mRNA did not differ be-
tween obese and lean Zucker rats (Table II and Figs. 1 and 2).
Similarly, there was no difference in apoA-I gene transcription
rates or nuclear apoA-I RNA abundance ( Table II and Figs. 1
and 3).

As an additional control, we determined the mRNA abun-
dance of apoC-III by quantitative slot blotting and Northern
blotting. Although apoC-III protein production has been re-
ported to be increased in obese Zucker rats (24), hepatic apoC-
III mRNA abundance was comparable between obese and lean
animals (93+15% in obese and 100+ 13% in lean, three pools of
two animals each). Northern analysis confirmed these results
(data not shown). These results suggest that apoC-III produc-
tion in obese Zucker rats may be increased at the translational
or posttranslational level, as has been proposed for the in-
creased hepatic apoC-III production in Sprague-Dawley rats in
response to a sucrose-rich diet (25).

Effect of fish oil diet on hepatic apoA-1V and apoA-I gene
expression. To study the effect of a fish oil diet on hepatic
apoA-IV gene expression, we measured total cellular and nu-
clear apoA-IV mRNA abundance and apoA-IV gene transcrip-
tion in livers of lean and obese Zucker rats fed a diet containing
20% (wt/wt) menhaden oil or rat chow for 3 wk. The fish oil
diet decreased total cellular hepatic apoA-IV mRNA abun-
dance of lean Zucker rats to 34+4% of its abundance in lean
rats fed chow (P < 0.01, analysis of variance, Scheffé test; Table
I and Figs. 1 and 2). In contrast, the fish oil diet did not de-

ApoA-|
1 2 3456 78

L LF O OF

Figure 3. Effect of fish-oil diet vs. rat chow on nuclear apoA-I and apoA-IV RNA abundance in lean and genetically obese Zucker rats. Nuclear
RNA was isolated from five animals per group, and 15 ug (lanes 1, 3, 5, and 7) or 30 ug (lanes 2, 4, 6, and 8) was analyzed by Northern blotting.
L, lean/chow; LF, lean/fish oil; O, obese/chow; OF, obese/fish oil. Molecular-weight standards are shown to the left.
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crease apoA-IV mRNA abundance in obese rats. Northern
blots showed no change in the size of total cellular apoA-IV
mRNA and confirmed the data obtained by slot blotting
(Fig. 2).

The fish oil diet decreased apoA-IV transcription rates to
less than one third of control levels in liver cell nuclei from lean
rats. This decrease accounted quantitatively for the decrease in
total cellular apoA-IV mRNA abundance (Table I and Fig. 1).
In contrast, apoA-IV gene transcription did not decrease in
obese rats in response to the fish oil diet. Furthermore, the
abundance of nuclear apoA-IV mRNA precursors decreased in
lean but not in obese fatty rats (Table I and Figs. 1 and 3).
Thus, the fish oil diet markedly decreased apoA-IV gene ex-
pression in lean Zucker rats at the transcriptional level, but had
no effect on apoA-IV gene transcription or abundance of nu-
clear and total cellular apoA-IV mRNA in obese Zucker rats.

To determine whether the different effect of the fish oil diet
on apoA-IV gene transcription in lean and obese rats was spe-
cific to this gene, we studied dietary effects on apoA-I gene
expression and apoC-III mRNA abundance. Unlike apoA-1V
mRNA abundance, apoA-I mRNA abundance decreased two-
to threefold in both lean and obese rats fed the fish oil diet
(Table Il and Figs. 1 and 2). In lean rats, the decrease in apoA-I
mRNA abundance could be explained quantitatively by the
decrease in apoA-I gene transcription and nuclear RNA abun-
dance. In obese rats, the abundance of total cellular apoA-I
mRNA decreased to a greater extent than apoA-I gene tran-
scription and nuclear apoA-I RNA abundance. Neither in lean
nor in obese rats did the fish oil diet reduce the abundance of
apoC-III mRNA (10013 vs. 89+9% of control in lean rats fed
chow or fish oil, and 93+15 vs. 100+19% of control in obese
rats fed chow or fish oil, three pools of two rats each, quantita-
tive slot blotting).

Effect of sucrose-rich diet on hepatic apoA-1V and apoA-I
gene expression. The sucrose-rich diet was used to examine
whether basal hepatic apoA-IV gene transcription rates in

obese Zucker rats could be altered by dietary factors other than
fish oil, which did not affect those rates. A sucrose-rich diet has
been shown to increase hepatic apoA-IV gene transcription in
Sprague-Dawley rats (25). The sucrose diet increased apoA-
IV gene transcription from 10016 to 197+30% of control in
lean rats (P < 0.05, analysis of variance, Scheffé test, three
pools of two rats per group), and from 113+14 to 207+18% of
control in obese Zucker rats (P < 0.01, analysis of variance,
Scheffé test, three pools of two rats per group). apoA-IV
mRNA abundance increased from 100+9 to 376+57% of con-
trol in lean rats (P < 0.05, analysis of variance, Scheffé test,
three pools of two rats per group) and from 379+53 to
671+81% of lean control in obese rats (P < 0.05, analysis of
variance, Scheffé test, three pools of two rats per group). Thus,
the stimulation of apoA-IV gene transcription in response to a
sucrose-rich diet was maintained in both lean and obese
Zucker rats. The sucrose-rich diet did not alter the transcrip-
tion rate of the apoA-I gene (92+13% of control in lean and
115+10% of control in obese Zucker rats, three pools of two
rats per group), as reported earlier in Sprague-Dawley rats (25).

Discussion

Our experiments demonstrate that genetic obesity in the
Zucker rat is associated with specific changes in the hepatic
expression of the apoA-IV gene. Basal apoA-IV gene expres-
sion is increased by a posttranscriptional mechanism operating
within the nucleus. Furthermore, genetic obesity in Zucker rats
renders the apoA-IV but not the apoA-I gene unresponsive to
transcriptional downregulation by a fish oil diet.
Posttranscriptional stabilization or more efficient process-
ing (or both) of apoA-IV mRNA precursors in liver cell nuclei
of obese Zucker rats is suggested by increased abundance of
nuclear and cytoplasmic apoA-IV RNA and similar apoA-IV
transcription rates in liver cell nuclei of lean and obese Zucker
rats (Table I and Figs. 1 and 3). Regulation of apolipoprotein

Table I1. Effects of Fish-Oil Diet on Hepatic apoA-I Gene Expression in Lean and Obese Zucker Rats

apoA-I gene transcription

Nuclear apoA-1 Total cellular apoA-I
Animal Transcription RNA abundance mRNA abundance
Group Diet set ppm (percent of lean control) (percent of lean control) (percent of lean control)
Lean Chow I 74+8 100+11 100+20
(Fa/-) I 5416 100+12 1009 100+12
Obese Chow I 94+8 127+11 98+12
(fa/fa) I 57+6 10511 118+30 123+12
Lean Fish oil I 27+6* 37+8* 57+9*
(Fa/—) II 28+4* 51+8* 41+17* 28+3*
Obese Fish oil I 61x7¢ 82+9* 47+4*
(fa/fa) 11 44+4% 81+7* 66+21% 40+15*

apoA-I gene transcription rates were determined by run-on assays using isolated liver cell nuclei from two sets of animals (I and II) fed fish oil diet
or rat chow for 3 wk. Pooled nuclei from five rats per group were used in animal set I and three pools of two rats each group were used in
animal set II. Hybridizations of newly synthesized >’P nuclear RNA were performed in duplicate to quintuplicate. *2P nuclear RNA input was 7
and 9 X 10° cpm for animal sets I and II, respectively. Results are corrected for hybridization efficiency (32+4% in animal set I, 18+3% in animal
set II) determined by a *H-apoA-I cRNA standard (1,000 cpm) included in the reactions and expressed as ppm of 2P nuclear RNA input. The
abundance of nuclear apoA-I RNA and total cellular apoA-I mRNA was determined in duplicate by quantitative slot blotting of RNA pooled
from five animals per group for animal set I and in three pools of two rats in animal set II. Results are given as means+SD. * Significantly
different from lean (Fa/—) controls fed chow, P < 0.01, analysis of variance, Scheffé test. * Significantly different from obese (fa/fa) controls
fed chow, P < 0.05, analysis of variance, Scheffé test. ¢ Significantly different from obese (fa/fa) controls fed chow, P < 0.01, analysis of

variance, Scheffé test.
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gene expression at the level of mRNA maturation has been
previously described. Nuclear processing of apoA-I RNA spe-
cies is increased in chronic hyperthyroidism; this increase re-
sults in greater abundance of cytoplasmic apoA-I mRNA (37).
The enhanced apoA-I mRNA maturation in livers of chronic
hyperthyroid rats is associated with specific changes in steady-
state levels of individual nuclear apoA-I RNA species, imply-
ing protection of an mRNA precursor from degradation or
more efficient splicing (40). However, the mechanism altering
nuclear apoA-IV RNA maturation in obese Zucker rats ap-
pears to be different, since the proportions of nuclear apoA-1V
mRNA precursors were similar in obese and lean Zucker rats
(Fig. 3). We, therefore, hypothesize that genetic obesity may
affect an early step in the apoA-IV mRNA maturation pathway
preceding splicing, i.e., it may enhance the stability of the pri-
mary transcript. Such a mechanism has been suggested for the
regulation of the human liver/bone/kidney-type alkaline
phosphatase gene in osteoblast and nonosteoblast cell lines (41).

Changes in RNA metabolism in the nucleus or cytoplasm
also account for the large difference in basal hepatic apoA-IV
mRNA abundance between the inbred mouse strains C57BL/
6 and 129/J (10). In 129/J mice, the altered mRNA stability
may result from a 12-bp deletion within a polymorphic tandem
repeat region at the 3’ end of the apoA-IV gene, but frans-act-
ing factors may play a role as well (42). Even though the stud-
ies in inbred strains of mice did not distinguish between nu-
clear and cytoplasmic RNA stabilization, it is conceivable that
homologous sequences may play a role in the altered matura-
tion of apoA-IV mRNA that is observed in obese Zucker rats.
Another example of posttranscriptional regulation of apoA-IV
gene expression is the increased abundance of mature apoA-IV
mRNA in chronic hyperthyroidism. In this setting, the stability
of apoA-IV mRNA is enhanced in the cytoplasm (40).
Changes in hepatic apoA-IV mRNA abundance have also been
demonstrated in a number of other metabolic conditions, but
the underlying mechanisms have not been elucidated (43, 44).

Fish oil diets reduce the net production of apolipoproteins
in rat liver at different levels of gene expression. Posttransla-
tional events have been implicated in the downregulation of
apoB secretion, whereas decreased mRNA abundance ac-
counted for reduced apoE production (26). Net production of
apoA-IV in hepatocyte cultures from rats fed a fish oil diet is
reduced (26). Our studies in lean Zucker rats are consistent
with these results and show that a fish oil diet reduces the abun-
dance of hepatic apoA-IV mRNA and that the reduction can
be accounted for by downregulation of transcription. The phys-
iological significance of the decreased hepatic apoA-IV expres-
sion is not fully understood. Although the detailed functions of
apoA-IV remain to be established, there is evidence to suggest
that apoA-IV plays a role in triglyceride transport. Plasma
apoA-IV levels are correlated with plasma trigyceride levels
(16), and the level of apoA-IV gene expression resembles that
of triglyceride transport during development (17, 43). ApoA-
IV enhances the transfer of apoC-II to trigyceride-rich lipopro-
teins in vitro and may, therefore, facilitate the catabolism of
triglyceride-rich lipoproteins in the circulation (15). Fish oil
diets greatly reduce the synthesis and secretion of very low
density lipoprotein triglycerides in humans, experimental ani-
mals, and cultured hepatocytes (26, 45-47). These diets exert
their effect, at least in part, by reducing the activity of lipogenic
enzymes in liver (48). Reduced activity levels of at least two
enzymes, fatty acid synthase and S,,, result from transcrip-
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tional down-regulation (49). It is thus conceivable that the fish
oil diet alters the balance of trans factors and thereby integrates
the expression of a gene network that includes the apoA-IV
gene and controls triglyceride metabolism. A number of cis
and trans factors regulating basal and tissue-specific expression
of several apolipoprotein genes have been identified (reviewed
in reference 50), but no information is available on the ele-
ments that govern the response of the apolipoprotein genes to
nutritional stimuli.

A major finding of our study is that genetic obesity in
Zucker rats abolishes the suppression of apoA-IV gene tran-
scription by the fish oil diet. This result was a consistent finding
in two sets of animals from different suppliers. Furthermore,
this altered transcriptional regulation appears to be specific for
the apoA-IV gene, since apoA-I gene expression decreased in
both lean and obese rats in response to the fish oil diet. Thus,
even though the genes coding for apoA-I and apoA-IV arose
from an ancestral gene and share extensive sequence homolo-
gies (51), specialization in sequences conferring transcrip-
tional suppression must have occurred.

As reported earlier for Sprague-Dawley rats (25), the su-
crose-rich diet stimulates hepatic apoA-IV gene transcription
in both lean and obese Zucker rats. Thus, the insensitivity of
hepatic apoA-IV gene transcription in obese Zucker rats to
regulation by dietary factors is not absolute, and some of the
sequences involved in the regulation of gene expression by
diets must be accessible to trans factors. Hence, major changes
in the chromatin structure of the apoA-IV gene are probably
not involved in the lack of transcriptional suppression in obese
Zucker rats.

One possible mechanism for the defective response of the
hepatic apoA-IV gene to a fish oil diet in obese Zucker rats is an
altered intracellular balance of trans factors. The cis and trans
factors by which obesity genes such as fa affect the transcription
of other genes are largely unknown. However, some mechanis-
tic insight has been presented for the reduced expression of
adipsin, a serin protease, in adipose tissues of rodent obesity
models. Studies in transgenic mice have shown that cis ele-
ments located within the promoter region mediate the response
of the adipsine gene to the mouse db obesity gene, resulting in
decreased transcription in adipose tissue (52).

An alternative mechanism, which is not exclusive of that
above, relates to possible changes in signal transduction path-
ways mediating effects of dietary fish oil on gene expression.
Among the numerous hormonal changes described in obese
Zucker rats (reviewed in reference 53 ), hyperinsulinism, insu-
lin resistance, high insulin/glucagon ratios, and increased
plasma glucocorticoid levels may affect apoA-IV biosynthesis
in rat liver (43, 54) and may, therefore, play a role in the altered
regulation of apoA-IV gene transcription. Changes in thyroid
hormone status are unlikely to abolish the suppression of
apoA-IV gene transcription by the fish oil diet, since circulating
thyroid hormone levels are reduced in obese Zucker rats (55)
and hypothyroidism is characterized by decreased apoA-IV
transcription (40). Omega-3 fatty acids contained in fish oil
are thought to be the key mediators for reduced triglyceride
synthesis and very low density lipoprotein secretion that is ob-
served after a fish oil diet (47, 56). In livers of obese Zucker
rats, the concentration of endogenous fatty acids is increased
severalfold (57). Endogenous fatty acids may compete with the
dietary omega-3 fatty acids and may, therefore, reduce or abol-
ish the effects of omega-3 fatty acids.
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In conclusion, obese (fa/fa) Zucker rats exhibit altered he-
patic apoA-IV gene expression compared with lean (Fa/—)
Zucker rats. On a basal diet, the maturation of apoA-IV
mRNA is enhanced; on a fish oil diet, transcription from the
apoA-IV gene is not suppressed. Since omega-3 fatty acids are
used as lipid-lowering regimens in humans and the obese
Zucker rat is a model of human obesity, our findings may con-
tribute to the understanding of the interactions of dietary and
genetic factors in the regulation of plasma lipoprotein levels in
humans.
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