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Triple-negative breast cancers (TNBCs) lack progesterone
and estrogen receptors and do not have amplified human epi-
dermal growth factor receptor 2, the main therapeutic targets
for managing breast cancer. TNBCs have an altered metabolism,
including an increased Warburg effect and glutamine depen-
dence, making the glutaminase inhibitor CB-839 therapeuti-
cally promising for this tumor type. Accordingly, CB-839 is cur-
rently in phase I/II clinical trials. However, not all TNBCs
respond to CB-839 treatment, and the tumor resistance mecha-
nism is not yet fully understood. Here we classified cell lines as
CB-839 –sensitive or –resistant according to their growth
responses to CB-839. Compared with sensitive cells, resistant
cells were less glutaminolytic and, upon CB-839 treatment,
exhibited a smaller decrease in ATP content and less mitochon-
drial fragmentation, an indicator of poor mitochondrial health.
Transcriptional analyses revealed that the expression levels of
genes linked to lipid metabolism were altered between sensitive
and resistant cells and between breast cancer tissues (available
from The Cancer Genome Atlas project) with low versus high
glutaminase (GLS) gene expression. Of note, CB-839 –resistant
TNBC cells had increased carnitine palmitoyltransferase 2
(CPT2) protein and CPT1 activity levels. In agreement,
CB-839 –resistant TNBC cells mobilized more fatty acids into

mitochondria for oxidation, which responded to AMP-activated
protein kinase and acetyl-CoA carboxylase signaling. Moreover,
chemical inhibition of both glutaminase and CPT1 decreased
cell proliferation and migration of CB-839 –resistant cells com-
pared with single inhibition of each enzyme. We propose that
dual targeting of glutaminase and CPT1 activities may have
therapeutic relevance for managing CB-839 –resistant tumors.

TNBCs,3 which are characterized as estrogen receptor/pro-
gesterone receptor/HER2 negative tumors (1), do not respond
to hormonal, monoclonal, and tyrosine kinase inhibitor thera-
pies targeting the progesterone and estrogen receptors or Her2
(or its downstream signaling pathway). TNBCs have a worse
prognosis, higher recurrence rate, and greater aggressiveness
compared with other breast cancer subtypes (2, 3). Importantly,
these tumors have a heterogeneous molecular profile, which
hampers the discovery of biomarkers and more efficient thera-
pies (4).

Metabolic reprogramming followed by increased glucose
(and often glutamine) consumption is a hallmark of cancer (5)
caused by the tumor cells’ need to maintain high energy rates
and biomass production. Metabolic reprograming also affects
the migration and invasion processes (6). Recent studies have
shown a relationship between TNBCs and altered metabolism
(7–11), suggesting that metabolic reprogramming may be key
to disease progression and a promising feature in the develop-
ment of new therapies (12, 13). Specifically, glutamine is an
important tricarboxylic acid cycle anaplerotic source for many
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types of tumors, including TNBCs (14 –16). Glutamine catabo-
lism affects tumor cell proliferation (17, 18), redox balance (14,
19), biosynthesis of other nonessential amino acids (20), and,
importantly, maintenance of cancer stem cells (21); thus, it is
highly linked to tumor recurrence (22).

The glutaminase (GLS) enzyme, which is involved in hydro-
lytic deamination of glutamine to glutamate and ammonium, is
a limiting step in the glutamine catabolism process (23). The
GLS gene generates two isoforms by alternative splicing, gluta-
minase C (GAC) and kidney-type glutaminase (KGA) (24). GLS
inhibition has been explored as a therapeutic approach for dif-
ferent types of tumors (25–27), including TNBC (28). In fact,
CB-839, a GLS inhibitor, is in phase I–II clinical trials for this
type of breast cancer (29).

Structural lipids are synthesized de novo in cells when there is
an energy surplus (16). Conversely, when the energy stock is
low, fatty acids stored in triglycerides are released and catabo-
lized by the �-oxidation process (30). The balance between lipid
synthesis and catabolism is regulated by the energy sensor
AMP-activated protein kinase (AMPK), which responds
directly to intracellular AMP/ATP levels. When energy is low
(high AMP/ATP levels), AMPK is activated and down-regu-
lates fatty acid biosynthesis, with concurrent activation of mito-
chondrial �-oxidation (31).

�-Oxidation has been described as an essential energy source
for TNBCs (32). It is also directly linked to cell aggressiveness
(as measured by its effect on the migration and invasion pro-
cesses) (33–35). Park et al. demonstrated that progression and
metastasis in TNBCs are dependent on �-oxidation via c-Src
activation and concluded that �-oxidation inhibition may be
promising for TNBC patients (33).

Although it has generally been shown that TNBC depends on
glutamine to survive, which is correlated with high GLS levels, it is

clear that distinct cell lines (and tumors) respond differently to
deprivation of this nutrient (14) and to GLS inhibition (28), sug-
gesting a mechanism of resistance. We hypothesized that CB-839-
resistant TNBC cells rely on nutrients other than glutamine to
survive glutaminase inhibition. To evaluate this hypothesis, we
characterized sensitive and resistant TNBC cell lines based on
their response to CB-839 for cell proliferation. We then showed
that resistant cell lines present lower GLS levels and increased
�-oxidation (with a further increase upon CB-839 inhibition or
GLS attenuation), a process that is linked to AMPK and ACC sig-
naling and CPT1 activity. Breast tumors from a TCGA cohort with
decreased GLS expression levels have increased CPT1A/B, CPT2,
and carnitine O-acetyltransferase (CRAT) levels. Importantly, we
showed that inhibiting both glutaminase and CPT1 decreased cell
proliferation and migration. We propose that lower GLS levels
combined with higher CPT1, CPT2, and CRAT levels may be a
predictor of CB-839 resistance and that double GLS–CPT1 inhi-
bition may be a promising treatment for TNBC.

Results

TNBC cell lines respond heterogeneously to glutamine
withdrawal and glutaminase inhibition

We evaluated 12 TNBC cell lines according to their sensitiv-
ity to glutaminase inhibition by CB-839 and glutamine depen-
dence for cell proliferation. CB-839 treatment induced cell loss
or decreased cell proliferation by more than 50% in six cell lines
(HCC1806, HCC1143, HCC38, MDA-MB-436, MDA-MB-231,
and Hs578T), which were then called sensitive cell lines; the
other six cell lines (HCC1937, HCC70, BT549, MDA-MB-157,
MDA-MB-453, and MDA-MB468) were either not affected or
had their cell proliferation affected by less than 50% and were
called resistant (Fig. 1A). CB-839 sensitivity was positively cor-

Figure 1. TNBC cell lines respond differently to glutaminase inhibition. A, growth response of 12 TNBC cell lines treated with 1 �M CB-839 for 4 days. The
cell lines were classified as resistant when treatment affected growth in less than 50% (compared with the DMSO control) and sensitive when treatment
affected growth in more than 50% (compared with the DMSO control) or led to cell death (when the number of cells at the end point was smaller than the
number of seeded cells). B, correlation between the growth response after 4 days of CB-839 treatment or incubation of TNBC cells in glutamine-free medium.
Data represent the mean � S.D. of n � 4.
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related with glutamine dependence for growth (Pearson corre-
lation of 0.89) (Fig. 1B and Fig. S1A). To further characterize
GLS inhibition dependence for growth, we determined
the dose-dependent growth curve of bis-2-(5-phenylacetamide-
1,3,4-thiadiazol-2-yl)ethyl sulfide (BPTES), another GLS inhibitor
(25), for three sensitive cells lines (MDA-MB-231, MDA-MB-436,
and Hs578t) and three resistant cell lines (BT549, MDA-MB-468,
and MDA-MB-453). Although the IC50 values of the sensitive cell
lines ranged from 4 to 16 �M, the resistant cell lines displayed IC50
values between 36 and 74 �M (Fig. S1B).

Resistant cell lines depend less on glutamine for mitochondrial
function

Glutamine addiction has been associated with high glutami-
nolytic rates (15) and elevated levels of the GLS protein, partic-
ularly the GAC isoform (14, 28). We evaluated the glutamine
consumption, glutamate secretion, GAC protein levels, and
glutaminase activity of the sensitive and resistant cell lines. As
expected, the sensitive cell lines displayed increased glutamate
secretion (Fig. 2A), a tendency for increased glutamine con-

Figure 2. Resistant cell lines are less glutaminolytic and use an alternative energy source. A and B, glutamate secretion (A) and glutamine consumption
(B) of sensitive and resistant cell lines. C, Western blot displaying GLS (GAC and kidney-type glutaminase (KGA) bands are indicated) protein levels. Shown is
densitometry of GAC to vinculin band intensity ratio. D, GLS activity of the whole-cell lysate of sensitive and resistant cell lines (the HCC1806 cell line was not
evaluated). E and F, SER Valley texture classification (1 pixel) from SER Features of MitoTracker Deep Red–labeled mitochondria of sensitive (E) and resistant cell
lines (F) treated with CB-839 (or DMSO control). Shown are representative images of the sensitive HCC1806 (E) or resistant MDA-MB-468 cells (F). Scale bar � 50
�m. Hoechst staining was performed for nucleus detection (blue). G, relative ATP levels in CB-839 –treated cells represented as a percentage of vehicle
treatment (DMSO). In the boxplots in A, B, and D–G, each point represents the mean of n � 4 of each cell line. Student’s t test was applied. *, p � 0.05; **, p �
0.01; n.s., nonsignificant.
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sumption (Fig. 2B), increased GAC levels (Fig. 2C), and a tend-
ency of increased glutaminase activity (Fig. 2D) compared with
resistant cell lines.

We then evaluated the effect of CB-839 treatment on the
mitochondrial morphology of the sensitive and resistant cell
lines. Tubular mitochondria are associated with network for-
mation by the fusion process, which is indicative of healthy and
functional organelles. However, a more granular structure can
be associated with energy stress and the apoptotic process (36).
Mitochondrial morphology was determined by the SER Valley
texture parameter (37) using MitoTracker Deep Red staining.
The higher the texture index, the more tubular (and more
active) the mitochondria, whereas the opposite indicates less
active mitochondria. Overall, upon CB-839 treatment, the sen-
sitive cell lines had a heterogeneous but, on average, significant
decrease in the texture index (Fig. 2E), whereas the resistant cell
lines failed to respond to the treatment in a more homogenous
manner (Fig. 2F). In accordance, CB-839 treatment (compared
with DMSO) decreased the ATP levels of the sensitive cell lines
by 54% but affected the resistant cell lines by only 27%; the
difference between groups was significant (Fig. 2G). We con-
clude that resistant cell lines are less glutaminolytic (and less
dependent on glutamine) and, upon GLS inhibition, have
increased participation of metabolites other than glutamine in
the tricarboxylic acid cycle for ATP production.

Resistant cell lines and tumors with low GLS levels present
differential expression levels of lipid metabolism genes

We previously performed an RNA-Seq analysis of TNBC cell
lines (38). By using this dataset, we separated the cell lines into
sensitive and resistant and determined the differentially
expressed (DE) genes. Four hundred and seventeen genes were
DE beyond the established cutoff (adjusted p � 0.05), with 266
being up-regulated (log2 -fold change (FC) � �1) and 151
down-regulated (log2 FC � �1) in the resistant cell lines (Fig.
3A). The DE genes clearly distinguish two groups, as deter-
mined by an unsupervised principal component analysis (Fig.
3B) and hierarchical clustering (Fig. 3C).

We then performed an enrichment pathway analysis using
the Gene Ontology (GO) database and found that, below the
applied cutoff of p � 0.05, 16 biological processes related to
lipid metabolism were enriched, among others (Fig. 3D, Table
S1, and data not shown). These pathways contained 56 DE
genes, with 44 genes up-regulated and 12 down-regulated in the
resistant group (Table S2). Interestingly, 7 DE genes related to
�-oxidation/lipid catabolism processes were up-regulated in
resistant cell lines (Table S2). Altogether, these data suggest
that the ability to metabolize lipids is associated with increased
resistance to glutaminase inhibition.

CPT1A and CPT1B, CRAT, and CPT2 gene products are
directly involved in the transport of fatty acids into mitochondria
and serve as limiting steps for the �-oxidation process. In agree-
ment with our hypothesis, we found that resistant cell lines, in
addition to presenting lower GLS expression levels (Fig. 3E), pres-
ent increased CPT1B (but not CPT1A), CRAT, and CPT2 expres-
sion levels compared with sensitive cell lines (Fig. 3F).

Subsequently, we analyzed RNA expression data from 1097
breast tumors (available from TCGA). Tumor tissues were clas-

sified based on GLS expression, and the 12.5% of cases with the
highest (137 tumors, with GLS expression ranging from log2
FPKM-UQ�1 of 17.97 to 21.71) and the 12.5% of cases with the
lowest (137 tumors, log2 FPKM-UQ�1 between 13.60 and
16.69) GLS mRNA levels were classified as the “high” or “low”
GLS groups, respectively. Then, using 337 genes of the “fatty
acid metabolic process” (GO 0006631), we performed an unsu-
pervised principal component analysis and hierarchical cluster-
ing analysis to determine whether the high and low GLS groups
differed from one another. Indeed, most of the tumors within
the high or low GLS classifications were clustered together,
whereas the groups were generally separated from one another
(Fig. 4, A and B, respectively). We found that 270 genes of the
GO “fatty acid metabolic process” were DE (adjusted p � 0.05),
of which 162 were up-regulated and 108 were down-regulated
in low GLS; among those, 75 genes were related to “fatty acid
oxidation process” (intersection between GO 0006631 and GO
0019395), with 52 genes (70% of them) up-regulated in low GLS
(Table S3). We also observed that, although CPT1A, CPT1B,
CRAT, and CPT2 expression levels did not change in normal adja-
cent breast tissues, they were significantly more expressed in
tumor tissues with low GLS levels (Fig. 4C). Moreover, there was a
negative Pearson correlation between CPT2 and GLS expression
levels in the evaluated cell lines (�0.5136; Fig. 4D) and breast
tumor tissues (�0.3048; Fig. 4E). These results show that resistant
cell lines and tumor tissues with low GLS levels present increased
levels of genes related to fatty acid catabolism.

Resistant cell lines present increased mitochondrial
�-oxidation

CPT1B and CPT2 expression levels were enhanced in the
resistant cell lines but not CPT1A (although it was enhanced in
breast tumor tissues with low GLS levels). CPT1A is a more
ubiquitous isoform of CPT1, so we evaluated both CPT1A and
CPT2 protein levels in resistant and sensitive cells. CPT2 pro-
tein levels (but not CPT1A levels) were, on average, increased in
resistant compared with sensitive cell lines (Fig. 5, A and B).
Moreover, there was a negative correlation between GAC and
CPT2 protein levels (Pearson correlation of �0.6505; Fig. 5C).
ConcordantwithCPT2proteinlevelsbeingrelatedtoCB-839resis-
tance, we observed a positive Pearson correlation between CPT2
protein levels and a decreased effect of CB-839 on cell proliferation
and survival (Pearson correlation of 0.7131; Fig. 5D).

To evaluate FA entrance into mitochondria, a crucial step for
the �-oxidation process, we measured the colocalization (dis-
played as the Pearson correlation) of fluorescence signals of the
BODIPY 558/568 C12 (RedC12), and MitoTracker Deep Red
probes (39). We verified that the resistant cell line HCC1937
presented higher signal colocalization of both probes than the
sensitive cell line HCC1806 (Fig. 6A). We then evaluated the
decrease of the RedC12 fluorescence signal in the resistant and
sensitive cell lines, which is related to an increase in �-oxidation
(39). We observed that resistant cell lines treated with etomoxir
(a CPT1 inhibitor (40)) presented greater probe accumulation
than sensitive cell lines (Fig. 6B). This result is in agreement
with a scenario where resistant cells mobilize and likely con-
sume more fatty acids in mitochondria through �-oxidation.
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Next we measured the effect of knocking down GLS (Fig.
S2A) (compared with control shGFP) on �-oxidation in both
sensitive and resistant cell lines. We verified that the shGLS/
shGFP ratio of the RedC12 fluorescence intensity was, on aver-

age, 1.07 in the sensitive cell lines (a 7% increase in probe accu-
mulation upon GLS knockdown), whereas, in the resistant cells,
the ratio was, on average, 0.89, implying an 11% decrease in
probe accumulation and a potential increase in �-oxidation
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upon GLS knockdown. Differences between groups were non-
significant (Fig. 6C).

To directly measure �-oxidation, we quantified 14CO2
released from the oxidation of [14C]palmitic acid and CPT1
activity in resistant and sensitive cell lines. We verified that, in
complete medium supplemented with [14C]palmitic acid, the
resistant cell line HCC1937 released more 14CO2 than the sen-

sitive cell line MDA-MB-231 compared with control shGFP
cells (Fig. 6D). Similarly, CPT1 activity was higher in DMSO-
treated HCC1937 cells than in DMSO-treated MDA-MB-231
cells (Fig. 6E). We then evaluated the effect of GLS attenuation
on 14CO2 release and CPT1 activity in the resistant MDA-MB-
231 and sensitive HCC1937 cell lines. Strikingly, GLS knock-
down led to a significant increase in 14CO2 release of HCC1937

Figure 3. Resistant and sensitive TNBC cell lines present gene expression alterations in lipid metabolism pathways. A, volcano plot showing DE (green
circles, down-regulated, Log2FC � �1; red circles, up-regulated, log2FC � �1; false discovery rate � 0.05) genes between resistant and sensitive cell lines. B and
C, unsupervised principal component analysis (B) and heatmap clustering (C) performed with DE genes revealed a clear separation between resistant and
sensitive cell lines. D, biological processes related to lipid metabolism obtained from the pathway enrichment analysis (p � 0.05). E and F, boxplots presenting
differences in the expression levels of GLS (E) and CPT1A, CPT1B, CRAT, and CPT2 (F) between sensitive and resistant cell lines. Twenty samples were used in this
analysis, with some of the cell lines presented as replicates (obtained from our laboratory or from data banks (38). We evaluated the resistant cell lines
MDA-MB-453 (2 samples), HCC1937 (1 sample), MDA-MB-468 (2 samples), HCC70 (1 sample), MDA-MB-157 (2 samples), and BT549 (2 samples) and the sensitive
cell lines HCC1143 (2 samples), HCC38 (2 samples), MDA-MB-436 (1 sample), MDA-MB-231 (3 samples), Hs578 (1 sample), and HCC1806 (1 sample). Student’s
t test was applied. *, p � 0.05; n.s., nonsignificant.

Figure 4. Low and high GLS breast tumors present altered expression of lipid metabolism-related genes. A and B, unsupervised principal component
analysis (A) and heatmap clustering (B) performed with the 337 genes related to “fatty acid metabolism process” (GO 0006631) show a separation between
breast tumors classified as low or high GLS levels. C, boxplot presenting differences in the expression levels of CPT1A/B, CRAT, and CPT2 between low and high
GLS levels in normal tissue and in breast tumors. D and E, correlation between CPT2 and GLS expression levels in cell lines (D) and breast tumors (E). In C, an
ANOVA and Tukey’s multiple comparisons were applied. In D, 20 samples were used for analysis, with some of the cell lines presented as replicates (obtained
from our laboratory or data banks, (38). We evaluated the resistant cell lines MDA-MB-453 (2 samples), HCC1937 (1 sample), MDA-MB-468 (2 samples), HCC70
(1 sample), MDA-MB-157 (2 samples), and BT549 (2 samples) and the sensitive cell lines HCC1143 (2 samples), HCC38 (2 samples), MDA-MB-436 (1 sample),
MDA-MB-231 (3 samples), Hs578 (1 sample), and HCC1806 (1 sample). In E, 1097 samples were used. Light gray, low-GLS samples; black, high-GLS samples.
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cells (compared with control shGFP) but not in MDA-MB-231
cells (Fig. 6D). In accordance, CB-839 treatment increased the
CPT1 activity of HCC1937 cells (compared with DMSO) but
not of MDA-MB-231 cells (Fig. 6E). In addition, we verified that
CB-839 treatment increased the 14CO2 release of the resistant
BT549 and HCC1937 cell lines (compared with DMSO; Fig.
S2B) and the CPT1 activity of resistant HCC70 and BT549 cell
lines (Fig. S2C). GLS knockdown in BT549 cells also promoted
an increase in CPT1 activity (compared with shGFP; Fig. S2D).
Next we evaluated the effect of simultaneous knockdown of
GLS and CPT1 on the basal oxygen consumption rate (OCR) of
resistant BT549 cells. Although GLS knockdown did not affect
the basal OCR, suggesting that alternative sources of carbon

(other than glutamine) were being used for mitochondrial oxi-
dation, CPT1 knockdown significantly decreased the OCR
compared with shGFP (Fig. 6F). Knocking down both GLS and
CPT1 led to a further decrease in OCR (compared with
shCPT1), revealing that GLS attenuation makes cells more de-
pendent on CPT1 for respiration (Fig. 6F). Taken together,
these data show that resistant cells have increased mitochon-
drial �-oxidation, which is further stimulated by GLS
attenuation.

Resistant cell lines rely on CPT1 for growth and migration

In agreement with resistant cell lines having increased CPT1
activity (and �-oxidation), we evaluated their growth depen-

Figure 5. CPT2 levels are negatively correlated with GAC and CB-839 resistance. A and B, CPT1A (A) and CPT2 (B) protein levels as quantified by immu-
nofluorescence of sensitive and resistant cell lines. Representative images of the sensitive HCC1806 cell line and the resistant HCC1937 cell line are shown
below. Scale bars � 50 �m. DAPI staining was used for nucleus detection. C and D, Pearson correlation coefficient between the CPT2 and GAC immunofluo-
rescent signal (C) and CB-839 effect on growth and the CPT2 immunofluorescent signal (D). In B–D, 10 cell lines were evaluated (Hs578T and BT549 cell lines
were not evaluated). In A and B, Student’s t test was applied. *, p � 0.05; n.s., nonsignificant; A.U., arbitrary units.
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dence on CPT1. We first verified that these cells have a tend-
ency of growing less in the presence of etomoxir than sensitive
cells (nonsignificant; Fig. 7A). Although the sensitive cell line
HCC1806 was affected by etomoxir (compared with the DMSO
control, 57% growth reduction), combined etomoxir and
CB-839 treatment decreased the efficacy of CB-839 (by
decreasing cell death induced by CB-839; Fig. 7B). More strik-
ingly, although treating the resistant cell line HCC1937 with
either CB-839 or etomoxir only reduced proliferation (com-
pared with the DMSO control, 43% and 95% decreases, respec-
tively), a combination of both drugs led to cell death (20% cell
loss; Fig. 7C).

Glutamine metabolism by glutaminase and �-oxidation is
already linked to the cell migration and invasion processes (41).
We evaluated the effects of CB-839, etomoxir, and combined
treatment on the migration of the HCC1806 and HCC1937 cell
lines. In HCC1806 cells, CB-839 decreased cell migration by
70% (compared with the DMSO control) in 18 h, whereas eto-
moxir caused no pronounced effect alone (Fig. 7D). Etomoxir
and CB-839 combination promoted a small and nonsignificant

further decrease in cell migration in 18 h compared with
CB-839 treatment alone (Fig. 7D). Conversely, HCC1937 cells
responded similarly to either CB-839 or etomoxir (compared
with DMSO, 24% and 18% decreases, respectively, in 18 h);
combined treatment led to a significant further decrease com-
pared with CB-839 alone, with a final 40% decrease in migration
compared with the DMSO control (Fig. 7E). Similar results
were observed in the BT549 and HCC70 resistant cell lines (Fig.
S3, A and B, respectively). In summary, we conclude that CPT1
sustains the growth of resistant cell lines treated with CB-839.
In addition, cell migration can be decreased in resistant cells
upon double glutaminase and CPT1 inhibition.

GLS inhibition caused increased CPT1 activity and �-oxidation
via AMPK pathway activation

AMPK is phosphorylated on Thr-172 and activated when
cells meet low energy levels. In turn, AMPK phosphorylates
ACC on Ser-79, deactivating this enzyme and leading to a
decrease in malonyl-CoA, a CPT1 inhibitor (42), which makes
the AMPK pathway an obvious candidate for underlying the

Figure 6. Resistant TNBC cell lines have increased mitochondrial �-oxidation, which is further increased by GLS attenuation. A, Pearson correlation
coefficient between BODIPY 558/568 C12 (RedC12) and MitoTracker Deep Red in the sensitive HCC1806 cell line and the resistant HCC1937 cell line. Repre-
sentative images of the cell lines are shown on the right. Hoechst staining was performed for nucleus detection. Higher correlation implies increased co-lo-
calization between the FA probe and mitochondria. Scale bar � 50 �m. B, BODIPY accumulation caused by etomoxir treatment in sensitive and resistant cells
lines. C, four (BT549, MDA-MB-157, MDA-MB-453, and MDA-MB-468) of the six resistant cell lines and two (HCC38 and MDA-MB-436) of the six sensitive cell lines
responded to GLS knockdown by decreasing the RedC12 fluorescent signal compared with the shGFP control, implying increased �-oxidation in these cells
when GLS is attenuated. D, �-oxidation was directly measured by quantifying 14CO2 released from uniformly labeled [14C]palmitic acid. The resistant HCC1937
cell line released more 14CO2 than the sensitive cell line MDA-MB-231, which was further increased by GLS knockdown only in the resistant cell line. E, CPT1
activity was higher in the resistant HCC1937 cell line compared with the sensitive cell line MDA-MB-231, which was further increased by GLS knockdown only
in the resistant cell line. F, the Western blot on the right shows GLS and CPT1A knockdown efficiency. Shown on the left is the basal OCR of the resistant BT549
cell line after individual or combined knockdown of GLS and CPT1A. In B and C, each point represents the mean of n � 4 of each cell line. In D--F, each bar
represents the mean � S.D. of n � 3. Student’s t test was applied. *, p � 0.05; **, p � 0.01; ***, p � 0.001; n.s., nonsignificant.
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process of fatty acid catabolism linked to decreased glutamin-
ase activity in TNBC. Indeed, glutaminase inhibition by CB-839
has been shown to induce AMPK activation in lung cancer cells
(43).

Treating the resistant cell line BT549 with CB-839 decreased
ATP (compared with DMSO; Fig. 8A) and increased AMPK
Thr-172 and ACC Ser-79 phosphorylation levels (Fig. 8B). To
further demonstrate AMPK involvement in CPT1 activation
induced by GLS inhibition, we knocked down the AMPK �
subunit (AMPK�) (Fig. 8C) and treated cells with CB-839. In
shGFP cells, the CB-839/DMSO 14CO2 release ratio from
[14C]palmitic acid was 2 (Fig. 8D); in agreement, the CB-839/
DMSO CPT1 activity ratio was 1.7 (Fig. 8E). Conversely, in
shAMPK� cells, GLS inhibition affected 14CO2 release and
CPT1 activity levels only marginally compared with DMSO
(CB-839/DMSO ratio of 0.9 and 1, respectively; Fig. 8, D and E,
respectively). Finally, we verified that AMPK inhibition by
compound C (44) decreased BT549 cell proliferation by 65%
(compared with DMSO; Fig. 8F), an effect that was further
enhanced to 89% with CB-839 co-treatment (compared with
DMSO; Fig. 8F). Of note, we verified that breast tumor tissues
with low GLS expression levels have increased total (data not
shown) and phosphorylated ACC Ser-79 and phosphorylated

AMPK Thr-172 levels compared with tissues with high expres-
sion of GLS (Fig. 8G). In summary, the AMPK pathway is
important for the increase in CPT1 and �-oxidation triggered
by GLS inhibition.

Discussion

In recent years, it has been shown that TNBCs depend on
glutamine for growth and survival (14, 15, 45, 46). Glutamine
and glutaminase are also involved in the gain of invasive traces
in other tumor types (16, 47, 48). However, it is also clear that
glutamine dependence varies within TN tumors, with some cell
lines only marginally affected, whereas others stop growing or
die via apoptosis after glutamine withdrawal (14) or glutamin-
ase inhibition by CB-839 (28). Phase I and II clinical trials are
being conducted with CB-839 for several solid (including
TNBCs) and hematological tumors. Although glutaminase
inhibition by CB-839 has advanced in the clinical trials, many
studies are now being conducted in combination with other
drugs. Indeed, enhanced performance was obtained when
CB-839 was combined with �-lapachone, a compound that
generates reactive oxygen species in cells, for treating pancre-
atic cancer (49); with a BCL-2 inhibitor to treat leukemia (50);
and with paclitaxel, a cytoskeletal drug that targets tubulin, to

Figure 7. CB-839 treatment and CPT1 inhibition have a combined effect on the proliferation and migration of resistant cell lines. A, growth response
of sensitive and resistant cell lines treated with etomoxir for 4 days. B and C, both sensitive HCC1806 (B) and resistant HCC1937 (C) cell lines responded to
etomoxir treatment by decreasing cell growth, which was more pronounced in the resistant cell line. Combined CB-839 and etomoxir treatment led to cell
death in the resistant cell line and, curiously, attenuated the effect of CB-839 in the sensitive cell line. D and E, combined CB-839 and etomoxir treatment did
not further increase the effect of CB-839 treatment in the sensitive cell line HCC1806 (D) but had the additional effect on decreasing cell migration in the
resistant cell line HCC1937 (E). In A, each point represents the mean of n � 4 of each cell line. In D and E, each bar represents the mean � S.D. of n � 4. Student’s
t test was applied. *, p � 0.05; **, p � 0.01; ***, p � 0.001; n.s., nonsignificant. When not indicated, comparison was made against the DMSO control.
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treat TNBC (51). This can be explained by differences between
molecular profiles and tumor microenvironments, which can
generate context-dependent sensitivity to glutaminase inhibi-
tion (52). Metabolic plasticity is another factor that can drive
CB-839 resistance.

In this work, we evaluated a set of TNBC cell lines for their
relative sensitivity to CB-839 for growth. We defined resistant
cell lines as those in which CB-839 only promoted growth inhi-
bition of less than 50% (compared with vehicle); sensitive cell
lines were defined as those that either grew less than 50% or
died upon treatment. Although sensitive cells presented heter-
ogenous behavior regarding glutamine metabolism, the evalu-
ated resistant cell lines more homogenously presented
decreased glutaminolysis and GLS levels. In addition, the resist-
ant cells were less responsive than the sensitive cells to
decreases in ATP when the cells were treated with CB-839.
These results led us to speculate that nutrients other than glu-
tamine were being metabolized for energy production in these
cells upon glutaminase inhibition. By comparing the transcrip-
tome of resistant and sensitive cells, we detected pathways
linked to lipid metabolism that were altered between these cells.
Specifically, we found that key genes for mitochondrial �-oxi-
dation (CPT1B, CRAT, and CPT2) have increased expression in
resistant cell lines. Strikingly, we also verified that tumor breast

tissues separated into the 12.5% with the highest levels and the
12.5% with the lowest levels (called high GLS and low GLS,
respectively) discriminated between groups as a role of the
expression of genes related to the fatty acid metabolism GO
process. Low versus high GLS–level tumor tissues also pre-
sented increased phosphorylation levels of the energy sensor
AMPK (Thr-172) and its downstream target ACC (Ser-79). We
concluded that GLS levels in breast tumor tissues were poten-
tially related to changes in the lipid metabolism pathways. The
mechanistic link between the expression levels of GLS and
these genes deserves further investigation.

�-Oxidation has been connected to proliferation, migration,
and invasion processes in TNBCs (32, 33, 35). Moreover, this
process is related to metabolic adaptation under conditions of
nutrient and oxygen deprivation in diverse tumor types (53, 54).
More specifically, a study showed that withdrawal of glutamine
from medium causes increases in proteins related to �-oxida-
tion (55). Altogether, this information led us to speculate that
�-oxidation is increased in resistant cell lines.

Indeed, we saw that resistant cells have increased CPT2 lev-
els, mobilized more of a FA fluorescent probe (RedC12) to
mitochondria, produced more 14CO2 from labeled palmitate,
and presented increased CPT1 activity levels compared with
sensitive cells. Resistant cells also degraded more RedC12 when

Figure 8. GLS inhibition increases AMPK Thr-172 and ACC Ser-79 phosphorylation levels with a direct effect on �-oxidation. A, relative ATP levels in
DMSO- and CB-839-treated BT549 resistant cells showing a 27% decrease with treatment. B, CB-839 treatment increases AMPK Thr-172 and ACC Ser-79
phosphorylation levels in BT549 cells related to total vinculin and ACC levels, respectively. C, Western blot showing AMPK� knockdown in BT549 cells. D and E,
in BT549 cells, CB-839 treatment increases 14CO2 released from [14C]palmitic acid (D) and CPT1 activity (E) (compared with DMSO) in shGFP control cells but not
in shAMPK� cells. F, proliferation of BT549 cells after CB-839 and compound C (an AMPK inhibitor) individual or combined treatment, showing that the resistant
cell line relies on AMPK signaling for growth after glutaminase inhibition. G, breast tumor tissues with low GLS expression levels have increased AMPK Thr-172
and ACC Ser-79 phosphorylation levels compared with tissues with high GLS levels. The data in A and D–F represent the mean � S.D. of n � 3. The data in B
represent the mean � S.D. of n � 4 (pAMPK) and n � 2 (pACC) independent western blots. The boxplot in G represents 111 tumors with high and 111 with low
GLS gene expression, obtained from the reverse-phase protein array (RPPA); these samples overlap with the breast tumor samples obtained from the TCGA
presented previously in the transcriptomics analysis. Student’s t test was applied. *, p � 0.05; **, p � 0.01; ***, p � 0.001.
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GLS was knocked down (with sensitive cells, for some reason,
accumulating the probe in this situation) and responded to
CB-839 by increasing 14CO2 production and CPT1 activity.

Although we showed that resistant cell lines have an
enhanced capacity to mobilize fatty acids for �-oxidation, we
verified that the sensitive cell line MDA-MB-231 was also able,
upon GLS knockdown, to increase the uptake of fatty acids
from medium (measured by the C1-BODIPY C12 probe, Fig.
S4A) to form more lipid droplets (data not shown) and to mobi-
lize more neutral lipid droplets (quantified with a neutral lipid–
specific dye) to lysosomes (Fig. S4B) than shGFP control cells.
Upon transmission EM analysis, we confirmed the presence of
cytoplasmic lipid droplets in these cells and their fusion to
membrane-coated vesicles (Fig. S4C). However, unlike resis-
tant cells, MDA-MB-231 did not respond to GLS knockdown
by enhancing either 14CO2 or CPT1 activity levels (Fig. 6, D and
E, respectively), showing no increase in the mitochondrial
�-oxidation process. In fact, it was recently demonstrated that
MDA-MB-231 cells respond to GLS inhibition (by another glu-
taminase inhibitor called C.968) by increasing autophagy,
which increased cell survival upon glutaminase inhibition (56).
Although the levels of metabolites related to lipid catabolism
were altered upon treatment, the OCR induced by palmitate
(the only direct evidence of �-oxidation in this work) indicated
that cells could oxidize FAs; however, no data regarding the
effect of GLS inhibition on this parameter was shown (56). In
accordance, our data show that GLS attenuation by knockdown
in this cell line is likely related to increased lipophagy. However,
we failed to detect a direct increase in mitochondrial �-oxida-
tion in this cell line induced by GLS attenuation, indicating that
MDA-MB-231, although very responsive to CB-839 (and clas-
sified by us as sensitive), still presents a certain level of resis-
tance in which lipid catabolism by mitochondrial �-oxidation
may not be a relevant mechanism.

In addition, although GLS knockdown led to an increase in
pAMPK Thr-172 and pACC Ser-79 in both MDA-MB-231
and the resistant cell line BT549 (data not shown for MDA-
MB-231), only in the latter was this converted to increased
CPT1 activity levels. This capacity of increasing CPT1 activ-
ity may be key to the metabolic adaptation process described
here, and determining why resistant cells have an increased
ability to do this (compared with sensitive cells) deserves
further investigation.

Finally, we discovered that double glutaminase and CPT1
inhibition of resistant cells potentiates cell death and further
decreased cell migration compared with individual treatments.
Very importantly, in recent work, Yao et al. (57) showed that
CPT1 has important metabolic roles related to cell proliferation
that are independent of fatty acid oxidation. When working
with etomoxir doses as low as 10 �M, they could measure a
decrease in �-oxidation; however, this dose had no effect on
proliferation (57). At higher doses, they showed that etomoxir
has an off-target effect and can inhibit cell proliferation by
mechanisms other than blocking �-oxidation (57). In our work,
we used doses higher than 10 �M, and although we also mea-
sured a decrease in CPT1 activity and in �-oxidation, we cannot
affirm that �-oxidation is directly responsible for the measured
effects on proliferation and migration. In this regard, it is still an

open question how exactly inhibiting CPT1 can correlate with
GLS inhibition to further decrease proliferation (and migra-
tion) of resistant TNBC cells.

Finally, we propose that lower GLS levels associated with
increased CPT1, CPT2, and CRAT mRNA levels can be poten-
tial markers to identify and select TNBCs that are poor CB-839
responders. This type of tumor may, from a clinical perspective,
benefit from double glutaminase and �-oxidation inhibition.
However, validation of these findings requires further in vivo
proof.

Experimental procedures

Cell culture

HCC1806 (ATCC CRL-2335), HCC1143 (ATCC CRL-2321),
HCC38 (ATCC CRL-2314), MDAMB436 (ATCC HTB-130),
MDA-MB-231 (ATCC HTB-26), Hs578T (ATCC HTB-126),
HCC1937 (ATCC CRL-2336), HCC70 (ATCC CRL-2315),
BT549 (ATCC HTB-122), MDA-MB-157 (ATCC HTB-24),
MDA-MB-453 (ATCC HTB131), and MDA-MB-468 (ATCC
HTB-132) cells were maintained in RPMI 1640 medium sup-
plemented with 10% FBS and incubated at 37 °C under 5% CO2
in a humidified atmosphere. All cell lines were obtained from
the ATCC.

Lentiviral shRNA cloning and subcell line generation

pLKO.1 puro was a gift from Bob Weinberg (Addgene plas-
mid 8453) (58). Lentiviral shRNAs targeting the genes of inter-
est were cloned in pLKO.1 within the AgeI/EcoRI sites at the 3�
end of the human U6 promoter. The targeted sequences were as
follows: GFP, 5�-CAAGCTGACCCTGAAGTTCAT-3�; GLS,
5�-CAACTGGCCAAATTCAGTC-3�; CPT1, 5�-CGATGTT-
ACGACAGGTGGTTT-3�; AMPK�, 5�-ATGAGTCTACAG-
CTATACCAA-3�. The cell lines were transduced with lentivi-
ral particles from the pLKO.puro shGLS, tet-pLKO.G418
shCPT1, or tet-pLKO.puro shAMPK� vectors. The subcell
lines were maintained with 1000 �g/ml G418 (Sigma-Aldrich)
(shCPT1) or 1 �g/ml puromycin (Life Technologies) (shGLS
and shAMPK�). To induce knockdown in transduced cells with
the tet-pLKO vector, we utilized 50 ng/ml doxycycline for 7
days.

Proliferation assay

The cells were seeded at a density of 62.5 cells/mm2 in
96-well plates in complete medium. For the glutamine depriva-
tion assay, after 24 h, the medium was replaced with either
complete or glutamine-free RPMI medium, both supplemented
with 10% dialyzed FBS (Thermo Fisher). For the inhibition
assays, the cells were incubated with complete medium added
of vehicle (0.1% (v/v) DMSO), 1 �M CB-839 (Sigma-Aldrich), 50
�M etomoxir (Cayman), or 3 �M compound C (Sigma-Aldrich).
Double-inhibition assays were performed with 1 �M CB-839 and
200 �M etomoxir (individually or in combination). The medium
was replaced every 48 h, and the cells were fixed with 3.7% form-
aldehyde and stained with 0.5 �g/ml DAPI after 96 h of treatment
(T1). A mirror plate was set for every experiment, and the cells
were fixed 24 h after seeding (T0). The number of stained nuclei
was quantified using an Operetta fluorescence microscope
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(PerkinElmer Life Sciences) plate reader and Columbus software
(PerkinElmer Life Sciences). Cell proliferation (when the number
of cells in T1 � the number of cells in T0) and cell loss (when the
number of cells in T1 � the number of cells in T0) were calculated
using the following equations: cell proliferation � {100 	
[(T1compound/T0compound)/(T1DMSO/T0DMSO)]}; cell loss �
{100 	 [1- (T1compound/T0Compound)]}. The bis-2-(5-phenylacet-
amide-1,3,4-thiadiazol-2-yl)ethyl sulfide IC50 value for cell prolif-
eration was determined after 48 h of incubation. Sigmoidal curve
and IC50 values were calculated with GraphPad Prism 8.0.0
software.

Glutamine consumption and glutamate secretion

The assay was performed using a method published previ-
ously (59) with some modifications. Briefly, the cells were
seeded at a density of 937.5 cells/mm2 in 96-well plates in 50 �l
of RPMI complete medium and sat for 12 h. Next, 10 �l of
medium was combined with 190 �l of a solution containing 50
mM Tris acetate (pH 8.6), 0.2 mM EDTA (pH 8.0), 2 mM NAD�,
50 mM dipotassium phosphate, and 0.3 units of L-glutamate
dehydrogenase (Sigma-Aldrich); the absorbance was measured
at 340 nm using an EnSpire plate reader (PerkinElmer Life Sci-
ences). Then, 60 nM of recombinant glutaminase C (purified as
described in Ref. 60) was added to the same reaction to obtain
the total amount of glutamine. The glutamate and glutamine
concentrations were estimated based on the slope of a standard
curve. Data were normalized by the number of cells, which was
calculated as described above.

GLS activity assay

This assay was performed using a method published previ-
ously (61) with some modifications. Cells seeded at a density of
2500 cells/mm2 in 60-mm dishes were lysed in a solution con-
taining 150 mM sodium chloride, 25 mM HEPES (pH 8.0), 1 mM

EDTA, and 0.01% Triton X-100. The cells were then added to
10 mM sodium pyrophosphate, 20 mM sodium fluoride, 10 mM

sodium orthovanadate, 1 mM PMSF, 10 mM �-glycerophos-
phate, 10 �M leupeptin, 1 �M pepstatin, 2 �g/ml aprotinin, and
4 mM benzamidine, followed by 20 strokes through a 26-gauge
needle. After that, the samples were quantified by the Bradford
method (62). Ten micrograms of cell lysate was combined with
50 mM Tris acetate (pH 8.6), 0.5 units of bovine L-glutamate
dehydrogenase, 2 mM NAD�, 20 mM dipotassium phosphate,
and 3.5 mM L-glutamine in a 96-well plate. The absorbance at
340 nm was measured over time on an EnSpire plate reader
(PerkinElmer Life Sciences), and the slope of the curve was used
to measure glutaminase activity.

Western blotting

Experiments were performed as described previously (38).
The following antibodies were used: anti-GLS (Abcam,
ab156876), anti-AMPK (Cell Signaling Technology, 2532),
anti-pAMPK Thr-172 (Cell Signaling Technology, 2535), anti-
ACC (Cell Signaling Technology, 3662), anti-pACC Ser-79
(Cell Signaling Technology, 3661), anti-vinculin (ab18058),
anti-actin (ab3280), and anti-CPT1A (Abcam, ab128568). Two
anti-rabbit secondary antibody HRP-linked were used: one
from Cell Signaling Technology (7074) at a 1:1000 dilution, and

another one from Sigma-Aldrich (A0545) at a 1:5000 dilution.
An anti-mouse secondary antibody from Sigma-Aldrich
(A4416) was used at a 1:5000 dilution.

ATP measurement

The cells were treated with 1 �M CB-839 (or vehicle DMSO)
for 48 h and then seeded at a density of 62.5 cells/mm2 in a
384-well white plate. After 24 h, the assay was performed with
the CellTiter-Glo Luminescent Cell Viability Kit (Promega)
according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

Mitochondrial texture index

The cells were treated with 1 �M CB-839 (or vehicle DMSO)
for 48 h and then seeded at a density of 187.5 cells/mm2 in a
96-well plate. After 24 h, the cells were incubated with 100 nM

MitoTracker Deep Red (Thermo Fisher) and 2.5 �M Hoechst
(Thermo Fisher) in RPMI medium without phenol red and 1%
FBS for 45 min. Then the cells were washed once and main-
tained in complete medium supplemented with 1% FBS. Images
were taken immediately using an Operetta microscope
(PerkinElmer Life Sciences). The analysis was performed with
Columbus software (PerkinElmer Life Sciences). The SER val-
ley texture classification (1 pixel) from Saddles, Edges, Ridges
(SER) Features was used to evaluate mitochondrial morphol-
ogy. Higher index values are related to a more complex and
active mitochondrial network.

Immunofluorescence microscopy

The cells were seeded at a density of 187.5 cells/mm2 in a
96-well CellCarrier plate (PerkinElmer Life Sciences). After
24 h, the cells were fixed with 3.7% paraformaldehyde for 20
min and permeabilized with 0.2% Triton X-100 for 5 min. The
cells were then incubated with blocking solution (5 mg/ml
sodium heparin (5000 IU/ml), 5 mg/ml dextran sulfate, 0.1%
Tween 20, and 0.05% sodium azide) for 30 min, followed by
incubation with blocking/permeabilization solution (1% BSA,
0.1% Triton X-100, 50 mM glycine, and 10% goat serum) for 1 h
using a humidity chamber. Then the cells were washed three
times with working solution (diluted 5 times with blocking/
permeabilization solution) and incubated overnight at 4 °C
with the primary antibodies anti-CPT2 (1:100, Abcam,
ab181114), anti-CPT1A (1:500, Abcam, ab128568), or anti-
GAC (1:300, Rheabiotech) diluted in work solution. Twelve
hours later, the cells were washed three times with working
solution and incubated for 2 h at room temperature with the
secondary antibodies Alexa 488 rabbit (1:200, Invitrogen,
A11008), Alexa 488 mouse (1:400, Invitrogen, A11017), or
Alexa 633 rabbit (1:300, Invitrogen, A21070), respectively, and
diluted in work solution. The cells were then washed three
more times with working solution and incubated with 1 �g/ml
DAPI for 10 min. Images were obtained using an Operetta
microscope (PerkinElmer Life Sciences). The analysis was per-
formed with Columbus software (Perkin Elmer Life Sciences).

Bioinformatic analysis of transcriptomics and proteomics data

RNA-Seq analysis of the TNBC cell lines HCC1806,
HCC1143, HCC38, MDA-MB-436, MDA-MB-231, Hs578T,
HCC1937, HCC70, BT549, MDA-MB-157, MDA-MB-468, and
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MDA-MB-453 was performed as described previously (38)
using three data sources (38, 63, 64). The cells were separated
into CB-839 –sensitive and –resistant cells and were analyzed
in groups. Differential gene expression among these groups was
performed using the DESeq2 package (R statistical software)
(65). Gene enrichment using Gene Ontology (66) was per-
formed using goseq (67). Patient RNA-Seq gene expression
data were downloaded from the Genomic Data Commons por-
tal (https://portal.gdc.cancer.gov/).4 Invasive breast carcinoma
cases (1097 samples) were separated according to high and low
GLS levels as described under “Results.” A differential gene
expression analysis between the high and low GLS groups using
raw transcript counts was performed with DESeq2. Reverse-
phase protein array data were downloaded from The Cancer
Proteome Atlas portal (https://tcpaportal.org/tcpa/)4 as repli-
cate-based normalized values (68).

CPT1 activity assay

CPT1 activity was measured according to a protocol pub-
lished previously (69) with modifications. Cells seeded at a den-
sity of 2500 cells/mm2 in 60-mm dishes were lysed in a solution
containing 100 mM Tris-HCl (pH 8.0), 0.1% Triton X-100, 10
mM sodium pyrophosphate, 20 mM sodium fluoride, 10 mM

sodium orthovanadate, 1 mM PMSF, 10 mM �-glycerophos-
phate, 10 �M leupeptin, 1 �M pepstatin, 2 �g/ml, aprotinin and
4 mM benzamidine, followed by three cycles of freezing in dry
ice and thawing in ice and then 20 strokes through a 26-gauge
needle. The samples were quantified by the Bradford method
(62). The lysates (25 �g) were combined with 2.25 mM 5,5�-
dithiobis(2-nitrobenzoic acid) (Sigma-Aldrich) in a 384-well
plate and incubated at 37 °C for 30 min. Then 100 �M palmi-
toyl-CoA (Sigma-Aldrich) and 5 �M L-carnitine (Sigma-Al-
drich) were added to each well to reach a final volume of 50 �l.
Absorbance at 412 nm was measured in an EnSpire plate reader
(PerkinElmer Life Sciences), and the slope of the curve was used
as the protein activity measurement.

Measurement of 14CO2 release

�-Oxidation was measured according to a protocol de-
scribed previously (70) with modifications. The cells were
seeded at a density of 2000 cells/mm2 in 12.5-cm2 flasks without
filter caps. After 24 h, the cells were washed and maintained in
2.5 ml of RPMI medium (without sodium bicarbonate, gluta-
mine, and glucose) supplemented with 2.5 mM glucose, 1 mM

glutamine, 1 mM carnitine, 25 mM HEPES, 1% FBS, and 100 �M

BSA–palmitate containing 0.1 �Ci/ml of [14C]palmitic acid
labeled uniformly (Amersham Biosciences, GE Healthcare; spe-
cific activity of 57 mCi/mmol). A Whatman filter paper soaked
with 30 �l of 2 M potassium hydroxide was placed on the flask
cap. After incubation at 37 °C for 3 h, the filters were placed in
1 ml of scintillation liquid, and the signal was measured using
Beckman Coulter LS6500 multipurpose scintillation counter
equipment (Beckman). To prepare 2.5 mM BSA–palmitate
complexes, 7.5% BSA was dissolved in water at 37 °C to com-
plete dilution. 76 mmol of sodium palmitate (Sigma-Aldrich)

was mixed in water and held at 70 °C to complete the dilution.
After that, the solutions were combined (162.5 �l of sodium
palmitate and 4675 �l of BSA) and stirred at 37 °C until com-
pletely solubilized.

Measurement of basal OCR

The basal oxygen consumption rate was measured using Sea-
horse XFe24 Analyzer equipment according to the manufactu-
rer’s recommendations. Briefly, we seeded 937.5 cells/mm2 on
the XF24 microplate with RPMI medium for 16 h. Then we
replaced the RPMI medium with medium without FBS and
sodium bicarbonate and incubated the plate for 1 h while cali-
brating the equipment. Then the plate was placed into the ana-
lyzer and the reading was performed. The number of cells was
used to normalize the data.

Fluorescence microscopy

BODIPY 558/568 C12 (RedC12, Life Technologies) was
employed to measure �-oxidation as published previously (39).
The cells were seeded at a density of 125 cells/mm2 in a 96-well
CellCarrier plate (PerkinElmer Life Sciences). After adhering,
the cells were maintained in RPMI medium supplemented with
5% FBS and 1 �M RedC12 for 16 h. Subsequently, the RPMI was
replaced with complete medium containing 1% FBS and 50 �M

etomoxir (or 0.1% DMSO) for 3 h. Alternatively, shGFP and
shGLS cells without treatment were used. After that, mito-
chondria were labeled with 100 nM MitoTracker Deep Red (Life
Technologies) and 2.5 �M Hoechst (Life Technologies, H3570)
for 30 min. Images were then taken using an Operetta micro-
scope (PerkinElmer Life Sciences). The analysis was performed
with Columbus software (Perkin Elmer Life Sciences). The fluo-
rescence intensity was reported as the mean value per cell. For
colocalization, we calculated the overlap of RedC12 and Mito-
Tracker Deep Red. Images were captured in Nipkow spinning
disk confocal mode, and the analysis was performed with
ImageJ software using the plugin Coloc2. Approximately 150
cells of each well were used to calculate Pearson’s correlation
coefficient (71).

Migration assay

In the wound-healing migration assays, 1875 cells/mm2

(HCC1806 and HCC70) or 937.5 cells/mm2 (BT549 and
HCC1937) were seeded over 96-well plates pre-coated for 1 h
with 300 �g/ml collagen type I from rat tails in acetic acid at
37 °C. After cell attachment for 16 h and serum starvation for
24 h, wounds were created with pipette tips, and the cells were
immediately treated with 1 �M CB-839 and 50 �M etomoxir
individually or in combination (DMSO vehicle at 0.2% (v/v)) in
RPMI medium supplemented with 10% FBS. The cells were
imaged for 18 h using Operetta (PerkinElmer Life Sciences) in
bright-field mode every hour in a 5% CO2 atmosphere. The
images were processed with Fiji-ImageJ using a macro based on
previous work (72).

Lipid droplets and lysosomes staining

On a 96-well plate, 156.25 cells/mm2 were grown for 48 h in
complete RPMI medium supplemented with 10% FBS. After
medium removal, the cells were incubated with 500 nM Lyso-

4 Please note that the JBC is not responsible for the long-term archiving and
maintenance of this site or any other third party– hosted site.
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Tracker Red DND-99 (Life Technologies) for 1 h at 37 °C and
5% CO2. The cells were rinsed with PBS and fixed with 3.7%
formaldehyde in PBS added to 2.5 �M Hoechst for nucleus
staining. For lipid labeling, the cells were incubated with 1:1000
LipidTOX neutral lipid (Life Technologies), and the plate was
sealed with adherent film. Images were acquired immediately
with an Operetta fluorescence microscope in Nipkow spinning
disk confocal mode (19 stacks of 1-�m increments per field
were collected). The intensity of lipid droplet labeling within
the lysosomes (defined as regions of interest) was quantified
using Harmony software. Representative images were obtained
in the biological imaging facility of LNBio using a Leica TCS
SP8 confocal mounted on a Leica DMI 6000 inverted
microscope.

Transmission EM

A cell monolayer grown over a glass coverslip was fixed with
2.5% glutaraldehyde and 3 mM CaCl2 in 0.1 M sodium cacody-
late buffer for 5 min at room temperature, followed by 1 h of
incubation on ice. For lipid visualization using EM, imidazole-
buffered osmium tetroxide was used as a stain as described
previously (73). After fixation, the samples were washed three
times in 0.1 M sodium cacodylate and 3 mM CaCl2 solution and
post-fixed with 2% osmium tetroxide in 0.1 M imidazole buffer
for 30 min and stained en bloc in ice-cold 2% uranyl acetate
overnight. The cells were dehydrated in ethanol on ice, ending
with four changes of 100% ethanol at room temperature. The
dehydrated cells were infiltrated in Epon resin. After four
changes of resin solution, a fifth resin change was performed,
and the dish was immediately placed in a laboratory oven at
60 °C to be polymerized for 72 h. Ultrathin sections were cut
with a Leica Ultracut microtome, stained with 2% uranyl ace-
tate and Reynold’s lead citrate, and then examined in an LEO
906-Zeiss transmission electron microscope (at the Electron
Microscopy Laboratory of Institute of Biology, Campinas State
University) using an accelerating voltage of 60 kV.
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