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MMP-9 Inhibitor SB-3CT Attenuates Behavioral
Impairments and Hippocampal Loss
after Traumatic Brain Injury in Rat

Feng Jia!" Yu Hua Yin!"™ Guo Yi Gao, Yu Wang! Lian Cen? and Ji-yao Jiang'

Abstract

The aim of this study was to evaluate the potential efficacy of SB-3CT, a matrix metallopeptidase 9 inhibitor, on
behavioral and histological outcomes after traumatic brain injury (TBI) in rats. Adult male Sprague-Dawley rats were
randomly divided into three groups (n=15/group): TBI with SB-3CT treatment, TBI with saline, and sham injury. The
TBI model was induced by a fluid percussion TBI device. SB-3CT (50 mg/kg in 10% dimethyl sulfoxide) was admin-
istered intraperitoneally at 30 min, 6 h, and 12 h after the TBI. Motor function (beam-balance/beam-walk tests) and spatial
learning/memory (Morris water maze) were assessed on post-operative Days 1 —35 and 11-15, respectively. Fluoro-Jade
staining, immunofluorescence, and cresyl violet-staining were carried out for histopathological evaluation at 24 h, 72h,
and 15 days after TBI, respectively. It was shown that TBI can result in significant behavioral deficit induced by acute
neurodegeneration, increased expression of cleaved caspase-3, and long-term neuronal loss. SB-3CT intervention via the
current regime provides robust behavioral protection and hippocampal neurons preservation from the deleterious effects of
TBI. Hence, the efficacy of SB-3CT on TBI prognosis could be ascertained. It is believed that the current study adds to the

growing literature in identifying SB-3CT as a potential therapy for human brain injury.

Key Words: hippocampus; neuroprotection; SB-3CT; traumatic brain injury

Introduction

TRAUMATIC BRAIN INJURY (TBI) is a major cause of morbidity
and mortality." Studies over the past two decades have dem-
onstrated that as a result of secondary autodestructive insult after
TBI, long-term motor and cognitive disabilities occur due to seri-
ous damage in the central nervous system (CNS).>* Despite ad-
vances in preclinical research, as well as improvement in clinical
intensive care during recent years, no effective pharmacological
therapy is available to promote functional recovery after TBL>® It
is therefore important to identify an effective therapeutic agent and
its intervention regime to improve functional outcome after TBI.
Matrix metalloproteinases (MMPs) are a family of extracellular
zinc- and calcium-dependent endopeptidases that degrade compo-
nents of extracellular matrix (ECM).”*® Their elevation was dem-
onstrated after TBL.%'® More specifically, the elevation of MMP-9
can cause the increase in capillary permeability and will also lead to
brain edema, a typical symptom of secondary injury after TBI.'"*'?
It was demonstrated in our previous study '® that the amount of
MMP-9 in both the severe TBI and moderate TBI groups were
significantly increased over that of the sham group within 6 h after

TBI. With the increase in time, MMP-9 protein levels in the severe
TBI and moderate TBI groups kept on increasing, and the maximal
levels of the two groups were all reached at 24 h and 72 h after TBI
in the ipsilateral and contralateral hemispheres, respectively. Fur-
ther, Grossetete and colleagues have shown that the elevation of
MMP-3 and MMP-9 after TBI has a negative correlation with the
prognosis of patients. Given these findings, we therefore proposed
that MMP-9 may be a useful target for rescue therapies after TBL'*

Broad-spectrum MMP inhibitors (MMPIs) have been tested in
patients with ischemia. It was shown that these agents were effi-
cient in reducing cell loss and edema'® but they also caused fibrosis
of joints with arthritic-like symptoms.'® This has led to a search for
highly selective inhibitors that could retain the desired neuropro-
tective effects without any joint adverse effects. SB-3CT, a highly
selective inhibitor known to target only MMP-2 and MMP-9, is one
of such substance that is promising in treating a range of patholo-
gies including those of CNS.!” It was shown by Cui and colleagues
that SB-3CT treatment for seven days could lessen neuronal la-
minin degradation and provide protection on neurons from ische-
mic cell death.'® It was further confirmed by Liu and colleagues
that SB-3CT could attenuate occludin protein loss and claudin-5
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redistribution, thus attenuating blood—brain barrier damage in early
ischemic stroke stage.'® These investigations were all carried out in
cerebral ischemia, whereas no information is available on the be-
havioral and histological outcomes resulting from the subsequent
SB-3CT treatment after TBL.

The current study thus was designed to explore whether SB-3CT
with a rational intervention regime could facilitate favorable neu-
robehavioral outcomes and attenuate histological damage after
TBI. A fluid percussion TBI model was applied in rats.?> SB-3CT
treatment at a dosage of 50 mg/kg was then carried out via repeated
intraperitoneal administration at 30 min, 6 h, and 12 h, respectively,
after TBI. Both the behavioral and histological outcomes after TBI
in rats were assessed to give qualitative and quantitative evaluation
on the effect of post-operative intervention using SB-3CT.

Methods
Animals

Forty-five male Sprague-Dawley rats weighing 310-330 g were
used in this study. The rats were randomly divided into three groups:
TBI with SB-3CT (n=15; TBI+SB group), TBI with saline (n=15;
TBI+SA group), and sham injured groups (n=15; briefed as sham
group). Animals were housed in individual cages in a temperature
(22°C) and humidity-controlled (50% relative) animal facility with a
12-h light/dark cycle. Animals had free access to food and water
during the duration of the experiments and were held in the animal
facility for at least seven days prior to surgery. The animal proce-
dures were approved by the Animal Care and Experiment Com-
mittee of School of Medicine, Shanghai JiaoTong University.

Surgical preparation

Rats were anesthetized with 4% isoflurane in a carrier gas
mixture of nitrous oxide/oxygen (2:1 ratio), intubated, and me-
chanically ventilated with a rodent volume ventilator (Harvard
Apparatus model 683, Holliston, MA). A surgical level of anes-
thesia was maintained with 2% isoflurane. Rats were mounted in a
stereotaxic frame, a scalp incision made along the midline, and a
4.8-mm diameter craniectomy was performed on the right parietal
bone (centered at —4.5mm bregma and right lateral 3.0mm). A
rigid plastic injury tube (modified Leur-loc needle hub, 2.6 mm
inside diameter) was secured over the exposed, intact dura with
cyanoacrylate adhesive. Two skull screws (2.1 mm diameter,
6.0 mm length) were placed into burr holes, 1 mm rostral to bregma
and 1 mm caudal to lambda. The injury tube was secured to the
skull and screws with cranioplastic cement (Plastics One, Roanoke,
VA). Rectal temperature was continuously monitored and main-
tained within normal ranges during surgical preparation by a
feedback temperature controller pad (CWE model TC-1000, Ard-
more, PA). Temporalis muscle temperature was measured by in-
sertion of a 29-gauge needle temperature probe (Physitemp unit
TH-5, probe MT-29/2, Clifton, NJ) between the skull and tem-
poralis muscle. The mean arterial blood pressure was monitored
continuously throughout the whole duration of TBI and post-
operational treatment, and blood gases were measured before injury
and at 15 min after injury.

Fluid percussion TBI and post-operational treatment
with SB-3CT

A fluid percussion device was used to create TBI as described in
detail previously.?® Briefly, this device consists of a Plexiglas cy-
lindrical reservoir, 60 cm long and 4.5 cm in diameter, bounded at
one end by a rubber-covered Plexiglas piston mounted on O rings.
The opposite end is fitted with a transducer housing ended with a
2.6-mm-inside-diameter Luer Lok fitting. The entire system is fil-
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led with 37°C isotonic saline. Injury is induced by the descent of a
metal pendulum striking the piston, thereby injecting a small vol-
ume of saline epidurally into the closed cranial cavity and pro-
ducing brief displacement and deformation of neuronal tissue. The
resulting pressure pulse is measured in air by an extracranial
transducer (Statham PA 85-100; Gould, Oxnard, CA) and recorded
on a storage oscilloscope (Tektronix 5111; Tektronix, Beaverton,
OR). Animals were injured at a moderate magnitude of injury
(2.12-2.16 atm), as described in detail previously.”®

As to the TBI+ SB group, SB-3CT (50 mg/kg in 10% dimethyl
sulfoxide; Enzo Life Sciences, Inc, Farmingdale, NY) was injected
intraperitoneally starting at 30 min after TBI, followed by second
and third injections at 6 h and 12 h. These time points were chosen
according to our previous findings that MMP-9 activity was up-
induced within the first 24 h following TBI in the same animal
model."* Weight-matched control animals received injections of an
equal volume of vehicle (10% dimethyl sulfoxide in saline) only. A
final volume of not more than 0.4% of body weight was injected
using an ultrafine 30-gauge insulin needle. An intraperitoneal route
of delivery was chosen as effective delivery of this inhibitor to the
brain had previously been reported in adult rats via the same
route.”! Further, similar dosages have been shown to be effective in
inhibiting MMP activity in adult rat models of spinal cord injury'’
and ischemia®' without any confounding toxic effects. After SB-
3CT or saline treatment in the current study, the animals were
returned to the normal rat housing rooms (22°C, 50% relative hu-
midity, 12-h light/12- h dark cycle).

Behavioral monitoring

Motor function (beam-balance/beam-walk tests) and spatial
learning/memory (Morris water maze; MWM) were assessed as
the behavioral index on post-operative Days 1—-5 and 11-15,
respectively.

Gross vestibulomotor function was assessed on a beam balance
task: the time duration that animals could remain on an elevated,
1.5-cm-wide wooden beam was recorded (up to a maximum of
60 sec).?* Three trials were performed per animal per day. Training/
pre-assessment was completed on the day prior to surgery/injury.
Spinning on the beam was counted as a fall. Animals fell onto a
cushioned pad to avoid injury.

Finer components of vestibulomotor function and coordination
were assessed using a modified beam-walking task.>> On the day
prior to injury, the rats were trained to escape from a bright light
and loud white noise (model #15800C; Lafayette Instruments, Inc.,
Lafayette, IN) by traversing a narrow wooden beam (2.5 % 100 cm)
and entering a darkened goal box at the opposite end. The noise and
light were terminated when the rat entered the goal box. Four pegs
(3mm diameter and 4cm high) were equally spaced along the
center of the beam to increase the difficulty of the task. Perfor-
mance was assessed by measuring the latency to traverse the beam.
The rats were kept in the goal box for 30 sec between trials. If the
rats did not cross the beam in 60 sec or fell off, the light and noise
were stopped and the rats were placed in the goal box. Data for each
session are the mean of three trials.

Spatial learning was assessed in a MWM,** which has been
shown to be sensitive to assess cognitive function after TBL.>>* To
this end, we utilized a protocol that replicated one previously re-
ported by Kline and colleagues.?’ Briefly, the maze consisted of a
plastic pool (180cm diameter; 60 cm high) filled with tap water
(26£1°C) to a depth of 28 cm and was situated in a room with
salient visual cues that remained constant throughout the study. The
platform was a clear acrylic glass stand (10cm diameter, 26 cm
high) that was positioned at 26 cm from the maze wall in the
southwest quadrant and held constant for each rat. Spatial learning
began on post-operative day 11 and consisted of providing a block
of four daily trials (4-min inter-trial interval) for five consecutive
days (11-15) to locate the platform when it was submerged 2 cm
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below the water’s surface (i.e., invisible to the rat). On Day 15, the
platform was raised 2 cm above the water’s surface (i.e., visible to
the rat) as a control procedure to determine the contributions of
non-spatial factors (e.g., sensorimotor performance, motivation,
and visual acuity) on cognitive performance. For each daily block
of trials, the rats were placed in the pool facing the wall at each of
four possible start locations (north, east, south, or west) in a ran-
domized manner. Each trial lasted until the rat climbed onto the
platform or until 120sec had elapsed, whichever occurred first.
Rats that failed to locate the goal within the allotted time were
manually guided to it. All rats remained on the platform for 30 sec
before being placed in a heated incubator between trials. The times
and swim distances of the four daily trials for each rat were aver-
aged and used in the statistical analyses.

Tissue collection and sectioning

Rats were euthanized 24 h (acute histology experiment), 72h
(apoptotic effector cleaved caspase-3 expression), or on Day 15
(chronic histology examination) after TBI, by deep sodium pen-
tobarbital anesthesia (100 mg/kg, intraperitoneally) followed by
transcardial perfusion with 100mL of 0.1 M sodium phosphate
buffer (PB; pH="7.4) followed by 350 mL of 4% paraformaldehyde
(pH, 7.4). Brains were removed and post-fixed for 1h in 4%
paraformaldehyde at 4°C. Brains were next cryoprotected in 10%
sucrose solution for one day followed by two days in a 30% sucrose
solution, and then frozen on powdered dry ice. Using a sliding
microtome (American Optical, Model 860), 45 yum coronal sections
were cut. Every serial section starting at —2.12 mm bregma and
ending at —4.80mm bregma was saved in 24-well cell culture
plates. Systematic random sampling techniques were used for se-
lecting tissue sections for staining and stereological analysis.

Histology

Acute histology. Neuronal degeneration was assessed at 24 h
after TBI using histofluorescent staining, Fluoro-Jade B (FJ-B).
Briefly, tissue sections were mounted onto gelatin-coated slides in a
1:1 ratio of 0.1M PB and distilled H,O (dH,0), air-dried overnight,
and subsequently immersed in 100% alcohol (3 min), 70% alcohol
(1 min), dH,O (1min), and 0.006% potassium permanganate
(15 min). After that, sections were rinsed with dH>O (1 min), in-
cubated in 0.001% FJ-B (Histo-Chem Inc., Pine Bluff, AK) staining
solution in 0.1% acetic acid for 30 min, rinsed again in dH,O
(3 min), and air-dried. Finally, the sections were immersed in xy-
lene and cover-slipped with DePeX mounting medium (Electron
Microscopy Sciences, Fort Washington, PA). Cell counting of
CA2-3 and hilus was done by an investigator blinded to the groups
as previously described.? The degeneration cell counts were made
on a microscope (Nikon E600, Nikon, Tokyo) using a computer
software (IMAGEJ 1.43, National Institute of Health, USA).

Immunofluorescence. An apoptotic effector cleaved cas-
pase-3 expression was assessed on Day 3 post-injury using im-
munofluorescent staining. Briefly, free-floating sections were
permeabilized for 1 h in 0.1% Triton X-100 (PBT) buffer to reduce
non-specific immunolabelling. Double immunostaining was per-
formed by co-incubation of primary antibodies overnight at 4°C.
Primary antibodies and dilutions used were anti-Caspase-3 (1:500,
abcam), anti-NeuN (1:1000, Chemicon; NeuN, Neuronal Nuclei
specific antibody). After rinsing, sample sections were then incu-
bated with goat anti-rabbit conjugated with Alexa 568 (Molecular
Probes, 1:1000), goat anti-mouse conjugated with Alexa 488
(Molecular Probes, 1:1000), and 4’,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole
(DAPI; Thermo, 1:1000). Tissue sections were mounted onto gel-
atin-coated slides in a 1:1 ratio of 0.1M PB and distilled H,O
(dH,O) and cover-slipped with Fluoromount G mounting me-
dium (Electron Microscopy Sciences, Fort Washington, PA). The
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number of viable neuronal cells in hippocampal CA2-3 and hilus
was counted on a microscope (Nikon E600, Nikon, Tokyo) using a
computer software (Image Plus 2.0, Motic, Xiamen, China). The
mean number of stained cells was determined by three researchers
who were blinded to the groups as previously described.*®

Chronic histology. Long-term neuronal survival was assessed
on Day 15 post-injury. Surviving neurons were stained with cresyl
violet and further quantified using stereological techniques.’’
Briefly, tissue sections were mounted on gelatin-coated slides and
dried overnight before staining. The sections were dehydrated at
room temperature by a series of ethanol immersions: 70%
(2minx1), 95% (2minx2), and 100% (2 minx2), followed by
immersion in xylene (16 min). The sections were then rehydrated in
a series of ethanol immersions: 100% (2 minx2), 95% (2 minx2),
and 75% (2min X 1), then rinsed with dH,O (30 sec x2). The sec-
tions were next stained with cresyl violet acetate (0.1%) for 6 min,
followed by rinsing in dH,O (15secx2), differentiated by im-
mersion in 95% ethanol with 0.15% acetic acid (8 min), and de-
hydrated in a series of ethanol immersions (95% [30 sec x2] and
100% [30 sec x 2]) and cleared by immersion in xylene (5 minx2).
The sections were cover-slipped with Permount (Fisher Scientific,
Hampton, NH). Neuronal survival was assessed in the CA2-3 and
hilus of hippocampal fields. The cresyl violet cell counts were made
on a microscope (Nikon E600, Nikon, Tokyo) using a computer
software (Stereo Investigator™ 8.0, Microbrightfield, Inc., Will-
iston, VT) by a blinded examiner.

Statistical analysis

Data analysis was performed using SPSS software (Version 17,
Chicago, IL) which adheres to a general linear model. Alpha level
for Type I error was set at 0.05 for rejecting null hypotheses. Data
are presented as mean + standard deviation. A one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) was used to compare physiological variables
measured between groups. Degenerating neuronal counts from FJ-
B staining, cleaved caspase-3 expression and surviving neuronal
counts from cresyl violet staining were each analyzed using a one-
way ANOVA and a Dunnett post hoc analysis comparing each
group to the sham. Behavioral data for beam walk and MWM
latency were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA with as-
sessment days as the repeated variable within subjects followed by
Dunnett post hoc analysis.

Results
Physiological data

Physiological parameters (pH, partial pressure of carbon diox-
ide, partial pressure of oxygen, mean arterial blood pressure, brain
temperature, and rectal temperature) were assessed for each group
at 15 min before injury and 15 min after TBI or sham procedures as
shown in Table 1. All physiologic variables were within normal
ranges for both the TBI+SB group and the TBI+SA group.

Behavioral outcome: Beam walk performance

No pre-surgical differences were observed among groups, as all
rats were capable of balancing on the beam for the allotted 60 sec
(Fig. 1A). The TBI injured groups were all markedly impaired
relative to the sham group, which was still able to maintain pre-
surgery balancing ability during the whole testing period. At Day 1
after TBI, the TBI+SA group exhibited statistically lower beam-
balance latencies (p<0.01, TBI+SA vs. sham; Fig. 1A), higher
beam-walk latencies (p<0.01, TBI+SA vs. sham; Fig. 1B),
compared with those of the sham group. Such kind of phenomena
peaked at Day 1 after TBI, and after that time point, the beam
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FIG. 1. Motor testing. In the beam balance test (A) or beam walk test (B), rats in the traumatic brain injury (TBI)+SB-3CT (SB)
group exhibited significantly improved performance compared to the TBI+ SAline (SA) group. (*p <0.01, TBI+ SA group versus sham
group at d1, d2, d3, d4, and d5, respectively; #p <0.01, TBI+SB group versus sham group at d1, d2, d3, d4, and d5, respectively;
#p<0.01, TBI+SB group versus TBI+SA group at d1, d2, d3, d4, and d5, respectively).

Histological outcome: Cleaved caspase-3 expression

The pyramidal cells in CA2-3 and hilus regions of the injured
hippocampus were co-stained with DAPI, NeuN, and cleaved TBI+SA
caspase 3 (Fig. 5 and Fig. 6), respectively. It was shown that TBI
induced the cleaved caspase-3 expression as its positive staining
was localized in both TBI+SA and TBI+ SB groups in both CA2-3
(Fig. 5SE, H, F, and I) and hilus (Fig. 6E, H, F, and I), compared with
the sham group (Fig. 5B and C; Fig. 6B and C), respectively.
However, it seems that such an up-expression in cleaved caspase-3
could be moderated with the treatment of SB-3CT as relatively
lower number of such cells could be located. The above staining
was further quantified (Fig. 7). It was shown that at 72 h the NeuN
staining of visible cells in the injured CA2-3 and hilus in TBI+SA
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FIG. 4. Quantitative analysis on Fluoro-Jade B positive neurons
in the injured hippocampus of traumatic brain injury (TBI) + saline
(SA) and TBI+SB-3CT (SB) groups at 12h post-TBI. *p <0.01
for the comparison between TBI+SB and TBI+SA groups.

rats was significantly reduced to 70.6x5.8% (p<0.01) and
79.8£7.1% (p<0.01) relative to those of the sham group. How-
ever, upon SB-3CT treatment on the rats after TBI (TBI+SB
group), the NeuN stained cells were increased to 85.5+7.2%
(p<0.01) and 88.6+7.8% (p<0.01), respectively, of those of the
sham group. A significant difference in the relative amounts of
NeuN stained cells was observed between the TBI+SA and
TBI+SB groups in both the CA2-3 (p<0.01) and hilus (p <0.01)
regions. Conversely, cleaved caspase-3 stained percentage in the
injured CA2-3 and hilus of TBI+SA group is 698.6% (p<0.01)
and 456.6% (p<0.01), respectively, of those of the sham group.
However, upon SB-3CT treatment on the rats after TBI (TBI+SB
group), the cleaved caspase—3 positive cells were decreased to
439.6% (p<0.01) and 238.2% ( p<0.01), respectively, of those of
the sham group. A significant difference in the relative amounts of
cleaved caspase — 3 positive stained cells was observed between the
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TBI+SA and TBI+SB groups in both the CA2-3 (p<0.01) and
hilus (p<0.01) regions, respectively. However, even though the
cleaved caspase-3 was down-regulated with the administration of
SB-3CT, its expression was still far beyond the normal range. On
the other hand, cleaved-caspase-3 labeling also could be located
randomly and sporadically in other cells in addition to neurons as
shown in Figure SE, H, F, and I, and Figure 6E, H, F, and L.

Histological outcome: Cresyl violet staining

Rats were euthanized and brain sections were stained with cresyl
violet. As shown in Figure 8, cellular-level injuries could be
identified after TBI as the density of positive cells was reduced in
both the TBI+ SA (Fig. 8C) and TBI+ SB (Fig. 8D) groups, com-
pared with that of the sham group (Fig. 8B). Consistent with the
above findings, upon SB-3CT treatment, such reduction in viable
neural density obviously was inhibited as more positive cells could
be observed in Figure 8D than in Figure 8C. Moreover, the CA2-3
stratum pyramidale in TBI animals (Fig. 8C and 8D) consistently
appeared narrower than in sham TBI animals (Fig. 8B). Pyramidal
neurons in the injured ipsilateral CA2-3 region were quantified
further using stereological techniques (Fig. 8E). Post hoc Dunnett
test indicated that both TBI injured groups with (p <0.01, TBI+SB
vs. sham) or without SB-3CT treatment (p<0.01, TBI+SA vs.
sham) had significantly fewer surviving neurons, compared with
that of the sham group (Fig. 8E). However, SB-3CT treatment can
significantly attenuate such a reduction induced by TBI as a sig-
nificant difference in the number of viable neuronal was observed
between the TBI+SA and TBI+SB groups (p<0.01; Fig. 8E).

Discussion

It was demonstrated in this study that SB-3T, a selective in-
hibitor of MMP-9, can be an effective therapeutic strategy for TBIL.

Sham

TBI+SA

TBI+SB

FIG. 5. Representative morphology stained with NeuN, cleaved-caspase-3, and 4’,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI) in the CA2-3
hippocampal region from the sham (A, B and C), traumatic brain injury (TBI)+saline (D, E and F), and TBI+SB-3CT (G, H, and I)
groups at 72 h after TBI. Mergel showed NeuN colocalized with cleaved caspase-3; Merge2 showed DAPI colocalized with NeuN and
cleaved caspase-3. The inset in each sub-figure is a representative localized image of high magnification. Scale bars =25 um for A-I;

100 um for insets.
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NeuN

Merge2
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FIG. 6. Representative morphology stained with NeuN, cleaved-caspase-3, and 4’,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole in the hilus hippo-
campal region from the sham (A, B and C), traumatic brain injury (TBI) + saline (SA; D, E, and F), and TBI+ SB-3CT (SB; G, H, and I)
groups at 72h after TBI. Mergel showed NeuN colocalized with cleaved caspase-3; Merge2 showed DAPI colocalized with NeuN and
cleaved caspase-3. The inset in each sub-figure is a representative localized image of high magnification. Scale bars=25 um for A-I;

100 pm for insets.

‘When administered at 30 min, 6 h, and 12 h after TBI in rats, SB-
3CT could provide both acute and chronic neuroprotection from the
deleterious effects from TBI. The improvement in both motor and
cognitive outcomes correlates well with significant hippocampal
tissue preservation. In behavioral experiments, SB-3CT improved
sensorimotor function (beam-balance/beam-walk tests) and spatial
learning/memory retention (MWM) as assessed on Days 1-5 and
11-15 post injury, respectively. In histological experiments, SB-
3CT attenuated the acute neuronal degeneration of 41.4% and
40.1% induced by TBI in CA2-3 and hilus, respectively, and de-
creased chronic neuronal loss of 45.3% in CA2-3 induced by TBI.
At 72 h after TBI, SB-3CT not only decreased the neuron loss but
also attenuated the up-expression of an apoptotic effector, cleaved
caspase-3 by 34.7% and 45.8% in CA2-3 and hilus, respectively.
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The above results correlate well with other studies that shows that
SB-3CT can protect against a variety of pathological conditions,
such as brain ischemia.'®'® It is well understood that secondary
injury in TBI is caused by autodestructive insults such as ischemia,
a phenomenon commonly seen with an injured hippocampus.
Broad-spectrum pharmacological MMPIs significantly reduce
brain damage after insults in animal models.*** For example,
MMPIs can block the disruption of the blood—brain barrier and also
were also proposed to treat neuroinflammation.>* However, pre-
vious human clinical trials with MMPIs, representing hydroxamate
derivatives, failed because of adverse effects attributed, at least
in part, to their lack of specificity.>'**> Further, it was shown by
Nelson and colleagues that broad-spectrum MMPIs, tested in pa-
tients with ischemia, caused fibrosis of joints with arthritic-like
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FIG. 7. Quantitative analysis on the NeuN-positive cells and cleaved caspase —3 positive cells in both the CA2-3 and hilus regions of
three groups. (*p <0.01, traumatic brain injury (TBI)+saline (SA) group vs. sham group in the CA2-3 and hilus regions, respectively;
#p<0.01, TBI+SB-3CT (SB) group versus sham group in the CA2-3 and hilus regions, respectively; #p < 0.01, TBI+ SB group versus

TBI+SA group in the CA2-3 and hilus regions, respectively).
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FIG. 8. Cresyl violet staining of the injured hippocampus at 15 d after traumatic brain injury (TBI). (A) Cresyl violet staining of the
injured hippocampus in TBI+SB-3CT (SB) group, and outlined area is CA2-3; (B-D) Cresyl violet staining of localized areas of
the injured hippocampus in sham, TBI+ SAline (SA) and TBI+ SB groups at 15 days after TBI, respectively. A significant increase in
the number of surviving neurons was observed in CA2-3 in TBI+SB group (D), compared with TBI+SA group (C). Scale bars=
100 um (A) and 10 um (B, C, and D). Quantitative analysis on cresyl violet positive cells in the injured CA2-3 region of hippocampus
was shown in E. Data represent mean+ SEM. (*p <0.01, TBI+SA group versus sham group; #p <0.01, TBI+SB group versus sham

group; #p <0.01, TBI+SB group versus TBI+SA group.

symptoms.'® On the other hand, MMPs have been implicated to
play beneficial roles in recovery following stroke.'® Shortly after
secondary injury such as ischemia, a cascade of events is initiated in
attempt to repair the damage, a process similar to that found in
wound healing.>**” Blood vessels also are dependent on the plas-
minogen-activator system and on MMPs for their regeneration.*® A
suitable balanced level of MMP-9 activity is important for vascular
remodeling after spinal cord injury.* Delayed or extended inhi-
bition of MMPs, especially through the use of broad-spectrum in-
hibitors, might prove deleterious, as confirmed by Zhao and
colleagues.*® Accounting for these concerns, SB-3CT was chosen
in this study as it is a selective inhibitor. Repeated intraperitoneal
administration of SB-3CT was carried out at 30 min, 6h, and 12h
after TBI as an intervention regime which included both acute and
delayed inhibition. Such design might offer the following advan-
tages: 1) Selective inhibition of MMP-9/MMP-2 gelatinases to
minimize the undesired adverse effects usually caused by broad-
spectrum MMPIs as mentioned above and 2) A realistic time
window in which injured TBI patients could be escorted to a hos-
pital setting to begin treatment.

The postulated therapeutic effects of MMPIs are linked to various
pathological mechanisms including suppression of the activity of
MMPs induced by brain injury,*"** the decreasing of tenascin-C
production,”® which attenuates anti-Thy1.1 nephritis,** and the
blocking of tumor necrosis factors c—converting enzyme and Fas

Ligand—converting enzyme,**® preventing the delayed-type hy-
persensitivity lesions in the central nervous system*’ and blocking
edema in intracerebral hemorrhage in the rat.'> Recently, it was
shown by Cui and colleagues that treatment with SB-3CT in the
embolus-induced ischemia model had an unexpected outcome,
compared with the control group. Expression of inactive pro-MMP-9
increased significantly during ischemia—a small portion of which
was processed to active MMP-9, which commonly manifests as
pathology associated with ischemia. Down regulation of pro-MMP-9
expression was observed when ischemic animals were treated with
SB-3CT. Collectively, it is believed that most probably, the neuro-
protective effect of SB-3CT works through not only binding MMP-9
to block pathological cascade of secondary brain injury but also
through inhibiting the expression of pro-MMP-9.'® This also was
indicated by an investigation carried out by Ranasinghe and col-
leagues.*® In their study, significant inhibition of brain pro-MMP-9
activity after hypoxic ischemia was observed by SB-3CT. Similar
phenomena was observed in TBI models that increase in the pro-
MMP-9 level was also observed in the lesioned cortex within 24 h
after TBI in addition to the up-regulation of activated MMP-9.*’
Moreover, the pro-MMP-9 levels in the lesioned cortex remained
elevated for even 10 d after TBI. Early investigation also revealed
that pro-MMP-9 levels are elevated as early as 3 h after trauma.” It
was further demonstrated that SB-3CT treatment could attenuate
both the levels of pro-MMP-9 and active MMP-9.%°



EFFECT OF SB-3CT ON TBI PROGNOSIS

Our previous study demonstrated that moderate TBI induced
significant increases in both MMP-9 mRNA and protein levels in
the ipsilateral hemisphere (cortex and hippocampus) from 6 h to 1
week after TBI.'> We also found that the peak of early cell death
and expression of apoptosis related protein caspase-3 after TBI is at
24 h and 72 h post-TBL** Both studies confirmed that expression of
MMP-9 and caspse-3 is synchronous. The spatio-temporal pattern
of MMP-9 and caspase-3 up-regulation strongly correlated with the
variation in delayed neuronal death in the same model of TBI used
in the present study.’®>! Hence, it can be postulated that SB-3CT, a
selective inhibitor of MMP-9, may provide protection against
secondary insults and improve behavior deficit by reducing cellular
loss associated with a reduction in caspase-3. With regard to the
intervention regime, its proposed target to the delayed neuronal
death might mainly benefit from its dosages at 6 h and 12 h after the
TBI designed in this work. Interestingly, this time window is of a
clinical therapeutic interest.

On the other hand, acute SB-3CT administration (carried out at
30 min after TBI in this study) does not directly match the sec-
ondary insult time course and functional recovery period. However,
it is interesting to find that significant loss of behavioral deficit
caused by acute neuro-degeneration and neuronal loss also was
lessened by SB-3CT post-treatment. Similar administration was
shown to be effective in inhibiting MMP activity in adult rat models
of spinal cord injury® and ischemia'” without any confounding
toxic effects. Moreover, it was also demonstrated that apoptotic cell
death within the hippocampus was significantly reduced, and the
presence of immature neurons was significantly increased if acute
post-intervention was carried out after TBI.>® According to the
early neuropathological findings after TBI,>* and the beneficial
effect of early post-traumatic mild hypothermia on hippocampal
cell death after TBL, it is possible that early or acute intervention
may exert positive effects on the protection of neurons or behav-
ioral recovery.

Future studies are still required to elucidate the underlying
mechanism of how SB-3CT can result in decreased cellular loss in
the injured ipsilateral hippocampus and the optimal dosage and
intervention regime, such as the detailed cellular and molecular
signaling pathways. Moreover, the elucidation of both individual
acute and delayed intervention effects of SB-3CT after TBI is
important for clinical reference. Thus, these investigations are
ongoing in our group.
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