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Abstract. Background/Aim: Previous studies have already
shown that 68Gallium(68Ga)—labeled NGR-based radio-
pharmaceuticals specifically bind to the neoangiogenic
molecule Aminopeptidase N (APN/CD13). The aim of this
study was to evaluate the applicability of 68Ga-NOTA-
¢(NGR) in the in vivo detection of the temporal changes of
APN/CD13 expression in the diabetic retinopathy rat model
using positron emission tomography (PET). Materials and
Methods: Ischemial/reperfusion injury was initiated by
surgical ligation of the left bulbus oculi of rats. In vivo PET
imaging studies were performed after the surgery using
68Ga-NOTA-c(NGR). Results: Significantly higher *3Ga-
NOTA-c(NGR) uptake was observed in the surgically-ligated
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left bulbus, compared to the bulbus of the non-surgical group
at each investigated time point. The western blot and
histological analysis confirmed the increased expression of
the neo-angiogenic marker APN/CD13. Conclusion: %8Ga-
NOTA-c(NGR) is a suitable radiotracer for the detection of
the temporal changes of the ischemia/reperfusion-mediated
expression of APN/CD13 in the surgically induced diabetic
retinopathy rat model.

Diabetes mellitus (DM) belongs to the cluster of metabolic
disorders, characterized by hyperglycemia over a prolonged
interlude. Symptoms of hyperglycemia include polyuria,
polydipsia, and polyphagia (1, 2). DM may cause many
acute or severe complications (3), such as cardiovascular
disease, stroke, chronic kidney failure, neuropathy and
diabetic retinopathy (DR) (2, 4). DR is one of the most
common microvascular complications of diabetes. In 2015,
there were more than 414 million people affected by some
form of diabetes. According to certain predictions, the
number of diabetic patients will have extended to 641
million in 2040 (5). Diabetes can generally be divided into
three types: i) insulin-dependent, ii) insulin-independent and
iii) gestational, although, all patients commonly experience
hyperglycemia. According to the current scientific evidence,
approximately 33% of diabetic patients have signs of DR
and approximately 10% of them even develop vision-
threatening retinopathy (6). Clinically, DR-induced
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retinopathy is classified as nonproliferative (NPDR) and
proliferative (PDR) (7). From this aspect, the number of
patients who potentially suffer from severe vision loss as a
consequence of proliferative DR is more than ten million
worldwide (8). Neovascularization of the retina leading to
formation of new blood vessels, can be caused by PDR. The
same process can be observed normally during wound
healing and embryogenesis, but is also present in several
human pathological disorders, such as tumours. Related to
tumor- associated new blood vessel formation,
Aminopeptidase N [APN/CD13 (Cluster of Differentiation:
13)] is a target of extensive research (9-11). Previous studies
have revealed that APN/CD13 is selectively recognized by
peptides containing the Asn-Gly-Arg (NGR) sequence. This
tumour-homing motif was discovered by phage display
technologies (12), with its circularization resulting in a ten-
fold increase in the tumor target as this minimized its
entropic cost of binding to the tumor (13). The applied
cyclic analogue of NGR (c[KNGRE]-NH2) sequence is
known as a possible biomarker of neovascularization (14,
15). %8Gallium (°3Ga)-labeled cyclic NGR peptides could be
a useful tool for preclinical positron emission tomography
(PET), functioning as a noninvasive nuclear medicine-
related imaging technique, which can be used to examine
various pathophysiological processes (16-19). Specifically,
PET imaging may be able to identify molecular
modifications in an organ or tissue, thus, detect the initiation
of a diabetic disease before structural changes are otherwise
visible (20, 21).

The aim of this study was to evaluate the applicability of
68Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) in the in vivo detection of the
ischemia/reperfusion (IR)-mediated temporal changes of
APN/CD13 expression in the diabetic retinopathy rat model
using preclinical PET.

Materials and Methods

Radiopharmaceuticals. The APN/CD13-specific 93Ga-NOTA-c(NGR)
and the o5 integrin-specific 8Ga-1,4,7-triazacyclononane, 1-glutaric
acid-4,7-acetic acid (NODAGA)-[c(RGD)], radiopharmaceuticals
were synthesized according to the description of Maté et al. (2015)
(14) at the University of Debrecen, Hungary, at the Department of
Medical Imaging. The carrier vector, NGR peptide, conjugated with
the NOTA chelator was prepared successfully, the in all isolated yield
of the precursor after preparative HPLC was 47%. The conjugation of
the chelator resulted in no significant loss of its original affinity and
selectivity. 98Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) was produced with high specific
activity (5.17-5.93 GBg/umol) and excellent radiochemical purity
(>95%) for all the experiments it was used in.

Experimental animals. Male Fischer-344 rats (n=15; Animalab Ltd,
Budapest, Hungary) aged 16 weeks and weighing 250-300 g were
used in the experiments. Humane care was provided for all the
animals in compliance with the Association for Research in Vision
and Ophthalmology (ARVO) Statement for the Use of Animals in
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Ophthalmic and Vision Research and National Institutes of Health
(NIH) guidelines (22). The conditions for accommodation,
husbandry, and maintenance of the animals were met with the
current regulations (23+2°C with 50+10% humidity). This animal
model is suitable for efficacy testing and surgical intervention-
related purposes (23-25). The protocols were performed by
certificated personnel (Federation of Laboratory Animal Science
Associations). The rodents were randomly assigned to the certain
groups. Experimental animals were held in individually ventilated
cage system (IVC) racks (no of animals/cage=2). Nesting material
and hiding place were provided as environmental enrichment. The
rats were supplied with regular rodent food [“VRF-1" (Special Diets
Services (SDS) Diets)] and water ad libitum. Light-dark cycle
(12:12 h) was maintained. The animals were anaesthetized using an
isoflurane anaesthesia chamber: Isoflurane 3% (AbbVie OGYI-T-
1414/01), oxygen 0.4 I/min (Linde OGYI-T-20607), nitrous oxide
1.2 I/min (Linde OGYI-T-21090) in order to start and maintain
analgesia during all experimental procedures. Their body
temperature was kept within normal range (37.0-37.5°C),
continuously monitored by a temperature control system. Following
successful anaesthesia, euthanasia of the experimental animals was
performed using the isoflurane Anaesthesia chamber, with a cocktail
of isoflurane 5% and nitrous oxide 1.2 l/min.

All of the protocols used in the present study were approved by
the Institutional Animal Care Committee of the University of
Debrecen, Hungary (approval number: 21/2017/DEMAB).

Surgically induced-DR in rat model. Following anaesthesia,
unilateral ligation of the nervus opticus, arteria ophthalmica and
arteria ciliares was performed in accordance with the established
protocol (26). The left eye of the rats (n=10) was ligated surgically,
using a cannula guided loop. Ischemia was induced by tightening
the noose for 90 min and then reperfusion by loosening it. The
aforementioned surgical procedure is considered suitable for
developing lesions that can occur during reperfusion (27, 28).
Following the procedure, antibiotic eye drops were used to avoid
possible inflammatory processes. As each eye’s location is found
symmetrically inside the skull, interpretating the results from these
experiments offers the added benefit of the contralateral eye serving
as an internal control, in addition to comparing it to other
experimental groups (29).

Non-surgical control group. The use of sham-operated controls
would mean pulling out the contralateral eye from the I/R-operated
one. As this process would likely cause tissue and vascular injury
and subsequently would healing, the expression of angiogenic
factors would be different from normal basal levels (30, 31),
causing a differential uptake of radiopharmaceuticals and increase
of the SUV values. So the we avoid complicating the evaluation of
our PET data, instead of using sham-operated animals, our control
animals (n=5) were left untreated, kept under the same animal
housing conditions and anesthetized/euthanazed using the same
protocol as the one used for the animals in the surgically-induced
group. The animals were maintained according to the standard
study protocol.

Small animal PET imaging using °3Ga-NOTA-c(NGR). On days 1,
3,7 and 10 following ocular I/R surgically ligated and control rats
were anaesthetized and injected with 68Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) or 93Ga-
NODAGA-[c(RGD)], (approximately 15 MBq in 150 pl saline) via
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the lateral tail vein. Physiological body temperature of the
anaesthetized experimental animals was maintained with the use of
a heated camera bed. The distribution of the radiopharmaceuticals
was determined 90 min post injection by in vivo PET imaging
(MiniPET-1I small animal PET scanner, University of Debrecen,
Hungary) (20-min static PET scans) (32). Following the last PET
investigation, animals were euthanized, and the eyes were subjected
to further ex vivo measurements after proper preparation.

PET data analysis. The radiotracer uptake was expressed in terms
of standardized uptake values (SUV). The region of interest (ROI)
was determined manually around the eyes. The findings were
visually assessed by the BrainCad software. SUV mean values were
calculated using PET scanner analysis software tools, as follows:
SUV=[ROI activity (Bg/ml)]/[injected activity (Bq)/animal weight
(g)], assuming a density of 1 g/ml. A signal-to-background ratio
(SBR) value was introduced for further statistical analysis. SBR
value was determined individually for each experimental animal
(SBR=SUVmean of left bulb/SUVmean of right bulb).

Western blot analysis. Ten days after the appropriate bulbus
enucleation procedure, samples were suspended in lysis buffer of
20 mM Tris-HCI, pH 74, 5 mM EGTA, 1 mM 4-(2-
aminoethyl)benzenesulfonyl fluoride (AEBSF, Thermo Fisher
Scientific Inc., Waltham, MA, USA), protease inhibitor cocktail
(1:100 dilution). At the same time, frozen bulbi immersed in liquid
nitrogen were homogenized using a specific pestle and mortar.
Subsequently, the obtained homogenate was dissolved in lysis
buffer. An adapted BCA protein assay (Pierce™ BCA Protein Assay
Kit, Thermo Fisher Scientific Inc.) was used to determine the
protein content of the samples. The samples were then applied to
electrophoresis in 10% sodium dodecyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel
[loaded with equal amount of protein per lane (20-60 pg)l,
transferred to nitrocellulose membranes (BioBond -Whatman, GE
Healthcare Bio-Sciences AB, Uppsala, Sweden), and then probed
with monoclonal mouse-anti-rat APN/CD13 and mouse-anti-rat
integrin alphaV/beta3 [both from Santa Cruz Biotechnology Inc.
Dallas, TX, USA); 1:100 dilution PBS (5% milk)]. Horseradish
peroxidase-conjugated mouse IgG Fc segment-specific antibodies
(source: goat, 1:1,000) Bio-Rad (Hercules, CA, USA) were used as
secondary antibodies, and immunoreactive bands were imaged using
the SuperSignal® West Pico® Chemiluminescent Substrate enhanced
chemiluminescence kit (Thermo Fisher Scientific Inc.) and a
KODAK Gel Logic 1500 Imaging System (Eastman Kodak
Company, Rochester, NY, USA). In order to determine equal
loading, the membranes were re-probed with anti-B-actin antibodies
(1:1,000 dilution PBS in 5% milk) and visualized as mentioned
above (14). Image] (Scion Corporation) was used for the
quantification of band density. Sub results were collected
automatically using densitometric measurements expressed in
arbitrary units (AU) (33).

Histopathological analysis. Retinal neovascularization was
examined by histopathological examination according to the
established protocol (34). Bulbi were enucleated and embedded in
cryomatrix (Thermo Fisher Scientific). Samples were cut in 9um
thick sections using cryotome (Thermo Fisher Scientific), and fixed
in 10% buffered neutral formalin for 5 min. After washing out the
redundant formalin, the selected sections were stained using
hematoxylin-eosin.
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Statistical analysis. Data shown on the charts are the results of at
least three independent series of measurements presented as
mean+SD. Student’s two-tailed r-test, two-way ANOVA and the
Mann-Whitney rank-sum tests were used for determining
significance under null hypothesis. The significance level was set
at p<0.05. A commercial software package (MedCalc 18.5,
MedCalc Software, Mariakerke, Belgium) was used for all
statistical analyses.

Results

In vivo longitudinal study of APN/CDI3 expression in
surgically induced rat model with 68Ga NOTA-c(NGR). For
the evaluation of the temporal changes in the expression of
APN/CD13 in the surgically-induced rat model in vivo PET
imaging was used. In this longitudinal study, the APN/CD13
specific %Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) accumulation of the ligated
bulbs was compared to the healthy control eyes of the
control group, and to the non-ligated eyes in the opposite
bulb of the surgical group, as an internal control.

The qualitative analysis of the PET images showed no
68Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) accumulation in either eye of the rats
in the non-surgical control group. In contrast, remarkable
radiotracer accumulation was found in the surgically ligated
bulbs from 3 days after the surgery. Interestingly, remarkable
radiotracer uptake was also observed in the non-ligated
opposite bulbs of the surgical group ten days after the
surgery (Figure 1A). After the quantitative analysis of the
decay-corrected PET images, significantly (p<0.01)
increased 68Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) uptake was observed in the
surgically ligated eyes of the surgical group, where the
SUVmean values were 0.35+0.06, 0.29+0.05 and 0.33+0.04
3,7 and 10 days after the surgery, respectively (Figure 1B).
At the first investigated time point (1 day after the surgery)
there was no significant difference (at p<0.05) between the
SUVmean values of the ligated (I/R) and non-ligated eyes
(non-I/R). Figure 1B demonstrates that 3 and 7 days after the
surgery the %8Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) uptake of the ligated eyes
was approximately two-times higher compared to that of the
control eyes. urthermore, no significant differences (p<0.05)
in the radiotracer accumulation were found between the non-
ligated eyes of the control and surgical groups. In contrast,
10 days after the surgery, increased %8Ga-NOTA-c(NGR)
uptake (SUVmean=0.23+0.06) was found in the non-ligated
eyes (non-I/R) of the surgical group (Figure 1B). The
SUVmean values of the left (SUVmean=0.11+0.05) and right
(SUVmean=0.09+0.02) eyes of the non-surgical control
group remained approximately two-times lower compared to
that of the eyeballs in the surgical group.

In vivo assessment of a3 integrin receptor expression in
the surgically induced rat model using 68Ga-NODAGA-
[c(RGD)],. For the determination of the expression of the
neo-angiogenic marker a5 integrin receptor, in vivo 8Ga-



in vivo 36: 657-666 (2022)

A B

Control group

Surgical group

05 r x% 1 b 2.3 " L xk
- mSurgical group, D s e
> 0451 ligated eye (left) = =
% : - = =
a

0.4

0.35
o
% < 0.3 18Surgical group,
a g non-ligated eye (right)
> 0.25
@ g2 aControl group,
: non-ligated eye (right)
~
> 0.15
©
0o 0.1
0.05
0

Day 10

aControl group,
non-ligated eye (left)

Days

Figure 1. PET imaging following NGR administration. (A) Representative transaxial decay-corrected PET images of the control (A panel, left) and
surgical group (A panel, right) 1, 3, 7 and 10 days after ocular I/R surgery and 90 min after intravenous injection of %5Ga-NOTA-c(NGR). Black
arrow points to the ligated eye (I/R) of the surgical group, dark grey arrow points to the non-ligated eye (non-1/R) of the surgical group, grey arrow
points to the non-ligated eye (non-1/R) of the (non-surgical)control group, white arrow points to the non-ligated eye (non-I/R) of the (non-surgical)
control group. (B) Quantitative analysis of the PET images 1, 3, 7 and 10 days after ocular I/R surgery and 90 min after intravenous injection of
68Ga-NOTA-c(NGR). PET: Position emmission tomography; SUV: standard uptake value; I/R: ischemia/reperfusion. Significance levels: p<0.05 (*)

and p<0.01 (**).

NODAGA-[c(RGD)],-PET used. The
qualitative analysis of the decay-corrected PET images
showed no significant accumulation in the ligated eyes of the
surgical group 10 days after the surgically-induced I/R
(Figure 2A). This observation was confirmed by the
quantitative SUV analysis, where no significant differences
(at p=<0.05) were found in the SUVmean values neither
between the ligated (SUVmean=0.61+0.08) and non-ligated
(SUVmean=0.57+0.07) eyes of the surgical group, nor
between the surgical and non-surgical control groups
(SUVmean=0.60+0.08) (Figure 2B).

imaging was

Signal-to-background ratio analysis. Decay-corrected PET
images were also evaluated for signal-to-background ratio
(SBR). In case of the APN/CD13 specific 68Ga-NOTA-
¢(NGR) molecule, we found that the SBR ratio in the
surgical group was significantly higher (p<0.05) on the 3™
(SBR=2.65+0.65) and 7™ (SBR=3.51+0.99) days after the
surgery compared to the SBR values of the non-surgical
control group at the same investigated time points. Ten
days after the surgery also high SBR value
(SBR=2.11+0.95) was also observed in the surgical group,
but this difference was not significant when it was
compared to the non-surgical control group. The SBR

values of the non-operated control group remained
unchanged, suggesting no specific %3Ga-NOTA-c(NGR)
accumulation (Figure 3A). By using the ay/f3 integrin
receptor specific tracer, 68Ga—NODAGA—[c(RGD)]2, we
found no significant differences (at p<0.05) in the SBR
values between the surgical and non-surgical control groups
10 days after ocular I/R (Figure 3B).

Western blot and histopathological analysis of APN/CDI13
expression. The expression of the neo-angiogenic molecules
was analyzed by western blot 10 days after the surgery.
Western blot analysis of APN/CD13 expression in ocular
tissue revealed a significantly higher amount of APN/CD13
protein in the ligated bulbi of the surgically induced group
than in the non-ligated bulbi (p<0.05) of the same animals
as well as control groups (Figure 4A and B). No difference
was observed between the non-ligated eyes of the surgically
induced group and the control group. Histological
examination showed severe retinal damage in the ganglion
cell layer, inner plexiform layer, and in the nuclear layers
(Figure 4C). In contrast, analysis of integrin expression in
the experimental groups, demonstrated no difference in the
oy and f35 integrin receptor expression between the surgical
and control groups (Figure 4D and F).
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Figure 2. PET imaging following RGD administration. (A)
Representative transaxial decay-corrected PET images of the control
(A panel, left) and surgical group (A panel, right) 10 days after ocular
I/R surgery and 90 min after the intravenous injection of %8Ga-
NODAGA-[c¢(RGD)],. Black arrow points to the ligated eye (I/R) of the
surgical group, dark grey arrow points to the non-ligated eye (non-I/R)
of the surgical group, grey arrow points to the non-ligated eye (non-
I/R) of the (non-surgical) control group, white arrow points to non-
ligated eye (non-1/R) of the (non-surgical) control group. (B)
Quantitative analysis of the PET images 10 days after ocular I/R
surgery and 90 min after intravenous injection of °8Ga-NODAGA-
[c(RGD)],. PET: Position emmission tomography; SUV: standard
uptake value; I/R: ischemia/reperfusion.

Discussion

Diabetic retinopathy is a microvascular complication of
diabetes mellitus and plays a crucial role in patients’
diabetes-related vision loss. Abnormal vascular growth,
angiogenesis, and the presence of hypoxia in the retina are
strongly associated with the development of DR (7, 35). It
has been previously reported that in diabetes high blood
glucose level induces hypoxia, resulting in elevated
expression of pro-angiogenic factors, such as vascular
endothelial growth factor (VEGF), angiopoietin-2 (Ang-2),
platelet-derived growth factor (PDGF), and others, in retinal
tissues and vitreous bodies (35, 36). Moreover, previous
studies have shown that due to the NGR peptide specific
binding to APN and the RGD peptide to ayf3 integrin,
radiolabeled forms of these peptides are suitable for the in
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Figure 3. Quantitative assessment of SBR. Assessment 1, 3, 7 and 10
days after ocular I/R using %Ga-NOTA-c¢(NGR) (A), and 10 days after
ocular I/R using 68Ga—N0DAGA—[c(RGD)]2 (B) PET imaging. SBR:
Signal-to-background ratio; SUV: standard uptake value; I/R:
ischemialreperfusion. Significance level: p<0.05 (*).

vivo detection of the neo-angiogenic processes in ischemia
models. Based on these observations, the aim of this work
was to determine in vivo the expression level of hypoxia-
induced angiogenic factor APN/CDI13 in the ischemia-
reperfusion rat model with 68Ga—NOTA—c(NGR) (14, 18)
using PET imaging. This present study demonstrates a proof
of concept for the use of 8Ga-labeled cyclic NGR peptide —
as a specific ligand of the APN/CD13 — for noninvasive PET
imaging of diabetic retinopathy.

For the evaluation of the temporal changes in the
expression of APN/CD13 in the surgically induced rat model
in vivo PET imaging was used. In the field of in vivo
ischemia-associated angiogenesis research, well-characterized
rodent retina models have been used extensively to study both
the physiological and pathological processes of angiogenesis.
One of the most commonly used models is the ligation of the
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Figure 4. Western blot and histopathological analysis of neo-angiogenic marker expression of the ligated and non-ligated eyes of the experimental
groups 10 days after the surgery. (A) APN/CDI13 expression. (B) Schematic diagram of arbitrary unit values of APN/CD13 expression (quantitative
western blot analysis). (C) Representative hematoxylin-eosin staining of the ligated and non-ligated eyes of the experimental groups, showing
severe retinal damage in the ganglion cell layer, inner plexiform layer, and in the nuclear layers. (D) Alphay; integrin receptor expression. (E)
and (F) Schematic diagram of arbitrary unit values of ay and f3 integrin receptor expression, respectively (quantitative western blot analysis).
Black arrow: ligated eye (I/R) of the surgical group, dark grey arrow: non-ligated eye (non-I/R) of the surgical group, grey arrow: non-ligated
eye (non-1/R) of the (non-surgical) control group, white arrow: non-ligated eye (non-I/R) of the (non-surgical) control group. I/R:
Ischemia/reperfusion. Significance level: p<0.05 (*). GCL: Ganglion cell layer; IPL: inner plexiform layer; INL: inner nuclear layer; ONL: outer
nuclear layer.
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blood vessel that accompanies the optic nerve in retina (37,
38). In this longitudinal study the ligated eye model was used.
The investigated time-points (days: 1, 3, 7 and 10 after I/R)
were chosen due to the APN/CD13 expression peak expected
within the first week and decreasing thereafter in other types
of ischemic models, such as in the hindlimb (21) and
myocardium (18). PET visual evaluation confirmed the
presence of higher SUVmean values in the ocular region of
the surgical group compared to control eyes. The left bulbus
[ligated eye (I/R)] was adequately visualized using ®3Ga-
NOTA-c(NGR), indicating a preferential binding of the tracer
within the injured retina. In the same experimental animals,
the non-ligated eyes (non-I/R) showed the same SUVmean
values as the background values. In the non-surgical group,
non-ligated bulbi gave similar results to the non-ligated eyes
from the surgical group.

In the longitudinal study, both the surgically induced and
the control groups were examined. Internal standard was
used for further comparison. On the first day, no significant
differences were observed between the groups used in the
present study. Based on the given data the baseline values of
the longitudinal study has been successfully developed. On
the other time-points the results corresponded to the
hypothesis; statistically significant differences (p<0.05) were
found between ligated (I/R) and non-ligated bulbi (non-I/R)
of the surgical group, moreover, no significant differences
were acquired between the non-ligated bulbi (non-I/R) of the
surgical group and non-ligated bulbi (non-I/R) of the control
group. Interestingly, 10 days after the surgery increased
68Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) uptake was found in the non-ligated
eyes (non-I/R) of the surgical group. Possible cellular (e.g.,
changes in the blood flow of the optic nerve head and
preganglionic neurons) and physiological autoregulation
mechanisms (e.g., depolarization of vascular smooth muscle
cells initiated by myogenic constriction, and choroidal
response) may affect the results (39-41). Furthermore,
APN/CD13 has been shown to be involved in the
degradation of the extracellular matrix, which affects the
permeability of the blood-retinal barrier (42, 43).

SBR values demonstrate how the quality of PET images
can be evaluated, as the lower background accumulation
makes it easier to evaluate them. Our data demonstrated that,
the SBR value reached the maximum on the 7" day following
ligation. This was expected, since other studies have shown
the same angiogenic potential, investigated in rats with
forelimb ischemia using *8Ga-NOTA-c(RGDyK), and high
ayfs expression was detected by immunohistochemical
analysis 7 days after the surgery (44). The SBR values of the
unoperated control group remained unchanged, suggesting no
specific %8Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) accumulation.

The specific binding of ®3Ga-NODAGA-[¢(RGD)], to
ayfs integrin receptor is already known (45), thus, the
assessment of the radiotracer specificity was performed to
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exclude the possibility of non-specific binding in vivo. In the
PET specificity assessment study for SUVmean and SBR, no
significant differences were found between any of the
experimental models in the surgical group (non-I/R & I/R
eyes) and control group (non-I/R eyes). Due to the fact that
no differences were found in the SBR values between the
non-ligated eyes (both in the surgical and non-surgical
groups) when using %8Ga-NODAGA-[c(RGD)], and %%Ga-
NOTA-c(NGR) tracers, we concluded that the non-specific
binding of ®®Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) in our experimental model
could be excluded. Although not all aspects of I/R-induced
hypoxia-mediated angiogenesis are known, it is known that
in I/R renal and cardiac injury models, angiogenic factors,
such as VEGF, are activated in the early and late stages after
I/R to stabilize the microcirculation and blood supply in the
affected areas (46, 47).

Western blot analysis of APN/CD13 expression in ocular
tissue revealed more significant amounts of APN/CD13
protein in the ligated compared to the non-ligated bulbi,
which correlated with the PET uptake values. Differences in
APN/CD13 expression between the non-ligated eyes of the
surgical and control groups were not observed. The western
blot was performed to determine the presence of the integrin
receptor expression. Equally low protein concentration was
measured in all groups that was significantly lower compared
to the amount of the kidney sample, used as positive control.
Based on our results, it could be concluded that 08Ga-
NODAGA-[c(RGD)], can be applicable as a negative
control since no accumulation was observed in the PET
images. while, western blot analysis did not reveal any o33
integrin expression, which is the target of the %8Ga-
NODAGA-[c(RGD)], radiopharmaceutical. Histological
findings confirmed the ischemia-induced injury of the ligated
eyes in the operated group. Similar histological results have
been described in the literature, where, after ischemia, the
thickness of the retina and the density of cells in different
layers of the retina significantly decreased even after 60 min
of ligation (48).

Based on our current knowledge, this is the first research
to use an NGR sequence-containing peptide for PET imaging
of I/R mediated APN/CDI13 receptor expression in a
surgically-induced retinopathy model. Currently, the
identification and verification of angiogenic processes with
in vivo imaging have high relevance (49). Our study shows
that ®Ga-labeled NGR motif is a useful radiotracer for the
molecular imaging of APN/CD13 expression in retinopathy.
The demonstration of the increased SUV values in the
injured retina of the experimental animals could support the
fact that APN/CDI13 has a role in the pathogenic
development of diabetic retinopathy in humans as well.
Further studies are, of course, required to assess the
prognostic utility of changes in NGR uptake after I/R and the
development of DR in patients.
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In conclusion, this is the first report to demonstrate the
feasibility of PET with %3Ga-NOTA-c(NGR) regarding
noninvasive and sequential determination of APN/CD13
expression in a surgically-induced animal model of diabetic
retinopathy. This technique will help better understand the
I/R-mediated receptor expression and the function of
APN/CD13 in diabetic retinopathy. This may provide an
opportunity for an early stage diagnosis before the
appearance of anatomical lesions.
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