
Paragonimus westermani is a tissue-invasive helminthic para-
site that causes pulmonary or extrapulmonary paragonimiasis in
humans. P. westermani newly excysted larvae (PwNEM) secrete
excretory-secretory products (ESP) that are mainly composed
of 2 cysteine proteases of 27 and 28 kDa size, which are requir-
ed for excystment of the metacercariae [1], successful larval tis-
sue invasion [2], and evasion of the host’s immune system [3].
Moreover, recent studies have shown that proteases in the ESP
secreted by PwNEM regulate IL-8 production and the life span
of human eosinophils [4,5]. These results led us to speculate
potential roles of Paragonimus-secreted cysteine protease (CP)
in eosinophil-mediated tissue inflammation in infected lesions
of the parasite. Eosinophils play a key role in tissue inflamma-
tion during helminth infection and allergic diseases [6]. Release
of cytotoxic granule proteins and oxygen radicals from activat-
ed eosinophils in inflamed tissues is a key effecter mechanism

in the process of tissue inflammation [7]. However, there is
limited data regarding the role of 27 kDa or 28 Da CP secreted
by PwNEM in the effecter function of human eosinophils. To
address this question, we purified 27 and 28 kDa CP from the
ESP produced by PwNEM, and then tested the effects of each CP
on superoxide anion production and degranulation of human
eosinophils.

The ESP of PwNEM was prepared freshly from 5,000 PwNEM
isolated from the naturally infected freshwater crayfish (Cam-

baroides similis) as described in a previous study [8]. A 1.6 × 4
cm long DEAE-trisacryl M anion-exchange column (Pharmacia-
LKB, Piscataway, New Jersey, USA), pre-equilibrated with sodium
phosphate buffer (0.02 M, pH 6.3), was used to purify each CP
from the ESP. A total of 2.5 ml crude ESP was eluted through
0.02, 0.05, 0.1, and 0.2 M NaCl in a stepwise fashion. Active
fractions for 27 or 28 kDa CP were collected, dialyzed against
distilled water and then aseptically filtered. The purified CP fil-
trates were lyophilized, diluted with an appropriate medium to
the desired concentration and stored at -20℃ before use. The
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Abstract: Eosinophil degranulation plays a crucial role in tissue inflammatory reactions associated with helminth parasitic
infections and allergic diseases. Paragonimus westermani, a lung fluke causing human paragonimiasis, secretes a large
amount of cysteine proteases, which are involved in nutrient uptake, tissue invasion, and modulation of hos’s immune
responses. There is, however, limited information about the response of eosinophils to direct stimulation by cysteine pro-
teases (CP) secreted by P. westermani. In the present study, we tested whether degranulation and superoxide production
from human eosinophils can be induced by stimulation of the 2 CP (27 kDa and 28 kDa) purified from excretory-secretory
products (ESP) of P. westermani newly excysted metacercariae (PwNEM). A large quantity of eosinophil-derived neuro-
toxin (EDN) was detected in the culture supernatant when human eosinophils isolated from the peripheral blood were
incubated with the purified 27 kDa CP. Furthermore, the 27 kDa CP induced superoxide anion production by eosinophils
in time- and dose-dependent manners. In contrast, the purified 28 kDa CP did not induce superoxide production and
degranulation. These findings suggest that the 27 kDa CP secreted by PwNEM induces superoxide production and
degranulation of human eosinophils, which may be involved in eosinophil-mediated tissue inflammatory responses during
the larval migration in human paragonimiasis.
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purity of the purified enzymes was analyzed by SDS-PAGE (Fig.
1). The protein amount of the purified CP was measured using
the bicinchoninic acid protein assay kit (Pierce, Rockford, Illinois,
USA), and the proteolytic activity was determined by the IgG
cleavage assay as described previously [3]. Human eosinophils
were isolated by the method described previously [9] using im-
munomagnetic beads (Miltenyi Biotec, Bergisch Gladbach, Ge-
rmany) and the magnetic cell separation system (MACS) (Miltenyi
Biotec) from the peripheral blood of healthy individuals. The
purity of the eosinophils as measured by Randolph’s staining was
consistently greater than 95%. In order to measure eosinophil
superoxide anion production and degranulation, 100 l cell
suspension (0.5 × 106 cells/ml) in Hanks balanced salt solution
(HBSS) (pH 7.4) with 10 mM HEPES, 0.03% gelatin and 100

M cytochrome c (Sigma, St. Louis, Missouri, USA) were seed-

ed in the wells of 96-well tissue culture plates. The reactions were
initiated by adding 100 l HBSS medium containing 27 kDa CP
(0.625, 1.25, 2.5, and 5 g), 28 kDa CP (0.2, 0.6, 2, and 6 g),
or medium alone. The plate was incubated at 37℃ and the reac-
tion was measured for absorbance at 550 nm in a microplate
reader (Thermomax; Molecular Device, Sunnyvale, Caliornia,
USA) in various time intervals from 0 to 3 hr. Superoxide anion
production was calculated with an extinction coefficient of 21.1
× 10-3 M/cm for reduced cytochrome c, and was expressed as n
moles of superoxide production per 106 cells. After 3 hr of incu-
bation, cell-free supernatants were collected and stored at -20℃
until assayed for eosinophil degranulation. Degranulation was
monitored by determining eosinophil- derived neurotoxin (EDN)
concentrations in culture supernatants. EDN were measured by
specific radioimmunoassay (RIA), as described previously [10].
All assays were performed in duplicate. In some experiments, to
investigate whether enzyme activity of CP can induce eosinophil
degranulation, the 27 kDa CP was pre-treated for 1 hr with a
cysteine protease inhibitor (E-64) at room temperature before
exposure to eosinophils. The concentration (10 M) of E-64 used
did not affect the viability of eosinophils. Data were expressed
as mean ± SEM from 3 independent experiments with differ-
ent donors. Statistical significance of differences between treat-
ment and control groups were assessed by Student’s t-test. A
probability value of less than 0.05 was considered significant. 

We checked whether each of the purified CP could activate
eosinophils to induce superoxide production and degranula-
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Fig. 1. Electophoretic analysis
of the purified 28 kDa (lane 1)
and 27 kDa (lane 2) cysteine
protease from the ESP using
DEAE-trisacryl M anion-exch-
ange column chromatography.
Mr denotes relative molecular
mass in kDa. 

Fig. 2. Superoxide anion production by eosinophils stimulated with purified 27 kDa or 28 kDa cysteine protease (CP) from the ESP pro-
duced by PwNEM. Eosinophils were stimulated with different concentrations of 27 kDa CP (3.125-25 μg/ml) (A), or 28 kDa CP (1-30 μg/
ml) (B), or medium alone for up to 3 hr at 37°C. Data are expressed as mean ± SEM from 3 independent experiments using different
eosinophil donors. 
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tion. As shown in Fig. 2, incubation of eosinophils with puri-
fied 27 kDa CP induced superoxide production in time- and
concentration-dependent fashions. The amount of superoxide
production (16.3 ± 1.45 nmole) by eosinophils stimulated
with 25 μg/ml of 27 kDa CP was comparable to that induced
by 100 μg/ml of ESP from PwNEM as previously reported [10].
Furthermore, as shown in Fig. 3, we also found that 27 kDa CP
highly induced eosinophil degranulation in a concentration-
dependent manner. When eosinophils were incubated with
3.125, 6.25, 12.5, and 25 μg of 27 kDa CP/ml, EDN release
(mean ± SEM) was 101.4 ± 13.4, 198.8 ± 25.9, 435.1 ± 82.0,
and 758.4 ± 196.3 ng/106 cells, respectively. By contrast, as
shown in Figs. 2 and 3, the purified 28 kDa CP showed mini-
mal or no effects on superoxide production and degranulation
even at the highest concentration (30 μg/ml) tested in this
study. The amount of EDN release induced by the 28 kDa CP
ranged from 38.9 ± 3.7 to 43.6 ± 4.4 ng/106 cells. The EDN
release induced by medium was 28.4 ± 2.5 ng/106 cells. In
order to determine the role of proteolytic activity of 27 kDa CP
in eosinophil degranulation, the 27 kDa CP was pre-treated
with a cysteine protease specific inhibitor E-64 before reaction
with eosinophils. Although E-64 strongly inhibited the cleavage
effect of 27 kDa CP on IgG, eosinophil degranulation induced
by 27 kDa CP was slightly reduced by pre-treatment with E-64
(about 19% of controls) (data not shown), suggesting that en-
zyme activity of the 27 kDa CP is not the determining factor in
the induction of eosinophil degranulation. Recently, we char-
acterized in detail the functional role of protease activity of ESP
by PwNEM [11]. For example, we showed that ESP secreted by

PwNEM produced brain tissue injury by recruiting activated
monocytes/microglia via heat-labile protease activity [11].
Interestingly, heat inactivation did not block the ability of ESP
to induce microglial nitrous oxide (NO) production. Similarly,
pre-treatment of ESP with thiol-crosslinking reagents strongly
inhibited both proteolytic activity and cytotoxicity of ESP, but
did not affect ESP-induced NO production in microglial cells
[12]. These results suggest that the NO production and cytotoxi-
city triggered by ESP may be differentially regulated through
unknown mechanisms, unrelated to cysteine protease activity.
Therefore, further investigation is needed to clarify the exact
mechanisms by which 27 kDa CP produced by PwNEM enhances
eosinophil effecter functions.

Although it has been speculated for a long time that cysteine
proteases in ESP secreted by helminthic parasites might alter
eosinophil function, the capacity of the cysteine proteases to
directly induce eosinophil effecter functions has not been explor-
ed in detail. In the present study, we have demonstrated that
27 kDa, but not 28 kDa, CP plays an important role in eosino-
phil effecter functions, such as superoxide anion production
and degranulation. The purified 27 kDa CP induced superox-
ide production from eosinophils in a time- and concentration-
dependent manner. Moreover, it strongly induced eosinophil
degranulation in a concentration-dependent fashion. In con-
trast, the 28 kDa CP purified from the ESP had no effect on
eosinophil effecter function. What is the cause of the differences
in effecter function of eosinophils induced by these 2 purified
cysteine proteases from the ESP of PwNEM? Although we can-
not answer to this question in the present study, it might be

Fig. 3. Degranulation of eosinophils stimulated with purified 27 or 28 kDa cysteine protease (CP) from the ESP produced by PwNEM.
Eosinophils were stimulated with different concentrations of the 27 kDa CP (3.125-25 μg/ml) (A), 28 kDa CP (1-30 μg/ml) (B), or medium
alone for 3 hr at 37°C. Data are presented as mean ± SEM of 3 independent experiments using different eosinophil donors. 
*Significantly different (P < 0.05) compared with the medium alone.
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due to marked differences in enzymatic characteristics between
the 2 kinds of proteases. On the basis of the substrate specifici-
ty, the 27 kDa CP purified from the ESP shared similarity with
sparganum cathepsin S [13] or Fasciola hepatica cathepsin L [14],
whereas the 28 kDa CP had mammalian cathepsin B-like prop-
erties [15]. A recent report has shown that the proteolytic activ-
ity of the 27 kDa CP against a Z-FR-AMC substrate was higher
than that of the 28 kDa CP, and that the 28 kDa, but not the
27 kDa, CP directly facilitated tissue penetration by the PwNEM
[2]. These collective data strongly suggest that these 2 cysteine
proteses secreted by PwNEM have a different role in the host
immune functions during tissue invasion in vivo. 

The induction of degranulation of mature eosinophils by the
27, but not the 28 kDa, CP, produced by PwNEN may provide
important clues to understanding of the pathogenesis of
eosinophil-mediated tissue inflammatory reactions at worm-
invaded lesions in helminthic infections. The ESP produced by
PwNEM was recently found to rapidly induce a direct time- and
concentration-dependent increase in the rate of constitutive
apoptosis in normal human eosinophils [16]. Moreover, eosi-
nophil apoptosis by the ESP was shown to be mediated by acti-
vation of caspase-3 [17]. In addition, we observed that 10 μg/
ml of the 27 kDa CP rapidly induced phosphatidylserine exter-
nalization on the cell surface of human eosinophils (data not
shown). These results suggest that degranulation induced by
the 27 kDa CP may result from an eosinophil cell death, which
leads to eosinophil-mediated inflammation in larval-invaded
lesions. In addition, proteases released from inflammatory cells,
such as mast cells and neutrophils, can act as inflammatory
mediators, leading to a tissue inflammation. For example, injec-
tion of human mast cell chymase into experimental animals
resulted in a marked accumulation of neutrophils and eosino-
phils [18]. Inflammatory cell-derived proteases induce cytokine
production and enhancement of effecter functions of human
eosinophils [19,20]. Therefore, it is likely that worm-secreted
proteases and inflammatory cell-derived proteases may syner-
gistically act on eosinophils to increase the release of inflam-
matory mediators around worms in vivo.

In summary, we report that a 27 kDa cysteine protease in the
ESP produced by PwNEM plays a crucial role in regulating effecter
functions of human eosinophils. However, the exact role of other
cysteine proteases of P. westermani remains to be elucidated. In
addition to the 27 and 28 kDa CP of the metacercarial stage, there
are many different cysteine proteases of maturing worms. There
are at least 15 cysteine proteases among proteins of P. wester-

mani adult ESP, with pH values between 4.5 and 8.5 and mole-
cular weights between 27 and 35 kDa [21]. This unusual pro-
duction of different cysteine proteases during worm develop-
ment may be attributed to cross talk between hosts and worms
in vivo. Therefore, it would be interesting to compare the effects
of each protease produced by Paragonimus metacercariae, juve-
niles, and adult worms on eosinophil functions. These studies
would help understanding of the pathophysiological roles of
worm-secreted proteases in relation to eosinophil-associated
tissue inflammations in helminthic diseases.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This study was supported by a grant no. HMP-02-PJ1-PG3-
21299-0001 of the 2002 Good Health R&D Project, Ministry
of Health & Welfare, Korea.

REFERENCES

1. Chung YB, Kong Y, Joo IJ, Cho SY, Kang SY. Excystment of Para-
gonimus westermani metacercariae by endogenous cysteine pro-
tease. J Parasitol 1995; 81: 137-142.

2. Na BK, Kim SH, Lee EG, Kim TS, Bae YA, Kang I, Yu JR, Sohn
WM, Cho SY, Kong Y. Critical roles for excretory-secretory cys-
teine proteases during tissue invasion of Paragonimus westermani
newly excysted metacercariae. Cell Microbiol 2006; 8: 1034-1046.

3. Shin MH, Kita H, Park HY, Seoh JY. Cysteine protease secreted
by Paragonimus westermani attenuates effector functions of human
eosinophils stimulated with immunoglobulin G. Infect Immun
2001; 69: 1599-1604.

4. Shin MH, Lee SY. Proteolytic activity of cysteine protease in excre-
tory-secretory product of Paragonimus westermani newly excysted
metacercariae pivotally regulates IL-8 production of human
eosinophils. Parasite Immunol 2000; 22: 529-533.

5. Shin MH, Seoh JY, Park HY, Kita H. Excretory-secretory products
by Paragonimus westermani delay spontaneous cell death of human
eosinophils through autocrine production of GM-CSF. Int Arch
Allergy Immunol 2003; 132: 48-57.

6. Gleich GJ, Adolphson CR. The eosinophilic leukocytes: structure
and function. Adv Immunol 1986; 39: 177-253.

7. Horie S, Gleich GJ, Kita H. Cytokines directly induce degranula-
tion and superoxide production from human eosinophils. J
Allergy Clin Immunol 1996; 98: 371-381.

8. Shin MH, Min DY. Infection status of Paragonimus westermani
metacercariae in crayfish (Cambaroides similis) collected from
Bogildo (Islet), Wando-gun, Chollanam-do, Korea. Korean J
Parasitol 1999; 37: 55-57.

9. Shin MH, Lee YA, Bae YS, Kita H, Kim Y, Ryu SH. The synthetic
chemoattractant peptide WKYMVm induces superoxide produc-
tion by human eosinophils via the phosphoinositide 3-kinase-



Chung et al.: Eosinophil degranulation by 27 kDa cysteine protease from P. westermani 99

mediated activation of ERK1/2. Int Arch Allergy Immunol 2005;
137: S21-S26. 

10. Shin MH, Chung YB, Kita H. Degranulation of human eosinophils
induced by Paragonimus westermani-secreted protease. Korean J
Parasitol 2005; 43: 33-37.

11. Lee JC, Cho GS, Kwon JH, Shin MH, Lim JH, Kim WK. Macro-
phageal/microglial cell activation and cerebral injury induced by
excretory-secretory products secreted by Paragonimus westermani.
Neurosci Res 2006; 54: 133-139.

12. Jin Y, Lee JC, Choi IY, Kim EA, Shin MH, Kim WK. Excretory-
secretory products produced by Paragonimus westermani differen-
tially regulate the nitric oxide production and viability of microglial
cells. Int Ach Allergy Immunol 2006; 139: 16-24.

13. Carmona C, Dowd AJ, Smith AM, Dalton JP. Cathepsin L pro-
teinases secreted by Fasciola hepatica in vitro prevent antibody-
mediated eosinophil attachment to newly excysted juveniles.
Mol Biochem Parasitol 1993; 62: 9-17.

14. Kong Y, Chung YB, Cho SY, Kang SY. Cleavage of immunoglob-
ulin G by excretory-secretory cathepsin S-like protease of Spirometra
mansoni plerocercoid. Parasitology 1994; 109: 611-621.

15. Barrett AJ, Kirschke H. Cathepsin B, cathepsin H, and cathepsin
L. Methods Enzymol 1981; 80: 535-561.

16. Shin MH. Excretory-secretory product of newly excysted metac-
ercariae of Paragonimus westermani directly induces eosinophil
apoptosis. Korean J Parasitol 2000; 38: 17-23.

17. Min DY, Lee YA, Ryu JS, Ahn MH, Chung YB, Sim S, Shin MH.
Caspase-3-mediated apoptosis of human eosinophils by the tis-
sue-invading helminth Paragonimus westermani. Int Arch Allergy
Immunol 2004; 133: 357-364.

18. He S, Walls AF. Human mast cell chymase induces the accumu-
lation of neutrophils, eosinophils, and other inflammatory cells
in vivo. Br J Pharmacol 1998; 125: 1491-1500.

19. Liu H, Lazarus SC, Caughey GH, Fahy JV. Neutrophil elastase
and elastase-rich cystic fibrosis sputum degranulate human
eosinophils in vitro. Am J Physiol 1999; 276: L28-L34. 

20. Temkin V, Kantor B, Weg V, Hartman ML, Levi-Schaffer F. Tryptase
activates the mitogen-activated protein kinase/activator protein-
1 pathway in human peripheral blood eosinophils, causing
cytokine production and release. J Immunol 2000; 169: 2662-
2669.

21. Lee EG, Na BK, Bae YA, Kim SH, Je EY, Ju JW, Cho SH, Kim TS,
Kang SY, Cho SY, Kong Y. Identification of immunodominant
excretory-secretory cysteine proteases of adult Paragonimus west-
ermani by proteome analysis. Proteomics 2006; 6: 1290-1300.




