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Abstract: Prostate cancer (PC) is the most common cancer in men over 50 and the 4th most prevalent
human malignancy. PC treatment may include surgery, androgen deprivation therapy, chemotherapy,
and radiation therapy. However, the therapeutic efficacy of systemic chemotherapy is limited due
to low drug solubility and insufficient tumor specificity, inflicting toxic side effects and frequently
provoking the emergence of drug resistance. Towards the efficacious treatment of PC, we herein
developed novel selectively PC-targeted nanoparticles (NPs) harboring a cytotoxic drug cargo. This
delivery system is based upon PEGylated nanostructured lipid carriers (NLCs), decorated with a
selective ligand, targeted to prostate-specific membrane antigen (PSMA). NPs loaded with cabazitaxel
(CTX) displayed a remarkable loading capacity of 168 ± 3 mg drug/g SA-PEG, encapsulation
efficiency of 67 ± 1%, and an average diameter of 159 ± 3 nm. The time-course of in vitro drug
release from NPs revealed a substantial drug retention profile compared to the unencapsulated drug.
These NPs were selectively internalized into target PC cells overexpressing PSMA, and displayed
a dose-dependent growth inhibition compared to cells devoid of the PSMA receptor. Remarkably,
these targeted NPs exhibited growth-inhibitory activity at pM CTX concentrations, being markedly
more potent than the free drug. This selectively targeted nano-delivery platform bears the promise of
enhanced efficacy and minimal untoward toxicity.

Keywords: prostate cancer; nanoparticles; nanostructured lipid carriers; prostate-specific membrane
antigen; targeted delivery; encapsulation; cabazitaxel

1. Introduction

Cancer is one of the leading causes of morbidity and mortality worldwide. In this
respect, prostate cancer (PC) is the most common cancer in men over the age of 50 and the
4th most prevalent human malignancy [1]. The current modalities to treat early-stage PC
include surgery, radiation therapy, and for some men, androgen deprivation therapy [2,3].
Unfortunately, however, PC cells frequently acquire resistance to therapy, resulting in local
relapse, progression, and metastasis [2,3]. This latter phase of the disease is referred to as
castration-resistant prostate cancer (CRPC) or metastatic CRPC (mCRPC), which can further
become a lethal disease (see Figure 1 in reference [4]) [2,3,5]. The most common metastases
reside in lymph nodes and bone [6]. The current treatment of CRPC includes systemic
second-generation endocrine treatment, followed by combination chemotherapy, where
docetaxel (DTX) and cabazitaxel (CTX) are the cytotoxic drugs approved for the treatment
of this stage of the disease [6,7]. Like the parent drug paclitaxel (PTX), DTX and CTX are
taxanes that promote microtubule assembly and inhibit microtubule depolymerization,
thereby causing an antimitotic cytotoxic effect [8–10]. This treatment is limited by low
drug bioavailability due to the poor solubility of these therapeutic agents in the blood and
the side effects to healthy tissues, causing reduced quality of life [2,3,5–7]. The goal of
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cancer therapeutics is to achieve a curative targeted treatment which also reduces systemic
toxicity [11].

One of the strategies to overcome these serious therapeutic hurdles and limitations
is selective targeting using nanoparticles (NPs). The mode of drug accumulation and
cytotoxicity relies on passive targeting, which depends on the enhanced permeability and
retention (EPR) effect [11–15]. This effect is characterized by structural abnormalities in
tumor vasculature and lack of lymphatic drainage. Thereby, it enables extravasation of NPs
from the tumor’s leaky blood vessels into the tumor and results in marked accumulation in
the internal tumor microenvironment (TME) [11–15]. The EPR effect provides favorable
conditions for the use of long-circulating nanocarriers that can evade immune surveillance
and interaction with the reticuloendothelial system (RES) [11–15]. The RES is a global
system of macrophages, mainly in the liver and spleen, aimed at engulfing and eliminating
foreign particles that are recognized by antibodies, a process known as opsonization [11–15].
Thereafter, actively targeted NPs interact with, and undergo, internalization into target
cells via receptor-mediated endocytosis [11–17]. The mechanism underlying endocytosis is
based upon the interaction between ligand-decorated NPs, and a tumor-specific antigen, or
defined receptor, selectively overexpressed on the surface of PC cells.

Various cell surface antigens were used for the targeting of PC cells via selective
receptor-mediated endocytosis (see Figure 2 in reference [4]). One of the most highly
selective and well-characterized biomarker antigens of PC is prostate-specific membrane
antigen (PSMA), also known as glutamate carboxypeptidase II (GCP-II), N-acetyl-α-linked
acidic dipeptidase I, or folate hydrolase [2,3]. PSMA is a surface receptor overexpressed by a
factor of 100–1000 in 94% of PC cells, compared to normal tissues including healthy prostate
epithelial tissues [2,3,18]. Moreover, its expression increases with cancer progression,
aggressiveness, and metastasis [2,3,18]. Therefore, PSMA has been extensively used as
a bona fide target antigen for both diagnostic imaging and targeted drug delivery in the
treatment of PC [19–24]. Compounds based on a urea linkage between two amino acids
were found to have comparable affinities for PSMA and a strong interaction with the active
site of GCP-II via hydrogen bonds [25–27].

As NPs undergo internalization into target cells, intracellular drug release occurs,
thereby achieving a specific therapeutic effect [11–17]. Furthermore, uptake via receptor-
mediated endocytosis is usually followed by lysosomal degradation of the NPs, thus
facilitating the release of the encapsulated drug cargo into the cytoplasm, hence achieving
a potent therapeutic effect [11–17].

The selective internalization of targeted NPs is an effective strategy to overcome
cancer multidrug resistance (MDR), which remains a primary impediment towards effica-
cious cancer therapy [15,28–35]. This selective targeting constitutes a major advantage to
evade MDR efflux pumps including P-glycoprotein (Pgp/ABCB1), multidrug resistance-
associated protein 1 (MRP1/ABCC1), and breast cancer resistance protein (BCRP/ABCG2);
these ATP-driven transmembrane efflux pumps extrude a multitude of chemotherapeutic
drugs which are structurally and mechanistically distinct, resulting in a broad spectrum
resistance to multiple anticancer drugs known as MDR [15,36–40].

Several important physicochemical properties should be optimized to establish an
effective nanocarrier system with regards to: (a) permeation out of the leaky blood vessels
and accumulation in the TME through the EPR effect, and (b) specific interaction with
target cells and intracellular release of the encapsulated drug. The size and zeta-potential
of NPs are some of the most important factors to be considered. A size range of 50–200 nm
was found to be suitable for efficient extravasation from the tumor blood vessels, avoiding
filtration by the kidney and minimal capture by the liver [11,13]. NPs with negative or
neutral zeta-potential, as an indicator for anionic or neutral surface charge, respectively, are
less subjected to opsonization and are unlikely to undergo electrostatic interaction followed
by non-specific uptake by the negatively charged cellular membranes [13].

As part of the innovative development of pharmaceutical drug carriers, nanostruc-
tured lipid carriers (NLCs) constitute an effective option for stable and controlled drug
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delivery. NLCs consist of a nanostructured lipid matrix, made of a mixture of solid and
liquid lipids, surface-stabilized by a surfactant or a mixture of surfactants [41–43]. The in-
corporation of liquid lipids with solid lipids generates liquid domains within the crystalline
structure of the solid lipid lattice, which in turn enables the stable entrapment of the
lipophilic drug cargo for the enhancement of drug loading capacity and minimization of
premature outward diffusion [41–47]. In the current study, we developed NLCs which
are composed of biocompatible and biodegradable components, including an oleic acid
liquid core, surface-stabilized by solidifying stearic acid (SA), conjugated to polyethylene
glycol (SA-PEG). Coating the surface of NLCs with PEG, a process called PEGylation,
provides stealth functionality (i.e., immune system “transparency”) that contributes to a
markedly prolonged blood circulation time and is known to attenuate the clearance of the
NPs from the circulation by hindering the otherwise dominant uptake by the RES [48]. This
is critical for maximizing the passive uptake into the tumor and improving the pharma-
cokinetic and pharmacodynamic profiles of the nanocarriers. PEG is conjugated via an
amide linkage to the targeting ligand (TL) Glutamate-Urea-Lysine (Glu-Urea-Lys), a small
molecule urea-derivative which is an established ligand for specific binding to the PSMA
receptor [25–27,49,50].

We undertook a thorough literature and patent review to confirm the novelty of the
current nanodelivery system and delineate the differences of our nanomedicine system
compared to other previously described NPs for prostate cancer treatment. A variety
of nanocarrier drug delivery systems have been studied for the potential treatment of
prostate cancer, including lipid-based NPs [51–57], inorganic NPs [58–61], and polymeric
NPs [62–68]. Lipid NPs, including the NPs developed in our present study, have several
advantages over other nanodelivery systems. The most compelling advantages of lipidic
nanocarriers are their ease of scalability, low untoward toxicity, and more controllable
release patterns [69]. Various lipidic NPs for prostate cancer treatment have been studied,
and perhaps the most common lipidic drug delivery vehicles are liposomes. The major
advantage of NLCs over liposomes is that the distinctive nanostructure of NLCs allows for
a markedly enhanced loading capacity and sustained drug release profile. Hence, we chose
NLCs for the current study.

We herein developed a targeted nanodelivery platform for the encapsulation of the
therapeutic agent CTX. CTX is a novel second-generation anti-microtubule agent of the
taxane family, with enhanced anti-tumor activity in MDR cancer cells, as, advantageously,
it is a relatively poor efflux substrate of P-gp [70,71]. The current study aimed to construct a
novel targeted drug nanodelivery system, characterize it, and evaluate the selective uptake
and cytotoxicity to prostate cancer cells.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

SA conjugated to polyethylene glycol (PEG) (2KDa) (SA-PEG) and SA-PEG with a
carboxylic end group at the PEG terminus were custom-synthesized (Creative PEGWorks,
Durham, NC). Glu-Urea-Lys with protecting groups of tert-Butyl esters was purchased
from ABX advanced biochemical compounds (Radeberg, Germany). Cyanine7 with amine
modification (Cy7-NH2) was purchased from Moshe Stauber Biotech Applications (Lod,
Israel). All other chemicals were obtained from Sigma-Aldrich (Merck, Rehovot, Israel).

2.2. Cell Cultures

Human prostate cancer cell lines LNCaP (overexpressing the PSMA receptor) and
PC-3 (devoid of PSMA expression), human non-small cell lung cancer (NSCLC) 1975 cells,
human embryonic kidney HEK-293 cells, and normal human bronchial epithelial BEAS2B
cells were cultured in an RPMI-1640 medium, supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum
(FBS), 2 mM glutamine, 100 µg/mL penicillin, and streptomycin (Biological Industries, Beit-
HaEmek, Israel). The growth medium of LNCaP cells was supplemented with 5 µg/mL
insulin (Sigma-Aldrich, Merck, Rehovot, Israel). Neonatal foreskin fibroblast FSE cells were
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cultured in a DMEM medium, supplemented with 10% FBS, 2 mM glutamine, 100 µg/mL
penicillin, and streptomycin. Cells were incubated at 37 ◦C in a humidified atmosphere of
5% CO2. NSCLC 1975, HEK-293, BEAS2B, and FSE cells were obtained from ATCC [72].
LNCaP and PC-3 cells were generously provided by Prof. David (Dedi) Meiri (Technion,
Haifa, Israel) and were also originally obtained from ATCC. The actual surface expression
of the PSMA receptor by LNCaP and PC-3 cells was determined by immunohistochemistry,
conducted by the department of pathology in Rambam Health Care Campus, Haifa, Israel.

2.3. Methods
2.3.1. Preparation of NLCs

Self-assembled NLCs were prepared by a surfactant-free nanoprecipitation method [72–74]
with several modifications for the stabilization of the nanocarriers system, as follows: For
the unloaded NPs, SA-PEG (20 mg/mL) was dissolved in distilled water (DW) that was
filtered through a 0.22 µm syringe filter prior to the addition of SA-PEG. The aqueous
phase remained at 70 ◦C in order for the SA to be in its liquid state, as the melting point
of SA was reported to be 69.6 ◦C [75]. A liquid lipid phase dissolved in ethanol (EtOH)
was then added dropwise into the preheated aqueous phase under magnetic stirring of
600 rpm. The mixture was agitated at room temperature for 10 min to reach equilibrium.
Different liquid lipids were used in the lipid phase including α-pinene, oleic acid (OA),
orange oil, lemon oil, and jasmine oil. Samples were then transferred to a cold-water bath
at 4 ◦C under stirring for another 10 min, for the solidification of the SA in the SA-PEG
shell of the NPs, and in order to reach a final equilibrium.

2.3.2. Synthesis of SA-PEG-TL and Preparation of Targeted NLCs

SA-PEG conjugated to PSMA targeting ligand (SA-PEG-TL) was synthesized by co-
valent coupling of SA-PEG-COOH with the amine group in the side chain of lysine in
the PSMA TL, Glu-Urea-Lys (Figure 1) [76]. The carboxylic groups of Glu-Urea-Lys were
masked by protecting groups of tert-Butyl esters. Briefly, SA-PEG-COOH (0.02 mmol), equal
molar ratio of Glu-Urea-Lys TL (0.02 mmol), reagents 1-Ethyl-3-(3-dimethylaminopropyl)
carbodiimide (EDC, 0.027 mmol), and 4-Dimethylaminopyridine (DMAP, 0.002 mmol)
were dissolved in dimethylformamide (DMF, 1 mL), with continuous stirring at room
temperature for 24 h. DMF was evaporated and 1H-NMR spectroscopy was conducted on
a Bruker AVENCE II 400 MHz (1H at 400 MHz) instrument in DMSO-d6 as a solvent to
validate the conjugation process [77]. Elimination of impurities was achieved by dialysis
(molecular weight cutoff of 500–1000Da, BDL (Beith Dekel) Ltd., Raanana, Israel) against
DW for 24 h. After conjugation and elimination of impurities, the SA-PEG-TL conjugation
product was quantified using back titration. The excess of SA-PEG-COOH that did not react
with the amine group on the PSMA TL was measured by titration with 0.01 M NaOH. The
molarity of the SA-PEG-TL was calculated by the difference between the original molarity
of SA-PEG-COOH and the molarity obtained by the acid-base titration. Thereafter, the
PSMA TL protecting groups were removed under acidic conditions using trifluoroacetic
acid (TFA) (Figure 1) and the isobutylene by-product was evaporated together with the
solvents. 1H-NMR spectroscopy was conducted on a Bruker AVENCE 200 MHz (1H at
200 MHz) instrument in DMSO-d6 as a solvent to confirm the exposure of the carboxylic
groups of the PSMA TL in the final SA-PEG-TL conjugation product [77]. For the prepa-
ration of targeted NLCs, SA-PEG-TL was added to the aqueous phase with SA-PEG at
70 ◦C. OA dissolved in EtOH was then added dropwise into the preheated aqueous phase
under magnetic stirring of 600 rpm at room temperature for 10 min. Samples were then
transferred to a cold-water bath at 4 ◦C under stirring for another 10 min.

2.3.3. Preparation of Drug-Loaded NPs

Drug-loaded NPs were prepared as described in Section 2.3.1, with the addition of
CTX dissolved in EtOH in the OA liquid lipid phase. The mixture was added dropwise to
the water phase, containing SA-PEG and SA-PEG-TL. Samples were stirred at room temper-



Pharmaceutics 2022, 14, 88 5 of 21

ature for 10 min and transferred to 4 ◦C for another 10 min. Samples were then centrifuged
at 10,000× g at 4 ◦C for 20 min to sediment the unbound excess drug aggregates [72–74]. It
was verified that under these centrifugation conditions the sediment does not contain any
significant amount of the NPs, but only the crystalline drug excess.
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Glu-Urea-Lys with protecting groups of tert-Butyl esters. The SA-PEG-TL was subjected to acidic
conditions for the removal of the protecting groups, hence regaining the carboxylic groups of the
PSMA TL.

2.3.4. Particle Size Distribution and Zeta-Potential Analyses

The colloidal stability of the NLCs and the drug-loaded NPs was studied according to
volume-weighted particle size distribution and zeta-potential using a dynamic light scatter-
ing (DLS)/zeta-potential analyzer, Zetasizer Ultra (Malvern Instruments Ltd., Worcester-
shire, UK). Samples were prepared by the nanoprecipitation method as described above
and size distribution and zeta-potential measurements were carried out. Zeta-potential was
calculated based on the Smoluchowski model [78]. Measurements from two independent
experiments, each performed in triplicates, are presented as means ± standard error (SE).

2.3.5. Analysis of Drug Loading Capacity and Encapsulation Efficiency

To quantify the amount of drug loaded into the NPs, NLCs were prepared at increasing
drug to SA-PEG molar ratios [72,79]. The drug-loaded NPs were prepared and centrifuged
as mentioned in Section 2.3.3 [72–74]. Quantification of the encapsulated drug in the
supernatant was performed by lyophilizing the supernatant and dissolving it in EtOH to
extract the CTX from the NLCs. Thereafter, the samples were filtered through a 0.45µm
membrane. The concentration of drugs was determined using reversed-phase HPLC (RP-
HPLC) and analyzed using a linear calibration curve [80,81]. RP-HPLC was conducted
using a 4.6 × 250 mm C18 Kromasil RP-HPLC column and a UV detector at 234 nm for CTX
detection. The mobile phase consisted of acetonitrile (ACN) and water (50:50, v/v). The
injection volume was 20 µL, at a flow rate of 1ml/min. The column temperature was kept at
25 ◦C, and the HPLC run was set for 25 min [80,81] with a 6 min ACN rinse between runs.
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Calculation of the loading capacity (LC, i.e., the mass ratio of drug to carrier) and
encapsulation efficiency (EE) (i.e., the percent of encapsulated drug from the added drug)
of the NPs was performed using Equations (1) and (2) [72–74]:

LC (mg drug/g SA-PEG) = WED/WSA-PEG (1)

EE (%) = (WED/WTD) × 100% (2)

WED is the amount of encapsulated drug; WSA-PEG is the total amount of SA-PEG in
the sample; WTD is the total amount of drug in the sample.

Results from two independent experiments, each performed in duplicates, are pre-
sented as means ± SE.

2.3.6. Cryogenic-Transmission Electron Microscopy Imaging (Cryo-TEM)

Cryo-TEM (Philips CM120 microscope) analysis was used for the imaging of NLCs
and NPs loaded with 0.6:1 CTX: SA-PEG molar ratio. Samples were prepared as described
and images were taken at 4 ◦C. A Gatan Multi Scan 791 cooled CCD camera was used to
acquire the images, using the Digital Micrograph 3.1 software package [72]. NPs size was
determined using ImageJ software.

2.3.7. Time-Course of In Vitro Drug Release

The time-course of in vitro release of drugs from the loaded NPs as compared to free
drugs was studied by the dialysis method [72,73]. One ml of drug-loaded NPs or free drugs
(both systems in DDW) were placed in dialysis tubes (molecular weight cutoff of 3.5 kDa,
Sigma-Aldrich, Merck, Rehovot, Israel) and incubated in 30 mL of buffer comprising
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS, 10 mM, pH 7.4) containing 0.1% wt Tween 80 for 72 h at
37 ◦C, with continuous gentle agitation (100 rpm). At defined time intervals (0, 2, 4, 6,
10, 23, 29, 36, 47, 58, 72 h), the dialysate was collected and replaced by the same volume
of fresh release buffer. To calculate the cumulative release of drugs, the dialysates from
each time point were freeze-dried, dissolved in EtOH for CTX extraction, filtered through
0.45 µm membrane, and quantified using RP-HPLC, as described in Section 2.3.5 above.
The results are presented as the means of two independent experiments ± SE.

2.3.8. Determination of NPs Concentration by Nanosight

NPs concentration was determined using Nanosight instrument (NS300, Malvern
Instruments Ltd., Worcestershire, UK). Samples were prepared as described above, diluted
with DW, and measured at 25 ◦C. Results are presented as the means of two independent
experiments ± SE.

2.3.9. Characterization of NPs Specificity by Confocal Laser Microscopy

Fluorescent NPs were formed as described above, with the addition of SA-PEG conju-
gated to the fluorophore Cy7 (SA-PEG-Cy7) in the aqueous phase during the NPs’ prepara-
tion. The conjugation between Cy7-NH2 and SA-PEG-COOH was performed using the
EDC and N-hydroxysuccinimide (NHS) conjugation method as previously described [82].
SA-PEG-COOH (0.0125 mmol) was incubated with excess of EDC and NHS (at a 1:2 EDC:
NHS molar ratio) for 15 min at room temperature with gentle shaking. The resulting
NHS-activated SA-PEG was covalently linked to Cy7-NH2 (0.0125 mmol). The sample
was allowed to react for 2 h with constant mixing at room temperature, and the final
conjugate was dialyzed against DW (molecular weight cutoff of 3.5kDa, Sigma-Aldrich,
Merck, Rehovot, Israel) for 24 h with five replacements of the dialysate to remove unre-
acted fluorophore.

Selective internalization of Cy7-labeled NPs was studied using confocal fluorescence
microscopy (inverted confocal microscope, Zeiss LSM 710) [72,79]. Prior to the experiments,
cells were seeded on µ-slides VI 0.4 (Ibidi, Martinsried, Germany) at 50% confluence and
incubated overnight. Cells were then washed with PBS and incubated with 1 µg/mL
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Hoechst 33342 in growth medium for 10 min to achieve nuclear DNA staining. Thereafter,
cells were incubated with different fluorescent NPs.

For selective internalization of targeted NPs as a function of the concentration of the
PSMA TL, LNCaP target cells were incubated for 2 h at 37 ◦C, with non-targeted NPs and
NPs decorated with increasing TL concentrations of 15 nM, 30 nM, and 80 nM (diluted
1:400 (v/v) in FBS-free medium). Thereafter, cells were washed twice with PBS to remove
free fluorescent NPs. Two fluorescence channels were used during image capture: (1) blue
for the viable DNA-dye Hoechst 33342 (Excitation/Emission: 350/461 nm); and (2) deep
red for the Cy7-labeled NPs (Excitation/Emission: 720/750 nm).

To explore the internalization specificity of the NPs, LNCaP and PC-3 cells were
incubated with non-targeted fluorescent NPs or 30 nM TL-decorated fluorescent NPs
(diluted 1:400 (v/v) in FBS-free medium) for 2 h at 37 ◦C. In addition, NSCLC 1975, HEK293,
BEAS2B, and FSE cells, were incubated with targeted fluorescent NPs (diluted 1:400 (v/v) in
FBS-free medium) for 2 h at 37 ◦C. Then, cells were washed twice with PBS to remove free
fluorescent NPs, and confocal microscope images were captured with the same fluorescence
channels as mentioned above.

For characterization of the active internalization of NPs, LNCaP cells were incubated
with a serum-free medium containing targeted NPs (diluted 1:400 (v/v)) for 1 h, at two dif-
ferent temperatures: 4 ◦C and 37 ◦C. Following incubation, cells were washed twice with
PBS and the cellular fluorescence pattern was examined. Images were analyzed with
IMARIS software.

2.3.10. Growth Inhibition Assays

The selective growth inhibition of CTX-loaded NPs was studied in LNCaP target
cells and PC-3 non-target cells, using an XTT (2,3-bis-(2-methoxy-4-nitro-5-sulfophenyl)-
2H-tetrazolium-5-carboxanilide)-based colorimetric cell proliferation kit as previously
described [72,79,83]. The preparation of CTX-loaded NPs was performed as described
above and the NPs had undergone 24 h dialysis before cell exposure, to simulate conditions
in the human body. The dialysis was conducted as described in Section 2.3.7, but with the
use of 10% FBS to capture the released CTX [83]. Prior to the experiment, 96-well plates
were coated with poly-L-Lysine before cell plating. LNCaP and PC-3 cells were seeded in
96-well plates at 5 × 104 and 2.5 × 104 cells/mL, respectively, and incubated overnight to
allow for cell attachment. Following exposure of the cells to CTX-loaded NPs at increasing
CTX concentrations of 0.001–100 nM for 24 h, cells were incubated for an additional 72 h
with a fresh growth medium. Cellular growth inhibition was determined by adding the
XTT reagent. Data were plotted using a nonlinear curve fitting of a sigmoidal model (Hill1)
with OriginPro 9.0 to obtain a dose-response curve according to Equation (3) [72,79,83]:

P = P∞ + (P0 − P∞) × ([D]n/((IC50)n + [D]n)) (3)

P stands for the percentage of live cells; P∞ represents the minimal percent of live cells
at infinite drug concentration; P0 is the maximal percent of surviving cells in the absence
of drug (100% = control); [D] stands for the drug concentration; IC50 stands for the drug
concentration exerting 50% inhibition of cell growth; n indicates the abruptness of the
dose-response curve.

Cells grown with free CTX at the same concentrations or medium with the addi-
tion of non-encapsulating NLCs served as the controls. Results shown are the means of
two independent experiments, each performed in triplicates ± SE.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Self-Assembly of the Delivery System

NLCs are typically composed of a mixture of solid and liquid lipids at different ratios,
designed to obtain stable core-shell (or multi-core-shell) structured spherical particles.
We examined different formulations, and a mixture of 60% SA-PEG and 40% liquid lipid



Pharmaceutics 2022, 14, 88 8 of 21

was selected for further characterization. Self-assembled NLCs were prepared as described
in Section 2.3.1.

Various liquid lipids were studied for NP size distribution, as an assessment of the
compatibility between the crystalline shell created by solidifying SA and the liquid lipid
core (Figure 2).
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Significant differences between liquid lipids are marked as follows: * (p < 0.0080); ** (p < 0.0009);
*** (p < 0.0005).

To form a stable colloidal system of NPs suitable for effective accumulation in the TME
and internalization into target cancer cells via endocytosis, we aimed at forming NPs with
a mean diameter of 50–200 nm and a zeta-potential below −30mV (17, 19, 37). NPs with
40% oleic acid displayed a monomodal distribution with a mean size of less than 200 nm
and were therefore selected as the formulation for further experiments.

To generate NPs that will selectively target PC cells, the PSMA TL, Glu-Urea-Lys, was
conjugated via an amide linkage to SA-PEG. SA-PEG with a carboxylic end group at the
PEG terminus and the amine group in the lysine side chain of the Glu-Urea-Lys TL with
protecting groups of tert-Butyl esters, were conjugated for the synthesis of SA-PEG-TL
(Figure 1). Following the conjugation and elimination of unwanted impurities, the protect-
ing groups were removed to yield three carboxylic groups, constituting the binding motif
to the PSMA receptor (Figure 1). NLCs with the PSMA TL (Targeted-NLCs) were slightly
enlarged with an average diameter of 129 ± 3 nm, and a zeta-potential of −36.3 ± 0.3 mV.
This negative surface charge of NPs was achieved thanks to the reduction of the carboxylic
protecting groups of tert-Butyl esters, as shown in the H-NMR spectroscopy (Figure 3), thus
exposing the negative charge of the TL at physiological pH. It is known that PEGylation
(even without charge) provides good colloidal stability by steric repulsion of the NPs [84].
Moreover, the negative zeta potential provides additional colloidal stability by electrostatic
repulsion, and it is also known that zeta potential that is more negative than (−30 mV),
provides good colloidal stability [85] (even in the absence of PEGylation). Therefore, these
results indicate that we have successfully formed colloidally stable NPs that could serve as
a nanocarrier system that is decorated with a specific targeting ligand. This system was
subjected to further analyses.



Pharmaceutics 2022, 14, 88 9 of 21

Pharmaceutics 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 21 
 

 

stable NPs that could serve as a nanocarrier system that is decorated with a specific tar-
geting ligand. This system was subjected to further analyses. 

 
Figure 3. H-NMR spectroscopy. Tracings represent SA-PEG-TL with tert-Butyl esters protecting 
groups (blue) compared to the final conjugation product SA-PEG-TL (red). The H-NMR spectros-
copy confirms that the tert-Butyl ester protecting groups were removed, thus revealing the carbox-
ylic groups of the TL. Measurements were performed in duplicates. 

3.2. Physicochemical Characterization of NPs 
The size distribution and zeta-potential of targeted-NLCs were determined at in-

creasing drug to SA-PEG molar ratios using DLS/zeta-potential analyzer [72–74,79]. CTX 
was dissolved in the liquid lipid phase together with the OA and loaded into the targeted 
NLCs by physical encapsulation. Following centrifugal sedimentation of the unbound ex-
cess drug, CTX-loaded NPs were studied for size distribution and displayed a mono-
modal distribution (Figure 4). 

 
Figure 4. Mean diameter and zeta-potential of NPs at increasing CTX: SA-PEG molar ratios. Col-
umns represent the mean diameter and black diamonds represent the zeta-potential. Values pre-
sented are means ± SE, n = 2 (two independent experiments, each performed in triplicates). 

Expectedly, at increasing drug to SA-PEG molar ratios, there was an increase in the 
average diameter of NPs. This is due to the encapsulation of molecules that are character-
ized by a hydrophobic taxadiene core, as in the case of CTX. As the drug: SA-PEG ratio 
increased, the volume-to-surface ratio increased and thus the average diameter of the NPs 

161 156 159

193 222

250 260

-36.6 -35.5 -37 -35 -36.4
-32 -33.9

-50-45-40-35-30-25-20-15-10-50

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

0.2:1 0.4:1 0.6:1 0.8:1 1:01 1.5:1 2:01

Ze
ta

-p
ot

en
tia

l (
m

V
)

A
ve

ra
ge

 D
ia

m
et

er
 (n

m
)

Cabazitaxel:SA-PEG Molar ratio

Figure 3. H-NMR spectroscopy. Tracings represent SA-PEG-TL with tert-Butyl esters protecting
groups (blue) compared to the final conjugation product SA-PEG-TL (red). The H-NMR spectroscopy
confirms that the tert-Butyl ester protecting groups were removed, thus revealing the carboxylic
groups of the TL. Measurements were performed in duplicates.

3.2. Physicochemical Characterization of NPs

The size distribution and zeta-potential of targeted-NLCs were determined at increas-
ing drug to SA-PEG molar ratios using DLS/zeta-potential analyzer [72–74,79]. CTX was
dissolved in the liquid lipid phase together with the OA and loaded into the targeted NLCs
by physical encapsulation. Following centrifugal sedimentation of the unbound excess
drug, CTX-loaded NPs were studied for size distribution and displayed a monomodal
distribution (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Mean diameter and zeta-potential of NPs at increasing CTX: SA-PEG molar ratios. Columns
represent the mean diameter and black diamonds represent the zeta-potential. Values presented are
means ± SE, n = 2 (two independent experiments, each performed in triplicates).

Expectedly, at increasing drug to SA-PEG molar ratios, there was an increase in
the average diameter of NPs. This is due to the encapsulation of molecules that are
characterized by a hydrophobic taxadiene core, as in the case of CTX. As the drug: SA-PEG
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ratio increased, the volume-to-surface ratio increased and thus the average diameter of
the NPs increased. In contrast, the zeta-potential of the NPs remained negative and in
the range of −35 ± 3 mV. As we aimed to obtain NPs with an average size of less than
200 nm, a CTX: SA-PEG molar ratio of 0.2–0.6:1 appeared to be suitable, and the drug
loading capacity was hence studied.

3.3. Drug Loading Capacity (LC) and Encapsulation Efficiency (EE)

The LC and EE of CTX at increasing drug to SA-PEG molar ratios were determined by
centrifugal sedimentation of unbound excess drug and quantification of the encapsulated
drug in the supernatant by RP-HPLC (Figure 5). Expectedly, at increasing drug to SA-PEG
molar ratios, the EE decreased, whereas the LC increased. It is evident from Figure 5 that
increased concentrations of CTX led to a significant increase in LC, up to 0.6:1 CTX to
SA-PEG molar ratio. However, at higher drug concentrations, the increase in LC became
more moderate. These results are consistent with the DLS data showing a major increase in
the average diameter of NPs between 0.6:1 to 0.8:1 CTX: SA-PEG molar ratio (159 ± 3 nm
and 193 ± 19 nm, respectively). Taken collectively, the formulation displaying the optimal
relation between LC, EE, and particle size was 0.6:1 CTX: SA-PEG, with an average diameter
of 159 ± 3 nm, LC of 168 ± 3 mg CTX/g SA-PEG, and EE of 67% ± 1%.
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Figure 5. CTX loading capacity (LC) and encapsulation efficiency (EE) at increasing CTX: SA-PEG
molar ratios. Columns represent the LC, whereas circles denote EE. Values shown are means ± SE,
n = 2 (two independent experiments, each performed in triplicates).

3.4. The Morphology of Drug-Loaded NPs

The morphology of the NPs was examined by analyzing cryogenic transmission elec-
tron microscopy (Cryo-TEM) images (Figure 6). NPs loaded with CTX (Figure 6A) appear
as spherical particles with an average diameter, which agrees with the DLS measurements.
As it was previously found that spherical particles are able to undergo faster internalization
than non-spherical NPs, this result contributes to the efficiency of the delivery system [86].
Additionally, non-encapsulated NLCs (Figure 6B) displayed a similar morphology, sup-
porting the incorporation of drugs into the NLCs nanocapsules.

3.5. In Vitro Profile of CTX Release from the NPs

The time-course of in vitro release of CTX from NPs was assessed by dialysis in a
large volume of a PBS buffer pH 7.4 containing 0.1% wt Tween 80 for 72 h at 37 °C, with
continuous mixing. We used a buffer containing Tween 80 so that the hydrophobic drug
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released from the NPs was efficiently bound and solubilized by Tween 80%, mimicking
human serum albumin binding of hydrophobic drugs. The above conditions were used
to simulate the systemic circulation of NPs in the blood over 24–48 h, assuming this was
a typical time for circulating NPs to accumulate in the tumor via the EPR effect [87]. At
defined time intervals, the dialysate was replaced with fresh buffer, and the drug was
quantified using RP-HPLC [72,73]. The complete replacement of fresh release buffer caused
a stronger release driving force and constituted stringent release conditions [72,73].
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Figure 6. Analysis of the morphology of NPs by Cryo-TEM. Cryo-TEM images of (A) 0.6:1 CTX:
SA-PEG NPs; and (B) NLCs not encapsulating a drug, in water. The scale bars denote 100 nm. Note
that the CryoTEM images only show examples of the morphology of typical NPs. For size statistics,
please refer to the DLS data.

The in vitro release profile of CTX from NPs showed substantial drug retention, as
opposed to a burst-release of the unencapsulated drug during the first 10 h (Figure 7).
These results were affected by the ratio between the liquid and solid lipids in the NPs
formulation. As previously reported [41–43], the solid lipids of NLCs form a crystalline
shell that acts as a barrier, and the liquid lipids form a cohesive hydrophobic inner core
with strong interaction with the drugs loaded. Thus, a substantial reduction in drug release
from the NPs was observed. However, the initial release of the drug from the NPs, possibly
of some unencapsulated drug, or drug particles that were weakly adsorbed to the outer
shell of the NPs, was slightly more rapid.

3.6. Selective Targeting and Internalization of NPs into LNCaP Target Cells

The selective internalization of targeted NPs labeled with the deep red fluorescent dye,
Cy7, was studied using confocal laser microscopy. The cell lines that were examined were
LNCaP, PC cells overexpressing PSMA that were used as the target cells; PC-3, rare PC
cells lacking PSMA expression; NSCLC 1975 cells; human embryonic kidney HEK-293 cells;
normal human bronchial epithelial BEAS2B cells; and neonatal foreskin fibroblast FSE cells.

First, the actual surface expression of PSMA by the above PC cell lines was determined
by immunohistochemistry, conducted by the department of pathology in Rambam Health
Care Campus, Haifa, Israel. Expectedly, LNCaP cells displayed PSMA overexpression
(Figure 8A), whereas PC-3 cells were devoid of PSMA (Figure 8B). These results are shown
by the brown immunohistochemistry staining of the PSMA receptor that was largely
confined to the plasma membrane of LNCaP cells.
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Figure 7. Time-course of CTX drug release. In vitro drug release profiles of CTX-loaded NPs
(circles) compared to unencapsulated CTX (triangles). The values shown are means ± SE, n = 2
(two independent experiments).
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Figure 8. Immunohistochemistry analysis of PSMA expression. PSMA expression (shown as a brown
diaminobenzidine immunohistochemistry staining) was examined in: (A) LNCaP; (B) PC-3 cell lines
by the department of pathology in Rambam Health Care Campus. Scale bars denote 100 µm.

The optimal amount of the TL conjugated to the NPs was examined by evaluation
of the fluorescence signal in LNCaP target cells (Figure 9). The NPs were decorated
with TL concentrations of 15 nM, 30 nM, and 80 nM, or no TL at all. We found that the
internalization of NPs into LNCaP target cells is dependent on the concentration of TL
decorating the NPs surface. Following 2 h incubation with NPs decorated with increasing
TL concentrations at 37 ◦C, LNCaP cells displayed some cellular internalization upon 15 nM
TL decoration and maximal internalization at 30 nM TL. The possible reasons for the result
that optimal internalization of NPs occurred at 30 nM TL decoration, and only decreased at
higher TL concentrations are: (a) A large number of TLs on the NPs surface may facilitate
over-binding of a single NP to multiple PSMA receptors [88], thereby impairing proper
internalization; (b) The large number of TLs sterically hindered these ligands from binding
to the cell surface PSMA receptors [89]; (c) The negative surface charge of the NPs, caused
by the large number of dissociated carboxylic groups on the PSMA TLs, resulted in an
extensive repulsion between NPs and the negatively charged outer leaflet of the plasma
membrane [13].
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Figure 9. Selective targeting of NPs decorated with increasing concentrations of the TL, to PSMA-
overexpressing LNCaP cells. Confocal laser microscopy images of LNCaP cells, following 2 h
incubation with: (A) NPs lacking TL decoration; (B) NPs decorated with 15 nM of TL; (C) with 30 nM
of TL; and (D) with 80 nM of TL (at 37 ◦C; samples were diluted 1:400 (v/v) in FBS-free medium).
Nuclear DNA staining was achieved with Hoechst 33342 (1 µg/mL) and is marked in blue, whereas
NPs labeled with Cy7 are marked in red. Scale bars denote 20 µm in (A–C), and 10 µm in (D).

The observation of the complete lack of internalization upon exposure of target cells
to non-targeted NPs confirmed that the targeting properties were specifically attributable
to the PSMA TL, Glu-Urea-Lys. In conclusion, the targeted NPs selected for further studies
were those decorated with 30 nM PSMA.

Determination of NPs concentration by Nanosight enabled to calculate the number of
TL molecules on the NPs surface. NPs concentration was found to be 0.28894 ± 0.00007 nM,
thus decoration of NPs with 30 nM TL resulted in ~100 TL molecules/NP.

To verify the specific internalization of targeted NPs to LNCaP target cells via the
PSMA receptor, different cell lines were examined including PC-3, NSCLC 1975, HEK-293,
BEAS2B, and FSE cell lines (Figure 10).
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Figure 10. Specific internalization of targeted NPs. Confocal microscopy images of: (A) LNCaP;
(B) PC-3; (C) NSCLC 1975; (D) HEK293; (E) BEAS2B; and (F) FSE cells, following 2 h incubation
with targeted NPs labeled with Cy7 (at 37 ◦C; Samples were diluted 1:400 (v/v) in FBS-free medium).
Nuclear DNA staining achieved with Hoechst 33342 (1 µg/mL) is marked in blue, whereas NPs
labeled with Cy7 are marked in red. Scale bars denote 20 µm.
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Neither binding nor internalization were observed in non-target cells, demonstrating
absolute specificity and enhanced internalization of NPs by PSMA-expressing PC cells.
Moreover, the accumulation of targeted NPs within LNCaP cells appeared as perinuclear
punctate staining. This suggests internalization via receptor-mediated endocytosis and
intracellular accumulation in endolysosomes [90].

For the characterization of active internalization by endocytosis, cells were incubated at
two different temperatures: 4 ◦C and 37 ◦C. As endocytosis is an energy-dependent process,
we assumed there will be higher accumulation at 37 ◦C, while at 4 ◦C only cell surface
binding to the PSMA receptor may occur [90]. Confocal microscopy analysis (Figure 11)
revealed that the uptake of targeted NPs was based on an endocytic process, with 17 red
fluorescent dots per target LNCaP cell and an average intensity of 120 ± 60 (A.U.) at 37 ◦C
compared to 4 dots per target cell and average intensity of 63 ± 30 (A.U.) at 4 ◦C. It should
be noted that cellular processes other than endocytosis, such as diffusion, are also impeded
at low temperatures and it is possible that TL binding to the PSMA receptor encouraged
the diffusion of the NPs into the cell [91].
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Figure 11. Characterization of active internalization of targeted NPs by LNCaP cells. Confocal laser
microscopy images of LNCaP cells, following 1 h incubation with targeted NPs labeled with Cy7
(samples were diluted 1:400 (v/v) in FBS-free medium) at two different temperatures: (A) 37 ◦C;
(B) 4 ◦C. Nuclear DNA staining achieved with Hoechst 33342 (1 µg/mL) is marked in blue, whereas
NPs labeled with Cy7 are marked in red. Scale bars denote 20 µm.

3.7. Selective Growth Inhibition of CTX-Loaded NPs In Vitro

Cytotoxicity assays were performed using an XTT-based colorimetric cell proliferation
kit with PSMA-positive LNCaP cells and compared to PSMA-negative PC cells (PC-3). It
is evident from Figure 12 that CTX-loaded NPs displayed a remarkable dose-dependent
growth inhibitory effect on target LNCaP cells which overexpress PSMA, with an outstand-
ing half-maximal inhibitory concentration (IC50) of 4.0 ± 2.0 pM. In contrast, these NPs did
not exhibit any substantial growth inhibitory effect on PC-3 which lacked PSMA expression.

Cells exposed to free CTX in a growth medium for 72 h served as control and IC50 val-
ues obtained with LNCaP and PC-3 cells were similar: 0.25 ± 0.04 nM and 0.18 ± 0.04 nM,
respectively (Figure 13).

The ratio of 62.5-fold between the IC50 values of free CTX and CTX-loaded NPs
towards target LNCaP cells can be explained by the different exposure times and the
targeting ability of the CTX-loaded NPs. The active targeting of CTX-loaded NPs enables
the accumulation of NPs in target PC cells and thus a more potent anti-tumor activity. As a
result, even at shorter exposure times (24 h, compared to 72 h of free CTX), the cytotoxic
effect of the NPs was more significant against LNCaP target cells, as evident from the
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lower IC50 value. Moreover, it has been reported that the IC50 of free CTX exposure for
48 h towards LNCaP cells is 2.6–3.1 nM, which supports this conclusion [92,93]. Another
important aspect that was achieved in the current study is the remarkable LC of 168 ± 3 mg
CTX/g SA-PEG. In this respect, based on the concentration of NPs that was determined
by Nanosight, we calculated that each NP carries a cargo of as much as ~700,000 CTX
drug molecules. This remarkably large amount of potent cytotoxic drug molecules that are
efficiently and specifically internalized by target PC cells, not only eliminate these tumor
cells but may also kill neighbor PC cells upon apoptotic and lytic cell death. It is important
to emphasize that drug-free NLCs were found to be non-toxic to cells.
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Figure 12. Selective growth inhibition of LNCaP target cells by CTX-loaded NPs. Cell growth
inhibition as a function of the concentration of CTX encapsulated within NPs (0.6:1 CTX:SA-PEG
molar ratio) in LNCaP target cells (circles) and non-target PC-3 cells (triangle). Values presented are
means ± SE, n = 3 (three independent experiments, each performed in triplicates). The sigmoidal
model curve of LNCaP cells was fitted using Equation (3).
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Figure 13. Inhibitory effect of free CTX. Cell viability as a function of free CTX concentration of
LNCaP target cells (circles) and PC-3 non-target cells (triangle). Values presented are means ± SE,
n = 3 (three independent experiments, each performed in triplicates). Sigmoidal model curves were
fitted using Equation (3).
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4. Conclusions

Towards the efficacious treatment of PC, CRPC, and mCRPC, we herein developed
novel selectively PC-targeted NPs harboring a cytotoxic drug cargo. These targeted NPs
demonstrated efficient encapsulation of CTX, high specificity to, and potent eradication
of, PSMA-positive target PC cells. Moreover, targeting NPs to the PSMA receptor resulted
in uptake via receptor-mediated endocytosis, thus facilitating the intracellular release of
the drug cargo, enabling the therapeutic activity. Another important aspect of selective
internalization of these targeted NPs is the potential to overcome cancer MDR by evading
MDR efflux pumps that extrude a broad spectrum of anticancer drugs from multidrug-
resistant cancer cells. This selectively targeted nano-delivery platform should be able to
enhance the efficacy of PC treatment, while reducing drug doses and minimizing untoward
toxicity. Hence, these novel findings bear promise towards the improvement of patient
survival rates and quality of life. Future in vivo studies are warranted that should assess
the therapeutic efficacy of the targeted NPs against human PC in a xenograft murine model.
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