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ABSTRACT: The rational design of prodrugs for selective
accumulation and activation in tumor microenvironments is
one of the most promising strategies for minimizing the
toxicity of anticancer drugs. Manipulation of the charge of the
prodrug represents a potential mechanism to selectively deliver
the prodrug to the acidic tumor microenvironment. Here we
present delivery of a fluorescent coumarin using a cobalt(III)
chaperone to target hypoxic regions, and charged ligands for
pH selectivity. Protonation or deprotonation of the complexes
over a physiologically relevant pH range resulted in pH
dependent accumulation of the fluorophore in colon cancer cells. Furthermore, in a spheroid solid tumor model, the anionic
complexes exhibited preferential release of the fluorophore in the acidic/hypoxic region. By fine-tuning the physicochemical
properties of the cobalt−chaperone moiety, we have demonstrated selective drug release in the acidic and hypoxic tumor
microenvironment.

■ INTRODUCTION

Targeted anticancer prodrugs present a therapeutic opportunity
to deliver cytotoxins directly to a solid tumor while minimizing
the toxic side effects of active drug exposure. Solid tumors have
several unique characteristics, including hypoxia1 and lower
extracellular pH,2 which can be exploited to allow selective
activation of prodrugs.3,4 The hypoxic and acidic microenviron-
ment within a tumor promotes chemoresistance, radio-
resistance, and enhanced metastatic potential in a population
of cells that are less susceptible to antiproliferative drugs.5,6

Drug diffusion to the hypoxic region of a tumor is decreased as
it is limited by physical properties such as distance from the
vasculature and interstitial pressure.7−9 To be effective,
prodrugs that target these difficult to kill tumor cells will
need to diffuse throughout the entire tumor, have enhanced
cellular uptake in the hypoxic/acidic regions of the tumor, and
be selectively activated in these regions.
Cobalt(III) chaperone complexes have been used for hypoxia

selective delivery of a number of structurally different drugs,
including the MMP inhibitor Marimastat (mmst), DNA minor
groove alkylators. and several nitrogen mustards, both in vitro
and in vivo.10−16 Cobalt(III) complexes are highly inert and can
form very stable complexes with cytotoxins, deactivating the
cytotoxins by coordination and selectively releasing them in
hypoxic tumor environments following reduction to labile
cobalt(II). Fluorescence tagging of cobalt(III) compounds has
proven to be an effective and noninvasive method for
monitoring ligand release and the subsequent cellular
accumulation and localization of the cytotoxin. We have
previously shown that 1, which contains 2 as a fluorescent
mimic of cytotoxic hydroxamic acids (such as Marimastat), and

3 as the ancillary ligand, can be used in live cell imaging as the
fluorescence of 2 is strongly quenched when coordinated to a
cobalt center, allowing ligand release to be monitored by the
return of fluorescence.16−19

The extracellular pH in tumor tissues is approximately 0.5 to
1 pH units lower than the extracellular pH in normal tissues,
which is sufficient to affect drug uptake.20−23 In the acidic
tumor microenvironment, the protonation of doxorubicin, a
weakly basic drug, results in a charged form that has poor
cellular accumulation.24,25 In contrast, the weakly acidic drug
chlorambucil, which becomes neutral upon protonation, is
known to have improved membrane penetration and cellular
accumulation in the acidic extracellular environment of tumors,
leading to a degree of tumor selectivity.21,26 Manipulation of
compound charge has been shown to result in pH selective
activity of a DNA photocleaver (pH-gating) within an
intracellular environment.27,28 We hypothesized that the
rational design of a weakly acidic prodrug with a pKa around
7 would allow the selective cellular uptake and accumulation of
a drug in the acidic tumor microenvironment. Fine-tuning of
the physicochemical properties such as the pKa and charge of
the hypoxia selective cobalt(III) chaperone complexes can be
achieved by manipulation of the ancillary ligands.29

To determine the physicochemical properties required for
targeting both hypoxic and acidic tumor microenvironments, a
series of cobalt complexes of 2 with charges ranging from +2
through to −2 was synthesized. Increasing numbers of negative
charges were incorporated into the complex in the form of
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carboxylate groups appended to the nonbinding 3-position of
the pyridine rings of 3. The results show that changing the
properties of the complexes in this way greatly impacts on their
diffusion, cellular accumulation, and the targeted delivery of the
ligand to the hypoxic areas of a 3-dimensional tumor model.
Thus, we have generated a novel drug delivery system rationally
designed to target chemotherapy-refractive tumor micro-
environments by simultaneously exploiting hypoxia and pH.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Syntheses of the Complexes. A series of analogous but

differently charged ancillary ligands, 4, 5, and 6, were prepared
by introducing negative charges as carboxylate groups on the
nonbinding 3-position of the pyridine rings, generating a series
with different numbers of nicotinic acid groups (Scheme 1,
Table 1). The 3-position was chosen for functionalization in

order to minimize steric crowding around the metal center and
to prevent coordination of the carboxylate to cobalt. The
nicotinic acid groups (pKa ∼4.6)30 are deprotonated at
physiological pH, and therefore each nicotinic acid group will
decrease the charge of the complex by one.
All of the complexes were successfully synthesized using a

simple one-pot procedure (Scheme 1) and characterized by
mass spectrometry and elemental analysis. The elemental
analysis results show that the complexes were all isolated in the
hydroxamate form with the carboxylates protonated as the
complexes were found to have a 2+ charge, as indicated by the
presence of two ClO4

− counteranions.
Initial 1H NMR studies of the complexes revealed very broad

and indistinct peaks (Supporting Information Figure S1a). This
was thought to be due to either exchange between the
hydroxamate/hydroximate forms or the presence of isomers.

Previously conducted 1H NMR studies of cobalt−tpa
complexes with hydroxamates, such as Marimastat, have
shown that isomers (cis- and trans- with respect to the
disposition of 3 relative to the hydroxamate) exist in roughly a
1:1 ratio in solution.15 Furthermore, the lower symmetry of
ligands 4 and 5 was expected to give rise to an additional two
isomers (S- and U-) of complexes 7 and 8. By acidifying the
solution to pH 3, such that all of the complexes were in the
hydroxamate form, well resolved 1H NMR spectra could be
obtained (Supporting Information Figure S1b−d). These
spectra confirmed the presence of the cis- and trans- isomers
of the hydroxamic acid for each complex as well as the S- and
U- isomers of complexes 7 and 8. It was not possible to
separate these isomers by preparative HPLC as the complexes
were not stable under the conditions required for HPLC.
However, as the outcome of the studies was not expected to be
affected by the different isomers, the complexes were used as
mixtures.
The cobalt−fluorophore complexes all have highly negative

cathodic peak potentials close to −1000 mV (vs NHE) due to
the electron withdrawing effects of the hydroxamate moiety
(Table 2). The electron-withdrawing carboxylate groups of the

nicotinic acids reduce the stability of the Co(III) state, resulting
in complex 9, which has the most nicotinic acid ligands, having
the most positive cathodic peak potential.

Determination of the Hydroxamic Acid Amine pKa.
For pH-dependent cellular accumulation of a cobalt prodrug to
occur, it is necessary that the charge of the complex change
over the pH range encompassed by normal and tumor tissues
(pH 6−7.4). The pKa value of the hydroxamic acid amine of
free c343haH2 is 8.3,

31 higher than the pH relevant range. The
pKa values of the complexes 1, 7, 8, and 9 were determined by
UV−vis titration (Table 1 and Supporting Information Figure

Scheme 1. Synthesis of [Co(c343haH)(tpa(COOH)n)](ClO4)2

Table 1. The Charges of the Ligands and That of the
Corresponding Cobalt Complexes in Different pH
Environments

ligand 3 4 5 6

charge 0 −1 −2 −3
complex 2 1 7 8 9

pKa 8.3 5.6 6.6 7.5 7.7
charge

pH 6.0 0 +1.3 +0.8 0 −1.0
pH 7.4 −0.1 +1.0 +0.1 −0.4 −1.3

Table 2. Cathodic Peak Potentialsa

complex
Ep vs Ag/AgCl in H2O

(mV)
Ep vs fc/fc+ in DMF

(mV)
Ep vs NHE

(mV)

117 not measured −1968 −1288
7 not measured −1856 −1136
8 −1278 not measured −1080
9 −1156 not measured −958

aValues given vs NHE are calculated using redox values of [Fe(η5-
C5H5)2]

0/+ = +0.72 V vs NHE in DMF44 and Ag/AgCl, KCl
(saturated) = +0.198 vs NHE at 25 °C.45
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S2) and found to be 0.6−2.7 pH units lower than that of the
free ligand. The values increase with the number of electron-
withdrawing groups on the ancillary ligand, as observed for
related Co(III) complexes.32

These pKa values indicate that the proportions of the
differently charged species will differ in the slightly basic
extracellular pH of normal tissue and the acidic extracellular
environment of tumors (Table 1), allowing pH selective
accumulation. For complexes 1 and 7, the positive charge of the
complexes will increase in the acidic extracellular environment
of tumors. However, complexes 8 and 9 by virtue of their
negative charges will exist with charges close to neutral in the
acidic regions of the tumor.
Fluorescence Quenching and Recovery. The fluores-

cence of the complexes is significantly quenched (98−99%)
relative to that of the free fluorophore (Figure 1a) as previously

observed for complex 1.17 Importantly, for quantitative
fluorescence microscopy measurements, the fluorescence
intensity of the free fluorophore and the complexes is not pH
dependent in the pH range of 2−10 (Supporting Information
Figure S3).

To investigate the extent of activation of the complexes by
cellular reductants, 1, 7, 8, and 9 were treated with ascorbic acid
in both oxygenated and deoxygenated solutions (basified to pH
7.5 by addition of 1 M NaOH) and the fluorescence emission
spectra monitored over 70 h (Figures 1b−d). Negligible
increase in fluorescence was observed in solutions of the
complexes without ascorbic acid treatment over the same time
period. Activation of the complexes was evident from the
increase in fluorescence intensity owing to release of 2. For
each complex, a greater rate and extent of fluorescence return
was observed in the deoxygenated solution, suggesting that
activation is enhanced by hypoxic conditions and that the
activation occurs via reduction to Co(II) rather than ligand
exchange in the Co(III) state. A correlation can be drawn
between the extent of oxygen dependent fluorescence increase
and the cathodic peak potential. Complex 1, which has the
most negative cathodic peak potential, also shows relatively
little fluorescence return, whereas complex 9, which has the
most positive cathodic peak potential, shows the greatest
amount of fluorescence return. This is consistent with a
reductive mechanism of activation and reveals that a small
decrease in the stability of the Co(III) state can have a
substantial effect on the rate and extent of reduction by
ascorbate.

Complex Charge and Cytotoxicity. The cytotoxicity of
each of the complexes and the free c343haH ligand were
evaluated in the human colorectal carcinoma cell line DLD-1.
The cobalt−tpa chaperones moieties did not significantly affect
the cytotoxicity of the free ligand, with IC50 values found to be
within 40 and 58 μM (Supporting Information Table S1).
Importantly, neither the free ligand nor the complexes are
significantly cytotoxic at the concentrations required for cellular
uptake and distribution experiments.

pH Dependent Cellular Accumulation of Charged
Cobalt−Fluorophore Complexes. Cellular accumulation of
the cobalt complexes in the human colorectal cancer cell line
DLD-1 was determined using cobalt uptake and fluorescence
microscopy. Figure 2c shows the cobalt uptake in cells treated
with the cobalt−fluorophore complexes at pH 7.4. For all
complexes, the cobalt concentration is significantly above
background, with the neutral complex 7 showing the highest
cellular accumulation of cobalt. To evaluate the influence of pH
on cobalt uptake, the accumulation study was repeated at pH 6;
however, negligible cobalt was found in cells treated with the
complexes. Acidic environments in tumor cells are known to
strongly increase drug efflux rates33 and efflux of the cobalt
product following release of the c343ha would explain the low
levels of cobalt observed and the high levels of c343haH
generated fluorescence.
Using fluorescence microscopy, release of the c343haH

ligand from the cobalt complexes and subsequent cellular
accumulation of the free ligand was examined over a range
different extracellular pH values. As expected from their pKa
values, the accumulation of the free fluorophore 2 was
consistent across the whole pH range whereas the cobalt−
fluorophore complexes exhibit pH dependent trends in
accumulation as shown by the fluorescence intensity in cells
at the tested pH values (Figure 2a,b). pH does not affect the
fluorescence intensity of 2 (Supporting Information Figure S3),
suggesting that pH dependent fluorescence observed in cells
treated with the cobalt−fluorophore complexes 1, 7, 8, and 9 is
the result of pH dependent cellular accumulation of the
complexes followed by intracellular release of the fluorophore.

Figure 1. (a) Fluorescence emission spectra of 70 μM solutions of the
free fluorophore and the fluorophore complexes. (b) and (c)
Fluorescence return of oxygenated and deoxygenated solutions of 1
and 9 in the presence of ascorbic acid. (d) End-point fluorescence
intensities of the fluorophore complexes treated with ascorbic acid in
oxygenated and deoxygenated solutions at pH 7.5.
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This observation is in agreement with the high levels of cellular
cobalt.
For each complex, a clear correlation between calculated

charge and cellular accumulation was observed. Charged
complexes do not easily penetrate the cell membrane,34,35

therefore, the complexes are expected to exhibit the highest
accumulation where their charge is closest to neutral.
Complexes 1 and 7 have increasingly positive charges at
more acidic pH and should exhibit greater accumulation at
higher pH values. Complex 1 shows a clear increase in
fluorescence intensity at more basic pH values, with the
intensity at pH 8 being 2-fold greater than that at pH 6. For
complex 7, the influence of pH on uptake is less marked;

however, fluorescence intensity increases between pH 6 and pH
7.
Complexes 8 and 9 are expected to exhibit better

accumulation at more acidic pH values where they are less
negatively charged. Both complexes show a similar trend in pH
dependent uptake, with a gradual decrease in fluorescence
intensity from pH 6 to pH 8. The two complexes exhibited
similar levels of both cobalt and c343haH accumulation at all
pH values tested. This result is unexpected as 9 is negatively
charged across the whole pH range and would be expected to
show very little cellular uptake. A possible reason for this is that
one of the nicotinic acid groups is transiently protonated in the
tumor microenvironment, which would result in the complex
being neutral. The first pKa of the nicotinic acid groups in

Figure 2. Cellular uptake is dependent on the charge of the compound and pH of the environment in monolayer cells. (a) Confocal microscopy
images of pH-adjusted DLD-1 cells after treatment with the fluorophore complexes for 4 h. Scale bar represents 20 μm. (b) Quantification of the
fluorescence intensities in Figure 3a. (c) Cellular uptake of cobalt in DLD-1 cells treated with the fluorophore complexes.
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complex 9 is approximately 4.8, meaning that 5% would be
protonated at pH 6 and 1% at pH 7.5. It is to be expected that 9
exists in an equilibrium in which the majority of the complex is
negatively charged but a small percentage is neutral, with
cellular uptake of the neutral complex resulting in an
equilibrium shift toward the protonated form in the
extracellular media.
Complexes 8 and 9 exhibit higher average fluorescence

intensities than 1 and 7. This observation is in agreement with
the fluorescence return studies, which suggest that in the
presence of reducing agents, the fluorophore ligand is released
more rapidly from complexes 8 and 9 than 1 and 7. The
intensity of fluorescence observed in cells is therefore likely to
be a function of both cellular uptake and the rate of fluorophore
release from the complexes.
Selective Uptake and Activation of the Cobalt(III)

Complexes in the Acidic and Hypoxic Region of Solid
Tumor Models. Spheroids are three-dimensional aggregates of
tumor cells that display many of the characteristics of solid
tumors, including concentration gradients of oxygen and
biochemical waste products, areas of hypoxia and necrosis,
and similar drug diffusion profiles.16,36,37 To determine the
effectiveness of these complexes as pH and hypoxia selective
agents in a three-dimensional tumor model, genetically
modified DLD-1 cells that fluoresce when experiencing
hypoxia16 were grown as spheroids, treated with the complexes,
and the distribution of fluorescence visualized. The images in
Figure 3 show the blue fluorescence due to the free fluorophore
2 (Figure 3a) or the fluorophore released from the complex
(Figures 3b−e) simultaneously with the red fluorescence
generated by cells in hypoxic regions. The spheroids treated
with the free fluorophore 2 only showed fluorescence in the
periphery, indicative of limited diffusion. Spheroids treated with
the complexes showed a ring of fluorescence at the periphery
and a central region of florescence that overlapped with the
fluorescent hypoxic cells.
When quantified, the fluorescence intensity observed in the

acidic, central regions of the spheroids was found to increase
with the numbers of nicotinic acid ligands on the complex
(Figure 3f). Least fluorescence was observed toward the center
of the spheroids treated with complex 1, with significantly more
fluorescence observed in spheroids treated with the single and
dual carboxylate containing complexes 7 and 8. Complexes 8
and 9 show greater accumulation in the hypoxic and necrotic
regions of the spheroids.
The higher fluorescence observed in the hypoxic regions of

the spheroids treated with complexes that have more nicotinic
acid groups suggests that these complexes penetrate further
into and/or are being activated to a greater extent in the
hypoxic regions of the spheroid. Both are possible: the
increased penetration is in accord with the negatively charged
complexes traveling further into the core of the spheroid
because they are less likely to be sequestered into cells closer to
the surface. The greater extent of activation is in accord with
the less negative cathodic peak potentials and the increased
tendency for these complexes to undergo hypoxia-enhanced
activation.
Close inspection of Figure 3d,e reveals that treatment with

complex 8 results in the bulk of the blue fluorescence being
closely coincidental with the red fluorescence of the hypoxic
region whereas treatment with complex 9 results in the bulk of
the blue fluorescence lying at the very center of the spheroid.
This region is believed to be populated by a high proportion of

necrotic cells, and we have observed accumulation in this region
of compounds that are taken up very slowly by cells.36 This is
consistent with the negative charge on complex 9 slowing
cellular uptake to the extent that it penetrates to this region
where it is trapped and suggests that, as expected, the
properties of complex 8 are optimal for targeting the hypoxic
region.

Figure 3. Uptake of the complexes in spheroids is dependent on the
charge of the compound. Confocal microscopy images of HRE-Eos
DLD-1 spheroids treated with (a) free fluorophore 2, (b) complex 1,
(c) complex 7, (d) complex 8, and (e) complex 9. Column 1 shows
the fluorescence due to the ligand in the blue channel, column 2 shows
the cellular expression EosFP in response to hypoxia in the red
channel, and column 3 shows the overlay. Scale bar represents 200 μm.
(f) Quantification of the fluorescence intensities in (a1−e1). *P <
0.005 and **P < 0.001 compared to the preceding treatment group.
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For complexes 8 and 9, it is assumed that the hydroxamic
acid amine is deprotonated and therefore the complexes have a
higher charge at neutral pH. However, when they reach the
acidic core of the spheroids, the hydroxamic acid amine is more
likely to become protonated and the complexes are expected to
become neutral or close to neutral so that cellular uptake can
occur more readily. The complexes subsequently undergo
activation, but whether this occurs by ligand exchange or
reduction is not clear. In the fluorescence return experiments,
activation of the complexes by ascorbic acid was found to be
enhanced under hypoxic conditions. This hypoxia-enhanced
return of fluorescence correlates with the cathodic peak
potential, and pattern of fluorescence in the spheroids.

■ CONCLUSIONS

The results described in this study have demonstrated the
effectiveness of the strategy of a small-molecule chaperone
prodrug that allows both selective uptake and release of a drug
in the most malignant and difficult to treat tumor regions. The
series of hydroxamic acid complexes synthesized with ligands
with different numbers of nicotinic acid groups demonstrated
pH dependent accumulation by tumor cells and excellent
penetration into solid tumor models. These are highly
promising results, which demonstrate that both hypoxia and
pH selectivity can be achieved by fine-tuning the reduction
potentials and charges of the chaperone complexes, allowing
tight control of cellular accumulation of a cytotoxin in both
monolayer cell culture and spheroids. While these results have
focused on the model cytotoxin c343haH, this ligand could
easily be replaced with a number of cytotoxic hydroxamic acids
such as Marimastat and the histone deacetylase inhibitors
Vorinostat, Pabinostat, and Belinostat.38 The targeted delivery
achieved using these model complexes is an encouraging
outcome and demonstrates their potential for use as
chaperones to deliver anticancer cytotoxins to the most
malignant and difficult to treat tumor regions.

■ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Synthetic Protocols. All chemicals and solvents were reagent

grade and were used without further purification unless otherwise
specified. Syntheses of 1, 2, 3, 6-(hydroxymethyl)nicotinate, methyl 6-
(bromomethyl)nicotinate, 12, and 14 were carried out as described in
the literature.17,39−43

Synthesis of Dimethyl 6,6′-(Pyridin-2-ylmethylazanediyl)-
bis-(methylene)dinicotinate (tpa(COOMe)2) 13. Methyl 6-
(bromomethyl)nicotinate (0.298 g, 1.3 mmol) was suspended in 3
mL of THF. To this, 2-picolylamine (85 μL, 89 mg, 0.82 mmol) and
DIPEA (300 μL, 222 mg, 1.7 mmol) were added and the mixture was
stirred for 3 days. A pinkish precipitate formed, which was removed by
filtration. The filtrate was evaporated to dryness in vacuo, and the
residue was purified by column chromatography (neutral alumina, 1
cm × 20 cm, 1% MeOH in CHCl3, Rf = 0.38). The combined fractions
were evaporated to dryness to yield a brown oil (yield: 0.146 g, 0.36
mmol, 44%). 1H NMR (CDCl3): δ 9.10 (s, 2H, pyridyl), 8.52 (s, 1H,
pyridyl), 8.24−8.20 (d, J = 8.1 Hz, 2H, pyridyl), 7.65−7.62 (d, J = 8.0
Hz, 2H, pyridyl), 7.49−7.46 (d, J = 7.8 Hz, 1H, pyridyl), 7.14−7.12 (d,
J = 7.7 Hz,1H, pyridyl), 3.93 (s, 4H, 2 × CH2), 3.90 (s, 6H, methyl),
3.87 (s, 2H, CH2). Mass spectrometry (ESI positive ion): m/z 406.73
([tpa(COOMe)2] + H+).
General Method for Methyl Ester Hydrolysis of (tpa-

(COOMe)n). The following describes the methyl ester hydrolysis of
12 to yield 4, but the general procedure was also applied to 14 and 13
to yield 5 and 6, respectively. 12 (0.62 g, 1.8 mmol) was dissolved in
MeOH (2 mL), and a solution of aqueous KOH (2 M, 1.4 mL) was
added. The mixture was stirred at room temperature for 2 h and

neutralized with aqueous HCl (1 M, 3 mL). The solution was
evaporated to dryness in vacuo, and the residue was dissolved in
MeOH. Any undissolved white solid (KCl) was removed by filtration.
The filtrate was evaporated to dryness to yield a beige fluffy solid
(yield: 0.59 g, 1.8 mmol, quantitative). 1H NMR (MeOD): δ 9.15 (s,
1H, α-pyridyl), 8.85−8.82 (d, J = 8.3 Hz, 2H, pyridyl), 8.38−8.33 (m,
4H, pyridyl), 7.98−7.81 (d, J = 8.0 Hz, 4H, pyridyl), 7.59−7.55 (d, J =
8.1 Hz, 1H, pyridyl), 5.00 (s, 4H, 2 × CH2), 4.53 (s, 2H, CH2). Mass
spectrometry (ESI negative ion): m/z 332.87 ([tpa(COO)1]

−).
6,6′-(Pyridin-2-ylmethylazanediyl)bis(methylene)dinicotinic

Acid (tpa(COOH)2) 5. Yield: 0.132 g, 0.35 mmol, 97%. 1H NMR
(MeOD): δ 9.15−9.14 (s, 2H, pyridyl), 8.70−8.69 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 2H,
pyridyl), 8.50−8.45 (td, J = 8.0 Hz,1H, pyridyl), 8.09−8.02 (d, J = 8.0
Hz,1H, pyridyl), 7.92−7.89 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 2H, pyridyl), 4.45 (s, 2H,
CH2), 4.39 (s, 4H, 2 × CH2). Mass spectrometry (ESI negative ion):
m/z 376.87 ([tpa(COOH)(COO)]−).

6,6′,6″-Nitrilotris(methylene)trinicotinic Acid (tpa(COOH)3)
6. Yield: 0.171 g, 0.40 mmol, 95%. 1H NMR (D2O): δ 9.10 (s, 3H,
pyridyl), 8.60−8.57 (d, J = 8.2, 3H, pyridyl), 7.82−7.80 (d, J = 8.3 Hz,
3H, pyridyl), 4.47 (s, 3 × 2H, CH2). Mass spectrometry (ESI negative
ion): m/z 421.80 ([tpa(COOH)2(COO)]

−).
General Method for Synthesis of Cobalt Complexes. The

following describes the general synthesis of the complexes, followed by
the specific method of purification and characterization information for
individual complexes. All steps in the procedures containing c343haH2
were carried out in the absence of light. All synthesized complexes
were determined to be ≥95% pure by elemental analysis.

Na3[Co(CO3)3] (0.111 g, 0.36 mmol) and c343haH2 (0.113 g, 0.38
mmol) were suspended in (1:1) MeOH:H2O (20 mL) and stirred on
ice for 1 h. To this, 2 drops of 70% aqueous HClO4 were added, giving
a pH of approximately 5, and the mixture was stirred for a further 1 h
on ice. The suspension turned a green−yellow color, and tpa-
(COOH)n (0.36 mmol) dissolved in 1 mL of MeOH was added
dropwise. The mixture was stirred at room temperature overnight, and
the solution turned an orange−brown color with the formation of a
precipitate.

Synthesis of [Co(c343haH)(tpa(COOH)1)](ClO4)2·1.5H2O 7.
The precipitate was collected by suction filtration to give a brown
solid that was washed with a small amount of ice-cold H2O and excess
Et2O, then recrystallized from hot EtOH (yield: 65%). Mass
spectrometry (ESI positive ion): m/z 691.05 ([Co(c343haH)(tpa-
(COO)1)]

+), 346.07 ([Co(c343haH)(tpa(COOH)1)]
2+). Elemental

analysis required for C37H33Cl2CoN6O15.5: C, 45.82%, H, 3.84%, N,
9.16%. Found: C, 45.81%, H, 3.63%, N, 9.23%.

Synthesis of [Co(c343haH)(tpa(COOH)2)](ClO4)2·4H2O 8. The
precipitate was collected by suction filtration to give a brown solid that
was washed with a small amount of ice-cold MeOH and excess Et2O.
This was dissolved in H2O (70 mL), acidified to a pH of 4 with 1 M
aqueous HClO4, then washed with 3 × 100 mL DCM. The aqueous
fraction was evaporated to dryness and then recrystallized from hot
MeOH to yield an orange−brown solid (yield: 66%). Mass
spectrometry (ESI positive ion): m/z 735.13 ([Co(c343ha)(tpa-
(COOH)2)]

+). Elemental analysis required for C36H40Cl2CoN6O20: C,
42.96%, H, 4.01%, N, 8.35%. Found: C, 42.85%, H, 4.00%, N, 8.44%.

Synthesis of [Co(c343haH)(tpa(COOH)3)](ClO4)2.2H2O 9. The
precipitate was collected by suction filtration to give a brown solid.
This was dissolved in H2O (70 mL), acidified to a pH of 4 with 1 M
aqueous HClO4, and then washed with 3 × 100 mL DCM. The
aqueous fraction was evaporated to dryness, and the residue was
washed with a small amount of ice-cold H2O and excess Et2O. The
complex was recrystallized from hot (1:1) iPrOH:H2O to give a brown
solid (yield: 59%). Mass spectrometry (ESI positive ion): m/z 267.40
([Co(c343ha)(tpaCOOH)3]

2+ + Na+). Elemental analysis required for
C37H32Cl2CoN6O20: C, 43.80%, H, 3.58%, N, 8.28%. Found: C,
43.33%, H, 3.59%, N, 8.35%.

Methods and Instrumentation. 1H NMR spectra were collected
at 300 K on a Bruker 300 MHz spectrometer using commercially
available deuterated solvents. 1H NMR spectra of complexes 7, 8, and
9 were recorded in MeOD or MeOD acidified to pH 3 by addition of
1 M DCl using a water suppression pulse program. TSP (3-
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(trimethylsilyl)propionic acid) was used as an internal reference in
D2O. In all other solvents, isotopic impurities were used as internal
reference signals. Mass spectrometry was performed using electro-
spray ionization using a Finnigan LCQ-8 spectrometer. Microanalysis
(C, H, N) was conducted by Chemical & MicroAnalytical Services Pty
Ltd., Campbell Microanalytical Laboratory at the University of Otago
and by the Microanalytical Laboratories at the Australian National
University.
pH Titration. pKa determination using UV−vis spectroscopy was

carried out by adjusting the pH of the solution of the compounds and
measuring the UV−vis spectra. UV−visible spectra were measured at
room temperature on a Cary 4E UV−visible spectrophotometer using
a 1 cm ×1 cm quartz cuvette (Starna). Scans were run in absorption
mode between 350 and 650 nm on freshly prepared 7 × 10−5 M
solutions of the compounds in (1:50) MeOH:H2O. A (1:50)
MeOH:H2O solution was used as the blank. The pH was adjusted
using NaOH and HCl in (1:50) MeOH:H2O and measured using a HI
991002 pH meter (Hanna Instruments). The absorbance at 475 nm
was plotted as a function of pH.
Charges were calculated as %ionized = 100/(1 + 10(−(pH−pka))).
Fluorescence Spectra. Fluorescence measurements were per-

formed using a Varian Cary Eclipse fluorescence spectrophotometer,
with a 1 cm × 1 cm quartz cuvette (Starna). Scans were run at room
temperature as 7 × 10−5 M solutions at pH 7.5 (adjusted with 1 M
NaOH) in (1:50) MeOH:H2O at 100 nm/min with excitation and
emission slit widths of 2.5 nm. All solutions were prepared
immediately prior to analysis. Emission scans were run between 400
and 600 nm using an excitation wavelength of 395 nm.
pH Dependent Fluorescence. pH-Dependent fluorescence of

the compounds was carried out by adjusting the pH of the solutions of
the compounds and measuring the fluorescence emission spectra in a
similar manner to that described above. The pH was adjusted using 1
M NaOH and HCl in (1:50) MeOH:H2O and measured using a HI
991002 pH meter (Hanna Instruments). The λmax of the emission
spectrum as a function of pH was plotted.
Reduction in Situ. Emission scans were collected between 450

and 600 nm with an excitation wavelength of 395 nm at regular time
intervals over 70 h (every 30 min for the first 20 h then every 2 h for
the second 50 h) on 7 × 10−5 M solutions in (1:50) MeOH:H2O
following the addition of 10 mol equiv of (L)-ascorbic acid. Similar
measuring conditions to those described above were used. The
measurements were repeated on identical solutions that had been
deoxygenated by passing a stream of nitrogen through the solution for
10 min and tightly sealing the cuvette.
Electrochemistry. Electrochemical measurements were performed

at room temperature using a BAS 100B/W electrochemical analyzer at
a scan rate of 100 mV s−1 using a glassy carbon working electrode and
a platinum auxiliary electrode. The experiments were performed at
room temperature and were iR compensated. All samples were
degassed with argon for at least 10 min prior to measurement.
Scans carried out in organic media were performed with 1 mM

solutions in DMF with 0.1 M tetrapropylammonium perchlorate as the
supporting electrolyte. A silver wire was used as a quasireference
electrode, and the ferrocene/ferrocenium couple was used as an
internal reference ([Fe(η5-C5H5)2]

0/+ = +0.72 V vs NHE in DMF at
25 °C).44

Scans carried out in aqueous media were performed with 1 mM
solutions with 0.1 M sodium perchlorate as the supporting electrolyte.
The silver | silver chloride reference electrode was used, and the scans
were referenced to the Ag/AgCl couple (Ag/AgCl, KCl (saturated) =
+0.198 vs NHE in H2O at 25 °C).45

Cell Lines. DLD-1 human colon carcinoma cells were obtained
from ATCC and used within 6 months of resuscitation. Cells were
maintained in complete media which is Advanced DMEM
(Invitrogen) supplemented with 2% FBS (Invitrogen) and 2 mM
glutamine (Invitrogen) in a humidified environment at 37 °C and 5%
CO2. HRE-Eos DLD-1 cells16 were maintained in complete media
supplemented with 250 μg/mL Geneticin (Invitrogen).
Cytotoxicity Assays. Complexes tested were prepared as 1 mM

aqueous solutions containing 2% DMSO immediately prior to the

assay. Cytotoxicity was determined using the MTT assay as previously
described.46 1 × 105 cells were seeded onto each well of flat-bottomed
96-well plates and allowed to attach overnight. Cobalt complex
solutions were added to quadruplicate wells at concentrations
spanning a 4-log range (final DMF concentrations were limited to
0.5%) and incubated for 72 h. MTT (1.0 mM) was added to each well
and were incubated for a further 4 h. The culture medium was
removed from each well, DMSO (150 μL) was added, the plate shaken
for 5 s, and the absorbance measured immediately at 600 nm in a
Victor3V microplate reader (Perkin-Elmer). IC50 values were
determined as the drug concentration that reduced the absorbance
to 50% of that in untreated control wells. At least three independent
experiments were performed for each compound with quadruplicate
readings in each experiment.

Confocal Microscopy of pH Dependent Uptake of Com-
plexes in Cell Monolayer. The pH of Leibovitz-15 media
(Invitrogen) was adjusted to 6.0, 6.5, 7.0, 7.4, and 8.0 using 1 M
HCl or 1 M NaOH and filter sterilized through MinisartCA 0.2 μm
sterile filters (Sartorius Stedim). Cells were plated onto black, μ-clear
96-well plates (Greiner Bio-One) and grown to 40−60% confluence in
normal growth media. The media was replaced with pH-adjusted L15
media, and the cells were treated with the compound and incubated
for 4 h. The cells were washed several times with PBS, fresh medium
added, and the cells immediately imaged. A heated stage (Linkam
Scientific) was used to maintain the temperature at 37 °C during
imaging. The pH of the medium was found not to change significantly
after incubation at 37 °C for 24 h in a Petri dish in the absence of cells.

Confocal fluorescence microscopy was performed using a Nikon
Eclipse TE200 inverted fluorescence microscope and a Nikon Plan
Fluor 40×/NA 0.75 DIC M air objective lens. Confocal images were
collected using a Nikon DE-Eclipse microscope C1 and a Coherent
Radius 405−25 optically pumped semiconductor laser system. The
emission range was 433−467 nm. A scan rate of 15 ms/pixel was used
for all images, and an average of 4 scans per image was collected. To
compare the fluorescence intensities, the same laser power was used
for all images. At least three images were taken per slide and repeated
on at least three different occasions.

Quantification of the fluorescence intensity was carried out using
ImageJ by drawing a 20 um2 square over a representative portion of
the image and measuring the integrated fluorescence intensity.
Measurements were taken from at least five different images in each
treatment group.

Cobalt Uptake of Complexes in Cell Monolayer. Four million
DLD-1 cells in 6 mL of DMEM of were seeded in a 6 cm dish and
allowed to adhere overnight. The media was replaced and the cells
treated with 30 μM of the complexes in DMSO (final DMSO
concentration = 0.3%). Following incubation for 4 h, the media was
removed, the cells trypsinized, and 5 mL of PBS solution added. The
cells were centrifuged at 2000 rpm for 4 min, the supernatant
removed, and the process repeated three times. The pellet was then
resuspended in 0.5 mL of PBS solution.

Cobalt concentrations were determined using ICP-MS by the
National Measurements Institute, Pymble, NSW, Australia. Samples
were digested with 15 M nitric acid prior to analysis. Cellular
concentrations of cobalt were reported per mg of protein. Biorad
protein assay dye was diluted 5-fold with double-distilled water, and
200 μL of the diluted reagent was then added to each well of a 96-well
plate. Using 1 mg/mL solution of bovine serum albumin in PBS,
protein standards of concentrations 500, 250, 125, 62.5, 31.3, and 15.6
μg/mL were prepared. Cellular samples were diluted by a factor of 10
before a 10 μL aliquot was added to each well containing the diluted
dye reagent. The protein/dye mixtures were then shaken for 15 min,
and the absorbance at 620 nm determined using a Victor3V microplate
reader (Perkin-Elmer). All analyses were performed in triplicate.

Confocal Microscopy of Spheroids. Spheroids were formed by
plating 100 μL of a 2.5 × 105 cells/mL single cell suspension of DLD-1
onto agarose (sterile, 0.75% (w/v) in PBS) coated 96-well plates. They
were allowed to aggregate for 5 days without motion, resulting in the
formation of single spheroid per well.36 Spheroids of HRE-Eos DLD-1
were grown in a similar manner in complete media supplemented with
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Geneticin (Invitrogen) (5 mg in 10 mL). On day 5, the spheroids were
treated with 10 μM of compound (in up to 2% DMSO) for 4 h,
washed with PBS, then replaced in media in black, μ-clear 96-well
imaging plates (Greiner Bio-One) to be imaged. A heated stage
(Linkam Scientific) was used to maintain the temperature at 37 °C
during imaging. The HRE-Eos DLD-1 cells expressed the Eos
photoconvertible green fluorescent protein when they were experienc-
ing hypoxia.16 The Eos protein was photoconverted to the red
fluorescent form of the protein by exposing the spheroids to UV light
for 1 min prior to imaging.
Confocal fluorescence microscopy was performed using a Nikon

Eclipse TE200 inverted fluorescence microscope and a Nikon Plan
Fluor 10×/NA 0.3 DIC objective lens. Confocal images were collected
using a Nikon DE-Eclipse microscope C1 and a Coherent Radius
405−25 optically pumped semiconductor laser systems and a Melles
Griot yellow 85-YCA025 561−10.5 diode-pumped solid state laser.
The emission ranges were 433−467 nm and >580 nm, respectively. A
scan rate of 15 ms/pixel was used for all images and an average of four
scans per image was collected. At least three spheroids were imaged on
each occasion, and the experiment was repeated on at least three
different occasions.
Quantification of the fluorescence intensity was carried out using

ImageJ by drawing a 350 μm circle in the middle of the spheroid and
measuring the integrated fluorescence intensity. Measurements were
taken from at least six different spheroids in each treatment group.
Statistical analysis was performed using the unpaired t test. *P < 0.005
and **P < 0.001 compared to the preceding treatment group.
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