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ABSTRACT 

Polar bears are at the top of the Arctic marine food chain and are subject to exposure and 

bioaccumulation of environmental chemicals of concern such as polybrominated diphenyl ethers 

(PBDEs), which were widely used as flame-retardants. The aim of the present study was to 

evaluate the in vitro oxidative metabolism of 2,2,4,4-tetrabrominated diphenyl ether (BDE-47) 

and 2,2,4,4,5-pentabrominated diphenyl ether (BDE-99) by polar bear liver microsomes. The 

identification and quantification of the hydroxy-brominated diphenyl ethers formed were 

assessed using an ultra-high performance liquid chromatography-tandem mass spectrometry-

based method. Incubation of BDE-47 with archived individual liver microsomes, prepared from 

fifteen polar bears from northern Canada, produced a total of eleven hydroxylated metabolites, 

eight of which were identified using authentic standards. The major metabolites were 4-

hydroxy-2,2,4,5-tetrabromodiphenyl ether and 5′-hydroxy-2,2,4,4-tetrabromodiphenyl ether. 

Incubation of BDE-99 with polar bear liver microsomes produced a total of eleven hydroxylated 

metabolites, seven of which were identified using authentic standards. The major metabolites 

were 2,4,5-tribromophenol and 4-hydroxy-2,2′,3,4′,5-pentabromodiphenyl ether. Among the 

CYP specific antibodies tested, anti-rat CYP2B was found to be the most active in inhibiting the 

formation of hydroxylated metabolites of both BDE-47 and BDE-99, indicating that CYP2B was 

the major CYP enzyme involved in the oxidative biotransformation of these two congeners. Our 

study shows that polar bears are capable of forming multiple hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-

47 and BDE-99 in vitro and demonstrates the role of CYP2B in the biotransformation and 

possibly in the toxicity of BDE-47 and BDE-99 in polar bears. 
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1. Introduction 

Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) are man-made chemicals that were used as 

additive flame retardants in a variety of industrial and commercial products including textiles, 

polyurethane foam and plastics. PBDEs were formulated as commercial mixtures known as 

PentaBDE, OctaBDE and DecaBDE, according to their average bromine content (La Guardia et 

al., 2006). The PentaBDE mixture, which was used extensively in North America, was 

composed predominantly of 2,2′,4,4′-tetrabromodiphenyl ether (BDE-47) and 2,2′,4,4′,5-

pentabromodiphenyl ether (BDE-99) (Alaee et al., 2003). Because PBDEs were not chemically 

bound to polymers used in the manufacture of these products, they can migrate out of products 

during use or after disposal and can be released into the environment. As a consequence, PBDEs 

have become widespread environmental pollutants (Hites, 2004; Law et al., 2014). BDE-47 and 

BDE-99, for example, have been detected in household dust, indoor air, fish, marine mammals, 

and in human blood, breast milk and adipose tissue, and are frequently the dominant PBDE 

congeners found in these samples (Hale et al., 2001; Stapleton et al., 2005; Gomara et al., 2007; 

Sjodin et al., 2008; Daniels et al., 2010; Gewurtz et al., 2011; Quiros-Alcala et al., 2011; Besis 

and Samara, 2012; Rotander et al., 2012). Production of the PentaBDE and OctaBDE mixtures 

was banned in the European Union in 2004 and discontinued in North America due to concerns 

about the persistence and bioaccumulation of PBDEs. The PentaBDE and OctaBDE mixtures 

were added to the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants in 2009. 

 The occurrence of PBDEs in the Arctic has been documented extensively with several 

studies suggesting that long-range transport from more southerly locations is likely the main 

source of these contaminants (Ikonomou et al., 2002; de Wit et al., 2006; Kelly et al., 2008; 

McKinney et al., 2010; Dietz et al., 2013). PBDEs have been measured in arctic biota including 

fish seabirds, seals, whales and polar bears (de Wit et al., 2006; de Wit et al., 2010; Letcher et 
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al., 2010; Dietz et al., 2013). Polar bears (Ursus maritimus) are distributed throughout the arctic 

circumpolar regions and occupy a high trophic position in the Arctic marine food chain. They 

feed on ringed seals (Phoca hispida), other seal species and other marine mammals such as 

bowhead whales (Balena mysticetus) (McKinney et al., 2013; McKinney et al., 2015) and have a 

diet high in fat, which tends to accumulate lipophilic compounds such as PBDEs. Surveys of 

temporal contaminant trends in polar bears from eastern Greenland and western Hudson Bay 

showed that total PBDE concentrations in liver or adipose tissue increased steadily from the 

1980s until the mid-2000s, after which levels have started to decline (McKinney et al., 2010; 

Dietz et al., 2013). The dominant congeners detected in adipose tissue from polar bears were 

BDE-47, BDE-99, 2,2′,4,4′,6-pentabromodiphenyl ether (BDE-100) and 2,2′,4,4′,5,5′-

hexabromodiphenyl ether (BDE-153), whereas BDE-47 and BDE-99 were the major congeners 

found in ringed seal blubber (de Wit et al., 2010). The toxicity of PBDEs in polar bears is 

unknown, but studies with laboratory animals have shown that developmental exposure to BDE-

47 or BDE-99, at relatively high dosages, caused neurobehavioural disturbances and alterations 

in neuromotor activity (Branchi et al., 2003; Gee and Moser, 2008; Cheng et al., 2009; 

Kodavanti et al., 2015), changes to the reproductive system (Kuriyama et al., 2005; Lilienthal et 

al., 2006; Talsness et al., 2008) and disruption of thyroid hormone activity (Hallgren et al., 2001; 

Zhou et al., 2001; Talsness et al., 2008; Kodavanti et al., 2010). 

 Oxidative metabolism of BDE-47 and BDE-99 has been investigated in laboratory 

animals and, more recently, in humans (Erratico et al., 2011; Erratico et al., 2012, 2013; Feo et 

al., 2013). In vitro studies revealed that BDE-47 and BDE-99 are metabolized by hepatic 

cytochrome P450 (CYP) enzymes to multiple hydroxylated metabolites. Evidence of PBDE 

metabolism by wildlife species, especially arctic marine mammals, is limited. Letcher and co-
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workers investigated the biotransformation of various classes of persistent organic pollutants 

including PBDEs by polar bear liver microsomes in vitro and found little, if any, depletion of 

PBDE substrates (Letcher et al., 2009). In a later study, they assessed oxidative metabolism of 

selected PBDE congeners using liver microsomes from a polar bear and two other arctic marine 

species and detected a single hydroxylated metabolite of 2,2′,4,4′,5,6′-hexabromodiphenyl ether 

(BDE-154) only, indicating minimal hepatic PBDE metabolism by polar bears (McKinney et al., 

2011). However, hydroxy-brominated diphenyl ethers (OH-BDEs) have been identified in 

plasma and adipose tissue samples from polar bears from Norway (Verreault et al., 2005), 

Greenland (Gebbink et al., 2008) and Canada (Chu and Letcher, 2013). OH-BDEs have also 

been detected in beluga whales and ringed seals (McKinney et al., 2006; Routti et al., 2009). 

OH-BDEs have been reported to occur as natural products in the marine environment (Malmvarn 

et al., 2008). Thus, dietary exposure via the food chain could be the source of the OH-BDEs 

detected in polar bears. An alternative explanation is that the OH-BDEs are products of in vivo 

biotransformation of PBDEs in polar bear liver. To address the question of whether polar bears 

are capable of producing OH-BDE metabolites, a more thorough assessment of the oxidative 

metabolism of PBDEs by polar bears is needed. The aim of the present study was to evaluate 

hepatic biotransformation of PBDEs by polar bears. Previously prepared (archived) liver 

microsomes from 15 individual polar bears were incubated with BDE-47 or BDE-99 and the 

formation of hydroxylated metabolites was measured by ultra-high performance liquid 

chromatography-tandem mass spectrometry (UHPLC/MS/MS). In addition, antibody inhibition 

experiments were conducted to determine the CYP enzymes involved in metabolite formation. 

 

2. Materials and methods 
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2.1. Chemicals and reagents 

 BDE-47 (neat, 100% purity), BDE-99 (neat, ≥ 99.2% purity), 2,4,5-tribromophenol 

(2,4,5-TBP), 4′-hydroxy-2,2′,4,6-tetrachlorobiphenyl (4′-OH-CB-50; neat, 99.9% purity), 4-

hydroxy-2,3′,4,5′,6-pentachlorobiphenyl (4-OH-CB-121; neat, 99.9% purity) and OH-BDEs, 

including 3′-hydroxy-2,4,4′-tribromodiphenyl ether (3′-OH-BDE-28), were purchased from 

AccuStandard (New Haven, CT, USA), as reported previously (Erratico et al., 2012, 2013). 2-

Hydroxy-2′,3,4,4′,5-pentabromodiphenyl ether (2-OH-BDE-123) was a generous gift from Dr. 

R.J. Letcher (Environment Canada, Ottawa, ON, Canada). (Note: a list of the OH-BDEs analyzed 

in the present study, along with their substitution pattern, is found in the Supplementary material 

section). NADPH, sucrose and 2,4-dibromophenol (2,4-DBP) were purchased from Sigma 

Aldrich (Oakville, ON, Canada). Methanol, acetonitrile, methyl-tert-butyl ether, hexanes, iso-

propanol (all HPLC grade), hydrochloric acid and sodium hydroxide were purchased from Fisher 

Scientific (Ottawa, ON, Canada). Formic acid (puriss. p.a. for mass spectroscopy) was from 

Fluka (Steinheim, Germany). Ultrapure water was prepared using a Millipore Milli-Q system 

(Millipore, Billerica, MA, USA). Rabbit polyspecific anti-rat CYP1A IgG, anti-rat CYP2B IgG, 

anti-rat CYP2C IgG and anti-CYP3A IgG were prepared in S. Bandiera’s laboratory and the 

specificity of each antibody was assessed by immunoblot analysis with purified or recombinant 

rat CYP enzymes and with various liver microsomal preparations, as described previously (Wong 

and Bandiera, 1996; Anderson et al., 1998; Hrycay and Bandiera, 2003). 

 

2.2. Calibration standards 

 A calibration mixture consisting of hydroxy-tribromodiphenyl ethers (OH-triBDEs), 

hydroxy-tetrabromodiphenyl ethers (OH-tetraBDEs) and 2,4-DBP, at a range of concentrations, 
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along with an internal standard (4′-OH-CB-50, at a single concentration of 1.25 µM), was 

prepared for the identification of the hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-47, as described 

previously (Erratico et al., 2013). A second calibration mixture consisting of OH-triBDEs, OH-

tetraBDEs, hydroxy-pentabromodiphenyl ethers (OH-pentaBDEs), 2,4-DBP and 2,4,5-TBP, at a 

range of concentrations, along with an internal standard (4-OH-CB-121, at a single concentration 

of 0.5 µM) was prepared for the identification of the hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-99, as 

described previously (Erratico et al., 2012). Final concentrations of the metabolite standards in 

the calibration mixtures were 2.5, 5, 10, 25, 50 and 100 nM. 

 

2.3. Polar bear liver microsomes 

 Hepatic microsomes were previously prepared from sixteen individual adult male polar 

bears. Fifteen of the polar bear liver samples were collected from bears that were killed in legally 

controlled hunts by Inuit near Resolute (Nunavut Territory, Canada) in April 1992, April 1993 

and April 1994. The sixteenth liver sample was from a polar bear killed near Churchill (MN, 

Canada) in November 1993. The hepatic microsomes have been stored at -80 °C at the University 

of British Columbia (Vancouver, BC, Canada). Details about the collection and preparation of 

the polar bear liver samples were reported previously (Bandiera et al., 1995; Letcher et al., 1996). 

Of the sixteen polar bear hepatic microsomal fractions that had been prepared, one sample, 

collected in April 1992, was not used in the current study due to the small volume of hepatic 

microsomes remaining. 

 

2.4. BDE-47 and BDE-99 biotransformation assays 
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 The in vitro biotransformation assays for BDE-47 and BDE-99 were performed as 

previously reported (Erratico et al., 2012, 2013), with the following modification. Reaction 

mixtures (1 mL, final volume) containing BDE-47 or BDE-99 (100 µM, final concentration), 

polar bear hepatic microsomes (1 mg mL-1, final concentration) and NADPH (1 mM, final 

concentration) in 50 mM potassium phosphate buffer with 3 mM magnesium chloride (pH 7.4), 

were incubated for 20 min. The reaction was stopped by addition of 1.0 mL of ice-cold 0.5 M 

sodium hydroxide. The reaction mixtures were processed and analyzed as described previously 

(Erratico et al., 2012, 2013). Biotransformation assays with BDE-47 and BDE-99 were 

performed separately with 15 individual polar bear liver microsomes and three or more 

independent experiments were conducted with each substrate and each microsomal preparation. 

 Preliminary experiments were conducted using polar bear liver microsomes to determine 

the linearity of product formation with respect to incubation time and hepatic microsomal protein 

concentration. Blank and control samples in which substrate (BDE-47 or BDE-99), hepatic 

microsomes, or NADPH was omitted from the reaction mixture were routinely included in each 

assay. Peaks corresponding to OH-BDEs were not detected when BDE-47 or BDE-99 was 

omitted from the reaction mixtures, indicating that OH-BDEs were not present in the microsomal 

preparations. However, a peak corresponding to 2,4-DBP was detected in control samples that 

contained polar bear liver microsomes but not substrate, indicating that 2,4-DBP was either a 

contaminant in the microsomal preparations or that another compound, which generated a co-

eluting peak, was present in the microsomal preparations. 

 

2.5. Antibody inhibition experiments 
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 To evaluate the contribution of CYP1A, CYP2B, CYP2C or CYP3A enzymes on 

metabolite formation, reaction mixtures containing polar bear hepatic microsomes (1 mg mL-1, 

final concentration) and 50 mM potassium phosphate buffer with 3 mM magnesium chloride (pH 

7.4) were preincubated for 10 min at 37 °C with various amounts of rabbit anti-rat CYP1A, 

CYP2B, CYP2C or CYP3A IgG. BDE-47 or BDE-99 (100 µM, final concentration) was then 

added. The reaction was initiated by addition of NADPH, allowed to proceed for 20 min, and 

stopped by addition of 1.0 mL of ice-cold 0.5 M sodium hydroxide. The reaction mixtures were 

processed and analyzed as described previously (Erratico et al., 2011; Erratico et al., 2012). Due 

to the limited supply of some antibodies, antibody inhibition experiments involving BDE-47 or 

BDE-99 were performed with liver microsomes from two polar bears only. 

 

2.6. Analytical method 

 UHPLC/MS/MS was used to resolve and quantify hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-47 

as reported previously (Moffatt et al., 2011; Erratico et al., 2013), with the following 

modifications. The column temperature was maintained at 40 °C and the autosampler tray 

temperature was 10 °C. Solvent A consisted of water with 0.1% formic acid (FA) and solvent B 

was a mixture of 25% acetonitrile, 75% methanol and 0.1% FA. An isocratic mobile phase 

consisting of 35% solvent A and 65% solvent B, with a flow rate of 0.2 mL min-1, and a run 

time of 60 min was used. The mobile phase flow was diverted to waste during the first three 

minutes and was then switched to the mass spectrometer until the end of the chromatographic 

run. Analytes were monitored using the total ion current (TIC) of the multiple reaction 

monitoring (MRM) transitions in negative ionization mode. The mass spectrometric parameters 

were as follows: nitrogen gas was used for the curtain gas, collision gas and ion source gas 2 
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(vaporizing gas); zero air was used for ion source gas 1 (nebulizing gas); the entrance potential 

was -10 units; resolution was Q1 Unit, Q3 Unit; and dwell time was 250 msec for all 

compounds. Curtain gas was 30 units, collision gas (CAD) was medium, temperature was 400 

°C, ion source gas 1 was 30 units, ion source gas 2 was 60 units, ion spray voltage was -4500 V. 

Representative chromatograms showing m/z values and retention times of BDE-47 authentic 

metabolite standards are presented in the Supplementary material section, Fig. S1. 

 Hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-99 were resolved and quantified by UHPLC/MS/MS 

as reported previously (Erratico et al., 2010, 2012), with the following modifications. Solvent A 

consisted of water with 0.1% FA and solvent B was a mixture of 33% acetonitrile, 67% methanol 

and 0.1% FA. Gradient elution with the following profile was used. Solvent A:solvent B (35:65, 

v/v) from 0 to 55 min followed by a linear increase to solvent A:solvent B (30:70, v/v) from 55 

to 58 min, maintained at solvent A:solvent B (30:70, v/v) from 58 to 82 min, then the column 

was re-equilibrated with solvent A:solvent B (35:65, v/v) from 82.1 to 85 min. The flow rate was 

0.2 mL min-1 and the total run time 85 min. The mobile phase flow was diverted to waste during 

the first three minutes and was then switched to the mass spectrometer until the end of the 

chromatographic run. Analytes were monitored using the TIC of the MRM transitions in 

negative ionization mode. The mass spectrometric parameters were the same as outlined above, 

except that the curtain gas was 20 units, temperature was 450 °C, and ion source gas 1 was 40 

units. Representative chromatograms showing m/z values and retention times of BDE-99 

authentic metabolite standards are presented in the Supplementary material section, Fig. S2. 

 Additional details about method performance are reported in the Supplementary material 

section. 
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3. Results 

3.1. Oxidative biotransformation of BDE-47 

 Incubation of polar bear liver microsomes with BDE-47 yielded eleven metabolites (Fig. 

1). Formation of OH-BDE metabolites was not observed when microsomal protein, BDE-47 or 

NADPH was omitted from the incubation mixture. Eight of the metabolites were identified by 

comparison of multiple reaction monitoring (MRM) transition values and retention times with 

those of authentic standards. The known metabolites, in order of elution, were 2,4-DBP, 3′-OH-

BDE-28, 4′-OH-BDE-17, 2′-OH-BDE-28, 4-OH-BDE-42, 5-OH-BDE-47, 4′-OH-BDE-49 and 6-

OH-BDE-47. Three metabolites labeled as A, B and C were not identified because their retention 

times did not match with any of the authentic standards (Fig. 1). Formation of 3-OH-BDE-47 

was investigated but was not detected. 

 Formation rates were measured, where possible, for individual metabolites with each of 

the polar bear liver microsome preparations, using a protein concentration of 1 mg mL-1, a BDE-

47 concentration of 100 µM and an incubation time of 20 min. All eleven metabolites were 

produced by each of the fifteen liver preparations, but the amounts of each metabolite formed 

differed among the polar bear samples and some metabolites were below the limit of 

quantification. On the basis of mean rates of formation, the major known metabolites were 4′-

OH-BDE-49, 5-OH-BDE-47, 3′-OH-BDE-28 and 6-OH-BDE-47, while 4-OH-BDE-42, 4′-OH-

BDE-17 and 2′-OH-BDE-28 were minor metabolites (Table 1). Formation of 2,4-DBP was not 

quantified, despite an observed time- and protein-dependent increase in the level of 2,4-DBP, 

due to interference from a co-eluting peak arising from the polar bear liver microsomes. 

 Unknown metabolite A exhibited MRM transition values that would be expected of a 

dihydroxy-tetrabrominated diphenyl ether (diOH-tetraBDE) (Fig. 1B). A peak with the same 
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short retention time as A (appox. 11 min), but with MRM transition values corresponding to 

monoOH-tetraBDE, was also detected on the chromatograms (Fig. 1A). It was concluded that the 

two peaks were likely the same metabolite and that the peak observed in Fig. 1A was a product 

of in-source fragmentation of the diOH-tetraBDE metabolite. The MRM transition values of 

unknown metabolites B and C correspond to monoOH-tetraBDEs (Fig. 1A). On the basis of peak 

area and response values, metabolite B was determined to be the major unknown metabolite 

formed by polar bear liver microsomes (Table 2). 

 

3.2. Oxidative biotransformation of BDE-99 

 Incubation of BDE-99 with liver microsomes prepared from individual polar bears 

yielded eleven metabolites (Fig. 2). Formation of OH-BDE metabolites was not observed with 

incubation mixtures that were devoid of substrate, NADPH or microsomal protein. Seven 

metabolites were identified by comparison of MRM transition values and retention times with 

those of authentic standards. The known metabolites, in order of elution, were 2,4-DBP, 2,4,5-

TBP, 4-OH-BDE-90, 2-OH-BDE-123, 5′-OH-BDE-99, 6′-OH-BDE-99 and 4′-OH-BDE-101 

(Fig. 2). On the basis of mean rates of formation, the major known metabolites were 2,4,5-TBP 

and 4-OH-BDE-90, whereas 5′-OH-BDE-99, 4′-OH-BDE-101 and 6′-OH-BDE-99 were minor 

metabolites (Table 3). 2,4-DBP could not be reliably quantified due to interference from a co-

eluting peak arising from the polar bear liver microsomes and 2-OH-BDE-123 was formed at 

less than quantifiable levels. 

 Four metabolites labeled as D, E, F and G could not be identified because their retention 

times did not match those of authentic standards. Unknown metabolite D exhibited MRM 

transition values and a short retention time suggestive of a dihydroxy-pentabrominated diphenyl 
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ether (diOH-pentaBDE) (Fig. 2B). A peak with the same short retention time as D (appox. 16.4 

min), but with MRM transition values corresponding to monoOH-pentaBDE, was observed in 

the chromatograms (Fig. 2A). As discussed above, this peak was not considered to be a new 

metabolite but was thought to be a product of in-source fragmentation of the diOH-pentaBDE 

metabolite. Unknown metabolites E, F and G are likely to be monoOH-pentaBDEs because they 

exhibited MRM transition values that correspond to monoOH-pentaBDEs. On the basis of peak 

area and response values, metabolite G was determined to be the major unknown metabolite of 

BDE-99 (Table 4). 

 In addition, formation of monoOH-triBDEs and monoOH-tetraBDEs, including 3′-OH-

BDE-28, 4′-OH-BDE-17, 2′-OH-BDE-28, unknown metabolite B, 4-OH-BDE-42, 5-OH-BDE-

47, 4′-OH-BDE-49 and 6-OH-BDE-47, were observed following incubation of BDE-99 with 

some of the more catalytically active polar bear liver microsomal samples (4 out of 15) (Table 5 

and Supplementary material, Fig. S3). A new unknown monoOH-tetraBDE metabolite, labeled 

H, was also detected among these metabolites (Supplementary material, Fig. S3C). 

 

3.3. Antibody inhibition 

 The contribution of different CYP enzymes to BDE-47 and BDE-99 biotransformation 

was assessed separately in two different polar bear liver microsomal preparations using 

antibodies prepared against rat CYP1A, CYP2B, CYP2C and CYP3A enzymes. Anti-rat CYP2B 

IgG was found to be the most inhibitory of the antibodies tested towards formation of the 

metabolites of BDE-47. At a concentration of 2.5 mg IgG mg-1 microsomal protein, anti-rat 

CYP2B IgG decreased formation of 4′-OH-BDE-17, 2′-OH-BDE-28, 4-OH-BDE-42, 5-OH-

BDE-47, 4′-OH-BDE-49 and 6-OH-BDE-47 by 80-90%. In comparison, anti-rat CYP1A, anti-rat 
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CYP2C or anti-rat CYP3A decreased formation of some, but not all, metabolites to a maximum 

of 40%. 

 A similar result was obtained with regard to BDE-99 biotransformation. Formation of 

2,4,5-TBP, 4-OH-BDE-90, 5′-OH-BDE-99 and 6′-OH-BDE-99 were decreased by 70-86% in the 

presence of anti-rat CYP2B IgG, at a concentration of 2.5 mg IgG mg-1 microsomal protein, and 

by less than 40% in the presence of anti-rat CYP1A, anti-rat CYP2C or anti-rat CYP3A. In 

contrast, formation of 4′-OH-BDE-101 and unknown metabolites F and G were inhibited to a 

greater extent by anti-rat CYP1A IgG than by anti-rat CYP2B IgG. 

 

4. Discussion  

 The in vitro biotransformation of two PBDE congeners was evaluated using archived 

liver microsomes from fifteen polar bears. Eleven metabolites were observed when polar bear 

liver microsomes were incubated with BDE-47 and an additional eleven metabolites were 

observed when polar bear liver microsomes were incubated with BDE-99. The metabolites of 

BDE-47 included monoOH-triBDEs, monoOH-tetraBDEs and a diOH-tetraBDE. The BDE-99 

metabolites, which were detected with all fifteen polar bear samples, included tribromophenol, 

monoOH-pentaBDEs and a diOH-pentaBDE. In addition, monoOH-triBDEs and monoOH-

tetraBDEs were detected as metabolites of BDE-99 with a subset of the more catalytically active 

polar bear samples. 

 Of the four major BDE-47 metabolites detected, two metabolites (5-OH-BDE-47 and 6-

OH-BDE-47) were produced by direct hydroxylation at an unsubstituted carbon atom, one 

metabolite (4-OH-BDE-49) was formed by hydroxylation via a NIH shift mechanism and one 

metabolite (3-OH-BDE-28) was produced through oxidative debromination. Of the three major 
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metabolites of BDE-99, one metabolite (5′-OH-BDE-99) was produced by direct hydroxylation, 

one metabolite (4-OH-BDE-90) was produced by hydroxylation via a NIH shift mechanism and 

the most abundant metabolite (2,4,5-TBP) was formed by oxidative dealkyation. Clearly, 

oxidative dealkylation is a more important mechanism for the biotransformation of BDE-99 than 

BDE-47 by polar bear liver microsomes as oxidative dealkylation of BDE-47 results in the 

formation of 2,4-DBP, which was a minor metabolite of BDE-47. 

 The variety and pattern of metabolites produced indicates that hepatic biotransformation 

of BDE-47 and BDE-99 by polar bear is versatile and includes aromatic hydroxylation, oxidative 

debromination, dealkylation and dihydroxylation reactions. Similar versatility was observed in 

studies involving biotransformation of BDE-47 and BDE-99 by human and rat liver microsomes 

(Hamers et al., 2008; Dong et al., 2010; Erratico et al., 2011; Erratico et al., 2012, 2013; Feo et 

al., 2013). Among the antibodies tested, anti-rat CYP2B displayed the greatest inhibitory effect 

toward formation of BDE-47 and BDE-99 metabolites, suggesting that polar bear CYP2B 

enzymes were more active in catalyzing the oxidative biotransformation of BDE-47 and BDE-99 

than CYP1A, CYP2C or CYP3A enzymes. Antibodies prepared against rat CYP enzymes were 

previously used to partially characterize the CYP composition of polar bear liver (Bandiera et al., 

1995). On the basis of immunoblot results, it was determined that polar bear liver contains CYP 

enzymes that are immunochemically related to rat CYP1A1, CYP1A2, CYP2B, CYP3A and 

CYP2C enzymes (Bandiera et al., 1995) and that immunoreactive CYP2B protein levels 

appeared to be greater than CYP1A protein levels in these same polar bear liver microsomal 

preparations (Letcher et al., 1996). CYP2B6, which accounts for 1-7% of total hepatic CYP 

content in humans (Ekins et al., 1998), was found to be the predominant enzyme catalyzing the 

oxidative biotransformation of BDE-47 and BDE-99 to multiple metabolites by human liver 
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microsomes (Erratico et al., 2012, 2013; Feo et al., 2013). In contrast, experiments with 

recombinant rat CYP enzymes demonstrated that several enzymes including CYP1A, CYP2A, 

CYP2B, CYP2C and CYP3A contributed to the oxidative biotransformation of BDE-47 and 

BDE-99 by rat liver microsomes (Erratico et al., 2011). 

 Comparison of BDE-47 and BDE-99 biotransformation by polar bear liver microsomes 

and human liver microsomes revealed several similarities and some differences. For example, 

three of the major metabolites of BDE-47 produced by human liver microsomes (namely, 4′-OH-

BDE-49, 5-OH-BDE-47 and 6-OH-BDE-47) and were also major metabolites in polar bear liver 

microsomes. Likewise, 2,4,5-TBP was a major metabolite of BDE-99 in human and in polar bear 

liver microsomes and 3-OH-BDE-47, which is a major metabolite of BDE-47 in rodents (Hamers 

et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2006), was not produced at detectable levels by either human or polar 

bear liver microsomes (Erratico et al., 2011). In contrast, 3′-OH-BDE-28 was a major metabolite 

of BDE-47 in polar bear liver microsomes, but was not produced by human liver microsomes 

(Erratico et al., 2013; Feo et al., 2013). Furthermore, 4-OH-BDE-90 was a major metabolite of 

BDE-99 in polar bear liver microsomes and was a minor metabolite in human liver microsomes, 

whereas 4′-OH-BDE-101, which was major metabolite in human liver microsomes, was a minor 

metabolite in polar bear liver microsomes (Erratico et al., 2012). 

 Oxidative metabolism of BDE-47 and BDE-99 by polar bear was relatively slow with 

maximal rates of formation for individual metabolites of approximately 2 to 3 pmol min-1 mg-1. 

In comparison, rates of formation of individual metabolites were 10 times greater with human 

liver microsomes (Erratico et al., 2012, 2013) and 10 to 100 times greater with liver microsomes 

prepared from rats that were treated with CYP inducers (Erratico et al., 2011). Whether the rates 

would be greater if freshly-prepared polar bear liver microsomes were used is unknown. The 
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total CYP content of the polar bear liver microsomes used for the present study was previously 

shown to be similar to the total CYP content typically measured in rat liver microsomes 

(Bandiera et al., 1995; Letcher et al., 1996). Moreover, CYP-mediated activities, including 

alkoxyresorufin O-dealkylase and testosterone hydroxylase, were easily measurable in the polar 

bear liver microsomes (Bandiera et al., 1995; Letcher et al., 1996), indicating that the hepatic 

preparations were catalytically active. Letcher and co-workers used a duplicate set of archived 

liver microsomes from the same polar bears to assess PBDE biotransformation by measuring 

substrate depletion and found that biotransformation of the nine PBDE congeners tested, 

including BDE-47 and BDE-99, was very slow (Letcher et al., 2009). A similar result was 

obtained by McKinney and co-workers using liver microsomes prepared from fresh polar bear 

tissue samples. They were unable to find any metabolites of BDE-99 although a hydroxy-

metabolite of BDE-154 was detected with an in vitro biotransformation assay (McKinney et al., 

2011). Thus, the present study is the first to show formation of multiple hydroxy-metabolites of 

PBDE congeners by polar bear liver samples. 

 The BDE-47 metabolites quantified in the present study are consistent with two studies 

that identified OH-BDEs in polar bears. Verrault et al. (2005) detected 4-OH-BDE-42 and 4′-

OH-BDE-49 in plasma, while Gebbink et al. (2008) detected low levels of 3-OH-BDE-47 in 

blood and 6-OH-BDE-47 in adipose tissue collected from polar bears (Verreault et al., 2005; 

Gebbink et al., 2008). Our analysis showing that 4-OH-BDE-42, 4′-OH-BDE-49 and 6-OH-

BDE-47 are metabolites of BDE-47 (and also minor metabolites of BDE-99) in polar bear liver 

microsomes is in agreement with these findings. Additional reports identifying OH-BDEs in 

polar bears are not available and it remains to be determined if the other metabolites of BDE-47 

or BDE-99 quantified in our study are produced in vivo. We were unable to determine whether 
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the parent compounds, BDE-47 and BDE-99, were present in the polar bear liver microsomes 

because the UHPLC/MS/MS methods we used are not suitable for detecting non-hydroxylated 

PBDEs. Thus, we cannot confirm that the polar bears used in the present study were 

environmentally exposed to PBDEs in vivo. However, PBDEs including BDE-47 and BDE-99 

were detected in adipose tissue collected from polar bears from the western Hudson Bay region 

of Canada during the period from 1991 to 2007 (McKinney et al., 2010), which overlaps the 

collection period in our study (i.e., 1992-1994) and suggests it is likely that the polar bears used 

herein were environmentally exposed to PBDEs in vivo. 

Oxidative biotransformation of BDE-47 and BDE-99 has toxicological relevance because 

many of the OH-BDE metabolites identified in the current study have been found to have greater 

biological activity than the parent compounds. For example, 4-OH-BDE-42, 5-OH-BDE-47, 6-

OH-BDE-47 and 4'-OH-BDE-49 bind to human and rat transthyretin, the thyroid hormone 

transport protein, and displace thyroxine binding more effectively than BDE-47 (Hamers et al., 

2006; Hamers et al., 2008; Marchesini et al., 2008; Cao et al., 2010; Ren and Guo, 2012). 

Among the hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-99, 6'-OH-BDE-99 inhibits thyroxine binding to 

transthyretin and 5'-OH-BDE-99 inhibits 3,3',5-triiodothyronine formation by human liver 

microsomes more effectively than BDE-99 (Marchesini et al., 2008; Butt et al., 2011). In 

addition to disruption of thyroid homeostasis, 4'-OH-BDE-49, 5-OH-BDE-47 and 6-OH-BDE-47 

have been reported to alter cellular calcium homeostasis in rat adrenal tumor cells (Dingemans et 

al., 2010) and 4'-OH-BDE-17, 2'-OH-BDE-28, 5-OH-BDE-47 and 6-OH-BDE-47 were shown to 

disrupt mitochondrial oxidative phosphorylation in vitro (Legradi et al., 2014). In vivo exposure 

to 5-OH-BDE-47 and 6-OH-BDE-47 in zebrafish produced concentration-dependent mortality 

and delayed development along with cell death and oxidative stress, while exposure to BDE-47 
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did not (Usenko et al., 2012). Taken together, the studies demonstrate that many of the 

hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-47 and BDE-99 formed by the polar bear liver microsomes are 

capable of eliciting toxic effects. 

 In conclusion, the present study demonstrated that polar bears are capable of oxidatively 

biotransforming PBDEs and producing multiple hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-47 and BDE-

99. CYP2B was found to be the most active CYP enzyme in the biotransformation of BDE-47 

and BDE-99. An implication of the study is that, although some of the OH-BDEs detected in 

polar bear tissue could originate from the diet (i.e. consumption of seals), OH-BDEs are also 

formed through PBDE metabolism in vivo. The study also demonstrated that archived liver 

microsomes that have been stored in a manner that preserves catalytic activity are useful for 

assessing in vitro biotransformation in wildlife species and can provide valuable information 

about metabolite profiles, especially if fresh liver tissue is difficult to obtain. 
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Figure captions 

 

Fig. 1. Representative UHPLC/MS/MS chromatograms of the hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-

47 formed by polar bear liver microsomes. Hepatic microsomes (1 mg mL-1) were incubated 

with BDE-47 (100 µM) for 20 min. Chromatograms showing the TIC of the MRM transitions in 

negative ionization mode of monoOH-tetraBDE metabolites (panel A), diOH-tetraBDE 

metabolites (panel B), monoOH-triBDE metabolites (panel C) and the dibromophenol metabolite 

(2,4-DBP) (panel D) are presented. A peak corresponding to 2,4-DBP was present in control 

samples in which BDE-47 or NADPH was omitted from the reaction mixture. 

 

Fig. 2. Representative UHPLC/MS/MS chromatograms of the hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-

99 formed by polar bear liver microsomes. Hepatic microsomes (1 mg mL-1) were incubated 

with BDE-99 (100 µM) for 20 min. Chromatograms showing the TIC of the MRM transitions in 

negative ionization mode of monoOH-pentaBDE metabolites (panel A), diOH-pentaBDE 

metabolites (panel B), the tribromophenol metabolite (2,4,5-TBP) (panel C) and the 

dibromophenol metabolite (2,4-DBP) (panel D) are presented. A peak corresponding to 2,4-DBP 

was present in control samples in which BDE-99 or NADPH was omitted from the reaction 

mixture. 
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Table 1 

Rates of formation of known hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-47 by polar bear liver microsomes. 

 

Polar 

bear 

(n=15) 

Rates of metabolite formation (pmol metabolite mg-1 protein min-1) 

3′-OH-BDE-28 4′-OH-BDE-17 2′-OH-BDE-28 4-OH-BDE-42 5-OH-BDE-47 4′-OH-BDE-49 6-OH-BDE-47 

Mean (± SEM) 1.54 (± 0.06) 0.82 (± 0.07) 0.19 (± 0.01) 0.88 (± 0.06) 1.93 (± 0.16) 2.81 (± 0.18) 1.39 (± 0.11) 

Range 1.23 – 2.33 0.43 – 1.31 0.10 – 0.28 0.57 – 1.28 1.00 – 3.00 1.44 – 4.34 0.67 – 2.13 

 

Mean (± SEM) values were calculated from individual data of 15 polar bear samples. The range represents the smallest and greatest rates of 

formation of the metabolites. Polar bear liver microsomes (1 mg mL-1) were incubated with BDE-47 (100 M) and NADPH (1 mM) for 20 min.  
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Table 2 

Rates of formation of unknown metabolites of BDE-47 by polar bear liver microsomes. 

 

Polar  

bear 

(n=15) 

Rates of metabolite formation (response × 10
-2

 mg-1 protein min-1) 

A B C 

Mean (± SEM) 0.98 (± 0.07) 3.16 (± 0.23) 0.98 (± 0.13) 

Range 0.50 – 1.33 1.50 – 4.33 0.50 – 2.00 

 

Values are expressed as the response × 10
-2

 mg-1 protein min-1, where response is defined as peak area count of the metabolite/peak area count 

of the internal standard. 

Mean (± SEM) values were calculated from individual data of 15 polar bear samples. The range represents the smallest and greatest rates of 

formation of the metabolites. 
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Table 3  

Rates of formation of known hydroxylated metabolites of BDE-99 by polar bear liver microsomes. 

 

Polar 

bear 

(n=15) 

Rates of metabolite formation (pmol metabolite mg-1 protein min-1) 

2,4,5-TBP 4-OH-BDE-90 5′-OH-BDE-99 6′-OH-BDE-99 4′-OH-BDE-101 

Mean (± SEM) 3.41 (± 0.36) 1.64 (± 0.20) 0.75 (± 0.07) 0.11 (± 0.03) 0.21 (± 0.04) 

Range 0.87 – 6.17 0.48 – 3.57 0.33 – 1.38 <0.125* – 0.43 <0.125* – 0.55 

 

Mean (± SEM) values were calculated from individual data of 15 polar bear samples. The range represents the smallest and greatest rates of 

formation of the metabolites. Polar bear liver microsomes (1 mg mL-1) were incubated with BDE-99 (100 M) and NADPH (1 mM) for 20 min. 

 

* The lower limit of quantification, as determined from the calibration curves was 2.5 nM (see Supplementary material), which is expressed, in 

terms of rate of metabolite formation, as 0.125 pmol mg-1 protein min-1 for 6′-OH-BDE-99 and 4′-OH-BDE-101. 
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Table 4 

Rates of formation of unknown metabolites of BDE-99 by polar bear liver microsomes. 

 

Polar  

bear  

(n=15) 

Rates of metabolite formation (response × 10
-2

 mg-1 protein min-1) 

D E F G 

Mean (± SEM) 7.31 (± 0.61) 7.29 (± 0.82) 3.39 (± 0.75) 11.78 (± 1.29) 

Range 4.00 – 14.00 3.67 – 17.00 1.89 – 5.76 5.00 – 20.30 

 

Values are expressed as the response × 10
-2

 mg-1 protein min-1, where response is defined as peak area count of the metabolite/peak area count 

of the internal standard. 

Mean (± SEM) values were calculated from individual data of 15 polar bear samples. The range represents the smallest and greatest rates of 

formation of the metabolites. 
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Table 5 

Rates of formation of the monoOH-triBDE and monoOH-tetraBDE metabolites of BDE-99 by a subset polar bear liver microsomes. 

 

Polar 

bear 

(n=4) 

Rates of metabolite formation (pmol metabolite mg-1 protein min-1) 

3′-OH- 

BDE-28 

4′-OH- 

BDE-17 

2′-OH- 

BDE-28 

4-OH- 

BDE-42 

5-OH- 

BDE-47 

4′-OH- 

BDE-49 

6-OH- 

BDE-47 

2,4,5- 

TBP 

4-OH- 

BDE-90 

5′-OH- 

BDE-99 

Mean  0.18 0.78 0.34 0.42 1.38 2.47 1.32 4.63 2.69 1.09 

Range 
<0.125* – 

0.53 

<0.125* – 

3.89 

<0.125* – 

1.93 

<0.125* – 

2.60 

<0.125* – 

5.85 

0.80 – 

4.63 

0.02 – 

4.72 

2.87 – 

6.17 

2.05 – 

3.57 

0.86 – 

1.38 

 

Mean values were calculated from individual data of four polar bear liver microsomes. These four polar bear samples were determined to 

be more catalytically active than the remaining polar bear samples.  The range represents the smallest and greatest rates of formation of the 

metabolites. A new unidentified monoOH-tetraBDE metabolite of BDE-99, labelled as H, was also detected. This metabolite was not 

produced when BDE-47 was the substrate. Rates of formation of 2,4,5-TBP, 4-OH-BDE-90 and 5′-OH-BDE-99 are included to provide a 

more complete summary of metabolite formation among the four polar bear samples. 

 

* The lower limit of quantification, as determined from the calibration curves was 2.5 nM (see Supplementary material), which is expressed, in 

terms of rate of metabolite formation, as 0.125 pmol mg-1 protein min-1 for 3′-OH-BDE-28, 4′-OH-BDE-17, 2′-OH-BDE-28 and 4-OH-BDE-42.  
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     Fig. 1.
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   Fig. 2. 
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