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Abstract
Severe heat exposure causes mitochondrial fragmentation and dysfunction, which contribute to the pathogenesis of heat-related illness.
L-Citrulline is a naturally occurring amino acid and has been suggested to influence heat shock responses. This study aimed to test
whether L-citrulline supplementation would preserve mitochondrial integrity and attenuate heat-induced skeletal muscle injury and elucidate
the underlying mechanisms. At 37°C, L-citrulline (2 mM) increased mitochondrial elongation in mouse C2C12 myoblasts, a process associated
with a reduction in mitochondrial fission protein Drp1 levels. Mechanistic studies revealed that L-citrulline increased cellular nitric oxide (NO)
levels, but not S-nitrosylation of Drp1. L-Citrulline caused a decrease in phosphorylation of Drp1 at Ser 616 and an increase in phosphorylation of
Drp1 at Ser 637, which resulted in a reduced mitochondrial localisation of Drp1. L-NAME, a non-selective NO synthase inhibitor, abolished the
increase in L-citrulline-induced NO levels and inhibited Drp1 phosphorylation changes and mitochondrial elongation, which indicates the
involvement of a NO-dependent pathway. Under 43°C heat stress conditions, L-citrulline prevented translocation of Drp1 to mitochondria,
mitochondrial fragmentation and decreased membrane potential. Finally, L-citrulline pretreatment inhibited heat-induced reactive oxygen spe-
cies overproduction, caspase 3/7 activation, apoptotic cell death and improved cell viability. NO inhibitor L-NAME abolished all the above pro-
tective effects of L-citrulline under heat stress. Our results suggest that L-citrulline prevents heat-inducedmitochondrial dysfunction and cell injury
through NO-mediated Drp1 inhibition in C2C12 myoblasts. L-Citrulline may be an effective treatment for heat-related illnesses and other mito-
chondrial diseases.
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Humans and other mammals maintain their core body temper-
ature (Tc) at 37°C to ensure optimal physiological function
and survival. Prolonged exposure to heat can raise Tc and result
in heat-related illnesses or even death(1). The global temperature
record of the last 2000 years shows the largest increase (1.09°C
above pre-industrial times) in the 2011–2020 decade, and lead-
ing climate scientists predict theworld towarmmore than 3°C by
the end of the century(2). As of today, ∼30 % of the world’s
population is exposed to deadly heat waves for at least 20 days
per year(3). During the latest June 2021 heat wave in the USA, the
Pacific Northwest Coast alone reported 3504 heat-related illness
emergency department visits(4). Global warming is indeed a
threat to human health and survival. The development of effec-
tive prevention and treatment strategies for heat-related illness
and injuries is therefore crucial.

Mitochondria are double membrane-bound organelles that
produce cellular energy and coordinate stress responses (e.g.,
to heat) for determining cell life-or-death(5). The overall mito-
chondrial morphology is determined by the balance between
mitochondrial fission and fusion, which is regulated by the dyna-
min family of large GTPases(5–7). In mammals, the cytosolic
protein Drp1 is recruited to the mitochondria to promote mito-
chondrial fission(5,8). Mitofusins (Mfn1 and Mfn2) on the outer
mitochondrial membrane and OPA1 on the inner mitochon-
drial membrane coordinate the fusion of their respective
membranes(9,10). Heat exposure activates the mitochondrial
fission protein Drp1 and degrades the fusion protein OPA1,
which results in mitochondrial fragmentation and dysfunc-
tion(11–13). Mitochondrial fission may thus serve as a therapeu-
tic target for heat-related illness, as inhibition of mitochondrial
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fission restores mitochondrial function under heat stress and
ameliorates heat-induced oxidative damage to skeletal
muscle(11,12).

L-Citrulline is a naturally occurring α-amino acid which is
found in foods such as watermelon. L-Citrulline is absorbed by
the enterocytes in the small intestine and converted in the kid-
neys to L-arginine, a biological precursor of nitric oxide (NO)(14).
Supplementation with L-citrulline has been shown to increase
NO levels in plasma and tissues, including skeletal muscle(14,15).
NO is a gaseous signalling molecule that plays a critical role
in many physiological functions, including but not limited to
vasodilation, antioxidant, anti-inflammatory and heat shock
responses(14,16,17). NO may directly or indirectly increase mito-
chondrial mass and stimulate mitochondrial biogenesis in skel-
etal muscle(18–20). In neurons, NO induces S-nitrosylation (SNO)
of the mitochondrial fission protein Drp1, which contributes
to the pathogenesis of neurodegeneration(21). Reduced NO
bioavailability in skeletal muscle has been associated with
muscle wasting and impaired function(14,15,20). Chowdhurya
et al. have shown that chickens exposed to heat had significantly
lower plasma L-citrulline concentrations and brain oxidative
damage(22). However, the effects of L-citrulline and NO on
heat-induced damage of mitochondria and skeletal muscle
injury remain to be examined.

Skeletal muscle is highly susceptible to heat injury(23). Our
recent studies suggest that mitochondrial fission mediates
heat-induced reactive oxygen species (ROS) production and
skeletal muscle injury(11,12). In this study, we tested whether L-cit-
rulline would be effective in preventing heat-induced mitochon-
drial dysfunction and cell injury in mouse C2C12 myoblasts.
Moreover, we wanted to elucidate the mechanisms responsible
for the downstream effect of L-citrulline-induced NO production,
with particular emphasis on mitochondrial fission machinery.
Our results show that L-citrulline ameliorates heat-induced skel-
etal muscle oxidative injury through NO-mediated Drp1 inhibi-
tion and preservation of mitochondrial functional integrity.

Materials and methods

C2C12 myoblast culture, heat exposure and L-citrulline
treatment

The mouse myoblast C2C12 cell line (ATCC® CRL-1772™)
was cultured in Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle Medium supple-
mented with 10 % fetal bovine serum, 100 unit/ml penicillin
and 100 μg/ml streptomycin. Cells were maintained at 37°C in
a 5 % CO2 humidified incubator and at a confluency below
60 % to prevent differentiation. For heat exposure, the cells were
placed in a CO2 incubator with a temperature preset to 43°C, as
previously described(12).

L-Citrulline was purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (#C7629,
purity≥ 98 % by TLC, Burlington, MA), dissolved in phosphate-
buffered saline and added to the cell culture medium (2 mM) for
the indicated time, or 1 h prior to heat exposure. Control cells
were treated with phosphate-buffered saline only. The concen-
tration of 2 mM citrulline can be achieved in plasma in humans
1 h after oral supplementation with L-citrulline(24), in mice
with L-citrulline-injected intraperitoneally(25) or in rats via

subcutaneous injection(26). A previous study performed
dose–response experiments in C2C12 cells and the results
show that a similar concentration of L-citrulline (2.5 mM) pro-
tected muscle from wasting(15).

Assessment of mitochondrial morphology and membrane
potential (ΔΨm)

Mitochondria were visualised using a cell-permeable probe
MitoTracker Red CMXRos, and mitochondrial membrane poten-
tial (ΔΨm) was measured with the cationic fluorescent dye –

tetramethylrhodamine ethyl ester. Both fluorescent dyes were
purchased from Thermo Fisher Scientific and added to the cell
culture medium (100 nM) 15 min prior to imaging, per the
manufacturer’s instructions. Percentage of cells containing frag-
mented or elongated mitochondria was counted as previously
described(27–29). Using ImageJ software (NIH), mitochondrial
morphology was further assessed as the form factor (perim-
eter2/4π·surface area) and aspect ratio (major axis/minor axis),
which reflects the branching and length aspects of mitochondria,
respectively. Since changes in mitochondrial shapes and vol-
umes may alter fluorescence signal in the mitochondria, ΔΨm

was calculated as mean tetramethylrhodamine ethyl ester fluo-
rescence intensity per mitochondrial area.

Measurements of cellular levels of nitric oxide and
reactive oxygen species

The cell-permeable nonfluorescent DAF-FM diacetate (Thermo
Fisher Scientific) reacts with NO to form a fluorescent benzotria-
zole (DAF-FM). Cellular NO levels were determined by DAF-FM
fluorescence intensity. Nω-nitro-L-arginine methyl ester hydro-
chloride (L-NAME, Sigma-Aldrich, 1 mM), a non-selective NO
synthase inhibitor, was added to the cell culture medium to
inhibit cellular NO signalling. ROS levels were detected by dihy-
droethidium (Thermo Fisher Scientific) following the manufac-
turer’s instructions.

Cell lysate, mitochondria fractionation, S-nitrosylation
Drp1 detection and western blot

Cell lysate was obtained by incubating cells with ice-cold
RIPA buffer containing protease inhibitors, and mitochondria
fractionation was performed using the Thermo Scientific
Mitochondria Isolation Kit for Cultured Cells per manufacturer’s
instructions. Cell lysate or mitochondrial protein (∼10 μg) was
loaded into polyacrylamide gels (Bio-Rad Laboratories) and sep-
arated by SDS-PAGE.

The following primary antibodies were used: mouse anti-
Drp1 (Catalog #611112, BD Biosciences), mouse anti-OPA1
(#612 606, BD Biosciences), rabbit anti-MFN1 (#14 739) and
anti-MFN2 (#9482, Cell Signaling Technology), rabbit anti-
phospho-DRP1-Ser616 (#4494) and anti-phospho-DRP1-
Ser637 (#6319, Cell Signaling Technology), rabbit anti-VDAC
(#4661, Cell Signaling Technology) and rabbit anti-GAPDH
(#ABS16, Sigma-Aldrich). Horseradish peroxidase-conjugated
anti-rabbit and anti-mouse antibodies were used as secondary
antibodies. Primary antibodies were used at 1:1000 dilution
and secondary antibodies at 1:5000. SNO-Drp1 was detected
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using a Pierce S-Nitrosylation Western Blot Kit (Thermo Fisher
Scientific) following themanufacturer’s instructions. Protein expres-
sionwas visualisedwithWestern ECLBlotting Substrates (Bio-Rad),
and image acquisition was performed using a Bio-Rad ChemiDoc
MP Imaging System. Densitometry was performed using ImageJ
software (NIH).

Caspase 3/7 activities, cell apoptosis and cell viability
assays

Caspase 3/7 activity was measured with the CellEventTM

Caspase-3/7 Green Detection Reagent (Thermo Fisher
Scientific) following the manufacturer’s instructions. Apoptosis
was determined using an Annexin V Alexa Fluor® 488 apoptosis
kit (Thermo Fisher Scientific). Cell viability was determined
using the trypan blue exclusion test with a TC20 automated cell
counter (Bio-Rad) per manufacturer’s instructions and con-
firmed by cell counting with a light microscope.

Fluorescence microscopy

Fluorescence images were viewed and acquired with a Nikon
Eclipse Ti epifluorescence microscope equipped with a digital
camera (Melville, NY). Excitation/emission wavelengths were
480/535 nm for green fluorescence (annexin V, caspase-3/7
Green and DAF-FM) and 555/613 nm for red fluorescence
(MitoTracker red, tetramethylrhodamine ethyl ester and dihy-
droethidium). The images were analysed using ImageJ software
(NIH).

Statistical analysis

All data are presented as mean ± SDs. Statistical analyses were
performed using GraphPad Prism 9 Software. A one-way
ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple comparisons test was used to
compare mean group differences. For cell viability under heat
stress, a repeated-measures ANOVA was used to determine
the main effect of L-citrulline treatment. Values of P< 0·05 were
considered statistically significant.

Results

L-Citrulline induces mitochondrial elongation under
normal temperature

We first examinedwhether L-citrulline has an effect onmitochon-
drial morphology under normal temperature. As shown in Fig.
1(a), mitochondrial shape was variable among C2C12 myoblasts
and consisted of small spheres, short rods and tubular filaments.
In L-citrulline-treated cells, most mitochondria were elongated in
a tubular form with interconnected reticular network (Fig. 1(a)).
L-Citrulline treatment for 2 and 4 h increased both mitochondrial
form factor (branching) and aspect ratio (length) in C2C12 myo-
blasts (Fig. 1(b) and (c)), and the percentages of cells containing
elongated mitochondria increased by 60·7 % and 65·5 %, respec-
tively (Fig. 1(d)). L-Citrulline treatment did not affectΔΨm in cells
at normal temperature (data not shown). Taken together, these
data suggest that L-citrulline induces mitochondrial elongation
under normal temperature.

The effects of L-citrulline on mitochondrial fission and
fusion machinery under normal temperature

As depicted in Fig. 2(a) and (b), 2 and 4 h L-citrulline incubations
decreased mitochondrial fission factor Drp1 protein expression
in normal temperature cells. No alterations were found for the
mitochondrial fusion proteins Mfn1, Mfn2 and OPA1 in cells
treated with L-citrulline (Fig. 2(c) and (d)). These results suggest
that L-citrulline induces mitochondrial elongation through fission
inhibition

L-Citrulline increases cellular nitric oxide levels, but not
S-nitrosylation of Drp1 under normal temperature

L-Citrulline is the precursor of L-arginine and a substrate for NO
synthase. Indeed, L-citrulline treatment increased cellular NO
levels in C2C12 myoblasts (Fig. 3(a)). L-NAME, a non-selective
NO synthase inhibitor, prevented the L-citrulline-induced
increase in NO levels. Cellular ROS levels were not influenced
by L-citrulline (Fig. 3(b)). Although L-citrulline promotes NO pro-
duction, it did not increase SNO-Drp1 levels in C2C12 myoblasts
(Fig. 3(c) and (d))

L-Citrulline inhibits mitochondrial fission by regulating
Drp1 phosphorylation through elevated levels of nitric
oxide under normal temperature

To outline the regulatory mechanism for L-citrulline-induced
mitochondrial fission inhibition, we examined the phosphoryla-
tion status of Drp1 and its mitochondrial distribution. L-Citrulline
caused a decrease in phosphorylation of Drp1 at Ser 616 and an
increase in phosphorylation of Drp1 at Ser 637, both of which
were blocked by L-NAME (Fig. 4(a)–(c)). Subcellular fractiona-
tion and localisation studies further revealed that L-citrulline
reduced mitochondrial localisation of Drp1 (Fig. 4(d) and (e)).
L-NAME abolished the L-citrulline-induced decrease inmitochon-
drial localisation of Drp1 and mitochondria elongation (Fig. 4(e)
and (f)). Together, these results suggest that L-citrulline inhibits
mitochondrial fission by regulating Drp1 phosphorylation
through elevation in NO levels.

L-Citrulline prevents heat-induced translocation of Drp1
to mitochondria, mitochondrial fragmentation and
decreased ΔΨm

The literature has reported that heat stress may increase NO lev-
els in plants and animals, which depends on the types of tissue or
cells, severity and duration of heat treatment(30,31). In our study,
NO levels did not increase in C2C12 myoblasts exposed to 43°C
heat for 2 h. Similar to data collected at the normal 37oC temper-
ature, L-citrulline increased NO levels under heat stress at 43°C.
The increase in NO was also blocked by L-NAME (online
Supplementary Fig. 1). Upon heat exposure, we discovered
an increased localization of Drp1 to mitochondria (Fig. 5(a)
and (b)). Mitochondria became short and fragmented (Fig.
5(c)), and the percentage of cells containing fragmented mito-
chondria increased from 6.9 % in normal temperature cells to
61.9 % in heat-exposed cells (P< 0.01, Fig. 5(d)). The ΔΨm

was also significantly decreased in myoblasts exposed to heat
(Fig. 5(e)). Notably, L-citrulline treatment prevented heat-

938 T. Yu et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114522001982 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114522001982
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114522001982


Fig. 1. L-Citrulline induces mitochondrial elongation under normal temperature. (A) Representative images of C2C12 myoblasts with mitochondria labelled by
MitoTracker Red. Cells were incubated in phosphate-buffered saline (control) or 2 mM L-citrulline at 37°C for 2 h. Scale bar: 10 μm; inserts: 2 ×magnification
Quantification of mitochondrial (b) form factor (degree of branching) and (c) aspect ratio (length-to-width ratio) in cells treated with L-citrulline for 2 and 4 h.
(d) Percentage of cells with elongated mitochondria. Values are means ± SD; n = 3 independent experiments; 20 cells (b) and (c) or ∼300 cells (d) were randomly
selected for quantification in each group. Labelled means without a common letter differ, P < 0.05.

Fig. 2. The effects of L-citrulline onmitochondrial fission and fusion machinery under normal temperature. (a) Representative western blot images of mitochondrial
fission protein Drp1. GAPDH served as a loading control. (b) Densitometry of Drp1 protein expression, values are relative to GAPDH. (c) Representative western
blot images of mitochondrial fusion proteins Mfn1, Mfn2 and OPA1. VDAC served as a loading control. (d) Densitometry of mitochondrial fusion proteins expres-
sion (relative to VDAC). Values are means ± SD; n = 3 independent experiments. Labelled means without a common letter differ, P < 0.05.
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induced translocation of Drp1 to mitochondria (Fig. 5(a) and
(b)), maintained tubular mitochondrial morphology and pre-
served ΔΨm (Fig. 5(c)–(e)). L-NAME abolished all of the above
protective effects by L-citrulline under heat stress (Fig. 5(a)–(e)).

L-Citrulline prevents heat-induced cellular reactive oxygen
species production and cell injury in C2C12 myoblasts

We finally tested whether L-citrulline treatment could block heat-
induced oxidative injury in C2C12 myoblasts. Heat exposure led
to a 265 % increase in cellular ROS levels (P< 0.05), which was
blocked by L-citrulline treatment (Fig. 6(a) and (b)). In addition,
L-citrulline inhibited caspase 3/7 activation (Fig. 6(a) and (c)) and
apoptotic cell death (Fig. 6(d)) and improved cell viability (Fig.
6(e)) under heat stress conditions. Furthermore, inhibition of NO
by L-NAME under heat stress abolished the protective effects of
L-citrulline on ROS production, caspase activation, apoptosis and
cell viability (Fig. 6(a)–(f)).

Discussion

The overall morphology of mitochondrial networks is deter-
mined by the balance between mitochondrial fission and
fusion(5). Our previous studies have shown that heat exposure
causes excessive mitochondrial fragmentation and dysfunction,
which contribute to heat-induced ROS production and skeletal

muscle injury(11,12). The goal of this research was to explore
the downstream effects of L-citrulline, specifically on L-citrul-
line-induced NO production on mitochondrial morphology
and function in myocytes, and to test whether L-citrulline could
protect against heat-induced oxidative injury. Here, we report
three novel findings. First, we find that L-citrulline increases
NO production, which then suppresses Drp1-mediated mito-
chondrial fission. Second, L-citrulline preserves mitochondrial
morphology and function under heat stress conditions. Third,
by preserving mitochondrial morphology and function, L-citrul-
line reduces the impact of heat-induced increase in ROS and cell
injury. These data provide a mechanism whereby L-citrulline
shifts the balance of mitochondrial dynamics toward fusion in
myocytes and affords protection during periods of heat stress.

Consistent with previous findings(11,12,32), we found that heat
exposure causes the ΔΨm collapse in myocytes. Mitochondria
coordinate cell-wide stress responses and determine cell life-
or-death(5,33,34). As the powerhouse of the cell, mitochondrial
electron transport chain moves protons across the inner mem-
brane to generate the ΔΨm that provides the driving force for
ATP synthesis(5). Mitochondria are not only the main cellular
source but also a major target of ROS, and serve a critical role
in regulating apoptosis(5,35,36). In response to stress, that is, heat
in this study, mitochondria produce more ATP to meet the grow-
ing energy demands for survival. They also increase the gener-
ation of reactive metabolic intermediates and ROS as irreversible

Fig. 3. L-Citrulline increases cellular nitric oxide (NO) levels but does not increase S-nitrosylation (SNO) of Drp1 under normal temperature. Cellular NO levels (a) and
reactive oxygen species (ROS) levels (b) were determined by DAF-FM and dihydroethidium fluorescence intensity, respectively. Values are % to control cells. (C)
Representative western blot images of SNO-Drp1 protein expression. Drp1 served as a loading control. (d) Densitometric analysis of SNO-Drp1 to Drp1 ratio.
Cells were treated with phosphate-buffered saline (control) or 2 mM L-citrulline for 2 h; L-NAME (1 mM) is a non-selective NO synthase inhibitor. Values are
means ± SD; n = 3 independent experiments. Thirty cells were randomly selected for quantification of NO and ROS levels in each group. Labelled means without a
common letter differ, P< 0.05.
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byproducts during electron flow. Such processes result in the
accumulation of ROS within the mitochondria and opening of
the mitochondrial permeability transition pore, subsequently
causing a reduction in ΔΨm.

A mild depolarisation of mitochondria under physiological
conditions may still be potent enough to make ATP, but leak less
electrons to oxygen to produce superoxide: this represents an
antioxidant defense mechanism for the balance of redox hemo-
stasis(37,38). Loss of ΔΨm within physiological ranges is transient
(recover in a few seconds), likely occur in only a subset of indi-
vidual mitochondria, and requires an intact mitochondrial elec-
tron transport chain(38). Whereas our current and previous
studies show that heat-induced collapses in ΔΨm are extended
and can be detected in whole-cell mitochondria, the collapse is
often accompanied by excessive fragmentation of mitochondria
and disorganised cristae structure, with less electron dense and
swollen configurations(11,12). All of these indicate mitochondrial
dysfunction under heat stress, which is associatedwith increased

production of ROS, release of cytochrome c into the cytosol and
subsequent caspase activation and cell death(11,12,39,40).
Mitochondrial dysfunction contributes to the pathogenesis of
heat-related illness.

As dynamic organelles, mitochondria constantly change
shape through frequent fission and fusion(5,6). Proper control
of mitochondrial morphology is critical for normal cell func-
tion, as defects in proteins involved in mitochondrial fission
and fusion can cause human diseases(41,42). Several studies
have shown that heat stress activates the mitochondrial
fission protein Drp1 and degrades the fusion protein
OPA1(11–13). Excessive mitochondrial fragmentation may dis-
rupt the structural organisation of the electron transport chain
on the inner mitochondrial membranes and impair its
function(5,6). Importantly, inhibiting mitochondrial fission
not only maintained normal mitochondrial structure and func-
tion under heat stress, but also protected against heat-induced
ROS production and skeletal muscle injury(11,12). Therefore,

Fig. 4. L-Citrulline induced nitric oxide -dependent Drp1 inhibition under normal temperature. (a) Representative western blot images of phospho-Drp1 Ser 616 and
phospho-Drp1 Ser 637; total Drp1 served as a loading control. Densitometry of phospho-Drp1 Ser 616 (b) and phospho-Drp1 Ser 637 (c) levels; values are ratio to
total Drp1. (d) Representative western blot images of Drp1 in the mitochondrial fractions. VDAC served as a mitochondrial loading control. (e) Densitometric analysis
of mitochondrial (mito) Drp1 levels (ratio to VDAC). Values are means ± SD; n = 3 independent experiments and ∼300 cells were counted in each group for mitochondrial
morphology (f). Labelled means without a common letter differ, P< 0.05.
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Drp1-mediated mitochondrial fission may serve as a target for
preventing heat-related injury.

L-Citrulline is a non-essential amino acid that is not only found
in food; the body can also synthesise it from L-glutamine and
L-arginine by intestinal enterocytes. Although it is controversial
whether glutamine is a precursor for citrulline synthesis, supple-
mental glutamine can increase citrulline synthesis in animals and
humans(43). Our recent study shows that glutamine is essential
for mitochondrial function, and glutamine depletion impairs
the heat-shock response in C2C12 myoblasts(44). L-Citrulline lev-
els are decreased in chickens exposed to heat(22), and L-citrulline

supplementation improves physiological performance in
chicken and swine under heat stress conditions(17,45). The
present study offers more evidence for a protective effect of L-
citrulline against heat stress: L-citrulline ameliorates heat-
induced ROS production and cell injury in mouse C2C12
myoblasts.

Our results show that L-citrulline treatment increases NO lev-
els in C2C12 myoblasts, and this increase is abolished by the NO
synthase inhibitor L-NAME. NO is a gaseous signalling molecule
that regulates many physiological processes, including mito-
chondrial metabolism(46). Excessive NO stimulates S-

Fig. 5. L-Citrulline prevents heat-induced translocation of Drp1 to mitochondria, mitochondrial fragmentation and decreased ΔΨm. (a) Representative western
blot images of Drp1 in the mitochondrial fractions, VDAC served as a mitochondrial loading control. (b) Densitometric analysis of mitochondrial (mito) Drp1 levels
(ratio to VDAC). (c) Representative fluorescent microscopy images of C2C12myoblasts with mitochondria labelled by MitoTracker Red to determine mitochondrial
morphology. Scale bar: 5 μm. (d) Percentage of myoblasts with fragmented mitochondria, 200–300 cells were randomly counted for each condition. (e) ΔΨm was
determined by TMRE fluorescence intensity (a.u.), 30 cells were randomly selected for each condition. Cells were pretreated with phosphate-buffered saline
(control), 2 mM L-citrulline and 1 mM L-NAME, then incubated at 37°C or 43°C heat for 2 h. Values are means ± SD; n = 3 independent experiments. Labelled
means without a common letter differ, P < 0.05.
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nitrosylation of Drp1 in neurons, which promotes mitochondrial
fission and contributes to the pathogenesis of Alzheimer’s dis-
ease(21). Another study reported conflicting results – that S-nitro-
sylation of Drp1 has no influence on fission activity and is not
specific to Alzheimer’s disease(47). Lee and Kim recently sug-
gested that S-nitrosylation of Drp1 regulates its phosphorylation
and fission activity in CA1 neurons(48). Our results show that L-

citrulline increases NO levels, which in turn inhibits fission via
regulating Drp1 phosphorylation, but not S-nitrosylation in
C2C12 myoblasts. Likely, the effect of NO on mitochondria fis-
sion and its regulatorymechanism is dependent onmany factors,
such as cell types, stress and/or NO levels.

Drp1 belongs to the dynamin family of largeGTPases and pri-
marily localises in the cytosol. Upon activation, it is recruited to

Fig. 6. L-Citrulline prevents heat-induced cellular reactive oxygen species (ROS) production and cell injury. (a) Representative fluorescent microscopy images of C2C12
myoblasts labelled with ROS indicator dihydroethidium (top) and caspase-3/7 green detection reagent (bottom). Quantification of ROS levels (b) and caspase-3/7 activ-
ities (c). Thirty cells were randomly selected for quantification in each group. (d) Numbers (no.) of annexin V positive (apoptotic) cells, and (e) Cell viability. Cells were
treated with phosphate-buffered saline (control) or 2mM L-citrulline, then exposed to 37°C or 43°C for 2 h or indicated times; L-NAME (1mM) is a non-selective nitric oxide
synthase inhibitor. Scale bars: 10 μm. Values are means ± SD; n = 3 independent experiments. Labelled means without a common letter differ, P< 0.05. *P< 0.05 v.
control and #P< 0.05 v. L-citrulline.
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the mitochondrial outer membrane, where it assembles into a
ring that encircles mitochondria and drives division via
GTP-dependent constriction(5,41). Phosphorylation of Drp1
represents an important regulatory mechanism for fission
and several phosphorylation sites have been characterised.
It has been shown that phosphorylation of Drp1 at Ser 616
activates mitochondrial fission, whereas phosphorylation of
Drp1 at Ser 637 decreases its GTPase activity and inhibits fis-
sion(49–51). In this study, L-citrulline-induced NO production
decreased Drp1 protein expression and Ser 616 phosphoryla-
tion, and increased Ser 637 phosphorylation, which resulted
in a reduction in Drp1 levels in the mitochondria. The proteins
involved in mitochondrial fusion (Mfn1, Mfn2 and OPA1)
remained unchanged, thereby leading to mitochondrial elon-
gation in L-citrulline-treated cells. The cGMP-dependent pro-
tein kinase may serve as a signalling pathway that mediates
Drp1 phosphorylation by NO(52).

Under physiological conditions, mitochondrial fission
facilitates the segregation of damaged mitochondria into auto-
phagosomes for subsequent degradation by mitophagy, which
is essential for maintaining a healthy mitochondrial population
and cell fitness(53). Our recent study shows that severe heat
exposure promotes mitochondrial fission and induces mitoph-
agy in mouse hypothalamus(54). Interestingly, repeat exposure
of C2C12 cells or mice to mild heat (heat acclimation) promotes
fusion and evokes a stress response named stress-induced
mitochondrial hyperfusion(12), a known pro-survival response
that protects mitochondria from autophagic removal when
they are most needed to fight back against stress(35). In addition
to the above-discussed mitochondrial quality control mecha-
nism by regulating mitophagy, mitochondrial fission has multi-
ple essential functions in cells, including the appropriate
distribution of mitochondria to daughter cells during mitosis(55)

and serving a critical role in myogenic differentiation(52,56). The
present study finds that L-citrulline induces mitochondrial elon-
gation and prevents cell injury under acute heat stress; the
effect of long-term L-citrulline supplementation on fission
inhibition and cell function remains to be further investigated.
Several studies have shown that L-citrulline supplementation
over an extended period of time has no disadvantages in cell
growth and muscle differentiation(15,26). Likely, whereas L-cit-
rulline helps maximise oxidative capacity under stressful con-
ditions, cells are still capable of maintaining the rates of
mitochondrial fission and fusion to meet their needs and func-
tion properly.

In summary, it has been proposed that elongated mito-
chondria are more efficient for ATP production(5), preserve
mitochondrial contents by segregating them from autophagic
removal(35,53) and enhance cell survival and prevent cell death
under stress conditions(35). Mitochondrial fission and dysfunc-
tion are commonly documented in a number of pathological
conditions such as diabetes, neurodegeneration, CVD and
heat injury(6,11,12,41,42,57). As discussed above, L-citrulline
increases NO levels and shifts mitochondrial dynamics bal-
ance favouring mitochondrial fusion/elongation, thus pre-
venting mitochondrial fragmentation and cell injury during
heat stress (online Supplementary Fig. 2). L-Citrulline may

be an effective treatment choice for heat-related illnesses
and other disorders that result from a functional failure of
the mitochondria.
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