Eur Respir J 1998; 11: 317-323
DOI: 10.1183/09031936.98.11020317
Printed in UK - all rights reserved

Copyright ©ERS Journals Ltd 1998
European Respiratory Journal
ISSN 0903 - 1936

CD14 expression and soluble CD14 after segmental
allergen provocation in atopic asthma

J.C. Virchow Jr*, P. Julius*, H. Matthys*, C. Kroegel*, W. Luttmann*

CD14 expression and soluble CD14 after segmental allergen provocation in atopic asthma.
J.C. Virchow Jr, P. Julius, H. Matthys, C. Kroegel, W. Luttmann. ©ERS Journals Ltd 1998.
ABSTRACT: Allergic asthma is associated with the recruitment of activated inflam-
matory cells after allergen challenge. Surface expression of CD14 has been proposed
as a marker of cell activation and differentiation.

We therefore measured CD14 expression on activated macrophages and gra-
nulocytes as well as soluble CD14 (sCD14) concentrations in peripheral blood and
bronchoalveolar lavage (BAL) following segmental allergen provocation (SAP) with
individually standardized doses of allergen in eight patients with allergic asthma. Two
segments of the right lung were challenged with allergen. Two segments of the left
lung, into which saline was instilled, served as controls. CD14 expression on macro-
phages and granulocytes was determined by flow-cytometry and concentrations of
interleukins and sCD14 were analysed by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay
(ELISA) 10 min and 18 h after challenge.

Soluble CD14 concentrations remained unchanged in BAL fluid after saline chal-
lenge and 10 min after SAP, but increased significantly 18 h after SAP. Although mac-
rophage numbers increased 18h after SAP, CD14 expression on these cells did not
change. Unlike macrophages, granulocyte numbers correlated with sCD14 levels 18 h
after SAP while their CD14 expression decreased significantly. Furthermore, sCD14
correlated with interleukin (IL)-13 concentrations 18 h after SAP.

An increase in soluble CD14 can be observed 18 h but not 10 min after segmental
allergen provocation suggesting local release of this surface antigen. Our findings
imply that CD14-mediated cell activation following segmental allergen provocation
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could play a role in asthmatic inflammation.
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CD14, a 53 kDa surface glycoprotein, has been descri-
bed as a myelomonocytic differentiation antigen and acti-
vation marker on monocytes, macrophages, granulocytes
and B-lymphocytes [1, 2]. CD14 serves as a receptor for
lipopolysaccharide (LPS) [3] and binding of LPS to CD14
induces macrophage activation with release of cytokines
such as interleukin (IL)-6, IL-8 and tumour necrosis fac-
tor (TNF-o) [2, 4]. In vitro CD14 expression on macro-
phages and monocytes is enhanced by TNF-o, IL-1, IL-6
[2] and downregulated by IL-4 [5, 6], while results for
interferon (IFN)-y [7, 8] are equivocal. Although CD14
expression on alveolar macrophages has been described
in normal as well as diseased lung [9], the in vivo regula-
tion of CD14 remains unclear.

In vitro, CD14 is constitutively released from mono-
cytic cell cultures as soluble CD14 (sCD14) [10, 11]. Its
levels increase concomitantly with the cell-surface expres-
sion of CD14 [2]. Shedding of CD14 is decreased by I1L-4
[10, 12]. IL-13, a cytokine with similar features to IL-4
has been shown to downregulate sCD14 release on a tran-
scriptional level [13]. A reduction of sCD14 levels by
IFN-yasreportedby LANDMANN et al.[10]remainstobecon-
firmed [12]. Addition of LPS and TNF-« to in vitro cul-
tures causes a dose-dependent increase in sCD14 [12]

Baden-Wiirttemburg, Kernforschungszen-
trum Karlsruhe, PUG Germany (PUG
L.94/007).

while sCD14 potentiates LPS-induced release of TNF-o
and IL-6 from monocytic cells [14].

In vivo elevated levels of sCD14 have been reported
in bronchoalveolar lavage (BAL) fluid in pulmonary
diseases such as tuberculosis, sarcoidosis, allergic al-
veolitis and idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis [2, 9, 15-18].
Furthermore, DUBIN et al. [19] have recently shown an
increase in LPS binding protein and sCD14 24 h follow-
ing segmental allergen challenge. Several of the cyto-
kines implicated in the regulation of CD14, such as
TNF-a and IL-6, are released following CD14-mediated
activation of macrophages and have been found in ele-
vated concentrations following segmental allergen pro-
vocation (SAP) in allergic asthma [20]. Since activation
of macrophages is a feature of asthma [21], we exami-
ned CD14 expression on alveolar macrophages and gra-
nu-locytes as well as sCD14 concentrations in blood and
BAL-fluid in sensitized subjects using the model of SAP.
Furthermore, concentrations of IL-4, IL-13, and IL-5
which have been implicated in the differential regulation
of allergic reactions as well as TNF-o and IFN-y were
measured to elucidate a possible role for these cytokines
in the regulation of CD14 expression and sCD14 release
in vivo.
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Materials and methods
Patients

Eight mild, allergic asthmatics, six males, and two fe-
males, mean age 27+5 yrs with a duration of asthma of
more than 2 yrs (mean duration 9.9+4.6 yrs) were studied.
All patients suffered from allergic asthma as defined else-
where [22]. There was a history of intermittent wheeze,
chest tightness, cough and sputum production, either spon-
taneously or exercise-induced, and a bronchial hyperreac-
tivity as determined by a modified bronchoprovocation test
with carbachol [23]. All patients had previously been diag-
nosed as asthmatic by an independent physician, and all
had a positive skin-prick test to either birch pollen (n=2),
rye pollen (n=4), or house-dust mite allergen (n=2) ex-
tracts (Allergopharma, Reinbek, Germany). Furthermore,
they all had elevated total immunoglobulin (Ig)E levels
(687.6+868.7 kU-L") as well as specific IgE levels of
>0.35 kU-L! (32.1+33.6 kU-L'!) (Kabi Pharmacia CAP
System, Uppsala, Sweden) to their respective allergen as
well as a history of reversible bronchoconstriction after
inhalation of these particular allergens. Only one patient
had a low total IgE level but a clear history of allergen
induced bronchoconstriction and an elevated specific IgE
concentration. There was no history or clinical evidence
suggesting a respiratory tract infection prior to or at the
time of the segmental allergen challenge in any of the
patients. All patients were nonsmokers. Baseline forced
expiratory volume in one second (FEV1) expressed as a
percentage of the predicted value [24] was 92.9+7.4. All
patients received inhaled ,-agonist therapy on an as nee-
ded basis. Cromoglycate (n=3) and inhaled corticoste-
roids (n=2) were withheld for 7 days prior to entry into the
study. Further patient characteristics are listed in table 1.
All patients gave their written informed consent. The study
protocol was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
University of Freiburg.

Inhaled allergen provocation

Prior to the segmental allergen challenge, all patients
underwent an inhaled allergen challenge to establish dual
bronchial reactions and to determine the individual pro-
vocative dose of allergen causing a 20% fall in FEV1
(PD20) for the respective allergen. All allergen prepara-
tions used in this study tested negative for LPS in the

Table 1. — Patient characteristics

limulus amoebocyte lysate assay [25]. Breathing at tidal
volume, patients inhaled 2 mL saline from a jet nebuli-
zer (Pari Boy; Pari Werke, Starnberg, Germany) which
generated aerosol only during inspiration. The number of
breaths required to inhale 2 mL saline was counted indi-
vidually. Subsequently, each patient was challenged, star-
ting with a 1:10,000 dilution (corresponding to 1 milli
biological units (mBU)-mL"!) of the original allergen solu-
tion (Abello, Bornheim, Germany) from which a total of
10 tidal volume manoeuvres were inhaled. FEV1 was re-
corded after 5, 10 and 20 min. The allergen concentration
was then repeatedly increased tenfold until a 20% decre-
ase in FEV1 was observed. FEV1 was recorded at 30 min,
60 min and then hourly for 9 h. Patients were included in
the study, if a second decline in FEV1 of >15% from base-
line consistent with a late asthmatic reaction was observed
5-9 h after allergen challenge. The individual PD20 (mBU
of allergen) was derived by extrapolation of the relation-
ship between dose of allergen inhaled and FEV1 to the
point where a decline in FEV1 >20% was recorded. A ten-
fold increased dose of allergen was then used for the sub-
sequent SAP. Inhaled allergen challenge and SAP were
separated by at least 3 weeks.

Segmental allergen challenge

Bronchoscopy was performed as described previously
[20] using an Olympus BF 1T20D bronchoscope (Olym-
pus, Hamburg, Germany) via the oral route. As a control,
2.5 mL of saline was instilled into the inferior lingular
bronchus (B5 left). Furthermore, in six patients 2.5 mL of
saline was instilled into one segment of the lower left
lobe, which was lavaged after 10 min as described below.
According to the inhaled allergen provocation, indivi-
dually standardized doses of allergen (rye pollen, birch
pollen or house-dust mite allergen) diluted in 2.5 mL
saline were instilled into the medial basal segment of
the right lower lobe (B7 right) and into the medial seg-
ment of the right middle lobe (BS5 right). The right lower
lobe bronchus was lavaged 10 min after endoscopic aller-
gen deposition using aliquots of 25 mL which were aspi-
rated using gentle hand suction. The patients were then
extubated applying constant suction on the bronchoscope
to avoid contamination of the left bronchial system.

After 18 h, the bronchoscope was re-inserted and the
left lingular bronchus, into which 2.5 mL diluent had
already been instilled, was lavaged; subsequently, the me-

Sex  Age  Duration FEV1 FEV1 IvC IgE Allergen Specific Allergen Medication
yrs  of asthma  baseline % pred % pred kU-L! IgE dose
yrs L kU.L"! mBu
M 26 13 4.0 100 102 736 Rye 100.0 575 ICS, B
M 23 3 3.7 82 94 173 Rye 26.2 1240 CR, B
M 24 14 4.5 93 91 2000 Rye 18.7 1900 CR, B
M 21 7 4.5 105 93 246 Birch 3.8 1750 CR, B
F 29 12 2.8 93 95 2100 D. pt. 18.0 12630 ICS, B
M 25 9 39 92 68 107 D.f. 66.0 14600 B
F 38 5 2.8 93 92 99 Birch 19.6 8200 B
M 29 16 3.0 85 90 39 Rye 42 4500 B

FEV1: forced expiratory volume in one second; % pred: percentage of predicted value; IVC: inspiratory vital capacity; IgE: immu-
noglobulin E; mBu: milli biological units; D. pt.: Dermatophagoides pteronyssinus; D. f.: Dermatophagoides farinae; ICS: inhaled
corticosteroid; B: beta-2-agonist p.r.n.; CR: cromoglycate; M: male; F: female.
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dial segment of the right middle lobe bronchus was iden-
tified and lavaged using the same technique as described
above.

Analysis of blood and bronchoalveolar lavage leukocyte
and lymphocyte subsets

Venous blood was drawn into sterile plastic contain-
ers containing ethylenediamine tetra-acetic acid (EDTA)
(Sarstedt, Niimbrecht, Germany) prior to the first and
second bronchoscopies. Peripheral blood differential cell
counts were performed using an automated cell counter
from the standard hospital service. Bronchoalveolar lav-
age (BAL) samples were filtered through a two-layer ste-
rile gauze into sterile plastic vials (Falcon, Oxnard, USA),
centrifuged at 4°C and 500xg for 10 min. The supernatant
was removed and stored at -70°C. Nucleated cells were
differentiated and results expressed as total number of
cells per millilitre of recovered fluid. Specific binding of
monoclonal antibodies to CD14 was analysed according
to standard methods for triple immunofluorescence with
a flow-cytometer (FACScan; Becton Dickinson, Heidel-
berg, Germany). Briefly, erythrocytes were lysed by add-
ing 20 mL of hypotonic saline (NaCl 0.2%) to 3 mL blood
for 30 s. Then 20 pl of either whole blood or cells from
BAL were incubated in the presence of saturating concen-
trations of fluorescein-conjugated anti-CD14 monoclonal
antibody (Dako, Hamburg, Germany) in the dark on ice
for 30 min. The cells were washed twice with phosphate
buffered saline (PBS) containing 2% foetal calf serum
(FCS). Cytofluorometric analysis were performed on
10,000 cells from each sample by using laser excitation at
488 nm. Nonspecific fluorescence was detected by in-
cubating cells with mouse IgG of the same isotype, but
with irrelevant antigen specificity. The specific mean fluo-
rescence (SMF) for each population expressed as fluo-
rescence intensity (FI) was determined by subtracting
the nonspecific fluorescence from the mean fluorescence
measured with anti-CD14 antibodies.

Determination of sCD14, IFN-y, TNF-o, IL-4, IL-5 and
IL-13

The sCD14 concentrations were measured according to
the recommendations of the manufacturer (IBL, Hamburg,
Germany). IL-13 was quantified using a commercially
available enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA)
(Bender and Co., Vienna, Austria) according to the manu-
facturer's instructions. Antibody and standard cytokine for
IFN-y quantification were kindly provided by H. Galati
(Hoffmann La Roche, Basel, Switzerland). Briefly, ELISA
plates (Maxisorp, Nunc, Denmark) were coated with 5
pug-mL! of anti-human IFN-y antibody in coating buffer
(0.1 M NaHCOs;, pH 8.2) over 24 h at room temperature,
washed with distilled water and saturated with 1% bov-
ine serum albumin (BSA)/Tris (pH 7.5) for 2 h. Standards
and samples (200 pL per well) and 50 puL peroxidase- con-
jugated monoclonal anti-IFN-y antibody at a concentration
of 0.3 ug-mL"! were added overnight at 4°C. After thor-
ough washing with distilled water 200 uL tetramethylben-
zidine (TMB) solution (20 mM TMB and 50 mM H,0,
dissolved in 30 mM citrate buffer, pH 4.1) was added to
each well. After 15 min at room temperature, the reaction

was stopped (100 pL of 0.1 M H,SO,) and ab-sorption
was measured at 450 nm. IL-4, IL-5 and TNF-o. were
assessed in BAL fluid using monoclonal anti-human
cytokine antibodies (Clone: IL-4I, TRFKS, and MAbI,;
PharMingen, San Diego, CA, USA) as capture-antibody
and biotin-conjugated monoclonal anti-human cytokine
antibodies (Clone: MP4-25D2, JES1-5A10, and MADbI11;
PharMingen) in a concentration of 2 ug-mL! as described
previously [26]. The results were obtained from a stand-
ard curve established with human recombinant IL-4 (PBH,
Hannover, Germany), IL-5 (kindly provided by H. Galati)
and TNF-o (PharMingen). Measurements were performed
in duplicate and are expressed as means from both deter-
minations.

Statistical analysis

Results are expressed as arithmetic mean+SD. Differen-
ces between groups were analysed using the Wilcoxon
matched pairs test. Differences with p-values of less than
0.05 were considered statistically significant. Relation-
ships are expressed using Spearman's rank correlation.

Results

Cellular composition in peripheral blood

The total cell number in peripheral blood increased
significantly 18 h after segmental allergen provocation
(8,325+2,070 cells-uL!) compared to baseline (5,937+
1,031 cells-uL!) (p=0.02). This was accompanied by a
small but statistically significant increase in the number
of eosinophils (254+157 cells-uL"!' at baseline to 343+
174 cells-u! 18 h after SAP; p<0.02). There was no
significant change in the relative number of neutrophils,
monocytes, or eosinophils, while the relative number of
lymphocytes decreased significantly from 27.7+4.5 to
21.4+8.0% (p=0.05).

Cellular composition in bronchoalveolar lavage

The total cell numbers in the segments lavaged 10 min
after allergen challenge (90.0+47.8 cells-uL"!) and in the
control segment lavaged 10 min after saline instillation
(107.0+£101.9 cells-uL") were similar. The total cell num-
ber in BAL fluid 18 h after allergen challenge was 413.4+
263.8 cells-uL"!, while 260.7+201.0 cells-uL"! were pre-
sent in the BAL fluid 18 h after saline instillation, which
was not statistically different. The cellular findings are
shown in table 2.

CD 14 expression on macrophages and granulocytes

There was no obvious difference in the expression of
CD14 on macrophages after saline or allergen challenge
(300.5+132.1 FI 10 min after saline challenge;
377.1+125.2 FI 10 min after SAP; 358.1+108.9 FI 18 h
after saline challenge; 363.1+47.0 FI 18 h after SAP). In
contrast, CD14 expression on granulocytes was signifi-
cantly lower 18 h following segmental allergen provocation
(21.9+6.3 FI) as compared to segments lavaged 18 h after
saline challenge (56.2+32.9 FI, p<0.02) (fig. 1) while
CD14 expression in the control segment lavaged 10 min
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Table 2. — Absolute and relative numbers of cells in bronchoalveolar lavage fluid after segmental allergen provocation

Macrophages Neutrophils Eosinophils Lymphocytes

Absolute number cells-uL!

C 10 min 75.4+75.6 0.5+0.7 3.1+5.1 27.2425.6

C18h 202.2+197.3 12.4+13.9 7.8+8.4 29.2+17.9

P 10 min 66.7x45.4 0.8+1.3 2.5£3.6 28.1+35.1

P18h 126.3+108.9 39.5+38.2 106.5+134.3 68.7+46.1
Relative number %

C 10 min 71.2+11.6 0.7«1.0 1.4+2.1 26.7+10.8

C18h 69.5+13.8 9.9+9.2 4.6x4.9 16.0+11.7

P 10 min 70.6x16.6 0.6x1.0 2.0x1.5 26.7x16.9

P18h 39.0+£23.7 9.0+£7.3 32.6x20.9 19.5+7.2

Values are presented as mean+SD. Saline challenged control segments were lavaged after 10 min (C 10 min) and after 18 h (C 18 h).
Allergen challenged segments were lavaged 10 min after challenge with 10 times the provocative dose of allergen causing forced
expiratory volume in one second to fall by 20% (P 10 min) and 18 h after challenge (P 18 h). Statistical comparisons are given in the

text.

after saline instillation (59.4+51.8 FI) and the segment
lavaged 10 min after allergen challenge (52.7+34.1 FI) was
similar to the segment lavaged 18 h after saline. There was
no change in the CD14 expression on peripheral blood
granulocytes before and 18 h after segmental allergen prov-
ocation.

140 - p=0.02
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Fig. 1. — Expression of CD14 on granulocytes in bronchoalveolar lav-
age 18 h after endobronchial saline challenge (NaCl 18 h) and 18 h fol-
lowing segmental allergen provocation (SAP 18 h). FI: fluorescence
intensity.
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Fig. 2. — Concentrations of soluble CD14 (sCD14) in bronchoalveolar
lavage 10 min (NaCl 10 min) and 18 h (NaCl 18 h) after endobronchial
saline challenge as well as 10 min (SAP 10 min) and 18 h (SAP 18 h)
following segmental allergen provocation.

Soluble CD14

A significantly higher concentration of sSCD14 was ob-
served in the allergen challenged segment 18 h after aller-
gen instillation (45.1+26.1 ng-mL") as compared to the
control segment lavaged 18 h after saline challenge (10.6+
5.2 ng-mL"!, p=0.01) while sCD14 concentrations in the
segments lavaged 10 min after saline (10.2+6.5 ng-mL-")
and 10 min after allergen challenge (6.3+5.0 ng-mL-')
were similar (fig. 2).

Concentrations of IFN-y, TNF-o, IL-4, IL-5 and IL-13

IFN-y concentrations measured at 10 min (45.0+62.8
pg'mL') and 18 h (64.8£66.5 pg-mL') after allergen
challenge and 18 h (64.0+146.0 pg-mL") after saline
instillation were not significantly different. In contrast, the
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Fig. 3. — Concentrations of: a) interleukin (IL)-4; b) IL-5; ¢) IL-13; and
d) tumour necrosis factor (TNF)-o. in bronchoalveolar lavage 18 h
(NaCl) following endobronchial saline challenge and 18 h (SAP) after
segmental allergen provocation.
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Fig. 4. — Correlation between: a) the number of eosinophils and the
concentration of soluble CD14 (sCD14) in bronchoalveolar lavage
(BAL) 18 h after segmental allergen provocation (rho=0.81, p=0.02);

and b) between the concentration of sCD14 and interleukin-13 (IL-13)
in BAL 18 h after segmental allergen provocation (rho=0.83, p=0.01).

concentrations of TNF-o, IL-4, IL-5, and IL-13 in uncon-
centrated BAL fluid were significantly higher 18 h after
allergen provocation compared to the segments lavaged
18 h after saline challenge (fig. 3).

Correlations

There was no correlation between the expression of
CD14 on BAL macrophages and the concentration of
sCD14 measured in the BAL fluid 18 h after SAP. How-
ever, sCD14 levels measured 18 h after segmental aller-
gen provocation correlated with eosinophil as well as
neutrophil numbers (sCD14 versus eosinophils: rho=0.81,
p=0.02) (fig. 4a), (sCD14 versus neutrophils: rho=0.85,
p=0.01). Furthermore, a close correlation was observed
between sCD14 and IL-13 18 h following segmental aller-
gen provocation (rho=0.83, p=0.01) (fig. 4b). There was
no significant correlation between sCD14 and the other
analysed cytokines.

Discussion

CD14, a myelomonocytic differentiation antigen, has
been described on a variety of cells implicated in the pat-
hogenesis of bronchial asthma. The gene for CD14 maps

to a region in chromosome 5 encoding for several cytoki-
nes and receptors related to the pathogenesis of asthma
[27, 28]. CD14 mediated binding of LPS and lipopoly-
saccharide binding protein (LBP) can induce macrophage
activation, which has been described as a feature of bron-
chial asthma [21]. Since inhalation of LPS in patients with
asthma can increase bronchial hyperreactivity [29] and
domestic endotoxin exposure has been related to asthma
severity [30], both CD14 expression and soluble CD14
concentrations could be relevant to the pathogenesis of
bronchial asthma.

In this study, using the model of SAP, we observed a
substantial increase in the concentration of sCDI4 in
BAL fluid of allergen challenged segments as compared
to sham challenges. Despite a large accompanying in-
crease in macrophages, no significant change in CD14
cell surface expression was observed in this cell popula-
tion as compared to controls. To our knowledge this is
the first report of an elevated CD14 expression on granu-
locytes (eosinophils and neutrophils) in BAL as compared
to CD14 expression on peripheral blood granulocytes in
patients with asthma. A number of cytokines present in
BAL fluid following segmental allergen provocation [20,
31] can activate eosinophils as well as neutrophils. Inter-
estingly, however, CD14 expression in this cell population
decreased following SAP despite a large increase in eosi-
nophil and neutrophil numbers 18 h after allergen provo-
cation. This observed reduction in CD14 expression was
accompanied by elevated concentrations of sCD14 18 h
following SAP.

Our study extends previous observations of elevated
concentrations of sCD14 in various other pulmonary dis-
eases [9, 15]. In fact, mean sCD14 concentrations in BAL
of allergic asthmatics 18 h after segmental allergen provo-
cation were similar to those reported for active sarcoidosis
[9] and slightly higher than in patients with tuberculosis
[9, 15].

Elevated levels of sCD14 following allergen provoca-
tion have been detected recently [19]. The authors of this
study observed an increase of sCD14 as well as LPS 24 h
after SAP. In the study of DUBIN et al. [19], low levels of
LPS in BAL fluid were insufficient to stimulate cytokine
release from macrophages. Following SAP, the increase
in sCD14 resulted in functional activity of the LBP-LPS
complex, which can bind to sCD14 with subsequent re-
lease of cytokines from macrophages [19]. The authors
were unable to relate the observed increase in sCD14 to
the expression of CD14 on inflammatory cells in BAL
fluid obtained 24 h after SAP. Similar to our observation
of a correlation between eosinophils and sCD14 levels, a
close correlation between the concentration of LBP and
the percentage of eosinophils recovered in BAL fluid was
observed.

Activated macrophages have been implicated as a source
of sCD14 [10]. However, DUBIN et al. [19] rejected macro-
phages as the source of sCD14 and hypothesized that the
observed increase in sCD14 in their study must be caus-
ed by plasma extravasation following allergen provocation.
In contrast to their study, we have used two different time-
points for BAL fluid collection following allergen provo-
cation. Our observations of unchanged sCD14 levels in
BAL fluid 10 min after allergen provocation strongly sug-
gest that the observed increase in sCD14 must take place
between 10 min and 18 h following allergen provocation.
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This questions the assumption of DUBIN et al. [19] that
sCD14 is derived exclusively from the circulation. Ten
minutes after allergen provocation a marked swelling of the
bronchial mucosa could be observed through the bron-
choscope. This reaction has been attributed to increased
vascular permeability [32] allowing immediate exudation
of proteins with a molecular mass as large as 340 kDa
[32]. Albumin, with a molecular mass of 69 kDa, which is
slightly larger than that of sCD14 (48-54 kDa), is already
present at baseline conditions and increases significantly
immediately after allergen challenge [33]. As yet, there is
no evidence suggesting that extravasation of sCD14 is reg-
ulated differently to other plasma proteins. Therefore, our
findings of unchanged sCD14 levels 10 min after segmen-
tal allergen challenge but significantly increased concentra-
tions 18 h after allergen provocation would be compatible
with the hypothesis that sCD14 could also be produced
locally in the bronchoalveolar compartment.

CD14 has been described as a glycosylphosphatidyli-
nositol-anchored protein in neutrophils [34]. To our know-
ledge, this is the first report addressing the contribution of
granulocytes to the local sCD14 pool. Although CD14
expression on granulocytes was significantly lower com-
pared to macrophages, we found a markedly upregulated
expression of CD14 on endobronchial granulocytes com-
pared to granulocytes from peripheral blood of the same
patients prior to allergen provocation. CD14 expression in
this cell population decreased significantly 18 h after seg-
mental allergen provocation. One of the possible explana-
tions for this observation could be shedding of CD14 from
the surface of these cells.

Endotoxin-activity has been reported in allergen-extra-
cts used for SAP [35]. Therefore, we cannot fully exclude
the contribution of exogenous endotoxins to a number of
features observed following segmental or inhaled allergen
provocation such as increased IL-2 and TNF-o concentra-
tions, as well as neutrophil infiltration [20, 36]. However,
since in vivo administration of LPS induces a sharp in-
crease in serum TNF-o at 90 min which returns to base-
line within 4 h [37] it appears unlikely that the observed
effects of our study are solely related to endotoxin.

IL-13 which is produced locally following SAP [31] has
been shown to downregulate CD14 messenger ribonuc-
leic acid (mRNA) in vitro [13]. This is in contrast to our
observation of a correlation between IL-13 and sCD14
concentrations in BAL fluid 18 h after segmental provoca-
tion, challenging the in vivo relevance of in vitro data [13].

In conclusion, our study is the first to provide evidence
about the endobronchial regulation of soluble CD14 over
time following segmental allergen provocation. Our res-
ults suggest that in addition to macrophages, granulocytes
are a possible source of this soluble surface marker which
can be measured in markedly elevated concentrations 18 h
but not 10 min after segmental allergen challenge. Inter-
leukin-13, which has been implicated in the regulation of
CD14 expression in vitro [13], might also be related to
soluble CD14 levels in vivo. The observation of elevated
soluble CD14 levels as a feature of the inflammatory res-
ponse following segmental allergen provocation and their
relationship to inflammatory cells implicated in the patho-
genesis of asthma suggests that CD14-mediated mecha-
nisms could augment allergic inflammation in the absence
of allergen.
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