
 

Scientists find gene turn-off

April 15 2006

Researchers at Philadelphia's Wistar Institute have found what appears
to be a mechanism for ensuring that genes that are switched off stay off.

At any given time, only about 10 percent of the genes in the human body
are activated. Keeping genes silent is crucial to preventing cancer and
protecting the organism from viruses.

"We've discovered what looks to be an evolutionarily ancient mechanism
for broadly repressing and protecting the genome," said Shelley L.
Berger, the senior author on the study. "We believe it to be the first
identified mechanism of its kind."

Working with yeast, the research team discovered that a protein called
SUMO binds to histones, small proteins around which DNA coils. This
suppresses gene activation and prevents gene transcription.

Berger said gene regulation mechanisms found in yeast are often
discovered in mammals, remaining almost unchanged even though the
evolutionary split occurred millions of years ago.
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