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Abstract: Saxitoxin (STX) causes high toxicity by blocking voltage-gated sodium channels, and it
poses a major threat to marine ecosystems and human health worldwide. Our work evaluated the
neurotoxicity and chronic toxicology of STX to Caenorhabditis elegans by an analysis of lifespan, brood
size, growth ability, reactive oxygen species (ROS) and adenosine triphosphate (ATP) levels, and the
overexpression of green fluorescent protein (GFP). After exposure to a series of concentrations of STX
for 24 h, worms showed paralysis symptoms and fully recovered within 6 h; less than 5% of worms
died at the highest concentration of 1000 ng/mL for first larval stage (L1) worms and 10,000 ng/mL
for fourth larval stage (L4) worms. Declines in lifespan, productivity, and body size of C. elegans were
observed under the stress of 1, 10, and 100 ng/mL STX, and the lifespan was shorter than that in
controls. With STX exposure, the productivity declined by 32-49%; the body size, including body
length and body area, declined by 13-18% and 25-27%, respectively. The levels of ROS exhibited
a gradual increase over time, accompanied by a positive concentration effect of STX resulting in
1.14-1.86 times higher levels compared to the control group in L4 worms. Conversely, no statistically
significant differences were observed between L1 worms. Finally, after exposure to STX for 48 h,
ATP levels and GFP expression in C. elegans showed a significant dose-dependent increase. Our
study reports the first evidence that STX is not lethal but imposes substantial oxidative stress on C.
elegans, with a dose-responsive relationship. Our results indicated that C. elegans is an ideal model
to further study the mechanisms underlying the fitness of organisms under the stress caused by
paralytic shellfish toxins including STX.
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1. Introduction

Paralytic shellfish toxins (PSTs) comprise more than 57 molecules with a tetrahydrop-
urine structure, and saxitoxin (STX) is the major component of PSTs. PSTs are produced
primarily by bloom-forming algal species in both marine and freshwater ecosystems, par-
ticularly dinoflagellates belonging to the genera Alexandrium, Gymnodinium, Pyrodinium,
and cyanobacteria [1,2]. PSTs pose major public health threats through paralytic shell-
fish poisoning in consumers, thus, causing symptoms including a tickling sensation or
numbness around the lips, numbness of the extremities, gastrointestinal problems, and
fatal respiratory paralysis [2]. Beyond humans, PSTs affects marine organisms, such as
zooplankton [3-6], shellfish [7-12], finfish [13-16], crustaceans [17,18], and even marine
mammals [19,20], through either direct exposure or dietary uptake. PSTs cause major
negative effects on animal health, including physiological activity [6,11], reproductive de-
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velopment [9,12] and growth ability [21,22], and can even lead to mass mortality [14,15,23]
and decreases in the biomass and yield of aquatic systems [2,9,15,19,24,25].

To our knowledge, PSTs affect organisms primarily through two mechanisms: neu-
rotoxicity and oxidative stress. The well-known mechanism of neurotoxicity of STX is
based on binding to voltage-gated sodium channels [26,27]. Acute toxicity not only inhibits
physiological activity but also causes substantial mortality in contaminated organisms [28].
Generally, acute toxicity is caused by neurotoxicity, mainly at high doses of PSTs, partic-
ularly during red tides caused by dinoflagellates [14,15]. In natural seawater, the dose of
PSTs is insufficient to directly kill marine organisms. These PSTs consequently accumulate
in other marine organisms along the food chain, and are metabolized to low- or non-toxic
metabolites [29-31].

The accumulation and metabolism of PSTs cause the generation of excessive ROS in
marine organisms, and subsequently perturb the redox balance and cause oxidative stress
in contaminated organisms. To date, oxidative stress due to PSTs has been reported in
zooplankton [6,32], shellfish [11,33-35], finfish [22,36-38] and marine mammals [39,40].
Similar to other toxins, PSTs lead to ROS attacks on lipids, proteins, and DNA; damage
to the structures of cells, tissues and organs; inhibition of the functions of physiological,
growth and reproductivity; and, finally, a decrease in marine biomass.

Despite many years of investigation, numerous questions surround the mechanisms
of oxidative stress caused by PSTs, particularly regarding STX. Prior experiments have
been performed in zooplankton, shellfish, finfish, mammals, and even cell lines, all of
which have cell membranes with voltage-gated sodium channels. As described in previous
studies [41,42], STX blocking channels not only alters the influx of sodium ions into cells
but also has adverse effects on physiological function, similar to responses to oxidative
stress. Consequently, experiments with organisms that have Na* channels are not able
to accurately assess oxidative stress caused by STX due to possible neurotoxic effects.
Therefore, more work is needed on the oxidative stress caused by PSTs to provide a clearer
explanation for the marine biomass decline in natural seawater.

Caenorhabditis elegans is used as the test animal primarily because this worm has
no voltage-gated sodium channels in its cell membranes [43]; therefore, PSTs do not
cause neurotoxicity but instead cause oxidative stress in C. elegans. C. elegans has many
advantages as a model in biological research, such as its small size, rapid generation time,
and consistent brood size [44,45]. Importantly, the C. elegans nervous system has been
mapped, and C. elegans was the first multicellular animal for which the genome sequence
was completed [46]. In this study, we used an alternative approach based on the model
organism C. elegans to study the oxidative stress caused by PSTs. We exposed C. elegans to
solutions of STX, the basic component of PSTs. Several different endpoints of C. elegans,
including lethality, lifespan, brood size, body length, body size, and reactive oxygen species
(ROS) and adenosine triphosphate (ATP) levels, were tested. We also used green fluorescent
protein (GFP) markers for specific neuronal populations to assess the response of protein
expression under the oxidative stress caused by STX.

2. Results
2.1. STX Caused no Lethal Paralytic Reaction in C. elegans

First larval stage (L1) and fourth larval stage (L4) worms were used to assess the
toxicity of STX to C. elegans. C. elegans showed abnormal behaviors, such as body bends and
slow head thrashes. Some worms were paralyzed completely and continued ankylosing,
showing no response to touch. However, most worms had fully recovered and appeared
normal within 6 h; less than 5% worms died in total, and these deaths were as a result of
regular culturing losses that have no statistical significance.

L1 worms were much more sensitive than L4 worms under the same STX treatment
level, as shown in Figure 1. Approximately 59% of worms were completely paralyzed
under the highest concentration of 1000 ng/mL in the L1 worms, as compared with 20%
under the same concentration in the L4 worms. A serious negative effect on C. elegans was
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observed at the highest concentrations of 500, 1000 ng/mL for L1 worms and 10,000 ng/mL
for L4 worms with the lowest motility below 50%. Generally, worms in the same stage
showed dose-response trends under different concentrations of STX.
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Figure 1. Influence of different concentrations of STX on L1 (A) and L4 (B) worms’ motility for 24 h.
All data in the curve are mean values.
2.2. STX Induces the Production of ROS in Worms
We assessed the degree of oxidative stress in C. elegans under STX treatment by
measuring the dynamic variation in general ROS produced by the worms. During the
experiments, the ROS level increased with time, and the highest level was approximately
four to six times greater than the lowest level in L1 worms (Figure 2A), and three to four
times greater than that in L4 worms (Figure 2B). A positive concentration effect of STX on
ROS production was observed in the L4 worms; the ROS levels at 1, 10, and 100 ng/mL
were 1.14, 1.56, and 1.86 times higher than those of controls, respectively, at the end of the
experiment. During the experiment, the ROS levels in L4 worms were much higher than
those in L1 worms, mainly because of the body sizes of the worms.
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Figure 2. Dynamic variation in the general ROS in L1 (A) and L4 (B) worms after exposure to STX.
The fluorescence intensity represents the relative concentrations of general ROS in worms, measured
immediately after exposure.

2.3. STX Induced Body Size Decrease in C. elegans

Body size directly contributes to the biomass of animals and is also closely associated
with lifespan. In this study, worm growth was significantly impaired after STX exposure.
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The body length and body area of worms treated with STX were smaller than those in the
control (p < 0.05) (Figure 3A). Even at the lowest concentration (1 ng/mL) of STX exposure,
the body length and body area were approximately 87% and 75% of the control groups,
respectively (Figure 3). STX did not exhibit a dose-response relationship on the growth of
worms, and no significant difference was observed among treatment groups (p > 0.05).
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Figure 3. Body sizes, measured as length (A) and area (B), clearly decreased after treatment with STX
for 48 h. Bars represent means =+ SD, and different superscript letters indicate significant differences
(p < 0.05). The horizontal lines represent the median, the hinges of the box plots represent 1st and
the 3rd quartile, the whiskers are plotted at a distance of 1.5 times the inter-quartile range, the thick
dots represent outliers and the thin dots represent the raw data.2.4. STX Shortens the Lifespan of
C. elegans.

After exposure to STX for 48 h in 96-well plates, the worms were mainly at the young
adult stage and were transferred to NGM plates to observe the lifespan. Although no
worms died during the exposure experiment, the lifespan of the worms appeared to be
shortened by STX. Compared with that of the controls, the mean lifespans of worms stressed
by STX was 1 or 2 days shorter (Figure 4). A significant difference was observed between
the 1 ng/mL and 10 ng/mL groups, although the maximum lifespans of the worms in
these two groups were both 20 days. To validate the trend, we further investigated the
survival time (mean £ SD) with the Kaplan—-Meier survival function log-rank test. The
mean survival time showed a dose-dependent trend and was 13.88 £ 0.34, 12.20 £ 0.37,
11.33 £ 0.36, and 10.38 & 0.36 days in the control, 1, 10, and 100 ng/mL groups, respectively
(Table 1). Significant differences were observed between the control and treatment groups
with p < 0.05.
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Figure 4. Lifespan of C. elegans exposed to different concentrations of STX. All data are mean values.
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Table 1. Comparison of the mean lifespans for C. elegans exposed to STX.
Number of C. elegans
Treatment Survival Time (Days)
Total Censored

Control 138 0 13.88 £0.34¢
1ng/mL 140 0 12.20 +0.37P

10 ng/mL 140 0 11.33 £0.36

100 ng/mL 140 0 10.38 +0.36 4

Eggs

1204

100

80

60 4

40

20+

Different superscript letters indicate significant differences (p < 0.05).

2.4. STX Decreases the Reproductive Function of C. elegans

Brood size usually reflects the reproductive capacity of animals. Reproductive organs
may be important secondary targeted organs for toxicants in C. elegans. In this study, we
investigated the effects of STX on the reproductive capacity of C. elegans. After being
exposed to a series of concentrations of STX for 48 h, most worms in the treatment or
control groups began to lay eggs soon after being transferred to NGM plates. The total
generation trend was not perturbed by STX, and all worms laid the most eggs on the second
day (Figure 5A). However, all STX treatment groups stopped breeding one day in advance.
In addition, the reproductive speed (mean eggs laid each day) in the treatment group was
significantly slower than that in the control group (Figure 5A). Therefore, the productivity
of worms was substantially altered by STX, and the brood size was nearly 50% lower in the
100 ng/mL treatment group than in the control group (Figure 5B). No significant difference
in reproductive speed was observed between 1 ng/mL and 10 ng/mL. However, the brood
sizes in these two groups were approximately 67% of the control group.
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Figure 5. STX decreases the generation period (A) and the brood size (B). All treatments showed
statistically significant differences vs. control. Bars indicate means & SD, and different superscript
letters indicate significant differences (p < 0.05).

2.5. Fluorescent Protein Expression in GFP Worms

By testing several physiological endpoints, we observed the oxidative stress caused
by STX in C. elegans. All these endpoints reflected potential changes in protein content.
Therefore, we further performed fluorescent protein intensity quantification in the whole
body in C. elegans to gain a general understanding of the protein expression after STX
stress exposure. Figure 6A clearly indicated a difference in the fluorescence intensity.
The mean fluorescence intensity in the 1, 10, and 100 ng/mL groups were 1.19, 1.62, and
2.18 times greater than that in control group, respectively, with the 10 and 100 ng/mL
groups indicating a significant increase in intensity with STX concentration (Figure 6B).
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Figure 6. Fluorescent protein expression in GFP worms exposed to STX for 48 h (A) and fluorescent
intensity (B). Intensity quantification of fluorescent protein calculated in Image]J software (1.46r) with
background removal. Bars represent means + SD, and different superscript letters indicate significant
differences (p < 0.05). Scale bar: 100 pm.

2.6. ATP Levels Significantly Increase after Exposure to STX

Variations in ATP levels indicate a response in cellular energy production and utiliza-
tion in C. elegans. In this study, the ATP levels showed a significant increase with a clear
dose-dependent relationship after exposure to STX for 48 h. The elevation in ATP reflected
induction of energy production in C. elegans, because more energy was produced to defend
against the stress. The average ATP level in the 1, 10 and 100 ng/mL treatment groups was
1.16, 1.54, and 1.91 times that in the control group at the end of the experiment, respectively
(Figure 7). All treatment groups showed a significant difference with respect to one another.
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Figure 7. Average concentrations of ATP per worm across three independent experiments. ATP
in worms significantly increased with the concentration of STX. Bars represent means + SD, and
superscript letters indicate significant differences (p < 0.05).

3. Discussion

On the basis of the available information, PSTs are considered among the most toxic
phycotoxins. According to the previous data, the mouse intraperitoneal 50% lethal dose
(LD50) of STX is 10 ng/kg b.w., while the intravenous LD50 is only 3 pg/kg b.w. [1]. Com-
pared with other toxins, for example the cobrotoxin (CBT B with an LD50 of 400 mg/kg in
mice) [47], the toxicity of STX is much higher. Therefore, the occurrence of HABs associ-
ated with PST producers often leads to the mass mortality of marine organisms [14,15,23].
However, we observed that treated worms entered a state of temporary paralysis and
recovered within several hours, showing high tolerance during acute exposure to STX. Gao
and Zhen [43] have indicated that C. elegans lacks voltage-gated sodium channels. The high
selective binding of Na* channels is the major molecular mechanism of action of STX [26,27].
Therefore, C. elegans has no receptor for STX in the cell membrane, explaining the absence of
neurotoxic effects of STX in C. elegans. On the other hand, the potassium (K*) channels of C.
elegans are highly homologous to humans, controlling important behaviors, such as motility
and spawning [44]. Studies have unraveled the interaction of STX with K* channels. While
the interaction is highly different from Na* channels, it shows 100~10,000 lower binding
affinities, corroborating a relatively slight toxicological impact [45]. Paralysis symptoms in
C. elegans may be caused through K* channels.

C. elegans is an ideal animal model to study fitness under the stress of many environ-
mental toxins [46,48]. Although substantial research has focused on the oxidative stress
caused by STX and found that this toxin exerts adverse effects in tested animals [1], limited
data are available on the chronic effects of STX in animals. In our study, even though
neurotoxicity was not fatal for C. elegans, STX caused significant oxidative stress, which
could result in chronic adverse effects. Therefore, we further investigated the responses
of C. elegans under STX-causing oxidative stress. To validate our hypothesis, we first
evaluated the changes in the lifespan of C. elegans. Generally, the lifespan of C. elegans
is altered according to the stress caused by toxins, which means the aging status of this
animal [49,50]. In our study, the shortened lifespan revealed an accelerated aging process
for C. elegans, and the adult generation exposed to STX showed poorer survival than the
control group. Under the stress of STX in natural seawater, it is possible that the biomass of
adult organisms consistently decreases over time.

A decrease in animal lifespan indicates an intensification of aging, which may result
in parental losses in the population unless more offspring are produced to compensate [51].
However, no reports have indicated that animals generate more offspring in crises; instead,
parents may sacrifice themselves by decreasing their lifespan [49,51]. Many studies have
found that STX producers inhibit the offspring size of marine organisms, and the parental
generation experiences major damage from stress [47,52]. A decline in reproductive output
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caused by STX producers results primarily from the inhibition of embryonic and larval
development [47,52], decreased quality of gametes [53], and decreased energy status and
spermatozoa motility in marine organisms [54]. As described before, PSTs or STX cause
acute toxicity by blocking voltage-gated sodium channels [26,27], thereby threatening the
reproductivity of nematodes. In this study, we first indicated a decline in brood size of
C. elegans, and observed that the offspring size was suppressed by the oxidative toxicity
of STX. The generation of behavior in C. elegans was not significantly perturbed by STX,
unlike in other animals, such as Neomysis awatschensis [55]. Regardless of the decline in
the reproductive ability of C. elegans, the smaller offspring size decreased the chance of the
population overcoming the adverse environment caused by the oxidative stress of STX.

Beyond the lifespan and offspring size, biomass also depends on the body size and
body weight of single organisms. Biomass directly correlates with aquaculture output. Pre-
vious studies have found that organisms might alter their body sizes under environmental
stress; most tested organisms have shown a decline in body size, for example, benthic
macroinvertebrates under temperature stress [56], mussels under oiling stress [57], and
crabs under temperature stress [58]. In marine fish, both smaller and larger species have
shown declines in size under the stresses of a century of climate change and fishing [59]. To
our knowledge, only a few studies have reported the growth decline in marine organisms
under the stress of PSTs and its causative dinoflagellate [10,60]. Li et al. [21] have found
that A. tamarense depresses the growth rate of juvenile Ruditapes philippinarum clams, pri-
marily because this toxic alga depresses the energy budget of clams, thus, decreasing their
scope for growth. Similar results have been reported in rock lobsters fed toxic mussels
contaminated with 6 mg STX.2HCL eq./kg [61].

To date, studies on the decline in biomass have focused on the energy intake depression
in marine organisms under the stress of pollution, primarily the dynamic energy budget
and scope for growth [62,63]. Biomass size depends not only on energy intake but also on
the cellular energy status of organisms. As a result of evolution, there are strict expenditure
rules, and cellular energy is distributed among three functions: basic metabolism, adaptive
thermogenesis, and physical activity. [64,65]. Many studies have revealed that the energy
distribution balance is perturbed, and more cellular energy is allocated to defend against
stress, thus, decreasing utilization for physical activity, such as survival, growth, and
reproduction [66-69]. Therefore, more research is needed to further indicate the mechanism
of cellular energy distribution and to obtain a clear explanation for the marine biomass
decline under the oxidative stress caused by PSTs in natural seawater.

ROS, a commonly used indicator of oxidative stress caused by environmental stress
in organisms, lead to many subsequent changes, such as damage to lipids, proteins, and
DNA [67], thereby influencing physical activities including basic behaviors, and declines
in lifespan, reproductive ability and body size, to adapt to the environment. Prior studies
have found that additional ROS are produced in marine organisms after exposure to PSTs;
toxic dinoflagellates also elicit changes in DNA/RNA damage [35,70] and antioxidant
enzymes [34,35]. On the basis of our results, the ROS in C. elegans rose significantly
during exposure, and showed clear STX dose- and body size-dependent relationships. STX
enhanced the production of ROS in worms, indicating oxidative stress caused by STX.
Moreover, the larger bodies of worms resulted in greater ROS production. The decline in
lifespan, brood size and body size also presumably resulted from oxidative stress caused by
STX, because of the absence of neurotoxicity of this toxin through binding of voltage-gated
sodium channels [26,27].

ATP and ROS are simultaneously produced by mitochondria [71]. ATP is the basic
energy currency not only for all physical activities in organisms but also for the reduction
in ROS through the induction of the expression of functional proteins, such as antioxidative
enzymes, to maintain the redox balance within cells and help organisms perform normal
physical activities [72,73]. In our study, the total ATP level in C. elegans showed a dynamic
rising trend during exposure, with a clearly dose-dependent relationship with STX. Addi-
tionally, ROS varieties showed a similar trend. Therefore, our results demonstrated that
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the increased ATP enhanced the ability of C. elegans to remove more ROS and thereby
modulate the redox balance. The removal of ROS is implemented primarily by antioxidant
enzymes, e.g., superoxide dismutase, catalase, thioredoxin, glutathione peroxidase and
others [35,72,73]. The occurrence of oxidative stress or the removal of ROS both require
ATP to provide sufficient energy for the antioxidant system and protect the physiological
activities of organisms [74]. Under the stress of ROS, the increases in ATP also provide
opportunities for organisms to adapt to environmental effects by providing more energy for
reproduction, survival, or growth [67,75]. However, our study indicated that the lifespan,
body size and brood size of C. elegans all declined under the stress of STX, while we did not
analyze the potential effects of changes in antioxidant enzymes, which is one limitation
of this study. As an adaptation to STX stress, these phenomena stimulate ATP allocation
between survival, growth, or reproduction.

GFP is sensitive to oxidative stress, and its variation represents the oxidative damage
of proteins [76]. The increasing of expression of GFP in this study indicated that stress
caused protein damage in C. elegans. Similar results were reported by previous studies [6],
and the expression of GFP in yeast has been found to significantly increase after exposure
to STX. STX is believed to bind a copper transporter that is mechanistically and structurally
similar to ion channels [6], the major target of STX for its neurotoxicity [26,27]. Our results
contrast with those of Cusick et al. [6] in that no voltage-gated sodium channels exist
in the cell membrane of C. elegans [43]; therefore, the protein damage in C. elegans was
caused mainly by oxidative stress due to STX, not by the neurotoxicity through ion channel
binding. At present, the mechanism through which STX induces the high expression of
GFP is unclear, but protein was clearly disrupted and might have been responsible for the
decline in lifespan, body size, and brood size observed in this study. In addition, the long-
term presence of STX in seawater has been reported worldwide; consequently, persistent
oxidative stress on marine organisms may lead to biome instability, explaining the decline
in catches recent years. In the future, more research is needed to reveal the mechanisms by
which marine organisms adapt to STX oxidative stress, and emphasis should be placed on
cellular energy metabolism, distribution, and application.

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Chemical and Toxin Preparation

All organic solvents used were of analytical grade and were purchased from Sigma
Chemical Company (Oakville, ON, Canada) unless otherwise stated. STX standard (NRC
CRM-STX-f), initially at a concentration of 65 umol/L was purchased from the National
Research Council Canada, Halifax NS, Canada. The toxin was diluted with sterile water to
10 pg/mL as a stock solution and stored at 4 °C, for use within 2 weeks.

4.2. Strains

The wild type C. elegans strain Bristol N2 and the GFP worm strain NL5901, as well as
the OP50 Escherichia coli strain, were originally provided by the Caenorhabditis Genetics
Center (University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN, USA). The worms were maintained at
20 °C on nematode growth medium (NGM) agar plates seeded with Escherichia coli OP50.
The C. elegans population was treated with hypochlorite/NaOH solution to synchronize
the population at day 0 of the lifespan, and larval stage 1 (L1) worms were synchronized
by hatching eggs overnight. Some L1 worms were transferred to freshly spotted plates
to develop into L4 worms, whereas others were directly used for treatment with STX. All
treatments were performed in 96-well plates with a total volume of 100 uL containing
approximately 30—40 larvae in each well. During the treatment, worms were fed with
heat-inactivated bacteria (OP50 HIT) to avoid interference from the xenobiotic metabolizing
activity of E. coli [77]. All lifespan assays were performed at 20 °C according to standard
protocols, as previously described [78]. Subsequently, the worms were washed and placed
on OP50-containing NGM plates to observe brood size, lifespan, and other parameters. All
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treatments in each experiment were performed on at least three biological replicates, and
three independent experiments were performed.

4.3. Toxicity Assessment

The synchronized L1 and L4 larvae stages of N2 worms were exposed to different
concentrations of STX to compare the toxicity of STX on different stages of C. elegans
development. On the basis of the prior results, the stock solution of STX was added
to freshly autoclaved S-medium to a final concentration of 0, 1, 10, 50, 100, 200, 500, or
1000 ng/mL for L1 worms, and 0, 10, 100, 200, 500, 1000, 2000, 5000, or 10,000 ng/mL for
L4 worms before the exposure treatment. Both treatments lasted for 24 h, and the dead
worms were recorded at 0.5, 1, 2,4, 6, 12 h, and 24 h for the L1 worms’ group and 1, 3, 6, 12,
and 24 h for the L4 worms’ group. At least 100 worms were subjected to each treatment
for statistical analysis. Worms’ motilities were evaluated with repeated gentle mechanical
prodding, and a transient peristalsis reaction was recorded as shown paralytic symptoms.
Survival was scored throughout the entire test process.

4.4. Measurement of ROS Production

The generation of ROS was compared between L1 and L4 larvae stages of NS worms,
which were treated with 1, 10, or 100 ng/mL STX for 180 min. More than 100 animals
per sample were transferred into the wells of a black 96-well plate containing 100 uL. M9
buffer. Dichlorofluorescein diacetate (DCFDA; 50 mM in M9 buffer, 100 mL; Invitrogen)
was added to each well. ROS-associated fluorescence levels were measured kinetically with
a fluorescence plate reader (Spectra-Max Gemini EM; Molecular Devices, Sunnyvale, CA,
USA) at 485 nm excitation and 520 nm emission wavelengths at room temperature, every
2 min for 3 h. Data were normalized to those for bacterial controls composed of 100 mL
E. coli HT115 (DE3) expressing dsRNA against prdx-3 or an empty vector containing M9
buffer in separate wells of the same plate. In cells, DCFDA is deacetylated by endogenous
esterases to dichlorofluorescein, which reacts with ROS and generates the fluorophore DCFE.
Although the specific ROS responsible for DCFDA fluorescence is uncertain, DCFDA can be
used in whole C. elegans as a marker of general ROS production [79,80]. Three independent
studies were performed.

4.5. Growth Assays, Lifespan Assays and Brood Size

According to the toxicity assessment results, the synchronized L1 larvae of N2 worms
were treated with 1, 10, or 100 ng/mL STX for 48 h. Worms in S-medium were used
as controls.

For growth assays evaluation, worms were incubated in liquid conditions for approxi-
mately 48 h and allowed to grow to early adulthood in the absence of STX. After worms
were paralyzed with tetramisole, a Nikon microscope (Eclipse E200 POL, Tokyo, Japan)
equipped with a standard ruler was used to measure the body length from the posterior
bulb of the pharynx to the anus, and the body area were determined by measurement of
the flat surface areas of the C. elegans along the anterior—posterior axis in Image] software.
At least 100 worms in each treatment were subjected to statistical analysis.

For lifespan assays evaluation, worms were transferred to fresh NGM plates with
OP50 following treatment, and the time was considered day 0. On each succeeding day,
worms were counted and scored as live or dead. Live C. elegans were picked and transferred
to fresh plates every day during egg-laying and every other day after they ceased laying
eggs until no live C. elegans remained. At least 100 worms were subjected to each treatment
for statistical analysis. Survival time was determined from the survival curve data by
Kaplan-Meier survival function log-rank test.

For brood size evaluation, worms were transferred to individual egg-laying plates.
Animals were thereafter transferred every 24 h to fresh egg-laying plates until egg laying
ceased. Eggs were kept at room temperature, and the progeny that hatched were counted
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after 2 days. In addition, we compared the variation in generation time from the PO egg to
the first F1 (final) egg. At least ten animals per condition per experiment were used.

4.6. Quantification of Fluorescent Protein Intensity in GFP Worms

To test the protein expression of C. elegans under the stress of STX, we incubated
synchronized L1 larvae of NL5901 GFP worms in liquid conditions for 48 h in the presence
of STX or S-medium (control group). After the exposure, all worms were washed three
times with distilled water to remove Escherichia coli, then transferred to a new 96-well plate
containing 50 puL S-medium. After measurement of the total fluorescence intensity under a
fluorescence plate reader (Infinite 200; Tecan, Mdnnedorf, Switzerland), we determined the
protein expression with Image J software. Three independent studies were performed.

4.7. Adenosine Triphosphate (ATP) Assays

Several L4 worms were randomly selected and exposed to different concentrations
of STX solution for 48 h. After being washed with S-medium, the treated worms were
immediately placed in liquid nitrogen for ATP measurements. The ATP assays were
performed as previously described [81], with some modifications. Briefly, flash-frozen C.
elegans were resuspended in trichloroacetic acid, lysed and incubated on ice, then subjected
to centrifugation. Supernatants were pooled, and aliquots of ATP standards or sample
supernatant were pipetted into white 96-well plates, and this was followed by the addition
of arsenite ATP buffer. ATP levels were measured with a fluorescence plate reader (Infinite
200; Tecan, Mannedorf, Switzerland). Three independent studies were performed.

4.8. Statistical Analyses

The statistical analyses were performed using SPSS software version27.0 (IBM Corp.,
Armonk, NY, USA). One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to compare body
size, lifespans, brood size, GFP expression, and ATP levels among the different test groups.
When significant differences were detected by ANOVA, Tukey’s honest significant differ-
ence test was performed. Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05.

5. Conclusions

PSTs and their causative dinoflagellate have been reported to reduce marine biomass
by inducing oxidative stress. The presence of voltage-gated sodium channels in these
organisms has complicated the study of the basic mechanisms of toxicity. This study
used C. elegans, which lacks these channels, and found direct evidence of oxidative stress.
Although our findings indicated no notable neurotoxic effects of STX in C. elegans, the
lifespan, reproductivity, and body size of C. elegans all significantly declined in a dose-
dependent manner during STX exposure. Therefore, STX decreases the biomass of marine
organisms. Subsequently, a dynamic increase, as well as dose- and body size-dependent
ROS levels in C. elegans, provided direct evidence of oxidative stress caused by STX. Finally,
the ATP level and fluorescent protein expression both significantly increased in C. elegans,
indicating that ATP and specific proteins might play important roles in worms or other
organisms in reaction to oxidative stress caused by STX. Therefore, our study indicated
the oxidative characteristics of STX on C. elegans. More studies are needed to clarify the
mechanism of organism fitness in response to STX, particularly regarding the production,
distribution, and utilization of ATP in C. elegans under STX stress.
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