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Enterohemorrhagic and enteropathogenic Escherichia coli (EHEC and EPEC, respectively) strains represent
a major global health problem. Their virulence is mediated by the concerted activity of an array of virulence
factors including toxins, a type III protein secretion system (TTSS), pili, and others. We previously showed that
EPEC O127 forms a group 4 capsule (G4C), and in this report we show that EHEC O157 also produces a G4C,
whose assembly is dependent on the etp, etk, and wzy genes. We further show that at early time points
postinfection, these G4Cs appear to mask surface structures including intimin and the TTSS. This masking
inhibited the attachment of EPEC and EHEC to tissue-cultured epithelial cells, diminished their capacity to
induce the formation of actin pedestals, and attenuated TTSS-mediated protein translocation into host cells.
Importantly, we found that Ler, a positive regulator of intimin and TTSS genes, represses the expression of the
capsule-related genes, including etp and etk. Thus, the expression of TTSS and G4C is conversely regulated and
capsule production is diminished upon TTSS expression. Indeed, at later time points postinfection, the
diminishing capsule no longer interferes with the activities of intimin and the TTSS. Notably, by using the
rabbit infant model, we found that the EHEC G4C is required for efficient colonization of the rabbit large
intestine. Taken together, our results suggest that temporal expression of the capsule, which is coordinated
with that of the TTSS, is required for optimal EHEC colonization of the host intestine.

Enterohemorrhagic Escherichia coli (EHEC) is an emerging
pathogen causing outbreaks of food-borne gastroenteritis
manifested by bloody diarrhea, which may progress to the
potentially fatal hemolytic-uremic syndrome. The latter in-
volves severe complications, such as renal impairment, hyper-
tension, and central nervous system manifestations mainly
caused by SLT toxins (3, 22). EHEC belongs to the family of
the attaching and effacing (AE)-inducing pathogens, which
includes the closely related species enteropathogenic E. coli
(EPEC), Citrobacter rodentium, and rabbit EPEC. When col-
onizing the gut, these pathogens form AE lesions on the in-
testinal epithelial cell surface. AE lesions are characterized by
localized destruction of the brush border microvilli, intimate
bacterial attachment to host cells, and the formation of actin
structures, termed pedestals, beneath the attached bacteria
(24). This histopathology is dependent upon a type III protein

secretion system (TTSS), which functions as a molecular sy-
ringe to translocate effector proteins from the bacterial cyto-
plasm directly into the cytoplasm of host epithelial cells (15).
These effectors subvert normal host cell functions and are
required for efficient host colonization (15, 34, 35). One of
these effectors, Tir, is inserted into the host cell membrane to
form a binding site for an outer membrane adhesin, intimin.
Interaction of intimin with translocated Tir promotes tight
bacterial attachment to the host cell and is essential for the
formation of actin pedestals (15).

The TTSS and related proteins are encoded by 41 genes
organized in several operons (operons LEE1 to LEE5) clus-
tered in the locus of enterocyte effacement (LEE) (15). Along-
side the TTSS and its effectors, EHEC and EPEC encode an
array of additional confirmed and putative virulence factors
including the Shiga toxins, EspP, Efa1, and others (11, 40). Ler
is a transcriptional regulator encoded within the LEE1 operon,
and it positively regulates most of the LEE operons (29). In
addition, it positively and negatively regulates numerous non-
LEE virulence genes, as well as housekeeping genes (1, 13, 26).
Thus, Ler coordinates the expression of a large portion of the
EHEC/EPEC virulon.

E. coli can use distinct pathways for polysaccharide export
and capsule assembly, classified as group 1 to 4 capsules (50).
The genes required for group 4 capsule (G4C) formation are

* Corresponding author. Mailing address: Department of Molecular
Genetics and Biotechnology, Faculty of Medicine, The Hebrew Uni-
versity, POB 12272, Jerusalem 91120, Israel. Phone: 972-2-6758754.
Fax: 972-2-6757308. E-mail: ilanr@ekmd.huji.ac.il.

† Supplemental material for this article may be found at http://jb
.asm.org/.
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organized into two loci; one of these loci is indistinguishable
from those responsible for the expression of many different
Wzy-dependent O antigens (2, 47, 48). Moreover, this locus
frequently determines both the K and O serotypes (examples
include O26, O55, O100, O111, O113, and O127) (17, 32, 33),
and therefore, these G4Cs have also been termed “O-antigen
capsules” (17). In these cases, both the lipopolysaccharide
(LPS) O antigen (also known as KLPS) and the capsule (K
antigen) are composed of the same repeat units, which consist
of a sequence of three to five sugar residues. The genes in this
locus, the Wzy-dependent repeat unit synthesis (WRS) locus,
are required for the synthesis of the repeat unit, its delivery to
the periplasm, and its polymerization by Wzy into both O
antigen and G4C polysaccharide (G4C-PS) (Fig. 1A). Accord-
ingly, mutants deficient in the WRS locus genes, including wzy,
are expected to be both rough and uncapsulated (Fig. 1A
and B).

The second locus that is involved in G4C formation is the
G4C (gfc) operon, also termed the “22-minute locus” because
it is mapped to min 22 in the E. coli K-12 genetic map (50).
This operon encodes seven proteins, including Etp and Etk,
that are required for repeat unit polymerization into G4C-PS
and for capsule assembly (Fig. 1A) (32). Interestingly, mutants
deficient in G4C formation exhibit enhanced production of O
antigen (17, 32), possibly because in these mutants all of the O
repeat units produced are used for O-antigen production
(Fig. 1B).

In this report, we demonstrate that, like EPEC O127, EHEC
O157 also forms an O antigen, G4C, and that inactivation of
etk or etp renders the bacteria noncapsulated. We also show
that the capsules hinder EPEC and EHEC attachment to cul-
tured epithelial cells and inhibit actin pedestal formation,

probably via masking of the TTSS and intimin and thus atten-
uating Tir translocation and the intimin-Tir interaction. Inter-
estingly, the transcription of the gfc operon is repressed by Ler,
indicating that the expression of the TTSS by the G4C is
inversely controlled by this virulence regulator. Furthermore,
by using the infant rabbit model, we found that the EHEC
capsule is required for efficient intestinal colonization. Taken
together, our findings suggest that both EPEC and EHEC
form a G4C and that temporal expression of this capsule im-
proves the capacity of EHEC, and perhaps also EPEC, to
colonize the host intestine.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Bacterial strains, plasmids, and primers. The bacterial strains and plasmids
used in this study are described in Table 1. For descriptions of the primers used,
see Table S2 in the supplemental material.

Growth and infection conditions. Bacteria were grown in Luria-Bertani (LB)
broth without shaking at 37°C unless stated otherwise. Where appropriate, media
were supplemented with ampicillin (100 �g ml�1), chloramphenicol (25 �g
ml�1), or kanamycin (50 �g ml�1). When indicated, 0.1 mM IPTG (isopropyl-
�-D-thiogalactopyranoside) was added to bacterial cultures containing expression
vectors carrying lacIq. The cell lines HeLa, Hep2, and Caco2 were cultured in
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle medium (DMEM) supplemented with 10% fetal calf
serum, 100 U ml�1 penicillin, and 0.1 mg ml�1 streptomycin at 37°C in 5% CO2.
Before infection, the cells were washed with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) to
remove antibiotics.

Strain construction. To generate isogenic strains, we amplified DNA frag-
ments containing tagged mutations (etp::Cm, etk::kan, and escN::kan from EPEC
O127 and wzy::mini-Tn5kan2 from EHEC O157 Sakai) (Table 1) and electro-
porated them into EDL933-containing pKD46 (10). Mutants were selected,
pKD46 was eliminated, and mutations were then verified by PCR analysis and
sequenced as previously described (10). For the primers used, see Table S2 in the
supplemental material.

Plasmid construction. To construct pKB3105, a DNA fragment containing tir
was amplified with primers #486 and #488 and an EDL933 DNA template. The

FIG. 1. Model of G4C, O-antigen, and capsule formation and expected phenotypes of etk, etp, and wzy mutants. (A) Steps in Wzy-dependent
LPS O side chain and O-antigen capsule biogenesis. In step 1, the repeat units, composed of three to five sugar residues, are synthesized in the
cytoplasm and then translocated to the periplasm. This step is mediated by a large number of proteins encoded mostly in the WRS locus. Steps
2a and 2b are alternative steps. In the first, the periplasmic repeat units are polymerized by Wzy into short polymers (15 to 20 repeat units), which
are then ligated to the LPS core to form O side chains. In step 2b, the repeat units are polymerized, again by Wzy, into long polymers (�100 repeat
units), which are then translocated to the bacterial surface to form capsules. Etp and Etk are specifically required for step 2b, whereas Wzy is
required for both 2a and 2b. The 2a and 2b pathways compete for the same O repeat units. (B) Expected phenotypes upon inactivation of etp, etk,
and wzy. (Phenotype 1) Wild-type EHEC can form both LPS O side chains (thick black broken line) and O-antigen capsules (gray zone around
the bacteria), both indicated by arrows. (Phenotype 2) Mutants deficient in repeat unit synthesis or polymerization (wzy mutant), are expected to
lack both LPS O side chains and O capsules (the thin dotted line represents the smooth outer membranes). (Phenotype 3) etk or etp mutants are
expected to be deficient in O-capsule formation but to exhibit enhanced LPS O side chain formation (represented by the thick black broken line)
since pathway 2b is no longer competing with pathway 2a (panel A) (32).
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amplified fragment was digested with EcoRI and KpnI and cloned into pCX341
digested with the same enzymes to generate a gene encoding a Tir-BlaM fusion
protein. To construct pGY3159, a DNA fragment containing PLEE1 and ler was
amplified with primers LEE1reg-F and Pler1-R and an EDL933 DNA template.
The amplified fragment was digested with XbaI and BamHI and cloned into
pIR1 digested with the same enzymes. For the primers used, see Table S2 in the
supplemental material.

Electron microscopy. Bacteria grown overnight in LB at 37°C were washed
with 0.1 M cacodylate buffer (pH 7.0), labeled with cationized ferritin (2 mg/ml;
Sigma) for 30 min, and finally fixed with 5% glutaraldehyde for 1 h at room
temperature (24). Fixed samples were washed, postfixed with 1% osmium tetr-
oxide for 2 h at room temperature, dehydrated in a graded series of ethanol
solutions, and then embedded in Epon resin. Thin sections were stained with 2%
uranyl acetate and lead citrate and examined under a JEOL 1200EX transmis-
sion electron microscope operating at 80 kV.

Preparation of total cellular polysaccharide and separation of capsule poly-
saccharide from LPS. Total bacterial polysaccharides were extracted as previ-
ously described (32). Briefly, bacteria were grown overnight in 50 ml LB, the
optical density (OD) of the cultures was adjusted to 1.0, and finally the cultures
were centrifuged and resuspended in 500 �l of PBS. An equal volume of satu-
rated phenol (pH 8.0) was added, and the mixture was incubated for 30 min at
70°C with occasional mixing, followed by centrifugation (1 h, 10,000 � g). The
top, aqueous phase was recovered, 2 volumes of 100% ethanol was added to each
sample, and the polysaccharides were allowed to precipitate for 1 h at �70°C.
Next, the samples were centrifuged at 12,000 � g for 30 min, after which the
pellets were washed with 500 �l of 70% ethanol, recentrifuged, and lyophilized.
To separate capsule polysaccharide from LPS, the lyophilized total polysaccha-
ride preparations were resuspended in 500 �l of water. LPS, which formed
micelles, was precipitated by ultracentrifugation (1 h, 86,000 � g) (33). The
supernatant containing the capsule polysaccharide was recovered, and residual
LPS contamination was removed by phase partition with Triton X-114 as previ-

ously described (27). Briefly, Triton X-114 was added to the supernatant to a
final concentration of 1%. The mixture was incubated at 4°C for 1 h with constant
stirring to ensure a homogeneous solution. The mixture was then transferred to
a 37°C water bath, incubated for 10 min to ensure phase partition, and centri-
fuged (1 h, 1,000 � g) at 25°C. The resulting aqueous phase, containing purified
capsule polysaccharide, was carefully aspirated and lyophilized. If necessary,
phase partition with Triton X-114 was repeated until the preparation was LPS
free, as determined by 10% sodium dodecyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel electro-
phoresis (SDS-PAGE) and Western blot analysis with anti-O157.

Analysis of LPS and capsule polysaccharide. Total cell polysaccharide was
separated on 10% polyacrylamide gels containing 0.5% SDS (SDS-PAGE), and
the gels were used for immunoblot analysis. SDS-PAGE analysis allowed visu-
alization of the LPS without the interference of capsular polysaccharide, which
cannot enter the gel because of its low net charge and high molecular weight (16,
33). For G4C-PS analysis by dot blotting, equivalent amounts of samples con-
taining purified, LPS-free G4C-PS were applied directly to nitrocellulose mem-
branes, allowed to dry, and then developed by immunoblotting with anti-O157
rabbit antisera (Statens Serum Institut, Copenhagen, Denmark) and secondary
anti-rabbit immunoglobulin G conjugated to alkaline phosphatase (Sigma).

Evaluation of bacterial adhesion to epithelial cells and actin pedestal forma-
tion. Adhesion was quantified as previously described (41). Briefly, epithelial
cells grown on coverslips to 80% confluence were infected with 10 �l of overnight
EHEC cultures (�10�6 bacteria). At different time points postinfection, the
monolayers were washed, fixed, treated for 2 min with 0.1% Triton X-100, and
then stained with phalloidin-rhodamine. Coverslips were then washed and
mounted on slides for immunofluorescence microscopy. Bacterial clusters on
tissue culture cells consisting of eight or more bacteria were considered micro-
colonies, and the percentage of cells associated with microcolonies was deter-
mined. The numbers of microcolonies were scored as the sum of 10 microscopic
fields unless otherwise stated. The efficiency of actin pedestal formation was
measured as the fraction of attached bacteria forming phalloidin-labeled pedes-
tals out of the total number of attached bacteria.

Attachment of EHEC to red blood cells (RBC). Immobilized monolayer RBC
were infected, fixed, and stained as previously described (39).

Determination of the efficiency of Tir translocation by EPEC. Translocation
assay by EPEC was carried out as previously described (30), with some modifi-
cation. Briefly, HeLa cells seeded in 96-well plates were loaded with CCF2
(Invitrogen) for 1 h and then washed with CDMEM (CDMEM is a low-autofluo-
rescing tissue culture medium [6, 30]) containing 2.5 mM probenecid (Sigma).
The cells were then infected with overnight cultures diluted 1:50 in CCF2 loading
buffer (each well was infected with 196 �l of a solution containing 186.6 �l
CDMEM, 1 �M CCF2, 1.8 �l solution B, 2.7 �l solution C, 2.5 mM probenecid,
0.1 �M �-lactamase-inhibitory protein, and 4 �l overnight bacterial culture
(solutions B and C are from the CCF2 loading kit [Invitrogen]). Infection was
carried out in a prewarmed plate reader (set at 37°C), and the rate of CCF2
hydrolysis was measured at 5-min intervals as previously described (30). For each
of the strains tested, we infected six wells with cultures generated from six
different colonies and calculated the average rate of CCF2 production as previ-
ously described (30). The strains used include EPEC, an etk mutant containing
the plasmids expressing tir-blaM from the tac promoter, and a complemented
strain (etk mutant OI899) containing plasmids pOI277 and pCX392, expressing
etk and tir-blaM, respectively. The basal expression of tir-blaM was used in these
experiments (IPTG was not added, and the infection medium included glucose).
As a negative control, we infected cells with EPEC etk::kan, containing pCX341,
expressing unfused BlaM (30).

Determination of the efficiency of Tir translocation by EHEC. For EHEC, we
could not infect preloaded cells and detect translocation in real time as was done
for EPEC. This is because the infection with EHEC is much slower and levels of
CCF2 leakage from the cells become significant, distorting the results (our
unpublished results). We therefore used endpoint measurements. EHEC bacte-
ria containing a plasmid expressing tir-blaM (pKB3105) were grown overnight in
LB, diluted 1:50 in CDMEM, and used to infect HeLa cells seeded in 96-well
plates. At different time points postinfection, the wells were washed, overlaid
with 20 �l CCF2 loading solution, and placed in a prewarmed plate reader
(30°C). Per well, the loading solution contained 2 �M CCF2, 1.62 �l solution B,
1.6 �l solution C (solutions B and C were from the Invitrogen CCF2 loading kit),
2.5 mM probenecid, and 25 �g/ml chloramphenicol in CDMEC, for a final
volume of 20 �l. Chloramphenicol was added to stop effector synthesis and
translocation. The rate of CCF2 hydrolysis by BlaM (�-lactamase activity) was
monitored for 30 min at 2.5-min intervals as previously described (30). We found
that CCF2 reached a maximal intracellular concentration within 10 min (data not
shown), and thus, for each time point, the rate of BlaM activity from 10 to 20 min
postaddition of CCF2 was determined. This rate directly correlates with the

TABLE 1. Bacterial strains and plasmids used in this study

Strain or
plasmida Description Source or

reference

Strains
E2348/69 Wild-type EPEC O127:H6
OI899 E2348/69 etk::kan 32
EDL933 Nalr

(2280)
Nalr derivative of EDL933 11

SK2472 etk::kan mutant derivative of
EDL933 Nalr

This study

TUV93-0
(1280)

�stx1 �stx2 mutant derivative of
EDL933

John Leong

DF1291 TUV93-0 �ler::kan 26
SK2235 TUV93-0 �etp::cm This study
SK1416 TUV93-0 etk::kan This study
B12-D5

(1853)
EHEC O157 Saki

wzy::mini-Tn5kan2
41

SK2526 TUV93-0 wzy::mini-Tn5kan2,
taken from B12-D5

This study

CVD452 (63) EPEC �escN::kan 21
SK2131 TUV93-0 �escN::kan, taken from

CVD425
This study

Plasmids
pKD46 Helper plasmid for gene deletion 10
pKD3 Template for kan cassette

amplification
10

pCX341 Vector for blaM fusion formation 30
pCX392 pCX341 expressing tir(EPEC)-blaM This study
pKB3105 pCX341 expressing tir(EHEC)-blaM This study
pOI277 pACYC184 expressing etk 20
pAP2064 pSA10 expressing etp 32
pTU12 (881) Plasmid expressing ler 6
pIR1 (501) Vector for formation of gfp

transcriptional fusions
14

pGY3159 PLEE1(EHEC)-gfp-mut3 This study

a In parentheses are the serial numbers in our strain collection.
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Tir-BlaM concentrations in the HeLa cells. As a negative control, we infected
cells with the EHEC etk::kan mutant containing pX341, which expresses unfused
blaM.

Activity of the LEE1 promoter. To measure LEE1 promoter activity, strains
(wild-type EPEC and etp and etk mutants) containing pGY3159 were grown
under repressive conditions [overnight at 30°C in LB supplemented with 20 mM
(NH4)2SO4]. To activate PLEE1, cultures were washed, diluted 1:50 in CDMEM,
and grown at 37°C in 96-well plates inside a microplate reader preset at 37°C
(SPECTRAFluor Plus; TECAN). The fluorescence intensity (filter set at a
485-nm excitation wavelength and a 535-nm emission wavelength) and OD at 600
nm (OD600) were read at 5-min intervals during growth. Data were collected with
the Magellan version 5.0 software (TECAN).

Analysis of expressed proteins. Strains were grown as indicated, pelleted by
centrifugation (5 min, 5,000 � g), lysed in 40 �l 2.5� SDS loading buffer (10 min,
100°C), and centrifuged for 2 min at 12,000 � g. Supernatant was loaded onto
12% SDS-PAGE gels and then subjected to immunoblotting with specific anti-
bodies as indicated. Blots were developed with a secondary antibody conjugated
to alkaline phosphatase or horseradish peroxidase (Sigma).

RNA analysis. Primer extension assays were carried out as described previ-
ously (12). Briefly, bacterial cultures grown to an OD600 of 1.0 were pelleted and
resuspended in 10 mM Tris (pH 7.5)–1 mM EDTA. Lysozyme was added to 0.9
mg/ml, and the samples were subjected to three freeze-thaw cycles. Total RNA
was isolated with an Ultraspec RNA kit according to the manufacturer’s (BIOTECX
Laboratories) instructions, except that 1 ml of reagent was used for cells with an
OD600 of 12 to 16 U. The RNA samples (3 �g) were subjected to primer
extension at 42°C for 45 min with avian myeloblastosis virus reverse transcriptase
(CHIMWEx) and end-labeled primer 828 (GATTGCAGAAAGCTTGTG). The
extension products and the sequencing reaction mixtures primed with end-
labeled primer 828 were separated on a 6% sequencing gel.

Protein-DNA binding assay. A modified enzyme-linked DNA-protein interac-
tion assay (5) was used to measure protein-DNA binding. Briefly, three DNA
fragments labeled at one end with biotin were generated by PCR. These included
(i) the gfc regulatory region (with primers BioYmcDreg-F and YmcDreg-R), (ii)
the LEE2 regulatory region (with primers BioLEE2reg2-F and 31R) as a positive
control, and (iii) the etk coding region (with primers BioYccC-F and YccC-R) as
a negative control. One hundred microliters of each of these fragments (500
pmol/ml) in PT buffer (PBS supplemented with 0.05% Tween 20 and 1 mM
EDTA) was bound separately to streptavidin-coated 96-well plates (Sigma) by
incubation for 1 h. Unbound DNA was removed by washing with PT. One
hundred microliters of purified Ler-6His, at different concentrations in binding
buffer (50 mM Tris [pH 7.4], 70 mM KCl, 5 mM EDTA, 1 mM dithiothreitol, 6%
glycerol), was added to the fragment-bound wells for 1 h of incubation, and then
unbound proteins were removed by washing with PT buffer. One hundred mi-
croliters of polyclonal anti-Ler antibodies was added, the wells were incubated
for 1 h and washed with PT buffer, and then 100 �l of alkaline phosphatase-
conjugated secondary anti-rabbit immunoglobulin G antibodies (Sigma) was
added and the mixture was incubated for 1 h. The wells were washed with PT buffer
and later with AP buffer (1 M Tris [pH 9.5], 0.5 mM MgCl2). Finally, 100 �l of AP
buffer containing 10 mg/ml p-nitrophenylphosphate was added to each well and the
plate was immediately inserted into a microplate reader (SPECTRAFluor Plus;
TECAN). The OD405 was read every minute, and data were collected by the Ma-
gellan version 5.0 software (TECAN). The OD405 values were plotted against time,
and the slopes of the linear parts of these plots were calculated, representing the
level of binding. One hundred percent binding was set as the binding of the highest
concentration of Ler (5 �M); higher concentrations gave similar results as the system
was saturated.

Infection model. Coinfection experiments with infant rabbits were performed
as described previously (19). Briefly, 3-day-old infant rabbits were orogastrically
inoculated with approximately equal numbers of wild-type and etk mutant cells at
a dose equivalent to 5 � 108 CFU/90 g rabbit weight. At days 2 and 7 postin-
fection, infected rabbits were euthanized and their intestines were removed for
bacterial enumeration. Tissue homogenates were plated onto sorbitol Mac-
Conkey plates to detect both EHEC strains and then replica plated onto sorbitol
MacConkey plates containing kanamycin (50 �g ml�1) to enumerate the etk
mutant cells. The data are expressed as a competitive index (CI) that represents
the ratio of the number of etk to wild-type CFU postinfection to the number of
etk to wild-type CFU present in the original inoculum. CI values were compared
to a theoretical value of 1 (representing equal colonization of wild-type and
mutant strains) by using the Wilcoxon signed rank test. Coinfection assays were
performed with rabbits from two litters.

RESULTS

EPEC etk::kan mutant exhibits accelerated formation of ac-
tin pedestals. We have previously shown that EPEC forms a
G4C and that Etk expression is essential for its formation (32).
To investigate whether the capsule plays a role in EPEC-host
cell interaction, we infected HeLa cells with different EPEC
strains and compared the capacities of the bacteria to attach to
the cells and to form actin pedestals. Bacteria were grown as
static cultures in LB for 16 h, diluted 1:50 in DMEM, and then
used to infect HeLa cells. At early time points (60 and 90 min)
postinfection, we found that the etk::kan mutant exhibits better
attachment efficiency and increased formation of actin pedes-
tals (Fig. 2A, B, and C). Moreover, the etk mutant exhibits
increased invasiveness at early time points postinfection (Fig.
2D). However, at 3 h postinfection, we could not discern any
differences in attachment, pedestal formation, or invasiveness
between the etk::kan mutant and wild-type strains (data not
shown). Complementing the etk mutant with a plasmid ex-
pressing Etk restored the wild-type-like slower invasiveness,
attachment, and pedestal formation kinetics (Fig. 2A, B, C,
and D). Similar results were obtained when we used, instead of
the etk mutant, etp mutants (data not shown). These results
indicate that, at early time points postinfection, the G4C might
inhibit EPEC attachment and actin pedestal formation.

EPEC etk::kan mutant exhibits increased Tir translocation.
The formation of actin pedestals by EPEC is dependent on the
delivery of Tir into the host cell membrane, followed by Tir-
intimin interaction. The enhanced actin pedestal formation by
the etk mutant might indicate that the expression of tir, eae, or
the TTSS is derepressed in the etk mutant. However, by West-
ern blot analysis, we found that this is not the case; wild-type
EPEC and the etk::kan mutant express similar levels of Tir,
intimin, and the TTSS components EspB, EspA, and EscJ
(data not shown), indicating that the expression of etk or G4C
formation does not affect tir or eae at the transcriptional or
translational level.

An alternative explanation for the inhibitory effect of the
capsule is that it masks the TTSS and/or intimin. The former
should result in attenuation not only of pedestal formation but
also of Tir translocation into the host cells. To test this possi-
bility, we introduced into the three EPEC strains (the wild
type, the etk::kan mutant, and the mutant complemented with
an etk-expressing plasmid) a plasmid expressing tir fused to the
blaM translocation reporter gene (pCX392). We then com-
pared the efficiency of Tir translocation by these strains by
using a real-time, high-resolution translocation assay (30). The
results showed that initial Tir translocation by the etk mutant
was detected as early as �80 min postinfection, whereas Tir
translocation by wild-type EPEC was detected only 40 min
later, at �120 min postinfection (Fig. 2E). Also, the efficiency
of translocation by the etk mutant was better, as indicated by
the steeper slope of the curve of product accumulation (Fig.
2E). The complemented strain translocated Tir like the wild-
type strain, with lower efficiency and delayed kinetics (Fig. 2E).
As a control, we confirmed that the three strains express sim-
ilar levels of Tir-BlaM (data not shown). These results indicate
that the G4C attenuates the EPEC TTSS activity, most likely
by partial masking of the needle complex. Taken together, our
results suggest that in wild-type EPEC the G4C might mask the

5066 SHIFRIN ET AL. J. BACTERIOL.

 on O
ctober 5, 2019 by guest

http://jb.asm
.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://jb.asm.org/


TTSS and intimin, which is smaller than the TTSS in size. The
TTSS masking is presumably the cause of the delayed and
attenuated Tir translocation, and the intimin masking is likely
to further contribute to reduced pedestal formation by hinder-
ing Tir-intimin interaction.

EHEC O157:H7 forms a G4C. We next wished to examine
whether the G4C also inhibits attachment and pedestal forma-
tion in the case of EHEC O157. We previously reported that
EHEC expresses Etk (20), but whether it forms a G4C was not
tested. Therefore, we first examined whether EHEC produces
visible capsule structures. To this end, we constructed EHEC
mutated in etk, etp, and wzy and subjected the different strains,
as well as wild-type EHEC, to electron microscopy analysis as
previously described (32). The results show that whereas wild-
type EHEC is coated by capsule-like material, the etp, etk, and
wzy mutants were not capsulated (Fig. 3A). The capsule reap-

peared upon complementation of the etk and etp mutants with
plasmids expressing the corresponding wild-type genes (Fig.
3A). We did not attempt to complement the wzy mutant, as
Wzy was already reported to be required for G4C formation in
other E. coli serotypes (2, 47, 48). These results indicate that
EHEC produces a capsule that is dependent on Etk, Etp, and
Wzy. To corroborate these results, we extracted the total poly-
saccharides from the bacteria and separated the G4C-PS from
the LPS by differential ultracentrifugation and phase partition
as described in Materials and Methods. We then evaluated the
amounts of LPS-free G4C-PS and the LPS O side chain (O-PS)
by dot blotting and Western blotting, respectively (Fig. 3B). As
predicted, we found that wild-type EHEC and a TTSS mutant
(escN::kan) produced both G4C-PS and O-PS (Fig. 3B). The
wzy mutant produced neither G4C-PS nor O-PS (Fig. 3B),
confirming previous reports that Wzy is required for G4C

FIG. 2. The G4C interferes with EPEC interaction with host cells at early time points postinfection. HeLa cells were infected with overnight
cultures (multiplicity of infection, �2) of wild-type (wt) or etk::kan mutant EPEC or with the mutant complemented with an Etk-expressing plasmid
(etk::kan/etk). At different time points postinfection, cells were washed, fixed, and stained with phalloidin-rhodamine, and the attachment (A) and
pedestal formation (B) levels were determined. Bacterial adhesion was evaluated as the percentage of cells with eight or more bacteria attached
out of the total number of cells in the microscopic field. The mean percentages and standard deviations of 10 random microscopic fields (�200
cells) are shown. The efficiency of actin pedestal formation was evaluated as the fraction of attached bacteria forming pedestals out of the total
number of attached bacteria, and the mean percentages and standard deviations of five random microscopic fields (�120 HeLa cells) are shown.
Typical phase-contrast and corresponding actin-stained (red) images taken at 60 min postinfection are shown in panel C. The black arrows indicate
bacteria, and the yellow arrows indicate actin pedestals. In a different experiment, cells were infected with similar overnight cultures and the
invasiveness of the different strains at early time points postinfection was compared by using the gentamicin protection assay (D). The assay was
carried out in triplicate as previously described (4), and standard deviations are shown by bars. In panel E, the same mutants, supplemented with
the reporter tirEPEC-blaM gene, were used to infect HeLa cells preloaded with CCF2. The kinetics of translocation by the three mutants were
determined in parallel and in real time as previously described (30). Each time point represents the average translocation by six different colonies,
and the bars indicate standard errors.
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formation (2, 47, 48). Notably, the etp mutant did not produce
G4C-PS but exhibited increased O-PS production (Fig. 3B).
Similar results were obtained with the etk mutants instead of
the etp mutant (data not shown). Introduction of a comple-
menting plasmid into the etp mutant restored G4C-PS produc-
tion, which was associated with reduced O-PS synthesis (Fig.
3B). We did not attempt to complement the wzy mutant, as
Wzy was already reported to be required for G4C formation in
other E. coli serotypes (2, 47, 48). These results indicate that
EHEC O157 strain EDL933 produces an O antigen, G4C, and
confirmed that (i) Etp and Etk are required for the formation
of this capsule and (ii) Wzy is required for the production of
both G4C-PS and O-PS. These conclusions were further sup-
ported by results from an agglutination assay and a Percoll
buoyancy assay, which were carried out as previously described
(32) (data not shown).

G4C-deficient EHEC exhibits increased TTSS-dependent
adherence and actin pedestal formation. Previous reports in-
dicated that EHEC rough mutants, including a wzy mutant,
display increased binding to tissue culture cells (7, 9, 41, 42).
According to these researchers’ interpretations of their find-
ings, smooth LPS interferes with EHEC attachment. Our re-
sults, however, provide an alternative interpretation of these
reported results, since the rough mutants should also be G4C
deficient (Fig. 1 and 3). Therefore, it appears that the smooth
LPS, the G4C, or both inhibit EHEC attachment to cultured
monolayers. To differentiate among these possibilities, we in-
fected Hep2 cells with wild-type EHEC or etp and wzy mutants
and analyzed the kinetics of attachment and the formation of
actin pedestals. We confirmed that, as previously reported by
Tatsuno et al. (41), the wzy mutant attached to the cells and
formed actin pedestals at an increased rate (Fig. 4A and B).
Importantly, the etp mutants exhibited similarly increased rates
of attachment and actin pedestal formation (Fig. 4A and B).
The differences in attachment and pedestal formation between
wild-type EHEC and the mutants were most prominent at 3 to
4 h postinfection but diminished at 5 to 6 h postinfection (Fig.
4A and B). Similar results were obtained when the etk mutant
was used instead of the etp mutant (data not shown). Comple-
menting the etp mutant with a plasmid expressing Etp restored
the slower wild-type attachment kinetics (Fig. 4A and B). Sim-
ilarly, increased attachment to host cells by the wzy, etk, and etp
mutants was observed with other cell lines, including HeLa and
Caco2 (data not shown). Given that the etp mutant is deficient
in G4C formation but efficiently forms smooth LPS (Fig. 3B),
we concluded that EHEC attachment to host cells is attenu-
ated by the G4C and not by the smooth LPS.

The major EHEC attachment mechanism involves the bind-
ing of intimin to translocated Tir, but TTSS-independent
attachment mechanisms have also been reported (28, 42).
However, EHEC attachment to RBC is exclusively TTSS
dependent and mediated either by the EspA filament or by
Tir-intimin interaction (39). To clarify whether the G4C inter-
feres with TTSS-dependent attachment, we tested the adher-
ence of different EHEC strains to immobilized RBC monolay-
ers as previously described (39). We found that the absence of
the G4C was associated with increased bacterial attachment to
RBC (Fig. 4C), supporting the notion that the G4C interferes
with TTSS-dependent cell attachment.

G4C-deficient mutants express normal levels of TTSS com-
ponents but display increased translocation efficiency. We
tested the possibility that increased attachment and pedestal
formation by the EHEC G4C mutants is due to enhanced
expression of the TTSS genes. Ler, encoded in the LEE1
operon, is a positive regulator of tir, eae, and most of the TTSS
genes. We therefore used the gfp reporter gene to compare the
activities of the EHEC LEE1 promoter in the different mu-
tants. We found that wild-type EHEC and the etp and etk
mutants exhibited very similar growth rates and LEE1 expres-
sion levels (Fig. 4D and data not shown), suggesting that the
inactivation of etp or etk is not associated with increased ex-
pression of ler and other LEE genes. This conclusion was
corroborated by Western blot analysis with antibodies raised
against the LEE-encoded proteins EscJ, EspA, EspB, and in-
timin (data not shown). Thus, as in the case of EPEC, the
increased attachment and pedestal formation by the G4C

FIG. 3. EHEC O157 produces an O-antigen G4C. Different EHEC
strains were grown overnight in LB at 30°C and processed for electron
microscopy as previously described (32). Representative ferritin-
stained thin sections are shown in panel A. The strains tested include
wild-type (wt) EPEC; wzy, etk, and etp mutants; and complemented
mutants, as indicated above each frame. In panel B, total polysaccha-
rides of EHEC were extracted and the G4C-PS was separated from the
LPS as described in Materials and Methods. LPS O-antigen levels were
analyzed by SDS-PAGE and Western blotting with anti-O157 antibody
(B, upper panel, O-PS). Aliquots of the LPS-free G4C-PS preparation
(10 �l) were spotted onto a membrane and dried, and the amount of
G4C-PS was estimated by dot blotting with anti-O157antiserum (B,
lower panel). Care was taken to apply equivalent amounts of material
derived from the same numbers of bacteria to all of the lanes and
spots. The genotypes of the strains analyzed are indicated above the
lanes.
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EHEC mutants is not likely to be due to the increased expres-
sion of TTSS genes.

We next tested whether the G4C also inhibits Tir transloca-
tion in the case of EHEC by comparing the efficiency of Tir

translocation by wild-type EHEC to that of the etk mutants.
As a negative control, we used a TTSS-deficient strain
(escN::kan). Strains containing a plasmid encoding tir-blaM
(pKB3105) were used to infect Hep2 cells, and at different time

FIG. 4. The G4C interferes with EHEC interaction with host cells at early time points postinfection. (A and B) The efficiency of adherence
(A) and of pedestal formation (B) by wild-type (wt) EHEC was compared to that of G4C-deficient etp and wzy mutants. Hep2 cells were infected
with overnight cultures (OD, �1.0; multiplicity of infection, �2) of wild-type EHEC, the wzy::Tn5 and etp::Cm mutants, and the complemented
etp::Cm/etp mutant. At different time points postinfection, the cells were fixed and the actin cytoskeleton was stained with rhodamine-phalloidin.
The slides were analyzed by microscopy and scored for the percentage of Hep2 cells associated with more than eight attached bacteria (A, percent
attachment) and for the percentage of Hep2 cells associated with more than five pedestals (B, percent actin pedestal formation). In all cases, the
standard errors obtained in the experiments were below 14% (error bars are not shown to simplify the figure). In panel A, the wzy graph overlaps
that of etp::Cm and thus it is hard to see it. (C) Similarly, we also infected monolayers of immobilized RBC, as described in the text, with wild-type
EHEC, the etk::kan mutant, and a complemented mutant (etk::kan/etk). At 4 h postinfection, the infected RBC were fixed and stained (bacteria
and RBC are in red, and EspA filaments are in green). The images shown were taken from a representative experiment out of two, and in both
cases, the attachment of the etk mutant was increased by �6-fold in comparison to wild-type EHEC and by �14-fold in comparison to the
complemented etk mutant (data not shown). (D) Activity of the LEE1 promoter in etp and etk mutants. A plasmid containing a gfp gene
transcriptionally fused to the LEE1 regulatory region (pGY3159) was introduced into wild-type EHEC and the etp and etk mutants. Overnight
bacterial cultures were diluted 1:50 in CDMEM in 96-well plates, which were immediately placed in a plate reader preset at 37°C. Bacteria were
grown within the plate reader under infection conditions without shaking, and growth (OD600) and the activity of the LEE1 promoter (fluorescence
levels) were monitored at 120-s intervals. Shown is a representative experiment out of three. (E) Tir translocation by the EHEC etk::kan mutant.
EHEC strains containing a plasmid encoding TirEHEC-BlaM (pKB3105) were used to infect HeLa cells. At 3 h (blue columns) or 3:45 h (red
columns) postinfection, the cells were loaded with CCF2 and the rate of CCF2 hydrolysis in the cells, reflecting the amount of translocated
Tir-BlaM, was determined as described in Materials and Methods. The genotypes of the strains used are indicated below the columns. As a negative
control, we used an etk::kan mutant containing a plasmid expressing unfused blaM (pCX341). Each column represents the average translocation
by six different colonies, and the bars indicate the standard errors. A representative experiment out of three is shown. Mutants were compared to
the wild type by both parametric and nonparametric unpaired tests, and significant differences (P 	 0.05) are indicated by asterisks.
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points postinfection, the translocation level was determined
(the assay was different from that used for EPEC, as described
in Materials and Methods). The results show a significant, but
not dramatic, increase in the rate of Tir-BlaM translocation by
etk mutants (Fig. 4E). In contrast to the results obtained with
EPEC, complementation of the mutant with the etk-expressing
plasmid did not restore the reduced translocation (Fig. 4E).
Interestingly, a similar increase in Tir translocation was seen
when we used the etp mutant instead of the etk mutant (data
not shown), but also in this case, for unknown reasons, we
could not reverse the phenotype by complementation (data not
shown). Possible reasons for failing to complement etp and etk
mutants in this assay will be discussed later. Nevertheless,
taken together, our results indicate that in both EPEC and
EHEC, the G4Cs (O127 and O157 capsules, respectively) in-
hibit bacterial attachment to host cells, as well as actin pedestal
formation, by TTSS masking and intimin shielding, resulting in
reduced Tir translocation and Tir-intimin interaction.

The TTSS and G4C are conversely regulated. We next in-
vestigated why the G4C inhibitory effect fades after prolonged
infection (�3 h for EPEC and �6 h for EHEC). A partial
explanation for this apparent inconsistency might be the elon-
gation of the EspA filament (15) to allow Tir delivery through
the capsule. However, the capsule should still inhibit attach-
ment via intimin masking and interfering with its interaction
with the translocated Tir. Another scenario that can resolve

this paradox is that upregulation of TTSS assembly is associ-
ated with the downregulation of G4C formation. To test this
possibility, we examined whether the EHEC ler::kan mutant,
deficient in the expression of most of the TTSS genes, can form
G4C similar to that of wild-type EHEC.

We first compared wild-type EHEC and the ler::kan mutant
by electron microscopy and found that they appeared to be
similar (Fig. 5A). However, since electron microscopy cannot
be used to quantify capsular size, we could not exclude possible
differences in the quantity of capsular polysaccharide between
the two. Notably, a dramatic capsule disappearance was visu-
alized upon the complementation of the ler mutant with a
ler-expressing plasmid (Fig. 5A), resulting in modest ler over-
expression (Fig. 5C). These results suggest that Ler might
negatively regulate capsule production.

To further test this possibility, we extracted the total poly-
saccharides from wild-type EHEC and a ler mutant grown
overnight in DMEM. The LPS and G4C-PS were then sepa-
rated as previously described (see Materials and Methods).
The amount of O antigen (LPS-associated O-PS) was then
tested by Western blotting with anti-O157 antibody (Fig. 5B,
upper panel), and the amount of capsular polysaccharide (LPS
free, G4C-PS) was evaluated by dot immunoblot analysis with
anti-O157 antibody (Fig. 5B, lower panel). Care was taken to
apply equivalent amounts of material derived from the same
numbers of bacteria in all of the lanes and spots. We found that

FIG. 5. Ler represses the gfc promoter and G4C production. Wild-type (wt) EHEC, a ler::kan mutant (DF1291), and the mutant containing a
plasmid containing ler (DF1291 containing pTU12) were grown under conditions that promote Ler expression. These strains were compared for
capsule formation by electron microscopy, and representative electron micrographs of ferritin-stained thin sections are shown (A). These strains
were also compared for LPS O-PS and G4C-PS production (B) and production of Ler and Etk (C). Amounts of O-PS and G4C-PS were assayed
as described in the legend to Fig. 3, and the levels of Ler and Etk were assayed by Western blotting with anti-Ler or anti-Etk antibodies. To
determine the gfc mRNA levels in these strains, equal amounts of extracted mRNA samples were subjected to a primer extension reaction and
the reaction products were resolved in a 6% sequencing gel (D). Binding of Ler to the gfc regulatory region was tested by a modified enzyme-linked
DNA-protein interaction assay as described in Materials and Methods (E). Different concentrations of purified Ler were incubated with a DNA
fragment containing the gfc promoter region (black triangles), with negative control DNA (the etk coding region, black rectangles), and with
positive control DNA (the LEE2 regulatory region, open circles), and binding was quantified. One hundred percent binding was defined as the
binding of the highest concentration of Ler (5 �M; higher concentrations gave similar results as the system was saturated), and the relative binding
of Ler to different fragments is shown. Purified Ler tends to gradually lose activity (unpublished observation). Thus, although we used freshly
purified Ler, the concentration of active Ler might be lower than that of total Ler.
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the ler mutant produced more capsular polysaccharide (and
less LPS-associated O antigen; Fig. 5B). Moreover, comple-
mentation of the ler mutant with a ler-expressing plasmid was
associated with a dramatic reduction in capsule production
(Fig. 5B, lower panel). Taken together, our findings suggest
that Ler, or a product of a gene positively regulated by Ler
(possibly a TTSS component), represses capsule formation.

Ler inhibits G4C formation by repressing gfc operon tran-
scription. Ler positively controls the expression of TTSS and
other virulence-associated genes but also represses a large
number of virulence and housekeeping genes (1). We there-
fore tested whether Ler represses the expression of the gfc
operon. First, we extracted proteins from EHEC grown under
Ler-expressing conditions (overnight static culture in DMEM)
and used Western blot analyses with anti-Etk and anti-Ler
antibodies to assess the Ler and Etk levels in the bacteria.
Importantly, we found that Ler expression was directly corre-
lated with Etk downregulation (Fig. 5C). In the ler::kan mu-
tant, Ler was absent and the Etk levels were elevated. In
contrast, in wild-type EHEC and the complemented ler mu-
tant, Ler was produced and the Etk levels were reduced (Fig.
5C). Similar inhibition of Etk production by Ler was found
when we used EPEC O127 instead of EHEC (data not shown).
Given that the gfc operon is controlled by a single promoter
(32), our results suggest that Ler might repress (directly or
indirectly) the gfc promoter.

To further test the role of Ler in the repression of the gfc
promoter, we extracted mRNA from similarly grown EHEC
strains and used it to perform primer extension analyses with a
primer complementing the ymcD gene mRNA (32). Primer
extension was performed, and the products were resolved with
a sequencing gel as previously described (see Materials and
Methods and reference 32). We found markedly elevated gfc
mRNA levels in the ler mutant, whereas in wild-type EHEC
and the complemented ler mutant, the gfc mRNA levels were
reduced (Fig. 5D). These results support the hypothesis that
Ler directly or indirectly represses the gfc promoter.

To explore whether Ler directly represses gfc expression, we
tested the ability of Ler to bind to DNA fragments containing
the gfc promoter region (presumably the regulatory region of
this promoter). The solid-phase DNA-binding assay (5) was
used to compare Ler binding to three DNA fragments, (i) a
fragment containing the gfc regulatory region, (ii) a fragment
containing the LEE2 regulatory region (positive control), and

(iii) a fragment consisting of part of the etk coding region (the
negative control). We found that purified Ler efficiently binds
to the gfc regulatory region and to the positive control DNA
but not to the negative control DNA (Fig. 5E), supporting the
hypothesis that Ler directly represses the gfc promoter.

Taken together, the above results indicate that the expres-
sion of TTSS operons and that of the gfc operon are conversely
regulated at the transcription level and that Ler might directly
repress the gfc promoter. Thus, these results explain why the
inhibition of attachment by the G4C is temporary.

The G4C is required for efficient colonization of the infant
rabbit intestine. We next investigated how the G4C might
contribute to bacterial fitness. One possibility is that the G4C
contributes to E. coli fitness in the environment. Another pos-
sibility is that transient capsule expression contributes to host
colonization. To test the latter possibility, we tested how a G4C
deficiency would influence EHEC colonization of the host
intestine in the infant rabbit model (35). Briefly, 3-day-old
infant rabbits were coinoculated with the wild type and the etk
mutant. The numbers of wild-type and etk mutant CFU in
different intestinal sections were determined 2 and 7 days
postinoculation, and CI values were calculated. At 2 days posti-
noculation, the CI values were 0.007 and 0.005 in the cecum
and colon (Fig. 6A), indicating that the etk mutant has a mark-
edly (�150-fold) reduced capacity to colonize these regions of
the intestine. The CI in the ileum was �0.02 (Fig. 6A), but the
difference did not reach statistical significance. Thus, the G4C
appears to be most important for efficient colonization of re-
gions distal to the ileum. At 7 days postinoculation, the results
were very similar although the reduction in colonization by the
etk mutant compared with the wild type was slightly less
marked than that observed on day 2 (Fig. 6B). These results
suggest that G4C is required for efficient colon colonization by
EHEC.

DISCUSSION

Formation of G4C by EPEC and EHEC. The gfc operon
comprises seven genes, ymcD, ymcC, ymcB, ymcA, yccZ, etp,
and etk (20, 32, 45). In this report, we show that EHEC O157,
including strains EDL933 (shown here) and Sakai (data not
shown), form an O-antigen capsule whose assembly is depen-
dent on Etp and Etk. The existence of this O-antigen capsule
in EHEC O157 has been overlooked, probably because it can-

FIG. 6. Attenuated intestinal colonization by an EHEC etk mutant. Infant rabbits were coinfected with EDL933 Nalr and an isogenic etk::kan
mutant (SK2472). At days 2 (A) and 7 (B) postinfection, CI values were determined. Each point represents an animal, and the bars represent the
geometric mean. Open symbols represent animals in which no etk mutant CFU was recovered from the lowest dilution; the results were adjusted
to represent the recovery of 1 CFU at that dilution. The data were compared to a theoretical CI of 1 with the Wilcoxon signed rank test, and the
P values obtained are shown. Nonsignificant results are marked as NS.
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not be identified by standard serological tests. We did not test
the involvement of the other gfc genes in G4C assembly by
EHEC, but it is likely that, as in EPEC O127 (32), the products
of these genes are also required for G4C assembly in EPEC
O157. Given their role in G4C formation, we suggest that
ymcD, ymcC, ymcB, ymcA, and yccZ be renamed gfcA, gfcB,
gfcC, gfcD, and gfcE, respectively.

G4C inhibits the interaction of EPEC and EHEC with host
cells. EHEC O157 rough mutants display increased binding to
tissue culture cells (7, 9, 41, 42). On the basis of these results,
it was suggested that LPS plays an inhibitory role in attach-
ment. Our new findings suggest, however, that this is not the
case and that it is the G4C that inhibits attachment. Moreover,
we showed that also in EPEC the G4C inhibits attachment to
host cells and the formation of actin pedestals. This inhibition
is probably mediated by the masking of the TTSS and intimin
to reduce both Tir translocation and intimin-Tir interaction.
The inhibition of Tir translocation is only partial, perhaps
because the EHEC and EPEC TTSSs are fitted with the EspA
extension filament (38), allowing protein injection through the
capsule. This might indicate that intimin masking plays a more
dominant role in inhibition of attachment and pedestal forma-
tion than that of TTSS masking.

Masking of intimin-like adhesins and TTSS by capsule and
other bacterial surface structures. The thickness of the G4C of
EPEC and EHEC was not determined, but it probably resem-
bles that of other capsules, which may typically extend 100 to
1,000 nm from the bacterial surface, depending on its type and
composition (37). Masking by capsule of E. coli adhesins sim-
ilar to intimin in size, protruding �10 nm beyond the outer
membrane (23), was previously reported by Schembri et al.
(37). In fact, on the basis of their results, these authors predict
that intimin might also be subjected to masking by encapsula-
tion. This phenomenon is not restricted to E. coli and was also
reported in other bacteria, including Klebsiella pneumoniae
(36) and Neisseria (46). Shielding of TTSSs by capsule was
never reported before, but two reports describe TTSS shielding
by other bacterial surface structures (49). The activity of the
Yersinia TTSS can be inhibited via masking by the surface
protein YadA (31), and the activity of the Shigella TTSS can be
masked and inhibited by the LPS O antigen (49).

Solving the shielding dilemma. The shielding concept leaves
the bacteria with an obvious dilemma. They cannot translocate
protein or adhere without the assistance of adhesin proteins
and the TTSS, but at the same time, the shields contribute to
bacterial fitness by providing protection against countermea-
sures at the disposal of a mammalian host. Yersinia solved the
shielding dilemma by careful adjustment of the respective
lengths of the TTSS needle and YadA, such that the length of
the TTSS needle is the minimum that still allows efficient
protein translocation through the YadA shield (31). In the case
of Shigella, glucosylation of the LPS O antigen, via a bacteri-
ophage-encoded enzyme, shortens the O antigens and thus
enhances the TTSS function without compromising the pro-
tective properties of the LPS (49). Interestingly, we found that
some Shigella strains contain an intact gfc operon and can
express Etk (unpublished results). It remains to be seen
whether Shigella also produces an O-antigen capsule and, if so,
whether it also plays a role in TTSS masking and whether, like
the LPS O antigen, it is subjected to glucosylation.

EPEC and EHEC display a dual solution to the shielding
dilemma. First, the capsule only partially inhibits protein trans-
location, probably reflecting the capacity of these pathogens to
fit the TTSS with the EspA filament, which can traverse, and
inject proteins through, the capsule. Thus, it is expected that,
upon the assembly of elongated EspA filaments, these bacteria
can use the TTSS for protein translocation even in their cap-
sulated form. Intimin, however, is expected to remain masked
in capsulated bacteria. The second solution of EPEC/EHEC to
this dilemma is to reduce the capsule size upon the expression
of intimin and the TTSS. Taken together, these findings sug-
gest that it is possible that, at some initial infection phase, the
bacteria can efficiently translocate Tir and other effectors,
whereas intimin is still shielded by the capsule. Thus, the rate
of capsule thinning may modulate a time gap between Tir
translocation and its clustering beneath the bacteria by intimin.

Inhibition of gfc expression by Ler. Importantly, we found
that the production of the G4C and the LEE proteins (includ-
ing TTSS components, Tir, and intimin) is inversely coordi-
nated by Ler at the transcriptional level. This ensures that
activation of the TTSS-related genes is associated with repres-
sion of the gfc promoter. Ler exhibits a general structure that
is similar to that of H-NS (14, 29), and like H-NS, it appears to
polymerize on the target DNA to cover stretches of �200 bp,
sometimes without clear boundaries (6, 18, 29). Its positive
effect on LEE gene expression is mediated by its binding to
specific regions in the LEE and thereby negating the H-NS-
mediated repression (8, 18, 43, 44). This antirepressor activity
is probably mediated by interfering with a specific H-NS–DNA
complex (8, 18, 43). How Ler mediates the repression of the gfc
promoter is not clear. Given that Ler binds the regulatory
region of the gfc promoter, we speculate that Ler might inter-
fere with the binding of the RNA polymerase to this promoter.
Clearly, detailed investigation of the Ler-mediated repression
of the gfc promoters is needed to solve the repression mecha-
nism, but this study was outside the scope of the present work.

Role of the G4C in improving bacterial fitness. Polysaccha-
ride capsules were implicated in protecting bacteria from
desiccation and were found to be involved in virulence by
protecting the bacteria from phagocytosis, complement, and
bactericidal-peptide-like defensins. It is not clear, however,
how the G4C contributes to the fitness of EPEC or EHEC.
Previous reports show some disadvantages associated with
G4C formation, which leads to the formation of LPS with less
O antigen. In E. coli O111 and O127, this reduction in LPS O
antigen is associated with hypersensitivity to complement,
whereas noncapsulated mutants become complement resistant
(16, 32). An additional disadvantage associated with capsule
formation was found in this study, namely, interfering with the
function of adhesins and TTSS. However, the fact that the
bacteria maintain the capsule indicates that this surface struc-
ture contributes to bacterial fitness under some conditions. In
support of this notion, by using the infant rabbit model, we
found that the G4C-deficient mutant has a markedly reduced
capacity to colonize the host intestine, particularly in regions
distal to the ileum. These findings, together with the results
presented in this report, suggest that dynamic, temporal, and
spatial regulation of the production of the TTSS and the G4C
is important for optimal EHEC colonization of the host intes-
tine. However, it is not clear how the G4C promotes EHEC
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colonization. Recently, Lacour and colleagues (25) showed
that etk mutants are more sensitive to the antibacterial peptide
polymyxin B, raising the possibility that the G4C protects
EHEC from some antibacterial factors encountered in the host
gastrointestinal tract. It is also possible that the capsule pro-
motes initial transient attachment to the host intestinal tissue.
The latter might explain why we could not restore reduced Tir
translocation upon complementation (Fig. 4E) since, if this is
the case, thick capsule might improve initial attachment but
still inhibit translocation. In contrast, thin or patchy capsule
will promote initial attachment without inhibition of translo-
cation and thus enhance translocation. Nevertheless, we do not
have any evidence to support the above hypothesis.
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