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Scanning of bacterial genomes to identify essential genes is of biological interest, for understanding the basic
functions required for life, and of practical interest, for the identification of novel targets for new antimicrobial
therapies. In particular, the lack of efficacious antimicrobial treatments for infections caused by the Burk-
holderia cepacia complex is causing high morbidity and mortality of cystic fibrosis patients and of patients with
nosocomial infections. Here, we present a method based on delivery of the tightly regulated rhamnose-inducible
promoter PrhaB for identifying essential genes and operons in Burkholderia cenocepacia. We demonstrate that
different levels of gene expression can be achieved by using two vectors that deliver PrhaB at two different
distances from the site of insertion. One of these vectors places PrhaB at the site of transposon insertion, while
the other incorporates the enhanced green fluorescent protein gene (e-gfp) downstream from PrhaB. This system
allows us to identify essential genes and operons in B. cenocepacia and provides a new tool for systematically
identifying and functionally characterizing essential genes at the genomic level.

As the number of sequenced bacterial genomes rapidly ex-
pands, there is increased interest in learning how many and
which of the annotated open reading frames (ORFs) fall into
the category “essential.” Essential genes encode functions that
are absolutely required for growth or viability (38). The dis-
covery of novel essential genes not only contributes to the
unraveling of previously unrecognized, essential cellular func-
tions but also may help in identifying novel targets for new
antibacterial molecules (16, 40).

Despite vast differences in size and gene repertories among
bacterial genomes, a substantial number of essential genes
appears to be conserved (24), suggesting that a core set of
genes encodes key cellular functions (18). Methods of scanning
microbial genomes for essential genes include direct gene dis-
ruption strategies such as random transposition (1, 17, 23, 43)
and systematic gene-by-gene inactivation (26, 29, 46). This
approach does not consider that many essential genes exist in
operons (11, 35), and it has the potential to lead to incorrect
classifications of nonessential genes as essential due to polar
effects in operons containing a mixture of both essential and
nonessential genes. This was experimentally assessed by Tha-
nassi et al. (46), who found that 42% of the putative essential
genes identified in Streptococcus pneumoniae were misidenti-
fied as such due to polar inactivation of true essential genes
downstream. Furthermore, recent work has shown not only
that essential genes are more likely to exist within operons than
are nonessential genes (11, 35) but also that essential genes
with related functions have a strong tendency to cluster even
when they are not organized in operons (35).

Another general strategy for identifying essential genes is
functional suppression either by antisense mRNA induction
(15, 49) or by the transposon-based delivery of inducible pro-
moters such as the arabinose-regulated promoter (PBAD) (25)
and the tetracycline-inducible promoter (5, 13). When a con-
ditionally lethal phenotype is obtained, the identified gene
downstream of the inserted promoter is usually defined oper-
ationally as essential. Mutants with conditionally lethal pheno-
types provide an opportunity for the functional characteriza-
tion of essential genes. Growth conditions have a large impact
on determining whether a particular gene is essential. How-
ever, growth on solid rich medium was commonly used in all of
the above-mentioned methodologies.

The Burkholderia cepacia complex is a group of gram-nega-
tive bacteria comprising at least nine species (33, 48) which
have emerged as multidrug-resistant nosocomial pathogens
in immunocompromised patients, particularly in those with
chronic granulomatous diseases and cystic fibrosis. B. cepacia
complex isolates from patients with cystic fibrosis, particularly
those from B. cenocepacia, can be transmitted from patient to
patient, and the infection often results in rapid deterioration of
the lung and a life-threatening pneumonia termed “cepacia
syndrome” (22). Treatment of these infections is very difficult
because of the intrinsic resistance of the B. cepacia complex to
most clinically useful antibiotics (19). Thus, it becomes impor-
tant to identify newer and improved antibacterial therapies for
patients with cystic fibrosis. One potential approach is to iden-
tify in the B. cepacia complex novel essential genes whose
products could become targets of new antibiotics.

The B. cepacia complex and Burkholderia in general are
characterized by large genomes, possessing three to five chro-
mosomes depending on the specific strain (31). Relative to
other bacteria, very few molecular tools are available to genet-
ically characterize and manipulate Burkholderia spp. (7, 12, 30,
47). We have previously reported the construction of an ex-
pression vector based on the Escherichia coli rhamnose-induc-
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ible promoter (PrhaB) (21), which provides tightly regulated
gene expression in B. cenocepacia (4). In this study, we report
the development of a transposon system that delivers an out-
wardly oriented PrhaB at two different distances from the point
of insertion, based on incorporation of the enhanced green
fluorescent protein gene (e-gfp) downstream from PrhaB near
the insertion site. This system has allowed us to identify several
essential genes and operons in B. cenocepacia.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Bacterial strains and growth conditions. B. cenocepacia strain K56-2 (10) is a
clinical isolate of the same clonal group as strain J2315, whose genome has
recently been sequenced (http://www.sanger.ac.uk/Projects/B_cenocepacia/). E.
coli K-12 strain DH5� [F� �80lacZM15 endA1 recA1 hsdR17(rK

� mK
�) supE44

thi-1 �gyrA96 relA1 �(lacZYA-argF)U169] was used for the construction of plas-
poson derivatives and maintenance of the helper plasmid pRK2013 (see below).
Bacteria were grown at 37°C in Luria-Bertani (LB) medium supplemented, as
required, with 100 �g/ml trimethoprim (Tp) and 50 �g/ml gentamicin for B.
cenocepacia and 50 �g/ml Tp or 40 �g/ml kanamycin for E. coli. All chemicals
were purchased from Sigma Chemical Co., St. Louis, Mo., unless otherwise
indicated.

Recombinant DNA methods. DNA extractions were performed with the
DNeasy tissue kit from QIAGEN Inc., Canada. DNA ligations, restriction en-
donuclease digestions, and agarose gel electrophoresis were performed accord-
ing to standard techniques (42). Restriction enzymes and T4 DNA ligase were
purchased from Roche Diagnostics, Laval, Quebec, Canada. DNA transforma-
tion experiments with E. coli were carried out by the calcium chloride method
(8). Plasmids were transferred into B. cenocepacia by triparental mating (9) using
pRK2013 as a helper plasmid (14). PCRs were performed using the PTC-0200 or
PTC-221 DNA engine (MJ Research, Incline Village, Nev.). Pwo polymerase
(Roche) was used for cloning of the e-gfp gene. PCR amplifications larger than
3 kb were performed with the EXPAND High Fidelity PCR system (Roche).
Colony PCR was performed with Taq polymerase using 0.5 M GC-rich resolution
solution (Roche) when required. Amplification conditions were optimized for
each primer pair. PCR products were separated on 0.7 to 1.0% (wt/vol) agarose
gels, and the bands were purified with the QiaQuick gel extraction system
(QIAGEN). Ligation mixtures were transformed into E. coli DH5�, and trans-
formants were plated on LB agar plates with the appropriate antibiotic for
selection. Resistant colonies were isolated and screened for the presence of
plasmid.

Construction of vectors pSCrhaBout and pSCrhaBoutgfp. Plasmids are listed
in Table 1. pTnMod-OTp� (12) was digested with KpnI and ligated to the
arabinose-inducible system, amplified from the plasmid pBAD24 (20) by PCR.
The resulting plasmid, pCM3, was used to clone the e-gfp gene under the control
of the PBAD promoter. The e-gfp gene was amplified by PCR from pSCrhaB2-
e-GFP using the primers 1045 and 1046 (Table 2). pCM3 and the amplified e-gfp
gene fragment were digested with NsiI and SfiI, purified, and ligated, yielding
pCM3gfp (Fig. 1). To generate pSCrhaBoutgfp, pCM3gfp was used as a template
for inverse PCR amplification (34) with primers 776 and 1084 (Table 2), remov-
ing the arabinose-inducible system (Fig. 1). The rhamnose-inducible system was
obtained from pSCrhaB2 (Table 1) by digestion with NsiI and NdeI and ligated
to the amplified fragment from pCM3gfp. To obtain pSCrhaBout, the e-gfp gene
from pSCrhaBoutgfp was removed by inverse PCR amplification of pSCrhaBout-
gfp with primers 1512 and 1554, followed by purification and self-ligation (Fig. 1).

Western blotting. Bacterial cultures were grown in LB medium with 2%
arabinose, or in rhamnose or glucose at the indicated levels, for 24 h. One

milliliter of a bacterial culture of an optical density at 600 nm (OD600) of 3 was
harvested by centrifugation and resuspended in loading dye (1 mg [wet weight]/
�l), and the samples were incubated at 95°C for 5 min. Samples (5 ml) were
loaded in a 15% sodium dodecyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel, and the samples
were separated by electrophoresis. Proteins were transferred to polyvinylidene
difluoride membranes for 1 h at 250 mA, and GFP was reacted with rabbit
anti-GFP antibody (Chemicon AB3080) as the primary antibody and horseradish
peroxidase-linked sheep anti-rabbit immunoglobulin G IR dye 800 as the sec-
ondary antibody. Detection by chemiluminescence was performed with Chemi-
luminescence Blotting Substrate (Roche), as recommended by the manufacturer.

Generation of B. cenocepacia K56-2 rhamnose-dependent mutants. Plasmid
pSCrhaBoutgfp or pSCrhaBout was conjugated into B. cenocepacia K56-2 by
triparental mating (9) using E. coli DH5� pRK2013 as a helper strain (14).
Exconjugants were selected on LB agar plates supplemented with 100 �g/ml Tp,
50 �g/ml gentamicin, and 0.2% rhamnose. The resulting colonies were picked
and arranged in LB plates supplemented with 100 �g/ml Tp and 0.2% rhamnose
and then replica plated in LB plates with 100 �g/ml Tp and 0.2% rhamnose or
0.2% glucose. Transposon mutant clones that showed a rhamnose-dependent
growth phenotype were picked and grown from an isolated colony. After reas-
sessment of the conditional phenotype, clones were stored as glycerol stocks for
further analysis.

Identification of transposon insertion sites. The chromosomal sequences
flanking the transposon insertions were identified by the self-cloning strategy
described previously (18). Briefly, chromosomal DNA from B. cenocepacia trans-
poson mutants was isolated and subjected to restriction endonuclease digestion
by either NotI or XhoI. Digests were ligated under dilute conditions to favor
intramolecular ligations with T4 DNA ligase and transformed into competent E.
coli DH5�. Transformants were selected on LB agar supplemented with Tp at 50
mg/ml. Plasmids were isolated with the High Pure plasmid isolation kit (Roche
Diagnostics) and sequenced at the Core Molecular Biology Facility (York Uni-
versity, Ontario, Canada) with primer 824 or 1510 (Table 2) for plasmid rhaBout
or rhaBoutgfp, respectively. The DNA sequences were compared to the genome
of B. cenocepacia J2315 by BLAST (32) to identify the precise insertion sites.
These sequence data were produced by the B. cenocepacia J2315 Sequencing
Group at the Sanger Institute and can be obtained from ftp://ftp.sanger.ac.uk
/pub/pathogens/bc/BC_chr1.dna. Analysis of the chromosomal region down-
stream of the transposon insertion was performed with Artemis software (41).

RNA isolation methods and RT-PCR analysis. For RNA isolation, bacteria
grown in liquid cultures were harvested and lysed in 10 mM Tris-Cl–1 mM
EDTA, pH 8.0, containing 400 �g/ml lysozyme for 5 min at room temperature.
RNA was recovered with the RNeasy Mini kit (QIAGEN) as instructed by the
manufacturer. The integrity of the RNA was assessed by electrophoresis in a

TABLE 1. Plasmids used in this study

Plasmid Descriptiona Source or
reference

pRK2013 RK2 derivative, Kmr mob� tra� ColE1 14
pSCrhaB2 oripBBR1 rhaR rhaS PrhaB Tpr mob� 4
pSCrhaB2-e-GFP pSCrhaB2, e-gfp 4
pCM3 pTnMod-OTp�, araC PBAD This work
pCM3gfp pCM3, e-gfp This work
pSCrhaBoutgfp pTnMod-OTp�, rhaR rhaS PrhaB e-gfp This work
pSCrhaBout pTnMod-OTp�, rhaR rhaS PrhaB This work

a Kmr, kanamycin resistance; Tpr, trimethoprim resistance.

TABLE 2. Oligonucleotides used in this study

Purpose and name Oligonucleotide sequence, 5�–3�a

Vector construction
1045 ..........................................CCAATGCATATGGTGAGCAAGGGCGAG
1046 ..........................................AATAATGGCCACCTAGGCCTTACTTGTA

CAGCTCGTCC
776 ............................................ATTAGACCATATGGTGAGCAAGGGCG

AGGA
1084 ..........................................TTGATGCATTTGGTAACGAATCAGACA

ATTGACG
1512 ..........................................GCCCTTGCTCACCATATGTGATCCTGCT

GAAT
1554 ..........................................ATCACTCCATATGTGGACGAGCTGTAC

AAGTAA

Sequencing of rhaBoutgfp
and rhaBout mutants

824 ............................................GCCCATTTTCCTGTCAGTAACGAGA
1510 ..........................................CGATCACATGGTCCTGCTGGAG

RT-PCR
nrfG2F......................................GAAGATCGTGTCGCCGCCGAAA
ppiA1R.....................................TCGAGGAAGTTGGCGACGGATTT
ppiA2F .....................................CGGTGTTCGGCAAGGTCGTGT
ppiB1R .....................................CGAGTGGTTCAGGAAGTCGTTGT
ppiB2F......................................CGACAAGATCAAGGGCGTCAAGA
lpxH1R .....................................GTGCAGATCGGAGAGAAACAGGAA
hisD1F......................................GCGTACCACGAGAAGCAGAAGAT
hisD2R .....................................CCAGCACGAGGTCGTTCTTCA

a Restriction sites are underlined.
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1.0% agarose gel using Tris-borate-EDTA buffer. Residual DNA was removed
by treatment with DNase I (30°C, 30 min) in DNase buffer (QIAGEN). The
DNase was inactivated with 2.5 mM EDTA (65°C, 10 min). The RNA was then
used as a template in reverse transcriptase (RT) PCR or aliquoted and stored at
�80°C. Reverse transcription was performed with the Transcriptor Reverse
Transcriptase kit (Roche) according to the manufacturer’s instructions with 1.6
�M of the appropriate primers (Table 2). The resulting cDNA was subjected to
PCR using Taq DNA polymerase (QIAGEN). The PCR amplification cycle
consisted of 2 min at 94°C; followed by 24 three-step amplification cycles of 30 s
at 94°C, 30 s at 55°C to 60°C, and 1 min at 72°C; and a final extension of 7 min
at 72°C.

For each PCR, the appropriate controls with water and RNA in the absence
of RT were included to ensure that the obtained amplifications were a result of
cDNA and not of contaminating genomic DNA in the RNA preparation or in the
reagents.

Semiquantitative RT-PCR. Primers hisD1F and hisD1R, which amplify an
internal fragment of the hisD gene from B. cenocepacia, were used as the internal
control for the quantification of gene expression. To determine that the PCR
remained in the linear phase of amplification, aliquots from a 100-�l reaction
were removed at different numbers of PCR cycles. The PCR amplification cycle
consisted of 2 min at 94°C; followed by 29 three-step amplification cycles of 30 s
at 94°C, 30 s at 60°C, and 1 min at 72°C; and a final extension of 7 min at 72°C.
The RT-PCR products were then analyzed by electrophoresis on a 1.2% agarose
gel and visualized by a UV transilluminator after staining with ethidium bromide.

Semiquantitative analysis of the RT-PCR products was performed by densitom-
etry with Quantity One, version 4.50, software (Bio-Rad). The amplification
product was normalized according to hisD expression.

Nucleotide sequence accession numbers. The nucleotide sequences of plas-
mids pSCrhaBoutgfp and pSCrhaBout have been deposited in the GenBank
database under accession no. DQ317694 and DQ317695, respectively.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Rhamnose-inducible gene expression delivered into the
chromosome of B. cenocepacia K56-2. To identify essential B.
cenocepacia K56-2 genes, we chose to deliver by transposition
an outward arabinose-inducible promoter, as previously done
by Judson and Mekalanos (25). Since the arabinose-regulated
system in the plasmid pMLBAD provided inducible gene ex-
pression in B. cenocepacia (30), we predicted that insertion of
the PBAD promoter upstream of an essential gene would result
in the production of arabinose-dependent mutants. To test this
hypothesis we constructed pCM3, a derivative of pTnMod-
OTp� carrying an outward arabinose-inducible promoter and
the regulator gene araC in the opposite orientation (Table 1).

FIG. 1. Construction of the transposon vectors pSCrhaBout and pSCrhaBoutgfp. The backbone of pCM3gfp was amplified by inverse PCR and
ligated to the digested rhaR-rhaS-PrhaB region to form pSCrhaBoutgfp. pSCrhaBout was obtained by inverse PCR amplification of pSCrhaBoutgfp
with divergent primers flanking the e-gfp gene. IR, inverted repeats; oriT, origin of transfer; dhfr, trimethoprim resistance cassette; pMB1 ori, origin
of replication for E. coli; rhaR and rhaS, transcription regulator genes of the rhamnose system; PrhaB, rhamnose-inducible promoter. The numbers
represent the primers used in inverse PCR, which are listed in Table 2.
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After repeated attempts, we could not recover any transposon
mutant with a conditionally lethal phenotype in the absence of
arabinose (data not shown). To determine the level of chro-
mosomal gene expression driven by the arabinose system in B.
cenocepacia, we cloned the e-gfp gene within the inverted re-
peats and under the control of the PBAD promoter in pCM3.
After conjugation of pCM3gfp into B. cenocepacia, several
colonies were assayed by colony PCR to confirm the presence
of the transposon insertion in the B. cenocepacia chromosome.
Although the presence of an intact e-gfp gene in the chromo-
some was confirmed, we could not detect GFP by fluorescence
microscopy or by Western blotting using anti-GFP antibodies
under any of the arabinose concentrations examined, which
ranged from 0.2% to 2% (wt/vol) (data not shown). The lack of
e-gfp expression was not due to a mutation in this gene, since
GFP was expressed from pCM3gfp in E. coli. We concluded
that the chromosomal copy of PBAD could not drive detectable
arabinose-regulated gene expression in B. cenocepacia. There-
fore, the arabinose-inducible system is not appropriate for
gene expression at chromosomal levels in B. cenocepacia.

Recently, we discovered that the E. coli rhamnose-inducible
system (21) provides tight gene regulation in B. cenocepacia
(4). Therefore, we developed a genetic system to deliver PrhaB

into the B. cenocepacia chromosome by replacing the arabi-
nose system in pCM3gfp with the E. coli rhamnose-inducible

system, resulting in construction of the plasmid pSCrhaBoutgfp
(Fig. 1). Also, the e-gfp gene was further removed from
pSCrhaBoutgfp by inverse PCR and self-ligation to render the
plasmid pSCrhaBout (Fig. 1). pSCrhaBoutgfp was conjugated
into B. cenocepacia to verify that PrhaB expression can be de-
tected after random insertion in the chromosome. Expression
of GFP under the control of PrhaB was observed by Western
blot analysis at different concentrations of rhamnose in the
growth medium, while no GFP was detected in the absence of
rhamnose or in the presence of glucose (Fig. 2a). These results
demonstrate that PrhaB can be delivered to the B. cenocepacia
chromosome, where it provides detectable expression levels
under the control of rhamnose in the growth medium.

Identification of essential genes and essential operons
in B. cenocepacia K56-2. Based on the previous results, B.
cenocepacia K56-2 was mutagenized with the suicide plas-
posons pSCrhaBoutgfp and pSCrhaBout. Essential genes
were screened and identified as depicted in Fig. 2b to d. Ex-
conjugants obtained by triparental mating were arranged on
LB agar plates containing rhamnose and were replica plated to
plates with rhamnose or glucose (Fig. 2b). From 37,000 colo-
nies screened in this manner, we identified 17 colonies that
grew in plates with rhamnose but did not grow in the presence
of glucose. These putative rhamnose-dependent colonies were
repurified from the original plate and reexamined by plating on

FIG. 2. Identification of essential B. cenocepacia genes. (a) Western blot analysis of chromosomally located e-gfp expression under inducing and
noninducing conditions. The arrow indicates the position of GFP. (b) Identification of rhamnose-dependent mutants by replica plating. (c)
Rhamnose-dependent growth phenotype of mutant rhaBoutgfp 3. (d) Identification of the insertion site in rhamnose-dependent mutants by
self-cloning. See the text for details.
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LB agar supplemented with either 0.2% rhamnose or 0.2%
glucose (Fig. 2c). The rhamnose-dependent growth phenotype
was confirmed for 15 of the 17 candidates. Figure 3a shows the
growth of all mutants after 24 h of incubation with rhamnose or
glucose. Most of the mutants reached levels of growth compa-
rable to the wild type in the presence of saturating concentra-
tions of rhamnose. Others showed comparatively less growth,
probably due to a lack of optimal expression of the rhamnose-
controlled genes at 0.2% rhamnose. Nevertheless, growth was
repressed to different extents in all of the mutants. Induction
ratios ranged from 1.5, in mutant rhaBout 13, to 18.7, in mu-
tant rhaBoutgfp 9 (Fig. 3b).

The chromosomal insertion of the transposon sequence was
demonstrated by colony PCR and Southern blot hybridization
(data not shown). All of the mutants had only one transposon

insertion. To identify the insertion site, the chromosomal DNA
was extracted, digested, and self-ligated under dilute condi-
tions, and the ligation mixture was transformed into E. coli
(Fig. 2d). Recovered plasmids served as templates for sequenc-
ing reactions using primers homologous to the 3� terminus of
the transposon. Sequences were 100% identical to the corre-
sponding sequences of the genome of B. cenocepacia J2315. In
most cases, the insertions were in gene clusters, probably oper-
ons. Thus, the presence of at least one essential gene in a
transcriptional unit would identify an “essential operon.” Two
or more genes found downstream of a given transposon inser-
tion site, in the same strand as PrhaB, and at a distance between
genes equal to or less than 150 bp were considered part of the
essential operon putatively controlled by the rhamnose-regu-
lated promoter. The maximal 150-bp distance between genes
for considering neighboring genes to be part of the same
operon was adopted according to operon prediction studies
(6). We tested this prediction experimentally by performing a
transcriptional analysis of the nrfG-ppiA-ppiB-lpxC gene clus-
ter by RT-PCR (Fig. 4). We prepared cDNA from RNA iso-
lated from B. cenocepacia K56-2 and amplified it with primers
that would allow detection of cotranscription (Fig. 4a). Ampli-
fication of DNA fragments of the expected size demonstrated
that the contiguous genes in this region are organized into an
operon structure (Fig. 4b).

DNA sequences of the regions flanking insertion sites re-
vealed that all of the insertions occurred in the largest chro-
mosome of B. cenocepacia and mainly in the leading strand, as
has been described for essential genes in other studies (39).

FIG. 3. Growth of rhamnose-dependent mutants under inducing
and noninducing conditions. Mutants were inoculated with toothpicks
onto 96-well microtiter plates containing LB with rhamnose or glucose
and incubated for 24 h at 37°C without shaking. (a) Growth was
monitored by measuring the OD570. The numbers in the x axis corre-
spond to the names of the mutants (Table 3); wt, B. cenocepacia K56-2
parental strain. Results are averages of 12 repetitions. (b) The induc-
tion ratio for each mutant was calculated as the OD570 under inducing
conditions divided by the OD570 under repressing conditions, as shown
in panel a.

FIG. 4. Transcriptional analysis of the nrfG-ppiA-ppiB-lpxC cluster.
(a) Schematic drawing of the putative operon (top) and location of the
primers used in RT-PCR experiments and expected amplified band
size for each pair of primers (bottom). (b) RT-PCR amplification of
intergenic regions. The arrows indicate the positions of the amplified
bands and the observed sizes.
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Only four mutants had rhamnose-controlled genes located in
the lagging strand. The mutants and their characteristics are
listed in Table 3. Some regions, such as the nrfG-ppiA-ppiB-
lpxC cluster, were hit more than once in independent conju-
gation experiments. The insertion site was located upstream
the nrfG gene and was identical for the mutants rhaBoutgfp 4
and rhaBout 12, even though conjugation was performed with
the two different versions of the transposon (pSCrhaBoutgfp
and pSCrhaBout). The rhaBoutgfp 7 and rhaBoutgfp 8 mutants
were also identical, with the transposon insertion interrupting
the ppiB gene. The rnc-era-recO operon (36) appears to be
another hot spot, since two mutants, rhaBoutgfp 6 and
rhaBoutgfp 11, were also obtained independently. Most rham-
nose-dependent mutants had insertions upstream of genes
whose homologues were shown in other studies to be essential
(Table 3). There were only two exceptions: K56-2::rhaBoutgfp
3 and K56-2::rhaBoutgfp 5. In the former mutant, the transpo-
son was inserted within the sensor kinase gene of a two-com-
ponent regulator system, and presumably PrhaB controls the
expression of the downstream response regulator gene atoC. It
is not clear whether the essential phenotype is rescued by
rhamnose-inducible expression of atoC or the downstream
tRNA gene for phenylalanine. In K56-2::rhaBoutgfp 5, the
transposon was inserted between two genes related to the
biosynthesis of arginine and pyrimidine, carA and carB. In this
mutant, PrhaB appears to control carB and, downstream, the
genes greA and proP. GreA has been described as a transcrip-
tion cleavage factor (3), and ProP is a transporter protein (37).
None of these functions appear to be essential for growth of
other bacteria, but one or more may be required for survival of
B. cenocepacia. The rhaBout 14 and rhaBout 15 mutants have
the transposon inserted in a position where there are no an-
notated downstream genes. The cause of the rhamnose-depen-
dent phenotype in these mutants is unknown and currently
under investigation.

The presence of the e-gfp gene downstream of PrhaB provides
wild-type levels of expression of the nrfG-ppiA-ppiB-lpxC
operon. We hypothesized that transposons pSCrhaBoutgfp and
pSCrhaBout would drive different levels of gene expression,
given the different distances from PrhaB to the start codon of
the putative essential gene, downstream of the insertion site
(717 bp longer in pSCrhaBoutgfp than in pSCrhaBout). Also,
we hypothesized that the presence or absence of the upstream
e-gfp gene could influence the expression levels of the down-
stream genes. Isolation of the rhaBoutgfp 4 and rhaBout 12
mutants, which have identical insertion sites upstream of the
nrfG gene (Fig. 5a), provided us an opportunity to address
this idea experimentally. Figure 5b shows the growth curves
of both mutants at three different concentrations of rhamnose.
RhaBoutgfp 4 grew to wild-type levels at 0.02% and 0.2%
rhamnose, while 0.002% rhamnose did not support growth.
Conversely, neither 0.002% nor 0.02% rhamnose supported
the growth of RhaBout 12 (Fig. 5b), while growth at 0.2%
rhamnose was possible but to lower-than-wild-type levels. The
differences in growth were not due to the expression of GFP
itself, since growth of a B. cenocepacia K56-2 strain carrying a
plasmid with a rhamnose-inducible e-gfp gene was identical at
the three concentrations of rhamnose tested (data not shown).
To demonstrate that the differences in growth in both strains
were due to differences in the expression levels of the operon,
a semiquantitative RT-PCR was performed (Fig. 5c). We nor-
malized the transcription expression levels by amplifying a
fragment of the hisD gene, as described before (2). Aliquots
were taken during growth of rhaBoutgfp 4 and rhaBout 12
mutants at different levels of rhamnose. The RNA was ex-
tracted, and the relative levels of operon transcripts were an-
alyzed. No transcription was detected at 0.002% rhamnose for
rhaBoutgfp 4 or rhaBout 12 or at 0.02% rhamnose for rhaBout
12. In contrast, transcriptional expression was detected at 0.2%
rhamnose for rhaBoutgfp 4 and rhaBout 12 and at 0.02%

TABLE 3. Rhamnose-dependent mutants of B. cenocepacia K56-2a

Mutant IR–ATG
(bp)b Downstream gene(s) and putative operonsc Predicted general functiond

RhaBoutgfp 1 68 ygiH Unknown
RhaBoutgfp 2 495 ftsL ftsI murE murF mraY murD ftsW murG murC ddlA

ftsQ ftsA ftsZ
Cell division

RhaBoutgfp 3 340 atoC (CheY-like response regulator protein) Signal transduction mechanism
RhaBoutgfp 4 25 nrfG ppiA ppiB lpxH Periplasmic protein folding and synthesis of lipid A
RhaBout 12 25 nrfG ppiA ppiB lpxH Periplasmic protein folding and synthesis of lipid A
RhaBoutgfp 5 422 carB greA proP Biosynthesis and transport of small molecules
RhaBoutgfp 6 587 lepB rnc era recO pdxJ acpS bglX Ribosome biogenesis
RhaBoutgfp 11 892 lepB rnc era recO pdxJ acpS bglX Ribosome biogenesis
RhaBoutgfp 7 244 lpxH Synthesis of lipid A
RhaBoutgfp 8 244 lpxH Synthesis of lipid A
RhaBoutgfp 9 120 iscS iscU iscA djlA/hscB hscA fdx yfhJ Housekeeping Fe-S cluster assembly
RhaBoutgfp 10 8 hemE Biosynthesis of heme
RhaBout 13 373 purP/degA BCAL1801 BCAL1800 Unknown
RhaBout 14 Chromosome 1 base 202755 Unknown
RhaBout 15 Chromosome 1 base 1988972 Unknown

a Predicted B. cenocepacia proteins were matched with homologues by the COGnitor tool from the COGs database (45). When information was available, essential
homologues in the genomes of E. coli (17), Haemophilus influenzae (1), Mycobacterium tuberculosis (43), and Pseudomonas aeruginosa (23) were identified.

b Distance, in base pairs, between the inverted repeats (IR) of the transposon and the start codon (ATG) of the nearest downstream gene in the same strand as PrhaB.
c Genes found to be essential in at least one of the previously mentioned genomes are shown in bold. Operons were arbitrarily defined as same-strand coding genes

with intergenic distances of less than 150 bp.
d General function was predicted based on information from the EcoCyc database (27).
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rhamnose for rhaBoutgfp 4. We conclude that the different
expression levels of the essential operon in each mutant, which
most likely reflect more-robust gene expression of the nrfG-
ppiA-ppiB-lpxC operon in the presence of the intervening e-gfp
gene, cause the growth differences between rhaBoutgfp 4 and
rhaBout 12.

Concluding remarks. We describe here a functional method
for identifying essential genes and essential operons in B. ceno-
cepacia by using the E. coli rhamnose-inducible promoter sys-
tem. Delivery of an outward inducible promoter by transpo-
sition and identification of essential genes by screening for
the conditional-growth phenotype were first developed by

FIG. 5. Comparative growth and gene expression analysis of rhaBoutgfp 4 and rhaBout12 mutants. (a) Distance of PrhaB from the start codon
(ATG) of nrfG for both mutants. (b) Growth curves in LB medium. Black squares, 0.2% rhamnose; open diamonds, 0.02% rhamnose; open
triangles and dotted lines, 0.002% rhamnose. Arrows represent the times at which aliquots were removed for RNA extraction. (c) Relative
RT-PCR. Total RNA was extracted from mutants rhaBoutgfp 4 and rhaBout 12 at different levels of rhamnose (rham). The arrows indicate the
positions of the internal control band hisD and the intergenic band amplified with primers ppiA2F and ppiB1R. gDNA, genomic DNA. The
numbers at the top of the gel represent arbitrary levels of gene expression relative to the internal control hisD.
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Judson and Mekalanos (25) using the arabinose-inducible
promoter PBAD. These authors identified 16 arabinose-de-
pendent-growth mutants in Vibrio cholerae. The same ap-
proach was further applied to E. coli (44). In this case, nine
mutants were identified from over 25,000 colonies. However,
the arabinose-regulated promoter did not provide lethal-con-
ditional phenotypes in Salmonella, probably due to leakiness of
the system (28). Together, these observations suggest that
the PBAD promoter may not provide enough repression for the
mutant to exhibit an arabinose-dependent growth phenotype.
We show here that the PBAD promoter cannot provide gene
expression at chromosomal levels in B. cenocepacia. Therefore,
we turned to the rhamnose-inducible promoter system, which
has a much tighter regulation than the arabinose systems in E.
coli (21) and B. cenocepacia (4). Using pSCrhaBoutgfp and
pSCrhaBout, we identified essential genes in B. cenocepacia
K56-2 at frequencies of 1/2,600 and 1/2,900, respectively. The
genome of B. cenocepacia J2315 comprises 8,128 predicted
ORFs (the E. coli and V. cholerae genomes contain 4,409 ORFs
and 3,890 ORFs, respectively). Thus, considering that the
number of essential genes is not expected to increase with
genome size, we predict that the rhamnose-inducible system
will likely detect essential genes at a higher frequency than that
previously described in other studies.

Regarding the identification of essential genes by condi-
tional expression promoters, it has been argued that complete
saturation of a genome would not be possible with a single
vector because of the limited levels of basal and induced ex-
pression (25). We have demonstrated that in the case of the
nrfG-ppiA-ppiB-lpxC operon, higher levels of regulated gene
expression could be achieved by using pSCrhaBoutgfp, most
likely because the levels of transcripts may remain more stable
due to the transcription and/or translation of the e-gfp gene
downstream of PrhaB.

In summary, the identification of 15 rhamnose-dependent B.
cenocepacia mutants with the rhamnose-inducible promoter
provides a starting point for developing a complete map of
essential genes and essential operons in this bacterium, aiding
the identification of novel targets for new antimicrobial drugs.
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