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Infection with the soil bacterium Burkholderia pseudomallei can result in a variety of clinical outcomes,
including asymptomatic infection. The initial immune defense mechanisms which might contribute to the
various outcomes after environmental contact with B. pseudomallei are largely unknown. We have previously
shown that relatively resistant C57BL/6 mice can restrict bacterial B. pseudomallei growth more efficiently
within 1 day after infection than highly susceptible BALB/c mice. By using this model, our study aimed to
investigate the role of macrophage-mediated effector mechanisms during early B. pseudomallei infection.
Depletion of macrophages revealed an essential role of these cells in the early control of infection in BALB/c
and C57BL/6 mice. Strikingly, the comparison of the anti-B. pseudomallei activity of bone marrow-derived
macrophages (BMM) from C57BL/6 and BALB/c mice revealed an enhanced bactericidal activity of C57BL/6
BMM, particularly after gamma interferon (IFN-�) stimulation. In vitro experiments with C57BL/6
gp91phox�/� BMM showed an impaired intracellular killing of B. pseudomallei compared to experiments with
wild-type cells, although C57BL/6 gp91phox�/� cells still exhibited substantial killing activity. The anti-B.
pseudomallei activity of C57BL/6 iNOS�/� BMM was not impaired. C57BL/6 gp91phox�/� mice lacking a
functional NADPH oxidase were more susceptible to infection, whereas C57BL/6 mice lacking inducible nitric
oxide synthase (iNOS) did not show increased susceptibility but were slightly more resistant during the early
phase of infection. Thus, our data suggest that IFN-�-mediated but iNOS-independent anti-B. pseudomallei
mechanisms of macrophages might contribute to the enhanced resistance of C57BL/6 mice compared to that
of BALB/c mice in the early phase of infection.

The gram-negative saprophyte Burkholderia pseudomallei is
the causative agent of melioidosis, an infectious disease which
has emerged as an important cause of severe community-ac-
quired infections in certain areas of the tropics (52). Infections
of humans and animals are thought to be acquired by inocu-
lation of environmental organisms into minor cuts or abrasions
or by inhalation after contact with water or soil (7). The clinical
manifestations of melioidosis are extremely variable, being ei-
ther localized or disseminated and either chronic or acute
infections with fulminant septicemias. Long periods of latency
and persisting infections after antibiotic treatment are charac-
teristic of melioidosis (25). B. pseudomallei is a serum-resistant
bacterium (8, 36) that invades host cells, multiplies intracellu-
larily within the cytosol, and induces the formation of actin
tails and membrane protrusions, leading to direct cell-to-cell
spreading (4, 20, 22). Previous studies on the molecular basis of
B. pseudomallei virulence have identified a number of virulence
determinants in various animal models, including surface poly-
saccharides (8, 35) and components of a B. pseudomallei type
III protein secretion system (1, 44). In a recent study, we

identified a number of B. pseudomallei virulence and biosyn-
thetic pathway genes which are essential for the intracellular
life cycle and which are important for causing disease in a
murine model of infection (34).

Although there is considerable genetic variability between B.
pseudomallei strains (15, 33) and differences in virulence
among wild-type strains could be demonstrated in mouse mod-
els of infection (42), it is most likely that host factors are also
important determinants for the development of disease. Some
risk factors (e.g., diabetes mellitus) for severe systemic infec-
tion are known (52), but the initial immunological mechanisms
which might contribute to the variable outcome after environ-
mental contact with B. pseudomallei still have to be defined.

We and others have shown that C57BL/6 and BALB/c mice,
although possessing the same mutated, nonfunctional natural
resistance-associated macrophage protein 1 (Nramp1), differ
dramatically in their susceptibilities to B. pseudomallei infec-
tion (16, 24, 27). In this model, the more resistant C57BL/6
mice can restrict bacterial growth more efficiently in various
organs within 1 day postinfection than highly susceptible
BALB/c mice (16). These results indicate that innate immune
effector mechanisms might contribute to the resistance pattern
observed (16). A recent study found gamma interferon
(IFN-�) to be essential for the early control of B. pseudomallei
infection in C57BL/6 mice, since C57BL/6 mice lacking either
IFN-� or the IFN-�-inducing cytokines interleukin-12 and in-
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terleukin-18 became highly susceptible to B. pseudomallei (14).
T cells, NK cells, and, to a lesser extent, macrophages have
been shown to be a source for IFN-� production in the first
hours after B. pseudomallei infection (14, 26). Neither cyto-
kine-activated “bystander” T cells nor NK cells were shown to
be essential for early resistance of C57BL/6 mice, since IFN-�
produced by macrophages appeared to be sufficient to control
infection in vivo (14).

In vitro experiments demonstrated a pivotal role for IFN-�
to eliminate intracellular B. pseudomallei in macrophage cell
lines (31, 49). From the inhibition of NO generation in B.
pseudomallei-infected and IFN-�-stimulated macrophage cell
lines, it was concluded that reactive nitrogen species are im-
portant effector molecules in anti-B. pseudomallei killing activ-
ity (31, 48, 49). To our knowledge, no phagocyte-mediated
anti-B. pseudomallei effector mechanisms have been investi-
gated in vivo. This study aimed to investigate the role of mac-
rophages and corresponding effector mechanisms in the early
control of murine B. pseudomallei infection.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Bacteria. B. pseudomallei strain E8 comprises an L-arabinose nonassimilating
soil isolate from the surrounding area of Ubon Ratchathani, Northeast Thailand
(54), and was obtained from N. J. White (Faculty of Tropical Medicine, Mahidol
University, Bangkok, Thailand). Bacteria were grown on Columbia agar at 37°C
for 24 h. Colonies were harvested using tryptic soy broth containing 10% glycerol
and frozen immediately in 0.2-ml aliquots at a concentration of 109 to 1010 CFU
per ml at �70°C.

Mice. Female 10- to 20-week-old C57BL/6 and BALB/c mice were obtained
from Charles River (Wiga Sulzfeld, Germany). C57BL/6 gp91phox�/� and
C57BL/6 iNOS�/� mice were obtained from The Jackson Laboratory (Bar Har-
bor, Maine). Animals were provided with food and water ad libitum. All animal
studies were approved by the local authorities.

In vivo macrophage depletion. To selectively deplete macrophages systemi-
cally in vivo, liposomes containing dichloromethylene-biphosphonate (clodro-
nate; gift from Roche Diagnostics GmbH, Mannheim, Germany) were used as
previously described (50). Mice receiving phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) con-
taining liposomes served as controls. Mice were treated intravenously (i.v.) with
0.1 ml/10 g of body weight of the liposome clodronate suspension, which has been
shown to induce the complete depletion of splenic and hepatic macrophages
within 24 h (50).

IFN-� neutralization in vivo. IFN-� neutralization was performed via intra-
peritoneal application of 300 �g anti-murine IFN-� monoclonal antibody R4-
6A2 6 h prior to infection. Control mice received 300 �g of rat immunoglobulin
G intraperitoneally.

Infection of mice and determination of organ bacterial burden. For each
infection experiment, an aliquot of the B. pseudomallei suspension was freshly
thawed from the stock. Bacterial cells were diluted in PBS to obtain the appro-
priate concentration. For i.v. injection route, a bacterial suspension of 200 �l was
injected into the lateral tail vein. For intranasal (i.n.) infection, mice were
anesthetized by a mixture of ketamin hydrochloride and xylazin hydrochloride.
Bacterial cells were applicated in 30 �l per animal and given into both nostrils.
The mortality of animals was monitored daily. To enumerate bacteria in spleen,
liver, and lung, organs were aseptically removed and homogenized in 0.5 to 1 ml
sterile PBS containing 0.5% Tergitol and 1% bovine serum albumin and the
number of CFU was determined. The detection limit of this procedure was 5 to
15 CFU per organ, depending on the organ weight.

Culture of bone marrow-derived macrophages. To cultivate bone marrow-
derived macrophages (BMM), tibias and femurs from either BALB/c or C57BL/6
mice were aseptically removed from euthanized mice and dissected free of
adherent tissue. The bone ends were cut, and marrow was flushed with sterile
PBS. A single-cell suspension was produced by pipetting cells rigorously; cells
were then centrifuged at 150 � g for 10 min and resuspended in RPMI 1640
(Biochrom) containing 10% fetal calf serum, 50 �mol mercaptoethanol, and 33
ng granulocyte-macrophage colony-stimulating factor per ml (kindly provided by
Siegfried Weiss, GBF, Braunschweig, Germany). Cells were maintained in
250-ml cell culture flasks, fed every 2 or 3 days with fresh medium, and harvested
at days 8 to 12. Staining for macrophage-specific antigens Mac-1, F4/80, and
BM-8 revealed approximately 95% positive cells for each marker after 8 days of
cultivation from both mouse strains.

Infection of BMM. Twenty hours prior to infection experiments, 1.8 � 105

BMM were seeded in 48-well plates. In some experiments, cells were stimulated
with recombinant murine IFN-� (Roche) in a concentration as indicated. Bac-
teria were thawed from the stock and grown on Columbia agar plates at 37°C for
20 h, harvested, and diluted using the culture medium used for BMM cultivation.
Prior to infection, cells were washed twice with PBS and then infected with
different multiplicities of infection (MOI) for 30 min at 37°C as indicated. Then,
the medium was removed and exchanged for medium containing 250 �g kana-
mycin per ml and incubated for 20 min to eliminate extracellular bacteria. This
point was taken at time zero, and cells were further incubated for several hours
to determine the number of intracellular CFU. At indicated time points, cells
were washed twice with PBS and subsequently lysed using 150 �l PBS containing
0.5% Tergitol TMN (Fluka, Buchs, Switzerland) and 1% bovine serum albumin
per well. After 20 min of incubation, appropriate dilutions of these suspensions
were plated onto Columbia agar or Mueller-Hinton plates and incubated at 37°C
for 48 h before colony counts were performed.

FIG. 1. Survival curves of macrophage-depleted mice after i.v. infection with B. pseudomallei. The 50% lethal dose for B. pseudomallei strain
E8 at 4 weeks postinfection (i.v.) is in the range of �5 � 104 CFU in C57BL/6 mice and �10 to �100 CFU in BALB/c mice. (A) Clodronate
(clod-lip)-treated and control C57BL/6 mice received 2.8 � 103 to 5.7 � 103 CFU. To compare the survival of macrophage-depleted C57BL/6 mice
with that of nondepleted BALB/c mice, control BALB/c mice were infected with 5.7 � 103 CFU. (B) Clodronate-treated and control BALB/c
mice received 40 to 100 CFU. Pooled data from two independent experiments are shown.

VOL. 74, 2006 ROLE OF MACROPHAGES IN B. PSEUDOMALLEI INFECTION 6301



Statistical analyses. Survival curves were compared using log rank Kaplan-
Meier tests. For all other statistical analyses, Student’s t test was used. P values
of �0.05 were considered to be statistically significant. Statistical analyses were
performed using GraphPad Prism version 4.0.

RESULTS

Macrophages are essential to control early B. pseudomallei
infection in C57BL/6 and BALB/c mice. To test the hypothesis
of an essential role of macrophages in the early control of B.
pseudomallei infection, we treated both susceptible BALB/c
and resistant C57BL/6 mice via i.v. administration with clodro-
nate-containing liposomes in order to eliminate macrophages
in spleen and liver, the organs known to harbor B. pseudomallei
shortly after i.v. or i.n. infection (16, 19, 27). As illustrated in
Fig. 1A, macrophage-depleted C57BL/6 mice died within 4
days after i.v. infection whereas all animals of the control
group survived and did not show any clinical symptoms during
the observation period. In fact, macrophage depletion ren-
dered C57BL/6 mice almost as susceptible to B. pseudomallei
as nondepleted BALB/c mice (Fig. 1A). However, macrophage
depletion in BALB/c mice also led to increased mortality (Fig.

1B). These results indicate a key role of macrophages in con-
trolling the early phase of B. pseudomallei infection.

IFN-� is important for restricting B. pseudomallei growth
during the early phase of infection in C57BL/6 mice. For the
subsequent experiments, the i.n. infection route was used be-
cause in this model, very low infectious doses cause disease
and, moreover, the respiratory tract route is very likely to be a
natural route of infection in humans (6). In this model, B.
pseudomallei disseminates into liver and spleen shortly after
infection (19, 27). Since IFN-� is an important activator of
macrophages, we investigated and compared the relevance of
this cytokine via antibody-mediated neutralization in both sus-
ceptible BALB/c and resistant C57BL/6 mice. As already ob-
served by others (39), IFN-� neutralization led to a dramatic
increase in mortality within the first week postinfection in
C57BL/6 mice compared to that in untreated animals (Fig.
2A). The increased susceptibility correlated with an increased
bacterial burden in spleen, liver, and lung of IFN-�-depleted
animals at 48 h postinfection compared to bacterial burden in
those of controls (Fig. 2B to D). Contrary to C57BL/6 mice,
IFN-� neutralization in BALB/c mice did not result in an

FIG. 2. Survival curve (A) and bacterial burden in spleen, liver, and lung (B to D) 48 h after i.n. B. pseudomallei infection of IFN-�-depleted
C57BL/6 mice with the respective control animals. The 50% lethal dose for B. pseudomallei strain E8 at 4 weeks postinfection (i.n.) is in the range
of �102 to �103 CFU in C57BL/6 mice and �10 CFU in BALB/c mice. Mice received approximately 200 CFU i.n. Single dots represent the
number of CFU of the respective organ from single animals. The horizontal line represents the mean. Pooled data from two independent
experiments are shown.
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increased mortality rate compared to that in control mice (Fig.
3A). Furthermore, there was no significant difference in the
bacterial burden in spleen, liver, and lung between IFN-�-
depleted and nondepleted BALB/c mice at 48 h postinfection
(Fig. 3B to D), but there was a tendency for lower bacterial
counts of IFN-�-depleted animals.

Bone marrow-derived macrophages from BALB/c and
C57BL/6 mice differ in their anti-B. pseudomallei-activities. In
the following experiments, we tested the hypothesis that the
early difference in resistance against B. pseudomallei between
BALB/c and C57BL/6 mice is at least partly due to differences
in direct anti-B. pseudomallei macrophage activities. Infection
of either C57BL/6 or BALB/c BMM with B. pseudomallei re-
sulted in the same primary uptake in both cell populations.
There was also no difference in primary uptake between IFN-
�-stimulated and nonstimulated cells (Fig. 4A and B). Without
IFN-� stimulation, we observed a slightly better intracellular
bacterial elimination in C57BL/6 BMM in the first hours after
low-dose infection (MOI, 1:1) than in BALB/c BMM (Fig.
4A), although the pathogen was able to replicate in both cell
types within 24 h under these conditions. We could also ob-
serve a slightly more effective intracellular killing in IFN-�-
stimulated C57BL/6 BMM after a low-dose infection (MOI,
1:1) (Fig. 4B). However, this effect was much more pro-

nounced at a higher infectious dose (MOI, 50:1) (Fig. 4C).
Under these conditions, BALB/c BMM could not completely
eliminate the pathogen whereas C57BL/6 BMM were able to
clear the infection within 24 h. IFN-�-stimulated BMM of
either BALB/c or C57BL/6 origin had a significantly higher
bactericidal capacity than the IFN-�-stimulated BALB/c-de-
rived macrophage cell line J774A.1 (data not shown). Further
experiments showed that a positive correlation exists between
the difference in killing activity between BMM from BALB/c
and C57BL/6 mice and the amount of exogenously added
IFN-� (Fig. 4D). We therefore suggest that differences in the
IFN-�-induced bactericidal responses on the macrophage level
contribute to the distinct susceptibilities of BALB/c and
C57BL/6 mice for B. pseudomallei infection.

NADPH oxidase contributes to intracellular anti-B. pseudo-
mallei activity of C57BL/6 bone marrow-derived macrophages.
IFN-� is known to increase bactericidal effector functions in
macrophages via activation of NADPH oxidase. To investigate
the contribution of NADPH oxidase in the intracellular
B. pseudomallei elimination of C57BL/6 macrophages, we
infected BMM of C57BL/6 wild-type mice and C57BL/6
gp91phox�/� mice, lacking gp91phox encoding for an NADPH
oxidase subunit. Our experiments showed that bactericidal ac-
tivity was slightly impaired in IFN-�-stimulated gp91phox�/�

FIG. 3. Survival curve (A) and bacterial burden in spleen, liver, and lung (B to D) 48 h after i.n. B. pseudomallei infection of IFN-�-depleted
BALB/c mice with the respective control animals. Mice received 5 to 15 CFU i.n. Single dots represent the number of CFU of the respective organ
from single animals. The horizontal line represents the mean. Pooled data from two independent experiments are shown. n.s., P � 0.05.
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BMM compared to that in wild-type macrophages (Fig. 5A).
However, IFN-�-stimulated C57BL/6 gp91phox�/� BMM were
still able to reduce intracellular bacteria in the first hours after
infection.

iNOS is not essential in C57BL/6 BMM to eliminate B.
pseudomallei. Inducible NO synthesis represents another im-
portant IFN-�-mediated antibacterial effector mechanism in
macrophages. We therefore investigated the role of inducible
nitric oxide synthase (iNOS) with respect to intracellular elim-
ination of B. pseudomallei in C57BL/6 macrophages. After
infection of IFN-�-stimulated C57BL/6 iNOS�/� and wild-type
BMM, we did not observe any significant difference in intra-
cellular killing (Fig. 5B). The same observation was made when
NO production was inhibited by using aminoguanidine-treated
C57BL/6 BMM (data not shown). Our results suggest that
inducible NO production does not contribute to the improved
killing activity of C57BL/6 BMM compared to that of BALB/c
BMM. In contrast, NADPH oxidase might play a role in the
enhanced resistance of C57BL/6 BMM. However, our results
also indicate a significant role of IFN-�-dependent but iNOS-

and NADPH oxidase-independent mechanisms in the intracel-
lular elimination of B. pseudomallei in C57BL/6 BMM.

NADPH oxidase contributes to early resistance of C57BL/6
mice against B. pseudomallei. We then used gp91phox�/� mice
to address the role of NADPH oxidase in B. pseudomallei
infection of C57BL/6 mice. Our experiments clearly showed a
higher mortality rate for gp91phox�/� mice after B. pseudoma-
llei infection than for wild-type animals (Fig. 6A and B). More-
over, bacterial load in internal organs (Fig. 6C to E) was
significantly higher in the liver of gp91phox�/� mice after in-
fection (Fig. 6D). A significantly higher mortality was also
observed in C57BL/6 mice lacking the p47 subunit of NADPH
oxidase (data not shown). Together, our results substantiate a
role for NADPH oxidase in reducing bacterial load in the early
phase of B. pseudomallei infection.

iNOS is not essential to protect C57BL/6 mice during early
B. pseudomallei infection. To assess the in vivo role of inducible
NO in C57BL/6 mice resistance to B. pseudomallei, we infected
C57BL/6 iNOS�/� mice and surprisingly found them to be
more resistant than wild-type animals (Fig. 7). iNOS�/� mice

FIG. 4. Intracellular survival of B. pseudomallei in BMM from BALB/c and C57BL/6 mice. (A) Unstimulated macrophages infected with an
MOI of 1:1. (B) IFN-�-stimulated (375 U/ml) macrophages infected with an MOI of 1:1. (C) IFN-�-stimulated (375 U/ml) macrophages infected
with an MOI of 50:1. (D) Survival of B. pseudomallei 24 h after infection (MOI, 50:1) of macrophages stimulated with different doses of IFN-�.
There was no significant difference between the values of cells stimulated with either 25 U or 375 U per ml at 0 h (data not shown). Values are
the means 	 standard deviations from at least duplicate determinations. Representative experiments are shown. p.i., postinfection.
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showed significantly lower bacterial burden in spleen, liver, and
lung (Fig. 7B to D) and also revealed a tendency for prolonged
survival after B. pseudomallei infection (Fig. 7A). Our results
suggest that inducible NO production is not important for
protection during the early phase of B. pseudomallei infection
in C57BL/6 mice but that abolishment of inducible NO pro-
duction has a protective effect.

DISCUSSION

In the present study, we investigated the role of macro-
phages and oxidative killing mechanisms in the early control of
murine B. pseudomallei infection. Moreover, we addressed a
possible contribution of macrophages and corresponding ef-
fector mechanisms to determine early differences in resistance
between C57BL/6 and BALB/c mice. In previous work, we
could demonstrate that the bacterial burden of B. pseudomallei
is significantly higher in susceptible BALB/c mice within 1 day
after infection than in more-resistant C57BL/6 mice (16), in-
dicating that early innate immune mechanisms might contrib-
ute to the observed resistance pattern.

Our macrophage depletion experiments revealed an essen-
tial function of macrophages in the early control of B.
pseudomallei infection in both BALB/c and C57BL/6 mice.
Moreover, macrophage-depleted C57BL/6 mice became al-
most as susceptible as untreated BALB/c mice. Since IFN-� is

an important activator of macrophages, we analyzed the role of
this cytokine in the early course of infection in BALB/c and
C57BL/6 mice. Our experiments showed that the dramatic
increase in susceptibility of C57BL/6 mice after IFN-� neutral-
ization, as already shown by others (14, 39), is accompanied by
an early increase in bacterial burden in internal organs. Inter-
estingly, neutralization of IFN-� in BALB/c mice neither in-
creased early mortality nor led to an increase in early bacterial
burden. Similar observations were made with the Yersinia en-
terocolitica and Brucella abortus mouse models, showing that
anti-IFN-� treatment abrogated resistance in C57BL/6 mice
but only marginally modulated the course of infection in sus-
ceptible BALB/c mice (2, 32). One could hypothesize that the
lacking effect of IFN-� neutralization in BALB/c mice is due to
a per se insufficient IFN-� production during the early course
of B. pseudomallei infection in BALB/c mice. However, in
C57BL/6 mice, it has been shown that although rapid IFN-�
production is essential to prevent rapid mortality, as little as
5% of this response is sufficient to provide initial control of B.
pseudomallei infection (14).

The view that differences in the rapid antigen-independent
IFN-� production are responsible for the early resistance pat-
tern of the two strains of mice is also challenged by reports that
IFN-� mRNA expression in the liver and spleen of BALB/c
mice is increased compared to that of C57BL/6 mice at 24 h
after infection with B. pseudomallei (46). B. pseudomallei was
recently shown to induce the expression of the suppressor of
cytokine signaling 3 and cytokine-inducible Src homology
2-containing protein in RAW 264.7 macrophages which inter-
fere with IFN-� signaling (10). It remains to be determined
whether these factors contribute to the observed differences in
anti-B. pseudomallei activities of BALB/c and C57BL/6 mac-
rophages. Taken together, our experimental results and data
from the literature support the hypothesis that differences in
the responsiveness to IFN-� and, consequently, differences in
IFN-�-induced anti-B. pseudomallei effector functions between
BALB/c and C57BL/6 macrophages rather than early differ-
ences in IFN-� production might contribute to the early resis-
tance pattern observed.

A previous ex vivo study showed that peritoneal exudate
cells from C57BL/6 mice exhibit an enhanced anti-B.
pseudomallei activity compared to cells from BALB/c mice
(47). However, no pure macrophage preparations were exam-
ined and a different in vivo priming of the peritoneal cells from
the two strains of mice prior to the in vitro testing could not be
excluded. Furthermore, the role of IFN-� was not investigated.
We therefore compared the anti-B. pseudomallei activities of
BMM from C57BL/6 and BALB/c mice raised under identical
culture conditions. Interestingly, we found an increased poten-
tial of C57BL/6 BMM to eliminate intracellular B. pseudoma-
llei in vitro. The fact that the observed difference in the killing
potential between both cell populations increased with increas-
ing doses of exogenous IFN-� (Fig. 4D) further supports the
fact that differences in the response to IFN-� are responsible
for the observed effect.

The bactericidal activities of macrophages derived from dis-
tinct susceptible mouse strains have also been investigated in
the Brucella abortus and Coxiella burnetii mouse models (40,
55). Brucella abortus infection of peritoneal macrophages from
susceptible BALB/c and relatively resistant C57BL/10 mice

FIG. 5. Intracellular survival of B. pseudomallei in C57BL/6
gp91phox�/� BMM, iNOS�/� BMM, and the respective control cells.
(A) IFN-�-stimulated (100 U/ml) gp91phox�/� BMM infected with an
MOI of 80:1. (B) IFN-�-stimulated C57BL/6 iNOS�/� BMM infected
with an MOI of 170:1. Values are the means 	 standard deviations
from triplicate determinations. Representative experiments are shown.
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revealed no difference in killing activities of these cells. Fur-
thermore, the killing potential after IFN-� stimulation was
enhanced to the same extent in both types of macrophages
(40). Infection of BMM from BALB/c and C57BL/6 mice with
Coxiella burnetii revealed enlarged replication vacuoles in mac-
rophages from susceptible BALB/c mice compared to those in
macrophages from C57BL/6 mice; however, the bacterial loads
in BALB/c and C57BL/6 macrophages were not found to be

different (55). Thus, to our knowledge, this is the first report
describing a model in which increased BMM killing activity
from resistant mice, compared to a less sufficient control of
intracellular bacteria in macrophages from susceptible mice,
could be detected.

To evaluate possible IFN-�-mediated oxidative killing mech-
anisms responsible for the enhanced anti-B. pseudomallei ac-
tivity of C57BL/6 BMM, we first investigated the contribution

FIG. 6. Survival curves (A and B) and bacterial burden in spleen, liver, and lung (C to E) 48 h after i.n. B. pseudomallei infection of gp91phox�/�

mice with the respective control animals. Mice received 6.1 � 102 CFU (A), 5.3 � 103 CFU (B), and 2 � 103 CFU (C to E) i.n. Single dots represent
the number of CFU of the respective organ from single animals. The horizontal line represents the mean. (A and B) Single experiments are shown.
(C to E) Pooled data from two independent experiments are shown. n.s., P � 0.05.
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of NADPH oxidase, which has been intensively studied with
various experimental infections (3, 29, 51). NADPH oxidase
comprises an important enzyme complex in macrophages as
well as in neutrophils responsible for the production of reactive
oxygen species (ROS). The fact that IFN-�-activated
gp91phox�/� BMM exhibited only a slightly impaired capacity
to combat intracellular bacteria but were still able to reduce
the number of bacteria significantly indicated that ROS-inde-
pendent mechanisms in C57BL/6 BMM are pivotal to elimi-
nate the pathogen. These results are in clear contrast to the
situation found with Salmonella enterica serovar Typhimurium,
where C57BL/6 gp91phox�/� macrophages were not able to
eliminate the pathogen at all (51). However, at this stage of
knowledge, we cannot exclude the fact that a differential
NADPH oxidase activity might contribute to the enhanced
anti-B. pseudomallei activity observed in C57BL/6 compared to
BALB/c BMM.

Mice lacking subunits of NADPH oxidase comprise murine
models to investigate chronic granulomatous disease (CGD),
an inherited disorder of NADPH oxidase in which phagocytes
are defective in generating ROS. CGD patients suffer from
life-threatening infections, including bacterial infections
caused by Burkholderia cepacia complex species and other
Burkholderia species, which are highly virulent in these patients

(23, 38, 53). In line with these observations are clinical reports
of CGD patients suffering from melioidosis (9, 37). Our in vivo
experiments with C57BL/6 gp91phox�/� mice revealed an im-
portant role of NADPH oxidase in resistance of this mouse
strain against B. pseudomallei infection. Since neutrophils
might also play a role in resistance against this bacterium, the
increased susceptibility of C57BL/6 gp91phox�/� mice might
also be the result of a decreased bactericidal activity of neu-
trophils. In addition, NADPH oxidase has been shown to ex-
hibit immune regulatory functions (13), which might contrib-
ute to its role in resistance against B. pseudomallei in vivo. A
recent study with the related pathogen Burkholderia cepacia
also revealed an essential role of NADPH oxidase for the early
control of infection in C57BL/6 mice (41).

Besides the production of ROS, the generation of reactive
nitrogen species has also been shown to be important in the
control of various pathogens (5, 17, 43). A better outcome for
C57BL/6 mice than for BALB/c mice after infection with high
numbers of Chlamydia was shown to be highly dependent on
enhanced NO production in C57BL/6 mice (17). The fact that
macrophages from C57BL/6 mice were shown to produce en-
hanced levels of NO compared to BALB/c macrophages after
infection with Trypanosoma congolense or lipopolysaccharide
stimulation (21, 30) seemed to be a plausible hypothesis for

FIG. 7. Survival curve (A) and bacterial burden in spleen, liver, and lung (B to D) 48 h after i.n. B. pseudomallei infection of iNOS�/� mice
with the respective control animals. Mice received approximately 3 � 103 CFU i.n. Single dots represent the number of CFU of the respective
organ from single animals. The horizontal line represents the mean. Pooled data from two independent experiments are shown.
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their increased anti-B. pseudomallei activity. Indeed, we could
also observe increased NO production in C57BL/6 macro-
phages compared to that in BALB/c macrophages after infec-
tion with B. pseudomallei (data not shown), and previous stud-
ies described an increased intracellular survival of the
pathogen in the NO-inhibited macrophage cell lines J774A.1
and RAW 264.7 (31, 49). Moreover, it has been shown that
unlike other bacteria, B. pseudomallei can invade unstimulated
RAW 264.7 cells without inducing the expression of iNOS, and
it was suggested that this phenomenon represents a possible
mechanism of B. pseudomallei to evade macrophage killing
(49). Thus, surprisingly, our results obtained with C57BL/6
iNOS�/� BMM clearly show no essential role for iNOS-medi-
ated mechanisms in eliminating B. pseudomallei in these cells
over a period of 16 h. In addition, inhibition of NO release in
C57BL/6 gp91phox�/� BMM by using aminoguanidine in order
to create a reactive nitrogen intermediate and ROS double
knockout did also not further impair intracellular elimination
of B. pseudomallei (data not shown). We therefore suggest a
major role for both reactive nitrogen intermediate- and ROS-
independent killing mechanisms in C57BL/6 macrophages to
combat infection with B. pseudomallei. The absence of any
measurable reduction of B. pseudomallei killing in C57BL/6
iNOS�/� macrophages is different from the situation seen after
infection of such cells with S. enterica serovar Typhimurium,
where the ability to kill the pathogens was strongly reduced
within 14 h (51). The discrepancy of our results obtained with
C57BL/6 iNOS�/� BMM and results from the literature using
B. pseudomallei-infected BALB/c-derived cell lines might be
explained by differences in cell functions between primary cells
and tumor cell lines or could be due to the existence of redun-
dant resistance mechanisms in C57BL/6 BMM which can com-
pensate for the loss of iNOS and do not exist in BALB/c
macrophages. In agreement with results from the in vitro ex-
periments, our in vivo results showed that there is no role for
iNOS in early resistance to B. pseudomallei in C57BL/6 mice
but indicate a detrimental role of this enzyme in the early
phase of infection. C57BL/6 iNOS�/� mice seemed to be
slightly protected from infection, since bacterial burden in
spleen, liver, and lung after 48 h was significantly lower in the
knockout mice. A similar phenomenon was also observed in
the Chlamydia mouse model when NO production in C57BL/6
mice was inhibited and in C57BL/6 iNOS�/� mice infected
with Mycobacterium avium (12, 17). The fact that NO beside
direct bactericidal functions was shown to have an inhibitory
effect on IFN-� production (45), can have damaging effects on
tissues (28), and might also directly inhibit NADPH oxidase
(11, 18) could be an explanation for the observed phenotype.
There is also no role for iNOS in the early control of B. cepacia
infection in C57BL/6 mice (41). However, we cannot exclude a
crucial function for iNOS at later time points during the
chronic stage of murine melioidosis.

In conclusion, we provided evidence for an essential func-
tion of macrophages in the early phase of B. pseudomallei
infection in mice. We could further show that NADPH oxi-
dase-mediated mechanisms contribute to early resistance in
C57BL/6 mice whereas iNOS is not essential. Finally, our re-
sults suggest that differences in bactericidal functions between
BALB/c and C57BL/6 macrophages in the response to IFN-�
might contribute to the resistance pattern observed during the

early course of B. pseudomallei infection. Future studies com-
paring the early gene expression patterns of BALB/c and
C57BL/6 BMM after infection with B. pseudomallei, followed
by the knockdown of selected genes, will possibly reveal pre-
viously unknown IFN-�-mediated innate immune mechanisms
against this intracellular pathogen.

REFERENCES

1. Attree, O., and I. Attree. 2001. A second type III secretion system in Burk-
holderia pseudomallei: who is the real culprit? Microbiology 147:3197–3199.

2. Autenrieth, I. B., M. Beer, E. Bohn, S. H. E. Kaufmann, and J. Heesemann.
1994. Immune responses to Yersinia enterocolitica in susceptible BALB/c and
resistant C57BL/6 mice: an essential role for gamma interferon. Infect.
Immun. 62:2590–2599.

3. Blos, M., U. Schleicher, F. J. S. Rocha, U. Meissner, M. Rollinghoff, and C.
Bogdan. 2003. Organ-specific and stage-dependent control of Leishmania
major infection by inducible nitric oxide synthase and phagocyte NADPH
oxidase. Eur. J. Immunol. 33:1224–1234.

4. Breitbach, K., K. Rottner, S. Klocke, M. Rohde, A. Jenzora, J. Wehland, and
I. Steinmetz. 2003. Actin-based motility of Burkholderia pseudomallei in-
volves the Arp 2/3 complex, but not N-WASP and Ena/VASP proteins. Cell.
Microbiol. 5:385–393.

5. Chan, E. D., J. Chan, and N. W. Schluger. 2001. What is the role of nitric
oxide in murine and human host defense against tuberculosis? Current
knowledge. Am. J. Respir. Cell Mol. Biol. 25:606–612.

6. Currie, B. J., and S. P. Jacups. 2003. Intensity of rainfall and severity of
melioidosis, Australia. Emerg. Infect. Dis. 9:1538–1542.

7. Dance, D. A. B. 2002. Melioidosis. Curr. Opin. Infect. Dis. 15:127–132.
8. DeShazer, D., P. J. Brett, and D. E. Woods. 1998. The type II O-antigenic

polysaccharide moiety of Burkholderia pseudomallei lipopolysaccharide is
required for serum resistance and virulence. Mol. Microbiol. 30:1081–1100.

9. Dorman, S. E., V. J. Gill, J. I. Gallin, and S. M. Holland. 1998. Burkholderia
pseudomallei infection in a Puerto Rican patient with chronic granulomatous
disease: case report and review of occurrences in the Americas. Clin. Infect.
Dis. 26:889–894.

10. Ekchariyawat, P., S. Pudla, K. Limposuwan, S. Arjcharoen, S. Sirisinha, and
P. Utaisincharoen. 2005. Burkholderia pseudomallei-induced expression of
suppressor of cytokine signaling 3 and cytokine-inducible Src homology
2-containing protein in mouse macrophages: a possible mechanism for sup-
pression of the response to gamma interferon stimulation. Infect. Immun.
73:7332–7339.

11. Fujii, H., K. Ichimori, K. Hoshiai, and H. Nakazawa. 1997. Nitric oxide
inactivates NADPH oxidase in pig neutrophils by inhibiting its assembling
process. J. Biol. Chem. 272:32773–32778.

12. Gomes, M. S., M. Florido, T. F. Pais, and R. Appelberg. 1999. Improved
clearance of Mycobacterium avium upon disruption of the inducible nitric
oxide synthase gene. J. Immunol. 162:6734–6739.

13. Guzik, T. J., R. Korbut, and T. Adamek-Guzik. 2003. Nitric oxide and
superoxide in inflammation and immune regulation. J. Physiol. Pharmacol.
54:469–487.

14. Haque, A., A. Easton, D. Smith, A. O’Garra, N. Van Rooijen, G. Lertmem-
ongkolchai, R. W. Titball, and G. J. Bancroft. 2006. Role of T cells in innate
and adaptive immunity against murine Burkholderia pseudomallei infection.
J. Infect. Dis. 193:370–379.

15. Holden, M. T. G., R. W. Titball, S. J. Peacock, A. M. Cerdeno-Tarraga, T.
Atkins, L. C. Crossman, T. Pitt, C. Churcher, K. Mungall, S. D. Bentley, M.
Sebaihia, N. R. Thomson, N. Bason, I. R. Beacham, K. Brooks, K. A. Brown,
N. F. Brown, G. L. Challis, I. Cherevach, T. Chillingworth, A. Cronin, B.
Crossett, P. Davis, D. DeShazer, T. Feltwell, A. Fraser, Z. Hance, H. Hauser,
S. Holroyd, K. Jagels, K. E. Keith, M. Maddison, S. Moule, C. Price, M. A.
Quail, E. Rabbinowitsch, K. Rutherford, M. Sanders, M. Simmonds, S.
Songsivilai, K. Stevens, S. Tumapa, M. Vesaratchavest, S. Whitehead, C.
Yeats, B. G. Barrell, P. C. F. Oyston, and J. Parkhill. 2004. Genomic
plasticity of the causative agent of melioidosis, Burkholderia pseudomallei.
Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 101:14240–14245.

16. Hoppe, I., B. Brenneke, M. Rohde, A. Kreft, S. Haussler, A. Reganzerowski,
and I. Steinmetz. 1999. Characterization of a murine model of melioidosis:
comparison of different strains of mice. Infect. Immun. 67:2891–2900.

17. Huang, J., F. J. DeGraves, S. D. Lenz, D. Y. Gao, P. Feng, D. Li, T. Schlapp,
and B. Kaltenboeck. 2002. The quantity of nitric oxide released by macro-
phages regulates Chlamydia-induced disease. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA
99:3914–3919.

18. Iha, S., K. Orita, T. Kanno, T. Utsumi, E. F. Sato, M. Inoue, and K. Utsumi.
1996. Oxygen-dependent inhibition of neutrophil respiratory burst by nitric
oxide. Free Radic. Res. 25:489–498.

19. Jeddeloh, J. A., D. L. Fritz, D. M. Waag, J. M. Hartings, and G. P. Andrews.
2003. Biodefense-driven murine model of pneumonic melioidosis. Infect.
Immun. 71:584–587.

20. Jones, A. L., T. J. Beveridge, and D. E. Woods. 1996. Intracellular survival of
Burkholderia pseudomallei. Infect. Immun. 64:782–790.

6308 BREITBACH ET AL. INFECT. IMMUN.



21. Kaushik, R. S., J. E. Uzonna, J. R. Gordon, and H. Tabel. 1999. Innate
resistance to Trypanosoma congolense infections: differential production of
nitric oxide by macrophages from susceptible BALB/c and resistant C57B1/6
mice. Exp. Parasitol. 92:131–143.

22. Kespichayawattana, W., S. Rattanachetkul, T. Wanun, P. Utaisincharoen,
and S. Sirisinha. 2000. Burkholderia pseudomallei induces cell fusion and
actin-associated membrane protrusion: a possible mechanism for cell-to-cell
spreading. Infect. Immun. 68:5377–5384.

23. Lacy, D. E., D. A. Spencer, A. Goldstein, P. H. Weller, and P. Darbyshire.
1993. Chronic granulomatous disease presenting in childhood with Pseudo-
monas cepacia septicaemia. J. Infect. 27:301–304.

24. Leakey, A. K., G. C. Ulett, and R. G. Hirst. 1998. BALB/c and C57Bl/6 mice
infected with virulent Burkholderia pseudomallei provide contrasting animal
models for the acute and chronic forms of human melioidosis. Microb.
Pathog. 24:269–275.

25. Leelarasamee, A., and S. Bovornkitti. 1989. Melioidosis: review and update.
Rev. Infect. Dis. 11:413–425.

26. Lertmemongkolchai, G., G. F. Cai, C. A. Hunter, and G. J. Bancroft. 2001.
Bystander activation of CD8(�) T cells contributes to the rapid production
of IFN-gamma in response to bacterial pathogens. J. Immunol. 166:1097–
1105.

27. Liu, B. P., G. C. Koo, E. H. Yap, K. L. Chua, and Y. H. Gan. 2002. Model of
differential susceptibility to mucosal Burkholderia pseudomallei infection.
Infect. Immun. 70:504–511.

28. MacMicking, J., Q. W. Xie, and C. Nathan. 1997. Nitric oxide and macro-
phage function. Annu. Rev. Immunol. 15:323–350.

29. Mastroeni, P., A. Vazquez-Torres, F. C. Fang, Y. S. Xu, S. Khan, C. E.
Hormaeche, and G. Dougan. 2000. Antimicrobial actions of the NADPH
phagocyte oxidase and inducible nitric oxide synthase in experimental
salmonellosis. II. Effects on microbial proliferation and host survival in vivo.
J. Exp. Med. 192:237–247.

30. Mills, C. D., K. Kincaid, J. M. Alt, M. J. Heilman, and A. M. Hill. 2000.
M-1/M-2 macrophages and the Th1/Th2 paradigm. J. Immunol. 164:6166–
6173.

31. Miyagi, K., K. Kawakami, and A. Saito. 1997. Role of reactive nitrogen and
oxygen intermediates in gamma interferon-stimulated murine macrophage
bactericidal activity against Burkholderia pseudomallei. Infect. Immun. 65:
4108–4113.

32. Murphy, E. A., J. Sathiyaseelan, M. A. Parent, B. X. Zou, and C. L. Baldwin.
2001. Interferon-gamma is crucial for surviving a Brucella abortus infection in
both resistant C57BL/6 and susceptible BALB/c mice. Immunology 103:511–
518.

33. Ou, K. L., C. Ong, S. Y. Koh, F. Rodrigues, S. H. Sim, D. Wong, C. H. Ooi,
K. C. Ng, H. Jikuya, C. C. Yau, S. Y. Soon, D. Kesuma, M. A. Lee, and P.
Tan. 2005. Integrative genomic, transcriptional, and proteomic diversity in
natural isolates of the human pathogen Burkholderia pseudomallei. J. Bac-
teriol. 187:4276–4285.

34. Pilatz, S., K. Breitbach, N. Hein, B. Fehlhaber, J. Schulze, B. Brenneke, L.
Eberl, and I. Steinmetz. 2006. Identification of Burkholderia pseudomallei
genes required for the intracellular life cycle and in vivo virulence. Infect.
Immun. 74:3576–3586.

35. Reckseidler, S. L., D. DeShazer, P. A. Sokol, and D. E. Woods. 2001. De-
tection of bacterial virulence genes by subtractive hybridization: identifica-
tion of capsular polysaccharide of Burkholderia pseudomallei as a major
virulence determinant. Infect. Immun. 69:34–44.

36. Reckseidler-Zenteno, S. L., R. DeVinney, and D. E. Woods. 2005. The cap-
sular polysaccharide of Burkholderia pseudomallei contributes to survival in
serum by reducing complement factor C3b deposition. Infect. Immun. 73:
1106–1115.

37. Renella, R., J. M. Perez, S. Chollet-Martin, S. Sarnacki, A. Fischer, S.
Blanche, J. L. Casanova, and C. Picard. 2006. Burkholderia pseudomallei
infection in chronic granulomatous disease. Eur. J. Pediatr. 165:175–177.

38. Ross, J. P., S. M. Holland, V. J. Gill, E. S. DeCarlo, and J. I. Gallin. 1995.
Severe Burkholderia (Pseudomonas) gladioli infection in chronic granuloma-

tous disease: report of two successfully treated cases. Clin. Infect. Dis. 21:
1291–1293.

39. Santanirand, P., V. S. Harley, D. A. B. Dance, B. S. Drasar, and G. J.
Bancroft. 1999. Obligatory role of gamma interferon for host survival in a
murine model of infection with Burkholderia pseudomallei. Infect. Immun.
67:3593–3600.

40. Sathiyaseelan, J., X. Jiang, and C. L. Baldwin. 2000. Growth of Brucella
abortus in macrophages from resistant and susceptible mouse strains. Clin.
Exp. Immunol. 121:289–294.

41. Segal, B. H., L. Ding, and S. M. Holland. 2003. Phagocyte NADPH oxidase,
but not inducible nitric oxide synthase, is essential for early control of
Burkholderia cepacia and Chromobacterium violaceum infection in mice. In-
fect. Immun. 71:205–210.

42. Smith, M. D., B. J. Angus, V. Wuthiekanun, and N. J. White. 1997. Arabi-
nose assimilation defines a nonvirulent biotype of Burkholderia pseudomallei.
Infect. Immun. 65:4319–4321.

43. Stenger, S., H. Thuring, M. Rollinghoff, and C. Bogdan. 1994. Tissue ex-
pression of inducible nitric-oxide synthase is closely associated with resis-
tance to Leishmania major. J. Exp. Med. 180:783–793.

44. Stevens, M. P., M. W. Wood, L. A. Taylor, P. Monaghan, P. Hawes, P. W.
Jones, T. S. Wallis, and E. E. Galyov. 2002. An Inv/Mxi-Spa-like type III
protein secretion system in Burkholderia pseudomallei modulates intracellu-
lar behaviour of the pathogen. Mol. Microbiol. 46:649–659.

45. Taylor-Robinson, A. W., F. Y. Liew, A. Severn, D. Xu, S. J. McSorley, P.
Garside, J. Padron, and R. S. Phillips. 1994. Regulation of the immune
response by nitric oxide differentially produced by T helper type 1 and T
helper type 2 cells. Eur. J. Immunol. 24:980–984.

46. Ulett, G. C., N. Ketheesan, and R. G. Hirst. 2000. Cytokine gene expression
in innately susceptible BALB/c mice and relatively resistant C57BL/6 mice
during infection with virulent Burkholderia pseudomallei. Infect. Immun.
68:2034–2042.

47. Ulett, G. C., N. Ketheesan, and R. G. Hirst. 1998. Macrophage-lymphocyte
interactions mediate anti-Burkholderia pseudomallei activity. FEMS Immu-
nol. Med. Microbiol. 21:283–286.

48. Utaisincharoen, P., N. Anuntagool, K. Limposuwan, P. Chaisuriya, and S.
Sirisinha. 2003. Involvement of beta interferon in enhancing inducible nitric
oxide synthase production and antimicrobial activity of Burkholderia
pseudomallei-infected macrophages. Infect. Immun. 71:3053–3057.

49. Utaisincharoen, P., N. Tangthawornchaikul, W. Kespichayawattana, P.
Chaisuriya, and S. Sirisinha. 2001. Burkholderia pseudomallei interferes with
inducible nitric oxide synthase (iNOS) production: a possible mechanism of
evading macrophage killing. Microbiol. Immunol. 45:307–313.

50. Van Rooijen, N., and A. Sanders. 1994. Liposome mediated depletion of
macrophages: mechanism of action, preparation of liposomes and applica-
tions. J. Immunol. Methods 174:83–93.

51. Vazquez-Torres, A., J. Jones-Carson, P. Mastroeni, H. Ischiropoulos, and
F. C. Fang. 2000. Antimicrobial actions of the NADPH phagocyte oxidase
and inducible nitric oxide synthase in experimental salmonellosis. I. Effects
on microbial killing by activated peritoneal macrophages in vitro. J. Exp.
Med. 192:227–236.

52. White, N. J. 2003. Melioidosis. Lancet. 361:1715–1722.
53. Winkelstein, J. A., M. C. Marino, R. B. Johnston, Jr., J. Boyle, J. Curnutte,

J. I. Gallin, H. L. Malech, S. M. Holland, H. Ochs, P. Quie, R. H. Buckley,
C. B. Foster, S. J. Chanock, and H. Dickler. 2000. Chronic granulomatous
disease. Report on a national registry of 368 patients. Medicine (Baltimore)
79:155–169.

54. Wuthiekanun, V., M. D. Smith, D. A. B. Dance, A. L. Walsh, T. L. Pitt, and
N. J. White. 1996. Biochemical characteristics of clinical and environmental
isolates of Burkholderia pseudomallei. J. Med. Microbiol. 45:408–412.

55. Zamboni, D. S. 2004. Genetic control of natural resistance of mouse mac-
rophages to Coxiella burnetii infection in vitro: macrophages from restrictive
strains control parasitophorous vacuole maturation. Infect. Immun. 72:2395–
2399.

Editor: F. C. Fang

VOL. 74, 2006 ROLE OF MACROPHAGES IN B. PSEUDOMALLEI INFECTION 6309


