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The genome of the duck hepatitis B virus (DHBV) contains an enhancer element. This sequence, of 192 bp, is
located in the 3’-terminal coding region of the DNA polymerase gene (nucleotides 2159 to 2351), upstream from
the pregenomic RNA start site. This enhancer potentiates a marked increased activity from the heterologous
thymidine kinase promoter in an orientation-independent manner and at a proximal, as well as at a distal,
location. The DHBV enhancer activates transcription in a relatively cell-type-independent manner. Sequence
homologies with the nuclear factor EF-C binding site are located in the DHBV enhancer. By using the HepG2
nuclear extracts and the DHBV enhancer as probes, a complex was observed in mobility shift assays.

Duck hepatitis B virus (DHBV) is a member of the
hepadnavirus group, which consists of the human hepatitis B
virus (HBV) and the woodchuck and ground squirrel hepa-
titis B viruses (9). All these small DNA viruses may cause
persistent infection in their natural hosts.

DHBYV is the most divergent member of the group. Differ-
ences include structure and genetic organization of the
genome and biological properties. DHBYV is the smallest of
the hepadnaviruses (3,020 bp). In contrast to mammalian
hepadnaviruses, the encapsidated genomic molecules are
mostly fully double-stranded DNA. The genome contains
only three overlapping genes, designated pre-C/C, pre-S/S,
and pol (16). The DHBV genome lacks the X gene, and the
core gene is larger than that of the mammalian viruses. The
X gene product of HBV is a transcriptional transactivator.
The X protein increases the amount of both genomic and
subgenomic HBV mRNAs in infected cells (4). The HBV X
protein is capable of stimulating the expression of genes
under the control of the HBV enhancer as well as several
RNA polymerase II and III promoters (1, 4, 14). In vivo,
DHBYV infects not only the liver but also the kidney,
pancreas, and spleen, as evidenced by the presence of
replicative forms of viral nucleic acids in these organs (12).
Infections with DHBV have very little pathologic conse-
quence (9), and, in general, DHBV does not integrate into
the cellular genome. Many aspects of the biology of hepad-
navirus are derived from the Pekin duck animal model,
including the replication via reverse transcription (22). How-
ever, little is known about the regulation of viral gene
expression, and it is likely that transcriptional control in
DHBYV differs from that in mammalian viruses. The tran-
scription of HBV is controlled both by at least four promot-
ers and by a transcriptional activator element located in the
coding region of the pol gene (7, 23, 24). This enhancer has
been implicated in the regulation of transcripts for the
envelope, core, and X proteins and therefore seems to play
akey role in the life cycle of HBV. Enhancer regions in other
hepadnaviruses have not yet been identified. We examine
the possibility that the most divergent member of the hep-
adnavirus group, the avian DHBV genome, contains an
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enhancer, and we compare its location, activity, and host
tropism specificity with those of the HBV enhancer.

To determine whether the genome of DHBV contains an
enhancer element, we constructed chloramphenicol acetyl-
transferase (CAT)-based vectors with different DHBV DNA
segments positioned upstream and downstream of the thy-
midine kinase (tk) promoter. The pBLCAT?2 plasmid used in
this study contains the tk promoter followed by a CAT gene
and the simian virus 40 polyadenylation signals, all preceded
by a polylinker region (15). We started by inserting six DNA
fragments covering the whole 3.0-kb DHBV genome into
pBLCAT2 (Fig. 1). Whenever needed, natural restriction
sites were converted to convenient cloning sites either by a
repair reaction with the Klenow fragment of DNA polymer-
ase I or by insertion of synthetic linkers and subsequent
ligation (17). The resulting clones were used to transfect the
human hepatoblastoma cell line HepG2 by the calcium
phosphate method or by the DEAE-dextran technique (11),
and the amount of CAT activity present in extracts of these
cells was determined. The protein concentration in the cell
lysates was determined, and CAT activity was assayed by
using the same amount of total protein for all samples in an
individual experiment. The CAT activity was determined
quantitatively by measuring the amount of radioactivity
associated with the various acetylated forms of chloram-
phenicol and by expressing this value as the percentage of
the total radioactivity associated with the [**C]chloram-
phenicol substrate (10). As shown in Fig. 1A, only DH6-
transfected cells exhibited a large increase (77.5%) of CAT
activity as compared with pBLCAT2-transfected cells. The
BamHI-Tagql fragment (nucleotides 1658 to 2489, 831 bp) is
located in the 3’ terminus of the pol gene. Sequences within
this fragment exhibit enhancer activity since the same frag-
ment, in opposite orientation of the CAT transcription unit
(DH6-2), increases the CAT gene expression equally well
(73%) (Fig. 1B and 2). From these experiments, we conclude
that a strong enhancer element is located within the BamHI-
Tagql fragment of the DHBV genome.

To further locate the DHBV enhancer element, the
BamHI-Tagql fragment was digested with Alul and the result-
ing 403-, 330-, and 98-bp fragments were inserted upstream
of the tk promoter and transfected in HepG2 cells. As shown
in Fig. 1B, only the DHS8-transfected cells exhibited a large
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FIG. 1. Structure and enhancer activity of the recombinant DHBV DNA constructions in HepG2 cells. (A) Open reading frames of the
DHBY genome are shown at the top of the figure. Recombinant DNA constructions were made by using the available restriction endonuclease
cleavage sites shown above the end points. Bars represent the DHBV fragments inserted into pBLCAT2 plasmid. DH18 contains the
Xbal-Hindlll fragment from nucleotides 2662 to 3020; DH19 contains the HindII1-Bg/II fragment from nucleotides 14 to 391; DH20 contains
the BgllI-HindIIl fragment from nucleotides 391 to 1093; DH2 contains the HindIIl-HindIIl fragment from nucleotides 1093 to 1334; DHS
contains the HindIII-BamHI fragment from nucleotides 1334 to 1658; and DH6 contains the BamHI-Tagl fragment from nucleotides 1658 to
2489. (B) Delimitation of the DHBV enhancer. Numbers indicate nucleotide position in the DHBV genome. (16). Plasmids DH7, DH4, DHS,
and DH10 are derivatives of DH6. DH7 contains the BamHI-Alul fragment from nucleotides 1658 to 2061; DH4 contains the Alul-Alul
fragment from nucleotides 2061 to 2159; DH8 contains the 330-bp fragment from Alul to the Tagl site (nucleotides 2159 to 2489); and DH10
contains the Alul-Ncol fragment from nucleotides 2159 to 2351. The values are the means of three to five independent experiments.
Abbreviations: X, Xbal; H, Hindlll; Bg, Bglll; B, BamHI; T, Tagl.

increase in CAT activity. The two DH8 plasmids, which
contain the 330-bp Alul-Taql (nucleotides 2159 to 2489)
fragment in both orientations upstream of the tk promoter,
increase CAT gene expression equally well (78 and 76%).
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FIG. 2. CAT activity in extracts of HepG?2 cells transfected by
DHBV CAT plasmids. The percent conversions of [**C]chloram-
phenicol to the acetylated derivative are shown in Fig. 1A. DH6-1
and DH6-2 contain the BamHI-Tagl fragment from nucleotides 1658
to 2489 in the same and opposite orientations, respectively, relative
to the CAT transcription unit. pPBLCAT? is an enhancerless plas-
mid, pEHB2 contains the HBV enhancer (7), and pSV2CAT con-
tains the early simian virus 40 promoter and enhancer sequences.

Plasmid, which contains the same fragment 3’ of the CAT
gene, also increases CAT gene expression (41% increase)
(data not shown). This 330-bp fragment (nucleotides 2159 to
2489) contains the enhancer, and probably the proximal
promoter of the C gene, since the pregenome CAP site is
located at nucleotide 2529. To separate these two cis-acting
regulatory sequences and to avoid any interference, we
made a deletion of 138 nucleotides from Ncol to Tagl
(nucleotides 2351 to 2489) in the DH8 fragment. The HepG2
cells transfected with the resulting plasmid (DH10) contain-
ing 192 bp of DHBV genome (nucleotides 2159 to 2351) also
showed an increase of CAT activity comparable to that
obtained with the two DHS8 plasmids (Fig. 1B).

All plasmids that contain this region located in the 3’
terminus of the pol gene display a higher level of CAT
activity in the transfection assays than does the pBLCAT2
plasmid. The level of CAT activity has been normalized to
the level of CAT activity directed by the tk promoter
regardless of their orientation or their location (proximal or
distal) with respect to the promoter. Cotransfection of all
plasmids with pRSV-B-gal plasmid, which contains the long
terminal repeat of Rous sarcoma virus and the B-galactosi-
dase genes, was also done. No significant variation in
B-galactosidase activity was detected between samples.
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TABLE 1. DHBYV enhancer activity in various cell lines

% CAT activity? with:

Cell line?
pBLCAT2 DH10 pSV2CAT
HepG2 0.9 87 25
HeLa 3 2 15
CVv1 0.7 15 41
CHO 1.2 36 24

@ A total of 10° cells of the cell lines listed were cotransfected with 5 g of
the CAT expression plasmid indicated and 1 ug of pRSV-B-gal by the calcium
phosphate method or the DEAE-dextran technique (11). At 48 h after
transfection, lysates were prepared for CAT and B-galactosidase activity
assays. The amount of DNA used in the transfection procedure was within the
linear range of the assay.

 All experiments were performed at least three times with at least two
separate plasmid preparations. Percentages represent the average values from
three independent experiments.

The experiments summarized in Fig. 1 serve to localize a
sequence capable of stimulating the tk promoter to a region
in the pol gene, upstream of the C gene (nucleotides 2159 to
2351). The pol gene encodes a large polypeptide containing
the DNA polymerase and reverse transcriptase and the
RNase H catalytic domains separated by a spacer region
(21). This gene is expressed by internal translational initia-
tion at the pol AUG rather than by ribosomal frameshifting
(3). The HBV P products also play an important role in
pregenome encapsidation and are required as structural
components (2, 13). A smaller DHBV polymerase protein
than the corresponding HBV protein can be predicted (16),
but, as is the case for HBV, the enhancer of DHBYV is
located in the 3’ terminus of the pol gene.

To determine the effect of the DHBV enhancer on gene
expression in cell lines from different species and tissues, we
transfected vectors carrying the DHBV enhancer into sev-
eral cell lines listed in Table 1. These cell lines include the
human cervical carcinoma cell line HeLa, the hamster ovary
epithelial cell line CHO, and the simian kidney cell line
CV-1. The results of transfection of different cell lines with
the DH10 plasmid are listed in Table 1. The levels of CAT
activity in these cell lines directed by pSV2CAT, which
contains the entire early region promoter of simian virus 40,
as well as the level of activity of the pBLCAT?2 plasmid, are
also given.

These results indicate that DHBV sequences contained in
this region display a strong enhancer activity in human
HepG2 cells and a moderate enhancer activity in CV1 and
CHO cells. No increase in the level of CAT activity was
detected upon transfection of the HeLa cell line with plas-
mids that contained the DHBYV sequences. These cells were
competent for transfection as judged by their level of CAT
activity directed by the pSV2CAT plasmid. From these
experiments, we conclude that the DHBV enhancer acti-
vates transcription, preferentially, but not exclusively, in
hepatoma cell lines.

The DHBYV enhancer in vitro is not species specific, since
the ability of DHBV fragments to exhibit enhancer activity
was tested by using the human HepG?2 cells. This differen-
tiated human hepatoma cell line has recently been shown to
support replication and production of the infectious HBV, as
well as DHBV, upon transfection with cloned HBV and
DHBYV DNA, respectively (8).

One of the properties of enhancers is that they can exhibit
tissue type specificity of transcription activation. Since the
hepadnavirus are characterized by a high species specificity
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and relative liver tropism, it has been suggested that tissue-
specific expression of HBV was due to the restricted func-
tion of the HBV enhancer (6). However, several groups have
reported that the HBV enhancer was not specific for liver
cells but exhibited activity in a variety of cell types (7, 23,
24). Transfection of the DHBYV enhancer in several cell lines
resulted in a variable increase in CAT gene expression.
These results suggest that the enhancer is not solely respon-
sible for the hepatotropic phenotype of the virus.

The mechanisms by which enhancers function are not
known, but these sequences are composed of multiple ele-
ments or modules consisting of short conserved-sequence
motifs that are binding sites for transcription factors. In the
case of the HBV enhancer, multiple factors bind to distinct
domains, and most of these factors are ubiquitous. These
domains individually exhibit a very inefficient enhancing
activity but act synergistically to give a high level of activity
(6). This suggests that factor-binding sites in the enhancer
act to facilitate the formation of a functional complex. To
assess the ability of nuclear extracts to bind to the DHBV
enhancer, we performed mobility shift assays by using a
32p_labeled DNA fragment that contained the enhancer
region. Nuclear proteins from HepG2 cells were extracted
with 0.3 M NaCl and dialyzed, and 3 pg of extract was used
for a gel retardation assay, as described previously (5). The
DHBV DNA probes were the Alul-Ncol fragment (nucleo-
tides 2159 to 2351; 192 bp). Probe DN As were end labeled at
the unique Ncol site of the vector with the Klenow fragment
of DNA polymerase and [a->?P]JdCTP. A prominent complex
was detected when nuclear extracts from HepG2 cells were
incubated with salmon sperm DNA or poly(dI-dC) ho-
mopolymer as the nonspecific competitor and the DHBV
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FIG. 3. Binding of the HepG2 nuclear factors to the DHBV
enhancer. A probe from the DHBV enhancer (Alul-Ncol, nucleo-
tides 2159 to 2351, 192 bp) was incubated with a HepG2 nuclear
extract. Lane 1 shows the DHBV probe without nuclear extract.
Lanes 2, 3, and 4 contain 3 pg of nuclear extract, 2 pg of salmon
sperm DNA, and the DHBYV probe. Lane 2 lacks DNA competitor;
lane 3 contains 250 ng of cold DNA competitor identical to the
probe; lane 4 contains 250 ng of an unrelated cold DNA fragment of
241 nucleotides (DHBV fragment, nucleotides 1093 to 1334). The
samples were loaded onto a 5% polyacrylamide gel.
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FIG. 4. EF-C binding site. Sequence of the polyomavirus (PY) and HBV EF-C binding sites are shown at the top. Arrows correspond to
the inverted repeats. Similar sequences in the DHBV genome are indicated (nucleotides 2294 to 2323). Below the EF-C binding site, the

consensus sequence is shown.

enhancer fragment as the probe (see Fig. 4, lane 2). This
complex was inhibited by various concentrations of cold
DNA, identical to the DHBV enhancer probe, but not by
unrelated cold DNA (DHBYV fragment, nucleotides 1093 to
1334; 241 bp). The results of representative experiments with
250 ng of cold DNA are shown in Fig. 3; they suggest that
nuclear factors in HepG2 cells can bind to the DHBV
enhancer.

Recently two cellular factors, C/EBP and EF-C, have
been shown to bind to the human HBV enhancer (19, 20).
C/EBP binds to at least two different sequence motifs, the
CCAAT promoter domain (5'-CCAAT-3') and a core se-
quence common to many viral enhancers [5'-TGTGG(A/T)
(A/T)(A/T)G-3']. C/EBP factor contains a leucine zipper
structure important for DNA-binding activity through pro-
tein dimerization. C/EBP binds to two sites within the HBV
enhancer and can function as a transcriptional repressor
(20). EF-C is a nuclear factor that binds to the murine
polyomavirus enhancer C element, [5'-GTTGC(T/C)NG(G/
A)CAAC-3'] (18). Ostapchuk et al. demonstrated that EF-C
binds to the HBV inverted repeat in vitro and is an important
functional component of the HBV enhancer region in vivo
(19). They also showed that the DHBV genome contained
sequence similarities to the inverted repeat, with an addi-
tional 9 bp in the spacer region (2294 to 2323). The enhancer
region that we identified here contains this inverted repeat
sequence homologous with the EF-C site (Fig. 4) and there-
fore, as is the case for HBV, may play an important role in
enhancer function.

It is possible that this 192-bp region (which exhibits
enhancer activity) located upstream of the pregenomic RNA
start site is composed of distinct domains or enhansons and
contains other regulatory sequences. Also, this study does
not eliminate the possibility that another enhancer, com-
bined with negative regulatory elements, for example, exists
somewhere else in the DHBV genome. In this respect, it is
interesting that the DH19 construct (Fig. 1A), which con-
tains a fragment spanning the 3’ terminus of the C gene and
the 5’ terminus of the pol gene, caused a low but significant
activity. Recently a second enhancer located in the X gene
coding region in HBV has been identified (25).

In conclusion, we demonstrate that the DHBV genome
contains a strong enhancer located in the 3’ terminus of the
pol gene upstream from the pregenomic RNA start site. This
enhancer functions in a relatively cell-type-independent
manner. We also show that nuclear factors can bind to the
DHBYV enhancer. These results suggest that the host speci-
ficity of hepadnavirus is not controlled solely by specific
transcriptional factors but primarily by events at the cell
surface, with a yet undefined host cell receptor.

Comparative analysis of gene expression between the two

most distant hepadnaviruses, HBV and DHBV, will provide
insight into the mechanisms by which the cis-regulatory
sequences in hepadnavirus genomes govern the expression,
the host tropism, and ultimately the disease process induced
by these viruses.

We thank A. Kay for the kind gift of pUKD2 and H. Hamdi for
typing the manuscript.
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