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The leader proteinase (Lpro) of foot-and-mouth disease virus (FMDV) is a papain-like proteinase that plays
an important role in FMDV pathogenesis. Previously, it has been shown that Lpro is involved in the inhibition
of the type I interferon (IFN) response by FMDV. However, the underlying mechanisms remain unclear. Here
we demonstrate that FMDV Lbpro, a shorter form of Lpro, has deubiquitinating activity. Sequence alignment
and structural bioinformatics analyses revealed that the catalytic residues (Cys51 and His148) are highly
conserved in FMDV Lbpro of all seven serotypes and that the topology of FMDV Lbpro is remarkably similar
to that of ubiquitin-specific protease 14 (USP14), a cellular deubiquitylation enzyme (DUB), and to that of
severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus (SARS-CoV) papain-like protease (PLpro), a coronaviral DUB.
Both purified Lbpro protein and in vivo ectopically expressed Lbpro removed ubiquitin (Ub) moieties from
cellular substrates, acting on both lysine-48- and lysine-63-linked polyubiquitin chains. Furthermore, Lbpro

significantly inhibited ubiquitination of retinoic acid-inducible gene I (RIG-I), TANK-binding kinase 1
(TBK1), TNF receptor-associated factor 6 (TRAF6), and TRAF3, key signaling molecules in activation of type
I IFN response. Mutations in Lbpro that ablate the catalytic activity (C51A or D163N/D164N) or disrupt the
SAP (for SAF-A/B, Acinus, and PIAS) domain (I83A/L86A) abrogated the DUB activity of Lbpro as well as its
ability to block signaling to the IFN-� promoter. Collectively, these results demonstrate that FMDV Lbpro

possesses DUB activity in addition to serving as a viral proteinase and describe a novel mechanism evolved by
FMDV to counteract host innate antiviral responses.

Foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) is a highly contagious viral
disease of wild and domestic cloven-hoofed animals (22). The
etiologic agent, FMD virus (FMDV), is a positive-stranded
RNA virus that belongs to the Aphthovirus genus of the Pi-
cornaviridae family. The genome of FMDV encodes a polypro-
tein which is processed into structural and nonstructural pro-
teins by three virus-encoded proteinases, i.e., leader (Lpro), 2A,
and 3Cpro (31). Lpro, the first protein to be translated from the
FMDV genome, is initiated at two different AUGs that are
separated by 84 nucleotides, and this results in two alternative
forms of Lpro, termed Labpro and Lbpro. Both forms have been
detected in vitro and in infected cells (7, 32). Lpro is a well-
characterized papain-like protease that cleaves itself off the

nascent polyprotein precursor (36, 39). Using a genetically
engineered FMDV lacking the Lpro-coding region (A12-
LLV2), de Los Santos et al. demonstrated that Lpro inhibits the
induction of beta interferon (IFN-�) and blocks the host innate
immune response (9). However, the exact molecular mecha-
nisms underlying the ability of Lpro to inhibit IFN-� induction
remain to be elucidated.

It is well known that IFN-� transcription requires the coor-
dinate activation of the latent transcription factors NF-�B,
interferon regulatory factors (IRFs), and ATF2–c-Jun (AP-1)
and their subsequent binding to the IFN-� enhancer elements
(47). Many of the signaling events that link the sensors to the
transcription factors are mediated by the activities of kinases
and ubiquitinating enzymes that modify and activate critical
intermediates in the signaling cascade (3, 4, 25). Type I IFNs
trigger signals that culminate in expression of IFN-stimulated
genes (ISGs) and inflammatory cytokines, which suppress the
replication of invading pathogens and also facilitate the devel-
opment of adaptive immune responses (37, 48). However, the
ubiquitin (Ub) chains conjugated to signaling molecules during
activation of each pathway can be inactivated by cellular de-
ubiquitylation enzymes (DUBs) such as A20, CYLD, and
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DUBA (17, 26, 52), suggesting that ubiquitin modification en-
zymes and DUBs play critical roles in modulating the immune
responses.

Recent work has further revealed that many viruses have
evolved elaborate strategies to counteract innate antiviral im-
mune signaling pathways by redirecting or inhibiting the ubiq-
uitination machinery of the host for their survival (49). For
example, HIV-1 prevents the antiviral interferon response via
Vpr- and Vif-directed ubiquitin-mediated degradation of
IRF-3 (35), the N-terminal protease (Npro) of bovine viral
diarrhea virus interacts with IRF-3 and promotes its polyubiq-
uitination and degradation through the proteasome (5, 23),
and the murid herpesvirus 4 (MuHV-4) latency-associated pro-
tein ORF73 associates with the host ubiquitin-ligase complex
to promote polyubiquitination and subsequent proteasomal
degradation of p65/RelA, which inhibits the activity of NF-�B
that facilitates MuHV-4 latency (40). Recent studies showed
that the papain-like protease (PLpro) domains of many coro-
naviruses, such as severe acute respiratory syndrome corona-
virus (SARS-CoV), human coronavirus (HCoV) NL63, and
mouse hepatitis virus (MHV) A59, act as both papain-like
proteases and deubiquitinating enzymes that block type I IFN
induction (2, 6, 8, 13, 18, 28, 54). The FMDV Lpro is a papain-
like protease and has been shown to inhibit the induction of
transcription of IFN-� (9, 10, 39, 51). However, the precise
mechanism(s) by which FMDV Lpro exerts this effect remains
unclear. In this work, sequence alignment and structural bioin-
formatics analyses suggested that the topology of FMDV Lbpro

is remarkably similar to that of ubiquitin-specific protease 14
(USP14) (24), a cellular DUB, and to that of SARS-CoV
PLpro (38), a coronaviral DUB. We then conducted experi-
ments to demonstrate that the papain-like protease of FMDV,
Lbpro, is also a novel viral DUB. Furthermore, we found that
Lbpro cleaves ubiquitin moieties from critical signaling proteins
of the type I IFN signaling pathway, such as retinoic acid-
inducible gene I (RIG-I), TANK-binding kinase 1 (TBK1),
tumor necrosis factor (TNF) receptor-associated factor 3
(TRAF3), and TRAF6. In addition, mutations that ablate the
catalytic activity or disrupt the SAP (for SAF-A/B, Acinus, and
PIAS) domain of Lbpro abrogate the DUB activity and also the
ability of Lbpro to block IFN-� induction.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Cells and virus. HEK293T cells (human embryonic kidney epithelial cells)
were maintained in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle medium (DMEM) (Invitrogen)
supplemented with 10% heated-inactivated fetal calf serum (FCS), 100 U/ml
penicillin, and 10 �g/ml streptomycin sulfate at 37°C in a humidified 5% CO2

incubator. Porcine kidney (IBRS-2) cells were grown in Eagle minimal essential
medium (MEM) supplemented with 10% heated-inactivated FCS, 100 U/ml
penicillin, and 10 �g/ml streptomycin sulfate. FMDV strain O/ES/2001 was
propagated in IBRS-2 cells, and the supernatants of infected cells were clarified
and stored at �80°C. Sendai virus (SEV) was obtained from the Centre of Virus
Resource and Information, Wuhan Institute of Virology, Chinese Academy of
Sciences.

Plasmids. Full-length hemagglutinin (HA)-tagged ubiquitin (Ub) plasmid
(HA-Ub) and HA-Ub mutants in which all but one Lys residue (HA-K48-Ub or
HA-K63-Ub) was replaced with Arg were gifts of Tomohiko Ohta (St. Marianna
University School of Medicine, Japan) (34). pcDNA3.1-Flag-Ub was previously
described (8). The expression plasmids for wild-type (WT) RIG-I (pEF-Flag-
RIG-I), its constitutively active mutant (pEF-Flag-RIG-IN), and p125-Luc (IFN-
�-Luc) were kindly provided by T. Fujita (Tokyo Metropolitan Institute of
Medical Science, Tokyo, Japan). The TBK1 expression vector was kindly pro-
vided by Himanshu Kuma and Shizuo Akira (Immunology Frontier Research

Center, Osaka University, Japan), The TRAF3 and TRAF6 expression vectors
were gifts from Edward W. Harhaj (University of Miami School of Medicine,
Miami, FL).

For construction of pcDNA3.1-V5/His/Lbpro, the cDNA fragment encoding
the full-length Lbpro of FMDV was amplified by PCR from the cDNA of FMDV
O/ES/2001 (GenBank accession no. AY686687) and subcloned into the
pcDNA3.1-V5/His B vector (Invitrogen). Mutagenesis of individual amino acid
residues (C51A, I83A, L86A, D163N, and D164N) in Lbpro was conducted using
overlap extension PCR. Detailed sequences of the specific primers used are
available upon request. All constructs were validated by DNA sequencing.

In vitro deubiquitination assay. The FMDV Lbpro protein was purified from
cells transfected with pcDNA3.1-V5/His/Lbpro using Ni Sepharose 6 Fast Flow
(GE Healthcare) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. As a negative con-
trol, Ni Sepharose 6 Fast Flow was also used to isolate the proteins from
empty-vector-transfected cells. The polyubiquitin chains were purchased from
Boston Biochem (K48-Ub2-7 [catalog no. UC-230] and K63-Ub2-7 [catalog no.
UC-330]). The purified products were incubated with 3 �g of K48-Ub2-7 chains
or K48-Ub2-7 chains at 37°C in a 30-�l reaction mixture containing 25 mM NaCl,
100 mg/ml bovine serum albumin (BSA), and 2 mM dithiothreitol (DTT). A
control reaction mixture was incubated under identical conditions with the ex-
clusion of enzyme. Reactions were terminated by addition of 5� SDS-PAGE
sample loading buffer (Beyotime, China) followed by heat treatment at 100°C for
5 min. The samples were analyzed by electrophoresis on a 15% SDS-polyacryl-
amide gel and stained with Coomassie blue dye.

Assay of deubiquitination activity in vivo. The effect of FMDV Lbpro on
ubiquitinated cellular proteins in vivo was assessed as described previously (14).
HEK293T cells cultured in 60-mm dishes were cotransfected with 1 �g of HA-
Ub, HA-K48-Ub, or HA-K63-Ub plus appropriate amounts of constructs con-
taining FMDV Lbpro or the corresponding mutants using Lipofectamine 2000.
Where applicable, the empty pcDNA3.1/V5-HisB vector was supplemented to
keep the total amount of DNA transfected constant. After 30 h, cells were
harvested by adding 250 �l 2� lysis buffer A (LBA) (65 mM Tris-HCl [pH 6.8],
4% sodium dodecyl sulfate, 3% DL-dithiothreitol, and 40% glycerol) containing
20 mM N-ethylmaleimide (NEM) (Sigma) and 20 mM iodoacetamine (Sigma).
Cell lysates were then analyzed for ubiquitin-conjugated proteins by Western
blotting with anti-HA antibody (1:1,000) (MBL, Japan). To confirm the expres-
sion levels of FMDV Lbpro and the mutants, anti-V5 antibody (MBL, Japan) was
used to detect the V5-tagged proteins. Beta-actin was detected with anti-beta-
actin monoclonal antibody (MAb) (Beyotime, China) to demonstrate equal
protein sample loading.

Luciferase reporter gene assay. HEK293T cells grown in 24-well plates were
cotransfected with 0.1 �g/well of IFN-�-Luc along with 0.05 �g/well of pRL-TK
plasmid (Promega) (for normalization of transfection efficiency) and various
other expression plasmids or an empty control plasmid. In some experiments,
cells were further infected or mock infected with SEV at 24 h after the initial
cotransfection. Cells were harvested 12 h later, and firefly luciferase and Renilla
luciferase activities were determined using the dual-luciferase reporter assay
system (Promega) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. Data represent
relative firefly luciferase activity normalized to Renilla luciferase activity and are
representative of three independently conducted experiments. Data are pre-
sented as means � standard deviations (SD). A P value of less than 0.01 was
considered highly statistically significant.

Coimmunoprecipitation and immunoblot analysis. Transient transfection of
HEK293T cells with the indicated plasmids was performed routinely using Li-
pofectamine 2000 as per the manufacturer’s instructions (Invitrogen). Trans-
fected HEK293T cells from each 100-mm dish were lysed in l ml lysis buffer (25
mM Tris-HCl [pH 7.5], 150 mM NaCl, 1% Triton X-100, 20 nM phenylmethyl-
sulfonyl fluoride [PMSF]), and the protein concentration was measured and
adjusted. For each immunoprecipitation, 500 �g of cell lysate protein was incu-
bated with 0.5 �g of the indicated antibody and 25 �l of protein A�G-agarose
(Beyotime, China) overnight at 4°C. The Sepharose beads were then washed
three times with 1 ml lysis buffer. The precipitates were subjected to 10%
SDS-PAGE and subsequent immunoblot analysis using the indicated antibodies.

RESULTS

Bioinformatics analysis predicts FMDV Lbpro to be a viral
DUB. Based on the structures of their catalytic domains, the
human DUBs have been classified into five subfamilies, most
of which exhibit a high degree of homology mainly in two
regions known as Cys and His boxes (C and H boxes, respec-
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tively) that surround the catalytic Cys and His residues (33, 53).
FMDV Lpro is a well-characterized papain-like proteinase that
also possesses the catalytic Cys and His residues (21, 43).
Sequence alignment showed that Cys51 and His148 (number-
ing based on FMDV type O Labpro) are highly conserved
among all seven serotypes of FMDV (Fig. 1A). To predict
whether FMDV Lbpro has the structural characteristics of a
deubiquitinating enzyme, the structure comparison service
Secondary-Structure Matching (SSM) (http://www.ebi.ac.uk
/msd-srv/ssm/cgi-bin/ssmserver) was used by clustering FMDV
Lbpro with USP14 (24), a known cellular DUB, and SARS-
CoV PLpro (38), a known viral DUB. As shown in Fig. 1B, the
topology of FMDV Lbpro is remarkably similar to those of
SARS-CoV PLpro and USP14, with corresponding root mean
square (RMS) deviations of alignment of 2.845 Å and 2.776 Å,
respectively, despite the fact that FMDV Lbpro has low amino
acid sequence homology with SARS-CoV PLpro and USP14
(9.2% and 12.3%, respectively). These data suggested that
FMDV Lbpro is likely a viral DUB.

FMDV Lbpro processes K48-linked and K63-linked poly-
ubiquitin in vitro. As mentioned in the introduction, initiation
of FMDV protein synthesis can occur at the first or the second
AUG codon (7, 32). To avoid initiation of translation at both
sites, we subcloned the FMDV Lbpro fragment into pcDNA3.1-

V5/His B in frame with C-terminal V5-6� His tags and trans-
fected the construct into HEK293T cells. To further determine
if FMDV Lbpro has DUB activity, a DNA construct expressing
FMDV Lbpro was transiently transfected into HEK293T cells
and the recombinant Lbpro was purified from cell lysates using
Ni Sepharose 6 Fast Flow (Fig. 2A). When incubated with
K48- and K63-linked polyubiquitin chains in vitro, the purified
Lbpro was able to cleave both substrates (Fig. 2B and C). Upon
prolonged incubation, Lbpro completely processed both sub-
strates to monoubiquitin (data not shown). These data show
that both of the two major forms of polyubiquitin chains, K48
and K63, serve as in vitro substrates for recombinant FMDV
Lbpro.

FMDV Lbpro has DUB activity in vivo. To determine
whether Lbpro functioned as a DUB in a cell-based assay,
HEK293T cells were transfected with the empty vector or
increasing amounts of plasmid DNA encoding Lbpro along with
HA-tagged ubiquitin vector (HA-Ub), and the effect of Lbpro

on all ubiquitinated cellular proteins was assessed via Western
blotting with an anti-HA antibody. As shown in Fig. 3A, ex-
pression of Lbpro resulted in a dose-dependent reduction in the
level of ubiquitinated cellular proteins compared to that in the
control vector-transfected cells. To further identify which Ub
linkage type is targeted by Lbpro in vivo, HEK293T cells were

FIG. 1. Structure analysis of FMDV Lbpro. (A) Amino acid alignment of the conserved region surrounding Cys51 and His148 (numbering based
on Labpro) in the Lbpro proteins of the seven types of sequenced FMDV genomes. Black boxes indicate conserved enzymatic proteolysis residues.
The sequences were derived from GenBank entries with the following accession numbers: FMDV type O, NC_004004; FMDV type A, NC_011450;
FMDV type C, NC_002554; FMDV type Asia 1, NC_004915; FMDV type SAT1, NC_011451; FMDV type SAT2, NC_003992; and FMDV type
SAT3, NC_011452. (B) Comparison of FMDV Lbpro (Protein Data Bank [PDB] code 1QOL) with SARS-CoV PLpro (PDB code 3E9S) and the
cellular DUB USP14 (PDB code 2AYN). The topologies of the proteins were structurally aligned and superimposed using the Web-based server
SSM (http://www.ebi.ac.uk/msd-srv/ssm/cgi-bin/ssmserver). A ribbon diagram of conserved topologies shows FMDV Lbpro, SARS-CoV PLpro, and
USP14 in color; the rest is represented by gray.
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transfected with HA-K48-Ub or HA-K63-Ub in lieu of HA-
Ub. These constructs allow solely the formation of K48- and
K63-linked polyubiquitin chains, respectively (34). Notably,
both K48- and K63-linked Ub chains were processed by Lbpro

in a dose-dependent manner, with no apparent preference
between them (Fig. 3B and C). These results confirm our
earlier results that FMDV Lbpro is a potent DUB that removes
ubiquitin conjugates formed through either K48 or K63 linkage
from many cellular substrates.

To exclude the possibility that the DUB activity of Lbpro

observed was an artificial effect of plasmid overexpression in
cell culture, we analyzed the DUB activity in the context of
FMDV infection. IBRS-2 cells were transfected with the

FIG. 3. FMDV Lbpro has a dose-dependent deubiquitinating activ-
ity in vivo. (A) HEK293T cells grown in 60-mm dishes were transfected
with HA-tagged Ub expression plasmids (1.2 �g), along with increas-
ing quantities (0, 0.008, 0.04, 0.2, or 1 �g) of plasmid encoding Lbpro,
using Lipofectamine 2000. Cell lysates were prepared at 30 h post-
transfection and analyzed for Ub-conjugated proteins by Western blot-
ting with an anti-HA antibody. Western blotting with anti-V5 antibody
shows expression of Lbpro, and Western blotting for beta-actin serves
as a protein loading control. (B and C) FMDV Lbpro effectively cleaves
both K48 and K63 Ub linkages in vivo. The experiment was performed
similarly to that described for panel A except that HA-K48-Ub or
HA-K63-Ub was used in lieu of HA-Ub. The asterisk indicates a
nonspecific band.

FIG. 2. Processing of K48- and K63-linked polyubiquitin chains by
FMDV Lbpro in vitro. (A) The protein was obtained from FMDV
Lbpro-transfected or mock-transfected 293T cells using Ni Sepharose 6
Fast Flow and analyzed for His-tagged FMDV Lbpro-conjugated pro-
teins by Western blotting (WB) with an anti-His antibody. (B) In vitro
K48-linked polyubiquitin deconjugation assay. K48-linked polyubiqui-
tin was incubated with the protein obtained from mock-transfected
(lane 2) or FMDV Lbpro-transfected (lane 3) HEK293T cells at 37°C
for 1 h before being analyzed by SDS-PAGE. Lane 1, uncleaved
K48-linked polyubiquitin chain (K48-Ub2–7). M, molecular mass mark-
ers, including 170-, 130-, 100-, 70-, 55-, 40-, 35-, 25-, 15-, and 10-kDa
bands. (C) In vitro K63-linked polyubiquitin deconjugation assay. The
experiment was performed similarly to that described for panel B
except that the K63-linked polyubiquitin chain (K63-Ub2–7) was used.
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HA-Ub vector for 24 h and then infected with FMDV at
increasing multiplicities of infection (MOIs). As shown in Fig.
4, compared to those in uninfected cells, the levels of ubiquiti-
nated cellular proteins were reduced in a dose-dependent
manner in FMDV-infected cells. Similar results were obtained
when K48-Ub or K63-Ub was transfected in place of HA-Ub
prior to FMDV infection (data not shown). In aggregate, these
data suggest that Lbpro, expressed from replicating FMDV,
possesses DUB activities toward both K48- and K63-linked
ubiquitin chains.

The DUB activity of FMDV Lbpro is uncoupled from its
ability to process eIF-4G. It is established that Lpro possesses
the ability to cleave the translation initiation factor eIF-4G and
shuts off host cell translation (15). We considered the possi-
bility that the DUB activity of Lbpro is coupled with or depen-
dent upon its ability to cleave eIF-4G. Previous studies re-
vealed that mutations in amino acid residues C51, D163, and
D164 in Lpro partially reduced (D163N and D164N) or com-
pletely eliminated (C51A and D163N/D164N) the abilities of
Lpro to process itself from viral polyprotein and to cleave
eIF-4G (15, 41). Such activities of Lpro, however, were not
affected upon disruption of the SAP domain by double amino
acid substitutions at residues 83 and 86 (I83A/L86A) (11).
Based on these previous findings, we constructed these Lbpro

mutants and compared them with WT Lbpro for DUB activity
and the ability to cleave eIF-4G. In agreement with the previ-
ous studies, the I83A/L86A double mutant retained the ability
to cleave eIF-4G (Fig. 5A, lane 7), while the D163N/D164N
double mutant (lane 10) and the C51A mutant (lane 4) com-
pletely lost such activity. These Lbpro mutants were then ex-
amined for DUB activity in HEK293T cells. To this end,
HEK293T cells were cotransfected with the Flag-Ub vector
and the indicated Lbpro expression plasmids. As shown in Fig.
5B, overexpression of WT Lbpro almost completely eliminated
Flag-Ub-reactive protein bands (lane 3). The catalytically in-
active mutants (C51A and D163N/D164N) lost the DUB ac-
tivity (lanes 4 and 10, respectively), as did the SAP domain
I83A/L86A double mutant (lane 7), which is capable of eIF-4G
cleavage. These data suggest that although the catalytic activity

of Lbpro is important for its DUB activity, the latter does not
depend on the ability of Lbpro to process eIF-4G (i.e., proteo-
lytic activity). Further confirming this notion, the D164N mu-
tant was less active in cleaving eIF-4G than was the I83A/L86A
double mutant (Fig. 5A, compare lanes 9 and 7) but had
substantially better DUB activity than the latter (Fig. 5B, com-
pare lanes 9 and 7). Similar results were obtained when
K48-Ub or K63-Ub was used in lieu of HA-Ub to compare the
DUB activities of WT and mutant Lbpro (data not shown).

DUB activity is essential for FMDV Lbpro to block type I
IFN induction. Ubiquitination is essential for the activation of

FIG. 4. DUB activity assay during FMDV infection. IBRS-2 cells
cultured in 60-mm dishes were transfected with HA-tagged ubiquitin
and infected with FMDV at different MOIs at 24 h posttransfection.
Cells were lysed at 12 h postinfection and assayed for anti-HA and
anti-beta-actin staining by Western blotting. The asterisk indicates a
nonspecific band.

FIG. 5. The ability of Lbpro to process eIF-4G is not necessary for
its DUB activity. (A) HEK293T cells cultured in 60-mm dishes were
transfected with the indicated Lbpro expression plasmids (2 �g). Cell
lysates were prepared at 30 h posttransfection and analyzed for cellular
eIF-4G proteins with anti-eIF-4G antibody (Cellsignal, catalog no.
2498) by Western blotting. (B) HEK293T cells cultured in 60-mm
dishes were transfected with Flag-tagged Ub expression plasmid
(pcDNA3.1-Flag-Ub) (1.2 �g), along with indicated Lbpro expression
plasmids (1 �g). Cell lysates were prepared at 30 h posttransfection
and analyzed for Flag-Ub and Lbpro-V5 conjugated proteins by West-
ern blotting. Anti-beta-actin antibody was used to detect beta-actin,
which serves as a protein loading control.
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many components of the type I IFN signaling pathway, such as
RIG-I, TBK1, TRAF3, and TRAF6 (12, 19, 20, 30, 50). In
addition, the negative feedback regulation of these molecules
depends in part on DUBs (25, 44, 49). Previous studies have
shown that several viral proteins that contain a conserved DUB
motif can block the IFN-� response, including SARS-CoV
PLpro, HCoV NL63 PLP2, and MHV A59 PLP2 (8, 13, 18,
54). To determine whether Lbpro also can block the type I IFN
signaling pathway, HEK293T cells were transfected with an
Lbpro expression construct together with a luciferase reporter
plasmid with the IFN-� promoter and pRL-TK, followed by
SEV infection. As shown in Fig. 6A, Lbpro downregulated
SEV-induced IFN-� promoter in a dose-dependent manner;
these data were consistent with the report that Lpro inhibits
IFN-� transcription (9, 10, 51). We further investigated
whether overexpression of Lbpro inhibits RIG-I-, TBK1-, and
TRAF6-mediated activation of the IFN-� promoter. To this
end, HEK293T cells were transfected with DNA constructs
encoding RIG-I, TBK1, or TRAF6, together with IFN-�-Luc.
As shown in Fig. 6B, overexpression of RIG-I, TBK1, or
TRAF6 significantly activated the IFN-� promoter compared
with cells transfected with the empty vector control. However,
such effects were all substantially reduced in the presence of
Lbpro.

To determine whether the DUB activity of Lbpro is involved
in Lbpro inhibition of type I IFN induction, various Lbpro mu-
tants with differing DUB activities (Fig. 5B) were analyzed for
their ability to impair signaling to the SEV-induced IFN-�
promoter in HEK293T cells. As shown in Fig. 6C, the catalyt-
ically inactive mutants (C51A and D163N/D164N) devoid of
DUB activity completely lost the ability to block viral activa-
tion of the IFN-� promoter, as did the proteolytically active,
SAP domain I83A/L86A double mutant, which was also defec-
tive for DUB activity. Thus, the DUB activity, but not the
proteolytic activities toward viral polyprotein and eIF-4G, is
critical for the function of Lbpro as an IFN antagonist. Our data
also revealed that the D163N and D164N mutants were still
able to significantly inhibit IFN induction (to similar extents),
although both were less effective than WT Lbpro (Fig. 6C). This
provides further support for the notion that the ability of
FMDV Lbpro to block viral induction of IFN-� transcription is
proportional to its DUB activity instead of the proteolytic
activity, because these two mutants differed in their proteolytic
activity (Fig. 5A, lanes 8 and 9) yet had similar reduced
DUB activity compared with WT Lbpro (Fig. 5B, lanes 8 and 9).
We found that these Lbpro mutants acted in a similar fashion
when the IFN-� promoter was activated by ectopic expression
of RIG-I, TBK1, and TRAF6 (data not shown).

FMDV Lbpro deubiquitinates RIG-I, TBK1, TRAF3, and
TRAF6. We further investigated whether the IFN antagonist
function of Lbpro is associated with the deubiquitination of
RIG-I, TBK1, TRAF6, and TRAF3, which are essential sig-
naling components in the type I IFN pathway activated by virus
infection. We found that overexpression of Lbpro significantly
inhibited ubiquitination of RIG-I (Fig. 7A), TBK1 (Fig. 7B),
TRAF6 (Fig. 7C), and TRAF3 (Fig. 7D). In contrast, the Lbpro

mutants (C51A, D163N/D164N, and I83A/L86A) lacking
DUB activity (Fig. 5B) and incapable of inhibiting IFN induc-
tion (Fig. 6C) had no such effects. Taken together, our results

FIG. 6. Lbpro inhibits type I interferon induction. (A) HEK293T cells
grown in 24-well plates were transfected with 0.1 �g/well of IFN-�-Luc
reporter plasmid, along with 0.05 �g/well of pRL-TK plasmid and increas-
ing quantities (0, 0.004, 0.02, 0.1, or 0.5 �g) of plasmid encoding Lbpro,
using Lipofectamine 2000. Twenty-four hours after the initial transfection,
the cells were further infected with SEV or mock infected. Luciferase
assays were performed at 18 h after infection. Results represent the means
and standard deviations from three independent experiments. The rela-
tive firefly luciferase activity was normalized to the Renilla reniformis
luciferase, and the untreated empty-vector control value was set to 1.
(B) HEK293T cells were cotransfected with the IFN-�-Luc reporter plas-
mid (0.1 �g), pRL-TK plasmid (0.05 �g), and 0.5 �g of plasmid encoding
Lbpro together with the RIG-I, RIG-I N, TBK1, or TRAF6 expression
vector (0.5 �g). Luciferase assays were performed at 36 h after transfec-
tion. (C) HEK293T cells were cotransfected with the IFN-�-Luc reporter
plasmid (0.1 �g), 0.05 �g of pRL-TK, and the designated Lbpro expression
plasmids (0.5 �g). An empty vector (pcDNA3.1-V5/His B) was used as a
control. Twenty-four hours after the initial transfection, the cells were
further infected with SEV or mock infected. Cell extracts were collected
at 18 h after infection and analyzed for firefly and Renilla luciferase
expression. *, P � 0.01 compared with vector plus SEV.
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suggest that the DUB activity of FMDV Lbpro was pivotal for
the inhibition of type I IFN induction.

DISCUSSION

FMD is one of the most contagious diseases of cloven-
hoofed animals. The responsible agent, FMDV, rapidly repli-
cates and disseminates within the infected animal and is able to
spread quickly to susceptible animals that are in close contact
(22). Previous studies have revealed that FMDV Lpro, a papain-
like proteinase, is involved in antagonizing the innate immune
responses by inhibiting type I interferon production, which is
thought to play an important role in FMDV pathogenesis and
virulence (10, 39, 51). Precisely how Lpro accomplishes this
important function, however, remains unclear. Various mech-
anisms have been proposed, including the blockade of cap-
dependent translation of cellular mRNAs (including those of
IFNs) through Lpro-mediated cleavage of eIF-4G and the in-
hibition of induction of type I IFN transcription via an as-yet

unclear mechanism(s) (9, 10, 15, 51). In this study, we provide
biochemical and molecular evidence that FMDV Lbpro is a
novel viral deubiquitinating enzyme. Our study also uncovers a
novel mechanism by which FMDV Lbpro antagonizes type I
IFN induction, i.e., by deubiquitinating the critical signaling
components RIG-I, TBK1, TRAF6, and TRAF3. Our data
comparing various Lbpro mutants suggest that the DUB activity
of Lbpro, but not its classical proteolytic activity toward eIF-4G
and viral polyprotein, governs the ability of Lbpro to block
induction of the IFN-� promoter.

DUB activity was recently demonstrated for many viral pro-
teins encoded by distinct viruses, such as human adenovirus,
herpesvirus, coronavirus, and bunyavirus, and these enzymes
play specific roles in regulation of viral infection (1, 2, 8, 16, 28,
42, 45, 54). Here, three strategies were used to demonstrate
FMDV Lbpro to be a novel viral DUB: (i) a bioinformatics
approach to predict FMDV Lbpro to be a DUB, (ii) an in vitro
deubiquitination assay, and (iii) an assay of deubiquitination

FIG. 7. FMDV Lbpro inhibits ubiquitination of RIG-I, TBK1, TRAF6, and TRAF3. HEK293T cells cultured in 100-mm dishes were cotrans-
fected with HA-tagged Ub expression plasmid (1.5 �g), 0.5 �g of the indicated plasmids encoding Lbpro, and the RIG-I (A), TBK1 (B), TRAF6
(C), or TRAF3 (D) expression vector (4 �g). MG132 (20 nM) was added at 30 h after transfection. Cell lysates were prepared at 4 h after treatment
and immunoprecipitated with anti-Flag antibody (Macgene, China), and ubiquitin conjugation of protein was verified by immunoblotting with
anti-HA antibody. The input tagged proteins were verified with the indicated antibodies.
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activity in vivo. First, we found that FMDV Lbpro proteins of
seven serotypes share highly conserved Cys and His residues
and flanking regions, which exist in many human DUBs. In-
deed, structure bioinformatic studies indicated that the topol-
ogy of FMDV Lbpro is highly similar to those of USP14 and
SARS-CoV PLpro, suggesting that FMDV Lbpro may have
deubiquitinating activity. In subsequent experiments, we
showed that Lbpro indeed had DUB activity both in vitro and in
vivo. Importantly, we demonstrated that Lbpro expressed from
viral polyprotein in the context of FMDV infection possessed
DUB activity, confirming the biological relevance of this find-
ing. Furthermore, we revealed that FMDV Lbpro could act on
both K48- and K63-linked Ub polymers, a feature shared by
other known viral DUBs, such as human cytomegalovirus
(HCMV) UL48 (27), herpes simplex virus type 1 (HSV-1)
UL36 (27), and SARS-CoV PLpro (29).

Many cysteine proteases encoded by RNA viruses, which
generate mature viral proteins from viral polyprotein that are
necessary for virus replication, have been found to be multi-
functional proteins. Like the coronaviral papain-like proteases,
including SARS-CoV PLpro, MHV A59 PLP2, and HCoV
NL63 PLP2, and the cysteine protease of an arterivirus, i.e., the
nonstructural protein 2 (NSP2) of porcine reproductive and
respiratory syndrome virus, Lbpro possesses deubiquitination
activity and is able to antagonize innate immune induction of
type I interferon (2, 6, 8, 13, 18, 28, 45, 54). Using an IFN-�
promoter reporter assay, we also demonstrated that Lbpro, as a
novel picornavirus DUB, significantly blocked SEV-induced
IFN-� expression in a dose-dependent manner. These data are
consistent with previous reports that Lpro is an antagonist of
IFN-� (9, 10, 51). Recent studies indicated that a SAP domain
exists in Lpro (11). Initially, we would like to know which one of
the three functions/domains of Lpro, namely, cysteine protease,
the SAP domain, and DUB activity, is sufficient for the inhi-
bition of viral induction of IFN-� transcription. Although we
cannot exclude the possibility that the protease activity is also
involved, our data clearly demonstrated that the ability to
block activation of the IFN-� promoter correlated with the
DUB activity of Lbpro but not its proteolytic activity (toward
eIF-4G). At present, we do not know whether the SAP domain
also contributes to inhibition of IFN induction by Lbpro, as the
SAP domain mutants also were impaired/defective for DUB
activity. Future investigation to identify SAP mutants that dis-
rupt this domain but do not affect the DUB activity will be
required.

Ubiquitination and deubiquitination are critically involved
in virus-induced type I IFN signaling pathways. Several ubiq-
uitin ligase enzymes have been found to regulate these pro-
cesses (3, 25, 44). For example, ubiquitination of RIG-I by the
E3 ubiquitin ligase TRIM25 is necessary and sufficient to ac-
tivate VISA/IPS-1/MAVS/Cardif, which triggers the down-
stream signaling cascade to produce type I IFN (19). Nrdp1, as
an E3 ligase for TBK1, interacts with TBK1 and promotes
ubiquitination of TBK1, leading to TBK1 and IRF-3 activation
(50). In addition, virus-triggered ubiquitination of TRAF3/6 by
cIAP1/2 is essential for induction of IFN-� and the cellular
antiviral response (30). However, a few cellular DUBs are
known to negatively regulate type I IFN signaling pathways.
A20, DUBA, and CYLD were found to target RIG-I, TRAF3,
and TBK1, respectively, for deubiquitination, thereby func-

tioning as negative regulators of innate immune responses (17,
26, 52). In addition, the bacterial virulence factor YopJ is a
deubiquitinating protease that acts on TRAF proteins to pre-
vent or remove the ubiquitin conjugates required for signal
transduction (46). To our knowledge, thus far there has been
no direct demonstration of whether viral DUBs can remove
ubiquitin chains from RIG-I, TBK1, and TRAF3/6, which in
turn negatively regulates type I IFN induction. We report here
that FMDV Lbpro significantly inhibits ubiquitination of
RIG-I, TBK1, and TRAF3/6, which is essential for activation
of type I IFN signaling. Both catalytically inactive mutants and
double SAP domain mutants that are defective for DUB ac-
tivity lost the capability of reducing the ubiquitinated RIG-I,
TBK1, and TRAF3/6, indicating that the DUB activity of
FMDV Lbpro is directly involved in the inhibition of type I IFN
induction. Thus, FMDV Lpro is a multifunctional protein that
blocks the IFN antiviral response through multiple distinct
mechanisms: (i) Lpro cleaves the translation initiation factor
eIF-4G and shuts off host cell translation, resulting in lower
levels of IFN protein expression (15); (ii) Lpro represses the
transcription of IFN-� not only by inhibiting activation of
NF-�B but also by decreasing IRF-3/7 protein expression (10,
51); and (iii) Lpro acts as a DUB that cleaves ubiquitin chains
from RIG-I, TBK1, TRAF6, and TRAF3, thereby inhibiting
the activation of type I IFN signaling (this study). The identi-
fication of FMDV Lpro as a viral DUB reveals the multilayered
counteracting of host defense by a picornaviral leader protein
and opens new research avenues to develop effective new strat-
egies that target Lpro for control of FMDV infections.
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