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Synthesis of colominic acid in Escherichia coil K-235 is strictly regulated by temperature. Evidence for the role of cytidine 
5'-monophospho-N-acetylneuraminic acid (CMP-NeuSAc) synthetase in this regulation was obtained by measuring its 
level in E. coil grown at 20 and 37°C. No activity was found in E. coil grown at 20°C. CMP-NeuSAc started to be quickly 
synthesized when bacteria grown at 20°C were transferred to 37°C and was halted when cells grown at 37°C were trans- 
ferred to 20°C. These findings suggest that temperature regulates the synthesis of this enzyme and therefore the concentra- 

tion of CMP-Neu5Ac necessary for the biosynthesis of colominic acid. 

Colominic acid; CMP-N-acetylneuraminic acid synthetas¢; (E. coh) 

1. I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Colomin ic  acid (CA) or polysialic acid is a cap- 
sular  homopo lymer  of  N-ace ty lneuramin ic  acid 
(NeuSAc) with cr(2-8) ketosidic l inkages or a mix- 
ture  of  cr(2-8) and  cr(2-9) l inkages [1-6] .  This 
po lymer  has been shown to be a pathogenic  deter- 
m i n a n t  in capsular  ant igens of  Neisseria men-  
ingitidis, Escherichia coli and  several strains of  
Salmonel la  [1] and  is also a componen t  of  high 
molecular  mass an imal  glycoproteins (cell adhe- 
s ion molecules) [2]. In  E. coli K-235, C A  biosyn-  
thesis involves the fol lowing enzymat ic  steps: (i) 
synthesis of  NeuSAc by  the enzyme N- 
ace ty lneuramina te  pyruvate-lyase,  (ii) synthesis of  
C M P - N e u S A c  by the enzyme CMP-NeuSAc  syn- 
thetase and  (iii) i ncorpora t ion  of  NeuSAc into an  
endogenous  acceptor and  t ransfer  of  the nat ive 
cha in  to a f inal  acceptor al lowing the polymer  to 
grow. These last reactions are catalyzed by a 
m e m b r a n e - b o u n d  sialyltransferase complex [3]. 

It has been shown [4-6] tha t  biosynthesis  of  C A  
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is strictly regulated by temperature ,  however,  the 
precise molecular  mechan i sm of  this control  is 
u n k n o w n .  Here,  we describe the effect of  
t empera tu re  on  synthesis of  CMP-NeuSAc  syn- 
thetase,  which explains the lack of  p roduc t ion  of  
C A  by E. coli grown at temperatures  below 20°C.  

2. M A T E R I A L S  A N D  M E T H O D S  

E. coli K-235 (ATCC 13025) was obtained from the American 
Type Culture Collection and a culture was also kindly supplied 
by Professor F.A. Troy (Department of Biological Chemistry, 
University of California, Davis, CA). Strains were kept freeze- 
dried or in liquid N2 (gas phase). Bacteria were grown in a 
chemically defined medium, ideal for CA production, as in [6]. 

Cell-free extracts and soluble enzyme were obtained as 
described by Vann et al. [7]. CA was determined as described 
[6]. CMP-NeuSAc synthetase activity was assayed by a 
modification of the method of Kean and Roseman [8]. The 
assay mixture contained 0.18 M Tris-HC1 (pH 9.0), 4 mM 
MgCl2, 0.5 mM CTP and 0.5 mM NeuSAc in 250/~1; incuba- 
tion was at 37°C for 30 min. After incubation, excess NeuSAc 
was reduced with 50/zl NaBH4 (100/~g/ml) (20°C, 15 min). 
NaBH4 was destroyed using three drops of glacial acetic acid 
for 15 min at room temperature, and CMP-NeuSAc synthesized 
was measured by the resorcinol method [6]. 

Protein was determined by the method of Lowry et al. [9] us- 
ing bovine serum albumin as standard. 
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The role of growth temperature in the expression 
of some capsular products in Enterobacteriaceae 
has long been known [10]. This effect has also been 
described in the development of certain E. coli cap- 
sular K antigens [11]. 

Previous studies have shown that when E. coli 
K-235 is grown at temperatures below 20°C the 
quantity of CA synthesized is negligible, whereas 
synthesis increases markedly after raising the 
temperature to 37°C [4-6]. Vijay and Troy [4] 
showed that the fluidity of the lipid phase in the 
membrane is important for the proper functioning 
of the sialyltransferase complex (the last enzyme in 
the pathway of CA biosynthesis), suggesting that 
this could be the cause of the lack of CA synthesis 
at low temperatures. They also reported that the 
addition of undecaprenyl phosphate to intact 
membrane preparations, at temperatures above the 
transition temperature of the bulk membrane 
lipids, greatly stimulated sialyl polymer synthesis 
(120070) [5]. However, at 20°C (at which the lipid 
bilayer is essentially immobile) addition of ex- 
ogenous undecaprenyl phosphate had no effect. 

Fig. 1 shows that in E. coli grown at 37°C, CMP- 
Neu5Ac synthetase began to be synthesized during 
the early logarithmic phase of growth (5-10 h). 
The level of the enzyme increases linearly during 
the exponential growth phase, reaching a max- 
imum after 25 h incubation and from this time un- 
til 70 h it decreased continuously. This kind of 
kinetic behaviour, which parallels that of bacterial 
growth, is very similar to that observed for the 
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Fig. 1. Time course of  appearance of  CMP-NeuSAc synthetase 
activity, colominic acid production and growth in E. coil grown 

at 20°C ( n ,  zx ,o) and 37°C ( ' ,  • ,e). 

sialyltransferase complex, a key enzyme in the 
biosynthesis of this capsular polymer [12]. 
However, at 20°C no CMP-Neu5Ac synthetase ac- 
tivity was detected even after 70 h of growth, sug- 
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Fig.2. Effect of temperature for E. coli cultures transferred 
from 20°C (e) to 37°C (o) on: (a) bacterial growth, (b) 
coiominic acid production, (c) CMP-Neu5Ac synthetase 
activity. Arrows indicate the time of transfer. A, absorbance 

540 nm. 
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gesting that either the gene that codes for the 
enzyme is not transcribed or the corresponding 
mRNA is not translated. Further experiments 
demonstrated that synthesis of  CMP-Neu5Ac syn- 
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Fig.3. Effect of temperature for transfer of E. coli cultures 
from 37°C (©) to 20°C (e) on: (a) bacterial growth, (b) 
colominic acid production, (c) CMP-Neu5Ac synthetase 
activity. Arrows indicate the time of transfer. A, absorbance 

540 nm. 

thetase began when cells grown at 20°C were 
transferred to 37°C (fig.2) whereas it ceased in 
those grown at 37°C and then switched to 20°C 
(fig.3). 

Whether CMP-NeuSAc synthetase is a critical 
target point in the regulation of CA by 
temperature or whether the lack of  this enzyme is 
caused by a block in the polymerization process is 
not yet clear. Thus, at least two different 
hypotheses can be presented for explaining the 
regulation of  CMP-NeuSAc synthetase by 
temperature: 

(i) The target point of  CA control by temperature 
is the polymerization process. If this were the 
case a permanent or transitory block in the 
polymerization process (caused for example 
by a fall of  the growth temperature) would 
lead to a transitory accumulation of  CMP- 
NeuSAc that could stop, by feedback control, 
its own synthesis. 

(ii) CMP-NeuSAc synthetase is an independent 
critical regulatory point in the control of  CA 
biosynthesis by temperature. If this were the 
case, when the growth temperature shifts 
down to a certain value (lower than 20°C) the 
biosynthetic pathway of CA might be rapidly 
stopped at the enzymatic step responsible of  
CMP-Neu5Ac synthesis. 

The fact that mutants of  E. coil K-235 blocked 
in the terminal steps of CA biosynthesis ac- 
cumulate large amounts of  CMP-Neu5Ac in spite 
of  the extreme toxicity of  this product [13] suggests 
that the second hypothesis must be correct. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

The present results are the first description of  
the regulation of  CMP-Neu5Ac synthetase by low 
temperature. This fact may account for the 
absence of  CA biosynthesis at temperatures below 
20°C. 

Acknowledgements: We are most indebted to Professor F.A. 
Troy (University of California) for the kind gift of the strain 
employed here. We also thank Mr N.S.D. Skinner for revising 
the English version of this manuscript and Mrs R. Reglero for 
typing. This investigation was supported by grants from the 
'Comisi6n Asesora de Investigaciones Cientifica y T6cnica' 
(566-84) and the 'Programa Nacional de Investigaci6n y Desar- 
rollo Ganadero' (GAN 88-0101). 

431 



Volume 250, number 2 FEBS LETTERS July 1989 

R E F E R E N C E S  

[1] Robbins, J.B. and Schneerson, R. (1987) in: Modern 
Biotechnology and Health, Perspectives for the Year 2000 
(Patarroyo, M.E. et al. eds) pp. 183-197, Academic Press, 
New York. 

[2] Finne, J. (1985) Trends Biochem. Sci. 10, 129-132. 
[3] Corfield, A.P. and Schauer, R. (1982) in: Sialic Acid. 

Chemistry, Metabolism and Function (Schauer, R. ed.) 
pp.195-261, Springer, New York. 

[4] Vijay, I.K. and Troy, F.A. (1975) J. Biol. Chem. 250, 
164-170. 

[5] Troy, F.A. and McCloskey, M.A. (1979) J. Biol. Chem. 
254, 7377-7387. 

[6] Rodriguez-Aparicio, L.B., Reglero, A., Ortiz, A.I. and 
Luengo, J.M. (1988) Appl. Microbiol. Biotechnol. 27, 
474-483. 

[7] Vann, W.F., Silver, R.P., Abeijon, C., Chang, K., 
Aaronson, W., Sutton, A., Finn, C.H., Lindner, W. and 
Kotsatos, M. (1987) J. Biol. Chem. 262, 17556-17562. 

[8] Kean, E.L. and Roseman, S. (1966) J. Biol. Chem. 241, 
5643-5650. 

[9] Lowry, O.H., Rosebrough, N.J., Farr, A.L. and Randall, 
R.J. (1951) J. Biol. Chem. 193, 265-275. 

[10] Jude, A. and Nicolle, P. (1952) CR Acad. Sci. 234, 
1718-1720. 

[11] Orskov, F., Sharma, V. and Orskov, I. (1984) J. Gen. 
Microbiol. 130, 2681-2684. 

[12] Ortiz, A., Reglero, A., Rodriguez-Aparicio, L.B. and 
Luengo, J.M. (1989) Eur. J. Biochem. 178, 741-749. 

[13] Vimr, E.R. and Troy, F.A. (1985) J. Bacteriol. 164, 
854-860. 

432 


