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The structure of an energy-coupling protein from bacteria,
IIBcellobiose , reveals similarity to eukaryotic protein tyrosine
phosphatases
Rob LM van Montfort1, Tjaard Pijning1, Kor H Kalk1, Jonathan Reizer2, 
Milton H Saier Jr2, Marjolein MGM Thunnissen3, George T Robillard1 and
Bauke W Dijkstra1*

Background: The bacterial phosphoenolpyruvate-dependent phosphotrans-
ferase system (PTS) mediates the energy-driven uptake of carbohydrates and
their concomitant phosphorylation. In addition, the PTS is intimately involved in
the regulation of a variety of metabolic and transcriptional processes in the
bacterium. The multiprotein PTS consists of a membrane channel and at least
four cytoplasmic proteins or protein domains that sequentially transfer a
phosphoryl group from phosphoenolpyruvate to the transported carbohydrate.
Determination of the three-dimensional structure of the IIB enzymes within the
multiprotein complex would provide insights into the mechanisms by which they
promote efficient transport by the membrane channel IIC protein and
phosphorylate the transported carbohydrate on the inside of the cell.

Results: The crystal structure of the IIB enzyme specific for cellobiose,
IIBcellobiose (molecular weight 11.4 kDa), has been determined to a resolution of
1.8 Å and refined to an R factor of 18.7% (Rfree of 24.1%). The enzyme consists
of a single four-stranded parallel b sheet flanked by helices on both sides. The
phosphorylation site (Cys10) is located at the C-terminal end of the first b strand.
No positively charged residues, which could assist in phosphoryl-transfer, can be
found in or near the active site. The fold of IIBcellobiose is remarkably similar to that
of the mammalian low molecular weight protein tyrosine phosphatases.

Conclusions: A comparison between IIBcellobiose and the structurally similar low
molecular weight protein tyrosine phosphatases provides insight into the
mechanism of the phosphoryltransfer reactions in which IIBcellobiose is involved.
The differences in tertiary structure and active-site composition between
IIBcellobiose and the glucose-specific IIBglucose give a structural explanation why 
the carbohydrate-specific components of different families cannot complement
each other.

Introduction
The phosphoenolpyruvate-dependent phosphotransferase
system (PTS) is a major system for the uptake and con-
comitant phosphorylation of carbohydrates in Gram-posi-
tive and Gram-negative bacteria [1,2]. In contrast to other
transport systems, the PTS uses phosphoenolpyruvate
(PEP) rather than ATP as an energy source to drive translo-
cation, and it chemically modifies its substrate by phos-
phorylation. Apart from carbohydrate transport, the PTS
has crucial roles in the global regulation of cellular metabo-
lism [3] and in chemotaxis towards its substrates [4].

The PTS is composed of the general proteins enzyme I
(EI) and histidine containing phosphocarrier protein
(HPr), and the carbohydrate-specific enzyme II complex
(EII ). EII usually consists of three functional domains, two

cytoplasmic domains — IIA and IIB — and a transmem-
brane channel, IIC (Fig. 1). In an individual EII complex,
these domains may be covalently linked in various ways,
or they may exist as distinct proteins. For example in 
the mannitol-specific EII from Escherichia coli, the three
functional domains are present on a single polypeptide
chain [5], whereas in the cellobiose-specific EII the three
domains are present as three separate proteins [6,7].

Transfer of the phosphoryl group from PEP to the carbohy-
drate proceeds via a series of phosphoprotein intermediates
(Fig. 1). In the first steps, the phosphoryl group is trans-
ferred from PEP to the IIA domain of the EII complex, 
via EI and HPr. IIA phosphorylates IIB, which in turn 
activates IIC-dependent carbohydrate transport across the
cytoplasmic membrane with concurrent phosphorylation of
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the carbohydrate [8]. The phosphorylated carbohydrate is
released in the cytoplasm where it can be used as a first
intermediate in bacterial metabolism.

To understand the mechanisms of carbohydrate transport
and the regulatory processes in which the PTS is involved
requires knowledge of the three-dimensional structures 
of its components. In recent years, detailed structural
studies have been carried out on some PTS components,
but for others only scarce or no structural information is
available. For example, many attempts have been made
to crystallize EI, but the N-terminal domain of the E. coli
EI structure was only recently determined by X-ray crys-
tallography [9]. In contrast, the phosphocarrier protein
HPr has been studied in much greater detail, both by
X-ray diffraction and by NMR. This has resulted in the
determination of a number of structures of HPr proteins
from different bacterial sources, and has provided an
understanding of the molecular basis for the activities of
HPr and its interactions with other proteins (for review,
see [10]).

The structural characterization of EII complexes has proven
difficult as a result of their complexity and the pronounced
differences between them. On the basis of sequence com-
parisons, EII complexes have been divided into four fami-
lies: the glucose–sucrose family, the mannose family, the
mannitol–fructose family and the lactose–cellobiose family
[1,2]. Sequence identities within one family are usually
greater than 25% and a component of an EII complex can
often be complemented by a homologous component from
the same family without severe loss of activity. Between
components of different families, however, the sequence
similarities are mostly limited to the phosphorylation sites,
and complementation by components from different fami-
lies usually abolishes carbohydrate uptake and phosphory-
lation. This suggests that major structural and/or func-
tional differences exists between members of the different
EII families.

Structure determinations of the IIC domains have been
hampered by the difficulties generally encountered in the
structural analysis of membrane proteins. Most structural
information is available for the cytoplasmic IIA domains.
From the glucose–sucrose family X-ray and NMR struc-
tures are available of the glucose-specific IIAglc from
E. coli [11,12] and from Bacillus subtilis[13,14]. Also, the
X-ray structure of E. coli IIA glc complexed with glycerol
kinase has been elucidated [15]. Recently the X-ray struc-
ture of the mannose-specific IIA domain was reported
[16], and an NMR study has revealed the secondary struc-
ture of the mannitol-specific IIA domain (IIAmtl) from
E. coli [17]. Progress has also been made for IIA domains
in the fourth class, of which the lactose-specific IIA
(IIA lac) has been crystallized [18]. Indeed, the structural
information now available for three of the four EII families
shows that the structures of the IIA domains differ
between families.

Structural detail on the IIB enzymes is rather limited,
despite their essential role in the activation of carbohy-
drate transport by the IIC domains and subsequent phos-
phorylation of the transported carbohydrate. The only
known three-dimensional structure of a IIB enzyme is the
very recently solved NMR structure of the IIBglc [19]. It 
is composed of a single a/b domain with a topology that
has so far been observed only for the small domain of the
arginine repressor ArgR [20].

In this article, we describe the first X-ray structure of a 
IIB enzyme from the lactose–cellobiose family, the cel-
lobiose-specific enzyme IIB (IIBcel). IIB cel is a protein of
106 amino acids (molecular weight 11.4kDa). Like most
other IIB enzymes, IIBcel is phosphorylated on a cysteine
residue, but it is not covalently linked to the membrane-
bound IIC channel. As is the case for the IIA domains 
of different families, the amino acid sequences of IIBglc

and IIBcel are entirely different, as are their three-dimen-
sional structures and the organization of their active-site
residues.

Results and discussion
Protein structure
The IIB cel molecule comprises a single domain with approx-
imate dimensions of 20́ 27´ 38Å. Its structure is composed
of a central four-stranded parallel open twisted b sheet,
which is flanked by three a helices on the concave side and
two on the convex side of the b sheet (Fig. 2). The b sheet
is composed mainly of hydrophobic residues and its strand
order is 2, 1, 3, 4. The structure contains two right-handed
bab motifs. The first is formed by b1, a1 and b2, and the
second of b3, a3 and b4. The phosphorylation site Cys10
[6] is located at the C-terminal end of the first b strand. Two
strictly conserved residues that are probably important
during catalysis are Tyr84, the sidechain of which points
towards the phosphorylation site, and Gln59, which hovers
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Figure 1

Schematic representation of the cellobiose-specific phosphotrans-
ferase system.
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above the active site with its sidechain in close proximity to
the sulphur atom of the catalytic cysteine (Fig. 3). A large
part of the active site is formed by the residues of the loop
connecting the first b strand to the first a helix. The a helix
points with its N-terminal end towards the active site. This

suggests that the phosphocysteine intermediate can be sta-
bilized by the macrodipole of the helix, as has been
observed in many proteins that bind phosphate or sulphate
moieties [21]. Although no significant sequence homology 
is apparent, the structure of IIBcel appears remarkably
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Figure 2

The structure of IIBcel. (a) Stereoview of the
Ca trace of IIBcel, with N and C termini and
every tenth residue labeled. (b) Ribbon
stereoview of the structure of IIBcel generated
using the program MOLSCRIPT [46]. Strands
are shown in blue, helices in turquoise  and
loops in light yellow. The catalytic Cys10 is
shown in a ball-and-stick representation with
the sulphur atom shown in yellow. The N and
C termini are indicated.
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Figure 3

Stereoview of the active site of IIBcel showing
the putative P loop in red (color representation
is the same as in Fig. 2). Cys10 is shown in
ball-and-stick representation. Also shown are
the conserved residues Pro58, Gln59 and
Tyr84, with carbon atoms shown in light
yellow, oxygen in red, nitrogen in blue and
sulphur in yellow.
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similar to the folds of the chemotaxis protein CheY [22], the
recently solved IIA domain of the mannose-specific EII [16]
and the low molecular weight protein tyrosine phosphatases
(LMW PTPases) [23].

Comparison with glucose-specific enzyme IIB, IIB glc

Structural information is now available on two different 
IIB enzymes, IIBglc and IIBcel (Fig. 4). IIBglc belongs to the
glucose–sucrose family, whereas IIBcel is a member of the
lactose–cellobiose family. IIBglc is a protein domain of 74
well defined residues [19], which is connected to the mem-
brane-embedded IIC via a flexible linker region [24]. IIBcel

is somewhat bigger (106 amino acids) and is a separate
protein. IIB glc is composed of an antiparallel four-stranded
b sheet packed with three a helices on one side of the
sheet. IIBcel contains a parallel four-stranded b sheet
flanked with helices on both sides. The catalytic cysteine
(Cys35) in IIBglc is located at the C-terminal end of the first
b strand and is highly exposed to the solvent. Two arginine
residues (Arg38 and Arg40) have been suggested to be
involved in the stabilization of the thiolate form of the cys-
teine and in the stabilization of the negatively charged
phosphocysteine intermediate. Moreover, they are both
essential in the phosphoryltransfer from IIBglc to the carbo-
hydrate [19]. In contrast, the phosphorylation site of IIBcel

(Cys10) is more buried and no positive charges are found in
or near the active site. This suggests that activation and sta-
bilization of the catalytic cysteine is different in IIBcel than
in IIB glc, and supports the observation that the EII compo-
nents of different families cannot complement each other.

Comparison with bovine liver LMW PTPase
A superimposition of IIBcel on the structure of bovine liver
LMW PTPase [23] shows that, in particular, the central
b sheets and the first a helices superimpose very closely
(Fig. 5). Both enzymes have reaction mechanisms that
feature a phosphocysteine intermediate [25], and their cat-
alytic cysteines are located in equivalent positions.

Nevertheless, there are significant differences in the cat-
alytic properties of IIBcel and the PTPase. The PTPase
catalytic cysteine residue is part of the PTPase signature
sequence Cys-X-X-X-X-X-Arg [25], which connects the
first b strand to the first a helix. This sequence forms 
the rigid phosphate-binding loop (P loop; Fig. 6a) that 
is stabilized by extensive interactions with surrounding
residues. The cradle-like conformation of the loop is
structurally conserved among the PTPase family [26].
The mainchain amide groups point towards the centre of
the loop, which together with the conserved arginine of
the signature sequence and the N-terminal end of the
connected a helix provide an excellent environment for
binding the phosphate group of the substrate. Moreover,
the positively charged P loop probably promotes stabiliza-
tion of the negatively charged thiolate.
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Figure 4

Comparison of the structures of (a) IIBcel

(colors are the same as in Fig. 2) and (b) IIBglc

(PDB entry code 1IBA). The catalytic
cysteines are shown in ball-and-stick
representation. In IIBglc, Arg38 and Arg40 are
also shown.
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Figure 5

Backbone comparison of the central b sheets and the first a helices of
IIBcel (green) and the LMW PTPase from bovine liver (yellow). For 65
Ca atoms, the rms fit is 1.7 Å, as calculated with the lsq options in the
program O. Also indicated are the positions of the respective catalytic
cysteines.
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IIB cel contains an active-site loop similar to that of the
PTPases, but it lacks the arginine of the signature
sequence. In contrast to the PTPase loop, the IIBcel loop
is completely exposed to the solvent and does not have
the characteristic cradle conformation (Fig. 6b). Stabi-
lization of the catalytic thiolate can only be provided by
the backbone amide groups of Ser11 and Ala12 and the
sidechain amide group of Gln59, but not by the macrodi-
pole of the following helix as in the PTPases. In the
crystal structure, the IIBcel loop is well ordered (Fig. 6c),
and crystal contacts prevent the loop forming a conforma-
tion that allows positioning of the phosphocysteinyl inter-
mediate in line with the axis of the a helix. One can argue,
however, that the loop of the non-phosphorylated form of
the protein in solution is able to adopt different conforma-
tions and that, upon binding to phosphocysteinyl-IIAcel, 
it becomes fixed in a cradle-like loop conformation that
allows an energetically favourable positioning of the phos-
phoryl group near the N terminus of the a helix. Indeed,
the recently solved NMR structure of IIBcel (C10S
mutant) shows an appreciable conformational flexibility in
the loop, suggesting that it is disordered in solution [27].

Phosphotransfer reactions
In phosphotyrosine hydrolysis as well as in the PTS phos-
photransfer reactions, the transfer of the phosphoryl group

proceeds via an associative mechanism with a pentava-
lent phosphorous intermediate [28,29]. Usually, positively
charged residues, often arginines, are important for the sta-
bilization of this negatively charged reaction intermediate.
For example, in the PTS, Arg17 of HPr is thought to stabi-
lize the reaction intermediates in the phosphoryltransfer
from EI to HPr [9], and from HPr to IIAglc [30]. Also, the
phosphoryltransfer from IIBglc to glucose seems to involve
arginine residues (Arg38 and Arg40) of the IIB domain [19].
Moreover, stabilization of the intermediate in the PTPases
is provided by the arginine in the signature sequence [31].
IIB cel lacks not only this residue but also any other posi-
tively charged residue that could fulfil this role in or near
the active site. This suggests that in the phosphotransfer
reactions between IIAcel and IIBcel, and between IIBcel and
the translocated cellobiose, stabilization of the respective
transition states is carried out by residues located on IIAcel

and the membrane-bound IICcel, respectively. In this
respect, it is interesting that it has been suggested that at
least one histidine residue of IIAglc is required for transfer
of the phosphoryl group from IIAglc to IIB glc [13].

In the first step of the reaction catalysed by the LMW
PTPases, a strictly conserved aspartic acid protonates the
leaving tyrosine. This aspartic acid residue, in its charged
form, activates a water molecule required for the hydrolysis
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Figure 6

A comparison of the P loops of bovine liver
LMW PTPase and IIBcel. (a) Ball-and-stick
representation of the bovine liver PTPase
P loop with a bound sulphate ion in the centre
of the loop. (b) Ball-and-stick representation
of this loop in IIBcel. In (a) and (b) sulphur
atoms are shown in yellow and carbon atoms
are shown in light yellow. (c) Stereoview of
the 2Fo–Fc electron-density map for the
corresponding loop in IIBcel. The map was
contoured at 1s. The atoms shown are from
the final model. Sulphur atoms are shown in
green and carbon atoms are shown in grey.
Oxygen atoms are shown in red and nitrogen
atoms in blue.
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