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Cyclic dimeric guanosine monophosphate (c-di-GMP) serves as a
second messenger that modulates bacterial cellular processes,
including biofilm formation. While proteins containing both c-
di-GMP synthesizing (GGDEF) and c-di-GMP hydrolyzing (EAL) do-
mains are widely predicted in bacterial genomes, it is poorly under-
stood how domains with opposing enzymatic activity are regulated
within a single polypeptide. Herein, we report the characterization
of a globin-coupled sensor protein (GCS) from Paenibacillus dendri-
tiformis (DcpG) with bifunctional c-di-GMP enzymatic activity. DcpG
contains a regulatory sensor globin domain linked to diguanylate
cyclase (GGDEF) and phosphodiesterase (EAL) domains that are dif-
ferentially regulated by gas binding to the heme; GGDEF domain
activity is activated by the Fe(II)-NO state of the globin domain,
while EAL domain activity is activated by the Fe(II)-O2 state. The
in vitro activity of DcpG is mimicked in vivo by the biofilm formation
of P. dendritiformis in response to gaseous environment, with nitric
oxide conditions leading to the greatest amount of biofilm forma-
tion. The ability of DcpG to differentially control GGDEF and EAL
domain activity in response to ligand binding is likely due to the
unusual properties of the globin domain, including rapid ligand dis-
sociation rates and high midpoint potentials. Using structural infor-
mation from small-angle X-ray scattering and negative stain
electron microscopy studies, we developed a structural model of
DcpG, providing information about the regulatory mechanism.
These studies provide information about full-length GCS protein
architecture and insight into the mechanism by which a single reg-
ulatory domain can selectively control output domains with
opposing enzymatic activities.

bifunctional enzyme | cyclic di-GMP | heme sensor

Many pathways in bacteria use signaling proteins to sense
and respond to the environment by converting extracel-

lular cues into intracellular signals (1). A subset of these sig-
naling proteins, termed bifunctional enzymes contain two output
domains with opposing enzymatic activities, such as the synthesis
and degradation of a metabolite or signaling molecule. Bifunctional
enzymes have been shown to play important roles in the balance of
intracellular signals (2–5), but, despite their near ubiquity in bac-
teria, the signaling mechanisms that regulate the opposing enzy-
matic activities are poorly understood and the proteins are often
referred to as enzymatic conundrums (6–10). A famous example of
bifunctional enzymes is the RelA/SpoT family of proteins, which
both synthesize and hydrolyze (p)ppGpp a bacterial alarmone
signal (11–13).

Within bacteria, bis-(3′-5′)-cyclic dimeric guanosine mono-
phosphate (c-di-GMP) (5, 14) is a key intracellular secondary
messenger used to control numerous phenotypes, including
biofilm formation and motility, in response to changes in the
environment (5, 14). Typically, high concentrations of c-di-GMP
promote sessility while low concentrations promote motility, and
c-di-GMP-related processes have been related to infection and

host colonization (14, 15). C-di-GMP levels are regulated by the
opposing activities of GGDEF and EAL enzyme domains. The
GGDEF domain, named after its conserved active site motif
(Gly-Gly-Asp-Glu-Phe), possesses diguanylate cyclase (DGC)
activity that synthesizes c-di-GMP from two molecules of gua-
nosine triphosphate (GTP) (16, 17); the EAL domain, named
after its conserved active site motif (Glu-Ala-Leu), possesses
c-di-GMP–specific phosphodiesterase (PDE) activity that hy-
drolyzes c-di-GMP into linear pGpG (16, 18). Bifunctional en-
zymes that contain both GGDEF and EAL domains have been
identified in genomes of diverse bacteria and can regulate c-di-
GMP concentration (6–10). While sensor domains linked to bi-
functional GGDEF-EAL domains have been demonstrated to
affect GGDEF-EAL enzyme activities (6, 8–10), a model for
understanding how the opposing enzymatic activities are regu-
lated within a single polypeptide chain has yet to be described.
A challenge in dissecting the mechanism of regulation of bi-

functional enzymes is the need for signals that differentially
regulate the two output domains. To address this issue, we have
searched for bifunctional GGDEF-EAL enzymes that contain a
sensor globin regulatory domain. Proteins with sensor globin
domains linked to one or more output domains are termed
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globin-coupled sensor (GCS) proteins. Ligand (O2/NO/CO)
binding to the sensor globin heme has been shown to regulated
output domain activity in other members of the GCS family. GCS
proteins are predicted based on sequence similarity throughout
the bacterial kingdom, as well as in archaea and some lower eu-
karyotes (19, 20), and our searches identified a GCS that con-
tained GGDEF and EAL output domains within Paenibacillus
dendritiformis, which we have named DcpG, for Diguanylate
Cyclase Phosphodiesterase with sensor Globin.
While neither EAL-containing nor bifunctional GGDEF/EAL

GCS proteins have been previously described, characterization
of GGDEF-containing GCS proteins demonstrated that their
diguanylate cyclase activity is activated when the heme is in the
Fe(II)-O2 state, as compared to Fe(II), Fe(II)-NO, and Fe(II)-
CO states (21–24). These data suggested that a GCS containing
GGDEF and EAL domains could provide a system whereby
different gaseous ligands could be used to gain insight into the
activation/inhibition of the two output domains. In addition, P.
dendritiformis generates unique swarming patterns in response to
its environment, but the chemical signals that alter behavior of
the bacterium are poorly understood (25, 26). Given the links
between c-di-GMP levels and motility, understanding the effects
of different heme ligation states on DcpG activity may provide
new information about how the gaseous environment affects P.
dendritiformis behavior (27–31).

In this manuscript, we biochemically and electrochemically
characterize DcpG and demonstrate that DcpG GGDEF and
EAL domains are differentially regulated by heme ligation state
of the sensor globin domain, likely due to the unusual heme
characteristics that the sensor globin exhibits. To further probe
the signaling mechanism, small-angle X-ray scattering (SAXS) and
negative stain electron microscopy (EM) were used to character-
ize the conformation of DcpG in the Fe(II)-O2 state. Finally, the
effects of O2, NO, and anaerobic conditions on biofilm formation
were probed. These results provide insights regarding differential
regulation of GGDEF-EAL enzymatic activities within a single
polypeptide by binding of multiple ligands to a sensory domain, as
well as full-length structural information on a GCS.

Results and Discussion
Sequence Analysis of DcpG.Analysis of the DcpG amino acid (AA)
sequence identified an N-terminal sensor globin domain (AA 1
to 143), a short linker (AA 144 to 155), a GGDEF domain (AA
156 to 314), and a C-terminal EAL domain (AA 332 to 580)
(Fig. 1A) (32). The heme-bound sensor globin domain of GCS
proteins is responsible for binding diatomic ligands that control
output domain activity (33, 34). Therefore, we aligned the globin
domain of DcpG with the sensor globin domains of previously
characterized GCS proteins to provide insight into the heme
pocket sensor (Fig. 1B). DcpG globin has a sequence identity of
35% with HemAt-Bs globin domain, a GCS from Bacillus subtilis
that contains a methyl accepting protein chemotaxis protein
output domain that is involved in aerotactic signaling (19). When
compared to GCS proteins containing a diguanylate cyclase
(GGDEF) domain, DcpG globin has 13, 10, and 11% sequence
identity with the GCS proteins from Escherichia coli (EcDosC),
Pectobacterium carotovorum (PccGCS), and Bordetella pertussis
(BpeGReg) globin domains, respectively (23, 28, 29). The align-
ment of DcpG, HemAt-Bs, EcDosC, PccGCS, and BpeGReg
globin domains reveals that DcpG contains the residues previously
identified in heme and ligand binding, including the absolutely
conserved proximal histidine (H86) that ligates the heme and a
highly conserved tyrosine residue (Y33) that is located on the
distal side of the heme and has been previously shown to stabilize
bound O2 (Fig. 1A) (19, 21, 23, 24, 28, 29, 35, 36). Although not
conserved, GCS proteins often have a second hydrogen bond
donor to stabilize bound O2; based on sequence alignments, DcpG

contains a distal threonine (T58) in the heme pocket, which is
analogous to HemAt-Bs.
The alignment of DcpG GGDEF-EAL domains with previously

characterized GGDEF-EAL–containing proteins from Mycobac-
terium smegmatis (DcpA), Agrobacterium vitis (AvHaCE), Rhodo-
bacter sphaeroides (BphG1), and Shewanella woodyi (SwDGC)
(Fig. 1C) and sequence analysis confirms that DcpG contains the
conserved GGDEF and EAL active-site AA motifs for DGC and
PDE enzymes, respectively (6, 10, 30, 37, 38). In addition, the
DcpG EAL domain contains a DDFGTG motif (Asp-Asp-
Phe-Gly-Thr-Gly) that has been shown to be essential for PDE
activity (18). Since DcpG contains the conserved motifs that are

Fig. 1. Domain arrangement of DcpG and sequence alignments with GCS
globin domains and active GGDEF-EAL proteins. (A) Monomer domain ar-
rangement of DcpG globin, GGDEF, and EAL domains. (B) Globin domain
alignments with DcpG (H3SIC7), HemAt-Bs (O07621), EcDosC (P0AA89),
PccGCS (C6D9C2), and BpeGreg (Q7VTL8). (a) Conserved distal tyrosine; (b)
conserved proximal histidine. (C) GGDEF-EAL domain alignments with DcpG
(H3SIC7), DcpA (P9WM13), AvHaCE (B9JYX6), BphG1 (Q3IUZ1), and SwDGC
(B1KIH5). (a) GGDEF active site; (b) EAL active site; and (c) DDFGTG sequence
essential for PDE activity.
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found in active GGDEF-EAL proteins, we hypothesized that
DcpG is a bifunctional enzyme that possesses both c-di-GMP
diguanylate cyclase and phosphodiesterase activities. Taken to-
gether, the domain organization predicted that the binding of
diatomic ligands (O2, CO, NO) to the sensor globin domain
should control activity of the c-di-GMP enzymatic domains, pro-
viding a unique opportunity to probe how domains with opposing
enzymatic activities can be controlled within a single protein.

Diatomic Gas Binding to DcpG. To identify which gaseous ligands
can bind to DcpG (34), the full-length protein was heterolo-
gously expressed and purified. Purified DcpG migrated to posi-
tions of 67 and 134 kDa when analyzed by gel electrophoresis
[the 67 kDa band corresponds to the monomeric form of the
protein and the 134 kDa band to the dimeric form (Fig. 2A)], and
dynamic light scattering experiments found that DcpG is present
in solution as a monodisperse dimer (SI Appendix, Fig. S12 and
Table S1). To assess which ligands bind to the DcpG globin
domain, ultraviolet-visible absorption spectroscopy was used to
determine ligand-dependent shifts in the spectra of the heme
cofactor. DcpG purifies in the Fe(II)-O2 state with a λmax of the
Soret band centered at 414 nm, consistent with a six-coordinate
heme; the Fe(II)-O2 complex can also be generated by reducing
DcpG and then exposing the protein to O2 (23, 34). DcpG is
readily reduced by sodium dithionite, resulting in a red shift to
430 nm (five-coordinate complex). Unligated ferrous DcpG can
then readily bind both NO and CO, resulting in blue shifts to

417 nm (six-coordinate complex) and 421 nm (six-coordinate
complex), respectively (Fig. 2B). The α/β bands also show the
expected increased splitting upon the addition of these diatomic
gases (Fig. 2 B, Inset). Oxidation of DcpG to form the Fe(III)
state of the heme is very slow, regardless of whether the protein
is oxidized chemically or electrochemically. Furthermore, DcpG
Fe(II)-O2 does not exhibit autooxidation of the heme, demon-
strating that the Fe(II)-O2 complex is very stable (SI Appendix,
Fig. S1). Taken together, the ligand-dependent absorption spectra
for DcpG are similar to previously characterized GCS proteins
(19, 23, 29, 39), indicating that DcpG likely binds and/or senses
O2, NO, and/or CO in vivo.

DGC and PDE Activities of DcpG. To determine the effect of dif-
ferent ligands on activity of the two output domains, enzymatic
activities of DcpG GGDEF and EAL domains were investigated
with the sensor globin domain heme in different ligation/oxida-
tion states [Fe(II), Fe(III), Fe(II)-O2, Fe(II)-CO, and Fe(II)-NO].
Separate monitoring of the GGDEF and EAL domain activities
was achieved through use of different substrates; GTP was used as
the substrate for the GGDEF domain DGC activity to measure
the rate of c-di-GMP production, while c-di-GMP was used as the
substrate for the EAL domain PDE activity to measure the rate of
pGpG production (Fig. 2 C and D).

DcpG DGC activity was quantified over a range of GTP and
protein concentrations, and the reaction was coupled with EcDosP
(23, 28), a c-di-GMP PDE enzyme, to ensure rapid c-di-GMP

Fig. 2. Biochemical characterization of DcpG. (A) SDS-PAGE. Lanes: 1, cell pellet; 2, supernatant; 3, flow through; 4, wash; 5, nickel column; 6, S200 gel
filtration column. DcpG is recalcitrant to complete unfolding, yielding mainly monomer with a small dimer band on SDS-PAGE gels. (B) UV-visible spectra of
DcpG. Fe(II), black; Fe(II)-O2, red; Fe(II)-CO, blue; Fe(II)-NO, green. The Soret band of DcpG is sensitive to the identity of the axial ligand. (Inset) The α/β bands
exhibit increased splitting as the diatomic gases bind to the heme. (C) Representative Michaelis–Menten curves for DcpG Fe(II) (black), Fe(II)-O2 (red), Fe(II)-NO
(green), and Fe(II)-CO (blue) DGC activity. (D) Representative Michaelis–Menten curves for DcpG Fe(II) (black), Fe(II)-O2 (red), Fe(II)-NO (green), and Fe(II)-CO
(blue) PDE activity.
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hydrolysis and prevent potential product inhibition. Although
DcpG does not contain the conserved RxxD inhibitory site (I-site)
upstream of the GGDEF active site that is necessary for non-
competitive product inhibition of DGC activity (EASS in DcpG)
(40, 41), product inhibition was observed during DGC assays in
the absence of EcDosP (SI Appendix, Fig. S1) (42). These data
suggest that either DcpG can bind c-di-GMP within the GGDEF
active site and inhibit DGC activity or that there is some c-di-
GMP binding at the noncanonical I-site (40).
As listed in Table 1, DcpG Fe(II)-O2 ligation state resulted in

a kcat of 0.45 min−1 and a KM of 80.9 μM, DcpG Fe(II) unligated
yielded a kcat of 1.21 min−1 and a KM of 284.4 μM, DcpG Fe(III)
resulted in a kcat of 0.22 min−1 and a KM of 88.6 μM, DcpG
Fe(II)-CO state exhibited a kcat of 1.32 min−1 and a KM of 236.6 μM,
and DcpG Fe(II)-NO state resulted in a kcat of 2.02 min−1 and a KM
of 443.7 μM. It is unusual for a GCS containing a GDDEF to have
the highest kcat for Fe(II)-NO; other GGDEF-containing GCS
proteins such as HemDGC from Desulfotalea psychrophila,
BpeGReg from B. pertussis, EcDosC from E. coli, and PccGCS
from P. carotovorum exhibit the highest diguanylate cyclase ac-
tivity in the Fe(II)-O2 state (23, 24, 28, 29).
To probe DcpG PDE activity, a dual enzyme activity assay was

developed to monitor the conversion of c-di-GMP to pGpG. A
5′-nucleotidase was included in the reaction mixtures to cleave
the 5′-phosphorlytic site of the pGpG product and release
phosphate, which is detected. As the 5′-nucleotidase can only
hydrolyze pGpG and not c-di-GMP due to its cyclic structure (SI
Appendix, Fig. S2), we could monitor the production of pGpG
through quantification of phosphate release. Using this assay, the
kcat and the KM for DcpG PDE activity were measured for each
ligation state (Table 2). DcpG Fe(II)-O2 ligation state yielded
the highest activity, with a kcat of 0.62 ± 0.07 min−1 and a KM of
7.82 ± 6.14 μM. The Fe(II), Fe(II)-CO, and Fe(II)-CO states all
exhibited the same low-level PDE activity. The kcat and KM could
not be measured for DcpG Fe(III) PDE activity because the KM
for c-di-GMP was greater than 100 μM, and the high c-di-GMP
levels resulted in artifacts in the kinetics. The combination of the
low enzymatic activity, high heme midpoint potentials (discussed
inDcpG Exhibits Two High Midpoint Potentials), and the slow kinetics
of oxidation, whether through chemical or electrochemical means,
make it unlikely that DcpG serves as a redox sensor in vivo. These
data suggest that the DcpG EAL domain responds to O2, similar to
EcDosP, a monofunctional PDE with a heme-bound PAS domain in
which binding of O2 enhances its PDE activity (28, 43).
Our data demonstrates that the Fe(II)-O2 ligation state results

in low DGC activity but the highest PDE activity, demonstrating
that a single sensor domain can exhibit opposite effects on two
output domains, activating one while inhibiting the other. As GTP
concentrations in dividing bacteria are typically in the low mM
range (44), the differences in cyclase KM in the various ligation
states likely will not contribute to physiological function during
log phase growth. However, it is possible that GTP levels in
P. dendritiformis may decrease during stationary phase and/or
within biofilms, which could affect activity of the DGC domain. In
addition, DcpG may interact with other proteins within the cell,
further regulating DGC and PDE activity. For example, when

growing aerobically, intracellular conditions and/or interactions
within P. dendritiformis could result in DcpG exhibiting unde-
tectable DGC activity and high PDE activity, in contrast to the
low, but measurable, DGC activity measured in vitro. In addition,
changes in c-di-GMP levels, which typically range from sub-
micromolar to low micromolar, could further regulate DcpG PDE
activity (5, 16, 45–47). The potential effects of the cellular milieu
could prohibit DcpG from participating in a futile cycle of GTP to
c-di-GMP to pGpG within the cell.
The comparison of GGDEF and EAL domains finds that

DcpG Fe(II), Fe(II)-NO, and Fe(II)-CO states exhibit the same
low level of PDE activity; however, DGC activity increases in the
following order of ligation states, Fe(II)-O2 << Fe(II) < Fe(II)-
CO < Fe(II)-NO. This is surprising because previously charac-
terized GGDEF-containing GCS proteins are activated by the
Fe(II)-O2 state (23, 24, 28, 29). Our results also differ from previously
characterized GGDEF-EAL proteins that are associated with H-NOX
(Heme Nitric oxide/OXygen binding) domains (48), in which the
sensor H-NOX domain and the two output domains are within
two separate polypeptide chains (H-NOX and GGDEF-EAL). The
H-NOX associated GGDEF-EAL protein from Legionella pneumophila,
lpg1057, exhibits DGC activity that is inhibited by the Fe(II)-NO
state (7), as does the activity of the H-NOX associated GGDEF-
EAL protein in S. woodyii, SwDGC (30). Therefore, DcpG is the
first GCS protein and GGDEF-EAL bifunctional enzyme with
DGC activity that is activated by the Fe(II)-NO state of the heme.
This is analogous to the mammalian H-NOX–containing protein,
soluble guanylate cyclase (sGC), which converts GTP to 3′,5′-
cGMP and is also activated by the Fe(II)-NO state (49, 50).
To probe pseudocellular conditions where c-di-GMP synthe-

sized by the DcpG DGC domain is likely hydrolyzed by the PDE
domain, rather than a separate PDE, c-di-GMP and pGpG
produced by DcpG were monitored in the absence of an addi-
tional c-di-GMP PDE (EcDosP; Fig. 3). As expected from the
single domain enzyme kinetics, the high affinity of the EAL
domain for c-di-GMP results in rapid hydrolysis of c-di-GMP
produced by the GGDEF domain. Even DcpG Fe(II)-NO, which
exhibits the highest DGC activity and low PDE activity, did not
result in appreciable buildup of c-di-GMP. It also is possible that
a burst of c-di-GMP was rapidly produced but not observed due
to the temporal limitations of the assay. The rapid turnover of GTP
to c-di-GMP to pGpG by DcpG suggests that downstream signaling
partners may either make protein–protein interactions, allowing
direct hand off of c-di-GMP, or are colocalized to allow for rapid
c-di-GMP binding. Either scenario could allow c-di-GMP produced
by DcpG DGC domain to be sensed by downstream proteins prior to
hydrolysis by the EAL domain and would be consistent with recent
studies that have highlighted the importance of localized c-di-GMP
signaling in a number of bacteria (51–56). Another possibility is that
that cellular conditions/binding partners may further regulate DcpG
activity and lead to inhibition of DGC activity under aerobic condi-
tions and inhibition of PDE activity in the presence of NO.
DcpG is a heme protein for which O2 and NO binding to the

heme result in the opposite regulatory effects on an output do-
main. The findings that a single ligand (O2) can serve as both
agonist and antagonist for the two domains within DcpG and the

Table 1. Kinetic parameters for DcpG ligand-dependent DGC
activity at 25 °C (mean ± SD of at least three independent
experiments)

Ligation state kcat (min−1) KM (μM) kcat/KM (M−1/min−1)

Fe(II) 1.21 ± 0.07 284.4 ± 123.3 4,243
Fe(II)-O2 0.45 ± 0.04 80.9 ± 33.5 5,562
Fe(II)-NO 2.02 ± 0.36 443.7 ± 186.4 4,574
Fe(II)-CO 1.32 ± 0.09 236.6 ± 71.9 5,569
Fe(III) 0.22 ± 0.05 88.6 ± 35.0 2,483

Table 2. Kinetic parameters for DcpG ligand-dependent PDE
activity at 25 °C (mean ± SD of at least three independent
experiments)

Ligation state kcat (min−1) KM (μM) kcat /KM (M−1/min−1)

Fe(II) 0.22 ± 0.01 8.35 ± 4.78 25,746
Fe(II)-O2 0.54 ± 0.08 11.94 ± 4.65 44,848
Fe(II)-NO 0.27 ± 0.04 6.66 ± 2.09 40,943
Fe(II)-CO 0.17 ± 0.01 7.82 ± 2.96 21,987
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fact that O2 and NO exhibit opposing effects on DGC suggests
that DcpG can serve as a unique system to probe signaling within
a bifunctional protein.

Effects of Gaseous Conditions on P. dendritiformis Biofilm Formation.
To gain insight into a potential physiological role for DcpG as an
O2/NO sensor, the impacts of O2 and NO on P. dendritiformis
biofilm formation were investigated. Growth of P. dendritiformis
cells in aerobic conditions resulted in low biofilm formation;
anaerobic growth resulted in 2.3-fold more biofilm formation,
and growth in the presence of NO resulted in ∼4-fold more
biofilm formation, as compared to aerobic growth (Fig. 4A and
SI Appendix, Fig. S3). The results of the biofilm studies are
consistent with enzymatic characterization of purified DcpG;
DcpG Fe(II)-O2 exhibits low DGC activity and high PDE ac-
tivity, which should result in low levels of c-di-GMP and minimal
biofilm formation. In contrast, DcpG Fe(II) exhibits moderate
DGC activity and low PDE activity, resulting in medium levels of
c-di-GMP and moderate biofilm formation, and DcpG Fe(II)-
NO exhibits high DGC activity and low PDE activity, which
should result in high levels of c-di-GMP (Fig. 4A). Given that NO
is an important signaling messenger in both eukaryotes and pro-
karyotes (57, 58), but can also be toxic to organisms (59, 60),
DcpG sensing of NO may result in increased biofilm formation to
protect the organism from the toxic effects. Taken together, these
data demonstrate that P. dendritiformis alters biofilm formation in
response to its gaseous environment and that DcpG likely serves
as an O2/NO sensor to regulate biofilm formation (Fig. 4B).

O2 and NO Dissociation Kinetics of DcpG Wild Type (WT). The sur-
prising finding that heme ligands differentially regulate DcpG
output domain activities leads us to investigate the characteris-
tics of the globin domain. To provide more insight into how the
DcpG sensor globin domain responds to O2/NO binding, the O2
and NO dissociation rates were measured using stopped-flow
UV-visible spectroscopy. The dissociation rate of O2 from DcpG
was measured and fit to a double exponential function (SI Ap-
pendix, Fig. S4 and Table S2), resulting in rate constants of k1 =
12.07 s−1 (17.8%) and k2 = 87.30 s−1 (82.2%), which are relatively
fast for a sensor globin. (Table 3). The observed biphasic O2

dissociation is typical of GCS proteins and has been attributed to
multiple conformations of the heme pocket (35, 36, 61). Rapid O2
dissociation rates also have been observed for the GCS protein
HemAt-Bs (Table 3) and were proposed to be due to an apolar
distal pocket (61). However, other characterized GCS proteins
(EcDosC from E. coli and BpeGReg from B. pertussis) have similar
apolar distal pockets but exhibit nearly 100-fold slower O2 disso-
ciation rates (Table 3), suggesting that the regulation of ligand
affinity is more complicated (28, 62, 63).
A complementary experiment also was conducted, in which

the rate of NO dissociation from DcpG was measured (Table 3),
to gain further insight into DcpG ligand affinity. The NO dis-
sociation data best fit a double exponential function (SI Ap-
pendix, Fig. S5), yielding rate constants of k1 = 0.16 s−1 (48.2%)
and k2 = 0.012 s−1 (50.8%). The NO dissociation rates have not
been characterized for other GCS proteins, but based on the
“sliding-scale” rule proposed by Olson and coworkers (64), which
postulates that affinity for all ferrous ligands of histidyl ligated
heme proteins are inherently linked and any mutations will result
in increases/decreases (or slides) of all ligands, the rapid rates of
O2 dissociation from DcpG should be mirrored in fast dissociation
rates of other ferrous heme ligands, such as NO. In comparison to
soluble guanylate cyclase (sGC), the mammalian NO receptor that
has picomolar affinity for NO, DcpG NO dissociation rates were
approximately an order of magnitude faster than sGC, indicating
that DcpG has a weaker affinity for NO (Table 3) and suggesting
that the sensor globin heme exhibits unusual ligand binding
properties, compared to other globins (65–67).

Fig. 3. Tandem DcpG DGC and PDE kinetics in various ligation states. Solid
lines represent c-di-GMP levels, and dashed lines represent pGpG levels.

Fig. 4. Gaseous environment alters P. dendritiformis biofilm formation. (A)
Biofilm formation quantified by Congo Red staining of P. dendritiformis
grown in the presence/absence of O2 and NO. A500/A600 is a measurement of
the amount of Congo Red bound to the cell pellet relative to the cell density.
Differences between all measurements are significant (P < 0.003). (B) Com-
parison of the relative in vitro DGC and PDE activities of DcpG in various ligation
states [Fe(II)-O2, Fe(II), and Fe(II)-NO] and P. dendritiformis biofilm formation
when grown under aerobic, anaerobic, and anaerobic +NO conditions.
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DcpG Exhibits Two High Midpoint Potentials. To further understand
the unusually fast O2 and NO dissociation rates exhibited by
DcpG, we hypothesized that the observed rapid O2 dissociation
kinetics and lack of measurable rate of autooxidation (SI Ap-
pendix, Fig. S5) for DcpG might be due to a high heme midpoint
potential, as previous work has demonstrated that heme mid-
point potential modulates O2 affinity of heme proteins (68). To
investigate this possibility, coupled spectro-electrochemical ti-
trations of DcpG were performed. As DcpG was found to exhibit
a slow transition from five-coordinate to six-coordinate heme in
the Fe(III) state (SI Appendix, Fig. S7), a variety of buffers and
pHs were tested, identifying 100 mM potassium phosphate pH
7.0 as the optimal condition for relatively rapid DcpG Fe(III)
equilibration (SI Appendix, Figs. S8 and S9). Using the optimized
buffer conditions, both reductive and oxidative titrations (fol-
lowing either chemical oxidation or reduction) were performed
on DcpG. The oxidative titration yielded two midpoint potentials
of 151 mV (48%) and 358 mV (52%) versus standard hydrogen
electrode (SHE), while reductive titration yielded midpoint po-
tentials of 81 mV (88%) and 339 mV (13%) versus SHE. (Ta-
ble 4 and Fig. 5 and SI Appendix, Fig. S10). The two midpoint
potentials may be the result of nonequivalent hemes within the
DcpG homodimer, the difference in the lower potential
depending on type of titration may be due to slow changes in
conformation and/or H2O/−OH binding in the Fe(III) state.
To determine if nonequivalent hemes are found in other GCS

proteins, a coupled spectro-electrochemical titration was per-
formed on PccGCS, the GCS from the plant pathogen P. car-
otovorum (23). PccGCS binds O2 more tightly than DcpG but
also displays biphasic O2 dissociation kinetics and forms oligo-
mers (tetramer, dimer) in solution. The oxidative and reductive
titration of PccGCS was reversible and yielded two midpoint
potentials of −7.0 mV (81%) and 245.8 mV (18%) versus SHE
(Table 4 and SI Appendix, Fig. S11). The lower midpoint po-
tential of PccGCS, as compared to DcpG, could be due to dif-
ferences in heme-edge residues, which can alter heme electronics
(69); PccGCS has a tryptophan residue at the heme edge, as
compared to histidine in DcpG. In addition, the lower midpoint
potential value for PccGCS likely contributes to its slower O2
dissociation rates compared to DcpG, as lower midpoint poten-
tials have previously been linked to tighter O2 affinity (69, 70).
As observed for PccGCS, proteins with a globin fold typically

have much lower midpoint potentials (Table 5); for example, the
midpoint potentials of equine skeletal myoglobin and human
hemoglobin are +47 mV and 175 mV versus SHE, respectively
(71–73). Other gas sensors with alternative heme domain folds
exhibit lower midpoint potentials as well; the PAS heme-domain
protein BjFixLH exhibits a midpoint potential of +68 mV versus
SHE (21, 74) and heme-bound H-NOX domains such as sGC
(the mammalian NO sensor) and Tt H-NOX have midpoint
potentials of +187 mV and +167 mV versus SHE, respectively
(68, 75). DcpG midpoint potentials fall outside of the typical
range of any of the previously characterized five-coordinate

heme gas sensors and are closest to that of a six-coordinate cy-
tochrome c (for example, cytochrome c6 from Chlamydomonas
reinhardtii midpoint = +370 mV versus SHE) (76).
As P. dendritiformis, which natively encodes DcpG, is a fac-

ultative anaerobic bacterium (26), DcpG may have evolved to
have a high midpoint potential to limit O2 binding and thereby
allow responsiveness to other gases and/or to alter the O2 con-
centration at which the organism changes c-di-GMP–dependent
phenotypes (26). The high midpoint potentials also should allow
DcpG to serve as an O2/NO sensor rather than a redox sensor, as
it is unlikely that DcpG can be oxidized in vivo (77, 78).

DcpG Structural Analysis. Given that DcpG regulates DGC and
PDE activity based on the ligation state of the heme-iron and
that the heme-iron has unusual properties, we hypothesized that
structural and/or conformational changes in the globin domain
caused by ligand binding could be a part of the signal transduc-
tion mechanism to regulate both enzymatic domains. The globin
domain of DcpG consists of an alpha-helical structure that is
common among other globin sensor proteins, and we hypothe-
sized that the alpha-helices may rearrange based on the ligation
state of the heme-iron. However, circular dichroism spectroscopy
of DcpG in various ligation states (SI Appendix, Fig. S12 and Table
S4) did not result in a significant change in the helical content (79)
regardless of ligation state, suggesting that there is minimal (if
any) change in globin domain secondary structure in response to
ligand binding. Dynamic light scattering demonstrated that the
Fe(II)-O2, Fe(II), and Fe(II)-NO states of DcpG are dimeric in
solution but did identify small changes in hydrodynamic diameter
between DcpG Fe(II) unligated and ligand-bound states (SI Ap-
pendix, Fig. S13). To further probe potential differences, chemical
cross-linking analysis (SI Appendix, Figs. S14 and S15 and Table
S6) identified cross-links between the globin and DGC domains in
multiple ligation states. DcpG Fe(II) unligated yielded cross-links
between the DGC domain and residues on two globin helices (αF
and αG), whereas DcpG Fe(II)-NO yielded one globin-DGC
cross-link and DcpG Fe(II)-O2 only cross-links within the globin
domain. These results suggest that DcpG undergoes conforma-
tional changes in response to heme ligation state. Therefore, to
gain further insights into the structure of DcpG and link catalysis
with conformational changes, SAXS and negative stain EM data
were obtained for DcpG in the Fe(II)-O2 ligation state (Fig. 6).
DcpG WT SAXS and negative stain EM structure—PDE high-activity state.
Analysis of the SAXS data found that DcpG wild type (WT) is a
dimer with a height of 143 Å and a width of 82 Å (Fig. 6 and SI
Appendix, Fig. S16) and has an envelope structure obeying an
approximate twofold symmetry, suggesting similar domain orga-
nization in the two monomers. Based on the SAXS envelope, two
structural models fit the observed data with similar fitting coeffi-
cients: 1) an extended structure wherein dimerization occurs only
at the globin domains, with the GGDEF and EAL domains within
each monomer associating and resulting in the EAL active site
facing the GGDEF active site within each DcpG monomer (SI
Appendix, Fig. S16); and 2) a linear dimer wherein the globin,
GGDEF, and EAL domains are arranged such that the globin and
EAL domains of both monomers are in close contact with each

Table 4. Midpoint potentials of DcpG and PccGCS

Protein Titration pH Midpoint 1 Midpoint 2 % 1 % 2

DcpG Reductive 7.0 81 ± 6 339 ± 36 13 87
DcpG Oxidative 7.0 151 ± 36 358 ± 72 40 60
PccGCS Ox/red 7.0 −7 ± 21 246 ± 64 88 12

Values are reported as an average of two or three experiments ± range
or ± SD, respectively.

Table 3. O2 and NO dissociation kinetics of DcpG and other
heme sensor proteins

Protein k1 (s−1) k2 (s−1) % k1 % k2 Ref.

O2 dis. DcpG 12.07 87.30 17.8 82.2 TW
PccGCS 0.56 3.87 56.0 44.0 (23)
BpeGReg 0.82 6.30 39.3 60.7 (23)
EcDosC 13 — — — (21)

HemAt-Bs 87 1,900 NR NR (61)
NO dis. DcpG 0.16 0.012 48.2 50.8 TW

sGC 0.0038 0.0012 35 65 (65)

TW, this work. dis., dissociation; NR, not reported.
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other, while the GGDEF domains are physically apart (Fig. 6 A
and B and SI Appendix, Fig. S16).
As the resolution limits of SAXS do not allow for the two

models to be distinguished, we utilized Gradient Fixation (Gra-
Fix) (80) and negative stain EM to gain further insight into the
structure of DcpG. The GraFix approach separates complexes in
a glycerol gradient that contains cross-linking reagents, resulting
in stabilization of protein complexes and conformations. Using
this method, we were able to identify and image fractions that
contained dimeric DcpG (SI Appendix, Fig. S17). The DcpG
model generated from the negative stain EM data (Fig. 6 C and
D) maintains the dimeric EAL domains observed in the linear
dimer SAXS model (Fig. 6 A and B), supporting a structure of
DcpG that contains a dimeric globin, GGDEF domains that are
physically separated, and dimeric EAL domains. Previous studies
have established that dimerization of EAL domains at the active
sites results in increased phosphodiesterase activity (81), and, in
the case of the EAL domain from YahA, substrate binding
resulted in 100-fold increase in dimerization affinity (82). This
model represents a high PDE activity state, as expected based on
enzyme kinetic assays (Table 2), and the two EAL domains form
a closed ring at the dimer interfaces with the two active sites
facing each other. In contrast, the GGDEF active site loops in
the two DGC domains separated by ∼17 Å, resulting in low DGC

activity (Table 1) and suggesting that DGC inactivation may be a
result of a physical separation of the monomers.
Although the EAL domain dimer is maintained both the

SAXS and EM models, the globin domains in the negative stain
EM model are bent relative to the axis of the GGDEF/EAL do-
mains, as compared to the SAXS model (SI Appendix, Fig. S17).
The GGDEF domains also are rotated relative to each other,
although the distance between GGDEF active sites is maintained,
minimizing the formation of active cyclase dimer. The differences
in the envelopes obtained by SAXS and negative stain EM support
the flexibility of DcpG, especially in the linker regions, and suggest
that this flexibility is important for transmitting the ligand binding
signal and/or regulation of enzymatic activity.
Model of DcpG fully extended state—DGC high-activity state. Previous
studies have established that a dimer of GGDEF domains is
essential for DGC activity as each monomer binds one GTP
substrate molecule, and cyclization occurs across the dimer in-
terface (83). Using previously published high-resolution struc-
tures of GGDEF domains in an active dimer conformation
(Protein Data Bank [PDB] ID: 4URG, 6EIB, and 3I5B) (83–85),
maintaining the globin dimer interface that is observed in sensor
globin structures (35, 63), and using the SAXS model of DcpG
extended monomer, we constructed a model of dimeric DcpG in
an active-DGC state (Fig. 6E). The model of the active-DGC
state suggests that the domains may rotate relative to each other
to allow for DGC versus PDE activation/inhibition.
Based on the structure and ligand-dependent changes in en-

zyme activity and cross-linking mass spectrometry, we propose a
model of signal transduction within DcpG (Fig. 6F). The short
linker regions between the domains are likely flexible and should
allow the domains to change orientation relative to each other.
In the Fe(II)-O2 state (low DGC activity, high PDE activity), the
protein adopts the observed structure, with the DGC domain
active sites physically separated and the EAL domains forming
an active dimer (Fig. 6 A–D). Upon O2 dissociation, the EAL
domain physically separates, resulting in low PDE activity, while
the GGDEF domains are closer together and/or able to interact
more frequently, resulting in increased DGC activity. Finally, in
the Fe(II)-NO state, the GGDEF domains interact (as modeled
in Fig. 6E), resulting in high DGC activity, while the EAL do-
mains are physically separated and exhibit low activity. Taken
together, the SAXS and negative stain EM-derived models for
DcpG WT provides full-length structural information on a GCS
protein. In addition, the structural information has yielded in-
sights in the regulation of two domains with opposing enzymatic
activities within a single protein.

Conclusions
In this manuscript, we have reported a biochemical and struc-
tural characterization of DcpG, a bifunctional globin-coupled
sensor protein with GGDEF and EAL output domains. DcpG
provided a unique opportunity to interrogate the mechanism by
which one sensor domain can differentially control activity of two

Table 5. Midpoint potentials values for five-coordinate histidyl
ligated heme proteins

Protein
Midpoint potential no. 1 (mV) versus

SHE Ref.

Equine skeletal
myoglobin

47 (71)

Human hemoglobin 175 (73)
Bovine sGC 187 (75)
Nitrophorin 1 −303 (86)
BjFixLH 68 (74)
EcDosC −17 (21)

Fig. 5. Electrochemical characterization of DcpG. (A) Representative oxi-
dative titration of DcpG Fe(II) in 100 mM potassium phosphate 50 mM KCl
pH 7.0. Midpoint values were determined by plotting the fraction of reduced
heme against the potential. The fraction of reduced heme was determined
by tracking the spectral changes at 571 and 641 nm. The representative data
(black-filled squares) were fit using SI Appendix, Eq. S1, which describes a
species with two redox active components. (B) Absorption spectra of DcpG
from optically transparent thin layer electrochemical cell (OTTLE) cell oxidative
titration. UV-visible spectra were recorded for each set potential (Top). (C)
Representative reductive titration of DcpG Fe(III) in 100 mM potassium phos-
phate 50 mM KCl pH 7.0. Midpoint values were determined by plotting the
fraction of reduced heme against the potential. The fraction of reduced heme
was determined by tracking the spectral changes at 571 and 641 nm. The
representative data (black-filled squares) were fit using SI Appendix, Eq. S1,
which describes a species with two redox active components. (D) Absorption
spectra of DcpG from OTTLE cell reductive titration. Arrows show direction of
titration [oxidative (A)] or reductive (C) or change in peak intensities (B and D).
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opposing output domains within a single polypeptide chain,
likely due to the unusual characteristics of the sensor globin
heme. The SAXS- and negative stain EM-derived models of
DcpG have yielded structural insight into a full-length globin-
coupled sensor protein and evidence of a mechanism by which
conformational changes regulated output domain activity. These
studies identify a multigas sensor in which two output domains
(GGDEF and EAL) are differentially regulated in response to
the ligation state of the heme. In addition, DcpG likely serves as
a physiological O2/NO sensor within P. dendritiformis, allowing
the bacterium to control biofilm formation in response to the
gaseous environment.

Materials and Methods
Detailed materials and methods can be found in SI Appendix. These
methods include conditions for protein expression and purification,
heme complex formation, heme ligand dissociation kinetics, enzyme

kinetic assays, and biofilm formation. In addition, full details on SAXS
and negative stain EM data collection and model generation are
included.

Data Availability. All study data are included in the article and/or SI
Appendix.
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Fig. 6. SAXS and negative stain models of DcpG Fe(II)-O2. (A and B) Two perpendicular views of an overlay of the SAXS solution envelope (white spheres) on
the DcpG EAL active dimer model. Monomer 1 is shown in darker colors, while monomer 2 is depicted in lighter shades. The EAL domains (blue) form a ring
stabilizing the active site residues inside. The GGDEF domains (green) are in an inactive conformation with their active sites ∼17 Å apart; globin domains are
shown in red. (C and D) Two views (180° rotation) of DcpG negative stain EM density and model (ribbon colors are the same as in the SAXS model; σ level =
0.600). (E) A model of DcpG that allow dimerization and activity of the GGDEF domains. The active sites, shown in magenta, are ∼7 Å apart, as seen in other
diguanylate cyclase active dimer structures. (PDB: 4URG, 6EIB, and 3I5B) (83–85). The EAL dimer is in a nonproductive form also seen in an earlier inactive
dimer structure (PDB: 4RNI) (81). (F) A cartoon model of the DcpG conformational states. Active sites are highlighted in yellow, with GTP and c-di-GMP
depicted as ball/stick models. Relative in vitro activity of the enzymatic domains is shown below.
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