










FIG. 7. Multiple-sequence alignment for representative members of the 12-TMS family of the MFS. The preparation and presentation of the figure are as described
for Fig. 6. For ease of presentation, unrelated N-terminal sequences of the proteins CaMDR1, Car1, Ybr180w, Yil120w, and Slr0616 are not shown. For relevant
accession numbers and references to the proteins, see Table 2. Motifs A, B, C, D2, and G correspond to the motifs previously described by Paulsen and Skurray (210).
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FIG. 7—Continued.
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couplers, although it apparently has a narrower range of spec-
ificity than emrB (Table 1) (182). Unlike emrB, emrD is not
encoded in an operon with an MFP-encoding gene, and it is
not known whether it requires the action of any auxiliary pro-
teins. The bcr gene (also known as bic) confers resistance to
bicyclomycin (20) and to sulfathiazole (192). The Candida al-
bicans CaMDR1 gene, formerly known as BEN or bmrP, was
originally identified as conferring resistance to benomyl and
methotrexate (70). Subsequently, overexpression and gene
knockout studies have indicated that CaMDR1 also encodes
resistance to cycloheximide, benztriazoles, 4-nitroquinolone-
N-oxide, and sulfometuron methyl (21, 82). Disruption of the
CaMDR1 gene reduces the virulence of C. albicans (18).

Other PMF-Dependent Multidrug Transport Systems
within the MFS?

As discussed above, the MFS includes several separate fam-
ilies of proteins, with two of these families (the 12- and 14-
TMS families) consisting primarily of drug resistance efflux
proteins, including a number of multidrug efflux proteins (Ta-
bles 1 and 2). The remaining families consist primarily of
symporters and uniporters involved in the uptake of essential
nutrients and of proteins of unknown function (Fig. 2).
Recently, Grundemann et al. (93) identified and sequenced

a gene from rat kidney, which encoded a novel multidrug
antiporter, designated Oct1 (Fig. 9). In mammals, various
structurally distinct cationic drugs, e.g., antihistamines, seda-
tives, opiates, and antibiotics, are excreted by epithelial cells of
the renal proximal tubes, and two functionally distinct trans-
port systems are localized in the basolateral and luminal
plasma membranes of these cells (for a review, see reference
294). Expression of Oct1 in X. laevis oocytes conferred high
levels of tetraethylammonium transport, which was dependent

on the membrane potential and was inhibited by both hydro-
phobic and hydrophilic organic cations (93). Oct1 was also
demonstrated to confer MPP transport in oocytes. The oct1-
encoded cation antiport system displayed similar transport pa-
rameters to those determined for the basolateral membrane
cation uptake system, suggesting that Oct1 is responsible for
the observed multidrug transport of organic cations in the
basolateral membranes of cells in the renal proximal tubes.
Consistent with this notion, Northern (RNA) blot analysis
indicated that oct1 is expressed in the liver, kidney, and intes-
tine of rats (93).
Grundemann et al. reported that the Oct1 protein did not

share sequence similarity with any known proteins (93). How-
ever, our analyses indicate that the Oct1 protein shares signif-
icant sequence similarity with the proteins in family 3 of the
MFS (Fig. 2 and 9), which includes many sugar uniport pro-
teins, e.g., the human glucose facilitator GLUT proteins, and
sugar/H1 symport proteins, e.g., the E. coli transporters AraE,
GalP, and XylE, specific for arabinose, galactose, and xylose,
respectively (100, 101). Within this family, the Oct1 protein is
most closely related to the rat SV2 synaptic vesicle protein and
to various Caenorhabditis elegans proteins of unknown function
identified by genome sequencing, e.g., Zk637.1 (Fig. 9). As can
be seen in the sequence alignment presented in Fig. 9, Oct1 is
clearly homologous to representative members of this family.
Comparison of the Oct1 protein with members of the 12-

and 14-TMS efflux protein families analyzed above indicated
that Oct1 did not contain any of the motifs specific for either
or both of these two families. Oct1 does contain motif A and
motif B common to most MFS proteins (90, 210) and also
contains motifs which are specific for family 3 of the MFS (Fig.
9) (103), confirming the notion that Oct1 belongs to family 3
within this superfamily and is distinct from the other families
containing multidrug efflux proteins. Furthermore, our hydrop-
athy analyses suggest that Oct1 contains 12 TMS (Fig. 9), as is
consistently found in other members of family 3 of MFS.
The novel finding that the Oct1 multidrug efflux protein is a

member of a family of the MFS hitherto thought to contain
only symporters and uniporters presents the exciting possibility
that other members of this family, such as the SV2 rat synaptic
vesicle protein, also mediate multidrug antiport. It also reveals
that the families within the MFS are more functionally diverse
than was previously thought (90, 169, 210), since this single
family includes known uniporters, symporters, and antiporters.
Thus, for transporters in the MFS, vectorial movement of the
substrate appears to be governed by subtle factors which are
not obvious from sequence gazing at the primary amino acid
sequences of the proteins.

Structure and Function of the MFS Transporters

The 12- and 14-TMS families within the MFS contain a
variety of drug resistance proteins, including multidrug efflux
proteins, and proteins of unknown function. The best charac-
terized protein within one of these families is the E. coli TetB
protein, which has been purified, reconstituted as a tetracycline
transporter, and shown to function as an electroneutral anti-
port system which catalyzes the exchange of a tetracycline–
divalent-metal-cation complex for a proton (5, 106, 132, 277,
320). A similar mechanism operates for the TetK tetracycline
transporter from gram-positive bacteria (318). Other families
within the MFS include symporters and uniporters which have
been characterized in detail. For example, E. coli LacY (172,
184), PgtP (298), and UhpT (13) have been purified, reconsti-
tuted, and shown to mediate H1/lactose, H1/phosphoglycer-
ate, and H1/sugar phosphate symport, respectively (Fig. 2).

FIG. 8. Comparative genetic maps of the regions encoding the multidrug
efflux loci blt, bmr, emrAB, norA, and qacA and the well-characterized tetracy-
cline resistance locus tetB. Genes are denoted by arrowed lines: (i) MFS, thick
black; (ii) MFP, thick striped; (iii) others, stippled; (iv) regulatory, thin black; (v)
putative regulatory, broken thin black. It should be noted that TetR, QacR, and
the putative protein NorR are homologous, BltR and BmrR are members of the
MerR family of transcriptional repressors (3), and EmrR is a member of the
MarR family of regulatory proteins (160).
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As discussed above, sequence analyses have suggested that
the proteins within the various families of the MFS share
greater sequence similarity between their N-terminal halves
than between their C-terminal halves, which has led to the
proposal that the C-terminal regions of the MFS proteins are
involved primarily in substrate recognition and the N-terminal
halves are involved primarily in proton translocation. Extensive
mutagenesis of members of the MFS, particularly of the LacY
and TetB proteins (for details, see below), has shed some light
on the important conserved structural and functional features
of the MFS proteins (for extensive reviews on the mutagenesis
of the LacY protein, see references 128 to 130).
Schematic models of a typical 12-TMS family protein and a

typical 14-TMS family protein of the MFS are displayed in Fig.
10, with the conserved motifs highlighted. The conservation of
such motifs (see also Fig. 6 and 7) among transporters specific
for various substrates and among multidrug transporters sug-
gests that they play essential structural or functional roles
common to these proteins and are probably not involved in
substrate discrimination (for reviews, see references 90, 169,
and 210).
Motif A, located in the cytoplasmic loop between TMS 2 and

TMS 3, is conserved not only in the 12- and 14-TMS families
but also in the other four well-characterized families of the
MFS (families 3 to 6 in Fig. 2) (90, 169, 210). Mutagenesis of
TetB has suggested that Gly-62 and Gly-69 (corresponding to
positions 1 and 8, respectively, within this motif) play an es-
sential structural role in forming a b-turn, and Asp-66 and
Arg-70 are also essential (Fig. 7) (316, 317). Similarly, in LacY,
Gly-64 and Asp-68 (corresponding to positions 1 and 5, respec-
tively within this motif) are essential, with the former probably
playing a structural role (119). In TetB, following substitution
of cysteine for various residues in this motif, only a Ser-65-to-
Cys mutant was sensitive to N-ethylmaleimide (NEM) inhibi-
tion; inhibition by sulfhydral reagents depended on the size of
the reagent, and NEM inhibition was accelerated by tetracy-
cline (135, 315), suggesting that this motif may be involved in
initial contact with the substrate in TetB. The available data
suggest that this motif acts as a cytoplasmic gate which controls
passage of the substrate to and from the cytoplasm (317, 319).
Alternatively, it may be involved in promoting global confor-
mational changes in the protein that enable the substrate to
translocate across the membrane (119). Possibly supporting
the latter contention, second-site suppressor mutations which
restore function to TetB Asp-66 or LacY Asp-68 mutants have
been identified; these mutations occur in various locations
throughout the proteins, i.e., in the external loop between
TMS 1 and 2 in TetB and LacY (118, 314), within TMS 7 or 11
in LacY (118), or within the loops between TMS 7 and 8 or
TMS 11 and 12 in LacY (118).
Motif B is conserved in the 12- and 14-TMS families and in

family 3 of the MFS and is located within TMS 4 of these
proteins (Fig. 6, 7, and 9). The role of this motif has not been
investigated by mutagenesis, but it has been proposed to be
involved in energy coupling (210). Motif C is located in TMS 5
of the drug/proton antiporters of the 12- and 14-TMS families
but not in symporters from other MFS families, suggesting that
it may be required for linking proton translocation to antiport
but not to symport of a substrate (90, 210). Mutagenesis of
Gly-147 (corresponding to position 4 within this motif) in TetC
has implicated this residue in tetracycline/H1 antiport, and on
the basis of molecular modelling, Varela et al. (299) have
proposed that motif C forms a kink in the helix of TMS 5. This
has led to the speculation that motif C may determine the
orientation of the unoccupied substrate-binding site and hence
dictate the direction of transport (299).

Like motif C, motif D is found only in members of the 12-
and 14-TMS families, with some variation between the two
families, and is located within TMS 1 (210). However, the role
of this motif has not yet been investigated. Motif H is con-
served in the 14-TMS family proteins but can also be recog-
nized in a divergent form in some 12-TMS family proteins.
Motifs E and F are conserved only in the 14-TMS family
proteins, and no experimental evidence regarding the potential
roles of these motifs is available, although, interestingly, motif
E contains a highly conserved, intramembranous charged res-
idue, Asp.
Motif G is conserved only in the 12-TMS family proteins,

and it probably corresponds to a C-terminal duplication of
motif C (210). Whether this motif plays a similar role to motif
C (see above) has not yet been investigated. A C-terminal
duplication of motif A located at the end of TMS 8 is also
recognizable in some 12-TMS family proteins (Fig. 7) and in
proteins belonging to other families in the MFS.
Mutations resulting in altered substrate specificities in the

multidrug efflux proteins QacA/B, Bmr, and NorA have been
found mainly in the C-terminal regions of these proteins (see
above for details), lending some credence to the proposal that
the C-terminal regions of the MFS proteins are primarily in-
volved in substrate recognition and the N-terminal regions of
the transporters are involved in energy coupling (90, 240).
However, in other MFS proteins, residues in various regions of
the transporters have been implicated in substrate binding,
namely, Ser-180 to Ser-182 (TMS 3) in VMAT2 (173) (see
above), Cys-148 and Cys-154 (TMS 5) in LacY (124, 297), and
Gln-54 (TMS 2), Asp-84 (TMS 3), and Gln-261 (TMS 8) in
TetB (312, 313), or in energy coupling, namely, His-322, Glu-
325 (TMS 10), and Arg-302 (TMS 9) in LacY (34, 125, 143,
230) and His-257 (TMS 9) in TetB (311). The construction of
GalP-AraE fusions has indicated that TMS 1, 11, and 12 are
not involved in discrimination between pentose and hexose
sugars (102). Thus, it is difficult to draw any generalized con-
clusions regarding the roles of specific regions in the MFS
transporters. Conclusions which can be safely drawn, although
they are neither novel nor specific to MFS-type transporters,
are that essential functional residues, particularly those asso-
ciated with substrate recognition, are frequently located within
TMS and that intramembranous charged residues are fre-
quently important.
The LacY transporter is the most extensively studied of any

member of the MFS; the majority of the residues in the protein
have now been analyzed by cysteine-scanning mutagenesis, and
only a few residues have been shown to be essential for activity
(58, 73, 246, 247, 304, 305). Studies involving site-directed
fluorescence labelling and inactivation by sulfhydryl reagents
have indicated that the reactivity of various introduced cysteine
residues in LacY is influenced by sugar binding or by imposi-
tion of a proton electrochemical gradient (124, 246, 304, 309,
310). This suggests a model whereby the interaction between
the substrate and the protein involves only a few essential
residues but transport of the substrate involves widespread
conformational changes in the protein.
Because of the difficulties in crystallization of hydrophobic

membrane proteins (141), the three-dimensional structure of
any MFS proteins, or indeed any other secondary transporter,
has not been solved at high resolution. Some details regarding
the arrangement of the transmembrane helices of the LacY
protein have been uncovered by second-site suppressor analy-
sis and site-directed excimer fluorescence (125). Goswitz and
Brooker (84) have proposed a speculative model of the three-
dimensional arrangement of the helices in the members of the
MFS with 12 TMS on the basis of hydropathy, amphipathicity,
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loop lengths, rotational symmetry, and available experimental
evidence, where TMS 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10, and 11 potentially form
a transmembrane pathway, and the other four TMS do not line
the pathway. Yan and Maloney (321) have suggested that Cys-
265 in UhpT may be part of a transmembrane pathway in this
transporter, since this residue is accessible to membrane-im-
permeable sulfhydryl reagents from both sides of the mem-
brane.
Some of the available mutagenesis data seem at odds with

this proposed three-dimensional model, since residues in TMS
3, 6, 9, or 12 in some MFS transporters have been implicated
in substrate binding or other essential functions. However,
since it is possible that there is some access for side chains from
these helices to the transmembrane pathway or, alternatively,
in the case of multidrug efflux proteins, hydrophobic substrates
may gain access to the transporter via the lipid bilayer rather
than from outside the membrane, these data do not serve to
confirm or refute this model.

SMALL MULTIDRUG RESISTANCE FAMILY

The smallest known secondary transporters belong to the
SMR family (Table 3) (for a review, see reference 213). These
proteins are typically around 110 amino acid residues in length
with 4 predicted TMS (Fig. 11), and they do not exhibit se-
quence homology with the 12- or 14-TMS family previously
discussed. Since these proteins are so small, it has been pro-
posed that they may function as oligomeric complexes (208,
213). The best-characterized member of this family is a staph-
ylococcal multidrug efflux protein known variously as Smr,
QacC, QacD, or Ebr (91, 155, 162, 256), which we refer to
hereafter as Smr. Other members of this family which mediate
multidrug efflux include the chromosomally encoded E. coli
resistance protein EmrE, previously known as MvrC and Ebr
(149, 177, 228), and the QacE protein encoded on an integron
from the Klebsiella aerogenes plasmid R751 (208).
The SMR family also includes the product of the E. coli

chromosomal sugE locus (previously thought to contain two
open reading frames, sugES and sugEL because of a sequenc-
ing error) (213), which is apparently capable of phenotypically
suppressing mutations in the molecular chaperone gene groE
(89). The actual function of SugE remains unclear, although it
has been suggested to potentially be involved in peptide efflux
(213). Homologs of SugE have been identified in Proteus vul-
garis (42), Citrobacter freundii (22), Myxococcus xanthus (213),
and B. subtilis (Table 3; Fig. 11). These SugE-like proteins have
not been functionally characterized, with the exception that the
C. freundii sugE gene apparently does not confer multidrug
resistance or catalyze efflux (22).
Despite being substantially larger than other SMR family

proteins, the E. coli tellurite resistance protein TehA (288,
301) may be distantly related to the SMR protein family (213)
based on limited sequence similarity and an apparent func-
tional similarity, since TehA can confer resistance to various
organic cations (292). Determination of the complete se-
quence of the Haemophilus influenzae genome has identified a
close homolog (HI0511) of TehA (69), which may also be
involved in multidrug efflux.
Recent experiments have confirmed that two members of

the SMR family function as independent transporters (92,
323). Grinius and Goldberg (92), using purified Smr protein
reconstituted into liposomes, have shown that it transports
substrates such as ethidium and MPP. Similarly, EmrE has
been purified by extraction with a chloroform-methanol mix-
ture and reconstituted in proteoliposomes as a multidrug efflux
system (323). In both cases, drug efflux was driven by the PMF.

Phylogenetic analysis indicates that this family contains two
distinct clusters of proteins (Fig. 12) (213). The first cluster
consists of the multidrug resistance proteins Smr, QacE, and
EmrE. The proteins that make up the second cluster include
the E. coli SugE protein, as well as SugE homologs from other
bacteria. These two clusters may define functionally separate
groups of proteins within this family (213). Because of their
limited sequence and structural similarities with the SMR pro-
teins, the tellurite resistance TehA protein from E. coli and its
homolog H. influenzae were not included in this analysis.
Multiple-sequence alignment of SMR family proteins (Fig.

11) reveals a number of residues which are absolutely con-
served, implying that they may play essential structural or func-
tional roles (see below). Three signature sequences (motifs A,
B, and C in Fig. 11 and 13) specific to the SMR family have
been previously defined (213).
The following sections consider in detail each of the SMR

multidrug efflux systems which have been characterized.

Smr Multidrug Efflux Protein

This multidrug resistance determinant, first described as
qacC (155, 162) and also known as qacD (155) or ebr (256), has
now been renamed as smr (91, 92, 213). The smr gene is
typically located on both conjugative and nonconjugative plas-
mids in clinical isolates of Staphylococcus aureus and other
staphylococci (145, 146, 155, 156) and encodes resistance to a
variety of organic cations, including quaternary ammonium
compounds, dyes, such as ethidium, and other compounds,
such as TPP (91, 156).
Studies with whole cells have suggested that smr mediates

PMF-dependent ethidium and TPP efflux (91, 123, 156). The
Smr protein has been purified and reconstituted into proteo-
liposomes where it has been shown to mediate multidrug trans-
port (92). Smr-mediated ethidium and MTP ion transport in
liposomes could be driven by the DpH but not the DC. How-
ever, the DC was shown to accelerate the rate of DpH-depen-
dent drug transport, leading to the proposal that Smr functions
as an electrogenic drug/proton antiport system (92).
The membrane topology of the Smr protein has been inves-

tigated by using alkaline phosphatase and b-galactosidase fu-
sions (204). These studies generally supported a four-TMS
model of this protein with the N terminus located cytoplasmi-
cally, although the localization of the C terminus of the protein
remains to be clarified (204).
As noted above, the SMR proteins contain a number of

conserved residues (see reference 213 for a detailed analysis of
the conserved residues in the SMR proteins); site-directed
mutagenesis has been used to investigate the role of a number
of these residues in the staphylococcal Smr protein (92, 204). A
structural model for the Smr protein is presented in Fig. 13,
with conserved and mutagenized residues indicated.
The conserved charged Glu-13 residue in TMS 1 of Smr

(Fig. 11 and 13, motif A) appears to be essential for activity of
the efflux system, since even conservative substitutions, such as
substitution with asparagine, effectively abolished transport ac-
tivity (92). It has been postulated that this acidic residue may
potentially be involved in substrate binding and/or the ex-
change of drug molecules for protons (92).
The role of the sole cysteine residue in Smr, Cys-42, located

in TMS 2 (Fig. 13), has been investigated by NEM inhibition
studies and by site-directed mutagenesis (204). Smr-encoded
ethidium export is sensitive to the effects of NEM, and the
presence of excess substrate appears to partially protect
against NEM inhibition (204). Analysis of Cys-42 site-directed
mutants revealed that this residue is not absolutely essential
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FIG. 9. Multiple-sequence alignment of the multidrug transporter Oct1 (EMBL accession number X78855) and representative members of family 3 of the MFS.
Sequences of other members of the family shown are the E. coli galactose/H1 symporter GalP (SwissProt accession number P37021) and arabinose/H1 symporter AraE
(SwissProt accession number P09830), the human glucose facilitator GLUT1 (PIR accession number A27217) and synaptic vesicle protein SV2 (SwissProt accession
number Q0256), and the Caenorhabditis elegans hypothetical protein Zk637.1 (SwissProt accession number P30638). Presentation of the figure is as described for Fig.
6. For ease of presentation, unrelated N-terminal sequences of SV2 and Zk637.1 are now shown. Motifs A and B of the MFS proteins (Fig. 6 and 7) are highlighted;
see the text for details.
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for activity, since a conservative substitution to threonine re-
tained full activity. However, other, more radical mutations at
this site altered the substrate specificity of the export system.
Together, these studies indicate that Cys-42 may be located
near the substrate-binding site of Smr (204).
The conserved aromatic residues Tyr-59 and Trp-62 in the

Smr protein (Fig. 11 and 13, motif C) have also been targeted
by site-directed mutagenesis (204). These residues appear to
be essential, since substitutions at these positions, even with
other aromatic residues, abolished the ability of Smr to cata-
lyze drug efflux. These two residues are located on the same
polar face of TMS 3, leading to the proposition that their side
chains may directly interact with the hydrophobic regions of
substrates of the Smr efflux system (204) (see below).
The introduction of separate substitutions for the residues

Glu-24, Pro-31, Cys-42, and Glu-80 in Smr (92, 204) affected
the substrate specificity of this efflux system; i.e., they reduced
or abolished the ability of the protein to confer resistance to
ethidium bromide, but not to other compounds, such as ben-
zalkonium or cetrimide (92, 204). The basis of the common
phenotypic effects resulting from these different mutations re-
mains unclear, but it seems unlikely that all of these residues
are directly involved in substrate recognition, given their dis-
parate locations (Fig. 13).

EmrE Multidrug Efflux Protein

Two groups have independently cloned and sequenced an E.
coli chromosomal resistance gene which conferred PMF-de-
pendent efflux of organic cations (177, 228, 229) and was des-
ignated ebr or mvrC but has since become known as emrE
(323). emrE confers resistance to monovalent cations, such as
ethidium, proflavine, pyronin Y, safranin O, and methyl violo-

gen (177, 229), as well as to erythromycin, sulfadiazine, TPP,
and tetracycline (323). The EmrE efflux system may corre-
spond to the E. coli chromosomal ethidium and phosphonium
efflux system previously identified by Midgley (174, 175).
The EmrE protein is soluble in a chloroform-methanol mix-

ture and has been purified via extraction with these organic
solvents (323). The purified EmrE protein has been reconsti-
tuted into proteoliposomes and shown to mediate DpH-depen-
dent ethidium and methyl viologen transport (323), suggesting
a drug/proton antiport mechanism. Transport of these sub-
strates could be competitively inhibited by each other or by
various other compounds to which emrE confers resistance,
e.g., TPP, acriflavine, and tetracycline, as well as by the P-
glycoprotein inhibitor reserpine (323).

QacE/QacED1 Multidrug Efflux Proteins

The multidrug resistance qacE gene was initially identified
on the Klebsiella aerogenes plasmid R751 (208), where it is
located on an integron, a potentially mobile element found in
gram-negative bacteria (281). Drug susceptibility studies have
indicated that qacE confers a similar drug resistance pheno-
type to that encoded by the staphylococcal smr gene. Ethidium
transport experiments have suggested that qacE confers resis-
tance via PMF-dependent efflux (208). A semifunctional de-
rivative of the qacE gene, known as qacED1, is widely distrib-
uted throughout gram-negative bacteria because of its location
on the 39 conserved segment of most integrons (208, 281).
qacED1 probably represents a disrupted form of qacE which
evolved by the insertion of a DNA segment near the 39 end of
the qacE gene (208, 232).

Structure and Function of the SMR Transporters

Experiments with purified, reconstituted Smr and EmrE
proteins have demonstrated that these proteins function as
PMF-dependent efflux pumps probably via a multidrug/proton
antiport mechanism (92, 323). The apparently electrogenic na-
ture of Smr-catalyzed efflux (92) has suggested a stoichiometry
of 2 or 3 H1 per drug cation, and Grinius and colleagues have
suggested that the essential intramembranous Glu-13 residue
in Smr (92, 213) may be involved in the H1/drug exchange
reaction. Paulsen et al. (213) have proposed a model for mul-
tidrug efflux catalyzed by the SMR proteins based on the avail-
able experimental data and the observation that the first three
TMS in the SMR proteins are amphipathic, with a number of
conserved glutamate, serine, tyrosine, and tryptophan residues
located on the polar faces of these helices (Fig. 13). These
residues may form part of a transmembrane pathway through
which protons and drugs pass, with the possibility that the side
chains of conserved residues, such as Tyr-59 and Trp-62 in
Smr, directly interact with the hydrophobic regions of sub-
strates, facilitating their transport through the transmembrane
pathway in a similar fashion to that proposed for the mamma-
lian multidrug pump, P-glycoprotein (204, 213, 214).
The small size (4 TMS; ;110 amino acids) of the SMR

family of multidrug efflux proteins makes them unique among
secondary transporters, which typically consist of 10 to 14 TMS
(226). Thus, the SMR proteins may serve as an excellent model
for the study of membrane transport, well suited to three-
dimensional structural determination via nuclear magnetic res-
onance (NMR) spectroscopy, NMR or fluorescence spectro-
scopic investigations of substrate interactions, and saturation
mutagenesis. However, such analyses may well be complicated
by the potential oligomeric structure of the SMR proteins.

FIG. 10. Schematic two-dimensional representations of a typical member of
the 14- and 12-TMS families in the cytoplasmic membrane (gray). The locations
of the conserved motifs shown in Fig. 6 and 7 are highlighted in black and
labelled with the letter representing the particular motif.
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RESISTANCE/NODULATION/CELL DIVISION FAMILY

A third family of PMF-dependent drug efflux proteins,
known as the RND family, has been identified (Table 4) (54,
249). These proteins probably mediate proton-dependent ex-
port across the cytoplasmic membrane, and their proposed
structure consists of 12 TMS with two large loops between
TMS 1 and 2 and TMS 7 and 8 (see Fig. 17) (249). The RND
family includes a number of multidrug resistance proteins:
AcrB (formerly AcrE) and AcrF (formerly EnvD) from E. coli
(165–167), MexB from Pseudomonas aeruginosa (224, 225),
and MtrD from Neisseria gonorrhoeae (95, 203). These proba-
ble multidrug drug efflux proteins share an extremely broad
substrate specificity. Two other putative E. coli proteins, AcrD
and YhiV (OrfB), may also be multidrug efflux proteins (167).
The existence of a further multidrug efflux protein, MexD from
P. aeruginosa, has been hypothesized (151) and recently con-
firmed (223). Other members of this family include the Alcali-
genes heavy-metal ion export proteins CzcA (194), CnrA (154),
and NccA (260); the NolGHI system from Rhizobium meliloti,
which may export oligosaccharides involved in nodulation sig-
nalling (14); and the products of hypothetical open reading
frames from a number of organisms. Although none of the
members of this family have been unequivocally demonstrated
to be membrane transport proteins, there is accumulating in-
direct evidence for several members of this family, suggesting
that they confer PMF-dependent transport (165, 167, 193, 194,
225).
Comparative sequence analyses have indicated that the N-

and C-terminal halves of RND proteins share sequence simi-
larity, implying that they may have evolved via tandem intra-
genic duplication in an analogous manner to that proposed for
the MFS (249). Thus, the RND proteins appear also to have
evolved from an ancestral protein containing six TMS. Phylo-
genetic analysis has revealed that the majority of multidrug
efflux proteins within this family fall within a single closely
related cluster, with only MtrD being somewhat divergent (Fig.
14). Hypothetical proteins within this cluster (AcrD, BuOrf2,
Slr0369 and HI0895 in Fig. 14) may also be multidrug export-
ers, in which case this entire cluster will be composed of mul-
tidrug efflux proteins. There are two other functional group-
ings within the RND family tree: a cluster which includes three
metal ion efflux proteins, CzcA, CnrA, and NccA; and a single

branch which contains the NolGHI system, which may export
oligosaccharides. Thus, the clustering pattern of the RND phy-
logenetic tree appears to reflect functional differences between
the proteins, and there may be only a single distinct cluster of
multidrug efflux proteins, contrasting the situation with the
phylogeny of the 12- and 14-TMS families of the MFS (Fig. 3
and 4). Sequence alignment has previously identified three
highly conserved motifs shared by RND proteins (249) (see
motifs A, B, and C in Fig. 1, 15, and 17). The multiple-se-
quence alignment presented in Fig. 15 reveals that these con-
served motifs are also found in recently discovered family
members. The potential roles of these motifs have not yet been
clarified, but their conservation suggests that they may play an
essential structural or functional role in these proteins. We
have identified an additional highly conserved motif in the
RND proteins (motif D in Fig. 15 and 17).
In gram-negative bacteria, the genes for RND family pro-

teins are frequently found in association with genes encoding
members of a second family of proteins, the MFP family (Fig.
16) (54, 249). Genetic evidence has suggested that RND and
MFP proteins interact cooperatively to enable drug transport
across both the inner and outer membranes of gram-negative
bacterial cells (Fig. 1) (for reviews, see references 149, 167, and
196a). Dinh et al. (54) have hypothesized that the MFP pro-
teins are involved in enabling substrate transport across the
bacterial outer membrane, possibly by inducing the fusion of
the inner and outer membranes of the cell. MFP proteins are
also associated with other classes of transport proteins, such as
ABC or MFS transporters, where they similarly play a role in
enabling substrate transport across the outer membrane of
gram-negative bacteria (54). Examples include the E. coli
EmrA protein, which cooperates with the MFS multidrug ef-
flux protein, EmrB (159), and the E. coli HlyD protein, which
interacts with the ABC hemolysin transporter, HlyB (140).
The MFP proteins are apparently tethered to the inner

membrane (54) either by a single N-terminal TMS-spanning
segment, e.g., HlyD (266), or by a lipid moiety (i.e., some MFP
members are lipoproteins), e.g., AcrE (267). Dinh et al. (54)
have proposed, on the basis of secondary-structure analysis,
that the MFP proteins span the periplasmic space and interact
with constituents in both membranes (Fig. 1). Multiple-se-
quence analysis has revealed that the MFP family is quite

TABLE 3. SMR family proteins

Protein Organism Representative substratesa Accession no.b Reference(s)

Multidrug resistance
EmrE Escherichia coli Monovalent cations, e.g., CT, CV, EB, MV,

TET, TPP
SW P23895 149, 177, 228

Smr Staphylococcus aureus Monovalent cations, e.g., CT, CV, EB SW P14319 91, 155, 256
QacE Klebsiella pneumonia Similar range of substrates to Smr PR S25583 208
QacED1 Gram-negative bacteria Similar range of substrates to Smr GB L06418 33, 208, 284

Other function
CfSugE Citrobacter freundii Unknownc NAd 22
EcSugE Escherichia coli Unknownc GB X69949 89, 213

Hypothetical or
uncharacterized

BaOrf6 Bacillus subtilis Unknown GB D78189 181
PvSugE Proteus vulgaris Unknownc SW P20928 42
SocA2 Myxococcus xanthus Unknown PR B55208 144

a Abbreviations as for Tables 1 and 2.
b Accession numbers as for Table 2.
c These proteins have been hypothesized to suppress chaperone defects (89, 213).
d NA, not available.
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divergent and that its members share no globally conserved
residues (206).
In a manner similar to that for the RND proteins, the phy-

logeny of the MFP proteins correlates with their substrate
specificities and also with the types of transport system with
which they interact (54). This observation suggests that the
MFP proteins may interact directly with both the transported
substrates and the transport proteins with which they are as-
sociated (54).
In some cases, MFP proteins and their respective transport

proteins have been proposed to interact with members of a
third protein family, namely, the OMF family (56). For exam-
ple, the OMF protein TolC is required for hemolysin export by
HlyB and HlyD (302), and OprM is involved in multidrug
efflux mediated by the P. aeruginosaMexA and MexB proteins
(225). OMF family members are outer membrane proteins,
and Ma et al. (167) have suggested that they act as outer
membrane channels and function cooperatively with RND and
MFP proteins, as shown schematically in Fig. 1.
Thus, in some cases, the RND efflux proteins appear to

utilize two further components, the MFP and OMF proteins,
to enable substrate transport across the outer membranes of
gram-negative bacteria (Table 4; Fig. 1). Some efflux proteins
from other families, such as the MFS multidrug efflux protein
EmrB (Fig. 1 and see above), also appear to utilize such com-
ponents, although a definitive identification of the OMF pro-
tein involved with EmrB has not yet been obtained. This gen-
eralization has not yet been shown to be applicable to all RND
proteins; e.g., OMF proteins have not been identified for some
of these systems, and in the case of AcrD (167), neither an
MFP nor an OMF protein associated with this system has been
identified (Table 4). Consistent with the hypothesis that the
MFP and OMF constituents enable transport across the outer
membrane of gram-negative cells, the currently identified
RND proteins from gram-positive bacteria do not have corre-
sponding MFP or OMF proteins, nor have any members of the
MFP or OMF families been identified in gram-positive bacte-
ria.
The following sections consider in detail each of the RND

multidrug efflux systems which have been characterized.

AcrAB Multidrug Efflux System

The E. coli chromosomal acrA locus has long been known to
be involved in determining resistance to acriflavine and other
cationic dyes, as well as to detergents and antibiotics (179,
180). Cloning, sequencing, and characterization of this locus
(165) identified an operon with two genes, acrA and acrB,
encoding members of the MFP and RND families, respectively
(Fig. 16). Deletions within each of these genes confirmed that
they are both required for drug resistance (166). Drug suscep-
tibility studies have indicated that AcrAB mediate resistance to
a very wide range of antibiotics and toxic compounds, and
acriflavine accumulation experiments have supported the no-
tion that these proteins constitute a PMF-dependent drug ef-
flux system (165, 166). An OMF protein associated with the
AcrAB system has not yet been firmly identified, although it is
possible that the TolC channel acts in this capacity (167), since
tolCmutants show increased susceptibility to various substrates
of the acrAB system (49). Additionally, a tolC mutation does

FIG. 11. Multiple-sequence alignment of members of the SMR family. The presentation of the figure is as described in the legend to Fig. 6, and the motifs shown
are equivalent to the signature sequences defined by Paulsen et al. (213). For relevant accession numbers and references to these proteins, see Table 3.

FIG. 12. Phylogenetic tree displaying the relationships among proteins of the
SMR family. The tree was constructed as described in the legend to Fig. 2.
Known multidrug efflux proteins are highlighted in reverse type. See Table 3 and
the text for further details about specific proteins in the family.
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not further increase the sensitivity of acrAB mutant strains to
these substrates, inferring that TolC and AcrAB function to-
gether (71a),
Deletion of the acrAB operon also leads to increased sus-

ceptibility to bile salts and fatty acids, such as decanoate (166).
Bile salts and fatty acids are present in high concentrations in
the natural environment of an enteric bacterium, such as E.
coli, suggesting that efflux of these compounds may be one of
the physiological roles of the AcrAB efflux system in E. coli.
Consistent with this hypothesis, acrAB expression has been
demonstrated to be induced by decanoate (166).
In addition to decanoate, acrAB expression is induced by

other stress conditions, e.g., 4% ethanol, 0.5 M NaCl, and
growth of the cell to the stationary phase (166). Upstream of
the acrAB operon is a divergently transcribed gene, acrR (Fig.
16) (167), whose product shares sequence similarity with the
regulatory proteins TetR and QacR (Fig. 8 and see above).
Analysis of acrAB-lacZ fusions has suggested that expression
of this operon is subject to regulation by the E. coli mar regu-
lon (166) and also by AcrR (163). Ma et al. (163) have pro-
posed that regulation of acrAB expression is mediated primar-
ily by global regulatory pathways, and AcrR acts as a secondary
modulator to prevent excessive expression of acrAB (163).
At least three genes encoding close homologs of AcrB are

present on the E. coli chromosome (Table 4): acrF (formerly
envD) (165, 167), yhiV (orfB) (167), and acrD (167). acrF and
yhiV are located in operons together with acrE and yhiU (orfA)
(Fig. 16), which encode MFP constituents, and the acrEF
operon is probably regulated by the upstream acrS gene, whose
product is similar to AcrR (Fig. 16). Mutations in either acrEF
(165) or yhiVU (282) lead to increased susceptibility to multi-
ple drugs, strongly suggesting that these are also PMF-depen-
dent multidrug efflux systems.

MexAB/OprM Multidrug Efflux System
Pseudomonas aeruginosa exhibits a high level of intrinsic

resistance to a range of antimicrobial agents, partly because of
its outer membrane composition (195). Additionally, drug ac-
cumulation and efflux studies have suggested the presence of at
least two distinct PMF-dependent multidrug efflux systems

(152, 153). Poole and colleagues (86, 224, 225) identified a
chromosomal operon, involved in conferring resistance to a
range of antimicrobial agents, which encodes three genes,
mexA, mexB, and oprM (Fig. 16). The mexA and mexB genes
code for members of the MFP and RND families, respectively.
The oprM gene codes for a member of the OMF family, which
was initially identified as the outer membrane protein OprK
(225). However, the oprM gene has recently been demon-
strated to code for a different outer membrane protein, OprM
(Fig. 1) (86, 98), which had previously been shown to be in-
volved in conferring resistance to multiple drugs (85, 171, 235).
The mexAB/oprM operon was originally identified on the

basis of its ability to complement an iron metabolism defect
(224). Expression of the mexAB/oprM operon was inducible
under iron-limited conditions and appeared to be coregulated
with components of the pyoverdine-mediated iron transport
system (224). Additionally, mutants lacking mexA or mexB
were found to be unable to grow on iron-deficient medium.
This led Poole et al. to suggest that this operon may be in-
volved in the secretion of the iron-chelating molecule pyover-
dine (224) or, more generally, that it may be involved in the
general secretion of secondary metabolites such as pyoverdine,
which may explain its ability to confer resistance to antibiotics
(222).
Additional to their proposed role in pyoverdine secretion,

MexAB and OprM appear to function cooperatively as a mul-
tidrug efflux system (Fig. 1), providing a significant contribu-
tion to the intrinsic resistance of P. aeruginosa. Mutations in
mexA, mexB, or oprM result in enhanced sensitivity to tetracy-
cline, chloramphenicol, ciprofloxacin, and iron-binding com-
pounds (225), as well as to other quinolones and a range of
b-lactam compounds (86). Mutations in mexA or oprM lead
to increased cellular accumulation of tetracycline, norfloxa-
cin, and benzylpenicillin, and, conversely, overproduction of
MexAB/OprM leads to decreased accumulation of tetracycline
or chloramphenicol and increased resistance to a range of
compounds (153). Recently, a divergently encoded open read-
ing frame upstream of the mexAB/oprM operon has been iden-
tified and namedmexR (Fig. 16) (225a). This encodes a protein
which exhibits some similarity to MarR and appears to func-
tion both as a repressor and as an activator. Preliminary ex-
periments have raised the possibility of the participation of a
second gene product in the regulation of the mexAB/oprM
operon (225a).
In addition to the MexAB/OprM system, other studies have

identified a similar multidrug resistance system in P. aeruginosa
that apparently consists of the components MexC, MexD, and
OprJ (previously thought to be OprK) (98, 152, 153, 223).
Analysis of oprJ (oprK) mutants and MexCD/OprJ (OprK)-
overproducing strains has suggested that this system shares a
similar substrate specificity to MexAB/OprM, with the excep-
tion of some compounds; e.g., only MexAB/OprM confers
resistance to carbenicillin (98). This operon has recently been
cloned and found to contain the mexC, mexD, and oprJ genes;
overexpression of the operon confers resistance to quinolones,
tetracycline, chloramphenicol, and newer cephems (223).

MtrCDE Multidrug Efflux System

Mutations in the mtr locus of Neisseria gonorrhoeae confer
resistance to hydrophobic antibiotics, detergents, and dyes, as
well as to bile salts and fatty acids typically found on mucosal
surfaces (168, 278). Such resistant strains have been commonly
reported in clinical N. gonorrhoeae isolates (178), particularly
in isolates from rectal infections, suggesting a role for the mtr
locus in providing resistance to toxic fecal lipids. The mtr locus

FIG. 13. Schematic two-dimensional representation of the Staphylococcus
aureus Smr protein in the cytoplasmic membrane (gray). The locations of the
signature sequences A, B, and C, shown in Fig. 11, are highlighted in black.
Residues in Smr which have been mutagenized (92, 204) are highlighted in black
and indicated (see text for details).
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consists of mtrR, encoding a transcriptional repressor protein
related to AcrR and AcrS (203), and an operon containing the
mtrC, mtrD, and mtrE genes (95), which encode members of
the MFP, RND, and OMF families, respectively (Table 4; Fig.
16).
The mtrC gene encodes a lipoprotein (95), and disruption of

mtrC increased susceptibility to a range of hydrophobic drugs
(95). Consistent with the notion that MtrCDE acts as a mul-
tidrug efflux system, accumulation experiments with the hydro-
phobic detergent Triton X-100 revealed that disruption of
mtrC resulted in increased accumulation of Triton X-100, as
did treatment with the protonophore CCCP (161). Overex-
pression of the mtrCDE operon as a result of a mutation in
mtrR (see below) led to increased levels of multidrug resistance
(95) and decreased Triton X-100 accumulation (161).
Deletion of the mtrR gene resulted in increased multidrug

resistance (intermediate-level resistance), increased produc-
tion of the MtrC protein (203), and increased transcription of
mtrC and presumably of mtrD and mtrE (96). Similarly, muta-
tions in mtrC, resulting in amino acid substitutions at residue
40 (269), 45 (95), or 105 (203) in MtrC, gave increased multi-
drug resistance (intermediate-level resistance). High-level re-
sistance to multiple hydrophobic drugs in N. gonorrhoeae is due
to a single base pair deletion in a 13-bp inverted repeat located
within the mtrR and mtr promoters. This mutation apparently
decreases mtrR expression while increasing the expression of
themtr operon, suggesting that it may be a cis-acting regulatory
site (97). Mutations in mtrR, resulting in intermediate levels of
drug resistance, and in the 13-bp inverted repeat, resulting in

high-level drug resistance, have been observed in clinical N.
gonorrhoeae isolates (269).

Structure and Function of the RND Transporters

Although no RND protein has been purified, reconstituted,
and shown to be a PMF-dependent transporter, genetic and
biochemical evidence supports the notion that these proteins
do function as PMF-dependent efflux systems. The RND mul-
tidrug efflux systems identified display a much wider substrate
specificity than the MFS or SMR multidrug efflux proteins.
Currently, no data regarding the molecular basis of substrate
recognition by these transporters are available.
On the basis of hydropathy analyses and the multiple-se-

quence alignment partly presented in Fig. 15, a schematic
model of a typical RND family protein is presented in Fig. 17.
There are two large external loops, situated between TMS 1
and 2 and between TMS 7 and 8, and the duplication of the N-
and C-terminal halves is evident in the arrangement of the
TMS. The role of the four conserved regions identified has not
yet been investigated.
For gram-negative bacteria, genetic evidence is consistent

with the proposal that RND proteins typically function in con-
junction with MFP and OMF proteins to mediate transport
across both membranes of the cell envelope (Fig. 1). MFP and
in some cases OMF proteins which function together with
MFS (e.g., EmrB; see above) or ABC (e.g., HlyB) transporters
have also been identified. RND proteins have also been iden-

TABLE 4. RND family export proteinsa

RND protein MFP protein OMF protein Organism Representative substratesb Accession no.c Reference(s)

Multidrug resistance
AcrB AcrA TolC (?) Escherichia coli AC, CV, detergents,

decanoate, EB,
erythromycin

EM U00734 165, 166

AcrF AcrE Escherichia coli AC, actinomycin D,
vancomycin

EM X57948 137, 138

MexB MexA OprM Pseudomonas aeruginosa CML, b-lactams,
fluoroquinolones, TETd

GB L11616 224

MexD MexC OprJ Pseudomonas aeruginosa CML, quinolones, TET GB U57969 223
MtrDe MtrC MtrE Neisseria gonorrhoeae Detergents, hydrophobic

antibiotics, dyes
SW P43505 95, 203

YhiV YhiU Escherichia coli Multidrugsg EM U00039 167, 276

Other resistance
CnrA CnrB Alcaligenes eutrophus Cobalt, nickel EM M91650 154
CzcA CzcB Alcaligenes eutrophus Cobalt, cadmium, zinc EM M26073 193, 194
NccA NccB Alcaligenes xylosoxidans Cadmium, cobalt, nickel GB L31363 260
NolGHI NolF Rhizobium meliloti Unknowng EM X58632 14

Hypothetical or
uncharacterized

AcrD Escherichia coli Unknown GB U10436 164, 167
BuOrf2e Bacteroides uniformis Unknown GB L08472 275
HI0895 HI0894 Haemophilus influenzae Unknown GB L45533/L45532 69
Slr0369 Slr0628 Synechocystis sp. Unknown GB D63999/D64002 133
Slr0794 Synechocystis sp. Unknown GB D64005 133
YbdE Escherichia coli Unknown SW P38054 27, 219

a Along with the RND family export protein are shown the associated MFP and OMF proteins, see the text for details.
b Abbreviations as for Tables 1 and 2.
c Accession numbers as for Table 1.
d Also involved in transporting pyoveridine.
e From our analyses, we predict that the sequence of these proteins may be incomplete and/or contain sequencing errors.
f Substrates not described (282).
g NolGHI and NolF are involved in secreting oligosaccharides that act as nodulation signals (14).
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tified in gram-positive bacteria, where they do not seem to be
associated with MFP or OMF proteins.

OTHER PMF-DEPENDENT MULTIDRUG
EFFLUX SYSTEMS

All of the sequenced PMF-dependent multidrug efflux sys-
tems characterized to date belong to one of the three families
considered in this review. It is quite likely that other PMF-
dependent multidrug proteins, not homologous with members
of any of these three families, exist. Certainly, other unrelated
families of PMF-dependent transporters are known, e.g., the
MIT family of metal ion transporters (209), the APC family of
amino acid and other transporters (233), and the POT or PTR
family of peptide transporters (211, 280).
Biochemical and physiological studies have identified other

PMF-dependent multidrug efflux systems whose genes have
not been characterized. Whether these will prove to be mem-
bers of the three families described above remains to be seen.
For example, Charvalos et al. (37) have obtained mutants of
Campylobacter jejuni which are resistant to multiple drugs, such
as pefloxacin, erythromycin, chloramphenicol, tetracycline, and
b-lactams. Accumulation assays have supported the notion
that these strains extrude pefloxacin, ciprofloxacin, and mino-
cycline in a protonophore-sensitive manner.
It must be cautioned that a multidrug resistance phenotype

encoded by a single locus may not necessarily be due to a
multidrug export system, even when one or more of the resis-
tances appears to result from active export. For instance, the E.
coli chromosomal marRAB locus confers resistance to tetracy-
cline, chloramphenicol, fluoroquinolones, nalidixic acid, ri-
fampin, penicillin, and other compounds (41). marRAB does
not encode a multidrug efflux system; instead, it is a global
regulatory locus which controls the expression of multiple ge-
netic loci, such as the porin gene ompF and the acrAB multi-
drug efflux genes (40, 278). The mechanisms encoded by these
multiply regulated loci, which possibly include additional drug
efflux systems, cumulatively account for the Mar phenotype.
Similarly, the Klebsiella pneumoniaemultidrug resistance ramA

gene is another regulatory locus which codes for a transcrip-
tional activator homologous to MarA (78).

MOLECULAR BASIS OF BROAD SUBSTRATE
SPECIFICITY

The proteins within the three distinct families or superfami-
lies of PMF-dependent multidrug efflux proteins described in
this review possess the common feature of broad substrate
specificity, despite their disparate evolutionary origins. How-
ever, the molecular basis of the broad substrate specificities of
these multidrug efflux systems remains unclear.
One deduction that can be drawn from the current data is

that the physical characteristics of the compounds, such as
their charge, hydrophobicity, or amphipathicity, rather than
their structures, appear to be a key determinant in the speci-
ficities of these PMF-dependent multidrug efflux systems. For
instance, emrAB conveys resistance to hydrophobic quinolones
but not to structurally related hydrophilic analogs of these
drugs (159). In contrast, bmr and norA convey resistance to
hydrophilic fluoroquinolones but not to more hydrophobic an-
alogs (185, 189). All of the substrates of the qacA- and qacB-
encoded export systems contain a positively charged moiety
and in most cases one or more aromatic rings, and the key
difference in their relative specificities appears to be the num-
ber of positively charged moieties present in the substrate (156,
205) (see above). The only common features observed in sub-
strates and inhibitors of the VMAT1 and VMAT2 transporters
are the presence of an aromatic ring and a positively charged
moiety (261, 264). Introduction of a negative charge in partic-
ular VMAT substrates or inhibitors greatly reduces their bind-
ing affinity with the transporter (36, 242), whereas the intro-
duction of hydroxyl, methoxy, or amino substituents in the
aromatic ring increases their binding affinity for the transporter
(198, 265).
In particular exporters, mutagenesis has identified specific

residues implicated in substrate specificity. In most cases, the
residues potentially involved in substrate binding are located
within predicted transmembrane regions; for instance, in the
MFS proteins, substitutions at Asp-323 (TMS 10) in QacA
(205), Val-286 (TMS 9) (2) and within TMS 4, 7, and 9 to 11
(186) in Bmr, and Ala-362 (TMS 12) in NorA (126, 201) all
alter substrate specificity (see above for details and discussion
of roles of specific residues). Such studies have yet to provide
a clear picture of the molecular basis of the broad substrate
specificity of such multidrug efflux proteins.
The basis of their broad substrate specificity will probably be

definitively answered only by the determination of high-reso-
lution structures of one or more multidrug efflux proteins,
together with biochemical analyses of the interactions between
the substrates and the transporter. However, the ability of
regulatory proteins, such as BmrR, EmrR, and QacR, to bind
structurally diverse drugs in a manner akin to their correspond-
ing efflux proteins provides a complementary approach to gain
insights into the phenomenon of multidrug recognition. Such
hydrophilic regulatory proteins are likely to prove more ame-
nable to structural and functional studies than are their corre-
sponding hydrophobic membrane proteins.
Comparison of the above characteristics of the PMF-depen-

dent multidrug efflux systems with those of the well-studied
ATP-dependent multidrug efflux pump P-glycoprotein reveals
a number of similarities; i.e., its substrates are generally hy-
drophobic, the physical rather than structural characteristics of
the substrates appear to be key determinants in the substrate
specificity of the proteins, and specific mutations, typically
within membrane-spanning regions, alter the substrate speci-

FIG. 14. Phylogenetic tree displaying the relationships among proteins
within the RND family. Preparation and presentation are as for Fig. 2. Known
multidrug efflux proteins are highlighted in reverse type. See Table 4 and the text
for further details about specific proteins in the family.

VOL. 60, 1996 PROTON-DEPENDENT MULTIDRUG EFFLUX SYSTEMS 597

 on O
ctober 20, 2019 by guest

http://m
m

br.asm
.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://mmbr.asm.org/


FIG. 15. Multiple-sequence alignment of the conserved regions A, B, C, and D for the members of the RND family. The presentation of the figure is as described
in the legend to Fig. 6. Motifs A, B, and C correspond to the conserved regions previously identified by Saier et al. (249). For relevant accession numbers and references
to these proteins, see Table 4.
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ficity of the efflux proteins (for a review of P-glycoprotein, see
reference 87). These broad similarities suggest that P-glyco-
protein and the PMF-dependent efflux systems examined in
this review may share a similar mechanistic basis for recogniz-
ing structurally dissimilar drugs.
A number of models have been proposed to explain the

capability of P-glycoprotein to recognize and transport multi-
ple drugs. Recent studies with purified, reconstituted protein
have confirmed the long-held supposition that P-glycoprotein
is an active transporter which can transport drug molecules
against a significant substrate concentration and have indicated
that P-glycoprotein can transport drugs either from the cyto-
plasm or directly from the lipid membrane (for reviews, see
references 244 and 270). These findings argue against alterna-
tive indirect mechanisms proposed for P-glycoprotein-medi-
ated drug resistance, such as (i) P-glycoprotein acting as a
proton pump, such that ATP hydrolysis drives proton transport
and hydrophobic drugs follow passively (279), (ii) P-glycopro-
tein acting as a membrane channel for ATP (1), and (iii)
P-glycoprotein being involved in intracellular pH regulation
(237, 238). However, a number of other possible mechanistic
models have also been proposed.
In a “conventional” model of membrane transport, P-glyco-

protein would form a pore in the membrane, with drugs being
bound at a substrate binding site on P-glycoprotein capable of
recognizing a wide range of substrates and subsequently being
released on the opposite side of the pore in an ATP-dependent
process.
Gottesman and Pastan (87) have proposed that P-glycopro-

tein acts as a hydrophobic vacuum cleaner, whereby the pro-
tein recognizes its lipophilic substrates directly from the cell
membrane or from the cell cytosol and pumps them through a
single-membrane barrel in P-glycoprotein.
Higgins and Gottesman (108) suggested that P-glycoprotein

may be a flippase, i.e., a protein involved in flipping drugs from
the inner leaflet of the lipid bilayer to either the outer leaflet
of the lipid bilayer or the external environment, and may form
a cleft, whereby the substrate-binding site would be accessible
from the lipid membrane, rather than a pore. In this situation,
P-glycoprotein would be capable of exporting any hydrophobic
substrates capable of intercalating appropriately in the lipid
bilayer. Interestingly, construction of a null mutation in the
mdr2 gene, whose product is closely related to P-glycoprotein
but does not confer multidrug resistance, has indicated that

Mdr2 plays an essential role in the transport of phosphatidyl-
choline into bile and probably functions as a lipid flippase or as
a phosphatidylcholine transporter (245, 274).
Pawagi et al. (214) have noted that P-glycoprotein contains

a high concentration of aromatic amino acid residues within its
putative TMS and, using computer modelling, suggested that
typical P-glycoprotein substrates may be capable of intercalat-
ing between the aromatic side chains of these residues. This led
to the suggestion that rather than containing a single substrate-
binding site capable of recognizing diverse substrates, P-glyco-
protein may be able to undergo wide-ranging drug-dependent
dynamic reorganization; i.e., P-glycoprotein may adapt its
structure to cope with the requirements of particular substrates
(214).
It should be noted that particular features of some of these

models are not exclusive and may be complementary. Al-
though an understanding of the phenomenon of multidrug
efflux at the molecular level remains elusive, it is hoped that
the study of both P-glycoprotein and of the multidrug/proton
antiport systems discussed in this review may clarify this mat-
ter.

WIDESPREAD DISTRIBUTION OF PROTON-
DEPENDENT MULTIDRUG EXPORT SYSTEMS

PMF-dependent multidrug pumps appear to be widespread,
since they are found in organisms of diverse origins, both
eukaryotic and prokaryotic (Tables 1 to 4). In most instances,
they are chromosomally encoded, but particularly in clinical
isolates of some pathogenic bacteria, they are encoded by
resistance plasmids. A variety of multidrug systems with over-
lapping specificities appear to be located in single organisms.
For example, to date, nine definite (EmrA/B, EmrD, EmrE,
Bcr, QacED1, AcrA/B AcrE/F, YhiV/U and TehA) and a fur-
ther two probable (AcrD and EmrX) proton-dependent mul-
tidrug extrusion systems have been identified in E. coli (Tables
1 to 4). As an example of their overlapping specificities, at least
six of these systems can transport ethidium cations. In partic-
ular, each of the following pairs of proteins, EmrE and QacE,
EmrA/B and EmrD, and AcrA/B and AcrE/F, shares a high
degree of overlap with regard to their substrate specificities.
In addition to these systems in E. coli, there are other hy-

pothetical open reading frames, whose products belong to ei-
ther the MFS, SMR, or RND family which may prove to be
multidrug efflux proteins; there may be ATP-driven multidrug
efflux pumps (e.g., the product of the mdl gene is a close
homolog of P-glycoprotein and may function as a drug efflux
pump) (10), and there are also other loci, such as the marRAB
regulatory system (see above) involved in controlling resis-
tance to multiple drugs. This apparent redundancy in the num-
ber of systems protecting a cell from the effects of toxic com-
pounds remains to be explained, although it is possible that
such an array of multiple efflux systems with overlapping spec-
ificities affords a high level of protection, while allowing a cell
to fine tune the excretion of particular compounds. Alterna-
tively, these multidrug exporters may play other physiological
roles, and their excretion of toxic compounds is due to fortu-
itous recognition of these substrates. The potential physiolog-
ical roles of the characterized multidrug efflux systems are
discussed in the next section.
It is anticipated that genome-sequencing projects will soon

allow the identification of a large number of putative multidrug
proteins, homologous to known multidrug pumps. For in-
stance, analysis of the complete sequences of 10 Saccharomyces
cerevisiae chromosomes (corresponding to approximately 80%
of the yeast genome) has identified 19 novel open reading

FIG. 16. Comparative genetic maps of the RND multidrug efflux loci acrAB,
acrEF, mexAB/oprM, mtrCDE, and yhiVU. Genes are denoted by arrowed lines:
(i) RND, thick black; (ii) MFP, thick striped; (iii) OMF, white; (iv) regulatory,
thin black.
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frames, which encode members belonging to the 12- and 14-
TMS families of the MFS, all representing potential multidrug
efflux proteins (81).
Recently, the complete genomic sequences from two free-

living organisms, Haemophilus influenzae (69) andMycoplasma
genitalium (72), have been reported. In the case of H. influen-
zae, Fleischman et al. (69) identified close homologs of four
multidrug efflux systems encoded on its chromosome: two
operons consisting of acrR-acrA-acrB (HI0893-HI0894-
HI0895) and emrA-emrB (HI0898-HI0897) homologs are lo-
cated almost adjacent to each other, and homologs of bcr
(HI1242) and tehA (HI0511) are located elsewhere on the
chromosome. There are also two OMF proteins encoded on
the H. influenzae chromosome which may act in conjunction
with the MFP proteins encoded by the emrA and acrA ho-
mologs. Thus, H. influenzae probably contains two MFS efflux
proteins (one from the 12-TMS family and one from the 14-
TMS family) and one RND/MFP efflux system but no 4-TMS
SMR family member (other than the distantly related TehA
homolog).
In contrast, theM. genitalium genome does not contain close

homologs of known multidrug efflux systems (72). M. geni-
talium is thought to have the smallest genome of any self-
replicating organism, thus providing a model for the minimal
set of genes required for cell survival. The apparent lack of
multidrug efflux systems in this organism suggests that al-
though multidrug efflux systems provide selective advantages
under some environmental conditions or for some organisms,
they are not obligatory for cell survival.

PHYSIOLOGICAL ROLES OF PMF-DEPENDENT
MULTIDRUG EFFLUX SYSTEMS

The prevalence of PMF-dependent multidrug systems in a
diversity of organisms raises several questions. What is the
normal physiological role of such multidrug export systems? Is
their primary role to protect the cell by removing environmen-
tal toxins? Or do they play roles other than detoxification, such

as the transport of a particular substrate? In which cases, are
their abilities to transport multiple drugs only fortuitous?
It is not yet possible to provide definitive answers to these

questions, and the physiological roles of most multidrug efflux
systems remain uncertain. However, some insights into these
issues can be gained by an examination of the genetic organi-
zation, regulation, and occurrence of the genes encoding the
multidrug efflux proteins, in addition to biochemical charac-
terization of the proteins themselves and examination of the
physiologies of the organisms in question. Such indirect evi-
dence suggests that the native cellular roles of some efflux
systems are to defend the cell from exogenous toxic com-
pounds; however, in other instances, multidrug efflux systems
appear to fulfil primary functions unrelated to drug resistance
and transport multiple drugs only fortuitously or opportunis-
tically. Both “natural” and “opportunistic” multidrug efflux
systems appear to have been recruited by cells to protect them-
selves from chemotherapeutic drug treatments in clinical situ-
ations.
The Pseudomonas aeruginosa multidrug resistance mexAB/

oprM operon has been proposed to be involved in the secretion
of the iron chelator molecule pyoverdine under conditions of
iron starvation and is regulated by iron concentration and co-
regulated with other elements involved in pyoverdine secretion
and uptake (224, 225) (see above). The mammalian multidrug
transporter VMAT1 catalyzes the accumulation of neurotrans-
mitter amine molecules in intracellular vesicles, enabling the
cell to regulate the concentration of such biogenic amines (261,
264) (see above). In both of these cases, physiological evidence
suggests that resistance to toxic inhibitors is not the primary
role of these transporters but that, instead, they are involved in
iron metabolism and neurotransmission, respectively. Other
substrates of the mexAB/oprM efflux system do share some
structural similarities with the catechol-containing chromo-
phore of pyoverdine, suggesting that they may only be excreted
fortuitously. Similarly, other substrates of VMAT1 share struc-
tural features with biogenic amines (261).

FIG. 17. Schematic two-dimensional representation of a typical member of the RND family in the cytoplasmic membrane (gray). The locations of the conserved
motifs A, B, C, and D, as indicated in Fig. 15, are highlighted in black.
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Further insight into a possible native physiological role for
some tetracycline transport proteins is provided by the obser-
vations that TetL (and TetK) may also act in the cell as sodi-
um/proton antiport systems (38a). This finding also emphasizes
the liklihood that other hitherto considered single-substrate
transporters may indeed recognize multiple substrates, some
proving to be multidrug export proteins on further examina-
tion.
The Streptomyces pristinaespiralis ptr gene confers resistance

to the structurally unrelated antibiotics pristinamycin I and II,
which are synthesized by the organism, as well as to rifampin
(24). It seems likely that the normal physiological role of the
Ptr transporter is to transport endogenously produced pristi-
namycin I and II. It also makes physiological sense that an
organism which produces multiple antibiotics may contain a
multidrug efflux system capable of excreting such toxic second-
ary metabolites. This suggests that at least some multidrug
efflux systems may have originated as excretion systems for
secondary metabolites in antibiotic-producing organisms, as
has been proposed on many occasions for resistance genes in
general (48, 148).
The native physiological roles of the closely related Bacillus

subtilis bmr and blt and the Staphylococcus aureus norA genes
remains unclear. However, the bmr and blt genes have distinct
operon organizations and are regulated independently, sug-
gesting that they may perform separate physiological functions
(4). This may indicate that their native roles are not related to
the efflux of exogenous toxins.
The E. coli AcrAB efflux system confers resistance to bile

salts and fatty acids, such as decanoate, and expression of
acrAB is induced by decanoate and various stress conditions
(166). Since the natural environment of enteric bacteria such
as E. coli is rich in bile salts and fatty acids, these data support
the hypothesis that the primary function of the AcrAB efflux
system is protection against such natural hydrophobic inhibi-
tors. Similarly, it has been proposed that the Neisseria gonor-
rhoeaeMtrCDE efflux system, which is induced by and confers
resistance to hydrophobic compounds, may serve to regulate
the permeability of the N. gonorrhoeae cell envelope such that
it can grow in the presence of toxic fecal lipids and bile salts in
the rectum (95, 96, 203). Supporting this notion, increased
expression of the mtr locus has been observed in various
N. gonorrhoeae isolates from rectal infections (178, 269). Dis-
ruption of the Candida albicans multidrug resistance gene
CaMDR1 reduces the virulence of this fungal pathogen, sug-
gesting a role in pathogenesis for this multidrug efflux system
(18). These examples suggest that multidrug efflux systems may
also play an important role in pathogens and other organisms
by enabling them to survive in hostile environments, rich in
toxic compounds.
The E. coli emrAB and emrD genes confer resistance to

hydrophobic uncouplers, and expression of emrD gene is in-
duced by a reduction in the PMF (182), whereas expression of
emrAB is induced by various uncouplers (160). Lewis (149) has
inferred that the primary physiological roles of these genes
may be to protect E. coli from natural uncoupling compounds
which dissipate the cellular PMF. Interestingly, the close ge-
netic localization of the acrRAB and emrAB operons in H.
influenzae (see above) suggests that they are involved in similar
or common functions, supporting the hypothesis that both of
these systems are involved in protecting the cell from toxic
compounds in the environment.
The original physiological function of the staphylococcal

qacA, qacB, and smr genes remains unclear. However, their
widespread distribution in conjunction with various antibiotic
resistance determinants on multiresistance plasmids in clinical

isolates of Staphylococcus aureus (146, 156, 162, 273), the abil-
ity of antiseptics such as benzalkonium chloride to induce the
expression of qacA and qacB (28), and the observation that the
chronological emergence of these genes in clinical S. aureus
isolates mirrors the introduction and usage of various organic
cationic compounds such as clinical antiseptic and disinfectants
(206) support the notion that the dissemination of these genes
among pathogenic staphylococci has been due to the selective
pressure imposed by the clinical use of agents such as acrifla-
vine, benzalkonium chloride, chlorhexidine, and cetrimide as
the active ingredients in antiseptic and disinfectant formula-
tions. Similarly, the enterobacterial qacE and qacED1 deter-
minants are encoded on potentially mobile elements, known as
integrons, and are typically located in association with a variety
of antibiotic resistance determinants in clinical isolates (208,
281). Thus, although the qac genes may once have played other
physiological roles in their original host organism, they appear
to have been acquired by clinical pathogens for the primary
purpose of protection against hydrophobic organic antimicro-
bial agents.

OVERVIEW

The multidrug efflux systems which have been identified
appear to have diverse origins and/or physiological functions.
Some are involved in the excretion of exogenous or endoge-
nous toxins, whereas others are involved in unrelated meta-
bolic functions, such as iron metabolism. This is consistent with
the notion that multidrug and specific or single-drug transport-
ers can evolve from each other through either an increase or
decrease in substrate specificity (149). In the case of the mul-
tidrug efflux proteins in the 12- and 14-TMS families in the
MFS, this proposition is supported by phylogenetic analyses
(Fig. 3 and 4) which reveal that multidrug efflux proteins are
not more closely related to each other than they are to other,
more specific transporters. However, in contrast, analyses of
the SMR and RND families (Fig. 12 and 14) indicate that the
multidrug efflux systems belong to distinct phylogenetic clus-
ters consisting only of multidrug transporters or, in the case of
the RND family, also including hypothetical proteins of un-
known function, implying that the multidrug efflux systems in
these families may have derived from a single ancestral multi-
drug transporter within the particular family.
Despite the apparent different native physiological functions

of various multidrug efflux systems, both prokaryotic and eu-
karyotic cells appear to have recruited multidrug resistance
proteins to overcome the effects of chemotherapeutic agents in
clinical situations. A number of the proton-dependent multi-
drug efflux systems discussed in this review are clinically sig-
nificant. For instance, azole resistance in clinical Candida al-
bicans strains isolated from AIDS patients with oropharyngeal
candidiasis is due to overexpression of the multidrug resistance
CaMDR1 gene (255). Resistance to fluoroquinolones in some
clinical staphylococcal strains is partly due to overexpression of
the multidrug resistance norA gene (126, 190, 324), and the
staphylococcal qac genes confer resistance to a variety of an-
tiseptic formulations. The mexAB/oprM efflux system appears
to contribute significantly to the intrinsic drug resistance of
Pseudomonas aeruginosa, a pathogen which is notoriously re-
sistant to antimicrobial agents (222). Two well-known exam-
ples of clinically significant ATP-dependent multidrug efflux
systems are human P-glycoprotein, which plays an important
role in the development of resistance to chemotherapeutic
agents used in the treatment of human cancers; and Pfmdr, a
P-glycoprotein homolog which is amplified in chloroquine-re-
sistant strains of Plasmodium falciparum (44, 71).
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The emergence of strains of pathogens, such as P. falcipa-
rum, Mycobacterium tuberculosis, and Staphylococcus aureus,
which are resistant to a wide range of chemotherapeutic
agents, poses an increasingly significant hazard to human
health because these strains are often recalcitrant to standard
treatment regimens (48, 196). The evolution of such multire-
sistant strains has almost certainly been due to selective pres-
sures imposed by antimicrobial chemotherapy. Pathogens have
developed resistance by both undergoing chromosomal muta-
tions and acquiring plasmid- and/or transposon-encoded resis-
tance-conferring determinants (for a review, see reference 48).
These drug-resistant pathogens utilize a range of mechanisms,
including drug detoxification, target site alteration, bypass
mechanisms, and single drug efflux (47, 116, 207).
The ability of pathogenic organisms to enlist either transport

systems involved in the efflux of environmental toxins or other
transport systems involved in unrelated metabolic operations
as multidrug efflux systems capable of mediating resistance to
a wide range of chemotherapeutic agents is a further disturbing
development. This adaptability to multidrug resistance pre-
sents a challenge both to molecular biologists and to the phar-
maceutical industry to understand the basis of multidrug efflux
mechanisms and to design and develop new chemotherapeutic
agents that are able to elude such systems.
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duplication in the evolution of the two complementing domains of Gram-
negative bacterial tetracycline efflux proteins. Gene 87:7–13.

242. Rudnick, G., K. L. Kirk, H. Fishkes, and S. Schuldiner. 1989. Zwitterionic
and anionic forms of a serotonin analog as transport substrates. J. Biol.
Chem. 264:14865–14868.

243. Rudnick, G., S. S. Steiner-Mordoch, H. Fishkes, Y. Stern-Bach, and S.
Schuldiner. 1990. Energetics of reserpine binding and occlusion by the
chromaffin granule biogenic amine transporter. Biochemistry 29:603–608.

244. Ruetz, S., and P. Gros. 1994. A mechanism for P-glycoprotein action in
multidrug resistance: are we there yet? Trends Pharmacol. Sci. 15:260–263.

245. Ruetz, S., and P. Gros. 1995. Enhancement of Mdr2-mediated phosphati-
dylcholine translocation by the bile salt taurocholate. Implications for he-
patic bile formation. J. Biol. Chem. 270:25388–25395.
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