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Abstract
The HTLV-1 oncoprotein Tax plays a key role in CD4+ T cell transformation by promoting

cell proliferation and survival, mainly through permanent activation of the NK-κB pathway

and induction of many NF-κB target genes. Elucidating the underlying molecular mecha-

nism is therefore critical in understanding HTLV-1-mediated transformation. Current studies

have suggested multiple but controversial mechanisms regarding Tax-induced IKK activa-

tion mainly due to blending of primary Tax-induced IKK activation events and secondary

IKK activation events induced by cytokines secreted by the primary Tax-induced IKK-NF-

κB activation events. We reconstituted Tax-stimulated IKK activation in a cell-free system to

dissect the essential cellular components for primary IKK activation by Tax and studied the

underlying biochemical mechanism. We found that Tax is a putative E3 ubiquitin ligase,

which, together with UbcH2, UhcH5c, or UbcH7, catalyzes the assembly of free mixed-link-

age polyubiquitin chains. These free mixed-linkage polyubiquitin chains are then responsi-

ble for direct IKK activation by binding to the NEMO subunit of IKK. Our studies revealed the

biochemical function of Tax in the process of IKK activation, which utilizes the minimal cellu-

lar ubiquitination components for NF-κB activation.

Author Summary

Human T-cell leukemia virus type 1 (HTLV-1) is the etiologic agent of tropical spastic
paraparesis/HTLV-1-associated myelopathy (TSP/HAM), a distinct neurological disorder
with inflammatory symptoms and incomplete paralysis of the limbs, and adult T-cell leu-
kemia/lymphoma (ATL), a highly aggressive malignant proliferation of CD4+ T lympho-
cytes. Both TSP/HAM and ATL are mainly driven by the activation of IκB kinase (IKK)-
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NF-κB stimulated by HTLV-1 oncoprotein Tax. The molecular mechanism by which Tax
activates IKK remains unclear. Here, we found that Tax is an E3 ubiquitin ligase, which,
together with its cognate ubiquitin-conjugating enzymes (E2s) UbcH2, UhcH5c, or
UbcH7, catalyzes the assembly of unanchored free mixed-linkage polyubiquitin chains.
The polyubiquitin chains can activate IKK complex directly by binding to the NEMO sub-
unit. Our studies uncovered the essential cellular factors hijacked by HTLV-1 for infection
and pathogenesis, as well as the biochemical function and the underlying mechanism of
Tax in the process of IKK activation. Our work might shed light on potential development
of therapeutics for TSP/HAM and ATL.

Introduction
Human T-cell leukemia virus type 1 (HTLV-1), the first human oncogenic retrovirus that was
originally described in 1980 [1], has been received much scientific attention due to its ability to
transform primary T-lymphocytes in cell culture and its association with adult T-cell leuke-
mia/lymphoma (ATL), a highly aggressive malignant proliferation of CD4+ T lymphocytes,
and with tropical spastic paraparesis/HTLV-1-associated myelopathy (TSP/HAM), a distinct
neurological disorder with inflammatory symptoms and incomplete paralysis of the limbs
[2, 3].

HTLV-1 possesses an open reading frame (ORF) encoding a transactivator Tax that is criti-
cal to the viral life cycle for proviral transcription from the viral long terminal repeat (LTR)
promoter [4]. Numerous studies have shown that it is also this Tax protein that is essential for
mediating malignant T cell transformation by HTLV-1. Tax can transform rodent fibroblasts
and human primary T cells in the presence of IL-2 [5]. In addition, Tax-transformed lymphoid
cells and fibroblasts form tumors when inoculated into immunodeficient nude mice [6, 7], and
Tax-based transgene expression induces an ATL-like syndrome in the T cell compartment in
mice [8] and plasmatocyte proliferation in Drosophila [9]. Moreover, HTLV-1 genome without
Tax loses its transformation ability [10]. Tax mutant that is defective in NF-κB activation loses
the ability to transform T cells [11] and shows defect in cutaneous disease development in
transgenic mice [12]. Additionally, increased studies have shown the minus strand of HTLV-1
encodes a bZIP protein HBZ that is critical for promoting proliferation of ATL cells [13].

Tax exerts a variety of activities in cells and undergoes heavy post-translational modifica-
tions such as phosphorylation, ubiquitination, sumoylation, and acetylation to control or mod-
ulate its cellular activities [14]. Tax interacts with more than 100 host cell proteins [15] and
engages multiple signaling pathways such as activation of cAMP response element-binding
protein (CREB), NF-κB, serum response factor (SRF) and inactivation of the tumor suppressor
gene p53 [16]. Activation of such cellular proliferation-promoting pathways in turn induces a
diverse array of genes encoding proliferative cytokines, cytokine receptors, co-stimulatory mol-
ecules as well as survival proteins [17]. Among these pathways, activation of NF-κB is arguably
the most critical for Tax-associated cellular transformation and human diseases [18].

The NF-κB transcription factors include five members: RelA/p65, c-Rel, RelB, p105(p50),
and p100(p52). These five members can form dimers with one another and bind to target
DNA sequences called κB sites to modulate gene expression. In most un-stimulated cells, the
NF-κB complexes are retained in the cytoplasm and inactive due to their binding by inhibitory
IκB proteins (IκBα, IκBβ, IκBε, etc.) [19]. Upon activation, IκB proteins are phosphorylated,
ubiquitinated and then degraded by the proteasome leading to release and translocation of NF-
κB into the nucleus. Phosphorylation of IκBs is mediated by the IKK kinase complex, which
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consists of two active kinase subunits, IKKα and IKKβ, and the regulatory scaffolding subunit
IKKγ (also called NEMO) [20]. In the TNFR and IL-1R/TLR activated NF-κB pathways, IKK
activation requires an upstream kinase TGF-β-activating kinase 1 (TAK1) and adaptor pro-
teins TRAFs such as TRAF6 [21]. In the case of TRAF6, it functions as an E3 ubiquitin ligase,
together with Ubc13/Uev1, to catalyze assembly of K63-linked polyubiquitin (polyUb) chains
to mediate TAK1 activation [22].

Activation of NF-κB by Tax also depends on IKK. Tax was shown to interact directly with
IKKγ and induce its oligomerization [23–26]. Overexpression of Tax fusion protein to either
IKKα or IKKβ was shown to be sufficient for IKK activation [27]. Tax was also found to local-
ize to the lipid rafts, to where it recruited IKK for its persistent activation, which mechanism
was further strengthened by cell adhesion molecule 1 (CADM1) [28, 29]. These studies suggest
Tax and IKKγ interaction is important for Tax-mediated IKK activation [17]. Tax was also
shown to interact with TAK1, the upstream kinase of IKK in the IL-1R/TLR signaling path-
ways, and this interaction was shown to mediate TAK1 interaction with IKK facilitating its
activation [30]. In addition, MEKK1, NIK and Tpl2 were reported to be the putative IKK
kinases for Tax-induced IKK activation [31–34]. However, by using various knockout MEF
and siRNA-based knockdown cells, other studies illustrated those kinases were not required
for Tax-induced IKK activation [35, 36]. Nonetheless, Tax alone was not sufficient for direct
IKK activation and required other cellular factors [37].

It is generally recognized that Tax activation of IKK-NF-κB requires ubiquitination events,
although there are debates as to what the ubiquitin-conjugating enzyme (E2s) and ubiquitin
ligase (E3) are, and what the ubiquitination targets and the underlying mechanisms are. It was
initially demonstrated that the E2 enzyme Ubc13, together with TRAF2, 5, or 6, promotes
lysine-63 (K63) polyubiquitination of Tax, which targets IKK to centrosome thus promoting
IKK activation [38, 39]. Tax also induces K63 polyubiquitination of NEMO for IKK activation
[40]. A more recent study suggested that Tax stimulates E3 ligase RNF8, together with Ubc13/
Uev1 and 2, to assemble K63 polyUb chains leading to activation of TAK1-IKK-NF-κB cascade
[34]. In further support of this, the deubiquitinating enzyme (DUB) USP20 deubiquitinates
Tax to negatively regulate activation of IKK [41]. But studies using RNAi-based knockdown
and knockout MEF cells illustrated Ubc13 and TRAF6 are not required for Tax-induced IKK
activation [35, 37]. Although Tax induced K63-linked polyubiquitination of NEMO, this event
was not required for IKK activation [37]. In agreement with this, the K63-specific DUB CYLD
effectively removed polyUb chains from NEMO; but this didn’t affect Tax-induced IKK activa-
tion [35]. In addition to ubiquitination, sumoylation of Tax was also reported to be important
for IKK-NF-κB activation [42, 43]. However, Tax mutant defective in sumoylation, was still
able to activate IKK without difference from Tax wild-type (WT) [44].

Therefore, a general but convincing mechanism about Tax-induced IKK activation awaits
further studies. Like other IKK-NF-κB activation events, Tax-dependent IKK-NF-κB activa-
tion induces a variety of cytokines such as TNFα and IL-1β [45]. These cytokines in turn acti-
vate IKK-NF-κB through an autocrine and paracrine fashion. So the primary IKK-NF-κB
activation events triggered by Tax and the secondary IKK-NF-κB signaling events triggered by
secreted cytokines are blended together. However, all the cell- and animal-based studies cannot
dissect the primary events from the secondary events. Therefore, these complications make it
difficult to clearly define essential cellular factors and events for Tax-induced IKK activation.

To circumvent the complications brought about by the secondary IKK-NF-κB activation
events, we developed a cell-free system to reconstitute IKK activation using recombinant Tax.
This system allowed us to define critical cellular factors that are involved in primary events of
Tax-induced IKK activation and to explore the underlying biochemical mechanism. We found
that Tax is a putative E3 ubiquitin ligase, which, together with UbcH2, UhcH5c, or UbcH7,
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catalyzes the assembly of free unanchored mixed-linkage polyUb chains. These free mixed-
linkage polyUb chains are then responsible for direct IKK activation by binding to the NEMO
subunit of IKK. Our studies revealed the biochemical function and the underlying mechanism
of Tax in the process of IKK activation, which utilizes the minimal cellular ubiquitination com-
ponents for IKK-NF-κB activation.

Results

Cell-free reconstitution of IKK activation by Tax
To identify essential cellular components required for the primary IKK activation by Tax, we
tried to reconstitute the activation process in a cell-free system. We generated recombinant
Tax proteins by using baculoviral recombinant protein expression system (S1 Fig, left panel)
and tested them in cellular cytosolic extracts S100 generated from Jurkat T cells. Incubation of
Tax with S100 in the presence of ATP resulted in efficient IKK activation, as evidenced by the
phosphorylation of IKKα, IKKβ and its physiological substrate IκBα (Fig 1A, lane 2). The
mutant form of Tax, M22 (a double-site mutant originally reported to be defective in NF-κB
activation) [46] [47], didn’t show detectable activity under the same conditions. The activation
was dependent on the presence of NEMO, since there was no detectable IKK activity if we used
S100 from NEMO-deficient Jurkat T cells (Fig 1A, lanes 4–6). But the activation was restored
by adding recombinant NEMO back into the system (Fig 1A, lanes 7–9). Consistent with the
IKK activation assay results in vitro, Tax WT but not the M22 stimulated the 3xκB-Luciferase
(3xκB-Luc) reporter activity in a dose-dependent manner in 293T cells (Fig 1B). This set of
experiments demonstrates that we have established a cell-free system to recapitulate Tax-
dependent IKK activation in intact cells.

Fractionation and identification of UbcH7 as an essential factor for Tax-
induced IKK activation
We next fractionated the S100 into three fractions by using HiTRAP Q-sepharose column (GE
Healthcare) through step elution with increasing concentration of NaCl (Fig 2A) and tested

Fig 1. Tax activates NF-κB pathway. (A) Tax activates IKK in a cell-free system. Cell extracts (S100) of Jurkat T or NEMO-deficient Jurkat T cells were
incubated with TaxWT or M22 (100 nM each), and ATP for 1 h at 30°C. Recombinant NEMO (100 nM) was added into the NEMO-deficient extracts to restore
IKK activation. IKK activation was detected by phosphorylation of IKKα, IKKβ and its substrate IκBα. (B) Tax activates NF-κB in cells. 293T cells in 12-well-
plates were transfected with 1, 10 or 100 ng of plasmids encoding TaxWT or M22, together with a NF-κB firefly-luciferase reporter and a renilla-luciferase
reporter (internal control). The firefly-luciferase activity was measured 24 h later and normalized by renilla-luciferase. Tax protein expression was detected by
immunoblotting with an anti-Tax antibody. FH: FLAG-10xHis tag.

doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.1005584.g001
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which fractions were required to restore IKK activation by Tax. Combination of Q/I and Q/III
were sufficient for IKK activation by Tax (Fig 2A, lane 4; S2A Fig, lane 10). Q/I was also
required for the activity, without which there was no IKK activation by Tax (Fig 2A, lane 6;
S2A Fig, lane 12). These results suggest there is factor(s) in Q/I that supports Tax-dependent
IKK activation.

We then focused on further fractionation for purification of the factor in Q/I. After five
steps of conventional chromatograph (Fig 2B and S2B Fig), we achieved purification of the fac-
tor responsible for supporting Tax-dependent IKK activation. Fractions from the last Super-
dex-75 step were used for silver staining and IKK stimulatory activity testing (Fig 2B). By
correlating the band intensities (Fig 2B, silver staining panel) and the IKK-stimulatory activity
(Fig 2B, activity assay panel), the band present in fractions 2, 3 and 4 on the silver staining gel
with an apparent molecular size of about 15 kDa is the most likely candidate. This band was

Fig 2. Purification and Identification of UbcH7. (A) Initial fractionation of S100. Jurkat T S100 was separated into 3 fractions on HiTrap Q column (left
panel). The fractions were combined to perform the same in vitro IKK activation assay (right panel) as in Fig 1A. (B) Purification scheme of the activity in Q/I
(left panel). Fractions from each step were incubated with Q/III to perform the in vitro IKK activation assay as in (A) to follow the activity. Proteins in the
fractions of the last step were detected by silver staining. The band (about 15 kDa) corresponding to activity (Activity assay panel) in lane 3 on the silver
staining gel was identified by mass spectrometry (MS) as shown in (C). (C) Amino acid sequence of human UbcH7. Residues underlined are those detected
by MS. (D) UbcH7mediates IKK activation by Tax in vitro. The same in vitro assay as in (A) was performed except Q/I fraction was replaced with
recombinant UbcH7WT or the enzymatic-dead mutant (C86A).

doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.1005584.g002
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excised and subjected to mass spectrometric analysis. The result suggested it is human UbcH7
(UBE2L3), a ub-conjugating enzyme E2 (Fig 2C).

To verify that UbcH7 is indeed the factor in Q/I that supports IKK activation by Tax, we
expressed it in E.coli as a Hexahistidine (His6)-tagged recombinant protein and purified it to
apparent homogeneity. We also expressed and purified its corresponding enzymatic activity
dead mutant Cysteine-86 to Alanine (C86A) (S2C and S2D Fig). Similar to Q/I, recombinant
UbcH7 activated IKK in the presence of Tax (Fig 2D). The C86A mutant was not able to stimu-
late Tax-dependent IKK activation, suggesting the enzymatic E2 activity is required to support
Tax-dependent IKK activation (Fig 2D).

Together these data demonstrate that Tax-induced IKK activation is mediated by UbcH7
and depends on ubiquitination.

Multiple E2s can confer Tax-dependent IKK activation
Considering that many ubiquitination systems use several cognate E2s, we tested a panel of
other E2s (S3A and S3B Fig) to check whether any of them could also support Tax-dependent
IKK activation. As shown in Fig 3A and S3B Fig, in addition to UbcH7, two other E2s, UbcH2
(UBE2H) and UbcH5c (UBE2D3) were also capable of stimulating IKK activation by Tax. It is
worth to note that the heterodimeric E2 complex, Ubc13/Uev2, specializing in the synthesis of

Fig 3. Multiple E2s confer Tax-dependent IKK activation. (A)Multiple E2s mediate IKK activation by Tax
in vitro. The same in vitro assay as in Fig 2D was performed except UbcH7 was replaced with the indicated
recombinant E2s. (B) E2 DN (dominant-negative) mutants impair IKK-NF-κB activation by Tax in cells. 293T
cells were transfected with E2 DNmutants, or GFP as a control. After 6 hours, cells were transfected again
with plasmids encoding Tax or TRAF6, together with a NF-κB firefly-luciferase reporter and a renilla-
luciferase internal control. The luciferase activity was measured and normalized by renilla luciferase. Protein
expression was detected by immunoblotting with an anti-FLAG antibody. FH: FLAG-10xHis tag.

doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.1005584.g003
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K63 polyUb chains, was not able to activate IKK together with Tax (Fig 3A and S3B Fig). It has
been well established that Ubc13/Uev1 (or Ubc13/Uev2) is a key E2 for IKK activation in the
IL-1R and TLR pathways. There are also reports suggesting Ubc13 is involved in Tax-depen-
dent IKK-NF-κB activation, although this requirement is currently under debate [35, 38, 39].

To determine whether the above-identified E2s are also required for IKK-NF-κB activation
in living cells, we tested the effect on Tax-dependent NF-κB activation in the 3xκB-Luc
reporter assay by transfecting their respective active site mutants into 293T cells. Transfection
of Tax activated the 3xκB-Luc reporter. Remarkably, the activation was dramatically reduced
by overexpression of these E2 Cysteine-to-Alanine (C-to-A) mutants, which presumably func-
tion as dominant-negative mutants (Fig 3B). In contrast, the three C-to-A mutants didn’t show
any detectable effect on the reporter activity stimulated by TRAF6 overexpression (Fig 3B),
which has been known to function together with Ubc13/Uev1 for IKK-NF-κB activation [48].

To further exclude the possibility that Ubc13 is able to support Tax-dependent IKK activa-
tion, we treated S100 with OspI or its active site mutant C62A and then tested it in the in vitro
IKK activation assay. OspI has recently been shown to deamidate Gln100 of Ubc13 into Glu
thus inactivating its E2 activity [49, 50]. As shown in S3C Fig, although both Tax and TRAF6
activated IKK as determined by phosphorylation of IKK and IκBα in the S100, only Tax but
not TRAF6 still activated IKK in the S100 pre-treated with OspI. As a control, C62A mutant
didn’t destroy the activity. Notably, only TRAF6 but not Tax treatment led to detectable phos-
phorylation and thus activation of TAK1 (S3C and S3E Fig). In agreement with the in vitro
assay, in the 3xκB-Luc reporter assay in 293T cells, OspI only inhibited TRAF6 but not Tax-
dependent reporter activity (S3D Fig).

IKK activation by Tax is independent of TAK1 and TRAF6
Based on our previous experiences, Q/III fraction contains TAK1, TRAF6, IKK and its sub-
strate IκBα. It has been reported that both TRAF6 and TAK1 are involved in Tax-dependent
IKK activation [30]. To test this, we generated TAK1 and TRAF6 knockout (KO) cells by using
CRISPR/Cas9-based genome editing technology in 293T cells and used them in the 3xκB-Luc
reporter assays. KO of either TAK1 or TRAF6 didn’t have any effect on reporter activity by
Tax overexpression, which displayed comparable activity to that in parental 293T cells (S3F
Fig). As a positive control, KO of TAK1 abolished TRAF6-stimulated reporter activity. We also
tested this directly by preparing S100 from 293T and TAK1 KO cells. Although S100 from
293T cells supported IKK activation by both Tax and TRAF6, S100 from TAK1 KO cells only
supported IKK activation by Tax but not TRAF6 (S3E Fig). These results strongly demonstrate
that activation of IKK by Tax doesn’t require TAK1 and TRAF6.

Direct IKK activation by Tax in a ubiquitination-dependent manner
After exclusion of TAK1 and TRAF6 as the putative factors for Tax-dependent IKK activation
in Q/III, we then tested if IKK complex itself is the only factor in Q/III for its activation by Tax.
For this purpose, we generated a stable cell line expressing NEMO-FLAG by using CRISPR/
Cas9-based knock-in in 293T cells, which was then used for IKK complex purification. Silver
staining shows that the highly purified IKK complex contains IKKα, IKKβ and NEMO-FLAG
(S4A Fig). We then tested if the IKK complex could be directly activated by Tax and UbcH7.
As shown in Fig 4A, incubation of IKK, UbcH7 and Tax, together with E1, ubiquitin (Ub) and
ATP, resulted in activation of IKK as determined by phosphorylation of both IKKα and IKKβ
(Lane 4). Lack of either UbcH7 or Tax didn’t lead to significant IKK activation (Lanes 1–3).
The activation depends on the E2 activity of UbcH7, since UbcH7 C86A didn’t support the
activation. Similarly, replacement of UbcH7 by UbcH5c also activated IKK (Fig 4B). But the
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Ubc13/Uev2 was not able to facilitate IKK activation by Tax (S4B Fig). Interestingly, immuno-
blotting of the reaction products revealed presence of polyUb chains, which correlated very
well with IKK activation in the case of UbcH7 and UbcH5c (Fig 4A and 4B, top panels). Com-
bination of Tax and Ubc13/Uev2 also generated significant amount of polyUb chains, although
there was no IKK activation (S4B Fig). Together, these data suggest that IKK itself is the only
minimal factor in Q/III, which can be activated by Tax directly in a polyubiquitination-depen-
dent manner.

Tax is an E3 ubiquitin ligase
The demonstration that highly purified IKK can be activated by Tax directly in a polyubiquiti-
nation-dependent manner prompted us to consider the possibility that Tax itself could be an E3
ubiquitin ligase. We tested this directly in two ways. Firstly, we carried out a typical ubiquitina-
tion assay in vitro. Incubation of E1, UbcH7, Ub and ATP didn’t lead to detectable polyUb sig-
nals. However, inclusion of Tax in the reaction led to significant amount of polyUb signals in a
dose-dependent manner. Similar results were obtained when UbcH7 was replaced by UbcH5c,
UbcH2 or Ubc13/Uev2. (Fig 5A, upper panels). It has been known that a few E2s such as
UbcH5c can ubiquitinate a protein without the presence of any E3s. Immunoblotting of the
reaction products using anti-Tax antibody didn’t show detectable ubiquitination of Tax (Fig
5A, bottom panels), demonstrating the polyUb signals were not due to polyUb conjugation of
Tax protein itself and Tax didn’t simply function as a substrate but as an E3 ubiquitin ligase.
These data also imply the polyUb chains are probably free unanchored polyUb chains. In fur-
ther support of synthesis of free polyUb chains by Tax, we did affinity-depletion using Nickel
beads against the ubiquitination reaction products to remove all the His-tagged proteins

Fig 4. Direct IKK activation by Tax in vitro. (A) IKK complex purified from 293F/NEMO-FLAG knock-in cells
was incubated with recombinant E1, Ub, UbcH7WT or C86Amutant and Tax in ATP buffer at 37°C for 2 h.
IKK activation was determined by phosphorylation of IKKα and IKKβ. Polyubiquitin chains were detected by
anti-ubiquitin immunoblotting. IKKα, IKKβ and NEMOwere also blotted. (B) The same assay as in (A) was
performed except the UbcH7 was replaced by UbcH5c or its enzymatic-dead mutant C85A.

doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.1005584.g004
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including E1, E2 and Tax that we added into the ubiquitination reaction. Immunoblotting of
the supernatant after the depletion demonstrates that the His-tagged ubiquitination reaction
components, especially Tax, have been removed to under detection level (Fig 5B, bottom
panel). Under this condition, immunoblotting by using anti-Ub antibody showed comparable

Fig 5. Tax shows E3 activity in vitro. (A) In vitro ubiquitination assay with Tax. Different concentrations of Tax protein were incubated with E1, Ub and
indicated E2s in ATP buffer at 37°C for 2 h. The products were immunoblotted by anti-ubiquitin and anti-Tax antibodies. (B) The reaction mixtures in (A) by
UbcH5c and Tax were incubated with Ni-NTA beads at 4°C for 2 h to immunodeplete His-tagged reaction components (E1, UbcH5c and Tax). The
supernatant was immunoblotted by anti-ubiquitin and anti-Tax antibodies. (C) Ubiquitin discharging from Ub~E2s by Tax. Ub~E2 thioester intermediates
(prepared as described in Materials and Methods) were incubated with Tax at 30°C for 15 min. Discharged E2s were detected by immunoblotting with their
respective antibodies. FH: FLAG-10xHis tag.

doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.1005584.g005
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polyUb signals before and after the depletion, in agreement with our assumption that most, if
not all, of the polyUb chains are free chains that are not conjugated to any proteins (Fig 5B,
upper panel). Secondly, one feature of a typical E3 is its ability to promote turnover (discharge)
of Ub from its cognate E2s when these E2s are loaded with Ub. So, we tested if Tax could do the
same and found that Tax indeed promoted discharge of Ub from Ub~UbcH7, Ub~UbcH5c,
and Ub~Ubc13 after incubation together (Fig 5C).

These two sets of experiments strongly suggest that Tax is a bona-fide E3 ubiquitin ligase,
and some of its cognate E2s are UbcH7, UbcH5c, UbcH2 and Ubc13/Uev2.

Tax catalyzes synthesis of free mixed-linkage polyUb chains
We next tried to characterize what kinds of Ub linkages are formed by Tax. We carried out the
ubiquitination reactions by using UbcH7 and Tax or UbcH5c and Tax. The Ub linkages were
determined by using mass spectrometric (MS) analysis. As shown in Fig 6A and S5A Fig, all
the possible Ub linkages, K6, K11, K27, K29, K33, K48 and K63, were detected, suggesting the
polyUb chains are mixed linkage chains. Notably, there was no detectable M1 linkage. To fur-
ther verify the linkage specificity, we tested a panel of single lysine (K)-only Ub mutants for
their ability in polyUb chain synthesis (Fig 6B and S5B–S5D Fig). A single K-only Ub mutant
contains only one K with the rest six K residues mutated to arginine (R). Although UbWT sup-
ported the synthesis of polyUb chains, all the other 7 single K-only mutants didn’t show detect-
able polyUb signals. On the other hand, mutants R48 and R63 (S5B and S5C Fig), each of
which has 6 intact K residues, were able to support Tax-dependent synthesis of polyUb chains
(Fig 6C). These polyUb chains could be partially digested by CYLDWT but not its enzymatic-
dead mutant C601A, suggesting the presence of K63 and/or M1 linkage as well as other link-
ages in the polyUb chains, which was digested by vOTUWT but not its mutant C40A (Fig
6D). CYLD is a K63- and M1-specific DUB [51]; and vOTU is an ovarian tumor (OTU)
domain-containing DUB from Crimean-Congo hemorrhagic fever virus (CCHFV) large (L)
protein [52] that can cleave all kinds of Ub linkages except M1 linkage [53]. Since the M1-spe-
cific DUB OTULIN didn’t show detectable cleavage on the polyUb chains, which is consistent
with the absence of M1 linkage in the polyUb chains analyzed by mass spectrometry (Fig 6A),
the linkage cleavage by CYLD was therefore K63 linked. These results further suggest mixed-
linkage polyUb chains are synthesized and any single K residue is not sufficient for polyUb
chain synthesis by Tax and its cognate E2s.

Free mixed-linkage polyUb chains synthesized by Tax activate IKK
directly
Since Tax catalyzes the synthesis of free mixed-linkage polyUb chains, we wondered if the for-
mation of this kind of mixed-linkage polyUb chains is required for IKK activation by Tax.
Again we examined the panel of single K-only Ub mutants for their ability to interfere IKK
activation in our S100-based assay system. Addition of UbWT had no effect on IKK activation
by Tax, similar to the one without exogenous Ub. In contrast, inclusion of all the single K-only
mutants and the lysine-null (KO) mutant in the reaction didn’t show IKK activation, presum-
ably due to their dominant-negative effect on mixed-linkage polyUb chain assembly and thus
inability to support IKK activation by Tax (Fig 7A). Furthermore, addition of viral OTU
(vOTU) WT but not the mutant C40A, or CYLDWT but not the mutant C601A, also blocked
IKK activation by Tax (Fig 7B and 7C). Taken together, these data further demonstrate that
Tax-mediated IKK activation in vitro involves the assembly of mixed-linkage polyUb chains.

The NEMO subunit of IKK complex is important in mediating its activation by polyubiqui-
tination events [54]. We therefore tested a panel of NEMOmutants, which have been shown to
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Fig 6. Tax synthesizes free mixed-linkage polyUb chains. (A) Diagram showing all the 7 Ub linkages determined by tandemmass spectrometry (MS). (B)
Polyubiquitin chains synthesized with single K-only Ub mutants. Tax was incubated with E1, the indicated E2s and ubiquitin mutants (diagram was shown in
S5B Fig) in ATP buffer at 37°C for 2 h. The products were immunoblotted by using anti-ubiquitin antibody. *: Non-specific detection of Tax by the anti-
ubiquitin antibody. (C) The same ubiquitination assay as in (B) was performed except the ubiquitin was replaced by UbWT, R48 or R63 as indicated. (D)
Cleavage of polyUb chains by DUBs. The reaction products in (C) by UbWT or R63 were incubated with DUBs (vOTU, CYLD or OTULIN, or their respective
enzymatic-dead mutants) as indicated, at 30°C for 1 h followed by immunoblotting using anti-Ub antibody.

doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.1005584.g006
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Fig 7. Direct activation of IKK bymixed-linkage polyUb chains synthesized by Tax. (A) Ubiquitin
mutants impair IKK activation by Tax. Jurkat T S100 was incubated with Tax and the indicated ubiquitin
mutants in ATP buffer at 30°C for 1 h. IKK activation was detected by phosphorylation of IκBα. (B) Jurkat T
S100 was incubated with Tax and different concentrations of CYLD or its enzymatic-dead mutant C601A. IKK
activation was detected by phosphorylation of IκBα. (C) The same assay as in (B) was performed except
CYLD was replaced by vOTU or its enzymatic-dead mutant C40A. (D) Interaction between NEMO and
ubiquitin chains is required for Tax-dependent IKK activation. Cell extracts (S100) of NEMO-deficient Jurkat T
(C2) cells were incubated with Tax and NEMOWT or the indicated mutants (100 nM each) in ATP buffer at
30°C for 1 h. IKK activation was detected by phosphorylation of IKKβ and its substrate IκBα. (E)Mixed-
linkage polyUb chains synthesized by Tax activate IKK directly. Purified IKK complex was incubated with the
indicated polyUb chains (prepared and purified as described in Materials and Methods) in ATP buffer at 37°C
for 2 h. IKK activation was detected by phosphorylation of IKKβ. Mixed: Mixed linkage polyUb chains
synthesized by Tax and UbcH5c. K63: K63 linkage polyUb chains synthesized by TRAF6 and Ubc13/Uev2.
K48: K48 linkage polyUb chains synthesized by IpaH and UbcH5c. Linear: Linear linkage polyUb chains
synthesized by HOIP-RBRC and UbcH7.

doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.1005584.g007
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be differentially defective in binding to various kinds of polyUb chains [55], to examine if they
could be defective in IKK activation by Tax. We generated S100 from NEMO-deficient Jurkat
T cells and used them for in vitro IKK activation assay. As shown in Fig 7D, although NEMO
WT restored IKK activation by Tax, the three mutants were not able to achieve it, implying
polyUb binding of NEMO is important for IKK activation.

Finally, we tested if the mixed-linkage polyUb chains can activate IKK directly. So we syn-
thesized mixed-linkage polyUb chains first, treated the products with NEM to inactivate all the
enzymes (E1, E2s such as UbcH7 or UhcH5c) [53]. Nickel beads were then used to deplete all
the ubiquitination components to undetectable level. The remaining free polyUb chains were
then concentrated and mixed with purified IKK complex for activation assay. Following the
same protocols, we also produced K63, K48 and M1 polyUb chains. As displayed in Fig 7E, the
polyUb chains synthesized by Tax-UbcH7 or Tax-UbcH5c activated IKK in a dose-dependent
manner. But the K63, K48 and M1 polyUb chains didn’t show any detectable activity on IKK
activation. Together, the purified system demonstrates that the mixed-linkage polyUb chains
are required and sufficient for direct IKK activation.

K63-linkage is not required for IKK activation by Tax
We noted that Tax catalyzed assembly of mixed linkage polyUb chains using Ub mutants R48
and R63 (Fig 6C). So we tested them in the S100-based IKK activation assay. As shown in Fig
8A, both UbWT and R48 didn’t interfere with Tax-induced IKK activation, but the R63 dis-
played inhibitory activity, implying the K63 linkage might be a requirement in the mixed link-
age polyUb chains for IKK activation. Similar observation was also reported by Shibata et al.
[37]. However, polyUb chains assembled from R63 by Tax was able to activate highly purified
IKK directly without detectable differences from polyUb chains by either UbWT or R48 (Fig
8B). Detailed time-course analysis of polyUb chain assembly by Tax revealed the difference of
efficiency of polyUb chain assembly among UbWT, R48 and R63 and could explain the seem-
ingly contradictory results shown in Fig 8A and 8B. Although UbWT, R48 and R63 all sup-
ported polyUb chain assembly, with R63 it displayed slower kinetics and accumulated much
less amount of polyUb chains, especially those high molecular size polyUb species. Mixing of
UbWT and R63 together didn’t improve the polyUb chain assembly efficiency (Fig 8C).
Together, these data illustrate that K63 linkage in the polyUb chains is not required for IKK
activation.

Discussion
HTLV-1 Tax is the first pathogenic agent that has been shown to be able to activate NF-κB and
studies on it have advanced greatly our current understanding of pathophysiological activation
of NF-κB. However, despite extensive studies spanning almost 30 years, our understanding of
the molecular mechanism by which Tax activates IKK-NF-κB is still far from clear. Like other
IKK-NF-κB activation events, Tax-dependent IKK-NF-κB activation induces a variety of cyto-
kines such as TNFα and IL-1β [45], which in turn activate IKK-NF-κB through an autocrine
and paracrine fashion, complicating the dissection of signaling events of Tax-dependent IKK
activation. We reconstituted the IKK activation events by Tax in an in vitro cell-free system.
This system captured the primary events of IKK activation induced by Tax. With this system,
we identified the essential cellular components required by Tax for IKK activation and revealed
the biochemical function of Tax in this process. We found Tax itself is an E3 ubiquitin ligase,
which utilizes UbcH7, UbcH2 or UbcH5 as the cognate E2 enzymes to catalyze the assembly of
mixed-linkage polyUb chains. This kind of polyUb chains then stimulates activation of IKK
directly. This kind of Tax-induced IKK activation is probably the simplest system, which is to a
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great extent of advantage to HTLV-1 infection by minimizing the events required for IKK-NF-
κB activation, an essential event for successful infection of HTLV-1. In other words, HTLV-1
hijacks the minimal host cell components for its own use, minimizing the possible events cells
can use for negative regulation of IKK-NF-κB activation and maximizing success of HTLV-1
infection. In the IL-1R/TLR and TNFR signaling pathways, there are multiple steps and key
components leading to IKK activation are subject to negative regulation, mainly by DUBs such
as A20 [56] and CYLD [57, 58] and protein phosphatases such as PP1 [59] and DUSP14 [60],
to subside NF-κB activation. Since Tax-dependent IKK activation is almost at the IKK level
and so those negative regulation mechanisms are not effective on Tax-induced IKK activation.
This might contribute to Tax-dependent persistent activation of IKK and is beneficial to
HTLV-1 infection. Exactly how much this kind of IKK activation contributes to constitutive
IKK activation by Tax needs further investigation. Shibata et al. has reported a similar in vitro
cell-free system to study Tax-dependent IKK activation, in which it reported K63 polyubiquiti-
nation is involved in this process. But they didn’t go further to identify essential factors for IKK
activation by Tax [37].

There have been reports suggesting both TAK1 and TRAF6 are important for Tax-induced
IKK activation. Our in vitro fractionation studies unequivocally show that neither TAK1 nor
TRAF6 are required for Tax-induced IKK activation. In further support of TAK1- and

Fig 8. K63 linkage is not required for IKK activation by Tax. (A) Ubiquitin R63 mutant impairs IKK activation by Tax. The same assay as in Fig 7A was
performed except ubiquitin was replaced by Ub R48 or R63 mutants. (B) Polyubiquitin chains pre-synthesized by E1, UbcH5c, Tax and UbWT or the
indicated mutants were incubated with purified IKK complex, in ATP buffer at 37°C for 2 h. IKK activation was detected by phosphorylation of IKKβ. (C) Ub
R63 is inefficient in polyubiquitination by Tax. Tax was incubated with E1, UbcH5c, and the indicated Ub in ATP buffer at 37°C for the indicated time.
Synthesis of polyUb chains was determined by immunoblotting using anti-Ub antibody. (D)Model illustrating IKK activation by Tax.

doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.1005584.g008
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TRAF6-independent activation of IKK by Tax, we generated TAK1 and TRAF6 KO cells using
CRISPR/Cas9 technology. In vitro assay with S100 from these KO cells and luciferase reporter
assays also demonstrate TAK1 and TRAF6 are not involved in Tax-dependent IKK activation.
By using S100 generated from TRAF6 KOMEF cells, Shibata et al. also show TRAF6 is not
required for IKK activation by Tax, consistent with our findings [37]. Having said that, how-
ever, in cell-based studies, it is highly possible to conclude that TAK1 and TRAF6 are involved
in Tax-dependent IKK activation. Cytokines such as IL-1β induced by primary Tax-stimulated
IKK-NF-κB activation depend on TAK1 and TRAF6 for IKK activation and there are difficul-
ties to distinguish signaling events by Tax from those autocrine or paracrine signaling events
by cytokines.

It is generally accepted that ubiquitination is involved in Tax-induced IKK activation. How-
ever, detailed biochemical mechanisms regarding its involvement are not clear, especially
about K63 polyubiquitination events. Our studies clarified the confusion and demonstrated
that K63 linkage is not a requirement for IKK activation by Tax. We provided several lines of
evidence to support this conclusion. In our fractionation experiments, which are an unbiased
means for factor identification, Ubc13 was not co-purified with IKK activation activity. Also,
inactivation of Ubc13 by OspI in cells and in our S100-based cell-free system didn’t prevent
IKK activation from Tax, making it unlikely that K63 polyubiquitination is required for Tax-
dependent IKK activation. Together with UbcH7, UbcH2 or UbcH5c, Tax catalyzes assembly
of mixed-linkage but not K63 polyUb chain. Although Tax can assemble K63 polyUb chains
when the E2 is Ubc13/Uev2, in which the linkage specificity is determined by Ubc13 and Uev2
[61, 62], the K63 polyUb chains are not able to activate IKK. What the function is for K63
polyUb chains catalyzed by Tax is not known yet; it probably functions in DNA damage repair
pathway, a reflection of nuclear Tax function [43].

Ub mutant R63 in the S100 inhibited IKK activation by Tax, which would argue for the
requirement of K63 linkage for Tax-regulated IKK activation. However, polyUb chains synthe-
sized by Tax using R63 displayed activity on IKK activation, clearly demonstrating that K63
linkage is not a requirement. We were puzzled initially by those seemingly conflicting results.
However, our time-course analysis comparing the efficiency of polyUb chain synthesis between
UbWT and R63 provided the answer to the puzzle. Although R63 can support polyUb chain
synthesis, its efficiency is low when compared to UbWT. Mixing of UbWT and R63 didn’t
improve the efficiency of polyUb chain assembly, implying inclusion of R63 in S100 would
interfere with polyUb chain assembly leading to insufficiency of polyUb accumulation for IKK
activation.

Tax interacts with IKK through the NEMO subunit, which has been suggested to be
required for IKK activation by Tax. Tax also undergoes K63 polyubiquitination and induces
K63 polyubiquitination of NEMO and these events are also important for IKK activation by
Tax [16]. Here, using purified IKK complex and purified polyUb chains synthesized by Tax, we
show Tax as well as its ubiquitination is not required in the IKK activation process. Since there
are no ubiquitination components in our purified polyUb chains, it is unlikely that NEMO ubi-
quitination happens during the activation assay in our system. In agreement with our results,
Shibata et al. detected Tax-induced NEMO ubiquitination in their system but this event was
not required for IKK activation [37]. We conclude Tax interaction with NEMO and NEMO
polyubiquitination, if there is any, are not required or at least not critical for Tax-induced IKK
activation, clarifying the confusing reports in the literature regarding the molecular mechanism
of Tax-dependent IKK activation. However, we cannot exclude that Tax interaction with
NEMO and even Tax-induced NEMO polyubiquitination would contribute to IKK activation
in cells. We would also stress in cells Tax ubiquitination is still possible which, together with its
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other PTMmodifications such as sumoylation, phosphorylation and acetylation, could regulate
some of its other functions such as balancing its cytosol-nucleus translocation [63].

Our studies assigned a novel biochemical function to Tax, that is, as an E3 ubiquitin ligase.
It catalyzes assembly of mixed linkage polyUb chains with some of its cognate E2s. Our previ-
ous studies have demonstrated that mixed linkage polyUb chains are not able to activate TAK1
complex, which can only be effectively activated by K63 polyUb chains [53]. In the same study
we have also shown that mixed-linkage polyUb chains assembled by TRAF6 and UbcH5c were
able to activate IKK [53]. In this study, we showed purified free mixed linkage polyUb chains
are potent activators towards IKK complex, but other kinds of polyUb chains such as K48, K63
and M1 are poor activators for direct IKK activation, providing another example of direct IKK
activation by free mixed polyUb chains. Therefore, we would propose the following model by
which Tax activates IKK (Fig 8D): Tax, as a novel E3 ubiquitin ligase, together with its cognate
E2s such UbcH7, assembles unanchored free polyUb chains with various linkages, the latter in
turn function as potent activators for direct IKK activation. Here mixed linkage is a require-
ment for efficient IKK activation.

In conclusion, by taking advantage of the in vitro cell-free system, we investigated the bio-
chemical mechanism of IKK activation by HTLV-1 encoded Tax protein and the biochemical
function of Tax in this process. Tax itself is an E3 ubiquitin ligase, which works together with
its cognate E2s, catalyzes free polyUb chains assembly for direct IKK activation. Understanding
the biochemical function of Tax for IKK activation and the underlying molecular mechanism
clarifies the confusion on HTLV-1-induced IKK-NF-κB activation, reveals the essential cellular
factors hijacked by HTLV-1, and might shed light on potential development of therapeutics for
ATL and TSP/HAM.

Materials and Methods

Antibodies
Rabbit antibodies against IKKα (sc-7218, dilution 1:1,000), IKKβ (sc-7607, dilution 1:1,000),
NEMO (sc-8330, dilution 1:1,000) and mouse antibody against ubiquitin (sc-8017, dilution
1:1,000) were obtained from Santa Cruz Biotechnology; antibodies against TAK1 (ab109526,
dilution 1:1,000), UbcH7 (ab108936, dilution 1:2,000), Ubc13 (ab109286, dilution 1:5,000),
RNF8 (ab131221, dilution 1:1,000), p-IKKα S176 (ab138426, dilution 1:500) were from
Abcam; antibodies against CYLD (#8462, dilution 1:1,000), p-TAK1 Thr187 (#4536, dilution
1:1,000), p-IKKα/β Ser176/180 (#2697, dilution 1:1,000) and p-IκBα Ser32/36 (#9246, dilution
1:1,000) were from Cell Signaling; antibodies against FLAG-tag (M20008, dilution 1:5,000) and
His-tag (M20001, dilution 1:1,000) were from Abmart; antibodies against IκBα and UbcH5c
were homemade; and antibody against Tax (mAB, clone Lt-4) was described in Lee et al. [64].

Cell culture and transfection
HEK293T and Jurkat T cells were originally from the American Type Culture Collection
(ATCC, Manassas, VA). The 293F cells were originally from Thermo Fisher Scientific (New
York, NY). The NEMO-deficient Jurkat T cells were kindly provided by Shao-Cong Sun (M. D.
Anderson Cancer Center, Houston, TX).

HEK293T and 293F cells were cultured in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM)
supplemented with 10% (v/v) fetal bovine serum (Gibco), penicillin (100 U/ml), and strepto-
mycin (100 mg/ml). 293F cells were suspended in SMM 293-T1 medium (Sino Biological Inc.)
with antibiotics. Jurkat T and NEMO-deficient Jurkat T cells were cultured in RPMI 1640 sup-
plemented with 10% fetal bovine serum, 2 mM β-mercaptoethanol, penicillin (100 U/ml), and
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streptomycin (100 mg/ml). Plasmid DNA transfection of 293T and 293F cells was performed
using Polyethylenimine (#24765, Polysciences Inc.).

Generation of knock-out cell lines in 293T cells
Guide RNA sequences (gRNAs) for each gene (TRAF6: 5’-GTCTCCACCCGCTTTGACAT-3’;
TAK1: 5’-GCAATGCAAAAAACAACTAG-3’) were cloned into a CRISPR/Cas9-based vector
modified from pX330 [65] with a puromycin resistance selection marker. This vector was
transfected into 293T cells. After selection by puromycin (0.5 μg/ml), single colonies were
picked and verified by western blotting.

Generation of NEMO-FLAG knock-in cell line in 293F cells
The targeting vector for knock-in contains 1Kb homology arms on each side around the stop
codon of human NEMO gene, and a FLAG-IRES-Puromycin segment just before the stop
codon. This vector was co-transfected with the CRISPR/Cas9-based vector pX335 [65] (gRNA
sequence: 5’-GTCATGGAGTGCATTGAGTA-3’) into 293F cells. After selection by puromy-
cin (0.5 μg/mL), single clones were picked and verified by western blotting.

Expression constructs and recombinant proteins
cDNAs encoding human UbcH5c (UBE2D3) wild-type (WT) and dominant-negative (DN)
mutant (C85A), UbcH7 (UBE2L3) WT and DNmutant (C86A) and Ubc13 (UBE2N) were
inserted into plasmids pET15b, pET16b and pET14b, respectively. cDNAs encoding human
UEV2 (UBE2V2), UBE2G2, Cdc34 (UBE2R1), UBE2T and CCHFV OTU (1–169) were
inserted into plasmid pGEX-4T-1. cDNAs encoding human UBE2A, UBE2B, UbcH10
(UBE2C), UbcH5a (UBE2D1), UbcH5b (UBE2D2), UbcH5d (UBE2D4), UbcH6 (UBE2E1),
UBE2G1, UbcH2 (UBE2H), UBE2R2 and human HOIP697-1072 (HOIP-RBRC) were inserted
into a modified pGEX-4T-1 vector in which the GST tag was replaced by a MBP-His10 tag.
cDNAs encoding Shigella OspI and IpaH265-568 were inserted into plasmid pGEX-6P-2. cDNA
encoding ubiquitin was inserted into a modified pET-14b vector in which no tag was expressed.
cDNAs encoding human E1 and mouse TRAF6 were inserted into pFastBac-HTB vector,
cDNAs encoding HTLV-1 TaxWT and M22 (T130AL131S) mutant were inserted into a modi-
fied pFastBac-HTB vector in which a MBP tag was inserted into the N-terminus, and a FLA-
G-His10 (10xHis) tag the C-terminus. His6-tagged E1, TRAF6 and MBP-Tax-FLAG-His10 were
expressed in Sf9 cells. cDNAs encoding HTLV-1 Tax WT and M22 mutant were also inserted
into a modified pcDNA3.1 vector for mammalian cell expression in which a MBP tag was
inserted into the N-terminus, and a FLAG-His10 (10xHis) tag the C-terminus. cDNAs encod-
ing human IκBα, NEMO, CYLD, OTULIN, UbcH5c DN, UbcH7 DN and UbcH2 DN (C87A)
were inserted into pcDNA3.1-FLAG-His10 vector. cDNA for mouse TRAF6 was cloned into
pcDNA3.1 with an N-terminal FLAG tag.

The E.coli strain BL21(DE3/pLys) harboring plasmids of E2s and ubiquitin were induced
with 0.5 mM IPTG at 37°C for 4 h, and those harboring the other plasmids were induced with
0.1 mM IPTG at 16°C overnight. His-tagged proteins were purified using nickel agarose beads
according to the manufacture’s protocol (Thermo, #88223). FLAG-tagged proteins were tran-
siently expressed in 293T cells and purified using anti-FLAGM2 magnetic beads according to
the manufacturer's instructions (Sigma, M8823).

Protein purity was shown in S1, S3A, S3C, S4A and S5C Figs.
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Preparation of cytosolic extract (S100 or S20)
Cell pellet was collected and resuspended in equal volume of hypotonic buffer [20 mM
HEPES-KOH, pH 7.4, 10 mM KCl, 1.5 mMMgCl2, 1 mM EDTA, 1 mM EGTA, 1 mM DTT, 1
mM PMSF], then homogenized using a Dounce homogenizer. After the cell debris was
removed by centrifugation at 20,000×g for 30 min, the supernatant (S20) was collected and
stored at -80°C, or further undergone ultracentrifugation at 100,000×g for 1 h and the cleared
supernatant (S100) was collected and stored at -80°C.

Reporter assay for NF-κB activity
Plasmids encoding indicated inhibitory proteins (OspI or dominant-negative mutants of E2s)
were transfected into 293T cells first. After 6 hours, cells were transfected again with plasmids
encoding Tax or TRAF6, together with a NF-κB firefly-luciferase reporter (3xκB-Luc) and a
renilla-luciferase as the internal reference. A pcDNA3.1 empty vector was used to bring total
DNA in each transfection group equal. After 24 hours, cells were harvested and luciferase activ-
ities were measured.

In vitro cell-free IKK activation assay
To measure the activation of IKK by Tax in vitro, cell extracts (S100) of Jurkat T or NEMO-
deficient Jurkat T cells were incubated with recombinant Tax, M22 or TRAF6 (100 nM each),
and NEMO (100 nM), DUBs or OspI (100 nM) (as shown in figures) in ATP buffer [50 mM
Tris-Cl (pH 7.5), 5 mMMgCl2, 2 mM ATP, 0.1 μM okadaic acid, 0.5 mMDTT]. After incuba-
tion at 30°C for 1 h, the reaction products were immunoblotted using antibodies as specified in
each figure. To follow the activity of IKK activation during fractionation, the same IKK assay
was performed except that S100 was replaced by Q/III, E1 (20 nM), Ub (10 μM), and aliquots
from column fractions. For E2 screening, the same assay was used except that column fractions
were replaced by recombinant E2s (0.5 μM).

Fractionation and purification of UbcH7
All procedures were carried out at 4°C. Jurkat T S100 from 20 L of suspension culture were pre-
pared and applied to HiTrap Q column with buffer Q/A [20 mMHEPES-KOH, pH 7.4, 10%
Glycerol, 1 mM EDTA, 1 mM EGTA, 1 mMDTT, 1 mM PMSF], which was eluted with Q/B
[Q/A with 1 M NaCl] to generate fractions Q/I, Q/II and Q/III. Q/I was subjected to ammo-
nium sulfate precipitation (40%–80%), followed by dialysis against Buffer SP/A [20 mM
HEPES-KOH, pH 6.5, 10% Glycerol, 1 mM EDTA, 1 mM EGTA, 1 mMDTT, 1 mM PMSF].
The dialyzed proteins were applied to HiTrap SP column with buffer SP/A and SP/B [SP/Q
with 1 M NaCl]. Fractions containing the activity were pooled and buffer exchanged by ultrafil-
tration into buffer Q/A, and applied to HiTrap Heparin column with buffer Q/A and Q/B.
Fractions that contained the activity were pooled and concentrated before loading onto a
Superdex75 column, which was pre-equilibrated with buffer Q/C [Q/A with 100 mMNaCl].

Ubiquitin charging and discharging assays
To load ubiquitin to recombinant E2s, each E2 (5 μM) was incubated with E1 (100 nM) and
Ub (50 μM) in ATP buffer at 30°C for 10 min. The reaction products were resolved by non-
reducing SDS-PAGE and E2~Ub intermediate was detected by Coomassie brilliant blue stain-
ing. To discharge Ub from E2s by Tax, the same Ub loading assay was used to prepare E2~Ub
intermediate. After desalting by G-25 (GE Healthcare) to remove ATP, the intermediates were
incubated with recombinant Tax (1 μM) at 30°C for 15 min before immunoblotting.
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Polyubiquitination assay and polyUb chain purification
To synthesize polyUb chains by Tax, recombinant E1 (20 nM), Ub (50 μM), E2 (500 nM) and
Tax (1 μM) were incubated in ATP buffer in a final volume of 10 μl at 37°C for 2 h, and the
reaction products were used for immunoblotting.

For further purification of polyUb chains by Tax used in Figs 7E and 8B, the reaction vol-
ume was scaled up and the final products were mixed with equal volume of Ni-NTA beads for
2 hours at 4°C to deplete His-tagged E1, E2 and Tax. The supernatant was then treated with 10
mMN-ethylmaleimide (NEM) to inactivate any possible remaining E1 and E2, and then NEM
was quenched by DTT and removed by ultrafiltration. PolyUb chains in the supernatant were
concentrated by ultrafiltration (Millipore, UFC500396).

To purify K48-linkage polyUb chains, similar procedure was carried out except that E3 was
replaced with IpaH (10 nM). For K63-linkage polyUb chains, similar procedure was carried
out except that E2 and E3 were replaced with Ubc13/Uev2 (1 μM) and TRAF6 (100 nM),
respectively. For Linear-linkage (M1) polyUb chains, similar procedure was carried out except
that E2 and E3 were replaced with UbcH7 (1 μM) and HOIP-RBRC (250 nM), respectively.

Reconstitution of IKK activation assay
To reconstitute IKK activation by E2s and Tax, 0.5 ng/μL IKK complex purified from 293F/
NEMO-FLAG knock-in cells was incubated with recombinant E1 (20 nM), Ub (10 μM), Tax
(300 nM) and the indicated E2 (50 nM) in ATP buffer in a final volume of 10 μl at 37°C for 2 h.
To reconstitute IKK activation by polyUb chains, IKK complex (0.5 ng/μL, final volume 10 μl)
was incubated with purified polyUb chains in ATP buffer at 37°C for 2 h. Activation of IKK
was determined by immunoblotting using phospho-IKKα/β antibody.

In solution tryptic digestion of polyUb chains
The proteins were precipitated by TCA and then tryptically digested following the procedure
described previously [66]. Briefly, the protein precipitate were resolved by 8 M Urea, and then
sequentially treated with 5 mM TCEP and 10 mMNEM to reduce the di-sulfide bond and
alkylate the resulting thiol group. The mixture was digested for 16 h at 37°C by trypsin at an
enzyme-to-substrate ratio of 1:50 (w/w).

HPLC-MS/MS
The trypsin-digested peptides were desalted with C18 Zip-Tips and then loaded onto an in-
house packed capillary reverse-phase C18 column (15 cm length, 100 μM ID x 360 μMOD,
3 μM particle size, 100 Å pore diameter) connected to a Thermo Easy-nLC1000 HPLC system.
The samples were analyzed with a 180 min-HPLC gradient from 0% to 100% of buffer B (buffer
A: 0.1% formic acid in Water; buffer B: 0.1% formic acid in 20/80 water/acetonitrile) at 300 nL/
min. The eluted peptides were ionized and directly introduced into a Q-Exactive mass spec-
trometer using a nano-spray source. Survey full-scan MS spectra (fromm/z 300–1800) were
acquired in the Orbitrap analyzer with resolution r = 70,000 atm/z 400.

Analysis of tandemmass spectra
Protein identification and post-translational modification analysis were done with Inte-
grated Proteomics Pipeline—IP2 (Integrated Proteomics Applications, Inc., http://www.
integratedproteomics.com) using ProLuCID/Sequest [67, 68] and DTASelect2 [69, 70].
Spectrum raw files were extracted into ms2 files from raw files using RawExtract [71], and
the tandem mass spectra were searched against the Uniprot human protein database; plus
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sequences of known contaminants such as keratin and porcine trypsin concatenated to a
decoy database in which the sequence for each entry in the original database was reversed
using ProLuCID/Sequest. Alkylation (+125.0477) of cysteine and oxidation (+15.9949) of
methionine were considered as static modifications, and ubiquitination (+114.0429) was
considered as a variable modification. We require 2 peptides per protein and at least one
tryptic terminus for each peptide identification. Search space included all fully- and half-
tryptic peptide candidates with missed cleavage restrictions.

Accession numbers
The Uniprot entry IDs for each genes described in the text are: P03409 (Tax), P22314 (E1),
P0CG48 (Ubiquitin), P68036 (UbcH7), P62256 (UbcH2), P61077 (UbcH5c), P61088 (Ubc13),
Q15819 (Uev2), O15111 (IKKα), O14920 (IKKβ), Q9Y6K9 (NEMO), P25963 (IκBα), O43318
(TAK1), Q8VSD5 (OspI), Q6TQR6 (vOTU), Q96BN8 (OTULIN), Q9NQC7 (CYLD),
Q9Y4K3 (TRAF6).

Supporting Information
S1 Fig. Recombinant proteins used in the study. Proteins were purified as described in Mate-
rials and Methods. An aliquot of the purified proteins were applied to SDS-PAGE, followed by
colloidal blue staining to show their purity.
(TIF)

S2 Fig. Fractionation of Jurkat T S100. (A) In vitro IKK activation assay performed with
HiTrap Q fractions. Fractions from Q column (detailed scheme was shown in Fig 2A, left
panel) were combined and incubated with Tax (100 nM) and ATP for 1 h at 30°C. IKK activa-
tion was detected by phosphorylation of IKKα, IKKβ and their substrate IκBα. IKKα, IKKβ,
NEMO, Ubc13, UbcH7 and RNF8 were detected by immunoblotting. (B) IKK activation assay
throughout the purification. Fractions from SP column (upper panel) and Heparin column
(lower panel) of the purification steps (detailed scheme in Fig 2B, left panel) were incubated
with Q/III to perform the in vitro assay as in (A) to follow the activity. SP fractions 20–24, and
Heparin fractions 16–18, were used for the next step purification. (C) Coomassie brilliant blue
staining of the purified recombinant UbcH7WT and C86A proteins. (D) Ubiquitin loading
assay to verify UbcH7 activity. Recombinant UbcH7 was incubated with E1 and Ubiquitin in
the absence or presence of ATP at 30°C for 10 min. The UbcH7~Ub thioester intermediate was
detected by Coomassie brilliant blue staining after separation using 15% non-reducing
SDS-PAGE.
(TIF)

S3 Fig. Multiple E2s confer Tax-dependent IKK activation. (A) Ubiquitin loading assay to
verify E2 activity. The same ubiquitin loading assay as in S2D Fig was performed except
UbcH7 was replaced with the indicated recombinant E2s. (B) Screening of E2s for Tax-depen-
dent IKK activation in vitro. The same in vitro assay as in Fig 2D was performed except UbcH7
was replaced with the indicated recombinant E2s. (C) OspI doesn’t impair IKK activation by
Tax in vitro. Jurkat T S100 was incubated with Tax WT, M22 or TRAF6, together with OspI
WT or its enzymatic-dead mutant (C62A), in ATP buffer at 30°C for 1 h. Phosphorylation of
TAK1, IKKβ and its substrate IκBα was detected by immunoblotting. (D)OspI doesn’t impair
IKK activation by Tax in cells. 293T cells were transfected with OspI WT, C62A, or GFP as a
control. After 6 hours, cells were transfected again with plasmids encoding Tax WT, M22 or
TRAF6, together with a NF-κB firefly-luciferase reporter and a renilla-luciferase internal con-
trol. The luciferase activity was measured and normalized by renilla luciferase. (E) TAK1 is not
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involved in Tax-dependent IKK activation in vitro. Cell extracts (S20) of 293T or TAK1-defi-
cient 293T cells were incubated with Tax WT or TRAF6, and ATP at 30°C for 1 h. Phosphory-
lation of TAK1, IKKβ and its substrate IκBα was detected by immunoblotting. (F) TAK1 and
TRAF6 are not involved in Tax-dependent IKK activation in cells. 293TWT, TAK1 KO or
TRAF6 KO cells were transfected with plasmids encoding Tax WT, M22, TRAF6, IKKβ or
GFP, together with a NF-κB firefly-luciferase reporter. The luciferase activity was measured 24
h later and normalized by renilla luciferase. FH: FLAG-10xHis tag.
(TIF)

S4 Fig. Direct IKK activation by Tax in vitro. (A) Silver staining and immunoblotting of IKK
complex purified as described in Materials and Methods. (B) Ubc13/Uev2 doesn’t support
Tax-dependent IKK activation. The same assay as in Fig 4A was performed except UbcH7 was
replaced by Ubc13/Uev2.
(TIF)

S5 Fig. Assembly of mixed linkage polyUb chains by Tax. (A) Identification of Ub linkage
assembled by Tax by using Thermo Q-exactive. A brief diagram was shown in Fig 6A. (B) Dia-
gram of Ub mutants. (C) Colloidal blue staining of recombinant ubiquitin WT or mutant pro-
teins. (D) Tax synthesizes K63-linkage polyUb chains with Ubc13/Uev2. The same assay as in
Fig 6B was performed except Ubc13/Uev2 was used as the E2.
(TIF)
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