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protein prediction .vs. protein determination
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Principles of protein structure

Anabaena 7120

Anacystis nidulans

Condrus crispus
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Threading 

Comparative Modeling

Folding (physics)
Ab initio prediction

D. Baker & A. Sali. Science 294, 93, 2001.
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M.A. Marti-Renom et al. Ann. Rev. Biophys. Biomolec. Struct., 29, 291, 2000. 

Steps in Comparative Protein Structure Modeling
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Utility of protein structure models, despite errors

6 D. Baker & A. Sali. Science 294, 93, 2001.
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Protein function from structure
Comparative binding site prediction by AnnoLyze.

Marti-Renom et al. BMC Bioinformatics (2007)
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Abstract
Background: Advances in structural biology, including structural genomics, have resulted in a
rapid increase in the number of experimentally determined protein structures. However, about half
of the structures deposited by the structural genomics consortia have little or no information about
their biological function. Therefore, there is a need for tools for automatically and comprehensively
annotating the function of protein structures. We aim to provide such tools by applying
comparative protein structure annotation that relies on detectable relationships between protein
structures to transfer functional annotations. Here we introduce two programs, AnnoLite and
AnnoLyze, which use the structural alignments deposited in the DBAli database.

Description: AnnoLite predicts the SCOP, CATH, EC, InterPro, PfamA, and GO terms with an
average sensitivity of ~90% and average precision of ~80%. AnnoLyze predicts ligand binding site
and domain interaction patches with an average sensitivity of ~70% and average precision of ~30%,
correctly localizing binding sites for small molecules in ~95% of its predictions.

Conclusion: The AnnoLite and AnnoLyze programs for comparative annotation of protein
structures can reliably and automatically annotate new protein structures. The programs are fully
accessible via the Internet as part of the DBAli suite of tools at http://salilab.org/DBAli/.

Background
Genomic efforts are providing us with complete genetic
blueprints for hundreds of organisms, including humans.

We are now faced with assigning, understanding, and
modifying the functions of proteins encoded by these
genomes. This task is generally facilitated by protein 3D

from The Second Automated Function Prediction Meeting
La Jolla, CA, USA. 30 August – 1 September 2006
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For ~20% protein structures function is 
unknown

Structural 
Genomics*

Traditional 
methods

Annotated** 654 28,342

Not 
Annotated 506 (43.6%) 6,815 (19,4%)

Total 
deposited 1,160 35,157

* annotated as STRUCTURAL GENOMICS in the header of the PDB file
**annotated with either CATH, SCOP, Pfam or GO terms in the MSD database

36,317 protein structures, as of August 8th, 2006
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DBAliv2.0 database
http://www.dbali.org
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Marti-Renom et al. 2001. Bioinformatics. 17, 746

!  Fully-automatic
!  Data is kept up-to-date with PDB releases
!  Tools for “on the fly” classification of families.
!  Easy to navigate
!  Provides tools for structure analysis

 Does not provide a stable classification similar to 
 that of CATH or SCOP

Uses MAMMOTH for similarity detection

!  VERY FAST!!!
!  Good scoring system with significance

Ortiz AR, (2002) Protein Sci. 11 pp2606 

BIOINFORMATICS APPLICATIONS NOTE Vol. 17 no. 8 2001
Pages 746–747

DBAli: a database of protein structure alignments
Marc A. Mart́ı-Renom, Valentin A. Ilyin and Andrej Sali ∗

Laboratories of Molecular Biophysics, Pels Family Center for Biochemistry and
Structural Biology, The Rockefeller University, 1230 York Ave, New York, NY 10021,
USA

Received on February 14, 2001; revised and accepted on April 25, 2001

ABSTRACT
Summary: The DBAli database includes approximately
35 000 alignments of pairs of protein structures from
SCOP (Lo Conte et al., Nucleic Acids Res., 28, 257–
259, 2000) and CE (Shindyalov and Bourne, Protein
Eng., 11, 739–747, 1998). DBAli is linked to several re-
sources, including Compare3D (Shindyalov and Bourne,
http://www.sdsc.edu/pb/software.htm, 1999) and Mod-
View (Ilyin and Sali, http://guitar.rockefeller.edu/ModView/,
2001) for visualizing sequence alignments and structure
superpositions. A flexible search of DBAli by protein
sequence and structure properties allows construction of
subsets of alignments suitable for a number of applica-
tions, such as benchmarking of sequence–sequence and
sequence–structure alignment methods under a variety of
conditions.
Availability: http://guitar.rockefeller.edu/DBAli/
Contact: sali@rockefeller.edu; http://guitar.rockefeller.
edu

Accurate reference alignments of protein sequences are
necessary for improving methods for aligning protein
sequences with each other and with proteins of known
structure. Such reference alignments are invariably based
on comparison of protein structures because structure is
more conserved in evolution than sequence (Pascarella
and Argos, 1992; Sali and Overington, 1994; Fischer
et al., 1996; Shindyalov and Bourne, 1998; Mizuguchi
et al., 1998; Thompson et al., 1999b; Lo Conte et al.,
2000; Holm and Sander, 1999; Thompson et al., 1999a;
Domingues et al., 2000; Bateman et al., 2000). Although
the structure-based alignments are the best alignments for
most applications, different structure comparison methods
sometimes result in different alignments; many different
methods are reviewed in Swindells et al. (1998).
DBAli is a new database of alignments of pairs of

related known protein structures. Its main distinction with
respect to other sources of protein structure alignments
is the flexibility of selecting different sets of alignments
according to a variety of criteria. One of the aims of

∗To whom correspondence should be addressed.

DBAli is to provide a large set of reference alignments
for comprehensive evaluation of alignment methods over
the whole spectrum of sequence and structure similarity.
Currently, DBAli includes all 1843 pairwise alignments
from SCOP 1.38 (Lo Conte et al., 2000) and 33 920
non-redundant alignments from CE with the Z-score
higher than 3.8 (Shindyalov and Bourne, 1998); the
non-redundant CE alignments were obtained by aligning
a structure with only one other structure from the same
‘H’ level in the CATH classification (Orengo et al., 1999).
The CE database was selected as the main source of
pairwise structure alignments because of its availability,
completeness, currency, and automatic construction.
DBAli will continue to be updated to reflect the growth of
the CE database.
DBAli can be queried by MySQL (version 3.23)

(DuBois, 2000). The database is searchable by sequence
and structure properties of the proteins and their align-
ments (Figure 1). Sequence properties that can be queried
include Protein Data Bank (PDB) code (Berman et al.,
2000), sequence similarity to entries in the database, per-
centage sequence identity of the alignment, length of the
alignment and the number of aligned residues. Structure
properties include Cα RMSD and number of residues
with Cα atoms within 3.5 Å after superimposition. Each
query produces a table of alignments satisfying the search
criteria. The table lists the alignment name with a link
to the alignment description page, a link to the original
alignment file in the MODELLER format, PDB codes
corresponding to the aligned structures, percentage iden-
tity between the sequences in the alignment, Cα RMSD,
a link to a schematic representation of the alignment and
links to the Compare3D applet (Shindyalov and Bourne,
1999) and the ModView plugin (Ilyin and Sali, 2001) for
structural visualization of the alignment. The user can
download the selected alignments.
All alignments were processed, but not changed, by

MODELLER (Sali and Blundell, 1993). Sequence and
structure properties of an alignment are shown on its main
page. The main alignment page is divided in three sec-
tions: (i) the sequence alignment with general data; (ii) se-
quence properties; and (iii) structure properties. Links to

746 c© Oxford University Press 2001
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DBAli tools: mining the protein structure space
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ABSTRACT

The DBAli tools use a comprehensive set of
structural alignments in the DBAli database to
leverage the structural information deposited in
the Protein Data Bank (PDB). These tools include
(i) the DBAlit program that allows users to input the
3D coordinates of a protein structure for compar-
ison by MAMMOTH against all chains in the PDB;
(ii) the AnnoLite and AnnoLyze programs that
annotate a target structure based on its stored
relationships to other structures; (iii) the ModClus
program that clusters structures by sequence and
structure similarities; (iv) the ModDom program that
identifies domains as recurrent structural fragments
and (v) an implementation of the COMPARER
method in the SALIGN command in MODELLER
that creates a multiple structure alignment for a set
of related protein structures. Thus, the DBAli tools,
which are freely accessible via the World Wide
Web at http://salilab.org/DBAli/, allow users to
mine the protein structure space by establishing
relationships between protein structures and their
functions.

INTRODUCTION

The number of known protein structures deposited in the
Protein Data Bank (PDB) has grown exponentially over
the years (1). This trend is expected to continue, partly
due to the structural genomics efforts (2,3). Currently,
there are !41 000 protein structures deposited in the PDB,
containing !88 000 protein chains. These protein struc-
tures constitute a structural space that can be mined to
facilitate the understanding, assignment and modification

of protein function. Previously developed databases for
the classification of protein structure domains, such
as SCOP [http://scop.mrc-lmb.cam.ac.uk/scop/ (4)] or
CATH [http://www.cathdb.info (5)], and servers for
functional annotation of protein structures, such as
ProFunc [http://www.ebi.ac.uk/thornton-srv/databases/
ProFunc/ (6,7)], ProKnow [http://www.doe-mbi.ucla.
edu/Services/ProKnow (8)] and Phunctioner [http://
www.sbg.bio.ic.ac.uk (9)], provide an effective way of
describing and annotating the protein structure space.
However, none of these servers combine a comprehensive
database of protein structural alignments with tools for
automatically annotating protein structures.
Here, we describe five tools that aid in the analysis of

the data stored in DBAli, our comprehensive relational
database of pairwise and multiple structural alignments
(10). These tools include (i) the DBAlit program that
allows users to input their structure for comparison by
MAMMOTH (11) against all chains in the PDB; (ii) the
AnnoLite and AnnoLyze programs that annotate a target
structure based on its stored relationships to other
structures; (iii) the ModClus program that clusters
structures by sequence and structure similarities; (iv) the
ModDom program that identifies recurrent fragments,
including domains, from structure; and (v) an implemen-
tation of the COMPARER method (12) in the SALIGN
command in MODELLER that creates a multiple
structure alignment for a set of related protein structures.
The DBAli tools allow users to establish relationships
between protein structures and their fragments in a
flexible and dynamic manner.
The DBAli database is briefly introduced first. Next,

we describe each of the five tools that make use of the
structural alignments deposited in DBAli. Finally, we
discuss the use of the DBAli tools to analyze a structure
determined by the New York Structural Genomics
Research Consortium (NYSGXRC).

*To whom correspondence should be addressed. Tel: þ34 96 3289680; Fax: þ34 96 3289701; Email: mmarti@cipf.es

! 2007 The Author(s)
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc/2.0/uk/) which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
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Scoring function
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AnnoLyze

Aloy et al. (2003) J.Mol.Biol. 332(5):989-98.

interactions are mainly due to the artifacts men-
tioned above (e.g. crystal packing and homo-
multimers). Fusions, on the other hand, are rarely
similar: only 783 out of 24,049 (or 35 out of 468 for
the different fold subset) have iRMSD values
below 5, and we could find no clear relationship
between sequence and interaction similarity. This
suggests that one should also exercise caution
when inferring a domain–domain interaction
between separate proteins based on a similar pair
of domains in a single polypeptide (e.g. see Aloy
et al.28), particularly when identities are low. This
has some bearing on the proposal to use gene
fusion events to predict protein–protein
interactions,29 or fused domain combinations in a
structural genomics initiative to uncover 3D
structures for interacting domains.30 A few
examples of fusions are also discussed below.

Studying specific interactions

The general trends can give a guide to the degree
of sequence similarity needed to be confident in a

similar interaction. However, it is also often
informative to consider a specific interaction, as
would arise in modelling or other studies
involving a few protein families. For some
domain–domain interactions, the data in Figure 2
show that interactions are preserved even at very
low sequence identities, whereas for others the
situation is reversed. For example, if one considers
PID , 20% for the P-loop ATPase superfamily
(c.37.1) interacting with the ubiquitin-like super-
family (d.15.1) all four interactions (c-Raf1 RBD,
1c1y; RalGDS, 1lfd; PI3K, 1he8; kinase byr2, 1k8r)
are similar (iRMSD , 7 Å). In contrast, the five
interactions between the P-loop ATPases and PH
domains (b.55.1; 2 interactions in Dbs, 1kz7; GEF
of TIAM1, 1foe; Nup358, 1rrp), only two of the
eight interactions with PID , 20% have
iRMSD , 10 Å, with the others showing great
differences, iRMSD as high as 18 Å with clearly
different binding surfaces.
There are obviously too many different interact-

ing domain pairs to discuss in detail. However, it
is possible to plot iRMSD versus sequence identity

Figure 2. Plots showing interaction RMSD (iRMSD) versus percentage sequence identity (PID). (A) All the inter-
actions coloured according to their SCOP classification: Family in red, Superfamily in Green and Fold in blue. (B) The
same for the different fold subset. Inset plots the interactions derived from the Pfam/PDB intersection. (C) All the
interactions coloured according to whether or not the domains are in the same polypeptide chain: intermolecular in
red, intramolecular in green and fusions in blue. (D) The same for the different fold subset. Curves show the 90th
and 80th percentiles (i.e. 90% and 80% of the data below the curve). The gap between PID ¼ 0 and 1 is because the
number of structurally equivalent residues is often much smaller than 100, making values between 0 and 1 rare.

Protein Interaction Versus Sequence Divergence 993Ligands Partners
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Benchmark
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AnnoLyze

Number of chains

Initial set* 78,167
LigBase** 30,126

Non-redundant set*** 4,948 (8,846 ligands)

*all PDB chains larger than 30 aminoacids in length (8th of August, 2006)
**annotated with at least one ligand in the LigBase database

***not two chains can be structurally aligned  within 3A, superimposing more than 75% of their Cα atoms, result in 
a sequence alignment  with more than 30% identity, and have a length difference inferior to 50aa  
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Sensitivity .vs. Precision

Optimal cut-off Sensitivity (%)
Recall or TPR

Precision (%)

Ligands 30% 71.9 13.7

Precision = TP
TP + FP

Sensitivity = TP
TP + FN

AnnoLyze

~90-95% of residues correctly predicted

Marti-Renom et al. BMC Bioinformatics (2007) Volume 8. Suppl S4
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Example (2azwA)
Structural Genomics Unknown Function

Molecule: MutT/nudix family protein  

Saturday, March 13, 2010



Tropical Disease Initiative (TDI)
Predicting binding sites in protein structure models.

16

http://www.tropicaldisease.org
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Need is High in the Tail
DALY Burden Per Disease in Developed Countries
DALY Burden Per Disease in Developing Countries

Disease data taken from WHO, World Health Report 2004
DALY - Disability adjusted life years

DALY is not a perfect measure of market size, but is certainly a good measure for importance.
DALYs for a disease are the sum of the years of life lost due to premature mortality (YLL) in the population and the years lost due to disability (YLD) for incident cases of the health condition. The DALY is a health 

gap measure that extends the concept of potential years of life lost due to premature death (PYLL) to include equivalent years of 'healthy' life lost in states of less than full health, broadly termed disability. One 
DALY represents the loss of one year of equivalent full health.
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Non-Profit organizations
Open-Source + Out-Source = low cost business model
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Phase III

to entice developers to create applications 
for their product, possibly in the hope of 
turning it into a ‘platform’. Some of them 
have been quite successful at turning open-
source into profits. Red Hat, for instance, 
has attained a US$5-billion market cap from 
selling support services for Linux.

!"#$%&$'()*$+()$,)-./0

If biomedical scientists could adapt the 
open-source model, it could make a huge 
difference to such projects as developing 
drugs for neglected diseases, for which 
needs are great but funds are scarce4. Only 
10% of R&D resources are spent on illnesses 
that represent 90% of the burden of disease. 
Open-source drug R&D might not change 
that equation, but could make it possible 
to get much more from that 10%.

There are, however, significant barriers to 
the deployment of open-source approaches 
to drug R&D5. One is economic. All it takes 
to write open-source software is a laptop and 
an internet connection. With drug research, 
someone must pay for laboratory expenses 
and clinical trials. And the costs are high, at 
more than US$800 million for the discovery 
and development of a novel drug by most 
estimates.

Research dynamics between the two indus-
tries also differ. Software development does 
not have a discovery phase. Once the objective 
is set, programmers set to work and make 
steady progress towards their goal. By contrast, 
drug discovery cannot flourish until a certain 
amount of knowledge about the target disease 

has been accumulated. That knowledge 
acquisition can take years or decades, with no 
way to know at the outset whether the store 
of knowledge at hand is nearly sufficient or 
will require years of painstaking additional 
research before innovation can thrive.

Software development is also simpler: 
it spans only a few disciplines and has no 
equivalent to clinical trials. For the most 
part, a single programmer can master all the 
skills needed to write a program from start 
to finish. By contrast, drug development 
requires coordination of multiple specialties 
with little overlap. Biomedical knowledge, 
which grows at the rate of 1,000 publications 
per day, must be peer-reviewed and repli-
cated before it is accepted. All this is slow 
and enormously expensive.

Drug R&D can go off-track more easily 
than software programming. Biologists 
can get mired in the complexity of biology 
without ever making much progress towards 
a drug — chemists handed the wrong target 
cannot do much good no matter how hard 
they try; inadequate toxicology can derail 
a compound late in development, or even 
after launch. One misstep along the way can 
render all downstream work useless.

In contrast to drug developers, software 
publishers are lightly regulated. They do 
not need FDA approval. The quality stand-
ards they face are far less onerous than the 
minutia of Good Laboratory Practice 
(GLP), Good Clinical Practice (GCP) and 
Good Manufacturing Practice (GMP). 
One sloppy programmer seldom jeopardizes 

the achievements of others, and errors can 
be patched without requiring the rewrite of 
the whole program. With drugs, one care-
less worker can compromise years of work 
costing tens of million of dollars.

Finally, the two industries follow different 
intellectual property regimes. Software is 
protected by copyrights that arise automati-
cally as code is written, even if nothing is 
filed. Drug research is protected by patents 
that are costly to file and maintain, and 
for which meeting the legal standards that 
define innovation is much harder.

123#4/(-)53$6%(73,%5"8$)3/3")59

Early efforts. Despite these differences, the 
open-source idea has entered biomedical 
research6. The first inroads were made in bio-
informatics7,8, as might have been expected. 
These efforts resulted in a collection of pro-
grams such as Biojava, BioPerl, BioPython, 
Bio-SPICE, BioRuby and Simple Molecular 
Mechanics for Proteins9, and inspired other 
initiatives such as the Human Genome 
Project, the SNP Consortium, the Alliance 
for Cellular Signaling, BioForge, GMOD 
and Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s 
BioBricks (some of these have the transpar-
ency and feel of open-source, although the 
resources needed to get involved do not allow 
all volunteers to participate; however, we still 
call them ‘open-source’).

An old idea. One could argue that there has 
long been an active, if invisible, collabora-
tive process akin to open-source in drug 
development, as, for some diseases, half 
of all prescriptions are for off-label uses10. 
Somehow, physicians share their ideas and 
experiences informally to uncover novel 
uses for existing medicines. For instance, 
oncologists routinely use drugs approved for 
one kind of cancer to treat other types. In a 
recent study, DeMonaco11 found that 59% of 
drug therapy innovations were discovered 
by practicing clinicians via field discovery. 
The way by which physicians uncover these 
new indications is quick and inexpensive 
compared with Phase III trials. From an eco-
nomic and medical standpoint, there would 
be merit in exploiting these clinical observa-
tions and sharing them with physicians as a 
complement to, or replacement for, some of 
the traditional clinical development.

Public–private partnerships. Taking a different 
approach, a new kind of organization, known 
as the public–private partnership (PPP), has 
recently developed a clever virtual business 
model that emulates the collaborative features 
of the open-source concept12. An example is 
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Preclinical Clinical Available to Patients

Nitroimidazoles
(All)

Microtubule
Inhibitors (HAT)

GSK (All)

CDRI (HAT)

IPK (VL)

Kitasato Natural
Substances (HAT)

Eskitis Natural
Products (HAT)

Exploratory
Screening:
Anacor,
Chemroutes, 
Univ of Ouro 
Preto, Fiocruz, 
IICB, IRD,  
LSHTM, MerLion 
Otsuka, STI, TDR,
Univ of Antwerp, 
Univ of Dundee 
WEHI, and other 
partners

Azoles (Chagas)

Amphotericin B Polymer (VL)

Buparvaquone (VL)

Fexinidazole (HAT)

Paromomycin 
(VL in Africa)

AmBisome
(VL in Africa)

Paediatric Benznidazole
(Chagas)

ASMQ (Malaria)
Fixed-Dose

Artesunate/Mefloquine

ASAQ (Malaria)
Fixed-Dose

Artesunate/Amodiaquine

HAT 
Consortium 
Scynexis
Pace Univ

VL
Consortium
Advinus,
CDRI

Chagas
Consortium
CDCO,
Epichem,
Murdoch
Univ,
Univ of Ouro
Preto

HAT: Human African trypanosomiasis
VL: Visceral leishmaniasis
All: HAT, VL, and Chagas

Combination Therapy
(VL in India)

Nifurtimox-Eflornithine
Co-Administration (HAT)
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“Unprofitable” Diseases
and Global DALY (in 1000ʼs)

Disease data taken from WHO, World Health Report 2004
DALY - Disability adjusted life year in 1000ʼs.

*  Officially listed in the WHO Tropical Disease Research disease portfolio.
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Malaria* 46,486

Tetanus 7,074

Lymphatic filariasis* 5,777

Syphilis 4,200

Trachoma 2,329

Leishmaniasis* 2,090

Ascariasis 1,817

Schistosomiasis* 1,702

Trypanosomiasis* 1,525

Trichuriasis 1,006

Japanese encephalitis 709

Chagas Disease* 667

Dengue* 616

Onchocerciasis* 484

Leprosy* 199

Diphtheria 185

Poliomyelitise 151

Hookworm disease 59
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crystalized protein

Anabaena 7120

Anacystis nidulans

Condrus crispus

Desulfovibrio vulgaris
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Expansion 2. Inheritance

co-crystalized protein/ligand model

crystalized 
protein template

1. Modeling
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Summary table
models with inherited ligands

Transcripts Modeled targets Selected models Inherited ligands Similar to a drug Drugs

C. hominis 3,886 1,614 666 197 20 13

C. parvum 3,806 1,918 742 232 24 13

L. major 8,274 3,975 1,409 478 43 20

M. leprae 1,605 1,178 893 310 25 6

M. tuberculosis 3,991 2,808 1,608 365 30 10

P. falciparum 5,363 2,599 818 284 28 13

P. vivax 5,342 2,359 822 268 24 13

T. brucei 7,793 1,530 300 138 13 6

T. cruzi 19,607 7,390 3,070 769 51 28

T. gondii 9,210 3,900 1,386 458 39 21

TOTAL 68,877 29,271 11,714 3,499 297 143

23

29,271 targets with good models, 297 inherited a ligand/substance 
similar to a known drug in DrugBank
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L. major Histone deacetylase 2 + Vorinostat 
Template 1t64A a human HDAC8 protein. 
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Antimalarial and Antileishmanial Activities of Aroyl-Pyrrolyl-Hydroxyamides, a
New Class of Histone Deacetylase Inhibitors

Members of the genus Leishmania are parasitic protozoans
that infect about two million people per annum (5), and they
are emerging as serious opportunistic infective agents in hu-
man immunodeficiency virus-infected patients (4). Malaria
parasites are responsible for 1.5 to 2.7 million deaths annually,
primarily in Africa (10). The effort to find new antimalarial
agents is still a high priority given the increasing malaria emer-
gency largely due to multidrug-resistant Plasmodium falcipa-
rum strains. The histones of P. falciparum have recently been
proposed as targets for drug treatment of blood stage parasites
(6). They also play an important role in chromatin remodeling
in trypanosomatids, which include Leishmania species and try-
panosomes (3).

Apicidin, a cyclic tetrapeptide isolated from Fusarium spp.,
was reported to block the in vitro development of apicom-
plexan parasites by inhibiting parasite (including Plasmodium
species) histone deacetylase (HDAC) (6). Another HDAC
inhibitor, suberoyl bishydroxamic acid, showed an in vivo cy-
tostatic effect against the acute murine malaria Plasmodium
berghei, and one round of treatment with the compound failed
to select for resistant mutations (1).

Recently, Mai et al. reported a novel series of hydroxamate
compounds, namely, 3-(4-aroyl-1H-pyrrol-2-yl)-N-hydroxy-2-
propenamides, acting as HDAC inhibitors in the range of low
micromolar-submicromolar concentrations (7, 8). The aim of
the present study was to investigate the in vitro antimalarial
and antileishmanial activities of lead compound 1 and some
analogues (compounds 2 to 10) to identify potential chemical
tools with selective toxicity for protozoa.

The antimalarial activity of compounds 1 to 10 (Table 1) was
determined in vitro for chloroquine-sensitive (CQS) (D6,
Sierra Leone) and chloroquine-resistant (CQR) (W2, Indo-
china) strains of P. falciparum. Growth of cultures of P. falci-

parum was determined by a parasite lactate dehydrogenase
assay using Malstat reagent (9). Chloroquine was used as the
positive control, while dimethyl sulfoxide was tested as the
negative control. Suberoylanilide hydroxamic acid (SAHA)
and trichostatin A (TSA), two well-known HDAC inhibitors,
were also tested. Antileishmanial activity of compounds 1 to 10
(Table 1) was tested on a transgenic cell line of Leishmania
donovani promastigotes expressing firefly luciferase (assay with
Steady Glo reagent; Promega, Madison, Wis.) obtained from
Dr. Rafael Balana-Fouce, University of Leon, Leon, Spain.
Pentamidine was tested as a reference drug together with
SAHA and TSA. All the compounds were simultaneously
tested for cytotoxicity on Vero (monkey kidney fibroblast) cells
by a Neutral Red assay (2).

Among compounds 1 to 10, only compound 7 showed anti-
malarial activity against P. falciparum strains; however, its 50%
inhibitor concentration (IC50) values were 22- to 100-fold
higher than those of chloroquine and 4.8- to 8.5-fold and 33- to
93-fold higher than those of SAHA and TSA, respectively.
Compounds 1 to 4 showed little Plasmodium inhibition activity
(Table 1). This biological behavior of compounds 1 to 10 re-
sembles their corresponding anti-HDAC effect against maize
HD2 (compound 7, IC50 " 0.1 #M; compounds 1 to 4, IC50 "
2 to 4 #M; compounds 5, 6, and 8 to 10, low-level activity or
totally inactivity) (7, 8), thus confirming an inhibiting action of
compound 7 and, to a lesser extent, of compounds 1 to 4 on
parasite HDAC enzymes.

Surprisingly, the majority of compounds 1 to 10 were found
endowed with interesting anti-Leishmania activity (in this case,
activity not directly related to their anti-HD2 action) (Table 1).
Compounds 2 and 3, the most potent of the series, were as
active as pentamidine, slightly less potent than TSA, and $10-
fold more potent than SAHA. Interestingly, compounds 2 and

TABLE 1. Antimalarial and antileishmanial activities of compounds 1 to 10

Compound Compounda
IC50 (#g/ml) for P. falciparumb: IC (#g/ml) for L. donovani Cytotoxicity

(#g/ml)D6 (CQS) W2 (CQR) IC50 IC90

1 1 $4.8 (46) $4.8 (45) 2.4 11.3 NCc

2 2 $4.7 (19) $4.7 (34) 1.7 5.4 NC
3 5 $4.7 (35) $4.7 (49) 1.6 5.1 NC
4 7 3.8 3.5 2.4 14.3 NC
5 27 NAd NA NA NA NC
6 29 NA NA NA NA NC
7 8 1.2 4 16 $50 NC
8 25 NA NA NA NA NC
9 26 NA NA 8.3 32 NC
10 28 NA NA 6.8 $50 NC
SAHA 0.25 0.47 22 50 1.2
TSA 0.036 0.043 0.89 25 0.095
Pentamidine NTe NT 1.25 4.1 NC
Chloroquine 0.014 0.18 NT NT NC

a From reference 7.
b Numbers in parentheses represent percentages of inhibition at the tested dose.
c NC, not cytotoxic at concentrations of up to 23.8 #g/ml.
d NA, not active at the maximum dose tested (4.8 #g/ml in the case of the antimalarial assays and 50 #g/ml in the case of the antileishmanial assays).
e NT, not tested.
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Apicidin: A novel antiprotozoal agent that inhibits
parasite histone deacetylase

(cyclic tetrapeptide�Apicomplexa�antiparasitic�malaria�coccidiosis)
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ABSTRACT A novel fungal metabolite, apicidin [cyclo(N-
O-methyl-L-tryptophanyl-L-isoleucinyl-D-pipecolinyl-L-2-
amino-8-oxodecanoyl)], that exhibits potent, broad spectrum
antiprotozoal activity in vitro against Apicomplexan parasites
has been identified. It is also orally and parenterally active in

vivo against Plasmodium berghei malaria in mice. Many Api-
complexan parasites cause serious, life-threatening human
and animal diseases, such as malaria, cryptosporidiosis,
toxoplasmosis, and coccidiosis, and new therapeutic agents
are urgently needed. Apicidin’s antiparasitic activity appears
to be due to low nanomolar inhibition of Apicomplexan histone
deacetylase (HDA), which induces hyperacetylation of his-
tones in treated parasites. The acetylation–deacetylation of
histones is a thought to play a central role in transcriptional
control in eukaryotic cells. Other known HDA inhibitors were
also evaluated and found to possess antiparasitic activity,
suggesting that HDA is an attractive target for the develop-
ment of novel antiparasitic agents.

Protozoan parasites of the subphylum Apicomplexa remain
significant threats to human and animal health worldwide.
With respect to human health, malaria remains one of the
leading causes of death in the world, resulting in the loss of over
1.5 million lives per year (1). Widespread multidrug resistance
to malaria has developed, and few, if any, new therapeutic
agents will be available in the foreseeable future. Another
Apicomplexan parasite, Cryptosporidium parvum, was recently
identified by the World Health Organization as an emerging
global health problem (2). The rapid spread of cryptosporidi-
osis has been reported in urban slums (3), and there have been
several major water-borne outbreaks in developed countries in
which thousands of individuals were infected (4). In immune
compromised individuals, such as AIDS patients, Cr. parvum

infections are incurable and lead to chronic diarrhea and
wasting disease. Despite its medical importance, there is
currently no therapy for treating cryptosporidiosis. Another
important apicomplexan infection in immune-compromised
patients is Toxoplasma gondii, which is becoming a relatively
common problem in AIDS patients (5). Although methods of
treating toxoplasmosis exist, better therapeutic agents are
clearly needed.

In animal health, the Apicomplexan parasites cause major
economic losses in livestock and poultry throughout the world.
Eimeria parasites are responsible for coccidiosis in poultry and
many other domesticated animals. Infection of the gut epithe-
lium by these intracellular parasites results in severe morbidity
and mortality, particularly in chickens. Poultry producers

worldwide routinely employ chemical prophylaxis to prevent
serious coccidiosis outbreaks. Resistance to currently available
coccidiostats is prevalent, and new anticoccidial agents are
needed. T. gondii is an important cause of abortion and
morbidity in livestock, especially sheep and goats (6), and
species of Cryptosporidium cause widespread and rapidly trans-
mitted diarrheal illness in several mammalian hosts, especially
calves, neonatal lambs and goats, and young foals (7).

In this paper, a novel natural product, apicidin [cyclo(N-O-
methyl-L-tryptophanyl-L-isoleucinyl-D-pipecolinyl-L-2-amino-
8-oxodecanoyl)], that has broad spectrum activity against the
Apicomplexan parasites is described, and experimental evi-
dence that demonstrates that this compound kills parasites by
inhibiting histone deacetylase (HDA), a key nuclear enzyme
involved in transcriptional control, is provided.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Source of Compounds and Organisms. [3H]Apicidin A

(2-N-desmethoxy[3H]apicidin, specific activity 18.7 mCi�mg; 1
Ci � 37 GBq), Ac-Gly-Ala-Lys(�-[3H]Ac)-Arg-His-Arg-Lys(�-
[3H]Ac)-Val-NH2 (specific activity 3.8 Ci�mmol), �-hydroxy-
HC-toxin, and trichostatin were prepared at Merck Research
Laboratories, Rahway, NJ. Sodium [14C]acetate (60 mCi�
mmol) was purchased from Amersham. Sodium butyrate and
HC-toxin were from Sigma. Organisms for in vitro studies were
obtained from a variety of sources: Plasmodium berghei (strain
KBG 173), A. Ager (University of Miami, Miami); Plasmo-

dium falciparum (Dd2 strain), D. Chakraborti (University of
Florida, Gainesville, FL); Neospora caninum (strain NC-1-2C)
and Caryospora bigenetica, D. Lindsay and C. Sundermann
(Auburn University, Auburn, AL). Human blood products
were from the North Jersey Blood Center.

Determination of in Vitro Antiprotozoal Activity. Conditions
for the in vitro culture of parasites and determination of
minimal inhibitory concentrations [defined as the lowest con-
centration (nanograms per milliliter) at which parasite growth
was fully inhibited] for compounds were conducted according
to previously described methods. For Eimeria tenella, the 48-hr
assay as described by Schmatz et al. (8) was used; for T. gondii,
Besnoitia jellisoni, and N. caninum, the method of Roos et al.

(9) was used; for Ca. bigenetica, the 7-day assay as described by
Sundermann et al. (10) was used; for P. falciparum [chloro-
quine-resistant strain Dd2, grown according to Trager and
Jensen (11)], drug sensitivity was determined over 48 hr
visually by light microscopy of stained blood smears; and
activity against Cr. parvum was determined according to
Woods et al. (12) with rat serum at a 1:1000 dilution. Test

The publication costs of this article were defrayed in part by page charge
payment. This article must therefore be hereby marked ‘‘advertisement’’ in
accordance with 18 U.S.C. §1734 solely to indicate this fact.

Abbreviations: HDA, histone deacetylase; p.i., post infection; AUT,
acid urea triton.
†To whom reprint requests should be addressed.

13143

L. major Histone deacetylase 2 + Vorinostat 
Literature

Saturday, March 13, 2010



26

P. falciparum tymidylate kinase + zidovudine 
Template 3tmkA a yeast tymidylate kinase. 
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P. falciparum thymidylate kinase + zidovudine 
NMR Water-LOGSY  and STD experiments

Leticia Ortí, Rodrigo J. Carbajo, and Antonio Pineda-Lucena

ATM Zidovudine

6.46.66.87.07.27.47.67.8 mpp0.8 6.26.46.66.87.07.27.47.67.8 ppm
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TDIʼs kernel
http://tropicaldisease.org/kernel
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TDIʼs kernel
http://tropicaldisease.org/kernel

L. Orti et al., Nat Biotechnol 27, 320 (2009). L. Orti et al., PLoS Negl Trop Dis 3, e418 (2009).
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Table 1  TDI kernel genomes
Organisma Transcriptsb Modeled targetsc Similard Exacte

Cryptosporidium hominis 3,886 666 20 13

Cryptosporidium parvum 3,806 742 24 13

Leishmania major 8,274 1,409 43 20

Mycobacterium leprae 1,605 893 25 6

Mycobacterium tuberculosis 3,991 1,608 30 10

Plasmodium falciparum 5,363 818 28 13

Plasmodium vivax 5,342 822 24 13

Toxoplasma gondii 7,793 300 13 6

Trypanosoma cruzi 19,607 3,070 51 28

Trypanosoma brucei 9,210 1,386 39 21

Total 68,877 11,714 297 143
aOrganisms in bold are included in the World Health Organization (Geneva) Tropical Disease portfolio. bNumber of transcripts in 
each genome. cNumber of targets with at least one domain accurately modeled (that is, MODPIPE quality score of at least 1.0). 
dNumber of modeled targets with at least one predicted binding site for a molecule with a Tanimoto score11 of at least 0.9 to a 
drug in DrugBank12. eNumber of modeled targets with at least one predicted binding site for a molecule in DrugBank.

A kernel for the Tropical Disease Initiative
To the Editor:
Identifying proteins that are good drug 
targets and finding drug leads that bind to 
them is generally a challenging problem. It 
is particularly difficult for neglected tropical 
diseases, such as malaria and tuberculosis, 
where research resources are relatively 
scarce1. Fortunately, several developments 
improve our ability to deal with drug 
discovery for neglected diseases: first, the 
sequencing of many complete genomes 
of organisms that cause tropical diseases; 
second, the determination of a large number 
of protein structures; third, the creation 
of compound libraries, including already-
approved drugs; and fourth, the availability of 
improved bioinformatics analysis, including 
methods for comparative protein structure 
modeling, binding site identification, virtual 
ligand screening and drug design. Therefore, 
we are now in a position to increase the odds 
of identifying high-quality drug targets and 
drug leads for neglected tropical diseases. 
Here we encourage a collaboration among 
scientists to engage in drug discovery for 
tropical diseases by providing a ‘kernel’ for 
the Tropical Disease Initiative (TDI, http://
www.tropicaldisease.org/)2. As the Linux 
kernel did for open source code development, 
we suggest that the TDI kernel may help 
overcome a major stumbling block, in this 
case, for open source drug discovery: the 
absence of a critical mass of preexisting work 
that volunteers can build on incrementally.
This kernel complements several other 
initiatives on neglected tropical diseases3–5, 
including collaborative web portals (e.g., 
http://www.thesynapticleap.org/), public-

private partnerships (e.g., http://
www.mmv.org/) and private 
foundations (e.g., http://www.
gatesfoundation.org/); for an 
updated list of initiatives, see the 
TDI website above.

The TDI kernel was derived 
with our software pipeline6,7 for 
predicting structures of protein 
sequences by comparative 
modeling, localizing small-
molecule binding sites on the 
surfaces of the models and 
predicting ligands that bind to 
them. Specifically, the pipeline 
linked 297 proteins from 
ten pathogen genomes with 
already approved drugs that 
were developed for treating 
other diseases (Table 1). Such 
links, if proven experimentally, 
may significantly increase the 
efficiency of target identification, 
target validation, lead discovery, 
lead optimization and clinical 
trials. Two of the kernel targets 
were tested for their binding 
to a known drug by NMR 
spectroscopy, validating one 
of our predictions (Fig. 1 and 
Supplementary Data online). 
It is difficult to assess the 
accuracy of our computational 
predictions based on this limited 
experimental testing. Thus, we encourage 
other investigators to donate their expertise 
and facilities to test additional predictions. 
We hope the testing will occur within the 

Figure 1  TDI kernel snapshot of the web page for the 
Plasmodium falciparum thymidylate kinase target (http://
tropicaldisease.org/kernel/q8i4s1/). Our computational pipeline 
predicted that thymidylate kinase from P. falciparum binds 
ATM (3´-azido-3´-deoxythymidine-5´-monophosphate), a supra-
structure of the zidovudine drug approved for the treatment of 
HIV infection. The binding of this ligand to a site on the kinase 
was experimentally validated by one-dimensional Water-LOGSY9 
and saturation transfer difference10 NMR experiments.

open source context, where results are made 
available with limited or no restrictions.

A freely downloadable version of the TDI 
kernel is available in accordance with the 
Science Commons protocol for implementing 
open access data (http://sciencecommons.
org/projects/publishing/open-access-data-
protocol/), which prescribes standard 
academic attribution and facilitates tracking 
of work but imposes no other restrictions. We 
do not seek intellectual property rights in the 
actual discoveries based on the TDI kernel, in 
the hope of reinvigorating drug discovery for 
neglected tropical diseases8. By minimizing 
restrictions on the data, including viral terms 
that would be inherited by all derivative 
works, we hope to attract as many eyeballs as 
we possibly can to use and improve the kernel. 
Although many of the drugs in the kernel are 
proprietary under diverse types of rights, we 
believe that the existence of public domain 
pairs of targets and compounds will reduce 
the royalties that patent owners can charge 
and sponsors must pay. This should decrease 
the large sums of money governments and 
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A Kernel for Open Source Drug Discovery in Tropical
Diseases
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Abstract

Background: Conventional patent-based drug development incentives work badly for the developing world, where
commercial markets are usually small to non-existent. For this reason, the past decade has seen extensive experimentation
with alternative R&D institutions ranging from private–public partnerships to development prizes. Despite extensive
discussion, however, one of the most promising avenues—open source drug discovery—has remained elusive. We argue
that the stumbling block has been the absence of a critical mass of preexisting work that volunteers can improve through a
series of granular contributions. Historically, open source software collaborations have almost never succeeded without
such ‘‘kernels’’.

Methodology/Principal Findings: Here, we use a computational pipeline for: (i) comparative structure modeling of target
proteins, (ii) predicting the localization of ligand binding sites on their surfaces, and (iii) assessing the similarity of the predicted
ligands to known drugs. Our kernel currently contains 143 and 297 protein targets from ten pathogen genomes that are
predicted to bind a known drug or a molecule similar to a known drug, respectively. The kernel provides a source of potential
drug targets and drug candidates around which an online open source community can nucleate. Using NMR spectroscopy, we
have experimentally tested our predictions for two of these targets, confirming one and invalidating the other.

Conclusions/Significance: The TDI kernel, which is being offered under the Creative Commons attribution share-alike license
for free and unrestricted use, can be accessed on the World Wide Web at http://www.tropicaldisease.org. We hope that the
kernel will facilitate collaborative efforts towards the discovery of new drugs against parasites that cause tropical diseases.
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Introduction

There is a lack of high-quality protein drug targets and drug leads
for neglected diseases [1,2]. Fortunately, many genomes of
organisms that cause tropical diseases have already been sequenced
and published. Therefore, we are now in a position to leverage this
information by identifying potential protein targets for drug
discovery. Atomic-resolution structures can facilitate this task. In
the absence of an experimentally determined structure, comparative
modeling can provide useful models for sequences that are
detectably related to known protein structures [3,4]. Approximately
half of known protein sequences contain domains that can be
currently predicted by comparative modeling [5,6]. This coverage

will increase as the number of experimentally determined structures
grows and modeling software improves. A protein model can
facilitate at least four important tasks in the early stages of drug
discovery [7]: prioritizing protein targets for drug discovery [8],
identifying binding sites for small molecules [9,10], suggesting drug
leads [11,12], and optimizing these leads [13–15].
Here, we address the first three tasks by assembling our

computer programs into a software pipeline that automatically and
on large-scale predicts protein structures, their ligand binding sites,
and known drugs that interact with them. As a proof of principle,
we applied the pipeline to the genomes of ten organisms that cause
tropical diseases (‘‘target genomes’’). We also experimentally tested
two predicted drug-target interactions using Nuclear Magnetic
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