
Abstract The symbiotic N2-fixing α-proteobacterium
Sinorhizobium meliloti has three replicons: a circular
chromosome (3.7 Mb) and two smaller replicons,
pSymA (1.4 Mb) and pSymB (1.7 Mb). Sequence analy-
sis has revealed that an essential gene is carried
on pSymB, which brings into question whether pSymB
should be considered a chromosome or a plasmid. Based
on the criterion that essential genes define a chromo-
some, several species have been shown to have multiple
chromosomes. Many of these species are part of the α
subdivision of the Proteobacteria family. Here, additional
justification is presented for designating the pSymB rep-
licon as a chromosome. It is shown that chromosomes
within a species share a more similar dinucleotide com-
position, or genome signature, than plasmids do with the
host chromosome(s). Dinucleotide signatures were deter-
mined for each of the S. meliloti replicons, and, consis-
tent with the suggestion that pSymB is a chromosome, it
is shown that the pSymB signature more closely resem-
bles that of the S. meliloti chromosome, while the
pSymA signature is typical of other α-proteobacterial
plasmids.
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Introduction

It is well recognized that the nucleotide composition of a
genome is non-random; elements contributing to this
heterogeneity include distinct regions high in G + C or 
A + T (e.g. isochores; Bernardi et al. 1985), dispersed
and tandem repeated sequences, and transposable ele-
ments. Coding regions also have different compositions
to non-coding regions (Aota and Ikemura 1986; Muto

and Osawa 1987), and even strand composition may be
biased (Wu and Maeder 1987). Thus, local composition-
al variations make it difficult to generalize about a whole
genome based on analyses of small regions of DNA.

Genomes of organisms representing all domains of
life have been sequenced, allowing in-depth composi-
tional and comparative analysis of these genomes. Ex-
amination of the frequencies of short oligonucleotides
(di-, tri- and tetranucleotides) in prokaryotic, eukaryotic,
and mitochondrial DNA sequences has revealed consis-
tent patterns of oligonucleotide biases, some of which
are common to all groups. However, when the relative
frequencies of all dinucleotides are considered together,
the pattern of dinucleotide bias is unique to each species
(Nussinov 1984b; Burge et al. 1992; Karlin and Ladunga
1994; Karlin et al. 1994, 1997; Karlin and Mrázek 1997;
Campbell et al. 1999). Unlike G + C content, dinucle-
otide biases tend to be consistent throughout a genome,
in both coding and non-coding DNA (Karlin and Mrázek
1996), giving a genome-wide perspective of the patterns
of nucleotide composition within a genome.

The preference or avoidance of specific dinucleotides
was first quantified by Bird (1980) who observed a 
CG dinucleotide (or CpG) suppression in vertebrate se-
quences. The frequency of the CG dinucleotide is up to
fivefold lower than the expected frequency based on C
and G mononucleotide frequencies. It has been suggest-
ed that the high mutability of methylated cytosine to
thymine due to deamination is responsible for the CG
under-representation in these organisms (Bird 1980). 
Evidence for this is given by the existence of “CpG is-
lands,” G + C-rich DNA sequences of variable length
which are abundant in unmethylated CG dinucleotides
(Bird 1986). More recent studies establish that the CG
suppression observed in vertebrates is also prevalent in
fungi, plants, protists, and some bacteria (Cardon et al.
1994). Considering that mitochondria and bacteria lack
the appropriate DNA methylases, the CG suppression
observed in these organisms cannot be explained by the
methylation/deamination/mutation hypothesis. Addition-
ally, this hypothesis cannot account for other dinucle-
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otide biases, such as the TA dinucleotide suppression. In-
stead, it has been suggested that dinucleotide biases re-
flect the avoidance of unfavorable base-step conforma-
tions and stacking energies (Nussinov 1984a, b). Since
dinucleotide biases are a genome-wide property, it has
also been suggested that the mutational biases of the
modification, replication and repair machinery play a
role in the generation and maintenance of species-specific
dinucleotide biases (Karlin and Ladunga 1994; Karlin et
al. 1997).

Karlin and his colleagues used dinucleotide relative
abundance, the observed frequency of a given dinucle-
otide relative to the expected frequency based on base
composition, to compare genomes (Burge et al. 1992;
Karlin et al. 1994, 1997; Karlin and Burge 1995). The
set of 16 dinucleotide relative abundance values is re-
ferred to as the “dinucleotide relative abundance profile”
of an organism. The difference between two profiles is
the dinucleotide relative abundance distance, or δ*-dis-
tance. Because dinucleotide relative abundance profiles
are unique to each organism, and within-species δ*-dis-
tances between disjoint 50-kb regions of a replicon are
more similar than between-species δ*-distances, the di-
nucleotide relative abundance profile has been termed
the “genome signature”. In addition, organisms that are
closely related, as determined by 16S rDNA analysis,
generally have more similar genome signatures than
more distantly related organisms. Analysis of plasmids
and chromosomes has shown that δ*-distances tend to be
small (but not necessarily the smallest) between plasm-
ids and natural host chromosomes (Campbell et al.
1999). Thus, plasmids generally tend to track host chro-
mosomal signatures.

In this paper, dinucleotide relative abundance profiles
and δ*-distances have been used to characterize the ge-
nome of Sinorhizobium meliloti. S. meliloti is a N2-fixing
α-proteobacterium that can form an endosymbiotic rela-
tionship with leguminous plants. The genome consists of
three replicons: megaplasmids pSymA and pSymB, and
one chromosome. The pSymA megaplasmid (1.4 Mb)
has long been known to carry symbiotic genes essential
for symbiotic nitrogen fixation and root nodulation
(Banfalvi et al. 1981; Rosenberg et al. 1981). The
pSymB megaplasmid (1.7 Mb) also carries genes essen-
tial for the establishment of a successful endosymbiotic
relationship with host legumes (Finan et al. 1986; Hynes
et al. 1986).

The complete genome of S. meliloti has recently been
sequenced and annotated (Barnett et al. 2001; Capela et
al. 2001; Finan et al. 2001; Galibert et al. 2001). Al-
though pSymB and pSymA both play roles in symbiosis,
the difference in the G + C contents of the replicons 
imply that their evolutionary histories are different; the
G + C content of pSymA (60.4%) is lower than the chro-
mosome (62.7%) and pSymB (62.4%). Because of this
difference, it has been suggested that pSymA had been
acquired much later in evolution than pSymB (Galibert
et al. 2001). However, the similarity in G + C content
alone does not necessarily reflect the degree of related-

ness between sequences. Because dinucleotide frequen-
cies reflect restrictions in DNA conformation and muta-
tional biases of DNA modification, replication, and re-
pair enzymes, the application of genome signatures and
δ*-distances in this paper give a more precise picture of
the compositional differences and similarities between
the replicons than base composition alone. The results
presented here demonstrate that the pSymB genome sig-
nature is chromosome-like and, in this respect, that the
pSymB replicon is atypical of other α-proteobacterial
plasmids. Taken together with previously observed chro-
mosome-like features, genome signatures support the ar-
gument that pSymB should be considered a chromosome
rather than a plasmid.

Materials and methods

Sequence data

Sequences were downloaded from the National Center for Bio-
technology Information (NCBI) website at http://www.ncbi.
nlm.nih.gov as of August, 2001. Organisms were selected based
on their close relationship to S. meliloti or similar soil habitat.
Complete genome sequences from the following organisms were
used in the analysis: Mesorhizobium loti (chromosome, plasmids
pMLa and pMLb), Agrobacterium tumefaciens C58 (circular chro-
mosome, linear chromosome, plasmids pAT and pTi; Cereon Ge-
nomics), Bacillus subtillis, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, Escherichia
coli K12, Caulobacter crescentus, Haemophilus influenzae, De-
inococcus radiodurans (chromosomes I and II, and plasmids MP1
and CP1), Helicobacter pylori, Mycobacterium tuberculosis, Syn-
echocystis sp. PCC 6803, Rickettsia prowazekii, Vibrio cholerae
(chromosomes I and II), Thermotoga maritima, and Halobacteri-
um sp. NRC-1 (chromosome and plasmids pNRC100 and
pNRC200). The Brucella melitensis genome sequence became
available in December 2001. Complete plasmid sequences from
the following organisms were used in analysis: Rhizobium sp.
NGR234 (pNGR234a), Agrobacterium rhizogenes (pRi1724),
Lactococcus lactis (pMRC01), Yersinia pestis (pMT1), and Sphin-
gomonas aromaticivorans (pNL1).

In addition, preliminary sequence data of Rhodobacter sphae-
roides was downloaded from the DOE Joint Genome Institute at
http://www.jgi.doe.gov. Six contigs greater than 100 kb from the R.
sphaeroides genome were available (February 2001), totaling
807,975 bp. The R. sphaeroides genome is composed of two chro-
mosomes. However, because sequencing and assembly of contigs
are incomplete, for dinucleotide analysis, the sequences were
joined to form one continuous sequence. Complete S. meliloti se-
quences for the chromosome, pSymA, and pSymB were download-
ed from the S. meliloti sequencing consortium website at: http://se-
quence.toulouse.inra.fr/rhime/Complete/doc/Complete.html.

Dinucleotide relative abundance values and δ*-distance

Dinucleotide extremes were determined by calculating the ob-
served frequency divided by the expected frequency of each dinu-
cleotide. The set of 16 dinucleotide relative frequencies, {ρ*XY},
for a particular sequence has been termed the “dinucleotide rela-
tive abundance profile”, where

for all dinucleotides XY where is the frequency of nucleotide X
and is the frequency of dinucleotide XY (Burge et al. 1992).
To control for strand differences, the frequencies are computed
from the sequence concatenated with its inverted complementary
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sequence. Statistical analysis from previous studies (Karlin et al.
1997) has determined the values of dinucleotide relative abun-
dance values that represent statistically significant extremes for
double-stranded 50-kb sequences, and they are applied in this
work. Over-representation of a dinucleotide is indicated accord-
ing to the following scheme: 1.23≤ ρ* <1.30 (marginally high), 
1.30 ≤ρ* <1.50 (very high), and ρ* ≥1.50 (extremely high); under-
representation of a dinucleotide is indicated by: 0.70< ρ* ≤0.78
(marginally low), 0.50< ρ* ≤0.70 (very low), and ρ* ≤0.50 (ex-
tremely low). These values represent the extremes which would
occur in a random, double-stranded 50-kb nucleotide sequence
with the probabilities P ≤10–3, P ≤10–6 and P ≤10–9 for the mar-
ginally high/low, very high/low, and extremely high/low catego-
ries, respectively. Values 0.78≤ ρ* <1.23 are considered within the
“normal” range.

The difference between two profiles was calculated by the fol-
lowing formula: 

where δ* is the dinucleotide relative abundance distance, X and Y
are nucleotides A, T, C and G, f and g denote the two sequences,
and the sum extends over all nucleotides. This is the average ab-
solute dinucleotide relative abundance difference, referred to as
the δ*-distance. Empirical, qualitative rankings of the δ*-distanc-
es for 50-kb sequences were modified from Karlin et al. (1999),
and an example of the relatedness reflected by the δ*-distance is
given in parentheses: closely similar, δ* ≤55 (E. coli vs S. typhi-
murium); moderately similar, 55< δ* ≤85 (E. coli vs H. influen-
zae); weakly similar, 85< δ* ≤115 (Sulfolobus sp. vs M. jannas-
chii); distantly similar, 115< δ* ≤145 (human vs S. cerevisiae);
distant, 145< δ* ≤185 (E. coli vs H. pylori); very distant, δ* >185
(human vs E. coli).

Unless otherwise indicated, whole genome signatures were
calculated from complete genome sequences and δ*-distances for
within- and between-species comparisons were calculated from
non-overlapping 50-kb regions spanning the sequence of the repli-
con. Two-sample t-tests were performed to compare mean δ*-dis-
tances of 50-kb regions.

Results

The S. meliloti pSymB replicon is atypical 
of other α-proteobacterial plasmids

The dinucleotide relative abundance profile, or signa-
ture, was determined for each replicon in S. meliloti and
completely sequenced chromosomes and plasmids from
other α-proteobacteria (Table 1). Dinucleotide abun-
dances of a sequence are calculated relative to expected
values based on the actual nucleotide content of that se-
quence; therefore, the dinucleotide abundances of two
sequences with different G + C contents can be com-
pared. The plasmids have a distinctive pattern of dinu-
cleotide extremes, when compared to those in the chro-
mosomes. The chromosomal sequences, including the 
S. meliloti chromosome, tend to have an over-representa-
tion of CG, a common feature of halobacterial and
proteobacterial chromosomes (Karlin et al. 1997). The
relative abundances of TA and AT are higher in the chro-

Table 1 Dinucleotide relative
abundance profiles of α-proteo-
bacterial replicons. Italics indi-
cate chromosomal sequences.
Agrobacterium tumefaciens I
and A. tumefaciens II refer to
the circular and linear chromo-
somes, respectively. The plas-
mid sequences of α-proteobac-
teria are as follows: Rhizobium
sp. NGR234 (pNGR234a), 
M. loti (pMLa, pMLb), A. tume-
faciens C58 (pTi, pAT), 
A. rhizogenes (pRi1724), and 
S. aromaticivorans (pNL1).
Significant over-representation
of a dinucleotide is indicated
by the following scheme: 
1.23≤ ρ* <1.30 (marginally
high, green box), 1.30≤ ρ* <1.50
(very high, blue box), and 
ρ* ≥1.50 (extremely high,
black box); under-representa-
tion of a dinucleotide is indicat-
ed by: 0.70< ρ* ≤0.78 (margin-
ally low, yellow box), 0.50< ρ*
≤0.70 (very low, magenta box),
and ρ* ≤0.50 (extremely low,
red box)
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mosomes than the plasmids, and biases are also observed
for AC/GT, GA/TC, TT/AA, and GC in the chromo-
somes. The pSymB replicon clearly tracks the signature
of the S. meliloti chromosome, as the relative abundance
of each dinucleotide is the same for both replicons. Un-
like pSymB, the pSymA replicon has a typical plasmid-
like signature, marked by “very low” relative abundance
of TA, “marginally high” relative abundance of AT, and
the absence of a bias in AC/GT or GA/TC dinucleotides.

To quantify the differences in genome signatures
among the three S. meliloti replicons, mean δ*-distances
were calculated from pairwise comparisons of 50-kb re-
gions with other plasmids and chromosomes found in
closely related species or species sharing a similar habi-
tat (Table 2). In accordance with the previous observa-
tion that plasmids tend to track host chromosome signa-
tures (Campbell et al. 1999), both pSymB and pSymA
have δ*-distances which are “closely similar” to the 
S. meliloti chromosome (29.7 and 49.4, respectively).
The smallest δ*-distance to the S. meliloti chromosome
is pSymB, and vice versa. However, the δ*-distances for
pSymA contrast those of pSymB; the δ*-distances be-
tween pSymA and the chromosome (49.4) and pSymA
and pSymB (42.7) are “closely similar”. However, all
seven of the plasmids tested have smaller δ*-distances to
pSymA than does pSymB or the chromosome. Thus, the
pSymB dinucleotide relative abundance profile is atypi-
cal of other α-proteobacterial plasmids, and more similar
to that of the S. meliloti chromosome.

Comparison of δ*-distances between chromosomes 
within a species suggest the pSymB replicon 
is a chromosome rather than a plasmid

Additional evidence for the chromosome-like nature of
the pSymB signature is provided by a δ*-distance com-
parison of genome signatures among and between
plasmids and chromosomes. In previous studies it was
shown that (1) plasmid signatures tend to track host
chromosomal sequences (Campbell et al. 1999), and (2)
sequences within the same replicon have smaller δ*-dis-
tances than sequences from two different species (Karlin
et al. 1994; Karlin and Burge 1995).

In organisms harboring more than one plasmid, com-
parisons can be made between plasmid-chromosome δ*-
distances and plasmid-plasmid δ*-distances (Table 3).
These values are listed for various species in Table 3.
The standard errors for all mean δ*-distances listed are
less than 4.5, with the exception of the pTi within-plas-
mid δ*-distance which has a standard error of 8.4. The
mean δ*-distance between the M. loti plasmids (21.4) is
significantly smaller (P <0.01) than the mean δ*-distanc-
es between either plasmid and the M. loti chromosome
(40.8 and 43.3 for pMLa and pMLb, respectively). The
same relationship is also observed for the chromosome
and plasmids of the archaebacterium Halobacterium sp.
NRC-1 (Table 3). In contrast, the mean δ*-distance be-
tween the S. meliloti chromosome and pSymB (29.7) is
significantly lower (P <0.01,t =–43.4) than that between

Table 2 Comparison of mean
dinucleotide relative abundance
distances (δ*-distances) by Sino-
rhizobium meliloti replicons.
Chromosomal sequences are in-
dicated in italics. Agrobacterium
tumefaciens I and A. tumefaciens
II refer to the circular and linear
chromosomes, respectively.
Plasmid sequences are from the
following organisms: A. rhizo-
genes (pRi1724), S. aromatico-
vorans (pNL1), M. loti (pMLa,
pMLb), Rhizobium sp. NGR234
(pNGR234a), A. tumefaciens
(pTi, pAT), and Y. pestis (pMT1).
S. meliloti replicons are indicat-
ed in bold. The seven α-proteo-
bacterial plasmids have smaller
δ*-distances to pSymA than
pSymB does to pSymA



278

pSymA and the S. meliloti chromosome (49.4) and be-
tween pSymA and pSymB (P <0.01,t =–23.0). Consis-
tent with previous observations (Campbell et al. 1999;
Karlin et al. 1994; Karlin and Burge 1995), the within-
chromosome δ*-distances are significantly smaller than
plasmid-chromosome δ*-distances for all three species.

A similar relationship is observed with organisms
consisting of two chromosomes as well as plasmids. In
these cases, comparisons can be made between chromo-
some-chromosome δ*-distances, plasmid-chromosome
δ*-distances, and plasmid-plasmid δ*-distances. Agro-
bacterium tumefaciens has one circular chromosome,
one linear chromosome, and two plasmids. The δ*-dis-
tance of 37.8 between the two plasmids is significantly
lower (P <0.01) than the δ*-distances between either
plasmid to either chromosome (Table 3). The Deinococ-
cus radiodurans genome comprises two chromosomes
(2,649 kb and 412 kb), one megaplasmid, and one small
plasmid. The signatures of the two chromosomes are
very similar, as reflected by the small (30.2) δ*-distance
(Table 3). The megaplasmid (MP1) is “closely similar”
to both of the chromosomes and the plasmid-chromo-
some δ*-distances are not significantly different from
the between-chromosome δ*-distance at the 5% level.
This is analogous to the relationship amongst pSymB,
pSymA, and the S. meliloti chromosome; however, MP1
does not carry any essential genes and only comprises
5.4% of the whole genome and was not designated a
chromosome.

The mean δ*-distance between pSymB and the S. me-
liloti chromosome (29.7) is not significantly different 
(P >0.05) from the between-chromosome δ*-distance of
D. radiodurans (30.2) or the α-proteobacterium B. meli-
tensis (30.1), and significantly lower than the V. cholerae
between-chromosome δ*-distance (P =0.03, t =–2.2).
Thus, the difference in relative dinucleotide frequencies
between pSymB and the S. meliloti chromosome is gen-
erally at the same level or lower than that found between
two chromosomes in the same organism. Only the A. tu-
mefaciens between-chromosome δ*-distance of 27.0 was
smaller (P <0.01, t =7.1). Within-chromosome δ*-dis-
tance values are comparable to between-chromosome
values, ranging from 22.0 to 37.3, while within-plasmid
values range from 15.0 to 44.7 (Table 3).

These data indicate that the application of genome
signatures is a good indicator of the degree of related-
ness of replicons not only between species, but within-
species as well. Among replicons within the same organ-
ism, the similarity in genome signatures probably re-
flects long-term replication by the same polymerase and
repair enzymes.

Discussion

Plasmids are considered “facultative” genetic elements,
not essential for cell viability but they often carry genes
that allow for adaptation to different environments, life-

Table 3 Mean δ*-distances between plasmids and chromosomes.
Bold numbers indicate mean δ*-distances between 50-kb regions
in plasmid and natural host chromosome(s). Within-chromosome
and Within-plasmid refer to comparison of 50-kb regions within
the same chromosome and plasmid, respectively. Between-chro-
mosome and Between-plasmid refers to comparisons between two
different chromosomes or plasmids, respectively. All standard er-

rors of mean δ*-distances are less than 4.5 with the exception of
the pTi within-plasmid δ*-distance (SE =8.4). A within-plasmid
δ*-distance was not determined for CP1, since the plasmid is too
short. For between-chromosome δ*-distances, an asterisk indi-
cates values significantly different (at the level of 5%) from the S.
meliloti chromosome-pSymB mean δ*-distance of 29.7. See text
for t-test results for comparison of means



and is present in all S. meliloti strains. Unlike pSymA,
sequence analysis of pSymB did not reveal characteris-
tics of a self-transmissible plasmid (e.g. it lacks an oriT
sequence and conjugative transfer genes). The only ex-
ception is a single copy of the traA gene, also found on
pSymA. The codon usage of pSymB is very similar to
that of the chromosome, while pSymA codon usage is
notably different from the chromosome or pSymB 
(Galibert et al. 2001). The complete sequence and 
annotation of pSymB has revealed the presence of a

gene and two loci involved in cell division: one
of two genomic copies of ftsK, and the single-copy 
minCDE genes (Finan et al. 2001). Two ftsK genes and
the minCDE genes are also found on the M. loti chromo-
some, outside of the transmissible “symbiotic island”
(Kaneko et al. 2000). The presence of these genes on
pSymB suggests that this replicon plays a central role in
control of cell division and chromosome partitioning. No
essential genes were identified on pSymA. Additionally,
while pSymB has resisted all attempts, the pSymA
megaplasmid has been successfully cured from S. meli-
loti strain 2011 (Oresnik et al. 2000).

Here, the application of the dinucleotide relative
abundance analysis has shown that, beyond the presence
of essential genes, pSymB shares genome-wide charac-
teristics with the chromosome of S. meliloti that are
atypical of other α-proteobacterial plasmids, including
pSymA. When compared to other δ*-distances observed
between chromosomes within the same organism, the
difference between pSymB and the S. meliloti chromo-
some falls within the same level of similarity; this is in-
dicative of a high degree of relatedness and/or long-term
residence of pSymB in the S. meliloti genome.

The genome of the γ-proteobacterium V. cholerae is
comprised of two circular chromosomes (Trucksis et al.
1998). It has been suggested that the V. cholerae chro-
mosome II was derived from a megaplasmid captured in
an ancestral Vibrio which has acquired essential genes
(Heidelberg et al. 2000). The pSymB replicon may also
have a similar history, since it contains both plasmid-like
features (an oriV, repABC genes, absence of rrn genes),
chromosomal-like features (a tRNA gene, min and ftsK
genes and large size), and a signature similar to the 
S. meliloti chromosome rather than other α-proteobacte-
rial plasmids. Over evolutionary time, pSymB may have
acquired genes essential to the organism’s viability as
well as a similar signature as the chromosome due to
long-term residence in S. meliloti and exposure to muta-
tional biases of its replication and repair machinery. 
Taken together, these functional and compositional 
characteristics indicate that pSymB is not merely an ac-
cessory genetic element, but a chromosome-like repli-
con.

Conclusion

It has already been recognized that pSymB has chromo-
some-like features; pSymB comprises a large proportion

279

styles, or stress conditions (Joset and Guespin-Michel
1994). The pSymB replicon, which carries many genes
involved in small molecule transport in addition to those
genes involved in the endosymbiotic lifestyle, appears to
be specialized for adaptation to different environments.
However, most of these genes are non-essential to cell
viability, as a large portion of the pSymB replicon can be
deleted without loss of viability (Charles and Finan
1991), nor does pSymB carry any genes coding for ribo-
somal RNA (rrn; Finan et al. 2001). Control of the repli-
cation initiation and inheritance by plasmid-encoded
RepABC proteins is characteristic of α-proteobacterial
plasmids, especially within the Agrobacterium and Rhi-
zobium genera (Tabata et al. 1989; Palmer et al. 2000).
However, there are exceptions; repABC is also found on
the linear chromosome of A. tumefaciens C58, leading to
the speculation that this chromosome was derived from a
plasmid (Goodner et al. 2001). A repABC operon and a
replication origin (oriV) on pSymB have been shown to
allow autonomous plasmid replication and stable inherit-
ance (Chain et al. 2000). There is, however, also evi-
dence that the pSymB replicon has another replication
origin that is chromosome-like in nature, AT-rich, con-
taining potential DnaA-binding sites, and a 13-mer se-
quence similar to the C. crescentus oriC (Margolin and
Long 1993).

Considering the presence of repABC and that the
overall role of pSymB appears to be adaptation rather
than cell viability, pSymB appears plasmid-like. How-
ever, when other characteristics of pSymB are taken into
consideration, the task of designating this replicon a
chromosome or a plasmid becomes more difficult.

The suggestion that a bacterial genome contains more
than one chromosome is not unprecedented. Traditional-
ly, within a genome of multiple replicons, the designa-
tion of a replicon as a chromosome has been based on
the presence of genes essential to cell viability, such as
16S rRNA genes, or essential housekeeping genes such
as dnaK. The presence of multiple chromosomes in pro-
karyotic genomes was first reported for Rhodobacter
sphaeroides 2.4.1 based on the finding that two rRNA
cistrons and the gene coding for glyceraldehyde-3-phos-
phate, two “chromosomal” loci, are found on a second
replicon (Suwanto and Kaplan 1989). Since then, several
other bacteria, including Deinococcus radiodurans
(White et al. 1999), Vibrio (Heidelberg et al. 2000;
Yamaichi et al. 1999), Brucella (Michaux et al. 1993;
Cheng and Lessie 1994), and Burkholderia (Rodley et al.
1995) species, have been reported to harbor multiple cir-
cular chromosomes. Aside from the presence of essential
“chromosomal” genes, criteria that are used to differenti-
ate chromosomes from plasmids are significant replicon
size, non-self transmissibility, and presence in all strains
(Trucksis et al. 1998). It has also been suggested that
replication machinery and evolutionary history should
also be taken into account (Ng et al. 1998).

The S. meliloti pSymB replicon meets each of these
criteria, while pSymA has characteristics typical of
plasmids. pSymB comprises 25% of the whole genome,



of the genome, carries essential genes, is non-self-trans-
missible, and strains cured of pSymB cannot be pro-
duced. In terms of nucleotide composition, not only is
the resemblance of pSymB to the S. meliloti chromo-
some reflected in the similarity of their G + C contents,
but more precisely by the dinucleotide relative abun-
dances. It was shown here that pSymB dinucleotide ex-
tremes parallel those of α-proteobacterial chromosomes
rather than those of other α-proteobacterial plasmids, as
pSymA does. In addition, the level of variability in dinu-
cleotide frequencies between chromosomes in the same
organism corresponds to the amount of variability be-
tween pSymB and the S. meliloti chromosome. Collec-
tively, these characteristics of pSymB justify the desig-
nation of this replicon as a second chromosome in S. me-
liloti.
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