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Moonmilk is a karstic speleothem mainly composed of fine calcium carbonate crystals

(CaCO3) with different textures ranging from pasty to hard, in which the contribution of

biotic rock-building processes is presumed to involve indigenous microorganisms. The

real microbial input in the genesis of moonmilk is difficult to assess leading to controversial

hypotheses explaining the origins and the mechanisms (biotic vs. abiotic) involved. In

this work, we undertook a comprehensive approach in order to assess the potential role

of filamentous bacteria, particularly a collection of moonmilk-originating Streptomyces,

in the genesis of this speleothem. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) confirmed that

indigenous filamentous bacteria could indeed participate in moonmilk development by

serving as nucleation sites for CaCO3 deposition. The metabolic activities involved

in CaCO3 transformation were furthermore assessed in vitro among the collection of

moonmilk Streptomyces, which revealed that peptides/amino acids ammonification, and

to a lesser extend ureolysis, could be privileged metabolic pathways participating in

carbonate precipitation by increasing the pH of the bacterial environment. Additionally,

in silico search for the genes involved in biomineralization processes including ureolysis,

dissimilatory nitrate reduction to ammonia, active calcium ion transport, and reversible

hydration of CO2 allowed to identify genetic predispositions for carbonate precipitation

in Streptomyces. Finally, their biomineralization abilities were confirmed by environmental

SEM, which allowed to visualize the formation of abundant mineral deposits under

laboratory conditions. Overall, our study provides novel evidences that filamentous

Actinobacteria could be key protagonists in the genesis of moonmilk through a wide

spectrum of biomineralization processes.
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FIGURE 2 | SEM-images of nano-size filaments found in the crystal structure of moonmilk deposits from the cave “Grotte des Collemboles” (Comblain-au-Pont,

Belgium). Among typical moonmilk monocrystalline rods and polycrystalline fibers indicated by white arrows (a), dense meshes of tiny filaments were observed, which

were compacted into the stacked pellets (b) or dense biofilms (c), mostly randomly orientated, but occasionally one-way directed (d,e). Along (f) or on the tip (g) of

some of those filaments, calcium carbonate deposition was identified, with some of the filaments presenting reticulated morphology (h) as indicated by arrows.
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forms, with the size of about 0.5 µm width and up to 75 µm
length, are often found in subsurface environment, including
limestone or lava caves, and possess higher carbon content than
the one typically observed for calcite minerals, suggesting their
biogenic origin. However, the associated microorganisms are
not yet identified (Melim et al., 2008, 2015; Northup et al.,
2011; Miller et al., 2012). Overall, these observations tend to
confirm the hypothesis of filamentous microorganisms (bacteria
and fungi) serving as a nucleation sites for moonmilk mineral
deposition (Canaveras et al., 2006).

Potential Role of Cultivable
Moonmilk-Derived Streptomyces in
Carbonate Precipitation
A nucleation site itself is not sufficient to promote CaCO3

precipitation, as dead bacterial cells lose the ability to precipitate
minerals (Banks et al., 2010). The dominant role of bacteria in
calcification is attributed to metabolic activities which increase
the pH of the environment (above pH 8) and therefore
favor a shift of the CO2 – HCO−

3 – CO2−
3 equilibrium

toward carbonate ions which precipitate with Ca2+ ions.
We screened 31 representative Streptomyces strains isolated
from moonmilk (see Supplementary Figure 2 retrieved from
Maciejewska et al., 2016) for their metabolic activities that could
lead to a raise in pH, including ureolysis, peptides/amino acids
ammonification, and dissimilatory nitrate/nitrite reduction to
ammonia (Figure 1). Although these assays were performed
under laboratory conditions, a qualitative assessment of these
processes allowed ranking the tested phylotype representatives
according to their metabolic performance, and therefore their
potential to drive biomineralization through an increase in
the extracellular pH. The results are shown in Figure 3, along
with a compilation of activities and phylogenetic relationships
(Figure 4). The results of each metabolic activity assay for all the
tested strains are presented in Supplementary Figure 4.

Ureolysis
Among the 31 isolates tested, 15 showed an ability to
increase the pH by hydrolysis of urea (Figure 4). MM99 and
MM122 were the strongest ureolytic strains, with comparable
metabolic performance to the positive control strain—Klebsiella
pneumoniae ATCC 13883 (Figure 3A and Supplementary Figure
4A). The majority of urease-positive moonmilk isolates displayed
weak and moderate activities, which were observed either within
3 days of incubation (five strains) or after extended time (more
than 1 week; six strains; Figure 3A and Supplementary Figure
4A).

In order to know if a relation could be established between
the assessed in vitro activity and the genetic predispositions
for ureolysis, we examined the genomes of the phylotype
representatives for the presence of urease genes. We used
HMM profiles constructed from Clusters of Orthologous
Groups (COGs) of proteins of the urease structural subunits
[UreA/UreB/Ure(AB)/UreC], as well as the accessory proteins
(UreF/UreG/UreD). The corresponding genes originate from
functional clusters of three types i.e., ureABCFGD. ure(AB)C,

and ure(AB)CFGD, which are all present in the urease-positive
species. The large majority of moonmilk strains (90%) was found
to encode all the urease genes, in some cases present in several
copies (Table 1), suggesting that even the strains displaying
urease-negative phenotypes are capable of urease activity. This
suggests that in urease-negative strains urease activity is not
expressed under the conditions tested, or that they harbor
mutations that prevent expression or activity. Nonetheless, urea
transport appears to be functional in all urease-negative isolates
as urea exerted a toxic effect in the growth media of these strains
(an effect that could be reversed by growth in the same medium
lacking urea; data not shown).

Urease activity has been recently linked to an activity of the
zinc-containing enzyme—carbonic anhydrase (CA; Achal and
Pan, 2011). While urease maintains an alkaline environment by
generating ammonia, carbonic anhydrase would provide carbon
dioxide for biomineralization through dehydration of carbonic
acid (H2CO3) also produced during ureolysis (Figure 1). It
was recently demonstrated that the activities of CA and urease
were correlated along the bacterial growth and corresponded to
maximum calcite production (Banks et al., 2010; Achal and Pan,
2011), while inhibition of carbonic anhydrase activity decreased
the rate of calcification, with calcite precipitation occurring more
efficiently with the synergistic action of both enzymes—CA and
urease (Dhami et al., 2014).

The presence of this highly efficient enzyme in cave settings
was previously confirmed through metagenomic study of a
speleothem in Tjuv-Ante’s Cave (Sweden; Mendoza et al., 2016),
and highly acidic cave biofilms, known as “snottites” (Jones et al.,
2011). However, it has never been directly associated to a specific
taxonomic group through genome-based approach. The only link
was suggested by Cuezva et al. (2012), who proposed CA to
be responsible for CO2 sequestration by gray spot colonization
found on the walls of Altamira cave, which were dominated by
Actinobacteria.

Evaluation of the genomes of moonmilk phylotypes for the
presence of β-CA (Smith and Ferry, 2000), together with the
sulfate transporter family protein in cluster with CA (SulP-type
permease) revealed that all the investigated strains encode at
least one copy of carbonic anhydrase [100% strains encoded β-
CA (1) and 87% β-CA (2)] and 90% of them possessing sulfate
transporter (Table 1). High copy number of this intracellular
zinc metalloenzyme, reaching up to seven copies in MM17,
revealed their ubiquitous distribution among karstic bacteria,
and suggests their applications in multiple and essential cellular
processes beyond their presumed role in carbonate precipitation.
Interestingly, a high representation of sulfate permeases of SulP
family was also characteristic for the studied population. These
broad specificity inorganic anion transporters were suggested
to assist bicarbonate (HCO−

3 ) transport (Felce and Saier, 2005),
which was experimentally confirmed in marine cyanobacteria
(Price et al., 2004). While in cyanobacteria SulP transporter
mediates HCO−

3 /Na
2+ symport, the substrate specificity in

the case of Streptomyces is highly speculative. Nevertheless,
fusion of this protein with carbonic anhydrases indeed strongly
suggests its participation in HCO−

3 transport. However, whether
it is an importer or exporter remains an open question. It
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FIGURE 3 | Precipitation-related metabolic activities of the moonmilk Streptomyces. (A) Ureolysis. (B) Ammonification. (C) Nitrate reduction (D) Nitrite reduction.

Klebsiella pneumoniae ATCC 13883 (KP), Citrobacter freundii ATCC 43864 (CF), Escherichia coli ATCC 25922 (EC), and Pseudomonas aeruginosa ATCC 27853 (PA)

were used as positive controls for ureolysis, ammonification, nitrate, and nitrite reduction tests, respectively. The observed activities are visualized for representative

strains demonstrating different metabolic performance for each activity tested, designated through the symbols: (−) lack, (+/−) weak, (+) moderate, (++) good, and

(+++) strong.

could be possible that HCO−

3 uptake through SulP increases
the intracellular pool of this inorganic carbon species, which
potentially might be efficiently transformed into carbon dioxide
by carbonic anhydrases, and be exported outside the cell, unless
required for cellular metabolism. Alternatively, SulP-dependent
export of intracellularly formed HCO−

3 through CA-mediated
hydration of carbon dioxide, would be assisted with import of
other ions (Figure 1). Altogether, these findings reveal abundant
distribution of genes involved in the inorganic ionic transport
and metabolism, which might be related to the biomineralization
phenomenon.

Ammonification
Moonmilk Streptomyces were also evaluated for their ability
to raise the pH through peptide/amino acid mineralization.

Ninety-four percent of tested strains efficiently decomposed
nitrogenous compounds into ammonia (Figures 1, 3B, 4 and
Supplementary Figure 4B). The majority displayed a strong
metabolic phenotype (Figure 5), which is unsurprising given
that Streptomyces are well-known ammonifying bacteria in soils,
where they actively participate in the decomposition of organic
matter (Prakash et al., 2012). In the isolated cave environment,
with limited organic matter input from the surface, the source
of such macromolecules is unclear, although peptides and
amino acids might be entering the cave through water that
has percolated through the soil, making such molecules more
readily available than urea (Northup and Lavoie, 2001). Amino
acid/peptide ammonification was found to be more widespread
among the moonmilk isolates than ureolysis, supporting this
hypothesis.
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FIGURE 4 | The global pattern of carbonate precipitation-associated metabolic activities of moonmilk Streptomyces. The heatmap plot representing metabolic

performance of moonmilk Streptomyces strains indicated by color scale, correlated with their MLSA-based phylogenetic classification (Maciejewska et al., 2016). The

total value represents the sum of metabolic performance observed for ureolysis and amino acids ammonification, ranking the isolates according to their metabolic

predispositions for calcium carbonate precipitation for the tested activities. The metabolic performance of nitrate/nitrite reduction test was not included into the final

ranking. U, ureolysis; A, peptide/amino acid ammonification; T, total sum of activities for ureolysis and amino acid ammonification; NO−

3 , nitrate reduction; NO−

2 , nitrite

reduction.

Dissimilatory Nitrate Reduction to
Ammonium
Dissimilatory nitrate reduction to ammonium (DNRA) is
another nitrogen cycle-related process considered to be involved
in calcification (Castanier et al., 2000; Figure 1). This pathway
operates in oxygen-limited environments, which could be
encountered in the inner layers of the moonmilk deposits.
Moreover, moonmilk develops alongside dripping water and
its often pasty structure can become fluid, based on its
water content, which can drastically reduce oxygen availability.
Although Streptomyces are obligate aerobes, they are genetically
capable of survival under oxygen-limited conditions, encoding
genes related to anaerobic respiration, the so-called “anaerobic
paradox” (Borodina et al., 2005). Indeed, the model species
Streptomyces coelicolor was reported to anaerobically respire
nitrate (Fischer et al., 2010, 2014). Though nitrite, the product
of this process, was not reduced to ammonia, but detoxified
through extrusion via NO−

3 /NO
−

2 antiporter system (Fischer
et al., 2010, 2012). In S. coelicolor the NirBD reductase was
demonstrated to participate in nitrogen assimilation; however a
nirBD null-mutant grown in the presence of nitrite and excess
ammonium was still able to reduce nitrite suggesting the activity
of an alternative and yet unknown enzyme (Fischer et al., 2012).
We therefore questioned whether moonmilk isolates would be
able to mediate DNRA and reduce nitrate and nitrite under
oxygen-limited conditions. For this purpose, we incubated each
strain in static (without agitation) liquid culture conditions to

limit oxygen availability. Overall, 68 and 77% of strains revealed
a capacity to reduce either nitrate (NO−

3 ) or nitrite (NO−

2 ),
respectively, with 52% able to reduce both nitrate and nitrite
(Figures 3C,D, 4, 5). No N2 gas production was observed,
excluding denitrification, which has been only rarely reported for
Streptomyces (Albrecht et al., 1997; Shoun et al., 1998; Kumon
et al., 2002). The lack of N2 generation would suggest a complete
reduction of nitrate/nitrite to ammonia via dissimilatory nitrate
reduction. Ammonia produced by this pathway, unless not
incorporated by other bacteria or oxidized to other nitrogenous
compounds, might alkalinize the extracellular environment and
thus stimulate CaCO3 precipitation (Figure 1). In order to
evaluate the presence of a DNRA pathway in moonmilk isolates,
we screened their genomes for the presence of genes coding
for respiratory nitrate reductases (narGHJI) and their associated
NarK-type nitrate/nitrite transporter—NarK2 (Figure 1). While
40% of moonmilk strains encoded NarK2 transporter, 30%
of them possessed the respiratory nitrate reductases genes
(narGHJI), with isolates MM7, MM10, MM48, MM106, MM109,
MM111, encoding a complete nar cluster (Table 1). Most of
those strains were found to be among the strongest nitrate
reducers under oxygen-limited conditions (Figure 4). The fact
that only a minority of the moonmilk Streptomyces possessed
the genetic material to perform the first step of DNRA, while a
majority (68%) was able to reduce nitrate, suggests that another
nitrate reduction pathway was operating under the condition
tested. This alternative pathway is most likely the NO−

3 and
NO−

2 assimilatory process that uses nitrate and nitrite as nutrient
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FIGURE 5 | Percentage of moonmilk Streptomyces displaying carbonatogenesis related activities in vitro within different metabolic categories. (−) lack, (+/−) weak,

(+) moderate, (++) good, and (+++) strong.

sources through assimilatory nasA (nitrate reductase) and nirBD
(nitrite reductase) genes, with the assistance of additional
Nark-type NO−

3 transporter (Tiffert et al., 2008; Amin et al., 2012;
Fischer et al., 2012). Assimilatory reduction of nitrate and nitrite
to ammonium is highly plausible as 93% of moonmilk strains
possess nasA, nirBD, and narK NO−

3 importer genes (Table 1).
When monitored on solid medium and thus without oxygen
limitation, 68 and 77% of the tested strains were able to reduce
nitrate and nitrite, respectively (Supplementary Figures 4C,D),
which confirmed the high potential of moonmilk Streptomyces
to use nitrate and nitrite as a nitrogen source, as previously
reported for terrestrial Streptomyces (Pullan et al., 2011; Fischer
et al., 2012). Altogether, althoughmoonmilk Streptomyces possess
metabolic ability to reduce nitrate and nitrite, without production
of gas, pointing on ammonia as a final product, we cannot at this
point conclude whether this process represents assimilatory or
dissimilatory pathway and whether DNRA is fully functional.

Active Calcium Transport
In addition to processes passively influencing carbonate
precipitation, bacteria can also actively impact this phenomenon,
through an active transport of calcium ions. Banks et al. (2010)
suggested that the calcium-toxicity driven removal of this
ion outside the bacterial cell is a factor driving calcification
phenotype. Therefore, we have also retrieved through an in silico
search ChaA, the Ca2+/2H+ antiporter system suggested to be
involved in CaCO3 deposition (Hammes and Verstraete, 2002;
Banks et al., 2010; Figure 1). The presence of the chaA gene was
confirmed for 50% of moonmilk cultivable phylotypes (Table 1),
extending in those strains the calcium-detoxification system to
their spectrum of biomineralization-related processes.

Production of CaCO3 Deposits by
Moonmilk Streptomyces
In order to confirm whether the moonmilk cultivable
Streptomyces could indeed produce mineral deposits, we

selected two phylotype representatives to be first investigated
by polarized light microscopy then by ESEM in low vacuum
mode for the presence of calcium carbonate precipitates.
The selection of strains was based on their predispositions
for CaCO3 precipitation as judged by the sum of metabolic
performance observed for ureolysis and peptide/amino acid
ammonification—the two most significant activities observed for
moonmilk Streptomyces (Figure 4). Strains MM24 and MM99,
amongst one of the best isolates based on the metabolic ranking
(Figure 4), were simultaneously cultivated on urea-containing
CPA medium for 2 months, as well as for 1 month on the
modified B-4 medium commonly used for CaCO3 precipitation
assays. Combined microscopic observations of bacterial colonies
surfaces with BSE and GSE detectors revealed highly abundant
calcite deposits produced by both strains in both media tested
(Figures 6, 7). Ureolysis-mediated mineral precipitation was
confirmed by the lack of any calcite in urea-deficient CPA
medium for both isolates (data not shown). All the produced
mineral deposits appeared bright under polarized light (data
not shown). The morphology of the calcite polymorphs was
comparable between the isolates, however differed between
the two culture conditions. On BSE-images, bacterial colonies
grown in CPA medium showed a rocky surface with discoidal-
or oval-shaped structures of variable diameter that were
almost completely encrusting microbial colonies (Figures 6a,c).
The mineral nature of the deposits was confirmed through
their high (white) contrast on BSE-images compared to the
surrounding dark organic matter of the colonies (Figures 6a,c).
In addition, their CaCO3 mineral composition was confirmed
by the elemental X-ray analyses (Supplementary Figure 5)
and elemental mapping (Figures 6b,d). Calcium, carbon and
oxygen were present roughly in stoichiometric proportion
of CaCO3 in the spectra (Supplementary Figure 5), and the
distribution of those elements was clearly visualized on the
mapping (Figures 6b,d). The presence of calcium was associated
with CaCO3 minerals, while higher proportion of carbon
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FIGURE 6 | Low vacuum-SEM-BSE images (a,c,e,g) and X-ray elemental mappings (b,d,f,h) of CaCO3 deposits produced by MM24 (a,b,e,f) and MM99 (c,d,g,h)

isolates. Abundant mineral deposits produced by isolates MM99 (a) and MM24 (c) in CPA medium, nearly encrusting the whole microbial colony, were

morphologically different from less abundant, but much bigger, mineral polymorphs produced in modified B-4 agar by MM99 (e) and MM24 (g). The observed

precipitates were found to be CaCO3 minerals as revealed by elemental spectra (Supplementary Figure 5) and mappings in both media and for both isolates [MM99

(b) and MM24 (d) in CPA, MM99 (f), and MM24 (h) in modified B-4]. The mappings for MM99 and MM24 in B-4 are marked with the white squares. The mappings

are combined images in which detected dominant elements, namely carbon (C), oxygen (O), and calcium (Ca) are assigned to a defined color.
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FIGURE 7 | Biogenic signatures within mineral deposits produced by moonmilk-originating Streptomyces (LV-SEM-BSE images). Along with the different

morphologies of produced mineral deposits specific to the culture conditions used, numerous bacterial imprints were observed. Streptomyces filaments were

completely incorporated into the produced minerals as observed for MM99 (a,b), MM24 (c–e) in CPA medium, as well as for MM99 (g) and MM24 (i,j) in modified

B-4 agar. Their mineralization also appeared as wrinkles each containing a bacterial filament suggesting their progressive encrustation within the mineral (b,e,g,

arrows). Alternatively, non-mineralized microbial filaments were seen interconnecting adjacent mineral deposits, as detected for MM24 in CPA (c,e, arrows), or

possible compacted aggregates of filaments were observed at the edges of the mineral produced by MM99 in B-4 (h). Initial steps of mineral deposition were

detected along bacterial filaments in modified B-4 culture of isolate MM99 (f, arrows).
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was associated with organic colony biomass (Figures 6b,d).
Interestingly, just on the mineral surface, dense webs of nano-
sized filaments were observed (Figures 7a–e). On high resolution

BSE-images, they appeared either as dark curved filaments at
the mineral surface or in the middle of mineralized wrinkles

suggesting that bacteria produced minerals in which they got

progressively entombed (Figures 7a–d). The filaments free of

mineral were also clearly seen interconnecting together and
connecting adjacent mineral deposits (Figure 7e). While on

the CPA medium both strains prolifically produced relatively

small-sized calcite polymorphs (up to 100 µm; Figures 6a,c), on
the B-4 medium the observed precipitates although being more
scarce, were much larger (up to 400 µm; Figures 6e,g). The

inorganic nature of the larger CaCO3 deposits (Figures 6e,g)
were confirmed by X-ray elemental spectra (Supplementary

Figure 5) and elemental mapping (Figures 6f,h), which clearly

distinguished CaCO3 minerals from the surrounding bacterial
biomass rich in carbon and oxygen. On BSE-image (Figure 7f)

and under polarized light (data not shown), tiny CaCO3

deposits were also detected along randomly distributed bacterial
filaments. Additionally, unlike in CPA medium where the

mineral surface was rather irregular and unstructured, mineral

produced by both strains in B-4 showed morphologically distinct
areas, either with a smooth, radiating texture (Figure 7h), with

visible filamentous imprints (Figure 7j) or wrinkles (Figure 7g),

that presumably corresponded to bacterial nano-sized
filaments.

Potential Role of Cultivable
Moonmilk-Derived Streptomyces in
Carbonate Dissolution
In addition to constructive processes, bacteria are also believed
to induce cave bedrock dissolution. As oppose to precipitation,
a dissolution phenomenon is related to the acidification of
the bacterial microenvironment, most likely as a result of
organic acid production, which are the by-products of microbial
carbon metabolism. The presence of detectable levels of organic
acids in cave environment was previously demonstrated by in
situ analysis via ATR-FTIR spectroscopy (Bullen et al., 2008).
Released organic acids are able to bind cations such as Ca2+ and
liberate carbonates, which can be subsequently re-precipitated to
form cave secondary deposits or be used by bacteria. Therefore,
we have tested the 31 phylotypes for their ability to decrease
the pH of the medium through oxidative degradation of glucose
based on the standardized oxidative/fermentative test (Hugh and
Leifson, 1953). Over 68% of isolates were found to induce media
acidification by this pathway, which was observed as yellow
color to transparent halo development around the inoculum
(Figures 8A, 9). Among them, 52% of the Streptomyces strains
exhibited either good or strong oxidative glucose respiration
abilities, strongly reducing the extracellular pH (Figures 5, 9 and
Supplementary Figure 6).

We have further tested solubilization abilities related to carbon
metabolism by cultivating the phylotypes in calcium carbonate
containing media—either in minimal medium or in diluted

FIGURE 8 | Dissolution-related metabolic activities of the moonmilk Streptomyces. Metabolic performance observed for oxidative glucose degradation (A), and

calcium carbonate dissolution in diluted nutrient agar (B) or minimal media (C). Pseudomonas aeruginosa ATCC 27853 (PA) was used as positive control in glucose

oxidative assay. The metabolic performance is designated through the symbols: (−) lack, (+/−) weak, (+) moderate, (++) good, and (+++) strong activity. Media not

supplemented with glucose are in the upper line in (B,C), while media with addition of glucose are displayed in the bottom line of the corresponding panels.
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FIGURE 9 | The global pattern of carbonate dissolution-associated metabolic activities of moonmilk Streptomyces. The heatmap plot representing metabolic

performance of moonmilk Streptomyces strains indicated by color scale, correlated with their MLSA-based phylogenetic classification (Maciejewska et al., 2016).

O, glucose oxidation; MM, minimal media with CaCO3; MMg, minimal media with CaCO3 and glucose; NA, diluted nutrient agar with CaCO3; NAg, diluted nutrient

agar with CaCO3 and glucose.

nutrient agar—supplemented or not with glucose. The clear effect
of glucose breakdown was observed in diluted nutrient agar
in which the supplementation with the carbohydrate induced
CaCO3 dissolution in 26% of the isolates, while none of
the phylotypes promoted dissolution in the non-supplemented
medium (Figures 8B, 9). In the non-supplemented nutrient
agar, rich in organic nitrogen source, the cellular energy comes
from amino acid utilization, releasing ammonia as the by-
product (Figure 1), which increases the pH of the medium
and thus promotes precipitation rather than dissolution. The
addition of glucose clearly induces the opposite effect but only
in a minority of the isolates which suggests the preference
toward amino acids as carbon source over glucose in the large
majority of the studied strains (Figures 8B, 9). On the contrary,
when assays were performed in the minimal medium, CaCO3

dissolution was instead inhibited by the exogenous supply of
glucose, as only 29% of isolates showed ability to solubilize
CaCO3 under this condition, while in minimal media without
glucose supply the dissolution phenotype was characteristic for
81% of isolates (Figures 8C, 9). This might be related to the
fact that in minimal medium not supplemented with glucose the
only carbon source constitutes the carbonate/bicarbonate from
CaCO3, which is probably efficiently scavenged by cave-dwelling
bacteria for autotrophic growth resulting in the high dissolution
rate observed under this condition. Although Streptomyces are
mainly heterotrophic microorganisms, autotrophic growth using
CO or CO2 as a sole carbon source within members of this genus

has already been reported (Gadkari et al., 1990; Kim et al., 1998).
The identification of a high number of carbonic anhydrases
together with SulP transporters among moonmilk Streptomyces
(Table 1) could propose a mechanism via which extracellular
bicarbonate would be incorporated into the cell and subsequently
converted to CO2 (Figure 1). In the moonmilk niche that is
deprived of organic carbon, the uptake of inorganic carbon could
thus be a possible scenario, which would primarily promote
CaCO3 precipitation, and in a second step would lead to CaCO3

dissolution, as a result of organic acids excretion. The availability
of glucose also induces a dissolution phenotype via release of
organic acids from glucose breakdown, however only in 3 out of
the 31 strains tested. This indicates that, although carbohydrate
metabolism might somehow play a role in rock weathering,
it is probably not the only operating system leading to this
phenomenon, particularly in carbon-limited cave environment,
where the source of carbon might be the rock itself.

CONCLUSIONS

If Actinobacteria really participate in the genesis of moonmilk
deposits which metabolic activities would potentially be
involved? This was the main question addressed in our study
which used a collection of Streptomyces strains isolated from
moonmilk in order to provide metabolic and genetic evidences
of their presumed role in mediating the formation of these
speleothems. Metabolic profiling revealed that all of the isolated

Frontiers in Microbiology | www.frontiersin.org 15 June 2017 | Volume 8 | Article 1181

http://www.frontiersin.org/Microbiology
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Microbiology/archive


Maciejewska et al. Role of Streptomyces in Moonmilk Genesis

Streptomyces possessed the capacity to promote calcification
through at least one pathway involved in biomineralization.
Ammonification of peptides/amino acids was found to be the
most widespread and the strongest activity. This could be in
agreement with the fact that peptides and amino acids can
constitute self-sustainable sources of carbon and nitrogen for
bacteria and thus support growth of microbial populations
irrespectively of allochtonous nutrient input. Interestingly,
genome mining extended the possible spectrum of metabolic
capacities as it revealed the presence of additional pathways
in each phylotype involved in biomineralization processes,
either related to CO2 hydration or active transport of calcium
ions. These findings, supported by microscopy observations
of bacteria-like filaments in moonmilk deposits and crystals
produced by individual moonmilk-originating bacteria,
confirm its biogenic origin and the importance of filamentous
Actinobacteria in its genesis. However, the metabolic activities
evaluated in vitro were not always directly related to the genetic
predisposition of individual strains as some isolates with great
genetic potential remained metabolically silent. This may suggest
that they were grown under conditions too different from those
encountered in their original niche to trigger the investigated
activity or that specific environmental cues are required for their
activation. Consequently, whether those processes are indeed
active in situ also remains an open question. Additionally, our
collection of moonmilk Actinobacteria, though being the most
significant population from these speleothems generated so far,
does not include the large majority of endemic representatives
which are viable but not cultivable A metaproteomic analysis
of proteins extracted from moonmilk deposits is most likely
the only approach that would accurately identify the strains
that importantly participate in carbonatogenesis and the
metabolic pathways involved. This approach is currently under
investigation.
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