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Abstract

Cat’s AB blood group system (blood types A, B, and AB) is of major importance in feline

transfusion medicine. Type A and type B antigens are Neu5Gc and Neu5Ac, respectively,

and the enzyme CMAH participating in the synthesis of Neu5Gc from Neu5Ac is associated

with this cat blood group system. Rare type AB erythrocytes express both Neu5Gc and

Neu5Ac. Cat serum contains naturally occurring antibodies against antigens occurring in

the other blood types. To understand the molecular genetic basis of this blood group sys-

tem, we investigated the distribution of AB blood group antigens, CMAH gene structure,

mutation, diplotypes, and haplotypes of the cat CMAH genes. Blood-typing revealed that

734 of the cats analyzed type A (95.1%), 38 cats were type B (4.9%), and none were type

AB. A family of three Ragdoll cats including two type AB cats and one type A was also used

in this study. CMAH sequence analyses showed that the CMAH protein was generated

from two mRNA isoforms differing in exon 1. Analyses of the nucleotide sequences of the

16 exons including the coding region of CMAH examined in the 34 type B cats and in the

family of type AB cats carried the CMAH variants, and revealed multiple novel diplotypes

comprising several polymorphisms. Haplotype inference, which was focused on non-syn-

onymous SNPs revealed that eight haplotypes carried one to four mutations in CMAH,

and all cats with type B (n = 34) and AB (n = 2) blood carried two alleles derived from the
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mutated CMAH gene. These results suggested that double haploids selected from multiple

recessive alleles in the cat CMAH loci were highly associated with the expression of the

Neu5Ac on erythrocyte membrane in types B and AB of the feline AB blood group system.

Introduction

Blood group antigens are hereditary polymorphic molecules expressed on the erythrocyte
membrane. These antigens are either sugars or proteins, and the antibodies against blood
group antigens are either acquired (e.g., produced after transfusion) or naturally occurring
[1,2]. Blood group systems are present in humans and in many animal species (e.g., monkey,
horse, pig, cattle, sheep, dog, cat, mouse, rabbit, chicken) [3–5].

AB blood group antigens are the most significant in cats’ transfusion medicine and in neo-
natal isoerythrolysis (NI) [6–10]. The feline AB blood group system consists of A and B anti-
gens and contains blood group type A (type A), blood group type B (type B), and the rare
blood group type AB (type AB). Type A erythrocytes express N-glycolylneuraminic acid
(Neu5Gc) and type B erythrocytes express N-acetylneuraminic acid (Neu5Ac) [11,12]. Cat
serum contains naturally occurring antibodies against the other erythrocyte antigens, i.e.,Type
A cats have antibodies to type B antigen, and cats with type B blood have antibodies to type A
antigen. Type AB erythrocytes express both Neu5Gc and Neu5Ac, and none of the naturally
occurring antibodies to blood type A or B is present [7]. Three alleles, A> aab >b were pro-
posed to determine the feline AB blood group system [13].

Until now, differences in the distribution of cat AB blood groups have been detected world-
wide through studies conducted in North America [10,14–17], South America [18], Oceania
[7,19, 20], Asia [21–25], Middle East [26], and Europe [27–41]. According to a survey con-
ducted for 1,985 cats in Brisbane [7], 73.3% were type A, 26.3% were type B, and 0.4% were
type AB. In the United Sates, 89% of the 2,172 cats examined were type A and 11% were type B
[14]. Among cat breeds, Ginger cats had the lowest frequency of type B blood, and this type
was variably high in Abyssinian, Birman, British Shorthair, Devon Rex, Himalayan, Persian,
Scottish Fold, and Somali breeds [14]. Ragdoll cats surveyed in Italy presented a high frequency
(18%) of blood type AB [39].

The enzyme cytidine monophosphate-N-acetylneuraminic acid hydroxylase is encoded by
the CMAH gene, which synthesizes Neu5Ac to Neu5Gc [42,43]. Humans only have Neu5Ac
because their CMAH gene is not functional. This is due to a 92 bp deletion in exon 6 of this
gene, a mutation that is estimated to have occurred about two to three millions years ago,
before the emergence of the genus Homo, Thus, CMAH provides information on human evolu-
tion [44–47]. In addition, human Neu5Ac is regarded as a receptor for human influenza viruses
[48]. Recently, Ng et al. found that Neu5Gc is not synthesized in ferrets, which only express
Neu5Ac, pointing these mammals as a unique suitable model for studying the human-adapted
influenza A virus [49].

Intact and mutated types of the CMAH gene are distributed in cat populations, and associ-
ated with the feline AB blood group system. The intact allele (A allele) synthesizes from
Neu5Ac to Neu5Gc, and is associated with the type A cats. Because the A allele is dominant rel-
atively to the mutated allele (known as b allele), type A cats can be homozygous, carrying only
the A allele, or heterozygous, carrying A and b, while type B cats are homozygous for the b
allele [13]. The b allele is a mutated CMAH gene with two upstream single nucleotide polymor-
phisms (SNPs) (-371C>T and -217G>A), a 18 bp deletion (Del)/insertion (Ins) in the 5’
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untranslated region (UTR), and three non-synonymous SNPs, including an exon 2 c. 142G>A
(Val48Met), an exon 2 c. 268T>A (Tyr90Asn), and an exon 13 c. 1603G>A (Asp535Asn). The
variants associated with type AB were not identified in a first report on cat CMAH mutations.
The position of these SNPs identified in coding regions is numbered up to three bp relative to
the originalCMAH gene, as revealed in exon 1a of the CMAH 1a mRNA isoform detected in
our study. In a previous experiment, we identified a type B cat not presenting the expected
mutations in the CMAH gene, suggestingCMAH has several variant alleles in cat populations
[50].

The present study describes the molecular basis of cat CMAH gene variants gene associated
with the cat AB blood group system, using serologic assays and sequence analysis. A relation-
ship betweenCMAH variants and the cat blood types B and AB is proposed.

Materials and Methods

Ethics Statement

Blood samples from random cat populations were provided by the Department of Veterinary
Clinical Pathology, Nippon Veterinary and Life Science University (NVLU), and collected at
the Veterinary Medical Teaching Hospital at NVLU, with the written consent of cat owners.
Blood samples of a family of Ragdoll cats were provided by the International Institute of Small
Animal Medicine (Bio Plus, Japan). Sample collection was only handled by licensed veterinari-
ans. All animal experiments were approved by The Experimental Animal Ethics Committee at
NVLU.

Samples and blood typing

The 776 cats sampled for blood consisted of 773 random cats plus a family of three cats, which
included type AB cats, as determined by blood typing. Thirty-eight of these samples were used
in cat’s CMAH gene expression analysis (S1 Table).

Blood types were determined using RapidVet1-H Feline Blood Type Cards (Kyoritsu
Seiyaku Corporation, Tokyo, Japan). Briefly, one drop RBC (approximately 50 μl) was placed
in the two wells marked with “A”, containing the A (Neu5Gc) antibody, and B, containing lec-
tin (Wheat germ agglutinin) that recognized the B (Neu5Ac) antigen on the feline blood typing
card. Blood type A was positive (agglutination) in the well marked “A” and negative (no agglu-
tination) in the well marked “B”. Blood type B was negative in the well marked “A” and positive
in the well marked “B”. Blood type AB was positive both wells. In addition, antigens and anti-
bodies were tested by the tube technique. The strength of antigen expression was investigated
by double diluting the antibody, eluted from the RapidVet1-H Feline blood typing card, using
the buffer provided with the kit, and a 3% red blood cells (RBCs) solution. The strength of the
natural antibody contained in the serum was investigated by double diluting the serum with
physiological saline and 3% RBCs solutions. Each antibody or serum mix were then added to
20 μl 3% RBCs solution in 12 x 75 mm tubes, at room temperature, and centrifuged at 3,000
rpm for 15 seconds. Agglutination was considered positive if RBCs remained agglutinated after
tubes were gently shaken.

CMAH cDNA cloning

Cat’s CMAH cDNA was synthesized from the RNA isolated from whole blood samples by
reverse-transcription PCR (RT-PCR), using the Reverse Transcription System (Promega Cor-
poration, Madison, WI, USA) in 25 μl total reaction volumes, and following the manufacturer’s
instructions. Overlapping fragments including open reading frames (ORFs) were amplified
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using FastStart Taq DNA polymerase (Roche Diagnostics, Mannheim, Germany) and the set
of primers and RT-PCR conditions shown in S2 Table. Sequencing was performed directly on
purified RT-PCR products (Roche) or on purified plasmid DNA, which was obtained by insert-
ing cDNA fragments into a TOPO1 TA plasmid vector (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA, USA).

PCR amplification of CMAH from genomic DNA

Genomic DNA was extracted from 38 blood samples using the Puregene kit (Qiagen, Valencia,
CA, USA), according to the manufacturer's instructions. Sixteen exons (Exons 1a and 1b, and
Exons 2 to 15) of the CMAH gene, containing a 5’ UTR and a coding region, were amplified
from the genomic DNA of one type A cat (used as control), 34 type B cats, and from a family of
three Ragdoll cats including type AB cats. Information on these blood samples is shown in S1
Table. PCR primers were designed using a cat CMAH sequence (NC_018727.1), CMAH alleles
of type A cats obtained from an mRNA sequence (EF127684.1), and from a CMAH variant in
type B cats with a previously described mutation [13].

Using the FastStart Taq DNA polymerase (Roche) and 25 μl total reaction volumes, pre-
pared according to manufacturer's instructions (Roche), PCRs were performed on a TaKaRa
PCR Thermal Cycler Dice TP600 (TaKaRa Bio Inc., Shiga, Japan), following the conditions
and using the primers shown in S2 Table. Amplification, was confirmed on 2% agarose gels
stained with ethidium bromide (Nippon Gene Co., Ltd., Toyama, Japan).

Sequencing and Mutation detection

Sequencing was performed directly on RT-PCR or PCR products, purified using the High Pure
PCR Product Purification Kit (Roche), or on purified DNA plasmids obtained from TOPO1

TA vectors (Invitrogen). Using the BigDye Terminator kit v3.1, sequencing was performed on
an ABI 310 or a 3730 Genetic Analyzer (all from Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA, USA).
BigDye Xterminator Purification kits were used according to the manufacturer’s instructions
(Applied Biosystems) to purify dye-labeled fragments.

We identified DNA polymorphisms by comparing each sequence obtained with the
sequences used to design primers (i.e., NC_018727.2; cat chromosome B alleles A—
EF127684.1 and B—EF127685.1), and using the basic local alignment search tool (BLAST) at
the National Center for Biotechnology Information (NCBI) website. The program GENETYX
v11 (GENETYX Corporation, Tokyo, Japan) was used to analyze sequences. The position of
SNPs located in coding regions was numbered from the A of the initiator methionine (ATG)
codon, as revealed in exon 1a of the CMAH 1a mRNA isoform described in the present study,
located 3 bp upstream of the original position reported [13].

Haplotype analysis

We performed the estimation of haplotypes from genotype data using the software SNPAlyze
v8 (DYNACOM Co., Ltd., Chiba, Japan). Relationships among haplotypes were evaluated in
haplotype networks constructed using TCS v1.21 [51]. The sequence data used as input for hap-
lotype networks were reconstructed from exon sequences considering amino acid substitutions.

Results

Blood typing in the cats AB blood group system

The 773 cats blood-typed according to the feline AB blood type system, comprised 291 pure-
bred cats belonging to 26 breeds (one to 86 cats in each breed), and 482 cats belonging to an
unidentified breed or hybrid. Blood-typing revealed that 735 cats were type A (95.1%), 38 cats
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were type B (4.9%), and none were type AB (Table 1). S3 Table shows the detailed results of
blood-typing.

As type AB cats were not found in the randomly selected cat populations, we tried to find
AB blood type cats among one of the pure breeds where this type of blood has been found, i.e.,
Ragdoll cats [39]. The putative type AB cat found (male proband) was tested using RBCs at
about two-months-old and seven-months-old, and revealed type AB blood on both instances.
The serum of this AB male proband did not agglutinate with type A and type B RBCs, corrobo-
rating its characterization as a type AB cat. The blood type of the proband’s parents (Ragdoll
cats) was also determined: the mother was type AB and the father was type A (Table 2).

CMAH cDNA cloning

Because there were two full-length cat CMAH cDNA sequences derived from different leading
exons in a previously report [13] and only one mRNA sequence retrieved from GenBank
(EF127684.1), it was not clear if tthe same individual carried two kinds of cDNA encoding
CMAH. Thus, we investigated cDNAs sequences encoding the intact CMAH protein in type A
cats. We found two cDNA isoforms in the same individual with type A blood, which derived
from different leading exons, namely exon 1a (11 bp) and exon 1b (9 bp). Both exons 1a and
1b spliced exon 2 directly, and generated the full-lengthCMAH mRNA isoforms 1a (CMAH
1a) and 1b (CMAH 1b). Comparisons of the genomic structure of cat CMAH gene obtained
from mRNA sequencing with whole genome shotgun sequences (NC_018727.2, cat chromo-
some B) showed that exon 1a was located upstream of exon 1b (Fig 1). The ORFs of these
CMAH mRNA isoforms included 15 exons. We considered that the CMAH 1a mRNA encod-
ing 578 amino acids corresponded to CMAH mRNA EF127684.1, while the CMAH 1b mRNA
encoding 577 amino acids was the first identified cat CMAH mRNA [13] from type A
cats. These results indicated that the intact CMAH cat protein generated from two highly
homologous mRNA isoforms differed by only one exon. In type B cats, the mRNA variant
(EF127685.1) based on CMAH 1b was reported by Bighignoli et. al. [13], and mRNA variants
based on CMAH 1a from type B cats found in the present study were submitted to NCBI

Table 1. Blood typing of feline AB blood group antigens in a random population.

Animals N Type A Frequency Type B Frequency Type AB Frequency

Neu5Gc % Neu5Ac % Neu5Gc Neu5Ac %

Pure-bred 291 270 92.8 21 7.2 0 0

Unidentified breed or Hybrid 482 465 96.5 17 3.5 0 0

Total 773 735 95.1 38 4.9 0 0

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.t001

Table 2. Serological tests of the Ragdoll cat family with blood type AB.

Animals Breed RBCs Serum Blood type

Anti-Neu5Gc (A) Anti-Neu5Ac (B) A type RBCs B type RBCs

Family

Proband Ragdoll positive positive negative negative AB

Mother Ragdoll positive positive negative negative AB

Father Ragdoll positive negative negative positive A

Control

Type A positive negative negative positive A

Type B negative positive positive negative B

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.t002
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GenBank as LC051631.1, LC051632.1, and LC051633.1 in April 2015. These results suggested
that the region of critical mutation associated with the variant types (type B and type AB) in
cat AB blood group was in common coding region of both CMAH 1a and CMAH 1b mRNAs.

Mutations in the cat CMAH gene

To identify CMAH variants, 16 exons (exons 1a and 1b, and exons 2 to 15) of the CMAH gene,
containing a 5’ UTR, a coding region, and a 3’ UTR, were amplified from the genomic DNA of
38 cats: one type A cat (used as control), 34 type B cats, and a family of three Ragdoll cats
including two type AB cats and one type A cat (S1 Table). The position of the SNPs identified
in coding regions was numbered from nucleotide A within the initiator methionine (ATG)
codon, located in exon 1a of the CMAH 1a mRNA isoform, as presented in our study. Sequence
analysis revealed total of 19 mutations in exons 1b, 2, 3, 4, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14 but not in
exons 1a, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 15 of the cat CMAH gene (Fig 2). These mutations were: two untrans-
lated SNPs (uSNPs), -371C>G, -217G>A; one insertion/deletion polymorphism (InDel), Δ-53
N (18b insertion)>P (18bp deletion) in exon 1b; eight non-synonymous SNPs (nsSNPs),
c.139C>T (Arg47Cys), c.142G>A (Val48Met), c.179G>T (Gly60Val), and c.187A>G (IIe63-
Val) in exon 2, c.268T>A (Tyr90Asn) in exon 3, c.327A>C (Glu109Asp), and c.364C>T
(Pro122Ser) in exon 4, and c.1603G>A (Asp535Asn) in exon 13; and eight synonymous SNP
(sSNPs), c.933A>G (Gln331Gln) in exon 9, c.1158T>C (Asn386Asn) and c.1218T>C
(Leu406Leu) in exon 10, c.1269G>A (Glu423Glu), c.1392T>C (Thr464Thr), and c.1398G>T
(Ala466Ala) in exon 11, c.1458T>C (Pro486Pro) in exon 12, and c.1662G>A (Leu554Leu) in
exon 14. Among the nsSNPs, c.142G>A, c.268T>A, c.327A>C, c.364A>C, and c.1603G>A
were previously identified by Bighignoli et. al. [13], Gandolfi et. al. [52], and in the cDNA
analysis developed in this study (LC051632.1, and LC051633.1). The SNP c.139G>A was

Fig 1. Structure of cat’s CMAH gene. (A) Genomic structure of cat’s CMAH gene obtained from the comparative analysis of mRNA sequences and
whole genome shotgun sequence (Accession No.NC_018727.2, chromosome B). Exon 1a is located upstream of exon 1b. CMAH 1a mRNA
corresponds to the mRNA sequences deposited in Genbank under Accession No. EF127684.1 from blood type A cat, while CMAH 1b mRNA
corresponds to first presorted cat CMAH mRNA from blood type A cat [13].□: Exon(UTR),&: Exon(CDS),▬: Intron. (B) Nucleotide sequences of
the 5’ region of two mRNA isoforms, which have different exons (exon 1a and exon 1b) with start codon ATG and are considered leader exons Both
exons were spliced to exon 2 to produce the full length cat CMAH mRNA isoforms 1a (CMAH 1a) and 1b (CMAH 1b).

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.g001
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previously identified by Tasker et. al. [53] from genomic DNA. Two uSNPs and one InDel
(-371C>G, -217G>A, Δ-53 N>P) and six nsSNPs (c.933A>G, c.1158T>C, c.1269G>A,
c.1392T>C, c.1398G>T, and c.1458T>C) have been detected in the first report of the cat
CMAH mutations (EF127685.1) [13]. Two nsSNPs (the c.179G>T and c.187A>G) and two
sSNPs (the c.1218T>C, and c.1662G>A) were newly detected in this study from genomic
DNA sequences in this study.

Diplotypes of the cat CMAH gene

Thirteen diplotypes derived from 19 mutations (two uSNPs, one InDel, eight nsSNPs, and
eight sSNPs) detected in this study (Table 3). Diplotypes 1 and 2 corresponded to the previous
CMAH alleles, which were reported from the mRNA type A cats sequence EF127684.1, and to
the first causative CMAH variant in type B cats [13]. The remaining 11 diplotypes (Diplotypes
3 to 13) were novel to cat’s CMAH loci. Diplotypes had four to 14 mutations in different nucle-
otide positions and there was was no common mutation among the 13 diplotypes.

Among type B cats (Diplotypes 2 to 10), Diplotype 2 was the most frequent (55.9%) and
eight novel diplotypes (Diplotypes 3 to 10) were distributed in 41.1% of the samples. These
results showed that the CMAH variant associated with type B blood was not only the main
cause of CMAH variation as a first reportedCMAH variant (Diplotype 2) [13], but also that
there were several different mutations in the cat’s CMAH loci. In addition, the novel diplotypes
(Diplotypes 3 to 10) found in type B cats carried the heterozygous mutations.

We tried to investigate the serological differences between Diplotypes 2 (most common)
and 7 in type B cats. Erythrocytes’ B antigen and the anti-A antibodies tittered in the serum of
type B showed that Diplotype 2 cat were two- and 64-times higher than in Diplotype 7 cat,
respectively. These results suggested that the amount of antigen and antibody differed among
diplotypes in type B cats expressing Neu5Ac.

We also identified three novel diplotypes (Diplotypes 11 to 13) in the Ragdoll cats family
comprising two type AB and one type A cats (Table 3). Focusing on mutation Δ-53 in 5’ UTR

Fig 2. Schematic representation of the DNA polymorphisms detected in the CMAH gene in cat.□: Exon(UTR)&: Exon(CDS)▬: Intron: _
SNP. The position of identified DNA polymorphism was numbered from nucleotide A of the initiator methionine ATG codon revealed in exon 1a.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.g002
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and on the nsSNPs, the genotype of the type AB male proband was genotype NN at Δ-53N>P,
AG at c.187A>G, and CC at c.327 A>C (Diplotype 11). The genotype of the proband’s
mother, also a type AB cat, was NP at Δ-53 N>P, GA at c.142G>A, AG at c.187A>G, TA at
c.268T>A, CC at. c. 327A>C, and GA at c.1603G>A (Diplotype 12). The proband’s father
(type A cat) had a variant C allele at c.327 (Diplotype 13).

The genotype CC at. c.327A>C was found in the two type AB cats (proband and proband’s
mother) was also detected as the most frequent mutation in type B diplotypes (Diplotypes 2, 3,
5, 6, and 8). Thus, the mutation c.327A>C alone does not determine type AB cats but might be
highly associated with the expression of Neu5Ac in these cats. In addition, Gandolfi et al. have
recently (2016) reported a novel variant with the mutation c.364C>T in type AB in Ragdoll
cats [52], but the novel variants identified in the type AB Ragdoll cats examined in the present
study differed from that. Overall, mutation data showed that different genotypes generate dif-
ferent blood type AB cats, similar to that found for type B cats.

Haplotypes in cat CMAH gene

The nine haplotypes inferred from the cat CMAH gene by maximum parsimony corresponded
to the eight nsSNPs (c.139C>T, c.142G>A, c.179G>T, c.187A>G, c.268T>A, c.327A>C,
c.364 C>T, and c.1603G>A) (Table 4). Haplotypes 1 and 2 corresponded to the intact CMAH
allele (Type A) and to the first causative mutation leading to CMAH variants (Type B), respec-
tively [13]. The remaining seven haplotypes (Haplotypes 3 to 9) were novel to the cat CMAH
gene. These haplotypes had one to four mutations in coding regions. Haplotype 2 was the most
frequent haplotype (72.1%) among type B cats. The schematic representation of the relation-
ships between haplotypes obtaine in TCS is shown in Fig 3.

Diplotypes 1 to 13 shown in (Table 3) were categorized according to their amino acid substi-
tutions (Table 5) using the software SNPAlyze (DYNACOM Co., Ltd.). Haplotype combina-
tions of 1–1 in Diplotype 1 were considered the intact type (type A). In type B cats, haplotype
combinations were categorized 2–2 (Diplotype 2), 2–5 (Diplotype 3), 2–3 (Diplotype 4), 2–4
(Diplotypes 5 and 6), 3–8 (Diplotype 7), 4–7 (Diplotype 8), 3–7 (Diplotype 9), and 3–9 (Diplo-
type 10). Among the family of Ragdoll cats, haplotype combinations were 4–6 (Diplotype 11
from Type AB), 2–6 (Diplotype 12 from Type AB), and 1–4 (Diplotype 13 from Type A). Cats

Table 4. Haplotypes inferred by maximum parsimony from eight nsSNPs in cat’s CMAH gene.

E2 E3 E4 E13

Haplotype c.139 c.142 c.179 c.187 c.268 c.327 c.364 c.1603

C>T G>A G>T A>G T>A A>C C>T G>A

R47C V48M G60V I63V Y90N E109D P122S D535N

Hap 1*† C G G A T A C G

Hap 2† C A G A A C C A

Hap 3† C G G A T A T G

Hap 4 C G G A T C C G

Hap 5 T G T A A C C G

Hap 6 C G G G T C C G

Hap 7† T G T A T C C G

Hap 8 C A G A A A C A

Hap 9 C G G G T A C G

*Haplotype 1 is the intact cat CMAH gene.
†Haplotypes 1, 2, 3, and 7 were also detected in cDNA analysis.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.t004
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with blood types B and AB (Diplotypes 2 to 12), which expressed Neu5Ac on erythrocytes, did
not carriy the intact CMAH gene haplotype (Haplotype 1). Detailed information on individu-
als’ diplotypes and haplotype are shown in S4 and S5 Tables. These results suggested that
double haploids selected from multiple recessive alleles in the cat CMAH loci were highly asso-
ciated with the expression of the Neu5Ac on the erythrocyte membrane in the feline AB blood
group system.

Fig 3. Relationships among cat’ CMAH gene haplotypes. The relationships among haplotypes were based on the haplotype networks obtained
in TCS software [51]. Each circle is proportional to the haplotype frequency. Each small white circle represents an intermediate non-sampled or non-
existent haplotype. Each line within the CMAH network represents a mutation.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.g003
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Discussion

The feline AB blood group is the most important blood group system in cat transfusion medi-
cine. This blood group system is linked to the cat CMAH protein [11–13] and Neu5Gc and
Neu5Ac are the epitopes of antigens A and B blood types, respectively. In the present study, we
identified multiple nsSNPs, diplotypes, and haplotypes in cat CMAH variants sequenced for 34
type B cats and for a family of two type AB cats and one type A cat.

Table 5. Amino acid substitutions in diplotypes and inferred haplotypes in cat’s CMAH gene.

E2 E3 E4 E13

Haplotype c.139 c.142 c.179 c.187 c.268 c.327 c.364 c.1603

C>T G>A G>T A>G T>A A>C C>T G>A

R47C V48M G60V I63V Y90N E109D P122S D535N

Dip 1 RR VV GG II YY EE PP DD

Hap 1 R V G I Y E P D

Hap 1 R V G I Y E P D

Dip 2 RR MM GG II NN DD PP NN

Hap 2 R M G I N D P N

Hap 2 R M G I N D P N

Dip 3 RC VM GV II NN DD PP DN

Hap 2 R M G I N D P N

Hap 5 C V V I N D P D

Dip 4 RR VM GG II YN ED PS DN

Hap 2 R M G I N D P N

Hap 3 R V G I Y E S D

Dip 5,6 RR VM GG II YN DD PP DN

Hap 2 R M G I N D P N

Hap 4 R V G I Y D P D

Dip 7 RR VM GG II YN EE PS DN

Hap 3 R V G I Y E S D

Hap 8 R M G I N E P N

Dip 8 RC VV GV II YY DD PP DD

Hap 4 R V G I Y D P D

Hap 7 C V V I Y D P D

Dip 9 RC VV GV II YY ED PS DD

Hap 3 R V G I Y E S D

Hap 7 C V V I Y D P D

Dip 10 RR VV GG IV YY EE PS DD

Hap 3 R V G I Y E S D

Hap 9 R V G V Y E P D

Dip 11 RR VV GG IV YY DD PP DD

Hap 4 R V G I Y D P D

Hap 6 R V G V Y D P D

Dip 12 RR VM GG IV YN DD PP DN

Hap 2 R M G I N D P N

Hap 6 R V G V Y D P D

Dip 13 RR VV GG II YY ED PP DD

Hap 1 R V G I Y E P D

Hap 4 R V G I Y D P D

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.t005
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The loss of enzyme activity in the CMAH enzyme controlling the expression of Neu5Ac on
erythrocytes carrying type B antigens derived from mutations in the cat CMAH gene [13]. We
here first reported that multiple diplotypes, which are characterized by several mutations,
could be associated with Neu5Ac expression (Table 3). Furthermore, haplotype inference anal-
ysis using the identified diplotypes revealed that type B and AB cats expressing Neu5Ac on
erythrocytes carried homozygote CMAH variants or heterozygotes with two different CMAH
variants (Table 5). Thus, the present study suggested that the expression of Neu5Ac in the sam-
pled B and AB cats occurred by combining double haploids selected from various CMAH hap-
lotypes where amino acids have changed. The substituted amino acids in cat CMAH gene
might suppress CMAH activity synthesized Neu5Gc and express Neu5Ac by altering the con-
formation of the protein, although different amino acids might influence CMAH’s activity
differently.

Neu5Gc on cat erythrocytes has been reported to comprise a total of 98%, 65%, and 35–60%
of total sialic acid, according to gas-liquid chromatography or reverse-phase high performance
liquid chromatography with fluorescent detection [54, 55]. Thin-layer chromatography immu-
nostaining analysis showed that type AB erythrocytes had less Neu5Ac than type A erythro-
cytes and less Neu5Gc than type B erythrocytes [11]. Until now, expression level of Neu5Gc in
types A or AB erythrocytes agglutinated with Neu5Gc monoclonal antibodies had not been
systematically determined. The "quantification" and comparisons of Neu5Gc and Neu5Ac in
erythrocytes with the blood types, A, B, and AB erythrocytes, and the mutations in the of cat
CMAH gene obtained here are therefore essential for further genetic analysis of the feline AB
blood groups in future.

Cat’s AB blood group system blood type is generally determined using RBCs card agglutina-
tion in relation to antibodies. Recently, Seth et al. [17] compared the card agglutination
(CARD), immunochromatographic cartridge (CHROM), gel-based (GEL), and conventional
slide (SLIDE) and tube (TUBE) agglutination assays, and found that the sensitivity of the
CARD method is 93.2% for A antigen detection and 95.7% for B antigen detection against
TUBE method. These data suggested that the discrimination of positive and negative cells by
qualitative assessment might be difficult if the expression of antigens is very weak. The present
blood types was determined by the CARD method was used in the presented study, and we
cloud not exclude the small possibility of phenotypic error when determining blood types. Fig
4 is one of the model to our understanding the molecular basis of the feline AB blood group
system, which is based on previous research [7, 11–13, 17, 52, 54–55] and this study in the pres-
ent. We cannot exclude the possibility that other further mutation might be present in the
CMAH gene associated with Neu5Ac expression on cat erythrocytes. The exact classification of
the blood group by DNA test based on the CMAH mutations need to further information for
the phenotypes and genotypes characterizing cat’s AB blood type.

Humans do not synthesize Neu5Gc, and only express Neu5Ac, as the human CMAH gene
lost this function due to the deletion of a 92 bp exon [44–47]. In ferrets, CMAH enzyme activ-
ity was lost due to the deletion of nine exons (exons 1 to 9) in the ferret CMAH gene [49]. The
results of Bighignoli et al. [13] and the present study, showed that the CMAH gene carried in
type B cats with Neu5Ac expression had no exon deletion, instead showing spontaneous muta-
tions in the protein coding region. These findings suggested that the genetic mechanism inacti-
vating the CMAH gene in felines might differ from that in human and ferret. In humans,
Neu5Ac is not associated with human blood group system, but is regarded as an important
receptor for influenza viruses [48].

Despite the low frequency of blood types B (expressing Neu5Ac) and AB (expressing
Neu5Ac + Neu5Gc) in cat populations, the Neu5Ac derived from CMAH mutations is still
maintained in cat populations. Löfling et al. have recently (2013) reported that canine and
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feline parvoviruses preferentially recognize Neu5Gc [55]. Thus, considering our findings,
mutations in CMAH gene revealed in types B and AB may occur due to a selection pressure to
maintain Neu5Ac expression against viruses in cat populations [55].

Conclusions

We identified multiple nsSNPs, diplotypes, and haplotypes in cat CMAH variants sequenced
for 34 type B cats and for a family of two type AB cats and one type A cat. In our cat samples,
the combination of double haploids selected from various recessive alleles with amino acid sub-
stitution in cat CMAH loci was highly associated with the generation of blood types B and AB
expressing the Neu5Ac in the feline AB blood group systems.

Fig 4. Conceptual scheme of the molecular basis of the feline AB blood group system.□: CMAH mutated alleles (recessive),&: CMAH intact
allele (dominant), color boxes: haplotypes revealed in types B and AB within cats expressing Neu5Ac. These results suggested that double haploids
selected from multiple recessive alleles in cat’s CMAH loci were highly associated with the determination of blood types B and AB in the feline AB
blood group systems.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.g004

CMAH Characterization in Felines with AB Blood System

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000 October 18, 2016 13 / 17



Supporting Information

S1 Table. Samples used in the genetic analysis of cat CMAH.
(PDF)

S2 Table. Primer sequences and PCR conditions.
(PDF)

S3 Table. Distribution of feline AB blood group antigens among the randomly selected
cats.
(PDF)

S4 Table. Frequency of blood type B diplotypes and haplotypes.
(PDF)

S5 Table. Summary of diplotypes and haplotypes in the Ragdoll cats family with AB and A
blood groups.
(PDF)

Acknowledgments

The authors thank all the study participants and the member of our laboratory in NVLU,
Sakirko Katagiri, Saki Tachibana, Rina Makita, Jyunya Furuseki, Saya Ezoe, Hiromi Taniguchi,
Maho Sugita, and Eri Onozawa. The authors also acknowledge the contribution of Associate
Professor Takako Matsubara, the staff from the Veterinary Medical Teaching Hospital at
NVLU, and Masami Tsumai, Dr. med. vet., in Miyamae Animal Hospital (Suginami, Tokyo)
for their scientific support.

Author Contributions

Conceptualization: TO MB ST SI.

Funding acquisition: TO KO MB ST.

Investigation: SN CU TS AS TT MB ST.

Methodology:TO SN CU.

Project administration: TO ST.

Resources: TS MB SI.

Supervision: TO ST SI.

Validation: TO SN CU NT KO YHC YK HM AG HO DA KT.

Writing – original draft: TO.

Writing – review & editing: SN CU TS MB TI ST SI.

References
1. Landsteiner K, Levine P. Further Observations on Individual Differences of Human Blood. Proc Soc

Exp Biol Med. 1927; 24: 941–994.

2. Landsteiner K. Individual difference in human blood. Science. 1931; 73: 403–409. doi: 10.1126/
science.73.1894.403 PMID: 17755773

3. Holmes RR. Blood groups of cats. J Physiol. 1950; 111: 61.

CMAH Characterization in Felines with AB Blood System

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0165000 October 18, 2016 14 / 17

http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.s001
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.s002
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.s003
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.s004
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0165000.s005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.73.1894.403
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.73.1894.403
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17755773


4. Young LE, O’Brien WA, Miller G, Swisher SN, Ervin DM, Christian HM, et al. Erythrocyte-isoantibody
reactions in dogs. Trans N Y Acad Sci. 1951; 13: 209–213. PMID: 14855600

5. Eyquem A, Podliachouk L, Millot P. Blood groups in chimpanzees, horses, sheep, pigs, and other
mammals. Ann N Y Acad Sci. 1962; 97: 320–328. PMID: 13891122

6. Griot-Wenk ME, Giger U. Feline transfusion medicine. Blood types and their clinical importance. Vet
Clin North Am Small Anim Pract. 1995; 25: 1305–1322. PMID: 8619268

7. Auer L, Bell K. Transfusion reactions in cats due to AB blood group incompatibility. Res Vet Sci. 1983;
35: 145–152. PMID: 6635340

8. Hohenhaus AE. Importance of blood groups and blood group antibodies in companion animals. Trans-
fus Med Rev. 2004; 18: 117–126. PMID: 15067591

9. Giger U, Casal ML. Feline colostrum—friend or foe: maternal antibodies in queens and kittens. J
Reprod Fertil Suppl. 1997; 51: 313–316. PMID: 9404300

10. Axnér E. A questionnaire on survival of kittens depending on the blood groups of the parents. J Feline
Med Surg. 2014; 16: 781–787. doi: 10.1177/1098612X13518937 PMID: 24423812

11. Andrews GA, Chavey PS, Smith JE, Rich L. N-glycolylneuraminic acid and N-acetylneuraminic acid
define feline blood group A and B antigens. Blood. 1992; 79: 2485–2491. PMID: 1571562

12. Griot-Wenk M, Pahlsson P, Chisholm-Chait A, Spitalnik PF, Spitalnik SL, Giger U. Biochemical charac-
terization of the feline AB blood group system. Anim Genet. 1993; 24: 401–407. PMID: 8273913

13. Bighignoli B, Niini T, Grahn RA, Pedersen NC, Millon LV, Polli M, et al. Cytidine monophosphate-N-
acetylneuraminic acid hydroxylase (CMAH) mutations associated with the domestic cat AB blood
group. BMC Genet. 2007; 8: 27. doi: 10.1186/1471-2156-8-27 PMID: 17553163

14. Giger U, Kilrain CG, Filippich LJ, Bell K. Frequencies of feline blood groups in the United States. J Am
Vet Med Assoc. 1989; 195: 1230–1232. PMID: 2584120

15. Giger U, Bucheler J, Patterson DF. Frequency and inheritance of A and B blood types in feline breeds
of the United States. J Hered. 1991; 82: 15–20. PMID: 1997588

16. Griot-Wenk ME, Callan MB, Casal ML, Chisholm-Chait A, Spitalnik SL, Patterson DF, et al. Blood type
AB in the feline AB blood group system. Am J Vet Res. 1996; 57: 1438–1442. PMID: 8896680

17. Seth M, Jackson KV, Giger U. Comparison of five blood-typing methods for the feline AB blood group
system. Am J Vet Res. 2011; 72: 203–209. doi: 10.2460/ajvr.72.2.203 PMID: 21281194

18. Tasker S, Barker EN, Day MJ, Helps CR. Frequencies of feline blood types in the Rio de Janeiro area
of Brazil. Vet Clin Pathol. 2014; 55: 185–189.

19. Malik R, Griffin DL, White JD, Rozmanec M, Tisdall PL, Foster SF, et al. The prevalence of feline A/B
blood types in the Sydney region. Aust Vet J. 2005; 83: 38–44. PMID: 15971816

20. Cattin RP. Distribution of blood types in a sample of 245 New Zealand non-purebred cats. N Z Vet J.
2016; 64: 154–157. doi: 10.1080/00480169.2015.1112313 PMID: 26539731

21. Ikemoto S, Sakurai Y, Fukui M. Individual difference with the cat blood group detected by isohemagglu-
tinin. Nihon Juigaku Zasshi. 1981; 43: 433–435. PMID: 7321368

22. Ejima H, Kurokawa K, Ikemoto S. Feline red blood cell groups detected by naturally occurring isoanti-
body. Nihon Juigaku Zasshi. 1986; 48: 971–976. PMID: 3784230

23. Arikan S, Duru SY, Gurkan M, Agaoglu ZT, Giger U. Blood type A and B frequencies in Turkish Van
and Angora cats in Turkey. J Vet Med A Physiol Pathol Clin Med. 2003; 50: 303–306. PMID: 12887623

24. Gurkan M, Arikan S, Ozaytekin E, Dodurka T. Titres of alloantibodies against A and B blood types in
non-pedigree domestic cats in Turkey: assessing the transfusion reaction risk. J Feline Med Surg.
2005; 7: 301–305. doi: 10.1016/j.jfms.2005.03.003 PMID: 15914059

25. Zheng L, Zhong Y, Shi Z, Giger U. Frequencies of blood types A, B, and AB in non-pedigree domestic
cats in Beijing. Vet Clin Pathol. 2011; 40: 513–517. doi: 10.1111/j.1939-165X.2011.00371.x PMID:
22092346

26. Merbl Y, Hason A, Sethon ED, Aroch I. A survey of feline AB group blood types in Israel (2007 to
2009). Isr J Vet Med. 2011; 66: 21–28.

27. Giger U, Gorman NT, Hubler M, Leidinger JI, Leidinger EF, Lubas G, et al. Frequencies of feline type A
and B blood types in Europe. Anim Genet. 1992; 23: 17–18.

28. Hubler M, Arnold S, Casal M, Fairburn A, Nussbaumer M, Rüsch P. The blood group distribution in
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