







    Skip to main content




    
        
        Thank you for visiting nature.com. You are using a browser version with limited support for CSS. To obtain
            the best experience, we recommend you use a more up to date browser (or turn off compatibility mode in
            Internet Explorer). In the meantime, to ensure continued support, we are displaying the site without styles
            and JavaScript.


    




    

    
            

            
                
                    Advertisement

                    
        
            
    
        
            
                [image: Advertisement]
        

    


        
    
                

            
        

    
        
            
                
                    
                    
                    
                        
                        
                            
                                
                                [image: Nature Reviews Microbiology]
                            
                        
                    
                    

                    
                    	
                            
                                View all journals
                            
                        
	
                            
                                Search
                            
                        
	
                            
                                Log in
                            
                        


                

            

        

        
            
                
                    
                        	
                                    
                                        Explore content
                                    
                                
	
                                    
                                        About the journal
                                    
                                
	
                                        
                                            Publish with us
                                        
                                    
	
                                    
                                        Subscribe
                                    
                                


                        	
                                    
                                        Sign up for alerts
                                    
                                
	
                                    
                                            RSS feed
                                    
                                


                    

                

            

        
    


    
    
        
            
                	nature



	nature reviews microbiology

	in brief

	
                                    article


    
        
        
            
            
                
                    	In Brief
	Published: 17 November 2020



                    BACTERIAL GENETICS
A function for retrons

                    	Grant Otto1Â 



                    
                        
                    

                    
                        
    Nature Reviews Microbiology

                        volumeÂ 19,Â page 3 (2021)Cite this article
                    

                    
        
            	
                        1902 Accesses

                    
	
                        1 Citations

                    
	
                            5 Altmetric

                        
	
                    Metrics details

                


        

    
                    
                

                
    
        Subjects

        	Bacterial genetics
	Bacteriophages
	Phage biology


    


                
    
    

    
    

                
            


        
            

            
                
                    

    
        
            
                
                Access through your institution
            
        

        
            
                
                    Buy or subscribe
                
            

        
    



                
            


            
                
                    
                

            

            
                
                Retrons are bacterial genomic elements encoding a reverse transcriptase and a non-coding RNA (ncRNA). Despite their discovery more than three decades ago, the function of retrons remains unknown. Millman et al. found that many retrons are in close proximity in the genome to known phage-defence systems, suggesting that they are also involved in defence against phage infection. Retrons form a cassette that includes a reverse transcriptase, ncRNA and one or two genes encoding proteins that might function as effectors. Introduction of retrons and their effectors into an Escherichia coli strain lacking retrons provided defence against infection by various phages, by growth arrest or cell death. The authors showed that the defence mechanism of one retron involved sensing phage-mediated inactivation of the phage DNA-degrading RecBCD complex, which activated retron effectors and led to abortive infection.
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