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Abstract

Background: The D-galacturonic acid derived from plant pectin can be converted into a variety of other chemicals
which have potential use as chelators, clarifiers, preservatives and plastic precursors. Among these is the deoxy-keto
acid derived from L-galactonic acid, keto-deoxy-L-galactonic acid or 3-deoxy-L-threo-hex-2-ulosonic acid. The keto-
deoxy sugars have been found to be useful precursors for producing further derivatives. Keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
is a natural intermediate in the fungal D-galacturonate metabolic pathway, and thus keto-deoxy-L-galactonate can
be produced in a simple biological conversion.

Results: Keto-deoxy-L-galactonate (3-deoxy-L-threo-hex-2-ulosonate) accumulated in the culture supernatant when
Trichoderma reesei Δlga1 and Aspergillus niger ΔgaaC were grown in the presence of D-galacturonate. Keto-deoxy-L-
galactonate accumulated even if no metabolisable carbon source was present in the culture supernatant, but was
enhanced when D-xylose was provided as a carbon and energy source. Up to 10.5 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1

was produced from 20 g D-galacturonate l-1 and A. niger ΔgaaC produced 15.0 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 from
20 g polygalacturonate l-1, at yields of 0.4 to 1.0 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate [g D-galacturonate consumed]-1. Keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate accumulated to concentrations of 12 to 16 g l-1 intracellularly in both producing organisms.
This intracellular concentration was sustained throughout production in A. niger ΔgaaC, but decreased in T. reesei.

Conclusions: Bioconversion of D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was achieved with both A. niger
ΔgaaC and T. reesei Δlga1, although production (titre, volumetric and specific rates) was better with A. niger than T.
reesei. A. niger was also able to produce keto-deoxy-L-galactonate directly from pectin or polygalacturonate
demonstrating the feasibility of simultaneous hydrolysis and bioconversion. Although keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
accumulated intracellularly, concentrations above ~12 g l-1 were exported to the culture supernatant. Lysis may
have contributed to the release of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate from T. reesei mycelia.

Background
Cellulose, hemicellulose, lignin and pectin are among
the most abundant carbon reserves on earth, all present
in plant biomass. While cellulose, hemicellulose and lig-
nin are particularly abundant in grasses and woody
plants, pectin is abundant in many fruits and some
roots, such as the sugar beet (Beta vulgaris L). Pectin
may be purified and used as a gelling agent and

stabilizer, for instance in the food and pharmaceutical
industries, or may be hydrolysed to release monomers,
primarily D-galacturonic acid, which find limited use as
chelating agents. D-Galacturonic acid may be electrolyti-
cally oxidised to galactaric (mucic) acid, avoiding the
high concentrations of nitrous oxide which are used to
produce galactaric acid from D-galactose or lactose [1].
Galactaric acid is used in similar applications to D-
galacturonic acid, but may also be used in modifying
plastics [2]. In addition to being oxidised to mucic acid,
D-galacturonic acid can also be reduced to L-galactonic
acid [3], for applications similar to those with galactaric
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and D-galacturonic acids. The range of applications for
these acids continues to expand.
Interest in galactonic acid derivatives has increased on

account of the planar zigzag conformation they can
adopt in solution [e.g. [2,4]], while keto sugars are useful
intermediates in the production of various sugar deriva-
tives [5,6]. Removal of water from L-galactonic acid
leads to the formation of keto-deoxy-L-galactonic acid
(3-deoxy-L-threo-hex-2-ulosonic acid). Keto-deoxy
sugars have potential as precursors in the synthesis of
medicinal and other compounds [7]. Keto-deoxy-L-
galactonate is an intermediate in the metabolism of
D-galacturonate by fungi [8] and the genes encoding
D-galacturonate reductase (gar1 &gaaA), L-galactonate
dehydratase (lgd1 &gaaB) and 2-keto-3-deoxy-L-galacto-
nate aldolase (lga1 &gaaC) have been identified in Tri-
choderma reesei (anamorph of Hypocrea jecorina)
[3,9,10] and Aspergillus niger [11]. Deletion of any one
of these three genes in T. reesei results in a strain
unable to grow on D-galacturonate as sole carbon
source. In this paper we describe the conversion of D-
galacturonate to 2-keto-3-deoxy-L-galactonate using
strains of T. reesei and A. niger from which the 2-keto-
3-deoxy-L-galactonate aldolase encoding gene (lga1 and
gaaC, respectively) has been deleted.

Results
Bio-conversion of D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-
galactonate with no added energy source
T. reesei Δlga1 converted D-galacturonate to keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate at an initial rate of 0.10 ± 0.01 g
keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 h-1 (~0.03 g [g biomass]-1

h-1) When 4.6 g D-galacturonate was provided, 2.6 g
keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 was produced in the culture
supernatant within 24 h (Figure 1). However, product
was subsequently degraded or removed from the solu-
tion through an unknown mechanism. In 9.5 g D-galac-
turonate l-1, 6.2 ± 0.2 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 was
produced (yield = 0.6 g g-1) and degradation was not
observed. When T. reesei Δlga1 was grown in bioreac-
tors, the degradation of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate did
not result in increased biomass production or release of
measureable amounts of CO2.
A. niger ΔgaaC was incubated in 3.5 to 9.7 g D-galac-

turonate l-1 in flasks to assess its ability to convert D-
galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate (Figure 1). A.
niger ΔgaaC produced more keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
(7.6 ± 0.3 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 from 9.8 g D-
galacturonate l-1) at a higher rate (0.27 ± 0.02 g keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 h-1, 0.13 ± 0.00 g [g biomass]-1

h-1) than T. reesei Δlga1 (Figure 1). The yield of keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate on D-galacturonate was 0.96 ± 0.04
and 0.88 ± 0.02 g g-1 in 6.3 and 10 g D-galacturonate l-
1, respectively. Degradation of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate

was again observed (Figure 1), with no measureable
increase in biomass. In a pH regulated bioreactor (pH
5.6) containing ~2 g biomass l-1 in 20 g D-galacturonate
l-1 solution 10.6 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was pro-
duced. The initial production rate was 0.20 g keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 h-1 (~0.11 g [g biomass]-1 h-1)
and the yield ~1 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate [g D-galac-
turonate consumed]-1.
The pH of the supernatant increased to between 7.5

and 8.0 when T. reesei Δlga1 and A. niger ΔgaaC were
incubated in unbuffered D-galacturonate solutions in
flasks. Viable hyphae were still present during incuba-
tion in D-galacturonate solutions and T. reesei Δlga1
showed normal sporulation. The vital stain methylene
blue was used for a qualitative assessment of cell vitality.
Considerable staining and cell shearing were observed in
both control and keto-deoxy-L-galactonate producing
strains incubated in the same conditions.

The effect of added D-xylose on the bio-conversion of D-
galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
Conversion of D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galac-
tonate is an NADPH-requiring process. Although pre-
grown mycelium has some NADPH, conversion of
D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate could be
more efficient if a co-substrate was provided as an
energy source to replenish NADPH. Addition of 1 to
10 g D-xylose l-1 (in the presence of mineral salts and
trace elements) improved (p < 0.05) the initial rate of
conversion of D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galacto-
nate by T. reesei Δlga1 from 0.10 to 0.14 ± 0.004 g
keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 h-1. The highest concen-
trations of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate from D-galacturo-
nate were observed with 1 or 2 g D-xylose l-1, with
10.4 ± 0.6 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 being pro-
duced in medium containing 19 g D-galacturonate l-1

and 2 g D-xylose l-1, at a yield of 0.55 g [g substrate]-1

(Figure 2). With these concentrations of D-xylose, the
specific production rate was similar to that in D-galac-
turonate solution without D-xylose (~0.03 g keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate [g biomass]-1 h-1), but with higher
concentrations of D-xylose (5 or 10 g D-xylose l-1)
specific production was reduced to ~0.01 g keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate [g biomass]-1 h-1. Higher specific
production rates were observed in pH-controlled bior-
eactor cultures (~0.06 g [g biomass]-1 h-1) than in flask
cultures.
Incubation of A. niger ΔgaaC in medium containing

9.7 g D-galacturonate l-1 and 2 g D-xylose l-1 resulted in
the production of 7.7 ± 0.5 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
l-1 at a rate of 0.33 ± 0.01 g l-1 h-1 (0.12 ± 0.02 g [g bio-
mass]-1 h-1) and a yield of 0.85 ± 0.05 g [g D-galacturo-
nate consumed]-1. The pH after 76 h incubation had
decreased to 2.8.
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D-galacturonate was taken up at 0.19 ± 0.01 g
D-galacturonate l-1 h-1 (~0.06 g D-galacturonate [g bio-
mass]-1 h-1) by T. reesei Δlga1 and 0.28 ± 0.01 g
D-galacturonate l-1 h-1 (~0.10 g D-galacturonate [g bio-
mass]-1 h-1) by A. niger ΔgaaC in flask cultures at low
biomass concentrations, with or without added xylose.
Higher volumetric uptake rates (up to 0.38 g D-galactur-
onate l-1 and 0.56 g D-galacturonate l-1 for T. reesei
Δlga1 and A. niger ΔgaaC, respectively), but lower spe-
cific uptake rates (~0.04 to 0.06 g [g biomass]-1 h-1),
were observed for both strains with higher biomass con-
centrations. In bioreactor cultures D-galacturonate
uptake rates were lower than in flasks and similar (0.12
g D-galacturonate l-1 h-1; ~0.06 g D-galacturonate [g
biomass]-1 h-1) for the two strains.

Intracellular concentrations of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
Keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was detected intracellularly
within 17 h (12.3 ± 0.1 g l-1) incubation in medium con-
taining 16.8 g D-galacturonate l-1 and 4.2 g D-xylose l-1

in T. reesei Δlga1 (~2 g biomass l-1) and within 11 h
(3.1 ± 0.5 g l-1) incubation in 19 g D-galacturonate l-1 in
A. niger ΔgaaC (~2 g biomass l-1), when extracellular
keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was only 0.07 to 0.15 g l-1

(Figure 3). In T. reesei, the intracellular keto-deoxy-L-
galactonate concentration increased to 15.9 ± 0.5 g
keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 and then decreased at an
almost linear rate (0.13 g l-1 h-1; Figure 3) as the

Figure 1 Bio-conversion of D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate. Conversion of D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate by
T. reesei Δlga1 (solid symbols) and A. niger ΔgaaC (open symbols) in flasks at 30°C, 200 rpm. Mycelia were pre-grown in medium containing 20 g
D-xylose and 1 g peptone l-1, and were washed with sterile H2O before incubation in D-galacturonate, initial pH 5.2 to 5.5. D-galacturonate
concentration is shown on the right. Error bars represent ± standard error of the mean.

Figure 2 Keto-deoxy-L-galactonate production in media
supplemented with D-xylose. Keto-deoxy-L-galactonate produced
by T. reesei Δlga1 in flasks (200 rpm) or bioreactors (pH 5.5, 500-600
rpm, 1 vvm air) at 30°C. Mycelia were pre-grown in medium
containing 20 g D-xylose and 1 g peptone l-1, and were washed
with sterile H2O before incubation in medium containing
approximately 10 (solid symbols) or 20 (open symbols) g D-
galacturonate l-1 with 0 to 10 g D-xylose l-1. Error bars represent ±
standard error of the mean.
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extracellular concentration increased. In A. niger a maxi-
mum intracellular keto-deoxy-L-galactonate concentra-
tion of 13.5 ± 0.4 g l-1 was observed after 44 h
incubation, but the intracellular concentration was
approximately constant (11.6 ± 0.6 g l-1) from 21 to 82
h (Figure 3), as extracellular concentrations increased.
Biomass concentration decreased in both A. niger and T.
reesei cultures at similar rates, reflecting attachment of
biomass to surfaces in the bioreactor and/or cell lysis.
Cell lysis, however, would have contributed at most 0.2
g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 to the supernatant of the
T. reesei culture and less than 0.1 g l-1 to the superna-
tant of the A. niger culture.

Conversion of polygalacturonate and pectin to keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate
A. niger ΔgaaC produced keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
directly from polygalacturonate and from pectin (Fig-
ure 4). 6.5 ± 0.3 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 was
produced from 20 g pectin l-1 (yield ~0.7 g keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate [g D-galacturonate]-1) and
15.0 ± 0.1 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 from 20 g
polygalacturonate l-1 (yield ~1 g keto-deoxy-L-galacto-
nate [g D-galacturonate]-1), at rates of 0.31 ± 0.02 g l-1

h-1 and 0.54 ± 0.2 g l-1 h-1, respectively. Maximum
intracellular keto-deoxy-L-galactonate (13 to 18 g keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate l-1, Figure 4) was observed at 21 h
in both pectin and polygalacturonate. Degradation of

extracellular keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was observed at
the end of the cultivations.
Hydrolysis of polygalacturonate was rapid, with 3.8 g D-

galacturonate l-1 present in the supernatant after only 11 h
and increasing to 10.0 g D-galacturonate l-1 at 15 h, after
which concentrations decreased. D-galacturonate did not
accumulate intracellularly, or was present in very low
amounts. D-galacturonate (2.3 ± 0.1 g D-galacturonate l-1)
was not observed in the culture supernatant of the pectin
cultures until 21 h, when 3.9 g keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
l-1 had already been produced. After 21 h the concentra-
tion of D-galacturonate in the supernatant decreased.
Intracellular D-galacturonate was observed in these
cultures (~5 g l-1) and was detectable after only 15 h.
In addition to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate, approxi-

mately 6 g biomass l-1 was produced in 20 g pectin l-1

and 2 g biomass l-1 in 20 g polygalacturonate l-1, of
which 1-1.5 g biomass l-1 would have been derived from
the 2-3 g D-xylose l-1 provided to the cultures and the
rest from the carbohydrates present in the pectin or
polygalacturonate. Growth resulted in a decrease in pH
in both media, to 4.4 in polygalacturonate and 2.7 in
pectin.
In contrast, T. reesei Δlga1 did not produce keto-

deoxy-L-galactonate when incubated in 10 g pectin l-1

and 1.5 g D-xylose l-1. D-Xylose was consumed and
~0.8 g biomass l-1 was produced, but no D-galacturo-
nate was detected in the culture supernatant.

Figure 3 Intracellular keto-deoxy-L-galactonate concentrations. Intracellular concentrations of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate (left) produced by
A. niger ΔgaaC (solid symbols) and T. reesei Δlga1 (open symbols) when maintained in bioreactors at constant pH 5.5 on 17-19 g D-
galacturonate l-1 at 30°C, and the correlation to extracellular keto-deoxy-L-galactonate concentration (right) when D-galacturonate was still
present in the culture supernatant. 4.2 g D-xylose l-1 and mineral salts were added to the T. reesei culture but not to the A. niger culture.
Cultures contained approximately 2 g biomass l-1. Error bars represent ± SEM and lines indicate trends in the data.
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Discussion
Hilditch et al. [10] observed the conversion of D-galactur-
onate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate when conidia of T. ree-
sei Δlga1 were incubated in medium containing 0.5 g
peptone l-1 and 20 g D-galacturonate l-1. The peptone
allowed conidial germination, resulting in 0.2 g biomass l-1

and keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was produced extracellularly
at a rate of approximately 0.025 g l-1 h-1. Here we demon-
strate that the conversion rate is substantially increased to
0.10 g l-1 h-1 when cultures are inoculated with more bio-
mass and that the rate can be further increased (0.14 g l-1

h-1) by including a carbon/energy source (up to 2 g D-
xylose l-1) in the medium. Keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was
produced after D-xylose had been consumed and high
concentrations of D-xylose limited production.
A. niger ΔgaaC was more efficient than T. reesei Δlga1

at producing keto-deoxy-L-galactonate, with production
rates of 0.27 to 0.33 g l-1 h-1, in solutions without and
with added D-xylose, respectively. A. niger ΔgaaC also
produced keto-deoxy-L-galactonate directly from citrus
peel pectin or polygalacturonate at similar or higher
(0.54 g l-1 h-1) rates. These rates were comparable or
higher to those demonstrated for the production of 2-
keto-D-galactonate from D-galactose (approx. 0.14 g l-1

h-1) by Pseudomonas fluorescens [5] and considerably
higher than those observed for 2-keto-L-galactonate
production by Erwinia herbicola (<0.2 mg l-1 h-1; [12].
D-galacturonate uptake rates were generally higher in

A. niger ΔgaaC than in T. reesei Δlga1, which would

contribute to the higher keto-deoxy-L-galactonate pro-
duction rate in A. niger, but not the titre or yield.
Further, the two strains had similar uptake rates in
bioreactor cultures, but A. niger ΔgaaC still produced
keto-deoxy-L-galactonate at a higher rate than T. reesei
Δlga1. The low rate of D-galacturonate uptake in bior-
eactor, compared to flask culture, was surprising, but
may reflect differences in morphology in flasks and
bioreactors, particularly for A. niger ΔgaaC. Little is
known about D-galacturonate transporters in filamen-
tous fungi, but putative transporters have recently been
identified in A. niger [11] and two of these have homo-
logues in T. reesei (unpublished result), although their
function has not been confirmed. T. reesei appears to
have a capacity, similar to or only slightly lower than
that of A. niger, to take up D-galacturonate, but this
capacity is not always realised, as also observed during
galactarate production [13].
Measurement of intracellular keto-deoxy-L-galactonate

concentrations in both T. reesei and A. niger demon-
strated that it accumulated inside the cells to approxi-
mately 12 to 16 g l-1, and was detectable intracellularly
before being detectable in the supernatant, suggesting
that export of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate at pH 5.5 may
be limited. In contrast, citrate is reported to accumulate
intracellularly to only 0.4 to 6 g citrate l-1 in A. niger
when producing citrate [14]. None-the-less, intracellular
accumulation of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate to 12 - 16 g
l-1 did not appear to strongly affect hyphal viability or

Figure 4 Bio-conversion of pectin and polygalacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate. Extracellular (left) and intracellular (right) keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate production by A. niger ΔgaaC from 20 g l-1 polygalacturonate (solid symbols) or pectin (open symbols). Media (pH ~5.3)
containing 2 g D-xylose l-1 and 20 g polygalacturonate l-1 or 2.9 g D-xylose l-1 and 20 g pectin l-1 were inoculated with mycelia (~4.7 g biomass
l-1) and incubated in flasks at 30°C, 200 rpm.

Wiebe et al. BMC Biotechnology 2010, 10:63
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6750/10/63

Page 5 of 8



ability of T. reesei to sporulate. In A. niger, 12 g intracel-
lular keto-deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 appeared to be a
threshold above which all keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was
exported to the supernatant (Figure 3). In T. reesei, the
intracellular concentration decreased as extracellular
concentrations increased (Figure 3), suggesting that T.
reesei was able to induce an efficient export system, or
that cell lysis contributed to its release into the superna-
tant. Release of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate from the
cytoplasm would have contributed less than 0.2 g keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate l-1 in the supernatant and the con-
tinued uptake and conversion of D-galacturonate
demonstrated that cell lysis alone was not responsible
for the export in T. reesei. Export of organic acids by
fungi is not well understood, but often involves active
transport, as in citrate export by A. niger [14] or sorbate
export by S. cerevisiae [15]. If export of keto-deoxy-L-
galactonate requires active transport, the separation of
growth and production phases would be undesirable
and a substrate limited fed-batch process may enable
higher over-all production rates. Transporters specific
for keto-deoxy-L-galactonate would not be expected in
either A. niger or T. reesei, which would not normally
accumulate keto-deoxy-L-galactonate intracellularly,
however other transporters might be expected to have
various levels of affinity to transport keto-deoxy-L-galac-
tonate in addition to their target molecules.
The theoretical yield of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate from

D-galacturonate is 0.92 g g-1 (1 mol mol-1). T. reesei Δlga1
converted D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
with an average yield of 0.5 g g-1 in flask cultures and up
to 0.74 g g-1 in pH controlled bioreactor cultures, although
the yield tended to decrease as the cultures progressed. D-
Galacturonate did not accumulate in the cytoplasm in T.
reesei, so uptake and storage of D-galacturonate was not
responsible for the low yield. Keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
concentrations decreased in some cultures, indicating that
it could be degraded into non-metabolisable products or
complex with other organic molecules.
The yield of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate from D-galac-

turonate was higher with A. niger ΔgaaC (0.7 to
approximately 1.0) than with T. reesei Δlga1, the theore-
tical yield being achieved in pure D-galacturonate solu-
tion and from polygalacturonate. Values above 0.92 g g-1

reflect the difficulty of measuring D-galacturonate accu-
rately when keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was present. Keto-
deoxy-L-galactonate degradation was also observed in
A. niger ΔgaaC cultures. Futile metabolism of D-galactur-
onate has previously been observed in T. reesei Δgar1 and
A. niger ΔgaaA strains, with or without co-expression of
a uronate dehydrogenase [13].
A. niger ΔgaaC produced more keto-deoxy-L-galacto-

nate than T. reesei Δlga1, at higher rates. The A. niger
strain chosen as producer (ATCC1015) is a known citric

acid producer and is more acid tolerant than T. reesei.
Both low pH tolerance and high citrate production sug-
gest that A. niger ATCC1015 has more efficient acid
export than T. reesei, which could contribute to
improved production. However, differences in the D-
galacturonate reductases (encoded by gaaA and gar1)
and L-galactonate dehydratases (encoded by gaaB and
lgd1) may also contribute to the higher production in A.
niger, as would differences in D-galacturonate uptake in
some conditions. Further, A. niger produced sufficient
pectinases to produce keto-deoxy-L-galactonate directly
from pectin or polygalacturonate, whereas T. reesei did
not, as expected given the limited pectinase encoding
genes in its genome [16]. Simultaneous hydrolysis and
bioconversion is thus feasible with A. niger ΔgaaC, and
the non-galacturonate sugars in pectin could provide
the co-substrate for biomass and energy production.

Conclusions
A. niger ΔgaaC and T. reesei Δlga1 convert D-galacturo-
nate to 2-keto-3-deoxy-L-galactonate, which accumulates
extracellularly. Production rates were comparable or better
than those observed for similar products with bacterial
cells [5,12] and could be further improved by optimising
the provision of co-substrate for biomass and energy pro-
duction. Total production, volumetric production rate and
specific production rate were higher for A. niger ΔgaaC
than T. reesei Δlga1 and the ability of A. niger ΔgaaC to
produce keto-deoxy-L-galactonate directly from pectin or
polygalacturonate demonstrate that it is the more desir-
able production organism.
Although keto-deoxy-L-galactonate accumulated intra-

cellularly, concentrations above ~12 g l-1 were exported to
the culture supernatant. Lysis may have contributed to the
release of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate from T. reesei mycelia.
Since keto-deoxy-L-galactonate was not stable in the cul-
ture supernatant, it would be necessary to closely monitor
a production process to obtain maximum yields and it
would be advantageous to determine the path by which
the keto-deoxy-L-galactonate is destroyed.

Methods
Strains
Trichoderma reesei (teleomorph Hypocrea jecorina)
QM6a Δlga1, lacking the gene encoding 2-keto-3-deoxy-
L-galactonate aldolase, was generated as described in
[10]. Stock cultures were maintained as conidia sus-
pended in 20% v/v glycerol, 0.8% w/v NaCl with
~0.025% v/v Tween 20 at -80°C.
The cassette for deletion of gaaC from A. niger

ATCC1015 contained 1971 bp from the A. niger gaaC
promoter, 1693 bp from the A. niger gaaC terminator,
and a 1927 bp fragment containing the pyrG gene
flanked with its native promoter and terminator. These
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fragments were obtained by PCR from A. niger
ATCC1015 genomic DNA using primers gaaC-5-F,
gaaC-5-R, gaaC-3-F, gaaC-3-R, pyrG-del-F_n, and pyrG-
del-R_n (Table 1), and the proofreading DNA polymer-
ase Phusion (Finnzymes). Plasmid pRSET-A (Invitrogen)
was digested with NheI (NEB) and Ecl136II (Fermentas),
and the promoter fragment (gaaC-5) with NheI, to pro-
duce an intermediary construct by ligation using T4
DNA ligase (NEB). This intermediary construct and the
terminator fragment (gaaC-3) were digested with SmaI
and XhoI (both NEB), and ligated. The resulting vector
was digested with SmaI (NEB) and treated with phos-
phatase. The pyrG DNA fragment, after digestion with
SmaI, was inserted between the two gaaC flanking
regions. The deletion cassette, 5576 bp containing the
gaaC flanking regions and the pyrG gene, was released
by MluI (NEB) digestion and transformed into A. niger
ATCC1015 ΔpyrG [13]. Transformants were selected by
ability to grow in the absence of uracil. Deletion of
gaaC was verified by PCR. A. niger ΔgaaC was unable
to grow on D-galacturonate as sole carbon source.

Media
T. reesei Δlga1 and A. niger ΔgaaC were grown in modi-
fied Vogel’s media from [17]. D-Xylose (1 to 20 g l-1)
was provided as carbon source and ammonium sulphate
(1.65 or 3.3 g l-1) as the nitrogen source. Sodium citrate
was omitted from some media and phosphate concen-
tration was reduced to 0.5 g l-1, since citrate and phos-
phate interfered with HPLC analysis of D-galacturonate
and 2-keto-3-deoxy-L-galactonate. Phosphate did not
restrict biomass production in the low phosphate med-
ium. Medium for pre-cultures was supplemented with 1
g bactopeptone l-1. Medium for A. niger pre-cultures
also contained 4 g agar l-1 so that growth would be
more filamentous. D-galacturonate (3.5, 4.6, 6.3, 9.5-10
or 19-20 g l-1; prepared as sodium salt), polygalacturo-
nate (20 g l-1; prepared as sodium salt) or pectin from
citrus peel (Fluka, 20 g l-1) were used as substrates in
production media. In addition to D-galacturonate (10.8
g l-1), 20 g citrus peel pectin l-1 also contained 3.4 g D-
glucose l-1, approximately 3.9 g D-xylose/D-galactose/D-
mannose l-1 and 0.2 g L-arabinose l-1. Polygalacturonate

(20 g l-1) contained 18.1 g D-galacturonate l-1 and
approximately 0.7 g D-xylose/D-galactose/D-mannose l-
1. The pH of production media (or substrate) was
adjusted to 5.2 to 5.5 with NaOH.

Cultural conditions
Small scale cultures were grown in 250 ml Erlenmeyer
flasks containing 50 ml medium or substrate and incu-
bated at 30°C, 200 rpm. Flasks were inoculated either
with conidial suspensions (T. reesei) to give final concen-
trations of 5.3 × 105 conidia ml-1 or with mycelium (T.
reesei and A. niger) grown in modified Vogel’s medium
(3.3 g (NH4)2SO4 l

-1) containing 20 g D-xylose l-1 and 1 g
peptone l-1. T. reesei pre-cultures were allowed to grow
for 45 h (~4.5 g biomass l-1) before being harvested by
vacuum filtration through disks of sterile, disposable
cleaning cloth (X-tra, 100% viscose household cleaning
cloth, Inex Partners Oy, Helsinki) and rinsed with sterile
H2O (> 2 volumes) to remove residual peptone and D-
xylose. A. niger was grown for 24 h in pre-culture med-
ium containing 4 g agar l-1 to obtain filamentous growth.
Mycelium (5 ml) from these pre-cultures was transferred
to fresh pre-culture medium (50 ml) and incubated for
18 to 22 h to reduce the agar content in the cultures, pro-
viding inoculum for D-galacturonate conversion which
could be filtered and washed in the same manner as the
T. reesei pre-cultures. A. niger biomass (3.5 to 9.5 g l-1)
from the second pre-cultures was a mixture of filamen-
tous mycelia and small pellets (< 2 mm diam.). Mycelium
was aseptically removed from the cloth using a sterile
spatula and transferred to fresh medium or substrate for
conversion of the D-galacturonate. The initial biomass
concentration in T. reesei cultures was ~3.0 g l-1 and in
A. niger cultures either ~2.0 g l-1 or 4.7 g l-1 (polygalac-
turonate and pectin media).
For larger scale cultures, mycelium was grown in bior-

eactors in 500 ml (Multifors, max working volume 500
ml, Infors HT, Switzerland) or 1 l (Biostat® CT, 2.5 max
working volume, B. Braun Biotech International, Sartor-
ius AG, Germany) medium. Bioreactors were inoculated
with an initial biomass of 0.5 g l-1 to 2.9 g l-1 in the case
of T. reesei cultures and 2.0 g l-1 for A. niger. Cultures
were maintained at 30°C, 600 (Multifors) or 500 (Bio-
stat) rpm, with 1.0 volume gas (volume culture)-1 min-1

(vvm). Culture pH was kept constant at pH 5.5 by the
addition of sterile 1 M KOH or 1 M H3PO4. Polypropy-
lene glycol (mixed molecular weight [18]) was added to
control foam production. Gas concentration (CO2, O2,
N2 and Ar) was analysed continuously in an Omnistar
quadrupole mass spectrometer (Balzers AG, Liechten-
stein), calibrated with 3% CO2 in Ar.
Samples were removed at intervals and mycelium was

separated from the supernatant by filtration through
cloth or centrifugation (13000 g in 2 ml microfuge

Table 1 Primers used in the construction of the gaaC
deletion cassette for A. niger ATCC1015.

Abbreviation Sequence

gaaC-5-F ATATGCTAGCACGCGTATTAACAGCCGTAACGGCATC

gaaC-5-R ATAACCCGGGTAGTTTTGGGGTTGGGTTCA

gaaC-3-F ATATCCCGGGTAAAGACATGCTGGTTGGTGG

gaaC-3-R ATTACTCGAGACGCGTTATTTCTGCGTTGTATGGCG

pyrG-del-F_n TATACCCGGGTGATTGAGGTGATTGGCGAT

pyrG-del-R_n TATACCCGGGTTATCACGCGACGGACAT
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tubes). For analysis of intracellular 2-keto-3-deoxy-L-
galactonate concentrations, biomass which had been
washed with 9 g NaCl l-1 (2 × volume for centrifuged
biomass) or distilled water (>2 × volume for filtered bio-
mass) was frozen at -20°C and subjected to freeze-dry-
ing. After weighing, 2-keto-3-deoxy-L-galactonate in the
dried biomass was extracted in 1 to 5 ml 5 mM H2SO4.
Disruption of the biomass (e.g. by vortexing with glass
beads or grinding in liquid nitrogen) was not necessary
to remove intracellular 2-keto-3-deoxy-L-galactonate
from biomass which had been frozen. To estimate the
intracellular concentration, the volume (ml) of cyto-
plasm per g dry biomass was assumed to be similar to
that of Penicillium chrysogenum, which has been deter-
mined to be 2.86 times the dry biomass [19].

Chemical analyses
The concentration of D-xylose was determined by HPLC
using a Fast Acid Analysis Column (100 mm × 7.8 mm,
BioRad Laboratories, Hercules, CA) linked to an Aminex
HPX-87H organic acid analysis column (300 mm × 7.8
mm, BioRad Laboratories) with 2.5 mM H2SO4 as eluant
and a flow rate of 0.5 ml min-1. The column was main-
tained at 55°C. Peaks were detected using a Waters 410
differential refractometer and a Waters 2487 dual wave-
length UV (210 nm) detector. The concentrations of D-
galacturonic acid and keto-deoxy-L-galactonic acid were
measured by HPLC using the same conditions. However,
the retention times for D-galacturonic acid and keto-
deoxy-L-galactonic acid differed by only 0.4 min, so that
for some concentrations only one or the other compound
gave a distinct peak. Therefore, the concentration of
keto-deoxy-L-galactonic acid was also measured using
the thiobarbituric acid (TBA) assay, essentially as
described by [20] and assuming that the extinction coeffi-
cient with keto-deoxy-L-galactonic acid would be similar
to that with N-acetylneuraminic acid.

Acknowledgements
This study was financially supported by the Academy of Finland through the
Centre of Excellence in White Biotechnology - Green Chemistry (grant
118573), the Cadfiss project (grant 10053) and the Maj and Tor Nessling
Foundation (grant 2005008). We thank Tarja Laakso for technical assistance.

Authors’ contributions
This study was conceived by MGW, DM, LR and MP. DM and SH constructed
the strains and revised the manuscript. MGW carried out the cultivations and
wrote the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Received: 16 July 2010 Accepted: 26 August 2010
Published: 26 August 2010

References
1. Fauvarque JF, Mestre M, Trevin S, Marzouk H, Jud JM: Recent industrial

experiences with electroorganic synthesis - industrial electrosynthesis of
an insoluble compound - galactaric acid. Actual Chim 1998, 10:48-50.

2. Kiely DE, Chen L, Lin T-H: Synthetic polyhydroxypolyamides from
galactaric, xylaric, D-glucaric, and D-mannaric acids and alkylenediamine

monomers - some comparisons. J Polym Sci A Polym Chem 2000,
38:594-603.

3. Kuorelahti S, Kalkkinen N, Penttilä P, Londesborough J, Richard P:
Identification in the mold Hypocrea jecorina of the first fungal D-
galacturonic acid reductase. Biochemistry 2005, 44:11234-11240.

4. Zaliz CLR, Varela O: Straightforward synthesis of derivatives of D- and L-
galactonic acids as precursors of stereoregular polymers. Tetrahedron
Asymmetry 2003, 14:2579-2586.

5. Tanimura R, Hamada A, Ikehara K, Iwamoto R: Enzymatic synthesis of 2-
keto-D-gluconate and 2-keto-D-galactonate from D-glucose and D-
galactose with cell culture of Pseudomonas fluorescens and 2-ket-
galactonate from D-galactono 1,4-lactone with partially purified 2-
ketogalactonate reductase. J Mol Catal B Enzym 2003, 23:291-298.

6. Lindberg B, Theander O: Amino-deoxy- and deoxy-sugars from methyl 3-
oxo-b-D-glucopyranoside. Acta Chem Scand 1959, 6:1226-1230.

7. Hiroshi I, Takashi Y: Production of 2-keto-3-deoxyaldonic acid derivative
and production thereof. Japanese Patent JP62258342 1987.

8. Richard P, Hilditch S: D-Galacturonic acid catabolism in microorganisms
and its biotechnological relevance. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol 2009,
82:597-604.

9. Kuorelahti S, Jouhten P, Maaheimo H, Penttilä M, Richard P: L-galactonate
dehydratase is part of the fungal path for D-galacturonic acid
catabolism. Mol Microbiol 2006, 61:1060-1068.

10. Hilditch S, Berghäll S, Kalkkinen N, Penttilä M, Richard P: The missing link in
the fungal D-galacturonate pathway Identification of the L-threo-3-
deoxy-hexulosonate aldolase. J Biol Chem 2007, 282:26195-26201.

11. Martens-Uzunova ES, Schaap PJ: An evolutionary conserved D-
galacturonic acid metabolic pathway operates across filamentous fungi
capable of pectin degradation. Fungal Genet Biol 2008, 45:1449-1457.

12. Lanzilotta RP, Weibel MK: Microbiologic conversion of L-galactonate into
2-keto L-galactonate. 1981, U.S. Patent 4,246,348.

13. Mojzita D, Wiebe M, Hilditch S, Boer H, Penttilä M, Richard P: Metabolic
engineering of fungal strains for the conversion of D-galacturonate to
meso-galactarate. Appl Environ Microbiol 2010, 76:169-175.

14. Magnuson JK, Lasure LL: Organic Acid Production by Filamentous Fungi.
In Advances in Fungal Biotechnology for Industry Agriculture and Medicine.
Edited by: Tkacz JS, Lange L. New York: Kluwer Academic, Plenum
Publishers; 2004:307-340.

15. Piper P, Calderon CO, Hatzixanthis K, Mollapour M: Weak acid adaptation:
the stress response that confers yeasts with resistance to organic acid
food preservatives. Microbiology 2001, 47:2635-2642.

16. Martinez D, Berka RM, Henrissat B, Saloheimo M, Arvas M, Baker SE,
Chapman J, Chertkov O, Coutinho PM, Cullen D, Danchin EGJ, Grigoriev IV,
Harris P, Jackson M, Kubicek CP, Han CS, Ho I, Larrondo LF, de Leon AL,
Magnuson JK, Merino S, Misra M, Nelson B, Putnam N, Robbertse B,
Salamov AA, Schmoll M, Terry A, Thayer N, Westerholm-Parvinen A,
Schoch CL, Yao J, Barabote R, Nelson MA, Detter C, Bruce D, Kuske CR,
Xie G, Richardson P, Rokhsar DS, Lucas SM, Rubin EM, Dunn-Coleman N,
Ward M, Brettin TS: Genome sequencing and analysis of the biomass-
degrading fungus Trichoderma reesei (syn. Hypocrea jecorina). Nat
Biotechnol 2008, 26:553-560.

17. Vogel HJ: A convenient growth medium for Neurospora (Medium N).
Microb Genet Bull 1956, 243:112-119.

18. Wiebe MG, Robson GD, Shuster J, Trinci APJ: Evolution of a recombinant
(glucoamylase-producing) strain of Fusarium venenatum A3/5 in
chemostat cultures. Biotechnol Bioeng 2001, 73:146-156.

19. Nestaas E, Wang DIC: A new sensor, the “filtration probe,” for
quantitative characterization of the penicillin fermentation. I. Mycelial
morphology and culture activity. Biotechnol Bioeng 1981, 23:2803-2813.

20. Buchanan CL, Connaris H, Danson MJ, Reeve CD, Hough DW: An extremely
thermostable aldolase from Sulfolobus solfataricus with specificity for
non-phosphorylated substrates. Biochem J 1999, 343:563-570.

doi:10.1186/1472-6750-10-63
Cite this article as: Wiebe et al.: Bioconversion of D-galacturonate to
keto-deoxy-L-galactonate (3-deoxy-L-threo-hex-2-ulosonate) using
filamentous fungi. BMC Biotechnology 2010 10:63.

Wiebe et al. BMC Biotechnology 2010, 10:63
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6750/10/63

Page 8 of 8

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16101307?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16101307?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19159926?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19159926?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16879654?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16879654?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16879654?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17609199?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17609199?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17609199?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18768163?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18768163?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18768163?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19897761?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19897761?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19897761?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18454138?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18454138?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11255162?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11255162?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11255162?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10527934?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10527934?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10527934?dopt=Abstract

	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Results
	Bio-conversion of D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate with no added energy source
	The effect of added D-xylose on the bio-conversion of D-galacturonate to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
	Intracellular concentrations of keto-deoxy-L-galactonate
	Conversion of polygalacturonate and pectin to keto-deoxy-L-galactonate

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Methods
	Strains
	Media
	Cultural conditions
	Chemical analyses

	Acknowledgements
	Authors' contributions
	References

