REPORT

Physiological study in Saccharomyces cerevisiae
for overproduction of a homogeneous
human epidermal growth factor molecule
# Jorge Valdés1, Ernesto Mantilla1, Gabriel Márquez1, Regla M Bonilla1,
Yanay Proenza1, Michel Díaz1, Saily Martínez1, Willy Frometa1,
Yanara Martínez1, Emilio Narciandi2
1
Technological Development
Technology Transfer Department
Center for Genetic Engineering and Biotechnology, CIGB
Ave. 31 /158 and 190, Cubanacan, Playa, PO Box 6332, Havana, Cuba
E-mail: jorge.valdes@cigb.edu.cu
2

ABSTRACT
The epidermal growth factor (EGF) is a molecule of potent mitogenic activity that accelerates the healing of wounds
and ulcers of different tissues in the human body. Over the last years, some institutions of the Havana Western
Scientific Pole in Cuba have been developing novel therapeutic products and projects using the human EGF (hEGF)
like Heberprot-P® (CIGB) and Cimavax EGF® (CIM). Currently, the growing demand for this molecule has led to
strategies being focused on a significant increase in the production capacity of the hEGF. The aim of this work was
to increase productivity in the hEGF fermentation process by a combined study of physiological variables, cultivation
media and bioreactor operation mode. The influence of culture medium components and the operation during
fermentation on the homogeneous production of hEGF and the producer strain growth characteristics were evaluated. A 3.5-fold increase in EGF productivity was obtained by using high cell density fed-batch fermentation
process. This fermentation process allowed reaching a cell concentration of 241.6 ± 18.8 g/L (wet mass) and hEGF
production of 259.2 ± 37.2 mg/L. This is the first report of hEGF fermentation process expressed in yeasts with
productivity of 4.82 ± 0.57 mg/L·h. As part of the analysis, we also discuss the impact of maintaining the highest
hEGF expression on productivity in the fermentation process.

Introduction
A biotechnological production comprises a long and
expensive process of research and development, currently estimated around 450-800 million USD. Several
basic and key aspects need to be improved to increase
benefits and profits, such as producer strain development, culture media design and process parameter optimization able to operate with high production rate and
capacity.
The production levels for recombinant proteins depend on the environmental fermentation variables such
as: pH, temperature, agitation speed, air flow, and others. There are few reports in the literature of studies
analyzing the influence of the culture medium on growth
and expression of recombinant proteins [1-5], most of
them offering mainly an academic perspective.
In Cuba, the recombinant human epidermal growth
factor protein (hEGF) has been obtained extracellularly in cultures of Pichia pastoris and Saccharomyces cerevisiae yeasts, the last one being selected as
the appropriate host system for industrial production based on its best results [6]. The hEGF is a polypeptide of 53 amino acids with 3 disulphur bridges. It
was formerly isolated from submaxillary glands in
adult mice and extensively studied as mitogenic agent
for epithelial cells [7-10]. Its growing demand has led
to the design of strategies for significantly increasing
its production capacity.
One of the worldwide trends in the developing high
productivity of the fermentation processes is the use
of fed-batch operation mode at high cell density (over
200 g/L of wet weight or 50 g/L of dry weight) and up
to the maximum protein expression potential of the
microorganism used [3, 11-13]. This has allowed to es-

tablish yeast fermentation processes of 6 mg/L·h and
160 mg/L·h for extracellular and intracellular proteins,
respectively. More precisely, reports on the expression of hEGF in yeast [6, 14-17] refer to a maximum of
1.98 mg/L·h, also show increased degradation of
hEGF at its carboxyl terminus rendering mixed populations of 49- to 52-amino acids molecules [14, 15].
Here we describe, for the first time, the over-production of a homogeneous preparation of hEGF by combining the composition of culture medium, process
parameters and operation mode for a high productivity of the fermentation process.

Results and discussion
The effect of culture medium concentration (sucrose,
bacteriological peptone and yeast extract) on the cell
and hEGF concentrations, hEGF productivity and expression are shown in figure 1 and 2. The cellular density increased to levels above 200 g/L of wet weight
by increasing the concentration of culture media components. The hEGF concentration was increased over
250 mg/L for the variants 240/60/60 (sucrose/yeast
extract/bacteriological peptone concentrations, respectively) and 480/120/120, compared to the current
variant used as control. Noteworthy, significant differences (95% probability) were observed for both
parameters among studied variants.
The fermentation productivity of hEGF reached a
maximum of 4.82 ± 0.57 mg/L·h for the variant 240/
60/60, 3.95-fold the variant of the current process
(Figure 2A). Significant differences were detected for
the 240/60/60 variant compared to all others, except
for 480/120/120 variant.
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This study demonstrated a productivity of 4.82 mg/
L·h in the hEGF fermentation process, which is a breakthrough considering the maximum values previously
reported in the literature; could thus be achieved by
optimizing the physiology of the microorganism, optimizing the concentration of peptone and bacteriological peptone in the culture medium, and establishing
the high density (over 200 g/L), fed-batch operation
mode during the fermentation process. The use of the
240/60/60 (sucrose/yeast extract/bacteriological peptone concentrations, respectively) variant supported fermentation at the highest expression levels (3.2 mg/g)
and an effective control of hEGF degradation in the
culture medium (data not shown).
Finally, this fermentation process was successfully
scaled up to a 300-L volume and the process change
was approved by the Cuban National Regulatory Authority (CECMED). A production capacity, 5-fold
higher than the previous one, was achieved in the same
industrial facility.
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Figure 2. Results of the fermentation process hEGF productivity (A) and expression (B) obtained for the
different variants of fed-batch medium composition. Details are explained in figure 1. Experimental errors
of 0.55 mg/L•h and 0.32 mg/g were obtained for hEGF productivity and expression, respectively. Bars
represent plus and minus one standard deviation.
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Figure 1. Effect of medium composition variants of the fed-batch culture on cell and hEGF concentrations
in 7-L cultures. Operational parameters for the variables under study were previously reported [18].
Differences in variables consist on changes in sucrose/yeast extract/bacteriological peptone combinations
referred to as 120/30/30, for example. A similar feeding rate was used for all the variants (3.9 g sucrose/
L•h, in respect to the starting fermentation volume) and the concentration ratio of the medium components. Experimental errors of 21.0 g/L for cellular and 28.5 mg/L for hEGF concentrations were obtained,
respectively. Bars represent plus and minus one standard deviation.
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In the case of hEGF expression (Figure 2B), significant differences were detected for the 240/60/60
variant compared to the 480/120/120 and current one,
but not for the 120/30/30 variant.
These results allowed us to select the 240/60/60
variant as optimal to establish the fed-batch fermentation process, due to its higher productivity and expression of hEGF. Significantly, this fed-batch culture
variant supports the high expression level of hEGF
expression of the batch process [18] where culture
medium, pH and temperature conditions were optimized with decreased hEGF degradation. The maximum productivity ever reported for hEGF in yeast
were of 1.98 mg/L·h in Pichia pastoris [15, 19]. Meanwhile, in this work we obtained a 4.82 mg/L·h productivity in S. cerevisiae, 2.4-fold the value previously
reported.
The hEGF molecule obtained by using this process
was characterized (data not shown), evidencing no
degradation at all.
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