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Abstract: ω-Hydroxylated fatty acids are valuable and versatile building blocks for the production of
various adhesives, lubricants, cosmetic intermediates, etc. The biosynthesis ofω-hydroxydodecanoic
acid from vegetable oils is one of the important green pathways for their chemical-based synthesis.
In the present study, the novel monooxygenase CYP153AL.m from Limnobacter sp. 105 MED was
used for the whole-cell biotransformations. We constructed three-component system that was
comprised of CYP153AL.m, putidaredoxin and putidaredoxin reductase from Pseudomonas putida.
This in vivo study demonstrated that CYP153AL.m is a powerful catalyst for the biosynthesis of
ω-hydroxydodecanoic acid. Under optimized conditions, the application of a solid-state powdered
substrate rather than a substrate dissolved in DMSO significantly enhanced the overall reaction titer
of the process. By employing this efficient system, 2 g/L of 12-hydroxydodecanoic acid (12-OHDDA)
was produced from 4 g/L of its corresponding fatty acid, which was namely dodecanoic acid.
Furthermore, the system was extended to produce 3.28 g/L of 12-OHDDA using 4 g/L of substrate
by introducing native redox partners. These results demonstrate the utility of CYP153AL.m-catalyzed
biotransformations in the industrial production of 12-OHDDA and other valuable building blocks.
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1. Introduction

ω-Hydroxylated fatty acids (ω-OHFAs) obtained from medium- and long-chain length fatty
acids are versatile building blocks that are used as precursors for bioplastics [1] and high-end
polymers in the chemical industry [2,3]. In addition, oxygenated fatty acids can be used in the
cosmetics industry to produce perfumes and for pharmaceutical applications as anticancer agents
and polyketide antibiotics [4,5]. To synthesizeω-OHFAs, various chemical routes have been reported,
including cross-metathesis of unsaturated fatty acid esters, followed by the hydroformylation and
hydrogenation of the carbonyl group [6] or by the reduction of α,ω-dicarboxylic acids [7]. However,
the chemical-based processes for the oxidation of the unreactive carbon atom require very harsh
conditions and multiple steps; depend on nonrenewable feedstocks and have poor selectivity [8].

For these reasons, attention has been focused on biological approaches. Wenhua Lu and
co-workers have reported biotransformation of 200 g/L methyl tetradecanoate, which resulted into
174 g/L and 6 g/L of its corresponding OHFAs and α,ω-dicarboxylic acids (ω-DCAs), respectively,
using an engineered Candida tropicalis [9]. Although remarkable progress has been made, these
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production platforms have not been exploited to a larger extent yet. Factors affecting the applicability
of these processes for the large-scale production include low productivity, instability of biocatalyst and
the requirement of economically feasible production facilities [10].

To overcome these limitations, alternative bacterial-based processes have been investigated.
In these processes, the main key enzyme is CYP153As. The CYP153s are bacterial class I P450 enzymes
that operate as three-component systems, containing a heme-dependent monooxygenase core (CYP)
and two additional redox partners and/or domains, which are namely an iron–sulfur electron carrier
(ferredoxin, Fdx) and a FAD-containing reductase (ferredoxin reductase, FdR). These transfer electrons
from NAD(P)H to the monooxygenase active site [11]. This subfamily displays excellent activity
towards theω-hydroxylation of alkanes, primary alcohols and fatty acids [12].

Recently, Bernhard Hauer and co-workers have demonstrated the construction of a chimeric
protein, where the heme domain of CYP153AM.aq. was fused to the reductase domain of CYP102A1
isolated from Bacillus megaterium (B. megaterium) (CPRBM3), the most catalytically active P450 reported
to date [13]. Additionally, they introduced the G307A mutant based on the GGNDT motif in the I-helix,
conserved in CYP153A subfamily, which showed 2- to 20-fold increase in the activity toward medium
chain fatty acids [14].

The CYP153A.M. aq.-CPRBM3 fusion construct has been used for in vivo hydroxylation to produce
ω-OHDDA. This reaction produced 1.2 g/L of ω-hydroxydodecanoic acid (ω-OHDDA) with high
regioselectivity (>95%ω-regioselectivity) for the terminal position by using 10 g/L of its corresponding
free fatty acid as a substrate [10]. However, feasible productivity and yield at an industrial scale have
not been reached yet. In the current study, an enzyme mining approach revealed that an excellent
CYP153A can be a powerful catalyst in the three-component systems. During this study, the application
of a solid-state powdered substrate rather than a substrate dissolved in DMSO and introducing the
native redox partner were shown to be effective strategies (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Synthesis of ω-hydroxydodecanoic acid (ω-OHDDA) from dodecanoic acid (DDA) using
CYP153A three-component system.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Construction of a CYP153A Three-Component System

Bioinformatic tools have been routinely used to search for new enzymes and for conducting
analysis of the similarity among already available enzymes [15–17]. Previously, the CYP153A from
Marinobacter aquaeolei (CYP153AM.aq.) was reported to possess high activity and selectivity toward
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ω-hydroxylation of C12-FA (63% conversion, 95% ω-regioselectivity) [14]. For the identification of
more suitable CYP153As, Basic Local Alignment Search Tool (BLAST) search was performed using
CYP153AM.aq as a query sequence and 100 candidates showing resemblance to the query sequence
were selected. Among them, seven CYP153As were randomly selected from various groups based on
a phylogenetic tree (Figure S1). The genes encoding CYP153As were cloned into pCDF_duet vector
and expressed in E. coli BW25113 ∆fadD (DE3). As CYP153As from Oceanococcus atlanticus, Alcanivorax
jadensis T9 and Nocardioides luteus (CYP53AO.a, CYP153AA.j and CYP153AN.l, respectively) were
expressed as inclusion bodies, they were neglected in the further studies. SDS-PAGE analysis and
CO-binding assays confirmed the production of the other three CYP153As in soluble and active forms
(Figures S2 and S3).

To compare the performance of the active P450s, whole-cell (0.11 gCDW/mL) reactions were carried
out at 30 ◦C and 200 rpm using cells with the active P450s, which co-expressed CamA (putidaredoxin
reductase) and CamB (putidaredoxin) from Pseudomonas putida in potassium phosphate buffer (100 mM,
pH 7.5) in the presence of 1% (w/v) glucose. The Cells with CYP153AA.d from Alcanivorax dieselolei
produced the lowestω-OHDDA (0.38 g/L) in 24 h, while those of CYP153AS.f from Solimonas flava
and CYP153AM.aq produced 0.72 g/L and 1.13 g/L from 4 g/L of DDA (Figure 2a).
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Figure 2. ω-Hydroxylation of 20 mM DDA by CYP153A and Cam AB containing cells,
Reaction conditions: Volume, 10 mL in 100 mL flask; Temp, 30 ◦C; Cell type, BW25113 (∆fadD,
DE3) with CYP153AM.aq, CYP153AL.m, CYP153AS.f and CYP153AA.d, respectively, with CamA/B;
Cell OD600, 30; Phosphate buffer, 100 mM; pH, 7.5; glucose 1% (w/v). (a) 20 mM DDA (DMSO 1%),
(b) 20 mM of solid state powdered substrate.

The performance of CYP153AM.aq expressing cells was similar to that of the CYP153A.M.
aq.–CPRBM3 fusion construct [10]. Furthermore, those with CYP153AL.m showed the largest
ω-OHDDA production (1.5 g/L) from 4 g/L of DDA (Figure 2a). Interestingly, the yields achieved
herein are the highest via batch reaction so far to best of our knowledge. We also attempted to make
a more detailed comparison and determined the concentration of the active P450s by CO-binding
assay (Figure S4). After normalization by the amount of active P450s, CYP153AL.m was shown to
be more active than the other P450s (Figure S5). Therefore, through the enzyme mining approach,
the CYP153AL.m containing three-component system was identified as an efficient catalyst for the
bioconversion of DDA toω-OHDDA.

2.2. Use of Solid State Powdered Substrate in Bioconversion

In many cases, substrates for reactions catalyzed by P450 have limited water solubility.
For example, medium chain fatty acids (C10–C16) are water soluble from ~7 mg/L to 61 mg/L.
Moreover, to increase the industrial feasibility of the process, two-liquid phase systems have been
previously utilized by Maurer et al. [18] and von Buhler et al. [19]. Furthermore, the addition of
co-solvents or cyclodextrins was reported by Donova et al. [20] and Kuehnel et al. [21]. However,
the excessive use of DMSO as a co-solvent could damage the catalyst and host cell [22]. Moreover,
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Lundemo and co-workers demonstrated that a DMSO free strategy was advantageous in whole-cell
P450 catalyzed reactions [23].

Based on these previous reports, cells were subjected to resting cell reaction in the absence of
DMSO. The CYP153AL.m expressing strain was shown to give the highest yields in the conversion
of DDA (4 g/L) toω-OHDDA (2 g/L), whereas CYP153AM.aq, CYP153AS.f and CYP153AA.d gave
0.9 g/L, 0.63 g/L and 0.3 g/L, respectively (Figure 2b). There is no significant difference in the
amount of product obtained using a solid-state powdered substrate or a substrate dissolved in
DMSO. The use of substrate in the solid state appeared to have a negligible effect on CYP153AM.aq,
CYP153A.d and CYP153AS.f, having showed a slightly declined amount of conversion. Nevertheless,
only the CYP153A.Lm-catalyzed reaction titer was shown to be improved using powdered substrate.
Any efficient biocatalytic conversion requisites the effective uptake of the substrate followed by its
conversion to the desired product [24,25]. The better uptake of a powdered substrate in the absence of
DMSO could be the plausible reason for the better titer achieved by the cells expressing CYP153A.Lm.

2.3. Effect of Homogeneous Redox Partners

Generally, it has been accepted that the optimal redox partners for a P450 enzyme should be
homogeneous ones [26–28]. Therefore, we tried to introduce native redox partners of Limnobacter sp.
105 MED. Using the functional protein association network database STRING v10.5 [29], a network
comprising CYP153AL.m was obtained and we found that there are two Fdxs and one FdR from
Limnobacter sp. 105 MED (Figure S6). The FdR (LimA) and a Fdx (LimB) with high values were
codon-optimized and synthesized into pETduet_vector. After this, they were expressed and purified
together with CYP153AL.m, CYP153AM.aq and CamA/B (Figure S7).

To evaluate the native redox partner chains, in vitro biotransformation was carried out with a
final volume of 0.5 mL of 100 mM potassium phosphate buffer (pH 7.5), containing 2 µM CYP153A,
ferredoxin reductase and ferredoxin (1:10:5 ratio). DDA was added at a final concentration of 0.5 mM
(25 mM stock in DMSO). The reaction was started by the addition of 0.2 mM NADH and the coupling
efficiencies were obtained by determining the ratio of the initial product forming rate and the NADH
consumption rate as previously described [30].

Although the coupling efficiencies of CYPs are similar regardless of redox partners,
the CYP153AL.m has a higher initial product forming rate (8.91 ± 0.89 µM/min) than CYP153AM.aq
(7.41 ± 0.70 µM/min) and a higher NADH consumption than CYP153AM.aq (17.04 ± 0.32 µM/min
and 13.83 ± 1.16 µM/min, respectively). Moreover, the native redox partners of CYP153A.L.m
improved the performance with the highest initial product forming rate (9.81 ± 1.60 µM/min) and the
highest NADH consumption (20.26 ± 0.57 µM/min) (Table 1).

Table 1. In vitro evaluation of native redox partners of CYP153AL.m.

Entry CYP153AM.aq CamA + CamB CYP153AL.m CamA + CamB CYP153AL.m LimA + LimB

Coupling efficiency (%) 53.6 ± 5.5 52.3 ± 3.6 48.4 ± 5.4
Initial product forming rate (µM/min) 7.41 ± 0.70 8.91 ± 0.89 9.81 ± 1.60
NADH consumption rate (µM/min) 13.83 ± 1.16 17.04 ± 0.32 20.26 ± 0.57

After confirming the performance of the native redox partner chain, the proteins of the redox
partner chain were further investigated in vivo. Whole-cell (0.11 gCDW/mL) reactions were carried
out at 30 ◦C and 200 rpm using cells with CYP153A.L.m, co-expressing LimA and LimB in potassium
phosphate buffer (100 mM, pH 7.5) in the presence of 1% (w/v) glucose. Ideally, the in vivo endogenous
three-component system produced 3.28 g/L of 12-OHDDA from 4 g/L DDA (Figure 3). Therefore,
our data demonstrated that the application of naturally occurring redox partners can enhance the
reactivity in vivo and in vitro.
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Figure 3. ω-Hydroxylation of 20 mM DDA by CYP153AL.m and LimAB containing cells.
Reaction conditions: Substrate concentration, 20 mM; Volume, 10 mL in 100 mL flask; Temp, 30 ◦C;
Cell type, BW25113 (∆fadD, DE3) expressing CYP153AL.m and Lim A/B; Cell OD600, 30; Phosphate
buffer, 100 mM; pH, 7.5; glucose 1% (w/v).

2.4. Limitations of the CYP153AL Three-Component System

The stability issues of CYPs have been frequently mentioned, which are caused by uncoupling of
the NADH oxidation during product formation [23,31]. To evaluate the stability of our system, a series
of four rounds was carried out with whole cells expressing CYP153AL.m and Cam A/B. In each round,
the cells were purified and reused every 6 h in the next round as equilibrium is reached in a relatively
short time period of 6 h (Figure 2b). In the second round, the amount of product obtained from the
whole cells was considerably reduced (53%) compared to the first round and further decreased to 35%
in the third round (Figure 4a). This data implies that our system suffered from instability and thus, a
relatively short process time is desirable.
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Figure 4. (a) Residual stability of whole cells expressing CYP153AL.m. Reaction conditions: Substrate
concentration, 20 mM; Volume, 10 mL in 100 mL flask; Temp, 30 ◦C; Cell type, BW25113 (∆fadD, DE3)
having CYP153AL.m and CamA/B; Cell OD600, 30; Phosphate buffer, 100 mM; pH, 7.5; glucose 1%
(w/v), The biocatalysts in the each round (every 6 h) were re-used in next round, (b) Product inhibited
ω-hydroxylation of 20 mM DDA. Reaction condition is the same with 3 ω-hydroxylation of 20 mM
fatty acids by CYP153A and Cam AB containing cells, Note that: 0, 5 and 10 mM ofω-OHDDA was
initially added.

Additionally, the residual activity in the third round did not compensate for the product
conversion after 12 h (Figure 2b). We speculate that the phenomenon is caused by product inhibition,
which was previously mentioned by Lundemo [23] and the resting cell reaction was carried out in the
additional presence of 5 mM and 10 mMω-OHDDA. The product forming rate significantly decreased
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from 1.59 ± 0.09 mM/h to 0.44 ± 0.17 mM/h as the initial product concentration increased from 0 to
10 mM (Figure 4b), indicating significant product inhibition. The results of these studies demonstrated
that CYP153AL.m three-component system suffered from severe product inhibition, which needs to be
overcome to produce high concentrations of the products.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Chemicals and Media

All chemicals, such as DDA, ω-OHDDA, dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO), isopropyl-thio-β-D

-galactopyranoside (IPTG), 5-aminolevulinic acid (5-ALA), N, O-Bis (trimethylsilyl)-trifluoroacetamide
(BSTFA, were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA). Chloroform was obtained from
Junsei (Tokyo, Japan). Bacteriological agar, Luria Bertani (LB) broth and terrific broth (TB) media
were purchased from BD Difco (Franklin Lakes, NJ, USA). All chemicals used in this study were of
analytical grade.

3.2. Plasmid Construction

For efficient substrate uptake, IPTG-inducible pCDF_duet1 vector with outer membrane long
chain fatty acid (LCFA) transporter, fadL [30] was used. The genes encoding various CYPs were
codon-optimized and synthesized from Bionics (Seoul, Korea), before each gene was inserted into
the IPTG-inducible pCDF_duet1 vectors using NdeI and XhoI as a restriction site. For redox partners,
CamA (ferredoxin reductase) and CamB (ferredoxin) from Pseudomonas putida and LimA and LimB
from Limnobacter sp. MED 105 were cloned into pET_duet1 vector using BamHI & SacI and NdeI &
EcorV, respectively [30].

3.3. Protein Expression and Purification

E. coli BW25113 (DE3) ∆fadD strain [32] was utilized for the biotransformation studies, wherein
the fatty acid degrading β-oxidation pathway was blocked. Plasmid DNA were transformed into
host strains using the standard heat shock method. For the expression and purification of enzymes,
fresh colonies from agar plates of transformants were cultured in 2 mL of LB medium containing
appropriate antibiotics at 37 ◦C overnight.

The seed-cultured cells were inoculated into 50 mL of Terrific-Broth (TB) in a 250-mL baffle flask
and cultured at 37 ◦C until the cell concentration reached an optical density at 600 nm (OD600) of
0.6–0.8 for IPTG induction. The induction was performed by adding 0.01 mM IPTG, 0.25 mM 5-ALA
as heme precursor and 0.5 mM FeSO4 at 30 ◦C for 16 h. MaqCYP153A, CYP153ALim, CamA/CamB,
and LimA/LimB expression were carried out in 1 L of Terrific-Broth (TB) in a 3-L flask and induction
was performed by adding 0.01 mM of IPTG, 0.25 mM 5-ALA as heme precursor and 0.5 mM FeSO4

or only 0.01 mM for the redox-partners at 30 ◦C for 16 h. For the purification of enzymes, cells were
harvested by centrifugation at 4 ◦C and 3000 rpm for 15 min. After this, they were washed and
re-suspended in 20 mL of potassium phosphate buffer (100 mM, pH 7.5) before finally being disrupted
by sonication.

The soluble fraction of each lysate was collected after centrifugation at 16,000 rpm for 30 min
and the enzymes were purified using a His-Trap-TM HP column (GE Healthcare Bio-Sciences AB,
Uppsala, Sweden). The Ni-NTA-bound enzymes were washed twice with 50 mM sodium phosphate
buffer (pH 8.0) containing 300 mM NaCl and 20 mM imidazole. Next, the enzymes were eluted out
with the same buffer containing 250 mM imidazole. Finally, the purified protein was concentrated
by ultra-filtration, before the imidazole and sodium chloride was removed via sequential dialysis.
Purified proteins were subjected to SDS-PAGE analysis.
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3.4. CO-Binding Assay

The UV absorption spectra of CO-bound recombinant CYP proteins after sodium dithionite
reduction were measured by Multi-scan UV–Vis spectrometry (Thermo Fisher Scientific, MA, USA) by
scanning wavelengths of 400–500 nm at intervals of 5 nm. The concentration of P450 was measured
using an extinction coefficient of 91.9 mM−1 cm−1 at 450 nm.

3.5. In-Vitro Oxidation Assay of CYP153As

The coupling efficiency of each CYPs with a redox partner was evaluated using C12:0 saturated
fatty acids as a substrate. The biotransformations were performed using a final volume of 0.5 mL of
100 mM potassium phosphate buffer (pH 7.5), containing 2 µM CYP153A, ferredoxin reductase and
ferredoxin i.e., P450, CamA and CamB (1:5:10 ratio) or P450, LimA and LimB (1:5:10 ratio) at 25 ◦C [28].
Fatty acids were added at a final concentration of 0.5 mM (25 mM stock in DMSO). The reaction was
started by the addition of the 0.2 mM NADH. Furthermore, the consumption of NADH was monitored
by measuring absorbance at 340 nm (e340 = 6.22 mM−1 cm−1). After completion, the reaction was
stopped by adding HCl and samples were analyzed by GC/FID analysis.

3.6. Resting Cell Reaction

Cells were harvested by centrifugation and washed with 100 mM potassium phosphate buffer
(pH 7.5), followed by resuspension in the same buffer. The cell buffer resuspension was placed into
a 100-mL shake flask, with the cell density adjusted to OD30 in the final 10 mL volume. The resting
cell reaction was initiated by adding 20 mM dodecanoic acid (1 M stock in DMSO or powder form).
The reactants were incubated at 30 ◦C and 200 rpm, with 0.5 mL sample aliquots collected every 2 or 6 h.
The sample preparation for product analysis was done as follows: 500 µL of the whole cell culture was
acidified with 6 M HCl to a pH of 2 and extracted with chloroform by vigorous vortexing for 1 min.
The organic phases were then collected and derivatized by using trimethylsilyl (TMS) and incubation
at 50 ◦C for 20 min, with an excess of BSTFA.

3.7. Product Identification and Quantification

Quantitative analysis was performed by gas chromatography, HP 6890 Series (Agilent Technologies,
Santa Clara, CA, USA) with flame ionization detector (GC/FID). One µL of the sample was injected
by the split less mode (a split less time of 0.8 min) and analyzed using a nonpolar capillary column
(5% phenyl methyl siloxane capillary 30 m × 320 µm i.d. 0.25 µm film thickness, HP-5 ms).

The oven temperature was maintained at 50 ◦C for 1 min, before being increased by 15 ◦C/min to
250 ◦C, with this temperature held for 10 min. The temperature of the inlet was kept at 250 ◦C and the
temperature of the detector was 280 ◦C. The flow rate of the carrier gas was 1.0 mL/min, while flow
rates of hydrogen, air and helium in the FID were 45, 400 and 20 mL/min, respectively. Each peak
was identified by comparison of the GC chromatogram with that of an authentic sample. Errors in the
analysis were corrected by using heptadecanoic acid as an internal standard.

4. Concluding Remarks

This study reports on aω-hydroxy fatty acid production platform employing efficient CYP153A
from Limnobacter sp. MED 105. Furthermore, the application of a powder substrate and introducing a
native redox partner was successfully examined in the study. However, product inhibition is a hurdle
for the industrial feasibility of this biocatalytic process. In conclusion, with the help of the heterologous
expression of novel non-native enzymes in E. coli, we successfully produced 3.28 g/L ofω-OHDDA
from 4 g/L of DDA.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4344/9/1/54/s1,
Figure S1: Phylogenetic tree used in this study, Figure S2: A SDS-PAGE analysis of protein expression of CYP153As,
Figure S3:A CO-binding analysis of CYP153A expressing strains used in this study, Figure S4: An active P450
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concentration used in this study, Figure S5: ω-OHDDA production normalized by amount of active P450s, Figure
S6: Protein–protein network of CYP153AL.m(LMED105_04587), Figure S7: SDS-PAGE gel picture of purified
protein of CamB (12.75 kDa), CamA (47 kDa), CYP153AM.aq (52.28 kDa), LimB (11.87 kDa), LimA (45.61 kDa),
and CYP153AL.m (52.28 kDa).
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Abbreviations

BSTFA N, O-bis(trimethylsilyl)trifluoroacetamide
CDW cell dry weight
CYP cytochrome P450 enzyme
CYP153AL.m Limnobacter sp. MED 105 CYP153A
CYP153AM.aq Marinobacter aquaeolei CYP153A
CYP153AA.d Alcanivorax dieselolei CYP153A
CYP153AS.f Solimonas flava CYP153A
DCA dicarboxylic acid
DDA dodecanoic acid
ω-OHDDA omega-hydroxydodecanoic acid
OHFAs omega-hydroxy fatty acids
TMS trimethylsilyl
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