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Abstract

A thermo-tolerant diatom species has been isolated from Tunisian hot spring water (40°C).
The isolated diatom has been molecularly identified and classified into the genus
Halamphora. The growth kinetics, lipid content and distribution of fatty acids were assessed
at 20 and 30°C temperature levels and constant irradiance in controlled batch cultures
(11 days). Halamphora sp. showed better growth (μ = 0.53 day−1) and a higher lipid yield
(25% of the dry weight) at a higher temperature (30°C). Under the two temperatures tested,
the highest lipid and fatty acid contents were mainly reached during the stationary growth
phase. The fatty acid profile showed a significant content of two essential fatty acids, eicosa-
pentaenoic acid (EPA, 20:5n-3) and arachidonic acid (AA, 20:4n-6), reaching ∼15% and
∼21% of the total fatty acids, respectively, at 20°C and 30°C. The distribution of the different
components of the fatty acids showed that EPA and AA were mainly located in the neutral
lipid fraction in the stationary phase.

Introduction

Over the last decade, there has been increasing demand for renewable and sustainable oil
sources as biofuel or feedstock as well as discovering novel products for future biotechnological
application which have opened the door for biotechnology research in the microalgal area.
Many challenges are often presented especially in choosing the right alga with relevant prop-
erties for specific culture conditions and products (Jiang et al., 2014). Discovering species that
could combine fast growth and high lipid yields are an attractive target for biotechnology in
the microalgal field.

Of great interest for bioprospecting are extreme environments, such as thermophilic hot
springs. These kinds of harsh and adverse habitats are known to support a range of microor-
ganisms including microalgae that may have already developed mechanisms for adaptation,
including the ability to accumulate diverse chemicals as products that could promote their sur-
vival (Lim et al., 2012). According to many authors (e.g. Richmond, 1986; Seckbach, 2007),
organisms that can survive in thermal hot springs often have high optimal growth tempera-
tures and usually can produce more lipids.

Oleaginous microalgae are commonly referred to as ones that can accumulate lipids at over
20% of their dry weight. Most of these belong to green algae (Chlorophyceae) and diatoms
(Bacillariophyceae) (Pulz & Gross, 2004). Diatoms are considered to be highly diverse.
It has been estimated that there are over 100,000 extant species of diatoms colonizing various
environments (Stepanek et al., 2016). Research on these aquatic organisms in Tunisia is scarce;
we note in particular the study by Ghozzi et al. (2013), which consists of an inventory of
thermophilic microalgae in geothermal waters. Other investigations tackled the potential use
of diatom wild strains for biodiesel production (Chtourou et al., 2015a, 2015b) and for phy-
coremediation (Dahmen-Ben Moussa et al., 2018a). These same authors studied the effect of
salinity on the increase of lipids, secondary metabolites and enzymatic activity in Amphora
subtropica and Dunaliella sp. for biodiesel production (Dahmen-Ben Moussa et al., 2018b).

While it is well documented that diatoms commonly acclimate better to low temperatures,
as they are frequently described as cold-water flora (Anderson, 2000), some benthic ones, such
as some species belonging to the genera Pinnularia, Nitzschia and Amphora, have shown be
able to withstand extreme environments (Mannino, 2007; Covarrubias et al., 2016).
Diatoms are highly regarded for their versatile potential (Lebeau & Robert, 2003) in producing
valuable and sustainable lipids with particularly valuable polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFA),
such as arachidonic acid (AA, 20:4n-6), eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA, 20:5n-3) and docosahex-
aenoic acid (DHA, 22:6n-3). The importance of these fatty acids (FA) lies in their high
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potential as a raw material for pharmaceutical, cosmetic, chemical
and nutraceutical (food) industries (Lebeau & Robert, 2003; Pulz
& Gross, 2004), which could be suitable for large-scale biotech-
nology production (Fernández et al., 2000).

This work was undertaken as part of an investigation of nat-
ural extreme hot springs in north-eastern Tunisia that are seldom
explored, in order to isolate a new native species with potential for
lipid production. The present work reports a first investigation of
thermophilic diatom species isolated from mat communities from
geothermal springs in the north of Tunisia, at water temperature
of 40°C. The goal of this work is to improve the growth rate as
much as possible and to push the metabolism to maximize
lipid synthesis across a range of temperatures. In this study, we
first identified the benthic diatom species Halamphora sp.
Second, we evaluated the kinetics of growth rate and lipid content
over a controlled laboratory variation of temperature (20°C and
30°C). Third, we evaluated the effect of temperature and growth
phase on fatty acid profile and lipid class distribution, with a spe-
cial emphasis on PUFA distribution within cells.

Materials and methods

Strain isolation

The native diatom strain was isolated from a thermal brackish
spring in the north-eastern Tunisia (36°49′N 10°34′E), called
‘Ain Fakroun’. Samples were taken from microbial mats naturally
anchored to submerged stones at 40°C water temperature. Natural
collected mats were first treated by filtration, centrifugation and
dilution techniques according to standard microbiological proto-
cols (Guillard, 2005). The strain was then purified from the mixed
algal samples, proceeding by streaking water samples onto a series
of agar plates prepared with spring water, previously filtered (0.45
μm) and autoclaved. This procedure was performed three times to
ensure unialgal strain isolation. The purified strain was kept in an
appropriate medium (see below), maintained at a temperature of
20°C and a luminosity of 75 μmol m−2 s−1, and routinely checked
by microscopic observation.

Molecular and genetic identification

DNA isolation: Prior to extraction of genomic DNA, diatom cells
were harvested during the exponential growth phase, washed with
1‰ chloride solution, quick-frozen in liquid nitrogen and bead
beating for 1–2 min with tungsten carbide beads from Qiagen.
The extraction of DNA was carried out using the DNA easy
®Plant Mini Kit (50) Qiagen procedure according to the manufac-
turer’s protocol. The final extract was checked with Nanodrop
spectrophotometer (ThermoFisher Scientific) to ensure the purity
of the final product. A ratio of 260/280 ≥1.8 was deemed to be of
high quality and purity (Eland et al., 2012).

Two primers were used to amplify the DNA template, Forward
18S-rRNA-1F (AACCTGGTTGATCCTGCCAGT) and Reverse
18S-rRNA-1528R (TGATCCTTCTGCAGGTTCACCTAC) (Bruder
& Medlin, 2007). The PCR reaction was run on a thermocycler
(Perkin Elmer thermal cycler model 480), using GoTaq® Flexi
DNA Polymerase. A 25 μl final volume reaction mixture was com-
posed respectively of 30 ng of DNA extract, 5 μl of each primer
combined with 11 μl of PCR reagents: 5 μl of GoTaq Flexi buffer
(Promega), 1.5 μl of MgCl2 (25 mM), 0.5 μl of dNTP, 0.25 μl

GoTaq DNA polymerase. Negative control PCR was also per-
formed using the same primers without DNA template. The
PCR reaction programme was implemented as: initial denatur-
ation step 2 min at 95°C, followed by 35 cycles at 95°C for 30 s,
annealing step 50°C for 30 s ending with a final extension at
72°C for 2 min.

The final PCR product was separated using electrophoresis on
1% agarose gel and visualized with Red Safe. The final products
with multiple bands were purified and excised from agarose gel
to undergo a final cleaning step using QIA quick PCR
Purification kit (50) (QIAGEN, Germany) according to the
manufacturer’s protocol. The Genomic DNA of the studied
diatom was sequenced using a Perkin Elmer ABI_PRISMTM

3100 Genetic Analyzer.
A final sequence of 1700 pb was obtained. The DNA sequence

data were compared with GenBank entries for classification, using
BLAST online. Multiple alignments were achieved with ClustalX
v.2.1. Phylogenetic trees were constructed with MEGA 5.05 soft-
ware based on evolutionary distances that were calculated with a
Neighbour-joining method with Maximum composite likelihood
model (Tamura et al., 2011).

Culture media

An artificial brackish water medium was developed for culturing
the isolated benthic diatom. The medium was developed by dilu-
tion of the natural spring water. The final culture medium was
prepared based on the initial chemical composition of the water
spring (Table 1) and was equilibrated to get a final ratio proposed
for freshwater microalgae of C:Si:N:P at 106:15:16:1 (Elser et al.,
2000); the media was amended by addition of NaCl, NaHCO3,
NaNO3, Na2SiO3⋅9H2O, further addition of K2HPO4 was not
required as it was already in excess (Table 1). The final concentra-
tions of the different components were: NaHCO3 at 9.5 × 10−3

mol l−1, NaNO3 at 1.4 × 10−3 mol l−1, Na2SiO3⋅9H2O at 1.1 ×
10−3 mol l−1, the salinity (NaCl), maintained as in the original
water source, at 165 × 10−3 mol l−1 (i.e. 9 g l−1), 1 ml l−1 trace ele-
ments (ZnCl2, CoCl2⋅6H2O, 6(NH4) Mo7O24⋅4H2O,
CuSO4⋅5H2O) and 1ml l−1 vitamins (B1/B12) were added accord-
ing to recipe for Conway medium (Walne, 1974). All nutrients
were prepared as stock solutions and were added after steriliza-
tion. Initial pH was maintained at 6.6 for all experimental
cultures.

Culture and growth conditions

At each tested condition, experimental batch cultures were accli-
mated for at least 2 generations by routine dilution every 5 days
through using 20–30% of the total volume as inoculum.
Cultivation in batch mode was done in triplicate and carried
out in laboratory constructed photo-bioreactors consisting of 2-l
sterilized flasks, containing 1.8 l medium and equipped with a
device for aseptic removal of samples. Cultures were conducted
at two temperatures, 20 and 30°C, under constant illumination
of 75 μmol m−2 s−1, provided by fluorescent tubes, and sparged
continuously with air containing 1% CO2 at a constant flow
rate. The starting inocula were ∼300 mg l−1 by dry weight (dw).
Contamination controls were ensured by routine light micro-
scopic observation.

Table 1. Physicochemical composition (mg l−1) of the hot water spring

HCO3
− SO4

2− Cl− NO3
− F Na+ Ca2+ Mg2+ K+ PO4

−

573.40 1625 5502 1.50 2.90 3250 840 299 100 324
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Harvesting and dry weight

At the desired sampling culture times, the microalgae were har-
vested by centrifugation at 3500 rpm for 7 min. The resulting pel-
lets were washed twice with isotonic ammonium formate using
standard methods (Zhu & Lee, 1997; Moheimani et al., 2013)
to avoid cell disruption, and then freeze-dried. Samples were
stored at −20°C until analysis. Dry weight was determined for
each treatment gravimetrically. Samples (20 ml) (taken in tripli-
cate) were removed daily from each culture. The fresh biomass
was filtered onto a pre-weighed glass–fibre filter Whatman GF/
C 47 mm, using a vacuum pump, then washed twice with isotonic
ammonium formate, dried for 24 h at 105°C, and weighed to con-
stant weight.

The instantaneous growth rate (GR) was calculated using a fit-
ting program applied to the growth curve (calculated from the
daily growth data) using the following formula: GR = (dx/dt),
where (x) is the biomass concentration and (t) is the time; unit of
GR is g l−1 day−1. The maximum specific growth rate (μmax) was
determined from the linear slope of the growth curve: μ = (lnx2
− lnx1)/(t2 − t1), where x2 is the cell concentration at experimental
time t2 and x1 the cell concentration at time t1.

Fatty acid analysis

The FA composition of the different materials (microalgal bio-
mass, lipid extract and lipid fractions) was analysed by gas chro-
matography (GC) of the methyl esters using heptadecanoic acid
as the internal standard. The acyl lipid content was quantified
by direct transesterification with acetyl chloride/methanol (1:20
v/v) following a standard method (Rodríguez-Ruiz et al., 1998)
to transform all FA into FA methyl esters (FAME) and then ana-
lysed by GC using an Agilent Technologies 6890 gas chromato-
graph (Avondale, PA, USA) provided with a capillary column of
fused silica, Omegawax (0.25 mm × 30m, 0.25-μm standard
film, Supelco, USA) and a flame ionization detector (FID).
Nitrogen was the carrier gas at a flow rate of 58.1 ml min−1 and
a split ratio of 1:40. The injector and detector temperatures
were set at 250 and 260°C, respectively. The oven temperature
was initially set at 150°C for 3 min and then programmed to
increase to 240°C at a rate of 7.5°C min−1 and set at 240°C for
12 min. Total lipids (TL) were extracted from 100 mg of lyophi-
lized microalgal biomass.

The lipid extract was dried under a nitrogen stream and then
re-solubilized in 2 ml of CHCl3. The lipid extract was fractionated
by column chromatography (CC) on a silica gel cartridge

(Sep-Pak Classic, Waters) (Alonso et al., 1998). Briefly, after cart-
ridge equilibration with CHCl3, the lipid extract was adsorbed
into the silica gel cartridge and the lipid fractions were sequen-
tially eluted with 30 ml of CHCl3 (neutral lipids, NL), 30 ml of
acetone and 20 ml of CHCl3-MetOH (15%) (galactolipids or gly-
colipids) and then 30 ml of MetOH (phospholipids). Lipid frac-
tions were dried in a G3 Heidolph rotary evaporator and
re-solubilized in 2 mL CHCl3. After the first GC analyses, we
found that phospholipids were in minute quantities so then we
combined glyco- and phospho-lipid fractions analysing both as
a single fraction: polar lipids (PL).

Statistical analysis

Data were analysed with one-way analysis of variance (one-way
ANOVA). Data showing significant differences (P < 0.05) were
analysed by paired comparisons using Tukey’s HSD test.

Equality of variance and normality of the data were assessed
with Bartlett’s test, and skewness and kurtosis, respectively.

Results

Strain identification

The final encoding sequence 18s rRNAs with 1700 bp length was
submitted to GenBank with accession number kP057445. The
sequence was most allied with the marine diatom species
Amphora caribaea (P = 0.005) and Amphora subtropica
(P = 0.005), and with hypersaline Bacillariophyta sp. 1 MAB
2013 (P = 0.007) which were recently transferred to the genus
Halamphora according to the revision of Stepanek & Kociolek
(2014). The isolated species in this study has thermophilic and
brackish water origin (salt < 10) and could subsequently be con-
sidered as a species related to the genus Halamphora called
Halamphora sp. (Supplementary Figure S1).

Growth kinetics, lipids and total fatty acid contents

Halamphora sp. cultured in batch system reached the maximum
accumulation of dry biomass by the end of the experimental pro-
posed culture period (11 days), where at 20°C the culture was
entering into early stationary phase and at 30°C was well within
stationary phase (Figure 1). Biomass concentrations were 1.46 ±
0.06 g l−1 and 1.0 ± 0.04 g l−1 at 30 and 20°C, respectively.
The maximum growth rate was reached around the third day of
culture for both tested temperature conditions. It was assessed

Fig. 1. Time course of biomass concentration (g l−1), total lipids (TL, % dw), and total fatty acids (TFA, % w/w) in Halamphora sp. cultured at (a) 20°C and (b) 30°C.
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to be 0.32 g l−1 day−1 at 30°C, which was near threefold higher
than that attained at 20°C, 0.12 g l−1 day−1. The specific growth
rate (μ) was assessed to be 0.53 day−1 at 30°C and only 0.16
day−1 at 20°C, which provides doubling times of 1.2 days and
6.2 days, respectively.

Regardless of temperature, the total lipid content (TL), as
percentage of dry weight (dw) biomass did not exceed 10–
12% during the whole exponential growth phase (Figure 1).
TL were significantly enhanced at both temperatures, when
shifting to stationary phase, reaching around ∼15% dw (150
mg g−1) at 20°C (P = 0.018) (Figure 1A) and ∼25% dw (255
mg g−1) at 30°C (P = 0.04) (Figure 1B). Similarly, TFA (as %
of w/w) increased significantly at the end of the culture time
course (11th day) from ∼12% (120 mg g−1) at 20°C to ∼22%
(220 mg g−1) at 30°C (P = 0.001), nearly a two-fold increase at
the higher temperature (compare Figure 1A vs B), which led
to a TFA value close to that of TL. As can be seen the process
of lipid accumulation (as TL or TFA) is also favoured by ele-
vated temperature. It was observed that young cells, from expo-
nential phase, showed great differences between TL (80 mg g−1)
and TFA (40 mg g−1) contents where TL was higher than TFA,
while in old cells, from stationary phase, most of the TL (255
mg g−1) content was explained by TFA (220 mg g−1) content
(Figure 1).

Fatty acid profile

FA composition of biomass was determined from cells harvested
at exponential (3rd day) and stationary (11th day) phases from
cultures at 20 and 30°C. Under all tested culture conditions, the
overall FA profile of the Halamphora sp. biomass seemed consist-
ent and was composed of around 17 different FA although only
five of them, 14:0, 16:0, 16:1n-7, AA and EPA were always present
in reliable amounts, contributing usually over 80% of TFA (Tables
2 & 3).

It was noticeable that two very long-chain PUFA such as EPA
and AA were both present in substantial quantities (Table 2), gen-
erally well over 10% of TFA each (Table 3). Regarding dry weight
data (Table 2), it was observed that the biomass of Halamphora
sp. cultured at 30°C was a rich source of these PUFA since they
accumulated, at stationary phase, 23 and 15 mg g−1 dw of AA
and EPA, respectively (Table 2).

Fatty acid changes with culture conditions

A first common feature for all culture conditions was a trend to
increase FA content (estimated as mg g−1 dw) with both tempera-
ture and age. With temperature the only exception was of the C16:
x which slightly decreased from 28 mg g−1 at 20°C, to 24 mg g−1 at
30°C (Table 2). All remaining FAs showed a content increase at
the higher temperature (Table 2) giving a maximum at stationary
phase of 182 mg g−1 of TFA at 30°C vs 102 mg g−1 of TFA at 20°
C. Something similar happened with culture age, where TFA
increased from exponential to stationary phase when comparing
cultures at the same temperature (Table 2). For example, at 20°
C, TFA was 82 mg g−1 and 102 mg g−1, at exponential and station-
ary phase, respectively.

This general increase was not equal for all FA. Substantial dif-
ferences were observed in the proportions of some FA (Table 3).
For instance, at 20°C and exponential phase 16:1n-7 was around
23% of TFA, down to 19% at 30°C (Table 3). Conversely, AA and
EPA increased from 6 and 4% of TFA to 12 and 8% of TFA,
respectively, when Halamphora sp. was cultured at 30°C
(Table 3). Something similar happened with 16:0 that shifted
from 8% at 20°C up to 26% at 30°C (Table 3). This suggests
that 16:0 and 16:1n-7 played similar roles replacing one another
depending on the temperature of culture.

We analysed two lipid fractions, NL and PL. They both fol-
lowed the above-described trend of increasing with temperature,
regardless of growth phase (Table 4). As a consequence, the quan-
tity of PL and NL was always higher at 30°C than at 20°C
(Table 4) indeed, at exponential phase, PL were 51 mg g−1 dw at
20°C and 83 mg g−1 dw at 30°C, while NL were 31 mg g−1 dw at
20°C and 35 mg g−1 dw at 30°C. Nevertheless, the relative propor-
tions of NL and PL were equal, or roughly so, regardless of the
temperature (Figure 2; Table 5). Conversely to the lack of changes
in the proportions of lipid fractions with temperature, they
showed a dramatic shift between culture phases: at exponential
phase predominately PL (62–70%) vs NL (30–38%), and at sta-
tionary phase proportions were reversed with PL (33%) vs NL
(67–75%) and in some cases over 90% (Figure 2; Table 5).

Discussion

According to the present work, Halamphora sp. showed the best
specific growth rate (μ = 0.53 day−1) at a relatively elevated

Table 2. Fatty acid composition (mg g−1 dw) of biomass from Halamphora sp. cultured at two temperatures (20 and 30°C) and harvested at exponential and
stationary phases

20oC 30oC

Exponential Stationary Exponential Stationary

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

14:0 6.53C 0.000 7.93C 0.432 10.78A 0.234 18.04B 1.548

UMCFA 7.81A 5.016 6.63A 5.763 8.05A 4.258 5.28A 7.468

16:0 6.76B 0.025 11.33B 0.378 17.59B 0.697 48.03A 12.322

16:1n7 19.14A 7.272 19.12A 1.030 22.15A 2.619 28.69A 6.170

20:4n6 5.22D 0.546 15.36B 4.064 11.04C 0.073 23.49A 2.164

20:5n3 3.43B 2.409 10.83A 4.592 11.62A 0.601 14.60A 2.921

C18a 4.45C 1.160 5.25C 3.733 13.82B 1.722 23.19A 12.705

C16:xb 28.25A 11.009 25.88A 6.122 23.50A 10.461 21.00A 14.491

TFA 81.58C 5.418 102.33B 11.325 118.55B 15.359 182.32A 9.772

Values are means and standard deviations (SD) of two cultures (N = 2). Different capital letters (A–D) indicate significant differences between groups at a confidence interval of 95%. UMCFA,
unknown medium chain fatty acid. aSum of all fatty acids with 18 carbons (18:0, 18:1n-9, 18:1n-7, 18:2n-6 and 18:3n-3); bSum of remaining fatty acids with 16 carbons (16:1n-9, 16:2, 16:3 and 16:4).
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temperature of 30°C. This growth rate decreased markedly at
lower temperatures (20°C). According to Stepanek et al. (2016),
common Halamphora species grew better at less than 25°C,
which confirms the thermophilic nature of the present species,
as could be expected from its ecological origin and supports the
hypothesis that the species in question could be a new species.
A morphological and molecular study is underway to confirm
or invalidate this hypothesis. It is worthy to note that in all our
experimental controlled laboratory cultures, growth rate decayed
strongly when temperature exceeded 39°C (results not shown),
which is substantially lower than that measured in the natural
water spring from where it was isolated (40°C). Similar trends
have been reported for other thermophilic microalgae investigated
in laboratory cultures such as Graesiella sp. (Mezhoud et al., 2014)
and diatom species of the genus Nitzschia, Pinnularia, Amphora
and Stephanocyclus (Covarrubias et al., 2016) and might be attrib-
uted to the complex interrelation between different species in the
mat community that could provide stratification with cooler
microhabitat temperature niches, which facilitate the survival of
moderately thermophilic species (Covarrubias et al., 2016).

We have shown that the process of lipid accumulation in
Halamphora sp. is favoured by temperature increase. In previous
studies on diatom species (Rousch et al., 2003; Liang et al., 2005)
and on several Chlorophyta species (Oliveira et al., 1999) the
increase of culture temperature was accompanied by an increase
of TFA. However, other reports suggested the opposite trend
(Thompson et al., 1992; Renaud et al., 1995), which makes it dif-
ficult to make generalizations about this process that could be
considered as species-specific (Wah et al., 2015). Furthermore,
by comparing data from freshwater and marine species other
studies concluded that temperature had a weak relationship to
lipid amount in the algal communities and served only as an
indirect indicator of the probable existence of unfavourable nutri-
ent conditions (Wainman & Smith, 2003). Under both experi-
mental temperatures in this work, the accumulation of lipids
and TFAs was observed preferentially during the stationary
growth phase. This trend has been commonly reported for
many microalgae (Alonso et al., 1998, 2000; Martín et al., 2016)
and was explained by the shifting of the carbon partitioning pref-
erentially into the lipid pathways with depletion of nutrients in
the culture media (Moll et al., 2014). Therefore, the elevated
lipid and FA content observed at 30°C compared with 20°C
could be attributed to the higher growth rate that leads to

substantial nutrient uptake and consequently to an accelerated
depletion of some nutrients that precipitated the onset of station-
ary growth.

As we have noted, early cultures showed great differences
between TL and TFA (TL >>> TFA) while old cultures showed
quite similar values (Figure 1). Lipids are chemically very hetero-
geneous, while being defined simply by their insolubility in polar
solvents and solubility in organic solvents. Under the lipid label
there are numerous compounds having very different chemical
compositions; for example, hydrocarbons, some photosynthetic
pigments, isoprenoids (i.e. rubber), fats, oils, etc., are all lipids.
Saponifiable lipids (acyl-lipids, i.e. FA-derived compounds) are
by far the most abundant kind, making up most of the cell mem-
branes. Even some of the most abundant energy-storing mole-
cules are acyl-lipids (e.g. triacylglycerols). So, the lipid extract
(total lipids, TL) always are a complex mix of different lipids.
As we demonstrated, early cultures contain a significant amount
of non-saponifiable lipids which seem to progressively disappear
with culture age in favour of acyl-lipids. As we have commented
above, on the last day of the 30°C experimental culture, TL were
∼35% of dw and TFAs were ∼22%, that is, non-saponifiable lipids
are only ∼3%. This suggests that ageing determined the conver-
sion of non-acyl-lipids into acyl-lipids as well as increasing
these lipids (most of them triacylglycerols). Again, the process
is faster at 30°C than at 20°C.

Halamphora sp. produced AA and EPA in substantial quan-
tities. This is a major feature of this species because to date, within
microalgae, this dual biosynthetic capability is unusual, suggesting
again the hypothesis that this diatom is a new species. There are
many microalgae producing omega-3 PUFA but omega-6 PUFA
are infrequent and AA is rarely found with the exception of fresh-
water microalgae, Parietochloris incisa, which accumulated AA
well over 40% of TFA (Bigogno et al., 2002). It is commonly
known that diatoms often produce PUFA mainly in the form
of EPA, compared with AA which often seems scarce
(Yongmanitchai & Ward, 1991). Indeed, according to previous
works on diatoms, a limited number of species are capable of pro-
ducing small amounts of AA (Napolitano et al., 1990), which are
of the order of 6% of TFA in Asterionella japonica and not
exceeding 1% of TFA in Skeletonema costatum (Chuecas &
Riley, 1969). The dual ability, to produce both EPA and AA, is
very exceptional because to date only red algae (e.g.
Porphyridium cruentum) have shown this ability (Alonso et al.,

Table 3. Fatty acid composition (% of TFA) of biomass from Halamphora sp. cultured at two temperatures (20 and 30°C) and harvested at exponential and stationary
phases

20oC 30oC

Exponential Stationary Exponential Stationary

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

14:0 8.0A 0.53 7.8A 0.79 9.2A 1.39 9.9A 1.38

UMCFA 9.4A 5.52 6.1B 5.76 6.6B 2.74 3.0B 4.26

16:0 8.3A 0.52 11.2A 1.35 15.0B 2.53 26.1C 10.48

16:1n7 23.2A 7.37 18.8B 1.26 18.7B 0.21 15.8C 4.23

20:4n6 6.4A 0.24 15.2B 4.57 9.4C 1.16 12.9D 0.50

20:5n3 4.1A 2.68 10.4B 2.51 9.8C 0.77 8.0B 1.18

C18a 5.4A 1.06 5.4A 3.83 11.8B 2.99 12.6B 6.30

C16:xb 35.1A 15.83 24.1A 4.51 19.4A 6.31 11.8A 8.58

Values are means and standard deviations (SD) of two cultures (N = 2). Different capital letters (A–D) indicate significant differences between groups at a confidence interval of 95%.
UMCFA, unknown medium chain fatty acid. aSum of all fatty acids with 18 carbons (18:0, 18:1n-9, 18:1n-7, 18:2n-6 and 18:3n-3); bSum of remaining fatty acids with 16 carbons (16:1n-9, 16:2,
16:3 and 16:4).
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1998; Khozin-Goldberg et al., 2011). The high AA (15–21%) con-
tent of Halamphora sp. under both temperature conditions sug-
gests this species is a natural resource for AA and, eventually,
EPA. Nevertheless, considering the high and unexplored biodiver-
sity existing in the diatoms (estimated to be near 100,000 species)
it can be speculated that other diatoms, as research advances,
could show a similar or enhanced ability.

Within the general trend of FA increase, we observed some
exceptions. 16:1n-7 decreased when temperature increased while
conversely 16:0 increased at higher temperature. This suggests
that 16:0 and 16:1n-7 played similar roles as components of mem-
brane lipids, replacing one with the other depending on the tem-
perature of culture in the usual process of membrane fluidity
adaptation to temperature (increasing saturated FA with increas-
ing temperature) (Chen, 2012).

In contrast, the quantities of lipid fractions (NL and PL) chan-
ged with temperature while their proportions remained similar
(Figure 2), i.e. temperature did not affect the proportions of
these lipid fractions. Conversely, there was a dramatic change in
the proportions of both lipid fractions with the culture phase:
PL >>> NL at the exponential phase and Pl <<< NL at stationary
phase (Figure 2). This changing pattern is common between
exponential and stationary cultures of microalgae: NL increased
and PL decreased with culture ageing (Alonso et al., 1998, 2000
and references therein). Beyond the fact that PL was at a higher
proportion at exponential phase, it can be noted that at 30°C
the proportion of PL is higher than at 20°C (70% vs 62%)
(Table 5). This means that at exponential phase the cells cultured
at 30°C contained more membranes (more chloroplasts), i.e. they
were more active. This suggests again that Halamphora sp. is
naturally a thermophilic species.

The distribution of FAs between both lipid fractions mostly
followed the above pattern suggesting that FAs were being trans-
ferred from PL to NL as the culture aged. For instance, at 30°C at
exponential phase, over 84% of AA and EPA was located in PL
but at stationary phase, 56% of AA and 87% of EPA was then
located in NL (Table 5). Although the values showed some vari-
ation among FA distribution (Table 5) it seemed the transferring
process worked similarly for all FA because all were around
roughly similar values (∼67% on NL) (Table 5). FA location
seemed to be dependent on growth phase and independent of
temperature because the above trend was observed at both tem-
peratures (Table 5). Sometimes it has been suggested that PUFA
(i.e. AA and EPA) were mainly located in PL because it was sup-
posed that its major role is as membrane-lipid components.
However, there has been evidence of accumulation in NL
(e.g. TAG) in a few microalgae (Alonso et al., 1998, 2000;
Bigogno et al., 2002) as we are reporting in this work. As has
been noted, this fact conflicts with the usual view of TAG as a
simple static storage lipid, suggesting a more dynamic role of
TAG as a source of PUFA to re-tailor membranes allowing a
fast recovery to environmental challenges (Bigogno et al., 2002).
This kind of information may be useful for the choice of a proced-
ure for extraction and purification of AA or EPA.

Conclusion

The studied diatom species, Halamphora sp., isolated from an
extreme water temperature was shown to be more active at 30°C
than at 20°C and with fast growth, showing high productivity
and elevated TFA content.

This diatom is naturally able to produce substantial amounts
of two very valuable FA, AA and EPA. This makes it worthwhile
to investigate the biotechnological possibilities of its use as produ-
cer for several oil-based bio-products that offer broad scope for
aquaculture, food and pharmaceutical application.Ta

b
le

4.
Fa
tt
y
ac
id

co
m
po

si
ti
on

(m
g
g−

1
dw

)
of

lip
id

fr
ac
ti
on

s
fr
om

H
al
am

ph
or
a
sp
.
cu
lt
ur
ed

at
tw

o
te
m
pe

ra
tu
re
s
(2
0
an

d
30
°C
)
an

d
ha

rv
es
te
d
at

ex
po

ne
nt
ia
l
an

d
st
at
io
na

ry
ph

as
es

20
o
C

30
o
C

Ex
po

ne
nt
ia
l

St
at
io
na

ry
Ex
po

ne
nt
ia
l

St
at
io
na

ry

N
L

P
L

N
L

P
L

N
L

P
L

N
L

P
L

M
ea
n

SD
M
ea
n

SD
M
ea
n

SD
M
ea
n

SD
M
ea
n

SD
M
ea
n

SD
M
ea
n

SD
M
ea
n

SD

14
:0

1.
85

D
2.
61
0

4.
69

B
C
D

2.
61
0

4.
77

B
C
D

0.
55
0

3.
16

C
D

0.
57
6

1.
60

D
2.
26
6

9.
17

A
B

2.
03
2

10
.6
0A

4.
89
6

7.
44

A
B
C

3.
34
8

U
M
CF

A
4.
56

A
3.
52
4

3.
25

A
1.
49
2

4.
54

A
3.
93
4

2.
09

A
1.
84
3

5.
21

A
2.
98
7

2.
84

A
1.
27
0

3.
47

A
4.
91
1

1.
81

A
2.
55
7

16
:0

1.
87

C
2.
64
2

4.
89

C
2.
66
7

6.
74

C
0.
90
7

4.
59

C
0.
63
2

4.
14

C
2.
09
1

13
.4
5B

1.
39
4

34
.6
2A

15
.3
93

13
.4
1B

6.
26
6

16
:1
n7

7.
51

B
0.
17
1

11
.6
3A

7.
44
3

12
.5
9A

0.
87
0

6.
54

B
1.
51
2

7.
55

B
0.
26
1

14
.6
1A

2.
88
0

16
.1
4A

12
.1
08

12
.5
5A

5.
93
9

20
:4
n6

1.
21

D
1.
70
5

4.
01

B
C
D

2.
25
1

10
.2
7A

B
3.
82
3

5.
09

B
C
D

1.
32
7

1.
79

C
D

2.
53
2

9.
25

A
B
C

2.
60
5

13
.1
2A

5.
99
3

10
.3
7A

B
8.
15
7

20
:5
n3

0.
86

B
1.
21
8

2.
56

B
3.
62
7

7.
34

A
1.
63
8

3.
49

B
3.
03
5

1.
69

B
2.
39
5

9.
92

A
2.
99
6

9.
78

A
3.
89
8

4.
82

A
B

6.
81
9

C1
8a

1.
99

C
1.
13
8

2.
46

C
0.
02
2

4.
59

C
2.
59
7

0.
66

C
1.
13
7

3.
27

C
0.
13
2

10
.5
5B

1.
59
0

21
.7
5A

14
.7
47

1.
44

C
2.
04
2

C1
6:
xb

11
.1
4B

3.
76
2

17
.1
0A

7.
24
7

17
.3
2A

3.
07
1

8.
56

B
3.
12
1

10
.0
8B

4.
55
4

13
.4
2A

5.
90
7

13
.0
8A

12
.2
48

7.
91

B
2.
24
4

TF
A

30
.9
8D

7.
44
7

50
.6
0C

D
12
.8
65

68
.1
5B

C
1.
80
6

34
.1
8D

10
.3
89

35
.3
3D

2.
13
5

83
.2
2B

17
.4
94

12
2.
5A

13
.9
13

59
.7
5B

C
23
.6
85

Va
lu
es

ar
e
m
ea
ns

an
d
st
an

da
rd

de
vi
at
io
ns

(S
D
)
of

tw
o
cu
lt
ur
es

(N
=
2)
.
D
iff
er
en

t
ca
pi
ta
l
le
tt
er
s
(A
–D

)
in
di
ca
te

si
gn

ifi
ca
nt

di
ff
er
en

ce
s
be

tw
ee
n
gr
ou

ps
at

a
co
nf
id
en

ce
in
te
rv
al

of
95
%
.

U
M
CF

A,
un

kn
ow

n
m
ed

iu
m

ch
ai
n
fa
tt
y
ac
id
.
a
Su

m
of

al
l
fa
tt
y
ac
id
s
w
it
h
18

ca
rb
on

s
(1
8:
0,

18
:1
n-
9,

18
:1
n-
7,

18
:2
n-
6
an

d
18
:3
n-
3)
;
b
Su

m
of

re
m
ai
ni
ng

fa
tt
y
ac
id
s
w
it
h
16

ca
rb
on

s
(1
6:
1n

-9
,
16
:2
,
16
:3

an
d
16
:4
).

534 Nahla Bouzidi et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531542000048X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531542000048X


Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can
be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531542000048X

Acknowledgements. The authors would like to express their sincere thanks
to Prof. El Hassan BELARBI HAFTALLAOUI (Dep. Ingeniería Química,
Universidad de Almería, Spain) for his valuable help and for providing labora-
tory facilities.

References

Alonso DL, Belarbi EH, Rodríguez-Ruiz J, Segura CI and Giménez A (1998)
Acyl lipids of three microalgae. Phytochemistry 47, 1473–1481.

Alonso DL, Belarbi EH, Fernández-Sevilla JM, Rodríguez-Ruiz J and Grima
EM (2000) Acyl lipid composition variation related to culture age and nitro-
gen concentration in continuous culture of the microalga Phaeodactylum
tricornutum. Phytochemistry 54, 461–471.

Anderson NJ (2000) Minireview: diatoms, temperature and climatic change.
European Journal of Phycology 35, 307–314.

Bigogno C, Khozin-Goldberg I, Boussiba S, Vonshak A and Cohen Z (2002)
Lipid and fatty acid composition of the green oleaginous alga Parietochloris

incisa, the richest plant source of arachidonic acid. Phytochemistry 60,
497–503.

Bruder K and Medlin LK (2007) Molecular assessment of phylogenetic rela-
tionships in selected species/genera in the naviculoid diatoms
(Bacillariophyta). I. The genus Placoneis. Nova Hedwigia 85, 331–352.

Chen YC (2012) The biomass and total lipid content and composition of
twelve species of marine diatoms cultured under various environments.
Food Chemistry 131, 211–219.

Chtourou H, Dahmen I, Jebali A, Karray F, Hassairi I, Abdelkafi S, Ayadi
H, Sayadi S and Dhouib A (2015a) Characterization of Amphora sp., a
newly isolated diatom wild strain, potentially usable for biodiesel produc-
tion. Bioprocess and Biosystems Engineering 38, 1381–1392.

Chtourou H, Dahmen I, Karray F, Sayadi S and Dhouib A (2015b) Biodiesel
production of Amphora sp. and Navicula sp. by different cell disruption and
lipid extraction methods. Journal of Biobased Materials and Bioenergy 9,
588–595.

Chuecas L and Riley JP (1969) Component fatty acids of the total lipids of
some marine phytoplankton. Journal of the Marine Biological Association
of the United Kingdom 49, 97–l16.

Covarrubias Y, Cantoral-Uriza EA, Casas-Flores JS and Garcia-Meza JV
(2016) Thermophile mats of microalgae growing on the woody structure

Fig. 2. Changes in neutral (NL) and polar lipid (PL) fractions, as percentages of total fatty acids, in Halamphora sp. cultured at two temperatures (20 and 30°C) and
harvested at two growth phases (exponential and stationary).

Table 5. Distribution of FA (% of TFA of the lipid fraction) between the two lipid fractions (NL and PL) analysed from Halamphora sp. cultured at two temperatures
(20 and 30°C) and harvested at exponential and stationary phases

20°C 30°C

Exponential Stationary Exponential Stationary

NL PL NL PL NL PL NL PL

14:0 28BC 72A 60A 40B 15C 85A 59A 41B

UMCFA 58A 42B 68A 32B 65A 35B 66A 34B

16:0 28B 72A 59A 41B 24B 76A 72A 28B

16:1n7 39B 61A 66A 34B 34B 66A 56A 44B

20:4n6 23C 77A 67A 33B 16C 84A 56AB 44B

20:5n3 25B 75A 68A 32C 15C 85A 67A 33C

C18a 45C 55B 87A 13D 24D 76B 94A 6D

C16:xb 39B 61A 67A 33B 43B 57A 62A 38B

TFA 38B 62A 67A 33B 30B 70A 67A 33B

Different capital letters (A–D) indicate significant differences between groups at a confidence interval of 95%. UMCFA, unknown medium chain fatty acid; aSum of all fatty acids with 18
carbons (18:0, 18:1n-9, 18:1n-7, 18:2n-6 and 18:3n-3); bSum of remaining fatty acids with 16 carbons (16:1n-9, 16:2, 16:3 and 16:4).

Journal of the Marine Biological Association of the United Kingdom 535

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531542000048X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531542000048X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531542000048X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531542000048X


of a cooling tower of a thermoelectric power plant in Central Mexico.
Revista Mexicana de Biodiversidad 87, 277–287.

Dahmen-Ben Moussa I, Athmouni K, Chtourou H, Ayadi H, Sayadi S and
Dhouib A (2018a) Phycoremediation potential, physiological, and bio-
chemical response of Amphora subtropica and Dunaliella sp. to nickel pol-
lution. Journal of Applied Phycology 30, 931–941.

Dahmen-Ben Moussa I, Chtourou H, Rezgui F, Sayadi S and Dhouib A
(2018b) Salinity stress increases lipid, secondary metabolites and enzyme
activity in Amphora subtropica and Dunaliella sp. for biodiesel production.
Bioresource Technology 218, 816–825.

Eland LE, Davenport R and Mota CR (2012) Evaluation of DNA extraction
methods for freshwater eukaryotic microalgae. Water Research 46, 5355–
5364.

Elser JJ, Sterner RW, Gorokhova E, Fagan WF, Markow TA, Cotner JB,
Harrison JF, Hobbie SE, Odell GM and Weider LW (2000) Biological stoi-
chiometry from genes to ecosystems. Ecology Letters 3, 540–550.

Fernández FG, Pérez JA, Sevilla JM, Camacho FG and Grima EM (2000)
Modeling of eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) production from
Phaeodactylum tricornutum cultures in tubular photobioreactors. Effects
of dilution rate, tube diameter, and solar irradiance. Biotechnology and
Bioengineering 68, 173–183.

Ghozzi K, Zemzem M, Ben Dhiab R, Challouf R, Yahia A, Omrane H and
Ben Ouada H (2013) Screening of thermophilic microalgae and cyanobac-
teria from Tunisian geothermal sources. Journal of Arid Environments 97,
14–17.

Guillard RLR (2005) Purification methods for microalgae. In Andersen RA
(ed.), Algal Culturing Techniques. Amsterdam: Elsevier Academic Press,
pp. 117–132.

Jiang Y, Laverty KS, Brown J, Nunez M, Brown L, Chagoya J, Burow M and
Quigg A (2014) Effects of fluctuating temperature and silicate supply on the
growth, biochemical composition and lipid accumulation of Nitzschia sp.
Bioresource Technology 154, 336–344.

Khozin-Goldberg I, Iskandarov U and Cohen Z (2011) LC-PUFA from
photosynthetic microalgae: occurrence, biosynthesis, and prospects in
biotechnology. Applied Microbiology and Biotechnology 91, 905–915.

Lebeau T and Robert JM (2003) Diatom cultivation and biotechnologically
relevant products. Part I: Cultivation at various scales. Applied
Microbiology and Biotechnology 60, 612–623.

Liang Y, Mai K and Sun S (2005) Differences in growth, total lipid content
and fatty acid composition among 60 clones of Cylindrotheca fusiformis.
Journal of Applied Phycology 17, 61–65.

Lim DKY, Garg S, Timmins M, Zhang ESB, Thomas-Hall SR, Schuhmann
H, Li Y and Schenk PM (2012) Isolation and evaluation of oil-producing
microalgae from subtropical coastal and brackish waters. PLoS ONE 7,
e40751.

Mannino AM (2007) Diatoms from thermal-sulphur waters of “Fiume Caldo”
(North-western Sicily). Cryptogamie Algologie 28, 385–396.

Martín LA, Popovich CA, Martinez AM, Damiani MC and Leonardi PI
(2016) Oil assessment of Halamphora coffeaeformis diatom growing in a
hybrid two-stage system for biodiesel production. Renewable Energy 92,
127–135.

Mezhoud N, Zili F, Bouzidi N, Helaoui F, Ammar J and Ben Ouada H
(2014) The effects of temperature and light intensity on growth, reproduc-
tion and EPS synthesis of a thermophilic strain related to the genus
Graesiella. Bioprocess and Biosystems Engineering 37, 2271–2280.

Moheimani NR, Borowitzka MA, Isdepsky A and Fon Sing S (2013)
Standard methods for measuring growth of algae and their composition.

In Borowitzka MA and Moheimani NR (eds), Algae for Biofuels and
Energy. Dordrecht: Springer, pp. 265–284.

Moll KM, Gardner RD, Eustance EO, Gerlach R and Peyton BM (2014)
Combining multiple nutrient stresses and bicarbonate addition to promote
lipid accumulation in the diatom RGd-1. Algal Research 5, 7–15.

Napolitano GE, Ackman RG and Ratnayake WMN (1990) Fatty acid com-
position of three cultured algal species (Isochrysis galbana, Chaetoceros gra-
cilis and Chaetoceros calcitrans) used as food for bivalve larvae. Journal of
the World Aquaculture Society 21, 122–130.

Oliveira M, Monteiro M, Robbs P and Leite S (1999) Growth and chemical
composition of Spirulina maxima and Spirulina platensis biomass at differ-
ent temperatures. Aquaculture International 7, 261–275.

Pulz O and Gross W (2004) Valuable products from biotechnology of micro-
algae. Applied Microbiology and Biotechnology 65, 635–648.

Renaud SM, Zhou HC, Parry DL, Thinh L and Woo KC (1995) Effect of
temperature on the growth, total lipid content and fatty acid composition
of recently isolated tropical microalgae Isochrysis sp., Nitzschia closterium,
Nitzschia paleacea, and commercial species Isochrysis sp. (Clone T.ISO).
Journal of Applied Phycology 7, 595–602.

Richmond A (1986) Cell response to environmental factors. In Richmond A
(ed.), Handbook of Microalgal Mass Cultures. Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press,
pp. 69–101.

Rodríguez-Ruiz J, Belarbi EH, Sánchez JLG and Alonso DL (1998) Rapid
simultaneous lipid extraction and transesterification for fatty acid analyses.
Biotechnology Techniques 12, 689–691.

Rousch JM, Bingham SE and Sommerfeld MR (2003) Changes in fatty acid
profiles of thermo-intolerant and thermo-tolerant marine diatoms during
temperature stress. Journal of Experimental Marine Biology and Ecology
295, 145–156.

Seckbach J (2007) Algae and Cyanobacteria in Extreme Environments, vol. 11.
Dordrecht: Springer Science and Business Media.

Stepanek JG and Kociolek JP (2014) Molecular phylogeny of Amphora sensu
lato (Bacillariophyta): an investigation into the monophyly and classifica-
tion of the amphoroid diatoms. Protist 165, 177–195.

Stepanek JG, Fields FJ and Kociolek JP (2016) A comparison of lipid content
metrics using six species from the genus Halamphora (Bacillariophyta).
Biofuels 7269, 1–8.

Tamura, K, Peterson, D, Peterson, N, Stecher, G, Nei, M and Kumar, S
(2011) MEGA5: Molecular evolutionary genetics analysis using maximum
likelihood, evolutionary distance, and maximum parsimony methods.
Molecular Biology and Evolution 28, 2731–2739.

Thompson PA, Guo MX, Harrison PJ and Whyte JNC (1992) Effects of vari-
ation in temperature. II. On the fatty acid composition of eight species of
marine phytoplankton. Journal of Phycology 28, 488–497.

Wah NB, Latif A, Ahmad B, Chan D, Chieh J, Tan A and Hwai S (2015)
Changes in lipid profiles of a tropical benthic diatom in different cultivation
temperature. Asian Journal of Applied Science and Engineering 4,
2305–2915.

Wainman BC and Smith REH (2003) Can physicochemical factors predict
lipid content in phytoplankton? Freshwater Biology 38, 571–579.

Walne PR (1974) Culture of Bivalve Molluscs: 50 Years’ Experience at Conwy.
West Byfleet: Fishing News.

Yongmanitchai W and Ward P (1991) Growth of and omega-3 fatty acid pro-
duction by Phaeodactylum tricornutum under different culture conditions.
Applied and Environmental Microbiology 57, 419–425.

Zhu CJ and Lee YK (1997) Determination of biomass dry weight of marine
microalgae. Journal of Applied Phycology 9, 189–194.

536 Nahla Bouzidi et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531542000048X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531542000048X

	Impact of temperature and growth phases on lipid composition and fatty acid profile of a thermophilic Bacillariophyta strain related to the genus Halamphora from north-eastern Tunisia
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Strain isolation
	Molecular and genetic identification
	Culture media
	Culture and growth conditions
	Harvesting and dry weight
	Fatty acid analysis
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Strain identification
	Growth kinetics, lipids and total fatty acid contents
	Fatty acid profile
	Fatty acid changes with culture conditions

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


