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Auxin supplementation 
under nitrogen limitation enhanced 
oleic acid and MUFA content 
in Eustigmatos calaminaris biomass 
with potential for biodiesel 
production
Izabela Krzemińska *, Marlena Szymańska , Wioleta Ciempiel  & Agata Piasecka 

Due to their lipid accumulation potential, microalgae are widely studied in terms of their use in the 
production of biodiesel. The present study was focused on determination of changes in the biomass 
production, biochemical composition, accumulation and distribution of fatty acids in neutral lipids, 
glycolipids, phospholipids and biodiesel properties of soil microalga Eustigmatos calaminaris in 
response to various levels of nitrogen stress and indole-3-acetic acid supplementation. The highest 
growth rate, the highest lipid content and daily lipid productivity were noted at the nitrogen limitation 
up to 25% with IAA supplementation. The increase in NL was associated with nutrient stress. An 
increase in the level of GL and PL were recorded upon the reduction of the nitrogen content (25% N) 
and the addition of IAA. The gas chromatography/mass spectrometry analysis demonstrated that 
C16:0, C16:1, and C18:1 were the main fatty acids in E. calaminaris lipids. As shown by the lipidomic 
analysis, the IAA supplementation in the nitrogen limitation variants enhanced the content of TAGs in 
C18:1 and monounsaturated fatty acids. The current findings indicated a potential strategy to improve 
the fatty acid profile in neutral lipids and high potential of E. calaminaris for biodiesel applications.

Given the ability to synthesise and accumulate lipids, and in particular triacylglycerides (TAGs), the biomass of 
unicellular algae is one of the promising substrates for biodiesel  production1. Due to the various physiological 
functions of lipids, their content and composition in algal cells varies, depending on the species and environ-
mental conditions. The following lipid classes are distinguished in their composition: neutral lipids (NL) and 
polar lipids, i.e. glycolipids (GL) and phospholipids (PL). The NL class is represented mainly by triacylglycerides 
serving as a reserve material in cells. GLs are the basic components of thylakoids, while PLs are components of 
cell membranes and  organelles2. The rate of synthesis and accumulation of neutral lipids or structural polar lipids 
changes depending e.g. on the growth conditions. In favourable environmental conditions, algae synthesise lipids 
in the form of phospholipids in their cell  membranes3. Stress factors present in the environment induce changes 
in the growth and metabolism of algal cells. As shown by the current literature, nitrogen deficiency promotes the 
accumulation of  lipids1,4. Due to among others the formation of excess reactive oxygen species in stress condi-
tions, the accumulation of lipids is accompanied by inhibition of algal cell  division4. Auxins are plant hormones 
whose function is related to detoxification of reactive oxygen  species5. The indole-3-acetic acid auxin has been 
reported to increase the growth and metabolism regulation in green  algae6–8. The current literature provides 
data on the impact of indole-3-acetic acid in nitrogen-stress conditions on the growth and cellular composition 
of  microalgae9. However, there is no detailed lipidomic information about changes induced in the fatty acid 
profile (including fatty acids in individual lipid classes with special consideration of neutral lipids) in response to 
nitrogen limitation and supplementation with exogenous indole-3-acetic acid. Noteworthy, the suitability of the 
raw material for biodiesel production is influenced not only by the amounts of individual lipid classes but also 
by the fatty acid profile in neutral lipids. Eustigmatophycean microalgae are considered a promising material for 
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industrial applications due to their ability to produce fatty  acids10. Some species belonging to the class Eustigma-
tophyceae, e.g. marine Nannochloropsis spp., are regarded as model oleaginous species and are being investigated 
extensively. In contrast, only few studies have been focused on Eustigmatos strains occurring in soil; addition-
ally, the biotechnological potential of these algae has not been explored  yet11. So far, Eustigmatophyceae algae of 
the genus Nannochloropsis, Trachydiscusminutus, Vischeri and Eustigmatos magnus have only been analysed in 
terms of their ability to synthesise lipid  compounds4,11–13. The wide use of Nannochloropsis spp. in biotechnology 
suggests that also other Eustigmatophyceae species may be characterised by large biotechnological potential. 
Eustigmatos calaminaris (Eustigmatophyceae) is a unicellular coccoid algae isolated from calamine mine spoils, 
whose lipidomic profile has not yet been characterized so  far14,15.

The study aimed at determination of the response of the non-model Eustigmatos calaminaris algae to differ-
ent nitrogen limitation levels and indole-3-acetic acid supplementation in terms of biomass metabolic pathways 
and biochemical composition. To highlight the biotechnological potential of E. calaminaris, the current study 
presents new information about the biochemical composition and changes in the accumulation and distribution 
of fatty acids in individual lipid classes with special consideration of neutral lipids.

Results
Growth characteristics of E. calaminaris. The E. calaminaris growth curves for all the experimental 
variants are shown in Fig. 1. The course of the growth curves is characterised by a short lag phase (day 0–1) 
followed by a logarithmic growth phase. The results showed no differences in the course of the E. calaminaris 
growth curves after the addition of IAA in the 100% N conditions, relative to the control. The effect of the IAA 
addition on the course of the growth curves, in comparison with the control, was visible after 5 days of the 
experiment in cultures grown in the 50% N and 25% N repletion conditions (Fig. 1).

The growth parameters in all the treatments are presented in Table 1. The specific growth rate observed in 
the IAA-supplemented cultures with 50% N and 25% N limitation was higher than in the control conditions. 
The highest specific growth rate value and the shortest E. calaminaris biomass doubling time were found in 
the nitrogen limitation conditions, i.e. at 25% N with the IAA supplementation: 0.374 µ  day−1 and 44.27 h, 
respectively, in the cell growth period of 0–7 days. In the growth period of 0–10 days, the highest growth rate 
and the shortest biomass doubling time were observed in the 50% N+IAA variant: 0.286 µ  day−1 and 57.87 h, 
respectively. In contrast, in the 100% N conditions, the IAA supplementation exerted no stimulating effect on 
the E. calaminaris growth rate.

The biomass yield ranged from 2.23±0.25  gL−1 to 3.67±0.15  gL−1. The highest E. calaminaris biomass yield 
and daily biomass productivity were achieved in the 50% N+IAA variant. In turn, the lowest biomass yield was 
found in the 25% N conditions. The results showed that the IAA supplementation produced a significant increase 
in the biomass yield and daily biomass productivity only in the 25% N repletion conditions.

Analysis of carbohydrate and lipid content. Figure 2 shows the percentage content of carbohydrates 
and the daily carbohydrate productivity (expressed in mg  L−1) in the E. calaminaris cells. The addition of the 
plant hormone was found to contribute to a significant increase in the daily carbohydrate productivity of the E. 
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Figure 1.  Growth curves of Eustigmatos calaminaris cultivated in: 100%  NaNO3 (100% N), 100%  NaNO3 and 
supplemented with IAA (100% N + IAA); 50%  NaNO3 (50% N) and 50%  NaNO3 supplemented with IAA (50% 
N + IAA); 25%  NaNO3 (25% N) and 25%  NaNO3 supplemented with IAA (25%N + IAA). Data are expressed as 
means (±SD), n = 9.
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calaminaris cells in each N availability variant, compared to the control conditions (with no IAA supplementa-
tion). The highest daily carbohydrate productivity of 46.146 (mg  L−1   day−1) was observed in cells cultured in 
the 50% N conditions with the addition of IAA. The reduction of the nitrogen content to 25% N resulted in 
a decrease in the daily carbohydrate productivity in comparison with the 50% N conditions. The lowest daily 
carbohydrate productivity was obtained in the 100% N variant. The carbohydrate content ranged from 10.9 
to 21.40% in the 100% N+IAA and 50% N+IAA conditions, respectively. It was found that the decrease in the 
nitrogen content in the medium from 100 N to 25% N was accompanied by an increase in the percent content of 
carbohydrates in the E. calaminaris cells. The IAA supplementation was found to induce carbohydrate accumu-
lation in the cells in the 100% N and 50% N variants.

It was found that the lipid content in the E. calaminaris cells and the daily lipid productivity increased with 
the decreasing nitrogen content in the medium. As shown in Fig. 3, the supplementation with indole-acetic 
acid increased the lipid content and the daily lipid productivity in E. calaminaris cells in the 50% N and 25% 
N limitation conditions. The results showed that the IAA supplementation did not significantly alter the lipid 
content in the E. calaminaris cells in the 100% N conditions. The highest lipid content of 46.40% and the highest 
daily lipid productivity of 79.44 (mg  L−1  day−1) were exhibited by the cells cultured in the 25% N limitation with 
IAA supplementation variant.

Total lipids were fractionated to determine the synergistic effect of IAA and the different nitrogen levels on 
the lipid composition. Neutral lipids were the dominant lipid fraction in all the variants of the experiment. The 
study showed significant accumulation of NL in E. calaminaris in the conditions of the reduction of the nitrogen 
content to 25% N. The increase in the NL fraction was a response to the reduced nitrogen content (Fig. 4). The 
lowest content of neutral lipids was detected at the 100% N+ IAA conditions (66%). The reduction of the nitrogen 
content (25% N) and the addition of IAA resulted in a decrease in the content of the NL fraction and an increase 
in the content of GL and PL in E. calaminaris. Despite the decline induced by the IAA supplementation, the 
content of NL was higher than in the 100% N control. In response to the decrease in the N content from 100% 

Table 1.  The influence of culture conditions on basis growth parameters of Eustigmatos calaminaris. Data are 
expressed as means ( ± SD), n = 9. Means followed by the same letter are not significantly different; Tukey HSD 
test, p < 0.05.

100% N 100% N + IAA 50% N 50% N + IAA 25% N 25% N + IAA

Specific growth rate, 0–7 
 (day−1) 0.344 ± 0.0004a 0.342 ± 0.001a 0.350 ± 0.0005b 0.361 ± 0.0006c 0.354 ± 0.0032b 0.374 ± 0.0041d

Biomass doubling time 
0–7 (h) 48.08 ± 0.06a 48.37 ± 0.15a 47.29 ± 0.07b 45.91 ± 0.07c 46.72 ± 0.43b 44.27 ± 0.49d

Specific growth rate, 0–10 
 (day−1) 0.273 ± 0.001a 0.267 ± 0.001b 0.281 ± 0.001c 0.286 ± 0.004d 0.270 ± 0.004ab 0.278 ± 0.001c

Biomass doubling time 
0–10 (h) 60.60 ± 0.155a 62.04 ± 0.344b 58.83 ± 0.261c 57.85 ± 0.874d 61.26 ± 0.977ab 59.61 ± 0.114c

Biomass yield (g  L−1) 3.27 ± 0.03a 3.20 ± 0.05a 3.59 ± 0.19b 3.67 ± 0.15b 2.23 ± 0.25c 2.94 ± 0.07d

Daily biomass 
productivity(g  L−1  day−1) 0.192 ± 0.002a 0.188 ± 0.003a 0.215 ± 0.010b 0.216 ± 0.006b 0.131 ± 0.015c 0.173 ± 0.004d
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Figure 2.  Impact of culture conditions on carbohydrate content (bars) and daily carbohydrates productivity 
(circles) in Eustigmatos calaminaris. Data are expressed as means (± SD), n = 9. Means followed by the same 
letter are not significantly different; Tukey HSD test, p < 0.05.
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to 50% N and from 100 to 25%, the content of the GL fraction decreased. The highest GL content was detected 
in cells cultured in the 25% N with the IAA addition variant, and the highest content of PL was determined in 
the N repletion conditions with IAA supplementation (Fig. 4).

Lipidomic analysis. To obtain lipidomic information about the distribution of the fatty acid profile within 
the key lipid classes (NL, GL, and PL), E. calaminaris lipids were investigated using GC-MS. Figure 5 presents 
the characteristics of the fatty acid profile in E. calaminaris. Five major saturated fatty acids (over 2% of all 
fatty acids), i.e. myristic acid (C14:0), palmitic acid (C16:0), stearic acid (C18:0), heneicosylic acid (C21:0), and 
behenic acid (C22:0), were detected in all the culture variants. Unsaturated fatty acids (content exceeding 2%) 
were represented by monounsaturated acids: palmitoleic (C16:1) acid, oleic acid (C18:1), and nervonic acid 
(C24:1) and polyunsaturated linoleic acid (C18:2).

Oleic acid was the major acid in the neutral lipid fraction. The highest content of oleic acid was determined 
in the conditions of nitrogen limitation of 25% N with IAA supplementation. The decrease in the content of 
N in the medium was accompanied by an increase in the content of this acid in the NL fraction from 7.4 to 
42.5%. It was found that the addition of IAA in the nitrogen limitation (25% N) variant caused an increase in 
the accumulation of oleic acid in the E. calaminaris cells. The content of palmitic acid (C16:0) in the NL fraction 
ranged from 33 to 39%. A decrease in the content of this acid was associated with the decrease in the N content 
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Figure 3.  Impact of culture conditions on lipid content (gray bars) and daily lipid productivity (black triangles) 
in Eustigmatos calaminaris. Data are expressed as means (± SD), n = 9. Means followed by the same letter are not 
significantly different; Tukey HSD test, p < 0.05.
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Figure 4.  The influence of culture conditions on lipid class composition in Eustigmatos calaminaris cells. NL, 
neutral lipids; GL, glycolipids; PL, phospholipids. Data are expressed as means (± SD), n = 9. Means followed by 
the same letter are not significantly different; Tukey HSD test, p < 0.05.
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in the culture medium. The IAA supplementation did not exert an effect on the C16:0 content in the nitrogen 
limitation conditions. The results indicated that, in the 100% N variant, the addition of IAA caused a decrease 
in the palmitic acid content from 39.5 to 35%.

Stearic acids (C18:0) was the third major acid in the NL fraction of E. calaminaris lipids. It was found that 
the content of this acid declined with the decrease in the nitrogen content. The addition of IAA to the medium 
in the nitrogen limitation (25% N) conditions reduced the content of this acid.

Figure 5.  Effects of culture conditions on the fatty acid profile of Eustigmatos calaminaris (a) neutral lipids, (b) 
glycolipids, (c) phospholipids. Data are expressed as means (± SD), n = 9.
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The GC-MS analysis indicated that palmitoleic acid (C16:1), stearic acid (C18:0), and palmitic acid (C16:0) 
were the main acids in the GL fraction in E. calaminaris lipids. It was found that the decrease in the N content in 
the medium was accompanied by accumulation of palmitoleic acid in the GL fraction. The addition of indole-
3-acetic acid induced an increase in the C16:1 in the GL fraction. As can be seen in Fig. 5, the highest palmitoleic 
acid content (50.9%) was noted in the 25% N with IAA variant. In turn, the highest accumulation of stearic acid 
(62%) was recorded in the control (100% N). These results indicate that the IAA supplementation in the control 
conditions reduced the C18:0 content to 42%. Additionally, the content of stearic acid decreased together with 
the decrease in the nitrogen content in the culture medium.

The results indicated that the PL fraction of E. calaminaris comprised saturated fatty acids, i.e. palmitic 
(C16:0), stearic (C18:0), and behenic (C22:0) acids. Monounsaturated acids were represented mainly by the C16:1 
acid and by the less abundant C24:1 acid. The presence of C18:1 was detected only in cells from cultures with 
100% nitrogen availability in the medium. As in the case of the GL fraction, the IAA supplementation in the 25% 
N conditions induced an increase in the content of palmitoleic and palmitic acids and a decline in the content of 
stearic acid. Additionally, the content of stearic acid increased with the decrease in the N content in the medium.

Table 2 shows the sum of saturated fatty acids (SFAs), monounsaturated fatty acids (MUFAs), and polyun-
saturated fatty acids (PUFAs). It was found that the SFA sum in the NL and GL fractions decreased with the 
decrease in the N content in the medium. The addition of IAA under nitrogen limitation to 25% reduced the 
SFA content in the NL, GL and PL fractions. As shown by the results, an increase in the total MUFA content 
in the NL, GL and PL fractions was observed in the variant with the reduced nitrogen content (25% N) in the 
medium and with the addition of IAA. E. calaminaris algae contain relatively low amounts of PUFAs. The total 
PUFA content in all fractions declined together with the reduction of the nitrogen content. The addition of IAA 
reduced the PUFA content in the NL fraction.

The C16-C18 fatty acids in the NL fraction represented from 75.43 to 90.80% of all detected fatty acids. The 
highest amounts of C16-C18 fatty acids were observed in the 25% N+IAA conditions.

Biodiesel evaluation. The parameters of the biodiesel quality were assessed in relation to the molecular 
structure of fatty acid methyl esters, which exhibits differences depending on the number and position of double 
bonds and depending on the carbon  chain16. The following parameters of the NL fraction were determined to 
estimate the quality of biodiesel: cetane number (CN), long chain saturated factor (LCSF), and cold filter plug-
ging point (CFPP) (Table 3). The estimated CN was similar in all experiment variants, with an average value of 
55.95. The highest LCSF and CFPP values were recorded in the 100% N and 100% N+IAA variants, whereas the 
lowest values were noted in 25% N and 25% N+IAA.

Discussion
The present results have shown that the addition of IAA to the medium under nitrogen limitation plays a role 
in E. calaminaris growth and metabolic processes. The supplementation was found to support the growth of E. 
calaminaris in the 50% N and 25% N limitation conditions. The differences in the growth rates in the periods of 

Table 2..  The influence of culture conditions on the fatty acid profile of Eustigmatos calaminaris.  Data are 
expressed as means ( ± SD), n = 9. NL neutral lipids, GL glycolipids, PL phospholipids. SFA–saturated fatty 
acids, MUFA–monounsaturated fatty acids, PUFA–polyunsaturated fatty acids.

Fraction Growth parameters

Fatty acid compositions (%)

Total C16–C18 SFA MUFA PUFA

NL

100% N 75.43 ± 3.02 73.11 ± 1.44 8.75 ± 1.32 6.33 ± 0.87

100% N  + IAA 75.63 ± 1.25 72.45 ± 1.14 8.31 ± 0.96 4.02 ± 1.28

50% N 84.45 ± 0.54 58.30 ± 0.90 24.82 ± 1.42 0.82 ± 0.87

50% N +  IAA 79.46 ± 1.35 59.38 ± 2.42 24.90 ± 3.24 2.92 ± 0.69

25% N 89.55 ± 0.66 53.00 ± 1.13 42.46 ± 1.94 4.93 ± 0.03

25% N + IAA 90.80 ± 1.17 49.16 ± 2.34 47.05 ± 2.62 3.90 ± 0.48

GL

100% N 87.91 ± 4.63 78.28 ± 8.61 9.56 ± 1.44 4.96 ± 0.06

100% N  + IAA 85.59 ± 3.31 65.16 ± 2.73 18.67 ± 3.18 2.93 ± 0.02

50% N 93.31 ± 4.25 47.02 ± 8.39 47.09 ± 1.96 4.39 ± 0.72

50% N +  IAA 91.69 ± 1.65 47.61 ± 2.73 49.26 ± 2.72 absence

25% N 93.89 ± 0.47 36.94 ± 0.37 59.06 ± 7.13 1.35 ± 0.04

25% N + IAA 94.13 ± 2.09 30.10 ± 2.27 67.27 ± 2.18 absence

PL

100% N 63.64 ± 5.58 65.22 ± 4,32 30.53 ± 3.91 2.85 ± 0,32

100% N  + IAA 65.75 ± 5.36 67.13 ± 4.30 23.80 ± 4.61 4.10 ± 0,20

50% N 58.47 ± 5.59 94.12 ± 1.17 7.72 ± 0.85 absence

50% N +  IAA 50.03 ± 5.88 88.81 ± 3.76 6.48 ± 2.43 absence

25% N 65.19 ± 2.60 91.69 ± 1.05 8.31 ± 0.37 absence

25% N + IAA 69.88 ± 2.26 72.21 ± 1.62 21.28 ± 7.30 absence



7

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |          (2023) 13:594  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-27778-y

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

0–7 days and 0–10 days in the conditions of nitrogen limitation in the medium (25% N and 50% N) indicate that 
nitrogen was utilised by the cells in the 25% N culture after 7 days, which resulted in a slower cell growth rate. 
Similar to the study conducted by Jusoh et al., there was no effect of the addition of IAA in the 100% N  variant17. 
This may have been related to the insufficient IAA concentration to promote cell division in the conditions of 
full nitrogen availability and an increased number of  cells17. During the first 5 days of the culture, higher  OD650 
values were recorded in the 100% N variant than in the cell culture carried out under nitrogen limitation. The 
addition of IAA in the 25% N limitation variant resulted in a significant increase in the biomass yield and the 
daily biomass productivity. As reported in the current literature, depending on the concentrations of IAA and 
morphological and physiological traits of species, auxin may promote microalgal growth, exert no effect on 
growth processes, or have an inhibitory effect on the growth of unicellular  algae6,16,18. IAA has been shown to 
alleviate the harmful effects of N  stress9. The present study showed that the addition of an appropriate dose of 
IAA in the nitrogen limitation conditions stimulated E. calaminaris growth and biomass yield. The availability 
of nitrogen in the medium had an impact on the E. calaminaris growth parameters as well. In the conditions of 
nitrogen limitation in the culture medium (25%), the E. calaminaris cell proliferation was lower at the expense 
of intracellular nitrate derived from the gradual degradation of  chlorophyll19, ribosomes, membrane-bound 
proteins, and some enzymes. e.g. ribulose-1,5-bisphosphate carboxylase/oxygenase20. However, the intracellular 
nitrogen source is insufficient to sustain cell growth for a longer  time19. The lower values of the specific growth 
rate (0–10 days), biomass yield, and daily biomass productivity (determined after the termination of the culture) 
of cells growing in the 25% N conditions, compared to the 50% N and 100% N cultures, confirm this information.

It was found in the present study that the carbohydrate content and the daily carbohydrate productivity of 
E. calaminaris were influenced by the IAA supplementation. IAA increased the daily carbohydrate productivity 
in all the nitrogen availability variants. However, an increase in the carbohydrate content was observed only in 
the variants of 100% N and 50% N with IAA supplementation. Studies on C. vulgaris and C. sorokiniana have 
demonstrated that exogenously applied indole-3-acetic acid increases the content of monosaccharides in cells 
and produces an increase in the chlorophyll content in a concentration-dependent  manner9,19. As shown by 
previous reports, auxins can stimulate photosynthetic activity by increasing the chlorophyll content, which may 
increase carbohydrate  synthesis21. It has also been suggested that IAA applied in the conditions of reduced nitrate 
concentrations decreases the chlorophyll content in  cells9. The present study showed a decrease in the intracel-
lular carbohydrate content in the 25% N limitation variant. Although the N limitation conditions (25% N) were 
found to inhibit cell proliferation, they contributed to increased lipid accumulation in the E. calaminaris cells. 
In comparison to the control culture, the accumulation increased by 23.8% in the 25% N culture and by 29% in 
the 25% N+IAA variant. These findings suggest that the E. calaminaris strategy in overcoming nutrient stress in 
the presence of IAA consists in enhanced accumulation of lipids. Positive effects of IAA on lipid accumulation 
have also been evidenced in studies on S. quadricauda and Ch. sorokiniana9,18,22. In turn, the 50% N limitation 
conditions with the IAA supplementation led to enhanced accumulation of both carbohydrates and lipids in 
the E. calaminaris cells.

The reduction of the nitrogen content in the medium to 25% N induced an increase in the content of neutral 
lipids in the E. calaminaris cells. The increase in the NL fraction observed in the present study is in line with 
the findings reported by Pancha et al.23, who found a significant increase in the NL content in Scenedesmus sp. 
after 3 days of nitrogen starvation. Neutral lipids serve no structural function; they are represented mainly by 
triacylglycerols (TAGs) accumulated as storage compounds in lipid bodies in the  cytoplasm2. The TAG function 
is not limited to the storage function only, as they also take part in the processes of adaptation to environmental 
 conditions24. The accumulation of the NL fraction, regarded as a response to higher oxidative stress induced 
by environmental stress, is targeted at reduction of intracellular oxidative damage and prevention of cells from 
premature  senescence16. TAGs are regarded as a suitable source of fatty acids for the production of  biodiesel25. 
A study on Nannochloropsis sp. demonstrated an increase in the content of NL and a decrease in the content of 
GL and PL under reduced nitrogen  availability1. Available literature reports show that 3-day nitrogen starvation 
induced a decline in the NL content in Acutodesmus dimorphus  lipids26.

Palmitic acid (C16:0), palmitoleic acid (C16:1), and oleic acids (C18:1), which are characteristic of 
 eustigmatophyceans27, were found to be the main fatty acids in the E. calaminaris fatty acid profile. The results 
obtained in the current study showed that, in the conditions of a reduced amount of N in the medium (25% N), 

Table 3.  Estimated properties of biodiesel: cetane number (CN), long chain saturated factor assessment 
(LCSF), cold-filter plugging point (CFPP). The values are presented as means  ±  standard deviation (SD) 
(n = 3).

Growth parameters

Biodiesel parameters

CN LCSF (wt.%) CFPP (°C)

Fraction NL

100% N 55.955 ± 0.347 15.21 ± 1.19 27.44 ± 0.72

100% N  + IAA 55.963 ± 0.365 18.45 ± 0.47 41.49 ± 1.46

50% N 55.944 ± 0.189 10.49 ± 0.73 16.49 ± 2.29

50% N +  IAA 55.947 ± 0.494 9.72 ± 0.84 13.09 ± 2.60

25% N 55.939 ± 0.190 8.09 ± 0.25 8.93 ± 0.80

25% N + IAA 55.937 ± 0.241 4.37 ± 0.12 − 2.5 ± 0.38
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IAA had an impact on the accumulation of olecic, palmitic, and palmitolecic acids. There are discrepant literature 
reports on the influence of IAA on the accumulation and profile of fatty acids in microalgal cells. Some reports 
suggest that IAA exerts an effect on the induction of C18:1 in N limitation  conditions9. Increased amounts of 
palmitic and oleic acids in S. quadricaudacells were found in the presence of  IAA18. In contrast, Park et al.7 dem-
onstrated no impact of IAA on fatty acids in C. reinhardtii. An increase in the content of oleic acid in neutral lipids 
and an increase in the amounts of palmitoleic acid in glycolipids were also found to accompany a decrease in the 
nitrogen content. Previous research suggested that the increase in the content of C18:1 acids is associated with de 
novo synthesis of these acids and not only to the degradation of polar lipids (GL and PL)25,28. This biosynthesis 
can take place at the expense of energy derived from degradation of  carbohydrates28, which explains the decrease 
in the carbohydrate content in E. calaminaris cells cultured in the 25% N conditions. Concurrently, high palmitic 
acid content in the NL fraction was detected in the nitrogen and IAA addition conditions. Palmitic and oleic acids 
are regarded as the most common components of  biodiesel29. Due to their properties, monounsaturated fatty 
acids are preferred in the production of biodiesel. The increase in MUFAs in the neutral lipids of E. calaminaris 
observed in this study was similarly associated with the reduction in nitrogen content and the addition of IAA.

The fatty acid profile in E. calaminaris cultured in the nitrogen limitation and IAA addition conditions was 
dominated by high oleic acid content in TAGs and exhibited an increase in the MUFA content, which are ben-
eficial for biodiesel application. Importantly, no growth inhibition was observed in the cultures.

Regardless of the growing conditions, the lipids produced by E. calaminaris were characterized by a stable 
cetane number: 55.95 (Table 3). The minimum CN value for high-quality biodiesel according to European 
standard EN 14214:2008 is 51. The CN values estimated for biodiesel from microalgal oil ranged from 42.47 to 
64.9416,30. A higher cetane number results in a shorter ignition time 16 The CFPP parameter is used to predict 
biodiesel flow efficiency at low  temperatures30 Higher CFPP values indicate worse low-temperature properties of 
 biodiesel30. A decline in the CFPP value was observed along with the decrease in the N content in the cultures. 
The decrease in the CFPP value was also caused by the addition of IAA but only in the culture variants with 
reduced nitrogen content (50%N and 25%N). The lowest and most favourable value of the cold filter plugging 
point parameter (− 2.5°C) was exhibited by lipids from cultures with the nitrogen content reduced to 25% and 
the IAA supplementation. The low value of the CFPP parameter in the nutrient limitation conditions was related 
to the absence of lignoceric acid (C24:0) methyl esters and the lower content of palmitic acid methyl esters, com-
pared to the control conditions (Fig. 5). Biodiesel containing high levels of stearic and palmitic acid ME has a 
high CFPP value. The study results indicate that the E. calaminaris lipids meet the requirements of the European 
standard EN 14214 for CN. Additionally, the nutrient limitation and IAA supplementation in these conditions 
had a beneficial effect on the value of the cold filter plugging point of the biodiesel.

Materials and methods
Microalgal strains. Eustigmatos calaminaris was purchased from the culture collection of autotrophic 
organisms (CCALA, TŘEBOŇ, Czech Republic). Eustigmatos calaminaris inocula were maintained in sterile 
media BG 11 with a soil extract. The soil extract was prepared in accordance with the recommendations from 
the from the culture collection of autotrophic organisms (Czech Republic).The microalga was grown in shaken 
Erlenmeyer flasks in the following conditions: 80 µmol photons  m−2  s−1, light/dark cycle 18/6 h, and aeration 
with sterile air. The temperature was adjusted to 22 ± 1 °C.

Batch culture experiments. The experiment was carried out in 200 ml of sterilized BG 11 (with 5 ml  L−1 
of the soil extract) in a 500 ml Erlenmeyer flask. The final concentration of IAA in the culture media was  10−4 M. 
The final concentration of IAA in the culture media was  10−4 M. The IAA concentration used in the experiments 
was selected based on previous  studies6. The stock solution of indole 3-acetic acid was prepared using 98% etha-
nol, and the ethanol concentration in the medium did not exceed 1% v/v18. The BG11 medium supplemented 
with IAA was modified in terms of the content of the nitrogen source: 100% N of  NaNO3 (100% N+IAA), 50% 
of  NaNO3 (50%N+IAA) and 25% of  NaNO3 (25%N+IAA), i.e. 1.5   gL−1, 0.75   gL−1, and 0.375   gL−1 of  NaNO3, 
 respectively. Cells grown in BG 11 without IAA additive (100%N, 50% N and 25% N) were used as a control 
culture.

Assessment of microalgal growth. Microalgae were grown in a growth chamber under 80 µmol pho-
tons  m−2  s−1 light intensity and a 16 h/8 h light/dark cycle, with orbital shaking at 100 rpm and aeration with 
sterile air. The growth temperature was 22 ± 1 °C. The cells were grown for 17 days.

Biomass accumulation was determined by measuring daily changes in optical density  OD650 (Cary 300/
Biomelt spectrophotometer). The specific growth rate µ  (d−1) was calculated as follows:

where  N1 is the initial biomass concentration at time  T1 and  N2 is the biomass concentration at time  T2 11.
The doubling time of E. calaminaris biomass was calculated using Eq. (2):

Assessment of biomass productivity. The biomass productivity (Bp) of E. calaminaris was determined 
gravimetrically. Algal cells were filtered through filters (Whatman GF/C) and dried to constant weight and 
weighed. The biomass productivity of E. calaminaris was calculated using the following equation:

(1)µ = ln(N2/N1)/(T2− T1)

(2)Td (hr) = (ln2/µ)× 24
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where DCW- dry cell weight (g  L−1 g  mL−1),and t (day)—duration of the culture in days. The biomass productiv-
ity was expressed in g  mL−1  day−1.

Carbohydrate content. The total content of simple sugars was determined with the anthrone colorimetric 
 method31. Briefly, a 2% anthrone solution in 98%  H2SO4 was added to the samples, which were then heated in 
a boiling-water bath. The absorbance of the samples was measured at 620 nm (Cary 300/Biomelt). The content 
of sugars (mg  ml−1) was determined with the use of the calibration curve prepared for the glucose standard. The 
content of carbohydrates was expressed in % (m/m).

Extraction of crude lipids. Lipids were extracted from the centrifuged biomass after 17 days with a modified 
Bligh and Dyer  method11. Briefly, the E.calaminaris biomass was subjected to a mixture of chloroform:methanol 
(1:2, v/v) with sonication. After evaporation of the solvents, the lipid content was determined gravimetrically. 
Butylated hydroxytoluene was used in the extraction process as an antioxidant. To determine the lipid content 
gravimetrically, the solvent was evaporated on a vacuum evaporator. Three replicates of each extraction were 
performed. Samples of extracted cellular lipids were suspended in n-hexane.

Lipid productivity (Lp) was calculated using the following Eq. (4):

where Bp—biomass productivity, Lc—lipid content. Lipid productivity was expressed in milligrams per litre 
per day.

Lipid separation by solid phase extraction. The lipid extract was separatedusing silica cartridges BAK-
ERBOND spe™ SiOH, 500 mg, as in Meng et al.1. The SPE cartridge had been conditioned with chloroform. Next, 
the lipid extract was applied on the SPE column. The cartridge was eluted with 10 mL of chloroform to collect 
neutral lipids (NL). Next, 10 mL of acetone was added to collect glycolipids (GL.) The phospholipids (PL) were 
obtained by elution with acetone and10 mL methanol. The eluent was dried under a nitrogen stream. The NL, 
GL, and PL contents were determined gravimetrically, after drying under a stream of nitrogen. The fractionated 
lipid classes were suspended in chloroform for further analysis.

Fatty acid methyl ester formation. Fatty acids were converted to fatty acid methyl esters (FAMEs) as 
previously described by Krzemińska et al.11. Briefly, the analyses was performed in the following steps: the sam-
ples of fractionated lipid classes were supplemented with 0.5 M KOH in HPLC grade methanol, mixed, and 
hydrolyzed at 85–90 °C for 1 h. Next, 10% BF3 in 100% methanol was added to cooled samples and esterification 
was performed at 100 °C for 20 min. In the subsequent step, 99% n-hexane and a saturated NaCl solution were 
added.

Determination of fatty acid methyl ester content. FAME analyses were performed using a Trace GC 
Ultra (Thermo Scientific) chromatograph coupled with a ITQ 1100 mass spectrometer (Thermo Scientific) with 
a capillary column Zebron ZB- FAME (dimensions: 60 m × 0.25 mm × 0.20 μm). Heptadecanoic acid was used as 
an internal standard. The chromatographic conditions were set as a follows: 4 min at 100 °C followed by heating 
to 140 °C at 10 °C/min, and next to190 °C at the rate of 2 °C/min, and to 260 °C at the rate of 30 °C/min for 5 min; 
sample injection volume of 2 µl, split ratio of 20:1, injection temperature of 250 °C. Helium was used as the car-
rier gas at a flow rate of 2.1 mL/min. The FAME MIX -37 (CRM 47885 Supelco) was used for identification of 
FAMEs. The fatty acid concentration and compositions were calculated from the area of the peaks, the internal 
standard concentration, and the amount of the sample. Two replicates were performed for each GCMS analysis.

Statistical analysis of results. The experiments were carried out in three replications. Statistical analysis 
were carried out in the STATISTICA v. 13 program (TIBCO Software Inc. USA). Differences in the measured 
parameters were compared using two-way ANOVA, at a significance level of p ≤ 0.05 using the post-hoc Tukey 
test.

Estimation of biodiesel properties. The selected properties of the biodiesel from E. calaminaris neutral 
lipids were calculated using fatty acid methyl esters and based on equations (5–7) described by Afifudeen et al.16. 
The cetane number (CN) was calculated using the equation below:

where, x is the percentage composition of fatty acid methyl esters  (x1:C12:0;  x2:C14:0;  x3:C16:0;  x4:C18:0;  x5:C16:1; 
 x6:C18:1;  x7:C18:2;  x8:C18:3).

The long chain saturated factor (LCSF) and the cold filter plugging point (CFPP) were calculated using the 
equations below:

(3)Bp = DCW/T

(4)Lp = Bp × Lc

(5)
CN = 55.87+ 0.0747x1 + 0.098x2 + 0.164x3 + 0.176x4

− 0.050x5 + 0.001x6 − 0.140x7 − 0.273x8

(6)LCSF = (0.6× C16) + (0.5× C18) + (1× C20) + (1.5× C22) + (2× C24)



10

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |          (2023) 13:594  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-27778-y

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Data availability
All data generated or analyzed during this study are included in this manuscript.

Received: 19 November 2022; Accepted: 9 January 2023

References
 1. Meng, Y. et al. The characteristics of TAG and EPA accumulation in Nannochloropsis oceanica IMET1 under different nitrogen 

supply regimes. Bioresour. Technol. 179, 483–489 (2015).
 2. Manning, S. R. Microalgal lipids: Biochemistry and biotechnology. Curr. Opin. Biotechnol. 74, 1–7 (2022).
 3. Wijffels, R. H. & Barbosa, M. J. An outlook on microalgal biofuels. Science 329(5993), 796–799 (2010).
 4. Řezanka, T., Lukavský, J., Nedbalová, L. & Sigler, K. Effect of nitrogen and phosphorus starvation on the polyunsaturated triacylg-

lycerol composition, including positional isomer distribution, in the alga Trachydiscus minutus. Phytochemistry 72(18), 2342–2351 
(2011).

 5. Wang, C. et al. The Active phytohormone in microalgae: The characteristics, efficient detection, and their adversity resistance 
applications. Molecules 27, 46. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3390/ molec ules2 70100 46 (2022).

 6. Magierek, E., Krzemińska, I. & Tys, J. Stimulatory effect of indole-3-acetic acid and continuous illumination on the growth of 
Parachlorella kessleri. Int. Agrophys. 31(4), 483–489 (2017).

 7. Park, W.-K. et al. Phytohormone supplementation significantly increases growth of Chlamydomonas reinhardtii cultivated for 
biodiesel production. Appl. Biochem. Biotechnol. 171(5), 1128–1142 (2013).

 8. Lu, Y. & Xu, J. Phytohormones in microalgae: A new opportunity for microalgal biotechnology?. Trends Plant Sci. 20(5), 273–282 
(2015).

 9. Giridhar Babu, A., Wu, X., Kabra, A. N. & Kim, D.-P. Cultivation of an indigenous Chlorella sorokiniana with phytohormones for 
biomass and lipid production under N-limitation. Algal Res. 23, 178–185. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. algal. 2017. 02. 004 (2017).

 10. Trzcińska, M., Pawlik-Skowrońska, B., Krokowski, D. & Watanabe, S. Genetic and morphological characteristics of two ecotypes 
of Eustigmatos calaminaris sp. nov. (Eustigmatophyceae) inhabiting Zn– and Pb– loaded calamine mine spoils. Fottea 14(1), 1–13 
(2014).

 11. Krzemińska, I., Nosalewicz, A., Reszczyńska, E. & Pawlik-Skowrońska, B. Enhanced light-induced biosynthesis of fatty acids 
suitable for biodiesel production by the yellow-green alga Eustigmatos magnus. Energies 13, 6098. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3390/ en132 
26098 (2020).

 12. Přibyl, P., Eliáš, M., Cepák, V., Lukavský, J. & Kaštánek, P. Zoosporogenesis, morphology, ultrastructure, pigment composition, 
and phylogenetic position of Trachydiscus minutus (Eustigmatophyceae, Heterokontophyta). J. Phycol. 48(1), 231–242 (2012).

 13. Řezanka, T. et al. Trachydiscus minutus, a new biotechnological source of eicosapentaenoic acid. Folia Microbiol. 55(3), 265–269 
(2010).

 14. Trzcińska, M. & Pawlik-Skowrońska, B. Soil algal communities inhabiting zinc and lead mine spoils. J. Appl. Phycol. 20(4), 341–348 
(2008).

 15. Li, Z., Sun, M., Li, Q., Li, A. & Zhang, C. Profiling of carotenoids in six microalgae (Eustigmatophyceae) and assessment of their 
β-carotene productions in bubble column photobioreactor. Biotechnol. Lett. 34(11), 2049–2053 (2012).

 16. Wan Afifudeen, C.-L. et al. Double-high in palmitic and oleic acids accumulation in a non-model green microalga, Messastrum 
gracile SE-MC4 under nitrate-repletion and -starvation cultivations. Sci. Rep. 11(1), 381. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41598- 020- 
79711-2 (2021).

 17. Jusoh, M., Loh, S. H., Chuah, T. S., Aziz, A. & Cha, T. S. Indole-3-acetic acid (IAA) induced changes in oil content, fatty acid 
profiles and expression of four fatty acid biosynthetic genes in Chlorella vulgaris at early stationary growth phase. Phytochemistry 
111, 65–71 (2015).

 18. Kozlova, T. A., Hardy, B. P., Krishna, P. & Levin, D. B. Effect of phytohormones on growth and accumulation of pigments and fatty 
acids in the microalgae Scenedesmus quadricauda. Algal Res. 27, 325–334 (2017).

 19. Piotrowska-Niczyporuk, A. & Bajguz, A. The effect of natural and synthetic auxins on the growth, metabolite content and anti-
oxidant response of green alga Chlorella vulgaris (Trebouxiophyceae). Plant Growth Regul. 73(1), 57–66 (2013).

 20. Msanne, J. et al. Metabolic and gene expression changes triggered by nitrogen deprivation in the photoautotrophically grown 
microalgae Chlamydomonas reinhardtii and Coccomyxa sp. C-169. Phytochemistry 75, 50–59 (2012).

 21. Wang, X. & Komatsu, S. The role of phytohormones in plant response to flooding. Int. J. Mol. Sci. 23(12), 6383. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
3390/ ijms2 31263 83 (2022).

 22. Liu, J., Qiu, W. & Song, Y. Stimulatory effect of auxins on the growth and lipid productivity of Chlorella pyrenoidosa and Scened-
esmus quadricauda. Algal Res. 18, 273–280 (2016).

 23. Pancha, I. et al. Nitrogen stress triggered biochemical and morphological changes in the microalgae Scenedesmus sp. CCNM 1077. 
Bioresour. Technol. 156, 146–154 (2014).

 24. Solovchenko, A. E. Physiological role of neutral lipid accumulation in eukaryotic microalgae under stresses. Russ. J. Plant. Physiol. 
59(2), 167–176 (2012).

 25. Martin, G. J. O. et al. Lipid profile remodeling in response to nitrogen deprivation in the microalgae Chlorella sp. (Trebouxi-
ophyceae) and Nannochloropsis sp. (Eustigmatophyceae). PLoS ONE 9(8), e103389. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1371/ journ al. pone. 01033 
89 (2014).

 26. Chokshi, K., Pancha, I., Ghosh, A. & Mishra, S. Nitrogen starvation-induced cellular crosstalk of ROS-scavenging antioxidants and 
phytohormone enhanced the biofuel potential of green microalga Acutodesmus dimorphus. Biotechnol. Biofuels 10(1), 60. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1186/ s13068- 017- 0747-7 (2017).

 27. Gao, B., Xia, S., Lei, X. & Zhang, C. Combined effects of different nitrogen sources and levels and light intensities on growth and 
fatty acid and lipid production of oleaginous eustigmatophycean microalga Eustigmatos cf. polyphem. J. Appl. Phycol. 30(1), 215–229 
(2017).

 28. Simionato, D. et al. The response of Nannochloropsis gaditana to nitrogen starvation includes de novo biosynthesis of triacylglyc-
erols, a decrease of chloroplast galactolipids, and reorganization of the photosynthetic apparatus. Eukaryot. Cell 12(5), 665–676 
(2013).

 29. Lee, S.-J., Go, S., Jeong, G.-T. & Kim, S.-K. Oil production from five marine microalgae for the production of biodiesel. Biotechnol. 
Bioprocess Eng. 16(3), 561–566 (2011).

 30. Nascimento, I. A. et al. Screening microalgae strains for biodiesel production: Lipid productivity and estimation of fuel quality 
based on fatty acids profiles as selective criteria. Bioenerg. Res. 6, 1–13. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s12155- 012- 9222-2 (2013).

(7)CFPP = (3.1417× LCSF)− 16.477

https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules27010046
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.algal.2017.02.004
https://doi.org/10.3390/en13226098
https://doi.org/10.3390/en13226098
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79711-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79711-2
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms23126383
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms23126383
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0103389
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0103389
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13068-017-0747-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13068-017-0747-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12155-012-9222-2


11

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |          (2023) 13:594  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-27778-y

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 31. Piasecka, A., Nawrocka, A., Wiącek, D. & Krzemińska, I. Agro-industrial by-product in photoheterotrophic and mixotrophic 
culture of Tetradesmus obliquus: Production of ω3 and ω6 essential fatty acids with biotechnological importance. Sci. Rep. 10(1), 
6411. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41598- 020- 63184-4 (2020).

Acknowledgements
This research was funded by the National Science Centre, Poland, grant number 2016/23/D/NZ9/02670 to I.K.

Author contributions
I.K.: Conceptualization, Investigation, Methodology, Formal analysis, Writing-original draft, Writing-review 
and editing, Funding acquisition; M.S: Investigation, Visualization; W.C Investigation; A.P.: Investigation. All 
authors reviewed the manuscript.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to I.K.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

© The Author(s) 2023

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-63184-4
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Auxin supplementation under nitrogen limitation enhanced oleic acid and MUFA content in Eustigmatos calaminaris biomass with potential for biodiesel production
	Results
	Growth characteristics of E. calaminaris. 
	Analysis of carbohydrate and lipid content. 
	Lipidomic analysis. 
	Biodiesel evaluation. 

	Discussion
	Materials and methods
	Microalgal strains. 
	Batch culture experiments. 
	Assessment of microalgal growth. 
	Assessment of biomass productivity. 
	Carbohydrate content. 
	Extraction of crude lipids. 
	Lipid separation by solid phase extraction. 
	Fatty acid methyl ester formation. 
	Determination of fatty acid methyl ester content. 
	Statistical analysis of results. 
	Estimation of biodiesel properties. 

	References
	Acknowledgements


