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produce xylitol and ethanol using non-detoxified
acid pretreated corncob
Ke-Ke Cheng*, Jing Wu, Zhang-Nan Lin and Jian-An Zhang*
Abstract

Background: For economical bioethanol production from lignocellulosic materials, the major technical challenges
to lower the production cost are as follows: (1) The microorganism should use efficiently all glucose and xylose in
the lignocellulose hydrolysate. (2) The microorganism should have high tolerance to the inhibitors present in the
lignocellulose hydrolysate. The aim of the present work was to combine inhibitor degradation, xylitol fermentation,
and ethanol production using a single yeast strain.

Results: A new process of integrated aerobic xylitol production and anaerobic ethanol fermentation using non-detoxified
acid pretreated corncob by Candida tropicalis W103 was proposed. C. tropicalis W103 is able to degrade acetate,
furfural, and 5-hydromethylfurfural and metabolite xylose to xylitol under aerobic conditions, and the aerobic
fermentation residue was used as the substrate for ethanol production by anaerobic simultaneous saccharification
and fermentation. With 20% substrate loading, furfural and 5-hydroxymethylfurfural were degraded totally after
60 h aerobic incubation. A maximal xylitol concentration of 17.1 g l-1 was obtained with a yield of 0.32 g g-1 xylose.
Then under anaerobic conditions with the addition of cellulase, 25.3 g l-1 ethanol was produced after 72 h anaerobic
fermentation, corresponding to 82% of the theoretical yield.

Conclusions: Xylitol and ethanol were produced in Candida tropicalis W103 using dual-phase fermentations,
which comprise a changing from aerobic conditions (inhibitor degradation and xylitol production) to anaerobic
simultaneous saccharification and ethanol fermentation. This is the first report of integrated xylitol and ethanol
production from non-detoxified acid pretreated corncob using a single microorganism.
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Introduction
Fuel ethanol, as a substitute for liquid petroleum fuels, is
regarded as one of the important contributors to the re-
duction of CO2. Currently, fuel ethanol has primarily been
produced using sugars from crops such as corn, sugar-
cane, and wheat. However, using crops for fuel ethanol
production endangers the food supply, stimulating a de-
mand for advanced technology which can produce ethanol
from non-food materials such as waste agricultural and
forest residues. Lignocellulosic materials comprise 30 to
45% glucan and 20 to 35% xylan, which, after pretreatment
and enzymatic hydrolysis, can be converted to glucose and
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xylose, respectively. The ethanol production process using
lignocellulosic materials will not be economically viable if
only the glucose present in the hydrolysate is converted to
ethanol [1,2]. However, a traditionally used microorganism
for ethanol fermentation, Saccharomyces cerevisiae, can
only metabolite glucose to ethanol, which makes ethanol
production from lignocellulosic materials lacking in com-
petitiveness compared with that from food-based ethanol.
Although recent work has succeeded in constructing an
efficient xylose metabolic pathway in robust industrial
Saccharomyces cerevisiae strains, the resulting strains
still lacked sufficient inhibitor tolerance for efficient
ethanol production using lignocellulosic hydrolysate.
Many xylose-fermenting yeasts, such as Pichia stipitis,
Candida shehatae, and Pachysolen tannophilus, have
been investigated for their use in ethanol production
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Figure 1 Time course of xylitol fermentation by Candida tropicalis
W103 using xylose. A: under anaerobic conditions, B: under aerobic
conditions. Xylose (solid squares), xylitol (solid circles), DCW (open circles).
Data presented are average of triplicate experiments; error bars indicate
the standard deviations.
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from xylose. However, these microorganisms have much
lower ethanol yields and require strict aeration condi-
tions, which limits their use in industrial ethanol pro-
duction. Some bacteria have the ability to metabolite
xylose under anaerobic or aerobic conditions, convert-
ing sugars to many products in which ethanol is only a
minor product [3-8]. One possibility for addressing this
problem is the integrated production of other high-
value xylose-based products by means of a biorefinery.
The xylan in lignocellulose can be used for high-value-
added xylitol production. Further, the glucan residue
can be used to produce ethanol. With this method, the
total economic viability of the integrated process is
better than that with ethanol as the sole product
because the price of ethanol is relatively low [1].
Lignocellulosic materials are plentiful and cheap

sources of sugars. However, the conversion of cellulose
to glucose is not easy, and some form of pretreatment is
required. The objective of the pretreatment is to alter
the structure of the lignocellulose to increase cellulose
biodegradation using cellulase. Dilute acid pretreatment
is a favorable route for hemicellulose hydrolysis and also
improves the conversion of cellulose to glucose. This
method has been successfully applied to different ligno-
cellulosic materials for ethanol production. However,
during the acid pretreatment, large amounts of various
inhibitors are produced. These inhibitors mainly include
furfural, 5-hydroxymethylfurfural (5-HMF), and acetic acid,
and the pretreatment conditions (including temperature,
time, or acid concentration) will strongly affect the dosages
of these compounds and the resulting toxicity. In some pre-
vious investigations, the liquid part of the pretreated sub-
strate was separated and then detoxified to decrease the
concentration of inhibitor before the subsequent fermenta-
tion. However, detoxification usually leads to increased loss
of sugar, which will decrease the product yield. Another
problem during the detoxification process is the require-
ment for additional reagents; these reagents cannot
be reused, which significantly increases the waste dis-
charge and production cost. Thus, screening for a highly
inhibitor-tolerant microorganism, which can use the
hydrolysate directly to obtain desirable product, would be
very attractive [9-11].
Corncob, which represents 20% of the weight of the

harvested corn and has high glucan and xylan contents,
is one of the most abundant lignocellulosic wastes in
Northeast China. In this study, a new process of inte-
grated aerobic xylitol production and anaerobic ethanol
fermentation using non-detoxified acid pretreated
corncob by Candida tropicalis W103 is proposed. The
results obtained may help to find a highly effective way
to produce xylitol and ethanol at the same time, which
could potentially be applied in lignocellulosic ethanol
production.
Results
Growth and fermentation profile of C. tropicalis
Candida tropicalis W103 was able to use xylose as the
carbon source for cell growth and xylitol production
under aerobic or anaerobic conditions (Figure 1). How-
ever, Candida tropicalis utilized xylose slowly under an-
aerobic conditions (Figure 1A), and only 48% of the
initial xylose was consumed after 72 h of fermentation.
The final dry cell weight (DCW) under anaerobic condi-
tions was 0.83 g l-1, much lower than the value of
4.32 g l-1 under aerobic conditions. The aerobic culture
also led to dramatic increases in both xylitol productivity
(0.95 g l-1 h-1) and yield (0.57 g g-1 xylose).
When glucose was used as the carbon source, ethanol

was produced under aerobic or anaerobic conditions
(Figure 2). C. tropicalis grew slightly slower under anaer-
obic conditions than under aerobic conditions. The
maximum specific growth rates of C. tropicalis in two
cases were 0.57 ± 0.04 and 0.53 ± 0.05 h-1, respectively.
Under aerobic conditions, only 9.2 g l-1 ethanol was pro-
duced from 51.5 g l-1 glucose and 1.1 g l-1 glycerol was
found in the broth (Figure 2B). In anaerobic conditions,
a higher ethanol yield was obtained and the ethanol
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Figure 2 Time course of ethanol fermentation by Candida
tropicalis W103 using glucose. A: under anaerobic conditions,
B: under aerobic conditions. Glucose (open triangles), ethanol (solid
left-facing triangles), glycerol (solid down-facing triangles), DCW
(open circles). Data presented are averages of triplicate experiments;
error bars indicate the standard deviations.
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Figure 3 Sugar fermentation and cell growth of Candida
tropicalis W103 using glucose and xylose mixed medium. A:
under anaerobic conditions, B: under aerobic conditions. Xylose
(solid squares), xylitol (solid circles), glucose (open triangles), ethanol
(solid left-facing triangles), glycerol (solid down-facing triangles),
DCW (open circles). Data presented are averages of triplicate
experiments; error bars indicate the standard deviations.
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production from 52.5 g l-1 glucose was 22.1 g l-1, which
corresponded to 82.5% of the theoretical ethanol yield.
Thus, Candida tropicalis has a different capacity to
metabolize glucose and xylose under aerobic or anaer-
obic conditions.
Considering that glucose and xylose coexist in corncob

hydrolysate, C. tropicalis W103 using a xylose/glucose
mixed medium was investigated under anaerobic and aer-
obic conditions. Under anaerobic conditions, C. tropicalis
displayed sequential sugar consumption, first utilizing
glucose and then xylose (Figure 3). The maximal growth
rate was 0.52 h-1 in the mixture medium, similar to that of
the glucose-only medium. Only ethanol formation was
observed when glucose was used as the substrate. After
the glucose was exhausted, about 50% of the initial xylose
was consumed, and the xylitol yield was 0.29 g g-1 xylose.
Under aerobic conditions, glucose and xylose were

consumed at the same time. During the glucose/xylose
co-consumption stage, the consumption rate of glucose
in the xylose/glucose mixed medium was 7.46 g l-1 h-1 in
0 to 6 h, much higher than that of xylose (0.81 g l-1 h-1).
A total of 9 g l-1 ethanol and 1.4 g l-1 glycerol were pro-
duced from 49.7 g l-1 glucose. However, the ethanol pro-
duced in the beginning was volatilized by the end of the
fermentation. The xylitol yield under the xylose/glucose
mixed medium was higher than that under the xylose
medium. This phenomenon can be explained by the
idea that the biomass formation in a xylose/glucose
mixture medium is mainly attributed to the consump-
tion of glucose and that more xylose will be used for
xylitol formation.
From the above study, we found that the xylitol fermen-

tation should be carried out under aerobic conditions and
the ethanol yield under aerobic conditions was much
lower than that under anaerobic conditions. Thus, a sim-
ple aerobic or anaerobic condition is not fit for integrated
xylitol and ethanol production using a xylose/glucose
mixed medium. To maximize the final product concentra-
tion, an aerobic-anaerobic-combined culture was explored
further. In this case, xylitol fermentation using a xylose
medium (similar to the corncob xylan hydrolysate) was
performed under aerobic conditions. After the xylose was
consumed, a pulse addition of glucose and a shift to
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Figure 5 Inhibitor degradation of C. tropicalis using corncob
acid hydrolysate without detoxification. Xylose (solid squares),
xylitol (solid circles), glucose (open triangles), ethanol (solid left-facing
triangles), glycerol (solid downward-facing triangles), DCW (open
circles), acetate (solid triangles), furfural (open right-facing
triangles), 5-HMF (solid right-facing triangles). Data presented are
averages of triplicate experiments; error bars indicate the
standard deviations.
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anaerobic culture for glucose fermentation (similar to the
corncob glucan hydrolysate) were carried out for ethanol
production.
Similar to a completely aerobic fermentation, the aerobic-

anaerobic-combined fermentation from 0 to 30 h had a
good xylitol productivity of 0.96 g l-1 h-1 (Figure 4). After
shifting to anaerobic fermentation, glucose was added dur-
ing 30 to 54 h to simulate glucose release in the enzymatic
hydrolysis of glucan. In this way, the ethanol yield could still
be maintained at 0.44 g g-1 glucose. The final xylitol and
ethanol concentrations were 29 and 20.1 g l-1, much higher
than those under either completely anaerobic or aerobic
conditions.

Inhibitor degradation
After acid pretreatment, the corncob hydrolysate is a
xylose- and inhibitor-rich medium. The inhibitor deg-
radation of C. tropicalis using a hydrolysate without de-
toxification, which contained 26.64 g l-1 xylose, 4.34 g l-1

glucose, 0.23 g l-1 furfural, 0.15 g l-1 5-HMF, and
1.37 g l-1 acetate, was studied under anaerobic and aer-
obic conditions. Unfortunately, C. tropicalis had no abil-
ity to degrade the inhibitors under anaerobic conditions
and neither ethanol nor xylitol was detected (data not
shown). Under aerobic fermentation, low cell growth
was observed, and the maximal DCW was only 1.7 g l-1

(Figure 5). The maximum specific growth rate of C. tro-
picalis was 0.29 h-1, which was 48% lower than that in
the medium using pure xylose. Furfural, 5-HMF, and
acetate were triggered to degrade after glucose con-
sumption, but prior to xylose. With non-detoxified hy-
drolysate as the substrate, xylitol formation was slower
than that with xylose as the substrate. The final
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Figure 4 Anaerobic-aerobic-combined culture using Candida
tropicalis W103 for xylitol and ethanol production. Xylose (solid
squares), xylitol (solid circles), glucose (open triangles),ethanol (solid
left-facing triangles), DCW (open circles). Data presented are averages
of triplicate experiments; error bars indicate the standard deviations.
concentration of xylitol was 13.3 g l-1 with a yield of
0.5 g g-1 xylose and a productivity of 0.32 g l-1 h-1.

Combined xylitol and ethanol production
To examine if the solids (glucan and lignin) containing
hydrolysate can be used directly in xylitol and ethanol
combined production, aerobic inhibitor degradation and
xylitol fermentation were carried out using a pretreated
corncob at a solids loading of 10%. After the xylose was
consumed totally, a shift to anaerobic simultaneous sac-
charification and ethanol fermentation was performed
with cellulase addition (15 filter paper units (FPU)/g
substrate). In this case C. tropicalis also can degrade
acetate, furfural and 5-HMF, and metabolite xylose to
xylitol (Figure 6). However, the rate of inhibitor degrad-
ation and xylitol production is decreased, probably due
to insufficient mass transfer. Furfural and 5-HMF were
degraded totally after 36 h aerobic incubation. A max-
imal xylitol concentration of 13.1 g l-1 was obtained with
a yield of 0.49 g g-1 xylose. Then, under anaerobic
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Figure 6 Xylitol and ethanol combined production using
pretreated corncob at a solids loading of 10%. Xylose (solid
squares), xylitol (solid circles), glucose (open triangles), ethanol
(solid left-facing triangles), acetate (solid triangles), furfural (open
right-facing triangles), 5-HMF (solid right-facing triangles). Data
presented are averages of triplicate experiments; error bars indicate
the standard deviations.

Cheng et al. Biotechnology for Biofuels 2014, 7:166 Page 5 of 9
http://www.biotechnologyforbiofuels.com/content/7/1/166
conditions with the addition of cellulase, 14.1 g l-1 etha-
nol was produced after 48 h anaerobic fermentation,
corresponding to 79.6% of the theoretical yield.

Effect of substrate loading
Based on the original composition of 33.2% xylan and
41.4% glucan in corncob, the theoretical yields of xylose
and glucose after hydrolysis with 10% substrate loading was
37.5 g and 45.9 g, respectively. However, if a higher sub-
strate loading could be applied, it might be possible to
achieve a higher sugar concentration. The initial substrate
loading is very critical for xylitol and ethanol combined pro-
duction from non-detoxified corncob hydrolysate because it
is related to both the sugar and inhibitor concentrations.
To investigate the effect of substrate loading on xylitol

and ethanol combined production, five sets of batch fer-
mentations were carried out by adjusting strictly the
initial water content to progressively increase the sub-
strate loading. With the increase of substrate loading,
the xylose and inhibitor concentrations increased. The
xylitol and ethanol combined production at different
substrate loadings is summarized in Table 1. Decreasing
the liquid/solid ratio from 8:1 to 4:1 (based on the initial
dry corncob), the xylitol yield was markedly reduced,
probably due to insufficient mass transfer and higher
inhibitor concentration. In this case, the concentrations
of furfural and 5-HMF were 0.71 g l-1 and 0.49 g l-1, re-
spectively. Only 2.3 g l-1 glucose in the medium was
consumed, and neither ethanol nor xylitol could be de-
tected. Furfural and 5-HMF were not metabolized by the
yeast during the fermentation process. However, the en-
zymatic hydrolysis seemed to be not affected by the in-
hibitors. At the end of the fermentation, 60.4 g l-1xylose
and 61.3 g l-1glucose were found in the broth.
Figure 7 displays a typical fermentation profile of C.

tropicalis fermenting the pretreated corncob at liquid/
solid ratio of 5:1, which caused a 12-h lag phase in aer-
obic xylitol production. Some inhibitors, such as furfural
and 5-HMF, were metabolized totally in 60 h. However,
acetate could not be metabolized totally and was kept at
a low level of 0.29 g l-1 after both furfural and 5-HMF
were completely degraded at 48 h of fermentation. The
final concentration of xylitol was 17.1 g l-1 with a yield
of 0.32 g g-1 xylose. After 72 h, the xylose in the broth
was consumed, and the fermentation was then shifted to
anaerobic culture with cellulase addition. Another 72 h
of anaerobic simultaneous saccharification and fermen-
tation (SSF) was carried out, resulting in the highest
ethanol concentration of 25.3 g l-1, corresponding to
82% of the theoretical ethanol yield.
The substrate loading of liquid/solid 5:1 resulted in

the highest xylitol concentration of 17.1 g l-1. However, a
lower substrate concentration (liquid/solid 7:1) also gave
a favorable result of 16.4 g l-1 for the final xylitol con-
centration. The probable reasons for this were better
mass transfer and lower inhibitor concentration. The
highest ethanol concentration of 25.3 g l-1 was obtained
with a substrate loading of liquid/solid 5:1. The max-
imum ethanol yield from corncob was 0.155 g g-1, which
was achieved at liquid/solid 8:1. In this process 81.5% of
the glucan was hydrolyzed to monomeric glucose and
then to ethanol with a yield of 0.42 g g-1 glucose.

Discussion
Many microorganisms are severely inhibited by the toxic
compounds generated in the pretreatment process of
lignocellulose. Thus, an efficient removal of the inhibi-
tors is a necessary step for the bioconversion process
using lignocellulosic material as the feedstock. In the
previous studies on dilute acid pretreatment, efforts have
been devoted to the optimization of operation parame-
ters such as treatment temperature, time, and acid con-
centration to improve the yield of sugar and reduce the



Table 1 Xylitol and ethanol combined production by Candida tropicalis W103 using pretreated corncob at different substrate loadings

Liquid/solid The composition before fermentation The composition after fermentation Xylitol production Ethanol production

Glu
(g l-1)

Xyl
(g l-1)

Fur
(g l-1)

5-HMF
(g l-1)

Ace
(g l-1)

Glu
(g l-1)

Xyl
(g l-1)

Fur
(g l-1)

5-HMF
(g l-1)

Ace
(g l-1)

Concentration
(g l-1)

Yield
(g g-1 xylose)

Concentration
(g l-1)

Yield
(g g-1 glucose)

8 5.43 33.31 0.18 0.29 1.71 0 3.4 0 0 0 14.7 0.44 19.7 0.42

7 6.20 38.06 0.21 0.34 1.95 0 3.1 0 0 0 16.4 0.43 20.7 0.42

6 7.24 44.41 0.24 0.39 2.28 0 2.8 0 0 0.12 16.0 0.36 23.2 0.43

5 8.69 53.29 0.29 0.47 2.74 0 3 0 0 0.29 17.1 0.32 25.3 0.42

4 10.86 66.61 0.36 0.59 3.42 61.2 66.6 0.59 0.41 2.70 - - - -

The values are the means of three independent samples.
Glu: glucose, Xyl: xylose, Fur: furfural, Ace: acetate.
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Figure 7 Xylitol and ethanol combined production using
pretreated corncob at a initial liquid/solid 5:1 medium. Xylose
(solid squares), xylitol (solid circles), glucose (open triangles), ethanol
(solid left-facing triangles), acetate (solid triangles), furfural (open
right-facing triangles), 5-HMF (solid right-facing triangles). Data
presented are averages of triplicate experiments; error bars indicate
the standard deviations.
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concentration of toxins by different kinds of detoxifica-
tion. Many detoxification methods have been applied to
alleviate the inhibition of hydrolysate for improving mi-
crobial growth. For the xylan hydrolysate part, methods
such as overliming, the use of ion exchange resins, or ac-
tivated charcoal adsorption can remove most of the
toxins. For the solid part (mainly glucan and lignin),
water washing has been used regularly in the literature.
However, these methods either result in considerable
loss of sugar or generate massive amounts of wastewater.
Another problem during the detoxification process is
the requirement for additional operation units, which
significantly increases the production cost [12-15].
To avoid the drawbacks in these routine detoxification

methods, the development of an inhibitor-tolerant micro-
organism is considered as a promising method because it
has many advantages such as mild conditions, low energy
input, and no wastewater release. Currently, many bacteria
and fungi have been isolated and identified to have a
toxin degradation capacity, but combining the inhibitor
degradation with the product fermentation practice
using non-detoxified lignocellulosic feedstock has not
been demonstrated.
Several strains have been used to ferment xylan acid hy-

drolysate from various raw materials for xylitol produc-
tion. Only a few studies have focused on the efficient use
of all glucose and xylose in the lignocellulose hydrolysate
[16-19]. In a co-culture of S. cerevisiae and Spathaspora
arborariae under oxygen limitation, glucose and xylose in
rice hull hydrolysate were converted to ethanol and xylitol,
with concentrations of 11 g l-1 and 3 g l-1, respectively
[20]. C. tropicalis W103 used in the present study showed
good potential for xylitol and ethanol combined pro-
duction because higher product concentrations and prod-
uctivity were obtained. Furthermore, compared with the
inhibitor concentration in the fermentation medium,
C. tropicalis W103 was more tolerant to the inhibitors
present in the hydrolysates.
In this study, C. tropicalis W103 is able to degrade

acetate, furfural and 5-hydromethylfurfural, and metab-
olite xylose to xylitol under aerobic conditions and pro-
duce ethanol by SSF under anaerobic conditions. The
developed yeast showed many advantages. Xylitol and
ethanol combined production using C. tropicalis W103
is carried out by changing from aerobic conditions to
anaerobic SSF. This process lowered the possibility of
contamination by other microbial organisms because
only a single inoculation was needed.
The high solids culture model was applied for inhibi-

tor degradation by C. tropicalis W103 on the pretreated
corncob directly instead of performing inhibitor degrad-
ation in the liquid hydrolysate. No cellulose degradation
was observed during the C. tropicalis W103 culture on
hydrolysates containing highly cellulose-rich solids, and
thus the cellulose loss could be avoided in the aerobic
stage. The process was also preferable because there
were no additional operation units, no sugar loss, and
no wastewater generation. This is particularly important
because the process can combine inhibitor degradation,
xylitol fermentation, and ethanol production in the same
bioreactor. Finally, the high solids culture model of in-
hibitor degradation proved to be a fast process: most
toxins were degraded within 24 to 48 h, and the conse-
quent xylitol and ethanol production was performed in
48 to 72 h. Because ethanol and xylitol have different
boiling points, a simple approach to remove ethanol
from the fermentation broth can be carried out by evap-
oration, and further purification of concentrated xylitol
can be done by crystallization.
The disadvantage of the current xylitol and ethanol com-

bined production by C. tropicalis is its relative low product
concentration compared with solo product production due
to limited substrate loading. In Zhang’s report, a bioreactor
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with a novel helical impeller was designed and applied
to the high substrate loading. This stirring system had
better performances in terms of saccharification yield,
product concentration, and energy cost [21]. This new
bioreactor has the potential to be applied in xylitol and
ethanol combined production to obtain higher product
yield and concentration.

Conclusions
In this study, a new process of integrated aerobic xylitol
production and anaerobic ethanol fermentation using
non-detoxified acid pretreated corncob by Candida tro-
picalis W103 was proposed. Its advantages include no
additional operation unit, zero wastewater generation,
processing on solid pretreated material, and no need for
sterilization, all of which can help make the lignocellu-
losic ethanol industry more cost-effective and environ-
mentally friendly, providing more potential for industrial
application.

Materials and methods
Raw material
The corncobs were grown in Heilongjiang Province in
Northeast China and harvested in 2012. The air-dried
material was ground to 2- to 4-mm (5 to 10 mesh) par-
ticle size. The corncob particles were dried at 105°C for
4 h and then stored in sealed plastic bags at room
temperature for use. The initial composition of the bio-
mass was 2.88 ± 0.04% benzene-ethanol extractives,
41.4 ± 0.31% glucan, 33.2 ± 0.41% xylan, and 18.9 ±
0.33% lignin.
The cellulase used in the enzymatic hydrolysis was

Cellulase 0816, which was purchased from Habio Bio-
tech Co. Ltd. in China. The cellulase activity was deter-
mined by the method proposed by Ghose, and expressed
in filter paper units (FPU) [22].

Pretreatment
The pretreatment was carried out in 500-ml glass flasks.
20 g of corncobs at a solid-liquid ratio of 1:3 was mixed
with dilute acid (0.5% (w/w) H2SO4 + 1.5% (w/w)
H3PO4) and pretreated in an autoclave at 130°C with a
residence time of 60 min.

Microorganism and fermentation experiments
Candida tropicalis W103 was grown on the preculture
medium containing 10 g l-1 yeast extract, 20 g l-1 pep-
tone, and 20 g l-1 glucose. The seed cells were prepared
in 500-ml flasks containing 100 ml preculture medium.
The flasks were incubated at 35°C and 180 rpm for 14 h
and subsequently inoculated into the fermentation
medium at 10% (v/v). The biomass concentration at
the beginning of the fermentation ranged from 0.5 g l-1

to 0.53 g l-1.
In the growth and fermentation tests of C. tropicalis, the
prepared xylose or glucose, supplemented with 2 g l-1

KH2PO4, 5 g l-1 (NH4)2SO4, 0.5 g l-1 MgSO4 · 7H2O, 1 g l-1

peptone, and 5 g l-1 yeast extract, was used as the fermen-
tation medium. All anaerobic cultures were performed as
batch fermentations with 200-ml working volumes in 500-
ml pin plug flasks. The residual oxygen in the medium
and head space of the flasks was not flushed out in order
to support initial cell growth. The flasks were incubated
at 35°C in an orbital shaker with a rotation speed of
100 rpm. Aerobic fermentation experiments were per-
formed with a 100-ml working volume in 500-ml gauze-
plugged flasks. The flasks were incubated at 35°C in an
orbital shaker with a rotation speed of 160 rpm.
For testing the yeast’s ability to degrade the inhibitors,

140 ml of water was added to the flasks with 20 g pre-
treated corncob, and the flasks were shaken in a shaker
at 30°C and 160 rpm for 15 min. The liquid fraction was
recovered by filtration, and the pH was adjusted to 5
using Ca(OH)2. The obtained liquid hydrolysate, supple-
mented with 2 g l-1 peptone and 5 g l-1 yeast extract,
was used as the fermentation medium.
For the xylitol and ethanol combined production, the

acid-hydrolyzed corncob containing the remaining solid
fraction that did not solubilize during the acid hydrolysis
was used directly without sterilization. Water was added
strictly to adjust the initial solid-liquid ratio of 1:4 to 1:8.
The pH was adjusted to 5 using solid Ca(OH)2. The high
solid medium, supplemented with 2 g l-1 peptone and
5 g l-1 yeast extract, was used as the fermentation
medium. In the stage involving aerobic cultures for in-
hibitor degradation and xylitol production, these gauze-
plugged flasks were incubated at 35°C and 160 rpm.
After shifting to anaerobic simultaneous saccharification
and ethanol fermentation, these flasks were sealed with
pin plugs and incubated at 35°C and 100 rpm.

Analytical methods
The liquid samples were analyzed by HPLC (Shimadzu LC
20A, Japan), equipped with UV and refractive index (RI)
detectors. The concentrations of xylose, glucose, acetic
acid, glycerol, ethanol, and xylitol were determined using
an Aminex HPX-87H column and an RI detector at 65°C
with 5 mM H2SO4 as the mobile phase at 0.8 ml min-1.
Furfural and 5-HMF were detected using a UV detector at
280 nm. Cell growth was monitored with optical density
at 650 nm and converted to dry cell weight (DCW) by a
calibration curve.

Abbreviations
5-HMF: 5-hydroxymethylfurfural; DCW: dry cell weight; FPU: filter paper units;
SSF: simultaneous saccharification and fermentation.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.



Cheng et al. Biotechnology for Biofuels 2014, 7:166 Page 9 of 9
http://www.biotechnologyforbiofuels.com/content/7/1/166
Authors’ contributions
KKC participated in the design of the study, performed the experimental work,
and wrote the manuscript. J-W performed the fermentation experimental
work and commented on the manuscript. ZNL performed the pretreatment
experimental work. JAZ participated in the design of the study and commented
on the manuscript. All authors contributed to the scientific discussion
throughout the work and have read and approved the final manuscript.
Acknowledgements
This study was supported by the National Basic Research Program of China
(2011CB707406) and the National Natural Science Foundation of China
(21176139).

Received: 22 August 2014 Accepted: 7 November 2014

References
1. Qu YB, Zhu MT, Liu K, Bao XM, Lin JQ: Studies on cellulosic ethanol

production for sustainable supply of liquid fuel in China. Biotechnol J
2006, 1:1235–1240.

2. Cheng KK, Zhang JA, Erik C, Li JP: Integrated production of xylitol and
ethanol using corn cob. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol 2010, 87:411–417.

3. Lin TH, Huang CF, Guo GL, Hwang WS, Huang SL: Pilot-scale ethanol
production from rice straw hydrolysates using xylose-fermenting Pichia
stipitis. Bioresour Technol 2012, 116:314–319.

4. Matsushika A, Inoue H, Kodaki T, Sawayama S: Ethanol production from
xylose in engineered Saccharomyces cerevisiae strains: current state and
perspectives. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol 2009, 84:37–53.

5. Wierckx N, Koopman F, Ruijssenaars HJ: Microbial degradation of furanic
compounds: biochemistry, genetics, and impact. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol
2011, 92:1095–1105.

6. Boopathy R, Bokang H, Daniels L: Biotransformation of furfural and
5-hydroxymethyl furfural by enteric bacteria. J Ind Microbiol Biotechnol
1993, 11:147–150.

7. Saha B, Iten L, Cotta M, Wu V: Dilute acid pretreatment, enzymatic
saccharification, and fermentation of rice hulls to ethanol. Biotechnol
Progr 2005, 21:816–822.

8. Schirmer-Michel AC, Flores SH, Hertz PF, Matos GS, Zachia Ayub MA:
Production of ethanol from soybean hull hydrolysate by osmotolerant
Candida guilliermondii NRRL Y-2075. Bioresour Technol 2008, 99:2898–2904.

9. Schirmer-Michel AC, Flores SH, Hertz PF, Zachia Ayub MA: Effect of oxygen
transfer rates on alcohols production by Candida guilliermondii
cultivated on soybean hull hydrolysate. J Chem Technol Biotechnol 2009,
84:223–228.

10. Varga E, Klinke HB, Reczey K, Thomsen AB: High solid simultaneous
saccharification and fermentation of wet oxidized corn stover to
ethanol. Biotechnol Bioeng 2004, 88:567–574.

11. Ping Y, Ling HZ, Song G, Ge JP: Xylitol production from non-detoxified
corncob hemicellulose acid hydrolysate by Candida tropicalis. Biochem
Eng J 2013, 75:86–91.

12. Buhner J, Agblevor FA: Effect of detoxification of dilute-acid corn fiber
hydrolysate on xylitol production. Appl Biochem Biotech 2004, 119:13–30.

13. Liaw WC, Chen CS, Chang WS, Chen KP: Xylitol production from rice straw
hemicellulose hydrolyzate by polyacrylic hydrogel thin films with
immobilized Candida subtropicalis WF79. J Biosci Bioeng 2008, 105:97–105.

14. Kiyoshi T, Jun-ichi H, Tohru K, Masayoshi K: Microbial xylitol production from
corn cobs using Candida magnoliae. J Biosci Bioeng 2004, 98:228–230.

15. Villarreal MLM, Prata AMR, Felipe MGA, Almeida JBES: Detoxification
procedures of eucalyptus hemicellulose hydrolysate for xylitol production
by Candida guilliermondii. Enzyme MicrobTechnol 2006, 40:17–24.

16. Carvalheiro F, Duarte LC, Lopes S, Parajó JC, Pereira H, Gírio FM: Evaluation
of the detoxification of brewery’s spent grain hydrolysate for xylitol
production by Debaryomyces hansenii CCMI 941. Process Biochem 2005,
40:1215–1223.

17. Zhang J, Zhu ZN, Wang XF, Wang N, Wang W, Bao J: Biodetoxification of
toxins generated from lignocellulose pretreatment using a newly
isolated fungus, Amorphotheca resinae ZN1, and the consequent ethanol
fermentation. Biotechnol Biofuels 2010, 3:26.

18. Huang CF, Jiang YF, Guo GL, Hwang WS: Development of a yeast strain
for xylitol production without hydrolysate detoxification as part of the
integration of co-product generation within the lignocellulosic ethanol
process. Bioresour Technol 2011, 102:3322–3329.

19. Almeida J, Modig T, Roder A, Liden G, Gorwa-Grauslund MF: Pichia stipitis
xylose reductase helps detoxifying lignocellulosic hydrolysate by reducing
5-hydroxymethyl-furfural (HMF). Biotechnol Biofuels 2008, 1:12.

20. Hickert LR, de Souza-Cruz PB, Rosa CA, Ayub MAZ: Simultaneous saccharification
and co-fermentation of un-detoxified rice hull hydrolysate by Saccharomyces
cerevisiae ICV D254 and Spathaspora arborariae NRRL Y-48658 for the
production of ethanol and xylitol. Bioresour Technol 2013, 143:112–116.

21. Zhang J, Chu DQ, Huang J, Yu ZC, Dai GC, Bao J: Simultaneous
saccharification and ethanol fermentation at high corn stover solids
loading in a helical stirring bioreactor. Biotechnol Bioeng 2010, 105:718–728.

22. Ghose TK: Measurement of cellulase activities. Pure Appl Chem 1987,
59:257–268.

doi:10.1186/s13068-014-0166-y
Cite this article as: Cheng et al.: Aerobic and sequential anaerobic
fermentation to produce xylitol and ethanol using non-detoxified acid
pretreated corncob. Biotechnology for Biofuels 2014 7:166.
Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit


	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Conclusions

	Introduction
	Results
	Growth and fermentation profile of C. tropicalis
	Inhibitor degradation
	Combined xylitol and ethanol production
	Effect of substrate loading

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Materials and methods
	Raw material
	Pretreatment
	Microorganism and fermentation experiments
	Analytical methods
	Abbreviations


	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Acknowledgements
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.440 793.440]
>> setpagedevice


