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Abstract: The aim of this study is to investigate the differences in the accumulation capacity of
chrysolaminarin among six Tribonema species and to isolate this polysaccharide for immunomodulatory
activity evaluation. The results showed that T. aequale was the most productive strain with the highest
content and productivity of chrysolaminarin, which were 17.20% (% of dry weight) and 50.91 mg/L/d,
respectively. Chrysolaminarin was then extracted and isolated from this alga, and its monosaccharide
composition was mainly composed of a glucose (61.39%), linked by β-D-(1→3) (main chain) and
β-D-(1→6) (branch chain) glycosidic bonds, with a molecular weight of less than 6 kDa. In vitro
immunomodulatory assays showed that it could activate RAW264.7 cells at a certain concentration
(1000 µg/mL), as evidenced by the increased phagocytic activity and upregulated mRNA expression
levels of IL-1β, IL6, TNF-α and Nos2. Moreover, Western blot revealed that this polysaccharide
stimulated the phosphorylation of p-65, p-38 and JNK in NF-κB and MAPK signaling pathways.
Overall, these findings provide a reference for the further development and utilization of algae-based
chrysolaminarin, while also offering an in-depth understanding of the immunoregulatory mechanism.
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1. Introduction

Microalgae-based biodiesel has attracted much attention because it is renewable,
sustainable and environmentally friendly, but its production cost is too high to compete
with fossil fuels [1,2]. To improve its economic feasibility, substantial efforts are underway
to establish an integrated biorefinery process aimed at maximizing the optimization of
algal biomass to coproduce biodiesel and high-value bioproducts such as carotenoids,
polyunsaturated fatty acids, active polysaccharides, etc. [3,4]. These could be employed for
various practical uses due to their distinctive properties.

Microalgae contain abundant quantities of natural polysaccharides owing to their
enormous biodiversity [5], and many studies have reported that microalgal polysaccha-
rides have a wide range of biological activities, including antioxidant, antitumor, anti-
inflammatory and immunostimulatory properties [6–8]. In particular, some algal polysac-
charides containing sulfate esters exhibit unique pharmacological activities due to their
novel and complex structure, including sulfated polysaccharides p-KG03 extracted from
Gyrodinium impudium [9], which show specific antiviral activity by inhibiting the
processes of virus–cell interaction and virus–cell fusion at the same time. Therefore,
microalgal polysaccharides are regarded as valuable new bioactive compounds with many
downstream applications in the food, cosmetics, neutraceutical and pharmaceutical indus-
tries [10].
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Polysaccharides have various important biological functions in algal cells, including
storage, protection and structural roles [11]. Among them, chrysolaminarin is a class
of principal energy-storage polysaccharides that is widely distributed in diatoms and
chrysophites [12]. In many diatoms, chrysolaminarin is a soluble and low-molecular-
weight β-glucan (1–40 kDa) consisting of glucose monomers linked by β-1,3 bonds with
limited β-1,6 branches [13], but its molecular weight, monosaccharide composition and
number of branches are species-specific. Chrysolaminarin isolated from microalgae showed
some interesting bioactivities, such as the scavenging of hydroxyl radicals and antitumor
activity [14,15]. Thus, interest in the selection and cultivation of chrysolaminarin-rich
microalgae strains has increased, especially with regard to those that can accumulate lipids
and chrysolaminarin simultaneously.

Tribonema spp. are filamentous oleaginous microalgae belonging to the class Xantho-
phyceae [16]. In the past, most studies have focused on culturing Tribonema microalgae
for biodiesel and palmitoleic acid production, owing to their high content of lipid and
palmitoleic acid, high resistance to grazer predation and ease of harvest, so they have been
considered an emerging potential biorefinery biomass feedstock for the co-production of
bioenergy and valuable bioproducts to improve economic efficiency [17,18]. However,
little attention has been paid to the fact that Tribonema spp. are also rich in active polysac-
charides [6,19], such as a sulfated polysaccharide isolated from Tribonema spp. that shows
anticancer and immunomodulatory activities. In addition, chrysolaminarin is an important intra-
cellular polysaccharide in Tribonema species that is responsible for energy storage [20]. However,
little is known about the structure of chrysolaminarin isolated from Tribonama microalgae and
its immunoregulatory activity. In addition, the abilities of these species to accumulate
chrysolaminarin are different and species-specific, but have been poorly researched. In
this context, we first compared the differences in chrysolaminarin production ability of
six Tribonema species under photoautotrophic conditions and then extracted, isolated and
characterized this polysaccharide from the most productive microalga. The immunoregula-
tory activity of isolated chrysolaminarin was also evaluated in vitro. The key aim of the
present study is to provide new insights into the accumulation, isolation and immunoregu-
latory activity of chrysolaminarin in Tribonema and to broaden the potential applications of
microalgae-based products.

2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Comparison of Chrysolaminarin Production in Six Tribonema Species

Chrysolaminarin is known as the primary assimilative product of the genus
Tribonema [21], but few studies have investigated differences in the ability to accumu-
late this compound. Therefore, six Tribonema species were cultured in mBG-11 medium to
screen for a chrysolaminarin-producing algal strain.

As shown in Figure 1A, the algal strains grew well in mBG-11 medium with little
difference in biomass, with the exception of T. ulotrichoides, which had the highest biomass
at 4.83 ± 0.13 g/L. Nevertheless, T. aequale showed the highest content of chrysolaminarin
(17.20% ± 0. 51% of dry weight), followed by T. vulgare (11.86% ± 0.45% of dry weight),
T. ulotrichoides (8.13% ± 0.14% of dry weight) and T. viride (7.34% ± 0.37% of dry weight)
(Figure 1B). The amount of chrysolaminarin in T. aequale was approximately six times higher
than that in Tribonema sp.2172 and T. minus, which revealed that the ability of the tested
algal strains to accumulate chrysolaminarin was species-specific. Based on observation
of the accumulation biomass and chrysolaminarin in six Tribonema species, the maximum
chrysolaminarin productivity was found in T. aequale, which reached 50.91 mg/L/d. Thus,
this strain was selected and used as biomass feedstock for further extraction and isolation
of chrysolaminarin in the subsequent studies.
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Figure 1. Biomass (A) and chrysolaminarin production (B) of six Tribonema species in normal mBG-11
medium. Different lowercase letters above the bars indicate significant differences at p < 0.05. Values
are expressed as the means ± SD of three replicates.

2.2. Preparation and Characterization of Chrysolaminarin from T. aequale

Crude polysaccharide was extracted from T. aequale biomass with a yield of 0.17 g/g
algal powder, which was separated by DEAE-52 column and eluted with 0.1 mol/L NaCl,
and the target elution peak was obtained as shown in Figure 2A. After further isolation by
a Sephadex G-200 column with 0.1 mol/L NaCl eluting, a single main fraction (the isolated
chrysolaminarin, Figure 2B) was then obtained at a yield of 0.11 g/g algal powder and
used for further analysis.
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Figure 2. Isolation and structural characterization of chrysolaminarin from Tribonema aequale.
(A) DEAE-52 anion-exchange chromatography; (B) Sephadex G-200 gel-filtration chromatography;
(C) FT-IR spectra; (D) monosaccharide composition.

As shown in Figure 2C, the FT-IR spectra of isolated chrysolaminarin displayed some
absorption peaks at 3406, 2921 and 1400–1200 cm−1, which are the typical absorption peaks
of polysaccharides [22,23]. The stretching peaks at 1637.7 cm−1 and 1374.7 cm−1 represent
the carboxyl groups [15]. Most importantly, a characteristic absorption peak at 889.24 cm−1

was attributed to the presence of β-type glycosidic linkages [15,22,24].
To understand the monosaccharide composition and molecular weight of chrysolam-

inarin isolated from T. aequale, GC−MS and HPGPC were used in this study. As shown
in Figure 2D, its monosaccharide composition was mainly composed of ribose (1.32%),
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rhamnose (1.24%), arabinose (4.63%), xylose (1.62%), mannose (28.74%), glucose (61.39%)
and galactose (1.06%) according to the GC-MS analysis. Glucose accounted for the largest
proportion in total sugars, followed by mannose, which was similar to the monosaccharide
composition of chrysolaminarin isolated from T. utriculosum [20]. However, Xia et al. [15] re-
ported that the content of glucose in chrysolaminarin isolated from Odontella aurita reached
82.23%. This difference might be due to species specificity. Meanwhile, the isolated chryso-
laminarin had a number-average molecular weight (Mn) of 5.24 kDa and a weight-average
molecular weight of 5.99 kDa based on calibration with standard dextrans, and the degree
of dispersion (Mw/Mn) was 1.14. The results showed that chrysolaminarin isolated from
T. aequale was a heteropolysaccharide with low molecular weight, similar to that isolated
from Phaeodactylus tricornutum [22].

In addition, in the 1H NMR spectra of the isolated chrysolaminarin (Figure 3A), two
anomeric proton singles at δ 4.58 and 4.24 ppm confirmed the presence of β-type glyco-
sidic linkages, which were assigned to H-1 of the β-1,3-linkage and β-1,6-linkage, respec-
tively [22]. These were in accordance with the aforementioned FT-IR results. The 13C NMR
spectra showed major signals at δ 102.4–102.6, 84.0–84.2, 76.0, 75.4–75.7, 73.2–73.3, 67.9–68.1,
67.4–67.7 and 60.3–60.7 (Figure 3B), especially the anomeric carbon with a signal at δ102.5
ppm, which indicated that the glucosyl-linkage was β-type. These results were consistent
with that chrysolaminarin isolated from Odontella aurita [15] and P. tricornutum [22]. Thus,
the isolated polysaccharide was unambiguously identified as a chrysolaminarin with a
β-D-(1→3)-(main chain) and a β-D-(1→6) (branch chain)-linked glucopyranan structure.
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2.3. Effects of Isolated Chrysolaminarin on Macrophages Viability and Phagocytic Activity

The cytotoxic effect of isolated chrysolaminarin on RAW264.7 cells was investigated
by using the MTT assay. As shown in Figure 4, the isolated chrysolaminarin was nontoxic
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to macrophages within the tested concentration (10–2000 µg/mL), and it also exerted
growth-promoting effects in the concentration ranging from 500 to 2000 µg/mL.
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Figure 4. Effect of isolated chrysolaminarin on the viability of RAW264.7 cells. Values are expressed
as the means ± SD of three replicates, and significant differences from control group are indicated by
* p < 0.05.

Phagocytosis is a basic cellular process that plays a crucial role in immunity, and
the phagocytosis ability of macrophages can indirectly reflect the level of their immune
activity [25,26]. Therefore, the effect of isolated chrysolaminarin on the phagocytic activity
of RAW 264.7 cells was determined based on the uptake of fluorescent latex beads and ana-
lyzed using immunofluorescence microscopy and flow cytometry. As shown in Figure 5A, it
was obvious that the isolated chrysolaminarin treatment leads to an increase in phagocytic
activity in RAW 264.7 cells, as evidenced by the red fluorescent dots observed inside the
chrysolaminarin-treated cells by microscopic analysis. This effect is further demonstrated
by flow cytometry analysis, in which more phagocytic fluorescent latex beads were detected
on the histogram after treatment with isolated chrysolaminarin compared to the control
(Figure 5B). In addition, with the increase in concentration from 500 to 1000 µg/mL, the
percentage of phagocytic cells increased from 15.8 to 21.5% (Figure 5C), while the latter was
significantly different from the control group (p < 0.05). Although the phagocytic activity
of isolated chrysolaminarin was obviously lower than that of the positive control (LPS),
these results indicated that the appropriate concentration of isolated chrysolaminarin could
activate macrophages to enhance its phagocytic activity.
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Figure 5. Effect of isolated chrysolaminarin on phagocytic activity of RAW264.7 cells. (A) The pictures
of macrophages engulfing fluorescent latex beads under a fluorescence microscope; (B) phagocytosis
assay was examined by flow cytometry; (C) the percentage of phagocytic cells is determined by the
number of macrophages that ingest at least one fluorescent latex bead divided by 1000 macrophages.
Significant differences from control group are indicated by * p < 0.05. The data are presented as
mean ± SD (n = 3).
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2.4. Effects of Isolated Chrysolaminarin on mRNA Expression of Selected Cytokines

As a typical β-glucan, chrysolaminarin and its extracts are considered to be an immune
booster through the activation of macrophages and the production of proinflammatory
cytokines [12]. Among them, TNF-α can kill tumor cells or suppress their growth and
enhance the phagocytosis, proliferation and differentiation of neutrophils; IL-1β can acti-
vate immune cells, assist in T-cell proliferation, participate in the production of antibodies
and promote inflammation; IL-6 is the major factor that mediates inflammation, as it can
activate immune cells to exert an immunoregulatory effect [27]. Therefore, the effects of
isolated chrysolaminarin (1000 µg/mL) on stimulating RAW264.7 cells to secrete cytokines
was determined at the mRNA expression level through RT-PCR and is shown in Figure 6.
As expected, compared to the control group, the isolated chrysolaminarin had the same
effect as LPS (positive control), which could significantly upregulate mRNA expression
levels of IL-1β, IL6, TNF-α and Nos2, with the exception of IL10. Moreover, it even obtained
a higher mRNA expression of IL-1β than LPS. Zou et al. [28] reported that cytokine IL-1β
acts as a mediator of β-glucan actions and triggers a generalized downstream response
through the NF-κB and MAPK signaling pathways to produce cytokines and activate the
migration and phagocytic activities of macrophages. In addition, Nos2 is responsible for
controlling NO synthesis, which is an indispensable immunoregulator involved in multiple
physiological and pathological processes related to immune response [29]. Figure 6 showed
that mRNA expression level of Nos 2 in RAW 264.7 cells treated with 1000 µg/mL of
isolated chrysolaminarin was comparable to that of the positive group (LPS, 500 ng/mL),
indicating that more NO may be produced to improve the activation state of macrophages.
In summary, the isolated chrysolaminarin at a certain concentration effectively upregulated
the mRNA expression of TNF-α, IL-6, Nos2 and IL-1β in RAW 264.7 cells, promoted the
release of cytokines and NO, and thus exerted an immunoregulatory effect.
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Figure 6. Effects of isolated chrysolaminarin on mRNA expression of selected cytokines (IL-1β, IL-6,
TNF-α, Nos2 and IL-10) in RAW264.7 cells. Data are expressed as the mean fold change (mean ± SE,
n = 3) from the calibrator group (Control). The concentration of chrysolaminarin to stimulate
RAW264.7 cells is 1000 µg/mL. IC, isolated chrysolaminarin. Significant differences from control
group are indicated by * p < 0.05.

2.5. Effects of Isolated Chrysolaminarin on the MAPK and NF-κB Signaling Pathways

MAPK and NF-κB signaling pathways are known to be involved in the production
of cytokines in response to various stimuli [25]. In this study, high mRNA expression
levels of IL-1β, IL6, TNF-α and Nos2 were observed in RAW 264.7 cells treated with isolated
chrysolaminarin, but the mechanism of action remains unclear. Many studies have reported
that plant polysaccharides could activate macrophages through triggering phosphoryla-
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tion within MAPK (including p38, ERK and JNK) and NF-kB (p65) signaling pathways,
thereby promoting the secretion of TNF-a, IL-6 and NO in RAW264.7 macrophages [25,30].
Therefore, the effects of isolated chrysolaminarin on the phosphorylation of key proteins
in signaling pathway such as p38, JNK and p65 were assessed through Western blot in
order to investigate the mechanism underlying the activation of macrophages. As shown
in Figure 7A,B, the isolated chrysolaminarin stimulated RAW 264.7 cells with the similar
effect to LPS (positive control), both of which increased the protein levels of P-p38 and
P-JNK proteins in the MAPK signaling pathway. In particular, when the concentration
increased from 500 µg/mL to 1000 µg/mL, the induced phosphorylation of JNK was
concentration-dependent, which was 2.27 and 3.85 times higher than that of the control,
respectively (Figure 7C). In addition, the phosphorylation of p65 is a vital step for activating
the NF-kB signaling cascade [31], and the isolated chrysolaminarin was found to induce the
phosphorylation of p65 (Figure 7B,C), suggesting that the NF-kB signaling pathway was
also involved in the immune enhancement effect. Above all, the results showed that the
phosphorylation levels of p38, JNK and p65 could be increased by a certain concentration
of isolated chrysolaminarin, indicating that the MAPK and NF-kB signaling pathways were
closely associated with macrophage activation.
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p38, p65 and JNK; (C) the quantified expression of P-p38, P-p65 and P-JNK compared with controls,
which were corrected to protein β-actin (internal control). IC, isolated chrysolaminarin. * p < 0.05
versus the control group; # p < 0.05, the groups treated with different concentrations of isolated
chrysolaminarin only. The data are presented as mean ± SD (n = 3).

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Materials

The standard monosaccharides (glucose, xylose, galactose, rhamnose, mannose and
arabinose), lipopolysaccharide (LPS, Escherichia coli 055:B5) and T-series Dextran stan-
dards (1–670 kDa) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich Co. (Shanghai, China). Penicillin–
streptomycin solution, dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) and 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-
diphenyltertrazolium bromide (MTT) were purchased from Solarbio Co. (Beijing, China).
DMEM was purchased from Sangon Biotech Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). DEAE-52 cellu-
lose and Sephadex G-200 were purchased from Guangzhou Pengcheng Biotechnology Co.,
Ltd. (Guangzhou, China). The solvents and other chemicals used were analytical-grade.

3.2. Microalgae Strains and Culture Conditions

The six Tribonema species (Tribonema sp.2172, T. ulotrichoides, T. viride, T. minus,
T. aequale and T. vulgare) used in this study were purchased from the Culture Collec-



Mar. Drugs 2023, 21, 13 8 of 12

tion of Algae at the University of Göttingen (SAG). All stock cultures were maintained in
modified BG-11 (mBG-11) medium [32] and deposited in our laboratory.

The starter cultures of six Tribonema species were separately prepared in a Ø6× 60 cm (inner
diameter × length) glass column photobioreactor containing 1.2 L of mBG-11 medium
and grown under low-light conditions at 70–80 µmol/m2/s and 1% CO2 (v/v) agitation.
After 7 days of cultivation, the algal cells were collected by filtration, washed twice with
sterile water and then used as seed cultures to inoculate into Ø6 × 60 cm glass column
photobioreactors for cultivation at the same initial cell density of 0.35–0.40 g/L. These
microalgae were cultured in mBG-11 medium with continuous unilateral light illumination
of 300 ± 15 µmol/m2/s and bubbled with 1% CO2 (v/v) from the bottom of the column for
15 days. At the end of cultivation, the culture samples were harvested by filtration using
bolting silk (300 mesh) and then lyophilized in a vacuum freeze drier (Christ, Germany).
The algal powder was stored at 4 ◦C prior to analysis.

3.3. Determination of Biomass Dry Weight and Chrysolaminarin Content

Biomass dry weight was measured on day 15 according to Wang et al. [33]. Briefly,
10 mL of cultures was filtered through 0.45 µm preweighted GF/B filter paper (DW0), and
dried at 105 ◦C overnight to a constant weight (DW1). The biomass dry weight (g/L) was
calculated as (DW1 − DW0) × 100. For the determination of chrysolaminarin content,
it was extracted from the algal powder (50 mg) with diluted sulfuric acid (50 mmol/L)
and then quantitatively assayed using the phenol–sulfuric acid method, as detailed by
Xia et al. [15].

3.4. Extraction and Isolation of Chrysolaminarin

The lyophilized algal sample (40 g) was first mixed with 1 L of diluted sulfuric acid
(50 mmol/L), extracted by acidolysis in a water bath at 80 ◦C and pretreated with ultra-
sound. The supernatant was collected after centrifugation, and the crude polysaccharide
was then obtained by the processes of alcohol precipitation, deproteinization and dialysis,
which have been described in detail by Xia et al. [15] and Zhang et al. [22]. Subsequently,
the treated crude polysaccharide was redissolved in deionized water and loaded on a
pre-equilibrated DEAE-cellulose-52 (3 × 30 cm) column. The column was gradient-eluted
with 0.1 and 0.3 mol/L NaCl solution at a flow rate of 2 mL/min. Each 5 mL of eluate
was collected as a tube to detect the variation in polysaccharide concentration using the
phenol–sulfuric acid method [22]. Afterwards, chrysolaminarin was further purified by
0.1 mol/L NaCl solution on a Sephadex G-200 column (2 × 50 cm) with a flow rate of
2 mL/min. The corresponding polysaccharide-rich fraction (2 mL of each tube) was pooled,
dialyzed and lyophilized for further analysis.

3.5. Characterization of Chrysolaminarin

For Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR) (Thermo Fisher Nicolet iS50,
Waltham, MA, USA) analysis, the sample (2 mg) was first mixed with the dried KBr
(w/w = 1:100), and then pressed into a flake for measurement. The spectrum was recorded
in the range of 500–4000 cm−1 at a resolution of 2 cm−1. The molecular weight of the iso-
lated chrysolaminarin was measured by high-performance gel permeation chromatography
(HPGPC) (Agilent 1260, Santa Clara, CA, USA) equipped with a TSK-G3000 PWXL column
(7.5 mm × 300 mm) and a refractive index detector (Agilent RID-10A Series) [20]. The
molecular weight was estimated by reference to a calibration curve made with T-series
Dextran standards (1–670 kDa). The monosaccharide composition was determined using
gas chromatography–mass spectrometry (GC–MS) as described by Xia et al. [15]. Iden-
tification of the derivatized monosaccharide was carried out according to the retention
time and mass fragmentation patterns of the standards. For nuclear magnetic resonance
(NMR) analysis (Bruker Advance III 500, Karlsruhe, Germany), the sample (10 mg) was
dissolved in D2O (deuterium oxide) in an NMR tube, and the 1H (500 MHz) and 13C
(125 MHz) spectra were recorded at 30 ◦C.
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3.6. Immunomodulatory Activity In Vitro
3.6.1. Cell Culture

Murine RAW 264.7 (ID: TIB-71) macrophage cells were purchased from the Cell Bank
of the Chinese Academy of Science (Shanghai, China) and cultured in DMEM supple-
mented with 10% FBS and 1% penicillin-streptomycin in an anaerobic incubator with
5% CO2. Treatments included normal group (control), LPS group (positive control, LPS)
and different concentrations of isolated chrysolaminarin. In addition, the endotoxin content
was estimated to be less than 0.015 EU/mg using endotoxin-specific kit (Chinese Horseshoe
CrabReagent Manufactory, Co., Xiamen, China). For most experiments, cells were allowed
to adhere for 24 h before treatment.

3.6.2. RAW 264.7 Cell Viability Assay

Cell viability was evaluated using the MTT method according to Palanisamy et al. [34].
In brief, cells were seeded in a 96-well plate at a density of 5 × 104 cells/mL and exposed to
different concentrations of isolated chrysolaminarin (10, 50, 100, 500, 1000 and 2000 µg/mL)
for 24 h, then MTT solution was added to each well and incubated for another 4 h. After
removal of the supernatant, 100 µL of DMSO was added to promote crystal dissolution. The
absorbance at 490 nm was measured using a microplate reader (ELX800, BioTek, Winooski,
VT, USA), and the percentage of cell viability was calculated as follows:

Cell viability (%) = (OD490 value of treated cells/OD490 value of control cells) × 100.

3.6.3. Phagocytosis Assay

Phagocytic activity was determined by the amount of fluorescent-labeled latex beads
engulfed by RAW 264.7 cells as described previously [35]. In brief, cells were seeded on
6-well plates at a density of 5 × 105 cells/mL, stimulated with isolated chrysolaminarin at
the concentrations of 500 and 1000 µg/mL for 24 h and then incubated with fluorescent
latex beads (Sigma, L-3030, carboxylate-modified, average size 2 µm, 10 µL beads in 2 mL
DMEM medium) for another 4 h. Complete DMEM medium was treated as control group
and lipopolysaccharides (LPS, 500 ng/mL) solution was used as the positive control. For
flow cytometry analysis, cells were detached by pipetting after washing in PBS, and the
fluorescence of 1000 cells per sample was measured by BD FACS Canto flow cytometer
(Becton-Dickenson, San Jose, CA, USA). The phagocytic activity was determined by the
percentage of phagocytic cells, which meant the number of macrophages that ingest at
least one fluorescent latex bead divided by the total number of macrophages. To acquire
the pictures of cell-phagocytized fluorescent latex beads, immunofluorescence microscopy
(Eclipse Ti-E, Nikon, Tokyo, Japan) was used with TEXAS RED Filter cube.

3.6.4. Quantitative Real-Time PCR for Cytokine Gene Expression in RAW264.7 Cells

RAW264.7 cells were seeded at a density of 5 × 105 cells/mL onto 12-well plates and
preincubated in DMEM medium at 37 ◦C under 5% CO2 for 24 h, followed by stimulation
treatment with isolated chrysolaminarin (1000 µg/mL) for 12 h. Cells incubated with LPS
(500 ng/mL) or DMEM medium were used as the positive control and the blank control,
respectively. Next, total RNA was extracted from the treated cells using TRIzol reagent
according to the manufacturer’s recommendations, and its quality was evaluated using a
spectrophotometer (P330, Implen, Munich, Germany). The cDNAs were synthesized with
a PCR instrument (T100 thermal cycler, Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA, USA) using a PrimeScript™
RT Master Mix kit (RR036A, Takara, China) according to the manufacturer’s protocol.

The expression of five selected immune-relevant genes (IL-1β, IL-6, IL-10, Nos 2 and
TNF-α) was quantified by real-time PCR (RT-PCR). RT-PCR was performed in a CFX96 Real-
time System (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA, USA) using a SYBR® Premix Ex Taq™ kit (RR420A,
Takara, China) in a 25 µL reaction volume, and the specific primers used were as follows: IL-
1β, 5′-GAGCCTGTGTTTCCTCCTTG-3′ (forward) and 5′-GTGTTCCTACCCCCAATGTG-
3′ (reverse); IL-6, 5′-AGTTGCCTTCTTGGGACTGATG-3′ (forward) and 5′-CAGGTCTGTTG
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GGAGTGGTATC-3′ (reverse); IL-10, 5′-GTTGCCAAGCCTTATCGGAA-3′ (forward) and 5′-
CCGCATCCTGAGGGTCTTC-3′ (reverse); Nos 2, 5′-AAGCAGCTGGCCAATGAG-3′ (for-
ward) and 5′-CCCCATAGGAAAAGACTGCA-3′ (reverse); TNF-α, 5′-GGGAGCAAAGGTT
CAGTGAT-3′ (forward), 5′-CCTGGCCTCTCTACCTTGTT-3′ (reverse) and glyceraldehyde-
3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH), 5′-GTCATTGAGAGCAATGCCAG-3′ (forward)
and 5′-GTGTTCCTACCCCCAATGTG-3′ (reverse). The reaction mixture and amplification
conditions were maintained according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Each sample
was tested in triplicate. The melting curve was plotted with GAPDH as the endogenous ref-
erence gene, and relative mRNA expression was determined using the 2−∆∆Ct method [27].

3.6.5. Western Blot Analysis

RAW 264.7 cells incubated in the presence of isolated chrysolaminarin or LPS (pos-
itive control, 500 ng/mL) for treatment, as described in Section 3.6.3. To investigate the
effect of isolated chrysolaminarin on the phosphorylation of p38, JNK and p65 protein
related to MAPK and NF-κB signaling pathways, whole cell protein of RAW264.7 cells
was extracted with the lysis reagent (P0013G, Beyotime) containing phosphatase inhibitors
(P1081, Beyotime), separated on SDS-PAGE (P0012A, Beyotime) and transferred to PVDF
membrane (ISEQ00010, Merck Millipore, Darmstadt, Germany). Membranes were treated
with 5% skim milk (232100, GBCBIO) for shielding the nonspecific binding site, followed
by an incubation with each antibody at 4 ◦C for overnight. After washing three times with
TBST buffer, the strips were incubated with horseradish peroxidase (HRP)-conjoined goat
anti-rabbit antibody (1:10,000 dilution, #7074s, Cell Signaling Technology) for 2 h at room
temperature. The protein blot was visualized using ECL regents (4AW011-1000, 4A Biotech,
Beijing, China). The band intensities were quantified using Image J software (version 1.48,
National Institutes of Health, Bethesda, MD, USA). All immunoblot bands were normalized
to the intensities of corresponding bands of the internal control (β-actin).

3.7. Statistical Analysis

All experiments were performed in triplicate. Numerical data are expressed as the
mean ± standard deviation (SD), while the data generated by RT-PCR are presented as
the means of three biological replicates ± standard error (SE). One-way analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA) was followed by Student–Newman–Keus tests using a statistical analysis
software package (GraphPad Prism ver. 8, La Jolla, CA, USA) and statistically significant
differences were defined as p < 0.05.

4. Conclusions

This study showed that chrysolaminarin accumulation ability of different Tribonema
strains was species-specific, and T. aequale had the highest chrysolaminarin production.
Chrysolaminarin was then isolated from this alga, and structural analysis indicated that
it was a low-molecular-weight heteropolysaccharide with a high proportion of glucose,
mainly linked by β-D-(1→3) (main chain) and β-D-(1→6) (branch chain) glycosidic bonds.
In vitro immunoregulatory assays showed that it could activate RAW 264.7 cells, increase
their phagocytic activity, upregulate mRNA expression levels of IL-1β, IL-6, IL-10 and
Nos 2 and induce the phosphorylation of target proteins in MAPK and NF-κB signaling
pathways. This study represents the first report on the isolation, characterization and
immunomodulatory activity of chrysolaminarin from T. aequale, which provides a reference
for further development and in-depth understanding of its immunoregulatory mechanism.

Author Contributions: C.Z. and F.W. conceived and designed the experiments; F.W., R.Y. and Y.G.
performed the experiments and analyzed the data; F.W. and R.Y. wrote and revised the paper. All
authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.



Mar. Drugs 2023, 21, 13 11 of 12

Funding: This work was supported by the Jiangsu Provincial Natural Science Foundation
(No. BK20200734), the Hubei Provincial Natural Science Foundation (No. 2021CFB224), the National
Natural Science Foundation of China (No. 32201253), the Engineering Research Center for Tropical
and Subtropical Aquatic Ecological Engineering, Ministry of Education, Jinan University, P. R. China
(No. 2021A0401), the Research and Innovation Initiatives of Wuhan Polytechnic University (WHPU)
(No. 2021Y06), and the Hubei Key Laboratory for Processing and Transformation of Agricultural
Products (WHPU, China) (No. 2020HBSQGDKFB17).

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding author. The data are not publicly available due to these data also form part of an
ongoing study.

Acknowledgments: The authors thank Pengxiao Chen, a postdoctoral fellow at Jinan Universtity,
Guangzhou, China, for her help in cell culture.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Chen, M.; Chen, Y.X.; Zhang, Q.T. A Review of energy consumption in the acquisition of bio-feedstock for microalgae biofuel

production. Sustainability 2021, 13, 8873. [CrossRef]
2. Subhash, G.V.; Rajvanshi, M.; Krishna-Kumar, G.R.; Sagaram, S.; Prasad, V.; Govindachary, S.; Dasgupta, S. Challenges in

microalgal biofuel production: A perspective on techno economic feasibility under biorefinery stratagem. Bioresour. Technol. 2022,
343, 126155. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

3. Gifuni, I.; Pollio, A.; Safi, C.; Marzocchella, A.; Olivieri, G. Current bottlenecks and challenges of the microalgal biorefinery. Trends
Biotechnol. 2019, 37, 242–252. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Wang, F.F.; Gao, B.Y.; Su, M.; Dai, C.M.; Huang, L.F.; Zhang, C.W. Integrated biorefinery strategy for tofu wastewater bio-
transformation and biomass valorization with the filamentous microalga Tribonema minus. Bioresour. Technol. 2019, 292, 121938.
[CrossRef]

5. Moreira, J.B.; da Silva Vaz, B.; Cardias, B.B.; Cruz, C.G.; de Almeida, A.C.A.; Costa, J.A.V.; de Morais, M.G. Microalgae
polysaccharides: An alternative source for food production and sustainable agriculture. Polysaccharides 2022, 3, 441–457.
[CrossRef]

6. Chen, X.L.; Song, L.; Wang, H.; Liu, S.; Yu, H.H.; Wang, X.Q.; Liu, T.Z.; Li, P.C. Partial characterization, the immune modulation
and anticancer activities of sulfated polysaccharides from filamentous microalgae Tribonema sp. Molecules 2019, 24, 322. [CrossRef]

7. Sun, Y.Y.; Wang, H.; Guo, G.L.; Pu, Y.F.; Yan, B.L. The isolation and antioxidant activity of polysaccharides from the marine
microalgae Isochrysis galbana. Carbohyd. Polym. 2014, 113, 22–31. [CrossRef]

8. Tounsi, L.; Hentati, F.; Hlima, H.B.; Barkallah, M.; Smaoui, S.; Fendri, I.; Miichaud, P.; Abdelkafi, S. Microalgae as feedstock for
bioactive polysaccharides. Int. J. Biol. Macromol. 2022, 221, 1238–1250. [CrossRef]

9. Kim, M.; Yim, J.H.; Kim, S.Y.; Kim, H.S.; Lee, W.G.; Kim, S.J.; Kang, P.S.; Lee, C.K. In vitro inhibition of influenza A virus infection
by marine microalga-derived sulfated polysaccharide p-KG03. Antiviral Res. 2012, 93, 253–259. [CrossRef]

10. Costa, J.A.V.; Lucas, B.F.; Alvarenga, A.G.P.; Moreira, J.B.; de Morais, M.G. Microalgae polysaccharides: An overview of
production, characterization, and potential applications. Polysaccharides 2021, 2, 759–772. [CrossRef]

11. Arad, S.M.; Levy-Ontman, O. Red microalgal cell-wall polysaccharides: Biotechnological aspects. Curr. Opin. Biotechnol. 2010, 21,
358–364. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

12. Carballo, C.; Chronopoulou, E.G.; Letsiou, S.; Maya, C.; Labrou, N.E.; Infante, C.; Power, D.M.; Manuel, M. Antioxidant capacity
and immunomodulatory effects of a chrysolaminarin-enriched extract in Senegalese sole. Fish Shellfish Immunol. 2018, 82, 1–8.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

13. Pulz, O.; Gross, W. Valuable products from biotechnology of microalgae. Appl. Microbiol. Biotechnol. 2004, 65, 635–648. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

14. Kusaikin, M.I.; Ermakova, S.P.; Shevchenko, N.M.; Isakov, V.V.; Gorshkov, A.G.; Vereshchagin, A.L.; Grachev, M.A.; Zvyagintseva,
T.N. Structural characteristics and antitumor activity of a new chrysolaminaran from the diatom alga Synedra acus. Chem. Nat.
Compd. 2010, 46, 1–4. [CrossRef]

15. Xia, S.; Gao, B.Y.; Li, A.F.; Xiong, J.H.; Ao, Z.Q.; Zhang, C.W. Preliminary characterization, antioxidant properties and production
of chrysolaminarin from marine diatom Odontella aurita. Mar. Drugs 2014, 12, 4883–4897. [CrossRef]

16. Zuccarello, G.C.; Lokhorst, G.M. Molecular phylogeny of the genus Tribonema (Xanthophyceae) using rbc L gene sequence data:
Monophyly of morphologically simple algal species. Phycologia 2005, 44, 384–392. [CrossRef]

17. Wang, H.; Zhang, Y.; Zhou, W.J.; Noppol, L.; Liu, T.Z. Mechanism and enhancement of lipid accumulation in filamentous
oleaginous microalgae Tribonema minus under heterotrophic condition. Biotechnol. Biofuels 2018, 11, 1–14. [CrossRef]

18. Long, J.J.; Jia, J.; Gong, Y.C.; Han, D.X.; Hu, Q. Assessment of eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) production from filamentous microalga
Tribonema aequale: From laboratory to pilot-scale study. Mar. Drugs 2022, 20, 343. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.3390/su13168873
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2021.126155
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34673195
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tibtech.2018.09.006
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30301572
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2019.121938
http://doi.org/10.3390/polysaccharides3020027
http://doi.org/10.3390/molecules24020322
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.carbpol.2014.06.058
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2022.08.206
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.antiviral.2011.12.006
http://doi.org/10.3390/polysaccharides2040046
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.copbio.2010.02.008
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20219344
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fsi.2018.07.052
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30064015
http://doi.org/10.1007/s00253-004-1647-x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15300417
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10600-010-9510-z
http://doi.org/10.3390/md12094883
http://doi.org/10.2216/0031-8884(2005)44[384:MPOTGT]2.0.CO;2
http://doi.org/10.1186/s13068-018-1329-z
http://doi.org/10.3390/md20060343


Mar. Drugs 2023, 21, 13 12 of 12

19. Huo, S.H.; Wang, H.Y.; Chen, J.; Hu, X.J.; Zan, X.Y.; Zhang, C.S.; Qian, J.Y.; Zhu, F.F.; Ma, H.L.; Elshobary, M. A preliminary study
on polysaccharide extraction, purification, and antioxidant properties of sugar-rich filamentous microalgae Tribonema minus. J.
Appl. Phycol. 2022, 34, 2755–2767. [CrossRef]

20. Wang, F.F.; Gao, B.Y.; Dai, C.M.; Su, M.; Zhang, C.W. Comprehensive utilization of the filamentous oleaginous microalga Tribonema
utriculosum for the production of lipids and chrysolaminarin in a biorefinery concept. Algal Res. 2020, 50, 101973. [CrossRef]

21. Necchi, O. Heterokonts (Xanthophyceae and Chrysophyceae) in rivers. In River Algae; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2016; pp. 153–158.
22. Zhang, W.Y.; Wang, F.F.; Gao, B.Y.; Huang, L.D.; Zhang, C.W. An integrated biorefinery process: Stepwise extraction of fucoxanthin,

eicosapentaenoic acid and chrysolaminarin from the same Phaeodactylum tricornutum biomass. Algal Res. 2018, 32, 193–200.
[CrossRef]

23. Wu, W.L.; Zhu, Y.T.; Zhang, L.; Yang, R.W.; Zhou, Y.H. Extraction, preliminary structural characterization, and antioxidant
activities of polysaccharides from Salvia miltiorrhiza Bunge. Carbohydr. Polym. 2012, 87, 1348–1353. [CrossRef]

24. Zhang, Y.X.; Dai, L.; Kong, X.W.; Chen, L.W. Characterization and in vitro antioxidant activities of polysaccharides from Pleurotus
ostreatus. Int. J. Biol. Macromol. 2012, 51, 259–265. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Zhan, Q.P.; Wang, Q.; Lin, R.; He, P.; Lai, F.; Zhang, M.M.; Wu, H. Structural characterization and immunomodulatory activity
of a novel acid polysaccharide isolated from the pulp of Rosa laevigata Michx fruit. Int. J. Biol. Macromol. 2020, 145, 1080–1090.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Wang, Y.; Shen, X.Y.; Yin, K.Y.; Miao, C.Q.; Sun, Y.L.; Mao, S.M.; Liu, D.M.; Sheng, J.W. Structural characteristics and immune-
enhancing activity of fractionated polysaccharides from Athyrium Multidentatum (Doll.) Ching. Int. J. Biol. Macromol. 2022, 205,
76–89. [CrossRef]

27. Guan, X.F.; Wang, Q.; Lin, B.; Sun, M.L.; Zheng, Q.; Huang, J.Q.; Lai, G.T. Structural characterization of a soluble polysaccharide
SSPS1 from soy whey and its immunoregulatory activity in macrophages. Int. J. Biol. Macromol. 2022, 217, 131–141. [CrossRef]

28. Zou, J.; Secombes, C.J. The function of fish cytokines. Biology 2016, 5, 23. [CrossRef]
29. Lechner, M.; Lirk, P.; Rieder, J. Inducible nitric oxide synthase (iNOS) in tumor biology: The two sides of the same coin. Semin.

Cancer Biol. 2006, 15, 277–289. [CrossRef]
30. Lee, J.S.; Kwon, D.S.; Lee, K.R.; Park, J.M.; Ha, S.J.; Hong, E.K. Mechanism of macrophage activation induced by polysaccharide

from Cordyceps militaris culture broth. Carbohydr. Polym. 2015, 120, 29–37. [CrossRef]
31. Liu, X.X.; Li, J.; Peng, X.H.; Lv, B.; Wang, P.; Zhao, X.M.; Yu, B. Geraniin inhibits LPS-induced THP-1 macrophages switching to

M1 phenotype via SOCS1/NF-κB pathway. Inflammation 2016, 39, 1421–1433. [CrossRef]
32. Gao, B.Y.; Yang, J.; Lei, X.Q.; Xia, S.; Li, A.F.; Zhang, C.W. Characterization of cell structural change, growth, lipid accumulation,

and pigment profile of a novel oleaginous microalga, Vischeria stellata (Eustigmatophyceae), cultured with different initial nitrate
supplies. J. Appl. Psychol. 2016, 28, 821–830. [CrossRef]

33. Wang, F.F.; Chen, J.M.; Zhang, C.W.; Gao, B.Y. Resourceful treatment of cane sugar industry wastewater by Tribonema minus
towards the production of valuable biomass. Bioresour. Technol. 2020, 316, 123902. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

34. Palanisamy, S.; Vinosha, M.; Marudhupandi, T.; Rajasekar, P.; Prabhu, N.M. Isolation of fucoidan from Sargassum polycystum
brown algae: Structural characterization, in vitro antioxidant and anticancer activity. Int. J. Biol. Macromol. 2017, 102, 405–412.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

35. Jia, Y.M.; Guan, Q.N.; Guo, Y.H.; Du, C.G. Reduction of inflammatory hyperplasia in the intestine in colon cancer-prone mice by
water-extract of Cistanche deserticola. Phytother. Res. 2012, 26, 812–819. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

http://doi.org/10.1007/s10811-021-02630-w
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.algal.2020.101973
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.algal.2018.04.002
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.carbpol.2011.09.024
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2012.05.003
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22579737
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2019.09.201
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31730989
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2022.02.037
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2022.07.043
http://doi.org/10.3390/biology5020023
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.semcancer.2005.04.004
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.carbpol.2014.11.059
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10753-016-0374-7
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10811-015-0626-1
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2020.123902
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32738560
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2017.03.182
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28400184
http://doi.org/10.1002/ptr.3637
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22072545

	Introduction 
	Results and Discussion 
	Comparison of Chrysolaminarin Production in Six Tribonema Species 
	Preparation and Characterization of Chrysolaminarin from T. aequale 
	Effects of Isolated Chrysolaminarin on Macrophages Viability and Phagocytic Activity 
	Effects of Isolated Chrysolaminarin on mRNA Expression of Selected Cytokines 
	Effects of Isolated Chrysolaminarin on the MAPK and NF-B Signaling Pathways 

	Materials and Methods 
	Materials 
	Microalgae Strains and Culture Conditions 
	Determination of Biomass Dry Weight and Chrysolaminarin Content 
	Extraction and Isolation of Chrysolaminarin 
	Characterization of Chrysolaminarin 
	Immunomodulatory Activity In Vitro 
	Cell Culture 
	RAW 264.7 Cell Viability Assay 
	Phagocytosis Assay 
	Quantitative Real-Time PCR for Cytokine Gene Expression in RAW264.7 Cells 
	Western Blot Analysis 

	Statistical Analysis 

	Conclusions 
	References

