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Abstract 

Background l-Leucine is a high-value amino acid with promising applications in the medicine and feed industries. 
However, the complex metabolic network and intracellular redox imbalance in fermentative microbes limit their 
efficient biosynthesis of l-leucine.

Results In this study, we applied rational metabolic engineering and a dynamic regulation strategy to construct 
a plasmid-free, non-auxotrophic Escherichia coli strain that overproduces l-leucine. First, the l-leucine biosynthesis 
pathway was strengthened through multi-step rational metabolic engineering. Then, a cooperative cofactor utiliza-
tion strategy was designed to ensure redox balance for l-leucine production. Finally, to further improve the l-leucine 
yield, a toggle switch for dynamically controlling sucAB expression was applied to accurately regulate the tricarbo-
xylic acid cycle and the carbon flux toward l-leucine biosynthesis. Strain LEU27 produced up to 55 g/L of l-leucine, 
with a yield of 0.23 g/g glucose.

Conclusions The combination of strategies can be applied to the development of microbial platforms that produce 
l-leucine and its derivatives.

Keywords l-Leucine, Metabolic engineering, Redox cofactors, Dynamic regulation, Escherichia coli

Background
l-Leucine is a valuable functional amino acid, that 
is involved in many processes of cellular physiology 
and metabolism, including the signal molecules of 
protein metabolism, the maintenance of glucose 
homeostasis, and the regulation of lipid metabolism [1, 
2]. The metabolic functions of l-leucine in regulating 
muscle protein synthesis and insulin release have high 

commercial value in the feed industry [3, 4]. Therefore, 
the increasing market demand for this amino acid has 
stimulated interest in the development of cost-effective 
approach for its production on an industrial scale [5]. 
Currently, mutagenesis and metabolic engineering 
strategies are the common methods used to engineer 
cellular factories for l-leucine production [6]. However, 
existing l-leucine fermentation systems are still too 
inefficient to achieve large-scale titers and economic 
competitiveness. Therefore, the construction of a 
superior microbial cell factory for l-leucine production is 
urgently required to meet future market demands for a 
sustainable supply.

By applying the strategies of systems metabolic 
engineering, researchers have made some progress 
in constructing l-leucine producing strains with 
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Corynebacterium glutamicum as the “microbial 
chassis” [7]. Stemming from the precursor pyruvate, 
the l-leucine biosynthesis pathway involves seven 
reactions that are regulated by different mechanisms, 
including transcriptional attenuation and substrate 
inhibition [8]. In general, the superior l-leucine-
producing performance of C. glutamicum is achieved 
through the promotion of glucose uptake, deletion 
of competitive consumption, and enhancement of 
the l-leucine biosynthesis pathway [9, 10]. Vogt et  al. 
achieved a l-leucine titer (23.7  g/L in approximately 
72  h) by increasing both the supply of the precursor 
and the feedback-resistance of 2-isopropylmalate [11]. 
However, despite the accumulation of l-leucine achieved 
with these above-mentioned strategies, the low titer 
and/or yield still limit translation of the process to the 
industrial scale. In addition, NADPH is also required in 
the l-leucine biosynthesis pathway and cofactor must 
be balanced to ensure efficient synthesis of l-leucine 
[12]. Wang et  al. achieved an l-leucine production of 
23.31  g/L by converting the cofactor requirements of 
l-leucine biosynthesis and glutamate dehydrogenase 
from NADPH to NADH [13]. However, by-products 
usually accumulated along with l-leucine, indicating 
that although redox balance is essential for maintaining 
strong flux in the l-leucine biosynthesis pathway, 
the by-products would inevitably result in a loss of 
productivity. Because the l-leucine biosynthesis pathway 
is long and sophisticated, and interlaces with intracellular 
redox imbalance, there is an urgent need for more 
efficient approaches to constructing redox balanced 
strains.

In addition to optimizing the carbon flux of the 
l-leucine biosynthesis pathway, enriching the precursor 
pool is another pivotal constraint to overproduction of 
the amino acid [14]. Because pyruvate and acetyl-CoA 
are the precursors of l-leucine, the synthesis of which 
is restricted by its coupling to cell growth, an undesired 
trade-off between biomass and products might be the 
crucial issues affecting the amino acid yield [15]. The 
promotion of l-leucine biosynthesis could be achieved 
by blocking or weakening the metabolic flux in the 
tricarboxylic acid (TCA) cycle. A prior effort to inhibit 
the TCA cycle had largely focused on reducing the 
activity of citrate synthase [11]. However, the metabolic 
valve regulated the TCA cycle statically, resulting in the 
premature loss of cell biomass, which is not the best 
strategy for l-leucine production. Recently, a quorum 
sensing (QS) circuit independent of inducers was applied 
for the efficient production of a variety of chemicals and 
dynamically changed the distribution of the carbon flux 
in the metabolic process [16]. In another study, inositol 
production was effectively increased through the design 

and use of a pathway-independent genetic control 
module to dynamically regulate the metabolic flux of 
glycolysis and redistribute the cellular metabolic network 
[17]. In addition, Jiang et al. (2019) successfully reduced 
the production cost of l-citrulline by combining modular 
engineering strategies with dynamic regulatory circuit 
to decouple the “growth mode” and “production mode” 
[18]. However, there are not many published studies on 
the use of dynamic regulation to increase the pyruvate 
supply and thereby l-leucine yield.

Escherichia coli, which carries the advantages of being 
susceptible to cultivate and having a short fermentation 
process, is another potential host for the industrial 
production of chemicals [19, 20]. In the present study, 
the combination of systems metabolic engineering 
and a dynamic regulation strategy was successfully 
implemented in E. coli to construct a strain capable of 
producing a high titer of l-leucine. First, the metabolic 
flux toward l-leucine biosynthesis was improved 
through the introduction of 2-isopropylmalate synthase 
variant and the overexpression of biosynthetic genes. 
The l-leucine transport system (including importer 
and exporter) was reprogrammed to achieve efficient 
l-leucine efflux. Next, redox balance in the metabolic 
network was achieved through the regeneration of 
NADPH and by changing the cofactor preference of 
l-leucine dehydrogenase, which resulted in the high-level 
synthesis of the target product. Finally, genetic control 
of the alpha-ketoglutarate dehydrogenase (sucAB) 
operon by QS was designed to dynamically regulate 
the glycolytic flux and reconstruct the metabolic flux 
of l-leucine. As a result of this modular combination 
strategy, the engineered E. coli strain (LEU27) produced 
55  g of l-leucine in a 5  L bioreactor, with a maximum 
yield 0.23 g/g glucose. This method achieved the higher 
known level of l-leucine biosynthesis in E. coli and would 
be invaluable for the industrial-scale production of this 
high-value amino acid.

Results and discussion
Multi‑step rational metabolic engineering for optimizing 
the l‑leucine biosynthesis pathway
In E. coli, l-leucine biosynthesis starts from the precur-
sors 2-ketoisovalerate and acetyl-CoA, and proceeds 
through a series of reactions catalyzed by four enzymes 
encoded by genes leuA, leuB, leuC, and leuD, respec-
tively (Fig. 1). Among them, 2-isopropylmalate synthase 
(IPMS), the key enzyme encoding by leuA, has been 
proven to be subject to feedback inhibition by l-leucine 
[21]. Different feedback-resistant (fbr) IPMS mutants 
have been reported, including those of C. glutamicum 
and E. coli [11, 22]. To eliminate the inhibitory effect of 
the substrate on IPMS, the leuAfbr-cgb gene derived from 
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C. glutamicum and leuAfbr-ecj gene derived from E. coli 
were transferred into E. coli W3110 using the trc pro-
moter  (Ptrc)-driven expression system, resulting in strains 
LEU01 and LEU02, respectively. These strains were tested 
by shake flask fermentation, and their growth and accu-
mulation of l-leucine are shown in Fig. 2A. Compared to 
the wild-type strain with almost no l-leucine, the amount 
produced by the LEU01 and LEU02 strains were higher at 
3 and 3.55 g/L, respectively. These results suggest that the 
introduction of the leuAfbr-cgb and leuAfbr-ecj genes into 
the host had play a positive role in releasing the feedback 
regulation effect of l-leucine, and this strategy provides 
a feasible solution to alleviate the bottleneck of its meta-
bolic flux.

Compared with gene overexpression through 
plasmid cloning, chromosome integration has the 
advantages of the need for antibiotics being avoided 
and gene expression being more stable [23]. Because 
strain LEU02 had accumulated slightly more l-leucine 
than strain LEU01, the feedback-resistant leuAfbr-ecj 
gene driven by  Ptrc was introduced into E. coli W3110 
ΔlacI, resulting in strains LEU03. As expected, the 

l-leucine titer in strain LEU03 increased to 1.3  g/L 
(Fig. 2B). Optimization of the enzyme expression level 
can effectively balance metabolism by optimizing the 
copy number of genes, thus improving the titer of 
target chemicals [24]. To enhance the expression of 
the rate-limiting enzyme, we attempted to integrate 
multiple copies of leuAfbr-ecj into the E. coli genome. 
Therefore, another one or two copies of leuAfbr-ecj were 
introduced into LEU03 successively, resulting in strains 
LEU04 and LEU05. The accumulation of l-leucine 
showed an increasing trend with increasing number of 
gene copies, with strain LEU05 carrying three copies 
of leuA, producing slightly more of the amino acid (up 
to 2.1  g/L) than strain LEU04. The shake flask results 
suggested that leuAfbr-ecj overexpression could increase 
the metabolic flux toward l-leucine synthesis, which 
lays a foundation for further improvement of the amino 
acid titer.

The non-rate-limiting genes in the l-leucine 
biosynthesis pathway of E.coli are organized in the 
leuBCD operon [25]. To strengthen the metabolic flux 
to l-leucine, we integrated the natural leuBCD operon 

Fig. 1  l-leucine biosynthesis pathway of Escherichia coli, and metabolic strategies for increasing the yield. G-6-P, glucose-6-phosphate; PEP, 
phosphoenol-pyruvic acid; Pyr, Pyruvate; SUCC, Succinate; ICI, Citrate; ilvIH, acetolactate synthase; ilvC, ketol-acid reductoisomerase; ilvD, 
dihydroxy-acid dehydratase; ilvE, branched-chain amino-acid aminotransferase; leuA, 2-isopropylmalate synthase; leuB, 3-isopropylmalate 
dehydrogenase; leuC, 3-isopropylmalate dehydratase subunit LeuC; leuD, 3-isopropylmalate dehydratase subunit LeuD; pntA, pyridine nucleotide 
transhydrogenase subunit alpha; pntB, pyridine nucleotide transhydrogenase subunit beta; Bcldh, l-leucine dehydrogenase; brnQ, branched chain 
amino acid transporter BrnQ; livJ, Leu/Ile/Val-binding protein; livK, leucine-specific-binding protein; sucAB, alpha-ketoglutarate dehydrogenase; pflB, 
formate acetyltransferase; ldhA, lactate dehydrogenase A; poxB, pyruvate oxidase
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into the yjgX locus of LEU05 to produce strain LEU06. 
The amount of l-leucine accumulated by strain LEU06 
increased from 2.1 to 4.8  g/L (Fig.  2C). These results 
showed that strengthening the natural metabolic flux 
was effective in improving the synthesis of l-leucine.

2-Ketoisovalerate, an immediate precursor of l-leucine 
biosynthesis, is generated by acetolactate synthase 
through the pyruvate flux [26, 27]. The acetohydroxy 
acid synthase is feedback inhibited by 2-ketoisovalerate 
[28]; therefore, releasing this substrate feedback 
inhibition effect might be a favorable method to achieve 
better l-leucine production efficiency. The ilvIHfbr 
operon (genes encoding feedback-resistant acetolactate 
synthase) was introduced into the yjiT locus of LEU06, 
generating strain LEU07. In addition, increase the level of 
2-ketoisovalerate, the ilvIH and ilvEDC genes (encoding 
branched-chain-amino-acid aminotransferases) were 
integrated into the ylbE and yjiV locus in strain LEU07, 
resulting in strains LEU08 and LEU09, respectively. 
Consequently, the l-leucine titer reached up to 6.8  g/L, 

41.67% higher than that produced by LEU06 (Fig.  2C), 
indicating that enriching the 2-ketoisovalerate pool 
promotes l-leucine biosynthesis. Over-expression of key 
enzyme genes in the biosynthesis pathway from pyruvate 
to l-leucine and optimized gene expression effectively 
achieved the accumulation of the target product.

Removal of the transcriptional attenuation of leuABCD 
expression
In addition to the over-expression of crucial enzyme 
genes in the l-leucine biosynthesis pathway, removal 
of the control of transcriptional attenuation is also 
an effective strategy for regulating the distribution of 
the carbon flux. The leuABCD operon is regulated by 
leucine-mediated transcriptional attenuation in C. 
glutamicum, and the accumulation of the amino acid 
could be increased by replacing the promoter and 
attenuator sequences [29]. To evaluate the feasibility 
of this strategy in E. coli, the promoter and attenuation 
regions of the leuABCD gene in strain LEU09 were 

Fig. 2 Optimization of the pathway for l-leucine biosynthesis and cell growth. A Introduction of 2-isopropylmalate synthase (IPMS) encoding genes 
from Corynebacterium glutamicum and Escherichia coli; B overexpression of the leuAfbr-ecj gene in the chromosome; C overexpression of l-leucine 
operon genes; D removal of the transcriptional attenuation of leuA 
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replaced with  Ptrc, resulting in strain LEU10. These 
results showed that removal of the attenuation of 
leuABCD had raised the l-leucine titer to 7.35 g/L. This 
implies that the replacement of the attenuator sequence 
and the further enhancement of l-leucine biosynthesis 
genes were effective in improving synthesis of the amino 
acid (Fig. 2D).

Modification of the l‑leucine transport system
Eliminating the reabsorption of the product and promot-
ing its outflow can result in its continuous synthesis in 
the cell, which is essential for the efficient production of 
chemicals [30]. In addition, it is worth noting that effi-
cient l-leucine efflux will further alleviate the feedback 
inhibition of intracellular products. Previous researches 
studies have demonstrated that the l-leucine importers 
are controlled by leucine-specific-binding protein (LivK) 
and Leu/Ile/Val-binding protein (LivJ), and the gene cod-
ing for leucine efflux protein (yeaS) participates in the 
output system in E. coli [31–33]. Therefore, we sequen-
tially deleted the livK and livJ genes in strain LEU10 to 
generate strains LEU11 and LEU12. The l-leucine pro-
duction in strain LEU12 was slightly higher than that in 
the other strains, with 8.45 g/L produced, indicating that 
the elimination of reabsorption of the target product had 
a positive effect on its accumulation (Fig. 3A).

In addition, the branched-chain amino acid exporters 
BrnF and BrnE are the carriers of the l-leucine export 
system in C. glutamicum [34]. To evaluate the effect of 
yeaS and its homologous azlC (encoding branched-chain 
amino acid permease from C. glutamicum) and brnFE 
gene in E. coli, these  Ptrc driven genes were, respectively, 
integrated into the livJ locus of strain LEU11, resulting 
in strains LEU13, LEU14 and LEU15. Compared with 
strain LEU12, there was no further improvement in 

l-leucine production reaped through the integration 
of yeaS, whereas integration of the brnFE genes led to 
a 20.12% increase in the titer, which reached 10.15  g/L. 
Meanwhile, overexpression of the heterologous azlC 
gene resulted in a slightly improvement in the l-leucine 
titer (Fig.  3B). BrnQ, which encodes branched chain 
amino acid transporter, is responsible for the intake of 
extracellular branched chain amino acids. Therefore, 
we further inserted the brnFE genes into the brnQ 
locus of strain LEU14 to construct the LEU16 strain 
for subsequent genetic modification to increase the 
exporters. The above results reveal that an efficient 
transport system plays a key role in further improving 
the titer of l-leucine. By eliminating the absorption of 
l-leucine and introducing efficient exporters, the loss of 
carbon source was effectively avoided and the inhibition 
of intracellular substrate was further reduced.

Cooperative utilization of cofactors for efficient l‑leucine 
biosynthesis
Intracellular redox balance is a crucial factor in the over-
production of l-leucine, as two molecules of NADPH 
are consumed in the biosynthesis of one molecule of the 
amino acid in E. coli, and the glycolysis pathway produces 
excess NADH to maintain cell metabolism [35]. Over-
expression of the pntAB gene (coding for NAD(P) tran-
shydrogenase), which increases intracellular NADPH 
levels, was successfully applied to the efficient synthe-
sis of NADPH-dependent products [36, 37]. Besides 
improving the availability of NADPH, changing the 
cofactor demand from that of NADPH to NADH would 
also be an effective strategy to ensure there is a balance of 
intracellular cofactors [38]. We speculate that this reac-
tion is a crucial rate-limiting step for the synthesis of 
l-leucine. Therefore, we hypothesized that a cooperative 

Fig. 3 Modification of the l-leucine transport system. A Elimination of l-leucine reabsorption; B overexpression of the l-leucine export system gene



Page 6 of 11Hao et al. Biotechnology for Biofuels and Bioproducts          (2023) 16:145 

cofactor strategy of combining NADPH and NADH by 
redesigning the redox metabolic network for l-leucine 
production could improve the product titer. Therefore, 
the pntAB genes were introduced into the yjiP locus of 
strain LEU16, to construct strain LEU17. The l-leucine 
titer of LEU17 had increased to 11.8  g/L. Wang et  al. 
replaced the endogenous glutamate dehydrogenase in 
C. glutamicum with the NADH-dependent glutamate 
dehydrogenase from Bacillus subtilis to improve the bal-
ance of cofactors in the biosynthetic pathway, thereby 
increasing the yield of l-leucine [13].The rocG gene from 
B. subtilis was inserted in the gltB locus of strain LEU17, 
generating strain LEU18. Unfortunately, the substitution 
of glutamate dehydrogenase in E. coli did not increase 
the l-leucine titer. The results showed that modifying the 
coenzyme requirement of glutamate dehydrogenase had 
no significant effect on l-leucine synthesis. The reason 
may be that the carbon flux of l-glutamic acid synthesis 
in the metabolic network is relatively weak, leading to a 
slight consumption of NADH, which is not conducive to 
the balance of intracellular cofactors. Therefore, it has 
no obvious promoting effect on l-leucine biosynthe-
sis. Previously, it has been reported that engineering of 
leucine dehydrogenase has been established to improve 
chemical production [39]. To test the rationale of balanc-
ing cofactors to improve l-leucine production, we intro-
duced heterologous l-leucine dehydrogenase for using 
NADH. Esldh gene from Exiguobacterium sibiricum and 
the Bcldh gene from Bacillus cereus were inserted in the 
ilvE locus of strain LEU17, generating strain LEU19 and 
LEU20, respectively. The shake flask fermentation results 
showed that the l-leucine titer of strain LEU19 did not 
increase. Surprisingly, the l-leucine titer of LEU20 had 

increased significantly to 16.1  g/L, which was 36.44% 
higher than that of the control strain (Fig. 4A). Further-
more, the NADPH/NADP+ level of strain LEU20 was 
slightly higher than that of strain LEU16 (Fig. 4B). These 
results indicate that overexpression of the pntAB genes 
and the substitution of l-leucine dehydrogenase from B. 
cereus had significantly improved the l-leucine titer and 
achieved the balance of intracellular redox.

Suppression of the TCA cycle with a toggle switch
Although the new strain constructed to this point had 
achieved a certain level of l-leucine accumulation 
following systems metabolic engineering, there are 
still carbon sources utilized for normal cell growth and 
product synthesis that would result in a decrease in the 
yield and an increase in the industrial production cost. 
Traditionally, an engineering strategy for increasing 
acetyl-CoA is to attenuate citrate synthase activity using 
a weaker promoter. However, statically regulated protein 
expression levels inevitably impose a metabolic burden 
on cell growth [11]. To address the low l-leucine yield, 
we attempted to regulate the TCA cycle through the 
toggle switch control of sucAB gene expression, based 
on the dynamic regulatory circuit of the Esa QS system 
of Pantoea stewartii, thereby pulling the carbon flux 
toward the biosynthetic pathway of the target product. 
The transcriptional regulator  EsaRI70V was bound by 
the  PesaS promoter and activated transcription. With 
the accumulation of the signal molecule 3-oxyhexanoyl 
homoserine lactone (AHL), the  PesaS promoter was 
inactivated; that is, sucAB transcription was arrested. 
The rate of AHL accumulation in the regulatory circuit 
is determined by the intensity of esaI gene expression. 

Fig. 4 Effects of the cooperative utilization of cofactors. A Biomass and l-leucine titer of strains LEU16-20. B NADPH/NADP+ levels of strains LEU16 
and LEU20
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The different intensities of promoter activity could 
trigger the time required to switch the regulatory system 
and further result in the appropriate intensity of sucAB 
gene expression. To prevent the overflux of carbon from 
pyruvate that can occur in the process of weakening the 
TCA cycle, we deleted the poxB, pflB, and ldhA genes in 
strain LEU20, thereby generating strain LEU21, LEU22 
and LEU23 in turn.

Subsequently, the esaR gene (controlled by the strong 
promoter  PapFAB104) was introduced into the yeep locus of 
strain LEU23, and the promoter of sucAB was separately 
replaced with  PesaS, generating strains LEU24 and LEU25, 
respectively. Next, esaI genes driven by promoters and 
RBS of different intensities  (PbS1,  PbS2,  PbS3,  PbS4 and 
 PbS5) were introduced into the strain LEU25 to facilitate 
AHL production, generating strains LEU26-30 [40]. As 
a result, the l-leucine production level of strain LEU27 
had increased slightly to 16.25  g/L, and surprisingly, its 
conversion rate was significantly increased by 42.86% 
to 0.2  g/g glucose (Fig.  5). The LEU27 strain showed 
a decrease in cell density at 24  h, which eliminated the 
unexpected carbon flux transfer from pyruvate to the 
TCA cycle. The increase in the yield of strain LEU27 indi-
cates that cell growth and l-leucine production can be 
balanced by turning off the expression of the sucAB genes 
at a more appropriate switching time.

It is well-known that there is a coupling between l-leu-
cine production and growth, so balancing the carbon flux 
between them has become the important and difficult 
point in the construction of l-leucine production strain. 
In the later stage of cell growth, the switch of sucAB node 
was turned off, which effectively inhibited the metabolic 

flux of TCA cycle and promoted the synthesis of excess 
carbon to l-leucine.

Fed‑batch production of L‑leucine in a bioreactor
To further evaluate the potential fermentation perfor-
mance of the engineered strains, LEU23 and LEU27 
were separately added to 5 L bioreactors for fed-batch 
fermentation. As shown in Fig.  6, strain LEU27 pro-
duced 55  g/L of l-leucine, with a yield of 0.23  g/g 
glucose. By comparison, the l-leucine titer and yield 
of strain LEU23 were 54.6  g/L and 0.17  g/g glucose, 
respectively. These fed batch fermentation data dem-
onstrated that strain LEU27 accumulated slightly more 
l-leucine than strain LEU23. Surprisingly, the fermen-
tation supernatant of strain LEU27 hardly had other 
detectable branched-chain amino acids, which would 
effectively reduce the cost of separation and extraction 
in the downstream processes of large-scale industrial 
production.

Conclusion
This research article outlines the methods we had used 
to construct a plasmid-free nonauxotrophic l-leucine-
overproducing E. coli strain. The metabolic engineering 
strategies included the (1) strengthening of the 
l-leucine biosynthesis; (2) enrichment of precursors 
pools; (3) optimization of the l-leucine transport 
system; and (4) cooperative utilization of cofactors. 
A dynamic switch for regulating the sucAB node was 
designed to weaken the metabolic carbon flux of the 
TCA cycle and further increase the l-leucine yield. To 
the best of our knowledge, strain LEU27 has produced 

Fig. 5 Effects of the dynamic regulation of the TCA cycle. A Knockout of by-products; B effects of the dynamic regulation of sucAB operon 
expression on l-leucine production and biomass
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the titer of l-leucine (55 g/L) to date. Our engineering 
strategy of strain modification provides a methodology 
for the construction of microbial cell factories capable 
of producing high titers of l-leucine or related 
products.

Materials and methods
Bacterial strains and plasmids
The strains constructed in this study are listed in Table 1. 
E. coli W3110 was used as the starting strain, whereas 
E. coli JM109 was used as the cloning host for plasmid 
construction. The pREDCas9 and pGRB plasmids and 
the CRISPR/Cas9 gene editing system were used for 
constructing the various E. coli strains.

Genetic manipulations and culture conditions
Gene deletion and integration in E. coli were performed 
using the standardized protocols of the CRISPR/
Cas9 gene editing method [41, 42]. The primers for 
gene manipulation are listed in Additional file  1: 
Table S1. Herein, we describe the deletion of the lactate 
dehydrogenase A (ldhA) gene as an example. First, 
the primers (gRNA-ldhA-S and gRNA-ldhA-A) were 
annealed to form dsDNA, which included a 20  bp 
complementary sequence and a flanking sequence 
homologous to the pGRB trunk. Then, the pGRB-
ldhA plasmid was constructed through homologous 
recombination of the dsDNA and the linearized vector. 
The total DNA-ldhA fragment was obtained, of which 
the was amplified with the upstream homologous 
arm (primers UP-ldhA-S and UP-ldhA-A) and the 
downstream homologous arm (DN-ldhA-S and 
DN-ldhA-A). The DNA-ldhA and pGRB sequences 
were transfected into pRED–Cas9 containing cells 

via electrotransformation and then transformed cells 
were cultured on Lysogeny Broth (LB) agar plates 
(supplemented with spectinomycin and ampicillin) 
at 30 ℃. The bacterial suspension was cultured on LB 
medium for 16–18 h at 30 ℃, and then the positive single 
colony was verified by colony PCR. To cure the plasmid 
expressing the targeted gRNA, the positive recombinant 
was cultured in LB containing 0.2% l-arabinose for 
14  h. Then, the bacterial solution was further cultured 
for 10 h in a 42 ℃ shaking incubator to lose the pRED–
Cas9 plasmid. Finally, the donor DNA fragment with the 
target gene was incorporated into the host genome using 
the chromosomal integration technique. These same 
procedures were used for the construction of all the other 
strains.

Fermentation in shake flasks
The engineered strains were first cultivated at an inclined 
plane, and then transferred into 30 mL of seed medium 
in a shake flask and cultured at 37  °C with shaking at 
200  rpm. The seed medium was composed of  KH2PO4 
1.2  g, yeast extract 10  g, peptone 5  g,  MgSO4⋅7H2O 
0.5 g,  MnSO4 10 mg,  FeSO4⋅7H2O 10 mg,  VH 0.3 mg,  VB1 
1.3 mg and glucose 20 g, per liter. Then, a 15% inoculum 
of the seed culture was transferred to a 500  mL baffled 
flask containing fermentation medium composed of 
 KH2PO4 2 g, yeast extract 2 g, peptone 4 g, sodium cit-
rate dihydrate 1 g,  MgSO4 0.7 g,  MnSO4 0.1 g,  VH 0.2 mg, 
 FeSO4 0.1 g,  VB1 0.8 mg and glucose 20 g, per liter. Using 
phenol red as the pH indicator,  NH4OH (25%, v/v) was 
added the culture medium when the latter’s pH value 
was less than 7. When the culture was in a state of sugar 

Fig. 6 Fed-batch fermentation engineered l-leucine-overproducing strains LEU23 and LEU27. A Fermentation profiles of strain LEU23; B 
fermentation profiles of strain LEU27
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depletion, a glucose solution (60%, w/v) was provided 
intermittently under aseptic conditions.

Fermentation in a 5 L bioreactor
The activated strains were first cultured in a bioreactor 
containing 2  L of seed medium. When the absorbance 
at 600 nm  (OD600) of the seed culture broth had reached 
11–15, a 15% inoculum was transferred to a 5 L biore-
actor, and the temperature was set to 37 ℃. The fermen-
tation medium of the bioreactor contained  K2HPO4 
7  g, yeast extract 2  g, citric acid 2  g,  (NH4)2SO4 3  g, 
 MnSO4⋅7H2O 10 mg,  FeSO4⋅7H2O 30 mg, L-methionine 

1 g,  MgSO4⋅7H2O 1 g,  VBx 0.5 mg,  VH 1 mg and glucose 
10 g, per liter. During the fermentation process, the dis-
solved oxygen content was set to 20% by controlling the 
aeration rate and agitation speed. The pH was controlled 
at 6.5 through the automatic feeding of ammonium 
hydroxide (25%, v/v). When the sugar in the medium was 
exhausted, glucose (80%, w/v) was added automatically, 
so that its final concentration was not higher than 3 g/L.

Analytical methods
During the fermentation process, the cell density was 
measured using an ultraviolet spectrophotometer 
to detect the  OD600. The glucose concentration was 
measured using an SBA-40C biosensor (Shandong 
Province Academy of Sciences, China). The l-leucine 
content was determined using high-performance liquid 
chromatography, with an acetonitrile/water mixture 
(50:50, v/v) and 50 mM sodium acetate used to prepare 
the mobile phase. The data presented in this study 
represent the average and standard deviation of three 
independent samples. The data presented in this study 
represent the mean and standard deviation of three 
independent cultures.
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Table 1 Escherichia coli strains used and constructed in this 
study

Strains Characteristics Source

JM109 Cloning host This laboratory

W3110 Wild type, starting strain This laboratory

LEU01 W3110, pTrc99a-leuAfbr-cgb This study

LEU02 W3110, pTrc99a-leuAfbr-ecj This study

LEU03 W3110, ΔlacI, ycjV::Ptrc-leuAfbr-ecj This study

LEU04 LEU03, yciQ::Ptrc-leuAfbr-ecj This study

LEU05 LEU04, yghE::Ptrc-leuAfbr-ecj This study

LEU06 LEU05, yjgX::Ptrc-leuBCD This study

LEU07 LEU06, yjiT::Ptrc-ilvIHfbr This study

LEU08 LEU07, ylbE::Ptrc-ilvIHfbr This study

LEU09 LEU08, yjiV::Ptrc-ilvEDC This study

LEU10 LEU09,  PleuA::Ptrc This study

LEU11 LEU10, ΔlivK This study

LEU12 LEU11, ΔlivJ This study

LEU13 LEU11, livJ::Ptrc-yeaS This study

LEU14 LEU11, livJ::Ptrc-azlC This study

LEU15 LEU11, livJ::Ptrc-brnFE This study

LEU16 LEU14, brnQ::Ptrc-brnFE This study

LEU17 LEU16, yjiP::pntAB This study

LEU18 LEU17, gltB::Ptrc-rocG This study

LEU19 LEU17, ilvE::Ptrc-Esldh This study

LEU20 LEU17, ilvE::Ptrc-Bcldh This study

LEU21 LEU20, ΔpoxB This study

LEU22 LEU21, ΔpflB This study

LEU23 LEU22, ΔldhA This study

LEU24 LEU23, yeeP::PapFAB104-esaR This study

LEU25 LEU24,  PsucAB::PesaS This study

LEU26 LEU25, trpR::Pbs1-esaI This study

LEU27 LEU25, trpR::Pbs2-esaI This study

LEU28 LEU25, trpR::Pbs3-esaI This study

LEU29 LEU25, trpR::Pbs4-esaI This study

LEU30 LEU25, trpR::Pbs5-esaI This study

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13068-023-02397-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13068-023-02397-x


Page 10 of 11Hao et al. Biotechnology for Biofuels and Bioproducts          (2023) 16:145 

Consent for publication
All authors have agreed to the publication of this manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing financial interests.

Received: 17 May 2023   Accepted: 18 September 2023

References
 1. Heeley N, Kirwan P, Darwish T, Arnaud M, Evans ML, Merkle FT, Reimann 

F, Gribble FM, Blouet C. Rapid sensing of l-leucine by human and murine 
hypothalamic neurons: neurochemical and mechanistic insights. Mol 
Metab. 2018;10:14–27.

 2. Martinez-Arnau FM, Fonfria-Vivas R, Buigues C, Castillo Y, Molina P, Hoogland 
AJ, van Doesburg F, Pruimboom L, Fernandez-Garrido J, Cauli O. Effects of 
leucine administration in sarcopenia: a randomized and placebo-controlled 
clinical trial. Nutrients. 2020;12:932.

 3. Han G, Yang H, Wang Y, Haraguchi S, Miyazaki T, Bungo T, Tashiro K, Furuse M, 
Chowdhury VS. L-Leucine increases the daily body temperature and affords 
thermotolerance in broiler chicks. Asian Australas J Anim Sci. 2019;32:842–8.

 4. Zhang J, Xu W, Yang Y, Zhang L, Wang T. Leucine alters blood parameters 
and regulates hepatic protein synthesis via mammalian/mechanistic target 
of rapamycin activation in intrauterine growth-restricted piglets. J Anim Sci. 
2022;100:109.

 5. Zhang Y, Chen Z, Sun P, Xu Q, Chen N. Effect of low-level ultrasound treat-
ment on the production of L-leucine by Corynebacterium glutamicum in 
fed-batch culture. Bioengineered. 2021;12:1078–90.

 6. Gui Y, Ma Y, Xu Q, Zhang C, Xie X, Chen N. Complete genome sequence 
of Corynebacterium glutamicum CP, a Chinese l-leucine producing strain. J 
Biotechnol. 2016;220:64–5.

 7. Yu S, Zheng B, Chen Z, Huo YX. Metabolic engineering of Corynebacterium 
glutamicum for producing branched chain amino acids. Microb Cell Fact. 
2021;20:230.

 8. Wang YY, Shi K, Chen P, Zhang F, Xu JZ, Zhang WG. Rational modification 
of the carbon metabolism of Corynebacterium glutamicum to enhance 
L-leucine production. J Ind Microbiol Biotechnol. 2020;47:485–95.

 9. Wang Y, Xu J, Jin Z, Xia X, Zhang W. Improvement of acetyl-CoA supply 
and glucose utilization increases l-leucine production in Corynebacterium 
glutamicum. Biotechnol J. 2022;17: e2100349.

 10. Feng LY, Xu JZ, Zhang WG. Improved l-leucine production in Corynebac-
terium glutamicum by optimizing the aminotransferases. Molecules. 
2018;23:2102.

 11. Vogt M, Haas S, Klaffl S, Polen T, Eggeling L, van Ooyen J, Bott M. Pushing 
product formation to its limit: metabolic engineering of Corynebacterium 
glutamicum for L-leucine overproduction. Metab Eng. 2014;22:40–52.

 12. Chen SL, Liu TS, Zhang WG, Xu JZ. An NADPH-auxotrophic Corynebacterium 
glutamicum recombinant strain and used it to construct L-leucine high-
yielding strain. Int Microbiol. 2023;26:11–24.

 13. Wang YY, Zhang F, Xu JZ, Zhang WG, Chen XL, Liu LM. Improvement of 
l-leucine production in Corynebacterium glutamicum by altering the redox 
flux. Int J Mol Sci. 2019;20:2020.

 14. Ma Q, Mo X, Zhang Q, Hou Z, Tan M, Xia L, Sun Q, Xie X, Chen N. Compara-
tive metabolomic analysis reveals different evolutionary mechanisms 
for branched-chain amino acids production. Bioprocess Biosyst Eng. 
2020;43:85–95.

 15. Wang YY, Xu JZ, Zhang WG. Metabolic engineering of l-leucine produc-
tion in Escherichia coli and Corynebacterium glutamicum: a review. Crit Rev 
Biotechnol. 2019;39:633–47.

 16. Shen YP, Fong LS, Yan ZB, Liu JZ. Combining directed evolution of pathway 
enzymes and dynamic pathway regulation using a quorum-sensing circuit 
to improve the production of 4-hydroxyphenylacetic acid in Escherichia coli. 
Biotechnol Biofuels. 2019;12:94.

 17. Gupta A, Reizman IM, Reisch CR, Prather KL. Dynamic regulation of meta-
bolic flux in engineered bacteria using a pathway-independent quorum-
sensing circuit. Nat Biotechnol. 2017;35:273–9.

 18. Jiang S, Wang D, Wang R, Zhao C, Ma Q, Wu H, Xie X. Reconstructing a 
recycling and nonauxotroph biosynthetic pathway in Escherichia coli toward 
highly efficient production of L-citrulline. Metab Eng. 2021;68:220–31.

 19. Jiang S, Wang R, Wang D, Zhao C, Ma Q, Wu H, Xie X. Metabolic reprogram-
ming and biosensor-assisted mutagenesis screening for high-level produc-
tion of L-arginine in Escherichia coli. Metab Eng. 2023;76:146–57.

 20. Yang H, Yang X, Lu Y, Shu Q, Zhou S, Deng Y. Engineering a fumaric acid-
responsive two-component biosensor for dynamic range improvement in 
Escherichia coli. Syst Microbiol Biomanufacturing. 2022;2:533–41.

 21. Patek M, Krumbach K, Eggeling L, Sahm H. Leucine synthesis in Corynebac-
terium glutamicum: enzyme activities, structure of leuA, and effect of leuA 
inactivation on lysine synthesis. Appl Environ Microbiol. 1994;60:133–40.

 22. Gusyatiner MM, Lunts MG, Kozlov YI, Ivanovskaya LV, Voroshilova EB. DNA 
coding for mutant isopropylmalate synthase L-leucine-producing micro-
organism and method for producing L-leucine. vol. 6,403,342 US Patents; 
2002.

 23. Choi KR, Jang WD, Yang D, Cho JS, Park D, Lee SY. Systems metabolic 
engineering strategies: integrating systems and synthetic biology with 
metabolic engineering. Trends Biotechnol. 2019;37:817–37.

 24. Ajikumar PK, Xiao WH, Tyo KE, Wang Y, Simeon F, Leonard E, Mucha O, Phon 
TH, Pfeifer B, Stephanopoulos G. Isoprenoid pathway optimization for Taxol 
precursor overproduction in Escherichia coli. Science. 2010;330:70–4.

 25. Vartak NB, Liu L, Wang BM, Berg CM. A functional leuABCD operon is 
required for leucine synthesis by the tyrosine-repressible transaminase in 
Escherichia coli K-12. J Bacteriol. 1991;173:3864–71.

 26. Park JH, Lee SY. Fermentative production of branched chain amino 
acids: a focus on metabolic engineering. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol. 
2010;85:491–506.

 27. Elisakova V, Patek M, Holatko J, Nesvera J, Leyval D, Goergen JL, Delaunay S. 
Feedback-resistant acetohydroxy acid synthase increases valine production 
in Corynebacterium glutamicum. Appl Environ Microbiol. 2005;71:207–13.

 28. Park JH, Lee KH, Kim TY, Lee SY. Metabolic engineering of Escherichia coli 
for the production of L-valine based on transcriptome analysis and in silico 
gene knockout simulation. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA. 2007;104:7797–802.

 29. Wessler SR, Calvo JM. Control of leu operon expression in Escherichia coli by 
a transcription attenuation mechanism. J Mol Biol. 1981;149:579–97.

 30. Lee SY, Kim HU. Systems strategies for developing industrial microbial 
strains. Nat Biotechnol. 2015;33:1061–72.

 31. Kutukova EA, Livshits VA, Altman IP, Ptitsyn LR, Zyiatdinov MH, Tokma-
kova IL, Zakataeva NP. The yeaS (leuE) gene of Escherichia coli encodes an 
exporter of leucine, and the Lrp protein regulates its expression. FEBS Lett. 
2005;579:4629–34.

 32. Trakhanov S, Vyas NK, Luecke H, Kristensen DM, Ma J, Quiocho FA. Ligand-
free and -bound structures of the binding protein (LivJ) of the Escheri-
chia coli ABC leucine/isoleucine/valine transport system: trajectory and 
dynamics of the interdomain rotation and ligand specificity. Biochemistry. 
2005;44:6597–608.

 33. Haney SA, Platko JV, Oxender DL, Calvo JM. Lrp, a leucine-responsive 
protein, regulates branched-chain amino acid transport genes in Escherichia 
coli. J Bacteriol. 1992;174:108–15.

 34. Lange C, Mustafi N, Frunzke J, Kennerknecht N, Wessel M, Bott M, Wendisch 
VF. Lrp of Corynebacterium glutamicum controls expression of the brnFE 
operon encoding the export system for L-methionine and branched-chain 
amino acids. J Biotechnol. 2012;158:231–41.

 35. Hasegawa S, Uematsu K, Natsuma Y, Suda M, Hiraga K, Jojima T, Inui M, 
Yukawa H. Improvement of the redox balance increases L-valine production 
by Corynebacterium glutamicum under oxygen deprivation conditions. Appl 
Environ Microbiol. 2012;78:865–75.

 36. Hao Y, Ma Q, Liu X, Fan X, Men J, Wu H, Jiang S, Tian D, Xiong B, Xie X. 
High-yield production of L-valine in engineered Escherichia coli by a novel 
two-stage fermentation. Metab Eng. 2020;62:198–206.

 37. Wu H, Tian D, Fan X, Fan W, Zhang Y, Jiang S, Wen C, Ma Q, Chen N, Xie X. 
Highly efficient production of l-histidine from glucose by metabolically 
engineered Escherichia coli. ACS Synth Biol. 2020;9:1813–22.

 38. Cai M, Zhao Z, Li X, Xu Y, Xu M, Rao Z. Development of a nonauxotrophic 
L-homoserine hyperproducer in Escherichia coli by systems metabolic 
engineering. Metab Eng. 2022;73:270–9.

 39. Chen J, Zhu R, Zhou J, Yang T, Zhang X, Xu M, Rao Z. Efficient single whole-
cell biotransformation for L-2-aminobutyric acid production through engi-
neering of leucine dehydrogenase combined with expression regulation. 
Bioresour Technol. 2021;326: 124665.



Page 11 of 11Hao et al. Biotechnology for Biofuels and Bioproducts          (2023) 16:145  

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

 40. Liu Y, Xu Y, Ding D, Wen J, Zhu B, Zhang D. Genetic engineering of Escheri-
chia coli to improve L-phenylalanine production. BMC Biotechnol. 2018;18:5.

 41. Wu H, Li Y, Ma Q, Li Q, Jia Z, Yang B, Xu Q, Fan X, Zhang C, Chen N, Xie X. 
Metabolic engineering of Escherichia coli for high-yield uridine production. 
Metab Eng. 2018;49:248–56.

 42. Li YF, Lin ZQ, Huang C, Zhang Y, Wang ZW, Tang YJ, Chen T, Zhao XM. Meta-
bolic engineering of Escherichia coli using CRISPR-Cas9 meditated genome 
editing. Metab Eng. 2015;31:13–21.

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


	Construction of a plasmid-free l-leucine overproducing Escherichia coli strain through reprogramming of the metabolic flux
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Results 
	Conclusions 

	Background
	Results and discussion
	Multi-step rational metabolic engineering for optimizing the l-leucine biosynthesis pathway
	Removal of the transcriptional attenuation of leuABCD expression
	Modification of the l-leucine transport system
	Cooperative utilization of cofactors for efficient l-leucine biosynthesis
	Suppression of the TCA cycle with a toggle switch
	Fed-batch production of L-leucine in a bioreactor

	Conclusion
	Materials and methods
	Bacterial strains and plasmids
	Genetic manipulations and culture conditions
	Fermentation in shake flasks
	Fermentation in a 5 L bioreactor
	Analytical methods

	Anchor 21
	Acknowledgements
	References


