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Abstract Bile salt hydrolase (BSH, EC 3.5.1.24) is considered as an ideal way with lower
cost and less side effects to release the risk of coronary heart disease caused by hypercholes-
terolemia. As bile salt hydrolase from Lactobacillus plantarum BBE7 could not be efficiently
exported by PelB signal peptide of the general secretory (Sec) pathway, three twin-arginine
signal peptides from twin-arginine translocation (Tat) pathway were synthesized, fused with
bsh gene, inserted into expression vectors pET-20b(+) and pET-22b(+), and transformed into
four different Escherichia coli hosts, respectively. Among the 24 recombinant bacteria obtain-
ed, E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh) showed the highest BSH activity in
periplasmic fraction, which was further increased to 1.21±0.03 U/mL by orthogonal experi-
mental design. And, signal peptide dimethyl sulfoxide reductase subunit DmsA (DMSA) had
the best activity of exported BSH. More importantly, the presence of BSH in the periplasm had
proven to be caused by the export rather than cell leakage. For the first time, we report the
periplasmic expression of BSH by signal peptides from the Tat pathway. This will lay a solid
foundation for the purification and biochemical characterization of BSH from the supernatant,
and strategies adopted here could be used for the periplasmic expression of other proteins in
E. coli.
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Introduction

In bacteria, a vast majority of the newly synthesized proteins are translocated across the
membrane via the general secretory (Sec) system [1]. However, because of the premature
folding in the cytoplasm and subsequent degradation by protease, many Sec-targeted proteins
cannot be easily released into the medium [2, 3]. Hence, the twin-arginine translocation (Tat)
pathway, capable of transporting fully folded or oligomeric proteins across the cytoplasmic
membrane, is used as an alternative [4]. In this system, proteins are synthesized as precursors
with specialized N-terminal signal peptides bearing a conserved (S/T) RRXFLKmotif [2]. The
hydrophobic (h-) region of these signal peptides is often less hydrophobic than the corre-
sponding region of signal peptides from Sec pathway. Besides, their C-terminal usually
contains positively charged residues compared to neutral residues in this region of Sec signal
peptides [4]. Export across the cytoplasmic membrane is initiated by the interaction of the
signal peptides with the Tat export machinery, which in Escherichia coli is made up of the
membrane protein TatABC [4]. These proteins usually form two complexes, including trans-
port channel complex TatA with the ability of translocating substrates across the membrane
and the signal recognition complex TatBC which can specifically recognize the twin-arginine
motif of Tat substrates [5].

In bacteria, many proteins have been successfully secreted through the Tat pathway, such as
periplasmic ligand-binding proteins, virulence factors, redox enzymes, and enzymes involved
in cell envelop biogenesis [4]. Unlike the Sec pathway which only allows the export of
unfolded proteins, only proteins that can obtain a folded conformation in the cytoplasm or
containing cofactors are competent for translocation via Tat pathway [6]. Furthermore, many
hydrolytic enzymes are Bnon-cofactor^ substrates of Tat pathway in E. coli and other micro-
organisms [7]. Bile salt hydrolase (BSH, EC 3.5.1.24), a hydrolytic and intracellular enzyme,
can fold fully in the cytoplasm [8], which makes it a good candidate for translocating via Tat
pathway.

Bile salt hydrolase catalyzes the hydrolysis of glycine- or taurine-conjugated bile acids into
the free bile acids and a glycine/taurine moiety, which will increase the de novo synthesis of
bile acids from cholesterol, thus lowering the serum cholesterol level. This has been demon-
strated by the fact that oral administration of BSH-positive probiotics can reduce serum
cholesterol levels in humans [9], pigs [10], rats [11], and other mammals. In addition, bacteria
with BSH activity are proved to be functional in bile detoxification, which will increase the
intestinal persistence and survival of these strains [12]. Consequently, BSH activity has
become a desirable trait when selecting probiotics [13] and has been reported in many species
such as Lactobacillus, Bifidobacterium, Clostridium, Enterococcus, Bacteroids, Brevibacillus
sp., and Brucella obortus [14]. However, few reports show that probiotics have no significant
cholesterol-lowering effects on the host, which disputes the hypocholesterolemic claims [15].

As it is very difficult to purify BSH from the wide-type Lactobacillus plantarum BBE7 and
recombinant bacterium E. coli BL21(DE3) (pET-28a(+)) in which BSH was expressed
intracellularly [16], the PelB signal peptide of Sec system was used for the secretion of
BSH. However, no proteins and BSH activity were detected by sodium dodecyl sulfate–
polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (SDS-PAGE) analysis and BSH assay, respectively. In this
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study, we investigated the effects of three different signal peptides from Tat pathway on the
export and enzymatic activity of BSH. As bioinformatic analysis suggests that the utilization of
the Tat pathway varies greatly among different strains of the same species [4], four different
strains of E. coli were used to find the best combination between signal peptides and the hosts.
Among the 24 recombinant bacteria constructed, E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS harboring vector
pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh showed the highest periplasmic BSH activity, which was further
increased by 68.1 % by optimizing the fermentation conditions. Although most BSHs
expressed were inclusion bodies inside the cytoplasm, BSH was successfully liberated into
the periplasm. These observations will facilitate the purification and biochemical characteri-
zation of BSH from the supernatant, and the periplasmic production of other heterologous
proteins in E. coli.

Materials and Methods

Bacterial Strains, Plasmids, and Growth Conditions

Table 1 presents bacterial strains, plasmids, and primers used in this study. Sodium
glycodeoxycholate (GDCA, G9910) and o-nitrophenyl-β-D-galactopyranoside (ONPG) were
obtained from Sigma (St. Louis, MO). The agarose gel DNA purification kit, EZ-10 Spin
Column Plasmid Mini-Preps kit, PrimeSTAR HS DNA Polymerase, restriction enzymes, T4
DNA ligase, pMD19-T simple vector, and other molecular biology agents were purchased
from Takara Bio Inc. (Kyoto, Japan).

E. coli cells were propagated at 37 °C in Luria-Bertani (LB) medium at 200 rpm in the
shaker or on LB broth solidified with 1.5 % (w/v) agar. For gene expression study, E. coli was
usually inoculated into Terrific Broth (TB) medium containing 12 g/L peptone, 24 g/L yeast
extract, 4 mL/L glycerol, 2.31 g/L KH2PO4, 16.43 g/L K2HPO4, and appropriate amount of
antibiotics. When necessary, IPTG was added to induce gene expression. Antibiotic supple-
ments were at the following concentrations: ampicillin, 100 μg/mL; tetracycline, 12.5 μg/mL;
kanamycin, 15 μg/mL; and chloramphenicol 34 μg/mL.

Analysis and Synthesis of the Three Tat Signal Peptides

The physicochemical properties of the selected signal peptides were analyzed by the
ExPASy tools (http://www.expasy.org/). Transmembrane predictions and expression
localization were performed using the TMHMM server v. 2.0 (http://www.cbs.dtu.dk/
services/TMHMM-2.0/), and PSORTb (version 3.0.2, http://www.psort.org/psortb/
index.html), respectively. ProtParam tool, at http://web.expasy.org/protparam/, was
used to compute the parameters of the signal peptides, including amino acid
composition, isoelectric point, molecular weight, instability index, aliphatic index,
and grand average of hydropathicity (GRAVY).

Consequently, the sequences encoding Tat signal peptides trimethylamine N-
oxide reductase (TORA), dimethyl sulphoxide reductase subunit DmsA (DMSA),
and formate dehydrogenase (FDNG) from E. coli [17] were chosen and optimized
based on the codon bias of E. coli. They were then ligated, synthesized, and
inserted into plasmid pUC57 by Sangon Biotech Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China),
resulting in a new plasmid pUC-Tat.
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Construction of Recombinant Expression Vector

The torA gene fragment encoding the TORA signal peptide was amplified by PCR using
plasmid pUC-Tat as a template and primers torA (F) and torA (R) (Table 1). The bsh gene
fragment without stop codon was amplified by PCR with primers torA-bsh (F) and bsh (R),
using plasmid pET-28a(+)-bsh as a template. Both fragments were purified and adopted as
templates in overlapping PCR reaction using primers torA (F) and bsh (R). The resulting PCR
fragment containing torA-bsh gene was digested with Nde I and Xho I and ligated to vectors
pET-20b(+) and pET-22b(+) after double digestions with Nde I/Xho I, generating two recom-
binant plasmids pET-20b(+)-torA-bsh and pET-22b(+)-torA-bsh. Other four recombinant
vectors, pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh, pET-22b(+)-dmsA-bsh, pET-20b(+)-fdnG-bsh, and pET-

Table 1 Strains, plasmids, and primers used in this study

Strains, plasmids,
or primers

Descriptiona Source

Strains

E. coli JM109 F’ traD36 proA+B+ laclq Δ(lacZ)M15/Δ(lac-proAB) glnV44 e14-gyrA96
recA1 end A1 thi hsdR17

Laboratory
collection

E. coli BL21
(DE3)

F- ompT hsdSB (rB
- mB

-) gal dcm (DE3) Novagen

E. coli BL21
(DE3) pLysS

F- ompT hsdSB (rB
- mB

-) gal dcm (DE3) pLysS (CmR) Novagen

E. coli Rosetta
(DE3)

F- ompT hsdSB (rB
- mB

-) gal dcm lacY1 (DE3) pRARE6 (CmR) Novagen

E. coli Rosetta-
gami (DE3)

Δ(ara-leu) 7697 ΔlacX74 ΔphoA Pvull phoR araD139 ahpC galE galK
rpsL F’ [lac+(laclq)pro] gor522::Tn10 (TcR) trxB::kan (DE3) pRARE6

(CmR)

Novagen

Plasmids

pET-28a(+)-bsh Source of bsh gene Dong, et al.,
2012

pUC57-Tat Gene source of Tat signal peptides Synthesized

pET-20b(+) Apr; E.coli expression vector Novagen

pET-22b(+) Apr; E.coli expression vector Novagen

Primers

bsh (F) CATGCCATGGCGATGTGTACTGCCATAACTTATCAATCTT This study

bsh (R) CCGCTCGAGTTAGTTAACTGCATAGTATTGTGCTTCTG This study

torA (F) GGAATTCCATATGAACAATAACGACCTGTTCC This study

torA (R) aagattgataagttatggcagtacacatCGCGGCCTGGGCC This study

torA-bsh (F) ggcccaggccgcgATGTGTACTGCCATAACTTATCAATCTT This study

dmsA (F) GGAATTCCATATGAAAACCAAGATCCCGGA This study

dmsA (R) aagattgataagttatggcagtacacattGCGTGTGCGATACGGCTA This study

dmsA-bsh (F) tagccgtatcgcacacgcaATGTGTACTGCCATAACTTATCAATCTT This study

fdnG (F) GGAATTCCATATGGACGTGTCTCGTCGC This study

fdnG (R) aagattgataagttatggcagtacacatCGCCAGTGCTTGTTTTGG This study

fdnG-bsh (F) ccaaaacaagcactggcgATGTGTACTGCCATAACTTATCAATCTT This study

a The restriction sites in the primers (5′-3′) are underlined
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22b(+)-fdnG-bsh, were constructed in a similar way. Consequently, these six recombinant
plasmids were transformed into E. coli JM109 competent cells. After the correctness of
insertions was verified by restriction analysis and DNA sequencing, the six correct plasmids
were transformed into four different strains of E. coli, respectively, resulting in 24 recombinant
bacteria.

Cell Fractionation

After recombinant bacteria were cultured overnight at 37 °C in 20 mL LB medium containing
appropriate antibiotics, 2 % (v/v) of the seed cultures were inoculated into 20 mLTB medium
containing the same antibiotics and cultured at 37 °C until the OD600 (1-cm path length) reach
0.6. The expression of BSH in recombinant bacteria harboring pET-20b(+) was induced with
0.4 mM IPTG for 6 h at 37 °C prior to the next step, while for recombinant bacteria containing
pET-22b(+), 1.0 mM IPTG was added. Cultures without induction were used as controls.

Method described in the pET system manual (Novagen) and elsewhere [18] was slightly
modified to prepare protein samples from recombinant E. coli cultures. For total cell lysate,
1 mm of cells was collected by a 5-min centrifugation at 10,000 rpm (Mode 5424; Eppendorf).
Cell pellets at an OD600 of 2.0 was resuspended in 0.1 mL phosphate-buffered saline (PBS)
and sonicated for 3×30 s under constant cooling. Ten-milliliter culture was harvested and
resuspended in 1 mL 30 mM Tris-HCl, pH 8.0, and 20 % sucrose, and 2 μL 0.5 M EDTA (pH
8.0) was subsequently added. After the cell suspension was incubated at room temperature for
10 min, it was centrifuged at 10,000×g for 10 min at 4 °C. The pellet was resuspended in 1 mL
ice-cold 5 mM MgSO4 and incubated on ice for 10 min. The osmotic shocked cells were
centrifuged as above, and the supernatant was saved as a periplasmic fraction. After the pellet
was sonicated and centrifuged as mentioned above, insoluble and soluble cytoplasmic frac-
tions were prepared. Each fractionated sample was analyzed using SDS-PAGE or BSH activity
assay.

BSH Assay and SDS-PAGE Analysis

BSH activity in soluble cytoplasmic and periplasmic fractions was measured by the hydrolysis
of GDCA at 37 °C in sodium phosphate buffer (0.1 M, pH 6.0). The amounts of amino acids
liberated from conjugated bile salts were determined by the ninhydrin assay [19]. One unit of
BSH activity was defined as the amount of enzyme releasing 1 μmol of amino acids from the
substrate per minute. Protein concentrations were determined by the Bradford Protein Assay
kit (Beyotime, Nantong, China) using bovine serum albumin as a standard.

To confirm the expression and export of BSH enzyme, SDS-PAGE was then conducted
using 12 % (w/v) polyacrylamide gels containing 0.1 % (w/v) SDS, according to the manu-
facturer’s specification (Beyotime, Nantong, China). Total cell lysate, periplasmic fractions,
insoluble cytoplasmic fraction, and soluble cytoplasmic fraction were mixed with equal
volumes of 2× loading buffer, denatured at 99 °C for 10 min, and 10 μL of them was then
loaded for SDS-PAGE analysis.

Optimization of the BSH Activity in Periplasmic Fraction

Nutrient composition and fermentation variables such as temperature, inducer concentration,
and other parameters affect the export and production levels of heterologous proteins in E. coli
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[20]. The effects of induction temperature, inoculation amount, cell concentration (OD600), and
IPTG concentration on the export of BSH in E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-
bsh) were thus investigated using orthogonal experimental design (L9 (34)), which was
designed and analyzed by Orthogonality Experiment Assistant II (version 3.1.1, China). The
optimal conditions that allowed the best secretion of BSH into the periplasm were adopted for
further studies.

Testing of Cell Leakage by β-Galactosidase Assay

After E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh) was cultured overnight at 37 °C in
30 mL LB medium containing appropriate antibiotics, 2 % (v/v) of the seed cultures were
inoculated into a 3-L fermentor containing 1.5 L TB medium and antibiotics and cultured at
37 °C until the OD600 reach 6.0–7.0. Subsequently, the temperature was shifted to 20 °C, and
0.4 mM IPTG was added to induce gene expression. Since then, the culture was collected
every 12 h to determine the optical density at 600 nm (OD600), BSH activity, and β-
galactosidase activity.

β-Galactosidase activity was measured by previously described methods [21] with slight
modification. Enzyme samples were incubated with 10 mM ONPG in 50 mM sodium
phosphate buffer (pH 7.5) at 37 °C for 10 min, after which an equal volume of 1.0 M Na2CO3

was added to terminate the reaction. The absorbance at 420 nm (1-cm path length) was
measured with the UV-VIS spectrophotometer (model UVmini-D40, Suzhou, China) to
determine the amount of o-nitrophenol released. One unit of activity was defined as the
amount of enzyme that liberated 1 μmol of o-nitrophenol per minute.

Results

Effects of Signal Peptide Replacement on the Intracellular Expression of BSH

According to the results of SDS-PAGE analysis and BSH assay (data not shown),
BSH could not be expressed both intracellularly and extracellularly by signal peptide
PelB from Sec system in E. coli; three signal peptides of the Tat pathway were thus
chosen to direct BSH to the periplasm. Figure 1 presents the schematic diagram of the
construction of recombinant plasmids using signal peptides from Tat pathway. As can
be seen from Fig. 2, BSH was successfully expressed at different levels inside the
cells by all of the recombinant bacteria. However, as compared with the theoretical
molecular mass (MM) of BSH (about 37.0 kDa), BSH expressed intracellularly had an
apparent MM of approximately 42.0 kDa in Fig. 2a, c, e, g. This was possibly due to
the fact that the Tat signal peptides of intracellular BSH have not been cut by signal
peptidases, and it was further demonstrated by the N-terminal sequencing of the
purified BSH from E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh) with a MM
of 37.0 kDa [19]. Table 2 shows that the intracellular activity of BSH from different
recombinant bacteria varied considerably. Without induction by IPTG, E. coli BL21
(DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh) showed the highest intracellular BSH activity of
1.00±0.05 U/mL, while no intracellular BSH activity could be detected in some
bacteria with IPTG induction, such as E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-torA-
bsh) and E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-fgnG-bsh). Both results of SDS-
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PAGE analysis and BSH assay indicated that these three signal peptides, the four
strains of E. coli, and the concentration of IPTG had significant effects on the
intracellular expression of BSH.

Effects of Different Signal Peptides on the Export of BSH

Both the SDS-PAGE analysis (Fig. 2b, d, f, h) and periplasmic BSH assay (Table 2) demon-
strated that BSH enzymes were successfully exported to the periplasm by all of the recombi-
nant bacteria. However, SDS-PAGE analysis of proteins in the insoluble and soluble fractions
from E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh) indicated that most proteins were
inclusion bodies inside the cells, with only a few released into the periplasm (Fig. 2i). The
periplasmic BSH activity of all the recombinant bacteria differed greatly (Table 2), which
demonstrated that the secretion efficiency of the three signal peptides was greatly affected by
their physiochemical properties. Besides, signal peptide DMSA showed the highest secretion
efficiency among all of the recombinant bacteria. Without induction, E. coli BL21 (DE3)
pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh) showed the highest periplasmic BSH activity of 0.72±0.05 U/
mL, but periplasmic BSH activity could not be detected in several bacteria induced by IPTG,
including E. coli BL21 (DE3) (pET-20b(+)-fdnG-bsh) and E. coli Rosseta (DE3) (pET-20b(+)-
torA-bsh). From the above, E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh), with the
highest BSH activity both inside the cells and in the periplasm, was chosen for further studies.

Optimization of Periplasmic BSH Activity by Orthogonal Experimental Design

In order to increase the periplasmic BSH activity of E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-
20b(+)-dmsA-bsh), the induction conditions were optimized by the orthogonal exper-
imental design (L9 (34)). As shown in Table 3, the induction temperature, IPTG
concentration, cell optical density at 600 nm (OD600), and inoculation amount dra-
matically influenced the periplasmic translocation of BSH. Their effects on the export
of BSH followed a descending order as follows: induction temperature, IPTG con-
centration, cell concentration (OD600), and inoculation amount. When the induced
temperature, the concentration of IPTG, OD600, and inoculation amount were 20 °C,
0.4 mM, 0.6, and 1 % (v/v), respectively, the BSH activity in the periplasm reached
its maximum (1.21±0.03 U/mL).

Fig. 1 Schematic presentation of the Tat-BSH fusion proteins. The bsh gene sequence is inserted downstream of
a Shine-Dalgarno (SD) sequence. The signal peptides of Tat pathway (SP (Tat)) are fused directly to the BSH
domain. The twin-arginine motif of BSRRXXXX^ is underlined, and arrows indicate the recognition sites for
type I signal peptidases
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Testing of Leakage from Recombinant Bacteria by β-Galactosidase Activity
Measurement

As can be seen from the results of protein and BSH assays, 4.1 % of BSH was
excreted into the periplasm by E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh),
with a periplasmic BSH activity of 1.13±0.04 U/mg. Since cell leakage could also
lead to the translocation of the recombinant proteins, the level of cell leakage was
determined by measuring the activity of β-galactosidase, a cytosolic marker enzyme,
in the supernatant. β-Galactosidase activity was measured in medium samples

Fig. 2 SDS-PAGE analysis of the intracellular and extracellular expression of BSH in different recombinant
bacteria harboring different Tat signal peptides. (a, c, e, g) Proteins in total cell lysates; (b, d, f, h) proteins in
periplamic fractions; (a, b), recombinant E. coli BL21 (DE3); (c, d), recombinant E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS; (e,
f), recombinant E. coli Rosetta (DE3); (g, h), recombinant E. coli Rosetta-gami (DE3); (i) recombinant E. coli
BL21 (DE3) pLysS. Left four lanes, proteins in the insoluble cytoplasmic fraction; right four lanes, proteins in
the soluble cytoplasmic fraction. M, protein molecular weight standard; NI, not induced by IPTG; I, induced by
0.4 mM IPTG
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Table 2 BSH activity in the cell-free extracts and periplasmic fractions of the various recombinant bacteria

Hosts Expression
vectors

Inductiona Cytoplasmic BSH
activityb (U/mL)

Periplasmic BSH
activityb (U/mL)

E. coli BL21 (DE3) pET20b(+)-torA-bsh − 0.10±0.01 0.11

pET20b(+)–torA-bsh + 0.04±0.01 0.21±0.03

pET20b(+)-dmsA-bsh − 0.13±0.02 0.40±0.02

pET20b(+)-dmsA-bsh + 0.06±0.01 0.37±0.01

pET20b(+)-fdnG-bsh − 0.11±0.01 0.22±0.01

pET20b(+)–fdnG-bsh + 0.11 ND

E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS pET20b(+)-torA-bsh − 0.63±0.02 0.31±0.06

pET20b(+)–torA-bsh + ND 0.21±0.06

pET20b(+)-dmsA-bsh − 1.00±0.05 0.72±0.05

pET20b(+)-dmsA-bsh + ND 0.38±0.01

pET20b(+)-fdnG-bsh − 0.07±0.01 0.35±0.05

pET20b(+)–fdnG-bsh + ND 0.28±0.04

E. coli Rosetta(DE3) pET20b(+)-torA-bsh − 0.17±0.03 0.06±0.01

pET20b(+)–torA-bsh + ND ND

pET20b(+)-dmsA-bsh − 0.01 0.15±0.03

pET20b(+)-dmsA-bsh + 0.10±0.01 0.33

pET20b(+)-fdnG-bsh − 0.16 ND

pET20b(+)–fdnG-bsh + 0.10±0.01 ND

E. coli Rosetta-gami (DE3) pET20b(+)-torA-bsh − 0.07±0.01 0.69±0.01

pET20b(+)–torA-bsh + ND 0.32±0.01

pET20b(+)-dmsA-bsh − 0.14 0.23

pET20b(+)-dmsA-bsh + ND 0.28±0.04

pET20b(+)-fdnG-bsh − 0.04±0.02 ND

pET20b(+)–fdnG-bsh + 0.08±0.01 0.04±0.01

E. coli BL21 (DE3) pET22b(+)–torA-bsh + ND 0.69±0.02

pET22b(+)-dmsA-bsh + ND 0.07±0.01

pET22b(+)–fdnG-bsh + 0.02 0.41±0.01

E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS pET22b(+)–torA-bsh + ND 0.03

pET22b(+)-dmsA-bsh + 0.08±0.04 0.41±0.05

pET22b(+)–fdnG-bsh + 0.36±0.01 0.35±0.01

E. coli Rosetta (DE3) pET22b(+)–torA-bsh + 0.01 0.11±0.03

pET22b(+)-dmsA-bsh + ND 0.25

pET22b(+)–fdnG-bsh + 0.12±0.06 0.45±0.01

E. coli Rosetta-gami (DE3) pET22b(+)–torA-bsh + 0.03±0.01 0.15±0.06

pET22b(+)-dmsA-bsh + 0.04±0.03 0.52±0.08

pET22b(+)–fdnG-bsh + 0.08±0.01 0.13±0.02

Data are means±standard deviations from three replications

BSH bile salt hydrolase, ND not detected
a −, without induction by IPTG; +, induced by appropriate amount of IPTG
bBile salt hydrolase activity measured with cell free extracts or periplasmic from each strain

466 Appl Biochem Biotechnol (2015) 177:458–471



obtained from cells of E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-bsh) in a 3-L
fermentor. As shown in Fig. 3, leakage of β-galactosidase did take place in the
supernatant of recombinant cells. However, after the recombinant bacterium was
induced for 5 h, BSH activity decreased with the descending of OD600 instead of
increasing with the ascending of β-galactosidase activity. Besides, according to the
results of N-terminal sequencing, the purified extracellular BSH (specific activity was
274.23 U/mg) whose signal peptides had been cut by signal peptidases has a MM of
37 kDa [19]. Post-translational processing from inactive precursors, characterized by
the N-terminal methionine excision (NME), can also generate the exported BSH and a
nucleophile with a free α-amino acid (Cys at the N-terminal) [22]. All of these
demonstrated that the presence of BSH in the periplasm was caused by translocation
through Tat pathway rather than the leakage of the cells.

Discussion

Based on the results of epidemiological and clinical studies, coronary heart disease,
one of the leading causes of disability and death all over the world, has a positive
correlation with the high serum cholesterol levels [23]. High level of serum choles-
terol is also a risk factor for the development of atherosclerosis. Although drug
therapy can be used to cure these diseases, the undesirable side effects limit its usage
[23]. However, the hypocholesteremic effect of BSH-producing probiotics has been
discovered in many mammals [9–11]. This provides a more natural way for lowering
serum cholesterol levels in humans and has become one of focused research in recent

Table 3 Optimization of BSH activity in the periplasm of E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS harboring vector pET-
20b(+)-dmsA-bsh by orthogonal experimental design (L9 (34))

Serial
number

Induction temperature
(°C)

IPTG concentration
(mM)

OD600 Inoculation amount
(%; v/v)

Periplasmic BSH
activity (U/mL)

1 1 (30) 1 (0.0) 1 (0.6) 1 (1) 0.85±0.01

2 1 (30) 2 (0.2) 2 (1.8) 2 (2) 0.92

3 1 (30) 3 (0.4) 3 (3.0) 3 (3) 0.89±0.02

4 2 (25) 1 (0.0) 2 (1.8) 3 (3) 0.80±0.01

5 2 (25) 2 (0.2) 3 (3.0) 1 (1) 0.99

6 2 (25) 3 (0.4) 1 (0.6) 2 (2) 1.03±0.02

7 3 (20) 1 (0.0) 3 (3.0) 2 (2) 0.94±0.04

8 3 (20) 2 (0.2) 1 (0.6) 3 (3) 1.16±0.01

9 3 (20) 3 (0.4) 2 (1.8) 1 (1) 1.18±0.08

Factors

K1 0.887 0.863 1.013 1.007

K2 0.940 1.023 0.967 0.963

K3 1.093 1.033 0.940 0.950

Range (R) 0.206 0.170 0.073 0.057

Data are means±standard deviations from three replications

BSH bile salt hydrolase
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years. Hence, large-scale production of secreted and functional BSH has become
important to investigate the cholesterol-lowering effect and the functional mechanism
of BSH in clinical trials.

Nevertheless, the successful secretion of proteins is a multistage effort that needs
an optimal balance between all stages of the translocation pathway. Signal peptide is
one of the most important factors that have a great impact on the production of a
secreted protein [24]. Besides, the physiochemical properties of a signal peptide play a
significant role in its secretion efficiency. As reported by Choo and Ranganathan [25],
the median net charge for signal peptides of Gram-negative bacteria was +2, and
Gram-negative signal peptides had median pI values of 10.0. Until now, many
computational tools have been used to predict the physiochemical characteristics of
the signal peptides, such as isoelectric point, molecular weight, instability, aliphatic
index, and GRAVY.

In the present study, three signal peptides (TORA, DMSA, and FDNG) of the Tat pathway
were characterized, synthesized, and used for the export of BSH in E. coli. In contrast to PelB
signal peptide from Sec pathway, these three signal peptides allowed both the intracellular and
periplasmic expression of BSH in E. coli, although the periplasmic yield of BSH was very low.
Besides, signal peptide DMSA showed relatively higher secretion efficiency than other two
signal peptides. Without induction by IPTG, E. coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (pET-20b(+)-dmsA-
bsh) showed the highest periplasmic BSH activity. These could be attributed to the fact that
DMSA had the highest GRAVY score, stability, and aliphatic index as compared to other two
signal peptides based on the computational analyses (Table 4).

The formation of inclusion bodies and low secretion efficiency of BSH may be due to any
(or all) of the following reasons: (a) When Tat proteins are expressed by multi-copy plasmids,
they are prone to aggregate and Tat export will saturate [4]; (b) incompatibility between the
signal peptide and the target protein which could not form the proper structure needed for
translocation and for processing by signal peptidase I [24, 26]; (c) utilization of the Tat
pathway differs widely among various strains of the same species [4]; and (d) interactions
among the overall charge balance, hydrophobicity profile, and the n-, h-, and c-regions of the
signal peptide can affect the secretion efficiency [27].
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Fig. 3 Leakage of β-galactosidase from recombinant cells. Filled squares, optical density at 600 nm (OD600);
open circles, β-galactosidase activity; filled triangles, BSH activity

468 Appl Biochem Biotechnol (2015) 177:458–471



Therefore, in order to further boost the export of BSH, it is necessary to test many other
signal peptides of Tat pathway to find a good combination between the signal peptide and
target protein [28, 29]. Increasing the positive charge of the n-region and/or hydrophobicity of
the signal peptide will be another effective method for enhancing the secretion efficiency [27,
30, 31]. Gram-positive bacteria can also be used as host organisms for the extracellular
expression of BSH, because they do not contain an extra outer membrane and target protein
can be easily directed into the medium [3]. Furthermore, the inclusion bodies formed inside the
cells can be reduced by several strategies, for example, chaperone co-expression, fusion
protein strategies, and modulating the cytoplasmic redox environment [32].

In summary, this is the first study reporting the successful periplasmic translocation of BSH
using signal peptides of Tat pathway in E. coli, although most of the proteins expressed were
inclusion bodies inside the cells. The physicochemical properties of the signal peptides
influenced their secretion efficiency. More importantly, it was confirmed that extracellular
BSH was a result of translocation through Tat pathway rather than of cell leakage. The
modification of signal peptide sequences will be adopted to further enhance the secretory
expression of BSH in E. coli. These observations will facilitate the easy recovery and
characterization of BSH from the supernatant as well as the periplasmic production of other
heterologous proteins in E. coli.
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