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Abstract 
Antibiotic resistance poses a growing threat to global public health. It is urgent to develop new alternative antibiotics. 

Antimicrobial peptide (AMP) is a diverse class of natural occurring molecules that constitute immune systems of living 

organisms. More than 2,500 AMPs have been identified and isolated from natural sources. Compared to conventional 

antibiotics, AMPs exhibit antimicrobial activities against a broad spectrum of microorganisms including bacteria, fungi, 

and even viruses. More importantly, the unique antimicrobial mechanisms of AMPs make it difficult for microorganisms 

to develop resistance. Therefore, it is very promising to develop AMPs as high-value antimicrobial candidates. This Mini-

Review provides an update of recent progresses in recombinant production of AMPs after fusion of AMP with carrier 

proteins and their scale-up. Key factors including selection of expression host and fusion tags are firstly introduced, 

followed by subsequent discussions on purification of fusion proteins and recovery of antimicrobial peptides. The scale 

production of AMPs is also explored.   
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Introduction 
Advances in genome sequencing and transcriptomics have enabled the identification and development of a large 

antimicrobial peptide (AMP) library (Rezaei Javan et al. 2018). AMPs typically composed of 5–100 amino acids are 

ubiquitous in nature and present in both prokaryotic and eukaryotic organisms as multipotent components constituting 

their innate immune defense systems (Ganz 2003; Zasloff 2002). AMPs have evolutionarily appeared as an effective 

weapon against potentially harmful microbes, including viruses, bacteria and fungi. This is achieved by means of 

disrupting cell membranes and/or inhibiting intracellular activities (reviewed in (Nguyen et al. 2011; Travkova et al. 

2017)). The multiple site-targeting ability coupled with quick killing have made it difficult for the affected 

microorganisms to develop resistance against AMPs, which is one of the key characteristics that conventional antibiotics 

lack, thus resulting in the rapid emergence of antibiotic-resistant infections (Ventola 2015). In this regards, AMPs are 

expectedly viewed as an alternative to antibiotics (Mishra et al. 2017). Other advantages of using AMPs include  relatively 

easy chemical modification (Bahar and Ren 2013) and surface immobilization (Onaizi and Leong 2011) facilitated by the 

rich chemistry of diverse amino acids. It further improves the activities of AMPs and broadens their applications in other 

fields, including wound healing (Mangoni et al. 2016), root canal treatment and regenerative endodontics (Mai et al. 

2017), coating of biomedical devices (Casciaro et al. 2018; Dutta et al. 2018; Onaizi and Leong 2011) and anticancer 

therapeutics (Gaspar et al. 2013; Nordström and Malmsten 2017). Certainly, the development of AMPs is an area of 

intense and expanding research. 

To date, over 2,500 AMPs has been identified and registered in the Antimicrobial Peptide Database (Wang et al. 

2016). These AMPs are classified based on their sources (bacteria, plants, animal or synthetic), functions (antibacterial, 

antiviral, antifungal), secondary structures (α-helix, β-sheet, extended, cyclic), and their molecular targets (cell surface, 

DNA and protein synthesis). Despite the progress in the development of AMPs, their large-scale production and their 

utilities in clinical trials remain challenging (Eckert 2011). One of the challenges is the cost to produce AMPs at scales 

and purities that allow their clinical uses. Although direct isolation and purification of AMPs from natural sources are 

useful for their initial identification, the overall process is extremely laborious resulting in low yields and thus expensive 

to scale up (Harder et al. 1997). Solid phase peptide synthesis (SPPS) (Merrifield 1963) has been developed and used for 

decades to synthesize peptides in general (Bray 2003). However, scaling up peptide production using SPSS and especially 

for long peptide chains (>35 amino acids) have always been a major hurdle (Latham 1999). This is due to the inherent 

process complexity in SPPS that involves multiple chemical protection–deprotection steps for each introduced residue. 

The increased number of steps also increases the risk of producing peptides having errors in the sequence (Winkler and 

Tian 2015). Moreover, volumetric use of toxic reagents for its coupling and/or activation reaction increases with the 

number of peptide chain residues, posing adverse environment impacts.  

Recombinant DNA technology offers more sustainable, scalable and cost-effective production of AMPs than the 

chemical-synthesis route due to its flexibility in genetically engineering microorganisms such as bacteria and yeasts 

(Müller et al. 2015). In this system, AMPs are generally expressed as fusion proteins to facilitate microbial production as 

well as simplified purification. Most of the carrier proteins are then cleaved and separated from AMPs. The available 

carrier proteins and cleavable linkers have been reviewed by Li et al. (Li 2011). Deng et al. reviewed different types of 

cell factories used to produce AMPs, including Escherichia coli, Bacillus subtilis, Pichia pastoris and Saccharomyces 

cerevisae (Deng et al. 2017). Müller et al. also reviewed various host strains with added methods for the isolation and 

purification of AMPs (Müller et al. 2015). However, high-cell-density fermentation of bacteria and yeasts in bioreactor 

to achieve large-scale production of AMPs has not been reviewed. 
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In this Mini Review, recent progress in the large-scale recombinant production of AMPs after fusion of the peptides 

with carrier proteins is summarized. The review starts with selection of expression hosts and fusion tags that contribute 

to the successful production of AMPs. Specifically, the design of fusion proteins that facilitates microbial production, 

enhances solubility and expression yields as well as simplifies purification will be discussed. Chromatography and non-

chromatography approaches that have been developed to purify the fusion proteins will be explored along with subsequent 

cleavage, isolation and purification of AMPs from the fusion proteins. Finally, scale-up manufacturing of AMPs will be 

described. 

 

Recombinant production of antimicrobial peptides 
Advances in genomics, proteomics, and bioinformatics reveal properties of AMPs which determines their biosynthesis 

strategies. In general, AMPs possessing high positive-charges and low molecular-weight are inherently bactericidal and 

prone to undergo proteolytic degradation in vivo. Some AMPs require the presence of disulfide bonds as well as certain 

hydrophobic levels to form structurally correct β-sheet, mixtures of α-helix and β-sheet, or α-helix, which would then 

enable them to optimally perform antimicrobial functions. Moreover, because of the unique specificity, some AMPs 

exhibit toxicity either to prokaryotics or to eukaryotics. Based on these properties, host organisms and plasmid library 

can then be rationally selected and designed enabling the production of functional recombinant AMPs with improved 

expression yields (Fig. 1). The selection of fusion tags and a combination thereof are highly important that contribute 

largely on their expression yields. However, there is no general rules in selecting expression hosts, plasmid features, and 

fusion tags for producing a given fusion protein-AMP with guaranteed maximum productivity. Therefore, it is important 

that expression screening is conducted using different combinations of microorganisms and plasmid libraries (Schreiber 

et al. 2017), and examined in a trial-and-error type approach.  

Figure 1 

Expression hosts 

Escherichia coli (E. coli) is undoubtedly the mostly used microbial cell factory for production of recombinant AMPs. Its 

genetic configuration is well documented and has proven outstanding for easy genetic manipulation of prokaryotic 

expression systems. In this regards, E. coli strain BL21(DE3) is commonly used host strain as it is deficient of proteases 

(i.e., ompT and lon) that may lead to protein degradation (Sørensen and Mortensen 2005). E. coli strains Origami or 

Rosetta-gami have also been used especially for producing AMPs rich in disulfide bridges, for example, divercin V41 

(Richard et al. 2004). These two strains contain negative mutation in both thioredoxin reductase (trxB) and glutathione 

reductase (gor) genes that make them unable to create a reducing environment in cytoplasm that enhances disulfide bond 

formation. On the other hand, E. coli BL21(DE3) fails to express the fusion protein of AMP containing disulfide bonds 

and, instead, formed protein aggregates (Panteleev and Ovchinnikova 2017). An alternative way to produce disulfide-rich 

fusion proteins is by co-expressing the signal sequence MalE for targeting the fusion proteins to the periplasm where the 

natural machinery for disulfide bond formation is located (Klint et al. 2013). Other strains of E. coli that have been used 

to produce recombinant AMPs, sonorensin and EC-hepcidin3, are Rosetta 2 (Chopra et al. 2014) and Rosetta (DE3) (Qu 

et al. 2013), respectively. Both Rosetta 2 and Rosetta (DE3) are the derivative of BL21 that contains codons rarely used 

in E. coli i.e., AGG, CCC, and GGA (Deng et al. 2017). Rare codons can negatively impact the biosynthesis of 

recombinant proteins, including mistranslational amino acid substitution, frameshifting events or premature translational 

termination (Sørensen and Mortensen 2005). Geneart AG technology (Regensburg, Germany) uses multi-parameter 

algorithms to minimize the use of rare codons.  
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Bacillus subtilis (B. subtilis) has also been used as an alternative prokaryotic expression system to E. coli to produce 

AMPs including plectasin (Zhang et al. 2015a), cathelicidin (Luan et al. 2014), and hybrid cecropin A–melittin (Ji et al. 

2017). B. subtilis has rapid growth rate and facilitates simpler protein purification as it secretes recombinant proteins 

directly into culture media, thus, avoiding cell-disruption step. Moreover, B. subtilis strain WB800N is deficient in eight 

extracellular proteases and therefore is usually used to produce AMPs. The drawback of this system is that the expression 

yield is sometimes low as compared to E. coli. For example, the yield of plectasin when expressed in B. subtilis (Zhang 

et al. 2015a) was three times lower than that in E. coli (Chen et al. 2015). 

Pichia pastoris (P. pastoris) has recently gained popularity as an eukaryotic expression host for the production of 

AMPs. The advantages of P. pastoris as compared to E. coli are that it facilitates extracellular expression of AMPs and 

most posttranslational modifications, including disulfide bond formation, O- and N-glycosylation and processing of signal 

sequences correctly (Müller et al. 2015). Similar to E. coli, codon optimization in P. pastoris is needed to avoid 

translational errors (Meng et al. 2017). 

 

Fusion tags 

Design of fusion proteins by genetically linking AMPs to fusion tags (Fig. 2) is highly important for both their successful 

production and their effective purification. By expressing AMPs in a form of fusion proteins, the toxicity challenges 

which lead to intracellular proteolysis especially in prokaryotic expression systems can be addressed since fusion proteins 

increase the overall molecular weight and decrease the net charges to a point that is susceptible for microorganisms. To 

date, up to 30 fusion tags with different structures and functions have been used in the production of recombinant proteins. 

The characteristics of each fusion tag have been reviewed (Bell et al. 2013; Chen et al. 2013; Li et al. 2012; Li 2010; Pina 

et al. 2014; Young et al. 2012). It is not uncommon to fuse more than one tag to an AMP (Table 1). In fact, a combination 

of fusion tags (i.e., an affinity tag, a cleavage site, and/or a spacer) is actually critical for facilitating effective purification 

of fusion proteins and subsequent cleavage and separation of AMPs from the fusion tags. Common designs of fusion 

proteins expressing AMPs are presented in Fig. 2. 

Table 1 

Figure 2 

The fusion tag SUMO (small ubiquitin-related modifier Smt3, 101 aa, 11.60 kDa) is usually used in conjunction with 

affinity tag hexahistidine (His6) at its N-terminus (construction #1, Fig. 2). The His-tag facilitates purification of fusion 

proteins using affinity chromatography. On the other hand, SUMO protein enhances the solubility of fused AMPs through 

the peripheral hydrophilic and central hydrophobic core structure (Yadav et al. 2016). The use of SUMO mostly does not 

require a cleavage site, as the conformation of SUMO is recognized by SUMO protease to cleave. Similar to SUMO, Trx 

(thioredoxin A, 109 aa, 11.68 kDa) is also used in combination with His6 (construction #2, Fig. 2). The affinity tag is 

usually located at the C-terminus of Trx as it ends in a rigid, solvent accessible α-helix (Corsini et al. 2008). A fusion 

protein with Trx requires a specific sequence for chemical/enzymatic cleavage. Fusion tags such as GST (glutathione S-

transferase, 211 aa, 26.00 kDa) and MBP (maltose-binding protein, 396 aa, 42.00 kDa) exhibit dual functionality as both 

solubility enhancer and affinity tags for chromatography purification since they are able to bind to glutathione and 

amylose resin, respectively (construction #3, Fig. 2). Sometimes His-tag is added at the N-terminus of MBP (construction 

#2, Fig. 2, Table 1) to facilitate the selection of two different chromatographic-purification methods. The use of high 

molecular weight tag like GST and MBP often decreases the risk of obtaining inclusion bodies when the tagged AMPs 

are overexpressed, although they may pose metabolic burden to the expression hosts due to its size and thus resulting in 

a low expression yield of the fusion proteins.  
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DAMP4 (98 aa, 11.1 kDa) has emerged as a new, attractive fusion tag for the production of AMPs (construction #4, 

Fig. 2) including pexiganan (Table 1). Computational study of DAMP4 confirmed that it is a four-helix bundle protein 

where most of the hydrophobic region is buried in the core while the hydrophilic part exposed to the solution (Schaller et 

al. 2015). This protein conformation makes DAMP4 an excellent candidate for enhancing solubility of the fused AMP, 

as well as facilitating purification without the use of expensive chromatography tools (see “Purification of fusion 

proteins”). An additional sequence is required as a spacer between DAMP4 and pexiganan to provide sufficient flexibility 

for pexiganan to kill pathogenic bacteria while still linking to DAMP4, which would otherwise difficult to achieve (Sun 

et al. 2018b). Setting the post-induction temperature to 25°C rather than 37°C is highly important to maintain the 

conformation of pexiganan, hence its antimicrobial activity. DAMP4 itself has no antimicrobial activity (Sun et al. 2018a; 

Zhao et al. 2015). Therefore, the removal of DAMP4 can be exempt, decreasing thus the overall costs of the purification 

process. 

In parallel comparison, low molecular-weight tags such as Trx and SUMO can induce the soluble expression of 

plectasin in E. coli with the yield higher than that of using a high-molecular-weight tag like GST (Chen et al. 2015). 

Human AMP such as LL-37 can be overexpressed in E. coli with a high yield using dual fusion-tag SUMO-Trx rather 

than separately using either SUMO or Trx (Li 2013a). Vu et al. compared the use of several different fusion tags separately 

to express crotamine having three disulfide bonds (Table 1), including His6, Trx, SUMO, GST and MBP, and varied the 

expression temperatures to improve solubility (Vu et al. 2014). The production of crotamine was enhanced through the 

use of MBP tag as compared to other fusion tags demonstrating highest yield and solubility at both 20 and 37°C and 

correct conformation. MBP tag also proved effective in producing human β-defensin 25 (hBD25) and human β-defensin 

28 (hBD28) in E. coli which were unable to express using GST and Trx fusion proteins (Li and Leong 2011; Tay et al. 

2010). However, the fusion protein was produced mostly as soluble aggregates which required denaturation–reduction 

and subsequent refolding steps to achieve full antimicrobial activity.  

Despite the aforementioned fusion-protein design, the combinations of fusion tags are not universal and must be used 

in a case-by-case basis depending also on the AMP properties to achieve high yield (Fig. 1). The aim is to determine 

which combination of fusion tags could result in highest expression yield. For example, expression of tachyplesin I as a 

fusion protein with His8-Trx resulted in inclusion body despite the fact that Trx is a solubility-enhancer tag (Panteleev 

and Ovchinnikova 2017). Schreiber et al. conducted high-throughput expression screening in 96-well plates using either 

E. coli or P. pastoris to produce AMPs with different properties: (1) IMPI (7.7 kDa, five disulfide bonds), (2) BR021 (8.4 

kDa, toxic to E. coli), and (3) AFP (8.2 kDa, no disulfide bond, non-toxic to the hosts) (Fig. 3) (Schreiber et al. 2017). In 

general, E. coli was able to express all the AMPs with significantly higher yields than that of P. pastoris. The plasmid 

library consisted of 27 different expression plasmids (Fig. 3A). Three promoters (T7/lac, T5/lac and araBAD) were 

combined with a His6 tag and either GST or Trx as a solubility tag (or no solubility tag) inclusive of a thrombin cleavage 

site at the N-terminal of the AMPs. IMPI and BR021 fused to His6-Trx can be produced in highest yield when induced 

by T7/lac promoter in E. coli Rosetta-gami 2 (DE3)pLysS and E. coli BL21(DE3), respectively, although the latter was 

expressed as an inclusion body. AFP fused to the GST tag could be produced as a soluble fusion protein using E. coli 

BL21(DE3).  

Figure 3 

Purification of fusion proteins 
The methods and conditions used for the purification of fusion proteins containing AMPs depend on the expression host 

organisms as well as on the fusion tags (Table 1). Unlike B. subtilis and P. pastoris, purification of target proteins from 

E. coli normally requires disruption of the cells to recover the target proteins from cytoplasmic or periplasmic space of 
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the bacteria using, for example, sonication, high pressure homogenization or bead mills (reviewed in (Middelberg 2012)), 

and followed by separation of the lysate from the cells. This section focuses on the purification of fusion proteins after 

being separated from cells. The use of affinity tags like His6, GST and MBP (Table 1) enables protein purification using 

chromatography platform. Non-chromatographic methods have emerged as alternatives to chromatography approaches 

in protein purification and comprise simple and inexpensive heating and salting-out precipitation.  

 

Chromatography-based purification 
His tag is the most preference affinity tag used in the production of AMPs in the last five years (Table 1). Inclusion of 

His-tag enables different fusion proteins to be purified from crude cell extract using common immobilized metal-affinity 

chromatography (IMAC) method. Nitrilotriacetic acid (NTA) is usually used as a ligand for immobilizing metal ions Ni2+ 

(Ni–NTA resin) which binds histidine residues reversibly under both native and denaturing conditions. The length of His 

tag may vary with the six-residue long, His6, as the most common one. His8 tag has also been used to purify, for example, 

the antimicrobial peptides LL-37 (Li 2013a) and tachyplesin I (Panteleev and Ovchinnikova 2017) which binds more 

strongly as compared to their shorter counterpart under the standard binding and elution conditions. This is advantageous 

as higher concentration of imidazole can be used during loading and washing to prevent co-purification of host protein 

contaminants. Further increasing the imidazole concentration enables elution of the His-tagged proteins. 

MBP is an affinity tag that can bind specifically to amylose resin under physiological conditions, with mild elution 

performed using maltose. However, MBP tag tends to be used for enhancing solubility of the fusion proteins rather than 

for facilitating purification (Table 1). His6 tag was used in conjunction with MBP to allow the purification of crotamine 

(Vu et al. 2014) and ORBK (Li et al. 2014) using IMAC. It is likely that components in the cell lysate used for cell lysis 

(such as detergents) may interfere with the hydrophobic interactions of MBP, as the structure and function of MBP largely 

depend on its aliphatic features. Unlike MBP, GST is used as an affinity tag for the purification of fusion AMPs. Palustrin-

2CE (Sun et al. 2012) and dermaseptin S4 (Song et al. 2014) have been purified using GST-based affinity 

chromatography. The purification method is based on the binding of GST tagged protein to the glutathione ligand coupled 

to a matrix. The target protein can be eluted under mild, non-denaturing conditions by the addition of reduced glutathione 

to the elution buffer. 

Purification of fusion proteins has been relying heavily on chromatography approaches in which its cost alone account 

for more than 70% of the total downstream-processing cost (Azevedo et al. 2009). This is due to limited capacity and 

diffusion rate across chromatography supports, resulting in very long cycle times, coupled with the use of a large amount 

of buffer solution during equilibration, loading, washing, and elution steps. The purification yield severely suffers as a 

result of these multistep processes. In case of GST affinity chromatography, the binding kinetics of GST to glutathione–

Sepharose resin has been demonstrated to be extremely slow which would be a limiting factor for large-scale 

production (Hunt 2005). In IMAC, high concentration of nickel ions is always needed to charge the resin prior to use as 

the metal ions are stripped off from the resin to enable reuse, which is time consuming and not environmentally sustainable 

as well. An alternative way to minimize the utilities of chromatography tools could be an invaluable approach to purify 

fusion proteins as long as the final purity is not compromised. 

 

Non-chromatography-based purification 
A few fusion tags has made non-chromatography based purification of fusion protein possible, that is, by using a 

combined elastin-like polypeptide (ELP) and intein (Müller et al. 2015; Sousa et al. 2016), and four-helix bundle protein 

DAMP4 (Sun et al. 2018a; Sun et al. 2018b; Wibowo et al. 2017; Wibowo et al. 2015; Zhao et al. 2015).  
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For ELP-intein fusion tags, ELP can switch between soluble and aggregate forms (depending on salt concentration 

and temperature) to isolate fusion proteins (Urry et al. 1985), whereas intein allows for self-cleavage (depending on pH, 

redox or temperature shifts) (Wood et al. 1999). In a typical process (Müller et al. 2015; Sousa et al. 2016), fusion ELP-

intein containing an AMP can be precipitated by increasing the temperature above the transition temperature (Tt) of the 

ELP (ca. 30–40°C) in the presence of a high concentration of NaCl, hence separated from most soluble contaminants. 

Subsequent decrease in the temperature below Tt (ca. 4°C) in a low concentration of NaCl re-solubilizes the fusion protein. 

This precipitation–re-solubilization cycle can be repeated as necessary to obtain sufficiently pure products.  

DAMP4-based fusion protein is able to maintain its high stability and solubility against high temperature (up to 

110°C) and high concentration of sodium sulfate (Dimitrijev Dwyer et al. 2014), where most protein contaminants are 

precipitated, due to the four-helix bundle structure of DAMP4 that strongly interlocks its hydrophobic residues in the core 

(Wibowo et al. 2015). Further increasing the sodium sulfate concentration decreases the target-protein solubility, hence, 

precipitates enabling isolation (Wibowo et al. 2017). After re-solubilization in a simple buffer (low salt concentration), 

DAMP4-pexiganan with high purity can be obtained. Importantly, this fusion protein can be directly used as an 

antimicrobial agent without releasing the pexiganan from the inactive DAMP4, showing the same minimum inhibitory 

concentration (MIC) with the chemically-synthetized pexiganan (Sun et al. 2018b). This was made possible through the 

use of a long and flexible linker coupled with engineered bioprocess (i.e., low post-induction temperature) which allowed 

for the pexiganan to maintain its active conformationality even when it is still in the fusion form. In this way, the 

multisteps of cleavage, isolation and separation of AMPs from fusion protein can be completely avoided which ultimately 

result in high yield and low cost. To scale up this precipitation-based purification method, it is recommended that 

centrifugation steps are replaced with a tangential-flow-filtration method, a common separation technology workhorse in 

industry (Zydney 2016). 

 

Recovery of antimicrobial peptides from the fusion proteins 
Release of AMPs from the fusion proteins is often necessary when the presence of fusion tags influences the structure 

and hence function of the AMPs. Site-specific sequences are therefore included between the tags and AMPs (Fig. 2), and 

then cleaved with site-specific chemicals or proteases allowing for the release of active AMPs.  

Cleavage methods using chemicals can be more efficient and less expensive than enzymatic cleavage (Gibbs et al. 

2004). CNBr or formic acid are usually used to cleave at the methionine residue (M↑) or in between aspartic acid and 

proline (D↑P) residues, respectively (Table 1). However, recognition sites of one or two amino acids are rather unspecific, 

having the risk of secondary cleavage. The harsh conditions often result in side chain modification of AMPs (Toennies 

and Homiller 1942). In addition, accumulation of toxic chemicals when used in a larger scale is not environmentally 

sustainable.  

Enzymatic cleavage is more specific, and cleavage is usually achieved under carefully controlled mild reaction 

conditions. There are several proteases that are commonly used for cleavage of AMPs from fusion proteins (Table 1). Its 

drawback is that it requires a high ratio of enzymes to proteins, and long incubation time for complete tag removal. 

Protease that can be produced and purified from recombinant bacteria is therefore advantageous in reducing the overall 

purification costs. Since the cleavage reaction is dependent on the structure of the fusion protein, it is important that 

accessibility of the recognition site to protease is well preserved. For example, Tay et al. added a spacer sequence to 

separate MBP from the tobacco etch virus (TEV) protease cleavage site to prevent the large MBP fusion tag from blocking 

TEVp accessibility to the cleavage site (Tay et al. 2010). This TEV protease is highly specific recognizing ENLYFQ↑G 

and cleaves between glutamine and serine efficiently at low temperatures. SUMO is recognized by SUMO protease (S. 
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cerevisiae Ulp1) on its conformationality. This type of protease is able to cleave at the N-terminus of fused AMPs 

irrespective of the sequence (except proline) under a wide range of pH (5.5–10.5), temperatures (4–37°C), and high 

concentration of denaturing agents such as urea (Young et al. 2012). The latter is useful to facilitate purification of SUMO-

tagged proteins when produced as inclusion bodies. Unlike SUMO protease, proteases such as thrombin, enterokinase 

and TEV protease result in one or two amino acids residues from the cleavage site at the N-terminus of the AMPs (Table 

1). The AMPs containing these residues should undergo careful characterization of the overall structure and function 

using, for example, circular dichroism spectrophotometer (structure) and minimum inhibitory concentration test 

(function). Despite their specificity, there have been cases that enterokinase, thrombin and factor Xa cause secondary 

cleavage, resulting in protein degradation and lower yields (Arnau et al. 2006). Characterization using sodium dodecyl 

polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis and/or mass spectrophotometer could assist in determining correct molar mass of the 

AMPs in interest. 

The AMPs can be recovered from the mixture for ensuring complete removal of the chemicals or proteases that might 

negatively influence the biological activity of the AMPs. Purification of AMPs is rationally designed based on the 

characteristics of different tags and AMPs in the post-cleavage mixture. Immobilized metal-affinity chromatography is 

most commonly used technique to bind His-tagged fusion proteins after the cleavage step, and the AMPs can be recovered 

from the flow-through fraction (Luan et al. 2014; Wei et al. 2018; Zhang et al. 2014; Zhang et al. 2015a). Size exclusion 

chromatography (SEC) separates the cleaved AMP from fusion tags based on the size difference in which the size gap 

should be large enough to allow better resolution (Sun et al. 2018a; Tao et al. 2014; Yi et al. 2015). Reversed-phased 

high-performance liquid chromatography (RP-HPLC) takes advantage of high hydrophobic level of AMPs as compared 

to their fusion tags (Panteleev and Ovchinnikova 2017). The captured AMPs to the long-chain-hydrocarbon resin can 

then be eluted by increasing concentration of organic solvent such as acetonitrile to weaken the hydrophobic forces. RP-

HPLC is also useful as a final polishing step of the AMP after SEC to improve purity, although the purification yield was 

severely compromised (Feng et al. 2015). The levels of purity and yield are always a trade off, and must be considered 

when designing downstream-processing methods. Cationic exchange chromatography has been used to bind AMPs based 

on their ionic properties (Che et al. 2016; Meng et al. 2016a). Prior to loading, the sample should be dialysed to reduce 

the salt concentration to a level that would not interfere the electrostatic interactions between the AMP and the 

chromatographic resin. Elution of the bonded AMP from the resin can therefore be achieved by increasing salt 

concentrations. 

Simple non-chromatographic methods to recover AMPs, such as pexiganan (Sun et al. 2018a) and human β-defensin 

28 (Tay et al. 2010), from the fusion proteins DAMP4 and MBP, respectively, have been used as alternatives to 

chromatography approaches. The separation is mostly based on the difference in the properties of the fusion protein 

components such as isoelectric points, solubility, etc. (Sun et al. 2018a; Tay et al. 2010). This allowed the addition of 

hydrochloric acid to recover AMPs from the other cleavage components. While the fusion tags and other cleavage 

proteases were precipitated, the AMPs remained soluble enabling their recovery by centrifugation or filtration. A purity 

as high as 95% can be achieved using this method (Sun et al. 2018a; Tay et al. 2010). The non-chromatography approaches 

have proved to be an economical means to recover AMPs rapidly with high purity. These are important traits (speed and 

cost) and would be the commercial driver when developing new antimicrobial products. Further process development 

will be to optimize expression yields through the use of fermenter, maximizing recovery yields and volumetric 

productivity of the AMPs.  

 

Scale up production 
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Once the expression system and purification methods have been developed using AMPs produced in shake flasks, high 

cell density culture can be carried out using fermenters to further increase the protein product titer. In the past five years, 

there are several published attempts to produce AMPs using fermenters at scales and productivity larger than that of using 

shake flasks aforementioned. E. coli has been utilized to produce AMPs including plantaricin E (Pal and Srivastava 2015) 

and Pa-MAP 2 (Sousa et al. 2016), as well as P. pastoris for MP1102 (Zhang et al. 2015b), NZ17074 (Wang et al. 2014), 

and apidaecin (Cao et al. 2018; Chen et al. 2017), and B. subtilis for gageomacrolactins (Tareq et al. 2013). Unlike 

growing cells in shake-flasks, critical parameters are controlled in fermenters including temperature, pH, and dissolved 

oxygen (DO). For example, the limited availability of DO when cells grow to high density can be alleviated by flowing 

oxygen-enriched air or pure oxygen into the cultured cells. This is also beneficial for minimizing the formation of acetate 

during cultivation – a fermentation by-product of E. coli which can decrease cell-growth rate (Sousa et al. 2016). 

Optimizing media composition and feeding strategies also play important roles in facilitating high cell density and high 

productivity of recombinant fusion protein-AMPs. 

In general, cell-growth media require carbon source, nitrogen source, salts, minerals and some growth factors to 

reach an optimal cell density and high level of recombinant fusion proteins (Schmidt 2005). It is crucial that these 

components are selectively formulated to contain not only necessary components, but also optimal concentrations to 

avoid inhibition of cell growth (Lee 1996). A rich nutrient environment can be provided by complex media containing 

ingredients with completely unknown composition (such as yeast extract or tryptone), by chemically-defined media (or 

synthetic media) composed of chemicals of known identities and concentrations, or by semi-defined media formulated 

mostly with defined chemicals (except for one or two complex nutrients). Sousa et al. used and compared semi-defined 

medium, terrific broth (TB), with defined media to produce antimicrobial fusion protein in E. coli and demonstrated that 

the cells grew in TB medium gave higher productivity rate overtime and thus higher expression yield of 117 mg/L as 

compared to 68 mg/L in defined media (Sousa et al. 2016). Semi-defined media have also been used in cultivating yeast 

for the production of AMPs. Chen et al. further increased the cell density of P. pastoris and, hence, the expression 

yield of apidaecin by adding yeast extract and tryptone into the chemically-defined basal salt media (Chen et al. 2017). 

Feeding strategies like fed-batch fermentation mode can be implemented to achieve high cell density culture by 

continuously supplying essential nutrients to sustain and control cell growth to reach high protein productivity. The 

DO-stat method is commonly used method based on the DO changes. DO is consumed by cells overtime, and the rise in 

DO is an indication of carbon source depletion. In fed-batch mode, a predetermined amount of concentrated feeding 

solution can then be fed into the bioreactor. In addition to achieving high cell density, these feedback-controlled feeding 

methods are advantageous in preventing the overfeeding of nutrients.  Sousa et al. produced fusion protein containing 

antimicrobial Pa-MAP 2 in E. coli in a defined media using both batch and fed-batch fermentation modes (Fig. 4) (Sousa 

et al. 2016). In both modes, the DO levels were maintained at 20% to minimize the acetate production level, and the cells 

were induced at 8-h to start producing the recombinant protein. Unlike the batch mode, glucose was added from time to 

time in the fed-batch mode to further increase the growth of E. coli. Biomass of E. coli produced in the fed-batch was 

18% higher than that of the batch mode, and this was accompanied by the increase in the total Pa-MAP 2 production by 

23%. 

Figure 4 

Despite the bioprocess developed in fermenters, the yields of AMPs produced in fermenters are not convincingly 

high as compared to that in shake flasks (Table 1). Although high cell density can be achieved, it does not always mean 

that high cell density correlates linearly with high protein yields. Obviously, there should be more effort in optimizing 

the parameters in fermenters to significantly enhance the yield, including oxygen transfer rate, air/oxygen flow rate, 

and medium composition, to evaluate important process parameters on a specific AMP product. Bioreactor design, 
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including the impeller design and use of baffle, should also be optimized as large fermentation capacity could impose 

heat and mass transfer problems which then result in imbalanced and zonal distribution of DO, nutrient supply, pH, heat 

and metabolites inside the bioreactor (Enfors et al. 2001). Furthermore, optimization of medium components is critical 

as well for enhanced AMPs production, that is, by analyzing the effects of different components and their interactions 

on cell growth, protein titer and quality (Huang et al. 2012). This can be achieved using either statistical analysis to 

predict optimum medium compositions (Weuster-Botz 2000) or E. coli chemostat culture (Yee and Blanch 1993). The 

latter can be carried out to identify specific nutritional and regulatory components by systematically adding or removing 

components at varied concentrations from chemically-defined media formulation and simultaneously determining the 

corresponding cellular responses. In this way, unpredictable results due to the complications in interactions among 

complex components can be minimized or at least more understandable. 

 

Conclusion 
To realize the great potential of AMPs in pharmaceutical and therapeutic applications, cost-effective and scalable methods 

for the production of active AMPs is of great significance. Conventional strategies for producing AMPs as recombinant 

peptides have encountered many difficulties such as low expression yield because of the toxicity AMPs to their bacterial 

hosts, low production yields due to tedious and multistep processes of releasing and purifying AMPs from fusion proteins, 

thus leading to difficulties in their scale-up production. Also, the laborious and trial-and-error approach is not viable for 

identifying the best expression constructs. High-throughput expression screening provides a promising platform to 

optimize plasmid features and expression hosts, thus enhancing protein expression yields that are suitable for large-scale 

AMP production. In terms of the subsequent AMP recovery from fusion proteins, non-chromatography methods offers 

an alternative strategy to achieve cost-effective protein purification. As there have been only a few active research groups 

working in this field, the progress of developing large-scale production of AMPs has been slow and non-systematic. 

Although there is still a long way to go from lab-scale research to industrial scale production of AMPs, more research 

efforts especially the involvement of pharmaceutical companies along with the advances of quantitative structure–activity 

relationship (QSAR) modelling, computer-aided design and high throughput screening will lead to significant technology 

advancement in this field.  
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Figure captions 
Figure 1 Overview of the design consideration for the rational production of recombinant antimicrobial peptides 

(AMPs) 

Figure 2  Design of fusion proteins for the recombinant production of antimicrobial peptides (AMPs). Different 

elements required for solubility enhancer, affinity purification and tag removal are depicted: A = fusion tag 

1, B = fusion tag 2, C = cleavage site, D = AMP, * = spacer 

Figure 3 Expression screening in E. coli. (A) The plasmid library of E. coli. Yield of fusion protein containing: (B) 

IMPI, (C) BR021, and (D) AFP antimicrobial peptides resulted from combinatorial plasmid library (A). 

Rosetta-gami 2 = Rosetta-gami 2 (DE3)pLysS, Origami = Origami 2, SHuffle = SHuffle T7 Express lysY, 

BL21 = BL21(DE3), C41 = OverExpress C41(DE3)pLysS, C43 = OverExpress C43 (DE3) pLysS. 

Reproduced with permission (Schreiber et al. 2017) 

Figure 4 Fermentation profile of E. coli in defined media with batch (top) and fed-batch (bottom) modes in 0.5 L-

fermenter. ∎ = dissolved oxygen (%),  = glucose concentration (g/L),  = acetate concentration (g/L), • 

= biomass (g/L), I = pre-induction, II–V = after induction with isopropyl β-D-1-thiogalactopyranoside 

(IPTG), III = first glucose feed, IV = second glucose feed, V = third glucose feed. The fermentation profiles 

were reproduced with permission (Sousa et al. 2016)  
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Table 
Table 1. Recent production of fusion proteins containing antimicrobial peptides (AMPs) in shake flasks, and their 

expression and purification yields. 

AMPs Mw 
(kDa) 

Fusion tags Host strain Protein 
yield 

(mg/L) 

AMP 
yield 

(mg/L) 

Ref 

Cathelicidin-BF 3.6 (His)6-SUMO B. subtilis WB800N 22.0 3.0 (Luan et al. 2014) 
Cecropin A-
LL37 

2.9 (His)6-SUMO E. coli BL21(DE3) 89.1 17.5 (Wei et al. 2018) 

LsGRP1C 6-16 (His)6-SUMO E. coli C41(DE3) 12.0 2.4 (Lin et al. 2017) 
Plectasin 4.4 (His)6-SUMO B. subtilis WB800N 41.0 5.5 (Zhang et al. 2015a) 
Plectasin 4.4 (His)6-SUMO E. coli Origami 

(DE3) 
135.9 35.8 (Chen et al. 2015) 

Scolopin I 2.6 (His)6-SUMO E. coli BL21(DE3) 95.0 16.0 (Hou et al. 2013) 
Scorpine 8.0 (His)6-SUMO E. coli BL21(DE3) N/A N/A (Zhang et al. 2014) 
Sonorensin 6.3 (His)6-SUMO-

D↑P 
E. coli Rosetta 2 N/A N/A (Chopra et al. 2014) 

Fowlicidin-2* 3.8 Trx-M↑ E. coli BL21(DE3) 98.0 6.5 (Feng et al. 2015) 
G13  2.3 Trx-(His)6-D↑P E. coli BL21(DE3) N/A 2.95 (Che et al. 2016) 
Hepcidins  4.6 Trx-(His)6- 

DDDD↑K 
E. coli BL21(DE3) 6.38 0.8 (Tao et al. 2014) 

LL-37 4.5 Trx-(His)8-
SUMO-LL37 

E. coli Rosetta 37.8 2.4 (Li 2013b) 

OG2 2.5 Trx-(His)6-
ENLYFQ↑G 

E. coli BL21(DE3) 50.0 6.0 (Xie et al. 2013) 

Plantaricin 7.7 Trx-(His)6- 
DDDD↑K 

E. coli BL21(DE3) 100–
110 

9–11 (Meng et al. 2016b) 

Plectasin 4.4 Trx-(His)6- 
DDDD↑K 

E. coli Origami 
(DE3) 

173.2 35.6 (Chen et al. 2015) 

Ranalexin 2.1 Trx-(His)6- 
IEGR↑ 

E. coli BL21(DE3) 35.1 1.0 (Abou Aleinein et al. 
2013) 

Scygonadin 11.3 Trx-(His)6-
ENLYFQ↑G 

E. coli BL21(DE3) 93.3 32.7 (Li 2013b) 

Snakin-2 7.1 Trx-(His)6-
ENLYFQ↑G 

E. coli BL21(DE3) 3.0 1.0 (Herbel et al. 2015) 

Tachyplesin I* 2.3 (His)8-Trx-M↑ E. coli BL21(DE3) 50.0 17.0 (Panteleev and 
Ovchinnikova 2017) 

Pexiganan 2.5 DAMP4-D↑PS E. coli BL21(DE3) 30.0 2.0 (Sun et al. 2018a; Zhao 
et al. 2015) 

Pexiganan 2.5 DAMP4-
spacer(2)- 
LVPR↑GS 

E. coli BL21(DE3) N/A N/A (Sun et al. 2018b) 

Crotamine  5.0 (His)6-MBP- 
ENLYFQ↑G 

E. coli BL21(DE3) 63 0.9 (Vu et al. 2014) 

ORBK 1.8 (His)6-MBP- 
ENLYFQ↑G 

E. coli BL21(DE3) N/A 3.0 (Li et al. 2014) 

Palustrin-2CE 3.3 GST-DDDD↑K E. coli BL21(DE3) N/A N/A (Sun et al. 2012) 
Dermaseptin S4 3.0 GST-LVPR↑GS E. coli BL21(DE3) 20.0 0.6 (Song et al. 2014) 
Pa-MAP 2 2.5 ELP-intein E. coli BL21(DE3) N/A N/A (Sousa et al. 2016) 

 
Note:  
*the fusion protein was expressed as an inclusion body.  
(1) Fusion tag: GST = glutathione S-transferase, ELP = elastin-like polypeptide, (His)n = n×histidine, MBP = maltose-

binding protein, SUMO = small ubiquitin-like modifier, Trx = thioredoxin. 
(2) Cleavage site: M↑ = CNBr, D↑P = acid, DDDD↑K = enterokinase, ENLYFQ↑G = tobacco etch virus protease, IEGR↑ 

= factor Xa protease, LVPR↑GS = thrombin. Intein is self-cleavable. ↑ indicates site-specific amino acid sequence for 
excision; residues in bold remain with the targeted protein following endoprotease cleavage.  

(3) Spacer = P(G4S)2.    
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