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Production of a microcapsule  
agent of chromate-reducing Lysinibacillus 
fusiformis ZC1 and its application in remediation 
of chromate-spiked soil
Jun Huang†, Jingxin Li† and Gejiao Wang*

Abstract 

Lysinibacillus fusiformis ZC1 is an efficient Cr(VI)-reducing bacterium that can transform the toxic and soluble chromate 
[Cr(VI)] form to the less toxic and precipitated chromite form [Cr(III)]. As such, this strain might be applicable for biore-
mediation of Cr(VI) in soil by reducing its bioavailability. The study objective was to prepare a microcapsule agent of 
strain ZC1 for bioremediation of Cr(VI)-contaminated soil. Using a single-factor orthogonal array design, the optimal 
fermentation medium was obtained and consisted of 6 g/L corn flour, 12 g/L soybean flour, 8 g/L NH4Cl and 6 g/L 
CaCl2. After enlarged fermentation, the cell and spore densities were 5.9 × 109 and 1.7 × 108 cfu/mL, respectively. 
The fermentation products were collected and embedded with 1 % gum arabic and 1 % sorbitol as the microcapsule 
carriers and were subsequently spray-dried. Strain ZC1 exhibited viable cell counts of (3.6 ± 0.44) × 1010 cfu/g dw 
after 50-day storage at room temperature. In simulated soil bioremediation experiments, 67 % of Cr(VI) was reduced 
in 5 days with the inoculation of this microcapsule agent, and the Cr(VI) concentration was below the soil Cr(VI) 
standard level. The results demonstrated that the microcapsule agent of strain ZC1 is efficient for bioremediation of 
Cr(VI)-contaminated soil.
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Background
Chromium (Cr) is one of the most abundant heavy met-
als and primarily presents in the natural environment in 
chromite [Cr(VI)] and chromate [Cr(III)] forms (Srivas-
tava and Thakur 2007; Liu et al. 2012). The Cr(VI) form 
is much more toxic and soluble than the Cr(III) form, 
and Cr(III) exhibits greater affinity for organics and 
consequently forms insoluble complexes (Nickens et  al. 
2010). Because of its mutagenic and carcinogenic char-
acteristics, Cr(VI) and its compounds are recognized by 
the United States Environmental Protection Agency as 

priority pollutants (USEPA 1996). It is known that Cr(VI) 
enters the cell through the sulfate transport channels, 
possibly due to the structural similarity between Cr(VI) 
and sulfate (Ramírez-Díaz et  al. 2008). After entering 
the cell, Cr(VI) generates reactive oxygen species (ROS), 
which can cause DNA damage and oxidative deteriora-
tion of lipids and proteins (Bagchi et  al. 2002; Liu et  al. 
2014; Ackerley et al. 2004; Valko et al. 2005; Wang et al. 
2006).

Currently, Cr(VI) contamination is increasing rap-
idly and is widespread in soil, aquatic sediment, surface 
water and groundwater due to the extensive use of Cr 
in various industrial processes (Yang et  al. 2009; Cheng 
et al. 2012). A total of 450,000 tons of Cr(VI)-containing 
wastes are discharged per year in China (Gao and Xia 
2011). The extensively widespread Cr(VI) form could be 
taken up into the food chain and eventually cause a series 

Open Access

*Correspondence:  gejiao@mail.hzau.edu.cn 
†Jun Huang and Jingxin Li contributed equally to this work
State Key Laboratory of Agricultural Microbiology, College of Life Science 
and Technology, Huazhong Agricultural University, Wuhan 430070, 
People’s Republic of China

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40064-016-2177-6&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 10Huang et al. SpringerPlus  (2016) 5:561 

of human health risks (Nickens et al. 2010). In addition, 
Cr(VI) also alters the microbial community structure 
and activity in soil (Shi et  al. 2002; Desai et  al. 2009). 
Hence, an urgent need exists for remediation of Cr(VI)-
contaminated soil. Traditional technologies for Cr(VI) 
remediation include chemical reduction (Su and Ludwig 
2005), solidification/stabilization (Kumpiene et  al. 2008) 
and electrokinetic remediation (Lu et al. 2012). However, 
these methods suffer from a number of problems, such 
as high cost, low efficiency, consumption of energy and 
chemical reagents, and generation of secondary environ-
mental pollution (Dhal et al. 2013). In contrast, biological 
remediation has attracted increasing attention due to its 
low environmental impact and low-cost advantages (Wu 
et al. 2010).

Bioremediation of Cr(VI) compounds involves differ-
ent strategies, such as biosorption, bioaccumulation and 
bioreduction (Srinath et al. 2002). Microbial reduction of 
Cr(VI) to less toxic and less mobile Cr(III) is considered 
an effective method for remediation of Cr(VI)-contam-
inated soil (Kanmani et  al. 2012). Certain microorgan-
isms have been reported to reduce Cr(VI) in soil, such 
as strains of Pseudomonas (Oves et al. 2013), Microbac-
terium (Soni et al. 2014), Brucella (Maqbool et al. 2015), 
Bacillus (He et  al. 2010; Kathiravan et  al. 2011; Kumari 
et al. 2014), Streptomyces (Polti et al. 2009; Aparicio et al. 
2015), Staphylococcus (Zhang et  al. 2014) and Pannoni-
bacter phragmitetus (Chai et  al. 2009; Liao et  al. 2014; 
Wang et  al. 2015). However, most of the studies on 
bioreduction of Cr(VI) were performed with direct addi-
tion of pure cultures to soil, which is inconvenient for 
transportation and storage. Currently, few studies have 
investigated the possibility of producing a microcapsule 
microbial agent for bioremediation of Cr(VI)-contam-
inated soil. It is known that a microcapsule reagent has 
the ability to retain the physical characteristics of sub-
stances and is less sensitive to temperature, light, oxygen 
and humidity (Desai and Park 2005; Sabikhi et al. 2010). 
Microcapsule reagents could enhance the biological 
activity of several biological control agents and protect 
them from adverse environments (Jin and Custis 2011). 
Therefore, bioremediation using a microcapsule micro-
bial agent is a promising method for better use of Cr(VI)-
reducing strains.

Lysinibacillus fusiformis ZC1 is a highly Cr(VI) resist-
ant strain that can efficiently reduce Cr(VI) to Cr(III) (He 
et  al. 2011). Because Cr(III) is less soluble and less bio-
available, such a strain might be applicable to immobili-
zation of Cr(VI) in soil by causing plants to adsorb less 
Cr. Previously, we found that the growth of tobacco in 
Cr(VI)-containing pot experiments was promoted, and 
the Cr(VI) contents in roots and leaves were reduced 
with the addition of fresh ZC1 culture (Jia et  al. in 

preparation). The objective of this study was to produce 
a microcapsule agent of strain ZC1 at low cost and with 
ease of manipulation for bioremediation of Cr(VI) spiked 
soil. The culture conditions were optimized using an 
orthogonal test, and the microcapsule agent was obtained 
by spray drying after fermentation. The remediation effi-
ciency of Cr(VI)-contaminated soil with this microcap-
sule agent was significantly increased in simulated soil 
microcosm Cr(VI) remediation experiments. The current 
findings present a portable and effective method to pro-
duce a microcapsule microbial agent for bioremediation 
of Cr(VI)-contaminated soil.

Results
Selection of medium components
To optimize medium cost with ideal cell and spore pro-
duction, single-factor experiments were performed for 
selection of the culture medium components. Differ-
ent carbon sources, organic nitrogen sources, inorganic 
nitrogen sources and inorganic salts were considered 
for strain ZC1 growth and spore production. Seven car-
bon sources were investigated, i.e., sucrose, corn flour, 
maltose, glucose, lactose, dextrin and starch. Among the 
various carbon sources tested, corn flour had the most 
prominent effect on the growth of strain ZC1, reach-
ing (2.95 ± 0.07) × 108 cfu/mL cells (Fig. 1a). The basal 
medium contained 5  g/L tryptone, 3  g/L yeast extract 
and 6 g/L KH2PO3.

To further optimize the culture medium components, 
the effects of nitrogen sources were studied, including 
organic nitrogen sources (soya peptone, tryptone, soy-
bean flour, yeast extract) and inorganic nitrogen sources 
[KNO3, NH4Cl, CO(NH2)2, (NH4)2SO4]. Strain ZC1 
was inoculated in basal medium containing 2  g/L corn 
flour, 6 g/L KH2PO3 and various nitrogen sources. It was 
shown that the highest cell and spore production rates 
were achieved in medium supplemented with soybean 
flour and NH4Cl, respectively (Fig. 1b, c).

Additionally, seven inorganic salts of KH2PO3, NaCl, 
CaCl2, Na2SO4, KCl, MgSO4 and K2HPO3, were cho-
sen to examine the effects of the different inorganic salts 
on viable cell and spore productions. Each inorganic 
salt was added to basal medium containing 2  g/L corn 
flour, 8 g/L soybean flour and 8 g/L NH4Cl. As shown in 
Fig. 1d, CaCl2 resulted in the highest cell and spore pro-
ductions. Therefore, corn flour, soybean flour, NH4Cl and 
CaCl2 were selected as the best components for further 
investigation.

Optimization of concentrations of the medium 
components
An orthogonal array design L9(34) was used to optimize 
the concentration of each culture medium component. 
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The factor levels in the orthogonal experiment are listed 
in Table 1. The final experiment results and the effects of 
those factors on the yield of strain ZC1 cells and spores 
are shown in Table  2. According to the magnitude of k 
or K (Table  2), the optimal combinations for viable cell 

and spore productions were A3B3C2D1 and A3B2C2D2, 
respectively.

The variance was calculated to evaluate the signifi-
cance of each culture component. The results indicated 
that corn flour (A) and soybean flour (B) both had signifi-
cantly positive effects on strain ZC1 viable cell and spore 
productions, NH4Cl (C) had a slightly positive effect only 
on viable cell production, and CaCl2 (D) had a signifi-
cantly positive effect only on spore production (Table 3). 
Therefore, to maximize both viable cell and spore pro-
ductions, the theoretical optimized combination should 
be A3B3C2D2, and an additional growth experiment was 
performed out to confirm this choice. The results illus-
trated that the cell and spore densities of A3B3C2D2 were 
3.3 × 108 and 0.68 × 108 cfu/mL, respectively, which are 
higher than those of A3B3C2D1 and A3B2C2D2.

Fig. 1 Effects of different nutritional components on L. fusiformis ZC1 cell and spore density. a Carbon sources, including sucrose, corn flour, 
maltose, glucose, lactose, dextrin and starch. Null carbon source indicates medium containing 5 g/L tryptone, 3 g/L yeast extract, 6 g/L KH2PO3 and 
absence of a carbon source. b Organic nitrogen sources including soya peptone, tryptone, soybean meal and yeast extract. Null nitrogen source 
indicates medium containing 2 g/L corn flour, 6 g/L KH2PO3 with absence of a nitrogen source. c Inorganic nitrogen sources, including KNO3, NH4Cl, 
CO(NH2)2 and (NH4)2SO4. d Inorganic salts, including KH2PO3, NaCl, CaCl2, Na2SO4, KCl, MgSO4 and K2HPO3. Null inorganic salt indicates medium 
containing 2 g/L corn flour, 8 g/L soybean meal, and 8 g/L NH4Cl without an inorganic salt

Table 1 Factors and  their levels in  the orthogonal experi-
ment L9(34)

Constituent Symbol Concentration (g/L)

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

Corn flour A 2 4 6

Soybean flour B 4 8 12

NH4Cl C 4 8 12

CaCl2 D 3 6 9
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Thus, the optimal concentrations of the four compo-
nents were confirmed as 6 g/L corn flour, 12 g/L soybean 
flour, 8  g/L NH4Cl and 6  g/L CaCl2, respectively. The 
optimal medium produces a cell yield similar to that of 
the original LB medium but is much less expensive (He 
et al. 2011).

Bioreactor fermentation
A fermentation process using the optimal medium was 
performed in a 50 L fermenter. Based on the character-
istics of strain ZC1, the fermentation process was con-
ducted under the following conditions: inoculum volume 
of 2 % (v/v), cultivation temperature at 37 °C, initial pH of 

Table 2 Experimental design and results of the orthogonal experiment

a Values indicate means of three replicates
b ki

A is the mean of ∑cell density at Ai, Ki
A is the mean of ∑spore density at Ai

c rA = max(ki
A) − min(ki

A), RA = max(Ki
A) − min(Ki

A)

Run A (g/L) B (g/L) C (g/L) D (g/L) Cell density  
(108 cfu/mL)

Spore density 
(108 cfu/mL)

1 2 4 4 3 1.00a 0.25a

2 2 8 8 6 1.65 0.7

3 2 12 12 9 1.60 0.1

4 4 4 8 9 1.50 0.2

5 4 8 12 3 1.85 0.45

6 4 12 4 6 1.90 0.4

7 6 4 12 6 2.00 0.85

8 6 8 4 9 2.40 0.8

9 6 12 8 3 3.00 0.55

k1b 1.42 1.50 1.77 1.95

k2 1.75 1.97 2.05 1.85

k3 2.47 2.17 1.82 1.83

rc 1.05 0.67 0.28 0.24

Optimal level 3 3 2 1

K1b 0.33 0.43 0.48 0.42

K2 0.35 0.65 0.48 0.65

K3 0.73 0.33 0.35 0.35

Rc 0.4 0.32 0.13 0.3

Optimal level 3 2 2 2

Table 3 Analysis of variance for experimental results

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.001

Source Sum of squares Degree of freedom Mean square F value p value

For cell density

 Corn flour 1.727 2 0.864 72.302 0.014*

 Soybean flour 0.702 2 0.351 29.395 0.033*

 NH4Cl 0.137 2 0.069 5.744 0.148

 Error 0.024 2 0.012

 Total 2.591 8

For spore density

 Corn flour 0.294 2 0.147 529.000 0.002**

 Soybean flour 0.144 2 0.072 259.000 0.004**

 CaCl2 0.137 2 0.069 247.000 0.004**

 Error 0.001 2

 Total 0.576 8
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8.0 and cultivation time of 28 h (early stationary phase). 
As shown in Fig. 2a, the numbers of viable cell and spore 
production were increased rapidly after 16  h, at which 
time strain ZC1 grew into the log phase. At the same 
time, the pH and dissolved oxygen values were decreased 
sharply from 16 h to 20 h (Fig. 2b). The counts of strain 
ZC1 cells and spores reached maximum of 5.9 × 109 and 
1.7 × 108 cfu/mL, respectively, at 28 h. The fermentation 
was terminated when the pH value declined to 4.5, which 
was not suitable for continuous growth of strain ZC1.

Production of microcapsule agent by spray drying 
and storage
Subsequent efforts focused on production of a microcap-
sule agent using the fermentation products, the survival 
rates of strain ZC1 with different carriers in the process 
of spray drying were investigated. The results demon-
strated that strain ZC1 acquired the highest survival rate 
of (34.8 ± 2.75) % with a combination of 1 % (w/v) gum 
arabic and sorbitol (1:1), which yielded viable cell counts 

of (1.4 ± 0.11) × 1011 cfu/g dw (Fig. 3a). Hence, the most 
appropriate carrier for strain ZC1 was the combination 
of 1 % (w/v) gum arabic and 1 % sorbitol (1:1).

To investigate the protective efficacy of the carriers, 
scanning electron microscopy (SEM) was used to observe 
the micromorphology of the spray-dried microcapsule 
agent. It was shown that the resulting particles were 
nearly spherical and dispersed  uniformly with similar 
sizes from 1 to 10  μm (Fig.  3b). The microcapsule par-
ticles had smooth surfaces with no apparent cracks or 
pores, which could decrease the permeability of gases 
and better protect the core. The results indicated that 
bacterial cells of strain ZC1 were successfully microcap-
sule with the carriers. Hence, the combination of 1  % 
(w/v) gum arabic and sorbitol (1:1) as carriers yielded the 
highest survival rate and also protected the cells quite 
well.

The spray-dried microcapsule agent particles were 
stored in sealed bags made of aluminum–polyester–poly-
ethylene, and the stabilities were investigated at 4 °C and 

Fig. 2 Time course of fermentation using optimized medium for L. fusiformis ZC1 in a 50 L fermenter. a Curves of cell (filled box) and spore (open 
box) density during fermentation process. b Curves of DO percentage (filled box) and pH value (open box) during fermentation process

Fig. 3 Spray drying of L. fusiformis ZC1 microcapsule with different carriers and storage. a Survival rate of L. fusiformis ZC1 with different carriers 
spray-dried at an inlet/outlet temperature setting of 160/70 °C. b SEM micrographs of L. fusiformis ZC1 microcapsule with 1 % (w/v) gum arabic and 
sorbitol (1:1). c Growth curves of viable cell counts of microcapsule agents containing L. fusiformis ZC1 microcapsule with 1 % (w/v) gum arabic and 
sorbitol (1:1) under storage at 4 °C (filled box) and room temperature (open box) conditions
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room temperature. The results showed that the viable cell 
counts of the microcapsule agents decreased slowly dur-
ing storage under both temperature conditions (Fig. 3c). 
However, (3.6 ± 0.44) × 1010 cfu/g dw cells survived in 
the microcapsule agent after 50-day storage at room tem-
perature, which was quite similar to that of storage at 
4 °C [(4.9 ± 0.21) × 1010 cfu/g dw] (Fig. 3c). The changes 
in viable cell counts for the microcapsule agents stored at 
both 4 °C and room temperature conditions are shown in 
Table 4. No statistically significant differences (p < 0.05) 
were observed in the number of viable cell counts of the 
microcapsule agents for those stored at 4  °C and room 
temperature, indicating that the survival of the microcap-
sule agent was not strictly tied to temperature.

Simulation of Cr(VI) soil microcosm remediation
Bioreduction of Cr(VI) to the less toxic and less bio-
available Cr(III) is considered an effective approach for 
bioremediation of Cr(VI)-contaminated soil. To study 
the bioreduction efficiency of the microcapsule agent 
of strain ZC1, a simulated soil microcosm remediation 
experiment was conducted at laboratory scale. The soils 
used in this study were artificially mixed with 28  mg/
kg dw Cr(VI), which corresponds to three times the soil 
Cr(VI) permissible level (9  mg/kg dw) (Kumari et  al. 
2014). With microcapsule agent inoculation, 67 % Cr(VI) 
was reduced into Cr(III) in the first 5 days, which was sig-
nificantly better than that of uninoculated control soils 
(25.6  %). In this case, the Cr(VI) concentration of soils 
with the addition of the microcapsule agent was reduced 
to (8.5 ± 0.1) mg/kg dw after 5-day bioreduction, which 
was lower than the soil Cr(VI) permissible level. In con-
trast, the Cr(VI) concentration of uninoculated control 
soils was reduced to (19.0 ±  2.6) mg/kg dw, which was 
still two times higher than the permissible level. Ulti-
mately, 88 % Cr(VI) was eventually reduced into Cr(III) in 
30 days under the effect of microcapsule agent, which is 
48.93 % higher than that of the uninoculated control soils 
(Fig.  4). These results indicated that the microcapsule 

agent of strain ZC1 has a remarkable effect on the biore-
duction of Cr(VI) in soil.

Discussion
Previously, we reported that L. fusiformis ZC1 is an effi-
cient Cr(VI)-reducing strain during cultivation with LB 
medium. This strain could resist up to 60  mM Cr(VI) 
and reduce 1  mM Cr(VI) completely within 12  h in LB 
medium (He et al. 2011). In addition, we found that the 
growth of tobacco was promoted in Cr(VI)-containing 
pot experiments, and the Cr(VI) contents in roots and 
leaves were reduced with the addition of fresh ZC1 cul-
ture (Jia et al. in preparation). To apply this strain more 
efficiently and with low cost, in this study, we focused on 
medium preparation with low cost and production of a 
stable microcapsule agent.

It has been reported that the carbon sources, mixed 
nitrogen source and inorganic salts are important for 
bacterial growth and spore productions (Rao et al. 2007; 
Shi and Zhu 2007; Chen et  al. 2010; Sella et  al. 2009). 
Hence, the culture medium of strain ZC1 was optimized 
for low cost and high yields of bacterial cells and spores. 
In optimization of the culture medium, the combination 
of a single-factor experiment and orthogonal array design 
proved to be a powerful tool. The optimized medium 
containing 6  g/L corn flour, 12  g/L soybean flour, 8  g/L 
NH4Cl and 6 g/L CaCl2 offers a price advantage and a cell 
yield similar to that of the traditional LB medium (He 
et al. 2011).

Spray drying is the most common technique for micro-
encapsulation of microbes from fermentation broth 
because of its low cost and high capacity, which makes 
it suitable for large-scale manufacture (Sunny-Roberts 

Table 4 Dynamic changes in  viable cell counts of  the 
microcapsule agent during the storage period

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.001

Storage time 
(days)

Viable cell counts (1010 cfu/g dw) F value p value

4 °C Room temperature

0 13.9 ± 1.1 13.9 ± 1.1 0.000 1.000

5 10.8 ± 0.6 11.46 ± 0.4 0.693 0.493

10 10.2 ± 0.4 8.9 ± 0.4 4.500 0.168

20 7.6 ± 0.4 7.0 ± 0.2 1.800 0.312

50 4.9 ± 0.2 3.6 ± 0.4 11.376 0.078

Fig. 4 Cr(VI) reduction from contaminated soil by the microcapsule 
agent of L. fusiformis ZC1. Dynamic changes of Cr(VI) concentra-
tion after addition of 28 mg/kg Cr(VI) dw to soil, amended with the 
microcapsule agent (open box), and absent the microcapsule agent 
(filled box)
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and Knorr 2009). Factors that affect the bacterial sur-
vival rate during spray drying are grouped into intrinsic 
(stress tolerance) and extrinsic factors (including growth 
phase, drying conditions and carrier materials) (Fu and 
Chen 2011). L. fusiformis ZC1 is a Gram-positive bacte-
rium with a thicker cell wall that displays higher stress 
and heat tolerance during the process of spray drying. In 
addition, it was reported that in E. coli K12 and L. aci-
dophilus strains, the survival rates of bacterial cells har-
vested in the early-stationary phase were much higher 
than those in the mid-log phase (Pispan et al. 2013; Mor-
gan et al. 2006). In this study, the bacterial cells of strain 
ZC1 were harvested at the early-stationary phase, which 
is consistent with previous studies.

To find a suitable protective carrier for the production 
of a microcapsule agent, the carriers mentioned in the 
previous studies were selected, including sucrose, starch, 
sorbitol, gum arabic and gelatin (Hernandez et al. 2007; 
Fu and Chen 2011; Salar-Behzadi et al. 2013). The results 
indicated that the viability of strain ZC1 could be well 
protected by microencapsulation with 1  % gum arabic 
and sorbitol (1:1) during spray drying at elevated temper-
atures. Different from Trichoderma sp. which used chla-
mydospores and conidia as the active ingredients in most 
products, L. fusiformis mainly used nutritive cells as the 
active ingredients (Jin and Custis 2011; He et  al. 2011). 
The viable cell count of the microcapsule agent of strain 
ZC1 was (1.4 ± 0.11) × 1011 cfu/g dw, which was signifi-
cantly higher than that of Trichoderma sp. (Harman and 
Custis 2006).

Compared with chilled or frozen preservation, a micro-
capsule agent stored in a vacuum or under nitrogen has 
the advantages of low cost and high stability for long-
term storage (Hernandez et  al. 2007). The spray-dried 
microcapsule agent of strain ZC1 was stored in vacuum-
sealed bags of aluminum–polyester–polyethylene, thus 
avoiding oxygen, moisture, light and microbial contami-
nation (Morgan et al. 2006). The viable cell counts at 4 °C 
and room temperature were quite similar with values of 
(4.9 ± 0.21) × 1010 and (3.6 ± 0.44) × 1010 cfu/g dw after 
50-day storage. Such cell numbers are still satisfactory 
for bioremediation purposes. In addition, no statistically 
significant differences (p < 0.05) were observed between 
the viable cell counts at two different temperature condi-
tions during the entire storage period. Therefore, storage 
of microcapsule agent of strain ZC1 at room temperature 
is more convenient and economical.

Bioreduction has been found to be an useful method 
for reducing Cr(VI) to insoluble and nontoxic Cr(III) 
in soil, which could decrease Cr(VI) accumulation in 
plants and significantly improve the quality of Cr(VI)-
contaminated soil (Kumari et al. 2014; Jeyalakshmi and 
Kanmani 2008). Various studies have demonstrated 

the effectiveness of the microbes in bioremediation 
of Cr(VI)-contaminated soil, but most of these stud-
ies were performed in batch reactors or conducted by 
adding pure cultures directly to soil (Ge et  al. 2015; 
Kumari et al. 2014; Xiao et al. 2014). To the best of our 
knowledge, the application of a microcapsule agent as 
a convenient and effective remediation method for 
Cr(VI)-contaminated soil has not been investigated. 
In our lab culture experiments, the Cr(VI) reduction 
efficiency of strain ZC1 in the optimized medium was 
slightly lower than that in LB medium, which might be 
due to the rich nutrients contained in the LB medium 
(data not shown). However, in the simulated soil micro-
cosm remediation experiments, Cr(VI) reduction was 
obviously enhanced with the addition of the microcap-
sule agent. Our results did not surpass the soil reme-
diation efficiency reported previously for B. cereus YR5, 
which was able to completely remove nearly 100  % 
Cr(VI) within 30 days (Kumari et al. 2014). However, we 
achieved relatively high remediation efficiency with low 
cost and convenience for storage and transportation. 
Hence, the application of this microcapsule agent offers 
the potential of in  situ bioremediation of Cr(VI)-con-
taminated soil. The next step is to apply the microcap-
sule agent of strain ZC1 in Cr(VI) bioremediation plant 
pot experiments.

Conclusions
Lysinibacillus fusiformis ZC1 is a Cr(VI)-reducing bac-
terium with the potential to immobilize Cr(VI) in soil. 
In this study, we successfully produced a microcapsule 
agent of this strain. The microcapsule agent exhibited 
high viable cell counts, good stability and high efficiency 
in bioremediation of Cr(VI)-spiked soil. Hence, applica-
tion of this microcapsule agent offers an important bio-
logical approach for treatment of Cr(VI)-contaminated 
soil.

Methods
Bacterial strain and optimization of culture medium
The bacterial strain used in this study was a highly effi-
cient Cr(VI)-reducing bacterium known as L. fusiformis 
ZC1, which was isolated from the Cr-contaminated waste 
water of a metal electroplating factory in Guangdong 
Province, P. R. China (He et al. 2011). This bacterium is 
a Gram-positive rod-shaped strain that demonstrated a 
MIC of 60 mM to K2CrO4 and rapid Cr(VI) reduction in 
LB medium. Strain ZC1 was deposited in The Agricul-
tural Research Service Culture Collection, USA (NRRL 
http://nrrl.ncaur.usda.gov) under the accession number 
NRRL B-59,453. In addition, the accession number of the 
entire genome sequence in the DDBJ/EMBL/GenBank is 
ADJR00000000.

http://nrrl.ncaur.usda.gov
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To reduce the cost of the culture medium, single-factor 
experiments (Cochran and Cox 1957) were introduced in 
this study as a first optimization step to identify the best 
medium components. Strain ZC1 was separately inocu-
lated into 100 mL original medium with various carbon 
sources (sucrose, corn flour, maltose, glucose, lactose, 
dextrin, starch), organic nitrogen sources (soya peptone, 
tryptone, soybean flour, yeast extract), inorganic nitrogen 
sources [KNO3, NH4Cl, CO(NH2)2, (NH4)2SO4] and inor-
ganic salts (KH2PO3, NaCl, CaCl2, Na2SO4, KCl, MgSO4, 
K2HPO3) and incubated at 37  °C with 160 rpm shaking. 
After 30 h of cultivation, the numbers of cells and spores 
were counted following the method described by Chen 
et  al. (2010). The optimal medium components were 
selected to maximize the cell and spore productions of 
strain ZC1. An orthogonal test (Lee et al. 1997) was per-
formed to determine the best concentration of each com-
ponent. In the orthogonal test, an experimental design of 
L9 (34) was applied for four independent variables, each 
at three levels. The factors and their concentrations are 
shown in Table 1. Based on the orthogonal design, a total 
of nine experiments were performed simultaneously, 
and the orthogonal arrays are shown in Table  2. Data 
were analyzed by one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
with SPSS 19.0 to identify the concentrations that had 
the most positive effect on strain ZC1 cell and spore 
productions.

Bioreactor fermentation using the optimized medium
For production of the inoculum, one loopful of strain 
ZC1 culture was transferred from an agar slant to a 
250 mL Erlenmeyer flask containing 50 mL LB medium. 
The culture was incubated on a rotary shaker at 37  °C 
with 160 rpm shaking for 18 h. Subculture was conducted 
by inoculating 2 mL overnight culture in a 500 mL Erlen-
meyer flask containing 100  mL LB medium. The sec-
ond-stage seed culture was incubated under the same 
conditions and used in inoculation of the fermenter. 
Batch fermentation was performed in a 50  L fermenter 
(BIOF-2000, China) with a sterilizable dissolved oxygen 
(DO) probe (Mettler Toledo) and a pH probe (Mettler 
Toledo). The DO and pH probes were both calibrated 
following standard procedures prior to sterilization. The 
DO probe was calibrated to zero and 100 % in saturated 
sodium sulfite solution and saturation air, respectively. 
The pH probe was calibrated to 7 in neutral standard 
solution (pH =  7) and adjusted to 4 in acidic standard 
solution (pH = 4). The optimized fermentation medium 
was sterilized in situ, and the fermentation was started in 
batch mode under the following conditions: medium vol-
ume of 30 L, inoculum volume of 2 % (v/v), temperature 
of 37 °C and pH of 8.0. In addition, the aeration and agi-
tation were controlled to maintain the dissolved oxygen 

percentage above 50  % saturation during the fermenta-
tion process, and 0.04  % (v/v) dimethyl silicone oil was 
used as an antifoaming agent. Sampling was performed 
aseptically every 4  h for determination of the cell and 
spore yields. The fermentation was stopped at 28 h in the 
early-stationary phase.

Production of microcapsule agent of strain ZC1 cells 
by spray drying and storage
Feed solutions were prepared following the method 
described by Lian et  al. (2002). Bacterial cells from the 
30 L fermentation broth were harvested by centrifugation 
(8000 rpm for 10 min at 4 °C) and resuspended in 6 L PBS 
buffer (0.2 M, pH = 7.5) after fermentation. To obtain the 
best protective agent, different carriers were investigated, 
including gelatin, gelatin:sorbitol (1:1), gelatin:sucrose 
(1:1), gelatin:starch (1:1), gum arabic, gum arabic:sorbitol 
(1:1), gum arabic:sucrose (1:1) and gum arabic:starch 
(1:1). The cell suspension was mixed with these carrier 
solutions [3 % (w/v)] at a ratio of 2:1 (v/v) and vigorously 
shaken with a vortex mixer for 20 min. Spray drying of L. 
fusiformis ZC1 cells mixed with various carrier solutions 
was performed in a laboratory scale spray dryer (SD-
1500, China). The spray-drying conditions were inlet air 
temperature of 160 °C, outlet air temperature of 70–75 °C 
and atomizing air pressure of 0.3 MPa. The powders were 
collected in a single cyclone separator. The spray-dried 
microcapsule agent particles were stored in sealed bags 
made of aluminum–polyester–polyethylene at 4  °C and 
room temperature. To determine the survival rate of the 
cells in the microcapsule agent, the particles were incu-
bated for 50  days, and samples were periodically col-
lected for viable plate counts. The sample processing 
method was described by Gardiner et al. (2000).

Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) observation
The external morphology of the spray-dried microcap-
sule agent particles was observed using a scanning elec-
tron microscope (SEM; JSM-6390, JEOL, Japan). Prior 
to microscopy observation, the samples were mounted 
on aluminum stubs and covered with gold using an ion-
sputtering device (JFC-1600, JEOL, Japan). Images of 
the particles were viewed with an acceleration voltage of 
20 kV.

Soil microcosm Cr(VI) remediation experiment
The soil was collected from a woodland area at Huazhong 
Agricultural University (Wuhan, Hubei Province, China). 
After air drying for 7  days, the soil was ground and 
sieved through a 1  mm screen and mixed thoroughly 
with Cr(VI) to an initial concentration of 28  mg/kg dw 
soil. For microcapsule agent treatment, the spray-dried 
particles were suspended in PBS buffer (0.2 M, pH = 7.5) 
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and added to each container with 60  g soil (triplicates) 
to a final concentration of 108 cfu/g dw soil. The same 
soils without the addition of a microcapsule agent were 
used as controls. The differently treated soils were incu-
bated in the dark at 30  °C for 30  days, and the mois-
ture of the soils was maintained at 16 % throughout the 
experiment via periodic watering. Soil samples were 
periodically collected for determination of Cr(VI) con-
centration using the USEPA Method 3060A described 
by Xiao et  al. (2012). Fresh soils (1.25  g) were digested 
with 25 mL 0.28 mol/L Na2CO3 and 0.5 mol/L NaOH in a 
50 mL digestion tube. The solutions were heated at 95 °C 
for 60  min with continuous stirring. After cooling, the 
digested suspension was filtered and metered to a vol-
ume of 25 mL with ddH2O. The pH values of the filtrates 
were adjusted to between 7 and 8 with nitric acid, and 
the samples were centrifuged (8000  rpm for 10  min) to 
remove the precipitation. The concentrations of Cr(VI) in 
the supernatants were analyzed using the diphenylcarbo-
hydrazide (DPC) spectrophotometric method (Monteiro 
et al. 2002).

Authors’ contributions
JH performed the experiments and participated in the article drafting. JL 
analyzed the data and participated in the article drafting and revising. GW 
has made substantial contributions the design and revising of the article. All 
authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Acknowledgements
This work was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China 
(31170106).

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

Received: 15 September 2015   Accepted: 18 April 2016

References
Ackerley D, Gonzalez C, Keyhan M, Blake R, Matin A (2004) Mechanism of 

chromate reduction by the Escherichia coli protein, NfsA, and the role 
of different chromate reductases in minimizing oxidative stress during 
chromate reduction. Environ Microbiol 6:851–860

Aparicio J, Simon Sola MZ, Benimeli CS, Julia Amoroso M, Polti MA (2015) 
Versatility of Streptomyces sp. M7 to bioremediate soils co-contaminated 
with Cr(VI) and lindane. Ecotoxicol Environ Saf 116C:34–39

Bagchi D, Stohs SJ, Downs BW, Bagchi M, Preuss HG (2002) Cytotoxicity and 
oxidative mechanisms of different forms of chromium. Toxicology 
180:5–22

Chai L, Huang S, Yang Z, Peng B, Huang Y, Chen Y (2009) Cr(VI) remediation by 
indigenous bacteria in soils contaminated by chromium-containing slag. 
J Hazard Mater 167:516–522

Chen ZM, Li Q, Liu HM, Yu N, Xie TJ, Yang MY, Shen P, Chen XD (2010) Greater 
enhancement of Bacillus subtilis spore yields in submerged cultures by 
optimization of medium composition through statistical experimental 
designs. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol 85:1353–1360

Cheng Y, Holman HY, Lin Z (2012) Remediation of chromium and uranium 
contamination by microbial activity. Elements 8:107–112

Cochran WG, Cox GM (1957) Experimental designs. Wiley, USA
Desai KGH, Park HJ (2005) Recent developments in microencapsulation of 

food ingredients. Dry Technol 23:1361–1394

Desai C, Parikh RY, Vaishnav T, Shouche YS, Madamwar D (2009) Tracking the 
influence of long-term chromium pollution on soil bacterial community 
structures by comparative analyses of 16S rRNA gene phylotypes. Res 
Microbiol 160:1–9

Dhal B, Thatoi H, Das N, Pandey B (2013) Chemical and microbial remediation 
of hexavalent chromium from contaminated soil and mining/metallurgi-
cal solid waste: a review. J Hazard Mater 250–251:272–291

Fu N, Chen XD (2011) Towards a maximal cell survival in convective thermal 
drying processes. Food Res Int 44:1127–1149

Gao Y, Xia J (2011) Chromium contamination accident in China: viewing envi-
ronment policy of China. Environ Sci Technol 45:8605–8606

Gardiner G, O’sullivan E, Kelly J, Auty M, Fitzgerald G, Collins J, Ross R, Stanton C 
(2000) Comparative survival rates of human-derived probiotic Lactobacil-
lus paracasei and L. salivarius strains during heat treatment and spray 
drying. Appl Environ Microbiol 66:2605–2612

Ge S, Ge S, Zhou M, Dong X (2015) Bioremediation of hexavalent chromate 
using permeabilized Brevibacterium sp. and Stenotrophomonas sp. cells. J 
Environ Manage 157:54–59

Harman GE, Custis D (2006) Formulations of viable microorganisms and their 
methods of production and use. US Patent Application Number: PCT/
US2006/034744

He M, Li X, Guo L, Miller SJ, Rensing C, Wang G (2010) Characterization and 
genomic analysis of chromate resistant and reducing Bacillus cereus strain 
SJ1. BMC Microbiol 10:221

He M, Li X, Liu H, Miller SJ, Wang G, Rensing C (2011) Characterization and 
genomic analysis of a highly chromate resistant and reducing bacterial 
strain Lysinibacillus fusiformis ZC1. J Hazard Mater 185:682–688

Hernandez A, Weekers F, Mena J, Pimentel E, Zamora J, Borroto C, Thonart P 
(2007) Culture and spray-drying of Tsukamurella paurometabola C-924: 
stability of formulated powders. Biotechnol Lett 29:1723–1728

Jeyalakshmi D, Kanmani S (2008) Bioremediation of chromium contaminated 
soil by Pseudomonas fluorescens and indigenous microorganisms. J 
Environ Sci Eng 50(1):1–6

Jin X, Custis D (2011) Microencapsulating aerial conidia of Trichoderma 
harzianum through spray drying at elevated temperatures. Biol Control 
56:202–208

Kanmani P, Aravind J, Preston D (2012) Remediation of chromium contaminants 
using bacteria. Int J Environ Sci Technol 9:183–193

Kathiravan MN, Karthick R, Muthukumar K (2011) Ex situ bioremediation of 
Cr(VI) contaminated soil by Bacillus sp.: batch and continuous studies. 
Chem Eng J 169:107–115

Kumari D, Li M, Pan X, Xin-Yi Q (2014) Effect of bacterial treatment on Cr(VI) 
remediation from soil and subsequent plantation of Pisum sativum. Ecol 
Eng 73:404–408

Kumpiene J, Lagerkvist A, Maurice C (2008) Stabilization of As, Cr, Cu, Pb and 
Zn in soil using amendments–a review. Waste Manag 28:215–225

Lee MT, Chen WC, Chou CC (1997) Medium improvement by orthogonal array 
designs for cholesterol oxidase production by Rhodococcus equi No. 23. 
Process Biochem 32:697–703

Lian WC, Hsiao HC, Chou CC (2002) Survival of bifidobacteria after spray-
drying. Int J Food Microbiol 74:79–86

Liao Y, Min X, Yang Z, Chai L, Zhang S, Wang Y (2014) Physicochemical and 
biological quality of soil in hexavalent chromium-contaminated soils as 
affected by chemical and microbial remediation. Environ Sci Pollut Res 
21:379–388

Liu H, Guo L, Liao S, Wang G (2012) Reutilization of immobilized fungus Rhizopus 
sp. LG04 to reduce toxic chromate. J Appl Microbiol 112:651–659

Liu H, Huang J, Zhang S, Xu B, Wang G (2014) Chromate interaction with the 
chromate reducing actinobacterium Intrasporangium chromatireducens 
Q5-1. Geomicrobiol J. doi:10.1080/01490451.2014.971200

Lu P, Feng Q, Meng Q, Yuan T (2012) Electrokinetic remediation of chromium-
and cadmium-contaminated soil from abandoned industrial site. Sep 
Purif Technol 98:216–220

Maqbool Z, Asghar HN, Shahzad T, Hussain S, Riaz M, Ali S, Arif MS, Maqsood 
M (2015) Isolating, screening and applying chromium reducing bacteria 
to promote growth and yield of okra (Hibiscus esculentus L.) in chromium 
contaminated soils. Ecotoxicol Environ Saf 114:343–349

Monteiro MI, Fraga IC, Yallouz AV, Oliveira NM, Ribeiro SH (2002) Determination 
of total chromium traces in tannery effluents by electrothermal atomic 
absorption spectrometry, flame atomic absorption spectrometry and UV-
visible spectrophotometric methods. Talanta 58(4):629–633

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01490451.2014.971200


Page 10 of 10Huang et al. SpringerPlus  (2016) 5:561 

Morgan C, Herman N, White P, Vesey G (2006) Preservation of micro-organisms 
by drying: a review. J Microbiol Methods 66:183–193

Nickens KP, Patierno SR, Ceryak S (2010) Chromium genotoxicity: a double-
edged sword. Chem Biol Interact 188:276–288

Oves M, Khan MS, Zaidi A (2013) Chromium reducing and plant growth pro-
moting novel strain Pseudomonas aeruginosa OSG41 enhance chickpea 
growth in chromium amended soils. Eur J Soil Biol 56:72–83

Pispan S, Hewitt CJ, Stapley AGF (2013) Comparison of cell survival rates of 
E. coli K12 and L. acidophilus undergoing spray drying. Food Bioprod 
Process 91:362–369

Polti MA, Garcia RO, Amoroso MJ, Abate CM (2009) Bioremediation of chro-
mium (VI) contaminated soil by Streptomyces sp. MC1. J Basic Microbiol 
49:285–292

Ramírez-Díaz MI, Díaz-Pérez C, Vargas E, Riveros-Rosas H, Campos-García J, 
Cervantes C (2008) Mechanisms of bacterial resistance to chromium 
compounds. Biometals 21:321–332

Rao YK, Tsay KJ, Wu WS, Tzeng YM (2007) Medium optimization of carbon and 
nitrogen sources for the production of spores from Bacillus amylolique-
faciens B128 using response surface methodology. Process Biochem 
42:535–541

Sabikhi L, Babu R, Thompkinson DK, Kapila S (2010) Resistance of microcapsule 
Lactobacillus acidophilus LA1 to processing treatments and simulated gut 
conditions. Food Bioprocess Technol 3:586–593

Salar-Behzadi S, Wu S, Toegel S, Hofrichter M, Altenburger I, Unger FM, Wirth M, 
Viernstein H (2013) Impact of heat treatment and spray drying on cellular 
properties and culturability of Bifidobacterium bifidum BB-12. Food Res Int 
54:93–101

Sella SRB, Guizelini BP, Vandenberghe LP, Medeiros AB, Soccol CR (2009) 
Bioindicator production with Bacillus atrophaeus’ thermal-resistant 
spores cultivated by solid-state fermentation. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol 
82:1019–1026

Shi F, Zhu Y (2007) Application of statistically-based experimental designs in 
medium optimization for spore production of Bacillus subtilis from distill-
ery effluent. Biocontrol 52:845–853

Shi W, Becker J, Bischoff M, Turco R, Konopka A (2002) Association of microbial 
community composition and activity with lead, chromium, and hydrocar-
bon contamination. Appl Environ Microbiol 68:3859–3866

Soni SK, Singh R, Awasthi A, Kalra A (2014) A Cr(VI)-reducing Microbacterium 
sp. strain SUCR140 enhances growth and yield of Zea mays in Cr(VI) 
amended soil through reduced chromium toxicity and improves 
colonization of arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi. Environ Sci Pollut Res 
21:1971–1979

Srinath T, Verma T, Ramteke PW, Garg SK (2002) Chromium (VI) biosorption 
and bioaccumulation by chromate resistant bacteria. Chemosphere 
48(4):427–435

Srivastava S, Thakur IS (2007) Evaluation of biosorption potency of Acineto-
bacter sp. for removal of hexavalent chromium from tannery effluent. 
Biodegradation 18:637–646

Su C, Ludwig RD (2005) Treatment of hexavalent chromium in chromite ore 
processing solid waste using a mixed reductant solution of ferrous sulfate 
and sodium dithionite. Environ Sci Technol 39:6208–6216

Sunny-Roberts EO, Knorr D (2009) The protective effect of monosodium 
glutamate on survival of Lactobacillus rhamnosus GG and Lactobacillus 
rhamnosus E-97800 (E800) strains during spray-drying and storage in 
trehalose-containing powders. Int Dairy J 19:209–214

USEPA (1996) The metals translator: guidance for converting a total recover-
able permit limit from a dissolved criterion. Office of Water, EPA. EPA 
823-B-96-007

Valko M, Morris H, Cronin M (2005) Metals, toxicity and oxidative stress. Curr 
Med Chem 12:1161–1208

Wang XF, Xing ML, Shen Y, Zhu X, Xu LH (2006) Oral administration of Cr(VI) 
induced oxidative stress, DNA damage and apoptotic cell death in mice. 
Toxicology 228:16–23

Wang Y, Peng B, Yang Z, Chai L, Liao Q, Zhang Z, Li C (2015) Bacterial commu-
nity dynamics during bioremediation of Cr(VI)-contaminated soil. Appl 
Soil Ecol 85:50–55

Wu G, Kang H, Zhang X, Shao H, Chu L, Ruan C (2010) A critical review on the 
bio-removal of hazardous heavy metals from contaminated soils: issues, 
progress, eco-environmental concerns and opportunities. J Hazard Mater 
174:1–8

Xiao W, Zhang Y, Li T, Chen B, Wang H, He Z, Yang X (2012) Reduction kinetics 
of hexavalent chromium in soils and its correlation with soil properties. J 
Environ Qual 41:1452

Xiao W, Yang X, He Z, Li T (2014) Chromium-resistant bacteria promote the 
reduction of hexavalent chromium in soils. J Environ Qual 43(2):507–516

Yang J, He M, Wang G (2009) Removal of toxic chromate using free and immo-
bilized Cr(VI)-reducing bacterial cells of Intrasporangium sp. Q5-1. World J 
Microbiol Biotechnol 25:1579–1587

Zhang X, Wu W, Nolan V, Zou L, Liu P, Li X (2014) Global transcriptome analysis 
of hexavalent chromium stress responses in Staphylococcus aureus LZ-01. 
Ecotoxicology 23:1534–1545


	Production of a microcapsule agent of chromate-reducing Lysinibacillus fusiformis ZC1 and its application in remediation of chromate-spiked soil
	Abstract 
	Background
	Results
	Selection of medium components
	Optimization of concentrations of the medium components
	Bioreactor fermentation
	Production of microcapsule agent by spray drying and storage
	Simulation of Cr(VI) soil microcosm remediation

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Methods
	Bacterial strain and optimization of culture medium
	Bioreactor fermentation using the optimized medium
	Production of microcapsule agent of strain ZC1 cells by spray drying and storage
	Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) observation
	Soil microcosm Cr(VI) remediation experiment

	Authors’ contributions
	References




