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Abstract: As the biosynthesis of cylindrospermopsin (CYN) is assumed to depend on 
nitrogen availability, this study investigated the impact of nitrogen availability on 
intra- and extracellular CYN and deoxy-CYN (D-CYN) contents in three Aphanizomenon 
strains from temperate waters. Nitrogen deficient (−N) cultures showed a prolonged growth 
phase and intracellular toxin accumulation by a factor of 2–6. In contrast, cultures with 
additional nitrate supply (+N) did not accumulate CYN within the cells. Instead, the 
maximum conceivable CYN release estimated for dead cells (identified by SYTOX® 
Green staining) was much lower than the concentrations of dissolved CYN actually 
observed, suggesting these cultures actively release CYN from intact cells. Furthermore, we 
found remarkably altered proportions of CYN to D-CYN: as batch cultures grew, the 
proportion of D-CYN increased by up to 40% in +N medium, whereas D-CYN remained 
constant or decreased slightly in −N medium. Since +N cultures showed similar toxin 
patterns as −P cultures with increased extracellular CYNs and higher proportion of 
D-CYN we conclude that nitrogen limitation may affect the way the cells economize 
resources, especially the yield from phosphorus pools, and that this has an impact on CYN 
production and release. For water management, these result imply that nutrient availability not 
only determines the abundance of potentially CYN-producing cyanobacteria, but also the 
amount of extracellular CYNs (challenging drinking-water treatment) as well as the ratio of 
D-CYN to CYN (affecting toxicity). 
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1. Introduction 

The cyanobacterial toxin cylindrospermopsin (CYN) has been found worldwide [1,2] with frequent 
occurrence in sometimes potentially hazardous concentrations particularly in tropical and subtropical 
waters [3]. Screening programs have shown its widespread occurrence also in European water bodies 
where CYN is mainly produced by Aphanizomenon, and possibly also by Anabaena [4–7].  
Data available so far suggest CYN concentrations to usually be well below 10 µg/L in Central Europe 
with the highest concentration reported to date of 126 µg/L found in Italy [8,9]. However, management 
efforts to reduce nitrogen concentration in water bodies may potentially increase the frequency and 
concentrations of CYN-producing cyanobacteria since they belong to the Nostocales, which are able to 
fix atmospheric nitrogen and can thus compensate nitrogen deficiency [10,11]. Moreover, prolonged 
growth periods caused by climate change are proposed as mechanism increasing the occurrence of 
potentially toxic Nostocales [12]. 

Beside CYN two other congeners, 7-epi-cylindrospermopsin and 7-deoxy-cylindrospermopsin  
(D-CYN), exist and have been observed in a wide range of CYN-producing cyanobacteria, e.g., 
Aphanizomenon ovalisporum, Raphidiopsis curvata and C. raciborskii. [1,13–15]. Data on their 
occurrence and persistence/degradation in the field are hardly reported to date.  

As previously found in tropical systems, a high share of CYN is present as extracellular fraction also 
in temperate waters. Rücker et al. [8] reported that in 31% of the samples from German lakes more than 
80% of total CYN was extracellular. Due to its chemical stability and poor degradation in the water, 
CYN is highly persistent in many lakes [16–18]. 

In contrast to the cyanobacterial hepatotoxic peptide microcystin, which is scarcely found 
extracellularly and appears to be released only by dead or lysed cells [19], extracellular CYN and  
D-CYN so far has always be detected in media of exponentially growing populations [15,20,21], 
suggesting that CYNs are released into external medium by cells. However, highest extracellular CYNs 
concentrations were found in older blooms [16] and in the stationary phase of batch cultures [15,20,22], 
implying that release increases with senescence of cells. 

As the toxicity of CYN mainly derives from its property to inhibit eukaryotic protein synthesis [23], 
the metabolite may affect various aquatic organisms as well as human health [1,24–26]. The extracellular 
fraction could act directly without a pathway via consumption by organisms (including on aquatic 
plants). Moreover, persistent extracellular CYN in surface waters used as drinking water resource has 
important consequences for treatment procedures because conventional flocculation/filtration processes are 
not effective for removing dissolved toxins [24,27].  

The putative biosynthetic pathway of CYN is described as integrated PKS/NRPS system for several 
genera of Nostocales and Oscillatoriales [28–30]. The CYN-biosynthesis gene cluster is flanked by gene 
sequences which are homologous to sequences found in Nostoc. Their transcription is directly regulated 
by the global nitrogen regulator (NtcA) in Nostoc—an activator of nitrogen assimilation genes. As no 
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obvious promoter region could be identified within the CYN gene cluster, the simultaneous regulation 
of CYN synthesis by NctA would be plausible. A further possible regulation of CYN synthesis by a 
protein which specifically binds to a DNA fragment of the synthetase gene cluster was discussed for 
Aphanizomenon ovalisporum [31]. Homologues of that protein (antibiotic resistance protein B) are 
known to be transcription factors and are implicated in the regulation of genes during acclimation to 
nutrient depletion and in transition to stationary phase. 

Indeed, the most pronounced changes of CYN production were observed in batch cultures at the 
beginning stationary growth phase. Saker and Griffith [32] found nearly constant intracellular toxin 
contents per unit biovolume during growth in the exponential phase of C. raciborskii strains, but a rapid 
increase up to 2–3-fold values at the beginning stationary phase. An impact of nitrogen availability was 
observed in several Australian C. raciborskii strains with highest intracellular CYN contents in batch 
cultures free of nitrogen and intracellular CYN contents (per unit dry weight) varying at maximum by a 
factor of 2 [33]. In contrast, CYN content in Aphanizomenon ovalisporum was lower in cultures free of 
nitrogen compared to growth under combined nitrogen supply [34].  

Furthermore, all batch culture studies which included the analysis of extracellular CYN [20,22,33] 
report an extreme and rapid increase of extracellular CYN concentrations up to 50% of total CYN in 
stationary phase cultures, which could not be explained purely by release from lysed cells. 

Based on our former observations of an assumed active CYN release under light and temperature 
conditions probably causing physiological stress [21] and the proposed nitrogen dependent biosynthesis, 
we investigated the influence of nitrogen availability on the production and release of 
cylindrospermopsins in three strains of indigenous Aphanizomenon sp.; We performed additional 
experiments under phosphorus limitation to test the hypothesis of a possible interaction between cellular 
nutrient pools of nitrogen and phosphorus which might affect CYN biosynthesis or release. 

Our results may contribute to assess future trends of CYNs concentrations in temperate lakes in the 
light of ongoing efforts to reduce nutrient concentrations in catchments and water-bodies.  

2. Results and Discussion 

2.1. Results 

2.1.1. Influence of Nitrogen Supply 

The transfer of Aphanizomenon sp. cells from +N into −N nutrient solution prolonged growth, 
promoted internal accumulation of CYNs and reduced toxin release as compared to growth in +N 
medium: Growth of +N batch cultures dropped after 11–13 days, while −N cultures showed further 
increase of intact biomass up to the end of the experiment (day 35), respectively, up to day 25 for strain 
30D11 (Figure 1). 

As long as growth of both −N and +N cultures was similar (i.e., until day 11–13), the total toxin 
concentrations (sum of intra- and extracellular CYNs) between the different treatments and between 
strains were nearly identical (Figures 1 and 2). In contrast, substantial differences were found for the 
intracellular and the extracellular toxin fraction (Figure 3): during log-phase growth the intracellular 
toxin content of the cells from +N cultures remained quite constant. Subsequently, in the phase of culture 
decline (of all three strains in the +N experiments) intracellular content stayed constant or decreased, 

 



Toxins 2014, 6 2935 
 
while extracellular concentrations continued to increase. However, the −N cultures showed a continuous 
increase of the intracellular toxin content during their growth, up to 2–6 fold of the starting concentration. 
Their extracellular toxin concentration did not increase over time; moreover it was much lower in all −N 
cultures as compared to the corresponding +N cultures (Figure 3). 

The nitrogen supply also affected the proportion of the minor toxin component D-CYN to  
CYN (Figure 2). In +N cultures, the share of D-CYN increased during growth in both the intracellular 
and the extracellular fraction, whereas it decreased remarkably and to a similar extent in both fractions 
of −N cultures (data for the separate fractions are not shown). 

Figure 1. Growth of three Aphanizomenon sp. strains in +N (●) and −N (○) batch cultures. 
Biovolume concentrations are normalized to the biovolume at the beginning of the culture 
(value at day 0 = 1) for direct comparability. Real concentrations at day 0 are given in Table 1.  

 

 

Table 1. Biovolumes and cylindrospermopsins per unit biovolume at the beginning of the 
batch cultures (day 0). 

Strains 10E9 22D11 30D11 
Conitions +N −N +N −N +N −N 

Biovolume (mm3 L−1) 25.5 25.5 17.9 17.9 75.1 75.1 
CYNsin (ng mm−3) 386.4 289.6 390.3 341.9 801.0 751.0 
CYNsex (ng mm−3) 80.8 24.9 17.9 24.2 22.1 23.6 

CYNsin—intracellular cylindrospermopsins; CYNsex—extracellular cylindrospermopsins. 
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Figure 2. Total cylindrospermopsins concentrations in +N (♦) and −N (◊) batch cultures of 
three Aphanizomenon sp. strains and relative proportion of the precursor metabolite  
D-CYN (+N: ▲ and −N: ∆). CYNs concentrations are normalized to the concentrations at 
the beginning of the culture (value at day 0 = 1) for direct comparability. Real CYNs 
concentrations at starting points are given in Table 1.  
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Figure 3. Biovolume related intracellular (solid symbols) and extracellular (open symbols) 
contents of total cylindrospermopsins (CYNs) of +N (♦, ◊) and −N (▲, ∆) in batch cultures. 
Contents are given as values normalized to the contents at the beginning of the culture  
(value at day 0 = 1) for direct comparability. Real biovolume related CYNs contents at the 
beginning of each batch culture experiment are given in Table 1. 

 

2.1.2. Influence of Phosphorus Supply 

Adaptation to the reduced growth rate in consequence of the reduced supply of inorganic phosphorus 
influenced the release of CYNs in all three strains (Table 2). All strains showed higher extracellular 
concentration of CYNs under −P conditions. Moreover, the BV related contents of CYNs (sum of all 
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Table 2. Effect of phosphorus on growth rate and toxin contents of semi-continuous cultures 
of different Aphanizomenon sp. strains. 

Strains Conditions 
µ a  

(d−1) 
CYNin

 b  

(ng mm−3) 
D-CYNin

 b  

(ng mm−3) 
CYNex

 c  

(ng mm−3) 
D-CYNex 

c  

(ng mm−3) 
D-CYN d  

(%) 

10E9 
+P 0.229 ± 0.027 431 ± 54 36 ± 8 78 ± 8 8 ± 2 8 ± 2 
−P 0.122 ± 0.023 313 ± 38 44 ± 11 286 ± 49 81 ± 23 17 ± 3 

22D11 
+P 0.247 ± 0.032 339 ± 26 87 ± 7 29 ± 3 11 ± 1 21 ± 2 
−P 0.133 ± 0.102 8 ± 2 4 ± 2 219 ± 85 172 ± 68 44 ± 1 

30D11 
+P 0.231 ± 0.054 559 ± 82 56 ± 18 151 ± 135 31 ±33 10 ± 2 
−P 0.125 ± 0.040 589 ± 114 105 ± 22 320 ± 83 80 ± 24 17 ± 2 

All values are means of 10 samples with confidence limits for p = 0.05; a Growth rate (d−1);  
b Biovolume related intracellular toxin contents; c Biovolume related extracellular toxin contents; d Share of 
total cylindrospermopsins. 

2.1.3. Toxin Release 

Staining cultures with SYTOX® Green allowed the discrimination of filaments and filament segments 
with intact cell membrane from those with impaired (and therefore permeable) membranes (Figure 4).  

Figure 4. Filaments of strain 22D11 stained with SYTOX® Green—cells with intact 
membrane (A) with basic fluorescence and cells with increased membrane permeability;  
(B) clearly enhanced fluorescence signals. 

 

The biovolume (BV) of cells with permeable membranes was used to calculate a maximum expected 
amount of extracellular CYNs which could be released from lysing cells in +N and −N cultures by 
assuming that all of the damaged cells at day X had been damaged since the previous sampling day  
(X − 1) as follows (1) with index X for the corresponding sampling day: 

Maximum Expected Extracellular 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝑋𝑋 =  � damaged 𝐵𝐵𝐵𝐵𝑋𝑋  × intracellular 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝑋𝑋−1

𝑛𝑛

𝑋𝑋=1

 (1) 

Hence, the expected concentrations represent maximum values of extracellular CYNs, assuming 
continuous lysis of filaments as well as accumulation of all released toxin in the culture without any 
biodegradation (an extreme but possible scenario due to the poor biodegradability of CYN). A key result 
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is that actually detected concentrations of extracellular CYNs in all +N-cultures were substantially 
higher than those expected on the basis of the observed cell damage and the maximum 
release/accumulation scenario described above (Figure 5). In contrast, extracellular concentrations in  
−N cultures corresponded to the expected maximum values (strains 10E9 and 22D11) or were somewhat 
lower (strain 30D11). This suggests that CYN is actively released when growth is not limited by N. 

The ratio of dead to viable cells has not been determined for the P experiments with semi-continuous 
cultures, as under steady state conditions there is no reason to assume that this ratio would change. 

Figure 5. Real (♦,◊) and expected (▲,∆) concentrations of extracellular CYNs in culture 
medium of +N and −N batch cultures of Aphanizomenon sp. strains. 

 

2.2. Discussion 

We studied the nitrogen-dependent growth and toxin production of Aphanizomenon sp. strains in 
batch cultures—an approach which integrates the processes of progressive depletion of macro- and 
micro-nutrients during growth and biomass accumulation. These experiments showed surprising results, 
chiefly the prolonged exponential growth of the nitrogen-limited (−N) cultures and differences between 
+N and −N cultures in the proportions of intra- to extracellular CYN as well as of D-CYN to CYN. 
While −N and +N cultures produced similar amounts of CYNs during their exponential  
growth phase, cells in −N cultures contained at least two times higher total CYNs at the end of the 
experiment. Our results contrast with findings for Aphanizomenon ovalisporum where the CYN content 
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first decreased and then increased during exponential growth in cultures free of nitrogen, but never 
reached the content of cultures grown under combined nitrogen conditions [34]. One reason for this 
discrepancy could be that this study had not considered the extracellular CYN fraction, which can 
amount to 20%−50% on total CYN depending on strain and growth phase, as shown for Aphanizomenon 
ovalisporum strains as well as C. raciborskii [15,35].  

Our data suggest that nitrogen limiting conditions promote prolonged growth, possibly by  
changed metabolic activities and efficiency of resource consumption. Indeed, 12% of all genes in 
Cylindrospermopsis raciborskii CS-505 altered their expression within 24 h of N-deprivation [36]. 
These up- or down-regulated genes are not only involved in the formation of heterocysts and  
N2 fixation, but also in inorganic carbon acquisition/storage, cell division and phycobilisome 
synthesis/degradation. In consequence of these results, such nutrient dependent gene regulation is a 
worthwhile focus for future experiments to identify key processes responsible for population 
development under changing nutrient availability in freshwaters. 

Furthermore, our results indicate the existence of a regulated transport of CYNs from intact cells into 
water/medium: The discrepancy between expected and actually detected concentrations of extracellular 
CYNs in +N cultures can only be explained by export of CYNs from intact cells. This is supported by 
the assumption of a CYN-transporter which has been deduced from the biosynthesis cluster  
CyrK [29,30]. To our knowledge our results are the first direct indication that a large amount of 
extracellular CYNs originates from intact cells. 

In our experiments, the release of CYNs from intact cells was apparently regulated by nutrient 
availability. We showed that two processes caused the accumulation of extracellular CYNs in +N 
cultures—a passive release from lysed cells and an additional release from intact cells. In contrast, the 
amount of extracellular CYNs in −N cultures could be explained by release from damaged cells alone, 
and thus, under nitrogen-limiting conditions an export of CYNs from intact cells seems to be reduced or 
completely shut down. This was also reflected by the increase of internal CYNs contents. 

Interestingly, the increase of intracellular CYNs contents (respectively, the reduced CYNs export) 
coincided with a prolonged growth of the strains. In contrast, the assumed active release in the +N batch 
cultures coincides with the decline of growth. Increased release of CYN was also already found in 
phosphorus limited cultures of Aphanizomenon ovalisporum [37]. These experiments showed that the 
extracellular CYN induced substantial excretion of alkaline phosphatase from other planktonic 
organisms into water and thereby enhanced the phosphorus supply for Aphanizomenon. This result is 
coherent with Rzymski et al. [38] who show that CYN but also spent medium from C. raciborskii 
induced the up-regulation of alkaline phosphatase in Microcystis cultures [38]. The observed  
co-occurrence of CYN release and growth impairment in our experiments suggested that the cells also 
were P-limited at this point of time in the +N-cultures. Since the cellular P was not determined, we 
conducted additional experiments to study the influence of phosphorus on growth and CYN/D-CYN 
production and release.  

The results of our experiments with the same strains under pronounced phosphorus limitation support 
the assumption that the +N cultures reached phosphorus limitation earlier than −N cultures (Table 2).  
All patterns observed for the −P cultures were similar to the results from +N cultures. The increased 
release of CYNs and the increasing ratios of D-CYN/CYN (which are associated with the stationary 
growth phase in +N batch cultures) were also found in −P cultures. 
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Therefore, taking all these results together, we suggest that −N conditions may alter resource 
economizing—especially the yield from available phosphorus pools, and thus also have an impact on 
CYN production and release. The results were consistent for three different strains, suggesting that they 
may be more widely valid for indigenous Aphanizomenon flos-aquae/gracile. 

In consequence for field populations, our results suggest that a further reduction of nitrogen 
concentrations in water bodies could favour overall higher CYNs concentrations in  
Aphanizomenon-dominated lakes by two mechanisms: by their competitive advantage due to their  
ability to fix atmospheric nitrogen under nitrogen limitation per se, and by the ability of  
Aphanizomenon-populations to grow longer and thus reach a higher final biomasses than under nitrogen 
rich conditions. In such scenarios rapidly increasing concentrations of extracellular CYNs could be 
expected after population breakdown due to the remarkable intracellular enrichment of the toxins during 
the growth period. Indeed, extracellular CYN concentrations often peak after intracellular concentrations 
and then are substantially higher than these [39].  

Our results regarding an increased proportion of D-CYN (up to 40%) during the stationary phase  
of +N cultures is in line with that of Davis et al. [15] for nitrogen repleted cultures of C. raciborskii. In 
our study, an increase of D-CYN was equally observed in −P cultures. Assuming that +N cultures are 
likely to become P-limited in the stationary phase, this increase may be explained by an influence of 
phosphorus limitation on the hydroxylation of D-CYN. A next step would be to conduct expression 
experiments to investigate whether the last step of CYN biosynthesis might be decelerated by reduced 
translation of CyrI and synthesis of the 2-oxo-glutarate-dependent iron oxygenase, or whether it is rather 
due to substrate inhibition of the enzyme [40].  

D-CYN occurs in many CYN-producing Aphanizomenon, C. raciborskii and Raphidiopsis [41,42], 
and an increase in its share with culture age has been shown in this study and in a study by  
Davis et al. [15]. While D-CYN was found non-toxic to mice by intraperitoneal injection, in vitro it 
inhibits protein synthesis with potency similar to that of CYN [43,44]. A more comprehensive 
understanding of the toxicity of this compound is necessary in order to clarify whether the observed 
shifts in the ratio of D-CYN to CYN are relevant for risk assessment.  

3. Experimental Section  

3.1. Cyanobacterial Strains 

The non-axenic strains used in this study were isolated in 2004 from Melangsee (strain 10E9),  
Heiliger See (strain 22D11) and Petersdorfer See (strain 30D11), all situated in the region of 
Brandenburg, Germany. 

Strains 10E9 and 22D11 were isolated as Aphanizomenon flos-aquae [4] but changed their 
morphology in culture, developing morphological features of both Aph. flos-aquae and Aph. gracile. All 
three strains could not clearly be referred to one of the species, neither on the basis of their morphology 
nor by genetic analyses [45] and are therefore termed Aphanizomenon sp. in this study. 

We used three different strains for the experiments for generalization of observed effects within 
Aphanizomenon sp. from temperate lakes. 
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3.2. Experiments for Testing the Influence of Nitrogen Supply  

Batch experiments with each of the three strains were performed both in slightly modified Z8  
medium (+N) [46] and in nitrogen-free medium (−N). −N medium was prepared by replacing NaNO3 
by the equivalent amount of NaCl for maintenance of ion balance. Cultures were started with cell pellets 
of nutrient saturated pre-cultures which were resuspended with 200 mL of +N or −N medium (Table 1). 
The cultures grew at 20 °C, light intensity of 105 µE m−2∙s−1 and continuous shaking at  
50 rpm in a 12 h/12 h light-dark cycle. Culture density was determined by measuring the optical density 
at 750 nm (OD750). 

3.3. Experiments for Testing the Influence of Phosphorus Supply  

These experiments were performed using semi-continuous culturing as phosphorus limitation in batch 
cultures leads to rapid decline of cell density. To obtain the maximum specific growth rates under the 
given conditions the +P cultures were grown in slightly modified Z8 medium containing 0.172 mM 
phosphorus and diluted according to the turbidostat principle, maintaining a target culture density of 
OD750 =0.1 after each dilution. For the experiments at defined phosphorus limitation (−P), we diluted 
cultures following the chemostat principle, i.e., by setting a fixed dilution rate of 0.1 per day, which 
corresponded to just about half of the growth rates attained in the +P experiments. To ensure comparable 
cell densities in +P and −P settings a reduced phosphorus concentration of 0.034 mM was supplied in 
the −P medium. Actual growth rates were estimated using the OD750 determined before each dilution. 

All cultures were run at light intensities of 70 µE m−2∙s−1 with 12 h/12 h light-dark cycle and 
continuous shaking at 20 °C. Cyanobacterial suspension (100 mL) was filled into 500 mL-Erlenmeyer 
flasks and diluted every second day. Cultures were pre-cultured for at least 2 weeks to make sure they 
are in a steady state with complete adaptation to the given conditions before experiments were started.  

3.4. Determination of Cyanobacterial Biovolume 

Biovolume (BV) was estimated based on previously established relationships (calibration curves) 
between BV and OD750 which resulted from microscopic counting and measuring of at least  
10 different samples for each strain. 

As OD measurements detect both dead and viable cells and their ratio can vary in batch cultures, the 
estimated BV was corrected for the share of the dead cells measured via epifluorescence microscopy 
(see below) for all batch cultures. This was not necessary for the semi-continuous cultures, as under 
steady state conditions the ratio of dead to viable cells remains constant.  

3.5. Toxin Analysis 

Analyses distinguished between CYN and D-CYN, and their sum is referred to as 
cylindrospermopsins (CYNs) in this paper. 

Cyanobacterial material for analysis of CYNs was harvested from the steady state at 10 successive 
dilution days from the semi-continuous cultures as well as every other day or every three days from 
batch cultures. For analysis of cellular CYN contents, samples were filtered over RC55 membrane filters 
(regenerated cellulose, 0.45 µm pore size, Whatman, Freiburg, Germany). Sample volume was  
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10–20 mL for the nitrogen experiments (depending on culture density) and 10 mL for the phosphorus 
experiments. Filters and filtrates for analysis of extracellular CYNs concentrations were stored at 
−20 °C until analysis. Filters were extracted according to Welker et al. [47] by adding 1 mL water, 
sonication for 10 min and shaking for 1 h. After centrifugation, the extraction was repeated and the 
pooled supernatants were vacuum-dried. Prior to analysis, the dried extracts were dissolved in 
1 mL water. 

Analyses for CYN and D-CYN were carried out on an Agilent 2900 series HPLC system 
(Agilent Technologies, Waldbronn, Germany) coupled to a API 5500 QTrap mass spectrometer 
(AB Sciex, Framingham, MA, USA) equipped with a turbo-ionspray interface. The extracts were 
separated using a 5 µm Atlantis C18, 2.1 × 150 mm column (Waters, Darmstadt, Germany) at 30 °C. 
The mobile phase consisted of water (A) and methanol (B) both containing 0.1 formic acid, and was 
delivered as a linear gradient from 1%–25% B within 5 min at a flow rate of 0.25 mL min−1. The injection 
volume was 10 µL. 

The mass spectrometer was operated in the multiple reaction monitoring mode (MRM). For the 
determination of CYN, the transitions m/z 416.1 (M + H+) to 194 and 416.1/176, and for D-CYN the 
transitions m/z 400.1 (M + H+) to 194 and 400.1/320 were monitored with a dwell time of 0.1 s. 
Quantitation of CYN and D-CYN was performed with the most intensive transitions, m/z 416.1 
(M + H+) to 194 and 400.1/194, respectively.  

Standard curves were established for CYN (National Research Council, Ottawa, Canada) and D-CYN 
(Novakits, Nantes, France) and analyzed in line with the unknowns (one calibration curve after 
30 unknowns). The detection limit was 0.1 pg on column for CYN and 0.2 pg for D-CYN. 

Toxin concentrations were related to the estimated BV on the respective sampling day. In the 
batch cultures, the continuous release of CYNs leads to an enrichment over time, and this was taken into 
account by relating the extracellular CYNs not to BV at the time of sampling, but to the area under the 
BV curve (integral) between start and time points of sampling. 

3.6. Epifluorescence Microscopy and Staining to Identify Impaired Filaments 

Culture suspensions from the batch experiments were stained with SYTOX® Green Nucleic Acid 
stain (Molecular Probes, Invitrogen, Darmstadt, Germany) for visualization and counting of 
cyanobacterial cells with permeable membranes. The original SYTOX® solution (5 mM in DMSO) was 
prepared as working solution by diluting 1:100 (v:v) with water. 10 µL of that working solution was 
added to 1 mL cyanobacterial suspension. After 5 min dyeing at room temperature in the dark, the 
samples were examined by epifluorescence microscopy with a Zeiss Axiovert 100 (Zeiss, Jena, 
Germany) equipped with a HBO 50/AC mercury light bulb and a filter set containing excitation filter 
BP 450-490, chromatic beam splitter FT 510 and barrier filter BP 515-565. 

Intact biovolume and volume of cells with permeable membranes were determined by using a digital 
image analysis with IQ EasyMeasure® (INTEQ GmbH Berlin, Berlin, Germany). 

4. Conclusions

An active release of CYN has been under discussion for some time, based both on the high amounts
of extracellular CYN found in previous studies and on the indication of the existence of a transporter in 
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the CYN biosynthesis gene cluster. Furthermore, the biosynthesis of CYN is assumed to depend on 
nitrogen availability. Our results support both hypotheses—they show that CYN is actively released 
from intact cells under conditions of nitrogen availability and phosphorus limitation, and that 
simultaneously the ratio of D-CYN to CYN substantially increased as cultures grew. 
Cylindrospermopsin synthesis and release therefore seem to be linked to nutrient metabolism. These 
findings have implications for risk assessment regarding the consequences of population growth and 
toxicity of Aphanizomenon spp. as well as for risk management regarding effective treatment methods 
for removing cylindrospermopsins from drinking water.  

Acknowledgments 

The authors deeply appreciate Katharina Schmegner and Teresa Bley for supporting culture 
experiments and toxin analyses, and Gabriele Gericke and Fanny Kohn-Eberle for LC-MS/MS analyses. 
The authors thank the European Cooperation in Science and Technology, COST Action ES 1105 
“CYANOCOST” for networking and knowledge-transfer support.  

The study was part of a project (CH 113/2-1) funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG). 

Author Contributions 

Karina Preußel designed and performed the experiments and analyzed the data. Jutta Fastner 
supervised the toxin analyses. All authors discussed the interpretation of the results, wrote, and edited 
the manuscript. 

Conflicts of Interest 

The authors declare no conflict of interest.  

References  

1. De la Cruz, A.A.; Hiskia, A.; Kaloudis, T.; Chernoff, N.; Hill, D.; Antoniou, M.G.; He, X.; Loftin, K.; 
O’Shea, K.; Zhao, C.; et al. A review on cylindrospermopsin: The global occurrence, detection, 
toxicity and degradation of a potent cyanotoxin. Environ. Sci. Proc. Impacts 2013, 15, 1979–2003.  

2. Kleinteich, J.; Hildebrand, F.; Wood, S.A.; Cirés, S.; Agha, R.; Quesada, A.; Pearce, D.A.;  
Convey, P.; Küpper, F.C.; Dietrich, D.R. Diversity of toxin and non-toxin containing cyanobacterial 
mats of meltwater ponds on the Antarctic Peninsula: A pyrosequencing approach. Antarct. Sci. 2014, 
doi:10.1017/S0954102014000145. 

3. McGregor, G.B.; Fabbro, L.D. Dominance of Cylindrospermopsis raciborskii (Nostocales, 
Cyanoprokaryota) in Queensland tropical and subtropical reservoirs: Implications for monitoring 
and management. Lakes Reserv. Res. Manag. 2000, 5, 195–205. 

4. Brient, L.; Lengronne, M.; Bormans, M.; Fastner, J. First occurrence of cylindrospermopsin in 
freshwater in France. Environ. Toxicol. 2009, 24, 415–420. 

5. Fastner, J.; Rücker, J.; Stüken, A.; Preußel, K.; Nixdorf, B.; Chorus, I.; Köhler, A.; Wiedner, C. 
Occurrence of the cyanobacterial toxin cylindrospermopsin in northeast Germany. Environ. Toxicol. 
2007, 22, 26–32. 

 



Toxins 2014, 6 2945 

6. Preußel, K.; Stüken, A.; Wiedner, C.; Chorus, I.; Fastner, J. First report on cylindrospermopsin
producing Aphanizomenon flos-aquae (Cyanobacteria) isolated from two German lakes. Toxicon
2006, 47, 156–162.

7. Bláhová, L.; Babica, P.; Adamovský, O.; Kohoutek, J.; Maršálek, B.; Bláha, L. Analyses of
cyanobacterial toxins (microcystins, cylindrospermopsin) in the reservoirs of the Czech Republic
and evaluation of health risks. Env. Chem. Lett. 2008, 6, 223–227.

8. Rücker, J.; Stüken, A.; Nixdorf, B.; Fastner, J.; Chorus, I.; Wiedner, C. Concentrations of particulate
and dissolved cylindrospermopsin in 21 Aphanizomenon-dominated temperate lakes. Toxicon 2007,
50, 800–809.

9. Messineo, V.; Bogialli, S.; Melchiorre, S.; Sechi, N.; Lugliè, A.; Casiddu, P.; Mariani, M.A.;
Padedda, B.M.; Corcia, A.D.; Mazza, R.; et al. Cyanobacterial toxins in Italian freshwaters.
Limnologica 2009, 39, 95–106.

10. Elliott, J.A.; May, L. The sensitivity of phytoplankton in Loch Leven (U.K.) to changes in nutrient
load and water temperature. Freshw. Biol. 2008, 53, 32–41.

11. Köhler, J.; Hilt, S.; Adrian, R.; Nicklisch, A.; Kozerski, H.P.; Walz, N. Long-term response of a
shallow, moderately flushed lake to reduced external phosphorus and nitrogen loading.
Freshw. Biol. 2005, 50, 1639–1650.

12. Wiedner, C.; Rücker, J.; Brüggemann, R.; Nixdorf, B. Climate change affects timing and size of
populations of an invasive cyanobacterium in temperate regions. Oecologia 2007, 152, 473–484.

13. Li, R.; Carmichael, W.W.; Brittain, S.; Eaglesham, G.K.; Shaw, G.R.; Liu, Y.; Watanabe, M.M.
First report of the cyanotoxins cylindrospermopsin and deoxycylindrospermopsin from
Raphidiopsis curvata (Cyanobacteria). J. Phycol. 2001, 37, 1121–1126.

14. Banker, R.; Teltsch, B.; Sukenik, A.; Carmeli, S. 7-Epicylindrospermopsin, a Toxic Minor
Metabolite of the Cyanobacterium Aphanizomenon ovalisporum from Lake Kinneret, Israel.
J. Nat. Prod., 2000, 63, 387–389.

15. Davis, T.W.; Orr, P.T.; Boyer, G.L.; Burford, M.A. Investigating the production and release of
cylindrospermopsin and deoxy-cylindrospermopsin by Cylindrosermopsis raciborskii over a
natural growth cycle. Harmful Algae 2014, 31, 18–25.

16. Chiswell, R.K.; Shaw, G.R.; Eaglesham, G.; Smith, M.J.; Norris R.L.; Seawright, A.A.;
Moore, M.R. Stability of cylindrospermopsin, the toxin from the cyanobacterium
Cylindrospermopsis raciborskii: Effect of pH, temperature, and sunlight on decomposition. Environ.
Toxicol. 1999, 14, 155–161.

17. Klitzke, S.; Apelt, S.; Weiler, C.; Fastner, J.; Chorus, I. Retention and degradation of the
cyanobacterial toxin cylindrospermopsin in sediments—The role of sediment preconditioning and
DOM composition. Toxicon 2010, 55, 999–1007.

18. Wörmer, L.; Cirés, S.; Carrasco, D.; Quesada, A. Cylindrospermopsin is not degraded by
co-occurring natural bacterial communities during a 40-day study. Harmful Algae 2008, 7, 206–213.

19. Orr, P.T.; Jones, G.J. Relationship between microcystin production and cell division rates in
nitrogen-limited Microcystis aeruginosa cultures. Limnol. Oceanogr. 1998, 43, 1604–1614.

20. Dyble, J.; Tester, P.A.; Litaker, R.W. Effects of light intensity on cylindrospermopsin production
in the cyanobacterial HAB species Cylindrospermopsis raciborskii. Afr. J. Mar. Sci. 2006, 28,
309–312.



Toxins 2014, 6 2946 

21. Preußel, K.; Wessel, G.; Fastner, J.; Chorus, I. Response of cylindrospermopsin production and
release in Aphanizomenon flos-aquae (Cyanobacteria) to varying light and temperature conditions.
Harmful Algae 2009, 8, 645–650.

22. Hawkins, P.R.; Putt, E.; Falconer, I.; Humpage, A. Phenotypical variation in a toxic strain of the
phytoplankter, Cylindrospermopsis raciborskii (Nostocales, Cyanophyceae) during batch culture.
Environ. Toxicol. 2001, 16, 460–467.

23. Terao, K.; Ohmori, S.; Igarashi, K.; Ohtani, I.; Watanabe, M.F.; Harada, K.I.; Ito, E.; Watanabe, M.
Electron microscopic studies on experimental poisoning in mice induced by cylindrospermopsin
isolated from blue-green alga Umezakia natans. Toxicon 1994, 32, 833–843.

24. Griffiths, D.J.; Saker, M.L. The Palm Island mystery disease 20 years on: A review of research on
the cyanotoxin cylindrospermopsin. Environ Toxicol. 2003, 18, 78–93.

25. Metcalf, J.S.; Lindsay, J.; Beattie, K.A.; Birmingham, S.; Saker, M.L.; Törökné, A.K.;
Codd, G.A. Toxicity of cylindrospermopsin to the brine shrimp Artemia salina: Comparisons with
protein synthesis inhibitors and microcystins. Toxicon 2002, 40, 1115–1120.

26. Beyer, D.; Surányi, G.; Vasas, G.; Roszik, J.; Erdodi, F.; M-Hamvas, M.; Bácsi, I.; Bátori, R.;
Serfozo, Z.; Szigeti, Z.M.; et al. Cylindrospermopsin induces alterations of root histology and
microtubule organization in common reed (Phragmites australis) plantlets cultured in vitro.
Toxicon 2009, 54, 440–449.

27. Westrick, J.A.; Szlag, D.C.; Southwell, B.J.; Sinclair, J. A review of cyanobacteria and cyanotoxins
removal/inactivation in drinking water treatment. Anal. Bioanal. Chem. 2010, 397, 1705–1714.

28. Mazmouz, R.; Chapuis-Hugon, F.; Mann, S.; Pichon, V.; Mejean, A.; Ploux, O. Biosynthesis of
cylindrospermopsin and 7-epicylindrospermopsin in Oscillatoria sp. strain PCC 6506:
Identification of the cyr gene cluster and toxin analysis. Appl. Environ. Microbiol. 2010, 76,
4943–4949.

29. Mihali, T.K.; Kellmann, R.; Muenchhoff, J.; Barrow, K.D.; Neilan, B.A. Characterization of the
gene cluster responsible for cylindrospermopsin biosynthesis. Appl. Environ. Microbiol. 2008, 74,
716–722.

30. Stüken, A.; Jakobsen, K.S. The cylindrospermopsin gene cluster of Aphanizomenon sp. strain 10E6:
Organization and recombination. Microbiology 2010, 156, 2438–2451.

31. Shalev-Malul, G.; Lieman-Hurwitz, J.; Viner-Mozzini, Y.; Sukenik, A.; Gaathon, A.; Lebendiker, M.;
Kaplan, A. An AbrB-like protein might be involved in the regulation of cylindrospermopsin
production by Aphanizomenon ovalisporum. Environ. Microbiol. 2008, 10, 988–999.

32. Saker, M.L.; Griffiths, D.J. The effect of temperature on growth and cylindrospermopsin content of
seven isolates of Cylindrospermopsis raciborskii (Nostocales, Cyanophyceae) from water bodies in
northern Australia. Phycologia 2000, 39, 349–354.

33. Saker, M.L.; Neilan, B.A. Varied diazotrophies, morphologies, and toxicities of genetically similar
isolates of Cylindrospermopsis raciborskii (nostocales, cyanophyceae) from Northern Australia.
Appl. Environ. Microbiol. 2001, 67, 1839–1845.

34. Vasas, G.; Surányi, G.; Bácsi, I.; M-Hamvas, M.; Máthé, C.; Gonda, S.; Borbely, G. Alteration of
cylindrospermopsin content of Aphanizomenon ovalisporum (Cyanobacteria, Nostocales) due to
step-down from combined nitrogen to dinitrogen. Adv. Microbiol. 2013, 3, 557–564.



Toxins 2014, 6 2947 

35. Cirés, S.; Wörmer, L.; Ballot, A.; Agha, R.; Wiedner, C.; Velázquez, D.; Casero, M.C.;
Quesada, A. Phylogeography of cylindrospermopsin and paralytic shellfish toxin-producing
Nostocales cyanobacteria from Mediterranean Europe. Appl. Environ. Microbiol. 2014, 8084,
1359–1370.

36. Stucken Marin, K.S. Physiogenomics of Cylindrospermopsis Raciborskii and Raphidiopsis Brookii
(Cyanobacteria) with Emphasis on Evolution, Nitrogen Control and Toxin Biosynthesis; University
of Bremen: Bremen, Germany, 2010.

37. Bar-Yosef, Y.; Sukenik, A.; Hadas, O.; Viner-Mozzini, Y.; Kaplan, A. Enslavement in the water
body by toxic Aphanizomenon ovalisporum, inducing alkaline phosphatase in phytoplanktons. Curr.
Biol. 2010, 20, 1557–1561.

38. Rzymski, P.; Poniedziałek, B.; Kokociński, M.; Jurczak, T.; Lipski, D.; Wiktorowicz, K. Interspecific 
allelopathy in cyanobacteria: Cylindrospermopsin and Cylindrospermopsis raciborskii effect on the 
growth and metabolism of Microcystis aeruginosa. Harmful Algae 2014, 35, 1–8.

39. Wiedner, C.; Rücker, J.; Fastner, J.; Chorus, I.; Nixdorf, B. Seasonal dynamics of
cylindrospermopsin and cyanobacteria in two German lakes. Toxicon 2008, 52, 677–686.

40. Mazmouz, R.; Chapuis-Hugon, F.; Pichon, V.; Mejean, A.; Ploux, O. The last step of the
biosynthesis of the cyanotoxins cylindrospermopsin and 7-epi-cylindrospermopsin is catalysed by
CyrI, a 2-Oxoglutarate-dependent iron oxygenase. Chembiochem 2011, 12, 858–862.

41. McGregor, G.B.; Sendall, B.C.; Hunt, L.T.; Eaglesham, G.K. Report of the cyanotoxins
cylindrospermopsin and deoxy-cylindrospermopsin from Raphidiopsis mediterranea Skuja
(Cyanobacteria/Nostocales). Harmful Algae 2011, 10, 402–410.

42. Jiang, Y.; Xiao, P.; Yu, G.; Sano, T.; Pan, Q.; Li, R. Molecular basis and
phylogenetic implications of deoxycylindrospermopsin biosynthesis in the cyanobacterium
Raphidiopsis curvata. Appl. Env. Microbiol. 2012, 78, 2256–2263.

43. Norris, R.L.; Eaglesham, G.K.; Pierens, G.; Shaw, G.R.; Smith, M.J.; Chiswell, R.K.;
Seawright, A.A.; Moore, M.R. Deoxycylindrospermopsin, an analog of cylindrospermopsin from
Cylindrospermopsis raciborskii. Environ. Toxicol. 1999, 14, 163–166.

44. Neumann, C.; Bain, P.; Shaw, G. Studies of the comparative in vitro toxicology of the
cyanobacterial metabolite deoxycylindrospermopsin. J. Toxicol. Environ. Health A 2007, 70,
1679–1686.

45. Stüken, A.; Campbell, R.J.; Quesada, A.; Sukenik, A.; Dadheech, P.K.; Wiedner, C. Genetic and
morphologic characterization of four putative cylindrospermopsin producing species of the
cyanobacterial genera Anabaena and Aphanizomenon. J. Plankton Res. 2009, 31, 465–480.

46. Staub, R. Ernährungsphysiologisch-autökologische Untersuchungen an der planktischen Blaualge
Oscillatoria rubescens DC. Aquat. Sci. 1961, 23, 82–198.

47. Welker, M.; Bickel, H.; Fastner, J. HPLC-PDA detection of cylindrospermopsin—Opportunities
and limits. Water Res. 2002, 36, 4659–4663.

© 2014 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article 
distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 


	1. Introduction
	2. Results and Discussion
	2.1. Results
	2.1.1. Influence of Nitrogen Supply
	2.1.3. Toxin Release

	2.2. Discussion

	3. Experimental Section
	3.1. Cyanobacterial Strains
	3.2. Experiments for Testing the Influence of Nitrogen Supply
	3.3. Experiments for Testing the Influence of Phosphorus Supply
	3.4. Determination of Cyanobacterial Biovolume
	3.5. Toxin Analysis
	3.6. Epifluorescence Microscopy and Staining to Identify Impaired Filaments

	4. Conclusions
	Acknowledgments
	Author Contributions
	Conflicts of Interest
	References

