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Background and Aims: The purpose of this study was to determine the effects of low

protein diets with the same Lys, Met + Cys, Thr, and Trp levels as in high protein diets

on the fecal amino acid excretion and apparent digestibility, and ileal and fecal microbial

amino acids composition in weaned piglets.

Methods: Fifty-four 21-day-old Duroc × Landrace × Yorkshire weaned piglets were

randomly divided into three groups and fed with corn-soybean meal basal diets, in

which the crude protein (CP) content was 20% (H-CP), 17% (M-CP), and 14% (L-

CP), respectively. The experiment included a 7-day adaptation period and a 45-day trial

period. Six piglets in each group were randomly slaughtered on days 10, 25, and 45 of

the trial period, and the intestinal contents, intestinal mucosa, and feces were collected.

Results: The results showed that the interaction between feeding time and dietary CP

levels was reflected in the apparent digestibility of dietary CP and amino acid (AA) (p <

0.01). With the increase of age, the apparent digestibility of CP and AA were increased

(p < 0.01). With the increase of CP levels, the excretion of nitrogen (N) was decreased

(p < 0.01), whereas the flow of microbial AA in the ileum and feces were increased (p

< 0.01). The interaction between feeding time and dietary CP levels was also reflected

in the composition of AA in the ileum and stool of piglets (p < 0.01). The proportion of

His, Lyr, Met, Cys, and Ser was lower than the average, whereas the proportion of Phe,

Leu, Pro, Ala, Glu, and Asp was higher than the average. With the increase of age, the

AA content of microorganisms increased (p < 0.01).

Conclusion: All in all, this work revealed the changes of N, CP, and AA excretion and

digestibility of feces and microorganisms of piglets under the combined action of different

dietary protein levels and different feeding times, and also the changes of AA composition

of intestinal microorganisms and AA composition of microorganisms.
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INTRODUCTION

The shortage of protein feed resources and the environmental
pollution caused by N emissions were two difficult problems
to be solved urgently in the piglets’ industry nowadays (1). A
low protein diet with an AA balance could effectively alleviate
these two problems and be gradually applied to different growth
stages of piglets. From the economic and environmental point
of view, reducing dietary CP and supplementing crystalline AA
were effective strategies for the piglets’ industry to reduce costs
and pollution (2, 3). It was reported that for every 1% reduction of
CP in the diet, the total N excretion was reduced by about 8% (4).
According to the above theory and the NRC recommendation,
reducing the dietary CP level by 2–4%, according to the NRC
recommendation, and adding appropriate synthetic AA could
not only meet the protein demand of animals but also effectively
reduce N emission (5). The researchers lowered feed CP levels
according to theoretical values and added crystalline Lys, Try,
Thr, and Met to the feed and found that such a combination
did not cause a decline in the growth performance of the piglets
(6). Dai et al. (7) also pointed that this AA could make up for
the lack of feed protein. Therefore, to maximize the saving of
protein resources and alleviate pollution, the critical point of
dietary CP levels should be determined and the best AA balance
model should be designed.

Ignoring the effect of intestinal microorganisms on protein
digestion and metabolism, most traditional nutrition studies
focused on the intake of protein, AA patterns, and protein
utilization of piglets themselves (8). The microorganisms in
piglet intestines weremainly anaerobes and facultative anaerobes,
of which Bacteroides account for more than 90%, which
played an important role in maintaining body health and
improving immunity, absorption, and metabolism of nutrients
(9). Dietary proteins and AA which could not be digested
in the small intestine (together with nitrogenous substances
such as digestive enzymes and mucus secreted by the small
intestine) were used by microorganisms to synthesize bacterial
proteins after entering the intestine or degrade metabolites
such as ammonia, hydrogen sulfide, biogenic amines, phenols,
and indole compounds (10). The decrease of dietary protein
level in growing piglets increased the relative abundance of
intestinal microflora (11). The intestinal microorganisms of
porcine metabolized some essential AA (such as Lys and Thr)
and some conditionally essential AA, and the metabolism of
some specific AA required the interaction of some specific
microorganisms (7). Therefore, intestinal bacteria colonized their
hosts in the process of N metabolism.

However, there was no in-depth research on the metabolism
of AA and proteins by intestinal microorganisms. There were
few reports about the effect of CP level on the AA composition
of intestinal bacteria. Therefore, the experiment was conducted

Abbreviations: YSE, Yucca Schidigera Extract; CU, Candida Utilis; CON,

control; RA, relative abundance; GLU, glucose; BUN, blood urea nitrogen; T-

SOD, total superoxide dismutase; CAT, catalase; T-CHO, total cholesterol; AST,

aspartate aminotransferase; MDA, transforming growth factor-β; ALT, alanine

transaminase; T-AOC, total antioxidant capacity; ADG, average daily gain; ADFI,

average daily feed intake.

TABLE 1 | Ingredient composition of experimental diets in weaned piglets (g/kg,

DM basis).

Ingredients 14%CP 17%CP 20%CP

Corn 71.80 66.50 63.70

Soybean meal 13.40 18.80 19.80

Whey powder 4.40 4.30 4.30

Fish meal 1.50 4.00 9.00

Soybean oil 4.10 2.60 0.80

L-Lys·HCl 0.88 0.62 0.38

DL-Met 0.27 0.19 0.10

L-Thr 0.33 0.21 0.09

L-Trp 0.08 0.04 0.01

Monocalcium phosphate 1.15 0.74 0.00

Limestone 0.79 0.70 0.52

Salt 0.30 0.30 0.30

Premix 1.00 1.00 1.00

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00

Nutritional level (based on chemical analysis)

DM (MJ/kg) 14.60 14.60 14.60

CP 14.14 17.32 20.27

Lys 1.26 1.25 1.26

Met + Cys 0.63 0.65 0.62

Thr 0.76 0.75 0.76

Trp 0.20 0.20 0.20

Arg 0.71 0.93 1.09

His 0.30 0.37 0.44

Ileu 0.46 0.60 0.71

Leu 1.11 1.32 1.52

Phe 0.56 0.70 0.81

Val 0.54 0.64 0.72

Ca, % 0.70 0.71 0.69

Available P, % 0.53 0.55 0.57

EAA 6.29 7.18 7.91

NEAA 6.84 8.40 9.74

EAA/NEAA 0.90 0.85 0.80

In addition to digestive energy data, the remaining nutrients are measured values.

to study the effects of dietary protein levels on the apparent
digestibility of CP and AA and the AA composition of intestinal
microorganisms in piglets. Thus, this study provided a scientific
theoretical basis for further understanding the digestion and
absorption of protein in the intestinal tract of piglets, reducing
N emissions, and changing the supply mode of N nutrients by
gastrointestinal microorganisms. The objectives of the present
work were to investigate whether the same levels of Lys, Met +
Cys, Thr, and Trp in the L-CP diet and the H-CP diet affected
fecal amino acid excretion, apparent digestibility, and microbial
amino acid composition in ileum and feces of weaned piglets.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Animals, Experimental Design, and Diets
Fifty four Duroc × Landrace × Yorkshire barrows (initial
BW = 5.55 ± 0.49 kg, 21-day-old) were obtained from a local
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commercial swine farm. All piglets were raised separately in 24
± 1◦C steel metabolic crates. Fifty-four piglets were randomly
divided into three groups, with 18 piglets in each group and
each piglet was a repeat. The experiment lasted for 45 days
according to three dietary protein levels (14, 17, and 20%). The
diets for piglets were prepared according to various nutrients
recommended by NRC (12). They were allowed to eat and drink
freely in a mechanically ventilated temperature-controlled room
at 24 ± 1◦C. The formula of the diet is shown in Table 1.
All experimental procedures were approved by the License
of Experimental Animals (SYXK 2014-0002) of the Animal
Experimentation Ethics Committee of Southwest University,
Chongqing, China.

Measurements and Sampling
On days 10, 25, and 45 of the experiment, six piglets were
randomly selected from each group to collect feces, and then
intravenous anesthesia with pentobarbital sodium (50 mg/kg
BW) was used to collect blood. In addition, the digestive juice
at the end of the ileum was collected with sterilized plastic bags.
The samples were stored at 4◦C for microbial separation and
chemical analysis. A summary of the centrifugation protocol is
given in Figure 1. The samples for chemical analysis were stored
at−20◦C (6).

Chemical Analyses
The feces were dried to a constant mass in a forced bellow
at 95◦C, and other digestive juice samples were fractionated
by 250 RCF for 15min at 4◦C differential centrifugation. The
determination of total N andAA composition follows themethod
proposed by predecessors (9, 10).

Data Treatment and Statistical Analysis
The endogenous indicator acid insoluble ash (AIA) was
determined to calculate the apparent digestibility of dry matter,
CP, and total AA. The formula is as follows: 1-bc/ad, where a
denotes the content of DM, CP, or AA in diets (%); b denotes the
content of dry matter (DM), CP, or AA in feces (%); c denotes
the content of AIA in diet (%); and d denotes the content of
AIA in feces (%). AA compositions were the content of single
AA in TAA. The basic statistics of the data were carried out by
Microsoft Excel 2020, the routine indexes were analyzed by SAS
two-way ANOVA and significance test, and the measured data
were analyzed by single factor ANOVA and significance test by
SAS statistical software. The results were expressed by mean ±

SEM, p < 0.05. The difference was significant.

RESULTS

Fecal N Excretion and Digestibility
As shown in Table 2, the excretion and digestibility of DM, CP,
TN, total protein N (TPN), and total non-protein N (TNN) of
piglets were increased with the increase of dietary protein levels
on days 10 and 25 (p < 0.01). The excretion and digestibility of
DM, CP, TN, TPN, and TNN of L-CP and H-CP were higher
than those in the M-CP group on day 45 (p < 0.01). The
excretion and digestibility of DM, CP, TN, TPN, and TNN of
L-CP and H-CP were higher than those in the M-CP group
on day 45 (p < 0.01). The excretion of microbial total N
(MTN), microbial protein N (MPN), and microbial non-protein
N (MNN) of piglets in the H-CP group were higher than those
in the L-CP group and M-CP group on day 10 (p < 0.01).
The excretion of MTN, MPN, and MNN in the M-CP group

FIGURE 1 | Schematic diagram of the processing of the digesta samples.
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TABLE 2 | Effects of dietary different protein levels on N excretion in feces and its apparent digestibility of piglets.

Time (d) Items DM-D

(%)

CP-flow

(mg/g

DM)

CP-D

(%)

TN

(mg/g

DM)

TN-D

(%)

TPN

(mg/g

DM)

TPN-D

(%)

TNN

(mg/g

DM)

TNN-D

(%)

MTN

(mg/g

DM)

MPN

(mg/g

DM)

MNN (mg/g

DM)

10 d L-CP 85.0 261 69.6 41.8 69.6 36.7 76.5 5.1 58.5 0.67 0.59 0.09

M-CP 83.7 282 70.9 45.1 70.9 40.1 74.3 5.0 54.7 1.34 1.23 0.11

H-CP 89.6 302 82.6 48.3 82.6 42.8 84.4 5.5 75.4 2.12 1.86 0.26

25 d L-CP 88.9 236 79.7 37.8 79.7 33.4 84.1 4.4 73.6 0.44 0.39 0.05

M-CP 88.8 271 80.8 43.4 80.8 38.0 83.5 5.4 66.0 0.94 0.84 0.11

H-CP 89.1 279 83.3 44.6 83.3 39.1 85.5 5.5 73.8 0.61 0.51 0.11

45 d L-CP 91.2 228 84.2 36.6 84.2 31.0 88.3 5.6 77.2 1.35 1.17 0.17

M-CP 88.6 208 84.1 33.3 84.1 28.1 88.4 5.2 75.6 1.86 1.67 0.19

H-CP 90.0 224 87.8 35.9 87.8 30.7 90.5 5.2 81.5 1.63 1.44 0.19

SEM Days 0.38 3.0 0.59 0.48 0.59 0.47 0.49 0.07 0.63 0.018 0.015 0.005

CP 0.38 3.0 0.59 0.48 0.59 0.47 0.49 0.07 0.63 0.018 0.015 0.005

Days × CP 0.66 5.2 1.03 0.8 1.03 0.8 0.85 0.12 1.09 0.028 0.025 0.008

P-Value Days <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.08 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

CP <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

Days × CP <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

L-CP, piglets fed a maize-soybean meal diet containing 14% CP; M-CP, piglets fed a maize-soybean meal diet containing 17% CP; H-CP piglets fed a maize-soybean meal diet containing

20% CP; SEM, standard error means; DM, dry matter; CP, crude protein; TN, total nitrogen, TPN, total protein nitrogen; TNN, total non-protein nitrogen; MTN, microbial total nitrogen;

MPN, microbial protein nitrogen; MNN, microbial non-protein nitrogen. The same is in the following tables.

TABLE 3 | Effects of dietary protein levels on the TAA excretion (mg/g DM) and apparent digestibility (%) of piglets.

Time (d) Items TAA

(+M)

TAA-D

(+M, %)

NEAA

(+M)

NEAA-D

(+M, %)

EAA

(+M)

EAA-D

(+M, %)

E/NE

(+M)

TAA

(–M)

TAA-D

(–M, %)

NEAA

(–M)

NEAA-D

(–M, %)

EAA

(–M)

EAA-D

(–M)

EAA/NEAA

(–M)

10 d L-CP 226 76.5 111 78.0 115 77.3 1.04 222.2 76.9 109.3 75.98 112.8 77.7 1.03

M-CP 251 74.3 120 76.5 131 74.4 1.09 243.8 75.1 117.5 74.91 126.6 75.2 1.08

H-CP 270 84.4 132 84.5 138 83.8 1.05 258.4 85.2 126.9 88.72 131.5 84.6 1.04

25 d L-CP 207 84.1 102 85.0 105 84.7 1.03 204.5 84.2 101.4 83.52 103.2 84.9 1.02

M-CP 236 83.5 117 84.3 119 84.1 1.02 231.2 83.9 114.3 83.31 116.3 84.4 1.02

H-CP 243 85.5 118 85.6 125 84.8 1.06 239.4 85.7 116 86.40 123.5 85.0 1.06

45 d L-CP 195 88.3 105 87.3 90 88.3 0.86 187.6 88.5 101.9 86.90 85.6 90.0 0.84

M-CP 179 88.4 87 88.8 92 89.2 1.06 169.0 88.1 82.3 87.83 86.7 88.3 1.05

H-CP 194 90.5 97 90.5 97 90.4 1.00 184.7 90.1 92.5 90.33 92.2 89.9 1.00

SEM Days 3 0.49 1.4 0.49 1.70 0.50 3.0 0.48 1.7 0.49 1.8 0.48

CP 3 0.49 1.4 0.49 1.70 0.50 3.0 0.48 1.4 0.49 1.7 0.48

Days × CP 5.2 0.85 2.4 0.84 3 0.86 5.1 0.83 2.4 0.85 2.9 0.83

P-value Days <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

CP <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

Days × CP <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.06 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

was higher than those in the L-CP group and H-CP group on
days 25 and 45 (p < 0.01). The excretion of MTN, MTN, and

MNN at day 25 was lower than those on days 10 and 45 (p <

0.01). The interaction effects between feeding time and dietary

protein level (Days × CP) were as follows: CP (p < 0.01);
total N (TN) (p < 0.01); TPN (p < 0.01); total non-protein

N (TNN) (p < 0.01); MTN (p < 0.01); MPN (p < 0.01); and

MNN (p < 0.01).

Fecal Total AA Excretion and Apparent
Digestibility
As shown in Table 3, the excretion of total AA (TAA), essential
AA (EAA), and non-essential AA (NEAA) decreased with the
increase of feeding days of piglets (p < 0.01), and the digestibility
of TAA, EAA, and NEAA increased with the prolongation of
feeding time (p < 0.01). The excretion of TAA, EAA, NEAA,
TAA (–M), NEAA (–M), and EAA (–M) increased with the

Frontiers in Nutrition | www.frontiersin.org 4 December 2021 | Volume 8 | Article 738707

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/nutrition
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/nutrition#articles


Y
a
n
g
e
t
a
l.

P
ro
te
in

L
e
ve
lo

n
N
D
ig
e
stib

ility

TABLE 4 | Effects of dietary protein levels on the excretion of the amino acid in feces of piglets (mg/g DM).

Time (d) Items Asp Ser Glu Gly Ala Pro Tyr Thr Cys Val Met Ile Leu Phe Lys His Arg

10 d L-CP 22.4 7.1 30.3 13.7 23.1 15.1 8.2 12.4 3.5 15.5 3.2 13.8 24.9 12.2 10.5 4.5 6.1

M-CP 23.0 8.3 32.7 17.3 24.7 14.3 9.0 11.6 3.8 18.8 4.4 16.4 29.1 14.2 12.0 4.6 7.2

H-CP 24.9 11.8 35.6 18.6 26.7 14.4 9.5 12.1 5.0 19.1 4.0 17.0 31.4 14.0 12.2 5.0 8.6

25 d L-CP 19.5 5.8 28.7 14.2 22.1 12.6 5.8 7.8 4.9 15.6 3.3 13.3 23.9 11.1 9.9 3.9 5.0

M-CP 22.6 7.6 31.6 16.9 24.8 13.5 7.7 10.2 3.7 17.7 3.5 15.5 26.4 11.9 11.4 4.2 6.5

H-CP 22.5 9.2 30.6 17.7 24.4 13.5 8.3 10.0 8.4 17.8 4.1 15.1 26.7 12.4 11.6 4.1 6.7

45 d L-CP 13.7 6.3 37.6 16.4 23.4 7.5 5.1 7.5 7.0 11.5 3.7 10.1 16.7 8.6 9.0 5.1 5.6

M-CP 15.9 5.9 22.8 13.4 19.7 9.4 6.1 7.5 3.6 14.3 2.2 12.1 20.5 9.9 8.1 3.4 4.5

H-CP 18.0 6.3 37.7 15.4 19.7 12.2 6.7 8.6 3.4 14.5 2.7 12.5 20.9 10.2 9.1 3.3 4.8

SEM Days 0.4 0.2 0.5 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.1 0.3 0.5 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2

CP 0.4 0.2 0.5 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.1 0.3 0.5 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2

Days × CP 0.70 0.4 0.9 0.5 0.60 0.50 0.4 0.30 0.67 0.4 0.2 0.4 0.83 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.3

P-value Days <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.02 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

CP <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.33 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.33 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.05 <0.01

Days × CP 0.23 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.6 <0.01 <0.01 0.46 <0.01 0.57 0.25 0.58 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

TABLE 5 | Effects of dietary protein levels on the AA apparent digestibility in feces of piglets (%).

Time (d) Items Asp Ser Glu Gly Ala Pro Tyr Thr Cys Val Met Ile Leu Phe Lys His Arg

10 d L-CP 71.5 84.1 80.2 72.3 65.3 76.4 69.5 74.3 74.5 70.3 83.7 69.8 76.1 75.9 80.0 87.0 89.3

M-CP 76.7 79.8 79.0 64.2 60.8 77.1 64.4 74.0 69.9 61.3 92.1 62.7 68.8 70.4 76.4 86.0 87.2

H-CP 84.9 84.0 87.9 81.5 78.3 88.9 76.5 83.9 80.4 81.1 86.7 79.5 82.1 83.8 85.7 90.8 91.8

25 d L-CP 81.8 90.3 86.1 78.9 75.6 85.5 83.9 88.2 73.5 75.0 87.5 78.5 83.0 83.9 86.1 91.9 93.5

M-CP 84.3 87.3 86.0 76.0 73.3 85.3 79.1 84.3 79.6 87.3 95.7 75.9 80.7 83.0 84.6 91.2 92.1

H-CP 86.0 87.2 89.2 81.5 79.2 89.3 79.1 86.3 66.4 77.9 86.3 81.2 84.2 85.0 85.8 92.6 93.4

45 d L-CP 91.6 90.4 86.5 80.0 85.4 93.9 87.7 91.2 68.6 87.6 82.6 87.6 89.1 88.9 91.3 89.9 94.4

M-CP 89.0 90.0 91.2 83.5 84.2 91.4 84.7 89.3 83.2 83.1 92.7 83.6 86.7 87.7 91.2 92.8 95.1

H-CP 91.0 91.0 92.8 86.6 86.2 91.5 86.1 89.8 87.3 87.3 92.1 87.4 89.8 90.3 91.9 94.6 96.1

SEM Days 0.59 0.5 0.43 0.65 0.77 0.5 0.85 0.64 1.69 0.68 0.65 0.74 0.56 0.58 0.47 0.44 0.25

CP 0.59 0.5 0.43 0.65 0.77 0.5 0.85 0.64 1.69 0.68 0.65 0.74 0.56 0.58 0.47 0.44 0.25

Days × CP 1.03 0.86 0.74 1.12 1.33 0.87 1.48 1.1 2.93 1.17 1.13 1.28 0.96 1.01 0.82 0.76 0.43

P-value Days <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.03 <0.01 0.04 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

CP <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.03 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01

Days × CP <0.01 0.04 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 <0.01 0.01 <0.01
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increase of dietary protein level on days 10 and 20 (p < 0.01).
The digestibility of TAA, EAA, and NEAA in the H-CP group
was higher than those in the L-CP group and M-CP group (p
< 0.01). The digestibility of TAA, EAA, and NEAA in the M-
CP group was lower than those in L-CP and H-CP groups at
days 10 and 25 (p < 0.01). The digestibility of TAA, EAA, and
NEAA in the L-CP group was lower than those in M-CP and H-
CP groups at day 45 (p < 0.01). Interestingly, the change law of
the above results is similar after the AA part of the microbes were
removed from feces AA. The interaction effects between feeding
time and dietary protein level (Days× CP) were as follows: TAA
(p< 0.01), TAA digestibility (p< 0.01), NEAA (p< 0.01), NEAA
digestibility (p< 0.01), EAA digestibility (p< 0.0l), TAA (–M) (p
< 0.01), TAA digestibility (–M) (p < 0.01), NEAA (–M) (p <

0.01), NEAA digestibility (–M) (p < 0.01), EAA (–M) (p < 0.01),
and EAA digestibility (–M) (p < 0.01).

Fecal AA Excretion and Apparent
Digestibility
As shown in Table 4, the excretion of all amino acids in piglets,
except Cys, decreased with the increase of feeding time (p <

0.01). The excretion of Asp, Pro, Val, Ile, Leu, Try, Phe, and Lys
increased with the increase of dietary protein level (p < 0.01).
The excretion of Asp, Ser, Glu, Gly, Ala, Cys, Val, Ile, Leu, Lys,
Phe, Lys, and Arg increased with the increase of dietary protein
level on day 10 (p < 0.01). The excretion of Asp, Ser, Gly, Ala,
Thr, Cys, Val, Met, Ile, Leu, Try, Phe, Lys, and Arg increased with
the increase of dietary protein level on day 25 (p < 0.01). The
excretion of Asp, Pro, Thr, Val, Ile, Leu, Try, and Phe increased
with the increase of dietary protein level (p < 0.01) on day 45.
The interaction effects between feeding time and dietary protein
level (Days× CP) were as follows: Try (p< 0.01), Glu (p< 0.01),
glycine (Gly) (p < 0.01), Ala (p < 0.01), Pro (p < 0.01), Thr (p
< 0.01), Cys (p < 0.01), Met (p < 0.01), Lys (p < 0.01), His (p <

0.01), and Arg (p < 0.01) in the feces of piglets.
As can be seen from Table 5, the apparent digestibility of Ala,

Ile, Leu, Tyr, Phe, and Lys of piglets in the M-CP group was lower
than that of the L-CP group and H-CP group (p < 0.01). The
apparent digestibility of Met was higher than that in the other
two groups. The apparent digestibility of Asp, Glu, Gly, Ala, Pro,
Thr, Cys, Val, Ile, Leu, Tyr, Phe, Lys, His, and Arg in the H-CP
group was higher than those in the L-CP group and M-CP group
on day 10 (p < 0.01). The apparent digestibility of fecal Cys, Val,
and Met in the M-CP group were higher than that in the L-CP
group and H-CP group (p < 0.01), and the remaining amino
acids were lower than those in the other two groups on day 25
(p < 0.01). The apparent digestibility of Glu, Gly, Cys, Met, His,
and Arg increased with the increase of dietary protein level (p
< 0.01), and the apparent digestibility of the remaining amino
acids in the M-CP group was lower than those in the L-CP group
and H-CP group on day 45 (p < 0.01). The interaction effects
between feeding time and dietary protein level (Days× CP) were
as follows: Asp (p < 0.01), Glu (p < 0.01), Gly (p < 0.01), Ala
(p < 0.01), Pro (p < 0.01), Thr (p < 0.01), Cys (p < 0.01), Val
(p < 0.01), Met (p < 0.01), Ile (p < 0.01), Leu (p < 0.01), Tyt (p
< 0.01), Phe (p < 0.01), Lys (p < 0.01), His (p < 0.01), and Arg T
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(p < 0.01) in piglet feces. At the level of feeding time, except for
Cys and Met, the apparent digestibility of AA in feces increased
significantly with the increase of feeding time (p < 0.01).

Fecal Microbial AA Excretion
As shown inTable 6, the excretion of AA of fecal microorganisms
of piglets on day 25 was lower than that on day 10 and day
45 (p < 0.01), and the excretion of TAA and NEAA of fecal
microorganisms of piglets on day 25 was higher than that on
days 10 and 45 (p < 0.0l). There was no significant difference in
fecal microbial EAA excretion with the increase of feeding time
(p > 0.05). The AA excretion of fecal microorganisms of piglets
in the L-CP group was lower than that in the M-CP group and
H-CP group (p < 0.01). The excretion of fecal microorganisms
TAA, EAA, and NEAA increased with the increase of CP levels
on day 10 (p < 0.01), and the excretion of TAA, EAA, and NEAA
of the M-CP group were significantly higher than that of L-CP
and H-CP on the day 25 (p < 0.01). Generally speaking, the
emission of EAA was greater than that of NEAA. The interaction
effects between feeding time and dietary protein level (Days
× CP) were as follows: Asp (p < 0.01), Ser (p < 0.01), Glu
(p < 0.01), Gly (p < 0.01), Ala (p < 0.01), Pro (p < 0.01),
Thr (p < 0.01), Cys (p < 0.01), Val (p < 0.01), Met (p <

0.01), Ile (p < 0.01), Leu (p < 0.01), Tyr (p < 0.01), Phe (p <

0.01), Lys (p < 0.01), His (p < 0.01), and Arg (p < 0.01) in
piglet feces.

The excretion of amino acids except for Cys and Ile of fecal
microorganisms increased with the increase of dietary protein
level on day 10 (p < 0.01). The excretion of amino acids except
for Cys and His of feces microbial in the M-CP group was
higher than that in L-CP and H-CP (p < 0.01), and the excretion
of microbial AA in L-CP was the lowest on day 25. The fecal
excretion of amino acids except for Ser, Glu, Cys, Met, Ile, Leu,
Tyr, and His of fecal microorganisms of piglets in the M-CP
group was higher than that in the L-CP group and H-CP group
(p < 0.01).

Effects of Different Protein Levels on
Microbial AA Composition in Feces and
Ileum of Piglets
As shown in Tables 7, 8, the number of microbial AA increased
with the increase of piglet age. The EAA/NEEA of Ile chyme and
feces decreased with the increase of dietary CP (p < 0.01). The
protein nutrition patterns of Asp, Ala, Glu, and Leu in the AA
composition of ileum and feces of piglets were more obvious.
The proportion of His, Tyr, Met, Cys, and Ser was lower than the
average level, while the proportion of Phe, Leu, Pro, Ala, Glu, and
Asp were higher than the average level. The interaction effects
between feeding time and dietary protein level (Days× CP) were
was reflected in Asp (p < 0.01), Glu (p < 0.01), Ala (p < 0.01),
Pro (p < 0.01), Cys (p < 0.01), Val (p < 0.01), Met (p < 0.01), Ile
(p < 0.01), Tyr (p < 0.01), Phe (p < 0.01), Lys (p < 0.01), His (p
< 0.01), and Arg (p < 0.01) in ileum and feces of piglets. T
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DISCUSSION

Apparent Digestibility of CP and AA
Research showed that the composition of dietary nutrients
could directly affect the secretion of digestive enzymes in

piglets (11). Griffiths reported that high protein levels could

significantly affect the activity of digestive enzymes in the

intestines of piglets (13). The secretion of digestive enzymes

directly restricted the absorption and utilization of dietary CP,

and so different dietary CP levels could lead to differences in

fecal CP, AA, fecal CP digestibility, and AA digestibility of

piglets. In this experiment, the apparent digestibility of CP and

AA were increased linearly with the increase of dietary CP
levels. When the CP levels increased to 20%, the measured
indexes and the corresponding apparent digestibility increased
significantly. It could be seen that increasing the dietary protein
level in an appropriate range would directly affect the digestion
and metabolism of nutrients such as dry matter, CP and AA
in piglets.

In this study, the digestibility of dry matter, CP, and N
increased significantly with the increase of feeding time, and
H-CP was significantly higher than that of the L-CP group
and M-CP group. The reasons were the following points:
first, the intestinal development of piglets was not perfect, the
secretion of digestive enzymes is less, the digestive system of
piglets tended to mature after 45 days, and the secretion of
all kinds of digestive enzymes tended to be stable. Secondly,
properly increasing the dietary protein level and balanced
AA level was beneficial for the absorption and utilization of
the digestive tract of piglets. Some studies had shown that
endogenous N could affect the apparent digestibility of intestinal
N. When the dietary protein content was low, because of
the increasing proportion of endogenous protein, the apparent
digestibility of CP was decreased. In addition, protease was
a kind of dietary protein metabolic enzyme, and the dietary
protein level could directly affect the protease activity in the
digestive tract. Within a certain range of protein levels, the
apparent digestibility of CP was positively correlated with dietary
protein levels (14), which was consistent with the results of
this study.

There was not a simple linear relationship between CP
apparent digestibility and dietary CP content. The study of
Silva and Perera (15) pointed out that with the increase of
dietary protein level, the apparent digestibility of dietary protein
increased at first and then decreased. The results showed that
there is an optimal concentration range for protein utilization.
The digestibility of protein would not be ideal if the protein
level was below or above the concentration range, that is, the
protein digestibility would not be ideal on day 45. There was no
such change in the results of this study, and the reason for the
difference might be that the protein level in the study did not
exceed the optimal range and belonged to the rising zone. At the
same time, weaned piglets were in a special physiological period,
and the utilization of protein level at this stage remains to be
further studied.

The differences in dietary N digestion and utilization of
piglets under different CP levels led to differences in N excretion
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(16, 17). In this study, within the range of 14–20% CP the
apparent N digestibility of piglets increased linearly with the
increase of CP levels, and the total N excretion increased with
the increase of dietary CP levels and feeding time, which was
consistent with the conclusions of other scholars (18). The
apparent biological value of protein was mainly affected by the
deposition ability of N nutrients and the degree of dietary protein
balance, which reflected the utilization degree of N nutrients
in piglets. The protein balance of the three diets used in this
experiment was the same, and so the apparent biological value
mainly depended on the ability of piglets to deposit N nutrients
absorbed from the diet. When the dietary protein level was lower
than the needs of the body, the piglets would make adaptive
adjustments in order to improve the utilization efficiency of N
nutrients absorbed in the diet and increase the deposition of
N nutrients.

Effects of Different Protein Levels on
Microbial AA Composition in Feces and
Ileum of Piglets
AAs played a very important role in animal nutrition and
physiology (19). However, there was a lack of knowledge
about the utilization and metabolism of AA in intestinal
microorganisms. The results of human-like microorganisms in
vitro culture showed that the rapidly fermented AA of human-
like microorganisms was Lys, Arg, Thr, His, Glu, and Asp (20).
The addition of fermentable carbohydrates to the culture system
could reduce the decarboxylation of AA and the formation
of amines by bacteria (21). The study also showed that the
bacteria of Clostridium, Bacteroides, and Prepfococo were the
main AA fermentation bacteria in the human intestine (22).
Studies on fistula piglets had shown that Lys, Phe, and branched-
chain AA synthesized by bacteria in the intestinal cavity can
be absorbed by the small intestine and large intestine (23).
However, these findings did not explain the high level of net
utilization of AA in the intestine (24). So far, the metabolic
pathway of dietary AA, especially essential AA, in the intestinal
cavity was not clear (25). The study also showed that the bacteria
of Clostridium, Bacteroides, and Prepfococo were the main AA
fermentation bacteria in the human intestine (26). Studies on
fistula pigs had shown that lysine, phenylalanine, and branched
chain AA synthesized by bacteria in the intestinal cavity could
be absorbed by the small intestine and large intestine (27, 28).
However, these findings did not explain the high level of net
utilization of AA in the intestine (27). So far, the metabolic
pathway of dietary AA, especially essential AA, in the intestinal
cavity was not clear (29). In this experiment, the proportion of
microbial AA in piglet feces was only 1–5%, and the response
of intestinal microorganisms Asp, Ala, Glu, and Leu to the
N nutrition model was more obvious. In the AA composition
of intestinal microorganisms, it was found that there were
similarities between ileum and rectum: the proportion of His,
Tyr, Met, Cys, and Ser was lower than the average level. The
proportion of Phe, Leu, Pro, Ala, Glu, and Asp was higher than
the average level.

CONCLUSIONS

To sum up, this study revealed some scientific problems, such
as the changes of N, CP, and AA excretion and digestibility of
feces and microorganisms of piglets at different feeding times,
the changes of AA composition of intestinal microorganisms, the
changes in AA composition of microorganisms, the mechanism
of enzyme activity, and the mechanism of enzyme activity
affecting the changes of biogenic amines. The purpose of
this work was to provide a theoretical basis for the follow-
up research on how gastrointestinal microorganisms and
gastrointestinal digestion and metabolism change the mode
of N supply.
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