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Abstract 
 

CHO cells have become the favorite expression system for large scale production of complex biopharmaceuticals. However, industrial 

strategies for upstream process development are based on empirical results, due to a lack of fundamental understanding of intracellular 

activities. Genome scale models of CHO cells have been reconstructed to provide an economical way of analyzing and interpreting large-

omics datasets, since they add cellular context to the data. Here the most recently available CHO-DG44 genome-scale specific model was 

manually curated and tailored to the metabolic profile of cell lines used for industrial protein production, by modifying 601 reactions. Generic 

changes were applied to simplify the model and cope with missing constraints related to regulatory effects as well as thermodynamic and 

osmotic forces. Cell line specific changes were related to the metabolism of high yielding production cell lines. The model was semi-

constrained with 24 metabolites measured on a daily basis in n=4 independent industrial 2L fed batch cell culture processes for a therapeutic 

antibody production. 

This study is the first adaptation of a genome scale model for CHO cells to an industrial process, that successfully predicted cell phenotype. 

The tailored model predicted accurately both the exometabolomics data (r²≥ 0.8 for 96% of the considered metabolites) and growth rate 

(r²=0.91) of the industrial cell line. Flux distributions at different days of the process were analyzed for validation and suggestion of strategies 

for medium optimization. This study shows how to adapt a genome scale model to an industrial process and sheds light on the metabolic 

specificities of a high production process. The curated genome scale model is a great tool to gain insights into intracellular fluxes and to 
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identify possible bottlenecks impacting cell performances during production process. The general use of genome scale models for modeling 

industrial recombinant cell lines is a long-term investment that will highly benefit process development and speed up time to market. 

Abbreviations:  

CHO, Chinese Hamster Ovary; GSM, genome-scale metabolic model; pFBA, parsimonious flux balance analysis; GMP, Good Manufacturing 

Practices; FBA, flux balance analysis; PPP, pentose phosphate pathway; TCA, tricarboxylic acid cycle 

Keywords: 

Genome-scale metabolic model; Chinese Hamster Ovary; Flux distribution; Model curation; Metabolic engineering 

 

1. Introduction 

Chinese Hamster Ovary (CHO) cells are the preferred hosts for the production of recombinant therapeutics proteins, especially as they are able to 

perform post-translational modifications similar to those carried by endogenous human proteins, which reduces the risk of immunogenicity or low 

efficacy of therapeutic proteins (Jefferis, 2016). Productivity achieved with mammalian cell culture processes has increased in the last years with 

vector engineering, cell line development, process conditions and media optimization (Cacciatore et al., 2010; De Jesus and Wurm, 2011). 

However, the time spent to adapt the best process conditions and feeding strategy to a new industrial recombinant cell line still remains 

significant, as time-consuming empirical trials are the main reliable strategy for achieving high-yielding processes As production of GMP material 

is on the critical path to first-in-man, accelerating the development and optimization of biopharmaceutical production has a direct impact on the 

availability of the active pharmaceutical ingredient for patients. Furthermore, the industry needs to increase process yields while keeping high 

quality standards to make the drug affordable for the health systems and ensuring access for patients (Li et al., 2014). 

Moreover, to avoid any misincorporation in proteins due to depletion of amino acids (Khetan et al., 2010; Wen et al., 2009), medium optimization 

studies often lead to fed-batch culture conditions where essential amino acids are not depleted during the process, and most of non-essential 

amino acids are provided in sufficient quantities so that the cells can consume amino acids at maximal rates without exhaustion in the medium 

(Reinhart et al., 2015). Exception has to be made for amino acids whose catabolism generates toxic by-products, such as glutamine catabolized 

into glutamate and ammonium (Chen and Harcum, 2005). Thus, a detailed analysis of CHO cell metabolism is required to adapt feeding strategies 
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and cell culture media. It will efficiently identify bottlenecks that could explain suboptimal amino acid catabolism experimentally observed during 

the process, thus resulting in improved cell growth, viability and process yields.  

In order to enable such a fast and detailed metabolic analysis of production CHO cells, a consensus genome scale model (GSM) and cell line-

specific stoichiometric models have been recently reconstructed by a community of researchers (Hefzi et al., 2016). These models describe the 

reaction network, accounting for all the known CHO-specific conversions of substrates into metabolic products and biomass components. CHO-

specific genome-scale metabolic models are built based on genomic and physiological information in a specific organism (Calmels et al., 

accepted). With the integration of a linear based programming framework, GSM can be used to compute enzymatic rates under defined 

environmental conditions. CHO GSM enables in silico prediction of the effect of gene deletions, gene over-/under-expression, the possibility for 

identification of metabolic targets to reduce toxic by-product formation, and the combination of other omics-data types in a single computational 

framework (Kaas et al., 2014).  

In this study, a cell line-specific model for CHO DG44 was developed as a support tool for interpretation of experimental data, in order to 

understand better the pathways underlying cell growth and protein production in an industrially relevant cell culture process. The predicted 

power of the initial model was improved by manual curation of the model. The curated model was tested with an industrial fed batch process of a 

cell line producing a monoclonal antibody, by computing the daily flux distribution of the cells throughout the bioreactor production step.  

 

 

2. Material and methods 

2.1. Cell culture and extracellular metabolite analysis 

2.1.1.  Cell culture conditions 

4 fed batch cell culture experiments were run independently, for which cell phenotype, variation of extracellular metabolite concentrations, and 

process parameters were monitored. A CHO DG44 cell line producing mAb1 was cultivated in 2L stirred tank glass bioreactors, controlled by 

supply towers (C-DCUII, Sartorius Stedim Biotech) and monitored by a multi-fermenter control system (MFCS, Sartorius). The cells were growing 

under serum free conditions in a proprietary and chemically defined media. Precultures were cultivated in increased volume capacity of 

Erlenmeyer flasks (Corning Inc, Germany) on a shaking device at 37°C and 5% O2 in a humid atmosphere. The starting culture volume was 
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identical for the different production run and the bioreactors were inoculated at similar target seeding density. The cultivation temperature was 

kept constant at 36.8°C and the impeller used was a 3-segment blade impeller. During the cultivation, the pH was fixed at 7.0, with an allowable 

variation of 0.2, and controlled by gassing CO2 and a sodium carbonate solution. Dissolved oxygen was maintained at 40% of the saturation 

concentration. Continuous nutrient feeding was started 72 hours after inoculation, with predetermined rate using a proprietary, chemically 

defined concentrated feed. The feed rate was adapted every day, following a predefined feeding profile. In addition to this continuous feed, a 

bolus feed addition also started 72 hours after inoculation. Samples were taken once a day, before feeding. When the glucose concentration was 

below 5.6 g/L, a glucose solution of 500 g/L was added as a bolus. Specific growth rate was calculated for each experimental condition as in 

equation 1: 

   
         

  
    (1) 

The exponential growth equation is described by equation 2: 

ln(X) = ln(X0) + μt   (2) 

where μ is the specific growth rate, X is the cell density (i.e. cell mass or number per unit volume of culture medium), t is time, and X0 is the initial 

cell density at the onset of exponential growth. This equation was used to determine the specific growth rate from linear regression of cell 

density measurements over time. 

2.1.2. Analytical methods 

Samples from the bioreactor were taken daily for cell density and viability analysis using the VI-CELL® XR (Beckman-Coulter, Inc., Brea, CA), based 

on the trypan blue exclusion method. Samples were centrifuged and supernatants were analyzed to quantify concentration of glucose, lactate, 

amino acid and monoclonal antibody. Glucose, lactate, glutamate, glutamine and ammonium concentrations were determined using a Cedex Bio 

HT Analyzer (Innovatis, Bielefeld, Germany) or a NOVA 400 BioProfile automated analyzer (Nova Biomedical, Waltham, MA). Cell culture 

supernatant samples were stored at -80°C or directly analyzed for product titer with a ForteBio Octet model analyzer (ForteBio, Inc., Menlo Park, 

CA) or protein A high performance liquid chromatography (HPLC). Amino acids were analyzed by reversed-phase UPLC (Waters AccQ · Tagultra 

method) after ultra-filtration using Amicon Ultra-0.5 mL centrifugal filters (Merck Millipore, Billerica, MA). pH and DO were measured on-line and 

the measurement accuracy was verified through offline analysis of pH and partial pressure of CO2 (pCO2) using a BioProfile pHOx® blood gas 
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analyzer (Nova Biomedical Corporation, Waltham, MA). Cellular lipids were extracted based on Matyash method (Matyash et al., 2008), 

separated by hydrophilic interaction liquid chromatography (HILIC) and detected by triple quadrupole mass spectrometry (Waters, Millford, MA). 

Internal 13C labelled lipids standards provided by Avanti Polar Lipids (Alabaster, AL) were added prior to extraction to ensure an accurate 

quantification. 

 

2.2. Modeling procedure  

2.2.1. Genome scale model used 

A community genome scale metabolic network was recently reconstructed by different research groups (Hefzi et al., 2016), first by combining 

two established genome scale reconstructions for Homo Sapiens (Recon 1 (Duarte et al., 2007) and Recon 2 (Quek et al., 2014)) and then by 

manual curation to find CHO homologs to human genes (Hefzi et al., 2016). Genes that are specifically expressed in CHO DG44 cell lines were 

identified and selected to generate a cell line specific model for CHO DG44, based on existing data used as input information in the Gene 

Inactivity Moderated by Metabolism and Expression (GIMME) algorithm (Becker and Palsson, 2008). 

For each cell line modeled, the reaction responsible for antibody production in the model was tailored to the antibody produced by the cell line 

chosen. The stoichiometric coefficients of the amino acids required to produce the IgG were changed to the one corresponding to the specific 

amino acid sequence of the antibody produced, thus generating a genome scale model for the cell line producing mAb1. 

2.2.2. Theoretical approach for modeling 

The modeling framework can be represented by a stoichiometric matrix (S) and a vector of reaction fluxes (v) indicating the reaction rates. The 

basic steady state mass balance constraint can be enforced by the linear equation 5. Additional constraints can be introduced by restricting 

fluxes with upper or lower bounds through inequality 6. To find the flux distribution, parsimonious enzyme usage Flux Balance Analysis (pFBA) 

(Lewis et al., 2010) was employed. This optimization method is based on the assumption that the cell is using a minimum amount of enzymes to 

reach a maximized objective, under the hypothesis of steady state. The mathematical formulation of the objective function is given by equation 

3, and the requirement for the minimum absolute values among all the alternatives optima is described by equation 4. To find the flux 
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distributions, the network is constrained by imposing lower and upper bounds for each flux, and by assuming a steady state condition, which 

leads to the following optimization problem: 

     ,      (3) 

   ∑    ,     (4)   

               (5) 

   and                  (6) 

 

Where cv corresponds to the objective function and c is a vector of weights, indicating how much each reaction contributes to the objective 

function. 

Linear programming was performed using Gurobi Optimizer (Gurobi Optimization Inc., Houston TX) in Python 2.7.12 (Python Software 

Foudation, Delaware, United States).  

To represent experimental cell growth conditions at each day of the process, which vary in particular because of feed additions and by-product 

secretion, a maximal bound was set equal to the experimental flux measured for 24 external metabolite rates. Thereby, if the predicted values 

were comparable to the experimental, we could consider that the distribution solution was worth being analyzed. The calibration of the model 

was performed by applying pFBA to successive points in cell culture time (day 2 to 7) with different constraints related to medium’s components 

consumption/production rates. Daily experimental rates of 24 metabolites in medium were calculated from experimental measurements, post- 

processed with a smoother function in order to reduce experimental noise. 

 

2.3. Data processing and transforming primary data into flux constraints 

Substrate concentrations at each day of the cell culture were transformed into rates in mmol of product per gDW of cells per hour. The modeling 

time frame chosen was between day 2 and day 7 of cell culture, which correspond to the exponential growth phase where the pseudo-state is 

assumed. All the input flux rate values were calculated using an average dry cell weight of CHO cells as 330 pg/cell, as a literature average value 

(Bonarius et al., 1996; Vriezen, 1998; Xie and Wang, 1994; Zupke and Stephanopoulos, 1995). Daily experimental uptake or production rates of 
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24 metabolites in medium were calculated from experimental measurements, post-processed with a smoother function in order to reduce 

experimental noise and normalized with one value corresponding to a specific growth rate of the mAb 1 producing cell line. The experimental 

variation can be explained by several factors, including the sensibility and technical variability of the analytical quantification method, but also 

the degree of biological reproducibility inter-process.  

Experimental production and consumption rates calculated were smoothed using a kernel smoother statistical function, in order to avoid 

irregular data points and noisy observations obtained from experimental results. 

Given a random sample (xi , yi) ∈ R2, i = 1,…n, with a continuous, univariate density f, the kernel function or weighting function Kλ(x) assigns a 

weight to xi based on its distance from each query point x. The kernels Kλ are typically indexed by a parameter λ that dictates the width of the 

neighborhood. For a given scale parameter λ, the weight sequence is defined by the equation below (Hastie et al., 2009) : 

      ∑
  

    

 
 

∑   
    

 
  

   

  

 

   

 (7) 

The Kernel smoother method was applied on calculated experimental flux rates with the support of the statistical software JMP. Suppl. Fig. 1 

displays the example of arginine which exhibits relatively good correlation coefficients after smoothing. Smoothed experimental values were 

considered as the more accurate approximation to model cell metabolism due to experimental noise. 

The calculated and smoothed experimental values were then used to set the upper or lower limit of the consumption or production rate of the 

metabolites measured daily in the extracellular environment. Exception was made for ammonium, alanine, and lactate that were set strictly 

equal to the experimental value in order to constrain the model with the metabolic switch between consumption and production.  

The final set of constrained metabolite exchanges comprised the uptake and secretion of 24 metabolites. The limitations for uptake and 

production rates were set for each day of the time frame chosen for modeling the cell culture process. The objective function chosen was 

maximization of growth. Estimation of metabolic fluxes was performed using CobraPy (Ebrahim et al., 2013). 

 

2.4. Statistical analysis 
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For evaluating significant differences between means of datasets with replicates in different conditions, a one-way ANOVA was performed. 

When significant, post hoc analysis was performed using Tukey’s honestly significant difference (HSD) to group data by means. All tests were 

performed using JMP Software (SAS Institute Japan Ltd., Japan) and GraphPad Prism software (Version 7.02, Graphpad Software, San Diego, CA).  

 

 

3. Results and discussion 

3.1. Manual curation 

The recent publication of the most complete genome scale model for CHO cells (Hefzi et al., 2016) has offered the industrial world a chance to 

examine metabolic fluxes of production cell lines in different pathways and under distinct culture conditions. In bioprocess development cell 

cultures, CHO cells exhibit a specific metabolic profile characterized in particular by elevated stress (Templeton et al., 2013). Thus to improve 

quality of predictions, the initial model was adapted to a specific recombinant production cell line. Three types of modifications were required to 

tailor the generic model to UCB’s recombinant production cell line: (i) removal of metabolic reactions from the network structure, as their 

activation relied on unknown parameters based on thermodynamic and chemical constraints, or more general scientific knowledge, (ii) addition 

of metabolic reactions either to complete the central carbon metabolism as described in Cricetulus griseus, or to adapt the genome scale model 

to the metabolism of high yielding production cells, and (iii) change of reaction parameters in order to constrain the network as much as possible 

according to literature, to obtain more biologically meaningful results. A total number of 601 reactions were modified to produce the tailored 

genome scale model as detailed in the supplementary excel file. A first technical section describes modifications which aim at curating the model 

to make it generally more functional with the available constraints, a second section gathers modifications that were observed as being 

specifically related to the metabolism of high producers. 
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3.1.1. General modifications of the metabolic network made to increase prediction performances  

3.1.1.1.  Deletion of extracellular amino acid co-transporters 

Initial modeling trials with Flux Balance Analysis on the generic DG44 model described infeasible solutions composed of isolated activated fluxes, 

predicted to occur at the maximum upper limit of the supposedly unconstrained reactions, as it is common to choose an arbitrarily elevated 

number to represent unconstrained fluxes (1000 mmol/gDW/h). Several actions were undertaken in order to increase the predictive power of 

the initial model. The first action was to change directionality of reactions that import nutrients to lock them in one direction, in order to 

uniquely allow consumption from the medium into the cell. The second action was the choice of a most suitable mathematical approach, namely 

Parsimonious FBA, as this method has been shown in previous studies to avoid degeneracy of FBA solutions (Machado and Herrgard, 2014; 

Toroghi et al., 2016). pFBA relies on the same principles as FBA, with an additional constraint on minimizing the sum of total fluxes across the 

entire network (Lewis et al., 2010). The third action was taken after the main source of highly activated fluxes remaining in all the computed 

solutions was identified at the level of amino acid transportation. 

Indeed, as the model accurately represents mammalian cell composition, it contains all known types of amino acid transporters which are 

assigned to a large number of different families. However in vivo the activation of one type over the other will mainly depend on dynamic 

parameters that are not known and/or not included in the model. The constraints that are not considered in the model fall into the following 

categories: substrate concentration gradient; maintenance of the electrochemical gradient, that may vary with movements of charged co-

transporters across membranes; charge, size and hydrophobicity of the molecules; flow regulation in response to binding of signaling molecule; 

balance of osmotic pressure; regulation of intracellular pH; degree of saturation of the transporters; preferential substrates; interdependence of 

secondary and tertiary active transporters, or inhibition/stimulation mechanisms which are not even well understood for all the transporters 

(2002; GM., 2000). The complexity of the model was thus dramatically reduced by silencing  537 transporters (Supplementary excel file of all 

reactions modified). No more  inconsistencies of solutions containing loops characterized by high fluxes feeding each other were observed 

(Thiele and Palsson, 2010). This removal of the transporters led to disappearance of infeasible cycles linked to amino acid uptake fluxes. 

 

3.1.1.2. Manual curation to simplify mathematical modeling 
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The initial metabolic network contains identical reactions allocated to different cellular compartments, which is the case e.g. for the reaction 

catalyzed by fumarase as illustrated in Suppl. Fig. 2. A literature research was conducted and the reaction has been shown to be mainly localized 

in mitochondria (Bowes et al., 2007), so the cytosolic version of the reaction was removed from the model.  

We observed that in some cases identical reactions allocated to different compartments could be activated together at high rates. This can be 

visually identified in predictive flux distributions with the presence of internal cycles, defined by their capacity of revolving independently of the 

rest of the network. The substrates of one reaction correspond to the products of the other across compartments, while using metabolites that 

the cell is typically producing in excess (such as water, protons, sodium, present in numerous reactions in the model) or other metabolites which 

synthesis would require valuable co-factors such as NADPH or ATP. Consequently, these internal cycles do not only involve the identified couple 

of reactions but have an impact on the entire set of solution, leading to errors in the estimation of the objective function and redox balancing 

(Zomorrodi et al., 2012).  

Similarly, we identified reactions using either NADPH or NADH as cofactor that are systematically activated together at high rate in flux 

distributions. The flux solution computed activation in high rates of these paired reactions containing similar substrates and products, using 

NADPH as coenzyme in one direction and NADH in the opposite direction. As a matter of fact, a few enzymes can use both NADPH/NADH and 

most show a strong preference for one over the other, for each internal cycle of this type identified, one of the reactions was removed based on 

a literature and database research to select the true biological reaction to be activated. The removal was thus based on information from 

BRENDA (Placzek et al., 2017) and KEGG databases, as well as literature (see Supplementary excel file of all reactions modified). If no information 

could be found it was decided to remove the reaction using NADPH, using the rationale that an NADH-driven reaction is more likely as the total 

concentration of NAD+/NADH in most tissues is about 10-5 M, whereas that of NADP+/NADPH is about 10-6 M (Blacker and Duchen, 2016; Boyle, 

2005). The entire modifications resulting from the manual curation are listed in the supplementary excel file. 

 

3.1.1.3. Addition of reactions  

The initial genome scale model specific for CHO DG44 cells was extracted from a general consensus model with an algorithm based on gene 

expression thresholds. As demonstrated recently (Opdam et al., 2017), the algorithm used for extraction and the gene expression threshold are 

key decision parameters to build a cell line specific model and can significantly impact model content and accuracy. 
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In total, seven reactions were manually added (Table 1) to complete glycolysis, oxidative phosphorylation and TCA pathways as compared to the 

pathways found in the KEGG database (Kanehisa et al., 2017; Kanehisa and Goto, 2000; Kanehisa et al., 2016) for Cricetulus griseus. 

A new compartment named mitochondrial membrane (mm) was added in the model. As the reaction catalyzed by succinate dehydrogenase 

(SDH) is inherent to the activity of complex II of respiratory chain (Cecchini, 2003; Lenaz and Genova, 2010), the reducing power FADH2 

produced by SDH and used by complex II was assigned to this new compartment in order to make sure that the FADH2 produced by the 

mitochondrial SDH is directly fueled in the electron transport chain. A directly measurable result can be visualized in Suppl. Fig. 3. The predicted 

activity in complex II was increased in the curated model and the progression over time seems to follow the physiological conditions, if we 

consider oxygen uptake rate experimentally measured during cell cultures as a marker of energy metabolism (Deshpande and Heinzle, 2004). 

 

Table 1 
List of reactions added in the model. 

Reaction name Reaction ID Reaction 

Glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase GAPD g3p_c + nad_c + pi_c --> 13dpg_c + h_c + nadh_c 

Pyruvate kinase PYK adp_c + h_c + pep_c --> atp_c + pyr_c 

NADH dehydrogenase, mitochondrial NADH2_u10m 5 h_m + nadh_m + q10_m --> 4 h_im + nad_m + q10h2_m 

Pyruvate dehydrogenase PDHm coa_m + nad_m + pyr_m <=> accoa_m + co2_m + nadh_m 

Glycerol-3-phosphate dehydrogenase G3PD dhap_c + nadh_c --> glyc3p_c + nad_c 

Glutathione peroxidase and catalase, cytosol GTHP_CAT_c 2 gthrd_c + 3 h2o2_c --> gthox_c + 4 h2o_c + o2_c 

Glutathione peroxidase and catalase, mitochondria GTHP_CAT_m 2 gthrd_m + 3 h2o2_m --> gthox_m + 4 h2o_m + o2_m 

 

 

3.1.2.  Modifications of the metabolic network directly related to high yielding production cells metabolism 
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3.1.2.1. Correction for activation of the oxidative stress pathway 

Industrial production cell lines are subjected to elevated oxygen levels, and this highly activated aerobic cell metabolism generates continuously 

free radical species that can impact cell performances and product quality (Ha et al., 2018; Selvarasu et al., 2012; Templeton et al., 2013). To 

tailor the network to this specific metabolic trait related to high yielding production cells, the following modifications were applied: (i) deletion 

of the reaction for H2O2 secretion; hydrogen peroxide being an unstable molecule, it quickly reacts with any present metabolite, so any 

significant secretion cannot be representative of the biological reality, (ii) conservation of the cytochrome C oxidase reaction producing 2% of 

superoxide to have a constant production of reactive oxygen species associated to cellular respiration (Turrens, 2003), (iii) a simplified version of 

the antioxidant defense system was included by fusing the catalase and glutathione peroxidase reactions, as illustrated in Fig. 1, in order to have 

them activated simultaneously when computing the solution. This global detoxifying reaction called “GTHP_CAT” was created as a balanced 

equation of the two main antioxidant enzymes catalase and glutathione peroxidase (Weydert and Cullen, 2010), localized both in mitochondria 

and cytosol (Table 2).  

These modifications represent a major improvement in the model, as it allows activation of glutathione peroxidase reaction, and can be used to 

have a more representative use of the substrates and products involved in regulation of oxidative stress. However, the global rate of the reaction 

is only comparable to in vivo detoxification rates if there is a fixed ratio between catalase and glutathione peroxidase. At high H2O2 levels, 

catalase has been shown to have a prominent role in mammalian cells (Ho et al., 2004) with an activity almost 100 times higher than glutathione 

peroxidase quantified  in CHO cells (Keizer et al., 1988). However in our knowledge this ratio has been shown as constant during cell culture, and 

may be subject to variations. Overall, the modifications made allow a more precise prediction of the redox and antioxidant status of the cell at 

different days of the cell culture. A more realistic NADPH/NADP+ requirement can be computed, so the model could also be used to define a 

strategy for minimization of biological damages caused by oxygen-derived radicals. 
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Fig. 1. Pathways for generation of ROS by mitochondrial electron transport chain, included in the model. The balanced equations given by the 
addition of the reactions catalyzed by the enzymes catalase and GHS peroxidase were added in the model, named GTHP_CAT_m and 
GTHP_CAT_c, both in the mitochondrial and cytosolic compartment. Plain line : oxidative phosphorylation included in the initial model ; Dash 
lines : oxidative stress included in the initial model ; GSH and gthrd : reduced glutathione; GSSG and gthox : oxidized glutathione. 

 

3.1.2.2. Mathematical compensation for lipid accumulation 

Lipidomics data we generated (Suppl. Fig. 4) and recently published studies (Ali et al., 2018) have demonstrated the importance of lipid 

metabolism for the phenotype of CHO cells cultivated in fed-batch production, which could also explain a large cell diameter observed with high 

producers (Pan et al., 2017). There is experimental evidence that lipids accumulate in the cells towards the end of the process, especially 

glycerophosphatidylinositol and triacylglycerol. For mammalian cells, this storage mechanism gives a competitive evolutionary advantage in case 

of fluctuations in the composition of the extracellular medium, since they are able to accumulate lipid droplets to form a source of energy 
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storage (Farese and Walther, 2009). These lipid droplets are made of a phospholipid monolayer surrounding sterol esters and triacylglycerols, 

and their growth seems to be associated to triacylglycerol synthesis. This information was included in the model with the addition of a constraint 

on minimum production rate of triglyceride, and no strict constraints was fixed for lactate secretion. ANOVA found significant difference 

between the 2 modeling conditions  – considering and excluding triacylglycerol accumulation – from day 3 to day 0 included (p < 0.0003). In Fig. 

2, pairwise comparisons were performed using Tukey’s HSD test with a family-wise confidence level of 95%. Flux rates extracting statistically 

similar values were grouped and labeled accordingly. In the model, adding a constraint to consider a storage of triglycerides had a direct impact 

on predictive lactate production rate, which was quantitatively comparable to measured rates without subverting the flux rate distribution 

solution. In this regard, the tailored genome scale model is accurately representative of the metabolism of high producing cells and can even be 

considered to be used as a complementary tool for the cell line selection process. 

 

 

Fig. 2. Impact on the addition of predicted lipid accumulation on predicted lactate flux rate. The experimental data correspond to control 
processes of cell line CHO DG44_mAb 1 (n=3) and was computed independently to obtain the mean and standard deviation given when 
modeling using the genome scale model. The same upper and lower bounds were set each day in the two predictions. Label a is for experimental 
condition, b is predicted values. The prediction value corresponding to predicted lactate secretion rate (+ TG) has an additional constraint of a 
minimal daily triglyceride “accumulation” rate (lower bound set for “EX_tag_cho_e_” reaction). Values are normalized according to growth rate 
across all datasets. Conditions showing a statistical similar lactate flux rate were grouped together (group a or b) based on Tukey’s HSD (P < 
0.05).  
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3.1.3.  Summary of the curation process 

The final model consists of 3942 reactions, 2750 metabolites and 1188 genes as described in Table 2. The initial model was simplified in order 

to match with the mathematical approach used and the available set of constraints applied. Moreover, the model was adapted to high yielding 

cell metabolism and can be used to infer more knowledge about industrial processes. A pathway for oxidative stress was specifically designed 

so that the impact of high oxygen concentration in cell culture process is more accurately represented. This addition in the model makes 

possible to simulate cell adaptation to oxidative stress, by increasing levels of antioxidant defenses and by metabolizing larger amount of 

glucose via the pentose phosphate pathway (Ahn and Antoniewicz, 2011). The role of lipid storage during cell culture was also included, which 

makes a difference in the predictions in terms of flux distribution and correlates with in vivo observations. Considering lipid metabolism in cell 

culture with the help of a genome scale model is one of the most adequate way of doing so, as lipid metabolism needs to be put in perspective 

of the entire metabolic network: Lipids can have an impact at different metabolic levels on energy storage, nutrient intake, cell growth, and 

regulation of cellular processes. Physiological features characterizing specifically high producing cell lines, such as those added in the curated 

genome scale model, are important to capture accurate phenotypic predictions. Other important features can be considered in future work for 

enhancing predictive power, such as the incorporation of a more complex amino acid import processes. In a recent study, 16 amino acid 

transporters have been identified in abundance in high-producing recombinant cell lines, with a regulated coordinated antiport system to 

supply amino acids, and variations in relative expression levels of transporters depending both on the metabolism of the engineered CHO cell 

line and on amino acid concentration in cell culture medium (Geoghegan et al., 2018). Prediction of energy utilization and specific productivity 

could also be improved by considering the level of difficulty associated to the folding step of a specific antibody (Le Fourn et al., 2014), as well 

as the protein secretory pathway which has been identified as a bottleneck in some cases (Pieper et al., 2017; Rahimpour et al., 2013). 

 The resulting model is tailored to industrial cell lines and can be used with simple information as input, by adding constraints available from 

daily metabolite concentration measurements in the culture medium. 

 

Table 2 
Comparison of the original and curated model. 
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 Initial model Curated model 

Number of reactions 4533 3942 

Amino acid metabolism 205 196 

Carbohydrate metabolism 181 175 

Cofactor and vitamins 152 146 

Nucleotide metabolism 207 203 

Lipid metabolism 570 565 

Energy metabolism 21 21 

Transporters 2616 2072 

Glycan synthesis 142 142 

Other 422 439 

Number of metabolites 2750 2750 

Number of genes 1132 1188 

  



C. Calmels et al. / Metabolic Engineering 
 

17 
 

3.2. Application of the curated model to one industrial cell line during fed batch production 

In order to validate the manual curation performed, the model was tested for simulation of 4 independent 2L cell culture bioreactor run from a 

known production process. The evaluation of the curated tailored model was based on the comparison of cell performances and 

exometabolomics data with experimental data, and with knowledge available in literature. 

 

3.2.1. The predicted phenotype of the industrial recombinant producing cell line is comparable with experimental observations  

The cell count over time for the culture of a CHO DG44 cell line producing mAb1 grown in supplemented medium is presented in Suppl. Fig. 5. 

This plot distinguishes a first period, from inoculation to day 7, where cell growth dominates the exponential phase. This time frame was 

selected for modeling, as it was considered to be a key phase in cell culture. During this period, cell counts and antibody titer increase 

respectively approximately 13- and 11-fold. Experimental specific growth rate decreases and specific productivity increases linearly from day 2 to 

day 7. Therefore, during this time frame, most of the amino acid demands can be attributed to both cell proliferation and maintenance, as well 

as product assembly for antibody production.  

As daily sampling was performed before media additions, it was assumed that perturbations of metabolic steady state due to media additions 

were negligible in a time frame of 20-24 hours (Segre et al., 2002). This time frame can be considered to be sufficient to achieve equilibration of 

extra and intracellular equilibration of metabolites, thus to attain stationary values of macroscopic properties of the bioreactor (cell density and 

metabolite concentrations). pFBA was applied from day 2 to day 7 of cell culture processes, when experimental specific growth rate shows a 

linear evolution over time and cell death is negligible. After day 7, cell death becomes more important than cell growth, which currently cannot 

be predicted well by the model. 

 

3.2.2. The majority of metabolite secretion and production rates are predicted accurately by the tailored model 

The model was semi-constrained with exometabolomics data and the four predictions were computed for each independent 2L run. By doing so 

the goal was to verify that the biosynthetic growth requirements were comparable to the in vivo metabolic needs, and to some extend this semi 

loose constraints were applied to calibrate the model with the available nutrients in the experimental growth environment.  
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3.2.2.1. Prediction of amino acid utilization 

As amino acids are one of the most important set of metabolites for growth of mammalian cells and production of proteins, we wanted to see 

how the model predicts their uptake and production. 

Fig. 3 shows the comparison between the predicted and the experimental value of the measured metabolites. Correlation coefficient is 0.91 for 

predicted growth rate, which indicates a very reliable prediction when applying the tailored model to high yielding cells. Simulations were also 

performed with changing the objective function to maximization of antibody production from day 6 to 9, and in this case correlation coefficient 

of 0.61 indicates inaccurate predictions compared to experimental specific productivity. This inaccuracy can be explained by the fact that cells 

keep growing by biomass during exponential phase and also during the stationary phase (Pan et al., 2017), thus the most appropriate objective 

function to be applied during the chosen time frame is maximization of biomass production. 

Among various amino acids, the highest consumption rates were observed for asparagine and serine both in vivo and in silico. High asparagine 

consumption is linked to increased alanine, glycine and ammonia concentration during the process (Hansen and Emborg, 1994; Selvarasu et al., 

2012). Predicted consumption rates of the primary carbon sources, glucose and glutamine (Burgess, 2011), are strictly equal to the experimental 

rate. At the early stage of the exponential phase, cells exhibit a high glucose consumption rate and a high lactate production resulting from a 

high glycolytic rate. This is consistent with the Warburg effect, which is observed in culture of continuous cell lines under aerobic conditions and 

describes a phenotype characteristic of tumor cell metabolism (Deberardinis et al., 2008). Ammonia secretion rate resulting from glutamine 

consumption in the initial exponential phase significantly decreased after day 3, both for the predicted and experimental values. As shown in Fig. 

3. B., 96% of the considered metabolites showed a correlation coefficient higher or equal to 0.8 with experimental value. In this regard, the 

methodology applied for modeling reflects accurately the cellular metabolism in early exponential phase, at the level of nutrient source 

utilization and cell performances. 
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A 

 

B 

 

Fig. 3. (A) Correlation coefficient (r²) of predicted growth and specific productivity (Qp) with experimental data. Growth rate was predicted 
from day 2 to 7 and Qp from day 6 to 9, using respectively maximization of biomass production and antibody production as the objective 
function. Average value of the 4 independent predictions was used to determine squared correlation coefficient. (B) Comparison between 
experimental fluxes and predicted fluxes in case the objective function chosen is maximization of biomass. Normalized consumption 
(negative) and production (positive) rates of extracellular metabolites at each day of the cell culture. Coefficient of determination (r-squared) 
was calculated from the regression line of the average experimental and the average predicted values. Error bars denote standard deviation 
of the mean (n=4). Information about the method applied for modeling is detailed in section 2.2. 
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3.2.2.2. Analysis of fluxes that drive metabolic switch from production to net consumption gives better understanding for medium 

optimization   

 

Metabolites such as alanine, aspartate, lactate and glutamate are produced in the early stage of the culture and a switch from production to 

consumption is observed at day 4 (Fig. 3). The accumulation of some of the produced metabolites are responsible for a decreased cell growth 

and antibody productivity (Duarte et al., 2014; Lao and Toth, 1997; Ozturk et al., 1992). As the mechanisms that trigger this metabolic shift are 

unknown (Hartley et al., 2018), the model was used to analyze the rewiring of metabolic pathway and what can be done at the level of medium 

composition to avoid any negative impact on cell growth. 

 

3.2.2.2.1. Flux predictions describe alanine and lactate switch from production to consumption throughout the culture 

Based on the predictions, alanine is entirely produced by alanine transaminase from day 2 to 5 and imported from the medium towards the end 

of the culture. The shift from production to consumption at day 4 can be correlated to lactate shift, as lactate is no longer available for 

conversion to pyruvate, cell metabolism redirects pyruvate fluxes to maintain flow to mitochondrial citric acid cycle. In silico, alanine is 

consumed to form proteins for biomass formation as well as the low and heavy chain of the antibody, thus predicted alanine metabolism is in 

agreement with literature (Suppl. Fig. 6) (Pereira et al., 2018; Sellick et al., 2015). As pyruvate resulting from intense early glycolytic activity is 

converted to both lactate and alanine, pyruvate and glucose concentration in culture medium should be controlled at a low level at the 

beginning of the process.  

 

3.2.2.2.2. Genome scale model highlights important role of asparaginase in ammonium production 

Accumulation of ammonium in the production medium has been shown to be inhibitory for cell growth and antibody productivity (Chen and 

Harcum, 2005; McQueen and Bailey, 1990; Yang and Butler, 2000), thus the model was used to identify the different source of ammonium 

production during the process. From day 2 to 5, ammonium is mainly produced by glutaminase, which catalyzes the hydrolysis of glutamine to 

glutamate and ammonia (Suppl. Fig. 7). This initially high secretion of ammonium adds up to an overall constant ammonium production from 
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asparaginase and cysteine desulfhydrase. Ammonium is highly secreted at the early exponential phase, and a switch is observed after exhaustion 

of glutamine in the medium. As glutamine requirement increases, glutamine synthetase is responsible for the minor NH4 uptake observed day 5, 

6 and 7.  

What is interesting to notice in these predictions, is the relatively high and steady production of ammonium due to asparaginase activity. This 

observation seems to be confirmed by different studies (Pereira et al., 2018; Selvarasu et al., 2012). In order to assess the impact of ammonium 

production from asparagine, we performed an experiment with higher amount of asparagine in the production medium and/or in the feed. As 

shown in Suppl. Fig. 8, higher asparagine concentration in the medium leads to a consistently higher ammonium production rate towards the 

end of the process. This elevated ammonium release is more likely to be the product degradation of asparaginase, as no ammonium 

accumulation was measured in the medium alone supplemented with asparagine, kept under similar culture condition, thus excluding a natural 

degradation of asparagine in the medium (data not shown). A possible way to reduce ammonium secretion would be to decrease asparagine 

concentration, or to increase the concentration of the product of asparaginase, aspartate, to avoid generation of additional by-product in the 

medium. 

 

3.2.2.2.3. Extracellular glutamine depletion triggers redirection of fluxes to maintain glutamate requirements 

Predicted glutamate catabolism is represented in Suppl. Fig. 9. Reactions catabolizing glutamate to replenish TCA cycle were grouped together 

(phosphoserine transaminase, glutamate dehydrogenase and aspartate transaminase). The predicted consumption rate of glutamate for global 

replenishment TCA cycle intermediates is higher than for protein synthesis at all days.  

As glutamate is required for synthesis of glutamine from day 5, glutamine synthetase flux is activated to synthesize glutamine for glutamate and 

thus its biosynthetic requirement increases to maintain elevated TCA activity and protein synthesis rate. Experimental glutamate uptake rate 

increases from day 5 until day 7 to maintain energy and growth requirements. In the model glutamate contribution for protein synthesis remains 

the same (about 10% of the net consuming fluxes). 
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Among the amino acids imported from the medium, arginine, phenylalanine, proline, tryptophan, tyrosine, and valine are predicted to be 

entirely utilized for synthesis of biomass and antibody from day 2 to 7. However at day 5 and 6, isoleucine, leucine, lysine and proline are 

catabolized to produce glutamate respectively by isoleucine transaminase, leucine transaminase and saccharopine dehydrogenase. The 

predictions indicate that these metabolites are partially compensating increased glutamate requirement from day 5.  

 

3.2.3. Conclusion of the analysis of predicted phenotype and exometabolomics rates 

Amino acid metabolism consists of a complex network of reactions, and their catabolism during cell culture can vary according to the 

environmental conditions. The predictions obtained for this process regarding catabolism of 96% of the amino acids are in correlation with the 

general use of the nutrients in CHO cell culture (Grohmann and Bronte, 2010). As demonstrated, genome scale models are the most suitable tool 

to analyze nutrient catabolism and sub consequent activation of reactions responsible for higher by-product secretions. 

As a conclusion to this assessment study of the tailored genome scale model, the improvements and manual modifications performed have led 

to a functional model that can be successfully applied to predict metabolic capabilities of industrial CHO cell producers in a robust manner. Both 

the curated model and the methodology for simulation of the environmental conditions are validated, and further analysis is performed to gain 

additional biological insights. 

 

3.2.4.  In silico analysis of intracellular flux distribution  

The activity of 18 reactions covering important metabolic branch points are shown in Fig. 4.  
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Fig. 4. Major pathways of central carbon metabolism and predicted distribution of normalized intracellular fluxes from day 2 to 7 for 
independent 2L bioproduction processes (n=4 biological replicates). 
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A first metabolic phase can be identified from day 2 to 4, characterized by a high glycolytic and glutaminolytic metabolism. On day 2 and 3 

respectively, 76% and 60% of pyruvate produced via glycolysis is secreted as lactate, which generates 2 moles of ATP per mole of glucose 

consumed instead of 36 through oxidative phosphorylation. Although the energetic yield is lower compared to oxidative phosphorylation, the 

high flux through aerobic glycolysis can produce ATP in large quantities and at a fast rate, as NAD+ recovered from lactate dehydrogenase can be 

used to maintain glycolysis. On the other hand, glutamine is largely used to fuel the TCA cycle with 2-oxoglutarate, which complete oxidation 

contributes to ATP production by the TCA cycle and electron transport chain. 

High predicted flux through pentose phosphate pathway (PPP) in the first days allows generation of key intermediates for nucleotide metabolism 

(ribose-5-phosphate), for fatty acid synthesis and for reduction of oxidative stress with reducing NADPH, which provides the cell with 

bioenergetic resources that are essential for proliferation. PPP flux, characterized by a linear decrease towards the stationary phase, can be 

compared with experimental results obtained with a 13C-based MFA study conducted on a fed batch cell culture process with CHO-K1 cells (Ahn 

and Antoniewicz, 2011). By day 6, a significant decrease of NADH and NADPH production at different branches of the metabolism can be linked 

to a drop of activity for complex I and antioxidant enzymes. The decreased enzymatic activity of the following reactions could worsen the 

metabolic burden towards the end of cell proliferation: glucose 6-phosphate dehydrogenase, malate dehydrogenase, complex I of oxidative 

phosphorylation and activity of antioxidant enzymes. 

A second phase can be observed after day 4, with the exhaustion of glutamine possibly linked to an increased activity of IDH in order to 

compensate a decreasing supply of oxoglutarate, and to a decreased activity of malate dehydrogenase, as pyruvate supply from glycolysis 

decreases and its consumption rate through TCA cycle remains constant. Supplementing glutamine in the medium would not be an interesting 

strategy as glutamine metabolism releases ammonia, which accumulation in the medium has been reported to be inhibitory or toxic to cells. A 

different feeding strategy could be considered here with controlled additions of glutamine to maintain it at a low concentration from day 4. 

Flow through glycolysis decreases with decreased growth rate towards day 7, similarly to the oxidative branch of the PPP and to acetyl-CoA 

carboxylase, thus associated to a decreased production of fatty acids synthesis required for cell growth. However flow through TCA cycle is more 

or less constant, except for malic enzyme and malate dehydrogenase which are balancing each other and are compensating a decreased income 

of pyruvate through glycolysis (pyruvate kinase) from day 4, by re-directing malate to synthesis of pyruvate instead of oxaloacetate. Although 
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predicted oxygen uptake rate remains almost constant with a low variation between the run, ATP synthase activity significantly decreases in the 

last days following the same trend as the complex I. According to these predictions, cell death seems to be preceded by an overall lower rate of 

NADH production, possibly a triggering signal for apoptosis. 

 

4. Conclusion  

 

The initial CHO cell line specific GSM was modified in order to cope with constraints that are either not available or not applied in the chosen 

mathematical representation of the metabolic network. The improved model was also modified by considering specific metabolic traits 

observed in high producing cell lines. Thus this network was carefully and manually curated, firstly by identifying reactions that could not be 

modeled accurately and by determining a rationale for simplification, and secondly by incorporating in the model information specific to 

industrial cells used for recombinant protein production, regarding the adaptation of cells to oxidative stress under elevated oxygen conditions 

and lipid storage. The results presented here showed that the flux distributions of the curated CHO DG44 specific line GSM was biologically 

meaningful and yielded insights into cell metabolism. Predicted growth rate shows a very good correlation coefficient of 0.91 with experimental 

growth, and 96% of the extracellular metabolites measured showed a coefficient higher than 0.8. Based on this high correlation the analysis of 

the metabolic network was considered valid from day 2 to 7, and the predictions allowed to identify potential ways for medium optimization, 

such as reducing the amount of asparagine. With the current knowledge integrated in the metabolic network, observations that can be drawn 

from in silico analysis of cell metabolism at different days for the 4 independent 2L batches open up the opportunity for biological discovery and 

understanding of cell machinery. During cell culture process, amino acid required for protein and biomass synthesis are predicted to be 

increasingly redirected in anaplerotic reactions to support energy requirements. Intracellular analysis of cell metabolism can help to identify 

bottlenecks and breaking point preceding death phase. The predicted evolution of energy metabolism is highly impacted by the activity of 

pathways that produce and consume NAD+ and by the maintenance of a cellular NAD+/NADH balance. This ratio could be changed by over-

expressing specific enzymes to augment internal cellular energy metabolism towards the end of the exponential phase, as it has already been 
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performed with CHO cells (Gupta et al., 2017). If successful, we can imagine achieving extended culture time and delaying cell death, which 

feeds high expectations for an increased cell productivity (Lee et al., 1998). 
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Highlights 

 

- A genome scale model specific for CHO DG44 cell line was manually adapted to the metabolism of industrial cell lines used for the production of 

recombinant therapeutic proteins 

- A modeling approach was defined for prediction of intracellular fluxes at different days of an industrial cell culture process 

- The curated model can be used to get deeper insight into metabolism of cells cultivated in industrial processes 

 

 




