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Biocatalysis is one of the most promising technologies for the sustainable synthesis of molecules for phar-

maceutical, biotechnological and industrial purposes. From the gram to the ton scale, biocatalysis is

employed with success. This is underpinned by the fact that the global enzyme market is predicted to in-

crease from $7 billion to $10 billion by 2024. This review concentrates on showing the strong benefits that

biocatalysis and the use of enzymes can provide to synthetic chemistry. Several examples of successful

implementations of enzymes are discussed highlighting not only high-value pharmaceutical processes but

also low-cost bulk products. Thus, biocatalytic methods make the chemistry more environmentally friendly

and product specific.

1. Introduction

Enzymes as catalysts in organic chemistry have been
employed already as early as 1908 and gained even more im-
portance in the latter half of the 20th century. The molecular
mechanisms of enzymatic catalysis are the same as those of
classical chemical catalysis. Additionally, biocatalysis offers
several benefits: firstly, reactions are typically carried out in a
milder temperature range (4–60 °C), leading to a lower

amount of energy required for the reactions. Enzymes are sta-
ble under industrial conditions and can be used for years
without any replacement or addition requirements. These
factors are enormously important for bulk chemicals where
the energy consumption and the reliability of the catalysts
are important factors that influence the final price of the
product.

Biocatalytic reactions can be carried out in an aqueous en-
vironment, reducing the use and the disposing/recycling cost
of solvents. Also, from a safety point of view, the use of water
as a reaction solvent is industrially advantageous.

In parallel, the number of examples describing enzymes
employed in combination with organic solvents increased in
the past decades. Biocatalytic reactions in biphasic systems

1878 | React. Chem. Eng., 2019, 4, 1878–1894 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019

Eman M. M. Abdelraheem

Eman M. M. Abdelraheem re-
ceived her master's degree in
chemistry from the Sohag Uni-
versity, Egypt, in 2007. After
working as an assistant lecturer
at the same university until
2013, she started her Ph.D. stud-
ies with Prof. Alexander Dömling
in the Institute of Pharmacy at
the University of Groningen, the
Netherlands. Here she gained ex-
perience in the synthesis of fused
heterocyclic and macrocyclic
compounds using the Ugi and

Passerini reactions. After obtaining her doctoral degree in 2018,
she joined the Biocatalysis group at the Delft University of Tech-
nology, the Netherlands, working on enzyme-catalyzed aldol
reactions.

Hanna Busch

Hanna Busch studied chemistry
at the University of Rostock, Ger-
many, and received her Master
of Science degree in 2015. Dur-
ing her postgraduate studies, she
visited the laboratory of Prof.
Dr. Sabine Flitsch at the Man-
chester Institute of Biotechnol-
ogy, United Kingdom (2014–
2015), as a guest researcher
where she worked on multi-
enzyme cascade reactions. In
2015, she started her Ph.D. stud-
ies at the Delft University of

Technology, the Netherlands, under the guidance of Prof. Dr. Ulf
Hanefeld. She currently investigates stereospecific water-addition
reactions catalysed by hydratases present in the genus
Rhodococcus.

aDepartment of Biotechnology, Delft University of Technology, Van der Maasweg

9, 2629 HZ Delft, The Netherlands. E-mail: U.Hanefeld@tudelft.nl,

F.Tonin@tudelft.nl
b Chemistry Department, Faculty of Science, Sohag University, Sohag 82524, Egypt

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

1 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
19

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

1/
1/

20
25

 6
:2

3:
41

 P
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/c9re00301k&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-10-16
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4102-6165
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c9re00301k
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/RE
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/RE?issueid=RE004011


React. Chem. Eng., 2019, 4, 1878–1894 | 1879This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019

and in pure organic solvents allow a higher substrate loading,
prevent the hydrolysis of water-sensitive compounds and
shift the thermodynamic equilibrium of many reactions.
Underpinned by the Nobel Prize last year, engineered en-
zymes can work in organic solvents as well as in an aqueous
environment, maintaining their activities and selectivities to-
wards the given substrates. In addition, protein engineering
allows one to overcome the limitations that enzymes have
with respect to fulfilling industrial functions: the level of ex-
pression, the stability, the catalytic activity and the specificity
of enzymes nowadays can be fine-tuned by changing their
amino acid sequence.

In this context, it is good to mention that three parame-
ters, stability, selectivity and activity, which are highly impor-
tant in all types of catalysis, homogeneous, heterogeneous
and biocatalytic, are often evaluated in a very different way.
Enzymes are proteins and thus typically stable in the range
that proteins are stable in, i.e. moderate temperatures and
moderate pH values. Under these conditions they can be ex-
tremely active. Several enzymes are limited only by diffusion
of the starting material to the active site, allowing extremely
high turnover frequencies.1 Air is often not a problem for en-
zymes, while many homogenous and heterogeneous catalysts
will be oxidized and deactivated by air, even at room temper-
ature. Given their often lower activity, these catalysts also
need to be stable at much higher temperatures and more ex-
treme pH values in order to achieve reasonable conversions.
Selectivity is often very high in the case of enzymes, which al-
lows for very selective and clean conversions but at the same
time limits the width of application. In particular, heteroge-
neous catalysts are often not very selective but consequently
broadly applicable. Hence, for stability, selectivity and activity
it always depends on the application whether these specific
parameters of a catalyst are favourable.

Due to the complex but defined 3-dimensional structure,
enzyme catalysis profits from high chemo-, regio- and stereo-
selectivity, allowing the production of complex and chiral
molecules. These features are extremely important in phar-
maceutical and fragrance industries where obtaining biologi-
cally active chiral compounds is strongly required. Nowadays,
a number of industrial processes use biocatalysis to produce
valuable fine chemicals, such as optically active pharmaceuti-
cals, plant protecting agents, and fragrances. In addition, the
biological nature of enzymes makes them less hazardous to
health and less toxic to the environment than chemical cata-
lysts. This favours their employment in the food and bever-
age industries, too.

Finally, starting in the 1990s, the developments in micro-
biology, molecular biology and fermentation technology
allowed the commercialisation of many enzymes. Nowadays,
their prices have been reduced to such an extent as to allow
their use in many daily applications (e.g. washing powder) for
the production of low-added value compounds (e.g. ethanol
by fermenting sugars), waste treatment (e.g. plastic degrada-
tion) and bioremediation.

Therefore, when a chemical transformation is required,
biocatalysis is the most promising technology. Enzymes can
find an application almost everywhere, from the manufactur-
ing of high-added value products to the degradation of plas-
tic waste. In view of environmental and economical sustain-
ability, a further step towards the substitution of costly and
often toxic chemical catalysts, such as transition metals, by
enzymatic processes is still needed.

In this review, we present examples of applied biocatalysis
where the use of enzymes has been beneficial and/or essen-
tial for the industrial preparation of chemical compounds. As
the proof of the pudding is in the eating, the above-described
advantages of enzymes are exemplified with industrial
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examples, each demonstrating one or several of the claims
above (Table 1).

The selectivity of the enzymes represents the main advan-
tage for their application as exemplified by the enzymatic
synthesis of enantiopure epichlorohydrin (1), the resolution
of a racemic mixture of phenylglycidyl ester (2), the synthesis
of enantiopure ethyl-3-hydroxybutyrate (3), the glucose isom-
erization to fructose (6) and the synthesis of pharmaceutical
ingredients such as simvastatin (7), sitagliptin (8) and semi-
synthetic cephalosporins (9). In all these reactions, the regio-
and enantioselectivity are provided by the 3-dimensional
structures of the enzymes employed, leading to the produc-
tion of optically pure compounds and isomers. Notably, these
reactions either cannot be performed with chemical methods
or the biocatalytic method outperformed the chemical ap-
proach. Several of the examples replaced earlier chemical ap-
proaches. Interestingly, several of these processes are carried
out in organic solvents, both as a single organic phase and as
a biphasic system (1, 3, 10).

The application of enzymes is not restricted to high-added
value compounds (7–9), but several applications can be found
in fine (1–3, 6, 10) and bulk (4, 5, 13) chemical production,
leading to enzymatic processes of hundred-thousand tons
scale (4–6, 9, 13). Thanks to the lowering of enzyme prices,
they have found an application even in plastic degradation
and wastewater treatment (11–12, 14). In all these processes,
the stability of the biocatalyst for long periods (months to
years) is essential for sustainable production. Additionally,
the stability and the recyclability of the enzymes can be im-
proved by immobilizing the enzymes or the producing micro-
organisms on a solid support (4, 6, 9, 14).

Enzymatic reactions generally require lower temperatures.
This represents an advantage over the classical chemical
routes when, e.g. the chemical compounds used are unstable
(1) or when side-reactions form unwanted by-products at
higher temperatures (10).

2. Biocatalysts in fine and bulk
chemical industries

The application of pure or immobilised enzymes, crude prep-
arations and whole cells for many types of conversions has
become a valuable tool for chemical industries. Enzyme-
based processes usually have fewer reaction steps, require a
shorter process time, and generate less waste. Some indus-
trial applications showing the contribution of biocatalysis to
fine and bulk chemical fields are highlighted below.

2.1. Bulk industry

The main challenge in bulk chemistry is chemoselectivity.
Typically relatively small molecules with a limited number of
functional groups need to be converted. If the starting mate-
rial contains just one type of functional group, the challenge
is to avoid side reactions, i.e. polymerisations or iso-
merisations that might be induced by acid or base catalysts.
When more functional groups are present, protecting groups
need to be avoided. In both cases, the superior selectivity of
enzymes helps to reduce side reactions and thus purification
steps.

Nitrilases have gained significant attention because of
their selective application in nitrile conversion from the ni-
trile directly to the acid without the amide intermediate.
Some of them are commercially available as part of a bio-
platform for carboxylic acid production, surface modification
and nitrile-rich waste treatment.

Glycolic acid is the smallest molecule of the hydroxy acids
containing both an alcohol and a carboxyl moiety. It is a
building block with applications in the food and flavour in-
dustries and used in industrial cleaners and for the prepara-
tion of polyglycolic acid.2,3 The glycolic acid market is
projected to grow from US$288.897 million in 2017 to US
$406.394 million in 2023.4 The chemical production routes to

Table 1 Industrial applications of enzymes demonstrating their broad applicability under a large variety of conditions

Example Application
Selectivity
advantages

Organic solvent
compatibility

Low-price enzymes and
biocatalyst recyclability

1 Enantiopure epichlorohydrin synthesis Fine chemical Enantioselective Organic solvent/biphasic
system

Purified enzyme

2 Resolution of phenylglycidyl ester Fine chemical Enantioselective Water Commercial enzyme
3 Enantiopure ethyl-3-hydroxybutyrate synthesis Fine chemical Enantioselective Organic solvent Commercial enzymes
4 Glycolic acid production Bulk chemical Chemoselective Water Bacterial cells/immobilized
5 Acrylamide production Bulk chemical Chemoselective Water Bacterial cells
6 Glucose isomerization Fine chemical Chemoselective Water Immobilized
7 Simvastatin synthesis Pharmaceutical Enantioselective Water Purified enzyme
8 Sitagliptin synthesis Pharmaceutical Enantioselective Water Purified enzyme
9 Semi-synthetic cephalosporin synthesis Pharmaceutical Chemoselective Water Immobilized
10 Emollient esters Fine chemical Chemoselective Organic solvent Immobilized
11 PET degradation Waste treatment

(mixed streams)
Chemoselective Water Bacterial cells

12 PE degradation Waste treatment
(mixed streams)

Enzyme mixture Water Bacterial cells/commercial
enzymes

13 Cellulose hydrolysis
(for ethanol production)

Bulk chemical Enzyme mixture Water Bacterial cells/commercial
enzymes

14 Wastewater treatment Waste treatment Enzyme mixture Water Bacterial cells/immobilized
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glycolic acid utilise drastic reaction conditions which come
with significant amounts of impurities leading to separation
problems. DuPont developed a process with high purity by
using a chemo-enzymatic approach. This method comprises
the reaction of formaldehyde and cyanide in sodium hydrox-
ide to produce an aqueous solution of glycolonitrile in high
yield and purity, which is followed by enzyme-catalysed
hydrolysis by a nitrilase to ammonium glycolate. The nitrilase
is produced in E. coli and is used in the immobilised whole
cells of E. coli. The acid is then released from its ammonium
salt via ion exchange chromatography (IEC). This chemo-
enzymatic process yields more than 1 kg of GLA per g dry cell
weight without the need for expensive distillation or crystalli-
zation steps. Overall, the chemoselectivity of the nitrilase
ensures a clean conversion of the nitrile directly to the acid,
avoiding the amide intermediate, all this under mild condi-
tions and with a straightforward purification via IEC
(Scheme 1).5

The opposite chemoselectivity is required in the synthesis
of amides. Here, nitrile hydratases, enzymes that selectively
hydrolyse a nitrile to the amide6 but not any further, are
extremely versatile. These enzymes are employed both in bulk
and at the pharmaceutical level. The application for the
650 000 t per annum production of acrylamide from acryloni-
trile demonstrates several aspects of enzyme catalysis: first
and foremost, chemoselectivity. Earlier sulphuric acid and
RANEY® Cu-catalysed industrial processes could lead to hy-
drolysis of the desired acrylonitrile to acrylic acid and addi-
tionally they lead to polymerisation of the CC double bond.
Moreover, in both cases, a coloured product was obtained
that required decolouring steps. Additionally, the preparation
of the Cu catalyst is laborious and requires high tempera-
tures.7 Rhodococcus rhodochrous J1 overexpressing a nitrile
hydratase converts acrylonitrile into acrylamide at up to 50%
(W/W) under mild conditions (Scheme 2), yielding >99.99%
of final product with a space–time yield of ∼2 kg L−1 d−1.8

This biotransformation is one of the largest industrial bio-
transformation processes in Japan and Germany where it pro-
duces over 650 000 t.9,10

2.2. Fine chemical industry

Today, there is a huge demand for sweeteners. A straightfor-
ward manner to increase the sweetness of glucose is its iso-
merisation to fructose. The resulting high-fructose corn syrup
(HFCS) is a fine chemical that is used on bulk scale in our ev-
eryday food. Glucose isomerase (GI) is an interesting indus-
trial enzyme that catalyzes the isomerization of D-glucose to
the sweeter D-fructose (Scheme 3). Although the chemical
conversion of glucose to fructose was known for more than

100 years as the Lobry de Bruyn–Alberda van Ekenstein reac-
tion, the industrial processes suffered from shortcomings, in-
cluding the high pH and temperature of this base-catalysed
process. The reaction produced nonmetabolisable sugars and
the fructose concentration could not exceed more than 40%.
It actually describes all the shortcomings of many processes
that are catalysed by a straightforward catalyst such as a
base: lack of selectivity. The enzymatic conversion of glucose
to fructose produces an equilibrium mixture of glucose and
fructose (practically 42% fructose, 52% glucose and 6% dex-
trin). This mixture is sweeter than glucose and has the same
sweetness as sucrose.11 The regioselective mechanism of this
reaction is based on the basic center of the enzyme that ca-
talyses the intramolecular hydrogen transfer from C-2 of glu-
cose to C-1 of fructose and to no other carbon atom. The
successful large-scale production of HFCS catalysed by
immobilised GI on a 107 tons per year scale was summarised
by Dicosimo.12

The development of chiral catalysts for enantioselective
synthesis of optically active compounds is a significant chal-
lenge in academic and industrial research. The enantio-
selectivity of enzymes plays an important role here. It is often
the key to the development of fine chemicals and drug syn-
theses. In many studies the degree of enantioselectivity is
acceptable with an enantiomeric excess of 95%. However, in
the pharmaceutical chemistry much higher selectivities are
required, introducing an additional purification step. Here,
we focus on examples of the fine chemical industry that often
form precursors for the pharmaceutical industry. Recently,
there has been increased interest in the synthesis of small
chiral fragments such as (R)-epichlorohydrin, (−)-(2R,3S)-3-(4-
methoxyphenyl)glycidamide and (R-) and (S)-ethyl-3-
hydroxybutyrate which can be incorporated into medicinal
targets of interest.

Hydrolases, the enzymes that selectively hydrolyse either
esters, amides, glycosidic bonds or epoxides are by far the
most used group of enzymes in the production of fine
chemicals by biocatalytic reactions. Their main application is
in the kinetic resolution of racemates or stereoisomers in
general. Within the hydrolases, lipases are most used in fine
chemical applications in medium and large scale. For exam-
ple, the lipase-catalysed resolution of phenylglycidyl-ester
yields a precursor of diltiazem which is a cardiovascular

Scheme 1 Chemoenzymatic synthesis of glycolic acid.

Scheme 2 Nitrile hydratase-catalysed acrylamide production.
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drug. Yamada et al. recently introduced a process to obtain
(−)-(2R,3S)-3-(4methoxyphenyl)glycidamide by lipase resolution
of rac methyl-3-(4-methoxyphenyl)glycidate followed by an
amidation reaction with ammonia (Scheme 4).13

Another excellent example of using lipases for fine chemi-
cal applications can be found in the production of two im-
portant chiral intermediates for the pharmaceutical market:
an anti-glaucoma drug and carbapenem antibiotics by using
immobilized Candida antarctica lipase B.14,15 The preparation
of (R-) and (S)-ethyl-3-hydroxybutyrate (HEB) was achieved
with high productivity and was scaled up to a multi-kilogram
scale which can even be easily scaled up further to produce
industrial quantities.16 Both enantiomers were obtained in
99% chemical purity and over 96% ee due to two separate re-
actions. The first reaction involved solvent-free acetylation of
a racemic starting material with vinyl acetate to produce the
(S)-enantiomer. The second reaction subjected the (R)-ester
to alcoholysis with ethanol to give optically pure (R)-HEB
(Scheme 5). Using bulky groups such as tert-butyl improved
the enantioselectivity of the enzyme. The main feature of the
process is the use of the same enzyme for both the acetyla-
tion and the alcoholysis steps. Therefore kilogram quantities
of (S)-HEB and (R)-HEB were produced in industrial quanti-
ties using a batchwise loop reactor system.

Another example of a lipase-catalysed kinetic resolution
process is the production of enantiomerically pure (R)- and
(S)-amines which has been developed by BASF on an indus-
trial scale (100 tons per year). Here, racemic amines are re-
solved using ethylmethoxyacetate as an acylating agent in
the presence of lipases. Chiral amines have a broad applica-
tion potential: they are used as chiral building blocks or as
auxiliaries for the syntheses of bioactive ingredients. As an
example, (S)-methoxyisopropylamine was used in the synthe-
sis of the optically active corn herbicide ‘Frontier X2’
(Scheme 6).17–19

Dehalogenases are specialised enzymes for removing halo-
gen atoms from a substrate and their application in industry
has enabled several drug syntheses. In particular, three en-
zyme classes received great attention recently: hydrogen-
halide lyases, haloalkanoic acid dehalogenases, and halo-
alkane dehalogenases. Here, the halohydrin dehalogenases
have a wide range of applications in the conversion of halo-
hydrins to epoxides.

(R),(S)-Epichlorohydrin is considered a promising building
block for the synthesis of optically active compounds such as
rivaroxaban20 and antihypertensive and antianginal agents.21

The biotransformation of 1,3-dichloro-2-propanol using a
halohydrin dehalogenase in combination with epoxide hydro-
lases is the best method to produce enantiopure (R),(S)-
epichlorohydrin (Scheme 7). Epichlorohydrin spontaneously
hydrolyses in water without enantioselectivity, resulting in a
low volumetric productivity and recovery yield. Therefore, the
halohydrin dehalogenase-catalysed epoxide formation was
carried out in organic solvents, thereby overcoming the diffi-
culties of product instability and low solubility.22,23

Running enzyme-catalysed reactions in neat organic sol-
vents broadens the applicability of biocatalysis immensely as
reactions typically occurring in aqueous environments can be
suppressed: lipases and esterases are used to catalyse the hy-
drolysis of esters yielding acids and alcohols in aqueous
medium.24 In anhydrous organic solvents, however, this reac-
tion is suppressed and transesterification takes place. Addi-
tionally, higher substrate and product solubility in organic
medium resolves common issues present in aqueous reac-
tions. One such example is the peroxidase-catalysed oxidation
of phenols obtaining specialty polymers.25 The oxidation of
phenols in water only leads to the formation of dimers and
trimers due to an early termination of the polymerisation
reaction caused by low solubility. By performing the same
peroxidase-catalysed process in neat organic solvent, how-
ever, the obtained phenolic oligomers are soluble, resulting
in the formation of high-molecular-mass polymers.

In the specific example of (R),(S)-epichlorine synthesis,
cyclohexane was used as the reaction medium for the reac-
tion of an epoxide hydrolase from the commercial strain A.
niger ZJB-09173. In this solvent, the reaction yielded 18.5%
(S)-epichlorohydrin with an excellent ee value of 98% when
starting from 153.6 mM racemic epichlorohydrin. Also,

Scheme 3 Synthesis of fructose using glucose isomerase.

Scheme 4 Synthesis of (−)-(2R,3S)-3-(4 methoxyphenyl)glycidamide via kinetic resolution of the rac-starting material.
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enantiopure (R)-epichlorohydrin (ECH) with 99% ee was
obtained from 20 mM racemate with a yield of 28.5% in
n-dodecane. Although the use of the organic solvents appears
to be a good solution for the low solubility and instability of
epichlorohydrin, other difficulties like the low yield, ee value
and product inhibition still need to be overcome for a suc-
cessful industrial application. The recently reported epoxide
hydrolase from A. radiobacter allows the kinetic resolution of
racemic epichlorohydrin. Optically pure (R)-epichlorohydrin

was obtained with a yield of 42.7% and ≥99% enantiomeric
excess (ee) from 512 mM racemic substrate concentration.26

3. Pharmaceutical and cosmetic
industries

The pharmaceutical and the cosmetic industries also require
a particularly high product purity since their products are
used directly by humans which leads to high and demanding

Scheme 5 Enzymatic synthesis of precursors for an anti-glaucoma drug and carbapenem antibiotics.

Scheme 6 The production of chiral amines by a lipase-catalysed kinetic resolution leads to the formation of enantiomerically pure (S)-methoxy-
isopropylamine which is used in the synthesis of the agrochemical ‘FRONTIER X2’.

Scheme 7 Synthesis of (R)-epichlorohydrin from 1,3-dichloro-2-propanol as a building block for rivaroxaban.
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product regulations. Hence, it is essential to develop synthe-
ses that rule out unselective steps. With respect to chemo-
selectivity, regioselectivity and, especially, stereoselectivity for
the production of enantiomerically pure chiral compounds,1

enzyme-based processes usually have less reaction steps, re-
quire less process time and thus produce significantly less
waste. Consequently, the pharmaceutical and cosmetic indus-
tries apply enzymes to achieve the purity required by the cus-
tomer and regulator.

3.1. Pharmaceutical industry

One of the most successful examples in the practical applica-
tion of enzymes in the pharmaceutical industry is the synthe-
sis of simvastatin, a cholesterol-lowering drug marketed by
Merck as Zocor. Simvastatin was chemically synthesised
starting with the hydrolysis of the natural product lovastatin
to give monacolin J, which can be converted to simvastatin
by the lactonization of the acid. Subsequent protection of the
hydroxyl group followed by acylation to install the dimethyl-
butyryl side chain yields the protected form of simvastatin,
which is then deprotected to yield simvastatin. The overall pro-
cess needs six steps which are technically and economically
demanding.27 On the other hand, the biocatalytic approach to-
wards simvastatin requires just two steps (Scheme 8). With the
development of a whole cell acyltransferase LovD which en-
ables the regioselective acylation of the C-8 hydroxyl group of
monacolin J with α-dimethylbutyryl-S-N-acetylcysteamine
(DMB-S-NAC), simvastatin is afforded directly.28 It is notewor-
thy that a hydrolase selectively cleaves the ester bond and that
an acyltransferase catalyses the ester formation in water with
both enzymes using very similar mechanisms.29,30 While for
simvastatin all chiral centers are already established in the
natural starting material, this is not the case for other statins.
However, these are also produced utilising many different bio-
catalysts, as reviewed elsewhere.31

Another outstanding example of the versatility of enzymes
for manufacturing complex pharmaceutical targets is the
anti-diabetic compound, sitagliptin. Savile and co-workers
replaced rhodium-catalyzed asymmetric enamine hydrogena-
tion for the large-scale synthesis of sitagliptin by an efficient

biocatalytic process.32 In the chemical route, the chemistry
suffers from inadequate stereoselectivity and the product is
contaminated with rhodium. Therefore additional purifica-
tion steps to yield both a high enantiomeric excess (ee) and
chemical purity in the required degree were required. An addi-
tional disadvantage is that the chiral reduction required high
pressure and thus specialised and expensive facilities. Al-
though the enzymatic route initially suffered from the limited
substrate range of the transaminase, it now provides enantio-
pure sitagliptin without the use of any transition metals or
high pressure (Scheme 9). The direct amination of
prositagliptin ketone catalysed by a highly modified (R)-selec-
tive transaminase [ATA-117, a homologue of an enzyme from
Arthrobacter sp.] converts 200 g l−1 prositagliptin ketone to
sitagliptin with an ee value of >99.95%, thereby increasing the
productivity by 53%, the overall yield by 13% and reduction of
the total waste by 19% compared with the chemical route.
While most of the above-mentioned enzymes are hydrolases,
the transaminase catalyses the conversion of a ketone to an
amine. Here, isopropylamine is used as the nitrogen source,
yielding acetone as a side product.

Oxidoreductases found an industrial application in indus-
try and are typically combined with other enzymes (transfer-
ases, lyases) thereby establishing enzymatic cascades. For ex-
ample, in the industrial preparation of semi-synthetic
cephalosporins (2000 tons per year for a USD 400 million
market), the deacylation of cephalosporin C is achieved by
employing a bienzymatic cascade reaction. D-Amino acid oxi-
dase (DAAO) is used for the oxidation of the glutamic side
chain to the respective β-keto acid. After spontaneous oxida-
tive decarboxylation, the glutaric acid is cleaved by glutayl-7-
amino cephalosporanic acid (ACA) acylase, resulting in the
formation of 7-ACA (Scheme 10). The oxygen-dependent reac-
tion of DAAO is crucial since a specific acylase able to convert
cephalosporin C into glutaryl-7-ACA has not been discovered
before. This bienzymatic approach replaces the chemical
method, avoiding the use of chlorinated solvents, harsh op-
erating conditions and toxic additives like (CH3)3SiCl and
PCl5 thereby simplifying the purification steps. The enzy-
matic process is typically carried out at a slightly basic pH
(7.5) at 33 °C with stirring and aeration. The downstream

Scheme 8 Comparison of chemical and biocatalytic synthesis of simvastatin.
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processing of the desired compound is normally performed
by deproteinization by filtration and it can be further
simplified by using immobilized enzymes and today is a
textbook example for green chemistry.33

Another class of oxidoreductases that shows interesting
properties are dehydrogenases/carbonyl reductases. Generally,

this class of enzymes is preferably used in their reductive
rather than in the oxidative way. Different keto reductases are
employed in the production of chiral synthons of widely used
pharmaceutical ingredients: for example, atorvastatin side
chains can be prepared by reducing 4-chloro-3-ketobutanoate
ester to (S)-4-chloro-3-hydroxybutanoate ester by employing a

Scheme 9 Comparison of the chemical and biocatalytic synthesis of sitagliptin.

Scheme 10 Comparison of chemical and biocatalytic synthesis of 7-amino cephalosporanic acid.
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ketoreductase from Candida magnoliae.34 This enzyme uses a
NADPH cofactor as electron donor. The cofactor has to be
recycled by the addition of a secondary enzyme (in this spe-
cific example glucose dehydrogenase from Bacillus megaterium
was used) and a sacrificial electron donor (glucose). Similarly
to what was described in section 2.2, the product obtained in
this first reaction ((S)-4-chloro-3-hydroxybutanoate ester) can
be transformed to 4-cyano-3-hydroxybutanoate ester by an
engineered dehalogenase from Agrobacterium radiobacter
(Scheme 11).35 This three-enzyme, two-step process has been
successfully carried out on a multiton scale by Codexis.27

Several processes that use NADĲP)+-dependent alcohol de-
hydrogenases (ADHs) for the enantio-specific reduction of
carbonyl groups have been proposed in the literature.18,36 In
particular, the application of ADHs is more fascinating when
used in a redox neutral environment, in combination with
hydroxylating enzymes (cytochrome P450),37 reductive
aminases38 or stereocomplementary ADHs.39 However, to the
best of our knowledge, the industrial employment of ADH is
still limited to high value products.

3.2. Cosmetic industry

The cosmetic market including skin and sun care products,
hair care products, makeup and color cosmetics, fragrances
and toiletries has an important impact on our everyday life
with the expectation that the global beauty market is to garner
$429.8 billion by 2022.40 Among all the classes of organic com-
pounds used in cosmetic products, esters have a wide range of
applications in the cosmetic industry. For example, emollient
esters are manufactured commercially using biocatalysis.

Wax esters have a wide range of applications in a huge
number of cosmetic formulations as cleansers, conditioning
agents and emollients. Natural wax esters can be extracted
from natural sources which are very expensive such as jojoba
oil and sperm whale. Emollient esters can be obtained by di-
rect esterification or by transesterification (Scheme 12). The
traditional chemical method required high temperatures and
used an acid or base as a catalyst with high pressure. How-
ever, under these conditions, poor quality products were gen-
erated that needed more treatment and therefore caused ad-
ditional costs. On the other hand, many enzymes can be used
as biocatalysts for these reactions. For the formation of esters,
for example, hydrolases and in particular lipases are again the
enzymes of choice. Emollient esters produced by enzymes are
formed particularly pure and colour- and odourless thereby

saving greatly on downstream processing.41,42 Emollient esters
are important examples for often-used components in cos-
metic emulsions which improve the smoothness and overall
appearance of the skin. Many examples of the use of lipases in
the synthesis of wax esters are reported (Table 2) and several
of them work without a solvent.

In the synthesis of oleyl oleate, Novozym 435 (Candida ant-
arctica lipase B immobilised onto macroporous acrylic resin)
catalyses the esterification reaction between oleic acid and
oleyl alcohol under optimised reaction conditions: 5 min re-
action time, different organic solvents applicable with logP
values of more than 3.5, 40–50 °C reaction temperature and a
1 : 2 substrate ratio. The high performance of the enzymatic
synthesis of this wax ester gave a yield of ≥95% and the activ-
ity of the enzyme was maintained for up to nine cycles.43,44

Also, the esterification of lauric acid and 1-hexanol in the
presence of R. miehei (immobilized as Lipozyme IM-77) as a
biocatalyst to yield hexyl laurate in an excellent yield of
≥97% was reported under optimised conditions (n-hexane as
organic solvent, 45 °C reaction temperature, 4.5 mL min−1 re-
action flow rate with 1 : 2 substrate molar ratio).45

Another interesting example was reported using an ultra-
sound irradiation technique.46,47 An ultrasound assisted li-
pase catalysed the reaction between cetyl alcohol and oleic
acid to produce a novel cosmetic ester, cetyl oleate, in a
solvent-free system under optimised reaction conditions (60
°C temperature, 2 : 1 cetyl alcohol to oleic acid ratio, 5% w/
w enzyme loading, 60 W and 25 kHz ultrasound power and
frequency, respectively, 80% duty cycle and 80 rpm agitation
speed).48 It was noted that the application of ultrasound irra-
diation to the enzymatic synthesis of cetyl oleate gave a better
conversion (95.95% was achieved in 30 min) than the conven-
tional enzymatic synthesis where a final conversion of 80%
was achieved in 2 h.

Industrially the synthesis of myristyl myristate is
performed catalysed by immobilised Candida antarctica li-
pase B. This solvent-free process is performed at 60 °C on a 5
tons per batch scale, replacing the old tin catalysed process
at 240 °C.42

4. Biocatalysis for degradation and
waste material treatment

Disposing and valorising the waste of recalcitrant products is
one of the main goals of green biotechnologies.52 Also in
these cases, enzymatic catalysis plays a large role in the

Scheme 11 Codexis synthesis of 4-cyano-3-hydroxybutanoate ester.
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degradation of recalcitrant products like plastic and cellulose.
Different to what was shown in the sections above, these pro-
cesses are characterized by mixed streams of multiple sub-
strates that are transformed synergistically by a toolbox of en-
zymes with diverse activities. The final mixture of products
depends on the combination of enzymes employed in the re-
action. The enzymes used in these processes are character-
ized by high stability towards different substrates, environ-
ment (pH, temperature, ionic strength) and solvents.

These processes are also characterized by long incubation
times with a mixture of microorganisms or enzymes that syn-
ergistically work together. The economic feasibility of these
processes is given by the low costs and high stability of the en-
zymes involved. In the following the application of biocatalysis
to low-added value product processes will be discussed.

4.1. Plastic recycling

Degradation of plastic is one of the most challenging and im-
portant topics of the past years. Approximately 140 million

tons of plastic are produced every year worldwide.53,54 To
date, about 8.3 billion tons of plastic have been produced
and three quarters of this became waste. Only a small part
was actually recycled (9%) and 12% was incinerated. The
remaining part is nowadays stored in landfills or released
into the environment.55

These data indicate that less synthetic plastics should be
produced and that a shift to alternative “biodegradable” poly-
mers has to be integrated with a more efficient recycling sys-
tem. This will reduce petrol use based on recovered plastic
from the waste stream. From an economical point of view the
increasing price of oil might make the recycling of plastic fi-
nancially more attractive. However, the main challenges for a
feasible plastic economy are (i) decreasing the recycling costs,
(ii) increasing the productivity and the efficiency of the
recycling process and (iii) reducing the price difference be-
tween recycled and virgin resin.56

Nowadays the physical recycling of plastics is the most uti-
lized recycling method for plastic. In these processes poly-
mers (of various chemical nature) are ground and re-extruded

Scheme 12 (A) Direct esterification or transesterification reactions. (B) Examples of emollient esters produced by Evonik Industries AG.

Table 2 Collection of biocatalytic syntheses of emollient esters by using R. miehei lipase and C. antarctica lipase B

Acyl acceptor Acyl donor Enzyme Solvent Product
Yield
(reference)

Oleyl alcohol Oleic acid Immobilized lipase B from Candida
antarctica (Novozym 435)

n-Hexadecane Oleyl oleate ≥95% (ref. 44)

1-Hexanol Lauric acid Rhizomucor miehei (Lipozyme IM-77)
n-hexane

n-Hexane Hexyl laurate ≥97% (ref. 45)

Cetyl alcohol Oleic acid Candida antarctica lipase B n-Hexane Cetyl oleate 98% (ref. 48)
1-Octanol Dihydrostearic acid Lipozyme IM Hexane Octyl ester of dihydrostearic acid 83% (ref. 43)
Glycerol Oleic acid Lipase Candida sp. 99–125 Solvent free Monoglyceride (MAG) 49% (ref. 49)
Lauryl alcohol Palmitic acid Immobilized lipase B from Candida

antarctica (Novozym 435)
Hexane Lauryl palmitate >90% (ref. 50)

Cetyl alcohol Ricinoleic acid Immobilized lipase B from Candida
antarctica (Novozym 435)

Solvent free Cetyl ricinoleate >90% (ref. 42)

Myristyl alcohol Myristic Immobilized lipase B from Candida
antarctica (Novozym 435)

Solvent free Myristyl myristate >90% (ref. 42)

Oleyl alcohol Palm oil Lipozyme TL IM n-Hexane Palm oil ester 79% (ref. 51)
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to make new products (e.g. recycled PET that can be used to
create fabrics for the clothing industry57). However, physical
recycling methods do not prevent the deterioration of the
polymers and produce materials that do not conserve the
physical properties of the initial material.

On the other hand, plastics that contain hydrolysable
bonds (e.g. ester, urethane and amide bonds) can be chemi-
cally or biologically depolymerized to single monomers. In
these cases, the recollection and sorting of the different plas-
tic streams and the identification of a cheap and economi-
cally sustainable way to degrade plastics are fundamental
challenges to be met.58

The biodegradation of plastics by microorganisms has
been extensively studied over the last 30 years and, ideally,
represents a cheap and green technology for the degradation
processes of synthetic polymers. The treatment of plastics
that contain hydrolysable bonds in their backbones with hy-
drolases (lipases, esterases and cutinases) or the microorgan-
isms that produce these enzymes yield streams of defined
molecules. After purification they can once again be used as
chemical building blocks.

Polyester- and polyamide-based plastics consist of repeated
units of one (e.g. ω-hydroxy acids or ω-amino acids) or two
(e.g. dicarboxylic acids and diols or diamines) monomers
which are kept together by a single type of chemical bond
(ester or amide). The selective hydrolysis of these ester or
amide bonds by enzymes without modifying the carbon
backbone of the single monomers releases the monomer.
Therefore, enzymes allow the recycling of polyester-based poly-
mers like polyethylene terephthalate (PET), polycaprolactone
(PCL), polylactic acid (PLA) and polyhydroxyalkanoates (PHA)
(Scheme 13).

Although hydrolytic enzymes share the same catalytic
mechanism, their activity towards polyesters and polyamides
is influenced by the conditions used in the process (e.g. tem-
perature, pH and presence of organic solvents). Additionally,
the activity of these enzymes towards plastics depends both
on the position of the active site (on the surface of or buried
in the enzyme) and on its accessibility for solvents and sub-
strates. The literature related to the application of these en-
zymes on polyester degradation was recently reviewed.59–64

In 2016, Yoshida et al.65 reported the isolation of a micro-
organism (Ideonella sakaiensis 201-F6) capable of degrading
PET. This study shows that this bacterial strain can adhere to
the PET surface and degrade it with a weight loss of 60 mg in
40 days with a degradation rate of 0.13 mg cm−1 per day at
30 °C. The enzymes responsible for PET hydrolysis were iso-
lated and recombinantly expressed and they are now widely
studied.61 This microorganism generated a large interest all
around the scientific community as it opens the possibility to
perform a bioprocess similar to the one used for the treat-
ment of lignocellulose biomasses (see the next section). Nota-
bly, the hydrolysable ester bond of PET is specifically cleaved
by the enzymes (PETase and MHETase) yielding terephthalic
acid and ethylene glycol with a defined stoichiometry
(Scheme 14).

On the other hand, the degradation of synthetic poly-
mers that do not contain hydrolysable bonds is more chal-
lenging.54 Polymers that contain only carbon–carbon bonds
in their backbones (polyethylene (PE), polypropylene (PP),
polystyrene (PS) and polymethylmethacrylate (PMMA)) are
biologically inert because of the absence of known biologi-
cal activities that can directly break unfunctionalized C–C
bonds. For this reason, the degradation of these polymers is

Scheme 13 Chemical backbone of typical plastics and putative degrading enzymes.
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frequently achieved by the combinatorial use of abiotic and
biotic treatments.

In contrast to the degradation of polyester and polyamide
based plastics, here, different classes of enzymes are neces-
sary and, as a result of the depolymerisation process, differ-
ent streams of products will be obtained. In addition, the
obtained products cannot be directly re-polymerized into new
recycled resins.

The biodegradation process of these plastics can be
divided into two steps: the first step is the oxy-
functionalization of the C–C backbone, introducing a num-
ber of hydroxy groups that can be subsequently processed
by other enzymes for proper depolymerisation into small
molecules. In particular, lignin-degrading enzymes (laccases,
manganese peroxidases and lignin peroxidases) and other
oxidoreductases (e.g. dioxygenases, peroxygenases, tyrosi-
nases) have been shown to oxidise and depolymerize PE. In
particular, a higher depolymerisation yield was achieved
when the enzymatic treatment is carried out together with
UV irradiation or at high temperatures.66 These enzymes ca-
talyse single-electron substrate oxidation reactions and the
enzymes are then fully oxidised by O2 (laccases, tyrosinases)
or H2O2 (peroxidases).52

Laccases work with air and produce water as the only by-
product, making them versatile “eco-friendly” biocatalysts for
several applications (see sections 4.2 and 4.3). On the other
hand, peroxidases required hydrogen peroxide as the final
electron acceptor: this has to be added in the reaction mix-
ture or produced by other enzymes (oxidases).

Different from PET hydrolysis, these radical reactions are
difficult to control and the reactions frequently result in a
mixture of products with a different degree of oxy-
functionalization and oxidation. For these reasons it is not
possible to define a single product stream. The factors that
determine the composition of the final product mixture are
the type and the amount of enzymes employed (particularly
depending on the redox potential of the enzymes), oxygen
and peroxide availability, temperature and pH of the reac-
tions as well as the homogeneity of the starting material.

For example, two separate reports showed a weight loss of
11% and 8.8% in samples of PE material incubated for 30
days at 50 °C in the presence of Brevibacillus borstelensis
strain 70766 and Rhodococcus ruber C20,67 respectively. Lately,
similar results were also shown by other studies that employ
Pseudomonas, Streptomyces and Aspergillus species.68–70

Additionally, cell-free laccase has been shown to reduce the
molecular weight of PE by 20%.71 However, a complete bio-

catalytic degradation of plastics with C–C backbones has not
been demonstrated yet.60

From a biocatalytic point of view, these depolymerisation
processes have to be carried out with low-price, easily accessi-
ble enzymes or consortia of different microorganisms pro-
ducing a cocktail of enzymes that can degrade the plastic of
choice. A large part of these enzymes is already prepared on
an industrial scale for low-added value applications, such as
washing powder.

The biodegradation of plastic is a time-consuming process
characterized by a long incubation time (from two weeks to
six months). For this reason, it is necessary that the enzymes
employed are stable over long incubation periods and that
they can stand different environmental conditions that, on
large-scale bioprocesses, cannot be strictly controlled. Nota-
bly, both hydrolytic and lignin-degrading enzymes are gener-
ally showing good stability towards high temperatures and
the presence of solvents. Although biodegradation is a poten-
tial technology for plastic recycling, several tasks have still to
be accomplished, particularly in relation to the understand-
ing of microbial communities and to the precise molecular
mechanism of the enzymes involved. Regarding the biodegra-
dation of synthetic polymers that do not contain hydrolysable
bonds, defined product streams still have to be identified.
Subsequently, sustainable bioprocesses, including (i) the rec-
ollection and separation of different plastics, (ii) the
depolymerisation process by enzymes or microbes and (iii)
the isolation and purification of the different product
streams have to be developed and scaled up. These challeng-
ing obstacles have to be overcome for the systematic
depolymerisation of plastic wastes.72

4.2. Treatment of lignocellulosic biomasses

Lignocellulosic biomass is composed of two carbohydrate
polymers (cellulose, hemicellulose) and an aromatic polymer
(lignin). It is the most abundant raw material for the produc-
tion of renewables. In particular, the production of biofuels
(ethanol and biodiesel) from lignocellulosic biomass is an al-
ternative CO2-neutral energy source for crude oil.

The replacement of oil with biomass is the driving force
for the development of biorefinery platforms. In the same
way as oil refineries, biorefineries are aimed at converting
almost all types of biomass feedstocks into biofuels and
biochemicals that can subsequently replace (completely or
partially) petrochemical products. Also in this case, the use
of microorganisms and their enzymes represents a low

Scheme 14 PET degradation pathway predicted by Yoshida.65
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environmental impact technology for sustainable production
chains of biofuels and high value chemicals from biomass.
The most abundant fraction of wood is cellulose, a polymer
composed of linear chains of β(1 → 4) linked D-glucose units.
Its natural crystalline structure gives rigidity to the material
and increases its resistance to hydrolysis. This fraction is
normally separated from hemicellulose and lignin during
pretreatment and employed as a carbon source for yeast
fermentation.

The production process of ethanol mainly consists of two
phases: the hydrolysis (depolymerisation) of cellulose for the
production of sugars and their subsequent fermentation for
the production of ethanol. Although the fermentative step is
a known and established process, the hydrolysis of the differ-
ent feedstocks (that include lignocellulosic biomass or woody
crops, agricultural residues or waste) is the main limitation
and cost-effective factor; thus it is a topic of much interest.73

The treatment of lignocellulosic biomass starts with a re-
duction of the size of the material, performed by chipping,
grinding and milling. Afterwards different physical, physico-
chemical, chemical, and biological processes can be
employed in order to separate the different lignocellulosic
fractions, to reduce cellulose crystallinity, to increase the po-
rosity of the materials and to depolymerise the cellulose to
simple sugars.74

The most utilized physical methods are based on the ex-
plosive decompression of cellulose fibers (steam explosion,
ammonia fiber explosion (AFEX) and CO2 explosion),75 while
the main chemical pre-treatments are ozonolysis, acid or al-
kaline hydrolysis, oxidative delignification with H2O2 and
fractionation with organic solvents (organosolv process). All
these methods share the problem of a large use of chemicals
that have to be disposed of after the process. In addition, the
acid or alkaline hydrolysis requires high temperatures (>100
°C) to be effective.

A biological alternative for the pre-treatment of lignocellu-
losic feedstock is the use of wood saprophytic organisms
(brown-, white- and soft-rot fungi) that produce enzymes for
the hydrolysis of the different fractions of wood. In compari-
son to the chemical and physicochemical treatments, these
methods require little energy and mild environmental condi-
tions, but they are also characterized by long incubation time
(four to six weeks) and a low hydrolysis rate (30–40%).

Alternatively, the enzymatic hydrolysis of lignocellulose
can be achieved with cell-free enzymes. In comparison to the
direct use of microorganisms, this method is characterized
by a higher hydrolysis rate and lower incubation time and of-
fers more control over the hydrolytic process.

The enzymes that are mainly involved in cellulose degrada-
tion are part of the groups of cellulases: this term is referred
to as a mixture of enzymes that can synergistically catalyse cel-
lulose degradation to glucose.76 Cellulolytic activities are pres-
ent in many bacteria and fungi species. Endo- and exo-
glucanase and β-glucosidase are the three major groups of
cellulase enzymes. Additionally, a number of ancillary enzymes
that attack hemicellulose, such as glucuronidase, acetyl-

esterase, xylanase, β-xylosidase, galactomannanase and gluco-
mannanase are playing a role in the enzymatic degradation of
cellulose.77 These enzymes are commercially available as a for-
mulated mix (one of the best known commercial cellulase
preparations is called “Cellic CTec2” and it is produced by
Novozymes).78 Due to the drastic enzyme cost reduction
(Novozyme claimed an enzyme cost of $0.50 per galethanol, cor-
responding to $6.27 per kgenzyme) that commercial producers
have achieved over the past decades, this process now eco-
nomically competes with chemical hydrolysis methods. Addi-
tionally, enzymatic hydrolysis is usually conducted under
milder reaction conditions (pH 4.8 and temperatures 45–50
°C) and does not have corrosion problems.77 However, a cost
evaluation for bioethanol production on an industrial scale79

shows that the required enzyme dosage and the ethanol yield
are still affecting the bioethanol cost.

Similar to the case of the plastic degradation/recycle (sec-
tion 3.1), the biotic hydrolysis catalysed by microorganisms
or cell-free enzymes is enhanced when coupled with a prelim-
inary physicochemical treatment. For example, 90% of enzy-
matic hydrolysis has been achieved in 24 h for poplar chips
pre-treated by steam explosion, compared to only 15% hydro-
lysis of untreated chips.75

Another challenge in the production of ethanol from bio-
mass is the removal of lignin and its degradation products
from the reaction mixture. This is necessary since they can
poison the following fermentative step which is typically
catalysed by yeast. Lignin is a three-dimensional amorphous
polymer constituted by methoxylated phenylpropane units
and it represents the only renewable source of phenol com-
pounds. For this reason, its depolymerisation and the genera-
tion of value-added products is very interesting from both an
economic and an environmental point of view as it would
give an alternative route towards benzene, toluene and
xylenes (BTX).

The primary aim of lignin depolymerisation is to obtain
small molecules that can be used as fuels or as platform
chemicals for further synthesis.80 However, due to its com-
plexity and its chemical structure, the depolymerisation of
lignin using chemical and physicochemical methods requires
a large amount of energy.

For example, the thermal treatment (300 to 600 °C) of
lignin under anaerobic conditions (pyrolysis) leads to a mix-
ture of phenol, guaiacol, syringol, and catechols.81 The same
problem can be found in the gasification process where
lignin is converted into CO2, CO, and H2 at 700 °C: syngas is
the only useful product obtained through this process.81

Lignin-degrading enzymes can be employed for the oxy-
functionalization and depolymerisation of lignin, offering
unique advantages for a sustainable technology. As in the
case of PE and PP degradation, the hydrolysis of lignin
through these enzymes is difficult to control and results in a
complex mix of phenol compounds. In addition, since the
composition and the structure of lignin can vary depending
on the quality of the plant, on the pre-treatment and on the
enzyme/microorganisms involved in the degradation, a
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systematic depolymerisation of lignin results in even more
complex product streams than found in plastic degradation.

Although several studies have reported the possibility to
degrade lignin using enzymes, a complete and cost-efficient
degradation of this polymer has not been achieved yet. The
advantages and limitations of the employment of enzymes in
lignin degradation were recently reviewed.82–85

Another biofuel that can be obtained from biomass is bio-
diesel. This term refers to a mix of fatty acid alkyl esters
(FAAEs) that can be produced from vegetable oil (triglycer-
ides) through a trans-esterification process. Biodiesel is re-
newable, biodegradable and has good combustion efficiency.

It can be obtained starting from different vegetable oils
that can be edible (e.g. coconut, seed, olive, palm etc.) or not
edible (e.g. castor, jatropha, jojoba etc.). Another option to
obtain renewable fatty acids is the extraction from algae:
these organisms possess a higher photosynthetic efficiency
and growth rate than terrestrial plants and they do not re-
quire agricultural land for cultivation.86

The process to obtain biodiesel from vegetable oil con-
sists of two steps: (i) the hydrolysis of the ester bond to give
free fatty acids and (ii) their esterification with short alkyl
alcohols (principally EtOH and MeOH) to give new alkyl es-
ters. Also in this case, the enzymes that are playing a role
in this process are lipases and esterases. As shown above
(sections 3.2 and 4.1) these enzymes can be used as cata-
lysts for the direct trans-esterification of triglycerides. In or-
der to reduce the enzyme loading and increase its recycla-
bility, lipases were immobilized on different kinds of
support and, interestingly, several reports showed that the
immobilized biocatalyst is more catalytically active and sta-
ble than the free enzyme.87 Using 2.5 kg of Lipozyme RM
IM (immobilized lipase from Rhizomucor miehei), one ton of
crude oil can be converted to biodiesel in 60 min at 50
°C.88 The benefits and the challenges relative to this topic
were discussed by Avhad and Marchetti.89

4.3. Application of enzymes for wastewater

The topic of wastewater treatment for the decontamination
and cleaning of water resources has received increasing
attention in the past decades. Natural water bodies are still
used as sinks for wastewater from domestic and industrial
sources. This has led to the development of strategies to re-
turn water to its source in the least toxic form possible and
thereby enabling its reutilization.90

Also in this case, oxidative enzymes (e.g. laccases, peroxi-
dases, dioxygenases) and other degrading enzymes (e.g.
lipases) found an application in the treatment and decontam-
ination of wastewater and soil. As a general mechanism,
these enzymes increase the biodegradability of aromatic com-
pounds, catalysing their oxidation and oxygenation.

These enzymes can therefore be used to remove phenols,
chlorophenols, anilines, dyes and azo-dyes and to decontami-
nate Kraft effluents.91 The role of several oxidative enzymes
was reviewed by Karam and Duran in more detail.91,92

Different from the preceding examples, where the loading
of the substrates (plastic or lignocellulosic materials) is high,
here the pollutants are dissolved and diluted in water. For
this reason, in order to reduce the amount of enzyme neces-
sary for these purposes and, consequently, the cost of the
process, enzyme immobilization has been proposed as a solu-
tion. For example, lignin peroxidase from P. chrysosporium
was immobilized (e.g. on porous ceramic93 and Amberlite94)
and used for the degradation of persistent aromatic com-
pounds and decolourization of effluent waters. 70%
decolourization, 55% total phenol removal and 15% total or-
ganic carbon reduction was achieved in 3 h of treatment.94

Another option, which is less economically demanding, con-
sists of growing fungal biofilms, selected for their ability to pro-
duce these enzymes, on dedicated supports (e.g. polypropylene
polyethylene and polystyrene foam). The water treatment can
then be performed employing these “bioactive pellets”.93

Other enzymes, in particular fat- and protein-degrading en-
zymes (lipases and proteases, respectively), find an application
in the treatment of wastewater from dairies and slaughter-
houses. These effluents contain high amounts of fat and pro-
teins that have to be removed in order to prevent the
accumulation of oil in the wastewater drain that can cause clog-
ging and development of unpleasant odours. A price reduction
can be achieved by employing lipase- and protease-producing
microorganisms grown on solid supports. The application of
enzymes and microorganism for these treatments was
reviewed by Cammarota95 and Karam.91 Applications of micro-
organisms in these fields were already shown in a full-scale
plant, showing high efficiency for more than two years.96

From a biocatalytic point of view, it is necessary that the
enzymes employed in these processes are stable and active
under different conditions (pH, temperature, salinity) that
may vary multiple times during the day. Although various
commercial enzymes can be applied for the wastewater treat-
ment, their industrial application depends on the reduction
of their production costs.97 In addition, further studies on
the engineering and economical aspects have to be carried
out in order to determine the feasibility of the process.

5. Conclusion

During the past decade, the number of industrially successful
examples of applied biocatalysis has risen continuously,
showing that enzymes are sufficiently stable, productive and
economic for commercial application.

The advantage of biocatalysis is the application of unique en-
zymatic catalytic features, allowing chemo-, regio- and enantio-
selective chemical reactions. This offers the possibility to rede-
sign entire synthetic pathways for the preparation of important
molecules, to obtain them in higher yields and to simplify their
downstream processes. Furthermore, enzymes are cheap, biode-
gradable and safe catalysts that can be produced worldwide.98

The benefits of synthetic strategies based on one-pot
sequential organic transformations without isolating interme-
diate compounds have been documented in numerous
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studies, these processes being named “cascade” reactions.
Enzyme catalysts can be used in these strategies although
they can suffer from some limitations. When targeting com-
plex natural products, the idea of using enzyme mixtures
guided by knowledge of biosynthetic pathways appears more
attractive.

The impact that biocatalysis is having on synthetic and in-
dustrial chemistry is increasing, offering new solutions for
old synthetic problems but also allowing the production of
chemical compounds that classical chemistry cannot achieve.
The toolbox of enzymes that is nowadays available to the
chemist is continuously becoming larger and several emerg-
ing fields are still unexplored.

There are some reactions where the biotechnological
equivalent is available but still not efficient enough for pre-
parative use.99 Of this class, C–C bond formation through a
Friedel–Crafts-like mechanism is an example of a chemical
reaction that plays an enormous role in synthetic chemistry.
Although the corresponding biocatalytic alternative was
already reported and studied, this technology is not applied
yet. However, we are confident that this technology will be
further developed and applied in the next ten years.

The industrial application of cofactor-dependent enzymes
is another example of biocatalytic technology whose potential
has not been fully unleashed: cofactors are still expensive
and, since the molecular weight is low (for example the MW
of NAD+ is 663 g mol−1), they are difficult to be recycled and
reused, increasing the cost of the final product. This limits
their application (in particular alcohol dehydrogenase and
P450 enzymes) for the synthesis of high added value products
(pharmaceutical ingredients). Nowadays, the recycling of re-
dox cofactors can be achieved by the addition of other
enzymes and sacrificial substrates. This leads to an increase
of the production costs and more waste material resulting in
difficulties in the downstream process. Several techniques
have been studied as possible solutions, like the immobiliza-
tion of cofactors on the enzyme100 or the conjugation of co-
factors with PEG,101 increasing the molecular weight and
allowing the separation through the use of membranes. Even
though several elegant ways to solve these problems have
been proposed, the chemical modification of cofactors is still
far from being applicable on an industrial scale.

A complete understanding of enzyme dynamics and of the
sequence–structure relationship will allow the design of
tailor-made enzymes specific for any desired process. Al-
though much progress has been made, a complete and deep
understanding of the complex enzyme folding is still missing.
Due to this, scientists are forced to use a natural scaffold as a
starting point for protein evolution studies when looking for
novel activities. The so-called de novo design is still stopped
at a very basic level, resulting in enzymes characterized by
poor activity and low stability.102

Fortunately, we became better in the manipulation of en-
zymes and in the design of enzyme variants with an in-
creased activity/stability towards natural and even non-
natural substrates which is now part of industrial reality.

Nowadays, thanks to the new molecular biology tech-
niques and the development of fast and high-throughput
screenings, the generation of enzymatic variants with the
desired activity can be successfully carried out. As an out-
standing example, the directed evolution of P450 enzymes
leads to the obtainment of new variants capable of a remark-
able variety of chemical reactions like regiospecific oxy-
functionalization, C–C bond formation, cyclopropanation etc.
Also, lipases were subjected to protein engineering studies,
leading to new catalysts for the resolution of chiral alcohols
of pharmaceutical interest (e.g. profens).103

Protein engineering and enzyme discovery are the two
main paths of biocatalysis development: these allowed us to
find or develop improved biocatalysts that nowadays are in-
dustrially employed.79 However, in addition to these two in-
struments, the understanding of the sequence–structure rela-
tionship will revolutionize the entire field of biocatalysis,
opening up the possibility to design ad hoc enzymes for every
given reaction.

However, the main limitation is the need of a social and
cultural change. The role that biocatalysis is already playing
in our society is comparable to the role of informatics ten
years ago: the technological evolution in this field is still in
the exponential phase, leading to new discoveries, new appli-
cations and new specialized education and occupation.

Although biocatalytic processes offer more advantages in
comparison to the classical chemical one, industry is still re-
luctant concerning the shift of technology. However, when
this happens, biocatalysis has been shown to outperform
chemical methods. This has led to the formation of special-
ized companies for enzyme research and production and bio-
catalysis R&D departments in pharmaceutical companies.

It will be interesting to see the upcoming revolutionary
changes and be part of them.
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