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Abstract 

The nutritive value of the marine microalgaeTetraselmis suecica, Isochrysis galbana, 

Dunaliella tertiolecta and Chlorella stigmatophora was studied in diets given to rats. 

Biological assays were carried out in order to determine the Protein Efficiency 

Ratio (PER) and the Food Conversion Efficiency (FCE). Each dried microalga was fed 

to weaning Wistar albino rats as the sole protein source at a protein level of 12%. 

Control rats were given diets containing 12 % casein. Food consumption was similar in 

all groups. PER values obtained were 1.14 with T. suecica diet, 1.13 with I. 

galbana diet, 2.07 with D. tertiolecta diet and 1.13 with C. stigmatophora diet (casein, 

2.50). FCE values followed a similar pattern. The data showed that the marine 

microalga D. tertiolecta is a source of protein of good quality. Its PER is quite high, 

compared to vegetable and cereal proteins, and compares favourably with other 

microbial protein sources, such as yeasts or different freshwater microalgae. 

Haematological tests showed no significant differences among the groups in 

haemoglobin levels, red and white blood cell counts, differential count and mean 

corpuscular volume. Different blood parameters were also determined and a significant 

decrease in triglycerides levels appeared with all the microalgal diets, whereas a 

significant decrease in cholesterol appeared in D. tertiolecta and C. 

stigmatophora diets. 
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Introduction 

The increasing demand for proteins has led to growing efforts to intensify the 

production of protein from conventional and unconventional sources. Microbial proteins 

(Single Cell Protein - SCP - or Biomass Protein - BMP -) have been considered as a 

protein source only fairly recently. In the context of SCP production, mass culture of 

microalgae is 4uile appealing, not only because of the high protein content of the cells, 

but also because of their ability of utilizing solar energy. 

Microalgae provide an efficient means of converting solar energy into biomass. The 

utilization of microalgae has been encouraged by the high biomass yields with high 

protein levels observed both in the laboratory and outdoors. Besides their high protein 

content, micro algae contain water- and lipid-soluble vitamins and other valuable 

products (Becker, 1986; Borowitzka, 1988a, b; Richmond, 1986). 

A variety of different microalgae have been investigated for their use as SCP (Becker & 

Venkataraman, 1982; 1984; Becker, 1986; 1988) or for the production of fine chemicals 

(Borowitzka, 1988a; Richmond, 1986). The species considered for these purposes 

have been freshwater ones, mainly of the genera Chlorella, Dunaliella, Scenedesmus 

and Spirulina (Becker, 1988). However, marine microalgal mass culture has been 

focused on its use in aquaculture systems (De Pauw & Persoone, 1988), although 

certain marine micro algae are a potential source of a variety of products (Fabregas & 

Herrero, 1985; 1986; 1990; Parkinson, 1987; Abalde et al., 1991; Herrero et aI., 1992). 

The marine unicellular algae Tetraselmis suecica (Prasinophyceae), Isochrysis galbana 

(Haptophyceae), Dunaliella tertiolecta and Chlorella stigmatophora (Chlorophyceae) 

have been suggested as potential sources of SCP and have already been evaluated 

for their protein quality (Fabregas & Herrero, 1985). Their composition in minerals  and 

vitamins have also been found to be promising (Fabregas & Herrero, 1986; 1990). 

Therefore, they could be used as a potential food or feed or as a dietary supplement for 

human or animals. The aim of the present study was to carry out short-term feeding 

tests by weaning albino rats on unialgal diets of T suecica, I. galbana, D. tertiolecta or 

C. stigmatophora in order to establish their nutritive qualities of these algae. 

 

 

 



Materials and methods 

Four different marine photosynthetic micro algae were used. Tetraselmis suecica 

(Prasinophyceae), Isochrysis galbana (Haptophyceae), Dunaliella tertiolecta and 

Chlorella stigmatophora (Chlorophyceae). These microalgae were cultured, harvested 

and dried as previously reported (Fabregas & Herrero, 1985). The biochemical 

composition of the dried biomass of each microalga was determined and has been 

reported elsewhere (Fabregas & Herrero, 1985; 1986; 1990). 

Animals and diets: Biological assays were carried out to determine the Protein 

Efficiency Ratio (PER) and the Food Conversion Efficiency (FCE). In the test diets 

each alga was the sole source of protein at a protein level of 12 %. Casein was the 

protein source in the control diet, also at 12 % level. Taking into account the nutritional 

requirements of the rats (LASA, 1969) and the composition of each microalga 

(Fabregas and Herrero, 1985; 1986; 1990), the diets were formulated using a linear 

programme operated on Hewlett Packard HP9817 Computer. All diets were 

supplemented with methionine. The remaining nutrient requirements of the rat (fat, 

fibre, vitamins, minerals) must be given in sufficient amounts. All diets were adjusted to 

4 % crude fibre and 8 % oil by appropriate additions of cellulose and olive oil. Since 

casein is a pure protein, all other components must be added to the control diet (oil, 

sugar, vitamin and mineral mixtures). 

Microalgal biomass for the protein supply was sufficient for the vitamin and mineral 

requirements of rats, so neither vitamin nor mineral mixtures were added to the 

experimental diets; the oil and sugar present in the microalgal biomass must be 

completed by adding olive oil and sucrose in order to adjust the diet to the rat 

requirements.  

 



Standard AOAC (1980) procedures were used for protein, crude fibre and oil analysis 

of the feeds. The compositions of the control and algal diets are shown in Table 1. 

Each diet was fed to weaning Wistar albino rats. Female Wistar weaning rats 42-48 g 

were randomly divided into five groups of ten. The rats were caged individually, and 

food and water were given ad libitum. The rats were maintained at 25ºC and subjected 

to alternating 12 h periods of light and darkness. The animals were given the test diets 

for 4 weeks, and individual body weights were recorded periodically and food 

consumption measured daily. PER was calculated for each diet as weight gain (g) per 

unit of protein consumed (g) by the animal. Casein PER is customarily adjusted to an 

assumed PER of 2.50, which requires a corresponding correction of the experimental 

values. FCE was calculated as feed consumed (g) per weight gain (g). 

At the end of the experimental period, blood was collected by haematological tests, 

such as haemoglobin content, red and white blood cell counts, differential count and 

mean corpuscular volume, carried out in a TECHNICON H6000/ H601. The plasma 

obtained by centrifugation of total blood was analyzed for different parameters 

(electrotites, cholesterol, triglycerides, enzymes, proteins and others) using an 

automatic analyzer (HITACHI 737). 

After killing the rats, the different organs were removed and relative organ weights (g 

organ/ 100 g body weight) of rats were recorded (Venkataraman et al., 1980). 

Statistical analysis of the data were performed using the Mann-Whitney-Wilcoxon non-

parametric test.  

 

 

 

 

 



Results 

The food consumption and the weight gain of the rats during the 4 weeks feeding 

period are shown in Table 2. There were no significant differences in the food intake 

among the five groups of rats, whereas the group fed on I. galbana diet showed a 

significantly higher intake of water than the remaining groups. The weight of the rats 

did not follow a comparable trend to that of diet consumption (Table 2). Rats fed on 

casein (control group) showed a weight increase significantly higher than those fed on 

the different microalgal diets. Among the latter, rats fed on D. tertiolecta had higher 

weight increase, close to that of the control group. 

PER values were similar to weight increase values (Table 2). For a casein PER of 2.50, 

PER values of the diets with the different marine microalgae were 1.14 for T. suecica, 

1.13 for f. galbana. 2.07 for D. tertiolecta and 1.13 for C. stigmatophora. The PER 

value of D. tertiolecta was almost double that of the other microalgae. A similar pattern 

occurred with the FCE which gave values of 2.89 in the control diet and 3.50 in the D. 

tertiolecta diet, and values above 6 for the remaining diets. The differences between 

the D. tertiolecta and control diets were less than those between the D. tertiolecta and 

the remaining diets. 

 

The absolute weights of the various organs followed the same trend as the body 

weights, being higher in the control and D. tertiolecta group. However, the differences 

are lower if the relative organ weights (g organ weight/ 100 g body weight) are 

considered (Table 3). There were differences among the groups in the weights of some 

of these organs. No significant differences occurred in relative weights of adrenal 

glands and thymus, whereas the relative weight of the spleen was significantly higher 

in the control group. Other significant differences respect to the control were: relative 

liver weight was lower in rats fed on C. stigmatophora; relative kidney weight was 

higher in rats fed on T. suecica; relative heart weight was lower in rats fed on T. 



suecica, D. tertiolecta and I. galbana, and the same occurred with the relative weight of 

lungs in D. tertiolecta; relative brain weight was higher in rats fed on T. suecica. 

There were no haematological abnormalities in any of the groups (Table 4). No 

significant differences were found among the groups in haemoglobin levels, red blood 

cell counts, white blood cells counts, relative proportions of the various white cells and 

mean corpuscular volume. 

In the blood parameters analyzed at the end of the experimental period significant 

differences only occurred in the following cases (Table 5): urea content was 

significantly higher in rats fed on T. suecica and I. galbana; uric acid and creatinine 

were significantly higher in rats fed on T. suecica; phosphorus was lower in rats fed on 

C. stigmatophora; CPK was lower in D. tertiolecta group; triglycerides were lower in all 

the groups fed on microalgae than in the rats fed on control diet and 

hypocholesterolemic effects were showed by D. tertiolecta and C. stigmatophora. 

 

 



Discussion 

Although data on the chemical composition of the algae give valuable information 

about their nutritional value, they cannot be considered as a substitute for biological 

appraisals of protein quality in the animal. PER has been shown to be the most useful 

test to estimate the nutritive quality of protein s, based on short-term feeding trials with 

weaning rats, and has been used with most of the microalgae studied as food. Food 

consumption was similar in all groups; therefore, results of this study cannot be 

ascribed to decreased food intake during the experimental period. However, food 

consumption has been reported to be less in some diets with Spirulina and 

Scenedesmus than in control diets with casein (Becker & Venkataraman, 1982; 

Venkataraman, 1983). However, the I. galbana diet provoked an increase in water 

intake, probably due to the fact that this microalga has the highest ash and chloride 

content (Fabregas & Herrero, 1985; 1986). 

PER and FCE data (Table 2) show important differences between D. tertiolecta and the 

remaining microalgae assayed. However, data on the chemical composition of these 

microalgae and on the MEAA index did not show this difference (Fabregas & Herrero, 

1985); this fact encourages the importance of biological tests of protein quality in 

animals. Table 6 shows the PER values obtained with freshwater micro algae, other 

microbial proteins and conventional foods, and illustrates the good quality of D. 

tertiolecta protein (Table 2). Its PER value is higher than that found for drum-dried, sun-

dried and freeze-dried Scenedesmus (1.99, 1.14, 1.12) and lower tan drum-dried 

Scenedesmus supplemented with methionine (2.20). It is also higher than Chlorella 

(0.84, 1.89, 1.31) and Spirulina (1.78, 1.89), cereals such as corn (1.23) or wheat 

(1.21), and close to fish flour (2.33), soybean (2.35) or casein (2.50). The yeasts, 

probably the microorganisms most used as a protein source (SCP), show a PER value 

considerably lower than that of D. tertiolecta (1.05); this is also lower than those of 

other freshwater and marine microalgae. PER values between 1.70 and 1.90 are 

considered as excellent for this type of SCP (Becker, 1980). 

As a rule, algal proteins are poorly utilized when intact cells are given to monogastric 

animals or humans and special treatments are required to disrupt the algal cell wall, 

thus making the protein accessible to proteolytic enzymes. The effect of various 

methods for processing and drying the algae on their digestibility has been studied 

extensively and different processing methods give differences in PER values (Table 6). 

In the present experiments the marine microalgae were dried in an oven, without using 

any method to break the cell wall. PER values obtained with T. suecica, I. galbana and 



C. stigmatophora were lower than that reached for D. tertiolecta diets, probably 

because D. tertiolecta lacks a cell wall (Oliveira el al., 1980). PER values obtained with 

all these marine microalgae were higher than that of un processed Chlorella. Marine 

microalgae also compare favourably with other protein sources, such as the cereals 

wheat or corn. PER values of T. suecica, I. galbana and C. stigmatophora were very 

similar to those of wheat and corn, and the PER value of D. tertiolecta was higher than 

both (Tables 2, 6). 

 

One of the parameters generally considered in the evaluation of the toxicological 

effects of microalgal diets is the weight of different organs (Becker, 1980; Payer et al, 

1980; Venkataraman et aI., 1980; Becker & Venkataraman, 1982). The relative organ 

weights of rats fed on the different microalgal diets were normal, although there were 

some significant differences with respect to the control (Table 3). Differences in relative 

organ weights also were found in rats fed on diets with freshwater micro algae, 

especially the organ weights of liver, kidneys, lungs and spleen, although no 

pathological effects could be observed.  

It has been assumed that, since these organs are more metabolic ally active, they will 

be the most affected by changes in the diet (Payer et a/., 1980). Blood counts indicate 

no abnormalities in any group (Table 4). Assays with Scenedesmus showed that the 

density of white blood cells was lower in blood from rats given the algal diets than in 

that from rats given the control diet of casein, although the differential white blood cell 

counts and the relative proportions of the various white cells were similar 

(Venkataraman el al., 1980). In other experiments with this microalga the haemoglobin 

content in blood from rats given the algal diet was 3 % lower than in that from rats 

given the casein diet (Payer et al., 1980). None of these differences were observed in 

the rats given the marine micro algal diets. 



It has been reported that there is an inverse relation between the blood urea content 

and the biological value of the diet which is sufficiently accurate to provide a useful 

method for the prediction of protein quality from measurement of urea levels (Eggum, 

1970). This is in accordance with the results obtained here for T. suecica, I. galbana 

and D. tertiolecta diets, since rats fed on D. tertiolecta showed an urea content similar 

to casein and a good P ER, whereas rats red on T. suecica and I. galbana showed a 

significantly higher urea content than rats red on casein and a significantly lower PER 

(Table 5). However, C. stigmatophora did not fit with this rule, because rats fed on it 

presented a low PER and a normal urea content. 

From the different plasma enzymes determined, only CPK values were significantly 

lower in rats fed on D. tertiolecta diets than in rats fed on the control diet, but this 

enzyme shows very disperse and divergent values and can be strongly altered by 

physical effort (Wallach, 1979). The remaining enzymes, and the plasma proteins, were 

similar in all groups. All the groups fed on micro algae showed significantly lower 

triglycerides levels, and a significant decrease in cholesterol was shown by rats fed on 

D. tertiolecta and C. stigmatophora. There are numerous reports on the 

hypocholesterolemic properties of a variety of materials derived from biological sources 

and foods (Vahouny, 1985) but the hypocholesterolemic properties of microorganisms 

are less well known. In trials involving the feeding of weaning rats with freshwater 

microalgae, it was observed that the serum cholesterol levels were lower in animals 

given the microalgal diets than in controls fed on a casein-based standard diet. This 

hypocholesterolemic effect increased as the percentage of micro algae in the diet 

increased (Anusuya- Devi el al., 1979; Rolle & Pabst, 1980; Venkataraman et al., 1980; 

Becker & Venkataraman, 1982; Anusuya-Devi & Venkataraman, 1983). This 

cholesterol lowering property was also previously observed in studies with Dunaliella 

tertiolecta (Fabregas el al., 1988). High colesterol levels have been correlated with the 

incidence of coronary diseases and other artherosclerotic lesions, so that the 

hypocholesterolemic effect of these algal-protein diets can constitute an added 

advantage.  
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