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Abstract: The transition from fossil resources to renewable biomass for the production of valuable
chemicals and biobased fuels is a crucial step towards carbon neutrality. Squalene, a valuable chemical
extensively used in the energy, healthcare, and pharmaceutical fields, has traditionally been isolated
from the liver oils of deep-sea sharks and plant seed oils. In this study, a biochemical synergistic
conversion strategy was designed and realized to convert glucose to squalene by combining fermen-
tation technology in yeast with reductive coupling treatment of dienes. First, glucose derived from
hydrolysis of cellulose was used as a renewable resource, using genetically engineered Saccharomyces
cerevisiae as the initial biocatalyst to produce β-farnesene with a titer of 27.6 g/L in a 2.5 L biore-
actor. Subsequently, intermediate β-farnesene was successfully converted to squalene through the
organopalladium-catalyzed reductive coupling reaction involving the formation of Pd(0)L2 species.
Under mild reaction conditions, impressive β-farnesene conversion (99%) and squalene selectivity
(100%) were achieved over the Pd(acac)2 catalyst at a temperature of 75 ◦C in an ethanol solvent after
5 h. This advancement may provide insights into broadening squalene production channels and
accessing the complex skeletons of natural terpenoids from biorenewable carbon sources, offering
practical significance and economic benefits.

Keywords: squalene; β-farnesene; fermentation technology; reductive coupling of dienes; Saccha-
romyces cerevisiae

1. Introduction

The increasing deterioration of the environment and the depletion of fossil resources
have led to a search for environmentally friendly renewable chemicals and fuels to reduce
dependence on petroleum-based energy [1–7]. Biorefineries that utilize sustainable biomass
sugars offer significant opportunities for the production of liquid biofuels, which can serve
as alternative fuels for transportation, thus addressing the global fuel energy crisis [8–12].
In this study, we explored the fermentation of biomass carbon sources coupled with
chemical conversion to deliver full-performance fuel components, including β-farnesene
and squalene, which could also be blended with conventional jet fuels. By obtaining a better
understanding of their structure and function, these fuels may offer a significantly wider
application range for platform intermediates through chemocatalytic upgrading [13–16].

Farnesene is a sesquiterpene composed of three isoprene units, consisting of α- and
β-isomers typically present in nature, though the β-isomer is more active toward poly-
merization and oligomerization [17–20]. Glucose can be used as a supplementary carbon
source to obtain high-purity biobased β-farnesene under the action of microbial metabolic
engineering [21]. Due to the presence of a conjugated double bond in its molecular struc-
ture, β-farnesene possesses various excellent properties which are applicable in the energy,
agriculture, and food industries [22,23]. For example, Liu et al. reported for the first time
on the two-stage biotransformation of waste cooking oils by engineering Escherichia coli
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for the production of fatty acid methyl esters and β-farnesene, and β-farnesene has been
recognized as a jet biofuel because of its unprecedented low-temperature performance and
gravimetric heat of combustion [24]. Numerous studies have been conducted in recent
years on production via exploiting the metabolic engineering of S. cerevisiae [25–32]. In 2016,
Adam L. Meadows et al. fundamentally altered glycolysis and the production of central
metabolites (cytosolic acetyl-CoA), further improving the ability of S. cerevisiae strains to
produce β-farnesene [23].

Squalene is a chained triterpenoid compound with six isolated C=C bonds in a molec-
ular framework, endowing it with unique properties useful in medical and industrial
applications [33–40]. Many studies have shown that squalene can be used as an alternative
high-quality transportation fuel, potentially replacing petroleum to capture the market
share of hydrocarbon biofuels. Squalene can also serve as an alternative feedstock for
petroleum-based products if produced commercially in a sustainable manner. However,
restrictions on the hunting of deep-sea sharks have led to a sharp decline in the production
of natural high-quality squalene [41–43]. The reductive coupling of dienes catalyzed by
organopalladium can achieve carbon chain extension and form C–C or C–H bonds, and
this reaction has been widely used in pharmaceutical synthesis, fine chemicals, alternative
energy, and other fields [44–47]. Compared to heterogeneous catalysts, homogeneous cata-
lysts generally possess well-defined structures, with optimized superior activity and/or
selectivity under very mild reaction conditions, even at a low catalyst dosage [48–50]. For
example, Yu et al. developed a reductive homocoupling of allylic acetates through coopera-
tive palladium and photoredox catalysis, allowing for the construction of C(sp3)–C(sp3)
bonds under mild reaction conditions, which easily prepared a series of C2-symmetrical
chiral 1,5-dienes [51]. In the progression of our experimental practice, it was discovered
that β-farnesene can be entirely converted into squalene using homologous coordina-
tion molecules of organic palladium and phosphine as the catalyst, at low-temperature,
atmospheric-pressure conditions and using a small amount of catalyst. If mass-produced
on an industrial scale, this innovative route could greatly increase the annual production of
squalene and reduce the production cost.

In this work, we developed a feasible hybrid process for the production of high-
performance sustainable aircraft fuel C30 squalene using biomass-derived carbohydrates
as the starting material. The detailed process is presented in Scheme 1. In the first step,
glucose as a carbon source was metabolized to biobased β-farnesene through microbial
cell factories. In the second step, β-farnesene isolated from a bioreactor was dimerized
into squalene as jet fuel blendstock for market militarization potential using commercial
organometallic palladium complexes. A series of fermentation process arguments (initial
glucose concentration, supplementary carbon sources, and substrate addition fermenta-
tion) and chemocatalysis reaction parameters (organopalladium catalysts, catalyst loading
amount, PPh3 amount, substance concentration, temperature, and solvents) were investi-
gated through single factor control. Moreover, in order to better understand this reaction
process, the transformation mechanism from β-farnesene to squalene was studied. This
approach seamlessly combined the advantages of bacterial metabolism specificity and
chemical catalysis efficiency, resulting in an ideal biofuel or conventional fuel additive.
This approach demonstrated the potential for utilizing biomass resources and developing a
synthetic pathway for high-value-added squalene.
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Scheme 1. Route for producing squalene fuel with glucose through metabolic engineering merged
with organopalladium chemocatalysis.

2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Establishment of the β-Farnesene Fermentation Process

As exhibited in Scheme 1, β-farnesene was the most important functionalized inter-
mediate for squalene tandem transformation, bridging the gap between bio- and chemo-
catalysis. To obtain a large and neat squalene precursor, scaled-up fermentation of the
genetically engineered S. cerevisiae as a β-farnesene producer was performed in a 2.5 L
bioreactor. This bioprocessing process with different initial glucose concentrations was
run to determine the initial glucose concentration in the medium, and the core strategy
of sugar limitation and feeding. The biological influence cofactors of the initial glucose
concentration, supplementary carbon sources, and substrate addition fermentation were
optimized under mild performance conditions.

2.1.1. Initial Glucose Concentration

The fermentation performance of initial glucose content, with three initial values of 20,
40, and 60 g/L, was investigated for a total fermentation time of 109 h. As represented in
Figure 1a, the OD600 value was positively correlated with improvements in initial glucose
concentration. In addition, we found that OD600 with 60 g/L of glucose rapidly reached
87 after 109 h of fermentation, indicating that increases in initial glucose concentration
accelerated the proliferation and growth of the strain population [52]. As displayed in
Figure 1b, 4.07 and 4.24 g/L of β-farnesene could be produced with initial glucose concen-
trations of 20 and 40 g/L, respectively. However, with 60 g/L of glucose, the titer value
was only 2.9 g/L. Therefore, superfluous initial glucose concentration was not conducive
to the accumulation of β-farnesene [53]. As a result, the initial glucose concentration in
the fermentation medium was set to 20 g/L. In the subsequent feeding stage, the sugar
restriction strategy was implemented via small amounts of glucose supplementation.
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Figure 1. Fermentation results for the different initial glucose concentrations: (a) OD600 and (b) β-
farnesene titer (g/L).

2.1.2. Supplementary Carbon Sources and Substrate Addition Fermentation

Glucose is currently the most preferred carbon source. However, excess glucose
availability can trigger the Crabtree effect [54], leading to higher growth rates of eucaryotic
organisms and the accumulation of higher levels of by-products, primarily ethanol, which
can influence the production of target chemicals [55]. Therefore, it is crucial to screen the
appropriate carbon sources to optimize the metabolic process. To address this, we selected
five carbon sources as the sole carbon source for shake-flask fermentation, including
glucose [56], galactose [57], glycerol [58], ethanol [59], and sodium acetate [60]. As we can
see from Figure 2a, a significant difference in β-farnesene titer was clearly observed. When
the carbon sources were glucose and ethanol, the titer values of β-farnesene were as high as
1.83 and 1.86 g/L. Due to the high cost of ethanol, and its inhibition of cell growth, glucose
was chosen as the supplementary carbon source.
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fermentation.

In addition to essential elements such as carbon and nitrogen, some substrates could
also be added to the medium, promoting enzyme synthesis, participating in metabolism
as precursors, and reducing the accumulation of inhibitors. Methionine is an amino
acid essential for protein synthesis. D-calcium pantothenate, also known as vitamin B5,
serves as a precursor of coenzymes in cells. Therefore, the effects of methionine and D-
calcium pantothenate on the production of β-farnesene by S. cerevisiae were validated. The
methionine group was supplemented with 0.25 g/L of methionine based on the blank
group [61]. D-calcium pantothenate group was added along with 40 mg/L of calcium D-
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pantothenate based on the blank group [62]. As proposed in Figure 2b, the final production
values of the blank, methionine, and D-calcium pantothenate groups were 5.29, 4.24, and
4.01 g/L, respectively. Therefore, high levels of terpenoid biosynthesis could be achieved
through substrate addition such as methionine and D-calcium pantothenate, which had a
negative effect on β-farnesene accumulation.

2.1.3. Fed-Batch Fermentation in a 2.5 L Bioreactor

The above fermentation scheme was carried out in a 2.5 L bioreactor, according
to the optimization of technological parameters and a feeding strategy. During batch
cultivation, the main growth-related parameters related to fermentation performance such
as β-farnesene titer, glucose concentration, ethanol concentration, OD600, and cell dry
weight were monitored. As indicated by the exometabolism profile in Figure 3a, the final
β-farnesene titer in the 2.5 L bioreactor reached 27.6 g/L after 203.3 h of fermentation. As
shown in Figure 3b, glucose was drained after 18 h at point A, and the ethanol content
simultaneously climbed to a peak of 18.53 g/L. When ethanol was consumed after 38 h at
point B, the glucose and ethanol contents were maintained at a very low level, indicating
that the sugar restriction strategy was realized. The peak values of OD600 and dry weight
were 270 and 61 g/L, respectively. In summary, the yield of metabolically engineered S.
cerevisiae BFSC0036 was stable, and the β-farnesene titer in the 2.5 L bioreactor was 25-fold
greater than the shaking flask.
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2.2. Characterization and Quantification of β-Farnesene

GC-MS was used for the identification of β-farnesene from microbial cell factories
by comparing the mass spectrum of library retrieval. Figure 4 represented the peak with
a retention time of 7.98 min, which was preliminarily confirmed as β-farnesene. Present
in addition to the peaks with retention time of 8.18–8.65 min were a small number of
by-products, including α-farnesene and bisabolene. To further determine the β-farnesene
structure, the bioproduct was subjected to NMR analysis using deuterated chloroform as
the detection solvent, and the profiles are shown in Figure 5a,b [63]. 1H and 13C NMR-
chemical shifts in ppm with proton and carbon numbering are summarized in Table S1.
Subsequently, FT-IR and Raman characterization was used to determine the representative
chemical bonds and functional groups of β-farnesene. As shown in the FT-IR image in
Figure 6a, the peak at 3088 cm−1 was ascribed to the stretching vibration of =C–H for
the C1=C2 and C3=C4 conjugated double bonds [64]. The peaks at 1635 and 1670 cm−1

were attributed to the two independent double bonds of C7=C8 and C12=C13, the peak at
1596 cm−1 was assigned to the C1=C2 and C3=C4 conjugated double bonds, and the peaks
at 892 and 987 cm−1 corresponded to the sp2=CH bending vibration of the conjugated
double bond centers, respectively. As indicated by the Raman spectroscopy results in
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Figure 6b, the peak at 3008 cm−1 corresponded to the =C–H stretching of the conjugated
double bond, and that at 1423 cm−1 was attributed to the corresponding conjugated double
bonds for C1=C2 and C3=C4 [65]. The bands at 1634 and 1670 cm−1 were associated with
the isolated double bonds of C7=C8 and C12=C13. Therefore, the obtained NMR, FT-IR,
and Raman results confirmed that the purified bioproduct was β-farnesene. To clarify
the purity determination of the bio-privileged compound, the biological chemicals were
assessed with the GC-FID system using internal standard addition with tetradecane as the
internal standard at a concentration of 900 mg/L and ethyl acetate as the solvent [66,67].
The standard curve preparation concentration gradient and GC spectra are shown in
Table S2 and Figure S1, respectively. Finally, by substituting the integral area ratio of the
sample for testing into the standard curve equation, we determined that the concentration
of β-farnesene was 95%.
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2.3. Palladium-Catalyzed Reductive Coupling of β-Farnesene

To screen out the dominant organic palladium in the reaction system, the chemoactivity
and stereoselectivity of seven catalysts used in this study were compared. The organopal-
ladium catalysts assessed in the experiment consisted of Pd(PPh3)4 [68], Pd(OAc)2 [69],
Pd(acac)2 [70], Pd2(dba)3 [71], Pd(cod)Cl2 [72], Pd(dba)2 [73], and PdCl2 [74]. It is clear
from Figure 7a that all catalysts exhibited high selectivity (100%) for β-farnesene to squa-
lene and its isomers. However, the conversion of the β-farnesene substrate varied, which
also indicated the necessity of catalyst selection, as illustrated in Figure 7b. The catalytic
capacity of Pd(acac)2 exceeded the other six organic palladium catalysts, and the conversion
of β-farnesene reached 95% after 5 h. Therefore, Pd(acac)2 was selected as the optimal
catalyst and used in subsequent research for optimization of the reaction conditions.
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2.3.1. Influence of Catalyst Content on Catalytic Activity

The coupling results of β-farnesene when varying the catalyst content are shown in
Figure 8a, using Pd(acac)2 as the catalyst in the experiments. Most β-farnesene can be
converted with substrate/catalyst ratios in the range of 50–250. Moreover, no significant
difference was observed in the conversion of β-farnesene with different amounts of catalyst.
Notably, the reaction rate with a substrate/catalyst ratio of 250 was slightly lower than with
other Pd(acac)2 amounts within 60 min. However, the rate gradually increased with more
time, and the final conversion was as high as 98% when the reaction was carried out for 5 h.
To decrease the amount of catalyst and achieve the maximum conversion of β-farnesene, a
substrate/catalyst ratio of 250 was determined as optimal for the successive experimental
exploration of the reaction conditions.

2.3.2. Influence of PPh3 Amount on Catalytic Activity

According to the literature, a conclusion was drawn regarding the use of PPh3 as a
ligand component, which was the key to cleaving the unstrained C–C bond [75]. However,
phosphine has proven difficult to recycle, causing environmental and soil pollution [76].
With a general increase in environmental awareness, increasing attention has focused on
dangerous drugs. Therefore, we fulfilled a series of experiments to observe the effect of
different PPh3/catalyst ratios on conversion. When the PPh3/catalyst ratio was increased
from 1.0 to 3.0, the conversion of β-farnesene represented significant positive progress, as
proposed in Figure 8b. To achieve a balance between reducing toxic phosphine and achiev-
ing high conversion, a PPh3/catalyst ratio of 2.0 (98% of conversion) was finally selected.

2.3.3. Influence of Substance Concentration on Catalytic Activity

Substrate concentration was also an arresting factor that affected the reaction rate [77].
Consequently, it was important to explore the influence of feedstock concentration. As
we can see from Figure 8c, at a concentration of C0 = 2.0 mol/L, 99% of β-farnesene was
converted to squalene without side reactions. When the coupling reaction was directed
in a solvent-free microenvironment, only 10% of the raw material disappeared in 5 h.
This phenomenon indicated that an appropriate substrate concentration, to a large extent,
promoted the coupling reaction of β-farnesene.
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Figure 8. Comparison results of the optimized coupling reaction conditions of β-farnesene:
(a–e) influence of Pd(acac)2 loading, PPh3 amount, substance concentration, reaction temper-
ature, and reaction solvent on the conversion of β-farnesene. Reaction conditions were as
follows: (a) 85 ◦C, in isopropanol, PPh3/catalyst = 2.0, C0 = 1.0 mol/L; (b) 85 ◦C, in iso-
propanol, substrate/catalyst = 250, C0 = 1.0 mol/L; (c) 85 ◦C, in isopropanol, substrate/catalyst = 250,
PPh3/catalyst = 2.0; (d) in isopropanol, substrate/catalyst = 250, PPh3/catalyst = 2.0, C0 = 2.0 mol/L;
(e) 75 ◦C, substrate/catalyst = 250, PPh3/catalyst = 2.0, C0 = 2.0 mol/L.
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2.3.4. Influence of Reaction Temperature on Catalytic Activity

The effect of reaction temperature was established in rapid sequence. In these exper-
iments, additional reaction parameter variables were immobilized with C0 = 2.0 mol/L,
PPh3/catalyst = 2.0, and substrate/catalyst = 250. As expected, a significant positive effect
of up-regulated reaction temperature was achieved and the best result was obtained at
85 ◦C (99% of conversion, Figure 8d). In the temperature range of 65–85 ◦C, the conver-
sion rate increased significantly. Therefore, the reductive coupling reaction of β-farnesene
was sensitive to temperature, and the conversion could be improved by increasing the
reaction temperature.

2.3.5. Influence of Reaction Solvent on Catalytic Activity

The beneficial effect of the solvent was clearly observed in the contrast experiments of
substrate concentration. From a practical standpoint, the use of non-toxic, stabilized, and
inexpensive solvents is the goal of large-scale industrial production [78]. Therefore, we
selected four reaction solvents including isopropanol [79], ethanol [80], cyclohexane [81],
and ethyl acetate [82] (at 75 ◦C, substrate/catalyst = 250, PPh3/catalyst = 2.0, C0 = 2.0
mol/L, Figure 8e). Compared to the other three solvents, 95% conversion of β-farnesene
was achieved in the ethanol medium after only 2 h. In addition, 99% of β-farnesene was
transformed at 75 ◦C when the reaction was applied for 5 h, which was comparable to the
results presented in the isopropanol environment at 85 ◦C. This result further confirmed
the superiority of ethanol as an alternative solvent for the coupling reaction of β-farnesene.
In addition, as can be seen from Figure 9, reduction coupling in the existing literature has
problems of high catalyst dosage and low selectivity, resulting in increased cost and low
yield of target products [83,84]. In this study, palladium-catalyzed farnesene coupling to
squalene showed excellent reactivity and stereoselectivity, which enriched the production
path of squalene.
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2.4. Reaction Mechanism for Reductive Coupling of β-Farnesene

Based on these aforementioned results and the reported information that that the
cyclometallation of palladium and diene could be easily formed, a plausible mechanism
was depicted in Scheme 2 [85–87]. As we can see from Scheme 2A, when Pd(acac)2 and
PPh3 were dispersed in an isopropanol medium, isopropanol acted as the hydrogen transfer
agent to promote the formation of Pd(0)L2 species. Subsequently, the catalytic coupling of
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β-farnesene to squalene was completed in the presence of Pd(0)L2 as shown in Scheme 2B.
Initially, the activate palladium Pd(0)L2 coordinated to two molecules of β-farnesene,
forming the palladium-cycle structure a and initiating the coupling reaction. Next, the
transition state a was protonated in the microenvironment of abundant isopropanol to
generate a ring-opening intermediate b. Further, intermediate b underwent β-H elimination
to produce intermediate c. Lastly, reductive elimination of intermediate c terminated
the chain, followed by shift of C=C bonds, delivering the desired product squalene and
regenerating the active palladium species Pd(0)L2. Similarly, ethanol medium also followed
this reaction mechanism. However, ethyl acetate and cyclohexane struggled to afford
the required hydride source in this reaction path to obtain Pd(0)L2 system, which was
consistent with the low conversion of β-farnesene.
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2.5. Separation and Purification of the Coupling Reaction Products

After concentration, the coupling reaction products in the downstream chemical
transformations consisted of a dark-brown fluid, which could not be used in end-use
applications for fuel additives or fine chemicals. In this case, the squalene component was
column purified with 90% recovery using silica gel chromatography and detected via TLC
and GC-MS [88]. From Figure 10, we can see that triphenylphosphine, triphenylphosphine
oxyphosphate, and palladium catalysts, as well as other compositions, remained in the
column, resulting in a colorless, transparent, oily liquid. The MS spectrum of squalene
is shown in Figure S2. In addition, the purified product was characterized via NMR
confirmation, and the chemical shifts of the 1H and 13C NMR spectrums were obtained
(Figure 11 and Table S3). After spectrogram analysis, we verified that the collected products
were squalene in peak 7 and trace isomers in peak 6 and 8.
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3. Experimental Section
3.1. Materials and Chemicals

Glucose (C6H12O6·H2O), poly α-olefin, and yeast extract were procured from AOB
Biotech, Inc. (Beijing, China). Peptone and agar powder were purchased from Sigma-
Aldrich Trading Co., Ltd. (Beijing, China). Homogeneous palladium catalysts, including
Pd(PPh3)4 (CAS: 14221-01-3), Pd(OAc)2 (CAS: 3375-31-3), Pd(acac)2 (CAS: 14024-61-4),
Pd2(dba)3 (CAS: 51364-51-3), Pd(cod)Cl2 (CAS: 12107-56-1), Pd(dba)2 (CAS: 32005-36-0),
and PdCl2 (CAS: 7647-10-1) were obtained from Shanghai Aladdin Reagent Co., Ltd.,
(Shanghai, China), and the molecular structures are listed in Figure S3. Triphenylphos-
phine was supplied by Shanghai Damas-beta Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). Isopropyl
alcohol, ethyl acetate, ethanol, cyclohexane, n-heptane, dodecane, and tetradecane were
purchased from Honeywell Inc. (Nanjing, China). Silica gel (200–300 mesh) used for
column chromatographic purification was obtained from Shanghai Aladdin Reagent Co.,
Ltd. (Shanghai, China). All chemicals and solvents were used directly in the experiments
without further purification.

In this work, a β-farnesene-producing strain BFSC0036 was constructed by transform-
ing BFSC0001 as the starting stain with plasmid pYES2-FS, which carried the corresponding
farnesene synthetase gene. The specific modification pathway is shown in Figure S4 and
the methods were conducted according to Zhao et al. [89]. Yeast Peptone Dextrose was
used for the seed medium, which contained 10 g/L of yeast extract, 20 g/L of glucose, and
20 g/L of peptone. Agar plate as the solid medium was supplemented with 15 g/L of agar
based on the Yeast Peptone Dextrose medium. The synthetic medium contained 15 g/L of
(NH4)2SO4, 9 g/L of KH2PO4, 6.25 g/L of MgSO4·7H2O, 20 g/L of glucose, 12 mL/L of
vitamin solution, 10 mL/L of trace metal solution, and 0.5 M 100 mL/L of succinic acid
solution. The compositions of the vitamin and trace metal solutions are described in the
materials and methods section in the Supporting Information. The strains in 70% (v/v)
glycerol solution were frozen at an ultra-low temperature for long-term storage.

3.2. Product Analysis

The organic products were characterized using gas chromatography and mass spec-
trometry (GC-MS, Shimadzu QP2010 SE W). The instrument was fitted with an autosampler
and an HP-5 capillary column, where 10 µL of the concentrated sample was dissolved
in 1 mL of solvent (HPLC grade), filtered with a filtration membrane, and then directly
used for component analysis. Helium was used as the carrier gas, and the split ratio was
set to 100 at a pressure of 149.5 kPa. The column temperature program was set to an
initial temperature of 50 ◦C for 1 min, followed by a ramp rate of 20 ◦C/min to 300 ◦C
for 10 min. The resolution of the peaks in the spectrogram was determined via automatic
library retrieval, such as NIST 17 and NIST 17s.

Quantitative analysis of the obtained products was performed using gas chromatog-
raphy (GC, Shimadzu 2010 pro). The GC system was equipped with a flame ionization
detector (FID) and an HP-5MS column. Nitrogen was used as the carrier gas, and the
split ratio was set to 100 at a pressure of 149.5 kPa. A total of 10 mL of fermentation broth
was centrifuged at 8000× g rpm for 10 min, and the supernatant was the desired organic
solution. The mixed liquid containing 20 µL of organic solution and 180 µL of internal
standard (1 g of tetradecane in 1000 mL of ethyl acetate) was analyzed to calculate the
content of β-farnesene. The column temperature program was started at·100 ◦C for l min,
followed by a ramp rate of 20 ◦C/min to 230 ◦C for 2 min, and increased up to 315 ◦C at a
ramp rate of 30 ◦C/min for 20 min. The detection temperature was 320 ◦C. The tetradecane
concentration was approximately 900 mg/L, similar to the concentration in the standard
curve. The sample was equivalent to 10-fold dilution, and the β-farnesene concentration
was calculated using the standard curve equation.

Fourier transform infrared (FT-IR) spectroscopy analysis can be used to determine the
molecular structure of organic compounds through the characteristic peak positions and
peak shapes of the different functional groups. In this study, we utilized a Thermo Fisher
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Nicolet Is5 Fourier infrared spectrometer (the United States) for analysis. The sample was
assessed in attenuated total reflection mode at room temperature and positioned in the
light path for scanning.

The Raman patterns were recorded with a Thermo Fisher Dxr2xi spectrometer with a
532 nm laser source in the spectral range of 50–3400 cm−1. The sample was placed on a
glass slide and scanned using an InGaN laser.

The purified components were investigated via nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR)
spectroscopy using a Bruker 400 MHz nuclear magnetic resonance instrument. For compo-
nent analysis, 10 mg of the sample was dissolved in 0.5 mL of deuterated chloroform. After
the specimen was scanned multiple times, the hydrogen spectrum and carbon spectrum
data of the substance were obtained to determine the structure of the substance.

3.3. Fed-Batch Fermentation in a 2.5 L Bioreactor

The detailed procedures for preparing the preculture and conducting shake flask
cultivations are presented in the Supporting Information Materials and Methods Section.
Cultivation of the β-farnesene-producing strain was performed in a 2.5 L bioreactor (Xcubio
twin) with 40% loading, which contained 800 mL of synthetic medium, 100 mL of secondary
seed solution, and 100 mL of poly α-olefin extraction agent (biphasic medium fermentation).
Because poly α-olefin had a boiling point above 500 ◦C and β-farnesene at 273 ◦C, facile
distillation could be used to separate the two. The fermentation process was maintained at
30 ◦C, with an agitation speed ranging from 200 to 700 rpm. The percentage of dissolved
oxygen (DO) was controlled at 40% and the pH was adjusted to 5.0 using 10 M NH4OH
with a starting OD600 of 0.1. The airflow rate was set to 1 vvm. All parameters were
adjusted via a control cabinet equipped with the bioreactor. Samples were obtained at
specific times to measure parameters of variation in cell growth.

3.4. Separation and Purification Steps of β-Farnesene from the Biphasic Medium

The fermentation broth contained the solid phase of the bacterial cells, consisting of
the aqueous phase of the medium and the organic phase of the extractant. Therefore, it was
necessary to first separate the organic phase from the fermentation broth, and then extract
β-farnesene from the organic phase. To separate the β-farnesene solution from the three
phases, the mixture was centrifuged at 4500× g rpm for 20 min. Subsequently, to purify the
β-farnesene component from the organic phase, the organic liquid was collected via a cen-
trifugal extractor and then concentrated through a rotary evaporator under the conditions
of 3 mbar and 190 ◦C. The resulting light phase samples from decompressing distillation
process were tested qualitatively and quantitatively using GC-MS and GC, respectively.

3.5. Palladium-Catalyzed Reductive Coupling of β-Farnesene

In a typical experiment, 0.15 mmol of Pd(acac)2, 0.30 mmol of PPh3, and 13.4 mL of
isopropanol (substrate/catalyst = 100, PPh3/catalyst = 2.0, C0 = 1.0 mol/L) were placed in
a dry three-necked flask. The flask was secured and purged under nitrogen flow for 20 min.
Subsequently, 15 mmol of β-farnesene was added dropwise to the flask with a syringe, and
the system was purged with nitrogen for several minutes. The reaction system was carried
out on an IKA heated magnetic agitator at 85 ◦C. Samples were taken at set time intervals
and the reaction mixture was analyzed using GC and GC-MS.

3.6. Column Purification of the Coupling Reaction Products

The coupling reaction products were purified via column chromatography on silica gel
in a glass column, using a mixture of petroleum ether and ethyl acetate (10:1 gradient) as the
eluent. Then, 1.0 g of silica gel and 5.0 g of crude product in ethanol solution were added
to a 100 mL eggplant-shaped flask. The solid–liquid mixture was completely evaporated
out of the organic solvent, and the sample was evenly spread over the dry silica powder
surface. Subsequently, the remaining silica powder was coated on top of the 30.0 g of
silica column. The column was thoroughly washed with petroleum ether and eluted with
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petroleum ether-ethyl acetate, and the components of the dripped eluent were monitored
using thin-layer chromatography (TLC) and GC-MS. The collected fractions were rotary
evaporated to remove the organic solution.

4. Conclusions

This study presented the efficient conversion of cellulosic biomass into performance-
advantaged chemicals and fuels using hybrid processes with microbial fermentation tech-
nology and olefin reductive coupling. Under optimal culture conditions, glucose derived
from the hydrolysis of cellulose was used as a carbon source with an initial concentration
of 20 g/L and no added substrates, achieving a total of 27.6 g/L of β-farnesene using
fed-batch fermentation in a 2.5 L bioreactor. Biobased β-farnesene was transformed to
squalene with desirable properties, with a yield of 99% over the Pd(acac)2 catalyst in an
ethanol solvent and at a temperature of 75 ◦C. Furthermore, the active catalytic species
Pd(0)L2 was generated to typically initiate the reductive coupling of β-farnesene under
the condition of low-carbon alcohol (ethanol or isopropanol) as the reductant reagent. The
flexibility of the bioprocess coupled with the molecular stereochemistry specificity allowed
for metabolic engineering in yeasts or bacteria, with more suitable cultivation conditions.
This advancement in biobased β-farnesene coupling may promote the biorenewable energy
development of C30 squalene and its derivatives to alternate petrochemical counterparts,
creating new compounds in the market. From a sustainability perspective, our findings
provided a blueprint for the diversification of products from biomass in a tandem reaction
with biocatalysis and chemocatalysis, combining the unparalleled selectivity of the former
with the robust reactivity of the latter.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at:
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/catal13111392/s1, Solution composition, Preparation of
preculture and shake flask cultivations; Table S1. Biobased β-farnesene of the 1H and 13C NMR-
chemical shifts; Table S2. Concentration gradient of standard curve; Figure S1. GC chromatogram of
β-farnesene using internal standard method (retention time 5.102 min: tetradecane; retention time
5.545 min: β-farnesene); Figure S2. Mass spectrum of the purified squalene product; Table S3. Puri-
fied squalene of the 1H and 13C NMR-chemical shifts; Figure S3. Molecular structure of homogeneous
palladium catalysts; Figure S4. Strain transformation route.
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