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Cheaper, faster way
to make amino acids

International team led by NUS don uses chemicals
instead of microbes to make protein building blocks

JoseHong

Amino acids are used in a huge
range of industries but take a long
time to produce. Now, they may be-
come much easier to make with the
help of scientists here.

An international team led by As-
sistant Professor Yan Ning from the
National University of Singapore’s
(NUS) Department of Chemical and
Biomolecular Engineering has
found a way to massively shorten
the manufacturing time of a prod-
uct that many consumers may not
know about.

His new chemical process, pub-

lished in the scientific journal Pro-
ceedings Of The National Academy
Of Sciences Of The United States of
America, is also more stable and sus-
tainable than current processes.

Amino acids are the building
blocks of proteins, which are, in
turn, crucial to make the everyday
products eaten by humans and ani-
mals.

Industrial players also use amino
acids to make biodegradable plas-
tics, cosmetics and pharmaceutical
products.

The amino acid leucine, for exam-
ple, is essential for various meta-
bolic processes in the body. It can
stimulate muscle growth and help

prevent the deterioration of mus-
cleswith age.

However, humans cannot pro-
duce it naturally and must take it
from protein-rich foods, or through
manufactured sources.

Normally, they are made through
fermentation, which can take up to
a week, but Prof Yan’s method
takes just hours. He said it will be
“much cheaper” simply because of
its shorter production time.

Glucose is converted from plant-
based agricultural waste into lactic
acidinavat.

It then turns the lactic acid into a
solution rich with amino acids by
exposing it to a chemical element
called ruthenium at a temperature
ofabout220 degC.

This solution can then be purified
through membrane distillation.
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