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The following cellular components, carbon, nitrogen, chlorophyll a, protein, carbohy­
drate and starch, were measured in batch culture for 11 phytoplankton species, indu­
ding members of the Cryptophyceae, a group which bas received little previous 
attention. For equal externat cell volume, large differences between species were 
observed in the concentrations of cellular compounds. Diatoms bad the lowest levels 
per unit cell volume whereas Cryptophyceae had the largest (range 1 to 10). Protein 
was the major component ( 40-70% of carbon). Carbohydrates showed large variations, 
starch being detected in Cryptophyceae, Chlorophyceae, and Haptophyceae, but not 
in Dinophyceae. The effects of growth phase on changes in chemical content were 
also analysed. The most important finding was a drop in cellular content as growth 
slowed. Intraspecific and interspecific differences in chemical composition may have 
important implications for the value of phytoplankton as food for marine herbivores. 

Oceanol. Acta, 1987, 10, 3, 339-346. 

Variabilité interspécifique et intraspécifique de la composition chimique 
du phytoplancton marin 

Onze souches phytoplanctoniques, dont les cryptophycées pour lesquelles peu de 
données existent, ont été cultivées en culture confinée et la composition en carbone, 
azote, chlorophylle a, protéine, glucide et amidon, analysée au cours de deux phases 
de la croissance. On observe pour tous ces composés de très grandes différences de 
concentrations cellulaires entre les espèces. Les diatomées présentent les plus faibles 
niveaux par unité de volume cellulaire et les cryptophycées les plus forts. Les protéines 
représentent le composé majeur (40 à 70% du carbone). Les glucides sont plus 
variables, et on trouve de l'amidon chez les cryptophycées, les chlorophycées et les 
prymnesiophycées, mais on n'en a pas détecté chez les dinophycées. L'influence du 
stade de croissance de la culture sur la composition est très marquée, et se caractérise 
par une baisse de concentration de tous les composés lorsque la croissance ralentit. 
Ces différences intra et interspécifiques jouent un rôle important sur la valeur nutrition­
nelle des algues pour les consommateurs herbivores. 

Oceanol. Acta, 1987, 10, 3, 339-346. 

An extensive literature exists on the chemical composi­
tion of phytoplankton species. Most studies have been 
concerned with the food value of algae for aquaculture 
purposes and with the physiology of natural and culti-

vated phytoplankton species in relation to environmen­
tal factors such as temperature, light and nutrients 
(Darley, 1977; Morris, 1981). Sorne studies have 
concentrated on specifie chemical components for 
example: amino acids, fatty acids, sterols, lipids, carbo­
hydrates, starch, pigments and A TP. The influence of 
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nutrients on chemical composition has also been widely 
studied: Dortch (1982), Dortch et al. (1984) for the 
nitrogen pool; Myklestad and Haug (1972), Myklestad 
(1974), Moal et al. (1978) for carbohydrates; Harrison 
et al. (1976) and Falkowski (1980) for pigments; Cape­
ron and Meyer (1972) for carbon and chlorophyll 
content. Verity (1981), Redalje and Laws (1983), Post 
et al. (1984) and Sakshaug and Andresen (1986) have 
investigated the effect of light and temperature on the 
biochemical composition of marine dia toms ( especially 
carbon and chlorophyll). Other papers have considered 
the extracellular metabolites released by phytoplankto­
nic cells (Vogel et al., 1978; Fogg, 1983; Poulet, 
Martin-Jezequel, 1983). Most of these studies have been 
concerned with a small number of species, especially 
diatoms and dinoflagellates, which form the major 
component of marine phytoplankton in terms of 
biomass. Since the works of Parsons et al. (1961) and 
Ricketts (1966), few comparative studies of other clas­
ses have been published. 
This study is linked to related work on trophic interac­
tions between zooplankton and phytoplankton (Harris 
et al., 1986; Poulet et al., 1986) and was undertaken 
to select two phytoplanktonic species among eleven 
algae, as food for copepods on the basis of their chemi­
cal composition: similar carbohydratejprotein ratio but 
with differing carbohydrate composition. We cultivated 
eleven different species of phytoplankton in batch cul­
ture and screened two characteristic pcriods of phyto­
plankton growth with theoretically large chemical diffe­
rences to choose the best pair of species. Although the 
sampling strategy was not adapted to obtain exhaustive 
information on the relations between nutritional status 
and chemical composition, we were able to report a 
first set of data on interspecific and intraspecific diffe­
rences in chemical composition, for which there is a 
need in the literature. These data also provide informa­
tion on the chemical composition of sorne little-studied 
species, especially for the smaller groups such as the 
Cryptophyceae. These small cells of the nanoplankton 
and picoplankton may be widely distributed in sorne 
areas and are thought to account for a large proportion 
of the total phytoplankton production (Joint et al., 
1983; Gieskes, Kray, 1986). 

Table 1 
Mean volume of the species studied. 
l: from Cou/ter counter measurements; 2: from inverted microscope 
measurements. 

Class Family 

Bacillariophyceae Coscinodiscaceae 

Cryptophyceae Cryptomonadaceae 
Cryptomonadaceae 

Dinophyceae Gymnodiniaceae 

Peridiniaceae 

Chlorophyceae Dunaliellaceae 

Il aptophyceae Prymnesiophyceae Isochrysidaceae 

In this paper, we present data on the chemical composi­
tion (carbon, nitrogen, protein, carbohydrate, starch 
and chlorophyll a) of eleven phytoplankton species 
belonging to the following classes: Bacillariophyceae, 
Dinophyceae, Chlorophyceae, Cryptophyceae, Hap­
tophyceae (Prymnesiophyceae). Detailed information 
on the amino acid composition of these species will be 
presented separately. 

MA TERIAL AND METHODS 

Eleven phytoplankton strains from the Marine Biologi­
cal Association, Plymouth, culture collection, represen­
ting most major groups, were cultured at l5°C in 
3 litres Erlenmeyers of "F/2" medium (Guillard, 
Ryther, 1962; Tab. 1). Cells were grown under conti­
nuous light illumination (cool-white type) at an average 
light intensity of 100 J.LE.m- 2.s- 1 • Samples of these 
cultures were withdrawn daily and cell counts were 
made, after fixation in Lugol solution, with Nageotte 
and Mallassez count-chambers. To allow for any possi­
ble diurnal rhythm in the division time of the cells, the 
cultures were always sampled at approximately the 
same time of day (1400 h). 
For chemical analyses, two sampling dates were selec­
ted for each of the stock cultures, one during the 
exponential phase, and the other at the start of, or 
during, the stationary phase when the growth rate was 
much reduced (Tab. 2). Known volumes of culture were 
filtered on to pre-ashed GF/C filters (450°C.5 h), in 
conjunction with cell counts. The samples were replica­
ted and blanks (culture medium) subtracted from each 
sample value. Total carbon and nitrogen were measu­
red with a Hewlett Packard CHN analyser. Total pro­
tein and carbohydrate were determined according to 
the methods of Lowry et al. (1951) and Dubois et al. 
(1956). To permit maximum extraction and solubiliza­
tion, the filters were ground with distilled water in a 
Potter homogenizer and the reagents added. Optical 
density was measured after centrifugation (Scott, 1980; 
Moal et al., 1985). Possible interference with other 
compounds such as lipids or sugars was tested and 

Volume moyen des espèces phytoplanctoniques étudiées. 
1 : mesure au Coulter counter; 2 : mesure au microscope inversé. 

Species 
Volume 
jlm3 

Thalassiosira rotula 
Thalassiosira weissjlogii 
Skeletonema costatum 
Coscinodiscus wai/esii 

Cryptomonas maculata 
Cryptomonas appendiculata 

Gyrodinium aureolum 
Gymnodinium simplex 
S crippsiella trochoidea 

Dunaliella tertiolecta 

Isochrysis galbana 

340 

14250(2) 

1130(2) 

402(2) 

3 328 525(2) 

6709(1) 

230(1) 

9600(2) 

230(!) 

31 (1) 



found to be less than 10-15%. On! y differences higher 
than these known errors were considered; we applied 
this routine methodology to relate our results to 
published ones. For quantitative determination of 
starch, the filter was ground in 2 ml sodium, potassium 
phosphate buffer (0.1 M), pH 6.8, and the starch 
extracted at 100° over a period of 75 min. 200 J.ll of 
reagent (IK-12 0.005 N) was added to 1.5 ml of super­
natant and optical density read at 660 nm. Chlorophyll 
was analysed in acetone ex tracts (90 %) by the fluorime­
tric method of Yentsch and Menzel (1963), using the 
equations of Lorenzen (1966). Cell volumes were 
determined by direct measurement of cell dimension, 
using an inverted microscope for ali the diatoms and 
Scrippsiella trochoidea. Other cell volumes were estima­
ted direct! y with a mode! TA II Cou! ter co un ter, cross­
calibrated with the inverted microscope. 

Table 2 
Sampling dates (days from inoculation) and estimated growth rate, at 
the two sampling times (division/day). 
Dates de prélèvements (en jour à partir de l'inoculation) et taux de 
croissance estimé (division/jour) pour les 2 prélèvements. 

Thalassiosira 
rotula 
Thalassiosira 
weissjlogii 
Skeletonema 
cos tatum 
Coscinodiscus 
wailesii 

Cryptomonas 
maculata 
Cryptomonas 
appendiculata 

Gyrodinium 
aureolum 
Gymnodinium 
simplex 
Scrippsiella 
trochoidea 

Dunaliella 
tertiolecta 
Isochrysis 
galbana 

RESULTS 

J.l 
Sampling Division/ 
date day 

8 1.10 

8 0.87 

8 0.69 

8 0.36 

10 1.02 

12 0.81 

13 0.31 

13 0.43 

13 0.58 

10 0.75 

10 0.73 

Composition and cell volume 

J.l 
Sampling Division/ 
date day 

14 0.08 

15 0 

14 0.04 

14 0.04 

21 0.04 

21 0.10 

26 0.29 

22 0 

26 0 

14 0.05 

15 0.04 

The quantities of the different components are signifi­
c~ntly (P<0.05) related to the cell volume, by the 
equation LnC = ALnV + B where C is the chemical 
composition as pg.cell- 1 and V the cell volume in J.1m3• 

The correlations have been established for the whole 
data: ali the species and the two growth periods (Tab. 1 
and 2). The coefficients of this equation for each para­
meter are given in Table 3. As the coefficient A is 
always less than unity, it follows that the concentration 
(C/V) will decrease as the cell volume increases. Then 
the small cells exhibit a more concentrated chemical 
composition compared to larger cells. 
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Table 3 
Relationship between chemical composition and cell volume. Intercept 
(B) and slope (A) of linear regressions represented by the equation 
Lnpgfcell=A Lnv(J.lm3)+B. 
Relation entre la composition chimique et le volume cellulaire. Para­
mètres de la régression linéaire. Lnpgfcellule=A Ln V(J.lm3

) +B. 

Carbon Nitrogen Protein Carbohydrate Chlorophyll 

A 0.829 0.838 0.802 0.847 0.722 
B --{).927 -2.73 --{).715 -1.93 -4.72 
r 0.942 0.949 0.926 0.888 0.882 
N 22 22 22 22 22 

Chemical composition and species 

The preceding correlations emphasize the importance · 
of celi size in relation to the quantity of the cellular 
components per celi. Consequently, in order to com­
pare species of different sizes, we normalized the cellu­
lar contents to cell volume (fg/J.1rn3

). Table 4 gives the 
cellular concentrations of carbon, nitrogen, protein, 
carbohydrate, starch and chlorophyll a for the eleven 
species. Large differences of up to one order of magni­
tude were observed between species. Diatoms bad the 
lowest concentrations of ali the components, with the 
exception of T. weissflogii (0.2 pg.C/J.1m3

) which diffe­
red from other diatoms (0.017 to 0.064 pgCfJ.Lm3

) in 
having higher levels of cellular components. Among 
the eleven species, the Cryptophyceae were the most 
concentrated celis, dinoflagellates and Chlorophyceae 
occupying an intermediate position. The most abun­
dant cellular constituent was generally protein, ranging 
from 0.015 pg/J.1rn3 for S. costatum, 0.43 pg/J.Lm3 for 
G. simplex to 0.805 pg/J.1rn3 for C. maculata. Proteins 
represented 40-70% of total carbon. 
The percentage of carbohydrates was highly variable 
in Cryptophyceae (1 to 70% of carbon). For other 
groups, the variability of this parameter was less impor­
tant and bad a mean value of 20-30 %. The presence 
of starch was only detected for Cryptophyceae, Chlo­
rophyceae and Haptophyceae. Starch, a reserve carbo­
hydrate, showed large variations in relation to growth. 
D. tertiolecta exhibited 23-43% starch in carbohydra­
tes, 1. galbana 0-8% and both C. maculata and 
C. appendiculata 0-17 %. 

Carbon/Chi a and protein/Chl a ratios are reported in 
table 5 for ali species. The range of variations for these 
ratios is large, 19 to 833 for the Cfchlorophyll a ratio 
and 20 to 740 for protein/chlorophyli a ratio. As the 
variations within groups were as large as the variations 
between groups, a classification of the families related 
to these ratios was not possible. 

Chemical composition and growth stages 

For each species, the variation in chemical parameters 
was followed during two periods of the growth cycle. 
Table 2 shows that sorne species have not reached the 
stationary phase. more particularly, G. aureolum did 
not exhibit a decrease of growth rate, white for 
C. appendiculata, the stationary phase was only 
approached by lowering the growth rate. From the 
exponential to the onset of the stationary phase, we 
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observed a decrease of ail the components, exceptions 
being T. rotula, for which the trend was the reverse, 
and D. tertiolecta in which concentrations remained 
constant (Tab. 4). For ail the species, the range of 
decrease in carbon and nitrogen was parallel (10-60%). 
Carbohydrate and protein variations, on the other 
band, were not parallel. For T. weissflogii, protein 
showed the largest variation, while carbohydrate exhi­
bited the greatest change for G. simplex, S. trochoidea, 
C. maculata and C. appendiculata. The carbohydra­
te/protein ratio decreased as growth slowed. Except for 
sorne species, this ratio was low. The fluctuations of 
chlorophyll a content showed no trend, for example, a 
threefold decrease for G. simplex and a fourfold 
increase for S. trochoidea were observed. 

DISCUSSION 

Composition and cell volume 

Ail data considered (taxonomie groups and growth 
stages), there was a good correlation between chemical 
content and cell size (Tab. 3). Mullin et al. (1966) and 
Strathmann (1967) have already described the relation 
between cell size and carbon content. More recently, 
Hitchcock (1982) demonstrated a similar trend for cel­
lular compounds such as proteins, carbohydrates, lipids 
and chlorophyil. Generally, these correlations have 
been established for cultures in a well-defined growth 
stage (logarithmic growth). Also the correlation 
between size and nitrogenous compounds has been 
investigated by Dortch et al. (1984), for N-sufficient 
and N-starved cultures. 

Our results generally agree with previous studies. The 
values for the coefficients of the equation (Ln chemical 
contentjcell =A Ln V+ B) agree with those from Mut­
lin et al. (1966) and Strathmann (1967) for carbon. The 

· slopc values for POC, PON and chi a were equivalent 
to those found by Blasco et al. (1982), and those for 
proteins and carbohydrates to the values found by 
Hitchcock (1982) for diatoms. We did not observe 
differences in the slope between diatoms and other 
groups as reported by the latter author, a discrepancy 
which may be explained by the different methods used 
for the estimation of cell volume: we used a Coulter 
counter and Hitchcock an inverted microscope, assu­
ming a cylindrical morphology. Another explanation 
would be the lower range in the cell size for diatoms 
in our study. 

Recause of the coefficient A value in the relation 
LnC = ALnV + B, the cellular concentrations (fg/l!m3

) 

are not constant but decrease as the cell volume 
increases. This size-dependent concentration may be 
characteristic of marine algae; freshwater algae do not 
appear to exhibit such a relation (Rocha, Duncan, 
1985). Among the diatoms T. weissflogii exhibited the 
highest concentration of ali the chemical parameters 
(Tab. 4). Falkowski et al. (1985) also found high car­
bon values (174-240 fg/l!m 3

) for this species. 
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Chemical composition and species 

The major feature is the highly variable organic content 
depending on species. Cryptophyceae exhibited the 
highest concentrations of ail the chemical parameters, 
while diatoms showed the Iowest organic content by 
volume unit (Tab. 4). The existence of a large vacuole 
in diatoms probably explains the fact that among ail 
groups studied, these had the Iowest cellular content. 
For this group, the cytoplasm where ali metabolites 
are concentrated is Iimited to a thin layer ( 1 to 3 l!ffi 
width) within the cell periphery for diameter ranging 
from 8 to 217 l!ffi. The effective volume compared to 
total volume is thus less than in other groups which 
do not have large vacuoles. Moreover diatoms have 
siliceous walls, in contrast with the organic walls of 
other species, and may be expected to have less organic 
content per unit cell volume than the other groups. 
Protein was the major component of the carbon 
biomass (40 to 70%). The proportion of protein was 
lower (40%) for diatoms than for the other groups, 
particularly the Dinophyceae and Cryptophyceae. The 
nitrogen and protein values found in this study agree 
weil with those found by Dortch et al. (1984) for 
D. tertiolecta and S. costatum. 

Carbohydrate in general accounted for 20-30% of the 
carbon with the exception of the Cryptophyceae, which 
showed large fluctuations of this parameter ( 1 to 70 %). 
The type of storage carbohydrate of phytoplankton is 
known to be spccies-dependent (Percival, McDowell, 
1967). The main polysaccharide is a (~1 - 3) linkage 
polyglucan i.e. Iaminarin in diatoms and Chrysophy­
ceae (Myklestad, Haug, 1972) but a ( cx 1 _ 4) linkage 
polyglucan (starch) in Chlorophyceae and Cryptophy­
ceae. We have only detected starch in C. maculata, 
C. appendiculata, L. galbaba and D. tertio lect a. The 
absence of starch in dinoflagellates is noteworthy, as 
both Taylor ( 1980) and Pain ter ( 1983) referred to starch 
as a reserve polysaccharide in these organisms. ln fact, 
this apparent contradiction may merely result from the 
stage of the cultures Ieading to a low leve! of sugar 
reserves that allow no detection, the quantity being 
bdow the detection threshold of the colorimetrie 
method. The presence of starch is unusual in 
L. galbana, as the major soluble polysaccharide is assu­
med to be chrysolaminarin in Haptophyceae (Taylor, 
1980; Painter, 1983). The proportion of starch in the 
total carbohydrates was variable. For C. maculata, the 
percentage was relatively constant (17 and 13 %), whe­
reas for C. appendiculata, starch was only detected on 
the second sampling date (8.6 %). D. tertiolecta 
contained the largest quantity of starch (22.8-33. 7 %). 
In this context it is interesting to note that recent 
studies from the field (Joint, Pipe, 1984) have reported 
members of the picoplankton measuring less than 1 Jlm 
as containing starch-like granules. 
Large variations in the carbon/chl.a and proteinjchl.a 
ratios occurred between the different groups (Tab. 5), 
dinoflagellates exhibiting the highest values. As empha­
sized by Chan (1980), "since the chloroplasts are loca­
ted towards the periphery of the cell, it is likely that 
the amount of chloroplast material would be propor-
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Table 4 
Concentration of carbon, nitrogen, protein, carbohydrate, starch, chlorophyll a expressed by fg/tJm 3 (10- 15 g/tJm3

) for the eleven phytoplanktonic 
algae studied. 
For each species, upper value for active growth period, lower value for reduced growth (see Tab. 2). 
Concentrations du carbone, de l'azote, des protéines, des glucides, de l'amidon et de la chlorophylle a exprimées en fg/11m 3 (10- 15 g/!lffi3

) pour 
les 11 espèces phytoplanctoniques étudiées. 
Pour chaque espèce: valeur haute: croissance active; valeur basse: croissance ralentie. 

Class Species Carbon Nitrogen Protein Carbohydrate Starch Chlorophyll a 

Bacillariophyceae Thalassiosira 22 6 28 4 undetectable 0.3 
rotula 36 12 42 7 )) 0.5 
Thalassiosira 182 26 141 174 )) 4.8 
weissflogii 146 13 73 196 )) 2.9 
Skeletonema 28 5 24 15 )) 0.2 
costatum 18 3 15 7 )) 0.2 
Coscinodiscus 64 10 47 50 )) 0.3 
wailesii 44 8 35 30 )) 0.4 

Cryptophyceae Cryptomonas 689 99 805 972 164 7.1 
maculata 232 46 347 131 17 4.1 
Cryptomonas 457 110 707 5 undetectable 2.7 
appendiculata 300 50 337 186 16 2.9 

Dinophyceae Gyrodinium 214 35 268 45 undetectable 0.7 
aureolum 86 13 80 37 )) 0.7 
Gymnodinium 237 45 434 161 )) 1.9 
simplex 143 29 191 59 )) 0.7 
Scrippsiella 49 7 43 27 )) 0.1 
trochoidea 34 6 28 8 )) 0.2 

Chlorophyceae Dunaliella 136 25 143 69 23 5.0 
tertio lect a 144 25 152 61 14 7.5 

Haptophyceae Jsochrysis 300 44 258 161 undetectable 4.2 
prymnesiophyceae galbena 265 40 225 96 8 5.2 

Table 5 
Specifie value of the ratios: C/N, C/chl. a and proteinfchl a and carbohydratefprotein. Upper value: active growth period; Lower value: reduced 
growth (see Tab. 2). 
Valeur spécifique des rapports: C/N, Cfchl. a, protéine/chi. a et glucide/protéine. Valeur haute: croissance active; Valeur basse: croissance 
ralentie. 

Class Species 

Bacillariophyceae Thalassiosira 
rotula 
Thalassiosira 
weissflogii 
Skeletonema 
costatum 
Coscinodiscus 
wailesii 

Cryptophyceae Cryptomonas 
maculata 
Cryptomonas 
appendiculata 

Dinophyceae Gyrodinium 
aureolum 
Gymnodinium 
simplex 
S crippsiella 
trochoidea 

Chlorophyceae Dunaliel/a 
tertiolecta 

Haptophyceae Jsochrysis 
galbana 

tional to the cell surface area"; in contrast, the other 
chemical components would be proportional to the cell 
volume, except for cells with large vacuole for which 
the concentration also would be proportional to cell 
surface. Diatoms with a low ratio of plasma volume 
to total volume would consequently have lower 
carbon/chi. a and protein/chl. ~ ratios than dinoflagel-
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C/N C/Chl. Prot./Chl. Ch/Prot. 

3.5 78 102 0.16 
2.9 68 79 0.16 
6.9 38 30 1.23 

10.8 50 25 2.67 
5.2 133 117 0.61 
5.4 103 88 0.40 
6.2 232 172 1.08 
5.7 108 86 0.85 

6.9 96 113 1.20 
5.1 55 83 0.38 
4.1 167 258 0.01 
5.9 103 115 0.55 

6.0 312 385 0.17 
6.4 131 123 0.46 
5.3 122 222 0.37 
4.8 200 267 0.30 
6.6 833 740 0.63 
5.6 139 114 0.30 

5.4 27 29 0.49 
5.7 19 20 0.40 

6.8 72 61 0.61 
6.5 45 39 0.40 

lates and other species without vacuoles. In respect 
of these ratios, our results show differences between 
dinoflagellates and diatoms; but surprisingly diatoms 
do not differ from other species without a large vacuole. 
The high proportion of chlorophyll a per unit biomass 
in the Chlorophyceae, Cryptophyceae and Haptophy­
ceae compared to dinoflagellates cannot be related to 
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a larger number of chloroplasts in these classes, which 
are known to possess only one or two chloroplasts 
compared to a variable number in dinoflagellates (Sour­
nia, 1981), nor to a size-dependency of the Cfchl. a 
(Blasco et al., 1982; Chan, 1978). If the protein/chl. a 
ratio is closely related to the cell division rate (Chan, 
1978), the importance of the productivity of these spe­
cies with low prot/chl. a would be emphasized in the 
field. 

Chemical composition and physiology 

The most characteristic feature of our data is the 
decrease of ali cellular components as growth limitation 
occurred (Tab. 4). However T. rotula exhibited an 
increase of the parameters studied and the amounts in 
D. tertiolecta remained stable. We have checked the 
cell volumes for the two phases of sampling, no changes 
in size being observed. It follows that the observed 
variations of cellular amounts corresponded to phy­
siological changes. Numerous limiting factors may be 
responsible for the observed variations, as in batch 
cultures, conditions (nutrients, excretion products, 
light, growth phase) are continually changing. 
The most general effect of nutrient deficiency on the 
composition of algae is a decrease in protein and photo­
synthetic pigments and an increase in storage products, 
carbohydrates and lipids (Healey, 1973; Strickland, 
1965; Myklestad, Haug, 1972; Dortch et al., 1984). 
Consequently, sorne characteristic chemical ratios have 
often been used as physiological parameters: for exam­
ple carbohydrate/protein, CfN, C/chl. a and 
proteinjchl. a. 
Only T. weissjlogii showed variations of composition 
characteristic of a nutrient deficiency. The two species 
that bad not reached the stationary phase, 
C. appendiculata and G. aureolum, were in an interme­
diate situation. Their C/N and carbohydratefprotein 
ratios were increased while remaining at a comparati­
vely low levet (cf Paasche et al., 1984). However the 
C/chl. a ratio decreased for the two species and 
G. aureolum did not show an increase in carbohydrate. 
Sakshaug et al. (1984) did not observe glucan accumu­
lation in dinoflagellates associated with nutrient deple­
tion. 
For ali other species, our data (Tab. 4) are quite diffe­
rent: no carbohydrate accumulation was evidenced and 
CfN and carbohydrate/protein ratios were low (Tab. 5). 
Our results are generally characteristic of algae with a 
good nutritional nitrogen status. Goldman et al. (1979), 
Sakshaug et al. (1984) give a C/N ratio of 6.6 for 
non-limiting cells, and Shifrin and Chisholm (1981) a 
CfN between 3. 7 and 13.6. The range of C/N among 
the 11 species studied is 2.9 to 10.8. The C/N values 
forT. rotula 2.9 and 3.5 were unusually low. Obviously, 
optimum storage of carbohydrates was not obtained in 
our present study ( 13-17% starch in C. maculata and 
41.8% in another set of experiment: Harris et al., 1986). 
Also the preferential storage product may be lipids 
(Healey, 1973), as in the case of green algae in nitrogen 
limitation (Shifrin, Chisholm, 1981) and diatoms in 
silicon limitation (Coombs et al., 1967). 
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Many of the parameters chosen as indicative of phy­
siological state were especially significant for nitrogen 
deficiency. Other limiting factors may be responsible 
for the onset of the stationary phase; their implications 
for chemical composition are unknown. Little is known 
about limiting factors such as phosphorus, or trace 
elements (metals or vitamins). In the case of Fe-defi­
ciency or phosphorous-limitation as found by Sakshaug 
and Holm-Hansen (1977) in cultures of S. costatum 
and P. lutheri, the C/N ratio cannot be a good indicator 
because of values that resemble those of good nutri­
tional status. 
As emphasized by the decrease in the Cfchl. a and 
proteinfchl. a ratios (Tab. 5), a light limitation may 
have occurred, induced by the high density of cells at 
the end of the growth curve. The classical pattern for 
photoadaptation is the increase of cellular chlorophyll, 
the decrease of Cfchl. a ratio and polysaccharide syn­
thesis when cells become more shade-adapted (Verity, 
1981; Falkowski et al., 1985; Hitchcock et al., 1986). 
The C/N ratio is not related to light limitation. Tett et 
al. ( 1985) observed Iight-limited phytoplankton growing 
slowly with a C/N near the Redfield ratio ( 6.6). ln our 
results, the loss of ali the intracellular compounds, 
chlorophyll a included, must indicate a more complex 
limitation than that related only to light. 

Nutritional implications for herbivores 

In conclusion, our results show major differences in 
chemical composition between the different taxonomie 
groups, but also within a taxonomie division depending 
on the growth phase. These findings, which have impor­
tant implications for grazing on phytoplankton, suggest 
that the higher chemical content of smaller cells may 
to sorne extent compensate for reduced grazing as cell 
size decreases (Frost, 1972). There is an effect of cell 
size in terms both of animal feeding behaviour and the 
nutritive content of the cell. For example, from our 
results, an animal feeding on exponential-phase cells of 
a large diatom such as C. waillesii would have to ingest 
ten times the volume of cellular material compared 
with a diet of C. maculata to achieve the same carbon 
intake. In addition, the differences in chemical composi­
tion between species we have observed are significant 
in view of recent studies (Huntley et al., 1983; Poulet, 
Marsot, 1978) suggesting that zooplankton are capable 
of discriminating between cells of different species when 
presented with a mixture. Hitchcock (1982) explained 
the enhanced growth rate of Calanus helgolandicus fed 
on dinoflagellates as opposed to diatoms by the higher 
cellular content and calorie values of G. splendens. On 
a volume basis, we have found that the Cryptophyceae 
exhibited higher chemical content than Dinophyceae, 
suggesting that their nutritive value for grazers should 
be considered. However the cellular content of com­
pounds such as protein and carbohydrate only provides 
a potential nutritive value. Other parameters, such as 
limiting factors (specifie amino acids or fatty acids, or 
vitamins) in the food, digestive ability (enzymes) or the 
levet of satiety of grazers, must also be taken into 
account. 

, 



In this conncction, and arising out of the findings of 
this investigation, we have recently carried out experi­
ments with Ca/anus helgolandicus fed on C. maculata 
and T. weissflogii (Harris et al., 1986) in order to study 
the relations between digestive enzyme activity and 
ingestion of potential substrates, in particular starch. 

Acknowledgements 

We thank J.-Y. Daniel and J.-R. Le Coz for their 
technical assistance and P. A. Course for providing 
phytoplankton cultures. This is a contribution of the 
Groupe Régional d'Études Pélagiques Manche Atlanti­
que (GREPMA). Financial support was received from 
the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries (UK), 
and through the A TP "Réseau trophique" of the 
French "Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique" 
(CNRS; ATP no 9-84-07), and through the "Centre 
National pour l'Exploitation des Océans" (CNEXO, 
now IFREMER), contract n° 83-7370 (France). 

REFERENCES 

Blasco D., Packard T. T., Garfield P.C., 1982. Size dependence of 
growth rate, respiratory electron transport system activity, and che­
mica! composition in marine diatoms in the laboratory, J. Phycol., 
18, 58-63. 
Caperon J., Meyer J., 1972. Nitrogen-limited growth of marine 
phytoplankton. 1: Changes in population characteristics with steady­
state growth rate, Deep-Sea Res., 19, 601-618. 
Chan A.T., 1978. Comparative physiological study on marine 
diatoms and dinoflagellates in relation to irradiance and cell size. 1: 
Growth onder continuons light, J. Phycol., 14, 396-402. 
Chan A.T., 1980. Comparative physiological study on marine 
diatoms and dinoflagellates in relation to irradiance and cell size. II: 
Relationship between photosynthesis, growth and 
carbonfchlorophyll a ratio, J. Phycol., 16, 428-432. 
Coombs J., Darley W.M., Holm-Hansen 0., Volcani B.E., 1967. 
Studies on the biochemistry and the fine structure of silica shell 
formation in diatoms. Chemical composition of Navicula pelliculosa 
during silicon-starvation synchrony, Plant Physiol., 42, 601-606. 
Darley W. M., 1977. Biochemical composition, in: The bio/ogy of 
diatoms. Botanical monographs, 13, 7, edited by D. Werner, Blackwell 
Scientific Pub!., 198-223. 
Dortch Q., 1982. Effect of growth conditions on accumulation of 
internai nitrate, ammonium, aminoacids and protein in three marine 
diatoms, J. Exp. Mar. Biol. Eco/., 61, 243-254. 
Dortch Q., Clayton J. R., Thoresen S. S., Ahmed S. 1., 1984. Species 
differences in accumulation of nitrogen pools in phytoplankton, 
Mar. Biol., 81, 237-250. 
Dubois M., Gilles K. A., Hamilton J. K., Rebers P. A., Smith F., 
1956. Colorimetrie method of determination of sugars and related 
substances, Anal. Chem., 18, 350-356. 
Falkowski P. G., 1980. Light-shade adaptation in marine phytoplank­
ton, in: Primary productivity in the sea, edited by P. G. Falkowski, 
Plenum Press, New York, 99-119. 
Falkowski P. G., Duhinsky Z., Wyman K., 1985. Growth-irradiance 
relationships in phytoplankton, Limnol. Oceanogr., 30, 311-321. 
Fogg E. G., 1983. The ecological significance of extracellular products 
of phytoplankton photosynthesis, Botan. Mar., 26, 3-14. 
Frost B. W., 1972. Effects of size and concentration of food particles 
on the feeding behaviour of the marine planktonic copepod Ca/anus 
pacificus. Limnol. Oceanogr., 17, 805-815. 
Gieskes W. W., Kraay G. W., 1986. Floristic and physiological diffe­
rences between the shallow and the deep nanophytoplankton commu­
nity in the euphotic zone of the open tropical Atlantic revealed by 
HPLC analysis of pigments, Mar. Biol., 91, 4, 567-576. 
Goldman J.C., McCarthy J.J., Peavey D.G., 1979. Growth rate 
influence on the chemical composition of phytoplankton in oceanic 
waters, Nature, 279, 210-215. 

CHEMICAL COMPOSITION OF MARINE PHYTOPLANKTON 

Goillard R. R. L., Ryther J.H., 1962. Studies of marine planktonic 
diatoms. 1: Cyclotella nana Hustedt and Detonula confervacea (Cleve) 
Gran, Can. J. Microbiol., 8, 229-239. 
Harris R., Samain J.-F., Moal J., Poulet S., Martin-Jezequel V., 
1986. Effects of algal diet on digestive enzyme activity in Ca/anus 
he/go/andicus, Mar. Biol., 90, 353-361. 
Harrisson P.J., Conway H. L., Dugdale R. C., 1976. Marine diatoms 
grown in chemostats under silicate or ammonium limitation. 1: Cellu­
lar chemical composition and steady-state growth kinetics of Skeleto­
nema costatum, Mar. Biol., 35, 177-186. 
Healey F. P., 1973. The inorganic nutrition of algae from an ecologi­
cal view point, CRC Critical Rev. Microbiol., 3, 69-113. 
Hitchcock G. L., 1982. A comparative study of the size-dependent 
organic composition of marine diatoms and dinoflagellates, J. 
Plankt. Res., 4, 2, 363-377. 
Hitchcock G. L., Goldman J. C., Dennett M. R., 1986. Photosynthe· 
tate partitioning in culture marine phytoplankton: metabolic patterns 
in a marine diatom under constant and variable light intensities, 
Mar. Ecfll. Progr. Ser., 30, 77-84. 
Huntley M. E., Barthel K. G., Star J. L., 1983. Particle rejection by 
Ca/anus pacificus: discrimination between similarly sized particles, 
Mar. Biol., 74, 151-160. 
Joint 1. R., Pipe R. K., 1984. An electron microscopie study of a 
natural population of picoplankton from the Celtic Sea, Mar. Eco/. 
Progr. Ser., 20, 113-118. 
Joint 1. R., Pipe R. K., Pomroy A. J., 1983. Production of picoplank­
ton and small nanoplankton in the Celtic Sea, Mar. Biol., 77, 19-27. 
Lorenzen C. F., 1966. A method for the continuous measurement of 
in vivo chlorophyll concentration, Deep-Sea Res., 13, 223-227. 
Lowry O.H., Rosebrough N.J., Farr A.L., Randall R.J., 1951. Pro­
tein measurement with the folin-phenol reagent, J. Biol. Chem., 193, 
265-275. 
Moal J., Samain J.-F., Le Coz J.-R., 1978. CfN et contrôle de la 
physiologie des cultures de phytoplancton, Proc. 12th Eur. Mar. Biol. 
S ymp., in: Physiology and Behaviour of marine organisms, edited by 
D. S. McLusky and A. J. Berry, Pergamon Press. 
Moal J., Samain J.-F., Le Coz J.-R., Daniel J.-Y., 1985. Protéines, 
glucides, lipides particulaires : aspects méthodologiques, Oceanis, 11, 
487-502. 
Morris 1., 1981. Phytosynthetic products, physiological state and 
phytoplankton growth, in: Physiological bases of phytoplankton 
ecology, edited by T. Platt, Can. Bull. Fish. Aquat. Sei., 210, 83-102. 
Mullin M. M., Sloan P. R., Eppley R. W., 1966. Relationship between 
carbon content cell volume and area in phytoplankton, Limnol. 
Oceanogr., Il, 307-311. 
Myklestad S., 1974. Production of carbohydrates by marine plankto­
nic diatoms. 1: Comparison of nine different species in culture, J. 
Exp. Mar. Biol. Eco/., 15, 261-274. 
Myklestad S., Haug A., 1972. Production of carbohydrates by the 
marine diatom Chaetoceros affinis var willei (Gran Hustedt). 1: Effect 
of the concentration of nutrients in the culture medium, J. Exp. 
Mar. Biol. Ecol., 9, 125-136. 
Paasche E., Bryceson 1., Tangen K., 1984. Interspecific variation in 
dark nitrogen uptake by dinoflagellates, J. Phycol., 20, 394-401. 
Painter T. J., 1983. Algal polysaccharides, in: The Polysaccharides, 
vol. 2, edited by G. O. Aspinall, Academie Press, London, 195-285. 
Parsons T. R., Stephens K., Strickland J. D. H., 1961. On the chemical 
composition of eleven species of marine phytoplankters, J. Fish. Res. 
Board Can., 18, 1001-1016. 

Percival E., McDowell R. H., 1967. Chemistry and enzymology of 
marine a/gal polysaccharides, Academie Press, London. 

· Post A. F., Dubinsky z., Wyman K., Falkowski P. G., 1984. Kinetics 
of light intensity adaptation in a marine planktonic diatom, Mar. 
Biol., 83, 231-238. 

345 

Poulet S. A., Marsot P., 1978. Chemosensory grazing by marine 
calanoid copepods (Arthropoda: Crustacea), Science, 200, 1403-1405. 

Poulet S. A., Martin-Jezequel V., 1983. Relationships between dissol­
ved free aminoacids, chemical composition and growth of the marine 
diatom Chaetoceros debile, Mar., Biol., 77, 93-100. 

Poulet S. A., Harris R. P., Martin-Jezequel V., Moal J., Samain J.-F., 
1986. Free amino acids in copepod faecal pellets, Oceanol. Acta, 9, 
2, 191-197. 

Redalje D.J., Laws E.A., 1983. The effects of environmental factors 
on growth and the chemica1 and biochemical composition of marine 
diatoms. 1: Light and temperature effects, J. Exp. Mar. Biol. Eco/., 
68, 59-79. 

Ricketts T. R., 1966. On the chemical composition of sorne unicellu-
lar algae, Phytochemistry, S, 67-76. · 



J. MOAL et al. 

Rocha O., Duncan A., 1985. The relationship between cell carbon 
and cell in freshwater algal species used in zooplanktonic studies, J. 
Plankt. Res., 7, 79-294. 
Sakshaug E., Holm-Hansen O., 1977. Chemical composition of Skele­
tonema costatum (grev.) Cleve and Pavlova (Monochrysis lutheri 
(Droop) green as a fonction of nitrate-, phosphate- and iron-limited 
growth, J. Exp. Mar. Biol. Eco/., 29, 1-34. 
Sakshaug E., Andresen K., 1986. Effect of light regime upon growth 
rate and chemical composition of a clone of S keletonema cos tatum 
from the Trondheimsfjord, Norway, J. Plankt. Res., 8, 4, 619-639. 
Sakshaug E., Graneli E., Elbrachter M., Kayser H., 1984. Chemical 
composition and alkaline phosphatase activity of nutrient-saturated 
and P. deficient cells of four marine dinoflagellates, J. Exp. Mar. 
Biol. Eco/., 77, 241-254. 
Scott J. M., 1980. Effects of growth rate of the food alga on the 
growth/ingestion efficiency of a marine herbivore, J. Mar. Biol. 
Assac. UK, 60, 681-702. 
Shifrin N. S., Chisholm S. W., 1981. Phytoplankton lipids; interspeci­
fic difference and effects of nitrate, silicate and light-dark cycle, J. 
Phycol., 17, 374-384. 
Sournia A., 1981. Morphological bases of competition and succes­
sion, Can. Bull. Fish. Aqu. Sei., 210, 339-346. 

346 

Strathmann R. R., 1967. Estimating the organic carbon content of 
phytoplankton cell volume or plasma volume, Limnol. Oceanogr., 
12, 411-418. 
Strickland J. D. H., 1965. Production of organic matter in the pri­
mary stages of the marine food chain, in; Chemicill oceanography, 
edited by J. P. Riley and G. Skirrow, vol. 1, Academie Press, New 
York, 478-610. 
Taylor F. J. R., 1980. Basic biological features of phytoplankton cells, 
in: The physiological eco/ogy of phytoplankton, edited by 1. Morris, 
Oxford Blackwell Scientific pub!., 3-55. 
Tett P., Heaney S. 1., Droop M. R., 1985. The Redfield ratio and 
phytoplankton growth rate, J. Mar. Biol. Assac. UK, 65, 487-504. 
Verity P. G., 1981. Effects of temperature, irradiance and day length 
on the diatom Leptocylindrus danicus Cleve. 1: Photosynthesis and 
cellular composition, J. Exp. Mar. Biol. Eco/., 55, 79-91. 
Vogel S.L., Frisch H.L., Gotham I.J., 1978. Qualitative assay of 
dissolved aminoacids and sugars excreted by Chlamydomonas rein­
hardtii (Chlorophyceae) and Euglena gracilis (Euglenophyceae), J. 
Phycol., 14, 403-406. · 
Yentsch C. S., Menzel D. W., 1963. A method for the determination 
of phytoplankton chlorophyll and phaeophytin by fluorescence, 
Deep-Sea Res., 10, 221-231. 




