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Title: Understanding the diversity of maternal microbiota species 

Bifidobacterium using culturing and genomic approaches 

 

Research Hypothesis: 

There are a variety of Bifidobacterium species and strains which are present in the maternal 

microbiota that encode a range of beneficial functional traits. 

 

Abstract: 

The establishment of the gut microbiota starts at birth, and colonisation of this early-life 

microbial community has a significant impact during infancy and in later life. It is now 

appreciated that the maternal microbiota also plays a vital role during pregnancy, with rapid 

changes in the microbiota composition observed throughout the gestation period. Disturbances 

in the maternal microbiota have also been identified as a risk factor for many diseases and 

complications during pregnancy. There has been limited work on the maternal microbiota and 

its composition, particularly an in-depth characterisation of beneficial genera such as 

Bifidobacterium. Recently, studies have suggested this bacterial group may modulate maternal 

health and foetal development, and therefore this project aims to identify which species and 

strains of Bifidobacterium are present in the maternal microbiota throughout healthy 

pregnancy, using a combination of culturing techniques and whole genome sequencing. A total 

of 140 Bifidobacterium colonies were cultured and isolated from 12 pregnant women during 3 

timepoints during gestation and 1 post birth. Five Bifidobacterium species were found, with 

the majority identified in Bifidobacterium longum and Bifidobacterium animalis. The genomes 

were run through several bioinformatics programmes to identify and visualise both the 

phylogenetic relationships between the isolates, and several known human milk 

oligosaccharide clusters and antimicrobial resistance genes; which were found in all 5 species. 

Although many of the Bifidobacterium animalis strains were shared among participants, all  

Bifidobacterium longum strains were participant specific. This research offers essential insights 

into Bifidobacterium species and strains that reside in the maternal gut, and their overall  

diversity and functional traits that they encode. This data presented here may allow additional 

studies to further our understanding on how this genus contributes to maternal wellbeing. 

 



Access Condition and Agreement 
 
Each deposit in UEA Digital Repository is protected by copyright and other intellectual property rights, 
and duplication or sale of all or part of any of the Data Collections is not permitted, except that material 
may be duplicated by you for your research use or for educational purposes in electronic or print form. 
You must obtain permission from the copyright holder, usually the author, for any other use. Exceptions 
only apply where a deposit may be explicitly provided under a stated licence, such as a Creative 
Commons licence or Open Government licence. 
 
Electronic or print copies may not be offered, whether for sale or otherwise to anyone, unless explicitly 
stated under a Creative Commons or Open Government license. Unauthorised reproduction, editing or 
reformatting for resale purposes is explicitly prohibited (except where approved by the copyright holder 
themselves) and UEA reserves the right to take immediate ‘take down’ action on behalf of the copyright 
and/or rights holder if this Access condition of the UEA Digital Repository is breached. Any material in 
this database has been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright material and that no quotation 
from the material may be published without proper acknowledgement. 
 



 3 

Table of Contents: 

1.0 Current Literature ............................................................................................................... 7 

1.1.1 Overview of the gut Microbiota ................................................................................. 7 

      1.1.2 Main players of the Microbiota .................................................................................. 7                         

      1.1.3 How is the microbiota is profiled? ............................................................................. 8 

      1.1.4 The Microbiota and human health .............................................................................. 9 

      1.1.5 Clinical uses of the Microbiota ................................................................................. 11 

      1.2.1 The general principles of pregnancy ......................................................................... 12 

      1.2.2 The Maternal Microbiota .......................................................................................... 13 

1.2.3 Factors which affect the Maternal Microbiota .......................................................... 14 

1.2.4 The Maternal Microbiota and disease ....................................................................... 15 

1.2.5 Vertical transmission between the Maternal and Early life Microbiota ................... 16 

1.3.1 Overview of Bifidobacterium ................................................................................... 16 

1.3.2 Bifidobacterium and human health ........................................................................... 17 

1.3.3 Bifidobacterium and Maternal and Early life gut health ........................................... 18 

1.3.4 Bifidobacterium and Human Milk Oligosaccharides ............................................... 18 

1.3.5 Bifidobacterium and pregnancy hormones ............................................................... 20 

1.3.6 Clinical uses of Bifidobacterium and future use ....................................................... 20 

 

2.0 My project ......................................................................................................................... 22 

      2.1.1 Aims and objectives ................................................................................................. 22 

 

3.0 Methodology ..................................................................................................................... 23 

     3.1.1 Faecal Culturing and isolation ................................................................................... 23 

     3.1.2 DNA extraction of fecal samples ............................................................................... 24 

     3.1.3 PCR and Gel electrophoresis ..................................................................................... 24 

     3.1.4 Qubit Assay reaction and Normalising ...................................................................... 25 

     3.1.5 Whole Genome Sequencing ...................................................................................... 26 

     3.2.1 Bacterial species identification .................................................................................. 26 

     3.2.2 Phylogenetic tree creation ......................................................................................... 27 

     3.2.3 Human Milk Oligosaccharide clusters analysis ......................................................... 27 

     3.2.4 Antimicrobial Resistance gene identification ............................................................ 28 

 



 4 

4.0 COVID-19 Statement ........................................................................................................ 29 

 

5.0 Results ............................................................................................................................... 30 

     5.1.1 Participant information .............................................................................................. 30 

     5.1.2 Faecal Culturing ........................................................................................................ 30 

     5.1.3 Gel Electrophoresis ................................................................................................... 36 

     5.1.4 16s rRNA Sequencing ............................................................................................... 38 

     5.2.1 General genomic features .......................................................................................... 38 

     5.2.2 Bacterial species identification .................................................................................. 38 

     5.2.3 Phylogenetic trees and anti-microbial resistance genes ............................................. 40 

     5.2.4 Human milk oligosaccharide clusters ........................................................................ 47 

 

6.0 Discussion ......................................................................................................................... 50 

     6.1.1 Faecal culturing ......................................................................................................... 50 

     6.1.2 16S Sequencing Trouble shooting ............................................................................. 53 

     6.2.1 Genome characteristics ............................................................................................. 54 

     6.2.2 Species identification ................................................................................................ 54 

     6.2.3 Phylogenetic trees and anti-microbial resistance genes ............................................. 56 

     6.2.4 Human Milk Oligosaccharides .................................................................................. 60 

     6.3.1 What would I do next? ............................................................................................... 62 

     6.3.2 Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 64 
 

7.0 Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................... 65 

 

8.0 References ......................................................................................................................... 67 

 

9.0 Appendix ........................................................................................................................... 82 

 

 

List of Figures  

Figure 1.1 Composition of the gut microbiota during early life ............................................... 8 

Figure 1.2 Mode of action of Short Chain Fatty Acids ............................................................ 11 

Figure 1.3 Relative abundance of pregnancy hormones throughout gestation ........................ 13 

Figure 1.4 HMO structure ....................................................................................................... 20 



 5 

Figure 3.1 Graphical representation of quadrant streaking ...................................................... 24  

Figure 3.2 Graphical overview of the qubit assay reaction ...................................................... 26  

Figure 5.1 Pilot study faecal culturing results .......................................................................... 31  

Figure 5.2 Faecal culturing with reduced PBS and non-reduced PBS ..................................... 32  

Figure 5.3 Faecal culturing from various timepoints during pregnancy .................................. 35 

Figure 5.4 Gel electrophoresis of extracted DNA from pilot study ......................................... 36 

Figure 5.5 Gel electrophoresis of extracted DNA .................................................................... 37 

Figure 5.6 Phylogenetic tree of Bifidobacterium isolates ........................................................ 43  

Figure 5.7 Phylogenetic tree of Bifidobacterium longum isolates ........................................... 45 

Figure 5.8 Phylogenetic tree of Bifidobacterium animalis isolates ......................................... 46 

Figure 5.9 Heatmap of identified HMO clusters in Bifidobacterium isolates ......................... 48 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1 Master mix per reaction for 16s amplification PCR ................................................... 25 

Table 2 PCR cycle for 16s amplification ................................................................................. 25 

Table 3 Participant information ............................................................................................... 30 

Table 4 Overview of the isolated bacteria from faecal culturing ............................................. 34 

Table 5 Summary of identified bacterial species isolated from faecal culturing ..................... 39 

Table 6 Summary statistics for the pangenome ....................................................................... 41 

Table 7 The accession numbers for the reference genomes used in the roary analysis ........... 41 

 

Supplementary Tables 

Table S.1 Genomic features of Bifidobacterium isolates ......................................................... 82 

Table S.2 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium longum isolates ....................................... 85 

Table S.3 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium animalis isolates ...................................... 85 

Table S.4 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium adolescentis isolates ................................ 85 

Table S.5 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium bifidum isolates ....................................... 85 

Table S.6 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium dentium isolates ...................................... 85 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 6 

Abbreviations  

HMOs - Human Milk Oligosaccharides  

WGS - Whole Genome Sequencing 

HGT - Horizontal Gene Transfer 

SCFAs – Short Chain Fatty Acids 

C-section - Caesarean section 

GOS – Galacto-oligosaccharides  

FDA – Food and Drug Association  

LBP – Live Biotherapeutic Products 

FMT – Faecal Microbiota Transplant  

CDI – Clostridioides Difficile Infection  

IBD – Inflammatory Bowel Disease  

PE – Preeclampsia  

TMAO – Trimethylamine‐N‐Oxide 

NDOs – Non-digestible oligosaccharides  

FOS – Fructo-oligosaccharides  

RS – Resistant Starch 

NEC – Necrotising enterocolitis  

ANI – Average Nucleotide Identity  

PEARL – Pregnancy and Early Life study  

PCR – Polymerase Chain Reaction  

BR – Broad range 

RED – Relative Evolutionary Divergence 

SNP – Single Nucleotide polymorphisms  

ARGs - Antimicrobial Resistance Genes 

qPCR – Real-time Polymerase Chain Reaction  

MAGs – Metagenome-assembled genomes 

LNT – Lacto-N-tetraose  

LNnt – Lacto-N-neotetraose 

 

 

 

 



 7 

1.0  Current Literature 

 

1.1.1 Overview of the gut microbiota 

The gut microbiota is the term that describes the 1013 to 1014 different micro-organisms that 

reside in the human gastrointestinal tract, (1), consisting of bacteria, fungi, archaea, and 

viruses. The collective microbiome (i.e. microbiota associated genes) has been estimated to 

contain approximately 100 times the number of genes than the human genome, (2). This 

complex microenvironment plays a critical role in host health, throughout an individual’s 

whole lifespan. Notably, gut microbiota disturbances have been associated with various 

complications such as diabetes, inflammatory diseases, and an increased susceptibility to 

infections and certain cancers (3-5). Neurological conditions have also shown to be linked with 

disturbances of the normal gut microbiota composition via the gut-brain axis including 

Alzheimer’s and even anxiety/depression (6, 7). Establishment of gut microbiota starts at birth 

with waves of microbial colonisation occurring throughout the first two years of life, before an 

‘adult-like’ gut microbiota is established by 3-5 years of age (8). Many factors, which affect 

healthy gut microbial composition have been identified, including diet, stress, and the use of 

antibiotics, (9-11), thus our understanding of how we can use this information to aid human 

health is slowly developing. Given the focus of this MRes was understanding the gut 

microbiota during pregnancy and early life, this literature review aims to summarise the gut 

microbiota’s role during these key life stages with an emphasis on the importance of the 

beneficial microbiota genus Bifidobacterium. 

 

1.1.2 Main players of the Microbiota   

The Human Microbiome Project, launched in 2007-2016, provided the scientific community 

with the first large overview of the gut microbiota and its potential roles in host health and 

disease. Further work has determined that between 93-99% of intestinal bacteria belong to one 

of four phyla’s: Firmicutes, Bacteroidetes, Proteobacteria or Actinobacteria, (12), which have 

recently been renamed to Bacillota, Bacteroidota, Pseudomonadota and Actinomycetota 

respectively. Throughout a human’s life their gut microbiota composition can change 

drastically. For example, within  the  infant gut there is  a higher proportion of bacteria involved 

in the digestion of breast milk sugars – i.e. human milk oligosaccharides (HMOs) such as 

Bifidobacterium (belonging to the Actinomycetota phyla), compared with the more diverse 

adult-like microbiota that is structured to metabolise plant-derived polysaccharides 
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(represented by bacteria belonging to the Bacillota & Bacteroidota phyla’s) (13); this changing 

microbial profile is represented in Figure 1.1. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.1: The establishment of the gut microbiota begins during birth and carries on till old age. At 

the infant stages a higher inter-variability is seen with a lower diversity which gradually increases until 

around the age of 3 years old where an adult-like microbiota profile is seen which does not change 

significantly through adulthood. Figure taken from(14). 

 

1.1.3 How is the microbiota is profiled? 

Currently, researchers use a variety of tools to profile the gut microbiota which include using 

16S rRNA gene amplicon sequencing to identify bacterial genera, and more recently the 

growing field of metagenomics also provides insights down to the species and strain level and 

functional potential. Although up until recently it was considered an older technique, culture 

or ‘culturomics’ has become more widely used once again, coupled with whole genome 

sequencing (WGS), and as isolates are obtained, this also allows potential next stage therapy 

development. 
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Studying bacterial diversity and evolution, including gut microbiota members, is key for 

improving our understanding of their importance in human health and disease. In general, 

bacterial diversity concerns species richness, and functional and phylogenetic diversity, which 

within the gut microbiome links to ecosystem stability and effects on host health, (15). The 

human gut microbiota has been shaped throughout generations by evolution and adaptions to 

the environment. These changes in gut composition have been studied in several populations 

and can be used as biomarkers for gut health.  

 

One aspect to consider when studying the specific microbiota members are the differences 

which occur in the pangenome compared to the core genome within a species. The pangenome 

concerns the collective genes which exist in a given species of interest, (16), developed by 

Tettelin et al in 2005, (17), and can be used to represent genome evolution through gene loss 

and gain. The pangenome can be further broken down into the core genome, those which are 

shared by all the species in a clade, and the accessory genes, those which may only be found 

in some species/isolates, (18). The core genome offers insight into genes and clusters which 

have remained in species for evolutionary benefit and can also be used to understand how a 

particular species contributes to its host. Horizontal gene transfer (HGT) is the transfer of 

genetic material between organisms which doesn’t occur through a parent to offspring 

relationship, (19), and also plays a vital role in the evolution of many organisms. HGT can 

occur through many mechanisms, including transformation, transduction, and conjugation, 

(20), and this must be taken into account when studying the phylogenetic relationship between 

bacteria. 

 

1.1.4 The Microbiota and human health 

The composition of the gut microbiota can contribute positively to human health, which can 

generally be characterised into three ‘functions’: nutrient processing/production, immune 

development, and infection defence. However, disturbances in healthy microbiota signatures 

have been associated with a plethora of diseases and neurological conditions as stated above. 

More specifically, the microbiota is heavily involved in the digestion and break down of 

complex carbohydrates, proteins, and some fats. Pyruvate is produced during the breakdown 

of carbohydrates, which is then further broken down into succinate, lactate, or acetyl-CoA, to 

generate energy for their host (21). Pyruvate intermediates are further metabolised to produce 

microbial products that can affect their host. It’s been widely documented that certain microbes 
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residing in the gastrointestinal tract can synthesise nutrients for their host such as vitamin K, 

and B group vitamins, (22), which play a role in certain physiological pathways. Bacteria in 

the gut also produce short chain fatty acids (SCFA’s) such as acetate, propionate, and butyrate, 

(23). The production of these bacterial metabolites has been implicated in several areas of host 

wellbeing, including reduced levels observed in inflammatory bowel disease, (24),  and even 

the cause of a change of mood and behaviour due to their ability to influence the integrity of 

the blood–brain barrier through signalling of the gut-brain axis, (25); their modes of action are 

summarised in Figure 1.2. 

 

The gut microbiota plays a critical role in the development and modulation of the immune 

system. Germ-free mice (i.e. those that lack all microbes) exhibit impaired immune 

development, however colonisation of intestinal bacteria can restore these immune system 

disturbances, (26). The way the gut microbiota exhibits its effect on the immune system occurs 

through many pathways including the modulation of T cells and the development and function 

of macrophages, (27, 28). It is also widely accepted factors which affect the gut microbiota 

composition during the early-life stages have a knock-on effect on the immune system during 

adulthood; for example babies delivered via a caesarean-section (C-section) have an increased 

risk of immune disorders such as asthma, and Type 1 diabetes, (29, 30). Furthermore, the 

production of bacterial metabolites (such as SCFAs), as mentioned above, also contribute to 

the modulation of the immune system via stimulation of specific cellular pathways. 

 

One way the gut microbiota contributes to infection  defence (i.e. colonisation resistance) is 

through the competition for nutrients against incoming microbes, and preventing colonisation 

of pathogens, (31). Certain commensal bacteria also secrete (antimicrobial) inhibitory 

substances, such as Streptococcus salivarius, which secretes bacteriocins that targets  S. 

pneumoniae , (32).  
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Figure 1.2: SCFAs are a bacterial metabolite that play a role in many different pathways to aid the 

immune system. SCFAs modulate the intestinal barrier function by inducing intestinal epithelial cell 

secretion of interleukins, mucin, antimicrobial peptides, and upregulating the expression of tight 

junctions. They also regulate the T cell function through G-protein-coupled receptors. Figure taken 

from (33). 

 

1.1.5 Clinical uses of the Microbiota 

As our understanding of the benefits of a healthy microbiota composition increase, as does the 

development of therapeutic strategies which work to target this system. One technique used to 

modify the gut is through the use of pre and probiotics. Prebiotics are defined as ‘a selectively 

fermented ingredient that results in specific changes in the composition and/or activity of the 

gastrointestinal microbiota, thus conferring benefit(s) upon host health’  (34). These include 

dietary components such as galactooligosaccharides (GOS) and breast milk derived HMOs, 

which can stimulate the growth of Bifidobacterium, Lactobacillus, and Bacteroides, (35). 

Probiotics are defined as ‘live microorganisms which when administered in adequate amounts 

confer a health benefit on the host’, (36). The use of probiotics for promoting a healthy gut 

microbiota has been heavily debated, however their effectiveness in treating conditions such 

as acute diarrhea in children has been well documented, (37). Daily intake of milk-based 

dietary probiotics has also been shown to reduce blood pressure during pregnancy in 
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Primiparous Women, also known as first time mothers, (38). However, the benefits of 

probiotics are strain specific, and therefore more research is necessary to understand which 

bacterial species and strains are more effective (coupled with the ‘right’ diet). 

 

In 2010 the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) created a new guideline for products that 

contained live microorganisms which provided a benefit to their host through the prevention,  

treatment and or cure for a disease or condition, and by 2012 this category of medicinal 

products was termed Live Biotherapeutic Products (LBPs) (39). The new guideline has allowed 

for more stringent regulation on these types of products and further research into their 

therapeutic applications. 

 

Fecal microbiota transplants (FMT) involve the transfer of healthy intestinal microbiota, from 

a donor to a diseased individual to aid the restoration of their microbiota composition. Although 

FMT in a clinical setting is still not widely used for many diseases, many trials have shown 

great promise for its potential. However, for the treatment of recurrent Clostridioides 

difficile infection (CDI), FMT has an efficacy rate of >90%, (40), and it is now recommended 

on the UK NICE clinical guidelines; there has also been evidence of its ability in the treatment 

of inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) (41). However even with this knowledge, FMT still 

remains an unstandardised treatment and its risks need to be carefully considered before it is 

more widely accepted.    

 

1.2.1 The general principles of pregnancy 

Although the early-life microbiome has been well characterised, research on the maternal gut 

microbiota is still limited. In this project, I have explored the bacterial species (with a focus on 

Bifidobacterium) which are present during the gestation period, thus the following information 

provides details on this period of life. During pregnancy the body goes through a substantial 

number of physiological, metabolic, and hormonal changes, affecting all organs of the body, 

(42). From an increase in adipose tissue to a reduction in insulin sensitivity, the body prepares 

and nurtures the growth of the foetus, (43). These physical changes result in a significant 

change in maternal metabolism which is vital for a healthy pregnancy, (44). A large portion of 

these switches are driven by the many endocrine pathways associated with pregnancy; Figure 

1.3 outlines the main hormones involved in this process. The composition of the gut microbiota 
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also differs in pregnant women, (45), with an increase in bacterial abundance observed over 

the gestational period, (46). 

 

Figure 1.3: Relative abundance circulating hormone levels of 8 different hormones which drive various 

changes throughout pregnancy during the 40 weeks of gestation split into the three trimesters. 

 

1.2.2 The Maternal Microbiota  

It has only recently been acknowledged that, as well as the many physiological changes 

observed during pregnancy, there is also a dramatic change in the composition of 

gastrointestinal bacteria. During the first trimester, the gut microbiota profile typically 

represents that of a non-pregnant woman, (47), however as the gestation period progresses, 

more and more changes can be observed that are not solely associated with health status or 

diet, (44). There is an overall increase in the relative abundance of Pseudomonadota and 

Actinomycetota, including Bifidobacterium, and a reduced abundance of Bacillota and 

Bacteroidota, (44). One explanation for the change in microbiota composition at various stages 

of pregnancy could be due to the constant hormonal fluctuations that occur. Both estrogen and 

progesterone can affect the gut microbiota composition through their activity on bacterial 

metabolism and growth, (48).  At trimester 3 the abundances of health-related bacteria is also 

affected, (44). One mouse study discovered that when bacteria, taken from the trimester 3 

microbiota, was transferred to germ-free mice there was a greater increase in adiposity and 

insulin insensitivity compared to when trimester 1 microbiota was used, (44). These changes 
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in composition have a direct effect on the levels of metabolites circulating. SCFA levels studied 

in the cecum in rats found that the abundance of acetic and propionic acid was increased in 

pregnancy, as were the levels of butyric and caproic acid, (47). These distinct changes could 

have implications on pregnancy outcomes and/or infant complications. 

 

1.2.3 Factors which affect the Maternal Microbiota  

Factors that can impact the early-life microbiota have been well documented, such as mode of 

delivery, type of feeding and length of gestation, (49-51). However, as more research reveals 

how the maternal gut microbiota can affect the result of pregnancy, there is a growing demand 

to understand what factors may also alter the maternal microbiota during the gestation period.  

One factor that has been identified to cause gut perturbations in pregnant women is obesity, 

(52). Studies have found that levels of Bacteroides and Staphylococcus, in the faeces, are 

increased in overweight pregnant woman compared to those of a healthy weight, (46). Levels 

of Enterobacteriaceae, such as Escherichia coli have also been reported to be elevated in 

overweight pregnant women compared to their healthy weight counterparts, (53). Mice 

experiments suggest endotoxemia and inflammation, induced by obesity, may cause the 

increase in Gram-negative bacteria seen in these women, (54). Another factor that has been 

observed to alter the microbiota in pregnant women is blood pressure.  The abundance 

of Odoribacter, a butyric acid–producing bacterium, is negatively correlated with systolic 

blood pressure in during early pregnancy, (55). However, an increased systemic blood pressure 

is also associated with an increased weight gain, therefore providing more evidence for a 

pregnant woman’s BMI being a driver of disturbances in the maternal gut. Antibiotics 

administered during pregnancy can also cause large perturbations in the maternal gut, which is 

covered in more detail below. 

 

Although these studies have provided some insights into pregnancy specific perturbations, 

further research is needed to understand how a mother’s choices and/or experiences during 

pregnancy could impact her gut microbiota composition and therefore affect the growing 

foetus. However, it must be noted that these studies are only correlation studies and have not 

shown causation. 
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1.2.4 The Maternal Microbiota and disease 

The composition of the maternal microbiota and associated detrimental changes have been 

associated with several diseases and complications during pregnancy. Preeclampsia (PE) is a 

pregnancy complication characterised by hypertension and evidence of organ damage after the 

20th week of gestation, (56). Although the pathophysiology of PE is not yet fully understood, 

Lv et al. discovered a link between the maternal microbiota and the condition, (57). They found 

the composition of the gut microbiota greatly differed from healthy pregnant women to that of 

women suffering from early onset PE for example, 8 bacterial genera, including Blautia, 

Ruminococcus, Bilophila, were significantly increased in patients with early onset PE 

compared to the healthy controls. However, 5 genera were also depleted in the PE group 

including Faecalibacterium. A second study suggested the gut microbiome may exaggerate 

the inflammatory response by affecting the production of proinflammatory metabolites 

resulting in PE such as Trimethylamine‐N‐Oxide (TMAO) through the downregulation of IL-

10, (58). Hu et al, (59), showed the low serum levels of the SCFA acetate was also associated 

with PE however a diet high in fibre to promote SCFAs production, did result in a decrease in 

the incidence of PE.  

 

Disturbances of the mother’s microbiota has also been associated with disruption with the 

infant’s gut microbiome and complications later in life, (60). For example mothers, with a high 

increased weight and BMI during pregnancy, have shown to give birth to infants with a fecal 

microbial composition that is different compared to those born from mothers with a healthy 

BMI, (61). They observed a lower abundance of benefcial gut bacteria, such as 

Bifidobacterium, and higher levels  of Staphylococcus, (62), which is linked to inflammatory 

diseases, (63).  

 

The use of antibiotics during pregnancy has also been reported to cause a susceptibility to many 

later life conditions. Almost 80% of all medications administered to pregnant women during 

the gestation period are antibiotics, (64), and their disruption to the human gut microbiota is 

well established, (65), and now their effect on the infant microbiota is emerging. Maternal use 

of antibiotics has been linked to a 1.3- fold increased risk of asthma in their offspring, (66), 

and even associated with neurological disorders, (67).  
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1.2.5 Vertical transmission between the Maternal and Early life Microbiota 

Vertical transmission describes the biological process of transfer of microbes from the maternal 

microbiota to the infant. In utero is a sterile environment, and vertical transmission doesn’t 

take place until during birth as the baby passes through the birth canal and also comes into 

contact with the maternal gut microbiota, (68). How these maternal microbes influence foetal 

health, prior to birth is potentially through bacterial metabolites, as certain bacterial products 

are able to cross the placenta and effect the growing foetus and may even affect the neural 

development (69).  For vertical transmission – which includes passage of maternal Bacteroides 

and Bifidobacterium to infants, appears to play a significant role in early life microbiota 

structuring and overall infant development, (70). When the normal process of vertical 

transmission is disrupted, such as when a C-section is preformed, alterations are observed in 

the infant microbiome, (30). Infants delivered via C-section are colonised by skin bacteria and 

microbes present in the hospital environment, (71), compared with those born naturally which 

are predominantly colonised by bacteria from the maternal vaginal and gut microbiota, (72). 

These disturbances that occurs have been associated with a difference in adaptive and innate 

immunity in these infants, with lower levels of IgM, IgA, and IgG secreting cells observed in 

individuals delivered via C-section even up to the age of 2 years old, (73). Several clinical trials 

have set out to try and restore the normal microbiota composition through Maternal Fecal and 

vaginal Microbiota Transplantation, (74, 75), many of which found restorative ability in this 

technique, however there is much more research needed in this area to understand the long 

term effect of microbiota transfer.  

 

1.3.1 Overview of Bifidobacterium  

Bifidobacterium are considered a beneficial or ‘probiotic’ bacterial genus, belonging to the 

Actinomycetota phylum (76). Currently to date, over 100 species have been identified, which 

can be split into four phylogenetic groups: Bifidobacterium longum, Bifidobacterium 

pseudolongum, Bifidobacterium animalis, and Bifidobacterium thermacidophilum, (77). 

Bifidobacterium was first isolated from the faeces of breast-fed infants in 1899, (76). 

Bifidobacterium are Gram-positive, mostly anaerobic bacteria with a genome size varying 

between 1.73 to 3.25 Mb and a high G+C content ranging of 55% to 67%, (78). The genus is 

recognised for the Y-shape morphology, also known as bifid, and lack of flagella, (78). 

Typically found in the gastrointestinal tract, Bifidobacterium have also been reported to be 

present in human blood, sewage, and food products, although it’s worth noting these could 
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have been due to contamination from the gut. These microbes have been linked with many vital 

biological processes in the human body, making them valuable for human life. 

 

1.3.2 Bifidobacterium and human health  

One of the ways that Bifidobacterium contributes to human health is via carbohydrate 

metabolism. Non-digestible oligosaccharides (NDOs) are a group of glycans which include 

various prebiotics, such as fructo-oligosaccharides (FOS) and GOS, (79), with products 

produced during carbohydrate metabolism aiding human health.  

Between 12-14% of the Bifidobacterium genome encodes for carbohydrate metabolism, (80), 

allowing them to make a large metabolic contribution towards their host. The presence of 

natural carbohydrates, such as fibres like resistant starch (RS) found in fruit, beans, and bread, 

stimulate the growth of Bifidobacterium, (81). Through fermentation, these Bifidobacterium 

strains break down non-digestible carbohydrates to produce SCFA’s, discussed below.  High 

levels of Bifidobacterium may also correlate positively with the an improved glucose-induced 

insulin secretion and glucose tolerance, (54), through a reduction of inflammation, which could 

have huge applications for the pre-diabetic population. 

 

Another very important role of Bifidobacterium is their ability to produce SCFAs and lactate. 

SCFAs can regulate the immune system through dendritic and T-cells as well as their role in 

cytokine production inhibition, (82). SCFAs also reduce the pH of the gastrointestinal tract, 

allow for a higher availability of calcium and magnesium, and can aid in the inhibition of 

pathogenic bacteria such as Helicobacter pylori (83). As well as SCFAs, some strains can also 

produce vitamins such as biotin, riboflavin, thiamine, folic acid, and nicotinic acid, (84-86). 

Many of these vitamins can only be produced by bacteria, fungi, and plants, highlighting the 

importance of having Bifidobacterium present in the gut for human health.  

 

Certain Bifidobacterium species have been reported to produce bacteriocins, antimicrobial 

peptides which can kill or inhibit other bacteria without harming the original bacteria, (87). For 

example, the bacteriocin Bifidin has shown activity against both E. coli and Staphylococcus 

aureus, (88) and a more recent study identified a novel bacteriocin called Bifidococcin_664 

which reported immune stimulatory effects and activity against the pathogen, Clostridium 

perfringens (89). There are several other ways that Bifidobacterium provide a protective ability 

to their hosts, such as production of acid and the degradation of oxalate (90). Bifidobacterium 

has also been shown to be important for modulation of the gut barrier. One recent study found 
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mice which were administered B. breve had ~4000 genes upregulated, many of which have 

been identified to playing a role in epithelial barrier function, compared to those which were 

administered PBS, (91). All these factors added together show the importance of 

Bifidobacterium in the gut. 

 

1.3.3 Bifidobacterium and Maternal and Early life gut health  

Bifidobacterium are the first colonisers in the infant gut microbiota and dominate the gut for 

the first year of life, (92). These microbes has been shown to offer protection against diseases 

for the infant such as celiac disease, asthma and obesity, (93, 94), and for the mother during 

pregnancy, (95). Although there is evidence of vertical transfer of these species between 

mother and infant, the most frequently seen in both include B. bifidum and B. breve, which 

have been observed in the infant gut up to the age of one, (96). Distinct infant and adult 

Bifidobacterium species are still to be classified, although the bifidogenic effect has been 

reported to be strain specific, promoting the growth of B. longum subsp. infantis over others, 

(96), suggesting certain strains may be more favoured in the infant to adult microbiota and 

provides support for the idea that particular Bifidobacterium species occupy different niches in 

their host. One recent study used germ-free and specific-pathogen free species mice to show 

B. breve, affects the maternal body composition and feto-placental growth; it was suggested 

this could be through altered metabolites in the mother, (97). Many studies have shown in 

importance of gut microbiota dominated by Bifidobacterium during the early-life stages and 

why their presence in the maternal gut is equally important.  

 

Further research into which strains may provide specific benefits to their hosts is needed to 

further promote the health and mothers and their infants. Bifidobacterium longum and 

Bifidobacterium animalis are both commonly used as probiotic strains, (98), and can be found 

in the human gut microbiome. B. longum is split into three subspecies: longum, infantis and 

suis, (99), with B. longum subspecies infantis being extensively studied in the early life gut. 

This subspecies has been identified in aiding the maturation of the immune response and 

improving intestinal barrier function, (100). B. longum subsp. infantis also contains many of 

the enzymes required to break down HMOs, (101), discussed in more detail below. As 

mentioned above, B. breve has also been identified as important in both the maternal and infant 

gut.   
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1.3.4 Bifidobacterium and Human Milk Oligosaccharides  

Human milk contains many soluble oligosaccharides called HMOs. These are made up of five 

basic monosaccharides: glucose, galactose, N-ethylglucosamine, fucose and sialic acid, shown 

in Figure 1.4, which follow a basic structure. Over 200 distinct HMO structures have been 

identified which vary depending on the  individual, (102). These sugars reveal high levels of 

diversity in carbohydrate structure although the purpose of this diversity remains relatively 

unknown, (103). Although the role of human milk is to be the sole nutrient source for infants, 

many of the carbohydrates are indigestible and many of the nutritional benefits come from their 

ability to affect the gut microbiota. HMOs are a well-established prebiotic which promote the 

growth of Bifidobacterium described as the “bifidogenic” effect, (96).  Certain Bifidobacterium 

strains have been shown to utilise HMOs through consumption via particular sets of genes, 

found in their genomes, known as HMO clusters, which encode for regulatory elements, ABC 

transporters, carbohydrate binding proteins and glycoside hydrolases, (104). The presence of 

these clusters has been shown to be species specific, (79), for example many studies have 

revealed B. longum subsp. infantis as having the most evolved capability in breaking down 

these structures compared to other Bifidobacterium species, which may offer an explanation as 

to why certain species are more likely to be present in the maternal/early life gut compared to 

others. 

 

HMOs also offer protection to infants in ways which do not just involve the benefits from the 

increase in Bifidobacterium species and strains. HMOs have been shown to prevent pathogen 

adhesion due to their resemblance of glycan structures, (105). Pathogens which would usually 

attach themselves to epithelial cell structures may bind to HMOs resulting in them being 

excreted without effecting the host, due to these effects HMOs have also shown effective in 

the treatment of neonatal diarrhoea, (106).  

 

HMOs may also offer benefits to the mother during lactation and even pre-natal with recent 

studies showing they are also circulating during pregnancy, (107). Although more research is 

needed on this area, there is the potential these carbohydrates could be offering a systemic 

effect similar to what is observed in breast-fed infants.  
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Figure 1.4: The representative structure of a HMO with the  and  linkages highlighted. These 

structures are lengthened by galactose and N-ethylglucosamine units which can be branched out by the 

further addition of sialic acid and fucose, figure adapted from, (108).  

 

1.3.5 Bifidobacterium and pregnancy hormones  

Several studies have identified that there is a dramatic change in microbial composition during 

the gestation period which includes and increase abundance of Bifidobacterium,  (109), 

however the mechanism behind this change still remains unclear. It has been suggested that the 

endocrine system may be an effector of this change although there is limited research on the 

effect of pregnancy hormones on the growth of Bifidobacterium. Progesterone gradually 

increases throughout the 40 weeks of pregnancy, Figure 1.3, and one study found a direct link 

between increased progesterone levels and an increased abundance of Bifidobacterium in vivo 

and in vitro, (109). A few other studies have also suggested the impact of hormones on the gut 

microbiota during pregnancy, (44), however there is still a lack of conclusive evidence. 

 

1.3.6 Clinical uses of Bifidobacterium and future use 

With the range of health benefits of Bifidobacterium already discussed previously, many 

people in the scientific community have set out to utilise these in a clinical setting. One method 

typically used are the oral delivery of probiotics to alleviate or prevent symptoms from several 

diseases. Certain clinical trials have reported Bifidobacterium can be used to reduce the risk of 

antibiotic-associated diarrhoea, (110). In the context of the maternal and early-life gut 
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microbiota, when probiotics were administered to new-borns, who had their gut microbiota 

colonisation disrupted due to delivery via C-section, their gut microbiota composition profile 

was similar to that seen in infants delivered naturally, especially that of Bifidobacterium 

colonisation, (111). A longitudinal study looked at the effect of probiotic administration in pre-

term infants with reduced Bifidobacterium abundance; they also reported beneficial effects in 

restoring the preterm infant gut microbiome and a significant reduction of the incidence of 

necrotising enterocolitis (NEC) (112). Many studies looking at similar objectives have also 

reported similar results, indicating the benefits of Bifidobacterium in a clinical setting. As more 

clinical trials are undertaken, additional uses and the potential of Bifidobacterium may be 

realised, however further studies exploring the underlying genomic traits of these beneficial 

taxa is key. 
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2.0 My project 

 

2.1.1 Aims and Objectives 

The overall objective of this project included the isolation of Bifidobacterium strains to allow 

for phylogenetic investigation and profiling of specific functional traits, more specifically with 

the following aims. 

 

1. To culture, store, and isolate unique Bifidobacterium strains within a regulatory 

framework. 

a) Using fecal samples, obtained as part of the ethically approved and Quadram-

BBSRC funded maternal and infant PEARL cohort, we will isolate and culture 

Bifidobacterium strains using selective agar. 

 

2. To conduct a phylogenetic and genomic functional analysis of Bifidobacterium strains. 

a) The isolated strains will undergo 16S rRNA sequencing before being sent off for 

WGS using short- (Illumina, 60X coverage) platforms to provide high quality 

reference-based genomes. 

b) We will use core genome phylogeny and Average Nucleotide Identity (ANI) values 

to determine genetic relatedness of strains, comparing to type strains, publically 

available WGS, and in-house isolates. 

c) We will identify known human milk oligosaccahride (HMO) clusters, using 

BLAST, by comparing known protein sequences to the genomes. 

d) We will perform further functional trait analyses on the isolates, such as those 

concerning the presence of their antibiotic resistance profiles. 
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3.0 Methodology  

 

3.1.1 Faecal Culturing and isolation 

Maternal faecal samples had previously been collected at different time points throughout 

pregnancy as part of the ethically approved and Quadram-BBSRC funded The Pregnancy and 

Early Life study (PEARL) cohort. This study is concerned with understanding the importance 

of beneficial microbes in the development of the infant microbiota; on which supervisor (L 

Hall) is Chief Investigator and Sarah Phillips is study coordinator. Samples from each trimester 

and 1 post birth samples were used. Further details about the PEARL study can be found in the 

published protocol (113). The PEARL study has been reviewed and agreed by the Human 

Research Governance Committee at QIB and the London-Dulwich Research Ethics Committee 

(reference 18/LO/1703) and received written ethical approval by the Human Research 

Authority. IRAS project ID number 241880. 

 

Approximately 100 mg of (frozen and then thawed) raw stool was homogenised with 1ml 

reduced sterile PBS. The faecal slurry was serially diluted up to 103 and 200 l of the dilutions 

102 and 103 were plated onto selective agar plates, containing both cysteine and mupirocin at a 

concentration 10-3 (1 ml of cysteine and mupirocin in 1000ml of BHI media), and spread using 

a disposable spreader until dry. Plates were left to culture in an anaerobic chamber at 37c for 

up to two days. 

 

From the dilutions, the most appropriate plate was chosen for each individual sample and five 

colonies, that morphologically represented Bifidobacterium, were picked off via a disposable 

inoculating loop and restreaked onto new plates using quadrant streaking, shown in Figure 3.1; 

the plates were left to culture in anaerobic conditions for up to 2 days. The process was repeated 

3 times to isolate the chosen bacterial strain.  

 

The isolated bacterial strains were inoculated in 10 ml of supplemented BHI media broth and 

left to culture in anaerobic conditions for up to 3 days. The cultures were centrifuged at 4,000 

RPM, using the Eppendorf Centrifuge 5810 R, for 15 minutes and the supernatant was disposed 

of. The pellets were resuspended in 1ml of BHI + 30% glycerol with 200 l then transferred to 

a lysing matrix E tube ready for sequencing and the remaining solution was deposited into a 

cryovial to be stored at -80 °C for long-term storage. 
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Figure 3.1: Graphical representation of the quadrant streaking technique which allows the formation 

of isolated colonies on an agar plate. 

 

3.1.2 DNA extraction of faecal samples  

The Promega Maxwell RSC PureFood GMO and Authentication Kit was used for the isolated 

bacterial samples. Approximately 200 g of the bacterial stock was homogenised with 1ml 

CTAB in a MP Biomedicals Germany GmbH lysing matrix E tube and vortexed for 30 seconds. 

The samples were placed on a hot block at 95 °C for 5 minutes before being vortexed for a 

further minute. The solution was homogenised using the MP Biomedicals Germany GmbH 

FastPrep instrument for 45 seconds at a speed setting pf 6.0 m/s and 40 l of proteinase K and 

20 l of RNase A were added and the samples were once again vortexed and placed on a hot 

block at 70 °C for 10 minutes. Samples were centrifuged at 14,000 x g for 5 minutes to pellet 

debris and 300 l of supernatant was added to well 1 of the cartridge. The Maxwell RSC was 

prepared and then run with the PureFood Protocol following manufacturer’s instructions. 

 

3.1.3 PCR and Gel electrophoresis  

A 16S rRNA amplification Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) protocol was used on the 

isolated bacterial strains. A master mix was prepared using the reagents shown in Table 1.  A 

96 well transport rack was labelled and 5 l of the extracted DNA was transferred into the 

corresponding wells. 45 l of master mix was added into each well and foil was used to seal 

the rack. The PCR cycle shown in Table 2 was run on the Applied Biosystems Veriti Dx 

Ventiri Thermal cycler. 
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Table 1: Master mix per reaction for 16s amplification PCR. 

10x GC Buffer 10 l 

10 mM dNTP 1 l 

10 uM P1 primer (forward) 

AGA GTT TGA TCC TGG CTC AG 
1 l 

10 uM P2 primer (forward) 

AGA GTT TGA TCA TGG CTC AG 
1 l 

10 uM P2 primer (reverse) 

ACG GTT ACC TTG TTA CGA CTT 
1 l 

H20 (RNA and DNase free) 31.6 l 

Taq polymerase 0.4 l 

 

Table 2: PCR cycle for 16s amplification. 

Start and Taq activation 94 °C for 5 minutes 

Denaturing 94 °C for 1 minute 

Annealing 43 °C for 1 minute 

Extension (35 cycles) 72 °C for 2 minutes 

Final extension 72 °C for 7 minutes 

Hold 10 °C 

 

A 1.2% agarose gel was prepared using 1.5 g of agarose, 120 ml of TAE, and 12 l of 

Invitrogen SYBR Safe. To separate the samples, 5 μl of the PCR product was mixed with 2 l 

of loading dye and placed in the wells of the gel and run at 100 volts for 30 minutes; the DNA 

was then visualised under UV light. 

 

3.1.4 Qubit Assay reaction and Normalising 

The extracted DNA was quantified using the Invitrogen Qubit RNA Broad range (BR) assay 

kit with a visual overview of how to set up the assay reaction shown in Figure 3.2. The samples 

were the vortexed for 2-3 seconds and incubated at room temperature for 2 minutes. The DNA 

was then quantified with a Qubit 2.0 Fluorometer, and the original sample concentration was 

calculated.  

 

Using the results identified from the qubit assay, the samples were normalised using RNA and 

DNase free water to be sent for WGS. 

 



 26 

 
Figure 3.2: A graphical overview of the qubit assay reaction set up to quantify DNA. 

 

3.1.5 Whole Genome Sequencing 

The genomes were sequenced using an Illumina NextSeq500 platform with read lengths 

of 125 bp (paired-end reads); this was done by David Baker and Rhiannon Evans in the internal 

sequencing team at QIB. The novel technique uses transposase-based library preparation of 

ARTIC PCR products, (114). 

 

3.2.1 Bacterial species identification 

The genomes were first run through fastp-0.20.0. (115) to filter the raw reads to remove low-

quality reads. Both Spades-3.11 (116) and the –careful flag. were used for de novo assembly 

and a script written by Dr Raymond Kiu filtered out anything less than 500bp. The genomes 

were then run through a second script, also written by Dr Raymond Kiu, called BactSpeciesID, 

to ensure there was no contamination; which worked by extracting 16S rRNA sequences using 

ABRicate(v1.0.1), specifically using the SILVA-16S database to extract and compare. The 

script then uses blastn on the genomes to see if there is a match, the default is 99%, to identify 
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the species of the isolates; the first 8 isolates were initially identified by another member of the 

lab. This full process was run on the command line. 

 

The genomes were then run through GTDBTK-1.5.1 (117) to later confirm the identification 

of the species were accurate. GTDBTK uses the Genome Database Taxonomy GTDB and 

identifies various bacterial and archaeal marker genes using HMMER on whole genome 

sequences compared with BactSpeciesID which just looks at the 16S rRNA sequences. 

Genome domains are identified by the highest proportion of marker genes located and placed 

into the GTDB reference tree using pplacer. The taxonomic classification uses the placement 

in the tree in combination with relative evolutionary divergence (RED) and ANI for 

establishing taxonomic ranks. 

 

3.2.2 Phylogenetic tree creation 

The genomes were run through Prokka-1.14.6 (118) to produce annotated gff files in GFF3 

format. The gff files were then run through Roary-3.12.0 (119) to produce the pan genome and 

identify the core and accessory genes. The core gene alignment file was produced using snp-

sites-2.3.3 (120) which was then run through iqtree-2.0.5 (121) to produce the final newick tree 

file that was uploaded to iTOL (122) for annotation.  

 

3.2.3 Human Milk Oligosaccharide catabolic clusters analysis 

Abricate-1.0.1 was run on the genome sequences using a Human Milk Oligosaccharide 

database curated by Dr Raymond Kiu which screens for known contigs to identify the presence 

of genes of interest in 6 different clusters. The isolates were coded by fully present, if all genes 

of interest of a cluster were present, partially present, if at least one gene of interest in the 

cluster were present, or absent, if no genes in the cluster were present. HMO data was plotted 

using the ComplexHeatmap package version 2.10.0 (123) in RStudio version 2022.7.1.554 

with R version 4.1.2. Individual isolates and HMO cluster occurrence within isolates were 

clustered by calculating a Bray-Curtis dissimilarity matrix using the verdict function in the 

vegan package version 2.6-2 and then hierarchical clustering using the hclust function. The 

clustered data were plotted as a heatmap using ComplexHeatmap with isolates as rows and 

HMO gene clusters as columns and species indicated by a colour coded sidebar to denote full 

presence, partial presence, or absence; this was completed by Dr Matthew Dalby. 
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3.2.4 Antimicrobial Resistance gene identification 

 Antimicrobial Resistance gene identification 

The sequences were run through Abricate-1.0.1 using the pre-downloaded database Resfinder 

which identifies genes and/or chromosomal mutations that confer antimicrobial resistance. 
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4.0 Covid Statement 

The amount of laboratory and computational work, and therefore results obtained, has been 

greatly impacted by COVID-19 regulations, and individual illness. Thus, the original scope of 

the MRes has been slightly altered and refocused on just the maternal microbiome. 
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5.0 Results 

 

5.1.1 Participant information 

The samples used during this project were a subset derived from the ethically approved and 

Quadram-BBSRC funded The PEARL cohort. The overarching aims of this longitudinal study 

are to further our understanding of how microbial diversity and functional capacity changes 

during the course of pregnancy, the processes of vertical transmission between mother to baby, 

and how particular microbes interact and affect early life health. Overall, the study recruited 

250 pregnant women and their new-born’s, and collected, stool, blood, urine, breast milk, skin 

swabs and low vaginal swabs during pregnancy, birth, and up to 24 months following birth. 

For this study, 12/250 mothers were selected and further details on these participants are shown 

in Table 3: Participant information. 

 

Table 3: Participant information  

Participant ID Age Antibiotics used 

previously 

Probiotics used 

previously 

Diet Living 

with pets 

E007 38 No No Both plants & meat Yes 

E014 34 Within the past year No Both plants & meat Yes 

E010 31 Within the past year No Both plants & meat Yes 

E030 34 No Yes Both plants & meat No 

E002 32 Unknown Unknown Unknown Unknown 

E003 32 Within the past year No Both plants & meat Yes 

E005 40 No Yes Both plants & meat No 

E006 37 No No Both plants & meat Yes 

E013 37 No Yes Both plants & meat No 

E015 32 Within the past year No Both plants & meat No 

E008 29 No No Both plants & meat Yes 

E009 42 No No Both plants & meat Yes 

 

5.1.2 Faecal Culturing  

Bifidobacterium colonies were cultured (on selective media) and isolated from the PEARL 

faecal samples (Table 3), to allow for further investigation into the species commonly found 

in gut microbiota of pregnant women. 
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To optimise the culturing and Bifidobacterium isolation process, I conducted a pilot study for 

the faecal culturing, using one patient, comparing the differences between using raw stool 

samples or stool samples preserved in 60% glycerol, shown in Figure 5.1. The PEARL 

samples, once aliquoted, were stored in either 60% glycerol or were frozen as raw stool. 

Although it was hypothesised that the glycerol stocks would produce a higher number of 

bacteria, there were more raw stool stock vials available, and therefore this pilot study was 

carried out to determine which sample type was optimal for the project going forward. 
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Figure 5.1: MRS agar plates taken after a serial dilution of 10-2 and 200 l of faecal slurry, made up of 

non-reduced PBS and faecal samples, either using raw stool or stool preserved in 60% glycerol stock 

from Patient E007, was spread and left to grow in an anaerobic incubator for 2 days.  

 

As expected, more bacteria were present on the plates where the 60% glycerol stock was used, 

however, as there was still a substantial number of bacteria present on the raw stool plates, I 

chose to go forward with raw stool samples for the rest of the project as there were more 

samples/material available. The trimester 3 plates show more bacterial colonies with 

Bifidobacterium morphology (i.e., cream/white, smooth, with a convex circular shape, (124); 

however, this could not be confirmed until the sequencing data had been received. Only one 

colony grew on the post birth plate with 60% glycerol stock, and none grew on the plate with 

raw stool. However, after discussions with the clinical trial coordinator, it was determined these 

results were likely due to the patient being administered antibiotics post labour. 

 

Non-reduced PBS was used in the pilot study for the dilutions, and I also decided to then test 

the difference when using reduced PBS to make up the faecal slurry and its effect on bacterial 

growth (Figure 5.2). 

 

Figure 5.2: MRS Agar plates with 200 l of faecal slurry, made using non-reduced PBS (L) or reduced 

PBS (R) spread and incubated anaerobically for 2 days. 

 

The use of reduced PBS had a very strong positive impact on the abundance of bacterial 

colonies recovered, and thus was used for the rest of the project.   

 

Once the protocol had been optimised, faecal culturing was carried out on a further 11 patients 

using samples taken from all three trimesters, and one sample post birth, summarised in Table 
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4. Due to the PEARL recruitment protocols, participants can be recruited at any time up to 22 

weeks gestation increasing the number of people that can take part in the study, this meant only 

3 patients were able to provide samples at trimester one. Figure 5.3 shows representative agar 

plates taken from 3 patients at trimester 2/3 and post birth. 
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Table 4: Overview of the isolated bacteria from faecal culturing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Patient ID Timepoint Number of samples 

isolated 

E007 Trimester 1 9 

Trimester 2 3 

Trimester 3 3 

E014 Trimester 2 4 

Trimester 3 4 

Post birth 5 

E010 Trimester 1 1 
Trimester 2 2 
Trimester 3 2 
Post birth 4 

E030 Trimester 1 2 
Trimester 2 5 
Trimester 3 4 

Post birth 5 

E002 Trimester 2 5 

Trimester 3 5 

Post birth 5 

E003 Trimester 2 3 

Trimester 3 2 

Post birth 5 

E005 Trimester 2 4 

Trimester 3 5 

Post birth 4 

E006 Trimester 2 5 

Trimester 3 5 

Post birth 4 

E013 Trimester 2 5 

Trimester 3 5 

Post birth 5 

E015 Trimester 2 5 

Trimester 3 5 

Post birth 5 

E008 Trimester 2 5 
Trimester 3 5 

E009 Trimester 2 5 
Trimester 3 4 
Post birth 5 

Total 159 
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Figure 5.3: MRS Agar plates with 200 l of faecal slurry spread, made using reduced PBS and raw 

stool, from three separate patients, taken at three timepoints during pregnancy and post birth. All post 

birth samples were taken a maximum of one week post labour. 

 

At trimester 2, several bacterial colonies with differing morphologies were observed for both 

patients E002 and E003, with E003 demonstrating the most diversity. For patient E005 there 

appeared to be less diverse bacterial colonies, with most looking rounded and light in colour. 

The abundance of bacterial colonies which grew increased at trimester 3 for both E002 and 

E003, but reduced for E005 (potentially due to a variety of factors e.g., antibiotics, change in 

diet etc.). More bacterial colonies with Bifidobacterium morphology can be seen for all three 

participants at post-birth; participant E002 had less bacterial colonies at this time-point, 

although many of these colonies appeared to have Bifidobacterium-like morphology. For both 
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E003 and E005 there appeared to be an increase in the number of bacterial colonies, with both 

samples displaying similar results. 

 

5.1.3 Gel Electrophoresis 

Initially, DNA was extracted from the bacterial isolate stocks to allow presumptive 

identification using a full length 16S rRNA PCR protocol, before sending to sequencing. Gel 

electrophoresis was used to confirm that the PCR was successful, however at this stage the 

results were not always as expected (Figure 5.4/5), and further details are explained in 6.1.2 

16S Sequencing Trouble shooting. 

 

 

Figure 5.4: Gel electrophoresis (1.2% Agarose) of extracted DNA from Patient E007 in the pilot study.  

 

In Figure 5.4, 18/27 lanes show bands at around 1.5kbp indicating the PCR reaction had 

worked, however 7 of these had a weak signal and both samples E007 T3R1 and T3G1 

displayed dimerisation, which could be due to contamination in the sample or human error 
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when pipetting. Nine of the isolates did not produce a band, which suggested there may be 

issues with the PCR protocol. 

 

 

Figure 5.5: Gel electrophoresis (1.2% Agarose) of extracted DNA from Patient E002.  

 

For bacterial isolates from E002, 8/15 bacterial isolates produced an expected band of around 

1.5kbp, however 2 of the isolates, E002 T4.3, T4.4, and the positive control revealed 

dimerisation implying the presence of contamination. Indeed, as the positive control had 

dimerisation, it can be concluded this was most likely due to human error rather than 

contamination in the original sample. Seven of the 15 isolates did not produce a band, which 
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was consistent with the other isolates taken from other patients, again highlighting issues with 

the PCR protocol. 

 

5.1.4 16S rRNA Sequencing  

Due to the inconsistent results observed from the gel electrophoresis, only a selection of 

samples were sent off externally for 16S rRNA gene sequencing to allow for the initial bacterial 

identification, all of which had strong bands on the gel indicating the PCR had worked 

successfully. Unfortunately, all of samples sent off failed QC due to very low-quality reads. 

Given, I observed strong bands in the gel electrophoresis, the poor-quality data suggests that 

there may have been an issue during transportation of the samples. 

 

5.2.1 General genomic features 

Due to the ongoing issues with initial bacterial identification using 16S rRNA PCR, I decided 

to move forward with WGS in order to expedite data for downstream analysis. Thus, all 

samples were sent off to the QIB sequencing team led by David Baker and supported by 

Rhiannon Evans, whom completed the pre-QC check on all isolates before sequencing. 

Genomes were assembled and filtered, using fastp-0.20.0, Spades-3.11 and the –careful flag, 

(115, 116). Using Sequence-stats-1.0, written by Dr Raymond Kiu, Bifidobacterium isolate 

genomic statistics were formulated and compared. Genome sizes ranged from 1.92 Mb (E003-

T3.4) to 2.72 Mb (E010-T4.1), with contigs ranging from 24 (E014-T3.5) to 118 (E010-T3.1) 

per isolate, (Table S.1). Two isolates had high values for both genome size and contigs 

suggesting contamination and were therefore removed from downstream analysis. G+C content 

ranged from 58.36% (E010-T3.2) to 63.01% (E030-T4.3) (Table S.1), with an average of 

58.36% which is in line with previous research on Bifidobacterium, (125). 

 

5.2.2 Bacterial species identification  

Isolate genomes were then run through several programs, including BactSpeciesID and then 

GTDBTK-1.5.1, (117), to confirm species identity. BactSpeciesID works by comparing the 

16S rRNA sequences to those found on the BLAST database to find the most similar match, 

while GTDBTK uses the GTDB to identify various bacterial and archaeal marker genes in 

whole genomes and is therefore seen as more reliable. The species (and as appropriate 

subspecies) identified are summarised in Table 5. Both databases agreed on species 

identification of every isolate excluding one, further details on this can be found in 6.2.3 

Phylogenetic trees and anti-microbial resistance genes. 
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Table 5: Summary of identified bacterial species isolated from faecal culturing. 

Bacterial Species & subspecies Number of isolates identified 

Bifidobacterium longum subsp. longum Trimester 1 1 

Trimester 2 20 

Trimester 3 26 

Post-birth 16 

Total 63 

Bifidobacterium animalis subsp. lactis Trimester 1 9 

Trimester 2 17 

Trimester 3 15 

Post-birth 16 

Total 57 

Bifidobacterium adolescentis  Trimester 1 1 

Trimester 2 4 

Trimester 3 3 

Post-birth 4 

Total 12 

Bifidobacterium dentium  Trimester 1 - 

Trimester 2 1 

Trimester 3 2 

Post-birth 2 

Total 4 

Bifidobacterium bifidum  Trimester 1 1 

Trimester 2 2 

Trimester 3 - 

Post-birth 1 

Total 4 

Eubacterium limosum  Trimester 1 - 

Trimester 2 - 

Trimester 3 1 

Post-birth - 

Total 1 
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Clostridium perfringens  Trimester 1 - 

Trimester 2 7 

Trimester 3 3 

Post-birth - 

Total 10 

Clostridium butyricum  Trimester 1 - 

Trimester 2 - 

Trimester 3 - 

Post-birth 7 

Total 7 

Paraclostridium bifermentans  Trimester 1 - 

Trimester 2 - 

Trimester 3 - 

Post-birth 1 

Total 1 

 

Out of all 159 isolates, 88% isolated were from the Bifidobacterium genus; 140 isolates across 

five different species: Bifidobacterium longum, Bifidobacterium animalis, Bifidobacterium 

adolescentis, Bifidobacterium dentium, and Bifidobacterium bifidum; with the majority 

identified as either Bifidobacterium longum or Bifidobacterium animalis.  

 

5.2.3 Phylogenetic trees and anti-microbial resistance genes 

Once the genomes were assembled, those which had been identified as belonging to the 

Bifidobacterium genus were run through Prokka (118) and Roary (119) pipelines to generate 

the pangenome for the selected isolates, the summary statistics are shown in Table 6. The 

Single Nucleotide Polymorphisms (SNP)s were extracted using SNP-Sites-1.0 (120) to 

produce a TREEFILE, coupled with reference genomes (downloaded from BLAST and 

corresponding to the species identified in this study), accession numbers for the reference 

genomes are listed in Table 7. The TREEFILE was then uploaded to iTol (122) to create a 

phylogenetic tree of all the isolates, shown in Figure 5.6. The phylogenetic tree was used to 

visualise the phylogenetic relationships of the isolates between and within the different species. 

The 5 distinct Bifidobacterium species can be clearly identified with many of the isolates from 
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the same participant clustering together in clades; the B. animalis isolates however did not have 

distinct clades, but were rather distributed throughout the tree.  

 

The presence of antimicrobial resistance genes (ARGs) encoded within the human gut 

microbiome represents a threat to health. Moreover, there has been previous work suggesting 

that multi-drug resistant bacteria and ARGs identified in the maternal microbiome, may be 

passed onto offspring through vertical or HGT. Thus, the selected genomes were also run 

through ABRicate (126) using the database ResFinder to search for three specific ARG’s: 

aph(3')-Ia_7 which aids neomycin and structurally related aminoglycosides, the erythromycin 

resistance gene erm(X) commonly found in Bifidobacterium, and tet(W)_4 which confers 

resistance to tetracycline, (127-129). Those that could be identified were annotated onto the 

phylogenetic tree using blue bars which can be seen in Figure 5.6. 

 

Table 6: Summary statistics for the pangenome. 

% of genome Number of genes 

Core genes 

(99% <= strains <= 100%) 

22 

 

Soft core genes 

(95% <= strains < 99%) 

0 

Shell genes 

(15% <= strains < 95%) 

3553 

 

Cloud genes 

(0% <= strains < 15%) 

16412 

 

Total genes 

(0% <= strains <= 100%) 

19987 

 

 

 

Table 7: The accession numbers for the reference genomes used in the roary analysis. 

Species  Accession numbers 

Bifidobacterium animalis GCA_000022705.1 

GCA_000022965.1 

GCA_000025245.2 

GCA_000092765.1 

GCA_000220885.1 

GCA_000260715.1 

GCA_000277325.1 

GCA_000277345.1 

GCA_000414215.1 

GCA_000471945.1 

GCA_000695895.1 

GCA_000020425.1 
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GCA_000471945.1 

Bifidobacterium 

adolescentis 

GCA_000737885.1 

GCA_009832825.1 

GCA_000817995.1 

GCA_017815835.1 

GCA_003856735.1 

GCA_003429385.1 

GCA_003030905.1 

GCA_902386735.1 

GCA_000010425.1 

Bifidobacterium bifidum GCA_002845845.1 

GCA_020892075.1 

GCA_000265095.1 

GCA_003390735.1 

GCA_001281345.1 

GCA_003573895.1 

GCA_000466525.1 

Bifidobacterium dentium GCF_017743195.1 

GCF_900637175.1 

GCF_000024445.1 

GCF_017743215.1 

GCA_900637175.1 

Bifidobacterium longum GCA_000020425.1 

GCA_021228035.1 

GCA_014898115.1 

GCA_000092325.1 

GCA_000730205.1 

GCA_001293145.1 

GCA_000196555.1 

GCA_023205815.1 

GCA_023208115.1 

GCA_014898135.1 

GCA_000196575.1 
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Figure 5.6: Phylogenetic tree showing the evolutionary relationships between different bacterial 

species which were isolated from faecal samples of pregnant women. Reference genomes have been 

included in the analysis with the type strains for several species/sub-species annotated with a green star. 

ARG data is highlighted via blue bars next to the isolate ID.  

 

Fifty-six out of 159 isolates contained the ARG tet(W)_4 , with isolate E009-T3-4 being the 

only isolate to have all 3 ARG identified in its genome. Notably, fifty-five out of 56 of these 
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isolates belonged to the B. animalis species with one isolate, E002-T2-1, identified as B. 

longum. 

 

Further analysis was carried out on the two species for which I had the most isolates: B. longum 

and B. animalis. Phylogenetic trees were created which were species specific to investigate 

how the isolates were related at species level and to identify sub-species patterns; this can be 

seen in Figure 5.7 and Figure 5.8; I also identified clonal strains using SNP distances, 

calculated for both species (Figures S2 & S3), with values <2 assumed as clonal. 

 

In Figure 5.7, which represents B. longum, many of the clades are split into isolates belonging 

to a single participant/ and or timepoint. Participant E002 had clustering of 5 isolates at the 

post-birth timepoint, however SNP distances indicated these were not clonal. All isolates taken 

from participant E005, at both trimester 2 and 3, also clustered together with low SNP distances 

observed (Table S.2); 2 out of 7 isolates (E005-T2.5 & E005-3.2) had SNP distances < 2 

suggesting clonal strains, even though they were taken from separate timepoints. Six out of 

seven of the E005 isolates had SNP distances <8 suggesting long-term colonisation. Similar 

results were also seen for isolates from participants E006 and E013, however much larger 

values were observed for SNP distances. Several isolates were shown to lie separately on the 

tree from the other isolates taken from the same participant, including E002-T2.1, E008-T2.2 

and, E015-T3.4, all of which had SNP distances that were > 7,000 suggesting they are different 

strains from the other isolates taken from the same participant. FastANI analysis identified all 

64 isolates to be Bifidobacterium longum subsp. longum.   

 

Contrasting with the results above, Figure 5.8 (showing B. animalis) indicates that there were 

no distinct clades between timepoints nor between the different participants, excluding the 

separation of the two reference genomes B. animalis subsp. animalis ATCC27673 and type 

strain B. animalis subsp. animalis ATCC2552. These results link to those seen in Table S.3, as 

all isolates, and B. animalis subsp. lactis reference genomes, displayed very low values for the 

calculated SNP distances many of which were < 40. The FastANI analysis also revealed all 

isolates to belong to B. animalis subsp. lactis. No patterns could therefore be determined from 

these results, rather these data indicates potential common sources for this subspecies. 
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Figure 5.7: Phylogenetic tree visualising the evolutionary relationships between 63 bacterial isolates 

identified as Bifidobacterium longum cultured from faecal samples taken throughout pregnancy and 

post birth; including 10 reference strains with the type strains for Bifidobacterium longum subsp. 

longum and Bifidobacterium longum subsp. infantis. Samples were isolated from 9/12 pregnant 
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participants and are colour coded depending on the timepoint the faecal samples were taken from: with 

one isolate from trimester 1 shown in red, 19 isolates from trimester 2 shown in orange, 26 isolates 

from trimester 3 shown in yellow and 16 isolates taken post-birth (up to week 1 post-birth) shown in 

green.  

 

 

Figure 5.8: Phylogenetic tree of 57 isolates which were identified as Bifidobacterium animalis, isolated 

and cultured from 10/12 maternal participants at different stages throughout pregnancy and post-birth. 
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Isolates have been colour coded depending on time-point: 9 isolates were taken from stool samples 

during trimester 1 (red), 17 isolates were taken during trimester 2 (orange), 15 isolates were taken during 

trimester 3 (yellow), and 14 isolates were taken post-birth (green). 

 

5.2.4 Human milk oligosaccharide clusters  

One important function associated with many Bifidobacterium species, particularly those found 

within the early-life microbiota, are their ability to target and break down HMOs (130). These 

genes which are specialised for the degradation of HMOs, are found in HMO gene clusters, 

and are extremely valuable for infant health. 

 

The genomes of isolates which had been identified as belonging to the Bifidobacterium genus 

were run through Abricate-1.0.1 using a curated database to look for 6 known HMO clusters. 

The resulting data was visualised using the ComplexHeatmap package version 2.10.0 (123) in 

RStudio version 2022.7.1.554; which can be seen in Figure 5.9. Isolates belonging to the 

species B. longum were identified to contain the highest percentage of HMO clusters in their 

genomes, with every isolate having the full HMO cluster B_breve_UCC2003_BBR_RS18490-

BBR_RS18520 present. The BBR_RS18490-BBR_RS18520 cluster, otherwise known as the 

nah cluster, has previously been described in B. breve UCC2003, along with the lnt cluster, 

(BBR_RS13075-BBR_RS13100), lac cluster (BBR_RS18470-BBR_RS18480), and the 

lnp/glt cluster (BBR_RS18650-BBR_RS18675), (131), all of which were identified in several 

of the isolates. The lac cluster was only fully present in the four B. bifidum isolates, although 

it was found partially present in all B. animalis isolates and seven B. longum isolates. Overall, 

the B. animalis isolates contained the lowest percentage of HMO clusters in their genomes, 

none of which were found fully present, with only the lac and lnt clusters found partially 

present. The B. dentium isolates also did not contain any complete HMO clusters, however, the 

lnt and nah clusters were found partially present as was the 45 kb HMO cluster originally found 

in B. longum subsp. infantis (BLON_RS12095_RS122215) which is involved in the digestion 

of several HMOs, (132). Only 8 isolates were found to contain all 6 HMO clusters at least 

partially present (E008-T2.5, E008-T3.1, E008-T3.2, E008-T3.3, E008-T3.4, E008-T3.5, 

E010-T1.5 E010-T2.4), all of which were B. longum isolates.  
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Figure 5.9: A heatmap plotted using the ComplexHeatmap package version 2.10.0 in RStudio which 

illustrates the presence of 6 known HMO clusters found in the genomes of Bifidobacterium isolates 

which were cultured from pregnant participants throughout gestation. 
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B_breve_UCC2003_BBR_RS13075-BBR_RS13100 catabolises lacto-N-tetraose,  

B_breve_UCC2003_BBR_RS18470-BBR_RS18480 catabolises lactose,  

B_breve_UCC2003_BBR_RS18490-BBR_RS18520 catabolises N-acetylhexosamine, and 

B_breve_UCC2003_BBR_RS18650-BBR_RS18675 catabolises lacto-N-biose phosphorylase.  

B_infantis_BLON_RS12095_RS122215 and B_longum_BLLJ08355_BLLJ08385 can catabolise 

multiple HMOs including lacto-N-tetraose, lacto-N-biose and lactose. Isolates were categorised as fully 

present, black, if all genes of the cluster could be found in the genome, partially present, dark grey, if 1 

or more were identified, or absent, light grey, if none were found. The species of each isolate was added 

below the heatmap. This was created by Dr Matthew Dalby. 
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6.0 Discussion 

 

The potential importance of the maternal microbiome, for both mother and infant health, has 

been gaining interest; however, our understanding of its composition and the changes it 

undergoes throughout the gestation period remains under-researched. This is particularly true 

for beneficial genera that are associated with improved host health such as Bifidobacterium. 

Thus, with a focus on the microbiota genus Bifidobacterium, this project aimed to identify and 

compare which species and strains reside in the maternal gut microbiota throughout pregnancy 

and at birth using both culturomics and genomic analysis approaches. A total of 140 

Bifidobacterium colonies were isolated from 12 pregnant women that represented 5 species, 

with the majority identified belonging to Bifidobacterium longum and Bifidobacterium 

animalis. In some cases, I observed carriage of strains within individuals over the course of 

pregnancy (e.g. B. longum), whereas for others there did not appear to be any obvious intra-

individual patterns (e.g. B. animalis). These strains encoded a limited number of ARG (almost 

exclusively within B. animalis), and HMO clusters were found at least partially present in all 

5 species, with those found fully present in 3/5 species. 

 

These results offer insights into the diversity of bifidobacteria species and strains associated 

with the maternal microbiota. Investigating the genomes of these isolates may provide an 

explanation as to why these species/strains are favoured over others, and how they contribute 

towards maternal and consequently offspring health and metabolism. 

 

6.1.1 Faecal culturing 

The pilot study was vital for optimising the protocol for faecal culturing. I first investigated the 

viability of using stool samples that had been preserved in 60% glycerol solution and frozen, 

compared to raw stool samples that had been frozen; these results can be seen in Figure 5.1. 

As mentioned in 5.1.2 Faecal culturing, there were a greater number of raw stool aliquots 

compared to those in 60% glycerol, making it a preferable option for this study. The results 

demonstrated an increase in viability of bacteria on the plates made with the glycerol solution 

however, the raw stool plates produced a high enough yield of bacteria for the project and 

therefore I chose to continue using the raw stool aliquots for the rest of the study. However, it 

should be noted that the glycerol stocks may better preserve a wider range of Bifidobacterium 

species, and therefore the raw stool sampling may provide a somewhat bias ‘snapshot’ of 
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overall diversity. Given shotgun metagenomics profiles are also being collected as part of 

PEARL, this could be checked, and compared back to the WGS data obtained from this pilot 

experiment to determine if there are any differences.  

 

Both plates taken from the post-birth timepoint had a distinct lack of bacteria, with only one 

colony observed on the 60% glycerol plate. However, participant medical records showed the 

patient was administered antibiotics at birth which may explain this result. Routine antibiotic 

treatment is often administered to women who have given birth to reduce the risk of maternal 

infections (i.e. routine antibiotic prophylaxis) (133), however this could have a negative effect 

on the mother’s gut microbiota. Chen et al investigated the effects of antibiotics on the maternal 

microbiota in mice and found the composition of the gut bacteria was significantly affected, 

upon the administration of antibiotics, as well as an increased intestinal injury score and 

cytokine levels were observed, (134). One systemic review also correlated data from several 

clinical trials and reported the use of antibiotics did not reduce the risk of urinary tract 

infections, wound infection or the duration of hospital length, (133), suggesting the use of 

routine antibiotics may not be as effective as previously believed. My results show a loss in 

bacterial abundance post-birth for this patient, also demonstrating how gut bacteria may be 

affected from antibiotic use. Subsequently, I  later discovered 15/15 of the isolates from the 

pilot study were in fact Bifidobacterium, of which one strain can be seen in timepoints trimester 

2 and 3, highlighting how the use of antibiotics can impact the abundance of both beneficial 

and pathogenic bacteria in the gut. As shown in my results, 5.2.3 Phylogenetic trees and anti-

microbial resistance genes, Bifidobacterium are not multi-drug resistant making them 

particularly susceptible to many antibiotics; adding to the issues surrounding administration of 

antibiotics during pregnancy. Considering the association of maternal antibiotic use, during 

pregnancy and post-labour, with adverse infant health outcomes, (135), these results (albeit on 

a very small number of samples), coupled with previous studies, indicates that careful 

consideration of prophylactic antibiotic use in mothers should be undertaken.  

 

During the pilot study I also investigated the difference in bacterial growth when using reduced 

PBS compared to non-reduced PBS when making the faecal slurries. As expected, reduced 

PBS produced a far greater yield of bacteria compared to the plates made up with non-reduced 

PBS as shown in Figure 5.2, as bifidobacteria are strict anaerobes, (136).  
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For each participant, I isolated 5 bacterial colonies from each timepoint producing a maximum 

of 10-20 isolates for all 12 patients dependent on how many timepoints they provided samples 

for. Table 4 summarises the number of bacterial isolates that were obtained during the project. 

Previous studies have demonstrated infants contain multi-Bifidobacterium strains in the gut 

microbiota and therefore several colonies were picked from each plate to investigate the 

possibility of multi-strains existing in the maternal microbiota, (137). In total, 159 bacterial 

colonies were isolated and sequenced from a total of 185 possible isolates. Unfortunately, some 

of the bacterial colonies were lost due to issues with the initial experimental methodology; re-

culturing isolates  growing on MRS agar plates into MRS liquid culture to produce bacterial 

stocks. After observing this issue, I chose to grow the isolates in BHI liquid media, once they 

had been isolated on the MRS agar plates, which subsequently prevented the large loss in 

cultures. Different Bifidobacterium species show a preference to different media types, (138), 

and therefore it is possible that the cultures that were lost do not grow well in MRS liquid 

media; these results show the importance in optimising culturomics approaches to gain a 

greater understanding into the requirements and characteristics of different bacterial species 

and strains. 

 

There appeared to be a distinct difference in bacterial diversity and abundance on the plates for 

each participant at differing time-points (Figure 5.3). On each plate there were many colonies 

which represent the morphology typical to the Bifidobacterium genera, (124), with an increase 

in these types of bacterial colonies seen as the pregnancy progresses. Previous studies have 

found the abundance of Actinomycetota, including bifidobacteria, increases during trimester 

2/3, (44), aligning with what can be seen on the plates. However, it can be difficult to make 

concluding statements about the microbiota of the participants from the plates alone due to the 

selective nature of culturing, which may not provide a completely representative sample of 

overall of particular  gut bacteria. Although, selective media was used during the culturing 

process to produce a greater yield of Bifidobacterium isolates, it is known that certain species 

may need different/additional nutritional requirements which may impact overall profiles 

obtained; one example of this is the ability of different Bifidobacterium species/strains to utilise 

different carbohydrates, . However, given the labour intensive nature of culturing, a pragmatic 

approach – as in selecting a ‘Bifidobacterium standard’ media was required for this project. 

There are also issues when using the morphology of bacterial colonies to determine the 

abundance of bacteria in the gut, and therefore further data was required for these isolates 

through sequencing to be able to confirm bifidobacteria-like morphology was actually a 



 53 

Bifidobacterium isolate in reality. If there was more time, Real-time PCR (qPCR) on the 

original aliquoted sample could provide useful information on the relative abundance of these 

species, although given how cost-effective WGS is this may not be necessary. 

 

6.1.2 16S Sequencing Trouble shooting 

The original plan for this project involved following a full length 16S rRNA PCR protocol after 

extracting the DNA from the bacterial isolates and consequently sending off for Sanger 

sequencing to identify which isolates were Bifidobacterium, with selected isolates then sent for 

WGS. Gel electrophoresis was used before the isolates were sent off to confirm to protocol was 

successful, however there were distinct issues identified at this stage, as seen in Figures 5.4/5. 

Gel electrophoresis was first completed on the DNA extractions from the pilot study, Figure 

5.4, 7 of the samples had a poor signal and 2 samples demonstrated dimerisation suggesting 

contamination in the sample, later analysis shows those 2 samples did not have contamination 

and therefore this result was most likely due to human error when pipetting. This protocol was 

then completed on the bacterial isolates from patient E002, shown in Figure 5.5, and again 

many of the isolates did not produce a band. Although some of the issues were most likely 

caused by human error, the gels were repeated and there was still a lack of bands for many of 

the samples. It was not confirmed what may have been going wrong in the PCR protocol and 

if I had more time I would investigate this further. 

Due to the issues that I had encountered with the PCR protocol I chose to only send a section 

of the samples for 16S rRNA sequencing externally all of which had produced strong bands on 

the gel electrophoresis. The results I received from this however were not as expected, with 

every isolate failing the QC checks due to too low-quality reads.. Two separate external 

companies were trialled for 16S rRNA sequencing, however both indicated similar results and 

it was concluded there was a fault during the transportation of these samples to the external 

companies. This was confirmed after discussions with other members of the laboratory who 

were having similar issues. For the rest of my study, I opted to send all of my isolates for WGS 

internally instead, and I did not face any issues with this approach. Given more time I would 

conduct further research into what was happening in the transportation process which was 

causing the DNA to degrade however, due to time constraints of this project I was unable to 

come to a conclusion. 

 

 



 54 

6.2.1 Genome characteristics 

As mentioned in 5.2.2 General genomic features, and seen in Table S.1, 138 out of the 140 of 

the Bifidobacterium isolates had genome sizes which aligned with previous publications that 

is expected from Bifidobacterium species, (125). Similarly, the G+C content of the 

Bifidobacterium isolates were also as expected with a mean value of 58.36%, as were the 

contigs values, matching what has already been seen, (125). Two isolates had contigs values 

of 1497 and 777 respectively, although their G+C% was in line with the other isolates; these 

results suggest there may have been contamination in these isolates when they were sequenced 

which may have been to human error or the original isolates were not pure to start with. These 

isolates were not considered for further analysis. 

 

6.2.2 Species identification 

The 159 genomes were run through two identification programmes, BactSpeciesID and 

GTDBTK-1.5.1 (117), to identify the isolates at species level. Isolates which had been 

identified as B. longum or B. animalis were then compared to different type strains of the 

species, using FastANI; the results from these analyses are represented by Table 5. Out of the 

159 isolates, 88% were confirmed to be Bifidobacterium belonging to 5 different species: 

Bifidobacterium longum, Bifidobacterium animalis, Bifidobacterium adolescentis, 

Bifidobacterium dentium, and Bifidobacterium bifidum all of which are commonly isolated 

from the human gastrointestinal tract. The high proportion of Bifidobacterium isolates 

highlights the utility of using a selective media when trying to culture and isolate 

bifidobacteria; the plates were treated with Mupirocin, due to Bifidobacterium’s intrinsic 

resistance, (139). The remaining 12% of isolates were identified as other bacterial species 

which are also commonly found in the gut: Eubacterium limosum, Clostridium perfringens, 

Clostridium butyricum and Paraclostridium bifermentans; all of which exhibit a similar 

morphology when grown on an agar plate to bifidobacteria demonstrating why they may have 

been assumed to be Bifidobacterium colonies during the culturing process, (140, 141). Both 

Clostridium perfringens and Paraclostridium bifermentans are known to be pathogenic 

towards humans, with C. perfringens being associated with gastroenteritis in adults and the 

fatal infant disease NEC, (142-145). Due to the risk of bacterial transmission, the presence of  

C. perfringens may be a cause of concern for the offspring health however further 

investigations provided by the participants health records showed none of the infants were 

diagnosed with NEC. 
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The composition of the adult mammalian gut microbiota has been extensively explored, and it 

is apparent that Bifidobacterium is a core constituent of this ‘mature’ microbial ecosystem . In 

the adult gut, B. longum subsp. longum and B. adolescentis have been identified to be the most 

abundant, (146). As mentioned in 1.2.2 The Maternal Microbiota, the gut microbiome during 

the first trimester of pregnancy tends to represent what is seen in a typical adult microbiota, 

therefore I would have expected to see the highest proportion of bacterial colonies, isolated 

from trimester 1 samples, to be identified as B. longum subsp. longum and B. adolescentis. 

However, 9/12 of these isolates were identified as B. animalis subsp. lactis, with only 1 

identified as B. longum subsp. longum and 2 more identified as B. adolescentis and B. bifidum 

respectively; although out of the 9 B. animalis isolates, 7 of these had SNP distance values >6 

suggesting they may be clonal strains (this is discussed further below).  

 

The largest proportion of Bifidobacterium isolates belonged to the B. longum species, 63/140, 

with the second largest identified as B. animalis, 57/140. As previously stated, the adult gut is 

typically dominated by B. longum and therefore this species being the most abundant in my 

isolates was expected. B. longum are able to metabolise a wide range of carbohydrates and 

encode a many diverse genes and predicted glycosyl-hydrolases. They are also able to digest 

both plant derived carbohydrates and HMOs giving a large competitive advantage to their host 

which may offer insight into why these species are found so abundantly in the human gut, 

(147). I did not expect to see such a large proportion of B. animalis isolates however, these 

results may coincide with an intake of dairy (146), as B. animalis subsp. lactis has been 

identified to be found in human food since 1980, (148), and it is also a commonly used 

probiotic, (149). However, only 3/12 participants claimed to take probiotics before the study, 

shown in Table 3.  In comparison to healthy adults, there is a lack of publications on the 

composition of the maternal microbiota during the different stages of pregnancy and post-birth, 

therefore it is difficult to compare the results from this study to what we would expected 

‘norms’. However, another study conducted by Yang et al did show similar results in the 

proportion of different Bifidobacterium species in the maternal gut, with both B. longum subsp. 

longum and B. animalis subsp. lactis being identified as a higher proportion of the 

Bifidobacterium population, although one distinct difference was the concurrently high 

proportion of Bifidobacterium pseudocatenulatum (150). Previous publications have listed B. 

pseudocatenulatum as abundant in the human gut, (151), and therefore I had expected to see 

this species within my isolates.  
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6.2.3 Phylogenetic trees and anti-microbial resistance genes 

The phylogenetic relationships between the Bifidobacterium isolates and several reference 

genomes were investigated using a phylogenetic tree created on the iTol platform (122), which 

is shown in Figure 5.6. This analysis displayed a clear distinction across the 5 species with 

varying levels of clustering.  

 

As the two most abundant species in my dataset were B. longum and B. animalis, I decided to 

investigate these two species further, and more details on these isolates are described on page 

52. 

 

Twelve isolates from 5 different participants were identified as B. adolescentis, shown in the 

blue section of the phylogenetic tree along with 9 reference genomes and type strain B. 

adolescentis ATCC15703. At the bottom of this clade there is a cluster of 5 isolates from 

participant E014 taken at timepoints trimester 3 and post-birth. Notably, upon investigating if 

they were clonal strains, they had SNP distance values >10 indicating that although they are 

closely related they are not identical strains. B. adolescentis, alongside B. longum, is one of the 

most abundant species often found in the adult human gut, (152) and therefore the low numbers 

observed were somewhat surprising, and may indicate this species is not observed as frequently 

in pregnant women. B. adolescentis has been previously researched in many contexts 

associated with human health and is often found in a healthy adult gut microbiota, (153), and 

therefore long-term colonisation may provide a maternal protective effect. Interestingly, 3 of 

the genomes isolates from participant E007 clustered most closely with the B. adolescentis type 

strain, which were all taken from trimester 2, this strain in particular has been reported to 

provide a probiotic effect against rotavirus, (154). Originally, one of the isolates had initially 

been identified as B. faecale using BactSpeciesID, however GTDBK analysis identified it as 

B. adolescentis. Upon further investigation into this species, B. faecale was originally only 

published with its 16S rRNA and hsp60 genes, (155) and using FastANI on the published 

genome, against the B. adolescentis reference genome, it received a value >95% showing that 

this should not be considered a separate species from B. adolescentis and should be reclassified. 

None of the isolates were clonal as they all had SNP values >2.  

 

The phylogenetic relationships of the 4 identified B. dentium isolates were investigated 

alongside 5 reference genomes including the type strain B. dentium B764. B. dentium is found 

both in the oral and intestinal microbiome, and has been reported for its ability to adhere to 



 57 

human MUC2+ mucus and harbour mucin-binding proteins (156). The isolates clustered in 2 

separate clades which were participant specific. The two isolates from participant E003 

displayed the least genetic relatedness to the reference genomes with SNP distance values all 

>9880. The two isolates from participant E010 clustered with the reference genome B. dentium 

E7 with SNP distance values of 2912-2930. Although the strains isolated from the same 

participant were similar, none had SNP distance values lower than 20 and are therefore not 

considered clonal. 

 

Four isolates from participant E030 were identified as B. bifidum which were compared with 

seven reference genomes, downloaded from the NCBI database, including the type strain B. 

bifidum Ti. B. bifidum is typically found in higher abundances in the infant gut rather than the 

adult gut so the low isolate number was to be expected, (146). The four isolates clustered 

together with low SNP distance values, the lowest being between E030-T1-5 and E030-T4.3 

however, even though the phylogenetic tree shows close clustering between isolates E030-T1-

5 and E030-T2-4, this may occur due to there are more genes in common between these two 

isolates. 

 

A more in-depth analysis was conducted on the isolates identified as B. longum shown in 

Figure 5.7. The tree shows several clades which reveal clustering with isolates taken from the 

same participant. The bottom clade reveals 15 isolates from participant E013 with several of 

these isolates displaying very low SNP distance values <10 of which cluster together. Three of 

these smaller clusters include isolates which are present across multiple isolates suggesting 

there is long term colonisation of these strains in the maternal gut. Similar results was also seen 

for isolates from E005 and E008 as well as isolates from E006 where clonal strains were 

observed in two separate timepoints. Many studies have shown the protective ability of B. 

longum in the gut, (157), and therefore it’s capability to colonise long term would suggest an 

evolutionary benefit to its host. All of the isolates were confirmed, using FastANI, to be B. 

longum subsp. longum which can be seen on the tree sharing 954 core genes. Several of the B. 

longum subsp. infantis reference strains are clustered at the top of the tree, including the type 

strain however, 2 of the infantis strains are shown lower down the tree; further analysis 

concluded these strains may have been originally misclassified and are actually in fact B. 

longum subsp. longum. The infant microbiome is especially dominated by B. longum subsp. 

infantis which would suggest bacterial transfer from the mother may play a role in this 

establishment, (100), however the lack of this sub-species in these isolates suggest another 
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mechanism could be at play; further analysis into the microbiota of the offspring of these 

participants is needed to understand where this subspecies is coming from. It is possible there 

may be a very low abundance of these sub-species present in the maternal gut and due to the 

nature of culturing they were not picked. If this subspecies was present in the offspring, re-

culturing the maternal faecal sample in the presence of HMOs may be one way to select for 

this subspecies. One isolate, E002-T2.1, had SNP distance values >10,200 to the other isolates 

from participant E002 however had values <5 when compared to isolates from participant E005 

suggesting clonal identity to these strains; this inconsistent result may have been down to 

human error at one stage during the preparation process for sequencing. No other individuals 

shared clonal strains between participants and they all had their own distinct B. longum strains; 

although in a recent publication it was noted that local populations have been shown to share 

strains between individuals however this paper used MAG-based (Metagenome-assembled 

genomes) sequencing rather than WGS, (158). 

 

As seen in both Figure 5.6/5.7 the isolates identified as B. animalis and the B. animalis subsp. 

lactis reference strains did not form any separate clades. All of the isolates, regardless of 

participant source or time-point, displayed a straight tree with the lactis strains indicating all 

isolates were B. animalis subsp. lactis rather than B. animalis subsp. animalis (confirmed with 

FastANI). The surprising lack of clades on the tree were supported with the data shown in S.3 

which revealed a large majority of the SNP distance values <40 including the reference strains 

used; the genomes revealed 1163 core genes were present. A large portion of these strains had 

SNP distance values <2 indicating many are clonal even though they were isolated from 

different patients at different timepoints. This suggests a common ‘source’ of strains that may 

be circulating between pregnant women however another possible explanation may be due to 

the recent emergence of this species causing there to be a lack of diversity between strains. 

Indeed, several of these strains had SNP distance values low enough to be considered clonal to 

2 of the reference genomes, which are both probiotic strains. This included the most widely 

documented probiotic strain B. animalis subsp. lactis BB-12 which has been used in over 130 

human clinical trials and is readily available in many probiotics which are commonly used 

(149). B. animalis was isolated from 10 out of the 12 participants and the participant 

information in Table 3 was initially used to try and understand these data by comparing to the 

2 participants (with no B. animalis) as controls such as diet, if the participants had a pet and 

previous probiotic use. However, no patterns were spotted which would explain the closely 

related isolates. Surprisingly, all 10 participants claimed to have not used any probiotics during 
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the study, and only 2 of those 10 had used them before. B. animalis subsp. lactis is present in 

many dairy products, (146), thus it is probable the high abundance of this subspecies in my 

dataset may be due to diet although the participants did confirm they had not consumed yogurt 

during the study. However, the close relation to the popular probiotic strains does imply the 

participants were ingesting these specific strains in some way. All of the participants were meat 

eaters, and another possibility could be the participants acquired these strains due to the use of 

probiotics in livestock, however as the meat would’ve been cooked this would be doubtful 

(159). Although unlikely, the participants did all attend the same hospital for check ins and to 

give birth and therefore, another possibility could be the participants all came in contact with 

this subspecies at the hospital. However, due to the need for sterile conditions in these 

environments and that Bifidobacterium is an anaerobe, I would assume this was not the case. 

Samples were also collected at trimester 1 from before the participants would have physically 

gone  to the hospital for check-ups, suggesting this may not  be a viable theory. Lee et al 

conducted a study looking at the genomes of different Bifidobacterium species and also found 

the four B. animalis subsp. lactis they looked at were very closely related with >99% sequence 

identity across all four genomes, (78), which suggests this sub-species group do not contain a 

large amount of genomic variability between them. 

 

ARGs identified in the maternal gut microbiome could pose a threat for offspring due to HGT 

to potential pathogens, and also vertical transfer of MDR strains. Indeed, one study has already 

identified the ability to transfer tetracycline resistant bacterial strains, carrying the tet(W) gene, 

from mother to infant, (160-162), and our understanding of how these genes may populate the 

maternal microbiome is vital although tetracycline is also not widely used in humans causing 

the risk to health to be relatively low. Using the database ResFinder, information on the 

presence of 3 specific ARG: aph(3')-Ia_7, erm(X) and tet(W)_4 was annotated onto the 

phylogenetic tree on Figure 5.6 using blue bars. None of the isolates belonging to species B. 

adolescentis, B. bifidum, or B. dentium were found to have any of these genes encoded and 

only one B. longum isolate contained the one ARG tet(W)_4, which is the only E002 isolate 

that is clustered separately from the other from that participant. The tet(W) gene has been 

reported in both B. bifidum and B. longum previously with it seen at high frequency in B. 

longum, and therefore the lack of ARG found in both species was surprising (129), however 

this may be due to only three ARG were investigated. Aires et al also looked at different tet 

genes encoded in the genome of different Bifidobacterium species and also found none were 

encoded in their B. adolescentis and B. dentium isolates, although they did find a small amount 
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in their B. bifidum isolates and a high abundance in the B. longum isolates, (163). Every isolate 

identified as B. animalis, excluding isolate E030-T3-2, had the tet(W)_4 gene present in its 

genome. Another study conducted in 2021 yielded similar results with the tet(W) gene encoded 

in 41 out of 44 B. animalis subsp lactis strains however, further analysis revealed B. animalis 

subsp lactis encoded tet(W) is part of the ancient resistome and the risk of transfer is considered 

small, (164). Several studies have assessed the transferability of tet(W) in these strains, all of 

which were unsuccessful, (165, 166), which supports the data shown by Nohr-Meldgaard et al. 

Only one isolate, E009-T3-4, encoded for the ARG aph(3')-Ia_7, and erm(X) however this 

isolate was later discovered to have contamination and therefore it cannot be determined if this 

result is reliable. These studies, combined with my results suggests a low risk of transfer of 

these ARGs between strains, however it does point out that these species are very susceptible 

to antibiotics, demonstrating how these probiotic strains may be affected upon antibiotic 

administration.  

 

6.2.4 Human Milk Oligosaccharides  

Many species in the Bifidobacterium genus encode the functional capability to target and 

metabolise HMO’s, contributing a major metabolic input to the infant host (130). Many of 

these species which contain the specialised gene clusters are often specific to the infant gut 

microbiome and tend to be absent in those associated with the adult gut, (167). However, 

considering the impact of the mother’s microbiota on their offspring, there has been limited 

research on the presence of HMO clusters in maternally-derived Bifidobacterium. HMO’s have 

been identified in the maternal circulation prior to birth and may offer a benefit for the mother 

during pregnancy, this study points at the potential for them to be also found in the gut during 

gestation which may affect the gut microbiota, (168). This would potentially be important – 

from the perspective of vertically ‘seeding’ the infant gut with strains that could utilise the 

infant (breast milk) diet. It has also been shown certain Bifidobacterium species employ the 

same enzymes for mucus degradation as it does for HMO utilisation, which may suggest 

another potential benefit for these clusters in the adult gut (169, 170). 

 

Using an HMO database on Abricate-1.0.1, that was curated by Raymond Kiu, all 140 

Bifidobacterium genomes were analysed for the presence of 6 known HMO clusters and a 

heatmap was created, using the ComplexHeatmap package version 2.10.0 (123), to visualise 

the presence of partially or fully present HMO clusters encoded in the genome, shown in 
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Figure 5.9. Further information on these clusters can be seen in 5.2.4 Human milk 

oligosaccharide clusters. 

 

The B. longum isolates encoded the highest number of HMO clusters with every isolate 

containing the full nah cluster and 8 of which, listed in 5.2.4 Human milk oligosaccharide 

clusters, had all 6 clusters at least partially present in their genomes, these isolates are also 

clustered next to each other on the phylogenetic trees. These HMO clusters are used in the 

breakdown of lacto-N-tetraose (LNT) and lacto-N-neotetraose (LNnT), (James, 2016). B. 

longum subsp. longum is often found in the infant gut, (171), and therefore the high abundance 

of HMO clusters in the genomes of these isolates was expected. The lac cluster was only found 

partially present in 8 of these isolates and therefore may not be specific to this species.  

 

B. bifidum is also associated with the infant gut microbiota and many studies have shown the 

ability of this species to break down HMO’s, (169). All 4 B. bifidum isolates encoded the full 

lac, nah, and lnp/glt clusters and these isolates were the only ones to encode the full lac cluster 

out of all 140 isolates suggesting this cluster may be specific to B. bifidum. One study found 

B. bifidum differs in its pathway to breakdown certain HMOs from other Bifidobacterium 

species,  their enzymes were found on the outside of the cell which allows for improved ability 

for cross feeding other microbiota members including different Bifidobacterium species, 

(James, 2016), this could explain the difference compared to the B. longum subsp. longum 

isolates. 

 

The abundance of HMO clusters identified in the B. adolescentis isolates varied dependant on 

the participant the isolates were sourced from. Ten out of twelve of the isolates only fully 

encoded one HMO cluster with some also partially encoding up to 2 other clusters. Since B. 

adolescentis is more typically seen in the adult human gut compared to the infant gut, (146), 

this result was expected. Several other studies have shown B. adolescentis displays a limited 

capacity to break down HMO’s, (172). The participant variability in this species group suggests 

HMO ability may also be strain specific rather than just species specific which has been shown 

in other Bifidobacterium species already, (173). 

 

In contrast, to the B. adolescentis isolates, the 4 B. dentium strains had the same results even 

though they were isolated from 2 separate participants. None of these isolates contained any 

HMO clusters which were fully present, although the lnt and nah clusters, and the large B. 



 62 

infantis cluster were partially present in their genomes. Although B. dentium has been isolated 

from infant faeces, many studies have shown the species lack of ability to utilise HMOs as a 

carbohydrate source, (174). Moya-Gonzalvez et al however found B. dentium was able to grow 

on LnT as an HMO source which would suggest why the lnt cluster was present in those isolates 

(175). These results may be due to B. dentium is more commonly found in the oral cavity. 

 

None of the 57 B. animalis isolates fully encoded any of the HMO clusters and only 2 clusters, 

the lac and lnt clusters, were partially present in all of the isolates. The capability of the B. 

animalis species to metabolise HMOs has been previously described as poor, and similarly 

Lugli at el found only 15% of isolates contained a predicted lacto-N-biase-encoding gene in 

their genomes (172). One possible explanation for this loss in genomic ability when compared 

to other Bifidobacterium species may be due to the tendency of bacteria to undergo genomic 

reduction which may have occurred when B. animalis subsp. lactis evolved in the dairy 

fermentation process, (176). As these isolates are very genetically similar it is unsurprisingly 

the results were the same for each isolate. 

 

Further investigation was conducted to try to understand any patterns that may have occurred 

related to the time point during gestation however, the data showed that the presence or absence 

of HMO clusters was determined by the species/strain and or the participant the isolates were 

sourced from. This conclusion is supported by many other studies that also found the presence 

of HMO’s was strain specific, (177).  Given more time functional studies would be completed 

using the isolates grown on different HMOs to identify if the encoded clusters are functional. 

 

6.3.1 What would I do next? 

This project was ultimately limited by COVID-19 and time constraints however, the data 

produced has laid an exciting foundation for further research, including more mechanistic 

studies.  

 
Given more time, I would have liked to conduct further genomic based investigations into my 

isolates. This would have involved looking into the different glycoside-hydrolases that each 

species may encode (linking to abilities to digest a wider range of carbohydrates), and immune 

modulatory components such as exopolysaccharide capsules. This research would give me 
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more of an insight into why certain species may be more abundant in the maternal gut and what 

survival advantages they offer. 

 
I would have liked to investigate the paired infant microbiomes from the mothers I had already 

studied. This would have allowed me to gain a greater understanding into species differences 

which are adult associated or infant associated, and how their genomes (and putative 

functionality) may differ. Using both FastANI and SNP distance values I could have also 

investigated how different species and strains are passed on from mother to offspring by 

identifying if any strains were clonal from both individuals and how what factors may impact 

this ability, such as birth mode and feeding method. The data used to study the presence of 

HMOs could also identify whether the species found in the infants are greater suited to break 

down HMOs compared to those already found in the maternal gut microbiota.  

 
Once the metagenomic data for the samples I studied becomes available, I would have liked to 

compare this to my own genomic data to see how abundant the species I found were in the 

original samples. Culturomics, although incredibly important for understanding different 

species and strains can be limiting and there may have been other Bifidobacterium species that 

I was unable to isolate. 

 
I had originally planned to perform several functional tests on the Bifidobacterium isolates in 

order to create in-depth profiles for the Bif Bank. These experiments would have investigated 

the isolate’s reaction to acid shock, exposure to bile acids, and, oxygen exposure, as these traits 

are all key for development of next generation probiotics. 

 
As mentioned in 1.2.2 The Maternal Microbiota, previous research has highlighted that the 

maternal microbiome exhibits a shift in microbial composition as the pregnancy progresses, 

and this microbial shift may be driven by hormonal changes (44). During faecal culturing of 

my isolates, I was able to notice a distinct difference in the plates which were taken from the 

same participant at different time-points. Given more time, I would have liked to conduct a 

series of growth curve experiments with various hormones which are active during trimesters 

2 and 3 on my isolates to see if the hormones have an impact on their growth. 
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To take this project further, it would be interesting to use these same techniques to study the 

maternal microbiome in different geographical locations and compare the abundance of 

Bifidobacterium species and strains across the world. This is important given differences in 

diet and other key microbiota-modulating factors and they reports differences in HMO 

composition between different maternal populations due to secretor status, (178).  

 
6.3.2 Conclusion 

The data from this project has provided genomic insights into the maternal microbiome 

throughout pregnancy and at birth. Five Bifidobacterium species were cultured and analysed 

from 159 isolates, with 88% of all Bifidobacterium isolates identified as Bifidobacterium 

longum subsp. longum or Bifidobacterium animalis subsp. lactis. The phylogenetic 

relationships between the species revealed very close genetic relatedness between several B. 

animalis subsp. lactis isolates, with many showing sequence similarity >99% with widely used 

probiotic strains despite participants not ingesting probiotic products. B. longum was the most 

abundant species identified, suggesting they offer a protective advantage during pregnancy, 

although the individual strains were person specific. The antimicrobial resistance gene tet(W)_4 

was found to be encoded on all B. animalis isolates excluding one. Several HMO clusters were 

encoded in the genomes of the Bifidobacterium isolates with the most being identified in the 

B. longum and B. bifidum  species and no HMO clusters were fully present in any of the B. 

animalis or B. dentium isolates. 

 

Although colonisation and the composition of the infant gut has been widely documented, there 

is a distinct lack of research on the maternal gut microbiota despite studies suggesting it may 

impact pregnancy outcomes, and short/ long term health consequences for the maternal 

offspring. This study will contribute to our further understanding of the healthy maternal gut 

microbiota and how it’s Bifidobacterium composition may alter over the gestation period. Our 

knowledge on the important topic may aid the development of improved maternal health and 

the potential development of pregnancy focused probiotics.  
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9.0 Appendix 

 
Table S.1 Genomic features of Bifidobacterium isolates  

SampleID Genome size  Contigs GC(%) 

E002-T2-1 2384693 39 59.87 

E002-T2-2 1918926 42 60.48 

E002-T2-3 1918173 51 60.48 

E002-T2-4 1918769 42 60.47 

E002-T2-5 1918082 44 60.48 

E002-T3-1 1918980 71 60.51 

E002-T3-2 1919281 46 60.47 

E002-T3-3 1919609 47 60.47 

E002-T3-4 1919490 46 60.48 

E002-T3-5 1918685 45 60.47 

E002-T4-1 2325846 29 59.94 

E002-T4-2 2313529 28 59.94 

E002-T4-3 2352300 34 59.85 

E002-T4-4 2316561 30 59.93 

E002-T4-5 2315229 28 59.93 

E003-T2-2 2212203 63 60 

E003-T2-3 2574211 33 58.4 

E003-T2-4 1918135 48 60.48 

E003-T3-3 1920282 66 60.52 

E003-T3-4 1915680 45 60.48 

E003-T4-1 2371455 43 59.44 

E003-T4-2 2210131 39 59.98 

E003-T4-3 2578178 89 58.39 

E003-T4-4 2209789 40 59.97 

E003-T4-5 2208854 40 59.97 

E005-T2-1 2384693 39 59.87 

E005-T2-3 2384923 40 59.86 

E005-T2-4 2384404 64 59.88 

E005-T2-5 2384316 39 59.87 

E005-T3-1 2384220 37 59.86 

E005-T3-2 2384190 36 59.87 

E005-T3-4 2383410 36 59.87 

E005-T3-5 2384061 40 59.87 

E005-T4-2 1921835 76 60.5 

E005-T4-3 1918592 39 60.48 

E005-T4-4 1919363 46 60.48 

E005-T4-5 1917190 51 60.48 

E006-T2-1 2232970 37 60.19 
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E006-T2-2 2256866 41 60.16 

E006-T2-3 2256689 47 60.16 

E006-T2-4 2257179 46 60.16 

E006-T2-5 2257057 45 60.16 

E006-T3-1 2310449 82 60.25 

E006-T3-2 2257267 43 60.16 

E006-T3-3 1919436 45 60.47 

E006-T3-4 2257225 41 60.16 

E006-T3-5 2244223 47 60.18 

E006-T4-1 2242616 41 60.21 

E006-T4-2 2320192 58 60.19 

E006-T4-4 2241940 43 60.21 

E006-T4-5 1919375 48 60.48 

E007-T1G1 1918452 76 60.55 

E007-T1G2 1920759 78 60.56 

E007-T1G3 1920227 75 60.54 

E007-T1G4 1920194 71 60.53 

E007-T1G5 1921039 72 60.54 

E007-T1R1 1921298 67 60.55 

E007-T1R3 1921141 74 60.55 

E007-T1R4 1921842 81 60.53 

E007-T1R5 1921582 75 60.56 

E007-T2G1 2333189 60 59.31 

E007-T2G3 2296652 54 59.33 

E007-T2R2 2331463 65 59.33 

E007-T3G1 2363195 64 59.76 

E007-T3G5 2241944 48 59.37 

E007-T3R1 2363906 64 59.74 

E008-T2-2 2212169 69 60.01 

E008-T2-3 2388466 92 60.28 

E008-T2-4 1922223 73 60.54 

E008-T2-5 2388496 97 60.28 

E008-T3-1 2388361 99 60.29 

E008-T3-2 2388600 98 60.29 

E008-T3-3 2388292 113 60.28 

E008-T3-4 2388372 89 60.28 

E008-T3-5 2387338 86 60.28 

E009-T2-1 1921494 76 60.54 

E009-T2-2 1921312 64 60.54 

E009-T2-3 1920908 76 60.54 

E009-T2-4 1920830 68 60.54 

E009-T2-5 1921374 73 60.54 

E009-T3-1 1921569 73 60.54 
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E009-T3-2 1920290 63 60.54 

E009-T3-4 3402041 1497 60.08 

E009-T3-5 1921472 73 60.55 

E009-T4-1 1922083 78 60.54 

E009-T4-2 1921234 78 60.54 

E009-T4-3 1921246 73 60.54 

E009-T4-4 1920021 71 60.54 

E009-T4-5 1921158 68 60.53 

E010-T1-5 2635467 105 60.21 

E010-T2-3 2141115 65 59.67 

E010-T2-4 2631080 92 60.21 

E010-T3-1 2469374 118 60.37 

E010-T3-2 2717991 60 58.36 

E010-T4-1 2720902 78 58.38 

E013-T2-1 2416729 80 60.18 

E013-T2-2 2489581 89 60.22 

E013-T2-3 2500676 97 60.22 

E013-T2-4 2420376 80 60.2 

E013-T2-5 2423223 82 60.11 

E013-T3-1 2502464 89 60.22 

E013-T3-2 2416361 86 60.19 

E013-T3-3 2454893 86 60.13 

E013-T3-4 2421240 63 60.17 

E013-T3-5 2489664 88 60.22 

E013-T4-1 2501913 87 60.22 

E013-T4-2 2455264 79 60.14 

E013-T4-3 2491322 106 60.24 

E013-T4-4 2422954 106 60.18 

E013-T4-5 2406914 76 60.14 

E014-T3-4 2103714 34 59.34 

E014-T3-5 2156224 24 59.45 

E014-T4-1 2156208 26 59.44 

E014-T4-2 2110212 44 59.33 

E014-T4-3 1918878 41 60.48 

E014-T4-4 2656934 777 59.54 

E015-T2-3 1921773 85 60.55 

E015-T2-4 1920561 87 60.53 

E015-T2-5 1920834 81 60.55 

E015-T3-1 2315275 67 60.13 

E015-T3-2 2310492 77 60.14 

E015-T3-3 2314790 60 60.14 

E015-T3-4 2485301 94 60.21 

E015-T3-5 2314844 59 60.13 
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E030-T1-3 2243056 69 59.27 

E030-T1-5 2183942 68 62.88 

E030-T2-1 1921897 95 60.52 

E030-T2-2 1920164 73 60.53 

E030-T2-3 2186399 74 62.89 

E030-T2-4 2191572 64 62.89 

E030-T2-5 1920462 78 60.54 

E030-T3-2 1921856 69 60.53 

E030-T3-4 1922278 83 60.54 

E030-T3-5 1921074 77 60.54 

E030-T4-1 1920801 71 60.54 

E030-T4-2 1920156 71 60.53 

E030-T4-3 2218484 73 63.01 

E030-T4-4 1920672 74 60.54 

E030-T4-5 1920702 77 60.53 

 
 

The following tables can be accessed via this link due to each being large files: 

https://1drv.ms/u/s!Atdggw2aUs2SgTHGptdHkiwKcbD7?e=CHBr6P 

 

Table S.2 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium longum isolates 

Table S.3 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium animalis isolates  

Table S.4 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium adolescentis isolates  

Table S.5 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium bifidum isolates  

Table S.6 SNP distance values of Bifidobacterium dentium isolates  

 


