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ABSTRACT
Two different Pb concentrations (5 and 10 mg/kg of PbAc2) were used to study the response of Solanum lycopersicum
L. cv. Micro-Tom (MT) plants in two vegetative growth phases. Two genes that have been previously reported to be
heavy metal inducible genes (superoxide dismutase, SOD, EC 1.15.1.1; and isoflavone reductase, IFR; EC 1.6.4.2)
and another one putatively interesting in this field (transcriptionally controlled tumor protein, TCTP) were selected for
an expression study using a real time PCR technique. In the first growth phase (germination to flowering) TCTP was
repressed at 10 mg/kg and in the control, SOD expression was low at both concentrations (5 and 10 mg/kg of PbAc2)
and IFR was higher at 10 mg/kg PbAc2. In the second phase (flowering to fructification) three genes were expressed
in both concentrations but in the case of TCTP and SOD the expression was higher at 5 mg/kg of PbAc2. SOD and
Glutathione reductase (GR; EC 1.6.4.2) were selected for a biochemical study together with the determination of
protein concentration using spectrophotometer. SOD was higher at 10 mg/kg PbAc2 showing significant difference
with control, and GR had the same behavior but had significant differences with the other two treatments while total
proteins were higher for the control showing significant differences at 10 mg/kg of PbAc2. This research suggests
that Pb toxicity leads to the induction of key enzymes of antioxidant defense system in tomato plants.
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RESUMEN
Caracterización molecular y bioquímica de plantas de tomate (Solanum lycopersicum L.) cv. Micro-Tom
sometidas a estrés inducido por plomo (Pb). Se estudió la respuesta de plantas de tomate Solanum lycopersicum
L. cv. Micro-Tom (MT) sometidas a estrés inducido por plomo (5 y 10 mg/kg de PbAc2) y en las fases de desarrollo vegetativo germinación-floración y floración-fructificación. Se determinaron los niveles de expresión en estas condiciones
de los genes inducidos por metales pesados superóxido dismutasa (SOD; EC 1.15.1.1) e isoflavona reductasa (IFR;
EC 1.6.4.2), y otro de potencial interés en este campo (proteína tumoral controlada durante la transcripción-TCTP).
En la primera fase, la TCTP fue reprimida en el grupo control y a la máxima concentración empleada de PbAc2, la
expresión de la SOD fue baja en las dos concentraciones y la IFR fue mayor a 10 mg/kg. En la segunda fase, los
tres genes se expresaron en las dos concentraciones, la TCTP y la SOD a mayores niveles en 5 mg/kg de PbAc2. Se
determinó por densidad óptica la actividad específica de SOD y de la glutatión reductasa (GR; EC 1.6.4.2), junto
con la concentración de proteínas totales. Ambas enzimas antioxidantes mostraron mayor actividad específica a
10 mg/kg de PbAc2, con diferencias estadísticamente significativas con respecto al tratamiento control, y la GR también mostró diferencias estadísticamente significativas con respecto al tratamiento con 5 mg/kg. La concentración
de proteínas totales fue mayor en el grupo control, y estadísticamente significativa con respecto a la del tratamiento
con 10 mg/kg. Esta investigación sugiere que la toxicidad por plomo provoca la inducción de enzimas antioxidantes
claves del sistema de defensa en las plantas de tomate.
Palabras clave: tomate, metales pesados, estudio de expresión, mecanismo molecular, estrés abiótico, plomo

Introduction
The Solanaceae family includes several species of
agronomic importance, such as tomato (Solanum lycopersicum L.), potato (Solanum tuberosum L.), and
tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum L.). Tomato is one of the
most important vegetable crops worldwide, with a
total production of around 141 million tons on a cultivated area of around 5 million hectares. This crop
represents also one of the major products of the food
industry worldwide [1]. Additionally, tomato is an important plant model to numerous studies of genetics
[2], biochemistry [3], morphology and anatomy [4],
mutagenesis [5], and others.
" Corresponding author

Particularly, tomato has been used in numerous
studies as a hyper accumulator plant to decontaminate
soils with high metal concentration [6, 7], as one of
the approximately 400 plant species from at least 45
plant families that have been reported to hyperaccumulate metals [8]. The high concentration of metal in
soil is a severe detrimental factor among those causing
abiotic stresses which affect crop production [9, 10].
One of the most common heavy metal contaminants in
the environment is lead (Pb), widely spread by activities such as mining, smelting, and dumping of municipal sewage wastes which have polluted extensive
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areas throughout the world [11]. Pb is not an essential element in the metabolic processes in plants or
animals, and it can accumulate to levels enough to
become toxic or lethal to living organisms [10].
Studies carried out in plants have shown that Pb
is mainly absorbed in soil, affecting mineral nutrient
absorption, growth and metabolic processes such as
photosynthesis, respiration, and cell division in germinating seeds of various plant species [12]. Excessive
stress by heavy metals, including Pb, causes oxidative
damage, but some reactive oxygen species (ROS) can
participate in signal transduction pathways [13].
To get more knowledge of the effect of Pb in vegetable crops, as one of the first links in the food chain,
the expression profiles of three genes involved in Pbstress in tomato (using the model cultivar Micro-Tom
[14]) were analyzed: superoxide dismutase (SOD),
the transcriptionally-controlled tumor protein (TCTP)
and the isoflavone reductase (IFR).

Materials and methods
Plant material
The Micro-Tom cultivar of tomato (S. lycopersicum) was kindly provided by Dr A Levy (Weizmann
Institute of Science, Rehovot, Israel). Seeds were
sown in boxes containing a mixture of commercial
pot mix (Basaplant®, São Paulo, Brazil) and vermiculite (1:1 v/v), and supplemented with 1 g of NPK
(Nitrogen:Phosphorus:Potassium, 10:10:10 v/v) and
4 g of lime per liter of mixture. After the first true
leaves appeared, seedlings were transplanted to 1-L
pots filled with sand. One control and two different Pb
treatments (5 and 10 mg of PbAc2/kg of soil, respectively) with three replicates each were established.
The Pb solutions were applied to tomato plants twice a
week. Leaves were collected in tomato flowering and
fructification, and stored at -80 ºC for further analysis.
Molecular procedures
Total RNA isolation
Total RNA was extracted using the InviTrap® Plant
RNA Mini Kit. The RNA concentration was determined using a Nano-Drop Spectrophotometer prior a
complementary DNA (cDNA) experiment.
cDNA first strand synthesis
The first strand of cDNA was synthesized using a SuperScriptTM first strand synthesis system (Invitrogen
Life Technologies, USA). A polymerase chain reaction (PCR) of three sequential steps of one cycle each
was performed at 42 ºC for 5 min, 50 ºC for 50 min
and another at 70 ºC for 15 min, respectively.
Analysis of the expression levels by real
time-PCR
The differential expression of genes coding for proteins widely involved in stress response (SOD and
IFR) and a metal metabolism enzyme (TCTP) was
analyzed using real time-PCR (RT-PCR). The primers were designed using Primer Express 2.00 (Applied
Biosystems software), based on sequences retrieved
from the National Center of Biotechnology Information (NCBI) database. In the case of TCTP gene, it
was selected from a cDNA tobacco library [15], its

role starting to be reported as relevant in metal metabolism.
RT-PCR was performed using a Platinum® SYBR®
Green qPCR Super MIX-UDG (Invitrogen), with 48wells plates and the standard cycling program. Amplification comprised one cycle at 95 ºC for 15 min, 40
cycles at 95 ºC for 15 min, 60 ºC for 60 min, followed
by one cycle at 95 ºC for 15 min and 60 ºC for 60 min.
Data was analyzed by comparative quantification CT
(ΔΔCT) with the StepOne software.
Biochemical procedures
Enzyme extraction and assays
The following steps were carried out at 4 ºC otherwise stated. Tomato (S. lycopersicum) samples were
homogenized (2:1 buffer volume:fresh weight) in a
mortar with pestle with 100 mM potassium phosphate
buffer (pH 7.5) containing 1 mM ethylenediamine
tetraacetic acid (EDTA), 3 mM DL-dithiothreitol and
5 % (w/v) insoluble PVPP. The homogenate was centrifuged at 10 000 × g for 30 min and the supernatant
was kept stored in separate aliquots at -80 ºC, prior
to glutathion reductase (GR) and SOD analyses. Total
GR activity was determined in a spectrophotometer
as described by Azevedo [16]. The rate of reduction
oxidized glutathione (GSSG) was followed by monitoring the increase in absorbance at 412 nm for 2 min
[9]. GR activity is expressed as μmol/min per milligram of protein. SOD activity was measured by optical density at 560 nm [17], based on the inhibition of
the photochemical reduction of nitroblue tetrazolium
(NBT). One unit of enzyme activity was defined as
the amount of SOD required for 50 % inhibition of
NBT reduction.
Determination of protein concentration
Protein concentration was determined by the Bradford’s
method [18] using bovine albumin serum (BSA).
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Growth reduction was observed in tomato plants of
cv Micro-Tom under Pb-stress (Figure 1). Chlorosis
and necrotic lesions appeared after 35 days of growth,
indicating altered mineral nutrient absorption and
photosynthesis.
Tomato plants under Pb-stress for 35 days at the
highest concentration of 10 mg/kg showed lost almost
all the leaves, with reduction in growth length. Similar results have been reported by studies in Brassica
juncea L. [19], Zea mays [20], S. lycopersicum [21],
Phaseolus vulgaris and Lens culinaris [22], also reporting delayed development, low quality harvests
and decreased yields [23].
The response to heavy metal stress involves a complicated signal transduction network that is activated
by sensing the heavy metal, followed by the synthesis of stress-related proteins and signaling molecules,
which ultimately activate transcription of specific
metal-responsive genes to counteract the stress [24].
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Figure 1. Plant growth at different lead soil content conditions. A) Control without lead (PbAc2), respectively, B) Growth at 5
and 10 mg/kg, left and right, respectively, ten days after transplantation. C and D) Growth at 5 and 10 mg/kg of lead, 35 days
after transplantation. See materials and methods for more details.

The relevant signal transduction pathways include
hormones, ROS signaling, and the activation of some
stress-related genes. Different signaling pathways may
be used to respond to different heavy metals [25].
Stress at cellular level results in excessive production of ROS, causing lipid peroxidation and damage to
several enzymes. On the other hand, cells mechanism
can modulate stress responses by antioxidant enzymes
such as SOD, GR, Catalase (CAT) and Ascorbate peroxidase (Asc) [26].
SOD, TCTP and IFR genes were studied to know
their behavior at molecular and biochemical level in
tomato plants cv. Micro-Tom under Pb stress. The
three genes (SOD, TCTP and IFR) showed different
expression profiles under the tested concentrations
and depending on the collection phase (Figure 2).
Ubiquitin was used as control gene due to its basal
stable expression, as commonly used in different
crops, with the ubiquitin-conjugating enzyme and
elongation factor-1 regarded as the most stable based
on their transcriptional profiles in Oryza sativa and
Pennisetum ciliare [27, 28].
In the case of TCTP, it showed low expression at
5 mg/kg of PbAc2, which was repressed at 10 mg/kg
of PbAc2 during the germination and flowering phase
(first phase), while showing low expression at both
concentrations during flowering-fructification (second
phase) (Figure 2). This could be related to a downregulation on TCTP expression by Pb [29-31]. It is also
in agreement with previous results [32] showing that
the developmental phase influences TCTP expression
levels, together with the cell/tissue type and the stress
conditions the plants are subjected to [33, 34]. This

is irrespective of the ubiquitous distribution of TCTP
in all the eukaryotic organisms, in more than 500 tissues and cell types, and the numerous experimental
settings and biological systems tested. It has been
established that TCTP levels are highly regulated in
response to a wide range of extracellular signals and
cellular conditions. Typically, growth signals [35]
have been reported to rapidly induce TCTP synthesis.
That’s why TCTP induction may be repressed at reduced plant growth (Figure 1C and D).
There are some contradictory reports as those
of Schmidt et al. [36] who found that some heavy
metals in plants up-regulate TCTP under various
cells stress conditions, and by Gnanasekar and Ramaswamy [37] showing that TCTP plays some antioxidant functions.
In most of the cases up-regulation of cell growthrelated genes is presumed to be involved in metal
stress signaling response [38], but in our study TCTP
in relation with heavy metal induced stress is not as
highly expressed as it would be expected, and it is
down-regulated, showing a relationship with plant
growth. There is limited information about plant
TCTPs so this study is one of the first studies involving TCTPs in plants related to Pb induced stress.
Adaptation of plants to several types of stresses
depends upon a complex cellular sign system where
ROS, salicylates, cellulose, chitin oligomers can intervene [39, 40]. These species (ROS) can react with
cellular components (lipids, proteins, nucleic acids)
and cause lipid peroxidation, membrane damage and
inactivation of enzymes. Plants have evolved a complex array of mechanisms to maintain low ROS level
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Figure 2. Relative expression of the transcriptionally-controlled tumor protein (TCTP), superoxide dismutase (SOD) and isoflavone reductase (IFR) in tomato plants grown
on different lead (PbAc2) concentrations (0, 5 or 10 mg/kg). A) Phase germination-flowering. B) Phase flowering-fructification. Ubiquitin was used as lead unrelated
protein expression control.

and avoid the detrimental effects of excessively high
ROS concentrations. This antioxidant network includes
numerous soluble (ascorbate, glutathione) and membrane compounds (tocopherol) as well as enzymes
involved in ROS scavenging (SOD, CAT, Asc) [41].
SOD expression was lower in the first phase for both
Pb treatments and higher in the second phase, specifically at 5 mg/kg of PbAc2. A possible explanation for
this is the increased production of superoxide radicals
due to the rise in ROS production by Pb toxicity. The
higher expression of SOD at 5 mg/kg of PbAc2 in the
second phase, as for other induced enzymes, may be
caused by the possible temporal expression of SOD,
mainly transitional. However, this response also may
be a consequence of SOD-related transcriptional activity genes. So, in our study, SOD expression was
higher at the lower heavy metal concentration, which
is in agree with results of Jomová and Morovič [42]
who found that lower concentrations of Pb (100,
200 mg/L) in Lupinus luteus L. induced a strong increase of SOD activity, but further elevation on its
concentration (300, 400, 500 mg/kg) had the inverse
effect. A lower expression at 10 mg/kg of PbAc2 may
suggest that higher concentrations could damage
plants, which is suggested by the fact that the growth
of plants at this concentration was affected. Similar
results were obtained in Arabidopsis [43], where
the expression of four genes encoding superoxidase
enzymes were induced in response to Pb treatment,
suggesting that Pb, like other heavy metals ions,
activate specific responses to the plant antioxidant
defense system. The expression of SOD at both Pb
concentrations used in this research indicates that it
may be involved in the antioxidative process under
Pb induced stresses, since SOD is considered to be a
crucial component in biological defense against oxidative stress [44].
The induction of IFR was higher at 10 mg/kg of
PbAc2 in the first phase, and, in the second phase
(flowering and fructification), its expression was similar for both concentrations tested. A higher expression
of IFR at 10 mg/kg of PbAc2 at germination-flowering
phase is probably due to the adaptation of plants to
a new environment (sand) with an application of a
toxic metal on this phase. At this point tomato plant

may produce lignin which functions and distribution suggest that lignins are a group of the earliest
forms of defense mechanism and they are an important aromatic secondary metabolites produced
in the phenylpropanoid pathway [45]. With respect
to IFR expression it was higher at 10 mg/kg of PbAc2
in the first phase and in the second was similar at
both tested concentrations. Similar results with cadmium in Linum usitatissimum L. showed that higher
concentration (50 and 100 mM) of this heavy metal
induced IFR expression [46].
The biochemical analysis showed differences between SOD μmol/min per milligram of protein FW),
GR (μmol/min per milligram of protein FW) and total
proteins (Figure 3).
During the experimental period, the content of
SOD was higher at 10 mg/kg of PbAc2 with significant differences with respect to the control and
5 mg/kg of PbAc2. This is also corroborated by the
fact that plant growth at this concentration was really affected. Plants exposed to Pb stress also show
rapid and temporary drops in growth rate and activate antioxidant defense system by producing ROS,
which alters gene expression and enzyme activity
patterns of SOD.
Similar results were found in tomato plants under
cadmium induced stress [47] and, as the results obtained in this research, suggested that SOD activity
might play a crucial role in the response of tomato
plants to metallic stress [48]. Accumulation of SOD,
indicating the oxidative stress, is related to the maintenance of the overall defense system. The activation of SOD could be useful to reduce O2 accumulation, decrease of hydrogen peroxide and alleviate
Pb stress [49].
GR content was higher also at 10 mg/kg of PbAc2,
with significant differences with respect to the other
two treatments. This enzyme is part of the defenses
system against oxidative stress. GRs are indispensable components of ascorbate-glutathione pathway,
required to scavenge H2O2 produced mainly in chloroplasts and other cell organelles and to maintain the
redox state of the cell [50]. Glutathione reductase
catalyzes the NADPH-dependent GSSG to reduced
GSH that is involved in the redox regulation of the
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Figure 3. Effect of lead (PbAc2) concentrations on protein expression in tomato plants. A) Superoxide dismutase (SOD) (μmol/min per milligram of protein). B) Glutathione
reductase (GR) (μmol/min per milligram of protein). C) Total proteins of tomato plants.

cell cycle and has often been considered to play an
important role in defense of plants and other organisms against oxidative stress [51].
This results show increased GR activity in Pb treated tomato plants, which suggests possible involvement of GR in regenerating GSH under Pb toxicity
conditions to increase GSH/GSSG ratio and the total
glutathione pool. Similar to our results, induction in
GR activity has been reported in leaves of tomato
plants under cadmium induced stress [47] and in rice
seedling under Pb induced stress [52]. Total proteins
were higher in the absence of PbAc2 (control), which
means there could be degraded with the other two
concentrations used.
Production of ROS takes place in cell under normal
conditions, however adverse environmental conditions
that interrupt cellular homeostasis could produce oxidative damage to proteins, DNA and to the lipids [53].
38. Ermolayev V, Weschke W, Manteuffel R.
Comparison of Al induced gene expression in
sensitive and tolerant soybean cultivars. J Exp
Bot. 2003;54(393):2745-56.
39. Buchel AS, Brederode FT, Bol JF, Linthorst
HJ. Mutation of GT-1 binding sites in the PR-1a
promoter influences the level of inducible
gene expression in vivo. Plant Mol Biol. 1999;
40(3):387-96.
40. Knoester M, Pieterse CM, Bol JF, Van Loon
LC. Systemic resistance in Arabidopsis induced
by rhizobacteria requires ethylene-dependent
signaling at the site of application. Mol Plant
Microbe Int. 1999;12(8):720-7.
41. Ruciniska-Sobkowiak R. Oxidative stress
in plants exposed to heavy metals. Postepy
Biochem. 2010;56(2):191-200.
42. Jomová K, Morovič M. Effect of heavy
metal treatment on molecular changes in root
tips of Lupinus luteus L. Czech J Food Sci. 2009;
27(Special issue):386-9.
43. Liu T, Liu S, Guan H, Ma L, Chen Zh, Gu
H, et al. Transcriptional profiling of Arabidopsis

This could explain why total proteins decreased at
higher concentrations of Pb.
An important role in plants adaptation and surviving under stress conditions is played by antioxidants
enzymes in oxidative stress tolerance [50].
In summary, the present research suggests that Pb
toxicity in situ leads to production of lipid peroxides
and induces some of the key enzymes of antioxidant
defense system in tomato plants. Induction in the activities of antioxidative enzymes is a general strategy
adopted by plants to overcome oxidative stress due to
the imposition of environmental stresses.

Acknowledgements
We are grateful to The Academy of Sciences for Developing Word (TWAS) and CNPq for providing the
opportunity to do this research at Sao Paulo University/Agricultural School Luiz de Queiros, Brazil.

seedlings in response to heavy metal lead (Pb).
Environ Exp Bot. 2009;67:377-86.
44. Abu-Romman S, Shatnawi M. Isolation and
expression analysis of chloroplastic copper/
zinc superoxide dismutase gene in barley. S
Afr J Bot. 2010;77(2):328-34.
45. França SC, Roberto PG, Marins MA, Puga
RD, Rodriguez A, Pereira JO. Biosynthesis of
secondary metabolites in sugarcane. Genet
Mol Biol. 2001;24(1-4):243-50.
46. Hradilová J, Rehulka P, Rehulková H,
Vrbová M, Griga M, Brzobohatý B. Comparative analysis of proteomic changes in contrasting flax cultivars upon cadmium exposure.
Electrophoresis. 2010;31(2):421-31.
47. Ammar WB, Nouairi I, Zarrouk M, Ghorbel
MH, Jemal F. Antioxidative response to cadmium in roots and leaves of tomato plants.
Biol Plantarum. 2008;52(4):727-31.
48. Alsher RG, Erturk N, Heath LS. Role of
superoxide dismutases (SODs) in controlling
oxidative stress in plants. J Exp Bot. 2002;
53(372):1331-41.

49. Wang C, Wang X, Tian Y, Xue Y, Xu X,
Sui Y, et al. Oxidative stress and potential
biomarkers in tomato seedlings subjected to
soil lead contamination. Ecotoxicol Environ Saf.
2008;71(3):685-91.
50. Malecka A, Jarmuszkiewicz W, Tomaszewska B. Antioxidative defense to lead stress in
subcellular compartments of pea root cells,
Acta Biochim Polon. 2001;48(3):687-98.
51. Sanchez-Fernandez R, Fricker M, Corben
LB, White NS, Sheard N, Leaver CJ, et al. Cell
proliferation and hair tip growth in the Arabidopsis root are under mechanistically different
forms of redox control. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA.
1997;94(6):2745-50.
52. Verma Sh, Dubey R. Lead toxicity induces
lipid peroxidation and alters the activities of
antioxidant enzymes in growing rice plants.
Plant Sci. 2003;164(4):645-55.
53. Pitzschke A, Fornazi C, Hirt H. Reactive
oxygen species signalling in plants. Antioxid
Redox Signal. 2006;8(9-10):1757-64.

Received in March, 2013.
Accepted in May, 2013.

198

Biotecnología Aplicada 2013; Vol.30, No.3

