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Cadmium (Cd) contamination of agricultural soils is an increasingly serious problem.
Measures need to be developed to minimize Cd entering the human food chain from
contaminated soils. We report here that, under Cd exposure condition, application with
low doses of (0.1–0.5 µM) abscisic acid (ABA) clearly inhibited Cd uptake by roots and
decreased Cd level in Arabidopsis wild-type plants (Col-0). Expression of IRT1 in roots
was also strongly inhibited by ABA treatment. Decrease in Cd uptake and the inhibition
of IRT1 expression were clearly lesser pronounced in an ABA-insensitive double mutant
snrk2.2/2.3 than in the Col-0 in response to ABA application. The ABA-decreased Cd
uptake was found to correlate with the ABA-inhibited IRT1 expression in the roots of
Col-0 plants fed two different levels of iron. Furthermore, the Cd uptake of irt1 mutants
was barely affected by ABA application. These results indicated that inhibition of IRT1
expression is involved in the decrease of Cd uptake in response to exogenous ABA
application. Interestingly, ABA application increased the iron level in both Col-0 plants and
irt1 mutants, suggesting that ABA-increased Fe acquisition does not depend on the IRT1
function, but on the contrary, the ABA-mediated inhibition of IRT1 expression may be due
to the elevation of iron level in plants. From our results, we concluded that ABA application
might increase iron acquisition, followed by the decrease in Cd uptake by inhibition of IRT1
activity. Thus, for crop production in Cd contaminated soils, developing techniques based
on ABA application potentially is a promising approach for reducing Cd accumulation in
edible organs in plants.
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INTRODUCTION
Cadmium (Cd) is recognized as an important pollutant due to
its high toxicity. In the human body, Cd adversely affects kidneys
and bones (Ronald, 2000; Pan and Wang, 2012). Cd contamina-
tion of agricultural soils because of rapid industrial development
and release of agrochemicals into the environment is an increas-
ingly serious problem. The primary route of Cd entry into the
human body is through crops grown in Cd-contaminated soil
(Meharg et al., 2013). Therefore, in recent decades, scientists have
made great efforts to identify strategies for reducing/avoiding
Cd accumulation in crops grown in Cd contaminated soils.
Many different strategies have been proposed for remediating
Cd-contaminated soil to prevent Cd uptake by crops. These
include the following: (1) “dig-and-dump” or encapsulation of
the contaminated soil (Pulford and Watson, 2003; Khan et al.,
2004); (2) chemical immobilization or extraction of Cd (Chen
et al., 2000; Muehe et al., 2013); (3) phytoremediation by Cd-
hyperaccumulating plants (Marques et al., 2009; Gupta et al.,
2013); (4) screening or breeding of crop genotypes with lower
Cd accumulation (Liu et al., 2010; Meharg et al., 2013); and (5)

proper fertilization for immobilizing Cd in soil or for reducing
Cd uptake by roots of crops (Sarwar et al., 2010; Luo et al., 2012;
Mao et al., 2014).

Recent studies have showed that the application of plant hor-
mones such as abscisic acid (ABA) might be a promising strategy
for reducing Cd accumulation in crops. Hsu and Kao reported
that during Cd exposure, the rice (Oryza sativa L.) plants pre-
treated with ABA showed lesser Cd uptake than by those without
ABA pre-treatment (Hsu and Kao, 2003). Similar results have
been also observed by Uraguchi et al. (2009). However, in these
two reports, extremely high ABA concentrations were used for
pre-treatment (5 and 100 µM, respectively). High doses of ABA
may have toxic effects on the plants, which may negatively affect
the growth and physiological functions of roots. If this was the
case, the inhibitory effect of ABA pre-treatment on Cd uptake in
the above two studies may be because of the toxic effect of the
high dose of ABA rather than the signaling functions of ABA per
se. As a result, application of high-doses of ABA for decreasing
Cd level in plants, also probably leads to the decrease in biomass
production. Such a strategy might be not suitable for practical

www.frontiersin.org December 2014 | Volume 5 | Article 721 | 1

http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Science/editorialboard
http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Science/editorialboard
http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Science/editorialboard
http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Science/about
http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Science
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721/abstract
http://community.frontiersin.org/people/u/198194
http://community.frontiersin.org/people/u/183475
mailto:jincw@zju.edu.cn
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Nutrition/archive


Fan et al. ABA inhibits IRT1-mediated cadmium uptake

crop production in regions where the food supply is insufficient.
Therefore, it is necessary to investigate the effect of low-dose ABA
on Cd uptake by plant roots. If low-dose ABA decreases Cd entry
into plants, and improves (or at least does not decrease) biomass
production, this might be also a practicable strategy for reducing
Cd accumulation in crops grown in Cd contaminated soils.

The mechanism of ABA induced decrease in Cd accumulation
in plants is also of interest. IRON-REGULATED TRANSPORTER
1 (IRT1) is a divalent plasma membrane cation transporter
essential for the uptake of ferrous iron from the soil in non-
germinaceous monocots and dicots (Vert et al., 2002; Kobayashi
and Nishizawa, 2012). However, IRT1 is a broad-spectrum trans-
porter, and it participates in the absorption of several other
divalent cations (Lux et al., 2011; Nishida et al., 2011). Previous
studies have shown that, in the presence of Cd, loss in func-
tion of IRT1 in irt1 mutants leads to a marked decrease in Cd
levels in plant tissues, indicating that IRT1 is a key transporter
responsible for Cd uptake by roots from the growth medium (Vert
et al., 2002). Seguela et al. (2008) showed that exogenous appli-
cation of ABA greatly inhibited IRT1 expression in Arabidopsis
roots. On the basis of these reports, we speculated that exogenous

ABA application might decrease Cd uptake via inhibition
of IRT1.

In this study, wild-type Arabidopsis ecotype Col-0 plants and
an ABA insensitive mutant snrk2.2/2.3 were used to investigate
the effect of low-dose ABA on Cd uptake in plants. Two IRT1-null
mutants, irt1-1 and irt1-2, were also used to clarify the correlation
between decrease in Cd uptake and inhibition of IRT1 activity
in response to ABA application. Evidence presented in this study
indicates that application of low-dose ABA decreases Cd levels in
plants, which is associated with the inhibition of IRT1 activity in
roots.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
PLANT MATERIAL
The Col-0 ecotype of Arabidopsis and mutants generated in its
background were used in this study, including an ABA-insensitive
double mutant snrk2.2/2.3 (Fujii et al., 2007) and two IRT1-null
mutants, irt1-1 and irt1-2 (Fukao et al., 2011). The snrk2.2/2.3
seeds and the irt1-1 and irt1-2 seeds were kind gifts from Dr. Jian-
Kang Zhu (Purdue University, USA) and Dr. Takafumi Mizuno
(Mie University, Japan), respectively.

FIGURE 1 | Effects of varying doses of ABA on Cd tolerance of Col-0

plants. Plants were grown in Cd-free (−Cd) or 10 µM Cd-added (+Cd) nutrient
solution with varying concentrations of ABA added for 7 day. The Fe level in

the nutrient solution was 25 µM. (A) Leaf chlorosis. (B) Shoot biomass. (C)

Root biomass. Red arrows indicate necrotic leaves. Data are means ± SD
(n = 8). Different letters represent significantly different values at P < 0.05.
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HYDROPONIC CULTURE
Seeds were germinated on a nylon net floating in complete
nutrient solution [750 µM NaH2PO4, 500 µM MgSO4, 375 µM
K2SO4, 2.25 mM KNO3, 375 µM (NH4)2SO4, 1 mM CaCl2,
10 µM H3BO3, 0.5 µM MnSO4, 0.5 µM ZnSO4, 0.1 µM CuSO4,
0.1 µM (NH4)6Mo7O24, and 25 µM Fe-EDTA, pH 5.8]. On day
7, after germination, the seedlings were transferred to sand sup-
plemented with fresh complete nutrient solution. After 10 days,
batches of four seedlings were transplanted to 0.4 L pots filled
with complete nutrient solution. At 5 weeks of age, the plants were
transferred to the following media: complete nutrient solution
alone; complete nutrient solution with varying concentrations
of ABA (as indicated in the figures); complete nutrient solution
with 10 µM CdCl2, complete nutrient solution with both 10 µM
CdCl2 and varying concentrations of ABA. The growth media
were renewed daily. The plants were harvested for further analysis
after 3 or 7 days of treatments.

For exogenous ABA treatment with different iron concentra-
tions, 5-week-old plants were transferred to 10 µM Cd-added
nutrient solutions containing 0.0 or 0.5 µM ABA. The iron con-
centration in the nutrient solutions was maintained at 25 µM or
decreased to 5 µM. The growth mediums in all treatments were
renewed daily. The plants were harvested for further analysis after
3 or 7 days of treatments.

MEASUREMENT OF BIOMASS AND METAL CONCENTRATIONS
After harvest, the plants were separated into shoots and roots
with scissors. Roots were washed three times with deionized water
and blotted dry with a paper towel. The fresh weights of shoots
and roots were then recorded. Thereafter, the plant tissues were
dried at 80◦C for 48 h. The dried samples were wet digested as
previously described (Jin et al., 2009). Digestates were diluted
by ultrapure water, and the concentrations of Cd and Fe in the
digestates were analyzed by Thermo Scientific AAS (iCE 3300).

REAL-TIME REVERSE TRANSCRIPTION-PCR ANALYSIS
The root samples were ground in liquid nitrogen. The total RNA
was extracted with TRIzol. The first-strand cDNA was synthe-
sized with the total RNA by PrimeScript reverse transcription
(RT) reagent kit (TaKaRa). The mRNA levels of IRT1 were
detected by the SYBR Green RTPCR kit (TaKaRa) with the fol-
lowing pair of gene-specific primers: fw, AAGCTTTGATCAC

GGTTGG; rev, TTAGGTCCCATGAACTCCG. The RT-PCR anal-
ysis was performed with MJ Option™ 2Real-Time PCR System
(MJ Research™) with the following cycling conditions: 30 s at
95◦C, 40 cycles of 95◦C for 5 s, 55◦C for 30 s, 72◦C for 30 s. A pair
of UBQ10 housekeeping gene primers was used for a control in
the PCR: fw: ACCCTAACGGGAAAGACGA; rev, GGAGCCTGA
GAACAAGATGAA. Amplification of PCR products was moni-
tored via intercalation of SYBR-Green Relative expression of IRT1
was calculated according to the equation as described previously
(Jin et al., 2009).

STATISTICS
All statistical analyses were conducted with SAS software (SAS
Institute, Cary, NC). Means were compared by t test or Fisher’s
least significant difference test at P < 0.05 in all cases.

RESULTS
EFFECT OF ABA APPLICATION ON Cd TOLERANCE
Chlorosis of leaves is an apparent symptom of Cd stress to plants
(Dalcorso et al., 2008). After 7 days of exposure to 10 µM Cd,
the newly formed leaves of Col-0 plants showed severe chloro-
sis (Figure 1A). Because high-dose ABA may be toxic to plants,
a series of low concentrations of ABA (0.1–1 µM) were applied
to the plants. The Cd-induced chlorosis was clearly alleviated
by the ABA treatment, with increased alleviation when the ABA
concentration was increased. At 1 µM ABA concentration, the
oldest mature leaves (indicated using red arrows in figure) in
both Cd-free and Cd-exposed plants became necrotic and wilted
(Figure 1A), indicating that a high dose of ABA is toxic to plants
regardless of Cd exposure.

Inhibition of growth is another typical symptom of Cd stress
to plants (Jin et al., 2013; Mao et al., 2014). Therefore, the effect
of exogenous ABA on Cd-inhibited growth was also investigated.
In the absence of Cd, applications of 0.1–0.5 µM ABA showed
no significant decrease in shoot and root biomasses. In the pres-
ence of Cd, shoot and root biomasses showed improvement with
increase in ABA concentrations. However, at 1 µM ABA concen-
tration, both shoot and root biomasses were greatly decreased
regardless of Cd exposure (Figures 1B,C), providing additional
evidence that high-dose ABA is toxic to plants. These results sug-
gested that application with low-dose ABA alleviates Cd toxicity
in plants.

FIGURE 2 | Effects of varying doses of ABA on Cd levels and Cd

uptake in Col-0 and snrk2.2/2.3 plants. Plants were grown in a
nutrient solution with 10 µM Cd and varying concentrations of ABA
added for 7 days. The Fe level in the nutrient solution was 25 µM. (A)

Cd concentration in shoots. (B) Cd concentration in roots. (C) Amount
of Cd absorbed by per weight of roots (ACAPR). Data are means ±SD
(n = 5). Different letters represent significantly different values at
P < 0.05.
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FIGURE 3 | Effects of ABA on IRT1 expression and Fe

concentration in Col-0 plants. Plants were grown in 10 µM
Cd-added nutrient solution containing 0 or 0.5 µM ABA. The Fe level
in the nutrient solution was 25 µM. The expression of IRT1 and Fe
concentration were analyzed after 3 and 7 days of treatments,

respectively. (A) Expression of IRT1 in roots. (B) Fe concentration in
shoots. (C) Fe concentration in roots. Transcript level of IRT1 was
normalized to that of UBQ10 mRNA (100%). Data are means ± SD
(n = 5).∗Significant differences (P < 0.05) between ABA-free and
ABA-added treatments.

FIGURE 4 | Effect of ABA on Fe concentration in Col-0 plants and the

irt1-1 and irt1-2 mutants. Plants were grown in 10 µM Cd-added nutrient
solution containing 0 (−ABA) or 0.5 µM ABA for 7 days. The Fe level in the

nutrient solution was 25 µM. (A) Fe concentration in shoots. (B) Fe
concentration in roots. Data are means ± SD (n = 5). ∗Significant differences
(P < 0.05) between ABA-free and ABA-added treatments.

FIGURE 5 | Effects of ABA on (A) IRT1 expression and (B) Cd uptake in

roots of Col-0 plants supplied with different levels of Fe. Plants were
grown in 10 µM Cd-added nutrient solution containing 0 or 0.5 µM ABA.
The Fe level in the nutrient solution was 25 or 5 µM. The expression of

IRT1 and the amount of Cd absorbed by per weight of roots were
analyzed after 3 and 7 days of treatments, respectively. Data are means ±
SD (n = 5). ∗Significant differences (P < 0.05) between ABA-free and
ABA-added treatments.
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EFFECT OF ABA APPLICATION ON Cd UPTAKE
The level of a toxic metal accumulation in plants is a cru-
cial factor in determining the toxic effects of the metal on
plants (Das et al., 1997). Since 1 µM ABA negatively affected
plant growth, we measured Cd levels in the Cd-exposed plants
from 0.0 to 0.5 µM ABA treatments. As shown in Figures 2A,B,
increase in ABA concentrations significantly decreased the Cd
levels in both shoots and roots of Col-0 plants. In the 0.5 µM
ABA treatment, the Cd levels in shoots and roots were respec-
tively 40 and 30% less as compared with those in the ABA-
free treatment. In addition, the amount of Cd absorbed per
weight of roots (ACAPCR) decreased with increase in ABA levels
(Figure 2C). These results indicated that application of low-dose
ABA inhibits Cd uptake by roots, thus decreasing Cd accumula-
tion in plants.

We also investigated the effect of ABA treatment on Cd lev-
els in ABA insensitive double mutant SnRK2.2/2.3 in which the

FIGURE 6 | Effect of ABA on expression of IRT1 in Col-0 and snrk2.2/2.3

plants. Plants were grown in 10 µM Cd-added nutrient solution containing
0 or 0.5 µM ABA for 3 days. The Fe level in the nutrient solution was
25 µM. Transcript level of IRT1 was normalized to that of UBQ10 mRNA
(100%). Data are means ± SD (n = 6). ∗Significant differences (P < 0.05)
between ABA-free and ABA-added treatments.

SnRK2.2 and SnRK2.3 mediated ABA signaling pathways are
null (Fujii et al., 2007). As compared with ABA-free treatment,
0.1 or 0.2 µM ABA application showed no marked effect in
both shoots and roots of the mutant plants. Treatment with
0.5 µM ABA also had little effect on Cd level in roots of
the mutant plants. These results were in contrast with those
obtained for Col-0 plants (Figures 2A,B). In addition, although
0.5 µM ABA application decreased the Cd level in shoots of
snrk2.2/2.3 mutant plants significantly, the decrease was less than
that observed in Col-0 plants (Figures 2A,B). The decreases in
ACAPCR were also clearly less pronounced in the snrk2.2/2.3
mutant plants than in the Col-0 plants in response to varying
doses of ABA (Figure 2C). These results indicated that inhi-
bition of Cd uptake by treatment with low dose of ABA in
wild-type plants should be dependent on the signaling func-
tions of ABA, rather than its toxic effect. Because 0.5 µM ABA
showed the greatest inhibition on the Cd uptake of roots, all
of the subsequent experiments were performed using 0.5 µM
ABA.

ABA APPLICATION INHIBITS IRT1 EXPRESSION IN ROOTS BUT
INCREASES Fe LEVELS IN PLANTS
Because the ABA-decreased Cd uptake was previously assumed
to be associated with an inhibition in activity of IRT1, the pri-
mary Fe transporter in roots, the effects of ABA application
on IRT1 expression and Fe concentration in Cd-exposed plants
were analyzed. As compared with the ABA-free treatment, the
0.5 µM ABA application resulted in about 90% decrease in the
transcript level of IRT1 in roots of Col-0 plants (Figure 3A).
However, 0.5 µM ABA application increased Fe levels in both
roots and shoots (Figures 3B,C), indicating that ABA-increased
Fe uptake in plants might not be associated with IRT1. We
then investigated the effect of exogenous ABA on Fe concentra-
tion in two IRT1-null mutants, irt1-1 and irt1-2. After 7 days
of 0.5 µM ABA treatment, increased Fe levels were observed
in shoots and roots of these two Cd-exposed irt1 mutants
(Figures 4A,B). These result verified the above speculation that
IRT1 is not involved in the process of ABA increasing Fe
uptake.

FIGURE 7 | Effects of ABA on Cd concentration and Cd uptake in

Col-0 plants and the irt1-1and irt1-2 mutants. Plants were grown in
10 µM Cd-added nutrient solution containing 0 (−ABA) or 0.5 µM ABA
for 7 days. The Fe level in the nutrient solution was 25 µM. (A) Shoot

Cd concentrations. (B) Root Cd concentrations. (C) Amount of Cd
absorbed by per weight of roots. Data are means ± SD (n = 5).
∗Significant differences (P < 0.05) between ABA-free and ABA-added
treatments.
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INHIBITION OF IRT1 IS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE ABA-INHIBITED Cd
UPTAKE
The IRT1 activity was previously shown to be tightly regulated
by the Fe level supplied to the plant (Vert et al., 2002; Kobayashi
and Nishizawa, 2012). Therefore, we first used the Col-0 plants
fed with two different levels of Fe to test the correlation between
inhibition of IRT1 and decrease of Cd uptake in roots in response
to ABA application. In the presence of Cd, the expression of IRT1
in roots of the plants fed with 5 µM Fe was significantly higher
than that of the plant fed 25 µM Fe, but at 0.5 µM ABA con-
centration IRT1 levels were similar in both (Figure 5A). Similarly,
the ACAPCRs of the former plants were also significantly higher
than that of the latter plants, but decreased to a similar level
by ABA application (Figure 5B). The coordination between the
manners of ABA-meditated inhibitions in IRT1 expression and in
Cd uptake supports the assumption that exogenous ABA might
decrease Cd uptake via inhibition of IRT1.

Since the ABA-mediated inhibition of Cd uptake was less in
snrk2.2/2.3 mutant as compared to Col-0 plant (Figure 2C), the
effects of ABA application on IRT1 expressions in roots were com-
pared between these two plant lines. As shown in Figure 6, IRT1
expressions in Col-0 and snrk2.2/2.3 were significantly inhib-
ited by 0.5 µM ABA in the presence of Cd. The inhibition was
much more predominant in wild-type plants as compared to the
mutant plants (Figure 6). This difference in IRT1 expression cor-
related with the observation that ABA application resulted in
more decrease in ACAPCR in Col-0 plants than in snrk2.2/2.3
mutant plants (Figure 2C). This correlation further supports the
assumption that the decreased Cd uptake resulting from ABA
treatment is probably due to the inhibition of IRT1 activity.

We then investigated the effects of ABA application on Cd
levels in irt1-1and irt1-2, mutants. As shown in Figure 7, the
Cd levels in shoots of irt1-1 and irt1-2 mutants significantly
decreased, whereas the decrease in both mutants was less than
that observed in Col-0 plants. In addition, the 0.5 µM ABA appli-
cation increased the Cd levels in roots of these two irt1 mutants,
although the increase was not statistically significantly, which is in
contrast with the results obtained for Col-0 plants. Furthermore,
the ACAPCRs in irt1-1 and irt1-2 mutants were barely affected
by the ABA treatment, whereas a significant decrease of 50%
was observed in Col-0 plants. These results verified that ABA-
decreased Cd uptake is associated with the inhibition of IRT
activity.

DISCUSSION
This study verified our speculation that the inhibition of root
Cd uptake because of ABA pre-treatment (Hsu and Kao, 2003;
Uraguchi et al., 2009) may be the result of toxicity by high doses of
ABA used for the pre-treatments. We showed that 1 µM of ABA
was sufficient to significantly impair the growth of Col-0 plants
regardless of Cd treatments. However, application of ABA at the
doses less than 1 µM had no significant effect on the growth of
Col-0 plants in the absence of Cd. Moreover, this treatment sig-
nificantly decreased Cd uptake by roots in the presence of Cd,
thus decreasing Cd levels in plant organs, alleviating Cd-induced
chlorosis in leaves, and improving the growth (Figure 1). These
results suggest that inhibition of root Cd uptake by low dose of

ABA should be attributed to its signaling function rather its toxic
effect. The significant inhibitory effect of ABA on the Cd uptake
in Col-0 plants as compared to the snrk2.2/2.3 mutants, in which
the SnRK2.2 and SnRK2.3 mediated ABA signaling pathways
are lost (Fujii et al., 2007), further confirmed this observation
(Figure 2C).

Various plant hormones are widely used to improve crop pro-
ductions. For example, auxin and its analogs have been used to
increase yield and improve the fiber quality of cotton (Gossypium
barbadense L.) (Sawan and Sakr, 1998). Gibberellins have been
used to delay ripening and reduce berry drop in seedless grapes
(Vitis labrusca L.) (Bental, 1990). The findings in this present
study indicate that exogenous application of low-dose ABA might
be also a promising agricultural practice for reducing Cd accu-
mulation in crops grown in Cd contaminated soils. We observed
that Fe levels in the growth medium have a distinct impact on
the efficiency of ABA induced decrease in Cd uptakes. In the
growth medium containing 5 µM Fe, 0.5 µM ABA application
resulted in about 55% decrease in the Cd uptake, whereas in the
present of 25 µM Fe, the same dose of ABA application decreased
the Cd uptake by only about 30% (Figure 5B). Hence, it seems
that ABA application might have better efficiency in decreas-
ing Cd contamination in crops grown in calcareous soils where
the Fe bioavailability is often severely limited, and which occupy
30% of the earth’s surface (Jin et al., 2007; Kim and Guerinot,
2007). It is worth noting that ABA is metabolically unstable
due to glycosylation at its carboxylate group and hydroxylation
at its cyclohexenone ring (Saito et al., 2004). Accordingly, ABA
is easily decomposed by microbes in soil conditions (Hartung
et al., 1996). As a result, in field crop production, application
of ABA compound into the soils to decrease Cd uptake of crops
might be unsuitable. Other alternative techniques need to be

FIGURE 8 | Schematic model of ABA-mediated decrease in Cd

accumulation in Arabidopsis plants.
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developed to avoid this shortfall of ABA application in soils.
Interestingly, several fungi such as Cercospora rosicola, Cercospora
cruenta, and Botrytis cinerea, have the abilities to biosynthesize
ABA compound (Oritani and Kiyota, 2003). Approaches using
these ABA-synthesizing fungi to produce ABA compound in situ
in rhizosphere soil may be a promising alternative techniques for
decreasing Cd contamination in crops. Alternatively, the applica-
tion of a chemically stable ABA-analog such as AM1 (ABA-mimic
1) may be an alternative. AM1 lacks the carboxylate group as well
as the conjugated linker, and thus is chemically more stable than
ABA (Cao et al., 2013). Future studies need to be undertaken to
clarify the actual effects of the above two proposed techniques on
decreasing Cd contamination in crops.

Although it is clear that low-dose ABA application decreases
Cd uptake in roots, a question arises about as to how this hap-
pens. As mentioned in the earlier sections, IRT1 transporter is
not only essential for roots to acquire ferrous iron from soil, but
also plays a key role in the Cd uptake (Vert et al., 2002; Lux et al.,
2011). Many studies have revealed that modification of root Cd
uptake by pharmacological treatment or environment variations
associated with the alteration in IRT1 activity. For example, treat-
ment of L-NAME, an inhibitor of nitric oxide syntheses, has been
reported to decrease Cd uptake of Arabidopsis plants through
inhibition of IRT1 expression in roots (Besson-Bard et al., 2009).
Our recent study showed that increase of IRT1 expression might
be a key mechanism involved in nitrate-facilitated Cd uptake in
roots of tomato (Solanum lycopersicum L.) plants (Luo et al.,
2012). In this present study, we found that, in two different Fe-
supply growth conditions, the decreases in ACAPCR correlated
with the inhibitions of the IRT1 expression in roots in response to
ABA application (Figure 5). Furthermore, the difference in ABA-
inhibited IRT1 expressions between Col-0 and snrk2.2/2.3 also
correlated well with the difference in ABA-decreased ACAPCRs
between these two plant lines (Figures 2C, 6). These findings sug-
gested that decrease in ABA-induced Cd uptake may be due to the
inhibition of IRT1 activity. This suggestion was further verified by
negligible effect on ACAPCR values of IRT1-null mutants, irt1-1
and irt1-2 by ABA application (Figure 7).

Interestingly, although IRT1 is the primary Fe transporter
(Vert et al., 2002) and ABA application strongly decreased IRT1
expression in roots of Col-0 plant, exogenous ABA increased Fe
concentrations in both Col-0 plants and irt1 mutants under Cd-
exposed conditions (Figures 3, 4). This shows that only IRT1
is not responsible for ABA mediated increase in Fe acquisition.
Recently studies have implicated that unidentified plasmalemma
pathway may also play a role in iron acquisition by roots (Jin
et al., 2014). Iron levels in red clover and Arabidopsis fed with
Fe (III)–siderophore which is barely reduced to Fe2+ by ferric
chelate reductase for the subsequent uptake by IRT1, were found
to be higher than in those fed with Fe–EDTA (Vansuyt et al., 2007;
Jin et al., 2010). Another question arises about the mechanism(s)
involved in inhibition of IRT1 expression in response to exoge-
nous ABA. It is well-known that the expression of IRT1 in roots
is negatively regulated by the Fe status in plants (Connolly et al.,
2002; Vert et al., 2002; Kobayashi and Nishizawa, 2012). We pro-
pose the following model in which exogenous ABA application
results in IRT1-independent Fe acquisition, by an unidentified

plasmalemma pathway and consequent elevation of iron level in
plants resulting in inhibition of IRT1 expression in roots. As a
result, the IRT1-mediated Cd uptake by roots is decreased, and
plant growth is improved (Figure 8).

For crop production in Cd contaminated soil, developing
techniques based on ABA application (e.g., in situ synthesis of
ABA by microorganisms and application of stable ABA-analogs
in soil) might provide a promising approach to reducing Cd
accumulation in edible organs, thus improving food safety. It
is worth mentioning that ABA application also significantly
decreases the Cd translocation from roots to shoots in Col-0
plants (Supplementary Figure 1). Since Cd is highly toxic to
plants, decrease in Cd translocation into shoots was proposed
to protect important organs of shoots (Gong et al., 2003; Li
et al., 2010). Therefore, the inhibition of Cd translocation from
roots to shoots by ABA may also contribute to Cd tolerance.
Nevertheless, we also observed that inhibitory effect of ABA on
Cd translocation in Col-0 plants and irt1 mutants were very sim-
ilar (Supplementary Figure 2), indicating that inhibition of Cd
translocation by ABA is independent of IRT1. The mechanism
of ABA-mediated inhibition in Cd translocation remains unclear,
and further studies are necessary to reveal this.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This work was financially supported by the Natural Science
Foundation of China (31270041), the Zhejiang Province Natural
Science Foundation (LR13C130001 and LY14C130001), and
the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities
(2014QNA6006).

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL
The Supplementary Material for this article can be found
online at: http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpls.2014.
00721/abstract

REFERENCES
Bental, Y. (1990). Effects of gibberellin treatments on ripening and berry drop from

Thompson seedless grapes. Am. J. Enol. Vitic. 41, 142–146.
Besson-Bard, A., Gravot, A., Richaud, P., Auroy, P., Duc, C., Gaymard, F., et al.

(2009). Nitric oxide contributes to cadmium toxicity in Arabidopsis by promot-
ing cadmium accumulation in roots and by up-regulating genes related to iron
uptake. Plant Physiol. 149, 1302–1315. doi: 10.1104/pp.108.133348

Cao, M. J., Liu, X., Zhang, Y., Xue, X. Q., Zhou, X. E., Melcher, K., et al. (2013). An
ABA-mimicking ligand that reduces water loss and promotes drought resistance
in plants. Cell Res. 23, 1043–1054. doi: 10.1038/cr.2013.95

Chen, H. M., Zheng, C. R., Tu, C., and Shen, Z. G. (2000). Chemical methods
and phytoremediation of soil contaminated with heavy metals. Chemosphere 41,
229–234. doi: 10.1016/S0045-6535(99)00415-4

Connolly, E. L., Fett, J. P., and Guerinot, M. L. (2002). Expression of the IRT1
metal transporter is controlled by metals at the levels of transcript and protein
accumulation. Plant Cell 14, 1347–1357. doi: 10.1105/tpc.001263

Dalcorso, G., Farinati, S., Maistri, S., and Furini, A. (2008). How plants cope with
cadmium: Staking all on metabolism and gene expression. J. Integr. Plant Biol.
50, 1268–1280. doi: 10.1111/j.1744-7909.2008.00737.x

Das, P., Samantaray, S., and Rout, G. R. (1997). Studies on cadmium toxicity
in plants: a review. Environ. Pollut. 98, 29–36. doi: 10.1016/S0269-7491(97)0
0110-3

Fujii, H., Verslues, P. E., and Zhu, J. K. (2007). Identification of two protein kinases
required for abscisic acid regulation of seed germination, root growth, and
gene expression in Arabidopsis. Plant Cell 19, 485–494. doi: 10.1105/tpc.106.0
48538

www.frontiersin.org December 2014 | Volume 5 | Article 721 | 7

http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/journal/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Nutrition/archive


Fan et al. ABA inhibits IRT1-mediated cadmium uptake

Fukao, Y., Ferjani, A., Tomioka, R., Nagasaki, N., Kurata, R., Nishimori, Y.,
et al. (2011). iTRAQ analysis reveals mechanisms of growth defects due to
excess zinc in Arabidopsis. Plant Physiol. 155, 1893–1907. doi: 10.1104/pp.110.1
69730

Gong, J. M., Lee, D. A., and Schroeder, J. I. (2003). Long-distance root-to-shoot
transport of phytochelatins and cadmium in Arabidopsis. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci.
U.S.A. 100, 10118–10123. doi: 10.1073/pnas.1734072100

Gupta, A. K., Verma, S. K., Khan, K., and Verma, R. K. (2013). Phytoremediation
using aromatic plants: a sustainable approach for remediation of heavy met-
als polluted sites. Environ. Sci. Technol. 47, 10115–10116. doi: 10.1021/es40
3469c

Hartung, W., Sauter, A., Turner, N. C., Fillery, I., and Heilmeier, H. (1996). Abscisic
acid in soils: what is its function and which factors and mechanisms influence
its concentration? Plant Soil 184, 105–110. doi: 10.1007/BF00029279

Hsu, Y. T., and Kao, C. H. (2003). Role of abscisic acid in cadmium tolerance of rice
(Oryza sativa L.) seedlings. Plant Cell Environ. 26, 867–874. doi: 10.1046/j.1365-
3040.2003.01018.x

Jin, C. W., Du, S. T., Chen, W. W., Li, G. X., Zhang, Y. S., and Zheng, S. J. (2009).
Elevated carbon dioxide improves plant iron nutrition through enhancing the
iron-deficiency-induced responses under iron-limited conditions in tomato.
Plant Physiol. 150, 272–280. doi: 10.1104/pp.109.136721

Jin, C. W., Li, G. X., Yu, X. H., and Zheng, S. J. (2010). Plant Fe status affects the
composition of siderophore-secreting microbes in the rhizosphere. Ann. Bot.
105, 835–841. doi: 10.1093/aob/mcq071

Jin, C. W., Mao, Q. Q., Luo, B. F., Lin, X. Y., and Du, S. T. (2013). Mutation of mpk6
enhances cadmium tolerance in Arabidopsis plants by alleviating oxidative
stress. Plant Soil 371, 387–396. doi: 10.1007/s11104-013-1699-8

Jin, C. W., Ye, Y. Q., and Zheng, S. J. (2014). An underground tale: contribution
of microbial activity to plant iron acquisition via ecological processes. Ann. Bot.
113, 7–18. doi: 10.1093/aob/mct249

Jin, C. W., You, G. Y., He, Y. F., Tang, C. X., Wu, P., and Zheng, S. J.
(2007). Iron deficiency-induced secretion of phenolics facilitates the reutiliza-
tion of root apoplastic iron in red clover. Plant Physiol. 144, 278–285. doi:
10.1104/pp.107.095794

Khan, F. I., Husain, T., and Hejazi, R. (2004). An overview and analy-
sis of site remediation technologies. J. Environ. Manage. 71, 95–122. doi:
10.1016/j.jenvman.2004.02.003

Kim, S. A., and Guerinot, M. L. (2007). Mining iron: iron uptake and transport in
plants. Febs Lett. 581, 2273–2280. doi: 10.1016/j.febslet.2007.04.043

Kobayashi, T., and Nishizawa, N. K. (2012). Iron uptake, translocation, and regula-
tion in higher plants. Annu. Rev. Plant Biol. 63, 131–152. doi: 10.1146/annurev-
arplant-042811-105522

Li, J. Y., Fu, Y. L., Pike, S. M., Bao, J., Tian, W., Zhang, Y., et al. (2010). The
Arabidopsis nitrate transporter NRT1.8 functions in nitrate removal from the
xylem sap and mediates cadmium tolerance. Plant Cell 22, 1633–1646. doi:
10.1105/tpc.110.075242

Liu, W. T., Zhou, Q. X., An, J., Sun, Y. B., and Liu, R. (2010). Variations in
cadmium accumulation among Chinese cabbage cultivars and screening for
Cd-safe cultivars. J. Hazard. Mater. 173, 737–743. doi: 10.1016/j.jhazmat.2009.
08.147

Luo, B. F., Du, S. T., Lu, K. X., Liu, W. J., Lin, X. Y., and Jin, C. W. (2012). Iron uptake
system mediates nitrate-facilitated cadmium accumulation in tomato (Solanum
lycopersicum) plants. J. Exp. Bot. 63, 3127–3136. doi: 10.1093/jxb/ers036

Lux, A., Martinka, M., Vaculik, M., and White, P. J. (2011). Root responses
to cadmium in the rhizosphere: a review. J. Exp. Bot. 62, 21–37. doi:
10.1093/jxb/erq281

Mao, Q. Q., Guan, M. Y., Lu, K. X., Du, S. T., Fan, S. K., Ye, Y. Q., et al.
(2014). Inhibition of NRT1.1-controlled nitrate uptake reduces cadmium
uptake in Arabidopsis. Plant Physiol. 166, 934–944. doi: 10.1104/pp.114.2
43766

Marques, A. P. G. C., Rangel, A. O. S. S., and Castro, P. M. L. (2009). Remediation
of heavy metal contaminated soils: phytoremediation as a potentially promis-
ing clean-up technology. Crit. Rev. Environ. Sci. Technol. 39, 622–654. doi:
10.1080/10643380701798272

Meharg, A. A., Norton, G., Deacon, C., Williams, P., Adomako, E. E., Price, A.,
et al. (2013). Variation in rice cadmium related to human exposure. Environ.
Sci. Technol. 47, 5613–5618. doi: 10.1021/es400521h

Muehe, E. M., Adaktylou, I. J., Obst, M., Zeitvogel, F., Behrens, S., Planer-
Friedrich, B., et al. (2013). Organic carbon and reducing conditions lead to
cadmium immobilization by secondary Fe mineral formation in a pH-neutral
soil. Environ. Sci. Technol. 47, 13430–13439. doi: 10.1021/es403438n

Nishida, S., Tsuzuki, C., Kato, A., Aisu, A., Yoshida, J., and Mizuno, T. (2011).
AtIRT1, the primary iron uptake transporter in the root, mediates excess nickel
accumulation in Arabidopsis thaliana. Plant Cell Physiol. 52, 1433–1442. doi:
10.1093/pcp/pcr089

Oritani, T., and Kiyota, H. (2003). Biosynthesis and metabolism of abscisic acid and
related compounds. Nat. Prod. Rep. 20, 414–425. doi: 10.1039/b109859b

Pan, K., and Wang, W. X. (2012). Trace metal contamination in estuarine
and coastal environments in China. Sci. Total Environ. 421, 3–16. doi:
10.1016/j.scitotenv.2011.03.013

Pulford, I. D., and Watson, C. (2003). Phytoremediation of heavy metal-
contaminated land by trees – a review. Environ. Int. 29, 529–540. doi:
10.1016/S0160-4120(02)00152-6

Ronald, E. (ed.). (2000). Handbook of Chemical Risk Assessment: Health Hazards to
Humans, Plants, and Animals. Boca Raton, FL: Lewis Publishers.

Saito, S., Hirai, N., Matsumoto, C., Ohigashi, H., Ohta, D., Sakata, K., et al. (2004).
Arabidopsis CYP707As encode (+)-abscisic acid 8′-hydroxylase, a key enzyme
in the oxidative catabolism of abscisic acid. Plant Physiol. 134, 1439–1449. doi:
10.1104/pp.103.037614

Sarwar, N., Saifullah, Malhi, S. S., Zia, M. H., Naeem, A., Bibi, S., et al. (2010). Role
of mineral nutrition in minimizing cadmium accumulation by plants. J. Sci.
Food Agric. 90, 925–937. doi: 10.1002/jsfa.3916

Sawan, Z. M., and Sakr, R. A. (1998). Effect of 1-naphthalene acetic acid concen-
trations and the number of applications on the yield components, yield and
fibre properties of the Egyptian cotton (Gossypium barbadense L.). Agronomie
18, 275–283. doi: 10.1051/agro:19980403

Seguela, M., Briat, J. F., Vert, G., and Curie, C. (2008). Cytokinins negatively regu-
late the root iron uptake machinery in Arabidopsis through a growth-dependent
pathway. Plant J. 55, 289–300. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-313X.2008.03502.x

Uraguchi, S., Mori, S., Kuramata, M., Kawasaki, A., Arao, T., and Ishikawa, S.
(2009). Root-to-shoot Cd translocation via the xylem is the major process
determining shoot and grain cadmium accumulation in rice. J. Exp. Bot. 60,
2677–2688. doi: 10.1093/jxb/erp119

Vansuyt, G., Robin, A., Briat, J. F., Curie, C., and Lemanceau, P. (2007). Iron acqui-
sition from Fe-pyoverdine by Arabidopsis thaliana. Mol. Plant Microbe Interact.
20, 441–447. doi: 10.1094/MPMI-20-4-0441

Vert, G., Grotz, N., Dedaldechamp, F., Gaymard, F., Guerinot, M. L., Briat, J. F.,
et al. (2002). IRT1, an Arabidopsis transporter essential for iron uptake from
the soil and for plant growth. Plant Cell 14, 1223–1233. doi: 10.1105/tpc.001388

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was con-
ducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Received: 13 September 2014; accepted: 30 November 2014; published online: 16
December 2014.
Citation: Fan SK, Fang XZ, Guan MY, Ye YQ, Lin XY, Du ST and Jin CW (2014)
Exogenous abscisic acid application decreases cadmium accumulation in Arabidopsis
plants, which is associated with the inhibition of IRT1-mediated cadmium uptake.
Front. Plant Sci. 5:721. doi: 10.3389/fpls.2014.00721
This article was submitted to Plant Nutrition, a section of the journal Frontiers in
Plant Science.
Copyright © 2014 Fan, Fang, Guan, Ye, Lin, Du and Jin. This is an open-access
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided
the original author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original publication in this
journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or
reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Plant Science | Plant Nutrition December 2014 | Volume 5 | Article 721 | 8

http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpls.2014.00721
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Nutrition
http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Nutrition
http://www.frontiersin.org/Plant_Nutrition/archive

	Exogenous abscisic acid application decreases cadmium accumulation in Arabidopsis plants, which is associated with the inhibition of IRT1-mediated cadmium uptake
	Introduction
	Materials and Methods
	Plant Material
	Hydroponic Culture
	Measurement of Biomass and Metal Concentrations
	Real-Time Reverse Transcription-PCR Analysis
	Statistics

	Results
	Effect of ABA Application on Cd Tolerance
	Effect of ABA Application on Cd Uptake
	ABA Application Inhibits IRT1 Expression in Roots but Increases Fe Levels in Plants
	Inhibition of IRT1 is Responsible for the ABA-Inhibited Cd Uptake

	Discussion
	Acknowledgments
	Supplementary Material
	References


