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Summary: The ameliorative impact of salicylic acid (SA) and ethylene diamine tetraacetic acid
(EDTA) on cytogenetic and growth changes induced in Allium cepa by toxic concentration of
copper (Cu) was investigated. Onion bulbs were treated with solutions prepared from different
combinations of these substances: Cu (100.79 mmol l-1), Cu + EDTA (1273.75 mmol l-1), Cu +
SA (1000.00 mmol l-1), Cu + EDTA + SA for 5 days. It was observed that Cu toxicity inhibited
root length and root biomass by 43% and 76% respectively, and induced a 71% decrease in
the mitotic index. Chromosomal aberrations such as anaphase bridges, stickiness and vagrant
were also induced in treated roots. The damaging effect of Cu on the mitotic index was reduced
to 16% and 34% by EDTA and SA, respectively. Though SA was not as effective as EDTA in
protecting root length and biomass, it demonstrated some degree of ameliorative effects on the
sticky chromosomes. However, the impact of EDTA seemed to be hindered by the presence of
SA. In all treatments the absorbance ratio (A260/280) of DNA remained 1.8-2.0, indicating that the
quality of DNA was not significantly affected by the tested Cu concentration. Chelating Cu with
EDTA protected root growth and cytotoxic effects while SA corrected genotoxic effects caused
by Cu toxicity.
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INTRODUCTION
Copper is an essential micronutrient
in plants that supports many physiological
processes including plant growth and it
is a key to plant elasticity. It is present
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as a co-factor of many metalloproteins
in several enzymes that play important
roles in photosynthesis, respiration
and other metabolic processes. It is
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important in chlorophyll formation
and promotes seed production (Claire
et al., 1991; Quartacci et al., 2000).
Plants respond to the deficiency and
excess of Cu in the soil. Cu deficiency
in plants causes deleterious effects, such
as chlorosis, necrosis, root inhibition,
delayed flowering, reduction in starch
production, plant vigour and nitrogen
fixation in legumes (Chatterjee and
Chatterjee, 2000). However, problems
are known to occur due to excess Cu
in cells. Toxic levels of Cu reduce
seed germination, shoot vigour, iron
availability and can suppress mitotic
activity and induce chromosomal
aberrations in plants (Liu et al., 1994,
1995; Ke et al., 2007; Jiang et al.,
2001). Cu has been observed to promote
oxidative DNA strand scission, mostly
single strand breaks and base damage.
In conjunction with other metals they
induce more damage to pyrimidine than
purine bases. These may be precursors
of possible carcinogenic effects (Liang
et al., 1999).
Salicylic acid is a compound that is
chemically similar to aspirin. It functions
as a phytohormone, an important factor
in environmental stress tolerance in
plants (Bosch et al., 2007). SA produces
an ameliorative protective effect in
plants in response to abiotic stress, such
as metal toxicity, heat, chilling, osmotic
and salt stress (Borsani et al., 2001;
Janda et al., 2001; Singh and Usha 2003;
Wang and Li, 2006). SA can stimulate
flowering, increase flower life, promote
ethylene synthesis (Singh and Usha,
2003) and enhance photosynthetic rate
and growth rate (Khan et al., 2003). It
acts as an endogenous signal molecule
responsible for the induction of
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antioxidant responses that protect plants
from damage (Hussein et al., 2007;
Senaratna et al., 2000).
Another compound, ethylenediamine
tetraacetic acid has been shown to
have some protective ability on plant
growth under metal toxicity. EDTA is
a hexadentate (six toothed) ligand and
chelating agent often found to be the
most effective chelating agent with the
ability to sequester metals such as Cu,
Mn, Fe, Pb and Co (Blaylock et al.,
1997; Haung et al., 2008). It improves
metal build up in the shoot of the plant
because it develops a metal chelate
complex which enhances its movement
within the plant, increasing its transport
from roots to aerial parts (Turgut et al.,
2004; Zhuang et al., 2007). Zn-EDTA
treatment at the rate of 0.35g/plot led to
the highest plant height, fresh weight of
aerial plants leaf area, total chlorophyll
content, NPK in leaves, fruit setting and
total yield in tomato growth production
in irrigation conditions (Salama et al.,
2012).
Allium cepa, a classical, low budget
and short term biological assay for
evaluation of cytogenetic effects of
various genotoxic substances has been
proposed as a standard method for
toxicity (Fiskesjo, 1987; El-shahaby et
al., 2003 and Rank, 2003). The roots of
Allium contain oxidase enzyme which
activates the conversion of promutagens
into mutagens. Hence, the objective of
this study was to assess the ameliorative
effect of SA and EDTA against Cumediated toxicity in Allium cepa utilizing
the anaphase telophase chromosome
aberration assay. The investigations
include the impact on the root length and
mass as well as attenuating the possible
Genetics & Plant Physiology 2013 vol. 3 (1–2)
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oxidative DNA damage probably caused
by excess Cu in cells.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Plant material and Allium assay
Onion bulbs (Allium cepa) of the
purple variety of average weight (22g –
27g) were used as the test system. The
dry outer scales and the brownish bottom
plates were removed from healthy onion
bulbs leaving the rings of the root
primordia intact. Bulbs of onions were
first sprouted in tap water under ambient
temperature as described by Friskesjo
(1987). After 24 h, bulbs with good root
growth were selected. Six replicate bulbs
were selected, each with the base seated
on 25 ml vials filled with the test solution.
Distilled water served as the control.
Preliminary investigations showed that
concentrations of CuSO4.5H2O as high
as 3000 mmol l-1 (768 mmol l-1 of Cu)
killed the root cells. Therefore, 393.73
mmol l-1 CuSO4.5H2O (100.79 mmol l-1
of Cu) was used to study the effect of
Cu toxicity with or without 1273.75
mmol l-1 EDTA or 1000.00 mmol l-1
SA. The 5 test solutions were Cu, Cu +
EDTA, Cu + SA, Cu + EDTA + SA and
the control. Onion roots were allowed
to grow in the test solutions for 5 days
and the solutions were renewed daily.
The root length of onion bulbs from
each solution was recorded daily and the
dry biomass of the roots of each plant
was determined after oven drying at
40°C for 3 days. Five bulbs were used
for each concentration and treatment
combinations as well as control. The
length of the newly emerged roots was
measured before transfer to the test
solutions.
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Cytological study
After the treatments, some of the
emerged root tips were removed and
fixed immediately using Clarke’s fixative
-95% ethanol:glacial acetic acid (3:1,
v/v) 24 h after the 5th day of growth. The
root tip was placed at the center of a clean
microscope slide and cut into smaller
bits using dissecting needles. The root
tip was macerated in drops of 1N HCl
for hydrolysis for 5 min. The root tip was
then stained with two drops of acetoorcein stain for 15 min. Afterwards the
cells were squashed gently and evenly
spread. Only one root tip was used per
slide and five slides were prepared for
each bulb. The stained material on the
slide was carefully covered with a cover
slip ensuring that no air was trapped
in the process. The slide was covered
with a sheet of filter paper and pressed
down firmly to remove any excess stain.
Good slides were preserved by sealing
them with colorless nail varnish. Each
treatment was repeated three times.
The prepared slides were placed on a
Zeiss light microscope for viewing.
Three random fields (between 20 and
30 cells/field) were used per slide for
recording mitotic cells and aberrations.
Photomicrographs of some slides were
made under the X40 objective lens or
X100 objective (oil immersion lens).
The mitotic indices were calculated by
dividing the number of dividing cells
per field by the total number of cells per
field and multiplying the results by 100.
DNA extraction and quantification
DNA of the root tips from each
solution was extracted adopting DNA
Extraction Protocol of Dellaporta et al.
(1983), modified using an Eppendorf
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tube centrifuge. The extracted DNA
samples were quantified using the
spectrophotometric analysis at wavelengths of 260 nm and 280 nm. Each
cuvette had a mixture of 95 µl of
distilled water and 5µl DNA sample
against distilled water as blank.
The yield of DNA of onion root tips
extracted was measured using a UV
spectrophotometer at 260 nm. The
purity of DNA was determined by
calculating the ratio of absorbance at
260 nm to that of 280 nm.
Means of 3 replicates were
recorded with standard errors. The test
of significance between treatments
was done using analysis of variance
(ANOVA) and Duncan’s multiple range
test.
RESULTS
Bulbs of Allium cepa placed directly
on vials containing Cu, Cu + SA, Cu +
EDTA + SA showed suppressed root
growth when compared with the control
and signs of wilting and clumping of
roots appeared on the bulbs from the
second day of exposure. Root growth
of bulbs treated with chelated Cu (Cu
+ EDTA) were least affected by Cu
toxicity (Fig. 1). The root cells of bulbs
treated with a toxic concentration of Cu
also showed light blue coloration at the
root tips showing Cu uptake.
Onion bulbs subjected to chelated
Cu had the highest mitotic index while
the bulbs treated with Cu only, had the
lowest mitotic index and the highest
chromosomal aberrations (Table 1).
Treatments containing SA (Cu+SA and
Cu+SA+EDTA) reduced the number of
chromosomal aberrations in the bulbs.

Figure 1. Root length (A) and root
biomass (B) of 5-day-old onion bulbs
subjected to a toxic concentration of
Cu and the protective impact of SA and
EDTA. Bars with similar letters are not
significantly different at P<0.05 using the
Duncan’s test.

Thus, EDTA protected the mitotic
index while SA reduced chromosomal
aberrations. The control had the highest
mitotic index with no chromosomal
aberration. Spectrophotometric analysis
of the extracted DNA from roots
subjected to different treatments showed
an absorbance ratio (A260/280) of 1.80–
2.00.
Root length and biomass were
strongly inhibited by the toxic
concentration of Cu (Fig. 1) but were
significantly protected by chelating Cu
Genetics & Plant Physiology 2013 vol. 3 (1–2)

No. of
cells

300

125

284

203

215

Treatments
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Control

Cu

Cu + EDTA

Cu + SA

Cu + EDTA + SA

12

9

17

3

15

7

4

13

2

11

Metaphase Anaphase

5

13

16

2

32

Telophase

Normal cells dividing

11.16±0.242

12.81±0.105

16.20±0.513

5.60±0.305

19.33±0.681

Mitotic
index
[%]

0

0

2

4

0

Stickiness

3

3

6

5

0

Bridged

4

5

4

7

0

Vagrant

Chromosomal aberrations

1.85

1.89

1.87

1.92

1.82

DNA
Absorbance
Ratio [A260/280]

Table 1. Mitotic index, chromosomal aberrations and DNA absorbance ratio of the roots of 5-day-old onion bulbs subjected to a toxic
concentration of Cu.
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with EDTA. SA induced an increase
in the length of roots subjected to the
toxic concentration of Cu but retarded
root growth in bulbs subjected to
chelated Cu. Though SA also showed
ameliorative ability, the combination
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of SA with chelated Cu reduced the
protective ability of EDTA.
The mitotic stages in the root
meristems of the untreated onion bulbs
(control) showed no abnormal cell
division (Plate 1). Plates 2–5 show the

Plate 1. The mitotic stages in the root meristem of the untreated onion (control);
Anaphase (A), Metaphase (B) and Telophase (C). Mag. x 100.

Plate 2. Chromosomal aberrations in onion root cells subjected to Cu toxicity:
Sticky Chromosome (A), Vagrant (B) and Bridged Anaphase (C). Mag. x 100.

Plate 3. Chromosomal aberrations in onion root cells subjected to Cu toxicity
chelated with EDTA: Sticky Chromosome (A), Bridged (B) and Vagrant (C). Mag.
x 100.
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Plate 4. Chromosomal aberrations in onion root cells subjected to SA and Cu
toxicity: Bridge (A), and Vagrant (B). Mag. x 100.

Plate 5. Chromosomal aberrations in onion root cells subjected to SA and Cu
toxicity chelated with EDTA. Bridges (A), and Vagrant (B). Mag. x 100.

chromosomal aberrations in onion root
cells subjected to different treatments.
These include sticky chromosome,
bridged
anaphase,
vagrant
and
c-mitosis. The most common aberration
in all treated root cells of onion bulbs
were bridged and vagrant. The sticky
chromosome caused by Cu (Plate 2)
and Cu + EDTA (Plate 3) was corrected
by the addition of SA to the solution as
shown in Cu + SA (Plate 4) and Cu +
EDTA + SA (Plate 5).
DISCUSSION
Plant
systems
are
sensitive
biomonitors of the cytotoxic and
genotoxic effects of different chemicals
Genetics & Plant Physiology 2013 vol. 3 (1–2)

(Grant,
1999).
Positive
results
monitored in higher plant systems like
the Allium assay indicate the presence of
cytotoxic and/or genotoxic attributes of
some compounds. This can also be used
to monitor ameliorative and protective
effects of some other compounds. High
concentrations of Cu (>768 mmol l-1) kill
root cells of onion. In Allium toxicity
test, growth inhibition is indicated by the
appearance of stunted root and wilting
of root. This growth reduction and root
wilting is followed by suppression
of mitotic activity and occurrence of
chromosomal aberrations (Odeigah et
al., 1997; Grant, 1982). In the present
study, onion bulbs subjected to a toxic
concentration of Cu (100.79 mmol l-1 of
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Cu) caused wilting of root, root length
and biomass reduction, which may have
resulted from binding of Cu to proteins,
thereby inhibiting enzyme activity
important in plant processes such as
photosynthesis, pigment synthesis,
plasma membrane permeability and
other metabolic processes (Küpper et
al., 2000). Onyemaobi et al. (2012)
have reported that the decrease in root
length may be due to enhanced lignin
production that tend to solidify the cell
wall and hence restricts root growth.
Earlier reports had stated that inhibited
mitotic entry might also be the cause of
growth inhibition in various plants (ElDeek and Hess, 1986).
When onion roots were subjected to
Cu chelated with EDTA, there was an
increase in the root length and biomass
though its reorganizing ability was
weakened by the presence of SA. This
corroborates the reports of Ruley et al.
(2006) that application of EDTA gives
plants the potential to tolerate heavy
metal toxicity. It can also be proffered
that the presence of EDTA helps to
ameliorate the toxic effect of Cu on root
morphology and cell division process.
However, stressed onion roots had
chromosomal aberrations; bridged and
vagrant chromosomes were present in
all treatments and can be considered as
indicators of clastogenicity. Furthermore,
roots of onion bulbs exposed to toxic
concentrations of Cu and chelated Cu
showed sticky chromosomes; laggards
and vagrant chromosomes are indicators
of spindle poisoning (Onyemaobi et al.,
2012). Chromosome stickiness may be
caused by immediate reactions with
DNA causing DNA-DNA or DNAprotein cross linking (Amin, 2002).
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According to Odeigah et al. (1997),
sticky chromosomes are indicative
of high toxicity which is usually
irreversible physiological effect leading
to cell death.
There is no single overall theory
which can explain all aberrations since
they are probably induced through
different
mechanisms.
However,
depression
of
energy
systems,
interference with DNA synthesis at
the S-phase, protein synthesis and
binding can affect the integrity of a
chromosome. These may have a role to
play in fragmentation, pulverization and
clumping of chromosomes.
Salicylic acid, a natural signal
molecule, has been shown to play an
important role in regulating a number
of physiological processes in plants. It
helps plants to resist heavy metal stress
(Bosch et al., 2007). The present study
showed that SA improved the root length
and biomass of bulbs and corrected
the chromosome stickiness of bulbs
subjected to the toxic concentration
of Cu. The latter was evident in the
presence of an increased number of
normal cells as compared with those not
supplemented with SA.
The DNA purity maintained in the
present study (1.82 -1.92) based on the
A260/280 absorbance was an indication
that DNA-protein complex in Allium
cepa cells was not affected by the tested
substances.
In conclusion, the toxic concentration
of Cu used in this study reduced the root
cells, root growth and biomass of onion
bulbs. Chelating toxic Cu with EDTA
improved the root growth and biomass
of the roots but some chromosomal
aberrations were observed. SA also had
Genetics & Plant Physiology 2013 vol. 3 (1–2)
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ameliorative effect but this was not as
effective as EDTA. The presence of SA
with chelated Cu weakened the protective
impact of EDTA on growth. However,
SA regulated the sticky chromosomes
caused by the toxic concentration of Cu.
REFERENCES
Amin AW, 2002. Cytotoxicity testing of
sewage water treatment using Allium
cepa chromosome aberration assay.
Pakistan J Biol Sci, 5: 184–188.
Blaylock MJ, DE Salt, S Dushenkov,
CD Gussman, Y Kapulnik, BD
Ensley, I Raskin, 1997. Enhanced
accumulation of Pb in Indian
mustard by soil-applied chelating
agents. Environ Sci Technol, 31:
860–865.
Borsani O, V Valpuesta, MA Botella,
2001. Evidence for a role of salicylic
acid in the oxidative damage
generated by NaCl and Osmotic
stress in Arabidopsis seedling. J
Plant Physiol, 126: 1024–1030.
Bosch SM, J Penuelas, J Liusia, 2007.
A deficiency in salicylic acid
alters isoprenoid accumulation
inwater-stressed NahG transgenic
Arabidopsis plants. Plant Sci,
172(4): 756–762.
Claire LC, DC Adriano, KS Sajwan, SL
Abel, DP Thoma, JT Driver, 1991.
Effects of selected trace metals
on germinating seeds of six plant
species. Water Air Soil Pollut, 59:
231–244.
Dellaporta SL, J Wood, JB Hicks, 1983.
A plant DNA mini-preparation:
version 111. Plant Mol Biol Rep,
41: 19–21.
El-Deek, MH and FD Hess 1986.
Genetics & Plant Physiology 2013 vol. 3 (1–2)

Inhibited mitotic entry is the cause
of growth inhibition in cinmethylin.
Weed Science. 34(5): 684–688.
El-shahaby OA, HM Abdel Migid,
MI Soliman, IA Mashaly, 2003.
Genotoxicity screening of industrial
wastewater using the Allium cepa
chromosome
aberration
assay.
Pakistan J Biol Sci, 6: 23–28.
Fiskesjö G, 1987. The Allium test – an
alternative in environmental studies:
the relative toxicity of metal ions.
Mutat Res, 197: 243–260.
Grant
WF,
1982.
Chromosome
aberration assay in Allium. Mutat
Res, 99: 273–291.
Grant WF, 1999. Higher plant assays
for the detection of chromosomal
aberrations and gene mutations-A
brief historical background on their
use for screening and monitoring
environmental chemicals. Mutation
Research 426: 107–112.
Huang H, T Li, S Tian, DK Gupta,
X Zhang, H Yang, 2008. Role of
EDTA in alleviating lead toxicity
in accumulator species of Sedum
alfredii. Bioresour Technol, 99:
6088–6096.
Hussein MM, LK Balbaa, MS Gaballah,
2007. Salicylic Acid and Salinity
Effects on Growth of Maizeplants. J
of Agri and Biol Sci, 3(4): 321–328.
Janda T, G Szalai, I Tari, E Paldi, 1999.
Hydroponic treatment with salicylic
acid decreases the effects of chilling
injury in maize (Zea mays L.) plants.
Planta, 208: 175–180.
Jiang W, D Liu, X Liu, 2001. Effects of
copper on root growth, cell division,
and nucleolus of Zea mays. Biol
Plantarum, 44: 105–109.
Ke WS, ZT Xiong, MG Xie, 2007.

EDTA and SA alleviate cytogenetic toxicity of Cu

Accumulation, subcellular localization and ecophysiological responses
to copper stress in two Daucus
carota L. popularions. Plant and
Soil, 292: 291–304.
Khan W, B Prithiviraj, P Smith, 2003.
Photosynthetic responses of corn
and soybean to foliar application of
salicylates. J Pant Physiol, 20: 1–8.
Kupper H, E Lombi, FJ Zhao,
SP McGrath, 2000. Cellular
compartmentation of cadmium and
zinc in relation to other elements in
the hyperaccumulator Arabidopsis
halleri. Planta, 221: 75–84.
Liang, R., S Senturker, X Shi, W. Bal, M
Dizdaroglu and KS Kasptzak 1999.
Effects of Ni(II) and Cu(II) on DNA
interaction with the N-terminal
sequence of Human protamine
P2: enhancement of binding and
mediation of oxidative DNA
strand Scission and base damage.
Carcinogenesis 20(5): 893–898.
Liu DH, WS Jiang, C Lu, FM Zhao, YQ
Hao,L Guo, 1994. Effects of copper
sulfate on the nucleolus of Allium
cepa root-tip cells. Hereditas, 120:
87-90.
Liu DH, WS Jiang, W Wang, L
Zhai,1995. Evaluation of metal
ion toxicity on root tip cells by the
Allium test. Israel J Plant Sci, 43:
125–133.
Odeigah PGC, J Makinwa, B Lawal,
R Oyeniyi, 1997. Genotoxicity
screening of leachates from solid
industrial waste evaluated Allium
test. ATLA, 25: 311–321.
Onyemaobi, OI, GO Williams and KO
Adekoya 2012. Cytogenetic effects
of two food preservatives, sodium
metabisulphite and sodium benzoate

107

on the root tips of Allium cepa Linn.
Ife Journal of Science 14(1): 155–
165.
Quartacci MF, C Pinzino, CM Sgherri,
FD Vecchia, F Navari-Izzo, 2000.
Growth in excess copper induces
changes in the lipid composition and
fluidity of PSII-enriched membranes
in wheat. Pysiol Plantarum, 108:
87–93.
Rank, J. 2003. The method of Allium
anaphase telophase chromosome
assay. In Acta Biologica lugoslavica
Serija D: Ekologija, 1: 38–42.
Ruley AT, NC Sharma, SV Sahi, SR
Singh, KS Sajwan, 2006. Effects
of lead and chelators on growth,
photosynthetic activity and Pb
uptake in Sesbania drummondii
grown in soil. Environ. Pollut, 44:
11–18.
Salama, YAM, MKH Nagwa, SA
Saleh and MF Zaki 2012. Zinc
Ameliorative effects on Tomato
Growth and Production under Saline
Water Irrigation Conditions. Journal
of Applied Sciences Research 8(12):
5877–5885.
Senaratna T, D Touchell, E Buron, K
Dixon, 2000. Acetyl salicylic acid
(Aspirin) and salicylic acid induce
multiple stress tolerance in bean and
tomato plants. Plant Growth Regul,
30: 157–161.
Singh B, K Usha, 2003. Salicylic acid
induced physiological biochemical
changes in wheat seedlings under
water stress. Plant Growth Regul,
39: 137–141.
Turgut C, MK Pepe, JT Cutright, 2004.
The effect of EDTA and citric acid
on phytoremediation of Cd, Cr
and Ni from soil using Helianthus
Genetics & Plant Physiology 2013 vol. 3 (1–2)

108

Umebese et al.

annuus L. Environ Pollut, 131(1):
147–154.
Wang LJ, SH Li, 2006. Salicylic acidinduced heat or cold tolerance in
relation to Ca2+ homeostasis and
antioxidant systems in young grape

Genetics & Plant Physiology 2013 vol. 3 (1–2)

plants. Plant Sci, 170: 685-694.
Zhuang P, QW Yang, HB Wang, WS
Shu, 2007. Phytoextraction of heavy
metals by eight plant species in the
field. Water Air Soil Pollut, 184:
235–242.

