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Several Yeast Species Induce Iron Deficiency Responses in
Cucumber Plants (Cucumis sativus L.)
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Abstract: Iron (Fe) deficiency is a first-order agronomic problem that causes a significant decrease in
crop yield and quality. Paradoxically, Fe is very abundant in most soils, mainly in its oxidized form,
but is poorly soluble and with low availability for plants. In order to alleviate this situation, plants
develop different morphological and physiological Fe-deficiency responses, mainly in their roots,
to facilitate Fe mobilization and acquisition. Even so, Fe fertilizers, mainly Fe chelates, are widely
used in modern agriculture, causing environmental problems and increasing the costs of production,
due to the high prices of these products. One of the most sustainable and promising alternatives to
the use of agrochemicals is the better management of the rhizosphere and the beneficial microbial
communities presented there. The main objective of this research has been to evaluate the ability of
several yeast species, such as Debaryomyces hansenii, Saccharomyces cerevisiae and Hansenula polymorpha,
to induce Fe-deficiency responses in cucumber plants. To date, there are no studies on the roles
played by yeasts on the Fe nutrition of plants. Experiments were carried out with cucumber plants
grown in a hydroponic growth system. The effects of the three yeast species on some of the most
important Fe-deficiency responses developed by dicot (Strategy I) plants, such as enhanced ferric
reductase activity and Fe2+ transport, acidification of the rhizosphere, and proliferation of subapical
root hairs, were evaluated. The results obtained show the inductive character of the three yeast
species, mainly of Debaryomyces hansenii and Hansenula polymorpha, on the Fe-deficiency responses
evaluated in this study. This opens a promising line of study on the use of these microorganisms as
Fe biofertilizers in a more sustainable and environmentally friendly agriculture.

Keywords: iron deficiency; Hansenula polymorpha; Debaryomyces hansenii; Saccharomyces cerevisiae;
cucumber plants

1. Introduction

Iron (Fe) is an essential micronutrient for plants [1]. Iron deficiency is a major agro-
nomic problem, present in approximately 30% of cultivated soils in the world [2,3]. Fe
is very abundant in most soils, mainly in the Fe3+ form, although is poorly soluble and
with low availability for plants, especially in calcareous soils with high pH [3,4]. This
circumstance leads frequently to Fe deficiency and therefore to a significant decrease in the
yield and quality of crops [5]. On the other hand, excessive Fe accumulation in plants can
cause toxic effects [6,7]. For this reason, Fe acquisition should be tightly regulated.

Dicotyledonous (Strategy I) plants develop several Fe-deficiency responses, mainly
in their roots, to cope with this constraint [8,9]. These responses, both morphological and
physiological, are aimed to facilitate Fe mobilization and acquisition and fulfil the plant
requirements of this element.

Within the morphological responses, Fe deficiency can cause an inhibition of primary
root elongation, accompanied by the development of lateral roots [10–12]. Also, subapical
root swelling, with large number of root hairs, can be developed to increase the contact
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surface of the root with the soil and improves Fe absorption [8,13]. The origin of these root
hairs is epidermal and they are only developed in the subapical regions of the roots [8].
Within the physiological responses, dicot plants mobilize Fe from the soil through the
release of protons and the subsequent acidification of the rhizosphere. This serves to
solubilize Fe3+ and to enhance the reduction of Fe3+ to Fe2+ by means of a ferric reductase
located in the plasma membrane of epidermal cells. The Fe2+ generated is then absorbed
through a Fe transporter, also located in the plasma membrane of epidermal cells [8].
Some years ago, the genes encoding these proteins were identified in Arabidopsis, such
as the ferric reductase AtFRO2 [14], the Fe transporter AtIRT1 [15], and the H+-ATPase
AtAHA7 [16]. Homologues of these genes have also been identified in other dicot plant
species, such as tomato, pea, and cucumber [17–20]. The regulation of these Fe acquisition
genes is mediated by several transcription factors (TFs). Two of the master regulators are
the tomato FER protein, identified as a basic helix–loop–helix (bHLH) TF [21], and the
Arabidopsis FIT protein (previously named bHLH29, FIT1, or FRU), a homologue of the
tomato FER protein [6,22].

Once adequate Fe has been absorbed, Fe-deficiency responses need to be switched
off to minimize Fe toxicity and energy costs. Their regulation is not fully understood,
but several hormones and signaling molecules, such as auxin, ethylene (ET), and nitric
oxide (NO), which increase their production in Fe-deficient roots, have been proposed to
participate in the activation of most responses in dicot plants [8,23,24]. Auxin, ET, and
NO are closely interrelated in a complex manner since each one can affect the production
and/or distribution of the other ones [23,25].

Since the middle of the 20th century, there has been a great increase in world agricul-
tural production, sometimes associated with the abusive use of chemical fertilizers. This
has caused serious environmental problems, such as eutrophication of inland waters, loss
of biodiversity, and, in addition, the degradation of the cultivated soil itself [26,27]. For
this reason, it is necessary to find new strategies to feed plants with less dependence on
chemical products [28].

In this sense, one promising approach is a better management of the rhizosphere
and its associated microbial communities in soils [29,30]. There are rhizosphere-beneficial
microbes that can improve the assimilation of nutrients by the plants, which can be used
as a successful and sustainable strategy for fertilization in modern agriculture, avoiding
exclusive dependence on chemical fertilizers.

As previously mentioned, to deal with Fe deficiency, plants develop morphological and
physiological responses, mainly in their roots, aimed at facilitating iron acquisition [6,8,31].
Despite these responses, in many cases it is also necessary to apply Fe fertilizers to correct
this deficiency in the field. The most common practice is the application of Fe chelates
to the soil, which are generally expensive and consequently restricted to crops with high
added value [3]. Another way to fight against Fe deficiency is the use of plant genotypes
that are more efficient in Fe assimilation. However, different results obtained using sterile
soils have shown that, even with these genotypes, the cooperation of the microorganisms of
the rhizosphere is necessary for an adequate Fe acquisition [30,32]. Several studies, carried
out with beneficial fungi or bacteria, have shown that its application to soils can improve
Fe nutrition in plants [33–41]. However, nothing is known to date about the possible role
that yeasts may play in the Fe nutrition of plants. Recently, [42] have characterized, for the
first time, the role of certain strains of the yeast Debaryomyces hansenii in the detoxification
of arsenic in rice plants. Furthermore, in that study the authors also observed that, apart
from mitigating the stress caused by arsenic, inoculation with the yeast improved both
the nutritional status and the growth of rice plants. In recent years it has been found
that some rhizosphere microorganisms (fungi and bacteria) can induce physiological
and morphological responses in the roots of dicot plants similar to those induced by Fe
deficiency [29,32,35,43–50]. Some of these rhizosphere microorganisms are also capable
of triggering an induced systemic response (ISR) to combat pathogen and insect attacks.
This observation suggests that both processes (ISR and Fe-deficiency responses) could
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be closely interconnected, probably because they share similar signaling pathways, and
opens the way to the use of beneficial rhizosphere microorganisms to improve plant Fe
nutrition [29,44,45,50,51].

It is therefore important to expand and optimize the list of possible beneficial mi-
croorganisms that can help plants to assimilate Fe and, in this way, to minimize the use of
chemical fertilizers. Here, we describe and evaluate yeast species that have the capacity
to induce Fe-deficiency morphological and physiological responses and can help plants
to acquire Fe. The yeast species analyzed have been Debaryomyces hansenii, the nitrate
Hansenula polymorpha, and Saccharomyces cerevisiae, which have been applied to cucumber
plants. D. hansenii was selected because is an abundant yeast in soil and salty environ-
ments. In addition, it is a yeast very tolerant to several abiotic stress factors. H. polymorpha
was chosen because, in addition of being abundant in soil, it is a model to study mineral
nutrition in plants since, for example, it is a nitrate-assimilating yeast. Finally, S. cerevisiae
was used just because it is a research model and most of the information in yeast has been
studied in Saccharomyces.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Plant and Microbial Materials

Cucumber plants (Cucumis sativus L. cv Ashley) were used.
As inoculum, three laboratory nonpathogenic strains of the yeast species Debaryomyces

hansenii (CBS767, wild-type, Netherland collection; Ramos-Moreno et al. [52]), Hansenula
polymorpha (NCYC495 leu2 ura3 strain; Cabrera et al. [53]), and Saccharomyces cerevisiae
(DB746 MATalpha his3delta1 leu23 leu2112 ura352 trp1289; Serra-Cardona et al. [54]),
were used.

2.2. Growth Conditions

Several experiments were carried out with cucumber plants grown in hydroponic
culture in a growth chamber under controlled conditions, with a photoperiod of 14 h,
temperature of 22–24 ◦C during the day and 18–20 ◦C during the night, relative humidity
of 60–70%, and radiation of 200 µmol m−2 s−1 provided by fluorescent tubes “Sylvania
Cool White VHO”.

The nutrient solution R&M [11], modified according to the different treatments,
had the following composition: Ca(NO3)2 2 mM, K2SO4 0.75 mM, KH2PO4 0.5 Mm,
MgSO4 0.65 mM, KCl 50 µM, H3BO3 10 µM, MnSO4 1 µM, CuSO4 0.5 µM, ZnSO4 0.5 µM,
(NH4)6Mo7O24 0.05 µM, and Fe-EDDHA 20 µM.

Different treatments were applied to study the effects of the three yeast strains on
some Fe-deficiency responses in cucumber plants. Each experimental design was planned
to monitor the effects of yeasts on plants over the four days after the yeasts were applied.

Seeds of cucumber (Cucumis sativus L. cv. Ashley) were germinated in the dark
within papers moistened with 5 mM CaCl2. After 2–3 d, the seedlings were transferred
to a plastic mesh held over a half-strength nutrient solution, and kept in the dark for
2 d. Cucumber seedlings were then transplanted individually to 70 mL plastic vessels
containing continuously aerated nutrient solution with 20 µM FeEDDHA. After 2–3 d in
this nutrient solution, cucumber plants were transferred to the different treatments.

2.3. Inoculum Preparation

The yeasts were grown in complex liquid YPD medium composed of 1% yeast extract,
2% peptone, and 2% glucose. Cultures were inoculated in flasks at absorbance at 600 nm
(A600) 0.05 and incubated at 26 ◦C for D. hansenii, 37 ◦C for H. polymorpha, or 28 ◦C for
S. cerevisiae. One to two days later, the yeasts reached the middle exponential growth phase
and then were collected by centrifugation and washed twice with sterile cold water. Finally,
cells were counted in a Neubauer chamber and yeast cells were resuspended in the plant
nutrient solution to reach the desired cell concentration.
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2.4. Treatments

Experiments were carried out with 14-d-old cucumber plants, which had been grown
with a complete nutrient solution in hydroponic medium. These plants were subjected to
Fe deficiency for 4 days and some of them were inoculated with yeasts. Four treatments
were considered for each plant species: -Fe plants, -Fe plants inoculated with D. hansenii,
-Fe plants inoculated with H. polymorphous, and -Fe plants inoculated with S. cerevisiae
(the concentration of each yeast in the medium was 107/mL medium). The inoculation
was carried out by adding the corresponding volume of inoculum, depending on the
concentration obtained for each yeast, to the nutrient solution in which each treated plant
was found. A scheduled collection of plants (6 control and 6 inoculated) was carried out at
24, 48, 72, and 96 h after treatments. On each day of collection, the ferric reductase activity,
root hairs proliferation, and the acidification of the nutrient solution (pH) were determined.

In addition, another experiment was carried out under same circumstances described
above but under Fe-sufficient conditions (40 µM Fe). The acidification location using agar
plates and root hairs proliferation were measured in this experiment.

2.5. Determinations

Two enzymatic activities activated by dicot plants under Fe deficiency were evaluated:
ferric reductase activity and proton pump activity.

Ferric reductase activity was evaluated by determining the capacity of roots to reduce
Fe3+ to Fe2+, which is then chelated by Ferrozine.

The proton pump activity, due to H+ -ATPases, was evaluated by determining the
pH of the nutrient solution and also by using acidification localization techniques on
bromocresol purple agar plates.

In addition, a morphological response induced by dicot species under Fe deficiency
was analyzed: the proliferation of root hairs in the subapical regions of the roots. For this,
roots were stained with toluidine blue and observed with a stereoscopic microscope.
• Ferric reductase activity

Intact plants were pretreated for 30 min in plastic vessels with 50–70 mL of a nutrient
solution without micronutrients, pH 5.5, and then placed into 50–70 mL of a Fe3+ reduction
assay solution for 30 min. This assay solution consisted of nutrient solution without
micronutrients, 100 µM Fe3+-EDTA and 300 µM Ferrozine, pH 5.0 (adjusted with 0.1 N
KOH). The environmental conditions during the measurement of Fe3+ reduction were
the same as the growth conditions described above. The ferric reductase activity was
determined spectrophotometrically by measuring the absorbance (562 nm) of the Fe2+–
Ferrozine complex and using an extinction coefficient of 29,800 M−1 cm−1 [55]. After the
reduction assay, roots were excised and weighed, and the results were expressed on a root
fresh-weight basis. In some treatments, the location of the ferric reductase activity along
the roots was visualized in agar plates with ferric reduction assay solution [55].
• Nutrient solution acidification

A daily monitoring of the pH of the nutrient solution, in which the plants of the
different treatments were grown, was carried out by means of a portable pH meter model
HI 8424.

In addition, agar plates with the pH indicator bromocresol purple were prepared, with
the aim of locating the regions of roots where acidification occurred. This determination was
used to find possible local inductions masked by registering the pH of the entire solution.
• Subapical root hairs

One of the main morphological Fe-deficiency responses is the formation of root
hairs in the subapical regions of the roots, where most of the Fe-deficiency physiological
responses are found. Daily, visual monitoring was performed at the time of the treatments.
When differences between treatments were appreciated, roots were sampled for subsequent
staining and digitization. Toluidine blue was used for root staining. After 10 min, the excess
of dye was removed with plenty of water for later observation under a stereomicroscope
equipped with a built-in camera.
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• qRT-PCR Analysis
Roots were ground to a fine powder with a mortar and pestle in liquid nitrogen.

Total RNA was extracted using the Tri Reagent solution (Molecular Research Center, Inc.,
Cincinnati, OH) according to the manufacturer’s instructions. M-MLV reverse transcriptase
(Promega, Madison, WI) was used to generate cDNA with 3 µg of total RNA from roots as
template and random hexamers or oligo dT(20) as primers. Prior to cDNA synthesis, RNA
was treated with DNAse to eliminate possible contamination by genomic DNA, and was
DNase-inactivated later by adding 50 mM EDTA. Negative controls included all reaction
components except the M-MLV enzyme. One tenth of each RT reaction was used as a
PCR template.

The study of gene expression by qRT-PCR was performed using a qRT-PCR Bio-Rad
(CFX connect), and the SYBR Green Bio-RAD PCR Master Mix, following the manufac-
turer’s instructions. SAND1 and YLS8 genes were used as reference genes to normalize the
results of the qRT-PCR. The Pfaffl method was used to calculate the relative expression lev-
els. Primer pairs for cucumber genes were designed as follows: (5′-3′) CsFRO1F (ATA CGG
CCC TGT TTC CAC TT); CsFRO1R (GGG TTT TGT TGT GGT GGG AA); CsIRT1F (GCA
GGT ATC ATT CTC GCC AC); CsIRT1R (ATC ATA GCA ACG AAG CCC GA); CsHA1F
(GGG ATG GGC TGG TGT AGT TT); CsHA1R (TTC TTG GTC GTA AAG GCG GT).

2.6. Yeast Viability

A daily monitoring of the viability of the yeasts used in this work was carried out
during the four days of the treatments. For this, several plants were chosen from each
treatment and samples were taken every day from the nutrient solutions where plants
grew. These samples were seeded in plates with the different specific culture media used
for the growth of each yeast, mentioned above. It was found that the yeasts remained alive
and active throughout the experiments.

2.7. Statistical Analysis

All experiments were repeated at least twice and representative results are presented.
Both values of ferric reductase activity and pH of the nutrient solution represent the
mean ± SE of six replicates. The values of qRT-PCR represent the mean ± SE of three
independent biological replicates and two technical replicates. Within each day, ** or ***
indicate significant differences (p < 0.01 or p < 0.001) in relation to the control treatment,
using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by a Dunnett’s test. Data were
analyzed using STATISTIX 10 (SPSS (version 25), IBM, Armonk, NY, USA).

3. Results
3.1. Effect of Debaryomyces hansenii (Dh), Hansenula polymorpha (Hp), and Saccharomyces
cerevisiae (Sc) on Ferric Reductase Activity and FRO1 Expression

Inoculation of -Fe treated cucumber plants with the yeast Dh caused a greater induction
of ferric reductase activity than that achieved by noninoculated plants (Figure 1a). The
highest induction was reached on the fourth day, just when the control plants lost their
induction capacity. Something similar happened when plants were inoculated with Hp
or Sc (Figure 1c,e). Cucumber plants inoculated with any of the yeast species mentioned
maintained the same level of induction of ferric reductase activity during the second, third,
and fourth day after treatments.

According to the last results, the expression of CsFRO1, the gene coding for the ferric
reductase, was highly induced by the presence of any of the three yeast species just at the
end of the experiments, regarding what happened with control plants (Figure 1b,d,f). These
higher inductions were found at the fourth day after inoculation, just at the moment in
which control plants grown without Fe lost the induction capacity of the CsFRO1 expression.
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Figure 1. Time course of ferric reductase activity and CsFRO1 expression in cucumber plants along the 4 days of treatments.
Treatments: nutrient solution without Fe (-Fe) and inoculation with the different yeast species, Debaryomyces hansenii
(−Fe+Dh) (a,b), Hansenula polymorpha (-Fe+Hp) (c,d), or Saccharomyces cerevisiae (−Fe+Sc) (e,f). The inoculation was carried
out the same day Fe-deficiency treatment was applied. The data of ferric reductase activity are given as means ± SE (n = 6)
while the data of CsFRO1 expression represent the mean ± SE of three independent biological replicates and two technical
replicates. Within each day, bars with ** or *** indicate significant differences (p < 0.01 or p < 0.001) in relation to the -Fe
treatment according to the Dunnett’s test.

3.2. Effect of Debaryomyces hansenii (Dh), Hansenula polymorpha (Hp) and Saccharomyces
cerevisiae (Sc) on pH of the Nutrient Solution and HA1 Expression

Two methods were used for pH determination in this study. A daily monitoring of
the nutrient solution pH used for the cultivation of the plants during the treatment period
was carried out. Results are presented in Figure 2. Another additional methodology was
used for confirming results obtained by the first method. For this, plates with agar and
bromocresol purple were prepared to determine the location of acidification in cucumber
roots grown in presence of each yeast under Fe-deficiency conditions (data not shown).

The inoculation with Dh or Hp induced higher acidification of the medium after three
days of treatment (Figure 2). In both cases, higher significant differences (p < 0.001) between
inoculated and noninoculated plants, were achieved after four days of treatments (Figure 2a,c).
However, inoculation with Sc did not cause any inducing effect of acidification of the
medium in cucumber plants (Figure 2e).
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Figure 2. Time course of the pH of the nutrient solution and CsHA1 expression in cucumber plants over the 4 days of
treatments. Treatments: (control) without Fe (-Fe) and (inoculated) inoculation with different yeasts, Debaryomyces hansenii
(−Fe+Dh) (a,b), Hansenula polymorpha (−Fe+Hp) (c,d), or Saccharomyces cerevisiae (−Fe+Sc) (e,f). The inoculation was carried
out on the same day that Fe-deficiency treatment was applied. Data of pH are given as means ± SE (n = 6). The data of
CsHA1 expression represent the mean ± SE of three independent biological replicates and two technical replicates. Within
each day, bars with ** or *** indicate significant differences (p < 0.01 or p < 0.001) in relation to the –Fe treatment according
to the Dunnett’s test.

In relation to the expression of the gene that codes for the plasma membrane H+-
ATPase in cucumber plants (CsHA1), our results demonstrated that the presence of Dh or
Hp induced its expression considerably from the second day after inoculation respective to
control plants (Figure 2b,d). No effect was found on the gene expression by the inoculation
with Sc, under our experimental conditions (Figure 2f).

3.3. Effect of Debaryomyces hansenii (Dh), Hansenula polymorpha (Hp) and Saccharomyces
cerevisiae (Sc) on Iron Transporter Gene IRT1 Expression

The early and forceful effect of inoculation with Dh or Hp on CsIRT1 (iron transporter
gene) expression, one of the most important genes involved in Fe acquisition, is shown
in Figure 3a,b. Inoculation with Dh or Hp enhanced CsIRT1 expression after two days of
treatment, respective to control plants, showing high significative differences. No effect
was found on CsIRT1 expression by the inoculation with Sc, under our experimental
conditions (Figure 3c), which is in agreement with results in Figure 2f.



Microorganisms 2021, 9, 2603 8 of 15

Figure 3. Time course of CsIRT1 expression in cucumber plants over the 4 days of treatments. Treat-
ments: (control) without Fe (−Fe) and (inoculated) inoculation with different yeasts, Debaryomyces
hansenii (−Fe+Dh) (a), Hansenula polymorpha (−Fe+Hp) (b), or Saccharomyces cerevisiae (−Fe+Sc) (c).
The inoculation was carried out the same day Fe-deficiency treatment was applied. Data CsIRT1
expression represent the mean ± SE of three independent biological replicates and two technical
replicates. Within each day, bars with ** or *** indicate significant differences (p < 0.01 or p < 0.001) in
relation to the –Fe treatment according to the Dunnett’s test.

3.4. Effect of Debaryomyces hansenii (Dh), Hansenula polymorpha (Hp), and Saccharomyces
cerevisiae (Sc) on the Development of Subapical Root Hairs

The results obtained show that both Dh and Hp induced the development of subapical
root hairs from the first day of treatment (Figure 4). However, there was not inducing effect
by Sc (Figure 4). The development of subapical root hairs begun to be subtly seen from the
fourth day of treatment in -Fe plants. Inoculation with Dh or Hp considerably increased
this response in –Fe plants. The proliferation of root hairs was observed, practically, from
the first day and was more evident on the fourth day after inoculation (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Analysis of development of subapical root hairs in young roots of cucumber plants
grown without Fe (–Fe) or without Fe and inoculated with any of the three yeasts studied in this
work: Debaryomyces hansenii (−Fe+Dh), Hansenula polymorpha (−Fe+Hp), or Saccharomyces cerevisiae
(−Fe+Sc). The inoculation with the yeasts was carried out the same day the Fe-deficiency treatment
was applied. Roots were observed 1, 2, 3, and 4 days after treatments (1d, 2d, 3d, and 4d). The images
were obtained using a stereoscopic microscope with camera system after having stained the roots
with toluidine blue for 10 min.

In order to get additional information about this important effect, the three yeast
species were inoculated in cucumber plants grown under Fe-sufficient conditions. Under
these conditions (Figure 5), we could verify that the inoculation with any of the three yeast
species had a similar effect to the one observed under Fe-deficiency conditions. Dh and Hp
induced their proliferation, though perhaps not as soon as they did on –Fe plants. Sc did
not have any inducing effect on the proliferation of hairs in plants cultivated with Fe, as
also happened on plants cultivated without Fe (Figure 4).
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Figure 5. Analysis of development of subapical root hairs in young roots of cucumber plants
grown with Fe (+Fe) or with Fe and inoculated with any of the three yeasts studied in this work:
Debaryomyces hansenii (+Fe+Dh), Hansenula polymorpha (+Fe+Hp), or Saccharomyces cerevisiae (+Fe+Sc).
The inoculation with the yeasts was carried out the same day the Fe-sufficient treatment was applied.
Roots were observed 1, 2, 3, and 4 days after treatments (1d, 2d, 3d, and 4d). The images were
obtained using a stereoscopic microscope with camera system after having stained the roots with
toluidine blue for 10 min.

4. Discussion

In recent years it has been found that some beneficial rhizospheric microbes (rhi-
zobacteria and rhizofungi) can induce physiological and morphological responses in the
roots of dicot plants similar to the ones induced under Fe deficiency, thus facilitating
Fe acquisition [29,35,40,41,50,51,56,57]. However, the role of yeasts on the induction of
Fe-deficiency responses (to our knowledge) has not been described yet. Therefore, it is
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important to analyze whether yeasts are also involved in the induction of these responses
under Fe deficiency.

Dicotyledonous plants respond to Fe deficiency by increasing the ability to reduce
Fe3+, the most common form of Fe in most soils, to Fe2+, the form in which they acquire
it [4,9,58]. This reduction is mediated by a ferric reductase enzyme whose optimum pH
for its activity is in the range of 4 to 5 [59,60]. Acidification of the rhizosphere is another
of the main responses that dicot plants activate under Fe-deficiency conditions [18], as
well as the enhancement of the Fe2+ transport and the development of subapical root
hairs [8]. The objective pursued by the plants with the implementation of these responses
is to increase the solubility and bioavailability of Fe in the medium [8,9,31,50]. These
Fe-deficiency responses are switched off once plants acquire enough Fe and are tightly
coordinated and regulated by hormones and signaling molecules, such as ethylene and
nitric oxide [14,61,62].

As shown in Figure 1a,c,e, the inoculation with the yeasts Dh, Hp, and Sc caused a
greater induction of the ferric reductase activity than that achieved in -Fe plants just at the
end of the experiments, and clearly correlated with the induction of CsFRO1 gene expres-
sion (Figure 1b,d,f). As observed, when the induction levels drop in the control plants, the
inoculated plants maintain the same high level reached during the previous two days. This
prolonged induction of the ferric reductase and CsFRO1 expression was observed with the
three yeast species used in this research (Figure 1) and is a very interesting effect to take into
account. Other authors have obtained a similar increase in the reductase activity in pear
plants (Pyrus communis) inoculated with different plant growth-promoting bacteria (Alcali-
genes spp., Agrobacterium spp., Staphylococcus spp., Bacillus spp., and Pantoea spp. [38]), or
in tomato plants inoculated with Trichoderma sp. fungi [49]. However, until now, nothing
was known on the effect that yeasts could have on ferric reductase activity. This opens a
very interesting new line of study in order to discover the role that yeasts could play as
inducers of Fe-deficiency responses and, consequently, as Fe biofertilizers.

The enhancement of the acidification response obtained with both Dh and Hp (Figure 2a,c)
has also been described for other microorganisms. Thus, Zhang et al. [35], Pii et al. [30], and
Ipek et al. [38] observed a greater Fe availability in soils inoculated with various growth-
promoting bacteria (Alcaligenes spp., Agrobacterium spp., Staphylococcus spp., Bacillus spp.
and Pantoea spp.) and pointed out that such an increase was due to a lower pH of the
substrate derived from organic acids released by rhizobacteria. Our results obtained
with Dh and Hp show an enhanced level of acidification on the third and fourth day
of its presence in the medium (Figure 2a,c). That higher acidification was related to
the enhancement of CsHA1 expression, even one day earlier (since the second day after
treatments), as shown in Figure 2b,d.

It should be noted that two of the three yeast species studied in this work (Dh and Hp)
exert an acidification-inducing effect also on plants grown under Fe-sufficient conditions,
where plants would not need to activate this response (data not shown). These results
show for the first time that these yeasts can play a very important role in the induction of a
response that favors Fe solubilization and acquisition [8].

Another gene involved in the Fe-acquisition strategy, the iron transporter gene CsIRT1,
increased its expression in the presence of Dh or Hp (Figure 3a,b). These results confirm
that the effects of both yeast species are generalized on the expression of genes encoding
different Fe-deficiency responses.

It is in the root that the greatest changes caused by Fe deficiency occur, such as the
inhibition of its elongation and the development of lateral roots [12]. In the subapical zones
of the young roots under Fe deficiency, thickening of the root with great proliferation of
root hairs originate [11]. With the formation of these root hairs, the contact surface of the
root with the medium increases and, therefore, the probability of finding the nutrients
increases [63,64]. Various authors have shown that microorganisms can play an essential
role both in the formation and proliferation of root hairs [65].
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The role that yeasts play on the formation of root hairs in the subapical zone of the roots
has not been described to date by any author. Therefore, in this work we analyzed whether
yeasts are also involved in the induction of morphological responses to Fe deficiency, as
occurs with the physiological ones. The analysis was carried out in cucumber plants grown
with or without Fe.

Cucumber, among other plant species, such as tomato, develop subapical root hairs
under Fe deficiency [9].

Our results show that both Dh and Hp induce the development of subapical root hairs
from the first day of treatment (Figure 4) even under Fe-sufficiency conditions (Figure 5).
However, there is not any inducing effect by Sc. These modifications in the root architecture
have also been observed with other microorganisms. Thus, Delaporte [66] reported a
greater proliferation of root hairs in strawberry plants (Fragaria ananassa) inoculated with
Azospirillum brasilense and Gluconacetobacter diazotrophicus. However, never before the
effect of yeasts on the development of subapical root hairs been described. Recently,
Kaur et al. [42] studied the effects of D. hansenii on plants but focused on the detoxification
of arsenic in rice plants.

Dh and Hp can induce the formation of root hairs even in conditions of Fe sufficiency.
This suggests that these microorganisms, with the capacity to induce several Fe-deficiency
responses, could be used as Fe biofertilizers and, in this way, to reduce the use of chemically
synthesized products.

In conclusion, our results indicate that at least two of the three yeast species studied
(Dh and Hp) are potential candidates to be considered within the group of beneficial mi-
croorganisms capable of helping dicotyledonous plants for Fe nutrition. Both yeast species
greatly induce several key Fe-deficiency responses and could be used in environmentally
friendly agronomic fertilization techniques in substitution of the synthetic chelates used to
fight against Fe chlorosis.

Author Contributions: C.L. and J.R. designed the experiments after discussions with F.J.R. and
M.T.A.-J., C.L. and M.T.A.-J. conducted the laboratory work. C.L. and M.T.A.-J. wrote the manuscript
that was improved by the other authors. All authors have read and agreed to the published version
of the manuscript.

Funding: This work was supported by the European Regional Development Fund from the European
Union, the Ministerio de Ciencia, Innovación y Universidades (Project RTI2018-097935-B-I00) and the
Junta de Andalucía (Research Groups AGR115, BIO202 and BIO159).

Data Availability Statement: The original contributions presented in the study are included in the
article further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.

Acknowledgments: We acknowledge financial support from the Spanish Ministry of Science and
Innovation, the Spanish State Research Agency, through the Severo Ochoa and María de Maeztu
Program for Centers and Units of Excellence in R&D (Ref. CEX2019- 000968-M).

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Marschner, H. Mineral Nutrition of Higher Plants, 3rd ed.; Academic Press: London, UK, 2012; ISBN 0-12-473541-X.
2. Suzuki, M.; Morikawa, K.C.; Nakanishi, H.; Takahashi, M.; Saigusa, M.; Mori, S.; Nishizawa, N.K. Transgenic rice lines that

include barley genes have increased tolerance to low iron availability in a calcareous paddy soil. Soil Sci. Plant Nutr. 2008, 54,
77–85. [CrossRef]

3. Briat, J.F.; Dubos, C.; Gaymard, F. Iron nutrition, biomass production, and plant product quality. Trends Plant. Sci. 2015, 20, 33–40.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Romheld, V.; Marschner, H. Mobilization of iron in the rhizosphere of different plant species. Adv. Plant Nutr. 1986, 2, 155–204.
5. Zavala, F.; Maldonado, R.; Sandoval, M.; Álvarez, M.; Colinas, M.; Ramírez, P. Cambios morfológicos y fisiológicos en hojas de

frijol tolerante y susceptible a deficiencia de hierro. Terra Latinoam. 2011, 29, 267–276.
6. Brumbarova, T.; Bauer, P.; Ivanov, R. Molecular mechanisms governing Arabidopsis iron uptake. Trends Plant. Sci. 2015, 20,

124–133. [CrossRef]
7. Romera, F.J.; Smith, A.P.; Pérez-Vicente, R. Editorial: Ethylene’s Role in Plant Mineral Nutrition. Front. Plant Sci. 2016, 7, 911.

[CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-0765.2007.00205.x
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tplants.2014.07.005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25153038
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tplants.2014.11.004
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpls.2016.00911


Microorganisms 2021, 9, 2603 13 of 15

8. Lucena, C.; Romera, F.J.; García, M.J.; Alcántara, E.; Pérez-Vicente, R. Ethylene participates in the regulation of Fe deficiency
responses in Strategy I plants and in rice. Front. Plant Sci. 2015, 6, 1056. [CrossRef]

9. Lucena, C.; Porras, R.; Romera, F.J.; Alcántara, E.; García, M.J.; Pérez-Vicente, R. Similarities and Differences in the Acquisition of
Fe and P by Dicot Plants. Agronomy 2018, 8, 148. [CrossRef]

10. Kramer, D.; Römheld, V.; Landsberg, E.; Marschner, H. Induction of transfer-cell formation by iron deficiency in the root epidermis
of Helianthus annuus L. Planta 1980, 147, 335–339. [CrossRef]

11. Römheld, V.; Marschner, H. Iron deficiency stress induced morphological and physiological changes in root tips of sunflower.
Physiol. Plant. 1981, 53, 354–360. [CrossRef]

12. Landsberg, E.C. Transfer cell formation in the root epidermis: A prerequisite for Fe-efficiency? J. Plant Nutr. 1982, 5, 415–432.
[CrossRef]

13. Wang, Z.; Straub, D.; Yang, H.; Kania, A.; Shen, J.; Ludewig, U.; Neumann, G. The regulatory network of cluster-root function and
development in phosphatedeficient white lupin (Lupinus albus) identified by transcriptome sequencing. Physiol. Plant. 2014, 151,
323–338. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Robinson, N.J.; Procter, C.M.; Connolly, E.L.; Guerinot, M.L. A ferricchelate reductase for iron uptake from soils. Nature 1999, 397,
694–697. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Eide, D.; Broderius, M.; Fett, J.; Guerinot, M.L. A novel iron-regulated metal transporter from plants identified by functional
expression in yeast. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 1996, 93, 5624–5628. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Colangelo, E.P.; Guerinot, M.L. The Essential Basic Helix-Loop-Helix Protein FIT1 Is Required for the Iron Deficiency Response.
Plant Cell 2004, 16, 3400–3412. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

17. Eckhardt, U.; Marques, A.M.; Buckhout, T.J. Two iron-regulated cation transporters from tomato complement metal uptake-
deficient yeast mutants. Plant Mol. Biol. 2001, 45, 437–448. [CrossRef]

18. Waters, B.M.; Lucena, C.; Romera, F.J.; Jester, G.G.; Wynn, A.N.; Rojas, C.L.; Pérez-Vicente, R. Ethylene involvement in the
regulation of the H+- ATPase CsHA1 gene and of the new isolated ferric reductase CsFRO1 and iron transporter CsIRT1 genes in
cucumber plants. Plant Physiol. Biochem. 2007, 45, 293–301. [CrossRef]

19. Li, L.; Cheng, X.; Ling, H.Q. Isolation and characterization of Fe (III)- chelate reductase gene LeFRO1 in tomato. Plant Mol. Biol.
2004, 54, 125–136.

20. Santi, S.; Cesco, S.; Varanini, Z.; Pinton, R. Two plasma membrane H+-ATPase genes are differentially expressed in iron-defcient
cucumber plants. Plant Physiol. Biochem. 2005, 43, 287–292. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

21. Ling, H.Q.; Bauer, P.; Bereczky, Z.; Keller, B.; Ganal, M. The tomato fer gene encoding a bHLH protein controls iron-uptake
responses in roots. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2002, 99, 13938–13943. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

22. Schwarz, B.; Bauer, P. FIT, a regulatory hub for iron deficiency and stress signaling in roots, and FIT-dependent and -independent
gene signatures. J. Exp. Bot. 2020, 71, 1694–1705. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Romera, F.J.; Lucena, C.; García, M.J.; Alcántara, E.; Pérez-Vicente, R. The role of ethylene and other signals in the regulation of Fe
defciency responses by dicot plants. In Stress Signalling in Plants: Genomics and Proteomics Perspectives; Sarwat, M., Ed.; Springer:
Dordrecht, The Netherlands, 2017; Volume 2, pp. 277–300.

24. Angulo, M.; García, M.J.; Alcántara, E.; Pérez-Vicente, R.; Romera, F.J. Comparative Study of Several Fe Deficiency Responses in
the Arabidopsis Thaliana Ethylene Insensitive Mutants ein2-1 and ein2-5. Plants 2021, 10, 262. [CrossRef]

25. Romera, F.J.; García, M.J.; Alcántara, E.; Pérez-Vicente, R. Latest findings about the interplay or auxin, ethylene and nitric oxide in
the regulation of Fe deficiency responses by Strategy I plants. Plant Signal. Behav. 2011, 6, 167–170. [CrossRef]

26. Foy, R.H. The return of the phosphorus paradigm: Agricultural phosphorus and eutrophication. Phosphorus Agric. Environ. 2005,
46, 909–939.

27. Ryan, J.; Ibrikci, H.; Delgado, A.; Torrent, J.; Sommer, R.; Rashid, A. Significance of phosphorus for agricultura and the
environment in the West Asia and North Africa region. Adv. Agron. 2012, 114, 91–153.

28. Shen, J.; Li, C.; Mi, G.; Li, L.; Yuan, L.; Jiang, R.; Zhang, F. Maximizing root/rhizosphere efficiency to improve crop productivity
and nutrient use efficiency in intensive agriculture of China. J. Exp. Bot. 2013, 64, 1181–1192. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

29. Pieterse, C.M.J.; Zamioudis, C.; Berendsen, R.L.; Weller, D.M.; Van Wees, S.C.M.; Bakker, P.A.H.M. Induced systemic resistance by
beneficial microbes. Annu. Rev. Phytopathol. 2014, 52, 347–375. [CrossRef]

30. Pii, Y.; Mimmo, T.; Tomasi, N.; Terzano, R.; Cesco, S.; Crecchio, C. Microbial interactions in the rhizosphere: Beneficial influences
of plant growthpromoting rhizobacteria on nutrient acquisition process. A review. Biol. Fertil. Soils 2015, 51, 403–415. [CrossRef]

31. Kobayashi, T.; Nishizawa, N.K. Iron uptake, translocation, and regulation in higher plants. Annu. Rev. Plant Biol. 2012, 63,
131–152. [CrossRef]

32. Jin, C.W.; Ye, Y.Q.; Zheng, S.J. An underground tale: Contribution of microbial activity to plant iron acquisition via ecological
processes. Ann. Bot. 2014, 113, 7–18. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

33. De Santiago, A.; Quintero, J.M.; Avilés, M.; Delgado, A. Effect of Trichoderma asperellum strain T34 on iron nutrition in white
lupin. Soil Biol. Biochem. 2009, 41, 2453–2459. [CrossRef]

34. De Santiago, A.; García-López, A.M.; Quintero, J.M.; Avilés, M.; Delgado, A. Effect of Trichoderma asperellum strain T34 and
glucose addition on iron nutrition in cucumber grown on calcareous soils. Soil Biol. Biochem. 2013, 57, 598–605. [CrossRef]

35. Zhang, H.; Sun, Y.; Xie, X.; Kim, M.S.; Dowd, S.E.; Paré, P.W. A soil bacterium regulates plant acquisition of iron via deficiency-
inducible mechanisms. Plant J. 2009, 58, 568–577. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://doi.org/10.3389/fpls.2015.01056
http://doi.org/10.3390/agronomy8080148
http://doi.org/10.1007/BF00379842
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1399-3054.1981.tb04512.x
http://doi.org/10.1080/01904168209362970
http://doi.org/10.1111/ppl.12187
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24635386
http://doi.org/10.1038/17800
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10067892
http://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.93.11.5624
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8643627
http://doi.org/10.1105/tpc.104.024315
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15539473
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010620012803
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.plaphy.2007.03.011
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.plaphy.2005.02.007
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15854837
http://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.212448699
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12370409
http://doi.org/10.1093/jxb/eraa012
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31922570
http://doi.org/10.3390/plants10020262
http://doi.org/10.4161/psb.6.1.14111
http://doi.org/10.1093/jxb/ers342
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23255279
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-phyto-082712-102340
http://doi.org/10.1007/s00374-015-0996-1
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-arplant-042811-105522
http://doi.org/10.1093/aob/mct249
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24265348
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.soilbio.2009.07.033
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.soilbio.2012.06.020
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-313X.2009.03803.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19154225


Microorganisms 2021, 9, 2603 14 of 15

36. Freitas, M.A.; Medeiros, F.H.; Carvalho, S.P.; Guilherme, L.R.; Teixeira, W.D.; Zhang, H.; Paré, P. Augmenting iron accumulation
in cassava by the beneficial soil bacterium Bacillus subtilis (GBO3). Front. Plant Sci. 2015, 6, 596. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

37. Li, R.X.; Cai, F.; Pang, G.; Shen, Q.R.; Li, R.; Chen, W. Solubilisation of phosphate and micronutrients by Trichoderma harzianum
and its relationship with the promotion of tomato plant growth. PLoS ONE 2015, 10, e0130081. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
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