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Bactericidal Activity of Copper-Zinc 
Hybrid Nanoparticles on Copper-
Tolerant Xanthomonas perforans
Renato Carvalho1, Kamil Duman1,2, Jeffrey B. Jones   3 & Mathews L. Paret1,3*

Bacterial spot of tomato, caused by Xanthomonas perforans, X. euvesicatoria, X. vesicatoria and X. 
gardneri, is a major disease, contributing to significant yield losses worldwide. Over dependence of 
conventional copper bactericides over the last decades has led to the prevalence of copper-tolerant 
strains of Xanthomonas spp., making copper bactericides ineffective. Thus, there is a critical need to 
develop new strategies for better management of copper-tolerant Xanthomonas spp. In this study, 
we investigated the antimicrobial activity of a hybrid nanoparticle, copper-zinc (Cu/Zn), on copper-
tolerant and sensitive strains. The hybrid nanoparticle significantly reduced bacterial growth in vitro 
compared to the non-treated and micron-size commercial copper controls. Tomato transplants treated 
with the hybrid nanoparticle had significantly reduced disease severity compared to the controls, 
and no phytotoxicity was observed on plants. We also studied the hybrid nanoparticle effect on the 
bacterial pigment xanthomonadin using Near-Infra Red Raman spectroscopy as an indicator of bacterial 
degradation. The hybrid nanoparticle significantly affected the ability of X. perforans in its production 
of xanthomonadin when compared with samples treated with micron-size copper or untreated. This 
study sheds new light on the potential utilization of this novel multi-site Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticle for 
bacterial spot management.

Tomatoes (Solanum lycopersicum) are one of the most important among vegetable crops worldwide1. Globally, 
tomato production account for around 170 million tons annually1. In the United States, fresh market and pro-
cessed tomatoes together account for more than $1.8 billion2. Among the many diseases affecting tomatoes, bac-
terial spot, caused by four Xanthomonas spp., X. perforans, X. vesicatoria, X. euvesicatoria, and X. gardneri, is one 
of most devastating disease and occurs in tropical, subtropical, and temperate regions across the globe3. Under 
favorable environmental conditions, such as high temperature and rainfall, bacterial spot is almost impossible 
to manage and cause extensive leaf and fruit lesions, necrotic leaves, and defoliation3–5. The disease can cause a 
10–50% yield reduction depending on its severity5–7. Ideal conditions for disease occurrence and spread are espe-
cially true in tropical and sub-tropical regions of the world including Florida, the leading US state in fresh market 
tomato production2,8,9, where climatic conditions of high humidity during the two growing seasons in the year 
that favor the disease occurrence and spread.

Prevention strategies, such as clean seed, weed control, sanitation of equipment, and the use of tolerant vari-
eties while important, has only proven to be minimally effective, especially in tropical and subtropical regions9. 
In addition, despite providing only partial disease management, copper bactericides continue to be the grower 
standard for disease management due to minimal availability of alternatives. To improve upon efficacy, copper is 
routinely combined with ethylene-bis-dithiocarbamates (EBDC) fungicides, commonly known as mancozeb or 
maneb9–11. Unfortunately, due to the dependence on copper over the past many decades, bacterial spot pathogens 
have developed copper tolerance, making copper bactericides ineffective12. Tomato bacterial spot causal agents 
are increasingly being isolated throughout the world3. For example, most of the Xanthomonas spp. that cause 
bacterial spot in the Caribbean and Central America are confirmed copper-tolerant13. The same was confirmed 
in Ethiopia14 and Australia where tolerant strains resulted in a poor disease control using copper-based chemi-
cals15. In Taiwan, Asia, isolated strains of Xanthomonas spp. are currently confirmed copper-tolerant16. In North 
America, Canada recently confirmed the outbreak of copper-tolerant strains of Xanthomonas spp17. In recent 
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and prior studies in Florida, USA, X. perforans strains were found to be Cu tolerant, thus creating challenges for 
growers to effectively control bacterial spot of tomato8–12.

Due to the presence of Cu tolerant strains in Florida, many studies have been conducted to identify new 
approaches in managing copper-tolerant strains. Two promising approaches include: bacteriophages and sys-
temic acquired resistance (SAR) inducers18,19. In the case of bacteriophages, it shows significant disease reduction 
compared to non-treated controls18. However, there are many challenges to overcome to make phage therapy 
more reliable, such as improving viability and persistence under field conditions18,19. Another approach has been 
to utilize synthetic SAR inducers, such as Acibenzolar S-Methyl (ASM; Actigard® 50 WG; Syngenta, Greensboro, 
NC), which is commercially used as a copper alternative. ASM works by activating plant defense systems to 
increase transcription of pathogenesis-related genes. Although it is reliable under field conditions, disease control 
with ASM has not been associated with improved yield19–21. Given the limitations of bacteriophages and ASM as 
control strategies, there has been a need to identify other novel strategies.

In recent years, considerable interest has also been placed on nanoparticles to control phytopathogens. 
Compared to micron-size particles, they are uniquely different in terms of density, reactivity, stability, mallea-
bility, and antimicrobial activity22. Various antibacterial nanoparticles have been developed and studied for dis-
ease management of copper-tolerant Xanthomonas spp.8,23–26. For example, the use of silver (Ag) nanoparticles 
merged in a dsDNA-graphene oxide matrix (Ag-dsDNA-GO). Under greenhouse conditions, Ag-dsDNA-GO 
displayed high antibacterial properties, even with Ag concentrations as low as 13 ppm24,25. Although it shows 
great promise, processing of both Ag and dsDNA are cost prohibitive, possibly limiting its use. Another 
example is the development of three copper composites (copper-core shell silica, copper-multivalent and 
copper-fixed quat) that were shown to be effective in vitro, and unlike Ag-dsDNA-GO, they were cheaper and 
prepared using industrial grade nanoparticles8. Moreover, magnesium oxide nanoparticles were found to effec-
tively reduce disease severity of bacterial spot under both greenhouse and field conditions26. In the same study, 
it was shown nano sized particles of Cu2O had bactericidal activity against a copper-tolerant Xanthomonas spp. 
strain, while micron sized copper hydroxide did not had bactericidal activity at the same concentration of Cu 
when tested in vitro.

In another study nano-formulated ZnO was tested for control of citrus canker, caused by copper-sensitive X. 
citri subsp. citri27. ZnO reduced the development of leaf lesions in green house tests on grapefruits. In the field, 
it performed better than micron-sized copper bactericide control for disease management. A copper silica gel 
coating and zinc oxide element (ZnO-nCuSi) was also shown in a recent study to have efficacy against citrus 
canker28. More tests using zinc against strains of X. campestris pv. vesicatoria, the causal agent of bacterial spot on 
pepper, showed tolerance to copper, but sensitive to Zn, confirming its efficacy in bacterial control29. Therefore, 
novel alternatives, consisting of nanoparticles of Ti, Cu, Ag, Mg and Zn, may hold novel antibacterial properties 
that are the same as, if not better to, commercial copper bactericides.

While independently these elements in the nanoparticle form were shown to have activity against X. per-
forans, a key question remains if we could improve efficacy of copper if used as a hybrid with other elements. 
Improvements are not only interesting to increase the antibacterial properties but also aimed at reducing the 
likelihood for development of resistance by the bacteria.

Nanoparticles tested over the last two decades have been shown to inhibit the bacterial growth rate; inac-
tivate the potential of organism to produce crucial compounds; exert bactericidal rather than bacteriostatic 
activity; or interact with important bacterial structures, leading to deformation of the cell membrane followed 
by penetration, thus causing damage to the cell and eventual death29,30. However, the mechanism of antimi-
crobial activity of nanoparticles on X. perforans is not well understood on components of the bacterial cell. 
Raman spectroscopy is a tool used to identify and characterize molecules based on the inelastic scattering 
of light where photons loose or gain energy during vibrational transition. This provides a unique pattern, or 
fingerprint for an individual molecule and is associated with the vibration of a particular chemical bond or 
a single functional group31. In recent years, advancements in sample preparation and equipment function-
ality, as well as ever-increasing libraries of biological molecules, has made Raman spectroscopy a useful and 
critical tool for characterizing biological materials31–33. Raman fingerprinting of all major bacterial patho-
gens has been generated using Near Infra-Red (NIR) Laser -Raman Spectroscopy and Green Laser Resonance 
Raman Spectroscopy, which provides a detailed view of key molecules in the bacterial cell34. In previous stud-
ies, Raman spectroscopy was used to elucidate biochemical changes in the bacterial wilt of tomato pathogen, 
Ralstonia solanacearum, upon exposure to essential plant essential oils35. Key functional changes occurred in 
the presence of molecules indicated by shift in wavelength, known as Raman shift cm−1, and by intensity of 
the peaks of the molecules have been documented35. One of the key molecules and unique Raman fingerprints 
for Xanthomonas spp. is xanthomonadin, a brominated, aryl-polyene, yellow, water-insoluble pigment that are 
localized exclusively in the outer membrane of the bacterial cell. The pigment has been identified in numerous 
strains/pathovars of Xanthomonas in prior research36,37.

The effectiveness of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles against extremely destructive copper-tolerant bacterial 
strains has not been reported before. Based on prior literature, we hypothesize that Cu/Zn, consisting of two 
metal elements can be a potential material with high antibacterial properties against copper-tolerant X. perforans 
strains. The element cannot only reduce the bacterial spot severity in tomatoes but also will affect production of 
the Xanthomonas-specific pigment, xanthomonadin. The objectives of this study were to 1) evaluate the antibac-
terial activity of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on copper-tolerant and copper-sensitive strains of X. perforans, 2) 
evaluate efficacy of Cu/Zn in reducing bacterial spot disease severity and risks associated with occurrence of phy-
totoxicity, and 3) elucidate biochemical changes in xanthomonadin in the bacterial cell following Cu/Zn hybrid 
nanoparticle exposure.
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Results
The antibacterial action of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles against copper-tolerant Xanthomonas 
perforans in vitro.  Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles at all concentrations had high antibacterial activity against 
copper-tolerant and sensitive strains (Fig. 1). When applied to the copper-tolerant strain, all concentrations of 
Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles completely inhibited bacterial growth in the tested exposure periods (Fig. 1A). None 
of micron-size commercial copper treatments (Kocide 3000) significantly reduced bacterial growth when com-
pared to the untreated samples (P = 0.05, SNK). When applied to the copper-sensitive strain (91–118), Cu/Zn 
hybrid nanoparticles also performed similarly (Fig. 1B) inhibiting all the bacterial growth in the tested concen-
trations at all the exposure periods. The micron-sized commercial copper treatments at all concentrations and 
exposure durations of 15 min, 1 h and 4 h had statistically higher bacterial growth compared to the Cu/Zn hybrid 
nanoparticles (Fig. 1B). However, 24 h of exposure inhibited all bacterial growth except for 100 µg/mL.

Effect of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on bacterial spot severity and phytotoxicity under growth 
chamber conditions.  Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles showed effectiveness for reducing bacterial spot disease 
severity as indicated by the AUDPC (Area under disease progress curve) in all experiments (Fig. 2). The results 
showed consistence between the replications and the repetitions.

Compared to untreated and plants treated with Kocide 3000 or Kocide 3000 amended with Mancozeb, Cu/
Zn hybrid nanoparticles at 500, 200 and 100 µg/mL showed statistical difference dropping the severity of the 
disease. At the best performance, Cu/Zn at 500 µg/mL, dropped the AUDPC by up to 80% in comparison with 

Figure 1.  In vitro activity of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on X. perforans population at 15 min, 1 h, 4 h and 
24 h. The experiment consisted of three replicates per treatment. The Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticle treatments 
were 1000, 500, 200 and 100 µg/mL. Micron-sized commercial copper at the same concentrations; and sterile 
tap water served as the control. (A) Copper-tolerant X. perforans GEV485. (B) Copper-sensitive X. perforans 
91–118. Error bars represent standard derivation. Statistical significance was based on a P-value < 0.05. In vitro 
experiments were conducted twice, and the effect of the experiment was not significant.
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untreated samples. When treated using the lowest concentration of the Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticle (50 µg/mL) 
no significant differences were noted in reducing disease severity when compared to the controls. As expected, 
plants treated with Kocide and Kocide amended with Mancozeb, in general showed no statistical difference from 
the untreated control for controlling the disease.

Results for the evaluation of percentage of symptomatic leaves showed that when treated with Cu/Zn at 
500 µg/mL the number of leaves showing evident lesions were 32% of the total plant against 49% for untreated 
samples (Fig. 3) The results were consistent for Cu/Zn 200 and 100 µg/mL where the percentage of symptomatic 
leaves were 36%. Again, samples treated with Cu/Zn at the lowest tested concentration (50 µg/mL) showed no 
significant differences in reduce the number of lesions when compared to the controls.

Assessment of the impact of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on xanthomonadin, a carotenoid-like 
pigment in Xanthomonas spp.  When exposed to Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles, the Raman intensity for the 

Figure 2.  Effect of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on development of tomato bacterial spot in planta in growth 
chamber experiments. Error bars represent the standard deviation between four replicates. The area under 
disease progress curve (AUDPC) was calculated using Horsfall-Barratt scale collected every day since the third 
day after inoculation until twentieth day after inoculation. The experiments were performed three times (A–C).
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key peaks associated with xanthomonadin indicated by 1,138 and 1,532 cm−1 was significantly reduced in com-
parison with the untreated and copper treated samples (Fig. 4). Treatment with the lower concentration (100 µg /
mL) of the Cu/Zn hybrid was as effective as the higher concentrations (200 µg/mL and 500 µg/mL) in decreasing 
the xanthomonadin levels in X. perforans. Samples treated with Kocide 3000 (Copper) had significantly less effect 
on xanthomonadin production in comparison with samples treated with Cu/Zn (Table 1).

Discussion
When developing novel nanoparticles for bacterial disease management, various factors need to be considered. 
This includes ability of the nanoparticle to cause rapid bacterial cell inactivation, effectiveness in reducing dis-
ease severity on plants, and no phytoxicity from application on plants that can generate barriers for its further 
development and commercialization. In this study we demonstrated for the first time the potential of a hybrid 
nanoparticle (Cu/Zn) in managing bacterial spot of tomato incited by copper-tolerant X. perforans. Cu/Zn hybrid 
nanoparticle showed antibacterial activity against X. perforans even at the lowest tested concentration, and com-
pletely eliminated the copper-tolerant strain within 15 min of exposure. In greenhouse experiments the Cu/Zn 
hybrid nanoparticle at concentrations above 50 µg/mL unlike copper-mancozeb or copper alone consistently 
controlled disease compared to the untreated control. Equally, important to the effectiveness of a new approach 
in disease management is the lack of any phytotoxicity to plants by Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticle application. The 
results of this study suggest that field studies will be needed to investigate whether Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticle can 
provide efficacy at low rates of Cu and Zn. Even though other studies have shown the potential of Zn based nan-
oparticles27 and micron-sized particles29 to inactivate bacterial growth, one of this study29 also suggests potential 
for fast development of resistance to Zn in the bacterium upon regular field applications. Field studies will provide 
further understanding on this risk factor.

Figure 3.  Percentage of leaves showing evident bacterial spot symptoms by the total number of leaves in the 
plant after application of Cu/Zn, Kocide 3000, Kocide 3000 amended by Mancozeb and untreated samples. Data 
collected after the last in planta experiment (20 days after inoculation).
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Figure 4.  Raman intensity (cps) for copper-tolerant Xanthomonas perforans cells treated with Cu/Zn hybrid 
nanoparticles. The samples were prepared and treated using three different concentrations of Cu/Zn (500 µg/
mL; 200 µg/mL and 100 µg/mL), three concentrations of Copper using Kocide 3000 (500 µg/mL; 200 µg/mL and 
100 µg/mL), and one control treated with sterile tap water (untreated). After one-hour incubation, the spectra 
were collected using Raman spectroscope. The experiments were performed three times.
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Another factor that should be considered in the development of a new compound is its mode of action. 
Morphological changes in bacterial cells such as membrane integrity or physical structure of the cells when 
analyzed by transmission electron microscopy, confocal microscopy or various other techniques can provide 
useful information in understanding the mode of action. Among the techniques, Raman spectroscopy is a 
useful approach for assessing biochemical alterations in bacterial cells. The pathogen studied in this research, 
Xanthomonas perforans, is well known in producing xanthomonadin. Xanthomonadin is a specific and unique 
pigment produced by bacterial strains in the genus Xanthomonas. These pigments are brominated, aryl-polyene, 
yellow, water-insoluble that are associated exclusively with the other membrane of the bacterial cell wall and pro-
duced by all yellow colored Xanthomonas spp.36. The pigment is critical as a survival mechanism for the bacteria 
against photobiological damage. Studies examining the biological role of xanthomonadin utilizing xanthomona-
din mutant strains showed that the mutants were significantly affected in its epiphytic survival and host infection 
via plant hydathodes38. This current study demonstrates for the first time the inhibitory properties of Cu/Zn 
hybrid nanoparticle on xanthomonadin in X. perforans. Interestingly, it appears that conventional micron-sized 
copper bactericides have a different mode of action than the Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles given that the former 
has a minimal effect on xanthomonadin whereas Cu/Zn nanoparticles have a dramatic effect as determined by 
Raman spectroscopy. Additional studies are needed in the future to further understand the mechanism of action 
by which Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles are affecting xanthomonadin, and other components of the bacterial cell 
wall in comparison to other chemical compounds.

In order to reduce the probability for bacterial cells developing resistance to nanoparticles, it is necessary to 
design a multipronged approach for using bactericides with different modes of action on bacterial pathogens. 
This can be achieved in part by understanding the structural and biochemical changes on bacterial cells by nan-
oparticle exposure. Epifluorescence microscopy has previously provided insight into whether the nano materials 
are bactericidal or bacteriostatic in nature26. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and transmission electron 
microscopy (TEM) have been shown to provide information on structural modifications on the surface and 
interior of bacterial cells upon exposure to the Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles26. Finally, Surface Enhanced Raman 
spectroscopy (SERS) and Resonance Raman Spectroscopy can provide further in-depth information on biochem-
ical changes to the bacterial cells upon exposure to Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles in addition to the effects noted 
on xanthomonadin in this study.

Nanoparticles with apparently different mechanisms of action have been demonstrated to perform better than 
standard bactericides for management of copper tolerant Xanthomonas spp. strains. For example, Paret et al.23  
determined that TiO2/Zn had high photocatalytic activity against X perforans in vitro as well as for control of bac-
terial spot in greenhouse and field experiments without negatively affecting yield. However, the effective applica-
tion rate of TiO2/Zn was at >500 ppm. Application of large amounts of chemicals can increase cost of production 
and impacts on environment and lead to occupational safety concerns. In another study by Strayer et al.8, three 
copper composites and showed that they perform well in greenhouse experiments and these findings translated 
well into field scale studies with efficacy in reducing bacterial spot disease severity at Cu levels at 100 µg/mL.

At the same importance of mode of action understanding, element behavior such as plant absorption and meas-
urements of chemical attachment on leaf surface are also important assessments needed due to the importance 

Treatment (µg/mL)
Raman shiftz 
(cm−1)

Raman 
intensityy (cps)

SEMx 
(cps)

Cu/Zn (500)
1,138 9.81 ±0.35

1,532 9.43 ±0.31

Cu/Zn (200)
1,138 10.80 ±1.52

1,532 9.65 ±0.32

Cu/Zn (100)
1,138 17.30 ±0.64

1,532 18.48 ±1.00

Copper (500)
Kocide 3000

1,138 31.36 ±2.28

1,532 38.64 ±1.02

Copper (200)
Kocide 3000

1,138 32.54 ±2.67

1,532 40.55 ±1.17

Copper (100)
Kocide 3000

1,138 33.24 ±3.40

1,532 41.37 ±2.00

Untreated
1,138 45.78 ±0.87

1,532 55.07 ±0.43

Table 1.  The effect of treatment of bacterial cells with Cu/Zn or copper at various concentrations on intensity 
shift in the Raman region that corresponds to Xanthomonadin presence in the bacterial cells. The samples 
treated using Cu/Zn present less intensity hence less pigment presence in comparison with samples treated 
with Copper or untreated samples. The results are from samples exposed to chemicals for 1 hour. zThe Raman 
spectroscopic analysis is based on the shift presented by the movement of the molecules between energy states 
after absorption and release of energy. Xanthomonadin34,41 presents Raman shift at the spectral region at 1,138 
and 1,532 cm−1. yThe Raman signals are measured in counts per second (cps) showing the Raman intensity 
correlated with the time of laser incidence in the sample. xThe experiments were performed 4 times and SEM 
indicates standard error of mean between the replicates.
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in understanding toxicological risks, soil and microbiome impacts and best practices of applications. Many tools 
in analytical chemistry can be used to assess the elemental composition in the plant surface and environment. 
For example, traces of elemental ions can be measured using X-ray fluorescence as tested by Turner et al.39.  
They measured traces of As, Cu, Pb and Zn on leaf surfaces using a field portable x-ray fluorescence equipment 
(FP-XRF). Among other examples, Inductively Coupled Plasma Optical Emission Spectroscopy (ICP-OES) or 
Mass Spectrometry (ICP/MS) can be used to measure the ionic deposition on leaf surfaces as well as fruit or 
soil contamination by chemicals after applications26. For example, research conducted by Liao et al.26 evaluated, 
elements in tomato fruits after MgO nanoparticle applications in comparison with conventional Cu and water 
controls. The research used ICP-OES to analyze fruit and peels for the accumulation of Al, B, Ca, Cu, Fe, K, Mg, 
Mo, Na, P, S and Zn. This research showed that fruits exposed to multiple applications of MgO nanoparticles, did 
not had statistical difference in the elements accumulation when compared with untreated fruits. Similar studies 
described above if conducted using Cu/Zn hybrid could help in further understanding the toxicological risks 
associated with this nanoparticle if used under field conditions. The studies described above could shed more 
light on the mechanism(s) of action of Cu/Zn hybrid on X. perforans cells and in planta.

Given the difficulties of controlling bacterial spot with conventional bactericides, in which regular weekly 
applications and, in some cases, up to 18–20 applications in a single season with primarily copper-based bacteri-
cides, which are ineffective, it has been a focus of our research to develop alternative strategies using nanoparticle 
technology8,24–26. Thus, development of hybrid nanoparticles like Cu/Zn offers the use of multiple elements that 
could potentially provide multi-site mode of action on bacterial pathogens, and hence be more effective than 
existing single element conventional Cu alone used in existing bactericides. Furthermore, there is a possibility 
that the use of multiple elements would reduce the likelihood for bacteria to develop resistance.

In summary, the results of this study demonstrate the antibacterial activity of hybrid Cu/Zn nanoparticles on 
the destructive copper-tolerant bacterial spot pathogen, X. perforans. Cu/Zn directly affected the production of 
the biologically relevant pigment, xanthomonadin in the bacterial cell membrane of Xanthomonas spp. Future 
experiments using the hybrid Cu/Zn as an active ingredient formulated for field applications are required to eval-
uate the impact of the nano material when applied periodically on disease management, phytotoxicity, crop yield, 
fruit elemental accumulation and microbiome impacts in comparison to conventional Cu bactericides.

Materials and Methods
In vitro studies to evaluate antibacterial activity of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on copper-tol-
erant and copper-sensitive Xanthomonas perforans strains.  Copper-tolerant X. perforans strain, 
GEV485, and copper-sensitive X. perforans strain, 91–118, were used to evaluate antimicrobial activity of Cu/
Zn hybrid nanoparticles in vitro. The bacterial strains were streaked for inoculum on nutrient agar medium (NA; 
DifcoTM Sparks, MD) and incubated at 28 °C for 24 h. For culturing of GEV485, copper (II) sulfate pentahydrate 
(CuSO4 5H2O) (Fisher Scientific – Hampton, NH) was amended, at 20 ppm, to nutrient agar serving as copper 
tolerance selective agent. Bacterial cells were collected from NA plates, re-suspended in sterile deionized water, 
and adjusted to A600 = 0.3 at λ = 600 nm (~5 × 108 CFU/mL). The final concentration of each suspension was 
adjusted to 105 CFU/mL, and 20 µL of each suspension was added to tubes containing different concentrations of 
Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles ((US Nano, Houston, TX) Cu/Zn; 99.9% purity, 50:50% proportion 40 nm–100 nm). 
at 1,000; 500; 200; and 100 µg/mL. The element was adding to sterile tap water and dispersed using ultrasonic bath 
for 5 minutes at 20 kHz. Controls included tubes containing 2 mL of copper suspension at same concentrations of 
test compounds and tubes containing 2 mL of sterilized tap water served as untreated control. Copper treatment 
tubes were prepared using Kocide 3000 (DuPont, Wilmington DE) that contains 30% metallic Cu in the form of 
copper hydroxide (Cu(OH)2). All tubes were incubated at 28 °C on an orbital shaker at 150 rpm for the following 
times: 15 min, 1 h, 4 h, and 24 h. After incubation, 50 µL from each tube was plated on NA medium and incubated 
at 28 °C for 48 h. After incubation, total viable counts for each tube were counted. Each treatment consisted of 
three replicates and the experiment was performed two times.

In planta studies to evaluate the phytotoxicity and potential of Cu/Zn nanoparticles in reducing 
bacterial spot disease severity.  Four-week old FL 47 (Seminis Vegetable Seed, St Louis, MO) tomato 
plants, grown in seedling trays and transplanted to larger pots, were moved to a growth chamber with con-
trolled conditions (28 °C, 12 h photoperiod, and 80% relative humidity). After three days, the plants were sub-
jected to foliar sprays: four treatments of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles, Kocide 3000, and Kocide 3000 + Mancozeb 
(Manzate 75DF, Griffin Corporation, Valdosta, GA). Treatments were prepared at the following concentrations: 
500, 200, 100, and 50 µg/mL. The untreated control consisted of four plants being sprayed with sterilized water. 
After application, leaf surfaces were allowed to air dry for 4 h. Afterwards, both abaxial and adaxial leaf surfaces 
were inoculated by spraying with a bacterial suspension (108 CFU/mL) of X. perforans GEV485. Following inoc-
ulation plants were immediately covered with plastic bags to ensure high humidity and effective bacterial inocu-
lation. Plastic bags were removed three days post inoculation, and plants remained in the growth chamber under 
the same conditions. Disease severity and phytotoxicity were evaluated daily using the Horsfall-Barratt scale40, 
starting from three days up to twenty days post infection. Three experiments were performed, and each treatment 
consisted of four replicates.

For the last round of in planta experiments, after 20 days, the plants were evaluated for the numbers of symp-
tomatic leaves. For the evaluation, the percentages of leaves showing lesions were counted by the total numbers 
of leaves in the plant.

Near-Infra Red Raman spectroscopy studies to elucidate changes in xanthomonadin of X. per-
forans following exposure to Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles and commercial Cu.  Fresh bacterial 
inoculum of the copper-tolerant strain GEV485 was used to create a suspension with a final concentration of 
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108 CFU/mL. Five hundred microliters of the suspension was added to 2 mL of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticle sus-
pensions at 500, 200, and 100 µg/mL). As a negative control, 500 µL of suspension was added to 2 mL of sterilized 
water. All tubes were incubated at 28 °C in an orbital shaker at 150 rpm for 1 h. After incubation, 1 mL of the sam-
ple was transferred to a microfuge tube and centrifuged for 3 min at 14,000 rpm. Supernatant was discarded and 
1 mL of NaCl 0.85% was added to the pellet. The samples were centrifuged once more under the same conditions 
and then washed two times using sterilized water. One hundred microliters of sterilized water were then added 
to the final sample, then the samples were filtered through micropore filter (4 µm) to clean the sample off for any 
chemical remaining in the sample. Glass microscope slides were covered with aluminum foil and cleaned using 
70% ethanol. Five microliter aliquots of the samples were placed on slides and allowed to air dry under a desk 
lamp for 20 min. After drying, slides were analyzed by Raman spectroscopy. Raman spectroscope (ThermoFisher 
Scientific, Waltham, MA), laser wavelength was set at 785 nm, and the equipment was configured to take spectra 
with a laser power of 20 mW, aperture of 25 µm slit, collect exposure at 60 s, and sample exposure at four times 
for each spectra. The spectral data were analyzed using OMNIC (ThermoFisher Scientific, Waltham, MA). Four 
spectra were taken for each treatment followed by the substrate subtraction, automatic baseline correction and 
smooth correction as described by Paret et al.41.

Statistical analysis.  Statistical analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics software (version 
22; Armonk, NY). Significantly differences between groups were calculated using the post-hoc test method 
Student-Newman-Keuls (SNK) with a P value of 0.05. For in vitro assays, the log populations were calculated 
and the data were organized by treatment, concentration and exposure period. In planta data were collected and 
organized by the treatment and concentration. The data collected for both in vitro and in planta experiments were 
analyzed and the results were compared to ensure consistency between the repetitions.

Received: 5 September 2019; Accepted: 11 December 2019;
Published: xx xx xxxx

References
	 1.	 FAOSTAT. Food and Agriculture Organization of United Nations. Food and Agriculture Data (2017).
	 2.	 NASS-USDA. Vegetasbles 2018 Summary. USDA, Washington D.C. (2019).
	 3.	 Potnis, N. et al. Bacterial spot of tomato and pepper: Diverse Xanthomonas species with a wide variety of virulence factors posing a 

worldwide challenge. Mol. Plant Pathol. 16, 907–920 (2015).
	 4.	 Ritchie, D. F. Bacterial spot of pepper and tomato. Online publication. Plant Health Instruct., https://doi.org/10.1094/

PHI-I-2000-1027-01 (2000).
	 5.	 Louws, F. J. et al. Field control of bacterial spot and bacterial speck of tomato using a plant activator. Plant Disease. 85, 481–488 

(2015).
	 6.	 Pohronezny, K. & Volin, R. B. The effect of bacterial spot on yield and quality of fresh market tomatoes. HortScience. 18, 69–70 

(1983).
	 7.	 Scott, J. W., Somodi, G. C. & Jones, J. B. Resistance to bacterial spot fruit infection in tomato. HortScience. 24, 825–827 (1989).
	 8.	 Strayer-Scherer, A. et al. Advanced copper composites against copper-tolerant Xanthomonas perforans and tomato bacterial spot. 

Phytopathology. 108, 1–10 (2018).
	 9.	 Momol, T. et al. Integrated management of bacterial pot on tomato in Florida. Online publication. University of Florida., http://ufdc.

ufl.edu/IR00003017/00001 (2008).
	10.	 Jones, J. B. & Jones, J. P. The effect of bactericides, tank mixing time and spray schedule on bacterial leaf spot of tomato. Proc. Fla 

State Hort. Soc. 244, 247–98 (1985).
	11.	 Marco, G. M. & Stall, R. E. Control of bacterial spot of pepper initiated by strains of Xanthomonas campestris pv. vesicatoria that 

differ in sensitivity to copper. Plant disease. 779, 781–67 (1983).
	12.	 Jones, J. B., Woltz, S. S., Jones, J. P. & Portier, K. L. Population dynamics of Xanthomonas campestris pv. vesicatoria on tomato leaflets 

treated with copper bactericides. Phytopathology. 81, 714–719 (1991).
	13.	 Bouzar, H. et al. Multiphasic analysis of xanthomonads causing bacterial spot disease on tomato and pepper in the Caribbean and 

Central America: Evidence for common lineages within and between countries. Bacteriology 89, 328–335 (1999).
	14.	 Kebede, M. et al. Molecular characterization of Xanthomonas strains responsible for bacterial spot of tomato in Ethiopia. Eur J Plant 

Pathology 140, 677–688 (2014).
	15.	 Martin, H. L., Hamilton, V. A. & Kopittke, R. A. Copper tolerance in Australian populations of Xanthomonas campestris pv. 

vesicatoria contributes to poor field control of bacterial spot of pepper. Plant Disease. 88, 921–924 (2004).
	16.	 Burlakoti, R. R., Hsu, C., Chen, J. & Wang, J. Population dynamics of xanthomonads associated with bacterial spot of tomato and 

pepper during 27 years across Taiwan. Plant Disease. 102, 1348–1356 (2018).
	17.	 Pervaiz, A. A., Khabbaz, S. E., Weselowski, B. & Zhang, L. Occurrence if copper-resistant strains ans a shift in Xanthomonas spp. 

causing tomato bacterial spot in Ontario. Can. J. Microbiology 61, 753–761 (2015).
	18.	 Obradovic, A. et al. Integration of biological control agents and systemic acquired resistance inducers against bacterial spot on 

tomato. Phytopathology. 712, 716–89 (2005).
	19.	 Huang, C.-H. et al. Effect of application frequency and reduced rates of acibenzolar-s-methyl on the field efficacy of induced 

resistance against bacterial spot on tomato. Phytopathology. 221, 227–96 (2012).
	20.	 Graves, A. & Alexander, S. Managing bacterial speck and spot of tomato with acibenzolar-S-methyl in Virginia. Online publication. 

Plant Health Prog. https://doi.org/10.1094/PHP-2002-0220-01-RS (2002).
	21.	 Romero, A., Kousik, C. & Ritchie, D. Resistance to bacterial spot in bell pepper induced by acibenzolar-S-methyl. Plant Disease. 85, 

189–194 (2001).
	22.	 Zaytseva, O. & Neumann, G. Carbon nanomaterials: production, impact on plant development, agricultural and environmental 

applications. Chemical and Biological Technologies in Agriculture 3, 17 (2016).
	23.	 Paret, M. L., Vallad, G. E., Averett, D. R., Jones, J. B. & Olson, S. M. Photocatalysis: Effect of light-activated nanoscale formulations 

of TiO2 on Xanthomonas perforans and control of bacterial spot of tomato. Phytopathology. 103, 228–236 (2013).
	24.	 Ocsoy, I. et al. Nanotechnology in Plant disease management: DNA-directed silver nanoparticles on graphene oxide as an 

antibacterial against Xanthomonas perforans. ACS Nano. 8972, 8980–1464 (2013).
	25.	 Strayer, A., Ocsoy, I., Tan, W., Jones, J. B. & Paret, L. M. Low concentrations of a silver-based nanocomposite to manage bacterial 

spot of tomato in the greenhouse. Plant Disease. 1460, 1465–100 (2016).
	26.	 Liao, Y.-Y. et al. Nano-Magnesium Oxide: A novel bactericide against copper-tolerant Xanthomonas perforans causing tomato 

bacterial Spot. Phytopathology. 109, 52–62 (2019).

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-56419-6
https://doi.org/10.1094/PHI-I-2000-1027-01
https://doi.org/10.1094/PHI-I-2000-1027-01
http://ufdc.ufl.edu/IR00003017/00001
http://ufdc.ufl.edu/IR00003017/00001
https://doi.org/10.1094/PHP-2002-0220-01-RS


9Scientific Reports |         (2019) 9:20124  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-56419-6

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

	27.	 Graham, J. et al. Potential of nano-formulated zinc oxide for control of citrus canker on grapefruit trees. Plant Disease. 100, 12 
(2016).

	28.	 Young, M. et al. Multimodal generally recognized as safe ZnO/Nano copper composite: A novel antimicrobial material for the 
management of citrus phytopathogens. Journal of Agricultural and Food Chemistry 66, 6604–6608 (2017).

	29.	 Adaskaveg, J. & Hine, R. Copper tolerance and zinc sensitivity of Mexican strains of Xanthomonas campestris pv. vesicatoria, causal 
agent of bacterial spot of pepper. Plant Disease. 69, 993–996 (1985).

	30.	 Lara, H. H., Ayala-Núñez, N. V., Ixtepan Turrent, L. C. & Padilla, C. R. Bactericidal effect of silver nanoparticles against multidrug-
resistant bacteria. World J. Microbiol. Biotechnol. 26, 615 (2010).

	31.	 Movasaghi, Z., Rehman, S. & Rehman, I. U. Raman spectroscopy of biological tissues. Appl. Spectrosc. Rev. 42, 493–541 (2007).
	32.	 Puppets, G. J. et al. Studying single living cells and chromosomes by confocal Raman microspectroscopy. Nature. 347, 301–330 

(1990).
	33.	 Huang, W. E., Li, M., Jarvis, R. M., Goodacre, R. & Banwart, S. A. Shining light on the microbial world: The application of Raman 

microspectroscopy. Advances in Applied Microbiology 70, 153–86 (2010).
	34.	 Paret, M. L., Green, L. M., Sharma, S. K. & Alvarez, A. M. Biochemical characterization of Gram-positive and Gram-negative plant-

associated bacteria by micro-Raman spectroscopy. Applied Spectroscopy. 64, 433–441 (2010).
	35.	 Paret, M. L., Sharma, S. K. & Alvarez, A. M. Characterization of bio-fumigated Ralstonia solanacearum race 4 using micro-Raman 

spectroscopy and observations using electron microscopy. Phytopathology. 102, 105–113 (2012).
	36.	 Chun, W. W. C. Xanthomonadins, Unique yellow pigments of the genus Xanthomonas. The Plant Health Instructor. https://doi.

org/10.1094/PHI-A-2000-0824-01 (2002).
	37.	 Stephens, W. L. & Starr, M. P. Localizaton of carotenoid pigment in the cytoplasmic membrane of Xanthomonas juglandis. Journal of 

bacteriology 86, 1070–1074 (1963).
	38.	 Poplawsky, A. R., Urban, S. C. & Chun, W. Biological role of xanthomonadin pigments in Xanthomonas campestris pv. campestris. 

Applied and environmental microbiology 66, 5123–5127 (2000).
	39.	 Turner, A., Chan, C. C. & Brown, M. T. Application of field-portable-XRF for the determination of trace elements in deciduous 

leaves from a mine-impacted region. Chemosphere. 209, 928–934 (2018).
	40.	 Horsfall, J. G. & Barratt, R. W. An improved grading system for measuring plant disease. Phytopathology. 35, 655 (1945).
	41.	 Paret, M. L. et al. Characterization of the pigment xanthomonadin in the bacterial genus Xanthomonas using microand resonance 

Raman spectroscopy. Smart Biomedical and Physiological Sensor Technology. 8367, https://doi.org/10.1117/12.919652 (2012).

Author contributions
R.C. and M.P. conceptualized and designed the experiment. R.C. and K.D. conducted the experiments and 
collected data, R.C., M.P. and J.J. analysed the data from the experiment and interpreted the findings. R.C. 
and M.P. wrote the manuscript and prepared all Tables and Figures, and K.D. and J.J. reviewed and edited the 
manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to M.L.P.
Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.
Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2019

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-56419-6
https://doi.org/10.1094/PHI-A-2000-0824-01
https://doi.org/10.1094/PHI-A-2000-0824-01
https://doi.org/10.1117/12.919652
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Bactericidal Activity of Copper-Zinc Hybrid Nanoparticles on Copper-Tolerant Xanthomonas perforans

	Results

	The antibacterial action of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles against copper-tolerant Xanthomonas perforans in vitro. 
	Effect of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on bacterial spot severity and phytotoxicity under growth chamber conditions. 
	Assessment of the impact of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on xanthomonadin, a carotenoid-like pigment in Xanthomonas spp. 

	Discussion

	Materials and Methods

	In vitro studies to evaluate antibacterial activity of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on copper-tolerant and copper-sensitive X ...
	In planta studies to evaluate the phytotoxicity and potential of Cu/Zn nanoparticles in reducing bacterial spot disease sev ...
	Near-Infra Red Raman spectroscopy studies to elucidate changes in xanthomonadin of X. perforans following exposure to Cu/Zn ...
	Statistical analysis. 

	Figure 1 In vitro activity of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on X.
	Figure 2 Effect of Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles on development of tomato bacterial spot in planta in growth chamber experiments.
	Figure 3 Percentage of leaves showing evident bacterial spot symptoms by the total number of leaves in the plant after application of Cu/Zn, Kocide 3000, Kocide 3000 amended by Mancozeb and untreated samples.
	Figure 4 Raman intensity (cps) for copper-tolerant Xanthomonas perforans cells treated with Cu/Zn hybrid nanoparticles.
	Table 1 The effect of treatment of bacterial cells with Cu/Zn or copper at various concentrations on intensity shift in the Raman region that corresponds to Xanthomonadin presence in the bacterial cells.




