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Abstract 
 

Apple is often affected by environmental stresses, particularly the drought and heat stress in the field in northern China. 

Rootstocks play a major role in tree resistance, and Malus hupehensis Rehd. var. pinyiensis Jiang (Pingyi Tiancha, PYTC) is a 

widely used rootstock for apple cultivars in China. In recent years, exogenous glycine betaine (GB) has been used to increase 

crop stress resistance. In this study, the impact of drought and heats stress applied alone and in combination on photosynthesis 

of PYTC seedlings was evaluated under GB (10 mM) application to find out the possible physiological and biochemical 

mechanisms of GB in improving the resistance of PYTC seedlings to these stresses. Potted seedlings (sand culture - water 

culture) were exposed to conditions of drought (30.0% PEG-6000(w/v), 25°C, 3 days), heat stress (42°C, 3 h) and their 

combination. Results showed that under combined drought and heat stresses, the photosynthesis inhibition degree of the leaves 

of PYTC was significantly higher than that under drought or heat stress alone. The increased inhibition of photosynthesis by 

the combined stresses was not simply the additive stress effect of separate heat- and drought treatments; different responses in 

plant physiology to drought and heat stresses were also found. Heat stress decreased the chlorophyll contents, net 

photosynthetic rate, apparent quantum efficiency and carboxylation efficiency of leaves more than drought stress. Drought 

stress decreased the transpiration rate, stomatal conductance and intercellular CO2 concentration more than heat stress. In 

conclusion, the foliar-applied GB improved the photosynthesis of leaves of PYTC not only under single drought or heat stress 

but also under their combination. The improvement of water status and antioxidant enzyme activities were the possible 

mechanisms related to the promotion photosynthesis under stress conditions by GB application. © 2020 Friends Science 

Publishers 
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Introduction 
 

Apple (Malus domestica Rehd.) is one of the important cash 

crops and is mostly cultivated in hills and mountains in 

China. Its growth and development are vulnerable to various 

stresses, such as drought and heat stress, due to its special 

grown environments. Previous studies showed that under 

drought stress, apple growth is reduced due to leaf wilt, 

direction changed and angle changed and branch thickening 

(Wang 2017). Moreover, under drought stress, the net 

photosynthetic rate of plants decreased, and the ultra-

structure of chloroplasts is also damaged (Hussain et al. 

2018). Moreover, under high temperature stress, 

denaturation, degradation, synthesis and assembly of 

membrane proteins to be blocked, and cell membrane lipid 

peroxidation take place leading to reduced CO2 fixation 

(Mathur et al. 2014; Hussain et al. 2018). According to 

statistics, from 1952 to 2006, only the drought caused a loss 

of 380 million yuan in apple-producing areas of Xianyang 

City (Ma et al. 2008). Meanwhile, due to the greenhouse 

effect, the number of high temperature days increased 

significantly (Zhou et al. 2011). The decrease of 

photosynthesis caused by drought stress or heat stress is an 

important reason for crop yield reduction. With global 

warming, summer drought and high temperature has 

become the limiting factors of apple development in China 

(Wang 2017). 

In recent years, the development of plant stress 

resistance research has played an important role in 

enhancing crop yield under stress. Studies have found that 

plants respond differently to drought, heat stress and their 

combination. Transcription mode, metabolic mode and 

molecular reaction are obviously different (Rizhsky et al. 

2002, 2004; Shulaeva et al. 2008). However, most of these 

studies are single-stress adaptation studies under laboratory 

control conditions, while field stresses are more complex 

than indoors where often multiple stresses occur at the same 

time such as drought and heat stress, or drought and cold 
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stress (Mittler et al. 2001; Moffat 2002). Mittler (2006) 

proposed that in order to improve the tolerance of plants to 

natural environmental conditions, studies should focus on 

the tolerance of environmental conditions coexisting with 

multiple adversities, especially the simulation of field 

environment. 

Glycine betaine (GB) is considered as a very effective 

osmotic adjusting substance and stress-resistance factor 

(Hussain et al. 2008; Kurepin et al. 2015). It plays an 

important role in improving plant resistance to single stress 

such as drought or heat stress (Hussain et al. 2008; Anjum et 

al. 2011). However, these studies indicated that GB might 

play an important role in enhancing plant tolerance to 

individual drought and heat stress, and these research on GB 

stress resistance mainly focuses on annual plants and a few 

woody plants (Ahmad et al. 2013; Li et al. 2013, 2014). 

There is still limited data on GB’s improvement of plant 

resistance to the combination of drought and heat stress. 

Moreover, what is the content of GB in apple (Malus)? 

Is GB also synthesized and accumulated in apple under 

drought, heat and other environmental stresses? What is the 

relationship between GB and stress resistance of Malus? So 

far, there is little research. The PYTC is a widely used 

rootstock variety for apple cultivars in China. 

Understanding the resistance of PYTC to stress and 

improving its resistance to stress are important for the 

development of apple industry. Therefore, this study was 

conducted to evaluate the impact of drought and heats stress 

applied alone and in combination on photosynthesis of 

PYTC seedlings. Moreover, GB was applied to find out the 

possible physiological and biochemical mechanisms of GB 

in improving the resistance of PYTC seedlings to the three 

stresses. 

 

Materials and Methods 
 

Test materials 

 

The experiment was carried out with PYTC seeds, which 

were bought from Shuohang Fruit Professional Cooperative 

of Mengyin County, Shandong Province. The source of 

PYTC seeds is certified by Mr. Ximin Song. The material 

used is belonged to Maloideae, Malus genus and Malus 

hupehensis Rehd. var. pinyiensis Jiang. The PYTC tree 

height was 2.5-3 m, and the tree diameter was 15-20 cm. 

The experimental PYTC seeds were collected in November 

2017 in PYTC tree base of Shuohang Fruit Professional 

Cooperative of Mengyin County, Shandong Province. The 

planting area is about 26680 square kilometers, about 5000 

PYTC tree are planted. This base is located in the warm 

temperate zone. The climate is mild. The details were 

shown in Table 1. 

 PYTC seeds were laminated mixed with fine sand in a 

refrigerator at 4°C for 20 days after being saturated with 

water. Then, the germinating seeds were planted orderly into 

plastic pots (height 8 cm, diameter 10 cm) containing 

quartzite, with a density of four plants per pot. The plants 

were grown in an artificial chamber at 25/20°C with a 

photon flux density of 300-400 μmol m
-2

 s
-1

,
 
a relative 

humidity of
 

65~70%, and a photoperiod of 14/10-h 

light/dark. The plants were first cultured with distilled water 

to the three-leaf-and-one-leaflet period, then distilled water 

was replaced with 1/2 Hoagland nutrient solution. Post-1 

week, 1/2 Hoagland nutrient solution were replaced with 

whole Hoagland nutrient solution. When the 6
th
 leaf was 

expanded fully, the plants were used for experiment 

treatment. 

 

Treatments details 

 

Before stresses were imposed, an aqueous solution of 10.0 

mM GB (+GB) (optimal concentration according to pre-test) 

(Wang et al. 2014) and 0.1% (v/v) Tween 20 (1 mL of 

Tween 20 was added to 1 L of distilled water) (control, -GB) 

were sprayed on leaves until runoff was detected. The 

solution was sprayed twice a day at 6:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. 

for 3 days. After GB application, some of the GB treated 

and control treated plants were subjected to drought, heat 

stress and the combination of the drought and heat stress. 

Drought was induced with 30% (w/v) PEG-6000 (osmotic 

potential of about -1.85 MPa) until reaching relative water 

content (RWC) of 80 to 87% (to moderate drought stress 

level, 96 h; control (normal watering and normal 

temperature): 94.1 to 94.3%). A combination of drought and 

heat stress was performed by subjecting drought-stressed 

plants to a high temperature 42°C for 3 h (illumination 300-

400 µmol/(m
2
·s), humidity 65~70%), Single heat stress was 

applied by raising the temperature in artificial chamber to 

42°C for 3 h at the same time when stress combination was 

executed. Thus, all treatments included single drought stress 

(DS), single heat stress (HS), the combination of drought 

and heat stress (DS+HS) and normal watering and normal 

temperature (WW). All the experiments were performed in 

triplicate parallels and all the determinations were repeated 

three times. The physiological parameters involved in stress 

tolerance were observed as below. 

Table 1: The growth information of PYTC seeds used in this 

study 

 
Category  Information 

Sapling height (cm) 250-300 

Sapling diameter (cm) 15-20 
Collection location Shuohang Fruit Professional  

Cooperative of Mengyin County,  

Shandong Province, China  
Planting area (km2) 26680 

Total growth amount of plants (tree) 5000 

Average temperature (°C) 8.6-12.8 
Sunshine time (h) >7 

Shading rate (%) 40-50 
Note: PYTC: Pingyi Tiancha (Chinese name of M. hupehensis var. pinyiensis 

Jiang) 



 

Glycine Betaine Improves Photosynthesis of M. hupehensis / Intl J Agric Biol, Vol 23, No 6, 2020 

 1123 

Measurements 

 

Chlorophyll, carotenoids and GB contents: The GB 

content was determined using high performance liquid 

chromatography (HPLC) (LC-6A, Shimadzu Corp., Kyoto, 

Japan) according to the procedure described by Ma et al. 

(2007). Chlorophyll and carotenoid contents were estimated 

following Zhao et al. (2002a) with few modifications. Using 

80% (v/v) acetone to extract, a spectrophotometer to 

compare color, was applied and proposed formula was 

applied to calculate the contents of each pigment in the 

extract. 

Photosynthetic gas-exchange parameters: The net 

photosynthetic rate (Pn), stomatal conductance (Gs), 

transpiration rate (Tr), intercellular CO2 concentration (Ci), 

apparent quantum yield (AQY) and carboxylation efficiency 

of photosynthesis (CE) were carried out with 6
th
 fully 

expanded attached leaves using a portable infrared gas 

analyzer (Ciras-2, PP Systems, Norfolk, U.K.). The light-

saturating photosynthetic rate was recorded at a CO2 

concentration of 360 μL L
-1

 and temperature of 25°C with 

relative humidity of 80% and saturating light (800 μmol m
-2 

s
-1

). The initial slope of the reaction curve was obtained with 

the linear regression of data with light intensity below 250 

µmol·m
-2

·s
-1

 in the Pn-PPFD reaction curve as the AQY; and 

the initial slope obtained by linear regression of data below 

250 ppm CO2 in the Pn-Ci reaction curve was the CE. The 

photosynthetic parameters were measured for about 10 min, 

during which no significant recovery was detected. 

Chl a fluorescence analysis: Photosystem (PSII) 

chlorophyll a fluorescence measurements were performed 

using an FMS-2 portable pulse modulated fluorometer 

(Hansatech, U.K.). The leaves were first adapted to 

darkness for 20 min, the fluorescence parameters under dark 

adaptation were measured, where Fo was the initial 

fluorescence, Fm was the maximum fluorescence, and 

Table 2: Effects of foliar-applied glycinebetaine (GB) on the GB contents in leaves of PYTC seedlings subjected to drought stress, heat 

stress and their combination 
 

Treatment +GB -GB 

WW DS HS DS+HS WW DS HS DS+HS 

GB content (µmolog-1DW) 75.2 ± 4.6d 130.6 ± 5.2b 110.6 ± 3.5c 151.3 ± 4.3a 28.2 ± 2.3gh 41.8 ± 3.6ef 36.7 ± 5.4c 52.4 ± 3.3e 

Note: DW: dry weight of the leave; WW: well watered control; DS: drought stress; HS: heat stress; DS+HS: combination of drought stress and heat stress. Values are the means ± 

standard errors (S.E.) of three replicates. Means in a row followed by the different letters indicate significant difference at P < 0.05 

 

Table 3: Chlorophyll (Chl) and carotenoid (Car) contents in leaves of PYTC subjected to drought stress, heat stress and their combination 

 
Treatments +GB -GB 

WW DS HS DS+HS WW DS HS DS+HS 
Chl (mg·g-1DW) 8.75 ± 0.38a 8.61 ± 0.18a 8.07 ± 0.53ab 7.82 ± 0.25b 8.67 ± 0.27a 8.49 ± 0.20a 5.93 ± 0.26c 5.45 ± 0.21cd 

Car (mg·g-1DW) 1.43 ± 0.10a 1.43 ± 0.04a 1.39 ± 0.01ab 1.25 ± 0.11c 1.46 ± 0.06a 1.26 ± 0.03c 1.04 ± 0.04d 0.73 ± 0.03e 
Note: DW: dry weight of the leave; WW: well watered control; DS: drought stress; HS: heat stress; DS+HS: combination of drought and heat stress. Values are the means ± 

standard errors (S.E.) of three replicates. Means in a row followed by the different letters indicate significant difference at P < 0.05 

 

Table 4: Net photosynthetic rate (Pn), transpiration rate (Tr), stomatal conductance(Gs), intercellular CO2 concentration (Ci), the apparent 

quantum yield (AQY) and the carboxylation efficiency of photosynthesis (CE) of PYTC seedlings subjected to drought stress, heat stress 

and their combination 
 

Treatments +GB -GB 

WW DS HS DS+HS WW DS HS DS+HS 

Pn (µmol . m-2.s-1) 13.9 ± 0.4a 11.9 ± 0.b5 9.3 ± 0.2c 3.3 ± 0.1f 13.7 ± 0.1a 8.6 ± 0.3cd 6.3 ± 0.1e 1.0 ± 0.3g 
Tr (mmol. m-2.s-1) 3.2 ± 0.0a 2.3 ± 0.3bc 2.5 ± 0.1b 1.6 ± 0.1f 3.1 ± 0.0a 2.0 ± 0.2d 2.3 ± 0.2bc 1.2 ± 0.1e 

Gs(mmol. m-2.s-1) 137.0 ± 9.4a 68.0 ± 4.6d 102.0 ± 5.6bc 46.5 ± 3.6e 143.0 ± 8.0ab 99.0 ± 6.8be 124.0 ± 5.5d 60.0 ± 9.0f 
Ci(µmol . mol-1) 193.0 ± 12.5bc 134.0 ± 14.3d 185.0 ± 9.5c 196.0 ± 10.3bc 214.0 ± 11.4ab 142 ± 11.9d 226.0 ± 10.6ab 261.0 ± 18.0a 
AQY(CO2.photon-1) 0.032 ± 0.0003a 0.026 ± 0.0006c 0.016 ± 0.0004e 0.012 ± 0.0001f 0.030 ± 0.0005ab 0.020 ± 0.0006d 0.010 ± 0.0005fg 0.003 ± 0.0001h 

CE(µmol. m-2.s-1) 0.041 ± 0.006a 0.028 ± 0.005c 0.019 ± 0.004d 0.012 ± 0.003e 0.039 ± 0.004ab 0.020 ± 0.003d 0.011 ± 0.003e 0.005 ± 0.002f 
Note: WW: well watered control; DS: drought stress; HS: heat stress; DS+HS: combination of drought and heat stress. Values are the means ± standard errors (S.E.) of three 

replicates. Means in a row followed by the different letters indicate significant difference at P < 0.05 

 

Table 5: Changes in maximal efficiency of PSII photochemistry (Fv/Fm,) , actual efficiency of PSII (ФPSII), the activities of Ca2+-ATPase 

and Mg2+-ATPase in the thylakoid membrane of PYTC seedling leaves subjected to drought stress, heat stress and their combination 

 
Treatments +GB -GB 

WW DS HS DS+HS WW DS HS DS+HS 

Fv/Fm 0.840 ± 0.008a 0.832 ± 0.035ab 0.697 ± 0.021d 0684 ± 0.033de 0.849 ± 0.012a 0.799 ± 0016c 0.635 ± 0.013ef 0.611 ± 0.017f 

ФPSII 0.475 ± 0.022a 0.326 ± 0.006b 0.314 ± 0.015b 0.249 ± 0.027d 0.476 ± 0.027a 0.298 ± 0.011c 0.247 ± 0.022d 0.208 ± 0.007e 
Ca2+-ATPase 127.7 ± 7.7a 115.3 ± 7.0b 92.2 ± 3.4d 82.4 ± 8.8de 126.2 ± 7.2a 106.0 ± 2.5c 73.1 ± 9.7e 55.0 ± 5.1f 

Mg2+-ATPase 42.7 ± 0.9a 30.1 ± 0.7c 22.0 ± 1.5d 20.8 ± 2.5de 40.6 ± 1.7ab 21.3 ± 1.5d 13.9 ± 2.0f 9.1 ± 2.2g 
Note: WW: well watered control; DS: drought stress; HS: heat stress; DS+HS: combination of drought and heat stress. Values are the means ± standard errors (S.E.) of three 

replicates. Means in a row followed by the different letters indicate significant difference at P < 0.05 
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Fv/Fm=（Fm-Fo）/Fm. Thereafter, the leaves were exposed to 

light intensity of 300 µmol·m
-2

·s
-1

, and the fluorescence 

parameters such as maximum fluorescence (Fm') and steady-

state fluorescence (Fs) under light adaptation were 

measured, the actual PSII efficiency under irradiance (ΦPSII) 

were calculated according to the formula: ΦPSII = (Fm' –Fs)/ 

Fm'. 

Water status, free proline and soluble sugar contents of 

the leaves: The relative water content (RWC) of the leaves 

was determined according to Ma et al. (2007). Osmotic 

adjustment (OA) was determined using a vapour pressure 

osmometer (5520, WESCOR, America) according to the 

method as was described by Wang et al. (2010). Referring to 

the method of Zhao et al. (2002b), the proline contents were 

measured with the ninhydrin method. The soluble sugar 

contents were measured with the anthrone colorimetry. 

Ion leakage and MDA levels: The ion leakage from the 

cellular membrane was determined via conductivity 

measurement according to Fan et al. (1997). 

Malondialdehyde (MDA) level was assayed according to 

the method that was described by Zhao et al. (2002b). 

Superoxide anion radical (O2
-
) production rate and H2O2 

contents: The production rate of O2
-
 was measured 

according to the method described by Wang and Luo 

(1990). The H2O2 contents were measured according to the 

method of Sairam and Srivastava (2002). 

Antioxidant enzyme activities: Total superoxide dismutase 

(SOD), catalase (CAT), peroxidase (POD) and ascorbate 

peroxidase (APX) were determined as described by Bartoli 

et al. (1999). A total of 0.5 g of leaves were placed in a pre-

cooled mortar, and 5 mL of pre-cooled phosphate buffer 

was added for ice bath and grinding, and centrifuged at 

12,000g at 4°C for 10 min. The supernatants were collected 

and used to assay antioxidant enzymatic activities. Results 

were expressed by enzyme activity based on unit protein. 

 

Statistical analysis 

 

All experiments were repeated 3 times, the presented values 

Table 6: Leaf relative water content (RWC), osmotic adjustment (OA) of PYTC seedlings subjected to drought stress, heat stress and their 

combination 

 
Treatments +GB -GB 

WW DS HS DS+HS WW DS HS DS+HS 

RWC (%) 94.1 ± 2.1a 86.9 ± 1.2bc 92.9 ± 2.3a 82.4 ± 1.8d 94.3 ± 2.1a 80.1 ± 1.1d 89.4 ± 1.1ab 70.1 ± 1.1e 

OA (Mpa) 0.0 ± 0.0d 0.19 ± 0.01de 0.15 ± 0.00cd 0.22 ± 0.01a 0.0 ± 0.0d 0.15 ± 0.00 c 0.13 ± 0.01f 0.16 ± 0.01c 
Note: WW: well watered control; DS: drought stress; HS: heat stress; DS+HS: combination of drought and heat stress. Values are the means ± standard errors (S.E.) of three 

replicates. Means in a row followed by the different letters indicate significant difference at P < 0.05 

 

Table 7: Leaf total soluble sugars and proline contents of PYTC Seedlings subjected to drought stress, heat stress and their combination 

 
Treatments +GB -GB 

WW DS HS DS+HS WW DS HS DS+HS 

soluble sugar content (mg.g-1 DW) 11.0 ± 1.0fg 33.6 ± 1.5b 14.6 ± 1.3e 39.7 ± 4.2a 10.5 ± 0.9fg 25.0 ± 2.0d 12.3 ± 2.3ef 30.3 ± 1.9be 

Proline content (µg.g-1 DW) 15.8 ± 1.8g 34.3 ± 2.0b 25.5 ± 2.7d 50.7 ± 3.9a 14.2 ± 1.0gh 22.6 ± 1.8de 19.7 ± 1.8ef 30.9 ± 2.6c 
Note: WW: well watered control; DS: drought stress; HS: heat stress; DS+HS: combination of drought and heat stress. Values are the means ± standard errors (S.E.) of three 

replicates. Means in a row followed by the different letters indicate significant difference at P < 0.05 

 
 

Fig. 1: Effect of GB application on relative leaf conductivities 

(A), MDA content (B), the production rate of O2
– (C) and H2O2 

content (D) of PYTC plants subjected to lone and combined 

drought and heat stress 
Means in a row followed by the different letters indicate significant difference at P < 

0.05 (Values are the means ± standard errors (S.E.) of three replicates) 

DW: Leaf dry weight; WW: Well-watered; DS: Drought stress; GB: Glycine betaine 
 

 
 

Fig. 2: Effect of GB application on activities of superoxide 

dismutase (SOD, A), catalase (CAT, B), peroxidase (POD, C), and 

ascorbate peroxidase (APX, D) in leaves of PYTC subjected to 

alone and combined drought and heat stress 
Means in a row followed by the different letters indicate significant difference at P < 

0.05 (Values are the means ± standard errors (S.E.) of three replicates) 

DW: Leaf dry weight; WW: Well-watered; DS: Drought stress; GB: Glycine betaine 
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were the means ± standard errors (S.E.) of three replicates. 

The test results were plotted with Sigmaplot 12.0 and the 

statistical analysis was conducted using Data Processing 

System (DPS; Zhejiang University, China). Differences 

among the GB-pretreated and the control treated plants or 

treatments were compared using Duncan’s multiple range 

tests at 0.05 probability levels. 

 

Results 
 

Chlorophyll, carotenoid and GB contents 

 

The contents of chlorophyll (Chl) and carotenoid (Car) in 

the leaves of GB-pretreated plants and control treated plants 

were determined (Table 2). DS had only caused a decrease 

in Car content in the control treated plants. HS significantly 

decreased the contents of Chl and Car in the leaves of 

PYTC, DS + HS further redused the Chl and Car contents in 

the leaves of PYTC (P < 0.05). Foliar application of GB 

alleviated the decreases of Chl and Car contents under the 

three stresses. GB content of the GB pre-treated plants 

(+GB) was significantly (P < 0.05) higher than that of the 

control treated plants (-GB) when no stress treatment was 

given (Table 2) due to absorption of exogenous GB by 

leaves. When subjected to DS, HS and DS+HS, GB 

contents in leaves of GB pre-treated and control treated 

plants increased significantly (P < 0.05) than that of WW, 

DS+HS induced a greater level of GB than individual DS or 

HS, and the DS induced the greater level of GB than HS. 

GB pre-treated plants, showing that the PYTC plants 

sensitively responded to these stresses by accumulating 

more GB in their leaves (Table 2). 

 

Gas exchange traits 
 

The effects of foliar-applied GB and the stresses on the CO2 

assimilation and other gas exchange parameters were 

significant (Table 3). The net photosynthetic rates (Pn) of the 

leaves of PYTC were significantly inhibited by DS and HS 

and were dramatically decreased upon exposure to DS+HS. 

The degree of inhibition in HS was more than that in DS, 

and the degree in co-stress of DS and HS was more serious 

than that in single DS or HS. Similar results were observed 

in apparent quantum yield (AQY) and carboxylation 

efficiency (CE) were essentially the same as the Pn. 

However, the effects of diferent stress on transpiration rate 

(Tr) and stomatal conductance (Gs) were different from the 

Pn, AQY and CE. The degree of inhibition of Tr and Gs in 

DS was more than that in HS, .and when HS was 

accompanied by DS, the degree of inhibition decreased 

again. Additionally, DS alone decreased Ci in the plants, 

when the plants were subjected to a combination of DS and 

HS; however, Ci was increased significantly. The data in 

Table 4 also revealed that foliar-applied GB improved Pn 

and various gas exchange parameters under all stresses. In 

particular, the most evident effect of GB is on Gs, then on 

AQY, and then on CE (Table 3). 

 

Activity of functional proteins in thylakoid membrane 

 

Individual DS had little effect on Fv/Fm, however, HS and 

DS+HS decreased it significantly; all three stress decreased 

ФPSII, the DS+HS resulted in a more drastic decline of Fv/Fm 

and ФPSII than each stress alone. Compared to control 

treated plants, foliar-applied GB alleviated the decrease of 

both Fv/Fm and ФPSII under stress conditions. At the same 

time, the ATP activity of the thylakoid membrane was also 

detected (Table 4). DS and HS had significantly reduced the 

activity of Ca
2+

-ATPase and Mg
2+

-ATPase in thylakoid 

membrane, the combined stress had a more drastic decline 

of these enzyme activities than with application of each 

stress type alone. Foliar-applied GB reduced the decrease of 

the ATP activity under all three stresses (Table 4). 

 

Water status, soluble sugar content and proline 

accumulation 
 

Data given in Table 4 showed that HS had no significant 

effect on the RWC of PYTC leaves. DS caused a significant 

decrease in RWC, and DS+HS deteriorated the RWC 

further. Foliar-applied GB significantly alleviated the 

decrease in RWC of PYTC leaves compared to the control 

treated plants under DS and DS+HS (P < 0.05). Compared 

with WW, under DS and DS + HS, the RWC of the GB-

pretreated plants decreased by 7.7 and 12.5% respectively, 

while that of the control treated plants decreased by 15.1 

and 25.7% respectively. Under stress, the PYTC leaves 

showed higher osmotic adjustment ability (Table 5). The 

response of OA to DS was greater than that to HS, and the 

greatest OA was observed under DS+HS. The OAs of GB-

pretreated plants were greater than that in the control treated 

plants under the three stresses (Table 4). Soluble sugar and 

proline contents were increased significantly under DS, HS 

and DS+HS (Table 7). The contents of soluble sugar and 

proline were highest under DS+HS, than under the DS, and 

then under the HS. Moreover, the levels of them in the GB-

pretreated group were dramatically higher than in the 

control treated plants, this was consistent with OA levels in 

Table 4. 

 

Active oxygen scavenging system 
 

Both DS and HS increased ion leakage significantly 

(P<0.05), with the increase being slightly greater under HS 

than DS, and the greatest increase was observed under 

DS+HS (P < 0.05) (Fig. 1A). Similar results were observed 

with MDA levels (Fig. 1B). All stresses increased O2
·– 

and 

H2O2 productions. Compared to DS, HS increased them to a 

lesser extent, and the greatest increase was observed under 

stress combination. However, all these levels, including O2
· – 

and H2O2 as well as MDA, were lower in GB-pretreated 

plants than that in the control treated plants (Fig. 1C). 
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Further, the activities of several key antioxidant enzymes, 

namely superoxide dismutase (SOD), catalase (CAT), 

peroxidase (POD) and ascorbate peroxidase (APX) under 

different stress conditions were investigated (Fig. 2). The 

responses of SOD and APX to DS were observed as 

increased activity, but that of CAT and POD were detected 

as decreased activity. When they were subjected to HS, 

however, almost all the antioxidant enzyme activities were 

decreased except for APX. A stress combination of drought 

and heat inhibited SOD and APX activities further, but 

pretreatment of DS increased the tolerance of CAT and POD 

to HS. Foliar-applied GB increased activities of all four 

antioxidant enzymes, especially POD, followed by CAT and 

APX (Fig. 2). 

 

Discussion 
 

Results confirmed that PYTC synthesizes and accumulates 

GB in vivo naturally; the amount of natural synthesis GB in 

PYTC is very low, which was substantially lower than that 

of resistant plants such as Chenopodiaceae and Poaceae 

(McCue and Hanson 1990; Ma et al. 2003). Foliar-applied 

GB was absorbed and accumulated in PYTC leaves; this 

was consistent with findings in other crop plants (Ma et al. 

2006, 2007). Furthermore, stress-induced GB was 

significantly higher in GB-pretreated plants than that in the 

control treated plants. GB content reached 75.2–151.3 

µmol
.
g

-1 
DW in GB pre-treated plants, but in GB pre-

untreated plants it is 28.2-52.4µmol·g
-1 

DW (Table 2). 

The responses of plants to different stress stimulation 

maybe different, especially, when they occur together, 

different stresses might accrue conflicting or antagonistic 

responses (Mittler 2006). In the present study, different 

responses were observed and interrogated the underlying 

mechanisms of Pn to drought, heat, and the combination in 

PYTC leaves. First, the stress combination resulted in a 

greater decrease in Pn of PYTC leaves than single drought 

stress or heat stress, and heat stress reduced Pn more than 

drought stress (Table 3). The negative effect of drought on 

Pn was due to decreased Gs that resulted in the decreased Ci; 

while heat stress and the combination of drought and heat 

stress decreased Gs and increased Ci (except for the HS 

stressed GB-pretreated plants), suggesting that there are 

different mechanisms underlying the decrease in Pn caused 

by drought stress and heat stress. It means that the decrease 

of Pn may result from the stomatal factors under drought 

stress, but that it may be due to non-stomatal factors under 

heat stress. Second, drought stress limited transpiration rate 

more seriously than heat stress (Table 3), this consistent 

with the higher RWC of the heat stressed plants (Table 4). 

However, the heat stress decreased the activity of some 

enzymes and the cell membrane integrity more effectively 

than the drought stress leading to reduced Pn (Fig. 2). These 

observations were consistent with those of Rizhsky et al. 

(2002). 

Foliar application of GB increased Pn of PYTC 

leaves under stresses, which was consistent with previous 

studies on tomato and wheat crops (Zhao et al. 2007; Li et 

al. 2013; Athar et al. 2015). But what was its mechanism? 

Results suggested that foliar application of GB can 

enhance the tolerance of PSII and ATPase activities to DS 

and HS (Table 4) and protect the structures of chloroplast 

and thylakoid from the damage by stress (data not 

shown). This was consistent with other reports as well 

(Mamedov et al. 1993). Furthermore, results also 

suggested that the foliar application of GB on the water 

status (Table 6) and the antioxidative defense system (Fig. 

2) were involved in its mechanisms. Foliar-applied GB 

and increase in other metabolites (such as soluble sugars 

and free proline) reduced the osmotic potential, which 

facilitated cells’ water absorption and stomata opening, it 

was speculated that foliar application of GB may facilitate 

the maintenance of aquaporin activity of PYTC leaves 

under the stresses, this may be beneficial to the 

maintenance of photosynthesis. 

GB may maintain the photosynthetic capacity not 

only through increasing Gs but also by maintaining 

Rubisco activity (Sage and Kubien 2007) under stress. 

Correspondingly, foliar-applied GB improved those 

parameters also to a greater extent under drought than heat 

stress, and which may be related to the greater osmotic 

adjustment in GB-pretreated plants in drought condition. 

The greater OA in GB-pretreated plants under drought than 

heat stress resulted from the accumulation of GB and other 

solutes. This indicated that high OA value in the leaves of 

GB-pretreated plants may be related to more GB content. 

These observations aligned with the findings proposed by 

Wang et al. (2010) with exceptions. These differences 

involves the proline accumulation under heat stress which 

was inconsistent with that of Rizhsky et al. (2004) in 

Arabidopsis, and their results were that proline was not 

increased under heat stress. It was speculated that it may be 

related to different experimental materials and different 

stress conditions. In this study, heat stress condition was 

treating at 42°C for 3 h, while Rizhsky et al. (2004) treated 

at 38°C for 6 h. While different approaches were applied 

which can justify the discrepancies, future investigations 

are required to clarify such differences. 

Cell membrane stability is often affected by lipid 

peroxidation caused by ROS under stress conditions 

(Sudhakar et al. 2001; Hussain et al. 2017), which results in 

the production of MDA as shown in Fig. 2B. Foliar 

application of GB can help to alleviate lipid peroxidation 

(Fig. 2B) and maintain the cell membrane stability (Fig. 2A) 

consistent with previous studies (Saneoka et al. 2004; Lv et 

al. 2007). GB acts as a potential scavenger of the toxic ROS 

produced during abiotic stress (Banerjee and Roychoudhury 

2017). However, GB could not directly remove reactive 

oxygen (Hanson et al. 1985), and our results indicated that 

foliar application of GB increased antioxidant enzyme 

activity (Fig. 2), especially POD, then CAT and APX. The 

POD can transform some carbohydrates contained in tissues 
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into lignin and increase the degree of lignification; this may 

be helpful to keep plants upright under stresses. The CAT 

and APX both remove H2O2, which was consistent with the 

lower H2O2 content of the GB-pretreated plants (Fig. 1D), 

the enhanced activities of the antioxidative enzymes (Fig. 2) 

may be the major factors involved in the GB-mediated 

decrease of ROS (Fig.1C and 1D). Previous studies have 

shown that GB can stabilize the stereoscopic structure of 

enzyme to maintain enzyme activity under high salt, cold 

and heat stresses (Gorham 1995). Also it has been reported 

that GB can stabilize RuBP carboxylase activity (Yang et al. 

2007). Interestingly, in present study, the results (Fig. 2) 

have showed that under normal conditions, the activities of 

POD and CAT in the leaves of GB-pretreated plants were 

higher than that of the control treated plants. Under stresses, 

it was speculated that GB was beneficial to stabilizing the 

antioxidant enzyme protein on one hand, and may promote 

the expression of relevant genes of POD and CAT to 

enhance their antioxidant activity on the other hand (Park et 

al. 2006). 
 

Conclusion 
 

Photosynthesis in PYTC leaves was affected by drought and 

heat stresses, effect was more sever under combined 

stresses, in different ways. For instance, inhibitions of net 

photosynthesis, apparent quantum efficiency and 

carboxylation efficiency were more in heat stress while 

drought effects were more severe on transpiration rate and 

stomatal conductance. Foliar-applied of GB increased the 

tolerance of plants by alleviating the inhibition of 

photosynthesis, due to improvement of water balance and 

antioxidant metabolism involved in the protection of the 

photosynthetic machinery. Moreover, GB, under stress 

conditions, application also improved osmotic adjustment 

function and relative water contents. 

 

Acknowledgement 
 

Supported by Youth Research Fund of Shandong Institute of 

Pomology (2018KY07); Shandong Provincial Natural 

Science Foundation, China (No. ZR2011CM034), and 

Earmarked Fund for China Agriculture Research System 

(CARS-27). 

 

References 
 
Ahmad R, CJ Lim, SY Kwon (2013). Glycine betaine: A versatile 

compound with great potential for gene pyramiding to improve crop 

plant performance against environmental stresses. Plant Biotechnol 
Rep 7:49‒57 

Anjum SA, XY Xie, LC Wang, MF Saleem, C Man, W Lei (2011). 

Morphological, physiological and biochemical responses of plants to 
drought stress. Afr J Agric Res 6:2026‒2032 

Athar HR, ZU Zafar, M Ashraf (2015). Glycinebetaine improved 
photosynthesis in canola under salt stress: Evaluation of chlorophyll 

fluorescence parameters as potential indicators. J Agron Crop Sci 

201:428‒442 

Banerjee A, A Roychoudhury (2017). Abiotic stress, generation of reactive 

oxygen species, and their consequences: An overview. In: Revisiting 
the Role of Reactive Oxygen Species (ROS) in Plants: ROS Boon or 

Bane for Plants, pp:23‒50. Singh VP, S Singh, D Tripathi, SM Prasad, 

DK Chauhan (eds.). John Wiley & Sons, Inc. New York USA 
Bartoli CG, E Tambussi, J Beltrano, E Montaldi, S Puntarulo, M 

Simontacchi (1999). Drought and watering-dependent oxidative 

stress: Effect on antioxidant content in Triticum aestivum L. leaves. J 
Exp Bot 50:375‒383 

Fan L, SQ Zheng, XM Wang (1997). Antisense suppression of phospholipase 

D alpha retards abscisic acid- and ethylene-promoted senescence of 
postharvest Arabidopsis leaves. Plant Cell 9:2183‒2196 

Gorham J 1995. Betaines in higher plants: Biosynthesis and role in stress 

metabolism. In: Amino Acids and Their Derivatives in Higher Plants, 
pp:171‒203. Wallsgrove RM (Ed.). Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge, UK 

Hanson AD, AM May, R Grumet, J Bode, GC Jamieson, D Rhodes (1985). 
Betaine synthesis in Chenopods: Localization in chloroplasts. Proc 

Natl Acad Sci USA 82:3678‒3682 

Hussain M, S Farooq, W Hasan, S Ul-Allah, M Tanveer, M Farooq, A 

Nawaz (2018). Drought stress in sunflower: Physiological effects 

and its management through breeding and agronomic alternatives. 

Agric Water Manage 201:152‒167 
Hussain M, M Farooq, DJ Lee (2017). Evaluating the role of seed priming 

in improving drought tolerance of pigmented and non-pigmented 

rice. J Agron Crop Sci 203:269‒276 
Hussain M, M Farooq, K Jabran, H Rehman, M Akram (2008). Exogenous 

glycinebetaine application improves yield under water limited 
conditions in hybrid sunflower. Arch Agron Soil Sci 54:557‒567 

Kurepin LV, AG Ivanov, M Zaman, RP Pharis, SI Allakhverdiev, VH 

Norman, PA Hüner (2015). Stress-related hormones and 
glycinebetaine interplay in protection of photosynthesis under abiotic 

stress conditions. Photosynth Res 126:221‒235 

Li MF, ZM Li, SF Li, SJ Guo, QW Meng, G Li, XH Yang (2014). Genetic 
engineering of glycine betaine biosynthesis reduces heat-enhanced 

photoinhibition by enhancing antioxidative defense and alleviating 

lipid peroxidation in tomato. Plant Mol Biol Rep 32:42‒51 
Li ZM, HO Dou, DD Wei, XW Meng, THH Chen, XH Yang (2013). 

Transgenic tomatoes with codA gene improved their heat tolerance 

to plants. Acta Agron Sin 39:2046‒2054 
Lv SL, AF Yang, KW Zhang, L Wang, JR Zhang (2007). Increase of 

glycinebetaine synthesis improves drought tolerance in cotton. Mol 

Breed 20:233‒248 
Ma QQ, YH Li, DQ Li, W Wang, Q Zou (2006). Alleviation of 

photoinhibition in drought-stressed wheat (Triticum aestivum L.) by 

foliar applied glycinebetaine. J Plant Physiol 163:165‒175 
Ma SY, YM Jiang, FT Peng, JY Sun (2003). Effects of water stress on 

betaine content in several fruit trees. Shanxi Fruit Trees 5:3‒4 (in 

Chinese with English abstract) 
Ma XL, YJ Wang, SL Xie, C Wang, W Wang (2007). Glycinebetaine 

application ameliorates negative effects of drought stress in tobacco. 

Russ J Plant Physiol 54:472‒479 
Ma YQ, CM Liu, HL Zhu, LZ Liu, W Ma, W Wang (2008). The analysis of 

ecosystem characteristic of high quality apple producing base on 

Weibei arid plain region in Xianyang of Shaanxi Province (in 
Chinese with English abstract). Agric Res Arid Areas 26:146‒153 

Mamedov M, H Hayashi, N Murata (1993). Effects of glycinebetaine and 

unsaturation of membrane lipids on heat stability of photosynthetic 

electron-transport and phosphorylation reactions in Synechocystis 

PCC6803. Biochim Biophys Acta Bioener 1142:1‒5 

Mathur S, D Agrawal, A Jajoo (2014). Photosynthesis: Response to high 
temperature stress. J Photochem Photobiol B 137:116‒126 

McCue KF, AD Hanson (1990). Drought and salt tolerance: Towards 

understanding and application. Trends Biotechnol 8:358‒362 
Mittler R (2006). Abiotic stress, the field environment and stress 

combination. Trends Plant Sci 11:15‒19 

Mittler R, E Merquiol, E Hallak-Herr, S Rachmilevitch, A Kaplan, M 
Cohen (2001). Living under a ’dormant’ canopy: A molecular 

acclimation mechanism of the desert plant Retama raetam. Plant J 

25:407‒416 



 

Wang et al. / Intl J Agric Biol, Vol 23, No 6, 2020 

 1128 

Moffat AS (2002). Finding new ways to protect drought stricken plants. 

Science 296:1226‒1229 
Park EJ, Z Jeknic, THH Chen (2006). Exogenous application of 

glycinebetaine increases chilling tolerance in tomato plants. Plant 

Cell Physiol 47:706‒714 
Rizhsky L, HJ Liang, J Shuman, V Shulaev, S Davletova, R Mittler (2004). 

When defense pathways collide. The response of Arabidopsis to a 

combination of drought and high temperature. Plant Physiol 
134:1683‒1696 

Rizhsky L, HJ Liang, R Mittler (2002). The combined effect of drought 

stress and heat shock on gene expression in tobacco. Plant Physiol 
130:1143‒1151 

Sage RF, DS Kubien (2007). The temperature response of C3 and C4 

photosynthesis. Plant Cell Environ 30:1086‒1106 
Sairam PK, GC Srivastava (2002). Changes in antioxidant activity in sub-

cellular fractions of tolerant and susceptible wheat genotypes in 

response to long term salt stress. Plant Sci 162:897‒904 
Saneoka H, REA Moghaieb, GS Premachandra, K Fujita (2004). Nitrogen 

nutrition and water stress effects on cell membrane stability and leaf 

water relations in Agrostis palustris Huds. Environ Exp Bot 52:131‒

138 

Shulaeva V, D Cortesa, G Millerb, R Mittler (2008). Metabolomics for plant 

stress response. Physiol Plantarum 132:199‒208 
Sudhakar C, A Lakshmi, S Giridarakumar (2001). Changes in the antioxidant 

enzyme efficacy in two high yielding genotypes of mulberry (Morus 

alba L.) under NaCl salinity. Plant Sci 161:613‒619 
Wang AG, GH Luo (1990). Quantitative relation between the reaction of 

hydroxylamine and superoxide anion radicals in plants (in Chinese 
with English abstract). Plant Physiol Commun 6:55‒57 

Wang GP, JZ Wang, XM Xue, C Lu, PX Nie (2014). Effect of exogenous 

glycinebetaine on physiological indicators of Malus hupehensis 
leaves under drought stress. Chin Agric Sci Bull 30:128‒134 

Wang GP, XY Zhang, F Li, Y Luo, W Wang (2010). Over accumulation of 

glycine betaine enhances tolerance to drought and heat stress in 
wheat leaves in the protection of photosynthesis. Photosynthetica 

48:117‒126 

Wang N (2017). Effects of different rootstocks photosynthesis and 
physiological characteristics of two apple varieties under drought stress. 

M.Sc. Thesis. Northwest A&F University, Yangling, China 

Yang XH, XG Wen, HM Gong, QT Lu, ZP Yang, YL Tang, Z Liang, CM 
Lu (2007). Genetic engineering of the biosynthesis of glycinebetaine 

enhances thermotolerance of photosystem II in tobacco plants. 

Planta 225:719‒733 
Zhao SJ, GA Shi, XC Dong (2002a). Quantitative determination of 

chloroplast pigments. In: Instruction for Plant Physiology 

Experiments, pp:55‒57. Zhao SJ, GA Shi, XC Dong (Eds.). China 
Agricultural Science and Technology Press, Beijing, China 

Zhao SJ, GA Shi, XC Dong (2002b). Determination of damage degree of 

plant tissue under stress, determination of malondialdehyde in plant 

tissues. In: Instruction for Plant Physiology Experiments. Zhao SJ, 

GA Shi, XC Dong (Eds.). China Agricultural Science and 

Technology Press, Beijing, China 
Zhao XX, QQ Ma, C Liang (2007). Effect of glycinebetaine on function of 

thylakoid membranes in wheat flag leaves under drought stress. Biol 

Plantarum 51:584‒588 
Zhou Y, ZH Qian, WP He, GL Feng (2011). Characteristics and evolutions 

of probability distribution of summer extreme high temperature in 
China. J Appl Meteor Sci 22:145‒151 


