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One humic acid (HA) and two fulvic acids (FAs) of aquatic origin have been tested for their capacity
to inhibit clastogenic events caused by maleic hydrazide (MH) in germinating seeds of the herbaceous
plant species Allium cepa and Vicia faba. Either HA or FA at concentrations of 50 and 500 mg L-1

was interacted with 10 mg L-1 MH for 24 h before addition to the seeds. The evaluation of genotoxic
activity was made by counting micronuclei (MN) and aberrant anatelophases (AT) in root tip cells
after treatment with HA or FA alone, MH alone, and interacted HA + MH and FA + MH. Regular
AT were also counted as an index of mitotic activity. In all cases HA and FA interacted with MH
showed an evident anticlastogenic action indicated by the marked reduction of genetic anomalies.
In A. cepa, the anticlastogenic effect of HA and FA was more significant for aberrant AT than for
MN, whereas the opposite was true in the case of V. faba. The protective effect exhibited for both
anomalies by HA was slightly higher than that of the corresponding FA in A. cepa, whereas no
significant differences between these HA and FA treatments were observed in the case of V. faba.
The two FAs generally showed similar anticlastogenic behaviors with slight quantitative differences
observed as a function of the type of anomaly and the plant species. The effects of HA and FA
concentration differed depending on the type of anomaly observed, the plant species, and FA origin.
In V. faba, cell division, that is, the number of regular AT, was generally depressed by HA and FA
at either concentration with respect to the control. In A. cepa, HA and FA produced either stimulating
or inhibiting effects on regular AT depending on their nature, origin, and concentration.
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INTRODUCTION

Humic substances (HS) are heterogeneous natural
compounds ubiquitous in all terrestrial and aquatic
environments. Aquatic HS, including fulvic acids (FAs)
and humic acids (HAs), represent 40-60% of dissolved
organic carbon and are the largest fraction of natural
organic matter in water (1). Aquatic HAs and FAs are
colloidal, polydispersed, polyelectrolyte organic com-
pounds of mixed aliphatic and aromatic nature origi-
nated from soil humus and terrestrial and aquatic
plants (2, 3). They have variable composition, structure,
and properties depending on the soil types from which
waters run off and drain, aquatic biota, local climatic
conditions, and anthropogenic inputs (4). In general,
HAs and FAs of various origins and natures are known
to influence markedly several biochemical, physiological,
and genetic processes in plants (5, 6).

Several natural and xenobiotic organic compounds,
generally defined as environmental mutagens, possess
the capacity of altering some genetic processes, such as
mitotic division, which occur in meristematic plant cells
(7). In particular, some mutagens can behave as clas-
togens for their ability to produce breakage of chromo-
somes. Clastogenic agents can act in two different ways:
as DNA synthesis (S)-independent agents, such as
X-rays, which are able to produce aberrations indepen-

dently from DNA replication; and as S-dependent
agents, such as many chemical agents, which can
produce aberrations during DNA replication (8).

Anticlastogenic activity consists of the suppression of
clastogenesis processes and can occur by different
mechanisms either inside or outside the cell. A variety
of genetic assays have been used to evaluate qualita-
tively and quantitatively the clastogenic activity of a
compound. These include the micronucleus test and the
aberrant anatelophase assay in various living organisms
(9, 10) and in particular in plants (11-13).

Although a mutagenic behavior has been found for
aquatic HAs and FAs in the chlorination and ozonation
processes of drinking waters (14-16), very few data are
available on the antimutagenic action of HS and other
natural organic compounds in microorganisms and
animal and plant cells. An HA isolated from wood leaf
mold was shown to be able to inhibit genetic aberrations
in Salmonella typhimurium cultured in the presence of
benzo[a]pyrene, 2-aminoanthracene, 2-nitrofluorene,
and 1-nitropyrene (17, 18). In experiments with Arabi-
dopsis thaliana potassium humate was able to inhibit
the formation of the mutagens N-nitrosopropoxur and
N-methyl-N-nitrosourea produced as metabolites of
some compounds used in agriculture (6, 19). A reduced
number of genetic anomalies were shown by seedlings
of Vicia faba treated with various herbicides when
grown in an organic soil with respect to a sandy soil
(13, 20, 21). Cozzi et al. (22) reported that natural HAs
can inhibit the mutagenicity action of maleic hydrazide
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(MH) and mitomycin C in Chinese hamster ovary cells.
In a recent work (23), an apparent desmutagenic
behavior was exhibited by HAs and FAs originated from
soil and leonardite on germinating seeds of V. faba
treated with MH.

The objective of this work was to evaluate the anti-
clastogenic activity of aquatic HAs and FAs in germi-
nating seeds of two herbaceous plant species, Allium
cepa and Vicia faba, which were treated with the
ascertained clastogen MH. This compound behaves as
a chromosome-breaking agent able to induce chromo-
somal aberrations preferentially in heterochromatic
segments and as an inhibitor of mitotic activity in plant
cells (24). In this work, genetic aberrations were esti-
mated using the root micronucleus test and the aberrant
anatelophase assay.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Three aquatic HS samples were used in this work, Nordic
HA (NHA), Nordic FA (NFA), and Suwannee River FA (SFA),
which belong to the Standard and Reference Collection of HAs
and FAs of the International Humic Substances Society
(IHSS). The samples NHA and NFA originated from a fresh-
water lake in Norway, and the sample SFA was isolated from
Suwannee River waters collected near Fargo, GA. All samples
were extracted, fractionated, and purified according to the
official methods proposed by Thurman and Malcolm (2) and
adopted by IHSS. The compound MH was obtained from
Sigma-Aldrich S.r.l., Milano, Italy. Seeds of Allium cepa L. cv.
Southport white globe and Vicia faba L. var. maior cv.
Aguadulce were germinated in Petri dishes in a Phytotron
growth chamber at 21 ( 1 °C in the dark.

Twenty seeds of A. cepa and seven seeds of V. faba were
allowed to germinate in Petri dishes in the presence of 8 and

12 mL, respectively, of the following test solutions: (a) distilled
H2O, used as positive control; (b) MH at a concentration of 10
mg L-1, used as negative control; (c) NHA, NFA, or SFA at
concentrations of 50 and 500 mg L-1; and (d) mixtures of NHA,
NFA, or SFA at 50 and 500 mg L-1 and MH at 10 mg L-1,
which were interacted by mechanical shaking for 24 h at room
temperature (20 ( 2 °C) before addition to the seeds. The pH
value of all solutions used ranged from 6 to 7. Each solution
was applied to the seeds in two successive aliquots to avoid
seed flooding and consequent ipooxygenated conditions. All
experiments were triplicated.

Root tips were collected after 5 days of germination and
prepared adequately for the observation at the microscope
according to the following procedure: (a) fixing in Carnoy’s
solution I (ethyl alcohol and acetic acid, 3:1, v/v); (b) hydro-
lyzation with 1 M HCl at 60 °C for 10-12 min; (c) rinsing with
distilled water; (d) staining overnight with Schiff reagent; (e)
rinsing with distilled water; (f) placing 2-mm cut root tips on
a slide, addition of a drop of 45% acetic acid, and squashing of
root tips between the cover glass and the slide; (g) removing
the cover glass after freezing in dry ice; (h) two successive
immersions in two baths of 95% ethanol and then in two
histolemon Erba baths; and (i) air-drying of slides and mount-
ing in Canada balsam (Eukitt). Fifteen root tips (5 × 3
replicates) and 30000 cells (2000 cells per root tip) were
prepared as described above for each treatment and observed
at an Olympus CX40 microscope using a magnification of
400×.

The genotoxic effect was estimated by counting the micro-
nuclei (MN) and the aberrant anatelophases (AT). The MN
are portions of extranuclear DNA and consist of chromosome

Figure 1. Presence of micronuclei (MN) and aberrant anatelo-
phases (AAT) (A) and regular anatelophases (RAT) (B) in root
tip cells of A. cepa treated with 10 mg L-1 maleic hydrazide.
Magnification 400×. (Figure is reproduced here at 50% of its
original size.) Figure 2. Frequency (percent) of micronuclei in A. cepa root

tip cells. The frequency is calculated on 30000 cells for each
treatment. The symbols **, *, and ns refer, respectively, to a
difference significant at 0.01P, a difference significant at 0.05P,
and nonsignificant difference, according to LSD test. The
horizontal line on each bar indicates the standard error for
three replicates.
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fragments or complete chromosomes that did not segregate
correctly. According to Countryman and Heddle (25), the
following criteria were used to identify MN: (a) diameter no
larger than one-third of the main nucleus; (b) nonrefractility;
(c) same color of the nucleus or lighter; (d) location inside the
cell cytoplasm but separated from the nucleus; and (e) no
consideration of multinucleated cells. The aberrant AT are
abnormal cell divisions showing chromosomal bridges and/or
isolated DNA fragments and/or lagging and sticking chromo-
somes. To evaluate the rate of mitotic activity of root tip cells
in each treatment, regular AT were also counted.

The frequencies of MN, aberrant AT, and regular AT,
expressed as percentages, have been statistically analyzed by
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) at both 95 and 99%
confidence levels. The mean values were separated by using
the least significant difference (LSD) test. Data obtained for
NHA, NFA, and SFA treatments were statistically compared
to the positive control (H2O) values, whereas data of HS and
MH combinations were compared to the negative control (MH).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Two representative microphotographs are presented
in panels A and B of Figure 1, respectively showing MN
and aberrant AT and regular AT occurring in root tip
cells of A. cepa treated with MH. Both anomalies are
observed also in MH-treated V. faba cells, but with
frequencies generally higher than in A. cepa. In agree-
ment with previous results (20, 23, 26), cytogenetic
anomalies are detected also in control (H2O) experi-
ments. The frequencies measured for MN and aberrant

AT in controls are, respectively, 0.54 and 0.11% for
germinating seeds of A. cepa and 1.84 and 0.12% for V.
faba.

The percentages of MN, aberrant AT, and regular AT
measured in root tip cells subjected to various treat-
ments, together with results of statistical analysis of
data, are presented in Figures 2-4 for A. cepa and in
Figures 5-7 for V. faba. In agreement with results
obtained using various humic compounds at concentra-
tions ranging from 20 to 9000 mg L-1 (23, 26, 27),
treatments with NHA, NFA, and SFA result in MN and
aberrant AT frequencies not significantly different from
the corresponding values of the control. These results
indicate no clastogenic behavior of HS in both species
tested. The values of both anomalies are, however,
generally higher for V. faba than for A. cepa. These
results agree well with previous findings showing that
the genotoxic responses to MH and to aqueous extracts
from various contaminated soils are generally more
intense for V. faba than for A. cepa (11).

The presence of MH causes an evident clastogenic
effect in both species, as expected and shown by the
marked increase of both MN and aberrant AT frequen-
cies. However, a marked reduction (P e 0.01) of both
MN and aberrant AT frequencies, and thus an apparent
anticlastogenic activity, is generally shown for both
species in experiments with interacted MH and HS. In
A. cepa the effect is more apparent on aberrant AT than
on MN. In particular, aberrant AT frequency measured

Figure 3. Frequency (percent) of aberrant anatelophases in
A. cepa root tip cells. The frequency is calculated on 30000
cells for each treatment. The symbols ** and ns refer,
respectively, to a difference significant at 0.01P and nonsig-
nificant difference, according to LSD test. The horizontal line
on each bar indicates the standard error for three replicates.

Figure 4. Frequency (percent) of regular anatelophases in
A. cepa root tip cells. The frequency is calculated on 30000
cells for each treatment. The symbols * and ns refer, respec-
tively, to a difference significant at 0.05P and nonsignificant
difference, according to LSD test. The horizontal line on each
bar indicates the standard error for three replicates.
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for MH interacted with NHA and SFA at 50 mg L-1 is
5 times lower than that for the MH treatment, whereas
the reduction of MN frequency is significant (P e 0.05)
only for combinations of MH and NFA at 50 mg L-1 and
is not observed for MH + SFA at the same concentra-
tion. Differently, in germinating seeds of V. faba com-
binations of MH and HS show an anticlastogenic
behavior that is more evident for MN than for aberrant
AT. In this species, the reduction of MN frequencies is
highly significant (P e 0.01) for all combinations, and
the maximum effect is exhibited by the combination MH
+ NFA at 50 mg L-1, for which the MN frequency
decreases to 1.76% from the value of 7.86% observed
for the MH treatment. However, the reduction of
frequencies of aberrant AT in V. faba is significant at
the 95% confidence level only for combinations of MH
with NHA at 50 mg L-1, with NFA at 500 mg L-1, and
with SFA at 50 mg L-1.

Among the various combinations of MH with HS, the
anticlastogenic action of NHA is slightly more intense
than that of the corresponding NFA for both anomalies
in the case of A. cepa, whereas in V. faba no relevant
difference is observed for both anomalies. Although NFA
and SFA in combination with MH show a generally
similar anticlastogenic effect, NFA at low concentration
appears to be more efficient in V. faba, whereas SFA is
more efficient at both concentrations in A. cepa for
aberrant AT.

In general, HS combined with MH at different con-
centrations affects differently the two plant species and
the two anomalies. In A. cepa, the higher concentration
of both FAs is more efficient for MN than for aberrant
AT, whereas in V. faba SFA and NFA exhibit higher
anticlastogenic actions at 500 and 50 mg L-1, respec-
tively.

As expected, a lower number of regular AT, that is, a
mitodepressive effect, are observed in both species
treated with MH. In V. faba cells, regular AT are
generally reduced by any HS, although the effect
appears to be significant (P e 0.01) when HS are used
alone and not significant when HS are used in combina-
tion with MH. In the case of A. cepa, the presence of
HS, either alone or in combination with MH, yields
contrasting results for regular AT. In particular, the
higher concentration produces a significant depression
of mitotic activity in the case of NHA and a significant
enhancement of cell divisions in the cases of NFA and
SFA.

Results of this study confirm that aquatic HAs and
FAs are capable of inhibiting clastogenic events induced
by MH in plants; thus, these substances can be used in
agriculture as protecting agents of plants by genotoxic
environmental pollutants. Furthermore, the plants used
in this work, V. faba and A. cepa, have been shown to
be appropriate, simple, and efficient test species for the
evaluation of anticlastogenic effects of aquatic HS.

Figure 5. Frequency (percent) of micronuclei in V. faba root
tip cells. The frequency is calculated on 30000 cells for each
treatment. The symbols ** and ns refer, respectively, to a
difference significant at 0.01P and nonsignificant difference,
according to LSD test. The horizontal line on each bar indicates
the standard error for three replicates.

Figure 6. Frequency (percent) of aberrant anatelophases in
V. faba root tip cells. The frequency is calculated on 30000
cells for each treatment. The symbols **, *, and ns refer,
respectively, to a difference significant at 0.01P, a difference
significant at 0.05P, and nonsignificant difference, according
to LSD test. The horizontal line on each bar indicates the
standard error for three replicates.
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Although the mode of action of HS as anticlastogenes
is not yet clearly understood, it can be hypothesized that
the MH mutagen molecules can be adsorbed and/or
inactivated by interaction with some reactive groups of
HAs and FAs, thus resulting in a decreased availability
for root absorption.

ABBREVIATIONS USED

HS, humic substances; HA, humic acid; FA, fulvic
acid; MH, maleic hydrazide; MN, micronuclei; AT,
anatelophases; LSD, least significant difference; NHA,
Nordic humic acid; NFA, Nordic fulvic acid; SFA,
Suwannee River fulvic acid.
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