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Abstract. Ethylene binding sites were measured during fruit ripening and
morning glory flower senescence . Little change in ethylene binding was
noted during these developmental stages, except a slight decline during the
later stages of fruit ripening or flower senescence . The concentration of
ethylene required to achieve 50% saturation of the binding sites was 0 .14
µl/liter for both apple pulp and morning glory flowers . Ethylene binding
sites were calculated to be 3 .2 x 10 - tt moles/kg and 3 .8 x 10 -9 moles/kg
in apple and morning glory, respectively. It does not appear that changes
seen in ethylene sensitivity during fruit ripening can be readily ascribed to
changes in the number of ethylene binding sites in the tissue .

Ethylene involvement in fruit ripening and senescence of plant parts, such as
flowers, has been known for many years . Ethylene biosynthesis has been
studied extensively ; however, less is known about the changes in ethylene
binding that occur during ripening and senescence . Ethylene binding has been
studied using a radioisotope technique in tobacco (Sister 1979, Goren and Sister
1984), citrus leaves (Goren and Sister 1986), tomatoes (Sister 1982), cell-free
preparations of bean (Bengochea et al . 1980a, b), and carnation flowers (Sister
et al. 1986) . While there is no conclusive evidence that this method measures
the physiological binding site per se, binding measured in this way does seem
to meet the criteria for a receptor site (Sister and Wood 1987) . The concentra-
tion of ethylene needed to t/2 saturate the binding sites can be calculated from
the Kd (Venis 1985) and has been found to be 0 .28 µl/liter in tobacco leaves
(Sister 1979), 0 .31 µl/liter in tomato fruit (Sister 1982), 0 .14 µl/liter in carnation
petals, and 0.13 µl/liter in carnation leaves (Sister et al . 1986) .
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The significance of the large amounts of ethylene produced during the cli-
macteric as the inducer of fruit ripening is somewhat questionable (Romani
1984, Blankenship and Unrath 1988) . The idea of increased ethylene sensitivity
with fruit ripening and senescence has been expressed for a number of years
(Burg and Burg 1965) . Increased ability to bind ethylene or an increase in the
number of binding sites with ripening or senescence could make the plant more
sensitive to lower levels of ethylene present . This study was designed to deter-
mine if the number of ethylene binding sites changed during the course of fruit
ripening or flower senescence .

Materials and Methods

Plant Materials

"Starkrimson" Red Delicious apples were harvested weekly from 2 commer-
cial orchards and held at 5°C overnight prior to analysis . The orchard in loca-
tion 1 was in a relatively warm growing environment (elevation of 183 m),
while the orchard in location 2 was in a cool growing environment (elevation
945 m). Morning glory cv . Heavenly Blue plants were grown outdoors .
Flowers were harvested at the stages described by Beyer and Sundin (1978) .

Internal Ethylene Measurement

Fruit internal ethylene was extracted under vacuum (Saltveit 1982) . Ethylene
in the resulting gas was measured by gas chromatography on an activated alu-
mina column with an oven temperature of 130°C . Means of 20 fruit per harvest
date are presented .

Ethylene Binding Measurement

Procedures described below are modifications of methods previously de-
scribed (Sister 1979, Sister et al . 1986) .
Apple Sample. A composite sample of 500 g of apple flesh was cut from 10
apples . Tissue was twice put through a juicer that separated juice from the
pulp. Since intact apples bind so little ethylene, it has not proven practical to
measure binding in intact tissue; therefore, binding was measured in the pulp .
The pulp was further squeezed in a press until the weight of the pulp from 500 g
of apples was approximately 80 g. The pulp was brought to pH 6.0 with cal -
cium carbonate. The pulp was then blended with approximately 70 g cellulose
powder as a spacer to facilitate diffusion of ethylene to the site . The resulting
fluffy mixture was divided into 4 equal samples . Samples were tied in cheese-
cloth bags for exposure to ethylene . The juice was brought to pH 6 .0 with
calcium carbonate. The juice was placed on trays at 0°C and evaporated with a
stream of air. After about 16 hr the juice sample became viscous . Approxi-
mately 70 g cellulose powder was added and the preparation blended to give a
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fluffy mixture. This was also placed in cheesecloth bags for exposure to eth-
ylene .
Assay . Duplicate samples were placed in each of two 5 liter desiccators con-
taining 1 .0 µCi [ 14C]ethylene-mercuric perchlorate complex (110 mci/mmol) in
125 ml Erlenmeyer flask . 2 N NaOH (1 ml) on cheesecloth was placed in the
desiccator to absorb impurities that may be present in the released ethylene .
After being sealed, an excess of saturated LiCI (1 ml) was injected through a
silicone rubber stopper into the ethylene-mercury perchlorate complex to re-
lease the ethylene . A magnet was used to stir the mixture for at least 10 min to
release the ethylene . Unlabeled ethylene 1000 µl/liter was included in 1 of the
desiccators to determine nonspecific bound ethylene . After 4 h the desiccators
were opened and aired for 30 min to allow dissipation of unbound ethylene .
Initial experiments taken from 1 min to 24 h indicated that bound ethylene
diffused from the site very slowly at room temperature (T '/z > 24 h) while the
unbound ethylene diffused away after about 30 min . Samples were aired 30
mtn to reduce the background to a very low value . The 30 min airing would
result in the loss of only a very small amount of bound ethylene . Samples were
Placed in 500 ml jars with 0 .2 ml of mercuric perchlorate on a piece of fiber-
glass filter in a scintillation vial. After being sealed, jars were placed in an oven
at 60°C for 6 h, and at least 6 additional h were allowed for collection of the
ethylene . Vials were then removed, scintillation fluid added, and the samples
counted in a scintillation counter .
Morning Glory . Flowers were picked in the early morning and allowed to stand
for 5 h to dissipate wound ethylene . Samples (20 flowers) were exposed to
ethylene (0 .5 µCi/2.5 liters) for 2-3 h in the presence and absence of 1000
µl/liter of unlabeled ethylene . The samples were aired 2 .5 min before being
Placed in jars with mercuric perchlorate ( 1/2 of the bound ethylene diffuses out
1n 10 min) . After the samples stood overnight, the scintillation fluid was in-
cluded and the samples counted .
Scatchard plots were obtained by exposing samples to various amounts of

unlabeled ethylene in addition to labeled ethylene . For apple samples 0, 0 .02,
0.0 5, 0 .1, 0.2, 2.0, or 1000 µl/liter unlabeled ethylene was added to the dessi-
cator atmosphere in addition to labeled ethylene. In the morning glory concen-
trations of 0 0 .05, 0.1, 0.2, 0 .4, or 1 .0 µl/liter unlabeled ethylene were used .
Apple experiments were performed on fruit from 2 different orchards with 4

replications/orchard/date. Morning glory experiments were conducted 3 times
with 3 replicates .

Results

Ethylene binding did not substantially change in apple fruit pulp during matu-
ration (Fig . 1) . No ethylene binding ability was found in the fruit juice . In fruit
from location 1, the ethylene binding decreased slightly with maturity . In fruit
from location 2, ethylene binding was more variable and overall showed little
consistent change during maturation . We believe that the fluctuations in
binding in location 2 are not significant since these fruit also showed more
variation than location 1 in internal ethylene concentration (Fig . 2). Both loca-
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Fig. 1. Ethylene binding of pulp from
apples harvested at weekly intervals
from two orchard locations . Means and
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tions had internal ethylene concentrations that were increasing linearly when
plotted on a logarithmic scale (Fig . 2), and by the end of the sampling period
the apples would have been considered as entering or in the climacteric rise .

By converting dpm into moles, it can be calculated from Fig . 3 that there are
3 .2 x 10 - tt moles/kg FW binding sites in apple pulp under the assay condi-
tions . The details of this type of calculation are given by Sisler (1979) . In
apples, the concentration of ethylene required to saturate ' of the binding
sites was calculated from the Kd to be 0 .14 µUliter (Fig . 3) (Sisler 1979, Venis
1985) . It can be calculated that 94% saturation of the binding sites would re-
quire 1 .1 µl/liter ethylene. As predicted from the linear relationship in Fig . 2,
apple internal ethylene levels were high enough to give 50% saturation of
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binding sites on 14 Aug in location 1 and 30 Aug in location 2 . The 94% satura-
tton of binding sites would have occurred on 4 Sept and 11 Sept, respectively,
for locations 1 and 2 . Apples from location 1 were judged horticulturally ma-
ture by fruit firmness, soluble solid content, and starch-iodine rating (data not
shown) by the time 94% saturation of the binding sites had taken place . How-
ever, in location 2 94% saturation would have occurred about 11 Sept and it
was not until sometime between 14 Sept and 21 Sept that location 2 fruit would
have been judged as mature .

During the 24 h before full bloom until 24 h after full bloom, there was little
change in the ability of morning glory flowers to bind ethylene, except perhaps
for a slight decline as the flower became very senescent (Fig . 4). The concen-
tration of ethylene required for 50% saturation of the binding sites in morning
glory was 0 .14 µUliter (Fig. 5). This is comparable to the value found for apple
(pig . 3) and carnation petals (Sisler et al . 1986) . It was calculated that there
were 3.8 x 10-9 moles/kg binding sites in morning glory under the assay con-
ditions .

Discussion

Overall, during the developmental processes of apple fruit ripening and
morning glory flower senescence there was little change in ethylene binding in
the tissues . A slight decrease in binding sites during maturation was noted in
location 1 apple pulp. It has been shown in leaves that as leaf size increases
dpni/g decreases, but dpm/leaf increases (Goren and Sisler 1984) . If this rela-
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Fig. 4 . Ethylene binding of morning
glory flower during senescence . Pooled
SD = 20 dpmlgram for intact tissue ;
pooled SD = 7 dpmlflower for ground
tissue .

Fig. 5 . Scatchard plot of ethylene
binding of morning glory flower.

tionship is true in apple, it would be likely that a decrease in binding would
occur as apples matured if data were expressed on a gram basis, as was seen to
a limited extent in location 1 . Since the decrease in binding we saw in location
1 was small and did not hold true in location 2, it would be expected that if data
were expressed as dpm apple, any increase in binding would be small . Overall,
little change in ethylene binding occurred during maturation .

A small decline in the ability to bind ethylene may occur with advanced
senescence, as seen in the morning glory flowers, and is probably due to the
general lack of tissue integrity that accompanies senescence . The decline in
ethylene binding with age has also been noted in tobacco leaves (Goren and
Sisler 1984) .

The threshold for ethylene action in many types of fruits has been reported
to be around 0 .1-1 µl/liter (Burg and Burg 1965, Harkett et al . 1971). Our data
are in agreement with these amounts, since 0 .14 (50% saturation)-1 .1 µl/liter
(94% saturation) ethylene was required in apple pulp to saturate the ethylene
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binding sites . Any ethylene in excess of these concentrations would be unable
to bind to the sites . Therefore, the high concentrations of ethylene that occur
during the climacteric appear to serve little purpose in the initiation of rip-
ening. This would be in agreement with the finding that fruit is often horticul-
turally mature before any rise in ethylene is apparent (Blankenship and Unrath
1988), Ethylene sensitivity of a tissue has often been postulated to be of more
importance than the actual amount of ethylene present (Romani 1984, Burg
and Burg 1965). It does not appear that the change in ethylene sensitivity often
noted is a result of changes in the number of ethylene binding sites . It has been
noted, however, that there are differences in attached and detached fruit in
regard to ethylene sensitivity (Burg and Burg 1965) and it is possible that if
ethylene binding sites could be measured in intact apples still attached to the
tree, results would differ. Many other factors, besides ethylene binding ability,
could account for changes in ethylene sensitivity and requirements for action .
Recently, Smith et al . (1987) have reported that some ethylene binds very
slowly in pea and diffuses very slowly . This slow diffusion component has
been noted in a number of other tissues (Sisler 1982, Goren and Sisler 1984,
1986, Sisler et al . 1986). The Kd for this binding is reported to be 0 .63, or more
than 5 times the value for the lower binding component ; whether or not this
has any physiological significance is unknown . Most ethylene responses
studied to date occur at much lower ethylene concentrations ; however, some
do appear to be in this range . There may be a role of the high-Kd-binding
ethylene that is not yet recognized .

Acknowledgments . The authors would like to thank David Arrington, Autumn Duhe, and Carmen
Wood for their technical assistance .

References

Bengochea T, Dodds JH, Evans DE, Jerie PH, Niepel B, Shaari AR, Hall MA (1980a) Studies on
ethylene binding by cell-free preparations from cotyledons of Phaseolus vulgaris L. I . Separa-
tion and characterization . Plants 148 :397-406

Bengochea T, Acaster MA, Dodds JH, Evans DE, Jerie PH, Hall MA (1980b) Studies on ethylene
binding by cell-free preparations from cotyledons of Phaseolus vulgaris L. II . Effects of struc-
tural analogues of ethylene and of inhibitors . Plants 148 :407-411

Beyer EM Jr, Sundin O (1978) 14C ZH4 metabolism in morning glory flowers . Plant Physiol 61 :896-
899

Blankenship SM, Unrath CR (1988) Internal ethylene levels and maturity of `Delicious' and
`Golden Delicious' apples destined for prompt consumption . J Am Soc Hort Sci 113 :88-91

Burg Sp, Burg EA (1965) Ethylene action and the ripening of fruits. Science 148 :1190-1196
Goren R, Sisler EC (1984) Ethylene binding : some parameters in excised tobacco leaves. Tobacco

Sci 28 :115-119
Goren R, Sisler EC (1986) Ethylene-binding characteristics in Phaseolus, Citrus and Ligust rum

Plants . Plant Growth Regul 4:43-54
Harkett PJ, Hulme AC, Rhodes MJC, Wooltorton LSC (1971) The threshold value for physiolog-

ical action of ethylene on apple fruits . J Food Technol 6 :39-45
Romani R (1984) Respiration, ethylene, senescence and homeostasis in an integrated view of

postharvest life . Can J Bot 62 :2950-2955



44

	

S. M. Blankenship and E . C . Sisler

Saltveit ME, Jr (1982) Procedures for extracting and analyzing internal gas samples from plant
tissues by gas chromotography. fort Sci 17 :878-881

Sisler EC (1979) Measurement of ethylene binding in plant tissue . Plant Physiol 64:538-542
Sisler EC (1982) Ethylene binding in normal, rin and nor mutant tomatoes . J Plant Growth Regul

1 :219-226
Sisler EC, Reid MS, Yang SF (1986) Effect of antagonists of ethylene action on binding of ethylene

in cut carnations . Plant Growth Regul 4:213-218
Sisler EC, Wood C (1987) Ethylene binding and evidence that binding in vivo and in vitro is to the

physiological receptor. In : Klambt D (ed) Plant hormone receptors 1987 . NATO ASI Series,
Vol . H 1O . Springer-Verlag, Berlin, Heidelberg, pp 239-248

Smith AR, Robertson D, Sanders IO, Williams RAN, Hall MD (1987) Ethylene binding sites . In :
Klambt D (ed) Plant hormone receptors . Springer-Verlag, Berlin, pp 229-238

Venis MA (1985) Hormone binding sites in plants . Longman, New York pp 24-28


	page 1
	page 2
	page 3
	page 4
	page 5
	page 6
	page 7
	page 8
	37.pdf
	page 1




