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Abstract

This research evaluates the effect of different concentrations of lead and chromium on root architecture and germi-
nation percentage of Typha latifolia. Seeds of Typha latifolia were collected from Yahuarcocha Lagoon (Ibarra-Ecuador).
Pre-germinative treatments and exposure to lead concentrations of 50, 100, and 200 ppm, as well as 10, 20, and 40 ppm
of chromium concentrations were applied to the seeds to measure the germination percentage. Regarding root archi-
tecture analysis, T. latifolia seedlings were grown for four weeks in 50 % Hoagland solution and then transferred to
rhizotrons, where the heavy metals were added to concentrations like the germination test. The seedlings were kept
in these conditions for 15 days and variables such as number of roots, total area, and total length were recorded. Pho-
tographic records of the parameters under study were taken and analyzed in Image J and its SmartRoot extension. It
was found that both heavy metals affected (significantly) the germination process, especially chromium. Germination
percentages lower than 15 % and 25 % for lead were also obtained. Concerning root architecture, the number of roots
and total length from heavy metal treatments were not significantly different from control. However, the total area
treatment with chromium showed significant differences with respect to the control.
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Resumen

El presente trabajo evalúa el efecto de diferentes concentraciones de plomo y cromo sobre la arquitectura de raíz y
porcentaje de germinación de Typha latifolia. Para ello, se recolectaron semillas viables de dos sitios en la Laguna de
Yahuarcocha (Ibarra-Ecuador). Con relación al porcentaje de germinación se trataron las semillas con procesos pre-
germinativos; posteriormente fueron expuestas a concentraciones de 50, 100 y 200 ppm de plomo y 10, 20, 40 ppm de
cromo. Para el análisis de la arquitectura de la raíz se cultivaron plántulas de T. latifolia por cuatro semanas en solución
Hoagland al 50 %, luego fueron trasladadas a rizotrones en los que se añadieron los metales pesados en concentra-
ciones similares al ensayo de germinación. Las plántulas se mantuvieron en dichas condiciones por 15 días en los
que se registraron variables como el número de raíces, área total, y longitud total. Se realizaron registros fotográficos
de los parámetros en estudio y fueron analizados en el programa ImageJ y su extensión SmartRoot. En el porcentaje
de germinación se encontró que los dos metales afectan al proceso de germinación, especialmente el cromo, con el
que se obtuvo porcentajes de germinación menores al 15 % y con plomo con un 25 %. Con respecto a la arquitectura
de raíz el número de raíces y la longitud total no varió entre el control y los tratamientos con metales. Sin embargo,
el tratamiento referente al área total de la raíz tratada con cromo presentó diferencias significativas con respecto al
control.
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Effects of lead and chromium on germination and root architecture of Typha latifolia (Typhaceae) seedlings

1 Introduction

Environmental pollution by heavy metals has in-
creased significantly due to anthropogenic ac-
tivities, particularly those derived from indus-
trial practices. Since these contaminants are non-
biodegradable substances, they exert lethal effects
on plants, such as the reduction of transpiration rate
and cell division (Sharma et al., 2022). In response
to their exposure, plants exhibit decreased seed ger-
mination rates, inactivation of essential enzymes,
and impairment of photosynthesis and water regu-
lation (Zaidi et al., 2012). Moreover, heavy metals
can alter plant morphology by reducing biomass,
stem diameter, length, surface area, and soil distri-
bution, as well as by decreasing the formation of
lateral and adventitious roots (Baligar et al., 1998).

The root system of plant species plays a vital role
in their growth and development, as it enables the
absorption of water, nutrients, and minerals from
the soil. For this reason, root architecture exhibits
plasticity that depends on soil type and environ-
mental conditions (Armengaud et al., 2009; Franco
et al., 2011). The roots of plants tolerant to heavy
metals and abiotic stress can respond not only to
nutrient deficiencies but also to metal excess in the
soil. This condition often leads to reduced growth
parameters such as root elongation, biomass pro-
duction, and root hair development, due to toxicity
and the disruption of physiological processes (Bar-
celó and Poschenrieder, 1992; Kahle, 1993).

Despite the detrimental effects of heavy metals,
certain plants are known for their tolerance to these
contaminants. Some are even capable of incorpora-
ting metals through absorption processes and sto-
ring them in the vacuole, thus avoiding the afore-
mentioned physiological damages (Pal Singh et al.,
2013). One such example is Typha latifolia, an aqua-
tic species distributed throughout the Northern He-
misphere and introduced and naturalized in South
America, East Africa, Australia, and Hawaii (Smith,
2018). Due to its high tolerance threshold, this spe-
cies is considered a hyperaccumulator of heavy me-
tals in its roots, with concentrations that may exceed
those of the surrounding substrate (Branković et al.,
2011). However, despite this tolerance, T. latifolia
may still exhibit changes in root architecture and
a gradual decrease in root growth depending on
the concentration of metals to which it is exposed.

Reported growth inhibition thresholds are in the
range of 200–500 ppm for lead and 10–60 ppm for
chromium (Sasmaz et al., 2008; Chen et al., 2014;
Han et al., 2015).

Several techniques have been used to quan-
tify these changes, among which root architecture
analysis stands out. This method involves the sys-
tematic observation of measurable variables using
instruments known as rhizotrons, which allow the
manipulation of nutrient concentrations and other
external factors (Busch et al., 2006). The descrip-
tion of the root system in plants grown in rhizo-
trons enables documentation of root growth and
form, providing insight into their morphology, to-
pology, and root–root interactions (Lobet et al.,
2011). Furthermore, studying the seed germination
of wetland plants tolerant to heavy metals, such as
Typha latifolia, allows for determining the degree of
seed resistance to contaminant exposure (Zhang,
2015), which is important in ecological restoration
and environmental remediation projects.

Because of the latter, the objective of this study
is to quantify the effect of different concentrations
of lead and chromium on the seed germination and
root architecture of Typha latifolia seedlings under la-
boratory conditions.

2 Materials and Methods

2.1 Seed Collection
Seeds of Typha latifolia were collected from sponta-
neously growing populations in Yahuarcocha La-
goon (2,200 m.a.s.l.), located in the province of Im-
babura, Ecuador (Figure 1). Two collection sites we-
re selected: the first, located on the northeastern
shore of the lagoon (Site 1), locally known as “La
vuelta de la paloma,” and the second on the south-
western shore (Site 2), in the area referred to as
“La recta de ingreso al poblado de San Miguel de
Yahuarcocha.”

From each plant, one mature inflorescence (dark
brown in color, according to Smith (2018)) was co-
llected, for a total of 20 inflorescences (ten per sam-
pling site). The samples were stored under refrige-
ration at 3 �C for seven days. Seed collection was
conducted during the rainy season between April
and May 2021.
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Figure 1. Seed collection sites of T. latifolia in Yahuarcocha Lagoon. Site 1: northeastern shore of the lagoon; Site 2:
southwestern shore. Collection period: April–May 2021 (rainy season).

Table 1. Experimental conditions of the treatments in the germination test of Typha latifolia seeds collected from two
sampling sites in Yahuarcocha Lagoon.

Treatment Replicates Description*

Site 1 3 100 seeds from Site 1, hydrated in saline water (1% NaCl)
for 24 h, then hydrated in distilled water for 20 days.

Site 2 3 100 seeds from Site 2, hydrated in saline water (1% NaCl)
for 24 h, then hydrated in distilled water for 20 days.

Control 1 3 100 seeds from Site 1, hydrated in distilled water for
20 days.

Control 2 3 100 seeds from Site 2, hydrated in distilled water for
20 days.

*General experimental conditions: pH between 6.5 and 7.5; photoperiod of 12 h light / 12 h dark;
average temperature of 21 �C; hydration depth of 0.5 cm.
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2.2 Seed Germination

The seeds, which range from 20,000 to 700,000 per
spike (Smith, 2018), were disinfected using 2.5 % so-
dium hypochlorite (USDA, 2016). They were then
placed in Petri dishes containing deionized water
to separate viable seeds (those that sink) from non-
viable ones (those that �oat) (Bourgeois et al., 2012).

A total of 600 viable seeds (300 from each site)
were selected and placed in three Petri dishes (100
per dish). Each group of seeds was immersed in
slightly saline water (1 % NaCl) with a pH between
6.5 and 7.5 for 24 h, following the recommendations
of Semenova (2014) for this species.

Subsequently, the seeds were submerged to a
depth of 0.5 cm in distilled water until germination,

under a photoperiod of 12 h light / 12 h dark and
an average temperature of 21� C. No scari�cation
treatment was applied, as reported by the Royal
Botanical Gardens, Kew (2016), since this procedu-
re reduces germination rates to below 58 % in Typha
latifolia.

The control treatments consisted of 100 seeds
from Site 1 (Control 1) and Site 2 (Control 2), hy-
drated in distilled water for 20 days, with three
replicates each (Table 1).

The effect of lead on seed germination was eva-
luated by adding the following concentrations to
each Petri dish: 50 ppm, 100 ppm, and 200 ppm,
in the form of Pb(NO 3)2, with three replicates (Ta-
ble 2).

Table 2. Experimental conditions of treatments in the test assessing the e�ects of di�erent lead (Pb) concentrations on
the germination of Typha latifolia seeds collected from Yahuarcocha Lagoon.

Treatment Replicates Description*

0 ppm (control) 3 100 seeds hydrated in distilled water without lead for
20 days.

50 ppm 3 100 seeds hydrated in distilled water with 50 ppm of lead
for 20 days.

100 ppm 3 100 seeds hydrated in distilled water with 100 ppm of lead
for 20 days.

200 ppm 3 100 seeds hydrated in distilled water with 200 ppm of lead
for 20 days.

*General experimental conditions: seeds hydrated in saline water (1 % NaCl) for 24 h prior to the
addition of di�erent lead concentrations; pH between 6.5 and 7.5; photoperiod of 12 h light / 12 h
dark; average temperature of 21� C; hydration depth of 0.5 cm.

To evaluate the effect of chromium on seed ger-
mination, concentrations of 10 ppm, 20 ppm, and 40
ppm were used in the form of K 2Cr2O7, with three
replicates for each concentration (Table 3). In both

experimental sets, the control treatments consisted
of seeds hydrated in saline water (1 % NaCl) for 24
h as a pregerminative treatment, followed by hydra-
tion with distilled water.

Table 3. Experimental conditions of treatments in the test assessing the e�ects of di�erent chromium (Cr) concentrations
on the germination of Typha latifolia seeds collected from Yahuarcocha Lagoon.

Treatment Replicates Description*
0 ppm (control) 3 100 seeds hydrated in distilled water without chromium for 20 days
10 ppm 3 100 seeds hydrated in distilled water with 10 ppm of chromium for 20 days
20 ppm 3 100 seeds hydrated in distilled water with 20 ppm of chromium for 20 days
40 ppm 3 100 seeds hydrated in distilled water with 40 ppm of chromium for 20 days

* General experimental conditions: seeds hydrated in saline water (1 % NaCl) for 24 h prior to the addition of di�erent
chromium concentrations; pH between 6.5 and 7.5; photoperiod of 12 h light / 12 h dark; average temperature of

21 � C; hydration depth of 0.5 cm.
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In the �rst experiment, the variable evaluated
was the germination percentage of seeds from Si-
tes 1 and 2 compared to the germination percenta-
ges of their respective control treatments (Control
1 and Control 2). In the second and third experi-
ments, the germination percentage was assessed in
treatments with seeds exposed to different concen-
trations of lead and chromium, respectively, as des-
cribed above.

2.3 Root Architecture

To study root growth, a rhizotron was construc-
ted with the following dimensions: 40 cm in front,
8 cm in width (lateral), and 40 cm in depth (in the
direction of gravity) (Figure 2). The rhizotron was

equipped with a double 5 mm thick glass front,
allowing for temporal monitoring of root growth
through photographic recording. On the surface of
the growth medium (50 % standard Hoagland so-
lution), a 4 mm cork sheet was placed, on which
seedlings obtained from the control treatment of
the germination experiment were positioned.

A total of three seedlings were transplanted in-
to each rhizotron (45 days after germination), resul-
ting in a total of 21 seedlings. Photographic records
were taken at 0 (zero), 5, 10, and 15 days after trans-
plantation (DAT). The rhizotrons were placed out-
doors under sunlight at an approximate altitude of
2,220 m.a.s.l. and an average temperature of 20� C.

Figure 2. Characteristics of the constructed rhizotron. A. Dimensions of the container from the front and side views. B.
Front view of a Typha seedling growing in the rhizotron.

2.4 Growth Conditions

Each rhizotron was �lled with 8 L of half-strength
Hoagland solution to simulate the natural condi-
tions of the collection site (Hoagland and Arnon,
1938). Solutions were then added to achieve con-
centrations of 50, 100, and 200 ppm of lead and 10,
20, and 40 ppm of chromium. The concentrations
of metal solutions were selected based on the spe-
cies' tolerance reported in the literature and on the
ranges of these metals found in previous studies
characterizing the water, soil, sediment, and roots
of Typha latifolia in Yahuarcocha Lagoon (Oquendo
et al., 2020).

Control treatments consisted of seedlings grown
exclusively in 50 % standard Hoagland solution.
The germination and root architecture experiments
of Typha latifolia were conducted at the Environmen-
tal Research Laboratory (LABINAM) of Universi-
dad Técnica del Norte.

2.5 Image Analysis

Sequential photographs of all roots taken at the spe-
ci�ed recording times (0, 5, 10, and 15 days after
transplanting) were processed using the software
ImageJ and its SmartRoot extension. The variables
evaluated included: number of roots, total root area
(cm2), and total root length (cm) of the seedlings.
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2.6 Statistical Analysis

Based on the data obtained for Typha latifolia seed
germination percentage, the effects of lead and
chromium on germination, and the effects of the-
se heavy metals on root growth (in the rhizotron),
three one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) were
performed. The �rst ANOVA compared the germi-
nation of seeds hydrated in distilled water (Controls
1 and 2) with that of seeds subjected to a pregermi-
native treatment (hydrated in 1 % NaCl for 24 h),
for both Site 1 and Site 2. The second and third
ANOVAs determined the effect of different heavy
metal concentrations (lead and chromium) on the
variables: germination percentage (in the second
ANOVA) and number of roots, total area, and total
root length (in the third ANOVA).

Subsequently, Tukey's multiple mean compari-
son test was applied for each ANOVA. The assum-
ptions of normality and homogeneity of variances
were veri�ed using the Shapiro–Wilk and Levene

tests, respectively. The level of signi�cance used
was 0;05, and the statistical software employed was
Statistica version 10.

3 Results and Discussion

3.1 Germination

Typha latifolia seeds subjected to pregerminative
treatment—hydrated in saline water (1 % NaCl)
for 24 h and subsequently in distilled water for
20 days—showed a germination rate of 86;5 % �
9;2 % (standard deviation) for seeds from Site 1,
while those from Site 2 exhibited a similar germina-
tion rate of 81;4 % � 5;9 %. In contrast, seeds hydra-
ted only in distilled water for 20 days showed lo-
wer germination percentages, decreasing to 60;4 %
(�5;7 %) for Control 1 and 57;2 % (�5;5 %) for Con-
trol 2 (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Germination percentage of Typha latifolia seeds from Yahuarcocha Lagoon. Control seeds (1 and 2, columns
marked with b) were hydrated for 20 days, whereas seeds from Sites 1 and 2 (marked with a) were additionally subjected
to a 24 h prehydration in saline water (1 % NaCl) as a pregerminative treatment. Di�erent letters represent signi�cant

di�erences among treatments (p < 0;05).

No signi�cant differences were observed bet-
ween the germination percentages of seeds from
the two collection sites; however, signi�cant dif-
ferences were found between the pregerminative
treatments from both sites (columns a) and their

respective controls (1 and 2), whose seeds did not
receive pregerminative treatment (columns b).

Regarding the germination percentages under
different concentrations of heavy metals during the
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hydration phase (Figure 4A), the results (presented
with their respective standard deviations) for lead
addition were 47;4 � 8;7 % germination at 50 ppm,
40;7�8;0 % at 100 ppm, and decreased to 22;1�4;8 %
at 200 ppm of lead. The germination percentage of
the control treatment (pregerminative + hydration)
was 84;0 � 9;2 %. Statistically signi�cant differences
were observed between the control (a), the 50 and
100 ppm concentrations (b), and the 200 ppm lead
concentration (c) (Figure 4A).

For chromium, germination at 10 ppm was low,
and it reached 25;4 � 7;3 %. At 20 ppm, germination
decreased to 18;2 � 5;3 %, and at 40 ppm it further
declined to 13;2 � 4;9 %. The germination percen-
tage of the control treatment (pregerminative + hy-
dration) was again 84;0 � 9;2 % (Figure 4B). In this
case, signi�cant differences were found between the
control treatment (a) and all three chromium con-
centrations (b): 10, 20, and 40 ppm.

Figure 4. Percentage of T. latifolia seeds germinated under treatments: A) lead, and B) chromium. Mean values and
standard deviations are shown. Di�erent letters indicate signi�cant di�erences according to Tukey's test (p < 0;05).

The experiment was replicated three times (n = 3).

Figure 5. Variation in the number of T. latifolia roots in the presence of di�erent concentrations of lead (A) and chromium
(B) in the growth medium. Mean values and standard deviations are shown. No signi�cant di�erences were found

according to Tukey's test at p < 0;05; n = 3.
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3.2 Root Architecture

When evaluating the effect of lead on the number
of roots of seedlings grown in the rhizotron, no sta-
tistically signi�cant differences (ns) were detected,
although the absolute number of roots increased
from the day of transplanting (0 DAT) to 15 DAT,
when the evaluation concluded (Figure 5A). The re-
sults (all reported with their respective standard de-
viations) showed that the control treatment slightly
increased the number of roots from 8;3 � 0;6 to
9;3 � 2;3 at 15 DAT. The highest increase occurred
at 50 ppm of lead, from 9;0 � 1;0 roots (at 0 DAT) to
14;7 � 4;0 roots at 15 DAT. At 100 ppm of lead,
the average number of roots remained constant
(7;7 � 0;9) throughout the experiment. No signi�-
cant differences were found among treatments (50,
100, and 200 ppm) or between these and the control
(Figure 5A).

Similarly, a slight increase in root number was
observed in the presence of chromium in the growth
medium. However, unlike lead, the greatest increa-
se occurred at the highest chromium concentra-
tion (40 ppm), where the number of roots increased
slightly, from 9;0 � 1;7 to 13;7 � 1;5 by the end of

the experiment (15 DAT), without signi�cant diffe-
rences. No statistically signi�cant differences were
found among chromium treatments (10, 20, and
40 ppm) or between them and the control (Figu-
re 5B).

The average total root area (cm2) increased
by approximately three to six times over the 15-
day evaluation period in all treatments—control
and lead concentrations of 50, 100, and 200 ppm.
The highest increase in total root area occurred
at 100 ppm of lead, where values increased from
4;00 � 2;1 cm 2 to 24;8 � 7;8 cm 2. Conversely, the
smallest increase occurred at 200 ppm of lead, from
6;5 � 3;3 cm 2 to 13;4 � 7;7 cm 2. However, no sig-
ni�cant differences were detected among the four
treatments (Figure 6A).

In the presence of chromium, no increase in to-
tal root area was recorded at any of the concentra-
tions tested (10, 20, and 40 ppm), as the values re-
mained constant (Figure 6B). Only the control treat-
ment showed an increase in total root area, from
5;4 � 3;7 cm 2 to 18;0 � 2;9 cm 2, resulting in signi�-
cant differences between the control (a) and all three
experimental treatments (b).

Figure 6. Variation in T. latifolia root area in the presence of di�erent concentrations of lead (A) and chromium (B).
Mean values and standard deviations are shown. Di�erent letters indicate signi�cant di�erences according to Tukey's

test at p < 0;05; n = 3.

La Granja: Revista de Ciencias de la Vida 43(1) 2026:145-159.
©2026, Universidad Politécnica Salesiana, Ecuador.

153




	Introduction
	Materials and Methods
	Seed Collection
	Seed Germination
	Root Architecture
	Growth Conditions
	Image Analysis
	Statistical Analysis

	Results and Discussion
	Germination
	Root Architecture
	Discussion

	Conclusions

