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The changes in the in vitro activity of nitrate reductase, glutamine synthetase and glutamate
dehydrogenase of leaves and roots of tomato plant (Lycopersicon  esculentum Mill.) with the
supply of different nitrogen sources (ammonium, nitrate, or both) were examined. Nitrate
reductase activity of leaves and roots became very low when nitrate was omitted from
nutrient media. Plants supplied with ammonium nitrate had a detectable level of nitrate
reductase activity. Glutamine synthetase activity increased similarly in roots of plants
supplied with ammonium alone and of plants with ammonium nitrate, but it was not affected
in leaves by the supply of different nitrogen sources. On the contrary, glutamate dehy-
drogenase activity was not clearly affected in roots by the supply of different nitrogen
sources whereas it became much higher in leaves of plants supplied with ammonium alone
and slightly higher in those of plants with ammonium nitrate than in those of plants with
nitrate alone. It is considered that lower accumulation of ammonium in leaves of plants
supplied with ammonium nitrate may be due to stimulation of metabolic steps other than the
primary ammonia assimilation.

INTRODUCTION

Most of crop plants are able to utilize ammonium and nitrate as the sole source
of nitrogen. There are differences among plant species in which form of nitrogen
(ammoium or nitrate) is a better source (Moritsugu and Kawasaki 1980). Tomato
plants grew better on nitrate media than when those received ammonium alone
(Woolhouse and Hardwick  1966). However, the simultaneous supply of nitrate and
high concentrations of ammonium prevented ammonium injury of tomato plants and
resulted in identical growth to that of plants grown on nitrate media (Ikeda and
Yamada 1984). It is supposed that the presence of nitrate in media containing
ammonium and nitrate may affect the absorption and assimilation of ammonium by
tomato plant. In this study we determined the activity of nitrogen assimilating
enzymes of tomato plants supplied with different nitrogen sources (ammonium, nitrate
or both).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Plant material
Tomato (Lycapersicon esculentum  Mill. cv Fukuju nigo) seedlings were grown in

dilute Hoagland solution containing 3.75 mM NaNO,  in a greenhouse at controlled
temperature, 25”C/2o”C day/night and relative humidity varied between 60 and 80%.
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Forty-day-old plants were treated with three one-half strength Hoagland solutions
containing 7.5 mM NaNO,, 7.5 mM NH,Cl or 7.5 mM NH,NO,  (Downs and Hellmers
1975). The growth solution was aerated and changed every three days. The solution
pH was adjusted at 6.0 everyday.

Enzyme extraction and assay
For nitrate reductase, leaves and roots were extracted in 0.1 M Tris-HCl  (pH 7.5)

containing 1 mM cystein with a small amount of polyvinylpolypyrrolidone. The
homogenate was filtered through Miracloth and centrifuged at 15,000 g for 20 min.
Nitrate reductase activity of the supernatant was determined at 30°C by the method of
Hageman and Hucklesby (1971). The reaction mixture contained in a final volume of
2 ml, 50 pmol  potassium phosphate (pH 7.5),  20 pmol  KN03, 0.4 pmol  NADH and 0.3 ml
of enzyme extract. Nitrite formed was determined by the method of Scholl et al.
(1974).

An extract was prepared for glutamine synthetase by grinding leaves and roots in
50 mM Tris-HCl  (pH 7.5) containing 20 mM MgSO,,  1 mM EDTA and 10 mM mer-
captoethanol. The homogenate was filtered through Miracloth and centrifuged at 15,
OOOg  for 20 min. Glutamine synthetase activity was determined according to the
method of Oaks et al. (1980). The reaction mixture (pH 7.8) contained in pmol,  Tricine
400 ; glutamate 160 ; hydroxylamine 12 ; ATP 16 ; MgSO, 8 ; EDTA 0.2, in a final
volume of 2 ml. The reaction was initiated at 30°C for 20 min. After incubation, the
reaction was stopped by the addition of 2 ml of a solution containing equal volumes of
30% TCA, 5.5 N HCl and 8% FeCl, in 0.1 N HCl. After centrifugation the absorbance
of the supernatant was measured at 540 nm. Glutamine synthetase activity was
calculated using y-glutamylhydroxamate as a standard.

Root glutamate dehydrogenase was prepared by grinding roots in a mortar with
a pestle. The extraction medium contained 50 mM imidazol (pH 7.5),  1 mM dithioth-
reitol, 0.5 mM EDTA and small amounts of quartz sand and polyvinylpolypyrrolidone.
The homogenate was centrifuged at 15,000 g for 20 min. The supernatant was used for
root enzyme assay. For preparation of leaf glutamate dehydrogenase, leaves were
ground in a mortar with a pestle. The grinding medium contained 0.87% potassium
phosphate (pH 7.8),  10 mM mercaptoethanol and small amounts of quartz sand and
polyvinylpolypyrrolidone (Damadaram and Nair 1938). The homogenate was
centrifuged at 15,000 g for 20 min. After adjusting the pH of the supernatant at 5.2,
solid (NH&SO,  was added to it to 50% saturation. The precipitate was collected by
centrifugation at 15,000 g for 30 min and then dissolved in l/15 M potassium phosphate
(pH 7.8) and dialyzed for 4 hr. After centrifugation the clear supematant was used as
leaf enzyme. Glutamate dehydrogenase activity was determined by the method of
Yamasaki and Suzuki (1969). The reaction mixture contained, in a final volume of 3
ml, 150 pmol Tris (pH 8.0),  750 pmol  NH,Cl, 120 pmol  a-ketoglutarate, 0.75 pmol
NADH, 1 pmol  CaCl, and 0.5 ml of enzyme solution. The reaction was initiated by
adding the enzyme solution and the oxidation of pyridine nucleotidc was followed at
340 nm at 30°C for 10 min using a dual-beam spectrophotometer (Hitachi model 124,
Japan). The blank consisted of the complete reaction mixture without NH,Cl.

Analytical method
Protein was determined by the method of Lowry et al. (1951) with bovine serum

albumine as a standard. Protein was precipitated with 30% TCA and resuspended in
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0.1 N NaOH containing 0.2 M Na,CO, prior to measurement. Ammonium and nitrate
of dry matter were extracted in deionized water at 45°C for 60 min and quantified by
the method of McCullough (1967) and Cataldo et al. (1975),  respectively.

RESULTS

When tomato plants were supplied with ammonium alone and ammonium nitrate,
ammonium content of roots greatly increased and gradually decreased after day 4.
Ammonium content of roots and leaves remained at very low levels in plants which
received nitrate alone. Although the supply of ammonium alone or with nitrate
increased leaf ammonium content, that was much higher in plants which received
ammonium alone than in those which received ammonium nitrate (Fig. 1).

Both leaf and root nitrate content rapidly decreased during treatments when
nitrogen source was ammonium alone. The values of nitrate content of roots and
leaves were highest in plants which received nitrate alone. Nitrate content, however,
was lower when nitrogen source was ammonium nitrate than when that was nitrate
alone though the same concentration of nitrate was added to the media (Fig. 2).

Tomato leaves had 8-fold higher nitrate reductase activity than did tomato roots.
When nitrogen source was ammonium alone, nitrate reductase activity declined to
very low levels in both roots and leaves (Fig. 3). In roots, nitrate reductase activity
slowly increased in plants which received nitrate alone while it increased once and
thereafter gradually declined in plants which received ammonium nitrate. Leaf nitrate

.
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Fig. 1. Effect of nitrogen sources on ammonium content of leaves and roots of
tomato plants. Symbols represent plants supplied with ammonium alone (O), ammo-
nium nitrate (a) and nitrate alone (0).
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Fig. 2. Effect of nitrogen sources on nitrate content of leaves and roots of tomato
plants. See legend to Fig. 1 for symbols.
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Fig. 3. Effect of nitrogen sources on nitrate reductase (NR) activity of leaves and
roots of tomato plants. See legend to Fig. 1 for symbols.

reductase activity was similar both for plants which received nitrate alone and those
which received ammonium nitrate.

Although glutamine synthetase activity was higher in leaves than in roots, leaf
glutamine synthetase had no response to different nitrogen sources (Fig. 4). When
ammonium was supplied in the absence or presence of nitrate in media, root glutamine
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Fig. 4. Effect of nitrogen sources on glutamine synthetase (GS) activity of leaves and
rocks of tomato plants. See legend to Fig. 1 for symbols.
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Fig. 5. Effect of nitrogen sources on glutamate dehydrogenase (GDH) activity of
leaves and roots of tomato plants. See legend to Fig. 1 for symbols.

synthetase activity continued to increase with time. The activity remained at low and
constant levels in plants which received nitrate alone.

When a crude extract prepared from tomato leaves was used in glutamate
dehydrogenase assay, glutamate dehydrogenase activity could not be measured. Hence
leaf soluble protein fraction was collected by salting-out with ammonium sulfate and
the precipitated protein was used for glutamate dehydrogenase assay after dialysis to
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remove ammonium from enzyme solution. The activity of glutamate dehydrogenase
was 20-fold higher in roots than that in leaves when compared on a basis of protein.
The activity of root glutamate dehydrogenase was not clearly affected by the addition
of ammonium with or without nitrate to nutrient media (Fig. 5). When nitrogen source
was ammonium alone, the activity of leaf glutamate dehydrogenase continued to
increase greatly during a period of the treatment. The activity of leaf glutamate
dehydrogenase, however, slightly increased in plants which received ammonium nitrate
and remained at almost constant levels in plants which received nitrate alone.

DISCUSSION

Ammonium and nitrate content of leaves and roots are determined as an integrat-
ed conseguence  of uptake, translocation, storage and assimilation of these ions.
Except for ammonium content of roots, both ammonium and nitrate content in plants
supplied with ammonium nitrate were between respective content in plants supplied
with ammonium alone and that in plants supplied with nitrate alone (Fig. 1 and 2).
Generally nitrate content is lower in plants supplied with ammonium nitrate than that
in plants with nitrate alone due to the inhibition of nitrate uptake by the presence of
ammonium in nutrient media and the accumulation of nitrate with no toxic reaction.
It was reported that ammonium content of tomato leaves was reduced by the addition
of nitrate to nutrient media which contained high concnetrations of ammonium (Ikeda
and Yamada  1984). Similar results were obtained in radish plants (Goyal et al. 1982,
Ota and Yamamoto 1989). Because there was little difference in ammonium content of
roots of tomato plants supplied with ammonium alone and those with ammonium
nitrate, it is suggested that the supply of nitrate in nutrient media containing ammo-
nium may affect the accumulation of ammonium through the translocation and
assimilation of ammonium rather than the uptake of ammonium.

Nitrate reductase activity declined very rapidly in plants supplied with ammonium
alone although it was still detectable 9 days after the discontinuation of nitrate supply,
indicating that most of nitrate reductase is a substrate-inducible enzyme in tomato
plants. In plants supplied with ammonium nitrate, nitrate reductase activity did not
reduce during an early period of the treatment, but reduced 5 days after the treatment
(Fig. 3). This could be related to a decrease in nitrate content of those plants. It is
considered from the present results that nitrate reduction may be continued in plants
supplied with ammonium nitrate. Nitrate reduction is accompanied by an alkaline
shift of pH in the plant cells, resulting in malate  accumulation through the stimulation
of phosphoenolpyruvate carboxylase activity (Dijkshoorn 1962, Raven and Smith 1976).
The malate  may be utilized as a source of carbon skeleton necessary for the
detoxification of ammonium (Ikeda and Yamada  1984, Dahlbender and Strack  1986).
Hence the supply of nitrate together with ammonium in nutrient media promotes the
growth of tomato plants without injury which otherwise takes place when tomato
plants were supplied solely with ammonium (Ikeda and Yamada 1984).

It has been considered that the entry of ammonia into the organic form is
catalyzed mainly by glutamate dehydrogenase or glutamine synthetase. Recent
evidence for a new enzyme glutamate synthase coupled to glutamine synthetase now
established glutamine synthetase is more important than glutamate dehydrogense,
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especially when a level of available ammonium is low (Miflin and Lea 1980). Increasing
availability of ammonium reduced the activity of glutamine synthetase and glutamate
synthase in Lemna minor (Rhodes et al. 1976). On the other hand, in rice and barley
plants the supply of ammonium greatly increased glutamine synthetase activity of
roots whereas it had almost no effect on leaf glutamine synthetase activity (Mat-
sumoto et al. 1983, Lewis et al. 1982). Both leaf and root glutamine synthetase activity
of Chinese cabbage were unaffected by the supply of ammonium (Matsumoto et al.
1983). In tomato roots glutamine synthetase continued to increase by the supply of
ammonium during the present experimental period (Fig. 4). The increased levels of
glutamine synthetase activity stimulate the fixation of ammonium nitrogen entering
from nutrient media into organic nitrogen in the plants. On the other hand, leaf
glutamine synthetase activity did not respond to different nitrogen sources although
ammonium content of leaves was clearely  different among three treatments. It was
reported that tomato leaves have only chloroplastic glutamine synthetase (McNally et
al. 1983). This glutamine synthetase could play a role in the reassimilation of ammonia
resulting from photorespiration in addition to the assimilation of ammonia from
nitrate reduction, and was present in sufficient quantities, leading to relatively constant
glutamine synthetase activity in tomato leaves despite of different nitrogen sources
supplied (Wallsgrove et al. 1980).

Glutamate dehydrogenase activity of tomato roots which first contacted to a high
concentration of ammonium in nutrient media did not seem to be responsive to
different nitrogen sources, while the activity greatly increased in leaves of plants
supplied with ammonium alone (Fig. 5). Unlike the present results, it was reported
that glutamate dehydrogenase was induced by the supply of ammonium in roots of rice,
maize and Arabidopsis thuliuna (Kanamori et al. 1972, Loyola-Vargas and Sanchez de
Jimenz 1984, Commaerts and Jacobs 1985). It is assumed that in tomato leaves
glutamate dehydrogenase might play a role in the detoxification of ammonia in place
of glutamine synthetase which was not responsive to the supply of ammonium in
nutrient media.

Ota and Yamamoto (1989) considered that assimilation of ammonium was remark-
ably stimulated in radish plants in the presence of a small amount of nitrate and
consequently accumulation of ammonium was reduced in plants supplied with ammo-
nium plus nitrate. In tomato plants, however, neither glutamine synthetase nor
glutamate dehydrogenase activity was higher when ammonium nitrate was supplied
than those when ammonium alone was supplied. This suggests that metabolic steps
other than the primary step of ammonia assimilation might be stimulated by the supply
of nitrate together with ammonium as ammonium nitrate in nutrient media, resulting
in better growth of tomato plants which were supplied with ammonium nitrate.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

The author is grateful to R. Nakai and K. Yamanaka for their assistance.

REFERENCES

Cataldo, D. A., N. Haroon, L. E. Schrader and V. L. Youngs 1975 Rapid calorimetric  determination
of nitrate in plant tissue by nitration of salicylic acid. Commu. Soil Sci. Plant Anal., 6: 71-80



262 M. Ikeda

Commaerts, D. and M. Jacobs 1985 A study of the role of glutamate dehydrogenase in the nitrogen
assimilation of Arabidopsis  thuliana.  Plunta, 163 : 517-526

Dahlbender, B. and D. Strack 1986 The role of malate  in ammonia assimilation of cotyledons of
radish (Raphunus  sativus L.). Planta, 169 : 382-392

Damadaram, M. and K. R. Nair 1938 Glutamic acid dehydrogenase from germinating seeds.
Biochem. J., 32 : 1064-1074

Dijkshoom, W. 1962 Metabolic regulation of the alkaline effect of nitrate utilization in plants.
Nature 194 : 165-167

Downs, R. J. and H. Hellmers 1975 Water and Nutrition. In “Environment and the experimental
control of plant growth.” Academic Press. London, New York, San Fransisco, pp. 95-116

Goyal, S. S., 0. A. Lorenz and R. C. Huffaker 1982 Inhibitorry effects of ammoniacal nitrogen on
growth of radish plants. I. Characterization of toxic effects of NH,’  on growth and its alleviation
by NO,-. J. Amer. Sot.  Hart.  Sci., 107 : 125-129

Hageman, R. H. and D. P. Hucklesby 1971 Nitrate reductase from higher plants. In “Methods in
Enzymology vol. 23” ed. by A. San Pietro, Academic Press, New York, London, pp. 491-503

Ikeda, M. and Y. Yamada 1984 Palliative effect of nitrate supply on ammonium injury of tomato
plants: Growth and chemical composition. Soil Sci. Plant Nu’tr.,  30: 485-493

Kanamori, T., S. Konishi and E. Takahashi 1972 Inducible formation of glutamate dehydrogenase
in rice plant roots by the addition of NH, to the media. Physiol. Plant., 26: 1-6

Lewis, 0. A. M., D. M. James and E. J. Hewitt 1982 Nitrogen assimilation in barley (Hordeurn
vulgare  L. cv. Mazurka) in response to nitrate and ammonium nutrition. Ann. Bot., 49 : 39-49

Lowry, 0. H., N. J. Rosebrough, A. L. Fax-r  and R. J. Randall 1951 Protein measurements with Folin
phenol reagent. J. Biol. Chem., 193: 265-275

Loyola-Vargas, V. M. and E. Sanchez de Jimenz 1984 Differential role of glutamate dehydrogenase
in nitrogen metabolism of maize tissues. Plant Physiol., 76 : 536-540

Matsumoto, H. S. Ohno  and T. Yamaya 1983 Changes in some enzyme activities of rice and Chinese
cabbage due to nitrogen status. Ber. Ohara  Inst. Landw. Biol., Okayama Univ., 18: 115-123

McCullough, H. 1967 The determination of ammonia in whole blood by a direct colorimetic
method. Clin. Chim. Acta, 17: 297-304

McNally, S. F., B. Hirel, P. Gadal, A. M. Mann, and G. R. Stewart 1983 Glutamine synthetase of
higher plants. Evidence for a specific isoform related to their possible physiological role and their
compartmentation within leaf. Plant Physiol., 72 : 22-25

Miflin, B. J. and P. J. Lea 1980 Ammonia assimilation. In “The biochemistry of plants. vol. 5,
Amino acids and derivatives.” ed. by B. J. Miflin, Academic Press, New York, London, Tronto,
Sydney, San Fransisco, pp. 169-202

Moritsugu, M. and T. Kawasaki 1980 The effect of solution pH upon plant growth and mineral
uptake under constant pH condition. Jpn. J. Soil Sci. Plant N&r., 51: 374-384 (in Japanese)

Oaks, A., I. Sulen. K. Jones, M. J. Winspear, S. Misra and I. L. Boesel 1980 Enzymes of nitrogen
assimilation in maize roots. Planta, 148 : 477-84

Ota, K. and Y. Yamamoto 1989 Promotion of assimilation of ammonium ions by simultaneous
application of nitrate and ammonium ions in radish plants. Plant Cell Physiol., 30 : 365-371

Raven. J. A. and F. A. Smith 1976 Nitrogen assimilation and transport in vascular land plants in
relation to intercellular pH regulation. New Phytol., 76 : 415-431

Rhodes, D., G. A. Rendon  and G. R. Stewart 1976 The regulation of ammonia assimilating enzymes
in Lemna minor. Planta, 129: 203-210

Scholl, R. L., J. E. Harper and R. H. Hageman 1974 Improvements of the nitrite color development
in assays of nitrate reductase by phenazine methosulfate and zinc acetate. Plant Physiol., 53 : 825
-828

Wallsgrove, R. M., A. J. Keys. I. F. Bird, M. J. Cornelius, P. J. Lea and B. J. Miflin 1980 The location
of glutamine synthetase in leaf cells and its role in reassimilation of ammonia released in
photorespiration. J fip. Bot., 31 : 1005-1017



Nitrogen Assimilating Enzyme Activity of Tomato Plant 263

Woolhouse, H. W. and K. Hardwick 1966 The growth of tomato seedlings in relation to the form
of the nitrogen supply. New Phytol., 65 : 518-525

Yamasaki, K. and Y. Suzuki 1969 Some properties of glutamate dehydrogenase from pea seedlings.
Phytochem., 8 : 963-969


