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Abstract: Seed is the dissemination unit of plants initiating an important stage in the life cycle
of plants. Seed development, comprising two phases: embryogenesis and seed maturation, may
define the quality of sown seed, especially under abiotic stress. In this review we have focused
on the recent advances in the molecular mechanisms underlying these complex processes and
how they are controlled by distinct environmental factors regulating ion homeostasis into the seed
tissues. The role of transporters affecting seed embryogenesis and first stages of germination as
imbibition and subsequent radicle protrusion and extension were revised from a molecular point of
view. Seed formation depends on the loading of nutrients from the maternal seed coat to the filial
endosperm, a process of which the efflux is not clear and where different ions and transporters are
involved. The clear interrelation between soil nutrients, presence of heavy metals and the ion capacity
of penetration through the seed are discussed in terms of ion effect during different germination stages.
Results concerning seed priming techniques used in the improvement of seed vigor and radicle
emergence are shown, where the use of nutrients as a novel way of osmopriming to alleviate abiotic
stress effects and improve seedlings yield is discussed. Novel approaches to know the re-translocation
from source leaves to developing seeds are considered, as an essential mechanism to understand
the biofortification process of certain grains in order to cope with nutrient deficiencies, especially in
arid and semiarid areas. Finally, the role of new genes involved in hormone-dependent processes,
oxidative response and water uptake into the seeds during their development or germination,
have been described as plant mechanisms to deal with abiotic stresses.

Keywords: abiotic stress; biofortification; embryogenesis; germination; heavy metals; priming;
seed development

1. Introduction

Seed is the unit for plant reproduction and the first stage of plant development. It is composed
of three elements; embryo, endosperm and seed coat. The embryo will generate the complete plant,
the endosperm accumulates all the nutrients that the embryo needs during its development and the
seed coat constitutes the protection structure.

Seed formation starts with a double fertilization, followed by the dormancy and germination
of the seed. Different cellular divisions and differentiations of the formed zygote after fertilization
occurred during plant embryogenesis. In a second phase, the maturation of the seeds involves cell
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growth and the storage of macromolecules, with coat filling and nutrient tissue distribution during
seed formation. The ion homeostasis between different seed compartments, that is regulated during
these processes, is still a matter of debate.

Seed mineral reserves and their translocation may determine further plant vigor and performance,
and abiotic stress conditions may disturb this ion balance [1]. However, although many studies have
been focused on the composition of the storage material in the embryo and endosperm [2], there is a
lack of information about the distribution of macro and micro elements in the seed coat, how they can
affect seed development and germination and the molecular mechanisms that control ion translocation
in order to ensure the next plant generation, especially under stress conditions.

From a plant nutritional point of view, important macronutrients such as nitrogen result in changes
of the endosperm structure, influencing seed moisture and therefore subsequent germination stages [3].
Also, calcium may act as a molecule signal at tonoplast level, determining the vacuole filling, seed size
and embryogenesis, among other processes [4]. Different technologies such as X-ray photoemission
spectroscopy (XPS) or scanning electron microscopy (SEMEDX) have been used to determine ion
distribution in the seed coat, highlighting new mechanisms involved in the response of the seed to
osmotic agents (osmopriming), where a redistribution between the outer and inner coat layers may
favor water uptake and promote the diffusion of beneficial substances for germination [5].

Also, the content of different ions could be related to the biosynthesis and metabolism of
certain hormones and vice versa, connecting nutrient and hormone signaling pathways during
seed development and germination. In fact, some hormones such as ABA and Gibberellin (GA)
play an important role during the stages of germination, especially under abiotic stresses, such as
extreme temperatures, salinity or drought [6–8]. In these reports, hormones are regulated by distinct
transcription factors showing the complexity of seed germination regulation and the network of genes
involved in the stress response to ensure water uptake and the radicle protrusion.

One of the main events during seed development is the starch metabolism or storage protein
mobilization, where several enzymes participate. Unfavorable soil conditions may alter these events.
Thus, the presence of different heavy metals as well as different salts such as NaCl influences this
seed metabolism and the enzymes. In this sense, differences in the seedling response depend
on each genotype and its ability to allow ion penetration through the seed coat to cope with
unfavorable environments.

Seed osmopriming has been outlined as an agricultural practice to prevent abiotic stress damage,
affecting different mechanisms in which changes in inorganic and organic solute concentrations in
the organs of the plant could be induced. Furthermore, modification of nutrient use efficiency by
seedlings could be the result of seed priming, where transporters such as vacuolar Na+/H+ antiporter
(NHX), potassium transporter (HAK) and chloride channel protein (CLC) are required [9]. However,
studies of seed osmopriming as an efficient mechanism to face stress in the field are not conclusive.
What it is clear is that the mechanisms involved during seed development, maturation and subsequent
germination may determine the factors that condition the good quality of the seed, increasing the yield
of the plant and food security. Among these mechanisms, processes related to ion homeostasis have
been less studied, in spite of their importance, due to difficulties in determining ion distribution and
the spatial–temporal location of distinct macro and micro nutrients in the seeds.

Transcriptomic studies and novel genomic tools such as CRISPR/Cas9 edition have been applied
to integrate seed size and abiotic stress tolerance traits through the previous identification of the
genes and transcription factors involved in these two plant traits [10]. The last technique produces
genome-edited plants with no transgenic characteristics and it has been considered as a promising tool
in future commercial applications and plant breeding programs.

2. Ion Homeostasis during Seed Formation: From Maternal Phloem to Seed Coat

Seed formation depends on the loading of nutrients from the maternal phloem of the seed coat
to the filial cotyledon (endosperm and embryo) of developing seeds (Figure 1). The efflux transfer
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cells located in the maternal tissues are responsible for the release of nutrients into the filial apoplasm.
In these cells, membrane transporters, aquaporins, and channels for sugars, amino acids and peptides
or inorganic ions have been found at the plasma membrane playing a key role [11,12].
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Figure 1. (1) Cellular efflux of phloem-imported nutrients to the maternal seed coat occurred through
the plasmodesmata. (2) Nutrient transport from the maternal seed coat to the seed apoplasm involves
different transporters situated in the plasma membrane as a) non-selective channel; (b, c) sucrose/H+

carriers and symporters; (d) H+-ATPase; (e) aquaporins; (f) Cl− channel and finally (3) Nutrient
transport from the seed apoplast to the plasma membrane of cotyledons (embryo and endosperme
tissues) involves transporter as (g) non-selective cation channel; (h) sucrose transporters (i) H+-ATPase;
(j) amino acid transporters and (k) hexose transporters.

In addition to carbon and nitrogen, in the form of sucrose and amino acids, respectively, other macro
and micro elements such as inorganic phosphate (P), potassium (K), zinc (Zn) sulfur (S) and iron (Fe)
are transferred into the filial seed with important functions in seed development and production.

P is one of the most acquired nutrients by seeds and it has been reported that its elevated
content may favor seed vigor and an initial seedling establishment [13,14]. In the seed, P is stored
mainly as phytic acid (myo-inositol-1,2,3,4,5,6-hexakisphosphate, InsP6), which is a strong chelator of
micronutrients such as Zn and Fe, affecting the content of microelements in different grains. Thus,
from a human nutritional point of view, some important micronutrients deficiencies in cereals have
been related to a high content of phytates in the seeds [15].

Plasma membrane P/H+ co-transporters of the PHT1 family were found in the seed tissues of
rice (Oryza sativa) and wheat (Triticum aestivum) [16–18]. Although their role in P xylem loading from
roots is clear, their participation in Pi transference from the maternal to filial seed tissues has not
been elucidated. This is due to the fact that maternal and filial tissues are symplastically isolated and
it is poorly described if movement of some nutrients occurs through an apoplastic route, or by the
combination of the above route with a symplastic pathway, where transporters are positioned in series
in both maternal seed coat and filial cotyledon membranes [19].
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Recently, it has been proposed that the root P exporter, PHO1, was a key element of Pi flux
between the seed coat and embryo in Arabidopsis seeds. This transporter was found expressed in the
chalazal seed coat (CZSC) of developing seeds, and mutants of pho1 retained a 2-fold higher content of
P than the wild type control, at the mature green stage of the seed development [20].

Also, K is a predominant cation released from the phloem of the coats to the seed apoplasm during
seed development. Its delivery occurs through interconnecting plasmodesmata and it is included
in labile storage vacuoles together other nutrients, during the subsequent symplasmic translocation.
The recovering of the leaked nutrients to the apoplasm, especially K, during symplasmic transport
is mediated by several membrane transporters, such as the nonselective cation channel and Cl−

channels [19,21]
Transition metals such as Fe, Zn and Cu also play an important role in seed development. It has

been reported by a proteomic study that some of the main proteins participating in seed growth include
Fe- (lipoxygenase, succinate dehydrogenase, ferritin, APX, and peroxidase), Cu- (Cu chaperone),
and Zn-requiring (alcohol dehydrogenase and zinc metallopeptidase) proteins [22]. However, some of
the transition metals such as Fe present problems of mobility into the phloem due to the ion precipitation
at the characteristic alkaline pH of the phloem sap. To ensure Fe translocation from the maternal phloem
to filial seeds, the chelator Nicotianamine (NA) is a determinant [23], where the membrane transporters
belonging to the YSL family are responsible for the transport of the NA-Fe complex. Thus, single [24]
and double [25] knockout Arabidopsis mutants for ysl transporters presented a decreased transition
metal, which resulted finally in small seeds. In addition, another of the identified Fe-transporters in
the phloem was a 11 kDa Fe transport protein (ITP), participating in Fe transitions into the seeds [26].

Sulfur (S) is other important ion during seed development and it has been shown that it is
delivered into the seeds across the phloem as sulfate ion in grain legumes [27]. Sulfate recovery by
sulfate transporters in the phloem contributes to seed development [28]. Under sulfur deficiency, seeds
of Medicago truncatula germinated slowly and their vigor were decreased compared with S-supplied
seeds. Although these S-deprived seeds were able to sustain carbon and nitrogen remobilization
through a continuous sulfate efflux from the vacuole, their germination was delayed [29]. The authors
proposed that an active metabolism for allocation of different resources into the seeds was maintained
by the leaf vacuolar sulfate transporter, MtSULTR4;1. Thus, reduced levels of sulfur were reflected in
decreased levels of sucrose and proteins that finally affected seed germination and development [29].

In addition, sulfur is involved in the formation of sulfur complexes or sulfur proteins with
Fe, allowing Fe remobilization at the maternal–filial interface endosperm as another way of Fe
complexation [30].

Calcium is a well-recognized signaling element of many processes in plants. However,
its participation in seed development processes has not been widely studied. Proteomic studies
have reported several Ca2+-binding proteins and kinases in the phosphoinositide/Ca2+ signaling
pathway during seed formation and development [31]. Thus, Ca+2 may participate in the turgor
homeostat mechanism at seed maternal tissue level, increasing Ca+2 cytosolic levels which act as
signals to activate Cl− and sucrose transporters [19]. A signaling network involving calcineurin B-like
(CBL) protein calcium sensors has been also described at plasma membrane and tonoplast levels in
Arabidopsis plants [4]. Mutants for these cbl genes in the tonoplast showed seeds with smaller size
and a decreased weight and fatty acid content compared to wild-type seeds [4]. It was found that
phosphatidylinositol-6 phosphate (InsP6), an abundant form of Pi in seeds, was reduced in one of the
mutants as well as the levels of K and magnesium (Mg) that usually are complexed with InsP6 in the
embryo [4,32,33]. These results indicated a Ca2+ dependent regulation of InsP6 content and therefore,
K and Mg levels complexed by InsP6, through a controlled deposition of InsP6 in the vacuole during
seed embryogenesis.

In addition to the plasma membrane transporters, a recent role that has been attributed to
tonoplast transporters is the control of the ion acquisition in the embryo. It was observed that two
vacuole transporters VIT1 and MTP8 were responsible for the cell layer accumulation of Fe and Mn in
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Arabidopsis seeds [34,35]. Thus, VIT1 is expressed early in the torpedo stage and MTP8 is expressed later
during the bent-cotyledon stage. These tonoplast transporters may regulate the timing of translocation
and accumulation of metals from the endosperm to the embryo, probably through the control of the
embryo metal status on plasma membrane transporters expression [36].

Therefore, not only the seed mineral content, but also the knowledge about the distribution of
ions in the seed and their selective accumulation in different tissues may establish the basis of the
movement and barriers during nutrient translocation that affect the growth of the seedling. However,
the information about ion distribution in the seed tissues is limited and more studies are necessary.
Therefore, through the use of energy dispersive x-ray (EDX) analysis, atomic absorption spectrometry
(AAS) or PIXE methodology [37], locations of distinct ions in the seed tissues have been described,
showing differential patterns. Thus, it is known that P, K, and Mg were present at higher proportion
in the embryonic region of barley plants than in the cotyledons and seed coat, while no specific Ca
distribution pattern was found. A high content of Zn, Cu, and Mn was also found inside the embryonic
region, and the correlation of these elements with P suggest their association as phytates. It is well
known that mainly P as well as other cations (K, Mg, Ca, Mn, Fe and Zn) are accumulated in seeds
as phytates and they are released during germination by the activity of phosphatases and phytases
in dry seeds [38]. Similar results to barley grain where found for Zn, Mn and Fe distribution in the
seeds of Arabidopsis plants [39]. Fe localization within the seed was modified by the disruption of the
vacuolar Fe transporter VIT1Fe [40], showing that ion redistribution is also a process dependent on
transporter activity.

Positive (Fe and Zn) or negative (Ca) correlations of the elements with seed coat lightness and seed
vigor were established. Other elements were positively (K, P, Mg and Mn) or negatively (Fe) correlated
with primary shoot length, shoot dry mass and root dry mass in seedlings after germination [37].
Also, in legumes such as Lotus japonicus, ion correlations with seed vigor were also found, and Fe, Cu,
Mg, Mn, and Zn showed a similar distribution pattern in the seeds of this plant [41]. In Arabidopsis, Fe,
Zn, and Mn were localized in different regions in the mature seed cotyledon and radicle [42] and a
genotype dependence of ion distribution was also shown in the seeds of common beans [43], pointing
to the correlation between the ion distribution in the seeds and their development.

As seeds are the final target for nutrients in the life cycle of plants, in addition to transporter gene
identification, understanding their function and distribution may increase our knowledge about seed
homeostasis. The main gap, as well as the recent advances reflected in this review, indicate the current
status of seed nutrition.

3. Importance of Soil Nutrients in Seed Germination, Development and Seed Pools

The importance of an adequate nutrient content in soils, conditioning seed germination, has been
demonstrated in numerous reports. An imbalance of nutrients in the soil or an excess of ions may affect
seedling development through an initial effect on the seed growth. On the other hand, an increased
macronutrient concentration in the soil may provide seeds with elevated levels of P and N and high
quality. In a nutrient study with the harmful weed, Solanum viarum, [44] seeds were stimulated
under nutrient rich soil conditions and light. In the absence of P, the percentage of germination was
reduced to 66% and the lack of nitrogen (N) completely inhibited seed germination, under constant
light conditions. The results highlighted not only the relevance of the nutrient medium, but also the
interrelation between different nutrients such as P and N and the interaction between nutrition and
light status for the germination of these seeds. The complex relation between light and hormone
signals under optimal nutrition must not be disregarded.

A genotype-dependent threshold in nutrient supply has also been described, that may control seed
germination, which is relevant in order to reduce undesirable weed competition with economical value
crops. Thus, it has been observed that N breaks the dormancy of many seeds, altering weed-infestation
expansion. Therefore, an adequate N management may protect crop yields through a differential
germination rate depending on the genotype. A similar effect was shown for K in the perennial
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pepperweed (Lepidium latifolium L.) plants, where the highest germination rate (61%) was obtained at
low K concentration (0.02 M KNO3); but at higher concentrations, it was significantly reduced [45].

Recently, the influence of N fertilization on seed germination speed was evaluated in wheat
plants [3]. Low and moderate N-fertilized plants, N (0 and 180 kg/ha), showed significantly higher
rates of germination of their seeds and an elevated moisture content compared to the seeds of high
N-fertilized (240 kg/ha) plants. In the study, a model of N-fertilization affecting endosperm seed
structure through changes in the protein content was proposed. Thus, this structural endosperm
modification may influence water uptake by the seed that, together with an enhanced cell wall
metabolism, may promote radicle protrusion.

Also, in Peucedanum oreoselinum (L.) Moench plants it has been found that the great phenotypical
variations in the seed biomass could be related to the soil fertility, with a positive correlation between
seed mass and the total germination [46]. However, in Pastinaca sativa seeds, germination was faster
when they were smaller. Therefore, the relation between speed germination and soil nutrients must be
further studied for each genotype and type of soil [47].

In the interrelation of soil elements, the availability of a specific ions may condition the effect of
other elements on seed development. This was the case of P fertilization that affected the silicon (Si)
action on seed quality [48]. The authors observed in white oat (Avena sativa L.) plants that Si had an
interactive effect with P at elevated P concentrations (200 mg dm−3 of P2O5). Under low levels of P
in the soil (20 mg dm−3 of P2O5), Si had no effect on seed quality parameters, but seed dry matter
was higher than when P was applied at high levels. In this case, high concentrations of P can reduce
the quality of the seed through greater tillering of the plants and the production of weaker seeds.
By contrast, other authors have reported how elevated P may increase vegetable seed production
though without an improvement on seed quality [49]. In the same way, the seed yield in Capsella
bursa-pastoris L. plants was affected by the nutrient supply. The number of pods and the number of
seeds per pod varied according to changes in the nutrient supply [50]. The plants in the treatments
with a higher availability of NPK nutrition produced 40-fold more seeds than control plants that were
not supplemented by NPK.

The importance of ion homeostasis and how this can be regulated by hormone signaling was
also studied by Planes et al. [51] in Arabidopsis plants. A nontranscriptional mechanism of the
hormone abscisic acid (ABA) on the inhibition of germination and seedling growth was described.
The involvement of a plasma membrane (PM) H+-ATPase and the decrease in K+, and Cl– fluxes were
observed together with the ABA action. In the proposed system, ABA activates AHA2 H+-ATPase
phosphorylation. This leads to the ATPase inactivation and cytosolic acidification, which inhibits
seed germination. Simultaneously, ABA promotes K+ efflux though the GORK channel and Cl–

efflux through the SLAH3 channel resulting in a loss of turgor that also leads to the inhibition
of seed germination. As ABA is a critical hormone in the response of plants to different stresses,
the understanding of this effect on germinating seeds is basic in order to discern the mechanisms
of stress affecting seed germination. In any case, the connection between other hormones and ion
homeostasis in the seed during the different germination stages needs further investigation.

In addition to the importance of soil ions in seed germination, because plant seeds are highly
sensitive to the soil environment, seed germination has been widely used to monitor toxicity in
contaminated ecosystems [52]. A detailed study reported how high levels of nutrients in water and
sediments from three different sources (river, thermal ponds, and control ponds) recollected in Albanis
affected the germination of Sinapis alba L. seeds with toxic and/or stimulant effects [53]. No significant
differences on seed germination were found among the three nutrient sources. However, in all cases,
positive correlations were found between seed germination and the concentrations of Cu and Li in the
sediment. Also, concentrations of sulfate, Ba, Mg and Ni in the water resulted in the stimulant effect of
some ions (Li, Ba and Ni), until now considered phytotoxic for plant growth by other authors [54,55].

Finally, the positive repercussion of an adequate fertilization ameliorating climatic change effects
on seed filling should be considered. Thus, it has been shown in oilseed rape that the control of S
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fertilization under heat stress improved grain quality and reduced the detrimental effects of climate
change [56].

Germination and dormancy breakdown, as events induced in the soil conditions, widely depends
on the nutrient soil status. The relation of nutrients, with antagonistic or synergistic signaling pathways
induced by hormones or light, needs to be elucidated to better understand the nutrition seed response
under a wide range of environmental situations.

4. Effect of Seed Priming on Ion Homeostasis to Cope with Abiotic Stress

Seed priming has been widely used as a technique to improve seed vigor, emergence rate and
uniformity of germination under different abiotic stress conditions, especially saline and osmotic
stresses, high or low temperatures and water deficit [57,58]. In addition to water hydration, osmotic
solutions have been applied as soaking seed medium; its low water potential allows a slow imbibition
of the seed during the initial phases of germination but without the root radicle protrusion [59].
Different inorganic salts such as NaCl, KCl, KNO3, K3PO4, KH2PO4, MgSO4, and CaCl2 have been
used in osmopriming [60–62]. In these reports, the effect of priming was tested in many crops under a
wide range of environmental conditions in order to induce a suitable germination [58].

In addition to ions, other agents such as osmotically active solutes have been used in seed priming
to increase abiotic stress tolerance. Plants from primed seeds may improve their growth under stress
conditions due to an increased osmotic adjustment, enzyme activation, embryo enlargement and
energy metabolism in the seeds that allow a fast-cellular defence response (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Effects of osmo-priming on water content and different events in the seeds during the phases
of germination (adapted from [61]).

Farooq et al. [63] applied distinct priming treatments to rice seeds, including KCl, CaCl2 (both at
Ψs −1.25 MPa) and ascorbate (10 mg L−1). The authors observed in all priming treatments a dormancy
breakdown regarding control, but a higher rate of germination and synchronization after KCl seed
priming. A favored and increased α-amylase activity converted starch to reducing sugars after this
seed treatment improved seed metabolism [63].

Along with the salt concentration, the nature of ions may also influence seed germination after
soaking. In sunflowers (Helianthus annuus L.), an osmotic rather than a toxic effect was responsible
for inhibition of germination [64]. After NaCl and KCl soaking (−2.24 MPa), the absorption of Na+,
K+, and Cl− ions into the seeds maintained a water potential gradient that avoided the induction of
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high reductions in germination, as compared with polyethylene glycol (PEG) osmopriming, even at a
higher osmotic potential (−1.34 MPa) treatment.

Together with the ion transport into the seed, water uptake has been shown to play an important
role in the seed size and the stimulating effect of priming. Different approaches, including nuclear
magnetic resonance (NMR) spectroscopy, transmission electron microscopy (TEM), and scanning
electron microscopy (SEM) were used to determine seed water status, where modifications in the
expression of the plasma membrane (PIP) and tonoplast (TIP) aquaporins genes were involved [65].
Variations in the kinetics of water uptake of unprimed and PEG primed Brassica napus seeds have
been described and hydration appeared faster in primed seeds compared with unprimed ones,
during imbibition.

de Oliveira et al. [66] showed in sorghum seeds an increase in germination under saline stress
after osmopriming, that was associated with a higher water uptake and an elevated percentage and
velocity of seed germination. The authors proposed increments in the synthesis of proteins and the
reparation of damage to the membranes. Also, the enhanced water content may activate enzymes
responsible for embryo development and mining of the starchy endosperm.

In addition, osmopriming may change the microstructural features of the seed coat, as shown
with a reduction in the number of vacuoles while its volume was enhanced [67]. It has been suggested
that overlapping mechanisms induced by priming could operate in the seed hydration during later
germination with the involvement of different functional proteins including aquaporins, and in
particular, TIP aquaporins [67].

Thus, plasma treatment of the water for seeds irrigation has been accomplished in order to improve
germination, where the mechanism of ion remobilization seems to operate. In quinoa (Chenopodium
quinoa Willd. var. atlas) plasma treated seeds, a decreased amount of potassium ions and nitrate
species were observed in the outer layers of the seed coats, while an increase was produced in the
seed pericarps [5]. It has been proposed that the ion elimination from the seed surface and the inner
accumulation may favor quinoa germination under water vapor exposure.

In other reports it has been shown that seed priming may activate the antioxidant defence system
(such as superoxide dismutase, catalase, and glutathione reductase) in the plant tissues under biotic
and abiotic stress [68,69]. Hussain et al. [70] found that selenium- or salicylic acid-priming ameliorated
the negative effects of nutrient deprivation in rice plants. The authors observed that these seed priming
treatments maintained the antioxidant capacity of rice seedlings and that reactive oxygen species (ROS)
were significantly decreased, thereby enhancing rice growth under nitrogen-(N), phosphorus-(P),
or potassium-(K) deprivation. Also, arsenic silicon priming alleviated the toxicity of arsenic on
Oryza sativa L. seeds through an increase in the antioxidant capacity of the seeds, and enhanced
stress modulator (cysteine and proline) levels and enzymes related to the ascorbate–glutathione
cycle [71]. An improved seed quality after osmopriming was also associated with a reduction in the
lipid peroxidation by the promotion of the antioxidant defence systems in the seeds [72].

Less studied is the effect of priming on other processes such as chromatin modifications, alterations
of primary metabolism, and an accumulation of dormant mitogen-activated protein kinases that were
also related to priming treatments [73]. Thus, the cascade of events that are activated by priming the
seeds, including processes related to DNA repair, needs further investigation.

Finally, one of the main uses of priming is the alleviation of stressful abiotic conditions for plants
in soils, especially salinity. One of the mechanisms of plants to cope with salt stress is the osmotic
adjustment, where osmotically active solutes are accumulated in the cytoplasm [74]. Seed priming
with these solutes or other ions has shown positive effects in the alleviation of salt stress symptoms in
adult plants. Thus, soaking seeds in ascorbate, salicylic acid, kinetin and CaCl2 for 12 h resulted in a
high salt stress tolerance in wheat plants, with increments in K accumulation and reductions in Na
content in their leaves [75]. Also, a decreased NaCl toxicity was observed after priming turfgrass seeds
with glycine betaine [76] or after the osmopriming with PEG-6000 in sorghum seeds, demonstrating a
palliative effect even in low quality seeds [77].



Agronomy 2020, 10, 504 9 of 22

In pea seeds, boron (B) and calcium (Ca) priming increased the number of germinated seeds
under moderate salt stress (75 mM NaCl), but it did not prevent NaCl damage at high concentrations
(150 mM) [78]. The authors proposed that B and Ca remobilized seed nutrient stores and affected Na
and K fluxes.

Nutrient priming with KCl or KNO3 improved K supply to plants, which helped plants to
cope with salt stress. It is well known that K is an important osmoticum and it has a key role in
maintaining turgor during radicle cells elongation. Thus, germination percentage, rate index, coefficient
and seedling vigor indexes were increased after 50 mmol L−1 KNO3 priming in maize plants as a
consequence of a low Na/K ratio [79]. An enhanced expression of the proline synthesis gene P5CSA
was observed after this seed osmopriming, improving Brassica napus germination under salt stress.
Also, molybdenum (Mo) osmopriming has been shown to play an important role in improving seed
germination and the growth of common bean (Phaselous vulgaris L.) plants, through an enhanced net
CO2 assimilation rate, chlorophyll content and biological nitrogen fixation [80].

In addition to Mo as a micronutrient, other microelements have demonstrated their effectivity in
different crops. This is the case of boron (B) in stevia, Zn in maize [81] or manganese (Mn) and Zn in
wheat [82], leading in all cases to an improved germination and development of the seedling.

Therefore, different seed osmopriming treatments have resulted in being useful for enhancing
seed performance or for allowing germination under distinct stressful environments, depending on
plant genotype, seed morphology and the nature of the applied ions [83]. In general, these treatments
target the pregerminative metabolism of seeds, which may include not only an antioxidant response or
DNA repair pathways, but also ion homeostasis and nutritional effects of the applied element.

Thus, hydropriming and osmopriming may act on hydrolytic enzymes such as endoxylanases and
phytases, involved in the starch breakdown, cell wall, and phytates degradation of previous radicle
protrusion. Mobilization of sugars to the growing embryo occurs and phytate hydrolysis increases
phosphate, mineral elements, and myo-inositol availability. This bioavailability of elements, especially
Fe and Zn that are strongly complexed by phytic acid, may lead to a better nutritional seed status
in order to cope with abiotic stress. New knowledge of the relationship between ion homeostasis,
seed water status and biochemical pathways involved in the seed metabolism, may help to optimize
agricultural practice and design new and efficient protocols for osmopriming.

5. Heavy Metals: Effect on Seed Germination and Development

Soil is the natural medium and essential resource for seed germination. Amounts of metals must
be taken from the soil medium and transported to the sink tissues, as seeds. However, in recent
years, industrial activity and anthropogenic lifestyles have led to an elevated soil contamination,
with numerous pollutants and salinity problems restricting the growth of plants.

Seed coats are the main barrier to contaminants, and prevent toxic effects of heavy metals on
embryos, but it depends on the physical and chemical properties of the seed coat as well as the ability
of the metal to penetrate into the seed [84]. Some seeds are covered with axy substances as cuticle and
suberin, restricting metal transport, and this suberization is also developmentally regulated [84].

Some metals such as Zn, Cd or Fe are essential ions for the plant, but at high concentrations may
be toxic. These metals are able to disturb physiological processes involved in germination once they
have passed through the seed coat.

In the translocation process from maternal to filial tissues and storage, the metals must cross
different membranes and the transporters play a key role. Differential distribution of these transporters
and regulation, as we have seen above, must be clarified to understand the effect of heavy metals on
seed development. In fact, several genetic factors that regulate metal homeostasis within the embryo
have been identified. Fe from chloroplasts of maturing embryos has shown to be mobilized by the YSL
protein, YSL6. However, results of the involvement of this protein at embryo level show the necessity
of adequate transporter localization [85].
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Although both germination and early seedling growth stages are the most sensitive stages to
metal toxicity, more so than the whole developed plant, differential effects of the heavy metals have
been observed in the two plant stages [86]. Thus, Arabidopsis seedling growth was more sensitive to
Hg, Pb, Cu and Zn compared to the germination of their seeds and only Cd exhibited a similar effect
on both processes [86]. The results showed distinct degrees of heavy metal adaptation depending
on the physiological plant stage. In addition, Hg was more toxic 12–24 h after imbibition while Cd
toxicity was more acute at 0–12 h after imbibition, which was associated with the selectivity of seed
coat for ion absorption at different rates and time-terms. In any case, the efficiency of the seed coat to
protect the seed against the effect of heavy metals has been questioned and some controversial results
have been found. Histochemical methods demonstrated the exclusion of heavy metals by seed coat in
some genotypes, but by contrast, a considerable strontium (Sr) accumulation was observed in imbibing
maize (Zea mays L., cv. Diamant) caryopses seeds after 24 h [87], where Sr was mainly localized in the
cell wall and its rapid absorption by the seed at radicle stage was demonstrated. Another factor to
consider is the interaction between different heavy metals, for example, chromium (Cr) may interfere
with the uptake and distribution of other metals such as Fe, Mn, Ca, Mg, K, and P that are necessary
for seed metabolism [88].

It has been shown that some heavy metals, such as Cu and Cd, may modulate the osmotic strength
into the cell of grains, such as rice, during germination, through the upregulation of the enzyme aldose
reductase (AR) involved in osmotic homeostasis [89,90]. Cu and Cd also influenced the synthesis and
folding of different proteins involved in germination. Thus, the activity of the protein β-glucosidase,
which was in the cell wall polysaccharide metabolism and structure, was modified in an attempt to
maintain an optimal modulation of the cell wall for seed radicle extrusion [31].

Mobilization of storage proteins into the seed is another process affected by heavy metal
contamination. Protein remobilization was inhibited under Cu and Cd treatments in legumes, which
provoked N deficiencies and reduced amino acid content in the embryo, limiting germination [91,92].
Similar mobilization inhibitions were observed for nickel (Ni) that affected some enzymes in the seed
such as α-amylase, protease and ribonuclease, inducing a decrease in the time of germination [93].
Also, lead (Pb) delayed radical protrusion through a disturbed carbohydrates metabolism, where
the activity of enzymes such as α-amylases, β-amylases, acid invertases and acid phosphatases
declined [94].

Kalai et al. [95] observed in barley (Hordeum vulgare L.) seeds a decrease in the activities of
α-amylase, acid phosphatase and alkaline phosphatase in the endosperm after the application of Cd
(100 µM) and Cu (500 µM). The metals diminished soluble sugars and proline contents affecting radicle
growth. Similarly, in cowpea (Vigna sinensis (L.) savi ex Hassk) seeds, amylase activity and the total
amount of soluble sugars were decreased after treatment with different concentrations of Cr, disturbing
germination [96].

Enzymes involved in glycolysis could be modified by heavy metals, as with Cd, that significantly
increased alcohol dehydrogenase in the seeds of pea (Pisum sativum L.) [97] or decreased enolases in
the seeds of rice, maize, and Arabidopsis [88], affecting the main process of energy supply for seed
germination, the glycolysis. By contrast, some mechanisms have been described in plants to cope
with heavy metal stress, improving the development of their seeds. Thus, genotypes of transgenics
Arabidopsis plants resistant to Cd showed an increased expression of genes involved in the glutathione
synthesis [98].

Finally, it is worth mentioning that in other types of soils such as alkaline soils, Ca2+ is the
dominant cation and the germination process is affected by this ion [99]. Although an excess of Ca2+

may delay germination, it has not been found that this ion may induce dormancy or kill the seed [100],
as takes place with heavy metals. Also, the accumulation of microplastics can result in other forms of
soil contamination. The seed germination of Lepidium sativum plants were affected by microplastics in
the short-term, inducing a delay in the process which pointed out the impact of nano-and microplastics
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on the terrestrial systems [101]. Further investigation concerning the effect of microplastics on plant
germination and development are necessary to measure the environmental impact of these particles.

6. Mineral Seed Biofortification to Cope with Nutrient Deficiencies

Seed biofortification has been applied to increase the level of proteins and fatty acids in cereals
and oilseed plants [102]. However, metal ions can be remobilized from leaves to developing grains via
phloem tissues, which create the challenge of obtaining mineral biofortified seeds. In fact, in the world
population, micronutrient deficiencies are common and cause serious problems in human health [102].
Primarily, Fe and Zn deficiencies are usual in countries where a cereal-based diet is predominant [103].
Over 60% of the world’s population are Fe deficient and over 25% are Zn deficient [104]. The problem
is aggravated in arid and semi-arid regions, as a result of unfavorable conditions such as the low
soil water content, high pH levels, the presence of carbonates or the low organic material [105].
An increase in carbon dioxide as a result of climate change conditions may intensify some micronutrient
deficiencies. In fact, several crops had lower Fe content when they were grown under increased CO2

atmosphere [106].
Therefore, in addition to improving food security through enhanced seed vigor and production,

the mineral enrichment of seeds may also help in coping with malnutrition problems.
It has been suggested that the selection of genotypes with higher ion acquisition efficiencies

improves seed ion accumulation. Thus, in two Zn-efficient genotypes of Phaseolus vulgaris, with an
elevated capacity to uptake Zn from Zn-deficient soils, a higher Zn level in the seeds was observed
than in the seeds of a Zn-inefficient genotype [107,108]. Also, in different locations in Turkey, it was
demonstrated that increased levels of Zn in cereals were a consequence of a higher Zn uptake by the
plant [109], and not because of a higher remobilization of the ion. Therefore, the allocation of the
desired ion to edible parts of the plant as seeds is sometimes difficult and it depends on the genotype
and the specific ion. These genotype distinctions could be due to an accelerated leaf senescence that is
linked to micronutrient accumulation in grains [110]. Similarly, different genetic sources of lentils were
used in breeding and crop improvement programs, with distinct levels of Ca, Zn and Fe concentrations
in the lentil seeds [111].

Difficulties in seed biofortification include a lack of knowledge about how minerals are
remobilized into seeds and which genes are suitable for modification [112]. In rice seeds, for
example, during germination, Zn flow had a higher dynamic compared to Fe and Mn, changing these
minerals and their localization into the seed tissues during the distinct germination phases [113].

Alternative to agronomic biofortification (by soil or foliar application), genetic biofortication
offers new tools based on different approaches; such as to increase ion uptake or translocation to
the grain, enhance specialization of the ion storage toward endosperm, or decrease antinutrition as
phytates with increased ion bioavailability. Traditional breeding programs can be developed after
the observation that in 939 rice genotypes, the range of Fe concentration varied from 7.5 to 24.4 mg
kg _1 [114]. However, these programs are limited due to the natural variation of Fe content in the
rice selected germplasm and because genetic biofortification has been used to increase Fe levels in
the grains. Ectopic overexpression (OE) of the soybean SoyFerH1and or endemic TaFer1-A gene rice
and wheat, respectively, increased Fe content in endosperm. Similar OE lines with different genetic
backgrounds (Swarna, IR68144, BR29, IR64, M12) were constructed using distinct promoters (OsGluB1,
OsGtbl, CluB1, GluB4, OsG1b), leading to stable lines [115]. Other genes have been used as targets
to increase Fe content in rice, thus the ferritin gene (OsFer2) involved in Fe transport, OE of OsYSL
and NAS gene subfamilies involved in Fe uptake, were also overexpressed to produce Fe enriched
lines [116].

Also, transgenic barley plants overexpressing a Zn transporter increased the content of Zn in
their seeds. In addition, the construction of transgenic rice plants expressing the refre1/372 gene
together with the promoter OsIRT1 increased the tolerance to low Fe availability [117]. But, because
the antinutrient phytic acid may inhibit the bioavailability of the Fe and Zn in mammals, the reduction
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of the phytate/mineral cation molar ratio is also a key issue. Alternative approaches to reduce Zn
and Fe deficiencies have been realized; such as the promotion of the activity of phytase protein or the
increment of its gene expression [118].

However, although low phytic acid (lpa) lines have been developed for different crops [119] and
even in maize plants, a 90% reduction of phytate has been achieved, a decrease in the germination was
also observed compared to the wild type [120]. Similarly, in soybean mutants, seedling emergence was
inhibited [121].

It is also worth considering, in a grain biofortification program, the knowledge of ion distribution
in the seed tissues [122]. For example, in wheat grains, Fe is lost during milling and processing since
this element is mainly localized on the outer layers of the seed [123]. Thus, enriched Fe endosperm
varieties are desirable in order to enhance the content of Fe in wheat flour. The use of such techniques
as synchrotron-based micro-X-ray fluorescence (micro-XRF) and micro-proton induced X-ray emission
(micro-PIXE) allow for describing the localization of Fe and P in wheat grains [30]. The authors
concluded that the development of high yielding wheat cultivars led to the selection of varieties with
less Fe in their endosperms, where Fe was displaced from the maternal tissue to the filial tissue aleurone.

In a recent review, a combination of different strategies was suggested to increase micronutrient
content in grains [124]. Thus, an adequate environment, a balanced fertilization, better genotypes
together with correct micronutrient foliar applications may result in microelement enriched grains with
better strategies to cope with abiotic stresses. In any case, the use of different biofortification strategies
affecting gene expression, such as an increment of the amount of metal chelators or metal transporters
in grains has been enhanced. Among these approaches, a multiple gene overexpression strategy has
been described in order to increase Fe and Zn levels in rice. Thus, in the expression of exogenous genes
such as PvFER (an endosperm storage gene) the chelator AtNAS1 gene and AtNRAMP3 (an intracellular
ion stores), the content of Fe was strongly increased in greenhouse cultivated rice [125].

The genome editing tool CRISPR Cas9 (Clustered Regulatory Interspaced Palindromic Repeats)
may be also used to produce enriched ion grains. The base of this tool could be focused in the
exploitation of some genes such as the VIT gene, a vascular Fe transporter, the interruption of which
may avoid the transport of Fe to the leaves in favor of grain filling [126]. However, in spite of the new
genetic biofortification assays, the seed morphology and physiology as well as mineral distribution
has to be considered for this to be successful.

Finally, biofortification may help to cope with some abiotic stresses. In rice, selenium (Se)
biofortification combined with seed priming alleviated saline stress (NaCl 150 mM) through an increase
of the Na+/H+ antiporter, OsNHX1 [127]. Similarly, Se protected sorghum and wheat grain plants of
high temperature stress [128]. In maize, Se activated different genes are involved in the abiotic stress
response such as the PSY (phytoene synthase) and SDH (sorbitol dehydrogenase) genes, responsible
for osmolyte maintenance under drought. In addition, Se supplies increased K concentrations in maize
grains contributing to osmotic adjustment also under drought conditions [129].

Important advances in biotechnology and molecular tools have led to new interventions for
crop ion biofortification. More field trials are necessary in order to corroborate greenhouse results,
since different environments may condition the final protein response. In addition, safety protocols have
to be established for the new crops and to ensure a lack of possible toxicity, allergenicity, environmental
contamination. Compositional analysis, pest management and seed vigor should also be monitored.

7. Seed Genes to Cope with Abiotic Stress

Seed germination has been used as a plant developmental stage to study the effect of different
abiotic stresses on the molecular mechanisms involved in the plant response.

The transition from different phases of germination is closely related to ROS signaling, hormonal
and environmental changes including an important role of genes involved in the signaling cascade of
ABA: ABI3 (ABA INSENSITIVE 3), ABI5 (ABA INSENSITIVE 5), gibberellins: RGL2 (REPRESSOR OF
GA1-3 LIKE 2), and ethylene: EIN2 (ETHYLENE INSENSITIVE 2) [130].



Agronomy 2020, 10, 504 13 of 22

In a recent review, modifications in the expression of ABA and gibberellin (GA) biosynthesis
genes affecting seed germination under abiotic stress were described, as well as the transcription
factors involved in these genes’ regulation [131]. The authors pointed out the importance of the
crosstalk pathways of these and other phytohormones at different molecular targets with synergic
or antagonist effects. Thus, the expression of the gene NCED, involved directly in the synthesis of
ABA, had an important effect in the response to abiotic stress but also in the seed germination and
maturation, highlighting the crosslink between both events [132]. Alterations in the transporters that
allow for ABA storage and translocation were also observed under drought [133] or salt and osmotic
stress [134,135]. Also, the GA signaling pathway promoted DELLA protein degradation that formed
a complex with the transcription factor DOF6, resulting in a positive effect on genes such as RGL2,
involved in seed germination response under salt stress [136]. In a similar way, a gene encoding
an Arabidopsis expansin isoform protein, EXP2, implicated in cell wall modifications, was altered
under salt and osmotic stress through the effect of the GA signaling pathway on DELLA repressors.
This modification induced changes in seed coat extensibility during germination [137].

One of the first responses to stress is the increase of reactive oxygen species (ROS). Genes
involved in the defence mechanisms against ROS accumulation has been widely identified in plant
tissues, but there is less information concerning to the genes and transcription factors involved in the
antioxidant response in seeds under abiotic stress. During germination, postgermination and seed
development processes, a high metabolism and ROS production have been reported as normal seed
activity modulation, with the maintenance of ROS homeostasis and regulation of seed metabolism
through the crosstalk of GA and/or ABA pathways [138].

However, the balance between ROS production and scavenging may be affected by abiotic
stresses, causing DNA damage and reducing seed quality [139]. In order to cope with stress, different
genes modify their expression, protecting plant seeds. Previous studies using A. thaliana mutants
described the positive effect of tocopherol-related gene synthesis preventing oxidative stress damage,
with the increase of seed longevity and germination [140]. Similarly, the hormone 28-homobrassinolide
(28-HBL), belonging to brassinosteroids (BRs), was overexpressed under chrome toxicity, improving
the antioxidant response in seeds of Raphanus sativus L. [141]. Sulfur metabolism was also regulated
under heavy metal toxicity in seeds with genes involved in the expression of ATP sulfurylase (APS),
adenosine 5′ phosphosulfatereductase (APR), Ser acetyl, transferase (SAT) and O-acetyl-ser (thiol)-lyase
(OASTL), up-regulated in order to confer seed stress tolerance [142].

In soybean seed coat, the transcriptional response to abiotic stresses including drought, elevated
O3 concentration, or elevated temperature was evaluated during the pod filling developmental stage
and few genes were affected by drought and ozone [143]. However, the transcriptomic analysis
revealed that 1576 genes were differentially expressed at high temperatures. Among them, an increased
expression of the MCM gene family, involved in DNA replication, was observed. The authors proposed
that this increased DNA replication, together an elevated cell cycle activity, was a response to the
acceleration of seed development under high temperature. The fact that similar genes were not affected
by distinct stresses, showed the importance of the stress nature as well as its duration and intensity in
the seed sensing unfavorable environments.

Therefore, the response to different abiotic stresses in the seeds is a complex network in which
different gene expression and the regulation of protein turnover are involved [144]. Genomic
information about the transcription factors that regulate the related-stress gene is still poor. It has been
recently identified in Arabidosis thaliana, a nuclear protein, ATR7, as a novel regulator of oxidative
stress that controlled oxidative and abiotic stress-related genes in the seeds [145]. Also, Xi et al. [146]
identified the At2S3 promoter as responsible for the overexpression of antioxidant proteins (Mn-SOD
and total CAT activities) in seed related organs such as siliques, mature seeds, and early seedlings.
The identification of transcription factors involved in multiple abiotic stress responses should be more
effective for achieving strategies that make more resistant seeds to stresses.
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It is worth mentioning the recent CRISPR Cas9 genome editing technology that was used
to improve the tolerance to abiotic stress of many grain plants such as wheat [147], maize [148],
and sorghum [149,150] and rice [151,152]. In addition, this tool has been applied to improve seed
size and abiotic stress tolerance, both important agronomic traits in crops. Using Arabidopsis triple
AITRs (ABA-induced transcription repressors) mutants, with enhanced tolerance to drought and salt,
CRISPR Cas9 was used for editing DPA4 and SOD7 genes (negatively involved in seed size) in these
mutants [10]. The result was a plant producing large seeds and tolerant to drought and salinity.

Finally, different physiological studies have revealed more than one hundred physiological traits
involved in the response of plant to abiotic stress. Seed traits have a great importance in seedling
vigor, especially in root quality and development, that were highly correlated with seed vigor and may
condition subsequent plant response to abiotic stress [153]. Therefore, an analysis of how seed traits
are conditioned by the ion homeostasis and their relation to the seedling response to abiotic stress may
help the production of tolerant germplasms with adequate yields.

8. Future Perspectives

Seed germination is a very critical step for the establishment of the seedling. The maternal
environment as well as the effects induced during the embryo formation may condition further seed
traits such as size and quality. In this sense, abiotic stress may induce a poor germination and cause
irreversible damage to the seed tissues. The use of new image techniques has elucidated how the
efflux of ions from the maternal tissues to the seed coat occurs, allowing deeper knowledge of ion
redistribution into the seed coat, which may influence at the same time, the transport of other substances.

Under abiotic stress, hormone regulation may play a decisive role in the normal function of
seed metabolism, allowing hydration and radicle emersion during the response to stress. However,
few transporters involved in these processes have been identified, as well as the mechanisms that
regulate these ion fluxes and the hormone–ion correlation. In addition, few transcription factors
controlling the gene involved in these hormone-dependent processes have been described.

Nowadays, anthropological activities produce the release of heavy metals in natural resources,
which is a serious worldwide problem. The presence of these metals in soils may affect biodiversity
through a reduction of seed germination. In environments with heavy metal contamination further
exploration of the role of tonoplast transporters is needed, as targets of the ion transport signal through
the plasma membrane. Also, although membrane transporters in plant tissues have been widely
studied, it is not clear if metal transporter genes may participate in ion homeostasis in the seed tissues
and how their distribution into them takes place. Therefore, more studies concerning the genetic
elements that may help seeds to cope with soil heavy metals stress are needed in order to achieve
optimal germination rates.

The importance of macro and micro nutrients has been widely studied in plants, although the
effect of their presence, transport and redistribution within the seeds and the subsequent consequences
on seedling development is still poorly understood. Increased understanding in this topic is a key
issue for improving yields and stress tolerance in agriculture, in addition to coping with plants and
human micronutrient deficiencies. Thus, although seed osmopriming has been proven as a presowing
treatment that induces better seedling emergence and yields, especially under abiotic stress conditions,
the molecular mechanisms underlying the germinative metabolism stimulated by osmopriming are
not well known. Seed priming may improve postharvest seed quality, but their effects on the vigor
of the plant and seed yield are still poorly documented. Transition ion accumulation in edible seeds
as cereals is a key issue to combat micronutrient deficiencies in human health by gaining nutrients
grain plants. An adequate nutrient balance is also necessary for plant survival and growth. However,
there are no clear patterns for seed biofortification and genotype, which needs to be clarified in future
breeding planning.
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Under changing environmental conditions, understanding ion homeostasis in the seeds during
distinct germination stages as well as during embryo formation in the plant may contribute to
developing new strategies to improve seed quality and resilience against unfavorable environments.

Finally, the introduction of novel genetic tools as CRISPR/Cas9 will allow for exploiting genes
conferring important agronomic traits such as seed size (yield) and abiotic stress resistance, as it
has already been introduced in some of the main grain plants, in order to improve future breeding
programs and commercial purposes.
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