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Abstract
Background and aim The root endophytic fungus
Piriformospora indica increases plant resistance and
tolerance to stress and promotes plant growth, but its
ability to support plant nutrition is still controversially
discussed. Irrespective of a potential nutrient transport
towards the plant, the fungus might release P from
sources unavailable for plant usage by transformation
to available forms.
Methods To test this hypothesis, sterile solid and liquid
in vitro cultures of P. indica supplied with different
organic and inorganic P sources were established.
Cultures were investigated for growth, solubilised P,
enzyme activities, RNA accumulation of the four genes
encoding phosphate transporters and the two genes for
acid phosphatases and phytases respectively found in
P. indica genome, and for pH values in the media.
Results P. indica growth was higher in the presence of
inorganic P than in organic P sources. Significant
amounts of P were solubilised by P. indica from

Ca3(PO4)2 and rock phosphate. However, no relevant
intra- or extracellular enzymatic activity was detected
despite RNA accumulation of related genes. In general,
the genes were all repressed by higher amounts of
inorganic P and were expressed the most when the
fungus received phytate. We observed a decrease in
medium pH in the presence of P. indica irrespective of
the P source.
Conclusions P. indica is able to solubilise phosphate
from inorganic, but not from organic P sources. This P
solubilisation is not due to enzymatic activities but
rather to the lowering of the medium pH.
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Introduction

Root colonizers such as arbuscular mycorrhizal (AM)
fungi support plant mineral nutrition in exchange for
photosynthetic carbon (Smith and Read 2008). Many
other rhizosphere fungi are able to colonize the plant and
impact plant performances (Harman et al. 2004;
Rodriguez et al. 2009). This impact ranges from positive
to negative depending on the partners involved and on
rhizosphere conditions (Mayerhofer et al. 2013). Such
associations should therefore be incorporated into plant-
soil interactions studies for a comprehensive under-
standing and for more reliable recommendations in plant
production (Franken 2012). The root endophytic fungus
Piriformospora indica is an anamorphic strain of the
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Sebacinales (Basidiomycota), an order with many plant-
colonizing organisms including ecto-, ericoid, and or-
chid mycorrhizal fungi (Weiss et al. 2004; Selosse et al.
2007). This fungus isolated in the Thar Desert of India
(Verma et al. 1998) is able to establish associations with
roots of a wide range of plants (Varma et al. 1999). The
isolation of other P. indica-like strains has been men-
tioned (e.g., Varma et al. 2001), but was never con-
firmed and such strains have not been deposited in any
collection. Other species belonging to Sebacinales
group B showed also plant growth-promoting abilities
(Deshmukh et al. 2006; Basiewicz et al. 2012; Riess
et al. 2014).

Recent studies have demonstrated a multifunctional
role of P. indica in enhancing plant performance.
Promotion of vegetative growth and the induction of
resistance against pathogens as the most common ef-
fects have been repeatedly shown (Franken 2012). In
addition to positive effects on plant vegetative growth
and resistance, P. indica colonization can also improve
crop yield and product quality (e.g., Waller et al. 2005;
Dolatabadi et al. 2011; Satheesan et al. 2012; Andrade-
Linares et al. 2013). The fact that this fungus can be
cultivated on different media without a host (Verma
et al. 1998), easily producing large quantities of fungal
biomass, encouraged researchers to propose its applica-
tion in future plant production systems (Varma et al.
1999; Yadav et al. 2010; Franken 2012). In contrast to
AM fungi, P. indica is able to colonize roots and pro-
mote plant growth independent of phosphate concentra-
tions in the soil (Yadav et al. 2010).

The mechanisms behind the plant growth promoting
effects of P. indica are still a matter of debate, particu-
larly whether there is any contribution to plant P uptake
by the fungus as seen in the AM symbiosis (Achatz et al.
2010; Kumar et al. 2011). Growth promotion in
P. indica-colonized plants has been linked to changes
in the production and signaling of phytohormones like
ethylene, auxin, gibberellin and cytokinin (Barazani
et al. 2007; Vadassery et al. 2008; Schäfer and Kogel
2009; Camehl et al. 2010). These effects however do not
exclude a plant nutritional effect and there is some
indication that P. indica can contribute to plant P nutri-
tion (Yadav et al. 2010; Kumar et al. 2011).

Yadav et al. 2010 cloned and analysed a P transporter
encoding fungal gene (PiPT) in P. indica and observed
that maize plants colonized by a PiPT-knocked down
P. indica mutant had less total phosphate content and
biomass than the P. indica wild-type–colonized plants.

By quantitative RT-PCR analysis, they observed that
PiPT transcripts were 18-fold enriched in extra-radical
mycelium (ERM) than in intra-radical mycelium (IRM),
indicating that the main site of PiPT expression is the
ERM. From these observations, the authors suggested
that phosphate plays a role in the increased plant yield or
biomass, and PiPT is actively involved in the phosphate
transportation. In accordance to these results, uptake of
radio-labelled P was strongly enhanced in Arabidopsis
in the presence of P. indica (Shahollari et al. 2005).
Despite this strong indication of a direct contribution
of P. indica to plant P nutrition, experimental results on
agricultural crops have been inconsistent. While in to-
bacco, barley and green gram, colonization by P. indica
did not increase P content of plants despite plant growth
promotion (Barazani et al. 2007; Achatz et al. 2010; Ray
and Valsalakumar 2010), chickpea and black lentil
plants showed higher P content (Nautiyal et al. 2010;
Kumar et al. 2012). This inconsistency may be partly
explained by differences in experimental conditions
(Fakhro et al. 2010) and highlights the need for further
research.

The interaction between P. indica and its host plant in
relation to P nutrition might be either direct by fugal
transport of P through the hyphae from the soil to the
host plant, or indirect by fungal activity mobilising P
from the surrounding substrate for plant root uptake.
The release of P will depend among other factors, on
the form of P available (Richardson and Simpson 2011).
To get more insights into the role of P. indica in plant P
phosphate nutrition it is imperative to understand first
how P. indica can utilize different forms of P for growth,
and second the ability ofP. indica to release P from these
different sources into the surrounding media. We there-
fore investigated the physiological and molecular
changes related to P dynamics in P. indica supplied with
different forms of organic and inorganic P.

Material and methods

In vitro growth and P solubilisation activity of P. indica
supplied with different P forms

Cultivation of P. indica

Substrate composition for in vitro cultivation of
P. indica (strain DSM 11827) was prepared based on
the Pikovskaya medium (Pradhan and Sukla 2005) with

232 Plant Soil (2016) 405:231–241



the following compounds per litre: 13 g glucose, 0.5 g
NH4SO4, 0.2 g NaCl, 0.1 g MgSO4.7H2O, 0.2 g KCl,
0.5 g yeast extract, 0.002 g MnSO4.H2O, 0.002
FeSO4.7H2O. Based on the results of a preliminary
experiment (Fig. S1), phosphorus (P) was supplied at a
concentration of 200 or 500 mg/l as monopotassium
phosphate, 0.879 g/l (KH2PO4); lecithin, 4.258 g/l
(L-α-Phosphatidylcholine, Sigma Aldrich, Germany);
phytate, 0.709 g/l (phytic acid sodium salt hydrate,
Sigma Aldrich, Germany); tricalcium phosphate, 1.0 g/
l (Ca3(PO4)2) (Sigma Aldrich, Germany); rock phos-
phate, 1.389 g/l (natural Moroccan phosphorite, Sigma
Aldrich, Germany) in the agar medium, and in the form
of phytate, Ca3(PO4)2 or rock phosphate in the liquid
medium. All compounds were mixed in distilled water
and the pH was adjusted to 7.2 using KOH.

Assessment of fungal growth on P-sources and potential
P solubilisation of P. indica

To assess the potential of P. indica to produce extracel-
lular enzymes, the fungus was cultivated on agar plates
supplemented with the different P-sources: KH2PO4

(KP), Ca3(PO4)2 (CP), rock phosphate (RP), lecithin
(L) or phytate (Phy) as detailed above (see Cultivation
of P. indica). A fungal disc (0.5 cm) of P. indica freshly
propagated on potato dextrose agar (PDA, VWR,
Berlin, Germany) was transferred into the middle of
the Petri dish. The plates were incubated at 25 °C.
Each treatment consisted of 4 replicates. Every 5 days,
the diameter of the colony in the Petri dish was mea-
sured and the hydrolysis halo around the colony was
recorded. As growth parameter, the specific growth rate
of the colony was estimated from the colony diameters.
The growth rate was calculated as: GR = (colony diam-
eter at 15 days—colony diameter at 5 days)/incubation
time. Additionally the density of fungal mycelium and
morphology of the colonies grown on CP, RP, L or Phy-
agar were compared with those grown on KP-agar (used
as control of growth).

Assessment of fungal growth, P solubilisation and pH
change by P. indica in liquid medium

To determine pH change and P release, the fungus was
cultivated in liquid medium. Based on the agar plates
experiments, 150 ml medium, supplemented with
500 mg/l of P as CP, RP, or Phy were poured into
300 ml Erlenmeyer flasks and then autoclaved. A fungal

disc (0.5 cm) of P. indica freshly propagated on potato
dextrose agar (PDA, VWR, Berlin, Germany) was trans-
ferred into the media. Negative controls received an
empty PDA agar plug. In addition, a treatment without
P supplementation served as a control for pH assess-
ment. Cultures were incubated at 25 °C by shaking at
110 rpm (GFL 3033 Shaking Incubator, GFL mbH,
Burgwedel, Germany). Each treatment consisted of 4
replicates. The fungal cultures were grown for 4 weeks.
Subsamples (5 ml) were taken from the liquid culture
media every 5 days for measurements of soluble P
concentration at 436 nm wavelength after staining with
ammonium molybdate-vanadate solution (Gericke and
Kurmies 1952) with the EPOS 5060 analyser
(Eppendorf, Hamburg Germany). After 14 days of in-
cubation, 5 ml subsamples were collected from the
liquid medium to measure pH by a laboratory pH meter
(inoLab pH 720, WTW GmbH, Weilheim, Germany).
Fungal biomass as fresh and dry weights and C content
in fungal mycelium were determined after incubation.

Analyses of enzymatic activities and RNA
accumulation

P. indica was cultivated in liquid medium, prepared as
described above, at a P concentration enabling minimal
growth (0.02 mg/l P) for 20 days and then transferred to
new media containing CP, RP or Phy at low and high P
concentrations (0.25 or 500 mg/l P). Negative controls
with no additional P were also included.

Analysis of phytase and phosphatase activities

For measurements of extra- and intracellular enzyme
activities, 5 ml subsamples were taken from C, and
Phy media after 1 and 5 days. The subsamples were
centrifuged at 1200 rpm for 2 min to separate medium
frommycelium debris. The supernatant was collected in
new tubes for extracellular enzyme activity assay. The
mycelium samples were washed three times with deion-
ized water, grounded in liquid nitrogen and then deion-
ized water was added to a total volume of 45 ml (Malla
et al. 2004). The solution was centrifuged at 1200 rpm
for 20 min (Centrifuge 5415 R, Eppendorf AG,
Hamburg, Germany) and the supernatant was collected
in new tubes for enzyme activity assay. The precipitated
mycelium was dried, and the dry weight recorded for
reference. Intra- and extraradical enzyme activities
(phytase and phosphatase) were assayed from the
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respective supernatants, which were maintained during
the extraction process under cold conditions (4 °C). The
phytase activity was measured following the method of
Yadav and Tarafdar (2003), while acid phosphatase
activity was measured using an assay kit according to
the manufactures’ instructions (Acid Phosphatase Assay
Kit, Sigma Aldrich, Germany). The selected samples
included the Phy (organic source) and the CP (inorganic
source) treatments at 500 mg/l P.

RNA accumulation analysis of P. indica genes

To clarify whether the results for phytase and
phosphatase activity can be explained by P. indica
genome composition, the database published by
Zuccaro et al. (2011) was screened for the correspond-
ing genes. For both activities each two full size genes
could be detected which were called PiPHY1, PiPHY2,
PiAPH1 and PiAPH2 (Table S1). It may not be excluded
that these genes are not expressed or that the gene
expression does not respond to the presence of the P
sources and therefore the genes were analysed by qRT-
PCR with gene specific primers. The four genes
encoding phosphate transporters (PiPT1-4) detected in
the P. indica genome (Table S1) were also included in
the analysis.

Mycelium samples were collected of all treatments
5 days after incubation, immediately frozen in liquid
nitrogen and stored at −80 °C for gene expression anal-
yses. Total RNAwas extracted from frozen mycelium in
liquid nitrogen using the RNeasy® Plant Mini Kit
(QIAGEN Sample & Assay Technologies GmbH;
Hilden, Deutschland) and DNase-treated with RNase-
free DNase (Promega kit RQ1, Mannheim, Germany)
according to the protocol of the manufacturers. Absence
of DNA contaminations was checked by standard PCR
(95 °C for 1 min, 35 cycles of 30 s at 95 °C, 30 s at
annealing temperature, 1 min at 60 °C; 20 μL volume)
in a Primus thermocycler (MWG Biotech, Ebersberg,
Germany) with the primer pairs indicated in Tab. S1 and
0.5 U Taq polymerase (Peqlab, Erlangen, Germany)
using the RNA as template. RNA concentration (ng/
μ l ) w a s me a s u r e d w i t h N anoD r op 1000
Spectrophotometer (Thermo Fischer SCIENTIFIC;
Wilmington, USA). One μg RNA was reverse tran-
scribed in 10 μL total volume with an M-MLV reverse
transcriptase system using oligo-dT primers (Promega).
The resulting cDNA (0.1 μL) was used as a template for
standard PCR (see above) with gene-specific primers

that were designed for the selected genes encoding
phosphate transporters, acid phosphatases and phytases
(Table S1). Amplification products were cloned and
sequenced in order to verify that they were derived from
the corresponding genes. Quantitative real time RT-PCR
(qRT-PCR) was carried out using the 7500 Fast Real-
Time PCR System and Power SYBR Green (Applied
Biosystems, Warrington, UK) with the following tem-
perature programme: 50 °C for 2 min, 95 °C for 10 min,
40 cycles of 15 s at 95 °C, 1 min at 60 °C followed by a
melting curve analysis (heating from 56 to 95 °C with a
rate of 0.5 °C per 10 s). The melting curve indicated the
specificity of the primer pairs. RT-PCR reactions were
conducted in three biological replicates with three tech-
nical repetitions. For estimating relative expression
levels the translational elongation factor gene of
P. indica (PiTEF1) was used as reference gene
(Table S1). Relative gene expression values were calcu-
lated as 2-ΔCt.

Statistics

All data were tested for normal distribution and subject-
ed to analyses of variance (ANOVA). Colony growth
rate data were log transformed to get a normal distribu-
tion and significant differences between treatments were
analysed by a pairwise comparison and Duncan test.
Mean values were compared by a one-way ANOVA
(Tukey (HSD) test), or a T-test where appropriate.
Two-way ANOVAwas used to estimate whether single
factors alone or in interaction, had a significant influ-
ence on the mean values. Differences were considered
significant when p-values were below 0.05. Statistics
were performed using the SigmaStat 3.5 program
(STATCON Germany).

Results

In vitro growth and P solubilisation activity of P. indica
supplied with different P forms

Assessment of fungal growth on P-sources and potential
P solubilisation of P. indica

The growth rate of P. indica on different P substrates in
Petri dish was significantly higher with KP, CP and RP
supplied than with both organic P sources (Fig. 1a), in
which the colonies grew about 5 mm per day.
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Nevertheless, the highest growth rates were observed at
500 mg/ml P for RP and CP agar plates (Fig. 1b). The
minimal fungal growth rate was in L and Phy. No
hydrolysis halo was observed in any of the treatments
and mycelium thickness of colonies grown on CP, RP
and KP with the same concentration of glucose were
similar (data not shown). In the organic P sources (L and
Phy) the fungal growthwas significantly reduced up to 4
fold compared to the inorganic sources (Fig. 1a and b).

Assessment of fungal growth, P solubilisation and pH
change by P. indica in liquid medium

When CP was applied to the liquid medium
(500 mg/ml), P was steadily released into the medium
in significantly higher amounts in the presence of
P. indica compared with the control treatment (Fig. 2).
A similar result was observed when RP instead of CP
was applied, but to a lower extent (Fig. 2). In contrast to
the inorganic P sources, the addition of phytate did not

lead to P solubilisation by the fungus. In this case, the
initial level of soluble P was maintained throughout the
study, and there was no difference in the concentration
of soluble P in the medium between the P. indica treat-
ment and the control (Fig. 2).

The fungal biomass in terms of fresh and dry weights,
and P content of fungal mycelium were also determined
after incubation (Table S2). However these results could
have confounding effects due to the fixation of the
fungal mycelium to these two inorganic sources that
made it not possible to recover the mycelium completely
free of them. Therefore we do not emphasize on this
result. We however measured fungal C content as an
estimate for fungal growth (Table S2). Although we
observed significant higher growth rates on Petri dishes
supplemented with 500 mg/ml P as CP or RP compared
to KP (Fig. 1b), the mycelium C content was signifi-
cantly less (Table S2).

There was a consistent significant decrease in the pH
in the presence of P. indica (Fig. 3), with or without P

KP              CP  RP L Phy

Fig. 1 Growth rate of P. indica
colonies in different P sources.
Colony diameters were measured
5, 10 and 15 days after incubation
at 25 °C. A basal medium was
supplied with 200 mg/l (a) or
500 mg/ml (b) P as KH2PO4

(KP), Ca3(PO4)2 (CP), rock
phosphate (RP), lecithin (L) or
phytate (Phy). Data were log
transformed and analyzed by one
factorial ANOVA (p = 0.05,
n= 4). Different letters indicate
significant differences between
treatments as analyzed with a
pairwise comparison and Duncan
test
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addition, irrespective of the P source, compared to the
cultures where P. indica was absent. The change of the
pH for medium with phytate (not shown) was similar to
that of no additional P. There was a significant interac-
tion (p<0.001) between the two factors (P source and
fungal treatment) on the medium pH.

Enzymatic and phosphate transport activities

Analysis of phytase and phosphatase activities

No intra- or extracellular phytase activity was observed
in any of the P. indica cultures, while a different fungus

from our collection (Leptodontidium orchidicola)
(Helotiales, Ascomycota; accession number
AM944358) gave positive results (data not shown).
We observed no intracellular and very little extracellular
acid phosphatase activity (Fig. 4) in the tested cultures
compared to the positive control (about 1 Unit/ml). The
activity was not significantly affected by the P source or
the duration of growth (Two-way ANOVA, p=0.05).

RNA accumulation analysis of P. indica genes

RNA accumulation of the four PT genes PiPT1-4 was
differentially regulated by the P source (Fig. 5;
Table S3). The gene PiPT3 did not respond signifi-
cantly neither to the P source nor the P concentration,
while the other P transporter-encoding genes were
significantly regulated by both, P source and P con-
centration (Table S3). The expression of the gene
PiPT2 was significantly affected by the interaction
between the factors P source and P concentration
(Table S3). In general, all genes showed an increasing
expression from CP via RP to Phy-fungal growth
(Fig. 5). Moreover higher P concentrations repressed
the RNA accumulation of the PT genes and this was
significant for CP (PiPT1-3) and RP (PiPT1-2). The
influence of Phy concentrations was never significant.

The general regulation pattern for genes encoding
acidic phosphatase (PiPA1 and PiPA2) and phytases
(PiPHY1 and PiPHY2.) were similar to those of the PT
genes (Fig. 5). Interaction between the factors P source
and P concentration could be observed for PiPA1.
Significant down regulation of gene expression by in-
creasing concentrations of CP could be observed for all
four genes and by rock phosphate for all genes except
PiAP2 (Fig. 5). Increased Phy concentrations repressed
only the RNA accumulation of PiPHY2 (Fig. 5).

Discussion

The root endophytic fungus P. indica is able to en-
hance the biomass production of many different plant
species under various conditions, increases plant resis-
tance and tolerance to biotic and abiotic stresses, but
its ability to support plant nutrition is a matter of
debate (Oelmüller et al. 2009; Franken 2012).
Concerning phosphorus, most reports show that the
fungus is able to promote plant growth irrespective
of Pi concentrations in fertilizers (Franken 2012). It
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is, however, possible that the fungus is able to release
P from mineralized or organic sources which are un-
available for the plant, transforming them into a

soluble form as orthophosphate which could be taken
up by both, the roots and the root-colonizing
endophyte.
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In vitro growth and P solubilisation activity of P. indica
supplied with different P forms

Growth and phosphate solubilisation ability of P. indica
was first analysed on solid agar medium supplied with
organic P (lecithin or phytate), sparingly soluble inor-
ganic P (Ca3(PO4)2 or rock phosphate) or freely avail-
able soluble P (KH2PO4). The lowest colony growth
was observed when P. indica was grown in medium
supplemented with the organic P sources (lecithin and
phytate). This can be principally due to the unavailabil-
ity of P in this two P sources; in form of phospholipids in
the lecithin (Scholfield 1981) and in complex with the
inositol in the phytate molecule (Mullaney and Ullah
2007). There was also no visible hydrolysis halo around
the fungal colony on the agar medium, which minimizes
but not excludes the possibility of a release of extracel-
lular enzymes. Malla et al. (2004) observed growth of
P. indica on organic P with a similar rate as on different
inorganic P sources. They used, however, glycerophos-
phate as organic P source. Contrary to growth in organic
P forms, P. indica growth was evident in the presence of
the less soluble inorganic P forms such as Ca3(PO4)2
and rock phosphate. This has also been used before to
estimate the solubilising capacity of microorganisms
(Kang et al. 2002; El-Azouni 2008; Xiao et al. 2008).

One way to measure fungal biomass is the C content
in mycelium. The C content in P. indica mycelium
grown in Ca3(PO4)2 or rock phosphate was significantly
less than that when the fungus was cultivated in
KH2PO4. This result together with those about growth
rates on plates suggest that P. indica has an explorative
growth behaviour under low inorganic P supply, grow-
ing faster at the hyphal tips to reach less depleted re-
gions. This fungal growth strategy has been observed in
filamentous fungi as a response to low nutrient avail-
ability (Ritz 1995; Ritz and Crawford 1999). On the
other hand, when the fungus is growing in optimal or
high nutrient amounts (in this case only the treatment
with 500 mg/l P in the form of KH2PO4), the explorato-
ry rate is lower but the biomass is higher due to its
exploitative behaviour and active nutrient translocation
(Bruggen et al. 2000; Falconer et al. 2005).

In liquid culture a significant amount of P was re-
leased into the medium from both inorganic P sources
(Ca3(PO4)2 or rock phosphate) by P. indica. The fungal
growth in the medium led to a significant decrease in pH
which could suggest the production of some inorganic
acids by the fungus during its growth under recalcitrant

P conditions (Hoberg et al. 2005; Scervino et al. 2010).
Such a mechanism has already been shown for other
fungal species such as Penicillium and Aspergillus.
They solubilise Ca3(PO4)2 and other forms of less sol-
uble P by secreting organic acids into the medium
(Pradhan and Sukla 2005). Up to now, it was not possi-
ble to detect any organic acids in the culture medium,
probably because their amounts are very low. Citrate,
oxalate and malate are discussed to be involved in
phosphate solubilisation in the rhizosphere (Jones
1998). No genes encoding an oxalate synthase could
be detected in the genome of P. indica, but one gene for
a malate synthase and three genes for a citrate synthase
have been identified (Zuccaro et al. 2011). All four
genes are mainly expressed when P. indica is cultivated
without the plant, which suggests that these fungal
enzymes are needed for solubilising nutrients (Zuccaro
et al. 2011).

Enzymatic and phosphate transport activities

Based on the genomic information (Zuccaro et al. 2011),
we found that P. indica has the potential to express four
different phosphate transporters, two acid phosphatases
and two phytases. Although two genes encoding acid
phosphatases and two phytase genes were expressed
under our conditions, neither intra- nor extracellular
enzymatic activity was detected in comparison with
the reaction of our positive control. Discrepancies be-
tween RNA accumulation and enzymatic activities have
been observed before (e.g., Liu et al. 1999; Yun et al.
2002; Breuninger et al. 2004). Malla et al. (2004),
however, showed intracellular activities of a P. indica
acid phosphatase. The fungus seems therefore to be able
to show such enzymatic activities, but a particular stim-
ulus might have been needed to induce the enzymatic
activity or avoid some catabolic regulation during the
fungal growth in our P source treatments. Further stud-
ies on the rhizosphere of P. indica-colonized plants are
necessary to confirm enzymatic activities in vivo, and to
test if the fungal enzymatic production could be induced
by the fungal interaction with the plant.

We identified four genes encoding phosphate trans-
porters. One of the encoded proteins has been already
characterized, the PiPT1, is a symporter located in the
plasma membrane of the fungus which shows high
affinity for low concentrations of phosphate (Yadav
et al. 2010; Pedersen et al. 2013). Knock-down of this
phosphate transporter resulted in abolishment of the
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plant growth-promoting effect suggesting an important
role of this PiPT1 for the interaction. At the same time,
colonization of the root was not reduced. This suggests
that the transport of phosphate via PiPT1 is not essential
for fungal development and that it can be complemented
by the other PT-encoding genes. One good candidate is
PiPT4 which is highly expressed at least on RNA level
in comparison to the other three genes. Further studies
need to show the precise functions and roles of these
four PT genes.

Concerning the regulation of their expression, PT
genes could be classified into three groups (Fig. 5).
The expression of the first group with the genes PiPT1
and PiAP1 shows a clear inverse correlation to the P
concentration in the medium. Such a Pi-dependent re-
sponse to phosphate has been shown already for the
phosphate transporter gene PiPT1 (Yadav et al. 2010).
The second group of genes (PiPT4, PiAP2 and PiPHY2)
responded at first positively to the shift from 0.02 mg/L
of KH2PO4 (initial cultivation) to 0.25 mg/L P of the
other P sources. High concentrations of the two inor-
ganic P sources, however, had a negative effect. A
similar response has been observed for the AM fungal
gene GiPT also encoding a high affinity transporter
(Maldonado-Mendoza et al. 2001). This gene only
showed high expression if a low amount of phosphate
was added to the extra-radical mycelium and low ex-
pression if no Pi or high Pi amounts were present. Gene
expression of the third group with the two remaining
phosphate transporter genes PiPT2 and PiPT3 and with
the gene PiPHY1 encoding a phytase did not clearly
respond to low amounts of inorganic P. The expression
of these genes were however, repressed by high Ca3PO4

or rock phosphate concentrations similarly to all other
genes. This clear negative response to the inorganic P
sources indicates that phosphate is released into the
medium and this was indeed shown in the presence of
the fungus and probably results from acidification of the
medium.

Conclusion

In this study we found that the endophyte P. indica is
able to grow saprotrophically on poorly soluble inor-
ganic P forms Ca3(PO4)2 or rock phosphate. Under our
conditions, growth was not due to enzymatic activities
detectable in our plate growth halo assay, although
corresponding genes were present and expressed.

Instead, lowering the pH, probably by releasing organic
acids, appeared responsible for this fungal ability. The
growth rate is similar during cultivation on KH2PO4

indicating that the fungus is able to solubilise phosphate
in amounts sufficient for its own growth. Measuring an
increase in phosphate concentration in the medium sug-
gests that a surplus of this mineral nutrient is produced
which could theoretically be taken up by roots in the
vicinity of the fungus. If the fungus improves phosphate
nutrition of plants growing on inorganic non-available P
sources in this way, remains to be proven. How much
this contributes to plant growth promotion under con-
trolled conditions and in the field probably depends on
the host plant species and the environmental conditions.

Acknowledgments This work was funded by the Ministries of
Consumer Protection, Food and Agriculture of the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany, of the State of Brandenburg and Thüringen. We
are also grateful to Mrs. Kerstin Fischer for technical assistance.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestrict-
ed use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if
changes were made.

References

Achatz B, von Ruden S, Andrade D, Neumann E, Pons-
Kuhnemann J, Kogel KH, Franken P, Waller F (2010) Root
colonization by Piriformospora indica enhances grain yield
in barley under diverse nutrient regimes by accelerating plant
development. Plant Soil 333:59–70

Andrade-Linares DR, Müller A, Fakhro A, Schwarz D, Franken P
(2013) Impact of Piriformospora indica on tomato. In:
Varma A et al (eds) Piriformospora indica. Soil biology 33.
Springer-Verlag, Berlin, pp 107–117

Barazani O, Von Dahl CC, Baldwin IT (2007) Sebacina vermifera
promotes the growth and fitness of Nicotiana attenuata by
inhibiting ethylene signaling. Plant Physiol 144:1223–1232

Basiewicz M,Weiss M, Kogel KH, Langen G, Zorn H, Zuccaro A
(2012) Molecular and phenotypic characterization of
Sebacina vermifera strains associated with orchids, and the
description of Piriformospora williamsii sp nov. Fungal Biol
116:204–213

Breuninger M, Trujillo CG, Serrano E, Fischer R, Requena N
(2004) Different nitrogen sources modulate activity but not
expression of glutamine synthetase in arbuscular mycorrhizal
fungi. Fungal Genet Biol 41:542–552

Bruggen AHC, Termorshuizen AJ, Semenov AM (2000) Hyphal
growth and colony expansion. New Phytol 146:355–356

Plant Soil (2016) 405:231–241 239



Camehl I, Sherameti I, Venus Y, Bethke G, Varma A, Lee J,
Oelmüller R (2010) Ethylene signalling and ethylene-
targeted transcription factors are required to balance benefi-
cial and nonbeneficial traits in the symbiosis between the
endophytic fungus Piriformospora indica and Arabidopsis
thaliana. New Phytol 185:1062–1073

Deshmukh S, Hückelhoven R, Schäfer P, Imani J, Sharma M,
Weiss M, Waller F, Kogel KH (2006) The root endophytic
fungus Piriformospora indica requires host cell death for
proliferation during mutualistic symbiosis with barley. Proc
Natl Acad Sci USA 103:18450–18457

Dolatabadi HK, Goltapeh EM, Jaimand K, Rohani N, Varma A
(2011) Effects of Piriformospora indica and Sebacina
vermifera on growth and yield of essential oil in fennel
(Foeniculum vulgare) under greenhouse conditions. J Basic
Microbiol 51:33–39

El-Azouni IM (2008) Effect of phosphate solubilizing fungi on
growth and nutrient uptake of soybean (Glycine max L.)
plants. J Appl Sci Res 4:592–598

Fakhro A, Andrade-Linares DR, von Bargen S, BandteM, Buttner
C, Grosch R, Schwarz D, Franken P (2010) Impact of
Piriformospora indica on tomato growth and on interaction
with fungal and viral pathogens. Mycorrhiza 20:191–200

Falconer RE, Bown JL, White NA, Crawford JW (2005) Biomass
recycling and the origin of phenotype in fungal mycelia. Proc
Biol Sci 272:1727–1734

Franken F (2012) The plant strengthening root endophyte
Piriformospora indica: potential application and the biology
behind. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol 96:1455–1464

Gericke S, Kurmies B (1952) Die color imetr ische
Phosphorsäurebestimmung mit Ammonium-Vanadat-
Molybdat und ihre Anwendung in der Pflanzenanalyse. J
Plant Nutr Soil Sci 159:11–21

Harman GE, Howell CR, Viterbo A, Chet I (2004) Trichoderma
spp.: opportunistic avirulent plant symbionts. Nat Rev 2:43–
56

Hoberg E, Marschner P, Lieberei R (2005) Organic acid exudation
and pH changes by Gordonia sp. and Pseudomonas
fluorescens grown with P adsorbed to goethite. Microbiol
Res 160:177–187

Jones DL (1998) Organic acids in the rhizosphere—a critical
review. Plant Soil 205:25–44

Kang S, Chul GH, Lee TG,Maheshwari DK (2002) Solubilization
of insoluble inorganic phosphates by a soil-inhabiting fungus
Fomitopsis sp. Curr Sci 82:439–442

KumarM, Yadav V, Kumar H, Sharma R, Singh A, Tuteja N, Johri
AK (2011) Piriformospora indica enhances plant growth by
transferring phosphate. Plant Signal Behav 6:723–725. doi:
10.4161/psb.6.5.15106

Kumar V, Sarma MVRK, Saharan K, Srivastava R, Kumar L,
Sahai V, Bisaria VS, Sharma AK (2012) Effect of formulated
root endophytic fungus Piriformospora indica and plant
growth promoting rhizobacteria fluorescent pseudomonads
R62 and R81 onVignamungo. World JMicrobiol Biotechnol
28:595–603

Liu XJ, Shiomi S, Nakatsuka A, Kubo Y, Nakamura R, Inaba A
(1999) Characterization of ethylene biosynthesis associated
with ripening in banana fruit. Plant Physiol 121:1257–1265

Maldonado-Mendoza IE, Dewbre GR, Harrison MJ (2001) A
phosphate transporter gene from the extra-radical mycelium
of an arbuscular mycorrhizal fungus Glomus intraradices is

regulated in response to phosphate in the environment. Mol
Plant Microbe Interact 14:1140–1148

Malla R, Prasad R, Kumari R, Giang PH, Pokharel U, Oelmüller
R, Varma A (2004) Phosphorus solubilizing symbiotic fun-
gus: Piriformospora indica. Endocyt Cell Res 15:579–600

Mayerhofer MS, Kernaghan G, Harper KA (2013) The effects of
fungal root endophytes on plant growth: a meta-analysis.
Mycorrhiza 23:119–128

Mullaney EJ, Ullah AHJ (2007) Phytases: attributes, catalytic
mechanisms and applications. In: Turner L, Richardson AE,
Mullaney EJ (eds) Inositol phosphates: linking agriculture
and the environment. CAB International, Oxfordshire, pp
97–110

Nautiyal CS, Chauhan PS, DasGupta SM, Seem K, Varma A,
Staddon WJ (2010) Tripartite interactions among
Paenibacillus lentimorbus NRRL B-30488, Piriformospora
indica DSM 11827, and Cicer arietinum L. World J
Microbiol Biotechnol 26:1393–1399

Oelmüller R, Sherameti I, Tripathi S, Varma A (2009)
Piriformospora indica, a cultivable root endophyte with mul-
tiple biotechnological applications. Symbiosis 49:1–17

Pedersen BP, Kumar H, Waight AB, Risenmay AJ, Roe-Zurz Z,
Chau BH, Schlessinger A, Bonomi M, Harries W, Sali A,
Johri AK, Stroud RM (2013) Crystal structure of a eukaryotic
phosphate transporter. Nature 496:533–536

Pradhan S, Sukla LB (2005) Solubilization of inorganic phos-
phates by fungi isolated from agriculture soil. Afr J
Biotechnol 5:850–854

Ray JG, Valsalakumar N (2010) Arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi and
Piriformospora indica individually and in combination with
Rhizobium on green gram. J Plant Nutr 33:285–298

Richardson AE, Simpson RJ (2011) Soil microorganisms mediat-
ing phosphorus availability. Plant Physiol 156:989–996

Riess K, Oberwinkler F, Bauer R, Garnica S (2014) Communities
of endophytic Sebacinales associated with roots of herba-
ceous plants in agricultural and grassland ecosystems are
dominated by Serendipita herbamans sp nov. Plos One 9,
e94676

Ritz K (1995) Growth responses of some soil fungi to spatially
heterogeneous nutrients. FEMS Microbiol Ecol 16:269–279

Ritz K, Crawford JW (1999) Colony development in nutritionally
heterogeneous environments. In: Gow NAR, Robson GD,
Gadd GM (eds) The fungal colony, 1st edn. Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, pp 49–74

Rodriguez RJ,White JF Jr, Arnold AE, Redman RS (2009) Fungal
endophytes: diversity and functional roles. New Phytol 182:
314–330. doi:10.1111/j.1469-8137.2009.02773.x

Satheesan J, Narayanan AK, Sakunthala M (2012) Induction of
root colonization byPiriformospora indica leads to enhanced
asiaticoside production in Centella asiatica. Mycorrhiza 22:
195–202. doi:10.1007/s00572-011-0394-y

Scervino JM, Mesa MP, Mónica ID, Recchi M, Moreno NS,
Godeas A (2010) Soil fungal isolates produce different organic
acid patterns involved in phosphate salts solubilization. Biol
Fertil Soils 46:755–763. doi:10.1007/s00374-010-0482-8

Schäfer P, Kogel KH (2009) The secacinoid fungus
Piriformospora indica: an orchid mycorrhiza fungus which
may increase host plant reproduction and fitness. In: Deising
HB (ed) Plant relationships, the Mycota V. Springer, Berlin,
pp 99–112

240 Plant Soil (2016) 405:231–241

http://dx.doi.org/10.4161/psb.6.5.15106
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8137.2009.02773.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00572-011-0394-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00374-010-0482-8


Scholfield CR (1981) Composition of soybean lecithin. J Am Oil
Chem Soc 58:889–892

Selosse MA, Setaro S, Glatard F, Richard F, Urcelay C, Weiss M
(2007) Sebacinales are common mycorrhizal associates of
Ericaceae. New Phytol 174:864–878

Shahollari B, Varma A, Oelmuller R (2005) Expression of a
receptor kinase in Arabidopsis roots is stimulated by the
basidiomycete Piriformospora indica and the protein accu-
mulates in Triton X-100 insoluble plasma membrane micro-
domains. J Plant Physiol 162:945–958

Smith SE, Read DJ (2008) Mycorrhizal symbiosis, 3rd edn.
Academic Press, London

Vadassery J, Ritter C, Venus Y, Camehl I, Varma A, Shahollari B,
Novak O, Strnad M, Ludwig-Muller J, Oelmuller R (2008)
The role of auxins and cytokinins in the mutualistic interac-
tion between Arabidopsis and Piriformospora indica. Mol
Plant Microbe Interact 21:1371–1383

Varma A, Verma S, Sudah SN, Franken P (1999) Piriformospora
indica, a cultivable plant growth-promoting root endophyte.
Appl Environ Microbiol 65:2741–2744

Varma A, Singh A, Sudha, Sahay NS, Sharma J, Roy A, Kumari
M, Rana D, Thakran S, Deka D, Bharti K, Hurek T, Blechert
O, Rexer K-H, Kost G, Hahn A, Maier W, Walter M, Strack
D, Kranner I (2001) Piriformospora indica: an axenically
culturable mycorrhiza-like endosymbiotic fungus. In: Hock
B (ed) The mycota IX: fungal associations. Springer-Verlag,
Berlin-Heidelberg, pp 125–150

Verma S, Varma A, Rexer K-H, Hassel A, Kost G, Sarbhoy A,
Bisen P, Bütehorn B, Franken P (1998) Piriformospora
indica, gen. nov. sp. nov., a new root-colonizing fungus.
Mycologia 90:896–903

Waller F, Achatz B, Baltruschat H, Fodor J, Becker K, Fischer M,
Heier T, Huckelhoven R, Neumann C, von Wettstein D,
Franken P, Kogel KH (2005) The endophytic fungus
Piriformospora indica, reprograms barley to salt-stress toler-
ance, disease resistance, and higher yield. Proc Natl Acad Sci
U S A 102:13386–13391

WeissM, SelosseMA, Rexer KH, Urban A, Oberwinkler F (2004)
Sebac i n a l e s : a h i t h e r t o ove r l ooked co sm o f
heterobasidiomycetes with a broad mycorrhizal potential.
Mycol Res 108:1003–1010

Xiao C, Chi R, Huang X, ZhangW QG, Wang D (2008)
Optimization for rock phosphate solubilization by
phosphate-solubilizing fungi isolated from phosphate mines.
Ecol Eng 33:187–193

Yadav RS, Tarafdar JC (2003) Phytase and phosphatase producing
fungi in arid and semi-arid soils and their efficiency in
hydrolyzing different organic P compounds. Soil Biol
Biochem 35:745–751

Yadav V, Kumar M, Deep DK, Kumar H, Sharma R, Tripathi T,
Tuteja N, Saxena AK, Johri AK (2010) A phosphate trans-
porter from the root endophytic fungus Piriformospora
indica plays a role in phosphate transport to the host plant.
J Biol Chem 285:26532–26544

Yun HS, Yoon IS, Kang BG (2002) Rapid repression of vacuolar
invertase in mungbean hypocotyl segments and regulation by
sucrose, auxin and light. Plant Growth Regul 38:181–189

Zuccaro A, Lahrmann U, Guldener U, Langen G, Pfiffi S,
Biedenkopf D, Wong P, Samans B, Grimm C, Basiewicz
M, Murat C, Martin F, Kogel KH (2011) Endophytic life
strategies decoded by genome and transcriptome analyses of
the mutualistic root symbiont Piriformospora indica. Plos
Pathog 7, e1002290

Plant Soil (2016) 405:231–241 241


	Phosphate utilization by the fungal root endophyte Piriformospora indica
	Abstract
	Abstract
	Abstract
	Abstract
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Material and methods
	In�vitro growth and P solubilisation activity of P. indica supplied with different P forms
	Cultivation of P. indica
	Assessment of fungal growth on P-sources and potential P solubilisation of P. indica
	Assessment of fungal growth, P solubilisation and pH change by P. indica in liquid medium

	Analyses of enzymatic activities and RNA accumulation
	Analysis of phytase and phosphatase activities
	RNA accumulation analysis of P. indica genes

	Statistics

	Results
	In�vitro growth and P solubilisation activity of P. indica supplied with different P forms
	Assessment of fungal growth on P-sources and potential P solubilisation of P. indica
	Assessment of fungal growth, P solubilisation and pH change by P. indica in liquid medium

	Enzymatic and phosphate transport activities
	Analysis of phytase and phosphatase activities
	RNA accumulation analysis of P. indica genes


	Discussion
	In�vitro growth and P solubilisation activity of P. indica supplied with different P forms
	Enzymatic and phosphate transport activities

	Conclusion
	References


