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Abstract
The transfer of herbicide resistance genes by pollen is a major concern in cross-pollinated

species such as annual ryegrass (Lolium rigidum). A two-year study was conducted in the

greenhouse, under favorable conditions for pollination, to generate information on potential

maximum cross-pollination. This maximum cross-pollination rate was 56.1%. A three-year

field trial was also conducted to study the cross-pollination rates in terms of distance and ori-

entation to an herbicide-resistant pollen source. Under field conditions, cross-pollination

rates varied from 5.5% to 11.6% in plants adjacent to the pollen source and decreased with

increasing distances (1.5 to 8.9% at 15 m distance and up to 4.1% at 25 m in the downwind

direction). Environmental conditions influenced the cross-pollination both under green-

house and field conditions. Data were fit to an exponential decay model to predict gene flow

at increasing distances. This model predicted an average gene flow of 7.1% when the pol-

len donor and recipient plants were at 0 m distance from each other. Pollen-mediated gene

flow declined by 50% at 16.7 m from the pollen source, yet under downwind conditions

gene flow of 5.2% was predicted at 25 m, the farthest distance studied. Knowledge of cross-

pollination rates will be useful for assessing the spread of herbicide resistance genes in L.
rigidum and in developing appropriate strategies for its mitigation.

Introduction
A native of the Mediterranean region, Lolium rigidum Gaud. (annual or rigid ryegrass) is the
most important ryegrass species in Spain where it is commonly found as a major weed in win-
ter cereal crops. It is also widespread across other grain-growing regions in Southern Europe,
in Southern andWestern Australia, in different states of the USA, and in some areas of South
Africa, Chile and Argentina. For years, it has been controlled by pre- or post-emergence herbi-
cides. The excellent efficacy of these herbicides encouraged their widespread repeated use in
several countries. This selection process led L. rigidum to become a major problem because of
its ability to evolve resistance to the several herbicides used for its control [1,2]. To date, L. rigi-
dum has evolved resistance to 11 herbicide modes of action in 12 countries [3]. Surveys con-
ducted in Australia [4–6], USA [7] and Spain [8,9] have revealed widespread occurrence of
herbicide-resistant Lolium species, with biotypes resistant to almost all herbicides available for
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its control, including biotypes with cross- and multiple-resistances. This situation complicates
its management and threatens the productivity and sustainability of current cereal farming sys-
tems in these countries. The problem is even greater considering that no major herbicide with
a new mode of action has been introduced to the market for more than 20 years [10].

L. rigidum is an obligate cross-pollinated species with high genetic variability [11,12]. The
spread of herbicide resistance may be aided by the pollen-mediated gene flow (PMGF) among
resistant and susceptible plants, which can result in an exchange and progressive accumulation
of different herbicide resistance alleles present in populations [13]. Genes can move from plant
to plant and among patches at short distances and longer distances to adjacent fields. Even
fields with no history of herbicide use can have higher than expected initial frequencies of her-
bicide resistance genes due to gene flow [14]. Farmers perceive gene flow, via seed or pollen, to
be a major factor in the occurrence of resistance [15]. In wind-pollinated and highly outcrossed
species, as is the case of L. rigidum, gene flow by pollen is of utmost importance. In this species,
resistance conferred by dominant nuclear genes will spread rapidly since the resistance alleles
are not lost in the heterozygous progeny under herbicide pressure, considerably reducing the
number of years necessary to evolve resistance [16]. In addition, if herbicide is applied at low
doses, polygenic broad-spectrum herbicide resistance can evolve by the accumulation of quan-
titative genes of small effect through cross-pollination among survivors [17,18]. Despite its
great importance, the contribution of PMGF to herbicide resistance dispersal is poorly under-
stood and its importance could be underestimated. In recent times, PMGF has received consid-
erable attention in the context of risk assessment of genetically modified (GM) crops and the
possibility of transgene transfer to non-GM varieties and wild relatives [19]. In general, few
PMGF studies have been conducted in wind-pollinated weedy grasses and very little data exist
on Lolium spp. Maxwell [20], using L.multiflorum (Italian ryegrass) and diclofop-resistance as
marker, found 1% cross-pollination at about 7 m, with resistant seeds collected up to 24 m.
About 99% of the expected crosses occurred within 8.6 m from a 1 m2 pollen source. Giddings
[21, 22] showed that pollen flow in L. perenne (perennial ryegrass) had a leptokurtic distribu-
tion and reached up to 80 m distance from the source. For the same species, Cunliffe et al [23]
showed that gene flow declined from 20% at 0 m to< 2% at> 36 m. To our knowledge very
few studies on PMGF have been conducted in L. rigidum. Only Busi et al [24] studied pollen-
mediated flow of herbicide resistance genes in L. rigidum and found 37.8% of cross-pollination
at 0 m from the pollen source using a single susceptible pollen receptor plant (no pollen com-
petition), while this value was three times lower (12.9%) when two receptor plants were used.
In this study, 100 m was the next distance in which cross-pollination was measured (0.93%)
and cross-pollination was observed up to 3,000 m.

PMGF can be even important in autogamous species with high levels of self-compatibility
as in the case of Echinochloa crus-galli (barnyardgrass), with cross-pollination rates up to
12.5% at 0 m distance [25]. In other grasses as Festuca arundinacea (tall fescue), gene flow
rates of 5% were detected at 50 m and less than 1% at 150 m [26], while in Agrostis stolonifera
(creeping bentgrass) effective gene transfer was observed at distances up to 21 km [27]. In stud-
ies conducted with dicotyledonous weeds such as Kochia scoparia (kochia, mock-cypress),
cross-pollination rates declined from 13% at 1.5 m to 1.4% per plant at 29 m from the resistant
plants [28]. In Amaranthus palmeri (Palmer amaranth), up to 50–60% of the offspring at 1 and
5 m were resistant to glyphosate, whereas 20–40% were resistant up to the 250 and 300 m dis-
tances [29]. For species that lack an effective seed dispersal mechanism, such as Chenopodium
album (common lambsquarters), average cross-pollination at 2 m was 3%. PMGF plays an
important role in the transfer and frequency of resistance alleles within and between popula-
tions [30].

Herbicide Resistance Transfer by Pollen in Lolium rigidum

PLOSONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0157892 June 23, 2016 2 / 13

http://www.unavarra.es/herbario/htm/Echi_crus.htm


The objective of this study was to assess L. rigidum PMGF under a medium-distance scale
field experiment conducted under semi-arid conditions. PMGF was evaluated by tracking the
mobility of an herbicide resistance gene from a resistant pollen source to susceptible recipient
plants.

Materials and Methods
The study was carried out at the INIA experimental station, Madrid, Spain (40° 27´ North; 3°
44´ West).

Plant Material
A diclofop-methyl resistant L. rigidum AUS 96 biotype (R) was used as the pollen donor in the
study. This biotype has an ACCase (Acetyl CoA-Carboxylase) insensitive to inhibition by APP
herbicides (aryloxyphenoxypropionates: diclofop, fluazifop and haloxyfop) conferring a high
degree of resistance. A single dominant nuclear gene confers ACCase target-site-based resis-
tance in this biotype [31]. The susceptible (S) population 314, collected in a weed survey con-
ducted in the year 2000 in Castilla-León and characterized as highly susceptible (100%
mortality at diclofop-methyl field rate of 540 g a.i. ha-1), was used as pollen receptor.

Potential Cross-Pollination in the Greenhouse
To establish the potential rate of cross-pollination, open pollination crosses between R and S
biotypes were performed in 2007 and 2008 in the greenhouse. Plants of both biotypes were
grown in a greenhouse in which lateral walls were open, and temperature and relative humidity
were similar to outdoor conditions. Plants were protected from rain but without additional
control of light or temperature. The pollen donor was the L. rigidum R biotype sown at a den-
sity of 500 plants m-2 in a 9 x 3 x 0.5 m table containing manure, sand, and soil (1:1:1 by vol-
ume). Several sets of the S biotype were sown in pots (9 plants per pot) periodically at 15-day
intervals at four different times. The plants were watered as required. Two to 3 days before the
anthesis of the R biotype, ten pots of the S biotype that overlapped in their flowering with the R
pollinator were placed inside the pollen source 1.5 m away from each other and surrounded by
R plants for their crossing. At maturity, the seeds produced by all the plants growing in each S
pot were harvested, threshed, and stored for 6 months prior to the herbicide screening. Maxi-
mum and minimum temperatures, rainfall, and relative humidity data were collected during
the flowering period for all experimental runs when there was a flowering overlap between pol-
len-donor and -receptor (Table 1).

Pollen Mediated Gene Flow under Field Conditions
The study to evaluate pollen-mediated gene flow in L. rigidum under field conditions was con-
ducted in the 2008–09, 2009–10 and 2010–11 growing seasons. L. rigidum plants for the field
experiments were obtained by vernalization of the seeds of the R and S populations in the third
week of December each season. Seeds were pre-germinated in plastic trays on two layers of
filter paper moistened with tap water and covered with a transparent plastic film to hold in
moisture, and placed in a growth chamber set at 22⁄16 ± 1°C day⁄night for two days to initiate
germination. Then the trays containing the seeds were placed in a refrigerated chamber for
six weeks (S seeds) and eight weeks (R seeds) at 4°C with a photoperiod of 16 h of light
(100 μE m-2 s-1 PAR, photosynthetically active radiation) and 8 h of darkness. In early
February, at the 1–2 leaf stage, seedlings were transplanted to 75 L plastic containers (48 cm
diameter and 42 cm height) filled with manure, sand, and soil (1:1:1 by volume) placed in the
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experimental plot. Two sets of S containers were sown at 15-day interval to ensure overlap in
the flowering time with the R pollen source. At the time of flowering of the pollen source, the S
containers that overlapped with the R were chosen and placed in the distances at each direction
and those that were not synchronized were removed.

The field trial design was such that it permitted observations on the extent of crossing at dif-
ferent distances and directions from the pollen source. Each year the experimental design con-
sisted of a 3 x 3 m central square pollen source of a diclofop resistant pollen donor at a density
of 100 plants m-2 (36 containers with 25 resistant ryegrass seedlings each) and receptor con-
tainers placed in eight cardinal directions (A: North; B: Northeast; C: East, D: Southeast, E:
South, F: Southwest, G: West and H: Northwest) of the pollen source at distances of 0, 1, 5, 10
and 15 m (Fig 1). In the wind direction (sides C and D), receptors were also placed at distances
of 20 and 25 m. Three S receptors were placed at each distance in each direction, with 12 S
plants per container (36 plants m-2). The dates of anthesis were recorded. At maturity, plants
from each S container placed at different distances were individually harvested, pooled, hand
threshed, and seeds were stored until herbicide screening. Harvest was made twice within a
two-week interval. Meteorological data (maximum and minimum temperatures, rainfall, rela-
tive humidity, and wind velocity and direction) was collected throughout the pollen source
flowering periods each year (Table 1). Data on 30-year monthly average temperatures and pre-
cipitation was obtained from the Meteorological State Agency of Spain.

Cross-Pollination Detection by Herbicide Screening
Six months after harvest, the seeds produced in each S recipient container were screened for
cross-pollination by herbicide treatment. In the case of cross-pollination under greenhouse

Table 1. Meteorological data for the L. rigidum pollination periods by year and cross-pollination experiment (greenhouse and field experiment).

Year Pollination
period

Temperature (°C) HR (%) Rainfall mm Prevailing wind

(n° days) (n° days)

Mean Maximum Minimum Direction Avg. speed

(n° days) (km h-1)

30-year May 16.7 22.2 11.3 53 50 – –

(7.3)

Greenhouse

2007 5–31 May 15.6 ± 2.7 22.6 ± 3.9 8.9 ± 2.6 56 ± 15 28.0 – –

(26) (6)

2008 9–31 May 13.9 ± 1.4 18.4 ± 1.4 9.0 ± 2.1 70 ± 8 28.0 – –

(22) (16)

Field plot

2009 14–29 May 18.9 ± 2.6 26.5 ± 4.8 10.9 ± 2.6 42 ± 14 28.0 N-NE; S-SW 9.5 ± 3.4

(16) (3) (7); (5)

2010 10 May-2
June

17.6 ± 4.2 24.8 ± 5.5 11.2 ± 3.9 51 ± 9 4.6 N-NW; NE 8.4 ± 3.0

(24) (3) (10); (6)

2011 1–20 May 16.7 ± 1.8 23.3 ± 2.8 10.1 ± 2.3 63 ± 7 24.4 N-NW; N-NE 9.6 ± 4.9

(20) (6) (6); (6)

Mean and standard deviation (SD) of the maximum and minimum average temperatures, relative humidity (RH), rainfall (total mm and number of days with

precipitation), and wind data (cardinal direction and speed) collected during the overlap in the flowering periods between L. rigidum pollen-donor and

-receptor biotypes.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0157892.t001
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conditions, all the seeds produced by each S plant were screened. In the field study, for each S
container, 600 seeds per tray and three trays per container were screened, resulting in 5,400
seeds screened for each distance (detection threshold of 0.1% at a probability level of 99%).
Seeds were sown in 22 L (40 x 30 x 18 cm) plastic trays filled with the soil mix described earlier.
An additional three trays were sown with the S and R biotypes, as controls for herbicide
response. The average germination was determined by counting the number of emerged seed-
lings per tray in relation to the amount of seeds sown. At the 3–4 leaf stage, the plants were
sprayed with diclofop-methyl (Iloxan EC, 360 g a.i. L-1, Bayer Crop Science) at 540 g a.i. ha-1,
the recommended field rate. Herbicide was applied using a stationary sprayer with one Teejet
8002-E flat fan nozzle delivering 225 L ha-1 at 200 kPa. After spraying, the trays were placed in
the glasshouse and watered as required. Temperature was maintained at 24⁄16 ± 2°C (day ⁄ night).
Seedlings that survived the spray were subjected to a second application of diclofop-methyl at the
same rate. Survival was recorded 3 weeks later and the plants that survived the two applications of
diclofop-methyl were considered as R hybrids.

Data Analysis
Data on the cross-pollination rates were subjected to an arcsin

p
x transformation prior to a

multi-factorial variance analysis (ANOVA). The year effects were considered as random in
both greenhouse and field studies; direction and distance in relation to the pollen source were
considered as fixed effects in field studies. Differences among means were tested by a New-
man-Keuls test at P = 0.05. Statgraphics Centurion XVI.II software [32] was used to carry out
the statistical analysis. A 95% confidence interval for the mean of cross-pollination at each dis-
tance was calculated assuming a binomial distribution. An exponential decay model used in

Fig 1. Experimental design of the pollenmediated gene flow experiment. The central pollen donor source
consisted of 3 x 3 m square of L. rigidum biotype resistant (R) to diclofop-methyl (36 containers with 25 resistant
ryegrass seedlings each, A), surrounded by pots placed in eight directions and at five distances (0, 1, 5, 10 and 15
m) containing plants of a susceptible (S) L. rigidum biotype (3 containers per sampling point, 12 susceptible
seedlings each, B).

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0157892.g001
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other PMGF studies [33, 34] was fitted to the data to estimate the potential cross-pollination
rate in relation with distance: P = a � e−bx, where P is the percent of cross-pollination (%); x is
the distance (m) from the pollen source; a is the cross-pollination when x = 0 and b is a non-
linear coefficient determining the slope of the curve (decline rate). The curve was fitted using
generalized non-linear least squares (Splus package) with error assumed to be normally distrib-
uted. The adequacy of the curve was assessed by RMSE (root mean square error) and EF
(modelling efficiency) statistical indicators, which were used to assess the model goodness of fit
and to compare measured and predicted values. The RMSE and EF values were calculated

based on an equations: RMSE ¼
ffiffi
1
n

q Pn
i¼1 ðOi� PiÞ2 and EF ¼ 1�

Pn

i¼1
ðPi�OiÞ2Pn

i¼1
ðOi�ŌÞ2 , where Oi and

Pi are observed and predicted values and n the total number of observations. Smaller RMSE
value means better fit to the model due to closer observed and predicted values, while EF can
range from -1 to 1, with values closer to 1 meaning more accurate predictions. The distances
wherein frequency of gene flow was reduced by 50% (O50) were estimated from the exponential
decay function following the equation [35]:O50¼

ln0:5a�lna
�b

, where a is the intercept and b the slope.

Results

Potential Cross-Pollination in the Greenhouse
In 2007, the overlap in the flowering periods was from 5 to 31 May. During this period, average
minimum and maximum temperatures were 8.9°C and 22.6°C respectively, with an average
relative humidity (RH) of 56%. In 2008 (9 to 31 May), the minimum temperatures during the
overlapping period were similar to those in 2007 but maximum temperatures were lower
(18.4°C), and RH was higher (70%) (Table 1). The germination of the seeds was 89% and 55%
in 2007 and 2008, respectively. The cross-pollination rates were significantly (P< 0.05) differ-
ent between the two years of the study. A higher percentage of R hybrids was obtained in 2008
than in 2007 (44.2 ± 8.1% in 2008 compared to 14.3 ± 4.1% in 2007).

Pollen Mediated Gene Flow under Field Conditions
The flowering between the R and S biotypes was synchronous ensuring cross-pollination in the
three years of the study. The meteorological data for the experimental area during the overlap
in the flowering periods and for the 30-year average (1981–2011) in Madrid are shown in
Table 1. The plants flowered earlier in 2011 than in the previous years, in which the flowering
periods were similar. The flowering lasted 16 days in 2009, 24 in 2010, and 20 in 2011. The
30-year average temperature in May, the month in which cross-pollination occurs under semi-
arid conditions, was 16.7°C (22.2°C for the maximum and 11.3°C for the minimum tempera-
tures). The average annual precipitation was 421 mm with 50 mm occurring in May alone,
making it the month with the highest amount of rainfall. All 3 years of the study was hotter
and drier than normal, especially 2009 and 2010. The maximum temperatures during the flow-
ering period occurred in 2009 with an average of 26.5°C. In this year, a total of 28 mm of rain-
fall was received in 3 days at the beginning of May and the average RH was 42%, the lowest of
the 3-year period. In 2010, maximum temperatures from 10 May-2 June averaged 24.8°C and
the RH 51% (3 days with precipitation, 4.6 mm). The 2011 pollination period was from 1 to 20
May. This period was also warmer than the 30-year average but less than the previous years.
RH in the 2011 pollination period averaged 63% (6 days with precipitation, 24 mm). The aver-
age wind speed and prevailing directions, from the N (N-NE and N-NW), were similar during
the pollination periods over the 3-year period, although in 2009 wind blew from the S-SW dur-
ing several days.
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A total of 216,000 seeds (1,800 seeds per sampling point x 8 directions x 5 distances x 3
years) from recipient plants were screened in the greenhouse for diclofop-methyl resistance.
The germination rates ranged from 83% to 91% in the three years. Table 2 (S1 Appendix) the
PMGF rates recorded in different directions and distances and the average pollen mediated
gene flow rates by distance obtained in the three years in which the assay was performed.
The ANOVA conducted showed differences between years (F2,340 = 18.1, P = 0.001) and dis-
tances (F4,340 = 6.0, P = 0.01). Year by distance interaction was also significant (F8,340 = 12.0,
P< 0.001), assessing the variation among pollination conditions and winds from different
years. Wind direction affected (F7,340 = 3.8, P = 0.01) the percentage of cross-pollination, that
was greatest downwind (sides E, C, D and G since wind direction was from the N, Table 1, Fig
1). The year by direction interaction was not significant (F14,340 = 0.9, P = 0.49).

The lowest cross-pollination rates occurred in 2009, with an average of 5.5% in the plants
adjacent to the pollen source (Table 2). These percentages decreased significantly to 2.9%
across directions (1.6 to 4.0) at 1 m, and remained about 1.5% (0.1 to 2.3) at 15 m, the maxi-
mum distance of that year. In 2010, the PMGF rates were 9.8% (7.1 to 12.8) at 0 m and 6.5%
(4.7 to 9.2) at 1 m. At 5 m, the values were similar to those of 2009. The highest values at all dis-
tances were obtained in 2011: 11.6% (8.3 to 15.7) at 0 m, 9.5% (4.6 to 13.7) at 1 m, and 8.9%
(7.3 to 10.7) at 15 m distance. In 2010 and 2011, additional receptors were placed in the wind
direction (C and D) at distances of 20 and 25 m (it was not possible to cover all distances due
to space constraints). In side C, 1.8% and 1.2% rates were recorded in 2010 at 20 m and 25 m
distance respectively, while these values were higher in 2011 with 5.8%, and 4.6%. At the same
distances, 1.6% and 1.4% in 2010 and 8.2%, and 3.5% rates were obtained in side D.

Table 2. Pollen-mediated gene flow between diclofop-methyl resistant and susceptible Lolium rigidum biotypes at five distances (0, 1, 5, 10 and 15
m) to eight directions from the pollen source in a field experiment conducted in 2009, 2010, and 2011 at the INIA experimental station in Madrid,
Spain.

Distance
(m)

Pollen-mediated gene flow (%) 95% CI

A B C D E F G H Avg. Lower Upper

2009

0 2.3 5.9 6.7 5.5 8.1 4.1 6.8 4.9 5.5 5.11 5.97

1 3.6 2.5 3.7 2.8 4.0 1.8 3.2 1.6 2.9 2.53 3.16

5 3.2 1.8 0.9 3.0 1.5 2.8 0.7 1.2 1.8 1.57 2.08

10 1.1 — — — 1.1 1.1 0.6 0.4 0.9 0.68 1.14

15 0.1 — — 1.5 2.3 1.9 2.0 1.5 1.5 1.25 1.78

2010

0 7.1 11.2 7.1 9.0 12.6 12.8 11.4 7.5 9.8 9.34 10.37

1 4.9 7.0 6.1 8.4 6.7 4.7 9.2 5.4 6.6 6.13 6.98

5 0.9 3.1 4.2 3.6 — 2.1 1.8 1.4 2.9 2.69 3.20

10 0.7 1.1 1.7 2.5 2.4 0.9 0.5 0.7 1.3 1.14 1.54

15 0.5 0.4 0.6 0.6 1.2 0.5 1.3 1.3 0.8 0.65 0.96

2011

0 8.7 8.6 15.1 14.4 12.8 9.0 15.7 8.3 11.6 11.05 12.16

1 10.7 4.6 11.4 12.0 13.7 7.7 7.5 8.7 9.5 9.02 10.04

5 9.7 7.2 6.4 8.4 6.0 4.0 8.0 7.7 7.2 6.74 7.64

10 9.2 6.3 5.5 5.3 5.9 11.0 7.0 8.4 7.3 6.87 7.78

15 7.4 10.1 10.2 10.7 10.1 7.3 7.6 8.6 8.9 8.35 9.34

95% CI: 95% confidence interval for the average cross-pollination rate at each distance.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0157892.t002
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Fig 2 shows the curves obtained by fitting an exponential decay model to the cross-pollina-
tion rates as a function of distance. Regression analyses were conducted for each year with data
pooled across directions from the pollen source (Fig 2A). The RMSE values for cross-pollina-
tion among years ranged from 0.58 to 1.36 and EF values from 0.60 to 0.93 and showed the
goodness of fit for the predicted models. Fig 2B shows the regression curves for the 3-year aver-
age, with data pooled across years, and for the worst case scenario with data only from down-
wind directions in 2011 in which the greatest cross-pollination rates occurred. For the 3-year
mean and for the worst case scenario, RMSE values were higher (1.23 and 2.42, respectively)
and EF lower (0.61 and 0.50, respectively), which could be due to the higher variations
observed. Across years, the predicted gene flow was 7.1% at 0 m distance and declined with
increasing distance to 5.7% at 5 m, 3.8% at 15 m and 2.5% at 25 m, the maximum distance of
the experiment. The predicted distance wherein cross-pollination (outcrossing) decreased by
50% (O50) was 16.7 m. Gene flow was much higher downwind, with values of 12.2% at 0 m,
10.3% at 5 m, 7.4% at 15 m and 5.2% at 25 m. In this case, O50 was predicted at 30 m from the
pollen source.

Discussion
Our study provides a data set on cross-pollination rates among L. rigidum biotypes under
greenhouse and semi-arid field conditions. Under open greenhouse conditions, there were
great differences between the two years of experiment, with average cross-pollination rates that
were three times higher in 2008 than in 2007 (44% vs 14%). These differences could be attrib-
uted to environmental conditions. Wilkins and Thorogood [36] reported that high tempera-
tures (34°C) during anthesis increased the degree of selfing in L. perenne from 2 to 30%, thus
decreasing the cross-pollination ability. This may have occurred in our study in 2007, in which
mean temperatures were over 30°C for several days. In contrast, during the 2008 crossing
period temperatures were lower (monthly average of 13.9°C, with a maximum of 23°C) and
RH was higher than in 2007 (70% vs 56%), conditions that allowed a longer pollen viability
and therefore higher rates of cross-pollination [37,38].

The environmental conditions discussed above also influenced cross-pollination in the field
study. The lowest amount of cross pollination occurred in 2009, which was extremely hot and
dry. These conditions probably reduced pollen viability and the pollination period, which was
the shortest of the 3-year period (16 days). The highest amount of cross pollination occurred in
2011, when temperature and humidity conditions were favourable for cross-pollination. Cross-
pollination in adjacent distances to the pollen source varied from 2.3 to 15.7%. As the distance
between the receptor plants and the pollen source increased, cross-pollination rates decreased.
This was because pollen concentrations rapidly decline at increasing distances [21,38]. At 15
m, PMGF ranged from 0.1 to 10.7%, depending on direction and year. At 25 m downwind, the
maximum distance of the trial with empirical data, we recorded cross-pollination of 4.6%. Busi
et al. [24] under Western Australian conditions and using sulfometuron-resistant and suscepti-
ble L. rigidum biotypes, found 12.9% cross-pollination at 0 m and 0.96% at 100 m from the pol-
len source. At the same distances, and using the model for the 3-year data, a 7.1% cross-
pollination was estimated at 0 m. Assuming that predictions beyond the empirical data set
require extrapolations whose accuracy may be difficult to determine, a 0.11% cross-pollination
rate (1 diclofop-methyl resistant hybrid in 1000 S seeds) would be predicted at 100 m under
our conditions. At this long distance, a rate of 0.42% would be predicted in 2011. It is impor-
tant to consider the relative sizes of donor and receptor populations when considering the risks
posed by gene flow. If the recipient population is very small, i.e. one or two L. rigidum plants in
the field, the absence of extensive pollen competition will result in higher resistance
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Fig 2. Estimated regression curves for the pollen-mediated gene flow in L. rigidum as a function of the distance. A)
Regression curves for each growing season, B) Regression curves conducted with the pooled data for all growing seasons
and for the worst-case scenario, with data set obtained from the downwind direction (Dw) in 2011 in which the pollen
mediated gene flow was the highest.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0157892.g002
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frequencies. While Busi et al [24] used a pollen source with 1 to 10 R L. rigidum plants m-2 and
a pair of S receptor plants per distance, in our study 100 R plants m-2 as pollen source and 12 S
receptor plants per container and replication were used, which may have resulted in higher pol-
len competition. The discontinuous experimental design used, with recipient plants in patches,
simulates real field conditions with patches of weeds scattered over the field at different dis-
tances from a potential source of resistance. Furthermore, weather (temperature, rainfall, air
humidity, and wind speed and direction) and topography are major factors that will affect
cross-pollination rates.

The distribution of herbicide resistance alleles can appear at random, suggesting multiple,
independent appearances of the mutations or by pollen mediated gene flow from a single indi-
vidual population or area [6,39]. This gene flow increases the initial frequency of herbicide
resistance alleles in unselected L. rigidum populations [14,40]. The transfer of a single resis-
tance allele might be enough to introduce the character of resistance in a previously susceptible
population [41]. Although pollen mediated gene flow rates are dependent on the distance of
the receptor plants from the resistant source, these rates are generally higher than the initial
frequency of herbicide-resistant individuals in weed populations, which is generally assumed
to be about 10−6 [42], so herbicide resistance transfer by pollen movement could play a major
role in the speed at which herbicide resistance evolves in a population. Once resistance has
reached a high frequency in a given population, gene flow can propagate it to neighbouring
populations promoting the genetic homogeneity of the populations at the landscape level [14,
40]. In a previously conducted survey of herbicide resistance in L. rigidum populations, a sig-
nificant positive spatial autocorrelation was found for herbicide response between populations
located within 15 km from a highly resistant ryegrass population, evidencing a resistance hot-
spot due to the exposure of the populations to similar herbicide regimes in the past and dis-
tances close enough for gene flow to occur [8].

The simulation models on herbicide resistance dynamics in weed populations, reviewed by
Renton et al [43], require a lot of plant-specific data. Therefore, it is necessary to generate a
detailed data set for each relevant weed species before a management tools for a specific weed
species and a particular herbicide can be developed. The experimental design used in this study
was not large enough, due to space constraints, to allow observations of cross-pollination at
long distances. However, it provides valuable information for assessing the spread of herbicide
resistance genes via pollen at medium distances in L. rigidum. We fully agree with Busi et al
[24] in that simulation models give no or little attention to the pollen-mediated gene flow of
resistance genes related to distance and its subsequent dispersion, so its real importance could
be underestimated. It is important to stress the lack of data on PMGF in L. rigidum and that
the results of limited experimental data from one area may not represent the prevailing situa-
tion in another location and climate. Therefore, it will be necessary to extend these experiments
on a reduced scale with more studies with larger pollen sources and longer distances. PMGF
may not only play a role in gene movement between fields to accelerate resistance evolution,
but it could also favor the development of multiple-resistant populations through the stacking
of different resistance genes (occurring faster than resistance to two herbicides evolving
sequentially), which will make it even more difficult to control resistant populations.

Herbicide susceptibility in one field will be threatened by the presence of an herbicide resis-
tant trait in the neighboring fields. In the context of the management and mitigation of herbi-
cide resistance, it will be important to eliminate resistant ryegrass before flowering, rather than
before seed production, and to introduce integrated weed management practices with cultural,
mechanical, and alternative chemical methods to reduce the potential for development of addi-
tional resistance problems. Even so, it will not be an easy task in wind-pollinated weeds, like L.
rigidum, in which resistance traits can persist in individuals growing in the field margins,
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which can survive a multi-year herbicide mode of action rotation and re-introduce the resis-
tance trait into the field. Other options must be studied, such as the limitation of the pollen
flow by using barrier crops or zones and spatial planning of land use taking into account the
dominant winds. The spatial scales are very important for resistance management, which
should consider more than just the single herbicide-resistant population. Therefore, collabora-
tive efforts of many farmers will be necessary in order to minimize occurrence of herbicide
resistance.

Supporting Information
S1 Appendix. Pollen mediated gene flow in Lolium rigidum dataset.
(XLSX)

Acknowledgments
This work was supported by the Comisión Interministerial de Ciencia y Tecnología (CICYT)
of Spain, project AGL2004-07101-C02-01/AGR.

Author Contributions
Conceived and designed the experiments: IL MCE MCC. Performed the experiments: IL MCE
MCC. Analyzed the data: IL MCEMCC. Wrote the paper: IL MCE MCC.

References
1. Powles SB, Yu Q. Evolution in action: Plants resistant to herbicides. Ann. Rev. Plant Biol. 2010; 61:

317–347

2. Yu Q, Powles SB. Metabolism-based herbicide resistance and cross-resistance in crop weeds: A threat
to herbicide sustainability and global crop production. Plant Physiol. 2014; 166: 1106–1118. doi: 10.
1104/pp.114.242750 PMID: 25106819

3. Heap I. The International Survey of Herbicide Resistant Weeds. 2015. Available: ww.weedscience.org

4. Owen MJ, Walsh MJ, Llewellyn RS, Powles SB. Widespread occurrence of multiple herbicide resis-
tance in Western Australian annual ryegrass (Lolium rigidum) populations. Aust J Agric Res. 2007; 58:
711–718.

5. Owen MJ, Martinez NJ, Powles SB. Multiple herbicide-resistant Lolium rigidum (annual ryegrass) now
dominates across the Western Australian grain belt. Weed Res. 2014; 54:314–324.

6. Malone JM, Boutsalis P, Baker J, Preston C. Distribution of herbicide-resistant acetyl-coenzyme A car-
boxylase alleles in Lolium rigidum across grain cropping areas of South Australia. Weed Res. 2014;
54: 78–86.

7. Rauch TA, Thill DC, Gersdorf SA, Price WJ. Widespread occurrence of herbicide resistant Italian rye-
grass (Loliummultiflorum) in northern Idaho and eastern Washington. Weed Technol. 2010; 24: 281–
88.

8. Loureiro I, Rodriguez-García E, Escorial MC, García-Baudín JM, González-Andújar JL, Chueca MC.
Distribution and frequency of resistance to four herbicide modes of action in L. rigidum accessions ran-
domly collected in winter cereal fields in Spain. Crop Prot. 2010; 29: 1248–125.

9. Loureiro I, Escorial MC, Chueca MC. Chlorsulfuron resistance in Lolium rigidumGaud. in winter cereal
fields in Spain: evolution of herbicide resistance 10 years after. In: AFPP, editor. Proceedings 17th

EWRS Symposium, Weed Management in Changing Environments 23–26 June, Montpellier, France;
2015 p. 112.

10. Duke SO. Why have no new herbicide modes of action appeared in recent years? Pest Manag Sci.
2012; 68: 505–12. doi: 10.1002/ps.2333 PMID: 22190296

11. Powles SB, Matthews JM. Multiple herbicide resistance in annual ryegrass (Lolium rigidum): A driving
force for the adoption of integrated weed management. In: Denholm I, Devonshire A, Hollomon D, edi-
tors. Resistance '91: achievements and developments in combating pesticide resistance. Springer
Netherlands. 1992; pp 75–87.

Herbicide Resistance Transfer by Pollen in Lolium rigidum

PLOSONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0157892 June 23, 2016 11 / 13

http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0157892.s001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1104/pp.114.242750
http://dx.doi.org/10.1104/pp.114.242750
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25106819
http://ww.weedscience.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ps.2333
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22190296


12. Balfourier F, Charmet G, Ravel C. Genetic differentiation within and between natural populations of
perennial and annual ryegrass (Lolium perenne and L. rigidum). Heredity. 1998; 81: 100–110.

13. Darmency H. Movement of resistance genes among plants. In: Brown TM, editor. Molecular Genetics
and Evolution of Pesticide Resistance in Plants: Biology and Biochemistry. Lewis Publishers, Boca
Raton, USA. 1996; 209–220.

14. Busi R, Michel S, Powles SB, Délye C. Gene flow increases the initial frequency of herbicide resistance
alleles in unselected Lolium rigidum populations. Agric Ecosyst Environ. 2011; 142: 403–409.

15. Llewellyn RS, Allen DM. Expectedmobility of herbicide resistance via weed seeds and pollen in aWest-
ern Australian cropping region. Crop Prot. 2006; 25: 520–526.

16. Jasieniuk M, Brûlé-Babel AL, Morrison IN. The evolution and genetics of herbicide resistance in weeds.
Weed Sci. 1996; 44:176–193.

17. Neve P, Powles S Recurrent selection with reduced herbicide rates results in the rapid evolution of her-
bicide resistance in Lolium rigidum. Theor. Appl. Genet. 2005; 110: 1154–1166. PMID: 15756534

18. Busi R, Neve P, Powles S. Evolved polygenic herbicide resistance in Lolium rigidum by low-dose herbi-
cide selection within standing genetic variation. Evol Appl. 2013; 6: 231–242. doi: 10.1111/j.1752-
4571.2012.00282.x PMID: 23798973

19. Chandler S, Dunwell JM. Gene flow, risk assessment and the environmental release of transgenic
plants. Crit Rev Plant Sci. 2008; 27: 25–49.

20. Maxwell BD (1992) Predicting gene flow from herbicide resistant weeds in annual agriculture systems.
Bulletin of the Ecological Society of America 73, 264.

21. Giddings GD, Sackville Hamilton NR, Hayward MD. The release of genetically modified grasses. Part
1: pollen dispersal to traps in Lolium perenne. Theor Appl Gen. 1997; 94: 1000–1006.

22. Giddings GD. Modelling the spread of pollen from Lolium perenne. The implications for the release of
wind-pollinated transgenics. Theor Appl Gen. 2000; 100: 971–974.

23. Cunliffe KV, Vecchies AC, Jones ES, Kearney GA, Forster JW, Spangenberg GC, et al. Assessment of
gene flow using tetraploid genotypes of perennial ryegrass (Lolium perenne L.). Aust J Agric Res.
2004; 55: 389–396.

24. Busi R, Qin Y, Barrett-Lennard R, Powles S. Long distance pollen-mediated flow of herbicide resistance
genes in Lolium rigidum. Theor Appl Gen. 2008; 117: 1281–1290.

25. Bagavathiannan MV, Norsworthy JK. Pollen-mediated transfer of herbicide resistance in Echinochloa
crus-galli. Pest Manag Sci. 2014; 70: 1425–1431. doi: 10.1002/ps.3775 PMID: 24623467

26. Wang ZY, Lawrence R, Hopkins A, Bell J, Scott M. Pollen-mediated transgene flow in the wind-polli-
nated grass species tall fescue (Festuca arundinacea Schreb.). Mol Breed. 2004; 14: 47–60.

27. Watrud LS, Lee EH, Fairbrother A, Burdick C, Reichman JR, Bollman M, et al. Evidence for landscape-
level, pollen-mediated gene flow from genetically modified creeping bentgrass with CP4 EPSPS as a
marker. Proc Nat Acad Sci USA. 2004; 101: 533–538.

28. Stallings GP, Thill DC, Mallory-Smith CA, Shafii B. Pollen-mediated gene flow of sulfonylurea-resistant
kochia (Kochia scoparia). Weed Sci. 1995; 43: 95–102.

29. Sosnoskie LM, Webster TM, Kichler JM, MacRae AW, Grey TL, Culpepper AS. Pollen-mediated dis-
persal of glyphosate-resistance in Palmer amaranth under field conditions. Weed Sci. 2012; 60: 366–
373.

30. Yerka MK, de Leon N, Stoltenberg DE. Pollen-mediated gene flow in common lambsquarters (Cheno-
podium album). Weed Sci. 2012; 60: 600–606.

31. Tardif FJ, Preston C, Holtum JA, Powles SB. Resistance to acetyl-coenzyme A carboxylase-inhibiting
herbicides endowed by a single major gene encoding a resistant target site in a biotype of Lolium rigi-
dum. Aust J Plant Physiol. 1996; 23: 15–23.

32. Statgraphics Centurion XVI user manual. StatPoint Technologies Inc., Warrenton, VA, USA. 2010; pp.
297.

33. Willenborg CJ, Brûlé-Babel AL, Van Acker RC. Identification of a hybridization window that facilitates
sizeable reductions of pollen-mediated gene flow in spring wheat. Transg Res. 2010; 19: 449–460.

34. Loureiro I, Escorial MC, González A, Chueca MC. Pollen-mediated gene flow in wheat (Triticum aesti-
vum L.) in a semiarid field environment in Spain. Transg Res. 2012; 21: 1329–39.

35. McPhersonMA, Good AG, Topinka AKC, Hall LM. Pollen-mediated gene flow from transgenic safflower
(Carthamus tinctorius L.) intended for plant molecular farming to conventional safflower. Env Biosaf
Res. 2009; 8: 19–32.

36. Wilkins PW, Thorogood D. Breakdown of self-incompatibility in perennial ryegrass at high temperature
and its uses in breeding. Euphytica. 1992; 64: 65–69.

Herbicide Resistance Transfer by Pollen in Lolium rigidum

PLOSONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0157892 June 23, 2016 12 / 13

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15756534
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-4571.2012.00282.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-4571.2012.00282.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23798973
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ps.3775
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24623467


37. de Vries A. Flowering biology of wheat, particularly in view of hybrid seed production- A review. Euphy-
tica. 1971; 20: 152–170.

38. Loureiro I, Escorial MC, González-Andujar JL, García Baudin JM, Chueca MC. Wheat pollen dispersal
under semiarid field conditions: potential outcrossing with Triticum aestivum and Triticum turgidum.
Euphytica. 2007; 156: 25–37.

39. Menchari Y, Camilleri C, Michel S, Brunel D, Dessaint F, Le Corre V, et al. Weed response to herbi-
cides: regional-scale distribution of herbicide resistance alleles in the grass weed Alopecurus myosur-
oides. New Phytol. 2006; 171: 861–874 PMID: 16918556

40. Délye C, Clément JAJ, Pernin F, Chauvel B, Le Corre V. High gene flow promotes the genetic homoge-
neity of arable weed populations at the landscape level. Basic Appl Ecol. 2010; 11: 504–512.

41. Slatkin M. Gene flow in natural populations. Ann Rev Ecol Syst. 1985: 16: 393–430.

42. Maxwell BD, Mortimer AM. Selection for herbicide resistance. In: Powles SB, Holtum JAM editors. Her-
bicide Resistance in Plants: Biology and Biochemistry. CRC Press Inc., Baton Rouge, USA; 1994. pp.
1–25.

43. Renton M, Busi R, Neve P, Thornby D, Vila-Aiub M. Herbicide resistance modelling: past, present and
future. Pest Manag Sci. 2014; 70: 1394–1404. doi: 10.1002/ps.3773 PMID: 24585689

Herbicide Resistance Transfer by Pollen in Lolium rigidum

PLOSONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0157892 June 23, 2016 13 / 13

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16918556
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ps.3773
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24585689

