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Fusarium crown rot (FCR), an important disease of wheat and barley, is mainly caused by Fusarium graminearum, 
F. culmorum and F. pseudograminearum, which are also responsible for mycotoxin production. This is the first 
comparative investigation of their colonization on barley plants after stem base inoculation. At plant maturity, FCR 
symptoms were visually evaluated, fungal biomass was quantified by Real-Time quantitative PCR and deoxyniva-
lenol (DON) was detected by enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA). All the inoculated strains caused the 
typical FCR necrotic symptoms. Real-Time PCR analysis showed that F. graminearum and F. culmorum were pre-
sent in the head tissues, while F. pseudograminearum colonized only up to the area including the second node of 
the stem. Conversely, DON was detected up to the head for all the three species. This study shows that, as already 
demonstrated in previous research for wheat, DON may be detected up to the head as a consequence of stem base 
infection by the three FCR agents.
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Introduction

Fusarium head blight (FHB) and Fusarium crown rot (FCR) are two of the most important cereal diseases, includ-
ing soft wheat (Trtiticum aestivum L.), durum wheat (Triticum durum Desf.), barley (Hordeum vulgare L.), oats 
(Avena sativa L.) and maize (Zea mays L.). FHB and FCR are caused by fungal microorganisms belonging to the 
genus Fusarium (Dyer et al. 2009, Xu and Nicholson 2009). FHB occurs during anthesis time, when environmen-
tal conditions are particularly humid (Engle et al. 2004). FHB symptoms include partial or total head desiccation, 
with the appearance of one or more prematurely bleached spikelets, easily observed on wheat especially when 
it has not yet reached the full ripening stage (Scherm et al. 2013). FCR occurs where dry climatic conditions pre-
vail and where minimum tillage, stubble retention and similar conservation agricultural practices are used (Lam-
precht et al. 2006, Smiley et al. 2005). In fact, infected stubble is the principal inoculum source for FCR (South-
well et al. 2003, Smiley et al. 2005). FCR symptoms vary according to the time of infection. When the fungus at-
tacks at an early stage, just after sowing, pre- and post-emergence seedling death occurs, with brown discolor-
ation on the coleoptiles, roots and stems. Conversely, if the infection starts later in the season, brown lesions 
appear on the first two or three internodes of the main stem and tiller abortion occurs. The presence of white-
heads with shriveled grain or no grain is easily observed when wheat plants are immature (Scherm et al. 2013). 
The main Fusarium species, responsible for FCR and FHB, are: Fusarium graminearum Schwabe, Fusarium cul-
morum (W.G. Smith) Sacc., Fusarium avenaceum (Corda) Sacc. and Fusarium pseudograminearum (O’Donnell & 
T. Aoki) (Xu and Nicholson 2009, Hogg et al. 2010, Knight and Sutherland 2016). F. graminearum prefers warmer 
weather and is present mainly in central and southeastern Europe (Xu and Nicholson 2009). F. culmorum is tra-
ditionally reported to be mainly responsible of FHB in northern, central and western Europe (Parry et al. 1995, 
de Nijs et al. 1997, Muthomi et al. 2000). Recently, due to climate changes, the habitats of F. culmorum and F. 
graminearum are overlapping, increasing the incidence of FHB and FCR (Waalwijk et al. 2003, Jennings et al. 
2004, Xu et al. 2005, West et al. 2012). F. pseudograminearum is more widespread in the Australian continent, 
North America and in many other cereal-growing regions around the world (Burgess et al. 2001, Smiley et al. 
2005). It is predominantly associated with FCR, whereas F. graminearum mainly with FHB (Akinsanmi et al. 2004).  
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These pathogens are responsible for quantitative damages, with significant yield losses (Hollaway et al. 2013, 
Nielsen et al. 2014) and, in particular when they cause FHB, of qualitative damages, due to mycotoxin accumula-
tion in the grains. In fact, these three Fusarium species are all able to biosynthesize mycotoxins, in particular de-
oxynivalenol (DON), belonging to the group B of trichothecenes (Bottalico and Perrone 2002, Xu and Nicholson 
2009). This secondary metabolite is highly dangerous for human and animal health (Antonissen et al. 2014). For 
this reason, the European Commission has established legal limits for DON in unprocessed cereals grains (1.25 
mg kg-1) and unprocessed durum wheat grains (1.75 mg kg-1) with the European directives EC n. 1881/2006 and 
126/2007. Several studies frequently detected DON in barley grains, malt and also beer (Schwarz 2017). In partic-
ular, the presence of DON in malting barley samples in Europe, including Italy, seems to be stable over the years 
and generally below legal limits (Berguete 2012, Beccari et al. 2016, Beccari et al. 2017). During beer production 
process, DON seems to be reduced with respect to the raw material, but its levels may increase during malting, 
in particular during the germination phase (Schwarz 2017). 

The epidemiology of FHB, especially on wheat, is well known (Xu and Nicholson 2009, Scherm et al. 2013) and 
symptom gravity is often associated with a high proliferation of Fusarium biomass and a significant accumulation 
of mycotoxins (Pancaldi et al. 2010, Nielsen et al. 2014). Conversely, for FCR, the relationship between symptom 
severity, fungal biomass and mycotoxin accumulation is still poorly understood, because Fusarium causal agents 
do not directly colonize the head. Recently, several studies (Mudge et al. 2006, Covarelli et al. 2012, Winter et al. 
2013, Moretti et al. 2014, Beccari et al. 2018) investigated the colonization process of different Fusarium species 
and their possible systemic movement along soft and durum wheat plants after stem base inoculation. In par-
ticular, Covarelli et al. (2012), Winter et al. (2013) and Moretti et al. (2014), investigating also DON translocation 
during FCR progress, revealed the presence of this secondary metabolite in wheat heads and in the grains, even 
when Fusarium was not detected in these parts of the plant. Most of FCR studies were focused on wheat, howev-
er, also barley through the years increased its importance, in parallel with the increase of the economic relevance 
of malt industry with the establishment of new microbreweries, especially in Italy (The Brewers of Europe 2015). 
Fungi belonging to the genus Fusarium represent unwanted microorganisms for the quality of final malt and beer 
as well as for beer consumers’ health due to mycotoxin contamination related to their presence (Sarlin et al. 2005, 
Wolf-Hall 2007, Christian et al. 2011, Oliveira et al. 2013, Bertuzzi et al. 2011, Hückelhoven et al. 2018). Further-
more, one of the main concerns of the malt industry is the gushing phenomenon (Garbe et al. 2008), which, as 
reported by some authors, seems to be influenced by the presence of hydrophobins produced by FHB pathogens 
(Sarlin et al. 2005, Nielsen et al. 2014). Despite the issues, there is little in literature on the barley colonization 
process by Fusarium species compared to the extensive literature concerning wheat.

As already shown in wheat (Mudge et al. 2006, Covarelli et al. 2012, Winter et al. 2013, Moretti et al. 2014), FCR 
is a potential additional source of grain contamination with Fusarium mycotoxins. Thus, the objective of this study 
was to investigate the ability of F. graminearum, F. culmorum and F. pseudograminearum to systemically colonize 
barley plants starting from the stem base by visual, scanning electron microscope and Real-Time PCR methods 
and to verify the possible DON accumulation in the head. 

To our knowledge, this is the first study investigating the potential systemic growth of Fusarium species and DON 
translocation from stem base to the head as a consequence of FCR development in barley. 

Materials and methods
Plant material

Seeds of cv Tunika, a commercial barley cultivar, widely used in malt and livestock industry in Italy and susceptible 
to FCR, were surface sterilized with sodium hypochlorite (NaClO) with 2% available chlorine for 5 min and rinsed 
six times with sterile deionized water. After the pre-germination process, barley seedlings were individually trans-
planted into plastic pots filled with a mix of autoclaved sand, peat and vermiculite (ratio 1:1:1 v/v/v) and placed 
in a greenhouse at 24 °C ± 2 °C day/18 °C ± 2 °C night, 14/10 h light/dark cycle, with 30000 lux light intensity. At 
BBCH 10 growth stage (the first leaf through coleoptile), a polyvinyl chloride (PVC) collar (3 cm long, 10 mm inter-
nal diameter) was applied around the emerging first leaf to ensure the contact of the fungal inoculum with the 
basal portion of barley seedlings (Simpson et al. 2000). The experiment was organized with randomized block ex-
perimental design, with three replicates per each treatment. 



AGRICULTURAL AND FOOD SCIENCE
F. Pecoraro et al. (2018) 27: 74–83

76

Fungal material and inoculation procedure
The Fusarium species used for barley stem base inoculations were: F. culmorum (strain Fc820), F. graminearum 
(strain Fg913), both present in the collection of the Laboratory of Phytopathological Micology (DISTAL - University 
of Bologna, Italy) and F. pseudograminearum (strain CS3427, kindly supplied by Dr. D. Gardiner, Commonwealth 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation CSIRO, Brisbane, Australia). The strains used were selected for their 
ability to cause FCR and were all DON producers. The inoculation was performed at BBCH 12 growth stage (two 
leaves unfolded) as previously described by Covarelli et al. (2012). For each fungal species, the inoculum consisted 
of V8 gel (10g of Bacto Agar, 100 ml of V8 juice agar and 400 ml of deionized sterile water) mixed with a conidial 
suspension obtained as described in Purahong et al. (2012) with a final concentration of 1x106 macroconidia/ml. 
Two ml of the inoculum was injected into the space between barley seedlings and the PVC collars of each plant. 
V8 gel, amended with deionized sterile water, was used as a control for non-inoculated plants. A total of 184 plants 
(46 plants for four treatments with three replicates of 15 plants each, plus 1 plant for scanning electron micros-
copy observations) were assayed. 

FCR visual assessment
At BBCH 89 growth stage (grain fully ripe), visual observations were carried out on all barley plants. In detail, plants 
were taken out from the soil and FCR presence was assessed using three parameters: a) total number of devel-
oped stems (main stem and tillers); b) number of necrotic stems (main stem and tillers); c) necrosis extension 
along the stem. This last parameter was assessed by dissecting each stem into four segments: segment I (inocu-
lated area, adjacent to the crown, including the part just above the first node), segment II (the area including the 
second node), segment III (the area adjacent to the flag leaf) and segment IV (head). After visual observations, 
segments were allowed to dry at 45 °C for 24 h and then finely ground with liquid nitrogen by mortar and pestle. 
Each ground sample, obtained from each replicate of 15 plants, was divided into two sub-samples, one for DNA 
extraction and Real-Time quantitative PCR and one for DON quantification. 

DNA extraction and quantification of fungal biomass by Real-Time quantitative PCR
DNA extraction was carried out on barley ground material, from different plant segments, following the protocol 
described by Alkadri et al. (2013). The total DNA was quantified with a Nanodrop Spectrophotometer ND-1000 
and each sample was diluted with Dnase free sterile water to obtain the same concentrations. Real-Time PCR as-
says were carried out in a AbiPrism 7000 Real-Time detection system (Applied Biosystems), using SYBR® Green 
chemistry. Amplification mixtures were prepared with GoTaq® qPCR Master Mix (Promega), in a final volume of 25 
µl with primer concentrations of 0.3 nM, Rox Fluorophore and 5µl of DNA. Samples were analyzed in duplicate. 
DNA species-specific loci were amplified by primers: C51ENDF F (5’-AACTGAATTGATCGCAAGC-3’) and C51ENDF 
R (5’-CCCTTCTTACGCCAATCTC-3’) (Covarelli et al. 2012) for F. culmorum; Fg16N F (5’-ACAGATGACAAGATTCAG-
GCACA-3’) and Fg16N R (5’-CTTTGACATCTGTTCAACCCA-3’ (Nicholson et al. 1998) for F. graminearum; Fptri3e F 
(5’-CAAGTTTGATCCAGGGTAATCC-3’) and Fptri3e R (5’-GCTGTTTCTCTTAGTCTTCCTCA-3’) (Khudhair et al. 2014) for 
F. pseudograminearum. Thermal profiles were optimized as follows: 10 min at 95 °C, followed by 40 cycles at 94 °C 
for 30 s, specific annealing temperature of each primer (64 °C for F. graminearum and 60 °C for F. pseudogramin-
earum and F. culmorum) for 45 s. Concentrations of standard DNA of F. graminearum, F. culmorum and F. pseudo-
graminearum were quantified with a Nanodrop Spectrophotometer ND-1000. After quantification, a dilution series 
from 5000 pg to 5 pg of each Fusarium spp. DNA with a serial dilution factor of 10 was produced to setup standard 
curves. Amplification specificity check occurred in the thermal dissociation amplicon analysis, performed at the 
end of each reaction, bringing the products at 95 °C for 15 s, 60 °C for 20 s and 95 °C for 30 s, with readings every 
0.3 °C. Amplification products were also checked on a 1% agarose gel, dyed with a 0.4 µg ml-1 ethidium bromide 
solution and visualized under UV light. The limit of detection of fungal biomass was 5 pg. 

Deoxynivalenol quantification
A total of 10 g of ground barley heads (segment IV) and 1 g of ground plant tissue from each of segments I, II and 
III were used to analyze DON presence using an AgraQuant® ELISA kit Deoxynivalenol Assay 0.25/5.0 (RomerLabs®). 
DON extraction and determination were performed according to manufacturer’s protocols. Optical densities of 
samples and of standard curves were estimated by a spectrophotometer (OpsysMR, Dynex technologies) using a 
450 nm filter. The limit of detection (LOD) was 200 μg kg-1 and the limit of quantification (LOQ) was 250 μg kg-1. 
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Mycological analysis

Stem samples for each treatments  were collected, surface-disinfected and plated on potato dextrose agar (PDA, 
Difco). They were incubated for 7 days at 25 °C to isolate the mycoflora. 

Statistical analysis
Data from visual assessments (proportion of plants with FHB symptoms) were analyzed by Generalized Linear Mod-
els with binomial error and logit link. A dispersion parameters was used to account for overdispersion (Faraway, 
2006). Back transformed proportions were derived and pairwise comparisons were performed by using general-
ized linear hypothesis testing, with family-wise error rate, according to procedure suggested by Bretz et al. (2011). 
Data analyses were performed suggested the R stastical environment (R core Team 2017). Data from quantification 
of fungal biomass and DON accumulation were statistically analyzed by the software Statgraphics 2.1. The com-
parison of the averages of multiple sets of data, was performed by analysis of variance (ANOVA) with a significant 
level of p ≤ 0.05 and the results were compared with the post-hoc Tukey HSD test. 

Scanning electron microscopy sample preparation
A single plant, randomly taken from all the replicates of each treatment, was selected and a small portion (5–6 
mm in length) of each segment (as previously described) was taken and processed for Scanning Electron Micros-
copy (SEM) observations, following the methodology described by Covarrubias et al. (2014). The specimens were 
then dried with a critical point drier unit Emitech K850 (Emitech Ltd, Ashford, England) mounted on aluminum 
stubs with double stick tape and coated with gold-palladium film using an ion sputtering unit Emitech K500 (Em-
itech Ltd). Samples were observed with a Philips 515 SEM (Philips) at 10 kV, and pictures were taken with a Nikon 
5400 Coolpix digital camera (Nikon).

Results
FCR visual assessment

Visual observation data are reported in Table 1. No statistical differences in the degree of tillering (average values 
ranged from 10.38 to 11.89 of stems per plant) among the different treatments were recorded. 

The typical FCR necrosis symptoms were present after inoculation with all the three Fusarium species, confirm-
ing their ability to cause FCR both in the main stem and in the secondary ones (tillers). In detail, Fc820 caused an 
average value of 39.85% of necrotic stems, significantly higher than that caused by CS3427 (22.73%), which were 
not statistically different from Fg913 (25.93%). The percentage of necrotic stems in the non-inoculated plants was 
significantly lower (10.34%) compared with that of inoculated plants. Data about segments I, II and III were not 
significantly different among the three treatments but differed from that of the non-inoculated plants. No FCR 
symptoms were observed in segment IV (head tissues), data not shown.

Table 1. Average values of the parameters assessed by visual observation of barley plants following 
stem-base inoculation with F. culmorum (Fc820), F. graminearum (Fg913) and F. pseudograminearum 
(CS427) and in the non-inoculated plants. p values indicate significant differences (Wald F tests for 
quasibinomial fit) if p ≤ 0.05, letters (a,b,c) indicate the statistical differences between treatments 
following generalized linear hypothesis testing (Bretz et al. 2011).

Inoculation 
treatment

Number of 
total stems 
per plant

Necrotic 
stems (%)

Stems with 
necrosis 

(segment I) 
(%)

Stems with 
necrosis 

(segment II) 
(%)

Stems with 
necrosis

(segment III) 
(%)

Fc820 10.56 39.85 a 33.33 a 5.33 a 1.33 a

Fg913 10.99 25.93 ab 20.66 a 4.33 a 0.67 ab

CS3427 11.89 22.73 b 20.00 a 2.17 a 0.83 ab

Non-inoculated 10.38 10.34 c 10.34 b 0.00 b 0.00 b

p value n.s.1 6*10-7 4.8*10-5 2.7*10-6 0.02
1n.s.= non statistically significant
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Quantification of fungal biomass by Real-Time quantitative PCR

Table 2 shows the amounts of fungal DNA per plant dry weight (ng g-1 d.w.), of strains Fc820, Fg913 and CS3427 in 
the different plant segments, as quantified by Real-Time PCR. Non-inoculated plants were also analyzed to verify 
the possible presence of the tested Fusarium species. All the amplifications were specific. The melting tempera-
ture for F. culmorum DNA was 79.3 °C, for F. graminearum DNA was 80.4 °C and for F. pseudograminearum DNA 
was 75.8 °C, in line with the instrument parameters (data not shown). The presence of Fc820 biomass in segments 
I and II (1464.05 ng g-1 d.w. and 1148.28 ng g-1 d.w., respectively) was significantly higher than the biomass de-
tected in segments III and IV (17.31 ng g-1 d.w. and 1.15 ng g-1 d.w., respectively). The highest level of Fg913 bio-
mass was detected in segment I with 145.68 ng g-1 d.w., significantly different from the levels found in segments 
III (1.23 ng g-1 d.w.) and IV (0.59 ng g-1 d.w.). The levels of CS3427 biomass in the different barley segments were 
not statistically significant. F. culmorum, F. graminearum and F. pseudograminearum biomass was not detected 
in any non-inoculated plant.

Deoxynivalenol quantification
Table 3 shows the average levels of DON (mg kg-1) in the different segments of inoculated and non-inoculated bar-
ley plants. The highest DON levels were detected with strain Fc820. In details, the highest levels were detected in 
segments I and II (12.12 and 8.26 mg kg-1, respectively) of plants inoculated with strain Fc820, which were statis-
tically different from DON levels detected in segments III and IV (0.71 and 0.28 mg kg-1respectively). With regard 
to strains Fg913 and CS3427, DON accumulation was not significantly different between segments. DON was not 
detected in any non-inoculated plant.

Scanning Electron Miscroscopy observations
Samples from plants inoculated with F. culmorum (Fc820) and F. graminearum (Fg913) were subject to SEM ob-
servations. They showed hyphal colonization in the area adjacent to the crown, including the first node (segment 
I) and in the area including the second node (segment II) (Figs. 1a-f). Conversely, samples from plants inoculated 
with F. pseudograminearum (CS3427) showed hyphal colonization only in segment I (Fig. 1g). No hyphae were 
detected in the area adjacent to the flag leaf (segment III) and in the head (segment IV) for all the treatments. No 
hyphal presence was detected in non-inoculated plants.

Table 2. Amount of fungal biomass, expressed as ng of fungal DNA g-1 plant dry weight, in the different 
barley segments following stem-base inoculation with F. culmorum (Fc820), F. graminearum (Fg913) 
and F. pseudograminearum (CS3427). p values indicate ANOVA test significance if p ≤0.05, letters (a,b,c) 
indicate significant differences between treatments following the post hoc Tukey HSD test. 

Segments Fc820 Fg913 CS3427 Non-inoculated

I 1464.05 a 145.68 a 492.9     n.d.**

II 1148.28 a 58.51 ab 68.56 n.d.

III 17.31 b 1.23 b n.d. n.d.

IV 1.15 b 0.59 b n.d. n.d.

p value < 0.05 < 0.05 n.s.*
*n.s.= non statistically significant; **n.d.= not detected 

Table 3. Amount of deoxynivalenol (mg kg-1), in the samples from different barley segments following 
stem-base inoculation with F. culmorum (Fc820), F. graminearum (Fg913) and F. pseudograminearum 
(CS3427) and non-inoculated plants. p values indicate ANOVA test significance if p≤0.05, letters (a,b,c) 
indicate significant differences between treatments following the post hoc Tukey HSD test. 

Segments Fc820 Fg913 CS3427 Non-inoculated

I 12.12 a 3.53 2.87     n.d.**

II 8.26 a 0.44 3.37 n.d.

III 0.71 b 0.26 0.27 n.d.

IV 0.28 b 0.23 0.48 n.d.

p value < 0.05 n.s.* n.s.*
*n.s.= non statistically significant; **n.d.= not detected 
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Discussion

In this study, the behaviour of the three main causal agents of FCR of barley, F. culmorum, F. graminearum and 
F. pseudograminearum, was analysed during the colonization of barley after stem base inoculation. In addition, 
DON translocation along the barley plant was studied as a possible additional source of grain contamination. The 
three FCR pathogens are all well-known producers of DON, a mycotoxin subject to EU legal limits in harvested 
grains, due to its toxicity and toxicity to animals and humans. 

It has been observed that stem necrosis was present in all the barley plants inoculated with the three FCR causal 
agents and that these pathogens were also able to spread into the tillers during plant development when inoculat-
ed at the base of the main stem. Comparing the percentages of necrotic stems, the F. culmorum strain used in this 
experiment showed the highest aggressiveness, even if all three Fusarium species were able to cause FCR necrosis 
up to the area adjacent to the flag leaf node (segment III). The necrotic symptoms detected in the stems of non 
inoculated plants was probably due to a blockage-effect of the PVC collar; this was confirmed by fungal biomass 
quantification with Real-Time PCR that showed the absence of Fusarium biomass in non-inoculated plants and ne-
crotic tissue isolation on agar medium showed no presence of Fusaria or Microdochium strains (data not shown). 

Stephens et al. (2008), studying the early events of FCR disease caused by F. graminearum in soft wheat, described 
the penetration mechanism of this pathogen in three stages: the first as lateral penetration, the second as a de-
scent of the fungus through the roots and the third as penetration through the lumen of the main culm and pa-
renchyma. Knight and Sutherland (2016) reported for the first time the penetration mechanisms for F. pseudo-
graminearum: an initial epidermal penetration, mostly through stomata apertures, progressing into the paren-
chymatous hypoderm, and leading to the typical discoloration used as visual assessment of the disease. Further-
more these authors described the ability of the fungus to colonize at least three internodes, with frequent xylem 
vessels and phloem cell occlusion.

 

Fig. 1. Scanning electron microscopy micrographs. Detection of fungal colonization in different 
segments of the stem of barley plants following inoculation with F. culmorum (Fc820), F. 
graminerum (Fg913) and F. pseudograminearum (CS3427). 1a-1c. Hyphae of F. culmorum 
(Fc820) on the surface of the stem in the area adjacent to the crown, including the first node 
(segment I) (1a) and in the area including the second node (segment II) (1b). Detail of hyphae 
inside the stem in segment II (1c). The epidermal layer, even if with a low hyphal concentration, 
appears damaged. 1d-1f. Hyphae of F. graminearum (Fg913) in segments I (1d) and II (1f) of the 
barley stem. In this case, the epidermal layer, even if the hyphal concentration is high, appears 
well preserved. In the insert (1e) hyphae penetrating a stomata at the level of segment I. 1g. 
Hyphae of F. pseudograminearum (CS3427) on segment I (1g) of barley stem. (bars=0.1mm)
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In the present study, Real-Time PCR analysis confirmed also the ability of the three Fusarium species analyzed 
to colonize barley plants at different heights. F. culmorum (strain Fc820) and F. graminearum (strain F913) were 
present up to the segment IV, corresponding to the head portion, but in high concentrations only up to the seg-
ment II. This finding was also confirmed by SEM observations and is partially in accordance with what described 
by other authors. The ability of Fusarium species, to systemically move along the stem up to the head, following 
stem-base infection, was already investigated on soft wheat (Mudge et al. 2006, Covarelli et al. 2012, Winter et 
al. 2013) and durum wheat (Moretti et al. 2014).

In similar researches on soft wheat, Covarelli et al. (2012) found that F. culmorum colonized the stem up to seg-
ment II but it was not detected in the last internode. This behavior was also confirmed in a recent study by Bec-
cari et al. (2018) where they used the same Fc820 strain on soft wheat. This reveals the opportunity that in bar-
ley, in contrast to what occurs in soft wheat, F. culmorum could systemically colonize the head tissues after stem 
base inoculation. The movement from stem base, along the stem, up to the head could occur by vascular tissue 
colonization. F. culmorum begins its colonization from the lowest leaf sheaths damaging the epidermal cells, as 
already described in wheat (Beccari et al. 2011, Covarelli et al. 2012). SEM observations of barley infected plants, 
showed damaged tissues in the presence of the fungal hyphae, indicating a similar colonization process. Different-
ly, Covarelli et al. (2012) and Winter et al. (2013) reported that F. culmorum, in wheat, was unable to colonize the 
head most likely due to the presence of a lignin layer in the parenchymal cells of the culm. A similar phenomena 
was described for F. graminearum in durum wheat where the pathogen was not able to reach the head, probably 
because of a kind of barrier (Moretti et al. 2014). 

Mudge et al. (2006) described how F. graminearum and F. pseudograminearum colonize the stem tissues of soft 
wheat penetrating the epidermis of the leaf sheath and from the leaf insertion site invaded the parenchymal tis-
sues adjacent to the epidermal layer and then colonized the stem by an intercellular pathway. The present study 
showed as in barley, differently from what reported by Mudge et al. (2006) in soft wheat, the colonization by F. 
pseudograminearum strain CS3427 was limited to the basal portions (up to segment II), in accordance to what 
reported by Backhouse et al. (2004) in FCR investigations conducted in Australia. 

Concerning DON translocation, this study proved that DON was present in high concentrations in the segments I 
and II of barley plants inoculated with F. culmorum strain Fc820 and at lower concentrations in the other portions 
of plant (segments III and IV) head included. These data are related with the quantification of F. culmorum strain 
Fc820 biomass and also with the work of Covarelli et al. (2012) that showed a decreasing concentration of DON 
from the stem-base to the head of soft wheat. DON translocation from the base to the head was also detected 
in soft wheat plants inoculated at the stem-base with F. graminearum and F. pseudograminearum (Mudge et al. 
2006) and it was observed how this characteristic is depending on strain aggressiveness, such as symptoms ex-
tension and fungal colonization (Beccari et al. 2018). In addition, Mudge et al. (2006) demonstrated how strains F. 
graminearum mutant for tri5 gene (responsible for DON biosynthesis) were unable to colonize the adjacent area 
of the flag leaf in soft wheat. Therefore DON interferes with the protein synthesis mechanism of the plant, blocking 
its defense mechanisms, thus facilitating the advancement of the fungus from the base of the culm to the head. 
DON, being water-soluble, is transported remotely through the transpiration flux in xylem vessels, accumulating 
also in elevated quantities at the head level (Berthiller et al. 2013). The systemic translocation of DON from the 
stem base to the head was also reported in soft wheat by Covarelli et al. (2012) and Winter et al. (2013). Winter 
et al. (2013) observed that, in soft wheat plants inoculated with F. culmorum, DON was present at high concen-
trations at the base of the plant and moved to the apical parts through xylematic flow, where it is converted in its 
conjugated product DON-3-glucoside (DON-3G), reaching chaff and awns tissues but not the grains. Covarelli et 
al. (2012) reported in soft wheat a higher DON concentration in the chaff and rachis in comparison to the grains. 

To our knowledge, this is the first report about the barley systemic colonization of three mycotoxigenic FCR causal 
agents (F. culmorum, F. graminearum and F. pseudograminearum) in particular, in this study F. culmorum and F. 
graminearum colonized barley plants systemically, whereas F. pseudograminearum did not. Translocation of DON 
up the xylem was only shown indirectly and only for F. pseudograminearum which did not colonize the segments 
III and IV, and yet DON was detected in these segments.

This investigation indicates that FCR infections in barley may represents a supplementary route, as already dem-
onstrated for wheat, for the accumulation of DON in the head tissues, in addition to FHB.
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