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Abstract – Experiments were carried out to analyse enhanced herbicide metabolism mediated by cytochrome P450 monooxygenases (P450(s))
or glutathione-S transferases (GST(s)) as a possible mechanism responsible for multiple resistance in three blackgrass populations. The RA
population is resistant to aryloxyphenoxypropionates (fops) and flupyrsulfuron, the RB to fenoxaprop-P, flupyrsulfuron and ureas and the RC
to fenoxaprop-P, haloxyfop and clodinafop. Based on the coleoptile length, growth responses of seedlings to the herbicide responsible for
resistance and to combined treatments of the herbicide plus P450(s) or GST(s), inhibitors were compared. Growth of the RA seedlings was
significantly reduced with flupyrsulfuron plus malathion, suggesting that P450(s) activity may be involved in the resistance. In contrast, none
of the four inhitors tested had an effect on the fop resistance. Fenoxaprop-P plus tridiphane, flupyrsulfuron plus malathion and ureas plus PBO
or ABT significantly reduced the RB coleoptiles’ growth. Therefore, multiple resistance in this population may be due to an elevation of P450(s)
and GST(s) activity. In the RC population, PBO, ABT and tridiphane synergised clodinafop, haloxyfop and fenoxaprop-P effects, suggesting
that the two enzymatic systems may also be involved in the RC resistances.

multiple herbicide resistance / enhanced herbicide detoxification / P450(s)/GST(s)  / Alopecurus myosuroides Huds.

Résumé – L’amplification d’enzymes de détoxication des herbicides : un mécanisme possible responsable des résistances multiples chez
le vulpin (Alopecurus myosuroides Huds.). Cette expérimentation a pour but d’analyser l’éventuelle implication de monooxygénases à
cytochrome P450 (P450(s)) et de glutathione S-transférases (GST(s)) dans les résistances multiples observées chez trois populations de vulpin.
La population RA résiste aux aryloxyphenoxypropionates (fops) et au flupyrsulfuron, la RB au fénoxaprop-P, au flupyrsulfuron et aux urées et
la RC au fénoxaprop-P, à l’haloxyfop et au clodinafop. Les croissances de la première feuille des plantules exposées à l’herbicide seul et à un
mélange “herbicide + inhibiteur” ont été analysées. La croissance des plantules RA est fortement réduite en présence de flupyrsulfuron associé
au malathion. Ainsi, des P450(s) pourraient être impliquées dans la résistance de cette population. En revanche, les quatre inhibiteurs sont sans
effet sur la résistance aux fops. Comparées à l’effet des herbicides utilisés seuls, les combinaisons fénoxaprop-P plus tridiphane, flupyrsulfuron
plus malathion et urées plus PBO ou ABT réduisent significativement la croissance des plantules RB. Ces résultats suggèrent donc que des
P450(s) et des GST(s) pourraient être responsables des résistances multiples de cette population. Pour finir, les résistances de la population RC
pourraient là aussi résulter de l’activité des deux systèmes enzymatiques puisque la croissance des plantules est significativement inhibée par
les herbicides utilisés en association avec l’ABT, le PBO et le tridiphane. 

résistances multiples / détoxication / P450(s)/GST(s) / Alopecurus myosuroides Huds.

1. INTRODUCTION

The impact of herbicides on our modern agricultural tech-
nology has been phenomenal and their usage now exceeds that
of fungicides and insecticides combined [18]. The use of her-
bicides has increased as more selective herbicides have
become available and as they replace mechanical tillage as a

method of weed control. Nevertheless, an undesirable out-
come of widespread use of herbicides for weed control has
been the appearance and rapid proliferation of resistant weeds
[32]. The 1999 international survey of herbicide-resistant
weeds recorded more than 200 resistant biotypes in 45 coun-
tries all over the world [18] and herbicide resistance is now
posing a major threat to current agricultural practices [20]. 
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Herbicide resistance can be defined as the natural inherited
ability of some biotypes within a population to survive and
reproduce following a herbicide treatment that would, under
normal conditions of use, effectively control that weed popu-
lation [18]. A herbicide is a selection agent for any heritable
traits within a population that enable survival of individuals in
the presence of herbicide. Therefore, the survival mechanism
need only be sufficiently efficacious to confer survival at the
rate of herbicide used. As herbicide treatments are nearly
always at relatively low doses, this ensures survival of individ-
uals expressing both strong and relatively weak resistance
mechanisms. Plants with any genetically derived resistance
mechanisms will survive and contribute to the subsequent
gene pool. When a very large number of a highly variable
weed species are treated, there can be survivors with quite dif-
ferent resistance mechanisms [43]. The allogamous nature of
a weed species contributes to the development of such multi-
ple resistance. In allogamous species, resistant individuals car-
rying different resistance genes may cross-pollinate and
progeny may then carry both resistance genes. Successive
selections may thus accumulate resistance mechanisms within
individuals. Multiple resistance is defined as the expression
(within individuals or populations) of more than one resistance
mechanism, endowing the ability to withstand herbicides from
different chemical classes [16]. Multiple resistance is best
documented in the weed species Lolium rigidum Gaud (rye
grass) [4] and, to a small extent, in Alopecurus myosuroides
Huds. (blackgrass), which exhibit many of the characteristics
that favour the accumulation of herbicide resistance mecha-
nisms [3]. These characteristics include a high reproductive
capacity, an allogamous reproduction and a genetic plasticity
[16]. Such populations that have developed multiple mecha-
nisms, conferring resistance not only to the challenging herbi-
cide but to other herbicide groups, are difficult to control by
chemical means. Therefore, elucidation of the mechanisms
endowing herbicide multiple resistance in such populations is
of prime importance.

Herbicide resistance in weed species may be conferred by
two major mechanisms: (I) a mutation of the gene encoding
the herbicide target site that confers a high level of resistance,
or (II) an enhanced herbicide detoxification by non-specific
enzymes that confers a slighter level of resistance [14, 15, 25,
40]. Higher plants are frequently able to metabolise the xeno-
biotics that they absorb and the phytotoxicity of a herbicide is
often closely associated with the rate at which it is metabo-
lised. Most resistant species rapidly metabolise herbicide
while susceptible species are unable to do it, or at rates too
slow to prevent herbicide from reaching its site of action [23].
Resistance involving herbicide detoxification may be
conferred by an elevated expression of cytochrome P450
monooxygenases (P450(s)), a super enzyme family. The
existence of P450(s) in higher plants was first proven in the
early 1970s [36]. Accumulating evidence indicates that there
is a multiplicity of P450(s) in plants [19] and they are best
known and most studied for their oxygenase activity [1, 16,
36]. P450(s) have the capacity to attack a vast range of struc-
turally unrelated chemicals to transform them into more polar,
soluble products, diminishing or suppressing their toxicity
[10]. Another method of detoxification involves the glutath-
ione-S transferases (GST(s)) [12, 23, 24], a group of multiple

isozymes which catalyse the conjugation of electrophilic
xenobiotics with the tripeptide glutathione (GSH) to form
polar, non-toxic peptide conjugates [5, 17]. Consequently, the
water solubility, reactivity and biological properties of the
electrophile are altered. Conjugation is often followed by
sequestration of the conjugate metabolite in a physiologically
inactive compartment such as a vacuole [7]. GST(s) are
important in detoxifying major classes of herbicides, includ-
ing chloro-s-triazines, chloroacetanilides, sulfoxide deriva-
tives of thiocarbamates, diphenyl ethers and several
aryloxyphenoxypropionates. 

In this study, enhanced herbicide metabolism was analysed
as a possible mechanism responsible for multiple resistance
observed in three blackgrass populations. Inhibitors known to
antagonise metabolism-based resistance in plants were used
to determine whether resistance in these populations is the
result of one or more herbicide-degrading enzymes. Growth
responses of seedlings to combined treatments of inhibitors
and herbicides responsible for the resistance were analysed. 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1. Plant material

Three herbicide-resistant populations (RA, RB and RC) and
one standard susceptible population (S) of Alopecrurus myo-
suroides Huds. collected in France were used in this study. The
RA population is made up of 100% of individuals resistant to
three aryloxyphenoxypropionates (fenoxaprop-P, haloxyfop
and clodinafop) and flupyrsulfuron, a sulfonylurea herbicide.
The RB population is 100% resistant to fenoxaprop P, flupyr-
sulfuron and two ureas (isoproturon and chlorotoluron). The
RC population is made up of 30% of individuals resistant to
fenoxaprop-P, haloxyfop and clodinafop. These resistance pat-
terns were first determined using a herbicide laboratory
sprayer [27] and then confirmed with a resistance screening
bioassay previously developed [28]. 

2.2. Chemical products

2.2.1. Detoxifying-enzyme Inhibitors

The inhibitors were chosen according to their reported
effect on detoxifying enzymes in plants. Piperonyl butoxide
(PBO) (Loveland Industries, USA), 1-aminobenzotriazole
(ABT) (Sigma, France) and malathion (Cluzeau, France) were
used as cytochrome P450 monooxygenase inhibitors [2, 13, 41,
44]. Tridiphane (AGR 280959, Dowelanco, USA) was used as
a preferential inhibitor of glutathione-S transferases [23]. 

To determine for each inhibitor the concentration to use in
combination with each herbicide, we selected from among a
range of doses the highest one that had no phytotoxic effect on
its own on the coleoptile growth of the susceptible seedlings.
Inhibitor solutions containing 2.5, 5, 10, 20, 40 and 80 mg·L–1

ABT, PBO, malathion and 0.15625, 0.3125, 0.625, 1.25, 2.5
and 5 mg·L–1 tridiphane were prepared by serial dilutions in
distilled water. 
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2.2.2. Herbicides

The experiments were carried out with the acid or technical
forms of the herbicides rather than the commercial formula-
tions. The advantage of these forms compared with the
commercial formulations is a higher solubility in water
(e.g.: fenoxaprop-P acid, 61 g·L–1; fenoxaprop-P-P-ethyl,
0.7 mg·L–1). Therefore, these forms allow preparation of
“true” aqueous solutions of active ingredients. 

The herbicide concentrations were previously determined
as reliable concentrations to discriminate between the resistant
and susceptible individuals with a seedling bioassay based on
the coleoptile length (28, 29, 31 and see below). Herbicide
solutions containing 6 mg·L–1 fenoxaprop-P acid, 2.5 mg·L–1

haloxyfop acid (AgrEvo, Germany), 5 mg·L–1 clodinafop
propargyl (Novartis, France), 6 mg·L–1 flupyrsulfuron
(Dupont, France) and 8 mg·L–1 isoproturon and chlorotoluron
(Aventis, France) were prepared by serial dilutions. Each her-
bicide had been dissolved previously in 0.1% (V/V) dimethyl-
sulphoxide (DMSO). The pH of the herbicide solutions was
adjusted to pH 7 with a Tris[hydroxymethyl]aminomethane
(Tris) buffer. 

2.3. Dose-response experiments

Except for ureas, the herbicide and inhibitor effects were
determined using the herbicide resistance screening bioassay
previously developed and based on the coleoptile length of pre-
germinated seeds exposed for six days to the discriminating
herbicide concentration that provided the largest difference in
coleoptile length of the susceptible and resistant seedlings [28].
According to this seedling test, the lengths of the susceptible
(S) and resistant (R) coleoptiles were always shorter and longer
than 10 mm long, respectively. As isoproturon and chloro-
toluron inhibit photosynthesis, it was shown that coleoptile
length was not the best discriminative parameter for assessing
resistance to ureas [28, 29]. Thus, for these two herbicides,
resistance was screened based on the complete bleaching of the
coleoptiles within two weeks. At the discriminating concentra-
tion selected, all the S coleoptiles were bleached while the R
ones were still green like the control [26, 28]. 

To conduct all the dose-response experiments, seeds of each
population were pre-germinated in 15-cm-diameter glass petri-
dishes lined with small glass tubes supporting one sheet
of blotting paper (Germaflor No. 55, 160 g·m–2, Müller). To
stimulate seed germination, the petri-dishes were filled with
30 mL of 2 g KNO3·L–1 and placed in a controlled environ-
ment room (12 h, 20 °C light/12 h, 15 °C dark). After 4 days,
pre-germinated seeds with rootlets 3–4 mm long were trans-
ferred onto one sheet of blotting paper (Germaflor No. 55,
160 g·m–2, Müller) laid on two layers of 6-mm-diameter glass
marbles in a plastic box (9 cm � 9 cm � 9 cm). Each box was
filled with 25 mL growth medium, closed and placed for six
days in a controlled environment room (18 h, 22 °C light/6 h,
20 °C dark). 

Pre-germinated seeds of the three resistant populations
(RA, RB and RC) were exposed to a control medium (without
herbicide and inhibitor), to the selective dose of each herbicide
responsible for the resistance and to all the combinations of
herbicide plus inhibitor. For all experiments, 100 pre-germi-

nated seeds were used (25 seeds per box). Except for the two
ureas, the herbicide and inhibitor effects were assessed after
six days’ growth by measuring the coleoptile length (from the
point of seed attachment to the coleoptile tip). For ureas we
estimated, two weeks later, the degree of bleaching. 

The inhibitor concentration used in association with the
herbicide was the highest one among a range of doses that had
no phytotoxic effect on its own. Then, when the growth (or
colouring) of a resistant coleoptile was affected by a combina-
tion of herbicide plus inhibitor, it only resulted from the inhi-
bition of the herbicide detoxifying enzyme. To determine the
reliable concentration of each inhibitor, 100 pre-germinated
seeds of the S population (25 seeds per box) were exposed to
the range of doses (see above). From among the range of
inhibitor doses tested, we selected the highest one that still
allowed a coleoptile growth at least equal to 95% of the
control.

The effect of each treatment was assessed by measuring the
coleoptile length, which was expressed as a percentage of the
control. 

The control medium was made of distilled water and the pH
was adjusted to pH 7 with a Tris buffer.

2.4. Statistical analysis

For each experiment, data were subjected to an analysis of
variance (ANOVA) and the mean coleoptile lengths were sep-
arated with a Duncan’s multiple range test (P < 0.05) [37].

3. RESULTS

3.1. Dose-response to the herbicides

When the S seedlings were exposed for six days to the three
aryloxyphenoxypropionate herbicides and flupyrsulfuron,
they were strongly inhibited by the concentration selected, as
they were shorter than 5 mm (Fig. 1A). According to the seed-
ling bioassay, none of the RA coleoptiles were inhibited by the
herbicides tested, compared with the S coleoptiles, and they
were always longer than 10 mm (Fig. 1B). In the same way, all
the RB coleoptiles were longer than 10 mm in the presence of
the discriminating dose of fenoxaprop-P and flupyrsulfuron.
In contrast, they were strongly inhibited by clodinafop and
haloxyfop (4 and 3 mm long, respectively) (Fig. 1C). When
exposed to the three aryloxyphenoxypropionate herbicides
some RC coleoptiles were always longer than 10 mm
(Fig. 1D). For this population, about 30% of seedlings were
longer than 10 mm in the presence of these three herbicides
(results not shown). In contrast, all the RC coleoptiles were
strongly inhibited by flupyrsulfuron (Fig. 1D). In the presence
of the two ureas, all the S and R coleoptiles tested were
bleached, except for the RB coleoptiles (Tab. I). 

Therefore, according to the seedling bioassay previously
developed (see materials and methods section), the RA popu-
lation was resistant to the three aryloxyphenoxypropionates
and flupyrsulfuron, the RB population was resistant to fenox-
aprop-P, flupyrsulfuron and ureas and the RC population was
resistant to the three aryloxyphenoxypropionates. All these
results confirm what is observed in the field. 
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3.2. Dose-response to the associations herbicide plus 
inhibitor

3.2.1. RA population

The combined effects of the herbicides responsible for
resistance in the RA population and the four inhibitors on the
coleoptile length of the seedlings are presented in Figure 2.
For fenoxaprop-P, haloxyfop and clodinafop, there were no
significant differences between the mean coleoptile lengths of
the RA seedlings exposed to the herbicide alone or combined
with each inhibitor (Fig. 2A, B and C). In the same way, when
compared with the effect of 6 mg·L–1 flupyrsulfuron alone,
combinations of this herbicide with ABT, PBO or tridiphane

did not significantly reduce the RA coleoptiles’ length. In
contrast, significant reduction of the RA coleoptiles was
recorded when flupyrsulfuron was combined with malathion
(Fig. 2D). While the RA coleoptiles exposed to flupyrsulfuron
were 25 mm long, they were shorter than 5 mm when exposed
to the association flupyrsulfuron plus malathion. 

3.2.2. RB population

Addition of ABT, PBO and malathion to fenoxaprop-P did
not significantly affect the RB coleoptiles’ growth compared
with what was observed in the presence of the herbicide alone.
In contrast, the combination of fenoxaprop-P plus tridiphane
strongly reduced the RB coleoptiles (Fig. 3A). In the presence
of fenoxaprop-P, the RB coleoptiles were still 18 mm long,
whereas they did not exceed 6 mm with fenoxaprop-P plus
tridiphane. For flupyrsulfuron, the addition of ABT, PBO and
tridiphane did not significantly reduce the RB coleoptiles’
mean length compared with the length measured in the pres-
ence of flupyrsulfuron alone (Fig. 3B). In contrast, the addi-
tion of malathion to the herbicide solution was significantly
effective and strongly inhibited the coleoptile growth of all the
RB seedlings, which never exceeded 3.5 mm in length
(Fig. 3B). For isoproturon and chlorotoluron, Table II shows
that the addition of ABT and PBO to the herbicide solution
induced bleaching of the RB coleoptiles, whereas malathion
and tridiphane were without effect on the large majority of the
coleoptiles. 

3.2.3. RC population

For population C, when compared with the effect of fenox-
aprop-P alone, combination with ABT, PBO or malathion did
not significantly reduce the length of the R coleoptiles
(Fig. 4A). Among the 100 seedlings tested, 28 were not
affected (results not shown). In contrast, the addition of
tridiphane to the herbicide solution strongly inhibited the
growth of all the RB coleoptiles compared with what was
observed when seedlings were exposed to fenoxaprop-P alone
(Fig. 4A). Indeed, with fenoxaprop-P the RC coleoptiles that
were not affected were still 19 mm long, while they were all
shorter than 5 mm with the combination. Compared with
haloxyfop alone, the RC coleoptiles’ growth was significantly
inhibited by both ABT and PBO, while malathion and
tridiphane were not effective on the R coleoptiles’ growth
(Fig. 4B). Indeed, these two last inhibitors were without any

Figure 1. Mean coleoptile length of 100 seedlings for the four
blackgrass populations (S, RA, RB and RC) exposed for six days to
6 mg·L–1 fenoxaprop-P acid (Fenox), 2.5 mg·L–1 haloxyfop acid
(Halox), 5 mg·L–1 Clodinafop propargyl (Clodi) and 6 mg·L–1

flupyrsulfuron (Flupy). S: susceptible – R: resistant. Vertical bars =
+/– standard errors.

Table I. Percentage of bleached coleoptiles for the four blackgrass (S,
RA, RB and RC) exposed for 2 weeks in 8 mg·L–1 isoproturon and
chlorotoluron. One hundred coleoptiles were tested per population. S:
susceptible – R: resistant.

Herbicide Populations % of bleached coleoptiles

Isoproturon S
RA
RB
RC

100
100

0
100

Chlorotoluron S
RA
RB
RC

100
100

0
100
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effect on 30 RB seedlings among the 100 seedlings tested
(result not shown). In the same way, combinations of clodina-
fop with ABT or PBO significantly reduced all the RC coleop-
tiles compared with what was observed with the herbicide
alone. As for haloxyfop, the two other combinations did not
cause a significant reduction in the coleoptile length compared
with the herbicide alone (Fig. 4C). Still, 30 RC seedlings were
not affected by these combinations (results not shown).

All these results are summarised in Table III.

4. DISCUSSION

This experiment was conducted to analyse whether
enhanced herbicide metabolism was a possible mechanism
responsible for multiple resistance in the three blackgrass pop-
ulations studied. Four inhibitors, ABT, PBO, malathion and
tridiphane, known to antagonise metabolism-based resistance
by inhibiting herbicide-detoxifying enzymes such as P450(s)
and GST(s), were used in combination with the herbicides
responsible for resistance. 

In addition to their role in herbicide detoxification, P450(s)
and GST(s) are also involved in important physiological

Figure 2. Mean coleoptile length of 100 RA seedlings exposed for six
days to 6 mg·L–1, 2.5 mg·L–1 haloxyfop, 5 mg·L–1 diclofop and
6 mg·L–1 flupyrsulfuron alone or in combination with the four
detoxifying-enzyme inhibitors. C: control, H: herbicide, ABT: 1-
aminobenzotriazole, PBO: piperonyl-butoxide. Different letters
indicate significant difference between coleoptile lengths (Duncan’s
multiple range test at the 0.05 level).

Figure 3. Mean coleoptile length of 100 RB seedlings exposed for six
days to 6 mg·L–1 and flupyrsulfuron alone or in combination with the
four detoxifying-enzyme inhibitors. C: control, H: herbicide, ABT: 1-
aminobenzotriazole, PBO: piperonyl-butoxide. Different letters
indicate significant difference between coleoptile lengths (Duncan’s
multiple range test at the 0.05 level).

Table II. Percentage of bleached coleoptiles for the RB population
exposed for 2 weeks to 8 mg·L–1 isoproturon and chlorotoluron alone
or in combination with the four detoxifying-enzyme inhibitors. One
hundred coleoptiles were tested per treatment. ABT: a-aminobenzot-
riazole, PBO: piperonyl-butoxide.

Herbicide Inhibitor % of bleached coleoptiles

Isoproturon -
ABT
PBO

malathion
tridiphane

0
100
100

2
1

Chlorotoluron -
ABT
PBO

malathion
tridiphane

0
100
100

1
1
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reactions in plants such as protection during oxidative stress,
transport and regulation of certain metabolites or detoxifica-
tion of endogenous compounds [33]. This is why increasing
concentrations of each inhibitor used alone are not without
effect on S coleoptiles’ growth (results not shown). Thus, for
each inhibitor we selected the highest concentration that did
not reduce coleoptile growth (see Material and Methods). 

The results shown in Figure 2 indicate that the RA seedlings
became susceptible to flupyrsulfuron when malathion was
used. As malathion is described as a potential P450(s) inhibi-
tor [33], these results suggest that P450(s) activity may be
responsible for flupyrsulfuron resistance in the RA population.
This result is consistent with a previous study where malathion
was shown to synergise the action of another sulfonylurea her-
bicide, chlorsulfuron, in Lolium rigidum [33]. This biochemi-
cal study revealed that malathion increased chlorsulfuron
toxicity by inhibiting the herbicide metabolism mediated by
P450(s). On the other hand, none of the four inhibitors tested
affected the coleoptile growth when the three aryloxyphenox-
ypropionates were used (Fig. 2). Thus, we may suppose that

either none of the herbicide-detoxifying enzymes investigated
in this study are responsible for resistance to aryloxyphenoxy-
propionates of the RA population, or another mechanism is
involved in the resistance. A previous study, conducted with
the same blackgrass population, had suggested that this popu-
lation may contain a mutated acetyl CoA carboxylase
(ACCAse) [3, 30], the target-site of aryloxyphenoxypropion-
ates [22, 35, 38, 40]. Target site-based resistance is the most
commonly reported mechanism of resistance to ACCase-
inhibiting herbicides [9, 39]. Therefore, in addition to possess-
ing a probably resistant ACCase, the RA biotype may show an
enhanced metabolism of flupyrsulfuron, endowed by P450(s).
As 100% of the RA seedlings are resistant to the three aryloxy-
phenoxypropionates and to flupyrsulfuron, we may speculate
that all the RA seedlings may possess both a mutated ACCase
and an increased activity of P450(s) susceptible to malathion. 

Moreover, an experiment conducted to investigate the
inheritance of fenoxaprop-P resistance within the RA popula-
tion has suggested that the RA individuals may also resist this
herbicide due to an enhanced activity of P450(s) inhibited by
malathion [31]. This mechanism of resistance to fenoxaprop-
P was identified thanks to the segregation genes in the F2 gen-
eration. But here, as we only investigated the mechanism of
fenoxaprop-P resistance within the F1 generation, the possible
implication of P450(s) susceptible to malathion in the resist-
ance could not be identified because it may be disguised by the
presence of a mutated ACCase.

Fenoxaprop-P phytotoxicity was increased in the RB bio-
type in the presence of tridiphane (Fig. 3), a potential GST
inhibitor [23]. Thus, this result suggests that increased activity
of GST(s) may be responsible for fenoxaprop-P degradation
and therefore for herbicide resistance in this population. Glu-
tathione conjugation was first suggested as a possible pathway
of fenoxaprop-p detoxification in barley, crabgrass, oat and
wheat [11, 42]. These in vitro metabolism studies revealed that

Table III. Summary of the action of the four inhibitors on herbicide
effects in the three resistant blackgrass populations. Cross means that
the inhibitors synergises the herbicide effect. ABT: a-aminobenzotri-
azole, PBO: piperonyl-butoxide. R: resistant.

Populations Herbicides P450(s) inhibitors GST(s) inhibitor

ABT PBO malathion tridiphane

RA Fenoxaprop-P

Haloxyfop

Clodinafop 
propargyl

Flupysulfuron X

RB Fenoxaprop-P X

Isoproturon X X

Chloroproturon X X

Flupysulfuron X

RC Fenoxaprop-P X

Haloxyfop X X

Clodinafop 
propargyl

X X

Figure 4. Mean coleoptile length of 100 RC seedlings exposed for
six days to 6 mg·L–1, 2.5 mg·L–1 and 5 mg·L–1 clodinafop alone or
in combination with the four detoxifying-enzyme inhibitors. C:
control, H: herbicide, ABT: 1-aminobenzotriazole, PBO: piperonyl-
butoxide. Different letters indicate significant difference between
coleoptile lengths (Duncan’s multiple range test at the 0.05 level).



Multiple herbicide resistance in blackgrass 607

fenoxaprop-P underwent rapid displacement of the phenyl
group by glutathione (GSH). In blackgrass, the involvement of
GST in fenoxaprop-P resistance was first demonstrated in the
English population “Peldon” where the GST activity was sig-
nificantly increased in the presence of the herbicide [7, 34].
The role of GST(s) in resistance to multiple herbicides in
blackgrass was more recently confirmed by Cummins et al.
[8]. This work has suggested that GST(s) may function as glu-
tathione peroxiades to prevent oxidative injury caused as a pri-
mary or secondary effect of herbicide action. 

Malathion synergised the effect of flupyrsulfuron on RB
seedlings, whereas PBO and ABT synergised the effects of iso-
proturon and chlorotoluron (Fig. 3 and Tab. II). Malathion,
ABT and PBO are all P450 inhibitors. Therefore, we may sup-
pose that the RB seedlings are resistant to flupyrsulfuron and
ureas, probably due to an increased activity of two different
isoenzymes of P450(s). A previous study conducted to inves-
tigate chlorotoluron metabolism in leaves of resistant and sus-
ceptible biotypes of blackgrass demonstrated the implication
of P450(s) in the resistance to ureas [21]. According to our
results, we may therefore speculate that at least three different
herbicide-metabolising enzymes have increased activity in the
RB population: GST(s), P450(s) inhibited by malathion and
P450(s) affected by both ABT and PBO. Moreover, as the
entire population is resistant to fenoxaprop-P, flupyrsulfuron
and ureas, all the seedlings could show an increased activity of
the three enzymatic systems. We suggest that malathion inhib-
its the P450s responsible for metabolising flupyrsulfuron, but
not those responsible for metabolising urea herbicides. In
contrast, PBO and ABT inhibit the P450s responsible for
metabolising urea herbicides, but not flupyrsulfuron. Thus,
even though the large majority of the P450(s) are known to
show a broad and partially overlapping substrate specificity
[6], this experiment revealed that some of them might be spe-
cific for one herbicide family. 

As for the RB population, tridiphane antagonises fenoxa-
prop-P resistance in the RC population, suggesting that an
enhanced activity of GST(s) may also be involved in this
resistance (Fig. 4). Figure 4 also shows that the RC seedlings
became susceptible to haloxyfop and clodinafop in the pres-
ence of ABT and PBO. Thus, in addition to the GST activity,
the RC population may show an enhanced activity of P450(s).
Contrary to the RA and RB populations, 100% resistant, the
RC population is only made up of about 30% resistant individ-
uals to fenoxaprop-P, haloxyfop and clodinafop (results not
shown). Thus, either the same 30% of plants may show an
enhanced activity of both GST(s) and P450(s) or either 30%
possess an amplification of GST(s) and another 30% an ampli-
fication of P450(s). As blackgrass is an allogamous species,
the most probable hypothesis is that some resistant individuals
effectively show an enhanced activity of both GST(s) and
P450(s) while some others may only possess an amplification
of one of the two enzymatic systems. 

Based on both the differential patterns of herbicide resist-
ance and inhibition of herbicide metabolism by cytochrome
P450 inhibitors (Tab. III), we may suggest that at least three
metabolic systems involving different isoenzymes of cyto-
chrome P450 monooxygenases may contribute to enhanced
detoxification in blackgrass. At least one isoenzyme might be
responsible for resistance to flupyrsulfuron, a second for

resistance to haloxyfop and clodinafop and a third isoenzyme
may give enhanced metabolism of ureas. While malathion
appears to be specific for the P450(s) involved in flupyrsul-
furon degradation, this study revealed that ABT and PBO may
possess a broad spectrum of substrates, as they both inhibited
at least two different isoenzymes of P450(s): one responsible
for the detoxification of the two ureas and another responsible
for detoxification of haloxyfop and clodinafop. Moreover, we
cannot exclude the hypothesis that three or even four isoen-
zymes of P450(s) may be specifically involved in the detoxifi-
cation of these four herbicides, all inhibited by ABT and PBO. 

Even though the rigorous proof of involvement of detoxify-
ing enzymes in the resistance responses requires the detection
of the catalysed herbicide breakdown products and the demon-
stration that the biotypes have different capacities to produce
these compounds, this study strongly suggests that the multi-
ple resistance observed in the three blackgrass populations
may be the result of an enhanced metabolism of herbicide
involving P450(s) and, more rarely, GST(s). Moreover, this
work shows the possible accumulation of different resistance
mechanisms in a single population and even in a single plant.
This phenomena has already been observed in rye grass popu-
lations [33] and in the resistant blackgrass population from the
UK, Peldon [3]. The out-crossing nature of blackgrass in com-
bination with the extensive and varied herbicide applications
provide ideal conditions for accumulation of multiple resist-
ance mechanisms. In addition, it appears that populations such
as the ones studied in this experiment would be resistant to
herbicide families yet to be marketed or even discovered, par-
ticularly where such herbicide chemistries can be metabolised
by P450(s). While blackgrass and rye grass share common
biological elements, they are not unique. Multiple herbicide
resistance is predicted to develop in other weed species. This
phenomena complicates the chemical management of these
resistant weed populations. For such a population that accu-
mulates several mechanisms of resistance, the use of mixtures
of herbicides and cultural methods appears to be the most
effective resistance management strategy. 

Acknowledgments: This study was partially supported by funds provided
by Aventis. We thank Annick Matejicek for technical assistance. 

REFERENCES

[1] Bolwell G.P., Bozak K., Zimmerlin A., Plant cytochrome P450,
Phytochemistry 37 (1994) 1491–1506.

[2] Christopher J.T., Preston C., Powles S.B., Malathion antagonizes
metabolism-based chlorosulfuron resistance in Lolium rigidum,
Pest. Biochem. Phys. 49 (1994) 172–182. 

[3] Cocker K.M., Moss S.R., Coleman J.O.D., Multiple mechanisms
of resistance to fenoxaprop-p-ethyl in UK and other European
population of herbicide-resistant Alopecurus myosuroides, Pest.
Biochem. Phys. 65 (1999) 169–180.

[4] Cocker K.M., Northcroft D.S., et al., Resistance to ACCase
inhibiting herbicides and isoproturon in UK populations of Lolium
multiflorum: mechanisms of resistance and implication for control,
Pest. Manage. Sci. 57 (2001) 587–597.

[5] Cole D.J., Detoxification and activation of agrochemicals in
plants, Pest. Sci. 42 (1994) 209–222.



608 A. Letouzé, J. Gasquez

[6] Cole D.J., Cummins I., Hatton P.J., et al., Glutathione transferases
in crops and major weeds, in: Hatzio K. (Ed.), Regulation of
enzymatic systems detoxifying xenobiotics in plants, Kluwer
Academic Publishers, Netherlands, 1997, pp. 139–154. 

[7] Cummins I., Moss S., Cole D.J., et al., Gluthatione transferases in
herbicide-resistance and herbicide-susceptible black-grass
(Alopecurus mysosuroides), Pest. Sci. 51 (1997) 244–250. 

[8] Cummins I., Cole D.J., Edwards R.A., Role for glutathione
transferases functioning as glutathione peroxidases in resistance to
multiple herbicides in black-grass, Plant J. 18 (1999) 285–292.

[9] Devine M.D., Shimabukuro R.H., Resistance to acetyl coenzyme
A carboxylase inhibiting herbicides, in: Powles S.B., Holtum
J.A.M. (Eds.), Herbicide resistance in plants – biology and
biochemistry, Lewis Publishers, USA, 1994, pp. 141–169. 

[10] Durst F., Salun J.P., Werck-Reichart D., et al., Cytochrome P450
endowed herbicide metabolism, in: De Prado R., Jorrin J., Garcia-
Torres L. (Eds.), Weed and crop resistance to herbicides, Kluwer
Academic Publishers, Dordrecht, Netherlands, 1997, pp. 101–108.

[11] Edwards R., Cole D.J., Glutathione transferases in wheat (Triti-
cum) species with activity towards fenoxaprop-P-ethyl and other
herbicides, Pest. Biochem. Phys. 54 (1996) 96–101.

[12] Edwards R., Glutathione transferases in plants involved in herbi-
cide detoxification, in: Proc. Brighton Crop Prot. Conf. – Weeds,
Brighton, 1995, pp. 823–832.

[13] Gaillardon P., Cabanne F., Scalla R., et al., Effect of mixed func-
tion oxydase inhibitors on the toxicity of chlorotoluron and isopro-
turon to wheat, Weed Res. 25 (1985) 397–402.

[14] Gasquez J., État de la résistance aux herbicides en France, in: Xe

Colloque international sur la biologie des mauvaises herbes, Dijon,
1996, pp. 173–180.

[15] Gasquez J., Les graminées adventices résistantes aux herbicides
antigraminées en France, in: Compte rendu de la dix-septième con-
férence du Columa, Journées Internationales sur la Lutte contre les
Mauvaises Herbes – ANPP, Dijon, 1998, pp. 133–140.

[16] Hall L.M., Holtum J.A.M., Powles S.B., Mechanims responsible
for cross resistance and multiple resistance, in: Powles S.B.,
Holtum A.M.M. (Eds.), Herbicide resistance in plants – biology
and biochemistry, Lewis Publishers, USA, 1994, pp. 141–169. 

[17] Hatton P.J., Edwards R., Cole D.J., Glutathione transferases in
major weed species, Pest. Sci. 43 (1995) 173–178.

[18] Heap I., International survey of herbicide-resistant weeds: lessons
and limitations, in: Proc. 1999 Brighton Crop Prot. Conf. – Weeds,
Brighton, 1999, pp. 769–776.

[19] Hendry G., Why do plant have cytochrome P-450? Detoxification
versus defence, New Phytol. 102 (1986) 239–247.

[20] Holt J.S., Holtum J.A.M., Powles S.B., Mechanisms and agro-
nomic aspects of herbicide resistance, Annu. Rev. Plant Phys. 44
(1993) 3203–3209.

[21] Hyde R.J., Hallahan D.L., Bowyer J.R, Chlorotoluron metabolism
in leaves of resistant and susceptible biotype of the grass weed Alo-
pecurus myosuroides, Pest. Sci. 47 (1996) 185–190.

[22] Köcher H., Kellner H.M., Lötzshk K., et al., Mode of action and
metabolic rate of the herbicide Fenoxaprop-P-ethyl, in: Proc. 1982
British Crop Prot. Conf. – Weeds, Brigthon, 1982, pp. 341–347. 

[23] Lamoureux G.L., Rusness D., Tridiphane [2-(3,5-dichlorophenyl)-
2-(2,2,2-trichloroethyl)oxirane] an atrazine synergist: enzymatic
conversion to a potent glutathione S-transferase inhibitor, Pest.
Biochem. Phys. 26 (1986) 323–342. 

[24] Lamoureux G.L., Shimabukuro R.H., Frears S., Glutathione and
glucoside conjugation in herbicide selectivity, in: Caseley J.C.,
Cussans G.W., Atkin R. (Eds.), Herbicide resistance in weeds and
crops, Butterworth-Heinemann Ltd, Oxford, UK, 1991, pp. 227–
250. 

[25] Lebaron H.M., McFarland J., Herbicide resistance in weeds and
crops – an overview and prognosis, in: Green M.B., Lebaron H.M.,
Moberg W.K. (Eds.), Managing Resistance to Agrochemicals –
from fundamental research to practical strategies, American
Chemical Society, Washington, DC, US, 1990, pp. 336–352. 

[26] Letouzé A., Détection et caractérisation des résistances aux herbi-
cides antigraminées chez le vulpin (Alopecurus myosuroides
huds), Thesis, France, 1999, 132 p.

[27] Letouzé A., Gasquez J., Développement d’un standardisé pour la
recherche de résistances croisées, in: Dix-septième conférence du
Columa, Journées Internationales contre les Mauvaises Herbes,
Dijon, 1998, pp. 141–148.

[28] Letouzé A., Gasquez J., A reliable test for screening aryloxyphe-
noxypropic acid resistance within Alopecurus myosuroides and
Lolium spp. populations, Weed Res. 39 (1999) 37–48.

[29] Letouzé A., Matéjicek A., Henry A., et al., Rapid determination of
herbicide resistance pattern in blackgrass (Alopecurus myo-
suroides), in: Proc. 1999 Brighton Crop Prot. Conf. – Weeds,
Brighton, 1999, pp. 557–558.

[30] Letouzé A., Gasquez J., A pollen test to detect ACCase target-site
resistance within Alopecurus myosuroides populations, Weed Res.
40 (2000) 151–162.

[31] Letouzé A., Gasquez J., Inheritance of fenoxaprop-P-ethyl resist-
ance in a blackgrass (Alopecurus myosuroides Huds.) population,
Theor. Appl. Genet. 103 (2001) 288–296.

[32] Powles S.B., Holtum J.A.M., Mattews J.M., et al., Herbicide
cross-resistance in annual rygrass (Lolium rigidum Gaud.), The
search for a mechanism, in: Green  M.B., Lebaron H.M., Moberg
W.K. (Eds.), Managing Resistance to Agrochemicals – from fun-
damental research to practical strategies, American Chemical
Society, Washington, USA, 1990, pp. 336–352. 

[33] Preston C., Tardif F.J., Christopher J.T., et al., Multiple resistance
to dissimilar herbicide chemistries in Biotype of Lolium rigidum
due to enhanced activity of several herbicide degrading enzymes,
Pest. Biochem. Phys. 54 (1996) 123–134.

[34] Reade J.P.H., Hull M.R., Cobb A.H., A role for glutathione-S-
transferase in herbicide resistance in blackgrass (Alopecurus myo-
suroides), in: Proc. 1997 Brighton Crop Prot. Conf. – Weeds,
Brighton, 1997, pp. 777–782.

[35] Rendina A.R., Felts J.M., Cyclohexanediones herbicides are selec-
tive and potent inhibitors of acetyl-CoA carboxylase from grasses,
Plant Physiol. 86 (1988) 983–986. 

[36] Rivière J.L., Cabanne F., Animal and plant cytochrome P-450 sys-
tems, Biochimie 69 (1987) 743–752. 

[37] Scherrer B., “Biostatistique”, Eska S.A.R.L., 1984.

[38] Secor J., The discovery of the selective inhibition of acetyl coen-
zyme A carboxylase activity by two classes of graminicides, in:
Proc. Brighton Crop Prot. Conf., Brighton, 1989, pp. 145–154. 

[39] Shukla A., Leach G.E., Devine M.D., High-level resistance to
sethoxydim conferred by an alteration in the enzyme acetyl CoA
carboxylase in Setaria faberi and Setaria veridis, Plant Physiol.
Biochem. 35 (1997) 803–807. 

[40] Shukla A., Dupont S., Devine M.D., Resistance to ACCase-inhib-
itor herbicides in wild oat: evidence for target site-based resistance
in two biotypes from Canada, Pest. Biochem. Phys. 57 (1997)
147–155.

[41] Singh S., Kirkwood R.C., Marshall G., Effect of the monooxyge-
nase inhibitor piperonyl butoxide on the herbicide activity and
metabolism of isoproturon in herbicide resistant and susceptible
biotype of Phalaris minor and wheat, Pest. Biochem. Phys. 59
(1998) 143–153. 

[42] Tal A., Romano M.L., Stephenson G.R., Glutathione conjugation:
a detoxication pathway for fenoxaprop-P-ethyl in barley, crab-
grass, oat and wheat, Pest. Biochem. Phys. 46 (1993) 190–199. 

[43] Tardif F.J., Powles S.B., Herbicide multiple-resistance in a Lolium
rigidum biotype is endowed by multiple mechansims: isolation of
a subset with resistant acetyl-CoA carboxylase, Physiol. Plant. 91
(1994)  488–495.

[44] Zimmerlin A., Durst F., Aryl hydroxylation of herbicide diclofop
by wheat cytochrome P-450 monooxygenase, Plant Phytol. 100
(1992) 874–881. 


