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Abstract: In pea (Pisum sativum L.) production, Didymella pinodes (Berk. & A. Bloxam) Petr. is the
most damaging aerial pathogen globally. In two completely randomized pot experiments with four
replicates, we studied the effects of D. pinodes infection interaction with three symbiotic treatments
(Rhizobium leguminosarum biovar viciae, arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi (AMF) and co-inoculation of
both) and a non-symbiotic control on one or two pea cultivars. Grain yield and yield components of
pea, uptakes and physiological efficiencies of N and P and nitrogen fixation were recorded. The results
show that there were significant interaction effects among treatments. Therefore, productivity of crops
and their uptakes and efficiencies of N and P are dependent on plant health conditions, effectiveness of
microbial symbionts and response of pea genotypes. For cv. Protecta inoculated with both symbionts,
pathogen infection compared to healthy plants significantly enhanced P acquisition. Overall, plants
inoculated with rhizobia alone had higher grain yield by 20–30% and nitrogen fixation by 20–25%
than in dual symbiosis independent of plant health conditions. In conclusion, aerial pathogen, pea
genotypes and microbial symbionts interactions modified N and P uptake and their efficiencies,
which can lead to improving final grain yield quantity and quality in a sustainable farming system.
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1. Introduction

Ascochyta blight, caused by Didimella pinodes (syn. Mycosphaerella pinodes) (Berk. & A. Bloxam)
Vestergr, is one of the most economically damaging fungal pathogens in pea cultivation across the
globe characterized by rapid and widespread death of plant tissue. It causes up to 50% [1] and in
severe cases up to 70% pea yield losses through reduction of photosynthetic efficiency [2]. In addition
to such pathogen attacks, production of pea can also be co-limited by the availability of nutrients
when growings in nitrogen (N) and/or phosphorus (P) deficient soils. In such soils, pea is often
considered as an efficient nitrogen-fixing crop that can accumulate more than 300 kg N ha−1 in the
aboveground parts in symbiotic associations with rhizobia [3,4]. Furthermore, this legume crop
can form mutualistic associations with arbuscular mycorrhiza (AM) fungi, which play vital roles in
influencing the availability of plant nutrients with low mobility in soil solution such as P [5], uptake of
water [6] and N [7] and promotion of plant growth due to improved uptake of nutrients [8].

The productivity of pea genotypes depends on the compatibility and effectiveness of the AM
fungi and the Rhizobium populations in the rhizosphere. Several previous reports claim synergistic
effects of co-inoculation of rhizobia and AM fungi on legume growth, nutrient uptake, nodulation and
N2-fixation [9–14]. Other researchers presented a negative effect of mycorrhiza on nodule development
and plant growth [15–17]. Recently, it has been underlined that microbial symbionts can enhance green
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area growth and trigger systemic induced resistance of plants against stress [18,19]. Thus, symbionts
may also qualify the host plants to defend themselves or resist against a broad range of abiotic and
biotic stresses such as pathogens or herbivore insects [20,21], particularly root pathogens mostly due
to direct competition for root space and resources [22]. We also previously reported that these two
symbionts can influence the leaf metabolome and proteome differently after infection of pea plants by
D. pinodes [23,24], but evidence is lacking whether this association contributes similarly or differently
to nitrogen or phosphorous nutrition in a legume plant.

Thus far, yield losses caused by this ascochyta blight are controlled through improved genetic
resistance and best management practices such as crop rotation and fungicide applications. It is clear
that extensive fungicide use increases risks for environmental pollution and development of fungicide
resistant strains. For instance, the loss of disease control and resistance to strobilurin fungicides
is documented in Cercospora sojina K. Hara, the causal agent of Frogeye leaf spot in soybean [25].
The overall role and mechanisms of plant nutrient–pathogen interactions is still not well understood.
Furthermore, the importance of symbiotic association between rhizobia and AM fungi and among
other beneficial microorganisms in view of crop resilience against aerial fungal pathogen stresses has
not been studied often.

Indeed, to reduce fertilizer usage and extensive pesticide applications and frequent breakdown of
major resistance genes in crop species, there is a growing demand to integrate host plant resistance
and the use of beneficial microbes. Thus, we aimed to develop an integrated D. pinodes control
approach through evaluation of a resistant and a susceptible pea cultivar with and without microbial
symbionts under attack by D. pinodes. Here, we argue that with or without such aerial pathogen attack,
the association of these two symbionts cannot separately affect the concentration and the efficiencies
of NP nutrition and productivity of pea plant. The main objective of this investigation was to assess
the effects of single and double inoculation of pea with Rhizobium leguminosarum bv. viceae and the
AM fungus Funneliformis mosseae (T.H. Nicolson & Gerd.) C. Walker & A. Schüssler on enhanced host
plant defense or stress resistance capacity by determining grain yield and yield components, N and P
uptake and nutrient efficiency traits. This work provides new understanding and insights into the
use of these widespread microbes and their potential benefits to increase vegetal protein supply and
security in a sustainable agricultural system.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Experimental Design

In an effort to investigate whether a single or double inoculation of microbial symbionts affect the
resistance, final yield, yield components, N and P uptakes and physiological efficiencies of pea, twice
and independently, a factorial experimental design with one field pea genotype (Messire) and two
different ones (Messire and Protecta) was established. In both experiments, the plants were treated
with or without pathogen infections as well as with five different NP sources including an unfertilized
control that was merely used as a baseline to compare the other four NP groups and assess their effect,
arbuscular mycorrhiza fungus Funneliformis mosseae (M), Rhizobium leguminosarum bv. viceae (R), dual
inoculation with F. mosseae and R. leguminosarum (MR) and synthetic mineral nitrogen and phosphorus
fertilization (SF). The experiments were conducted in a completely randomized design with four
replicates under controlled greenhouse conditions, as described previously by Desalegn et al. [23] and
Turetsheck et al. [24].

2.2. Experimental Soil, Symbiont and Nutrient Management

Soil was collected from the 0–25 cm horizon of an experimental field in Tulln, Austria. It was
air-dried, sieved to pass a 2 mm sieve, mixed with expanded clay and silica sand (1:1:1 w/w/w),
and then sterilized at 121 ◦C in an autoclavable plastic bag for 20 min. Three-liter black plastic pots,
which had been autoclaved prior to planting, were filled with 2 kg growing substrate mix obtained
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as described above and moistened with 400 mL sterilized deionized water. To maintain the moisture
content at optimum levels, pots were irrigated every other day with sterilized deionized water until
a drop came out from their bottom. The soil material was low in both plant available N and P [23].
In such soils, a starter dose of N and P can stimulate seedling growth and early nodulation such that
both N2-fixation and eventual yield are enhanced. After planting, therefore, each pot received starter
doses of N (21 kg N ha−1) as a combination of CaNO3 and KNO3, as described by Hoffmann et al. [26],
and P (20 kg P ha−1) from K2HPO4 during the first week. According to Broughton and Dilworth [27],
N- and P-free nutrient solutions were prepared. After preparing each of the above-mentioned N and P
fertilizers in a deionized and sterile water in separate bottles, additional 130 kg N ha−1 for M and SF
treatment groups and 20 kg P ha−1 for R and SF pots were applied at three successive times (Weeks 3,
5 and 7) during vegetative growth. Once a week, 10 mL of additional N- or P-free nutrient solution
was added to the surface of all treatments.

2.3. Biological Materials

The biological materials used in this study were the same as those evaluated for mycorrhizal
and rhizobial status by Desalegn et al. [23] and Turetschek et al. [24]. Uniform and visibly healthy
seeds were selected and washed with 70% ethanol for 30 s followed by surface sterilization with 12%
commercial bleach for 5 min. They were subsequently rinsed six times with exchanged sterilized
distilled water, and pre-germinated in perlite (previously autoclaved for 20 min at 121 ◦C).

Five three-day-old pre-germinated seeds with 4 mm long initial radicle, obtained as described
above, were planted per pot. A commercial inoculant including a R. leguminosarum bv. viceae
strain selected for maximum N2-fixation potential and Vaminoc, which contains a F. mosseae fungus
species, from Becker Underwood Ltd. (www.beckerunderwood.com, now BASF, New York, NY, USA)
Ludwigshafen, Germany, were applied according to the company recommendations and procedures.
To avoid potential cross-contamination of microbial symbionts among treatments, planting was started
with both non-inoculated groups (control and NP treatment).

Pathogen inoculum preparation and infection were performed as described by Desalegn et al. [23].
The fungal pathogen isolate of D. pinodes was multiplied on a Potato Dextrose Agar (PDA) medium
amended with Ampicillin (100 µg per mL) and Chloramphenicol (8 µg per mL) at 22 ◦C and 12 h
photoperiod [28]. Spore suspensions were prepared by flooding the surface of 10-day-old cultures
with sterile deionized water, then gently scraping the colony with a flathead sterile spatula and finally
filtering through two layers of sterile cheesecloth.

After adjusting the concentration of conidia in the suspension to 3 × 105 spores/mL,
four-week-old plants were infected with this suspension containing Tween-20 (120 µL per 100 mL of
suspension). The non-inoculated plants were also sprayed with a similar volume of sterile deionized
water and Tween-20. Before spraying, the two main treatments (healthy and diseased plant groups)
were separately covered by a transparent plastic film: (i) to avoid cross-contamination; and (ii) to
facilitate the pathogen infection during the first 48 h. Additionally, deionized sterile water was sprayed
several times during that period to maintain high relative humidity (95–100%). The two main groups
were kept separately in a glasshouse on benches at 21 ± 2 ◦C with a 12 h photoperiod and 60–70%
relative humidity, while their bench and the position of each pot were changed every week.

2.4. Plant Harvest and Nutrient Measurements

At pea maturity with 80 days for cv. Messire and 86 days for cv. Protecta after planting, plants
were cut at ground level, weighed and their pods and residual shoot parts separated, number of seeds
and pods plant-1 were counted and weighed, and dry matter (DM) of all fractions was determined
after drying them separately at 40 ◦C in a drying oven for five days.

Seed samples were ground using a stone mill. Subsequently, the nitrogen (N) concentrations
were measured using a CNS-2000 high temperature combustion elemental analyzer (Leco Corporation,
Saint Joseph, MI, USA). In pot experiments, it should be possible to control all inputs and outputs of
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N, so the N balance method can provide a useful, integrated estimate of N2-fixation (N-fixed) using
the following equation:

Amount of fixed N = N yield in N fixing plant − N yield in non-rhizobial (control) plant (1)

Total P was determined after samples digested with aquaregia (100 mg sample with 4.5 mL 37%
HCl + 1.5 mL 65% HNO3). Digestions of samples were performed in a Multiwave 3000 microwave
system (Anton Paar GmbH, Graz, Austria) using Teflon liners under the following conditions: 1400 W
(for 16 tubes), 10 min ramp time, 40 min hold time and 10 min cooling time. Pressure and temperature
were regulated with threshold values of 40 bar and 210 ◦C, respectively, above which heating was
suspended. In the digests, P concentration was measured by ICP-OES (Optima 8300, Perkin Elmer,
Waltham, MA, USA) at 213.617 nm with matrix-matched standards. To compare the effectiveness of
AMF on P supply, the following equation was also used.

Amount of PU = P yield in mycorrhizal plant − P yield in non-mycorrhizal (control) plant (2)

To assess the ability of plants to transform nutrients acquired from N and P sources into economic
yield under diseased and healthy conditions, the physiological efficiency (pe) of N (peN) and of P
(peP) were calculated according to Delogu et al. [29] using the following equation:

Physiological efficiency (pe) = (Y − Y0)/(U − U0) (3)

where Y is the grain yield of crop with NP sources (i.e., M, R, MR or SF); Y0 is the grain yield of control
crop with no N or P nutrient applied and non-symbiont; U is the N or P uptake in grain of crop with
NP sources; U0 is the N or P uptake in grain of control crop with no N or P nutrient applied and
non-symbiont; and physiological efficiency values are ratios on a mass basis and are therefore unitless.

2.5. Statistical Analyses

Two-way ANOVA or three-way ANOVA was used to examine the main and interaction effects of
plant pathogen, nutrient (NP) source and Pisum sativum genotype on grain yield and yield components
as well as NP uptake and physiological efficiency. To study the association of these traits, Pearson’s
linear correlation coefficients were calculated. Besides, data were analyzed with one-way ANOVA
tests to estimate the effects of symbionts on nitrogen fixation and P acquisition. Differences between
treatments were compared with Tukey’s multiple range test and statistical significances were defined
at p ≤ 0.05, p ≤ 0.01, and p ≤ 0.001.

3. Results

As we examined the interaction effects of NP regimes and pathogen infections as well as cultivars
of Pisum sativum on grain yield, yield components, NP uptakes and the physiological efficiencies of N
and P, a wide range of main effects and interactions were noted among treatment factors. Our result
section focuses on the main interactions with regard to impact and relevance for our research questions.

3.1. Effects of N and P Regime, Pathogen Infection and Genotype on Pea Productivity

In this study, two-way ANOVA (Tables 1 and 3) and three-way ANOVA (Tables 2 and 5) showed
that interaction effects were statistically significant. In the first experiment, pathogen infection X NP
source interactions had significant effects on pea productivity (i.e., seed number, grain and straw
accumulation), but not on pod number (Table 1). However, for pathogen infected pea plants, both single
M and single R had virtually similar impacts on pea productivity (Figure 1i,iii,iv), but not on seed
number (Figure 1ii). In healthy plants, a combination of the two symbionts (MR) led to significantly
higher seed numbers and straw accumulation as well as grain yield than a single M inoculation
(Figure 1ii–iv).
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Table 1. Two-way ANOVA of pea productivity (F-values) in the first experiment with only pea
cultivar Messire.

Crop Productivity (F-Values)

Sources Pod Number Seed Number Straw DW Grain DW

Pathogen (PH) 9.79 ** 163.15 *** 88.35 *** 163.07 ***
NP sources (NPS) 4.56 * 43.91 *** 25.26 *** 43.90 ***

PH × NPS 0.46 ns 19.19 *** 5.25 ** 19.18 ***

Determined effects include pathogen infection (PH); NP sources (NPS); DW, dry weight per gram (g). Probability
levels are presented at F-test (* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001; ns, not significant).

Table 2. Three-way ANOVA of pea productivity (F-values) from second experiment using two pea
cultivars (Messire and Protecta).

Crop Productivity (F-Values)

Sources Pod Number Seed Number Straw DW Grain DW

Cultivar (CV) 208.59 *** 194.58 *** 204.11 *** 198.03 ***
NP sources (NPS) 35.04 *** 36.62 *** 35.59 *** 36.28 ***

Pathogen (PH) 34.69 *** 258.08 *** 85.55 *** 185.37 ***
CV X NPS 0.68 ns 0.67 ns 0.67 ns 0.67 ns

CV X PH 34.77 *** 22.04 *** 30.21 *** 24.81 ***
NPS X PH 5.32 ** 7.13 *** 5.86 ** 6.67 ***

CV X PH X NPS 7.08 *** 7.01 *** 7.09 *** 7.01 ***

Fixed effects include pathogen infection (PH); pea cultivar (CV); NP sources (M, R, MR and synthetic NP fertilizers);
DW, dry weight per gram (g). Probability levels are presented at F-test (* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001; ns, not
significant).
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Figure 1. Pea productivity as affected by pathogen infection (D, diseased and H, healthy) and different
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(iii); and grain DW (iv). Vertical bars represent SE (n = 4) of the means. Data with the same lower case
letters are not significantly different (p ≤ 0.05) from each other.
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However, under healthy plant growth conditions, Figure 1 shows that the dual MR inoculation
caused significantly lower results of seed number, grain yield and straw production than a single R
inoculation. Overall, under both health conditions, only rhizobia inoculation significantly increased
the number of seeds and pods as well as straw accumulation and seed yield as compared to the AMF
inoculated plants.

Furthermore, for the main factor pathogen, the average pod number and seed number, straw
accumulation and grain yield were significantly higher by 30%, 35%, 40% and 45% in healthy plants
than in the diseased pea plants, respectively (Figure 1).

Table 2 shows that the threefold (2 pathogens × 2 cultivars × 4 NP sources) interaction effects
significantly affected grain yield and yield components in the second experiment.

Pea plants inoculated with rhizobia showed higher seed number and grain yield than compared
to the other NP regimes (M, MR and synthetic NP fertilizers) in the healthy cv. Protecta that is a
partially resistant genotype (Figure 2iv,viii). However, in this cultivar for M and synthetic fertilizers
treatments, seed numbers and grain yield were virtually identical for both diseased and healthy plants.
In general, these data show that pathogen infected and healthy plants were performing equally with M
and synthetic fertilizers, while R favorably affected the healthy plants compared to the diseased plants.

In cv. Messire, for each of the NP sources, pea productivity was consistently lower in the pathogen
infected plants as compared to healthy plants (Figure 2i,iii,v,vii). Only if Protecta had been inoculated
with single M and fertilized with SF, it had virtually equal SN in both healthy and D. pinodes infected
plants (Figure 2iv).

In CV1, for the main factor pathogen, means of pod number, seed number, straw accumulation
and grain yield were also significantly lower by 25%, 45%, 31% and 42% in the diseased plants than in
healthy ones (Figure 2i,iii,v,vii), but such high levels of pathogen infection effects on reduction of CV2
productivity were not shown (Figure 2ii,iv,vi,viii). Similarly, for the main factor pea genotype, overall
increases of crop productivity of CV2 over CV1 were more than 25%.
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3.2. Effects of N and P Sources, Pathogen Infection and Genotype on N and P Uptake and Efficiency

In addition, with regard to NP uptakes and their physiological efficiencies, Tables 3 and 5 show
that there were also significant interaction effects between pathogen infection and NP sources and
among cultivars, pathogen infection and NP sources, respectively. For pathogen infected pea plants
compared to healthy ones, both N uptake and P uptake were much lower in a single M treatment than
in R, and NP synthetic fertilizers (Table 4). Additionally, for single M inoculated plants, the mean NP
uptakes were nearly equal in both healthy and diseased plants, but not in the other three NP sources.

Table 3. Two-way ANOVA of pea NP uptakes and physiological efficiencies (F-values) in the first
experiment with pea cultivar Messire.

Sources
Seed N and P Uptake and Efficiency (F-Values)

N Uptake peN P Uptake peP

PH 128.98 *** 562.14 *** 124.30 *** 3.3
NPS 50.22 *** 7.50 *** 60.45 *** 7.92 ***

PH X NPS 7.95 *** 4.52 ** 12.11 *** 8.61 ***

Determined effects include pathogen infection (PH); NP regimes. peN, physiological efficiency of nitrogen in a
grain; peP, physiological efficiency of phosphorous in a grain. Probability levels are presented at F-test (* p ≤ 0.05;
** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001; ns, not significant).
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Table 4. NP uptakes and their physiological efficiencies as affected by pathogen infection and different
NP regimes in pea cultivar Messire.

Pathogen NP Sources
Seed NP Uptake and Efficiency

N Uptake (mg/pot) peN (mg/pot) P Uptake (mg/pot) peP (mg/pot)

Infected

M 342.66 a 35.36 b 38.06 a 3.11 abc
R 486.23 bc 47.37 c 67.99 bc 3.33 c

MR 338.33 a 33.46 b 36.16 a 2.48 a
SF 421.19 ab 41.04 bc 62.32 b 3.25 bc

Healthy

M 393.79 a 6.89 a 42.08 a 2.50 ab
R 652.08 d 9.06 a 96.84 d 3.54 c

MR 563.83 c 8.36 a 82.05 cd 3.57 c
SF 659.01 d 9.94 a 97.10 d 3.50 c

Fixed effects include pathogen infection and NP sources (M, R, MR and SF, synthetic mineral nitrogen and
phosphorus fertilization). Means followed by the same lower case letters in a column are not significantly different
(p ≤ 0.05) from each other.

Significant interaction effects on the physiological N-efficiency (peN) were revealed between the
two rhizobia (R and MR). There were also significant interaction effects on P-efficiency (peP) between
the two AMF (M and MR) treatments. For diseased plants, the peN was significantly higher in a single
R than a dual MR, but, for healthy plants, both R and MR had virtually equal peN. In pathogen-infected
plants, a single M increased significantly the peP compared to healthy ones. In contrast, the result of
peP with a dual MR was much higher in healthy plants than diseased ones (Table 4).

Furthermore, we found significant effects in assessments of interaction effects of pathogen X
rhizobial bacteria (with or without AMF) on atmospheric nitrogen fixation as well as pathogen × AMF
(with and without rhizobia) on phosphorus acquisition. In diseased pea plants inoculated with dual
MR, nitrogen fixation was significantly lower than in healthy plants inoculated with either R or MR
(Figure 3i). Interestingly, pathogen infection also reduced nodule DW (Figure S1). However, pathogen
infected pea plants inoculated with R only had an almost equal amount of fixed nitrogen as healthy
plants inoculated with a dual MR. Maximum nitrogen fixation in diseased plants was observed in pea
plants inoculated with single R compared with dual MR.
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Figure 3. Nitrogen fixation (i); and P uptake (ii) as influenced by pathogen infection (D, diseased
and H, healthy) and microbial symbionts (R, M and their combination MR). Vertical bars represent SE
(n = 4) of the means. Different lower case letters indicate significant differences assessed by Tukey HSD
test (p ≤ 0.05) after performing a one-way ANOVA.

In addition to nitrogen fixation, the interaction effect of pathogen × AMF (with and without
rhizobia) on phosphorous acquisition was also significant. In healthy pea plants inoculated with dual
MR, we found the highest P uptake (Figure 3ii). This might be due to a high demand for phosphorous
to enhance the nitrogen fixation process in a dual MR treatment. Biotic stress significantly reduced
fungal colonization compared to healthy plants (Figure S1). In summary, the effects of AMF on P
acquisition are dependent on plant health conditions and its combination with rhizobia.
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In the second experiment, the three-way ANOVA interactions were also significant for N and P
uptake, and physiological N and P efficiencies (Table 5). These threefold interaction effects were largely
associated with efficacy of rhizobia bacteria for N uptake and peN and of a single M inoculation for P
uptake and peP in cv. Protecta (CV2) under healthy and diseased conditions. N uptake and peN were
significantly higher in both healthy and pathogen infected Protecta plants inoculated with rhizobia
(either R or MR) than with single M and/or SF. Additionally, both healthy and pathogen infected
Protecta plants treated with single M or SF had virtually equal N uptake or peN (Figure 4ii,vi). In cv.
Messire (CV1), the overall increase of N uptake and peN was much higher with single R than with
single M under both healthy and pathogen-infected conditions (Figure 4i,v).

Table 5. Three-way ANOVA of NP uptakes and their physiological efficiencies (F-values) from second
experiment using two pea cultivars (Messire and Protecta).

Sources
Seed N and P Uptake and Efficiency (F-Values)

N Uptake peN P Uptake peP

Cultivar (CV) 201.62 *** 201.29 *** 220.18 *** 231.98 ***
NP Sources (NPS) 35.92 *** 35.98 *** 33.15 *** 29.88 ***

Pathogen (PH) 126.26 *** 133.82 *** 16.22 *** 326.76 ***
CV X NPS 0.66 ns 0.66 ns 0.76 ns 1.00 ns

CV X PH 27.75 *** 27.36 *** 49.27 *** 72.49 ***
NPS X PH 6.21 *** 6.29 *** 3.94 * 2.70 ns

CV X PH X NPS 7.06 *** 7.06 *** 7.05 *** 6.85 ***

Fixed effects include pathogen infection (PH); pea cultivar (CV); NP sources (M, R, MR and synthetic NP fertilizers).
The abbreviations of peN and peP stand for physiological efficiencies (pe) of N and P, respectively. Probability levels
are presented at F-test (* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001; ns, not significant).
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Figure 4. NP uptakes and physiological efficiencies (pe) as affected by pathogen infection (D, diseased
and H, healthy), pea cultivars (CV1, Messire and CV2, Protecta) and different NP sources: N uptake
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Data with the same lower case letters are not significantly different (p ≤ 0.05) from each other.

P uptake values were significantly increased with single M for pathogen infected Protecta plants
compared to healthy ones (Figure 4iv). Much stronger effects of M applied alone as well as synthetic
NP fertilizers on peP, especially in Protecta, were shown in pathogen infected pea plants than in
healthy plants (Figure 4viii). As shown in Table 5, there were also significant differences in main effects
and two-way interactions, except for the interaction of cultivar × NP regime.

For pathogen × rhizobia bacteria (with and without AMF) X cultivar on N2-fixation efficiency
as well as pathogen × AMF (with and without rhizobia) × cultivar on P acquisition efficiency, no
significant interactions effects were revealed. However, the second-degree interaction effects of
pathogen × NP source on N2-fixation or its efficiency and on P acquisition or its efficiency were
significant. The overall mean results of N2-fixation with single R were 15% higher than with dual MR,
from healthy plants compared to pathogen infected ones 20% higher and from Protecta compared
with Messire 25% (Figure 5i). Both cultivars showed lower nodule dry weight in pathogen infected
compared to non-infected plants (Figure S2). Additionally, there were significant increases of P
efficiency in pathogen infected Protecta plants inoculated with M or dual MR (Figure 5ii), but not in
Messire. Further, the two pea cultivars were different in root mycorrhizal colonization (Figure S2).

In the first experiment, grain yield had significant positive correlations with pod number (0.57 **),
seed number (1.00 **), straw DW (0.61 **), N uptake (0.92 **) and P uptake (0.93 **), but there was
a significant negative correlation with peN (−0.55 **) and little association with peP. In the second
experiment, grain yield showed significant positive correlations with N uptake (0.80 **), peN (0.96 **),
and peP (0.55), but weak positive relationship with P uptake.
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4. Discussion

In general, plant growth is usually co-limited by both nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P)
supply [30,31]. In addition to biotic stress, production of pea can also be co-limited by abiotic
stresses such as availability of these nutrients when growing in NP deficient soils. In the tripartite
mycorrhiza–legume–Rhizobium symbiotic associations in particular, the acquisitions and allocations of
N and P are indeed dependent on a complex set of exchanges between rhizobia, mycorrhizal fungi and
their root association [32]. Several studies have demonstrated that their inoculation improves growth
and productivity of legume plants under a variety of stress conditions [33,34].

In our studies, the overall results indicated that rhizobia inoculation alone consistently increased
the productivity of pea in number of pod and seed as well as straw accumulation and seed yield
as compared to the AM fungi inoculated plants under both health conditions. All that might have
resulted from enhanced nitrogen fixation rate, NP uptake efficiency, and photosynthetic nitrogen use
efficiency under such low content of plant available nitrogen (NO3-N + NH4-N) and phosphorous in
the growing media [23]. The significant effects of rhizobia, pathogen and pea interactions on nodule,
disease severity and shoot biomass or N acquisition have been reported [23,35]. Previously, we also
reported that the symbiotic associations of these two microbes with pea after pathogen infection
could influence early plant growth components (e.g., green areas and shoot biomass production), root
nodulation and mycorrhizal colonization, disease severity as well as leaf metabolome and proteome of
the plant differently [23,24].

The maximum nitrogen uptake and physiological N efficiency (peN) were shown in the two
rhizobial-inoculated plants compared with solely M or SF treatments. As described above, that might
have been also resulted from enhanced nitrogen fixation rate, NP uptake efficiency, and photosynthetic
nitrogen use efficiency under such low content of plant available NP to crop in the growing media.
The overall significantly increased phosphorous abundance in pathogen infected pea grains compared
to healthy ones might be driven by greater demand for the shoots of infected plants that might have
subsequently led to enhanced uptake of phosphorous ion. Previously, Baldy et al. [36] reported that an
increase in P availability can also lead to an increase in P uptake.

Generally, studies on seed NP uptakes and efficiency in healthy and diseased crop plants are in
agreement with some previous works done, for instance, the rates of phosphates uptake by the roots of
mildewed plants increased in wheat [37] and barley [38]. Rust infection in leek also increased levels of
both phosphorous and nitrogen [39]. Additionally, in a healthy plant, a supply of nutrients may boost
growth and, therefore, lead to relatively lower bio-mass produced per milligram of elements absorbed
(dilution effect) [36]. Another explanation might be leaf proteins and in particular photosynthetic
proteins of plastids are extensively degraded during senescence after D. pinodes attack, providing an
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enormous source of nitrogen and phosphorous that plants can tap to supplement the nutrition of
growing organs such as new leaves and seeds. In Arabidopsis thaliana (L.) Heynh and oilseed rape,
it has been shown that nitrogen can be remobilized from senescing leaves to expanding leaves at the
vegetative stage as well as from senescing leaves to seeds at the reproductive stage [40–42].

Likewise, grain N in wheat will come largely from remobilization from senescing canopy
tissues [43] and P resorption was more efficient in infected Citrus limon plants than in healthy plants [44].
AMF root colonization can also promote plant growth due to improved uptake of nutrients [8]. Another
explanation why NP concentrations, uptakes and efficiencies are higher in grains of susceptible cultivar
or diseased plants can be due to the downward disease progress on the stem destroying the phloem
which translocates sugars made by photosynthetic areas of plants to the roots. We indicated cultivar
specific allocations of leaf metabolites in response to D. pinodes in a previous analysis [24].

Furthermore, the contribution of leaf N remobilization to rice, wheat or maize grain N content
was previously shown to be cultivar dependent, varying from 50% to 90% [45]. Furthermore, we
found evidence for the reallocation or accumulation of proteins and metabolites in seeds of the two
pea cultivars during pathogen defense in our previous study [46].

The present study suggests that inoculation of symbionts, especially rhizobia, should be applied
to enhance resistance or tolerance against disease infection and to improve seedling growth and
final grain yield of field pea. Application of the two microbial symbionts are environmentally
clean and safe [33,47], while the use of synthetic NP fertilizers has important environmental and
sanitary shortcomings.

5. Conclusions

This study confirms differences among various NP regimes and their interactions in N and P
availability together with their effects on plant productivity, NP uptakes and their physiological
efficiency with and without pathogen infection conditions. Pathogen infection enhanced mycorrhizal
P-supply in Protecta more than in Messire. Plants inoculated with only rhizobia showed much better
overall performance. In both cultivars, with and without pathogen infection, however, a dual microbial
(MR) inoculation failed to show a consistent synergetic effect on field pea grain yield or its yield
components as well as NP uptakes and their physiological efficiency. The results obtained from this
study could lead to reduced or replaced N and P mineral fertilizer requirements in field pea production.
This can be particularly vital for sustainable or environmentally friendly farming practices as well
as inoculant producers. We further suggest a study with an infection time series and field trials to
better understand the effects of symbiotic soil microbes in interaction with D. pinodes on growth,
development, nutrient acquisition, final yield and grain quality of pea genotypes.
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