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Abstract: Acid mine drainage is a serious environmental problem faced by the mining industry
globally, causing the contamination of numerous agricultural lands and crops. Against this back-
ground, this study aims to investigate the effects of AMD on soybean, one of the major crops. To
monitor the effects of AMD on soybean quickly and non-destructively, we have proposed a technique
called biospeckle optical coherence tomography (bOCT). Soaked soybean seeds were monitored by
bOCT, once after 6 h and again after germination, i.e., 48 h, and the results were compared with
conventional parameters such as enzyme activity, iron uptake, and seedling length. It was found that
bOCT could detect the effects due to the AMD after just 6 h with a decrease in a parameter called
bisopeckle contrast that reflects the internal activity of the seeds. On the other hand, the conventional
parameters required a week for the effects to appear, and the results from bOCT after six hours were
consistent with those obtained by conventional measures. Because of the non-invasive nature of
bOCT, requiring only tens of seconds of measurement with an intact, it has not only the potential to
screen but could also constantly monitor long-term changes, thus possibly contributing to the study
of the effects of AMD on crops.

Keywords: acid mine drainage; crop; optical coherence tomography; biospeckle

1. Introduction

Mining brings economic benefits while also causing environmental pollution. One
of the most prominent pollution problems in the mining system is acid mine drainage
(AMD), which has seriously threatened rivers and surrounding farmland. A large number
of tailings are exposed to air during the mining process or in abandoned mine sites, and
these tailings form AMD after dissolution and oxidation reactions under the action of
rainwater washout or surface runoff [1,2]. AMD contains mainly high concentrations of
Fe, sulfate, and other heavy metals (i.e., Zn, Cu, Pb, etc.) and the pH is generally around
3–5 [3]. AMD not only causes serious damage to the environment but is also difficult to
prevent [4].

FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations) proclaimed the motto
of 2018 to be “No food loss and food waste [5].” Untreated AMD spreads into surrounding
farmland with runoff, posing a threat to food crop security and even human health. The
risk of AMD to agriculture has attracted the attention of many researchers. Wang et al.
investigated the response of bacteria and fungi to AMD in paddy soils [6]; Choudhury
et al. studied the effect of AMD on rice productivity [7]; Lin et al. studied the impact
of mining activities on nearby farmland at the Dabao Mountain mine in China [8]; Ma
S.C. et al. determined the effects of mine drainage irrigation on soil enzyme activity and
physiological characteristics, heavy metal uptake, and seed yield of winter wheat [9]; A
metabolomic analysis of potatoes irrigated by acid mine drainage treated with quicklime
was conducted by Munyai R et al. [10]. In these studies, plant response to AMD was
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monitored by conventional parameters such as enzyme activity, metabolite content, heavy
metal uptake, and biomass. However, biomass measurements require waiting for plants
to grow for a period of time, which is time-consuming, and the conventional chemical
measurements, such as those used for enzyme activity, require grinding plants and some
dangerous chemicals. Therefore, a less time-consuming, non-invasive, and secure technique
is needed urgently.

Optical coherence tomography (OCT) is an interferometric imaging technique that pro-
vides a high-resolution cross-sectional view of the microstructure of biological tissues [11].
This technology is widely used in medical sciences such as ophthalmology due to its
non-contact and non-destructive characteristics [12]. A growing number of studies have
been conducted in recent years on the application of optical coherence tomography to
plant science. For example, a quantitative analysis of plant morphology and leaf thickness
by OCT was performed by de Wit et al. [13], microstructural changes in leaves during
senescence were examined by Anna et al. [14], and imaging of plant root growth in soil
was conducted by Larimer et al. [14]. Further, the biospeckle optical coherence tomography
(bOCT) proposed by our group can monitor the dynamic response of plants beyond just
the cross-sectional structural images. Our group has explored the leaf response under
ozone exposure using bOCT [15,16], the internal biological activity of pea seeds during
germination [17], rapid visualization of phytohormone action on plant leaves [18], and
the phenotype of seeds at different concentrations of microplastics [19,20] and zinc [21].
In addition, we have demonstrated in previous experiments that bOCT has the potential
to reveal the response of radish seeds to AMD within a few hours [22]. Meanwhile, a
comparison of bOCT results with the commonly used physiological parameters such as
enzyme activity, hydrogen peroxide (H2O2), malondialdehyde (MDA), and metal uptake
was also conducted.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Simulated AMD and Plant Materials

AMD consists primarily of iron and sulfate. There are other metals such as Cu, Zn, Pd,
and Cd that are also found in real AMD. However, the types and amounts of these metals
can vary with the location of the mine site [23]. Therefore, this study focused on Fe and
sulfate, the two main components of AMD. We prepared the simulated AMD stock solution
by dissolving 0.744 g FeSO4·7H2O in 250 mL distilled water. Different concentrations of
simulated AMD were obtained by diluting the stock solution with distilled water (pH
= 6.9). A volume of 40 mL AMD was diluted to 1 L with distilled water to obtain a
concentration of 40 mL/L AMD (pH = 3.0; Conductivity = 17.6 mS/m), and an amount of
80 mL AMD was diluted to 1 L with distilled water to obtain a concentration of 80 mL/L
AMD (pH = 2.7; Conductivity = 27.7 mS/m). In these two simulated AMD treatments,
Fe concentrations were 24 mg/L and 48 mg/L, respectively, which are close to the levels
of pollution occurring at mines located in areas with calcareous soils [24,25]. During
storage and before use, soybeans (Miyagi Prefecture Co., Ltd. Shosada, Japan) were kept
at low temperatures and in dry conditions. Various concentrations of simulated AMD
were applied to the seeds, while for control, seeds exposed to distilled water were used.
A growth chamber (SANYO Electric Co., Ltd., Osaka, Japan) was used in this experiment
to provide the seeds with the environmental conditions of a temperature of 26 ◦C, a light
intensity of 350 mol m−2s−1, and a relative humidity of 60%.

2.2. Optical Coherent Tomography (OCT) Experimental System

Figure 1 depicts a schematic diagram of the OCT system (Figure 1). A high-resolution
OCT image can be obtained using this experimental system. The SLD (SUPERLUM, SLD-
137-HP3-DBUT-SM-PD, Cork, Ireland) with a total power of 15.6 mW is the light source,
which has a central wavelength λ0 = 836.1 nm and a bandwidth ∆λ = 55.2 nm. The light
is first coupled to the input port of the circulator (AC Photonics, Inc., Santa Clara, CA,
USA) and further split into two beams by a 2 × 2 50/50 fiber coupler (TW850R5A2-2 × 2
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Wideband Fiber Optic Coupler, 850 ± 100 nm, THORLABS, Exeter, UK), which illuminates
the sample seed and the reference mirror, respectively. The reference arm is composed
of collimating lens L1, objective L4, and mirror M1, and the sample arm is composed of
lenses L2, L3 (LSM03-BB-Scanning lens, EFL = 36 mm, Thorlabs, Exeter, UK), and Galvano
scanning mirrors.
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Figure 1. An illustration of spectral domain optical coherence tomography (SLD: superluminescent
diode, L1~L6: lenses, M1~M2: mirror, PC: polarization controller).

The power of the light incident on the seeds (around 2.6 mW) was below the irradiance
damage threshold of the seeds. The beam on the sample was scanned laterally by the
Galvano scanning mirror. An area of 3.1 × 1.6 mm2 was scanned with 2048 (x) and 512 (z)
raster scans at 10 frames per sec (fps), and a total of 100 cross-sectional images were
captured. Equation (1) calculated the depth resolution of the system in free space as 6 µm,
and Equation (2) calculated the lateral resolution as 22 µm;

∆z =
2lnλ0

2

π n ∆λ
(1)

∆x =
4λ0

π

[
f
d

]
(2)

where f is the focal length, λ0 is the central wavelength, ∆ λ is the bandwidth, d is the beam
diameter, and n is the reflectivity index (n = 1.4) [26].

The recombined backscattered light from the seed and the reflected light from the
reference mirror passed through the circulator before being collected by the custom-made
spectrometer. The light collimated through L5 illuminated the grating to obtain a spectral
interference signal, which is focused onto a line scan camera with 2048 pixels through lens
L6. A total of 100 OCT images were collected over a period of 10 s, and then analyzed by
MATLAB to get one bOCT image, which will be described in the following section.

For accurate results, it is essential to dry the seed surface prior to the OCT measure-
ment. A microscope CCD camera and an XYZ three-axis adjustable manual displacement
stage were used to fine-tune the position of the seeds, ensuring that the beam was incident
on each seed at the same position (cotyledon center). Six seeds used for each AMD treat-
ment were obtained successively and replicated three times. A photograph of the typical
seeds used for the scan is shown in Figure S1.

2.3. Biospeckle Contrast

When coherent light, such as laser light, is shone on a plant, the light is scattered by
rough scattering structures on the surface and inside of the plant. Such scattered light
interferes randomly to form a granular speckle pattern known as biospeckle [27]. It is
suggested that moving scatterers cause the dynamic behavior of biospeckle [28]. The
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intensity of the speckle pattern of a static object does not change over time; however,
the dynamic changes in scattering centers caused by the movement of organelles, cell
growth, cell division, water transport, and cytoplasmic flow, lead to the generation of
dynamic speckle patterns, i.e., biospeckle [29]. There are several interesting applications
of the biospeckle method, such as a novel non-destructive approach for food quality
assessment [30], biospeckle assessment of bruising in fruits [31], and live biospeckle laser
imaging of root tissues [32].

The OCT images obtained in this experiment also contain speckles produced by
scatterers within the seeds, and the intensity of the speckles varies continuously with time
due to the movement of the scatterer within the seed. The biospeckle contrast was obtained
by calculating the ratio of the standard deviation to the mean of the biospeckle signal for
each pixel along the time axis obtained from the successive OCT images (Figure S2) with
an acquisition interval of ∆t, and was given by,

γ (x, y) =
1

< IOCT(x, y) >

[
1
N ∑N

j=1{IOCT(x, y; j)−< IOCT(x, y) >}2
] 1

2
(3)

< IOCT(x, y) > =
1
N ∑N

j=1 IOCT(x, y; j),

where x, y are the pixel coordinates, j represents the frame number, N is the total number
of scans, Ioct (x,y; j) is the intensity at pixels (x,y) of a particular frame j and <Ioct(x,y)>
indicates the mean of the images obtained over time. High biospeckle contrast corresponds
to higher temporal fluctuations within the measured seeds, and low biospeckle contrast
corresponds to lower temporal fluctuations. Therefore, the biospeckle contrast can be used
as a parameter to evaluate the response of seeds to external environmental changes.

Figure S3 was obtained from the average of 100 OCT (x-z) scans. A total of six specific
rectangular localized regions, or regions of interest (ROI), were selected in the area close to
the seed coat. The depth of the selected ROI is up to 240 µm below the seed surface, which
is well within the sensitivity range of the system. The biospeckle contrast of each ROI
was obtained by equation (3) and then averaged over the six ROIs to obtain the averaged
biospeckle contrast of each seed.

2.4. Traditional Physiological Indicators

The TTC method was used to determine seed vigor. Intact whole soybean seeds
were soaked in 1% TTC solution for 3 h. The soaking was in dark conditions and the
temperature was 30°C. The reduced TTC was extracted with ethyl acetate at 485 nm [33].
The determination of SOD (superoxide dismutase) activity, CAT (catalase) activity, and
H2O2 (hydrogen peroxide) content was performed by weighting 0.2 g of each sample and
placing it in an ice mortar (4°C) with quartz sand and 2 mL of phosphate buffer (pH = 7.4),
and then homogenizing it. Assay kits (Wako Pure Chemical Industries, Ltd., Miyagi, Japan)
were used to measure SOD enzyme activity and H2O2 content. Based on the method of
Davis et al., one unit (U) of enzyme activity was defined as a decrease in absorbance of 0.1 in
one minute [34]. The thiobarbituric acid method was used to determine the amount of MDA
(malondialdehyde) in the sample [35]. ICP-AES was used to measure Fe concentration
in seedling samples dried and processed according to Kos et al.’s method [36]. Using
ImageJ software, the length of the shoots and roots of seedlings was measured using the
photographs taken [37].

2.5. Data Analysis

In this study, Matlab 2016 was used for the calculation of biospeckle contrast images
from OCT temporal images and IBM SPSS Statistics 26 was used for testing the significance
between treatments using the LSD test (Least Significant Difference) (p < 0.05) [38].
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3. Results
3.1. Comparison of OCT Structural Images and bOCT Biospeckle Contrast Images

The dried soybean seeds used in this experiment were soaked in AMD for 6 h to
complete the water absorption and expansion, and then germination started after 48 h. To
determine whether AMD affected the internal activity of the seeds during this period, OCT
images (Figure 2a) and bOCT images (Figure 2b) of soybean seeds exposed to different
concentrations of simulated AMD for 6 h and 48 h were obtained. The OCT images showed
the structure of the seed cross-section, which is static information, while the bOCT images
revealed the changes in biological activity inside the seed, which is dynamic information.
From the OCT images (Figure 2a) we could not clearly distinguish the difference between
the treatments either after 6 h or 48 h. Based on Equation (3), the bOCT images in Figure 2b
were calculated from the corresponding OCT images (Figure 2a).
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Figure 2. OCT images (a) and bOCT images (b) of soybean seed exposed in AMD for 6 and 48 h.

A red region in the bOCT image corresponds to higher temporal fluctuations and a blue
region to lower temporal fluctuations. There is greater activity or movement within the seed
in the bOCT images with a higher red color density. A high blue color density, in contrast,
indicates a lower level of biological activity or movement within the seed. Figure 2b (top
row) showed more blue regions in the bOCT image of seeds treated with AMD for only 6 h
compared to the control. Furthermore, there were more blue regions in the bOCT images of
the 80 mL/L AMD-treated seeds than in the bOCT images of the 40 mL/L AMD-treated
seeds after 48 h, and there were clearly more in both than in the control.

3.2. Biospeckle Contrast

The bOCT images were further quantified and analyzed for significant differences
between the treatments (Figure 3). The averaged biospeckle contrast for soybean seeds
under different AMD treatments can be obtained by calculating the biospeckle contrast
over specific local regions of interest (ROIs) in the bOCT image. In seeds exposed to
80 mL/L AMD treatment, the averaged biospeckle contrast was significantly lower than
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that in control seeds after 6 h. However, the difference between the averaged biospeckle
contrast of the seeds in the low concentration AMD (40 mL/L) treatment and the control
was not yet significant. The averaged biospeckle contrast of seeds under the 40 mL/L
AMD treatment showed a significant decrease after 48 h compared to the control. And
the averaged biospeckle contrast of the seeds under the 80 mL/L AMD treatment was
significantly lower than that of the 40 mL/L AMD treatment. The bOCT results indicated
that the internal biological activity of soybean seeds was found to be inhibited by 80 mL/L
AMD after only 6 h, while the inhibitory effect of 40 mL/L AMD on soybean seeds was
observed after 48 h.
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3.3. Conventional Measurements
3.3.1. Seed Vigor

TTC measurement was used to determine seed vigor for comparison with bOCT
results. TTC is reduced to TPF by the action of various dehydrogenases in the seeds, and
the degree of the seeds’ vigor can be determined by measuring the absorbance of TPF [39].
As shown in Figure 4, the seed vigor of soybean under different treatments varies. It
was found that the absorbance of TPF of soybean seeds exposed to 40 mL/L AMD was
significantly lower than that of the control with a reduction of 39.7%, while for those
exposed to 80 mL/L AMD, a reduction of 75.7% was observed. The result indicated that
soybean seed vigor decreased when the AMD concentration increased. It was found that
the results of the TTC test showed the same pattern as the results of the bOCT measurement.
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3.3.2. Antioxidative System Response

All seeds grew into seedlings within one week, except for the soybean seeds in
80 mL/L AMD, which did not grow. We measured the activity of SOD and CAT enzymes,
H2O2, and MDA content to monitor the response of these seedlings’ antioxidative systems
to AMD (Table 1). Compared to the control, soybean seedlings grown in 40 mL/L AMD
had lower SOD and CAT activity, and those grown in 80 mL/L AMD failed to germinate.
Seedlings grown in 40 mL/LAMD contained significantly higher levels of H2O2 and MDA
compared to those of the control. The results showed that AMD appears to have caused
oxidative damage to the soybean seedlings.

Table 1. Response of antioxidative systems of soybean seedlings to AMD after 7 days. (Different
letters, a, and b, represent statistical differences between treatments; the error represents standard
deviation; Fisher LSD multiple comparison; p < 0.05 level; N = 3; N.D. indicates no data).

Treatment SOD
(U·g−1 FW)

CAT
(U·g−1 FW·min−1)

H2O2
(µmol·g−1 FW)

MDA
(µmol·g−1 FW)

Control 898.5 ± 64.3 a 0.23 ± 0.03 a 794.4 ± 170.3 b 22.2 ± 1.2 b
40 mL/L AMD 621.5 ± 101.5 b 0.16 ± 0.01 b 1180.4 ± 117.2 a 35.9 ± 3.2 a
80 mL/L AMD N.D. N.D. N.D. N.D.

3.3.3. Fe Concentration

It was determined that soybean seedlings absorbed Fe from AMD after 7 days (Table 2).
In addition to providing insight into the extent to which seedlings are affected by iron in
AMD, iron content can be used to speculate whether the inhibitory effect of AMD is brought
about by iron toxicity. In Table 2, it is indicated that Fe concentration was significantly
higher in soybeans exposed to AMD than in the control; however Fe concentration in
soybean seedlings exposed to 40 mL/L AMD was not significantly different from that of
soybeans that failed to germinate at 80 mL/L AMD.

Table 2. Fe concentration in soybean seedlings in AMD after 7 days. (Different letters, a, and b,
represent statistical differences between treatments; the error represents standard deviation; Fisher
LSD multiple comparison; p < 0.05 level; N = 3).

Treatment Fe Concentration (mg·kg −1)

Control 46.7 ± 3.4 b
40 mL/L AMD 68.3 ± 4.5 a
80 mL/L AMD 71.8 ± 4.8 a

3.3.4. Length of Shoot and Root

Plant growth is a result of metabolic activity [40]. After 7 days, the shoot length
and root length of soybean seedlings were measured (Figure 5a), and a photo was taken
(Figure 5b). As shown in Figure 5a, the shoot and root lengths of soybean seedlings grown
in 40 mL/L AMD were significantly inhibited, whereas soybean barely germinated in
80 mL/L AMD. The obvious inhibitory effect of AMD on soybean seedlings can also be
clearly seen in the photograph in Figure 5b.
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4. Discussion

Our study aimed to evaluate the impact of AMD on the soybean crop by using our
method, biospeckle coherence tomography (bOCT), and to compare the bOCT results
with conventional physiological parameters such as seed vigor, antioxidative system re-
sponse, Fe concentration, and root and shoot lengths. In conventional plant physiology
experiments, the plant must be grounded during the measurement process, whereas the
bOCT measurement does not require any damage to the plant. Thus, bOCT measure-
ments are capable of monitoring the growth of a seed continuously. As part of this study,
soybeans exposed to AMD were measured by bOCT at two different time periods; one
after completing water absorption and expansion, namely, after 6 h, and the other, after
starting to germinate, which was after 48 h. The bOCT results showed that the internal
biological activity of soybean seeds was significantly inhibited after only 6 h of exposure to
80 mL/L AMD; significantly decreased internal activity of soybean was captured by the
bOCT results even at low concentrations of AMD (40 mL/L) after 48 h of AMD action on
soybean. Interestingly, results with the same tendency were obtained by the conventional
plant physiological measurements after 7 days.

The higher the AMD concentration, the lower the internal activity of soybean seeds
monitored by bOCT. The red color in the bOCT image represents high biospeckle contrast,
i.e., high internal biological activity, while the blue color represents low biospeckle contrast,
i.e., low internal biological activity. By contrast, OCT images do not reveal such differences
within the plant. OCT as a method mainly measures the optical reflectivity changes that we
observe as structures in the OCT images. These OCT images contain not only the laminar
organization of the seed but also fine granular structures called biospeckles. These speckles
arise from the finer scattering structures and the random interference among them within
the seed. Lim et al. demonstrated that the contrast of seeds inactivated by high temperature
was much lower than that of seeds germinated at room temperature, suggesting that the
biospeckle contrast measured by bOCT can quantify the biological activity of seeds during
germination [41]. Changes in bOCT results before and after the application of hormones
were found to be statistically significant by Rajagopalan et al. [18]. Further, the effect of
AMD on radish seed germination speed was found to be predicted by bOCT results in our
previous study [22]. These studies from our group indicated that biospeckle contrast can
capture the effect of the environment on the internal biological activity of the plant.

Water is essential for the germination of seeds. In low pH solutions like AMD, the
hard seed coat softens, allowing the seed to better absorb water, and allowing the embryo to
penetrate through the seed coat more easily. Seed respiration and organic matter conversion
begin after water uptake. Soybean seeds mainly contain proteins, and fats, which are grad-
ually converted to glucose for germination, and this process requires the joint participation
of different organelles [42]. Organelles inside the plant such as mitochondria, chloroplasts,
and vesicles are possible scatterers, and changes in the external environment can affect the
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movement of organelles [43,44]. When the physiological changes take place that would
lead to temporal variation of scattering characteristics and fine structural changes at the
cellular level of the seeds, there will be changes in biospeckles. The biospeckles changes
are monitored as a function of time over a period of a few seconds by bOCT. These may
account for the differences in bOCT results caused by different concentrations of AMD.

The higher the absorbance of TPF, the higher the seed viability [45]. The seed vigor of
soybean in 40 mL/L AMD was lower than that of the control, and seed vigor was the lowest
in 80 mL/L AMD, which showed the same tendency as the results of bOCT. The bOCT
results are correlated with the internal biological activity of seeds. TTC can be oxidized in
metabolically active seeds. The results suggest that this metabolic activity may have been
monitored by bOCT.

Environmental stress could lead to excessive accumulation of ROS (reactive oxygen
species), such as H2O2, and thus induce oxidative stress [46]. CAT and SOD are antioxidant
enzymes used to scavenge H2O2 and maintain cell membrane stability [47]. Increasing
ROS results in damage to the cell membrane, and MDA content is a good indicator of lipid
peroxidation [48]. In response to environmental stress, plants produce protective enzymes
such as SOD and CAT to protect themselves. However, when the plant is subjected to
stress that exceeds its tolerance range, the activity of protective enzymes decreases [49].
The SOD and CAT activities under the 40 mL/L AMD treatment decreased while the H2O2
and MDA contents increased, indicating that the oxidative damage to soybean seedlings in
40 mL/L AMD exceeded the threshold. The pH values of 40 mL/L AMD and 80 mL/L
AMD in this study were 2.7 and 3, respectively. A study by Liu et al. demonstrated
that antioxidant enzyme activities of soybean seeds increased when the pH was greater
than 4, and decreased significantly when the pH was 3.5, 2.5, and 2 [50]. Wyrwicka et al.
demonstrated that the CAT activity of cucumber leaves decreased when the pH was lower
than 3 [51]. The MDA content of soybeans increased when the pH was lower than 4 [50].
These studies support the current results.

The iron uptake of soybean seedlings grown in 40 mL/L AMD was higher than
that of the control, at 69.29 mg/kg; the iron uptake of soybeans grown in 80 mL/L
AMD was 71.77 mg/kg. There is a risk of damage to plants when Fe accumulation ex-
ceeds 300 mg/kg [52]. In a study by Dhaliwal et al., soybean was foliar fertilized with
FeSO4·7H2O to increase Fe uptake by soybean. The results showed that the Fe concentra-
tion of soybean seed and straw achieved was 70.3 mg/kg and 1146 mg/kg, respectively [53].
Heitholt et al. used three iron sources to promote soybean growth and showed that the
iron concentration in soybean leaves was 109 mg/kg, and growth was not inhibited [54].
These studies could support that the iron concentration in soybean seedlings in our study
(maximum iron concentration in seedlings was 71.8 mg/kg) was not enough to cause iron
toxicity. Soybean seedlings did not accumulate excessive Fe concentration in each treatment
but still showed a negative response, probably due to the inability of soybean to adapt to
the low pH environment. Suthipradit et al. showed that soybean seeds grown at pH 3.75
had a 30% reduction in embryonic axis length [55]. Uguru et al. showed that soybean traits
such as root length and fresh weight were significantly reduced when pH was less than
5.5 [56]. Even for acid-tolerant soybeans, the pH should be greater than 4 [57]. The pH of
the simulated AMD in this study was 2.7 and 3. Sulfuric acid diluted with distilled water
to obtain a solution with a pH of 3 inhibited the shoot and root length of soybean seedlings
(Figure S4). The conductivity of the simulated AMD in the current study was 17.56 mS/m
and 27.70 mS/m, respectively, which did not exceed the critical values for normal plant
growth [58,59]. Therefore, the low pH of AMD is one of the reasons for the inhibition of
shoot and root length in soybean seedlings.

5. Conclusions

The present study is the first to combine the internal biological activity obtained from
bOCT measurements with traditional plant physiological parameters, such as seed vigor
and enzyme activity, to reveal the effects of AMD on soybean, a major food crop. The
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negative effect of high AMD concentration (80 mL/L) on soybean seeds was non-invasively
revealed by bOCT after only 6 h, which was not found in other studies. Conventional
parameters, including seed vigor, SOD and CAT activities, H2O2 and MDA content, iron
uptake, and root and shoot length also revealed the toxicity of AMD on soybean seeds.
Moreover, the conventional results after 7 days revealed a pattern consistent with the
bOCT results after 48 h. Biospeckle contrast has the potential to be a new physiological
evaluation parameter that can reveal plant response at an early stage. This study revealed
the mechanism of simulated AMD on soybean seeds, and studies on more complex natural
AMD need to be conducted.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10
.3390/min12101194/s1, Figure S1: A seed scanned by a probing beam. The bright region on the seed
indicates the scan line. Figure S2: Time sequence speckle images for the calculation of biospeckle
contrast. The red dot represents the intensity of reflected light at a point over time. Figure S3: OCT
structural image (x-z) scans with six regions of interest (ROI) indicated by rectangles. Each rectangle
corresponds to 512 × 25 pixels. The average contrast of the ROIs was used to calculate the average
across six seeds to give the grand average. Figure S4: Effect of diluted H2SO4 solution (pH = 3) on
the shoot and root length of soybean seedlings.
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