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IN VITRO EFFECT OF BACILLUS SPP. ON  
ALTERNARIA ALTERNATA INFECTING WHEAT

ABSTRACT: Species of the genus Alternaria are significant wheat contaminants 
during production, transport and storage, requiring biocontrol measures which typically rely on 
the bacteria from the Bacillus genera. As these are among the most beneficial and exploited 
biocontrol agents, in this study, the inhibitory activity of indigenous Bacillus spp. was as-
sessed against the Alternaria alternata isolate originating from the wheat seed. Two of the 
fifteen Bacillus spp. included in the study showed the inhibitory effect. Specifically, 
25.0−55.0% inhibition of A. alternata growth was achieved when the isolate coded as NB11 
was applied in 106−109 cells mL-1 concentrations. On the other hand, when applied in 107−109 
cells mL-1 concentrations, the isolate coded as NB16 inhibited A. alternata growth by 
35.2−51.1%, but was ineffective at lower concentrations. Thus, these in vitro assays indicate 
that both Bacillus spp. (NB11 and NB16) isolated from the wheat rhizosphere can be applied 
in practice in the control of A. alternata. 

KEYWORDS: wheat, pathogen, biological control 

INTRODUCTION

Cereals are highly important for human consumption due to which they 
are the most prevalent culture. They form the base of the food pyramid in both 

* Corresponding author. E-mail: ferenc.bagi@polj.edu.rs
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developed countries as well as countries in transition (Brkić et al., 2021). In 
Serbia, wheat production volume is second only to corn, while globally wheat 
is the third most widely produced grain (Janić Hajnal et al., 2014). Although 
there are many species of wheat, which make up the genus Triticum, common 
wheat (T. aestivum) is the most widespread.

From seed germination to harvest, wheat can be attacked by a number of 
fungi, which can significantly reduce the yield and crop quality under certain 
weather conditions (Perelló & Larrán, 2013). Due to evident climate changes 
and global warming and their adverse influence on the agricultural environ-
ment, occurrences of mycotoxigenic fungi on wheat are becoming more fre-
quent. This not only exerts a negative impact on the safety and quality of food 
products, but also inevitably leads to large economic losses (Janić Hajnal et 
al., 2014). 

Phytopathogenic fungi from the genus Alternaria are significant con-
taminants of cereals that—in addition to producing mycotoxins and causing 
damage to the field—can cause product spoilage during processing, transport 
and storage. As a result, diseases caused by Alternaria sp. are among the most 
common and most researched crop diseases throughout the world (Perelló & 
Larrán, 2013). Among the Alternaria species, A. alternata is considered the 
most dominant mycotoxin-producing species associated with black spot, early 
blight disease and stem canker in cereal grains (Kumar et al., 2022). Although 
the Alternaria species produces more than 70 secondary metabolites, only a 
few phytotoxins have been chemically characterised and reported to act as 
mycotoxins in humans and animals (Janić Hajnal et al., 2014). Under favour-
able conditions, the most important mycotoxins produced by A. alternata are 
alternariol (AOH), alternariol monomethyl ether (AME) and tenuazonic acid 
(TA) (Somma et al., 2019). The occurrence of these metabolites in food repre-
sents a serious global problem for human and animal health due to their toxic 
effects. 

To mitigate this issue, fungicides are usually utilised in agricultural prac-
tice, whereby different chemical fungicides are adopted as a means of wheat 
pathogen control (Casa et al., 2012). However, integrated pest management 
programs (IPMs) are being increasingly employed in the agricultural sector, 
with the emphasis on the use of biological products as an environmentally 
friendly pathogen control strategy. In this context, Bacillus species have been 
shown to be promising biological control agents (Berić et al., 2012; Gond et 
al., 2015; Marković et al., 2020, 2023; Jelušić et al., 2021; Iličić et al., 2022; 
Soliman et al., 2023). They exhibit multiple modes of action and produce a 
wide range of biologically active compounds with antifungal potential, making 
them suitable for controlling different diseases.

Guided by this evidence, the aim of this study was to utilise in vitro assays 
in order to determine the biocontrol potential of indigenous Bacillus species 
isolated from wheat rhizosphere in the control of A. alternata.
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MATERIAL AND METHODS

Isolation of antagonistic bacteria

Isolation of the potential antagonistic bacteria was performed from the 
soil samples collected in the wheat rhizosphere (locality Rimski Šančevi) ac-
cording to the procedure described by Berić et al. (2012). Bacillus-like colonies 
that developed after 24h incubation at 30 °C were selected, purified and main-
tained in sterile LB (Luria Bertani) glycerol at -20 °C. Fifteen isolates were 
subsequently subjected to morphological and biochemical tests (Gram staining, 
spore formation, catalase production, glucose fermentation, starch hydrolysis 
and growth on 5% NaCl).

Antagonistic activity of the selected Bacillus species on  
the Alternaria alternata isolates from wheat

One isolate of A. alternata (SOR1IIIZA1) originating from wheat seed in 
Vojvodina Province was used in testing. This isolate was grown at 25 °C on 
PDA (Potato-Dextrose Agar) in Petri plates (ø 90 mm) for 10 days. 

Antagonistic activity of the fifteen selected Bacillus spp. isolates (coded 
as NB1-9 and NB11-16) against the A. alternata was determined using the dual 
culture method. Agar discs (ø 7 mm) of the tested fungi pathogen isolate were 
placed in the centre of PDA plates (ø 90 mm). Drops (8 µl in volume) of bacte-
rial suspensions of appropriate Bacillus spp. isolate adjusted to 106, 107, 108 
and 109 cells mL-1 were placed on four sides near the edge of the Petri plates. 
Petri dishes were kept at a constant temperature (25 °C) for seven days. The 
assay was set in three replications and sterile distilled water served as a control 
treatment. All experiments were performed twice.

In order to quantify the antagonistic potential of Bacillus spp. isolates, 
the pathogen growth area was measured after 7 days of incubation at 25 °C, 
and the percent of inhibition was calculated using the formula given by Zarrin 
et al. (2009). The results were subjected to analysis of variance (ANOVA), 
whereby Duncan’s Multiple Range Test (p < 0.01) was performed for assessing 
the differences between means related to different treatments. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

While all wheat pathogens have the capacity to significantly reduce yield 
quantity and seed quality, fungi from the Alternaria genus are particularly 
harmful as they can compromise food safety due to their toxin-producing 
potential (Bagi et al., 2022). Consequently, in wheat production, seed and plant 
treatments are regularly implemented during the vegetation phase. However, 
there is increased concern about the application of synthetic pesticides, prompting 
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research into less harmful alternatives (Moumni et al., 2023). In this context, 
focus is primarily given to the implementation of beneficial microorganisms, 
such as biological control agents from Bacillus genera, which have been used 
in experimental tests on a wide range of economically important crops (Slama 
et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2021; Rabbee et al., 2022). 

This study contributes to this research endeavour by evaluating the antago-
nistic potential of 15 Bacillus isolates from the wheat rhizosphere, which were 
selected as promising biological control agents in the control of A. alternata 
originating from wheat. The antagonistic activity testing results indicated that 
two Bacillus spp. (coded as NB11 and NB16) exhibit a strong inhibitory effect 
against wheat pathogen A. alternata. Based on the results obtained using the dual 
culture method, isolate NB11 achieved 25.0−55.0% inhibition of A. alternata 
growth, depending on the applied concentration (Table 1). As shown in Figure 1, 
this Bacillus spp. isolate showed antagonistic potential against A. alternata at 
the lowest tested concentration (106 cells mL-1) with a rated inhibition of 25.0%, 
which increased to 38.9%, 47.2% and 55.0% at 107, 108 and 109 cells mL-1, re-
spectively. On the other hand, the Bacillus isolate coded as NB16 was ineffective 
at 106 cells mL-1, but when applied at the three higher concentrations it inhibited 
A. alternata growth by 35.2%, 43.7% and 51.1%, respectively (Table 2). 

Figure 1. Antagonistic activity of the Bacillus isolate NB11 against A. alternata  
originating from wheat seed in dual culture, in two of the four tested concentrations:  

(a) 106 cells mL-1 and (b) and 109 cells mL-1.

a

b
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Table 1. The inhibitory effect of the Bacillus isolate NB11 on the pathogenic fungi A. 
alternata

Treatment Concentration 
(cells mL-1)

Mycelium growth
(diameter in mm)

Mean
(mm)

Inhibition 
(%)

Sd

Replications
I II III

Bacillus NB11 106 65 67.5 70 67.5c 25.0 2.04
107 50 55 60 55.0b 38.9 4.08
108 45 50 47.5 47.5ab 47.2 2.04
109 45 39 37.5 40.5a 55.0 3.24

Negative control – 90 90 90 90.0d 0 0
Sd – standard deviation; *Mean values of inhibition zone diameters are shown. Values 
followed by the same letter are not significantly different (p < 0.01) according to Duncan’s 
multiple range test results.

Table 2. The inhibitory effects of the Bacillus isolate NB16 on the pathogenic fungi A. 
alternata

Treatment Concentration 
(cells mL-1)

Mycelium growth
(diameter in mm)

Mean
(mm)

Inhibition 
(%)

Sd

Replications
I II III

Bacillus NB16 106 90 90 90 90.0d 0 0
107 55 60 60 58.3c 35.2 2.35
108 51 52 49 50.7b 43.7 1.24
109 45 45 42 44.0a 51.1 1.41

Negative control – 90 90 90 90.0d 0 0
Sd – standard deviation; *Mean values of inhibition zone diameters are shown. Values 
followed by the same letter are not significantly different (p < 0.01) according to Duncan’s 
multiple range test results.

The inhibitory activity of Bacillus species against different phytopatho-
gens has been demonstrated in numerous in vitro, in vivo and in planta trials, 
providing evidence in support of their potential use as biocontrol agents and 
plant growth promoters (Slama et al., 2019; Brzezinska et al., 2020; Wang et al., 
2021; Soliman et al., 2023). Bacillus spp. produces a variety of biologically 
active compounds involved in the biocontrol of plant pathogens (Prasad et al., 
2023). For example, Abdelmoteleb et al. (2017) reported that B. subtilis produce 
three mucolytic enzymes which cause damage to the hypha of A. alternata, 
Botrytis cinerea, Colletotrichum gloeosporioides, Macrophomina sp. and Scle
rotium rolfesii. More recently, Brzezinska et al. (2020) conducted a study on 
B. subtilis and Bacillus sp. and demonstrated that chitinases inhibited the 
growth of A. alternata and Fusarium oxysporum. In the same study, the isolates 
showed the ability to produce a broad range of biological substances that pro-
mote plant growth.
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The present study shows that two indigenous isolates of Bacillus have a 
strong biocontrol potential and could be used to control Alternaria disease in 
wheat. Further research should thus incorporate in vitro and in planta testing 
to determine their efficacy and potential use as biocontrol agents and plant 
growth promoters. 

CONCLUSION

The results obtained as a part of this work indicate that the applied treat-
ments based on two indigenous Bacillus spp. are effective in A. alternata 
control and should be subjected to further trials on wheat in different stages 
of development. 
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УТИЦАЈ BACILLUS SPP. НА ПАТОГЕНА ПШЕНИЦЕ  
ALTERNARIA ALTERNATA И IN VITRO УСЛОВИМА

Ференц Ф. БАГИ1, Рената M. ИЛИЧИЋ1, Ђина С. KОНСТАНТИН1,
Немања С. ПАВКОВИЋ1, Предраг М. МИЛОВАНОВИЋ2,

Татјана Ч. ПОПОВИЋ МИЛОВАНОВИЋ3

1 Универзитет у Новом Саду, Пољопривредни факултет, 
Трг Доситеја Обрадовића 8, Нови Сад 21102, Србија

2 “Aгроуник” Д.О.О., 
Крњешевачка ББ, Шимановци 22310, Србија

3 Институт за заштиту биља и животну средину,
Теодора Драјзера 9, Београд 11040, Србија

РЕЗИМЕ: Врсте рода Alternaria су значајни патогени пшенице током про-
изводње, транспорта и складиштења. Бактерије из рода Bacillus сматрају се јед-
ним од најкориснијих и најискоришћенијих средстава за биоконтролу. Сходно 
томе, у овој студији инхибиторна активност аутохтоних Bacillus spp. је испитана 
према Alternaria alternata изолату пореклом са семена пшенице. Два од петнаест 
одабраних Bacillus spp. су испољили инхибиторни ефекат тј. изолат NB11 пости-
гао је инхибицију раста A. alternata од 25,0–55,0% у примењеним концентрација-
ма од 106 и 109 ћелија/ml, респективно. Изолат NB16 инхибирао је раст A. alternata 
у опсегу од 35,2–51,1% у тестираним концентрацијама од 107 и 109 ћелија/ml, 
респективно, али није забележена инхибиција при најнижој концентрацији од 
106 ћелија/ml. Оба Bacillus spp. NB11 и NB16 изоловани из ризосфере пшенице, 
представљају обећавајуће агенсе биолошке контроле A. alternata са семена пше-
нице у in vitro тестовима. 

КЉУЧНЕ РЕЧИ: пшеница, патоген, биолошка контрола
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