
1 

 

Uptake and degradation of natural and                         1 

synthetic estrogens by maize seedlings 2 

Marcella L. Card†* and Yu-Ping Chin‡ 3 

Environmental Science Graduate Program, The Ohio State University, 125 South Oval Mall, 4 

Columbus, OH 43210, and School of Earth Sciences, The Ohio State University, 125 South Oval 5 

Mall, Columbus, OH 43210 6 

* Corresponding author e-mail: card.22@osu.edu; phone: 614-292-7637 7 

† Environmental Science Graduate Program, The Ohio State University 8 

‡ School of Earth Sciences, The Ohio State University 9 

Abstract 10 

Runoff from manure-fertilized crop fields constitutes a significant source of natural estrogens 11 

(e.g., estradiol [E2] and estrone [E1]) and synthetic estrogen mimics (e.g., zeranol [α-ZAL] and 12 

zearalanone [ZAN]) in the environment.  However, processes such as sorption to and uptake by 13 

plants may inhibit the environmental mobility of hormonally-active compounds.  To evaluate the 14 

role of plants in the environmental fate of such compounds, we exposed maize seedlings to 15 

hydroponic solutions containing E2, E1, α-ZAL, and ZAN.  After 12 days of exposure, ZAN 16 

concentrations decreased by 78%, E1 and α-ZAL decreased 99.9%, and E2 was undetectable.  17 
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Exposure to seedlings resulted in both oxidation (i.e., transformations of E2 to E1 and α-ZAL to 1 

ZAN) and reduction reactions (i.e., E1 to E2 and ZAN to α-ZAL).  Although the oxidation of E2 2 

and α-ZAL may be attributed to plant-associated microbes, the reduction of E1 and ZAN is 3 

unlikely to be microbially-mediated.   4 

Introduction 5 

It is estimated that two-thirds of beef cattle raised in the U.S. are given hormonally active growth 6 

promoters to accelerate muscle gain and increase feed efficiency (1).  Livestock growth 7 

promoters approved for use in the U.S. include both natural hormones and synthetic mimics (2).  8 

Hormonal growth promoters and endogenous hormones are excreted in livestock wastes and may 9 

enter the environment via pathways such as spillover from waste lagoons and runoff from 10 

manure-fertilized crop fields.  These hormonally active compounds may have significant 11 

deleterious effects in the environment; for example, estrogens can feminize male fish and reduce 12 

fertility and fecundity in wild fish populations at concentrations as low as 10 ng L-1 (3).   13 

 Among the growth promoters that are approved for use in the U.S. are a natural estrogen, 17β-14 

estradiol (E2), and its synthetic mimic, zeranol (α-zearalanol, α-ZAL).  In mammals, the major 15 

metabolites of E2 and α-ZAL are estrone (E1) and zearalanone (ZAN; Fig. 1), respectively (4, 5).  16 

Because they are endogenous hormones, E2 and E1 are present in the excreta of all livestock, 17 

regardless of whether the animals are treated with E2.  α-ZAL and ZAN have been detected in 18 

the wastes of animals treated with α-ZAL (e.g., 5, 6).  E2, E1, and α-ZAL have been detected in 19 

surface waters impacted by livestock agriculture (e.g. 7-9) and E2 has been measured in 20 

agricultural runoff at concentrations high enough to impact aquatic organisms three months after 21 

application of manure fertilizer (7).   22 
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The environmental mobility and fate of manure-borne estrogens can be attenuated by processes 1 

such as soil sorption (10) and transformation by plants and soil- and plant-associated microbes 2 

(11).  Field studies have demonstrated that grass buffer strips reduce the concentration of E2 in 3 

agricultural runoff (12).  Laboratory studies have shown that algae and aquatic macrophytes can 4 

reversibly transform the endogenous estrogens E2 and E1 (13, 14).  However, previous studies 5 

have not addressed the role that crop seedlings, the first plants with which manure-borne 6 

contaminants interact, may play in the environmental fate of natural and synthetic estrogens.   7 

The aim of this work was to evaluate the role that maize seedlings serve in the environmental 8 

fate of E2, E1, α-ZAL, and ZAN.  Specifically, we measured the rate at which maize seedlings 9 

take up estrogens from hydroponic solutions and identified the transformation of estrogens in the 10 

hydroponic solution.  These results will contribute to a complete understanding of the 11 

environmental fate of manure-borne estrogens and estrogen-mimicking compounds. 12 

 13 

Experimental Methods and Materials 14 

Chemicals.  E2 (98%), E1 (99%), zearalanone (98%), and N, O-Bis(trimethylsilyl)trifluoro-15 

acetamide (BSTFA) with 1% trimethylchlorosilane (TMCS) were obtained from Sigma-Aldrich, 16 

Inc. (St. Louis, MO).  α-ZAL was extracted and purified from Ralgro Magnum (Schering-Plough 17 

Animal Health Corp., Union, NJ) (10).  Other chemicals, including HPLC solvents, were 18 

purchased from Fisher Scientific (Pittsburgh, PA).   19 

Hydroponic uptake experiments.  Uptake of E2, E1, α-ZAL, and ZAN was evaluated with 20 

maize seedlings (Zea mays, Golden Cross Bantam [Hybrid]; Ferry-Morse Seed Co, Fulton, KY).  21 

Seeds were surface-sterilized by a 5 min soak and two rinses in Milli-Q water (Millipore, 22 

Billerica, MA), 1 min soak in hydrogen peroxide (30%), and three rinses in Milli-Q water.  The 23 
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seeds were then placed onto dampened filter paper in glass Petri dishes which had been sterilized 1 

by autoclave (Tuttnauer USA, Hauppauge, NY), and germinated in the dark for 4 d.   2 

Uptake experiments were conducted by growing maize seedlings in hydroponic solutions of 3 

estrogens.  2 µM solutions of target estrogens were prepared in ½-strength Hoagland’s nutrient 4 

solution (pH 6.8) (15).  Autoclaved 9 mL glass vials were filled with estrogen or control 5 

solutions and capped with plastic open-top caps containing Teflon septa (National Scientific, 6 

Rockwood, TN) with 3.5 mm holes.  One seedling was then placed into the hole in each cap such 7 

that the roots were in the solution and the kernel was situated on top of the septum.  There were 8 

four replicates per treatment, including blank controls containing no estrogens and glassware 9 

controls containing no plant.  All vials were wrapped in foil, with the cap and plant exposed, and 10 

placed under plant growth lights (Ecolux Plant & Aquarium, GE, Louisville, KY) with a 16 h 11 

photoperiod.  To maintain water levels, vials were refilled daily with Milli-Q water.   12 

Plants were destructively sampled at given time points.  The aqueous phases were filtered 13 

using Gelman type A/E glass fiber filters with 0.6 µm pore size (Pall Corp.) and collected for 14 

analysis by reverse-phase high-pressure liquid chromatography (RP-HPLC). 15 

RP-HPLC analysis of estrogen concentrations.  Estrogen concentrations were quantified 16 

using RP-HPLC (1515 isocratic pump and 717plus autosampler, Waters Corp., Milford, MA) 17 

with UV-Vis detection (Waters 2487 dual λ absorbance detector) and a Waters Sunfire C18 18 

column.  Injection volumes were 150 µL and the mobile phase was 50:50 v/v acetonitrile:water 19 

with 1 mL min-1 flow rate.  Detection wavelengths and limits of quantification (LOQ) are shown 20 

in Table 1. 21 

Transformation product identification.  Transformation products were qualitatively 22 

identified using gas chromatography coupled with mass spectrometry (GC-MS).  To prepare for 23 
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identification by GC-MS, five replicates of each treatment and control were prepared as 1 

described above and destructively sampled after 1 d (E2 and E1), 3 d (α-ZAL), or 5 d (ZAN) of 2 

exposure.  Analytes from the filtered hydroponic solutions were concentrated onto Oasis HLB 3 

Plus solid phase extraction (SPE) packs (Waters Corp.), which had been preconditioned with 4 

methanol and Milli-Q water.  The SPE packs were eluted with 2 mL methanol over 5 min.  The 5 

methanol was allowed to evaporate, and the residue was redissolved in 50 µL hexane followed 6 

by derivatization with 50 µL BSTFA (1% TMCS) at 60˚ C for 45 min.  7 

Derivatized solutions were then analyzed by GC-MS (HP 6890 series GC system and 5973 8 

mass selective detector; Hewlett-Packard Company), with 1.5 µL injections in splitless mode.  9 

Chromatographic separation was conducted on a 15 m Restek RTX-5MS column (Restek 10 

Corporation, Bellefonte, PA).  The carrier gas was helium (99.999% purity) with a constant flow 11 

of 1.2 mL min-1.  The inlet temperature was 260˚ C, interface was 250˚ C, MS source was 230˚ 12 

C, and MS quad was 150˚ C.  The GC oven was programmed to begin at 130˚ C (hold 1 min), 13 

increase 20˚ C min-1 to 230˚ C, and finally increase 5˚ C min-1 to 300˚ C, for a total run time of 14 

20 min.  The MS detected ions in the range m/z 50-650 in scan mode.  The major ion peaks of all 15 

analytes under these conditions are shown in Table 1.   16 

 17 

Results and Discussion 18 

Uptake from hydroponic media.  It was predicted that E2, E1, α-ZAL, or ZAN would be 19 

bioavailable to plants because they are moderately hydrophobic (log KOW values between 3 and 20 

4) (11).   Indeed, these natural and synthetic estrogens were rapidly removed from hydroponic 21 

solutions exposed to maize seedlings (Fig. 2).  After 12 d of exposure, E2 was undetectable, E1 22 

and α-ZAL concentrations decreased 99.9%, and ZAN decreased 78%.  Glassware controls 23 
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showed little loss of estrogens, and estrogens were not detected in any blank controls.  Because 1 

these uptake rates were measured with hydroponic solutions, they are anticipated to be higher 2 

than similar uptake in natural systems where sorption to manure and soil particles will inhibit 3 

uptake by plants.  However, sorption will also inhibit the bioavailability to other organisms and 4 

environmental mobility of these estrogens.   5 

Transformation of estrogens.  Transformation products were identified in all hydroponic 6 

solutions following exposure to maize seedlings.  The extracted ion GC-MS chromatograms of 7 

plant-exposed and glassware control samples demonstrate that exposure to maize resulted in the 8 

oxidation of E2 to E1 and α-ZAL to ZAN and the reduction of E1 to E2 and ZAN to α-ZAL (Fig. 9 

3).  The reversible transformation between E2 and E1 has previously been reported in algae (13) 10 

and duckweed (14) but not in terrestrial plants.  Although the concentrations at which 11 

transformation products were produced varied among parent estrogens, there were similar 12 

temporal patterns in product production between E2 and E1 and between α-ZAL and ZAN (Fig. 13 

4).    14 

E1 and E2 were produced at only low concentrations in plant-exposed solutions of E2 and E1,  15 

respectively, and were quickly removed from the solutions.  After 8 d, E1 was undetectable in E2 16 

solutions and E2 was at a quantifiable concentration in only one of four E1 samples.  Although 17 

E2 was measured in E1 glassware controls, perhaps due to microbial contamination of the 18 

hydroponic solution, E2 was produced more quickly and at greater concentrations in plant-19 

exposed samples.  The transformation of E1 to E2 is important because E2 is a significantly 20 

more potent estrogen than E1.   In natural systems where uptake of estrogens by plants is 21 

incomplete, plant metabolism of E1 may contribute to the E2 load, and therefore overall 22 

estrogenicity, in runoff.  23 
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Although the initial concentrations of α-ZAL and ZAN were similar to those of E2 and E1, the 1 

products of the synthetic estrogens were produced at much higher concentrations than those of 2 

the natural estrogens.  Further, the product concentrations increased more slowly in plant-3 

exposed α-ZAL and ZAN than in E2 and E1, and in the 8 d experiment showed no indication of 4 

leveling off or decreasing.  These data reflect the slower rates of α-ZAL and ZAN uptake by 5 

maize seedlings.   6 

ZAN is a very weak estrogen, with only approximately 13% the estrogenic activity of α-ZAL 7 

(18).  Thus, the conversion of α-ZAL to ZAN will decrease the overall estrogenicity of the 8 

solution.  However, the observed reduction of ZAN to α-ZAL does not necessarily indicate a 9 

significant increase in estrogenic activity.  In studies of mammalian degradation of the 10 

zearalenone family of compounds, it has been found that ZAN is reduced to a racemic mixture of 11 

α-ZAL and β-ZAL, where β-ZAL is only slightly more estrogenic than ZAN (approximately 12 

19% the estrogenicity of α-ZAL) (19).  We did not separate α-ZAL and β-ZAL, so it is possible 13 

that the transformation product observed in maize-exposed ZAN solutions is, in fact, a racemic 14 

mixture.  As a product, the racemic mixture of α- and β-ZAL is only four times as estrogenic as 15 

ZAN, as compared to α-ZAL, which is more than seven times as estrogenically active as ZAN.   16 

The observed transformations of plant-exposed E2, E1, α-ZAL, and ZAN may be attributed to 17 

metabolism by the maize seedlings or to plant-associated microbes.  All equipment and 18 

experimental components were carefully sterilized, so any microbes present in plant-exposed 19 

solutions were likely endophytic or otherwise closely associated with the plants.  Because these 20 

plants were grown in soilless media, soil and rhizosphere microbes did not contribute to 21 

transformations as they may in natural systems.  Although mammals can reduce E1 to E2, 22 

microbial processes can perform this transformation only under strongly reducing conditions 23 
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(20).  Based on pathways known to occur in aerobic or slightly anaerobic conditions, microbial 1 

oxidation of E2 to E1 and α-ZAL to ZAN can be predicted a priori while microbial reduction of 2 

E1 to E2 and ZAN to α-ZAL cannot (21).  Thus, our observations of alcohol-to-ketone 3 

transformations in plant-exposed solutions may be caused (in whole or in part) by plant-4 

associated microbes, but it is unlikely that the reverse reactions are taking place via microbially-5 

mediated transformations.    6 

These results demonstrate that maize plants may have a significant impact on the 7 

environmental fate of natural and synthetic estrogens in manure fertilizer, by rapidly removing 8 

estrogens from runoff and causing chemical transformations that do not occur by aerobic 9 

microbial pathways.  Given these findings, we suggest that crop plants may have unique effects 10 

on the environmental fate of many pharmaceuticals and endogenous biomolecules present in 11 

manure fertilizer, and these effects may be exploited to prevent environmental contamination 12 

with such compounds.    13 

Acknowledgements 14 

This work was funded by a grant from the National Science Foundation (CBET-0965863) and a 15 

National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship awarded to MLC.   16 

Literature Cited 17 

1  Willingham, E. J.  Trenbolone and other cattle growth promoters: Need for a new risk-18 
assessment framework.  Environ. Practice 2006, 8, 58-65. 19 

2  Animal drugs @ FDA; US Food and Drug Administration, Washington, DC; 20 
www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/animaldrugsatfda/ 21 

3  Jobling, S.; Williams, R.; Johnson, A.; Taylor, A.; Gross-Sorokin, M.; Nolan, M.; Tyler, C. 22 
R.; van Aerle, R.; Santos, E.; Brighty, G.  Predicted exposures to steroid estrogens in UK rivers 23 
correlate with widespread sexual disruption in wild fish populations.  Environ. Health Persp. 24 



9 

 

2006, 114, 32-39 Supp. 1.   1 

4  Ternes, T.; Kreckel, P.; Mueller, J. Behaviour and occurrence of estrogens in municipal 2 
sewage treatment plants - II. Aerobic batch experiments with activated sludge. Sci. Total 3 
Environ. 1999, 225 (1-2), 91-99. 4 

5  Bories, G.; Sutra, J.; Tulliez, J. Metabolism and disposition of [3H]zeranol implanted in the 5 
pig.  J. Agric. Food Chem.  1992, 40, 284-288. 6 

6  Dixon, S. N.; Mallinson, C. B. Radioimmunoassay of the anabolic agent zeranol.  3. Zeranol 7 
concentrations in the feces of steers implanted with zeranol (Ralgro). J. Vet. Pharmacol. Ther. 8 
1986, 9, 88-93.  9 

7  Kjær, J.; Olsen, P.; Bach, K.; Barlebo, H. C.; Ingerslev, F.; Hansen, M.; Halling, B.  10 
Leaching of estrogenic hormones from manure-treated structured soils.  Environ. Sci. Technol. 11 
2007, 41, 3911-3917.  12 

8  Kolpin, D.; Furlong, E.; Meyer, M.; Thurman, E.; Zaugg, S; Barber, L.  Pharmaceuticals, 13 
hormones, and other organic wastewater contaminants in US streams, 1999-2000: A national 14 
reconnaissance. Environ. Sci. Technol. 2002, 36 (6), 1202-1211.  15 

9  Lagana, A.; Bacaloni, A.; De Leva, I.; Faberi, A.; Fago, G.; Marino, A.  Analytical 16 
methodologies for determining the occurrence of endocrine disrupting chemicals in sewage 17 
treatment plants and natural waters. Analytica Chimica Acta 2004, 501 (1), 79-88. 18 

10  Card, M. L.; Chin, Y.-P.  Prediction and experimental evaluation of soil sorption by natural 19 
hormones and hormone mimics.  J. Agric. Food. Chem.  2011 (in submission) 20 

11  Dietz, A.; Schnoor, J. Advances in phytoremediation. Environ. Health Persp. 2001, 109, 21 
163-168. 22 

12  Nichols, D.; Daniel, T.; Edwards, D.; Moore, P.; Pote, D.  Use of grass filter strips to 23 
reduce 17β-estradiol in runoff from fescue-applied poultry litter. J. Soil Water Conserv. 1998, 53 24 
(1), 74-77. 25 

13  Lai, K.; Scrimshaw, M.; Lester, J. Biotransformation and bioconcentration of steroid 26 
estrogens by Chlorella vulgaris. Appl. Environ. Microbiol.  2002, 68 (2), 859-864. 27 

14 Shi, W.; Wang, L.; Rousseau, D. P. L.; Lens, P. N. L. Removal of estrone, 17α-28 
ethinylestradiol, and 17β-estradiol in algae and duckweed-based wastewater treatment systems. 29 
Environ. Sci. Pollut. Res. 2010, 17, 824-833.  30 

15  Epstein, E. Mineral nutrition of plants: Principles and perspectives; John Wiley & Sons: 31 
New York, 1972. 32 

16  Zuo, Y.; Zhang, K.; Lin, Y. Microwave-accelerated derivatization for the simultaneous gas 33 
chromatographic-mass spectrometric analysis of natural and synthetic estrogenic steroids.  J. 34 



10 

 

Chromatogr. A 2007, 1148 (2), 211-218. 1 

17  Kinani, S.; Bouchonnet, S.; Bourcier, S.; Porcher, J.; Ait-Aissa, S. Study of the chemical 2 
derivatization of zearalenone and its metabolites for gas chromatography-mass spectrometry 3 
analysis of environmental samples. J. Chromatogr. A  2008, 1190 (1-2), 307-315.  4 

18  Shier, W. T.; Shier, A. C.; Xie, W.; Mirocha, C. J.  Structure-activity relationships for 5 
human estrogenic activity in zearalenone mycotoxins.  Toxicon 2001, 39 (9), 1435-1438.  6 

19  Migdalof, B; Dugger, H.; Heider, J.; Coombs, R.; Terry, M.  Biotransformation of zeranol 7 
– Disposition and metabolism in the female rat, rabbit, dog, monkey, and man.  Zenobiotica  8 
1983, 13 (4), 209-221. 9 

20  Combalbert, S.; Hernandez-Raquet, G. Occurrence, fate, and biodegradation of estrogens in 10 
sewage and manure. Appl. Microbiol. Biotechnol. 2010, 86 (6), 1671-1692. 11 

21  University of Minnesota Biocatalysis/Biodegradation Database:  Pathway Prediction 12 
System.  Minneapolis, MN; umbbd.msi.umn.edu/predict/    13 



11 

 

Figure 1.  Estrogens and estrogen mimics used in this study. 
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Figure 3.  Extracted ion GC-MS spectra of control and maize-exposed estrogen solutions.  Blue: 

E2 (m/z 416), green: E1 (m/z 342), red: α-ZAL (m/z 433), black: ZAN (m/z 449).   
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Table 1.  RP-HPLC parameters and MS fragments used 

to identify target compounds. 

 E2 E1 
 

α-ZAL ZAN 

Detection λ 
(nm) 
 

280b 265b 220c 220c

HPLC LOQ a 
(µM) 
 

0.006b 0.007b 0.002c 0.001c

Major ion peaks  
(m/z)a 

416b 
285b 
129b 
73b 

 

342b 
257b 
218b 
73b 

538c

433c

307c

73c

464c

449c

335c

73c

aLOQ, limit of quantification  b16  c17  

 1 


