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Abstract
Background Generating elite rice varieties with high yield and superior quality is the main goal of rice breeding 
programs. Key agronomic traits, including grain size and seed germination characteristics, affect the final yield and 
quality of rice. The RGA1 gene, which encodes the α-subunit of rice G-protein, plays an important role in regulating 
rice architecture, seed size and abiotic stress responses. However, whether RGA1 is involved in the regulation of rice 
quality and seed germination traits is still unclear.

Results In this study, a rice mutant small and round grain 5 (srg5), was identified in an EMS-induced rice mutant 
library. Systematic analysis of its major agronomic traits revealed that the srg5 mutant exhibited a semi-dwarf plant 
height with small and round grain and reduced panicle length. Analysis of the physicochemical properties of rice 
showed that the difference in rice eating and cooking quality (ECQ) between the srg5 mutant and its wild-type 
control was small, but the appearance quality was significantly improved. Interestingly, a significant suppression of 
rice seed germination and shoot growth was observed in the srg5 mutant, which was mainly related to the regulation 
of ABA metabolism. RGA1 was identified as the candidate gene for the srg5 mutant by BSA analysis. A SNP at the 
splice site of the first intron disrupted the normal splicing of the RGA1 transcript precursor, resulting in a premature 
stop codon. Additional linkage analysis confirmed that the target gene causing the srg5 mutant phenotype was RGA1. 
Finally, the introduction of the RGA1 mutant allele into two indica rice varieties also resulted in small and round rice 
grains with less chalkiness.

Conclusions These results indicate that RGA1 is not only involved in the control of rice architecture and grain size, 
but also in the regulation of rice quality and seed germination. This study sheds new light on the biological functions 
of RGA1, thereby providing valuable information for future systematic analysis of the G-protein pathway and its 
potential application in rice breeding programs.
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Background
Rice (Oryza sativa L.) is the staple food for more than 
half of the world’s population. The primary objective of 
crop breeding is to produce elite rice varieties with high 
yield and superior quality [1]. The three determinants of 
rice yield include number of panicles per plant, number 
of grains per panicle, and 1000-grain weight. Notably, 
there is a significant positive correlation exists between 
the grain weight and rice grain size [2, 3]. Grain size is 
not only a stable agronomic trait, but also plays a cru-
cial role in determining both rice yield and grain quality. 
At present, more than 400 quantitative trait loci (QTLs) 
for grain size have been mapped on all 12 chromosomes 
of rice, and more than 80 grain size-related genes have 
been successfully cloned [4, 5]. The molecular pathways 
involved in the regulation of rice grain size can be clas-
sified into the following categories, G-protein, ubiquitin-
proteasome system, mitogen-activated protein kinase 
(MAPK) signaling, phytohormones, and transcriptional 
regulators [6]. In general, grain size genes associated with 
the ubiquitin-proteasome system, G-protein, and MAPK 
signaling pathway primarily regulate rice grain size by 
modulating cell proliferation. However, plant hormones 
and other signaling pathways influence both cell prolif-
eration and cell expansion to regulate grain size.

Seed dormancy and germination, two distinct physi-
ological processes in seed-bearing plants, are critical to 
both plant development and crop production. Success-
ful seed germination is an important start to the next 
round of the plant life cycle, leading to robust and healthy 
seedling development and ultimately high crop yield. 
Seed germination begins with the absorption of water 
and ends with the emergence of the radicle. Appropri-
ate temperatures and adequate water and oxygen avail-
ability are required for normal germination [7]. As a key 
enzyme that catalyzes starch degradation in rice seeds, 
α-amylase is closely related to several important agro-
nomic traits, such as germination rate [8], seedling vigor 
[9], and hypoxia stress [10]. Regulation of α-amylase gene 
expression is a common strategy for coordinated plant 
growth and development. In barley, abscisic acid (ABA) 
antagonizes gibberellin (GA) by inhibiting GAMYB 
expression and subsequent a-amylase expression, thereby 
modulating seed dormancy and germination [11]. Brassi-
nosteroids (BRs), a major plant growth-promoting 
hormone, are also involved in the regulation of seed ger-
mination [12, 13]. In Arabidopsis, BR promoted seed ger-
mination by antagonizing the inhibitory effect of ABA, 
mechanistically by targeting ABSCISIC ACID-INSENSI-
TIVE5 (ABI5) [14, 15].

As an important regulator of grain size, the G protein 
is composed of heterotrimers of Gα, Gβ, and Gγ sub-
units, and acts as a signaling coupler between the recep-
tor in the membrane and the effector in the cytoplasm 

through the exchange of GDP for GTP on the Gα subunit 
[16]. The plant Gα subunit has been successfully cloned 
in both Arabidopsis and rice [17, 18]. The rice G-α sub-
unit is encoded by the RGA1 gene, whose promoter con-
tains a putative TATA box, a potential CAAT box, and an 
ABRE cis-acting element, known to be involved in ABA-
induced expression [19]. In addition, the RGA1 genomic 
sequence contains thirteen exons and twelve introns, 
and a point mutation (G to A) has been identified at the 
splicing site (GT-AG) of the first intron, resulting in the 
generation of abnormal mRNA splicing forms [20]. In 
rice, the RGA1 gene plays important roles in a number of 
plant developmental events and stress responses [18, 21–
23], including plant height [23], hypoxia stress [24], salt-
induced cell senescence and division [16], cold and heat 
stress [25], and drought stress [26]. In addition, RGA1 
can also enhance rice yield under abiotic stress by modu-
lating photoprotection and photoavoidance through the 
G-protein pathway [23]. The increasing number of stud-
ies focusing on the investigation of RGA1 gene in rice 
suggests the important role of RGA1 in the regulation of 
rice growth and development, especially its involvement 
in abiotic stress responses. However, there are still no 
reports on whether RGA1 is involved in the regulation of 
rice quality, seed dormancy, and germination traits.

In this study, a rice mutant srg5 (small and round grain 
5) with reduced plant height and small grain was iden-
tified in an EMS-induced rice mutant library. First, its 
major agronomic traits determining rice yield, grain 
quality, and germination characteristics were systemati-
cally analyzed. Then, BSA assay and linkage analysis were 
performed and successfully identified RGA1 as the target 
gene of the srg5 mutant. Finally, the introduction of the 
RGA1 mutant allele into two indica rice varieties with 
slender grain shape all resulted in round rice grains, i.e., 
reduced grain length and increased grain width. Thus, 
this study sheds new light on the biological functions of 
RGA1 and provides valuable information for our under-
standing of the G-protein pathway and for breeding elite 
rice varieties using the RGA1 gene.

Results
srg5 mutant with round grain shape
Compared with wild-type NG4, the srg5 mutant exhib-
ited significantly reduced grain length and slightly 
increased grain width (Fig. 1A, C and D), thus resulting 
in an extremely small and round rice grain. As expected, 
the 1000 grain weight of the mutant was also significantly 
reduced due to the small grains (Fig.  1E). Correspond-
ingly, the srg5 mutant brown rice showed a similar seed 
size in terms of grains (Fig. 1B, F-H).
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The srg5 mutant was semi-dwarf, with a reduction in data 
for most of the agronomic traits tested
The main agronomic traits of the srg5 mutant and the 
wild-type control were systematically analyzed at the 
maturity stage. In general, the srg5 mutant showed a 
semi-dwarf phenotype with significant reduction in plant 
height, leaf length, and panicle length (Fig.  2A-D, G). 
However, its leaf width was unchanged and the number 
of tillers was even increased (Fig. 2E, F). In addition, the 
number of grains per panicle was reduced in the srg5 
mutant, mainly due to the reduced number of second-
ary branches instead of primary branches (Fig. 2H-J). The 
seed setting rate of the srg5 mutant was also lower than 
that of the wild-type control (Fig. 2K). All these changes 
in seed and panicle traits resulted in a remarkable reduc-
tion in grain yield per plant in the srg5 mutant (Fig. S1).

Chalkiness of srg5 seeds was reduced
Grain size not only affects rice yield but also influences 
rice appearance quality. In general, rice grains with a 

slender shape will have less chalkiness [27]. Interestingly, 
although the srg5 mutant showed a round grain shape 
with significantly reduced grain length and even slightly 
increased grain width (Fig. 1A-D, F and G), both the per-
centage of chalky grains and the chalkiness degree of the 
srg5 mutant were significantly reduced (Fig. 3A-C), sug-
gesting that the appearance quality of the srg5 mutant 
was improved.

Physicochemical properties of the srg5 seeds were slightly 
modified
To systematically evaluate the eating and cooking quality 
of the srg5 mutant, the main physicochemical properties 
of rice seeds were investigated. In general, the physico-
chemical properties tested were unchanged or slightly 
modified in the srg5 mutant. In particular, the apparent 
amylose content (AAC) and protein content were similar 
between the srg5 mutant and the NG4 control (Fig. 4A, 
D). Regarding thermal properties, DSC analysis showed 
that the onset temperature (To) and peak temperature 

Fig. 1 Grain size analysis of srg5 mutant and its wild type NG4. Grain length and width (A), brown rice length and width (B) of srg5 mutant and the NG4 
control. Quantitative data for grain length (C), grain width (D) and 1000-grain weight (E) of srg5 mutant and the NG4 control. Quantitative data for length 
(F), width (G) and 1000-grain weight (H) of the brown rice of srg5 mutant and the NG4 control. Error bars represent the SDs. **P < 0.01 (Student’s t-test)
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Fig. 2 Analysis of the main agronomic traits of the srg5 mutant and the control NG4. Plant architecture (A) and panicle phenotype (B) of the srg5 mutant 
and NG4. Quantitative data of plant height (C), leaf length (D), leaf width (E), number of tillers (F), panicle length (G), number of grains per panicle (H), 
number of primary branches (I), number of secondary branches (J), and seed setting rate (K) of the srg5 mutant and the control NG4. Error bars represent 
the SDs. **P < 0.01 (Student’s t-test)
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(Tp) of the srg5 mutant were reduced (Fig.  4B; Table 
S1). Viscosity can simulate dynamic changes during rice 
cooking process and reflect rice texture. The RVA assay 
showed that the data of all parameters had some decrease 
in the srg5 mutant, but only the hot paste viscosity (HPV) 
was significantly decreased (Fig. 4C; Table S2). All these 
data indicated that the SRG5 mutation slightly affected 
the thermal properties and viscosity properties of rice.

Germination of srg5 seeds was delayed
To investigate whether the SRG5 mutation affects rice 
seed germination, we performed seed germination anal-
ysis. Compared with wild-type NG4, the srg5 mutant 
showed a slower germination rate, but the final germi-
nation rate was not affected. ABA treatment delayed 
the germination process of both the srg5 mutant and the 

NG4 control (Fig. 5A), indicating that the SRG5 mutation 
didn’t affect the sensitivity of rice to ABA. In addition, 
the srg5 mutant showed a significantly shorter bud length 
compared to the wild-type control under both normal 
and ABA-treated germination conditions (Fig.  5B, C). 
Therefore, the SRG5 mutation inhibits rice germination 
rate and shoot growth.

ABA levels in srg5 mutant seeds were significantly 
increased
To explore the possible mechanism of the delayed seed 
germination of the srg5 mutant, the expression of ABA 
metabolism genes was analyzed. Interestingly, RT-qPCR 
data indicated that the expression of all tested key genes 
involved in ABA biosynthesis and metabolism was 
decreased in the srg5 mutant (Fig. 6A, B). Specifically, the 

Fig. 3 Analysis of the appearance quality of the srg5 mutant and the wild-type control. (A) Comparison of the appearance of milled rice between the srg5 
mutant and NG4. Percentage of chalky grains (B) and chalkiness degree (C) of the srg5 mutant and NG4. Error bars represent the SDs. **P < 0.01 (Student’s 
t-test)
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expression of most of the ABA biosynthesis genes in the 
mutant was about 70% of that in the wild-type control, 
while the expression of all three ABA metabolism genes 
in the mutant was only about 40% of that in the NG4 
control (Fig.  6A, B), suggesting that the SRG5 mutation 
resulted in a more pronounced suppression effect on the 
ABA metabolism pathway. To validate this hypothesis, 
we directly measured the ABA levels in the germinat-
ing seeds of the srg5 mutant and the wild-type control. 
The result showed that there was an approximately 20% 
increase in ABA levels in the srg5 mutant compared to 
the wild type control. Therefore, the delayed germina-
tion of the srg5 mutant was, at least in part, due to the 
increased ABA content in the seeds resulting from the 
decreased expression of ABA metabolic genes (Fig. 6C).

Identification of SRG5 target gene
To identify the target gene of SRG5, BSA analysis was 
performed. The srg5 mutant was backcrossed with the 
wild-type control and the resulting F2 population was 
used to select plants with small grain or normal grain, 

respectively, forming the two populations for the BSA 
assay (Fig. 7A). Candidate gene screening was performed 
as follows. First, the SNP index value of the SNP site 
approached the significance threshold of 0.68. Second, 
the identified SNP should be induced by EMS mutagen-
esis, specifically from G to A or C to T. Third, if the SNP 
was located in the coding region, it would cause prema-
ture termination or at least an amino acid substitution. 
BSA analysis showed that two candidate SNPs met these 
criteria. Both SNPs were located on chromosome 5 and 
corresponded to two candidate genes, Os05g0333200 
and Os05g2617000, respectively (Table S3). Based on 
the gene annotations, Os05g0333200 encodes a G pro-
tein α-subunit RGA1, and Os05g2617000 encodes a ret-
rotransposon protein.

To further identify the target gene responsible for the 
small-grain phenotype of the srg5 mutant, genetic link-
age analysis was performed on a subset of 20 normal-
grain and 20 small-grain plants from the F2 population. 
The results showed that in plants with normal grain size, 
the RGA1 gene had either a homozygous G/G genotype 

Fig. 4 Physicochemical analysis of the srg5 mutant and the NG4 control. (A) Apparent amylose content (AAC), (B) gelatinization characteristics, (C) past-
ing characteristics, and (D) protein content of srg5 mutant rice and the wild-type control. Error bars represent the SDs
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Fig. 6 Analysis of ABA accumulation in the srg5 mutant. Expression analysis of ABA biosynthesis genes (A) and metabolic genes (B), and quantification 
of ABA levels (C) in the srg5 mutant and the NG4 control. Error bars represent the SDs. **P < 0.01 (Student’s t-test)

 

Fig. 5 Seed germination analysis of the srg5 mutant and the NG4 control. (A) Seed germination analysis with ABA or mock treatment. (B) Shoot length 
of germinating seeds with or without ABA treatment. (C) Quantitative data of the shoot length of the germinating seeds. The concentration of ABA for 
treatment was 1 µM. The shoot lengths of the germinating seeds were measured 96 h after imbibition (HAI). Error bars represent the SDs. **P < 0.01 
(Student’s t-test)
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or a heterozygous G/A genotype, whereas all small-grain 
plants had a homozygous A/A genotype. For the gene 
encoding the retrotransposon protein, the homozygous 
G/G genotype and the heterozygous G/A genotype were 
present in the normal grain plants. However, both homo-
zygous A/A genotype and heterozygous G/A genotype 
existed in small grain plants. Therefore, the RGA1 gene 
should be the target gene of the srg5 mutant (Fig.  7B) 
[28]. Further sequence analysis revealed that the identi-
fied SNP was located in the first intron of RGA1, which 
was consistent with the previous publication. Specifically, 
a G to A mutation occurred at the GT-AG splice site of 
the first intron, disrupting the normal splicing of the 
RGA1 transcript precursor and resulting in a premature 
stop codon (Fig. 7B). The resulting mutant protein con-
tained only 23 amino acids, whereas the wild-type RGA1 
protein contained 380 amino acids (Fig. S2). The SNP 
ultimately led to the phenotypic changes, such as small 
grain size and reduced plant height. Therefore, RGA1 is 
considered to be the target gene of the srg5 mutant.

Introduction of the rga1 allele into indica rice also resulted 
in small and round grains
To further evaluate the effect of the rga1 allele on grain 
size in indica rice, we crossed the srg5 mutant with two 
indica rice varieties, namely Teqing (TQ), and Zhen-
shan 97B (ZS). We then carefully selected several plants 
from the F2 segregation population with similar small 

grain shape and plant height similar to the srg5 mutant. 
These selected rice plants were then self-crossed for 3 
to 4 consecutive generations. Three to four recombinant 
inbred lines with stable phenotypes were then success-
fully selected for each hybrid combination. The RGA1 
loci of these small-grain recombinant inbred lines were 
then sequenced, confirming the presence of the same 
type of mutation as observed in the srg5 mutant. The 
result of grain size analysis showed that all grains of 
the selected recombinant inbred lines exhibited small 
and round grain shape, with significantly reduced grain 
length and increased grain width compared to those of 
their indica parents (Fig.  8A-F). Correspondingly, the 
1000-grain weight of both TQrga1 and ZSrga1 was signifi-
cantly reduced compared to the corresponding wild-type 
control (Fig. S3). In addition, the percentage of chalky 
grains and the chalkiness degree of the TQrga1 and ZSrga1 
rice were also significantly reduced (Fig. 8G-L), suggest-
ing that the introduction of the rga1 allele can improve 
the appearance quality of indica rice. Taken together, 
all these data further support the notion that RGA1 is 
indeed the target gene of the srg5 mutant.

Discussion
Rice yield is a multifaceted quantitative trait controlled 
by a large number of factors and genes [29]. In recent 
years, significant progress has been made in identifying 
key genes involved in the regulation of grain number and 

Fig. 7 BSA analysis and the gene structure of SRG5/RGA1. (A) BSA analysis. The x coordinate is the name of the chromosome in the rice genome, and 
the dashed line in the middle represents the threshold value of significant association. The higher the delta index value, the better the association effect 
at that point in the table. (B) Diagram of the SRG5/RGA1 gene structure and the mutation site of RGA1. The SNP is shown in red and the premature stop 
codon in the rga1 allele is shown in blue
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weight, which has greatly facilitated the genetic improve-
ment of rice yield. For example, OsMADS17 can directly 
interact with the promoter of OsAP2-39 and regulate 
its expression. On the other hand, the expression of 
OsMADS17 itself is directly regulated by the transcrip-
tion factor OsMADS1, thus revealing an OsMADS1-
OsMADS17-OsAP2-39 molecular module in the control 
of rice yield [30]. Grain size affects not only rice yield but 
also the quality of rice appearance [31, 32]. To date, more 
than 80 rice grain size genes have been cloned and mech-
anistically implicated in several regulatory pathways. One 
important pathway is the G-protein signaling pathway, 

including GS3 [33–35], DEP1/qPE9 [36, 37], RGG1 [38], 
RGG2 [39], GGC2 [40] and RGA1 [22, 34]. The RGA1 
gene, which encodes the alpha subunit of the G protein, 
is involved in the regulation of a number of seed-related 
traits in rice, such as grain size, rice eating and cooking 
quality, rice chalkiness, and seed germination character-
istics (Figs. 1, 3, 4, 5 and 8). Impressively, we have shown 
that RGA1 positively regulates seed germination mainly 
by modulating ABA content (Fig. 6).

In addition to its role in controlling seed traits in rice 
[41], RGA1 has been reported to mediate rice responses 
to abiotic stress and plant hormones, including cold 

Fig. 8 Grain size analysis of indica rice varieties with rga1 allele. (A) Grain shape of indica rice Teqing (TQ) and TQrga1. (B) Grain shape of indica rice Zhen-
shan 97B (ZS) and ZSrga1. Quantitative data of the grain length (C) and grain width (D) of TQ and TQrga1. Quantitative data of the grain length (E) and grain 
width (F) of ZS and ZSrga1. (G) Comparison of the appearance of milled rice between TQ and TQrga1. (H) Comparison of the appearance of milled rice 
between ZS and ZSrga1. Percentage of chalky grains (I) and chalkiness degree (J) of TQ and TQrga1. Percentage of chalky grains (K) and chalkiness degree 
(L) of ZS and ZSrga1. Error bars represent the SDs. **P < 0.01 (Student’s t-test)
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and heat stress, salt stress, drought stress, plant immu-
nity, photooxidation, and BR signaling [42–44]. For 
example, the whole transcriptome microarray analysis 
was performed using the RGA1 null mutant d1 and its 
wild type Nipponbare. A total of 2270 unique differen-
tially expressed genes (DEGs) were identified, includ-
ing 111 heat stress genes, 8 cold stress genes, 8 drought 
stress genes and 2 salt stress genes, suggesting that RGA1 
may play a broad role in the regulation of various abiotic 
stresses in rice [45]. Under salt stress, RGA1 enhances the 
salt tolerance of the d1 mutant by modulating the expres-
sion of genes involved in metabolic pathways, photosyn-
thesis, and reactive oxygen species (ROS) homeostasis, 
resulting in the reduction of ROS accumulation [20]. In 
addition, net carbon fixation of wild-type rice ceased 
11 days after water deprivation, whereas the d1 mutant 
exhibited sustained net photosynthesis for an additional 
week. Furthermore, under drought stress conditions, the 
reduced leaf temperature in the d1 mutant resulted in a 
lower driving force for water loss. Therefore, as drought 
stress intensified, the rate of decline of photosynthesis in 
the d1 mutant was slowed, thereby enhancing its drought 
tolerance [26]. In addition, RGA1 also functions as a 
key regulator of photoinhibition and photoprotection in 
rice, thereby alleviating persistent photoinhibition dam-
age and enhancing the abiotic stress tolerance in rice 
[23]. A recent report showed that RGA1 can improve 
energy metabolism and distribution in rice by facilitating 
sucrose unloading in the pistils, thereby mitigating the 
detrimental effects of low light stress on pollen tube elon-
gation and enhancing rice panicle fertility [46]. Recently, 
a nitrate-responsive transcriptome assay was performed 
and showed that RGA1 plays a negative role in regulat-
ing nitrogen sensitivity and use efficiency in rice [45]. 
Although a number of studies have revealed the function 
of RGA1 in various stress responses and plant growth, its 
role in regulating rice quality and germination traits has 
not been reported so far. Our study helps to elucidate the 
role of RGA1 in controlling various aspects of yield and 
quality traits in rice.

Conclusions
In this study, the effects of the RGA1 mutation on rice 
grain size, plant morphology, panicle characteristics, 
eating and cooking quality (ECQ), and seed germina-
tion characteristics were comprehensively investigated. 
The results showed that the RGA1 mutation resulted in 
a semi-dwarf rice plant with small grain size and reduced 
panicle length, which was consistent with the previous 
reports. In addition, this study showed that the RGA1 
mutation had little effect on rice ECQ, but significantly 
reduced rice germination speed and shoot growth by 
modulating ABA metabolism. Furthermore, we demon-
strated that the mutant rga1 allele also functions in the 

control of grain size in the genetic background of indica 
rice, and its regulatory effect depends on the length-
width ratio of the original rice seed. Taken together, this 
study further enhances our understanding of the function 
and effect of RGA1 in the regulation of rice growth and 
development, thereby providing valuable information 
for future systematic analysis of the G-protein signaling 
pathway and its potential application in rice breeding.

Materials and methods
Rice materials
A japonica rice variety, Ninggeng 4 (NG4), was treated 
with ethylene methyl sulfonate (EMS) and an srg5 mutant 
with short plant height and small grain size was identi-
fied. Several generations of self-pollination showed that 
the phenotype of the srg5 mutant was stable. All rice 
materials were grown in the paddy field of Yangzhou 
University (Yangzhou, Jiangsu Province, China) in sum-
mer. The standard wide-narrow row planting method 
was used for all rice materials under conventional crop 
management.

Analysis of main agronomic characteristics of rice
The main agronomic characteristics of rice, including 
plant height, leaf length and width, tiller number, panicle 
length, grain number per panicle, seed setting rate, 1000-
grain weight, were measured and recorded after seed 
maturity. Mature rice seeds from superior rice panicles 
were collected and air-dried, and the rice grain length 
and width were measured using the rice appearance qual-
ity detector (SC-E, Wanshen, China).

Evaluation of rice chalkiness
Air-dried mature rice grains were first dehusked using 
a rice huller (model SY88-TH, South Korea). Then any 
moldy or immature grains were manually selected and 
removed from the brown rice. Next, the dehusked rice 
were polished using a Kett grain polisher (Tokyo, Japan). 
Finally, the chalkiness trait of the milled rice seeds was 
evaluated by using the Wanshen SC-E rice seed detector.

Rice flour preparation and physicochemical analyses
The polished rice was ground into fine flour using a mill 
(FOSS 1093 Cyclotec Sample Mill, Denmark) equipped 
with a 0.15 mm sieve. The rice flour samples were then 
dried at 40  °C for 3 days, followed by another 3 days of 
equilibration at room temperature. The treated samples 
were then sealed and stored at 4  °C for subsequent rice 
quality analysis [47].

The rice apparent amylose content (AAC) of rice was 
determined by the iodine colorimetric method [48]. 
The thermodynamic properties of rice were determined 
using a differential scanning calorimeter (DSC 200 F3, 
Netzsch Instruments NA LLC; Burlington, MA) [49]. The 
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viscosity of rice was measured using a Rapid Visco Ana-
lyzer (RVA) (Techmaster; Newport Scientific, Australia), 
and the data obtained were analyzed using the TCE soft-
ware [50].

Total protein analysis
The Lowry Protein Assay Kit (PC0030, Solarbio) was 
used to determine the total soluble protein content of 
rice. Briefly, 20 mg of processed rice flour was accurately 
weighed and transferred to a 2 ml centrifuge tube. Then 
0.1 ml of ethanol was added, followed by 1.8 ml of 1 M 
NaOH solution. After mixing, the samples were placed 
vertically in a shaker at 200  rpm for 3  h (50  °C). Then 
100 µl dispersion was added to 300 µl PBS buffer. At the 
same time, an appropriate amount of BSA protein was 
used to construct a standard curve. 20 µl of the diluted 
dispersion was transferred to an ELISA plate and 200 µl 
of prepared Folin Phenol A reagent was added to the 
sample well. After gentle mixing, the sample was incu-
bated at 37  °C for 10 min. Then 20 µl of Folin Phenol B 
reagent was added to each well and incubated at 37 °C for 
30 min. The absorbance of the samples was measured at 
the wavelength of 750  nm, and finally a standard curve 
was constructed to calculate the protein content.

Analysis of seed germination
The mature rice seeds were manually dehulled and used 
for seed germination analysis. The detailed procedure 
can be found in the previous publication [51].

BSA analysis for mapping the target gene of the srg5 
mutant
The srg5 mutant was backcrossed with the wild-type 
NG 4, and the resulting F1 hybrid was self-pollinated to 
obtain the F2 segregating population. Grain length, grain 
width, and the length-width ratio of each F2 rice plant 
were evaluated, while segregation ratios of the subse-
quent generations were analyzed using the continuity-
corrected chi-squared test.

By analyzing the grain size of F2 plants, 30 plants with 
extremely small grain size and 30 plants with normal 
grain size were selected to form two populations for the 
following BSA assay. An equal amount of genomic DNA 
from each plant of the same population was mixed into 
a control DNA pool and a mutant DNA pool. Then, two 
parents, srg5 mutant and the wild-type NG4, were re-
sequenced at a 10 × sequencing depth, and the two mixed 
DNA pools were re-sequenced at a 30 × sequencing 
depth (Novogene Co., Ltd.). The reference rice genome 
used for the analysis was Japonica rice Nipponbare 
(https://rapdb.dna.affrc.go.jp/download/irgsp1.html).

Based on the result of BSA analysis, two candidate 
genes were identified. Then, two more sets of F2 rice sam-
ples, each set containing 20 plants with small grain size 

and normal grain size, respectively, were used for linkage 
analysis and the final determination of the target gene.

Total RNA isolation and RT-qPCR analysis
Total RNA was extracted from rice samples using the 
RNA simple Total RNA Kit (Tiangen, Beijing, China). 
A total of 1  µg RNA was used for reverse transcription 
by using the HiScript III 1st Strand cDNA Synthesis Kit 
(+ gDNA wiper) (Vazyme, Nanjing, China). Gene expres-
sion analysis was performed on the CFX96 Touch real-
time PCR detection system (Bio-Rad, California, USA) 
using the ChamQ Universal SYBR qPCR Master Mix Kit 
(Vazyme, Nanjing, China). The Actin gene was used as 
an internal control for gene expression analysis. All the 
related primers for RT-qPCR assay are listed in Table S4.

Data processing
Statistical data in this study are presented as mean ± stan-
dard deviation (SD). Student’s t-test was used to deter-
mine the significance of single pairwise comparisons (* 
p < 0.05; **p < 0.01). Significant differences at the 0.05 
level for multiple comparisons are indicated by different 
lowercase letters.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12870-024-04864-5.

Supplementary Material 1

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Author contributions
QFL and QQL designed the experiments; XY, JL, WJS, YHC, JWY, SHC, DSZ and 
LCH performed the experiments; XY, JL, XLF, CQZ, LZ and QFL performed the 
data analysis; XY and QFL wrote the manuscript; QFL and QQL supervised the 
project and revised the manuscript.

Funding
This work was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of 
China (32270575, 32071984), and the Research Programs from Government of 
Jiangsu Province (BM2022008-02, BE2022336, JBGS(2021)035 and PAPD), and 
Post-graduate Research & Practice Innovation Program of Jiangsu Province 
(KYCX20_2984).

Data availability
No datasets were generated or analysed during the current study.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Received: 30 January 2024 / Accepted: 25 February 2024

https://rapdb.dna.affrc.go.jp/download/irgsp1.html
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12870-024-04864-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12870-024-04864-5


Page 12 of 13Yang et al. BMC Plant Biology          (2024) 24:167 

References
1. Li N, Xu R, Li Y. Molecular networks of seed size control in plants. Annu Rev 

Plant Biol. 2019;70:435–63.
2. Murata Y. Limit and possibility of the highest rice yield seen from photosyn-

thesis. Nogyo Gyum. 1963;20:451–6.
3. Evans LT. Storage capacity as a linitation on grain yield. IRRI. Rice breeding. 

Los Banos, Philippines.Intl. Rice Res Inst. 1972;499–511.
4. Huang R, Jiang L, Zheng J, et al. Genetic bases of rice grain shape: so many 

genes, so little known. Trends Plant Sci. 2013;18(4):218–26.
5. Zuo J, Li J. Molecular genetic dissection of quantitative trait loci regulating 

rice grain size. Annu Rev Genet. 2014;48:99–118.
6. Ren D, Ding C, Qian Q. Molecular bases of rice grain size and quality for 

optimized productivity. Sci Bull. 2023;68(3):314–50.
7. Holdsworth MJ, Bentsink L, Soppe WJ. Molecular networks regulating Ara-

bidopsis seed maturation, after-ripening, dormancy and germination. New 
Phytol. 2008;179:33–54.

8. Asatsuma S, Sawada C, Itoh K, Okito M, Kitajima A, Mitsui T. Involvement of 
a-amylase I-1 in starch degradation in rice chloroplasts. Plant Cell Physiol. 
2005;46:858–69.

9. Karrer EE, Chandler JM, Foolad MR, Rodriguez RL. Correlation between a-amy-
lase gene expression and seedling vigor in rice. Euphytica. 1992;66:163–9.

10. Hwang YS, Thomas B, Rodriguez R. Differential expression of rice a-amy-
lase genes during seedling development under anoxia. Plant Mol Biol. 
1999;40:911–20.

11. Go´mez A, Zentella R, Walker MK, Ho TH. Gibberellin/abscisic acid antagonism 
in barley aleurone cells: site of action of the protein kinase PKABA1 in relation 
to gibberellin sig-naling molecules. Plant Cell. 2001;13:667–79.

12. Tong H, Chu C. Functional specificities of brassinosteroid and potential 
utilization for crop improvement. Trends Plant Sci. 2018;23:1016–28.

13. Li QF, Zhou Y, Xiong M, Ren XY, Han L, Wang JD, Zhang CQ, Fan XL, Liu QQ. 
Gibberellin recovers seed germination in rice with impaired brassinosteroid 
signalling. Plant Sci. 2020;293:110435.

14. Hu Y, Yu D. BRASSINOSTEROID INSENSITIVE2 interacts with ABSCISIC ACID 
INSENSITIVE5 to mediate the antagonism of bras-sinosteroids to abscisic acid 
during seed germination in Arabidopsis. Plant Cell. 2014;26:4394–408.

15. Zhao X, Dou L, Gong Z, Wang X, Mao T. BES1 hinders ABSCISIC ACID 
INSENSITIVE5 and promotes seed germination in Arabidopsis. New Phytol. 
2019;221(2):908–18.

16. Urano D, Colaneri A, Jones AM. Gα modulates salt-induced cellular senes-
cence and cell division in rice and maize. J Exp Bot. 2014;65:6553–61.

17. Ma H, Yanofsky MF, Meyerowitz EM. Molecular cloning and characterization 
of GPA1, a G protein alpha subunit gene from Arabidopsis thaliana. Proc Natl 
Acad Sci U S A. 1990;87(10):3821–5.

18. Ashikari M, Wu J, Yano M, Sasaki T, Yoshimura A. Rice gibberellin-insensitive 
dwarf mutant gene, dwarf 1 encodes the alpha-subunit of GTP-binding 
protein. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 1999;96(18):10284–9.

19. Seo HS, Kim HY, Jeong JY, Lee SY, Cho MJ, Bahk JD. Molecular cloning and 
characterization of RGA1 encoding a G protein alpha subunit from rice (Oryza 
sativa L. IR-36). Plant Mol Biol. 1995;27(6):1119–31.

20. Peng P, Gao Y, Li Z, Yu Y, Qin H, Guo Y, Huang R, Wang J. Proteomic analysis of 
a Rice Mutant sd58 possessing a Novel d1 allele of Heterotrimeric G Protein 
Alpha Subunit (RGA1) in salt stress with a focus on ROS scavenging. Int J Mol 
Sci. 2019;20(1):167.

21. Fujisawa Y, Kato T, Ohki S, Ishikawa A, Kitano H, Sasaki T, Asahi T, Iwasaki Y. 
Suppression of the heterotrimeric G protein causes abnormal morphology, 
including dwarfism, in rice. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 1999;96:7575–80.

22. Ueguchi-Tanaka M, Fujisawa Y, Kobayashi M, Ashikari M, Iwasaki Y, Kitano H, 
Matsuoka M. Rice dwarf mutant d1, which is defective in the alpha subunit of 
the heterotrimeric G protein, affects gibberellin signal transduction. Proc Natl 
Acad Sci U S A. 2000;97:11638–43.

23. Ferrero-Serrano A, Su Z, Assmann SM. Illuminating the role of the Galpha 
heterotrimeric G proteinsubunit, RGA1, in regulating photoprotection and 
photoavoidance in rice. Plant Cell Environ. 2018;41:451–68.

24. Steffens B, Sauter M. G proteins as regulators in ethylene-mediated hypoxia 
signaling. Plant Signal Behav. 2010;5:375–8.

25. Ma Y, Dai X, Xu Y, Luo W, Zheng X, Zeng D, Pan Y, Lin X, Liu H, Zhang D, et al. 
COLD1 confers chilling tolerance in rice. Cell. 2015;160:1209–21.

26. Ferrero-Serrano A, Assmann SM. The alpha-subunit of the rice heterotrimeric 
G protein, RGA1, regulates drought tolerance during the vegetative phase in 
the dwarf rice mutant d1. J Exp Bot. 2016;67:3433–43.

27. Zhao D, Zhang C, Li Q, Liu Q. Genetic control of grain appearance quality in 
rice. Biotechnol Adv. 2022;60:108014.

28. Yadav DK, Shukla D, Tuteja N. Rice heterotrimeric G-protein alpha subunit 
(RGA1): in silico analysis of the gene and promoter and its upregulation under 
abiotic stress. Plant Physiol Biochem. 2013;63:262–71.

29. Xing YZ, Zhang QF. Genetic and molecular bases of rice yield. Annu Rev Plant 
Biol. 2010;61:421–42.

30. Li Y, Wu S, Huang Y, Ma X, Tan L, Liu F, Lv Q, Zhu Z, Hu M, Fu Y, Zhang K, Gu P, 
Xie D, Sun H, Sun C. OsMADS17 simultaneously increases grain number and 
grain weight in rice. Nat Commun. 2023;14(1):3098.

31. Sakamoto T, Matsuoka M. Identifying and exploiting grain yield genes in rice. 
Curr Opin Plant Biol. 2008;11:209–14.

32. Harberd N. Shaping taste: the molecular discovery of rice genes improving 
grain size, shape and quality. J Genet Genomics. 2015;42:597–9.

33. Fan C, Xing Y, Mao H, et al. GS3, a major QTL for grain length and weight and 
minor QTL for grain width and thickness in rice, encodes a putative trans-
membrane protein. Theor Appl Genet. 2006;112:1164–71.

34. Mao H, Sun S, Yao J, et al. Linking differential domain functions of the GS3 
protein to natural variation of grain size in rice. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 
2010;107:19579–84.

35. Sun S, Wang L, Mao H, et al. A G–protein pathway determines grain size in 
rice. Nat Commun. 2018;9:851.

36. Zhou Y, Zhu J, Li Z, et al. Deletion in a quantitative trait gene qPE9-1 associ-
ated with panicle erectness improves plant architecture during rice domesti-
cation. Genetics. 2009;183:315–24.

37. Huang X, Qian Q, Liu Z, et al. Natural variation at the DEP1 locus enhances 
grain yield in rice. Nat Genet. 2009;41:494–7.

38. Tao Y, Miao J, Wang J, et al. RGG1, involved in the cytokinin regulatory path-
way, controls grain size in rice. Rice. 2020;13:76.

39. Miao J, Yang Z, Zhang D, et al. Mutation of RGG2, which encodes a type B 
heterotrimeric G protein γ subunit, increases grain size and yield production 
in rice. Plant Biotechnol J. 2019;17:650–64.

40. Huang J, Gao L, Luo S, Liu K, Qing D, Pan Y, Dai G, Deng G, Zhu C. The genetic 
editing of GS3 via CRISPR/Cas9 accelerates the breeding of three-line hybrid 
rice with superior yield and grain quality. Mol Breed. 2022;42(4):22.

41. Oki K, Fujisawa Y, Kato H, Iwasaki Y. Study of the constitutively active form 
of the alpha subunit of rice heterotrimeric G proteins. Plant Cell Physiol. 
2005;46:381–6.

42. Hu X, Qian Q, Xu T, Zhang Y, Dong G, Gao T, Xie Q, Xue Y. The U-box E3 ubiq-
uitin ligase TUD1 functions with a heterotrimeric G alpha subunit to regulate 
Brassinosteroid-mediated growth in rice. PLoS Genet. 2013;9(3):e1003391.

43. Suharsono U, Fujisawa Y, Kawasaki T, Iwasaki Y, Satoh H, Shimamoto K. The 
heterotrimeric G protein alpha subunit acts upstream of the small GTPase 
Rac in disease resistance of rice. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2002;99:13307–12.

44. Ali A, Sivakami S, Raghuram N. Regulation of activity and transcript levels of 
NR in rice (Oryza sativa L): roles of protein kinase and G-proteins. Plant Sci. 
2007;172:406–13.

45. Jangam AP, Pathak RR, Raghuram N. Microarray analysis of Rice d1 (RGA1) 
mutant reveals the potential role of G-Protein alpha subunit in regulating 
multiple Abiotic stresses such as Drought, Salinity, Heat, and Cold. Front Plant 
Sci. 2016;7:11.

46. Li H, Feng B, Li J, Fu W, Wang W, Chen T, Liu L, Wu Z, Peng S, Tao L, Fu G. 
RGA1 alleviates low-light-repressed pollen tube elongation by improving 
the metabolism and allocation of sugars and energy. Plant Cell Environ. 
2023;46(4):1363–83.

47. Wang Z, Wei K, Xiong M, Wang JD, Zhang CQ, Fan XL, Huang LC, Zhao DS, 
Liu QQ, Li QF, Glucan. Water-Dikinase 1 (GWD1), an ideal biotechnological 
target for potential improving yield and quality in rice. Plant Biotechnol J. 
2021;19(12):2606–18.

48. Tan YF, Li JX, Yu SB, Xing YZ, Xu CG, Zhang Q. The three important traits for 
cooking and eating quality of rice grains are controlled by a single locus in an 
elite rice hybrid, Shanyou 63. Theor Appl Genet. 1999;99(3–4):642–8.

49. Li QF, Huang LC, Chu R, Li J, Jiang MY, Zhang CQ, Fan XL, Yu HX, Gu MH, Liu 
QQ. Down-regulation of SSSII-2 gene expression results in novel low-amylose 
rice with soft, transparent grains. J Agric Food Chem. 2018;66(37):9750–60.

50. Wang Z, Zhou Y, Ren XY, Wei K, Fan XL, Huang LC, Zhao DS, Zhang L, Zhang 
CQ, Liu QQ, Li QF. Co-overexpression of two key source gene, OsBMY4 
and OsISA3, improves multiple key traits of rice seeds. J Agric Food Chem. 
2023;71(1):615–25.



Page 13 of 13Yang et al. BMC Plant Biology          (2024) 24:167 

51. Xiong M, Yu J, Wang J, Gao Q, Huang L, Chen C, Zhang C, Fan X, Zhao D, Liu 
QQ, Li QF. Brassinosteroids regulate rice seed germination through the BZR1-
RAmy3D transcriptional module. Plant Physiol. 2022;189(1):402–18.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in 
published maps and institutional affiliations.


	RGA1 regulates grain size, rice quality and seed germination in the small and round grain mutant srg5
	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	srg5 mutant with round grain shape
	The srg5 mutant was semi-dwarf, with a reduction in data for most of the agronomic traits tested
	Chalkiness of srg5 seeds was reduced
	Physicochemical properties of the srg5 seeds were slightly modified
	Germination of srg5 seeds was delayed
	ABA levels in srg5 mutant seeds were significantly increased
	Identification of SRG5 target gene
	Introduction of the rga1 allele into indica rice also resulted in small and round grains

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Materials and methods
	Rice materials
	Analysis of main agronomic characteristics of rice
	Evaluation of rice chalkiness
	Rice flour preparation and physicochemical analyses
	Total protein analysis
	Analysis of seed germination
	BSA analysis for mapping the target gene of the srg5 mutant
	Total RNA isolation and RT-qPCR analysis
	Data processing

	References


