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Abstract
Background Plants are known to be infected by a wide range of pathogenic microbes. To study plant diseases 
caused by microbes, it is imperative to be able to monitor disease symptoms and microbial colonization in a 
quantitative and objective manner. In contrast to more traditional measures that use manual assignments of disease 
categories, image processing provides a more accurate and objective quantification of plant disease symptoms. 
Besides monitoring disease symptoms, computational image processing provides additional information on the 
spatial localization of pathogenic microbes in different plant tissues.

Results Here we report on an image analysis tool called ScAnalyzer to monitor disease symptoms and bacterial 
spread in Arabidopsis thaliana leaves. Thereto, detached leaves are assembled in a grid and scanned, which enables 
automated separation of individual samples. A pixel color threshold is used to segment healthy (green) from 
chlorotic (yellow) leaf areas. The spread of luminescence-tagged bacteria is monitored via light-sensitive films, which 
are processed in a similar manner as the leaf scans. We show that this tool is able to capture previously identified 
differences in susceptibility of the model plant A. thaliana to the bacterial pathogen Xanthomonas campestris pv. 
campestris. Moreover, we show that the ScAnalyzer pipeline provides a more detailed assessment of bacterial spread 
within plant leaves than previously used methods. Finally, by combining the disease symptom values with bacterial 
spread values from the same leaves, we show that bacterial spread precedes visual disease symptoms.

Conclusion Taken together, we present an automated script to monitor plant disease symptoms and microbial 
spread in A. thaliana leaves. The freely available software (https://github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer) has the 
potential to standardize the analysis of disease assays between different groups.
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Background
Plants can be colonized by a plethora of pathogenic 
microbes, both in nature and in an agricultural context. 
As a consequence, disease symptoms can become visible 
to the naked eye, such as chlorotic or necrotic lesions on 
leaves. Quantifying such disease symptoms as a measure 
for disease severity and susceptibility is imperative in 
order (i) to study plant diseases including the underlying 
mechanisms and (ii) to facilitate data-driven decisions in 
plant breeding programs [1].

Traditionally, and still widely applied, macroscopic dis-
ease symptoms have been categorized in ordinal scales 
(‘disease indices’) ranging from little or no disease to 
severe disease symptoms [1]. Assessing disease severity 
in the context of resistance/susceptibility of individual 
plants is often done by human evaluations and is there-
fore a subjective method not readily transferred between 
persons and it is time consuming. Clearly, there is a need 
for quantifying disease symptoms in an objective man-
ner, which is underlined by a growing number of scien-
tific reports that describe computational pipelines that 
use digital images of diseased plants to quantify disease 
severity [2–7].

A notable example of an image-based tool to assess 
disease severity is PIDIQ [8], a semi-automated method 
to detect diseased leaf tissue of the model plant Arabi-
dopsis thaliana (hereafter, Arabidopsis). PIDIQ has been 
used to detect differences in disease susceptibility of 
Arabidopsis accessions and mutants towards the bacte-
rial pathogen Pseudomonas syringae pv. tomato DC3000 
(Pst). The outcome of this Arabidopsis-Pst interaction 
is determined (i) by bacterial effectors that are delivered 
into the plant cytosol by the bacterial type III secretion 
system to manipulate plant processes facilitating infec-
tion, and (ii) by plant immune receptors that recognize 
pathogenic activity and confer resistance [8]. The pan-
effectorome of Pst composed of more than 500 effectors 
has been screened for recognition using a worldwide col-
lection of Arabidopsis accessions [9] using a miniaturized 
plant growth system based on 48-well microtiter plate 
with seedlings growing in the wells [10].

Besides using macroscopic disease symptoms to assess 
disease severity, another layer of information can be 
obtained by monitoring plant colonization by pathogens 
in a spatio-temporal manner. To visualize their presence 
inside plant tissue, pathogenic microbes can be geneti-
cally engineered to express reporter constructs encod-
ing fluorescent proteins or enzymatic pathways yielding 
bioluminescence. For the latter, the lux operon from Pho-
torhabdus luminescens [11] or Vibrio fisceri [12] is often 
used, as these bacterial operons encode all components 
for light emission without the need of adding an exog-
enous source of a substrate for the luciferase enzyme. 
This reporter strategy has been used in different bacterial 

genera that infect a wide range of plant species. As early 
as the 1980s, the colonization of Brassica oleracea leaves 
by Xanthomonas campestris pv. campestris (Xcc) was 
monitored using the first bioluminescent reporter strain 
[13], followed by another study on the interactions 
between Xcc and B. oleracea [14], Erwinia amylovora 
and apple [15], and X. oryzae pv. oryzae and rice [16]. At 
present, bioluminescent reporters are popular for stud-
ies on Xcc, either in combination with B. oleracea or with 
Arabidopsis [17–20] and have proven of value in studies 
on other bacterial pathosystems such as X. axonopodis 
pv. manihotis and cassava [21], X. euvesicitoria and pep-
per [21], X. hortorum pv. gardneri and tomato [22], Cla-
vibacter michiganensis and tomato [23], Agrobacterium 
tumefaciens (a.k.a. Rhizobium radiobacter) and Nicotiana 
benthamiana [24], Pseudomonas syringae pv. phaseoli-
cola and bean [25] and Pst and Arabidopsis [26–28].

In general, these studies use bacterial bioluminescence 
to monitor plant colonization at a macroscopic level, i.e. 
at the whole plant or whole leaf level. This has revealed 
highly asymmetric colonization patterns for certain 
pathogenic bacteria such as the vascular pathogen Xcc 
[18, 20]. Xcc enters plant leaves via hydathodes, which 
are organs at the leaf margin involved in the guttation 
process when root pressure exceeds leaf evaporation. 
From these hydathodes, Xcc spreads systemically via the 
connected xylem tissue across the leaf and rosette [18, 
20]. Only at a late stage, the leaf mesophyll becomes colo-
nized by Xcc. In contrast, the stomata-invading pathogen 
Pst has direct access to the entire leaf mesophyll early 
during the infection. Yet, even for this pathogen, biolumi-
nescence imaging revealed heterogenous patterns of Pst 
spread in the apoplastic space of Arabidopsis leaves [27]. 
Notwithstanding the importance of these observations, 
they are qualitative and thus perform less well when 
interpreting subtle differences in disease severity (and 
connected disease susceptibility) using statistics.

Attempts to quantify the bacterial luminescence signal 
have relied on using luminometers to measure photon 
emission by bacteria that colonize a single leaf or plant 
[22]. In some cases, the image processing software ImageJ 
is used to obtain numerical data from images obtained 
with ultra-sensitive CCD cameras [21, 28]. The through-
put of the former approach is low and the ImageJ mac-
ros used are often not well documented [21, 24]. Hence, 
reproducibility is poor and/or still requires manual 
preparation of the individual sample images [8]. Clearly, 
there is a need for a reproducible and objective image 
analysis tool to monitor microbial spread in mature Ara-
bidopsis leaves. Recently, we have established a proce-
dure to detect bacterial luminescence in planta for 126 
individual Arabidopsis leaves at once using 40 × 30  cm 
light-sensitive films [19]. We successfully applied this 
system to detect differences in disease susceptibility 
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between Arabidopsis accessions and mutants [20]. While 
this method is more suitable to quantify leaf coloniza-
tion by the vasculature-infecting Xcc than methods that 
use counting of colony forming units per leaf area, this 
method still uses an ordinal qualitive scale based on 
a luminescence index score that typifies the bacterial 
spread of the luminescent Xcc in the Arabidopsis leaves 
in time [19]. The luminescence scores are similar to a 
disease index scores with their limitations as described. 
Here, we present an automated luminescence scoring 
pipeline called ScAnalyzer, which provides an unbiased 
assessment of leaf chlorosis as a disease symptom and the 
spread of pathogenic bacteria across the leaf. ScAnalyzer 
(i) avoids assessments by individual researchers, (ii) pro-
vides numerical continuous measure for bacterial spread, 
and (iii) automates the sample assessment using a Python 
script to obtain reproducible data.

Results
Development of ScAnalyzer, the automated image analysis 
pipeline to quantify bacterial spread in Arabidopsis leaves
Plant colonization by Xcc was thus far quantified using 
a method based on defined ordinal luminescence index 
categories, for which samples were manually evaluated 
by the researcher [19, 20]. To develop an unbiased and 
a more automated manner of scoring bacterial spread 
in Arabidopsis leaves, we developed a streamlined 
method for leaf sampling and subsequent image analysis 
(Fig. 1A). After infecting Arabidopsis plants with bacteria 
tagged with a bioluminescence reporter cassette, we sam-
pled individual leaves from infected plants and organized 
them in an 18 × 7 grid printed on a 40 × 30 cm (approxi-
mately A3) paper sheet. In this way, a total of 126 Ara-
bidopsis leaves can be processed in parallel. The sheets 
were scanned using a A3 flatbed scanner to standardize 
the imaging conditions of the leaves between different 
sampling sheets and experiments. The grid layout of the 
sampling sheet allowed easy and automated cropping of 
individual samples using a Python script to analyze each 
sample individually.

To determine the total and chlorotic leaf area, we 
defined thresholds in Hue Saturation Value (HSV) color 
space to first select leaf pixels while removing white 
background, and potential other objects such as soil par-
ticles (Fig. 1B, section a). Another set of thresholds then 
separate chlorotic (yellow) from healthy (green) leaf 
area (Fig.  1B, section b). The smallest chlorotic lesions 
that could be detected in our benchmarking assays were 
approximately 1.5% of the total leaf area. To quantify the 
spread of the bacteria using the bioluminescence reporter 
system, we positioned light-sensitive films (40 × 30  cm 
sized) on top of the leaf sample sheets and placed them 
in light-tight cassettes. After overnight exposure, the 
films were developed and scanned with the same flatbed 

scanner. Combining the two image files of the leaves and 
of the bacterial luminescence signal, ScAnalyzer then 
crops individual leaf samples, and overlays the bacte-
rial luminescence signal on the corresponding leaf scan 
image. This enabled us to extract the total leaf area col-
onized by the bacteria for each individual leaf (Fig.  1B, 
section c), which can be either expressed as total num-
ber of pixels colonized per leaf, or corrected for leaf size. 
To verify image segmentation results, a copy of the image 
file is saved that highlights the segmented areas on the 
original images.

The ScAnalyzer pipeline connects each observation 
to sample metadata (e.g. plant genotype, Xcc geno-
type) via a pre-defined sample list. ScAnalyzer saves 
each observation in a comma separated values (csv) file 
directly compatible with statistical analysis software, 
such as R Tidyverse [29]. After processing all leaves from 
a single experiment, an R script is invoked to automati-
cally plot the data (including a standard statistical test). 
The R script automatically detects which grouping vari-
ables have multiple levels in the current experiment, 
and selects the x-axis and faceting variables accordingly. 
However, manual adaptations to the plot may be neces-
sary depending on the experimental design. An example 
of an automatically generated plot is shown in Fig S1. 
All adaptations of the current protocol compared to van 
Hulten et al. (2019) are shown in Table S1. The pipeline 
is available from GitHub (https://github.com/MolPlant-
Pathology/ScAnalyzer) as a command-line Python script 
with installation instructions and a brief user manual.

ScAnalyzer allows unbiased quantification of disease 
resistance levels in different Arabidopsis genotypes
To benchmark ScAnalyzer, we performed a Xcc disease 
assay with four Arabidopsis genotypes and accessions 
known to have different levels of disease resistance to 
Xcc [20]. Ten and fourteen days post spray inocula-
tion with Xcc, we evaluated leaves of infected Arabi-
dopsis plants using ScAnalyzer. In parallel, we applied 
the method of van Hulten et al., (2019) and manually 
assigned an ordinal luminescence index to each indi-
vidual sampled leaf. Disease scoring based on the lumi-
nescence index showed that the immunocompromised 
mutants sobir1-12, bak1-5;bkk1-1 (both in the Col-0 
background) and the hypersusceptible accession Oy-0 
showed significantly increased bacterial spread compared 
to the accession Col-0 at 10 and 14 days post inocula-
tion (dpi) (Fig.  2A, Pairwise Wilcoxon tests, p < 0.05), 
as expected. The same samples were analyzed with the 
ScAnalyzer pipeline, which gives a continuous score for 
the bacterial spread per leaf. With ScAnalyzer, the same 
Arabidopsis lines showed a higher bacterial spread score 
compared to the control line, Col-0 (Fig.  2B, Pairwise 
Wilcoxon tests, p < 0.05). Both scoring methods showed 

https://github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer
https://github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer
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Fig. 1 ScAnalyzer: an image analysis pipeline to quantify both chlorosis as proxy for disease symptom severity and bacterial spread. (A). Overview of the 
experimental workflow. Steps are separated by location: greenhouse (green, steps 1 and 2), laboratory (red, steps 3 and 4), and in silico (grey, steps 5–7). 
The greenhouse and laboratory parts are similar to van Hulten et al., (2019) with minor modifications (Table S1). The in silico part includes ScAnalyzer and 
represents a major adaptation of the protocol of van Hulten et al. (2019). (B) Example of an infected leaf analyzed with ScAnalyzer pipeline: automated 
overlay of leaf and detected bacterial luminescence. Based on the thresholds that segment the images, ScAnalyzer extracts the (a) total leaf surface area, 
while excluding contaminating objects such as soil particles, (b) chlorotic leaf area, and (c) the bacterial spread area, within the leaf boundaries. This ex-
ample is from a clip-inoculated leaf. The grey dots on the paper are the result of glue roller used to attach the individual leaves on paper
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Fig. 2 Benchmarking ScAnalyzer against the previous method for assessing disease severity. (A) Luminescence index distribution of Xcc ΔxopAC Tn7:lux: 
mTq2 colonization in Arabidopsis lines. Data from two independent experiments were combined, resulting in a total sample size of n = 30 leaves for each 
treatment. The multiple-testing corrected p-value of pairwise Wilcoxon tests between the mutants and control group Col-0 are reported above the bars. 
(B) Quantification of the bacterial spread using the ScAnalyzer script, of the same leaves displayed in (A). (C) Correlation between the luminescence index 
scores and proportion of colonized leaf detected by ScAnalyzer. The number of samples (n) in each luminescence index is indicated above the x-axis. 
Spearman’s Rho and p-value of the correlation between luminescence index and bacterial colonization is shown in the panel. (D) Xcc-infected Arabi-
dopsis leaves with luminescence index 3 (indicated above pictures) and bacterial spread ranging from 13–47% of the leaf area (indicated below pictures) 
reveals subtle differences in bacterial colonization of leaves within luminescence index 3
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a strong correlation at 10 and 14 dpi (Fig. 2C, Spearman’s 
rho = 0.95, p < 0.0001). Samples with different lumines-
cence indices (especially in samples with higher lumi-
nescence indices 3 or 4) proved to be more accurately 
scored with ScAnalyzer. For example, several samples 
with luminescence index 3 show bacterial spread ranging 
from 13 to 47% of the leaf area (Fig. 2D). In fact, samples 
with ~ 13% leaf area colonization have also been manu-
ally scores to have a luminescence index of 2, and sam-
ples with ~ 47% leaf area colonization have been reported 
to have a luminescence index of 4. Hence, ScAnalyzer 
strongly improves the resolution and provides a more 
objective quantification of the degree of bacterial spread 
when analyzing Arabidopsis plants infected with patho-
genic microbes expressing a bioluminescence reporter 
cassette.

Bacterial spread precedes the development of leaf 
chlorosis
Besides calculating per leaf the area colonized by bacte-
ria, ScAnalyzer simultaneously determines the chlorotic 
leaf area. Comparison of these two parameters revealed 
that for all tested leaves the leaf area colonized by the 
bacteria was larger than the chlorotic leaf area (Fig.  3). 
This is substantiated by the slope values of the linear 
regression lines fitted through the data points, which are 
less than one (slope = 0.27 and 0.35 at 10 dpi and 14 dpi, 
respectively). This confirms previously reported obser-
vations [13, 20] and indicates that bacterial coloniza-
tion precedes the development of the typical chlorotic 

V-shaped lesions associated with black rot disease. How-
ever, it is still unclear whether chlorosis is caused by bac-
teria in situ, or whether chlorosis can occur in distant leaf 
area without a direct colonization of that same tissue by 
bacteria.

ScAnalyzer captures disease symptoms and leaf 
colonization of stomatal pathogens
To examine whether ScAnalyzer is able to capture the 
development of chlorotic disease symptoms and leaf 
colonization by other bacterial pathogens, we performed 
disease assays with the stomatal pathogen Pst [30] and 
X. campestris pv. raphani [31]. Using spray inoculation 
of a non-luminescent Pst strain, ScAnalyzer was able 
to detect chlorotic (yellow) and necrotic (white) lesions 
on Arabidopsis leaves (Fig.  4A). However, dark green 
lesions were not detected by ScAnalyzer (Fig. 4A, arrow). 
In addition, compared to the wildtype Col-0 accession, 
we found a significant increase in the symptomatic leaf 
area in two hypersusceptible Arabidopsis lines, i.e. in the 
NahG line that does not accumulate the defense hormone 
salicylic acid [32], and in the immune signaling mutant 
eds1-2 [33] (Fig.  4B). In addition, we generated lumi-
nescent reporter strains for both Pst and Xcr 756c, and 
performed spray inoculations. Using these very different 
bacterial pathogens, the ScAnalyzer pipeline detected 
spotted patterns of bacterial luminescence across the 
leaf, reminiscent of stomatal colonization by the bacte-
ria (Fig.  4C). While ScAnalyzer was not able to capture 

Fig. 3 Bacterial spread precedes leaf chlorosis. Correlation between bacterial spread values and chlorotic leaf area reveals that all tested leaves show a 
higher bacterial spread than chlorotic leaf area, in % of total leaf area. Shaded areas indicate whether the chlorotic area is greater than the area colonized 
by bacteria (yellow highlight) or vice versa (grey area). The solid black line follows y = x, or, bacterial spread = chlorosis. The dashed black line follows the 
regression line of the samples, and the inset shows the slope and p value of this line

 



Page 7 of 11Paauw et al. Plant Methods           (2024) 20:80 

the mild chlorosis in this Pst assay, necrotic and chlorotic 
lesions caused by Xcr were readily detected (Fig. 4C).

Discussion
Here, we present the development and benchmarking 
of a new tool called ScAnalyzer to monitor Xcc disease 
progression in up to 126 Arabidopsis leaves in paral-
lel. We showed that a simple method based on segmen-
tation of a color image of leaves can detect Xcc disease 
symptoms. Additionally, we coupled the leaf image to a 
scan of a film that monitors the presence of the patho-
genic bacterium via the signal of a bioluminescence 
reporter cassette, integrated into the bacterial genome. 
As a result, ScAnalyzer can quantify both the extent of 
the disease symptom chlorosis caused by bacterial patho-
gens and the actual spread of pathogenic bacteria across 
Arabidopsis leaves. Compared to our previous method to 
score disease severity and susceptibility in Arabidopsis 
leaves infected with Xcc [19], ScAnalyzer represents an 
automated and unbiased method that allows for a more 
detailed assessment of bacterial spread. While other 
methods exist to automatically quantify leaf parameters 
such as shape, colour, and disease symptoms [3–5, 9, 
34–37], ScAnalyzer offers the seamless integration of the 
quantification of microbial luminescence signal in the 
inspected leaf samples.

ScAnalyzer applies relatively simple image analysis 
techniques (using pixel color thresholds) to segment the 
leaf image into healthy and diseased leaf tissue. Impor-
tantly, applying color thresholds requires highly stan-
dardized imaging conditions of plant material (see Table 
S1 for optimization steps). Machine learning algorithms, 
which do not rely on manual threshold selection, have 
become a popular method for similar tasks, especially in 
field conditions with less optimized imaging conditions 
[38, 39]. However, such algorithms require large training 
sets of data and a certain level of computer science exper-
tise, which are not always readily available.

The ScAnalyzer workflow uses a grid-based sampling, 
scanning and automated cropping framework which 
has the potential to be adopted by other researchers in 
the field of plant pathology. Without much adaptation, 
it offers a rapid and standardized analysis of Arabidop-
sis leaves infected with luminescent reporter strains of 
the model apoplastic pathogen P. syringae (Fig. 4) Thus, 
ScAnalyzer represents an alternative to or complemen-
tary method to the more labour-intensive colony count 
experiments, as suggested by others [27, 40]. With an 
adjustment of the threshold parameters, the ScAnalyzer 
pipeline offers the possibility to automatically detect 
and quantify necrotic lesions caused by Botrytis cinerea, 
although this is not part of the current pipeline. A limita-
tion of the ScAnalyzer pipeline is that it is not designed 
to detect disease symptoms on plant tissues other than 

Fig. 4 ScAnalyzer captures disease symptoms and bacterial lumines-
cence caused by stomatal pathogens. (A) Representative images of Ara-
bidopsis leaves of accession Col-0 and eds1-2 mutant in Col-0 background 
infected by Pst DC3000 (carrying empty vector EDV5) at 7 dpi. Top row 
shows original samples, bottom row shows ScAnalyzer results. Red bor-
der: total leaf area. Light-blue border: chlorotic leaf area. Arrow highlights 
a dark green lesion not detected by ScAnalyzer. (B) Quantification of the 
symptomatic leaf area of leaves of three Arabidopsis lines infected by Pst 
DC3000 (carrying empty vector EDV5) at 7 dpi. (C) Examples of Arabidop-
sis accession Oy-0 leaves infected with luminescent reporter strains of Pst 
and Xcr. Top row shows original samples, bottom row shows the ScAna-
lyzer results. Red border: total leaf area. Light-blue border: chlorotic and 
necrotic leaf area
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leaves. However, even root-infecting pathogens such 
as Fusarium oxysporum eventually cause chlorotic dis-
ease symptoms in Arabidopsis leaves [41], which could 
be quantified by ScAnalyzer. Beyond the field of plant 
pathology, the pipeline could be adapted to facilitate 
the standardized analysis of additional parameters, e.g. 
leaf size, leaf chlorosis, or anthocyanin accumulation, in 
leaves of diverse plant species.

The destructive nature of sampling is a potential limita-
tion of the ScAnalyzer workflow, as the same leaves can-
not be followed over time. Alternative imaging systems 
can measure bacterial luminescence signal from whole 
intact plants or even whole trays of plants without dam-
aging the plants, but these digital phenotyping systems 
are costly and often not fitted to study plant pathogens 
in optimal conditions. Nevertheless, they can provide 
the advantage of tracking disease progression in a non-
invasive manner — from initial microbial invasion event 
to systemic spread across the plant. However, to achieve 
the resolution and sensitivity for the detection of spatially 
restricted signals in early infection stages, such as Xcc 
infections of hydathodes [19, 20] during live-imaging in 
planta in a non-invasive manner, expensive equipment is 
required (e.g. a light-tight cabinet and an ultra-sensitive 
CCD camera). Moreover, studying adult Arabidopsis 
plants over longer periods of time results in overlapping 
leaves (of the same individual rosettes and between 
neighboring plants), which hinders accurate scoring. In 
parallel to the development of such a bioluminescence 
live-imaging unit for entire plant trays of Arabidopsis 
[42], we highlight here the advantages for detailed and 
reliable low-tech imaging of bacterial spread and disease 
at the level of individual leaves using ScAnalyzer.

Conclusions
We developed and benchmarked ScAnalyzer, a new 
image processing tool to monitor disease symptoms and 
bacterial spread in Arabidopsis leaves.

Methods
Bacterial strains and culture conditions
The Xcc strain used in this study is a derivative of Xcc 
strain 8004 [43], carrying a xopAC gene deletion [44] and 
a targeted genomic insertion of a Tn7:luxCDABE: mTq2 
reporter cassette [20, 25], and is listed in Table S2. Xcc 
was cultured at 28  °C on KADO agar plates (10  g·L− 1 
sucrose, 8  g·L− 1 casamino acids, 4  g·L− 1 yeast extract, 
2.4  g·L− 1 K2HPO4·3H20, 0.3  g·L− 1 MgSO4·7H20, and 
15  g·L− 1 Daishin agar) containing appropriate antibiot-
ics (rifampicin 25 µg·mL− 1, gentamycin 10 µg·mL− 1). The 
Pst strains used in this study are derivatives of Pst strain 
DC3000 [30] and were cultured at 28 °C on Kings B (KB) 
agar plates (20 g·L− 1 proteose peptone, 10 g·L− 1 glycerol, 
1.966  g·L− 1 K2HPO4·3H20, 1.5  g·L− 1 MgSO4·7H20, and 

15  g·L− 1 Daishin agar, pH 7.0). The Xcr strain used in 
this study is a derivative of Xcr 756c [45], and was grown 
on KADO agar plates like Xcc. The non-luminescent Pst 
strain used in Fig.  4A and B carried the plasmid EDV5 
without insert (empty vector, EV) [46].

Bacterial transformations
Bacterial transformations with the Tn7:lux: eYFP con-
struct was performed using quadruple parental mating as 
described [20, 25]. Briefly, recipient cells (Pst DC3000 or 
Xcr 756c) were co-incubated for 24 h with E. coli carry-
ing donor plasmid pRS-Tn7-pnptII::lux-pA1::eYFP [25], 
and two E. coli strains carrying helper plasmids pUX-
BF13 [25] and pRK2073. Transformants were selected 
on LB agarose plates supplemented with gentamycin 
10 µg·mL− 1 (to select for integration of the luminescence 
cassette) and nitrofurantoin 50 µg·mL− 1 (to eliminate E. 
coli donor and helper strains). To confirm biolumines-
cence of the transformants, plates with bacterial cultures 
were inspected using a ChemiDoc MP imager (Bio-Rad).

Plant cultivation
All A. thaliana lines used are listed in Table S2. A. thali-
ana plants were grown as described [19, 20]. Briefly, 
seeds were stratified in the dark at 4  °C on moist filter 
paper for 3 days and then sown in 40-pot trays in potting 
soil (3:17 parts perlite: compost soil, Hol80 zaaigrond 
Nr1, Jongkind Grond, The Netherlands). The trays were 
covered with a transparent dome for 5 days to increase 
the relative humidity and promote equal seed germina-
tion. Plants were grown at 22  °C, 70% relative humid-
ity with a short-day light regime (11  h of light, 13  h of 
darkness).

Bacterial disease assays
Xcc and Xcr disease assays were performed as described 
[19, 20]. Briefly, four-week-old plants were used for the 
disease assays. Xcc was grown from glycerol stock on 
KADO agar plates at 28 °C for 2 days. Inoculum was pre-
pared by scraping the bacteria from agar plates and dis-
solving them in 10 mM MgSO4. This bacterial solution 
was then washed by centrifugation (3,000  g, 10  min), 
decanting the supernatant, and resuspending the pellet 
in fresh 10 mM MgSO4. The inoculum was then diluted 
to approximately 1 × 108 colony forming units per mil-
liliter (corresponding to OD600 = 0.1) and supplemented 
with 0.0002% Silwett L-77. The inoculum was sprayed on 
Arabidopis rosettes in a flow cabinet using an airbrush 
spray-gun. Approximately 25 mL of inoculum was used 
per 40-pot-tray of plants. The trays were then placed in 
a growth cabinet (Microclima MC1000, Snijders Labs). 
To promote the formation of guttation droplets at hyda-
thodes. and thereby natural entry of Xcc, a specific tem-
perature/humidity cycle was used for Xcc disease assays 
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[19]. The Pst disease assays were performed in the same 
way as the Xcc disease assays described above, except 
that the plants were covered with a transparent dome to 
keep the relative humidity above 90% for three days after 
the inoculation The Pst disease assay in Fig. 4A and B was 
performed with a bacterial inoculum of OD600 = 1.0 sup-
plemented with 0.04% Silwett L-77.

In planta visualization of the bacterial luminescence
Bacterial colonization was monitored at 10 and 14 days 
post spray inoculation. From each plant, the three most 
diseased leaves (based on visual disease symptoms) were 
selected. In absence of disease symptoms, similar leaves 
were selected (i.e., leaves of the same developmental 
stage, which were present at the moment of spray inocu-
lation). The selected leaves were attached to a 40 × 30 cm 
paper sheet using a glue roller. The paper sheet includes 
a preprinted grid (https://github.com/MolPlantPathol-
ogy/ScAnalyzer/grid.pdf, actual grid cell dimensions on 
printed sheet are 22 × 40.5  mm). The grid also contains 
a predefined header to record experimental metadata 
(experiment ID, days post inoculation, pathogen ID, date, 
researcher name). The grid with leaves was then covered 
with transparent plastic sheets, and placed in a light-tight 
cassette (30 × 40  cm). A light-sensitive film (Fuji Super 
RX) was placed on top the sheet and was exposed to the 
in planta bacterial luminescence signal overnight (for 
approximately 18 h). To ensure proper alignment of the 
paper sheet with the attached leaves and the film, both 
were securely positioned using the bottom-left corner as 
our routine anchor point. The film was developed by sub-
merging it in development solution (AGFA developer/
replenisher G150) for 1.5 min, washed in water, and fixed 
in fixing solution (AGFA, Manual Fixing Bath G354) for 
2  min. The black signal of the film caused by bacterial 
luminescence is indicative of high bacterial densities [19]. 
To digitize the sheet with leaves and the film, both were 
scanned in a DIN A3 scanner (Epson A3 Scanner Expres-
sion 12000XL) to a JPEG file with the following set-
tings: 300 dpi, high scanning quality, 24-bit color depth, 
30 × 40 cm image size. Again, to ensure proper alignment 
between the sheet and film, the bottom-left corner was 
used as an anchor point for the scanning.

ScAnalyzer pipeline description
The ScAnalyzer script was written in Python and uses 
the OpenCV library for image handling and manipula-
tion [47]. The code is available on GitHub (https://github.
com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer). Briefly, the images 
of the sheet of leaves and the film are loaded. These 
images are then separated into 126 cropped image files of 
261 × 477 pixels in size based on image coordinates corre-
sponding to the paper grid. Each sub-image file captures a 
single leaf or the bacterial signal from that corresponding 

leaf. The image is then analyzed to detect the leaf and 
chlorotic area using a set of thresholds (in Hue Satura-
tion Value (HSV) color space) to select green and yellow 
pixels, respectively, followed by contour detection to find 
the largest shape in the sub-image. Because ScAnalyzer 
proceeds with only the largest shape in the sub-image, 
it ensures that other sections of the sub-image that con-
tain green or yellow pixels, such as a piece of soil or 
small portions neighboring leaves, are not included in 
the analysis of the current leaf. Within the leaf, chlorotic 
leaf tissue is separated from healthy leaf tissue detected 
by separating yellow from green pixels with another set 
of thresholds in HSV color space. These thresholds were 
initially determined once by picking HSV colour values 
of approximately 10 researcher-defined ‘chlorotic’ and 
‘healthy’ leaf regions. The corresponding sub-image that 
contains the bacterial luminescence signal of this leaf is 
then analyzed similarly to obtain the number of pixels 
that show bacterial signal above a threshold. Only lumi-
nescence signals within the leaf are considered, so any 
background luminescence signal or luminescence signal 
from bacteria colonizing the neighboring leaf is not erro-
neously detected. For each leaf, the following parameters 
are saved into an .csv file: the total leaf area, total chlo-
rotic area, total bacterial luminescence area. This data is 
automatically connected to a sample list with metadata 
provided by the user, which contains grouping informa-
tion for each sample (plant genotype, pathogen genotype, 
dpi). The resulting output table is directly compatible for 
plotting or further analysis in R (v4.2.0) using the pack-
ages ggplot2 (v3.4.4) and tidyverse (v2.0.0) [29].

Statistical analysis
All statistical calculations were performed in R 4.2.0. 
Details on statistical operations are described in the fig-
ure legends and in the results section. All boxplots shown 
are made with the ‘ggplot2::geom_boxplot()’ function 
where the middle line represents the median, the upper 
and lower hinge represent the 75th and 25th percentile 
respectively, and the upper and lower whisker extend 
until the largest or smallest value within 1.5 times the 
interquartile range above the respective hinge. In all box-
plots, the all individual data points are plotted as points.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1186/s13007-024-01213-3.

Supplementary Material 1

Acknowledgements
The authors thank the breeding companies Bejo Zaden B.V. and Rijk Zwaan 
Breeding B.V. for financial support.

https://github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer/grid.pdf
https://github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer/grid.pdf
https://github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer
https://github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13007-024-01213-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13007-024-01213-3


Page 10 of 11Paauw et al. Plant Methods           (2024) 20:80 

Author contributions
MP: Conceptualization, Methodology, Software, Experiments, Visualization, 
Writing. GH: Software. NWT: Experiments. LL: experiments. JAB: Experiment. 
SP: Supervision, Writing. HvdB: Conceptualization, Supervision, Writing, Project 
administration, Funding acquisition.

Funding
This research was supported by the Topsector T&U program Better Plants for 
Demands (grant TU18024 to HvdB) and the breeding companies Bejo Zaden 
B.V. and Rijk Zwaan Breeding B.V. Both companies were not involved in the 
design, data analysis, and interpretation of the results.

Data availability
All code and raw images generated during this study are available (https://
github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer).

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
HvdB is employed by Keygene N.V., Wageningen, The Netherlands. Keygene 
was not involved in any part of this study.

Received: 18 January 2024 / Accepted: 25 May 2024

References
1. Bock C, Poole G, Parker P, Gottwald T. Plant disease severity estimated visually, 

by digital photography and image analysis, and by hyperspectral imaging. 
Crit Rev Plant Sci. 2010;29(2):59–107.

2. Lindow S. Estimating disease severity of single plants. Phytopathology. 
1983;73(11):1576–81.

3. Karisto P, Hund A, Yu K, Anderegg J, Walter A, Mascher F, et al. Ranking 
quantitative resistance to Septoria Tritici blotch in elite wheat cultivars using 
automated image analysis. Phytopathology. 2018;108(5):568–81.

4. Pavicic M, Overmyer K, Rehman AU, Jones P, Jacobson D, Himanen K. Image-
based methods to score fungal pathogen symptom progression and severity 
in excised Arabidopsis leaves. Plants. 2021;10(1):158.

5. McDonald SC, Buck J, Li Z. Automated, image-based disease measurement 
for phenotyping resistance to soybean frogeye leaf spot. Plant Methods. 
2022;18(1):103.

6. Mutka AM, Bart RS. Image-based phenotyping of plant disease symptoms. 
Front Plant Sci. 2015;5:734.

7. Dreischhoff S, Das IS, Häffner F, Wolf AM, Polle A, Kasper KH. Fast and easy 
bioassay for the necrotizing fungus Botrytis Cinerea on poplar leaves. Plant 
Methods. 2023;19(1):1–16.

8. Laflamme B, Middleton M, Lo T, Desveaux D, Guttman DS. Image-based 
quantification of plant immunity and disease. Mol Plant Microbe Interact. 
2016;29(12):919–24.

9. Laflamme B, Dillon MM, Martel A, Almeida RN, Desveaux D, Guttman DS. The 
pan-genome effector-triggered immunity landscape of a host-pathogen 
interaction. Science. 2020;367(6479):763–8.

10. Martel A, Lo T, Desveaux D, Guttman DS. A high-throughput, seedling screen 
for plant immunity. Mol Plant Microbe Interact. 2020;33(3):394–401.

11. Winson MK, Swift S, Hill PJ, Sims CM, Griesmayr G, Bycroft BW, et al. Engineer-
ing the luxCDABE genes from Photorhabdus luminescens to provide a 
bioluminescent reporter for constitutive and promoter probe plasmids and 
mini-tn 5 constructs. FEMS Microbiol Lett. 1998;163(2):193–202.

12. Engebrecht J, Nealson K, Silverman M. Bacterial bioluminescence: isolation 
and genetic analysis of functions from Vibrio fischeri. Cell. 1983;32(3):773–81.

13. Shaw JJ, Kado CI. Development of a vibrio bioluminescence gene–set to 
monitor phytopathogenic bacteria during the ongoing disease process in a 
non–disruptive manner. Bio/Technology. 1986;4(6):560–4.

14. Dane F, Shaw J. Growth of bioluminescent Xanthomonas campestris Pv. 
Campestris in susceptible and resistant host plants. Mol Plant Microbe Inter-
act. 1993.

15. Bogs J, Bruchmüller I, Erbar C, Geider K. Colonization of host plants by the fire 
blight pathogen Erwinia amylovora marked with genes for bioluminescence 
and fluorescence. Phytopathology. 1998;88(5):416–21.

16. Tsuge S, Ikawa Y, Hikichi Y, Nakazawa-nasu Y, Suzuki K, Kubo Y, et al. Behavior 
of bioluminescent transconjugants of Xanthomonas oryzae Pv. Oryzae in 
compatible and incompatible rice leaves. Jpn J Phytopathol. 1999;65(2):93–9.

17. Meyer D, Lauber E, Roby D, Arlat M, Kroj T. Optimization of pathogenicity 
assays to study the Arabidopsis thaliana–Xanthomonas campestris Pv. Camp-
estris pathosystem. Mol Plant Pathol. 2005;6(3):327–33.

18. Cerutti A, Jauneau A, Auriac M-C, Lauber E, Martinez Y, Chiarenza S, et al. 
Immunity at cauliflower hydathodes controls systemic infection by Xan-
thomonas campestris Pv Campestris. Plant Physiol. 2017;174(2):700–16.

19. van Hulten M, Chatterjee S, van den Burg HA. Infection Assay for Xan-
thomonas campestris pv. campestris in Arabidopsis thaliana Mimicking Natu-
ral Entry via Hydathodes. Plant Innate Immunity. 1991. New York: Springer; 
2019. pp. 159 – 85.

20. Paauw M, van Hulten M, Chatterjee S, Berg JA, Taks NW, Giesbers M, et al. 
Hydathode immunity protects the Arabidopsis leaf vasculature against 
colonization by bacterial pathogens. Curr Biol. 2023;33(4):697–710. e6.

21. Mutka AM, Fentress SJ, Sher JW, Berry JC, Pretz C, Nusinow DA, et al. Quantita-
tive, image-based phenotyping methods provide insight into spatial and 
temporal dimensions of plant disease. Plant Physiol. 2016;172(2):650–60.

22. Bernal E, Deblais L, Rajashekara G, Francis DM. Bioluminescent Xanthomonas 
hortorum pv. Gardneri as a tool to quantify bacteria in planta, screen 
germplasm, and identify infection routes on leaf surfaces. Front Plant Sci. 
2021;12:667351.

23. Xu X, Miller SA, Baysal-Gurel F, Gartemann K-H, Eichenlaub R, Rajashekara G. 
Bioluminescence imaging of Clavibacter michiganensis subsp. michi-
ganensis infection of tomato seeds and plants. Appl Environ Microbiol. 
2010;76(12):3978–88.

24. Jutras PV, Soldan R, Dodds I, Schuster M, Preston GM, van der Hoorn RA. Agro-
Lux: bioluminescent Agrobacterium to improve molecular pharming and 
study plant immunity. Plant J. 2021;108(2):600–12.

25. Soldan R, Sanguankiattichai N, Bach-Pages M, Bervoets I, Huang WE, 
Preston GM. From Macro to Micro: a combined bioluminescence‐fluo-
rescence approach to monitor bacterial localization. Environ Microbiol. 
2021;23(4):2070–85.

26. Fan J, Crooks C, Lamb C. High-throughput quantitative luminescence assay of 
the growth in planta of Pseudomonas syringae chromosomally tagged with 
Photorhabdus luminescens luxCDABE. Plant J. 2008;53(2):393–9.

27. Matsumoto A, Schlüter T, Melkonian K, Takeda A, Nakagami H, Mine A. A ver-
satile Tn7 transposon-based bioluminescence tagging tool for quantitative 
and spatial detection of bacteria in plants. Plant Commun. 2022;3(1):100227.

28. Furci L, Pascual-Pardo D, Ton J. A rapid and non-destructive method for 
spatial–temporal quantification of colonization by Pseudomonas syringae Pv. 
Tomato DC3000 in Arabidopsis and tomato. Plant Methods. 2021;17:1–8.

29. Wickham H, Averick M, Bryan J, Chang W, McGowan LDA, François R, et al. 
Welcome to the Tidyverse. J Open Source Softw. 2019;4(43):1686.

30. Buell CR, Joardar V, Lindeberg M, Selengut J, Paulsen IT, Gwinn ML, et al. 
The complete genome sequence of the Arabidopsis and tomato patho-
gen Pseudomonas syringae Pv. Tomato DC3000. Proc Nat Acad Sci USA. 
2003;100(18):10181–6.

31. Hugouvieux V, Barber CE, Daniels MJ. Entry of Xanthomonas campestris Pv. 
Campestris into hydathodes of Arabidopsis thaliana leaves: a system for 
studying early infection events in bacterial pathogenesis. Mol Plant Microbe 
Interact. 1998;11(6):537–43.

32. Delaney TP, Uknes S, Vernooij B, Friedrich L, Weymann K, Negrotto D, 
et al. A central role of salicylic acid in plant disease resistance. Science. 
1994;266(5188):1247–50.

33. Bartsch M, Gobbato E, Bednarek P, Debey S, Schultze JL, Bautor J, et al. 
Salicylic acid–independent ENHANCED DISEASE SUSCEPTIBILITY1 signaling 
in Arabidopsis immunity and cell death is regulated by the monooxygenase 
FMO1 and the nudix hydrolase NUDT7. Plant Cell. 2006;18(4):1038–51.

34. Easlon HM, Bloom AJ. Easy Leaf Area: automated digital image analy-
sis for rapid and accurate measurement of leaf area. Appl Plant Sci. 
2014;2(7):1400033.

35. Zhou J, Applegate C, Alonso AD, Reynolds D, Orford S, Mackiewicz M, et al. 
Leaf-GP: an open and automated software application for measuring growth 
phenotypes for arabidopsis and wheat. Plant Methods. 2017;13:1–17.

https://github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer
https://github.com/MolPlantPathology/ScAnalyzer


Page 11 of 11Paauw et al. Plant Methods           (2024) 20:80 

36. Varma V, Osuri AM. Black spot: a platform for automated and rapid estimation 
of leaf area from scanned images. Plant Ecol. 2013;214:1529–34.

37. Weight C, Parnham D, Waites R. TECHNICAL ADVANCE: LeafAnalyser: a com-
putational method for rapid and large-scale analyses of leaf shape variation. 
Plant J. 2008;53(3):578–86.

38. Chen Z, Wu R, Lin Y, Li C, Chen S, Yuan Z, et al. Plant disease recognition 
model based on improved YOLOv5. Agronomy. 2022;12(2):365.

39. Saleem MH, Potgieter J, Arif KM. Plant disease detection and classification by 
deep learning. Plants. 2019;8(11):468.

40. Vogel C, Innerebner G, Zingg J, Guder J, Vorholt JA. Forward genetic in planta 
screen for identification of plant-protective traits of Sphingomonas sp. 
strain Fr1 against Pseudomonas syringae DC3000. Appl Environ Microbiol. 
2012;78(16):5529–35.

41. Thatcher LF, Gardiner DM, Kazan K, Manners JM. A highly conserved effector 
in Fusarium oxysporum is required for full virulence on Arabidopsis. Mol Plant 
Microbe Interact. 2012;25(2):180–90.

42. Jansen M, Taks N, Van Hulten M, Luigs H, Goetz R, Richard M et al. Non-inva-
sive live phenotyping of pathogens colonizing plants. Authorea Preprints. 
2023.

43. Qian W, Jia Y, Ren S-X, He Y-Q, Feng J-X, Lu L-F, et al. Comparative and 
functional genomic analyses of the pathogenicity of phytopathogen Xan-
thomonas campestris Pv. Campestris. Genome Res. 2005;15(6):757–67.

44. Guy E, Lautier M, Chabannes M, Roux B, Lauber E, Arlat M, et al. xopAC-trig-
gered immunity against Xanthomonas depends on Arabidopsis receptor-like 
cytoplasmic kinase genes PBL2 and RIPK. PLoS ONE. 2013;8(8):e73469.

45. Bogdanove AJ, Koebnik R, Lu H, Furutani A, Angiuoli SV, Patil PB, et al. Two 
new complete genome sequences offer insight into host and tissue specific-
ity of plant pathogenic Xanthomonas spp. J Bacteriol. 2011;193(19):5450–64.

46. Sohn KH, Segonzac C, Rallapalli G, Sarris PF, Woo JY, Williams SJ, et al. The 
nuclear immune receptor RPS4 is required for RRS1SLH1-dependent 
constitutive defense activation in Arabidopsis thaliana. PLoS Genet. 
2014;10(10):e1004655.

47. Bradski G. The openCV library. Dr Dobb’s Journal: Softw Tools Prof Program. 
2000;25(11):120–3.

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


	ScAnalyzer: an image processing tool to monitor plant disease symptoms and pathogen spread in Arabidopsis thaliana leaves
	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Development of ScAnalyzer, the automated image analysis pipeline to quantify bacterial spread in Arabidopsis leaves
	ScAnalyzer allows unbiased quantification of disease resistance levels in different Arabidopsis genotypes
	Bacterial spread precedes the development of leaf chlorosis
	ScAnalyzer captures disease symptoms and leaf colonization of stomatal pathogens

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Methods
	Bacterial strains and culture conditions
	Bacterial transformations
	Plant cultivation
	Bacterial disease assays
	In planta visualization of the bacterial luminescence
	ScAnalyzer pipeline description
	Statistical analysis

	References


