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main component, glyphosate, 
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The wide use of glyphosate-based herbicides (GBHs) has become a matter of concern due to its 
potential harmful effects on human health, including men fertility. This study sought to investigate, 
using the pig as a model, the impact of pure glyphosate and its most known commercial formulation, 
Roundup, on sperm function and survival. With this purpose, fresh commercial semen doses were 
incubated with different concentrations (0–360 µg/mL) of glyphosate (GLY; exp. 1) or Roundup, at 
the equivalent GLY concentration (exp. 2), at 38 °C for 3 h. Glyphosate at 360 µg/mL significantly 
(P < 0.05) decreased sperm motility, viability, mitochondrial activity and acrosome integrity but had 
no detrimental effect at lower doses. On the other hand, Roundup did significantly (P < 0.05) reduce 
sperm motility at ≥ 5 µg/mL GLY-equivalent concentration; mitochondrial activity at ≥ 25 µg/mL GLY-
equivalent concentration; and sperm viability and acrosome integrity at ≥ 100 µg/mL GLY-equivalent 
concentration as early as 1 h of incubation. In a similar fashion, GLY and Roundup did not inflict any 
detrimental effect on sperm DNA integrity. Taken together, these data indicate that, while both 
glyphosate and Roundup exert a negative impact on male gametes, Roundup is more toxic than its 
main component, glyphosate.

Abbreviations
CASA  Computer-assisted sperm analysis
JC1  5,5′,6,6′-Tetrachloro-1,1′,3,3′tetraethylbenzimidazolylcarbocyanine iodide
GLY  Glyphosate
GBHs  Glyphosate-based herbicides
MMP  Mitochondrial membrane potential
PI  Propidium iodide
PNA  Lectin from Arachis hypogaea
3Rs  Replacement, reduction and refinement
SCSA  Sperm chromatin structure assay

Glyphosate (GLY) is the active ingredient of all glyphosate-based herbicides (GBHs), including the most famous 
commercial formulation, Roundup (R). Despite GBHs being currently used worldwide, not only does this mas-
sive usage represent a risk for farmers but also for the general population, as environmental contamination 
with glyphosate affects water and food  consumption1,2. For this reason, the use of GBHs has become a matter of 
concern for public health, and much debate has been raised about their potential carcinogenicity and negative 
impact on neurologic, gastroenteric, endocrine and reproductive  systems3–9.

Previous research has confirmed that, at low doses, glyphosate acts as an endocrine disruptor in mammals 
altering hormonal  function10,11. In particular, it has been suggested that GBHs can interfere with steroidogenesis 
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in different ways, such as downregulating the expression of the steroidogenic acute regulatory protein (STAR), 
disrupting cytochrome P450  aromatase10–12, impairing the expression of oestrogen-regulated genes, or interacting 
with both androgen and oestrogen  receptors6,10–11,13. Furthermore, GBHs have been purported to induce redox 
imbalance, causing  Ca2+ overload and depletion of the antioxidant defence  systems14,15. Since they often contain 
traces of heavy metals that can reach up to 80 ppb, such as arsenic, chromium, cobalt, lead and nickel, GBHs are 
also known to be cytotoxic and act as endocrine  disruptors16.

Concerning the effects on male fertility, Anifandis et al. found that addition of 0.36 µg/mL glyphosate causes 
a significant reduction in progressive motility of human spermatozoa after 1 h  incubation17. Furthermore, Clair 
et al. reported that glyphosate at 1,800 µg/mL is cytotoxic for testicular germ cells and, to a lesser extent, for 
Leydig  cells18. It is worth mentioning that the aforementioned concentration is half of the one utilised to dilute 
the herbicide. Remarkably, signs of endocrine disruption, such as a decrease of 35% in testosterone serum levels, 
are detected at much lower glyphosate concentration (0.36 µg/mL)18. Using the zebrafish as a model, Lopes et al. 
reported that 24 h after adding feeding with glyphosate, there was a reduction in sperm motility (5 mg/mL) and 
in mitochondrial activity and DNA integrity (10 mg/mL)19.

Most of the research conducted in the last years has been focused on commercial glyphosate formulations, 
since they seem to exert more detrimental side-effects than glyphosate alone, possibly because formulants are 
not inert compounds at  all10,13,20–27. As far as Roundup is concerned, it has been demonstrated that very low 
concentrations of this commercial product alter  steroidogenesis12, and that it induces a notable cytotoxic effect 
on all testicular rat cells after incubation at 0.1% (corresponding to 360 µg/mL glyphosate) for 24  h18. This con-
centration is ten times lower than that recommended for agricultural use. According to the only in vitro experi-
ment conducted thus far, incubation of human sperm with 1 µL/mL Roundup (corresponding to a glyphosate 
concentration of 0.36 µg/mL) for 1 h causes a drop in progressive motility and a depletion in mitochondrial 
 activity17. Moreover, in vivo studies conducted in a fish species (Jenynsia multidentata) showed that exposure 
to Roundup, at a corresponding glyphosate concentration of 0.5 µg/mL, for 24 h decreases sperm motility and 
 concentration28. In rats, exposure to 5 µg/mL Roundup for 8 days increases the proportions of morphologically 
abnormal spermatozoa and alters nuclear  integrity29. In addition, when rats are exposed to Roundup during 
the prepubertal period, there is a decrease in serum testosterone levels and changes in testicular morphology 
 occur30,31. Perinatal exposure leads to an increase in serum concentrations of testosterone, oestradiol and lutein-
izing hormone, inducing an early onset of puberty and sexual behavioural changes in the male  offspring32. When 
the time of exposure lasts from the perinatal period to lactation, male offspring rats suffer from a drop in daily 
sperm production and show morphological  abnormalities33. Finally, Roundup administered from the prenatal 
period to adulthood at an acceptable daily intake (ADI) dose of 1.75 mg/kg of body weight per day is enough to 
induce an alteration in rat reproductive developmental parameters, such as the increase of anogenital distance, 
which is a marker of prenatal endocrine  disruption34.

Against this background, the aim of this work was to investigate, for the first time in the same study, the 
effects of different concentrations of glyphosate and Roundup on mammalian sperm following exposure for 1 h 
and 3 h at 38°. We used the pig as a model, and tested concentrations ranging from either 360 µg/mL GLY or 
0.1% Roundup (equivalent to 360 µg/mL GLY), which seem to be cytotoxic according to Clair et al.18, to 70-fold 
lower. All Roundup concentrations are expressed as GLY-equivalent concentration.

Results
Experiment 1: Effects of glyphosate on sperm quality and functional parameters. Compared 
to the control, addition of 360 µg/mL glyphosate significantly (P < 0.05) decreased total and progressive motility, 
viability, mitochondrial activity and acrosome integrity after 1 h and 3 h of incubation at 38 °C. In contrast, no 
significant differences between the control and lower glyphosate concentrations were observed. On the other 
hand, DNA fragmentation analysis showed no differences (P > 0.05) between the control and treatments after 
either 1 h or 3 h of incubation at 38 °C (Figs. 1, 2).

Experiment 2: Effects of Roundup on sperm parameters. As shown in Fig. 3, total sperm motility 
was significantly (P < 0.05) reduced in all Roundup concentrations (≥ 5 µg/mL GLY-equivalent) after 1 h and 3 h 
of incubation at 38 °C. In the case of progressive sperm motility, exposure to Roundup at concentrations ≥ 25 µg/
mL GLY-equivalent significantly (P < 0.05) decreased this parameter after 1 h of incubation at 38 °C. In addition, 
concentrations ≥ 5 µg/mL GLY-equivalent showed significantly (P < 0.05) lower progressive sperm motility than 
the control after 3 h of incubation at 38 °C. Therefore, there was a dose-dependent impact of Roundup upon total 
and progressive sperm motility (Fig. 3). In addition, not only did Roundup have detrimental effects on total and 
progressive sperm motility, but also on kinematic parameters, as shown in Supplementary Table 2.

On the other hand, percentages of viable spermatozoa  (SYBR14+/PI-) significantly (P < 0.05) decreased when 
semen samples were exposed to Roundup at concentrations equal or higher than 100 µg/mL GLY-equivalent. This 
reduction, which was observed after 1 h of incubation at 38 °C, persisted at 3 h (Fig. 4). As expected, exposure 
to Roundup also led to a significant (P < 0.05) decrease in the percentages of acrosome-intact spermatozoa after 
1 h (≥ 100 µg/mL GLY-equivalent) and 3 h of incubation at 38 °C (≥ 50 µg/mL GLY-equivalent; Fig. 4).

Addition of semen samples with Roundup ≥ 25 µg/mL GLY-equivalent significantly (P < 0.05) reduced 
the percentage of spermatozoa with high MMP after 1 h of incubation at 38 °C. Furthermore, exposure to 
Roundup ≥ 50 µg/mL GLY-equivalent significantly (P < 0.05) decreased the percentage of spermatozoa with high 
MMP after 3 h of incubation at 38 °C (Fig. 4). In a similar fashion to that observed for sperm motility, viability, 
acrosome integrity and mitochondrial activity decreased in a dose-dependent manner. Finally, Roundup, like 
glyphosate, had no effect on sperm DNA integrity.
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Figure 1.  Effects of exposure to 0, 5, 25, 50, 100 and 360 µg/mL glyphosate on total (a) and progressive 
(b) sperm motility evaluated through CASA system. Different letters (a, b) represent significant (P < 0.05) 
differences between treatments. (*) represents significant (P < 0.05) differences between incubation times within 
a given treatment. CTR: control, sperm sample without addition of glyphosate; Spz: spermatozoa. Data are 
shown mean ± SEM.

Figure 2.  Effects of exposure to 0, 5, 25, 50, 100 and 360 µg/mL glyphosate on viability (a), percentage of 
spermatozoa with high mitochondrial membrane potential (b), acrosome integrity (c) and DNA fragmentation 
(d). Different letters (a, b) represent significant (P < 0.05) differences between treatments. (*) represents 
significant (P < 0.05) differences between incubation times within a given treatment. CTR: control, sperm 
sample without addition of glyphosate; Spz: spermatozoa. Data are shown mean ± SEM.
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Figure 3.  Effects of exposure to Roundup (at concentrations equivalent to glyphosate: 0, 5, 25, 50, 100 and 
360 µg/mL) on total (a) and progressive (b) motility acquired by CASA system. Different letters (a, b) represent 
significant (P < 0.05) differences between treatments. (*) represents significant (P < 0.05) differences between 
incubation times within a given treatment. CTR: control, sperm sample without addition of Roundup; Spz: 
spermatozoa. Data are shown mean ± SEM.

Figure 4.  Effects of exposure to Roundup (at concentrations equivalent to glyphosate: 0, 5, 25, 50, 100 and 
360 µg/mL) on sperm viability (a), percentage of spermatozoa with high mitochondrial membrane potential (b), 
acrosome integrity (c) and DNA fragmentation (d). Different letters represent significant (P < 0.05) differences 
between treatments. (*) represents significant (P < 0.05) differences between incubation times within a given 
treatment. CTR: control, sperm sample without addition of Roundup; Spz: spermatozoa. Data are shown 
mean ± SEM.
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Discussion
At present, there is a consistent body of literature suggesting that GBHs have negative effects on human health. 
However, it remains to be elucidated whether it is the main component of these products, i.e. glyphosate, or other 
compounds present in the commercial formulation of GBHs, which are the most toxic for the organism. In addi-
tion, although the detrimental effects of GBHs and glyphosate have been studied in animal models, with special 
reference to endocrine disruption, less attention has been paid on the effects of these products on mammalian 
sperm quality. For this reason, this study was the first to evaluate the effects of exposing mammalian spermato-
zoa to pure glyphosate or one of its most commercial formulations (Roundup) at different concentrations (0, 5, 
25, 50, 100 and 360 µg/mL glyphosate, or glyphosate equivalent doses in the case of Roundup). We utilised the 
pig as a model, since not only is this animal species important for agriculture, but also for its use in biomedical 
research, due to its anatomical and physiological similarities with the  human35,36. Moreover, and according to the 
3Rs principle, sperm from mammalian species other than rodents have been demonstrated to have the potential 
to serve as a useful in vitro screening test for reproductive  toxicology37.

Sperm motility, sperm viability, acrosome integrity, mitochondrial membrane potential, and DNA integrity 
were evaluated after 1 h and 3 h of incubation at 38 °C. On the one hand, while we observed that pure glyphosate 
decreased sperm motility (both total and progressive), viability and mitochondrial membrane potential, this only 
occurred at the highest concentration (360 µg/mL) and after both 1 h and 3 h of incubation. In contrast, no effects 
were observed at lower concentrations. Whilst the detrimental impact of exposing mammalian spermatozoa 
to glyphosate has also been reported in humans, our results differ from those obtained by Anifandis et al., as 
they found that progressive sperm motility decreased at a much lower concentration (0.36 µg/mL) after 1 h of 
 incubation17. This discrepancy could be due to a species-specific sensitivity to glyphosate exposure and/or could 
be ascribed to the different procedures for sperm motility assessment; indeed, while we evaluated sperm motility 
through a CASA system, Anifandis et al.17 assessed human semen motility according to WHO 2010 guidelines 
under a phase-contrast microscope. With regard to DNA fragmentation, we found that glyphosate samples did 
not differ from the control, which in this case did agree with Anifandis et al.17.

The negative impact on quality and functional parameters was much more apparent when spermatozoa were 
exposed to Roundup. This finding confirmed previous research on human JEG3 and embryonic kidney 293 
cells indicating that commercial formulations are far more deleterious than glyphosate  itself16,38. Moreover, we 
observed that Roundup was detrimental for sperm in a concentration-dependent manner, as total sperm motility 
was impaired at the lowest concentration (5 µg/mL) and progressive sperm motility was significantly reduced 
at ≥ 25 µg/mL. These results agree with those of Anifandis et al.39, who found that progressive sperm motility in 
humans is negatively influenced by the presence of 1 µg/mL Roundup (corresponding to a glyphosate concen-
tration of 0.36 µg/mL). Herein, however, we found that detrimental effects occur at higher doses in pig sperm, 
possibly due, again, to a species-dependent sensitivity to Roundup exposure and/or to the different methods used 
to assess sperm  motility17. Moreover, and in agreement with Anifandis et al.39, the decrease in mitochondrial 
membrane potential was concomitant with that of total sperm motility, as incubation with 25 µg/mL Roundup for 
1 h reduced mitochondrial activity. The detrimental impact of GBHs on mitochondrial activity has already been 
demonstrated in Caenorhabditis elegans, as exposing these animals to 3% TouchDown (expressed as % glyphosate; 
TouchDown Hitech, formulation of 52.3% glyphosate) leads to a decrease in mitochondrial respiration, oxygen 
consumption and ATP production, and an increase in intracellular levels of hydrogen  peroxide40. These toxic 
effects have been suggested to be exerted through the impairment of the electron transport chain function via 
inhibition of Complex II (succinate dehydrogenase)40,41. Moreover, Roundup has been demonstrated to reduce 
the activity of mitochondrial succinate dehydrogenase in an immature mouse Sertoli TM4 cell line at a concen-
tration as low as 0.001%, with heavier toxic effect than glyphosate  alone42. By studying rat liver mitochondria, 
Peixoto et al. demonstrated the capacity of GBHS to alter mitochondrial bioenergetics at concentrations ≥ 5 mM 
 glyphosate43. Our results are in agreement with the aforementioned studies and confirm that the compounds 
present in commercial herbicides may potentiate mitochondrial perturbation. However, it is worth mentioning 
that, in this study, spermatozoa considered to exhibit high mitochondrial membrane potential included hetero-
geneous sperm populations. These sperm populations went from cells with very high mitochondrial membrane 
potential, which showed orange fluorescence when stained with JC1, and with high or intermediate membrane 
potential, in which JC1 emitted in both orange and green along the mid-piece. Therefore, further studies should 
also evaluate the impact of glyphosate and Roundup on the separate sperm populations that show different green 
and orange fluorescence intensities following JC1-staining.

With regard to sperm viability, 100 µg/mL Roundup significantly reduced the percentages of  SYBR14+/PI- 
spermatozoa after 1 h of incubation at 38 °C. These results were in accordance with those obtained following 
evaluation of acrosome integrity, as percentages of spermatozoa exhibiting a non-intact acrosome were higher 
after 1 h and 3 h of exposure to 100 and 50 µg/mL Roundup. Previous studies confirmed the negative impact of 
Roundup on cell viability. Richard et al. reported its toxicity for human placental JEG3 cells at a concentration 
of 0.4% after 1 h of  incubation10, and Clair et al. found signs of Roundup toxicity in both Leydig and Sertoli rat 
cells with a 0.1% concentration after 24  h18. The same result obtained by Clair et al. was confirmed by Vanlaeys 
et al. in an immature mouse Sertoli TM4 cell line  TM442.

It is worth noting that all sperm quality and functional parameters affected by the exposure to Roundup 
showed a clear dose-dependent trend. Moreover, as observed by Anifandis et al. in human  sperm39, most of 
the induced damage was already apparent after 1 h of incubation at 38 °C, suggesting that the negative effects 
induced by Roundup could occur rapidly during the first hour of exposure. This quick action of Roundup, which 
contrasts with that of glyphosate alone, was already observed following 90-min exposure of human embryonic 
kidney cells (HEK 293) to different glyphosate-based herbicides, including two different Roundup formulations 
(Roundup WeatherMAX and Roundup Classic) that are very similar to Roundup  Bioflow16.
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To the best of our knowledge, this study represents the first evaluation and comparison of biological activities 
of glyphosate and Roundup on mammalian spermatozoa. Overall, our results suggest that, while both glypho-
sate and Roundup induce toxic effects on mammalian sperm function and survival, Roundup has much more 
detrimental impact than glyphosate, even at equivalent concentrations of glyphosate. Therefore, the fact that 
Roundup is more toxic than pure glyphosate itself, causing more severe alterations than this active principle, 
confirms the hypothesis that formulants present in commercial products either boost glyphosate toxicity or are 
harmful  themselves10,13,20–27. Based on these results, not only should the perniciousness of glyphosate be evalu-
ated when handling glyphosate-based herbicides, but also that of the other compounds. Therefore, whether 
bioaccumulation of these formulants, which are petroleum-derivatives, may have serious implications and cause 
chronic toxicity needs to be investigated. This is crucial given the growing concerns on the impact and safety of 
glyphosate and glyphosate-based herbicides.

On the other hand, one should bear in mind that, while this was a toxicological study testing high glyphosate 
and Roundup doses, environmental concentrations and levels in serum and urine recorded in recent publications 
are far lower than those tested  herein44,45. Moreover, the biotransformation process that the compound undergoes 
inside the organism should also be taken into consideration, since glyphosate can be partially degraded prior to 
reaching male germ cells, which would make it less cytotoxic. In spite of all the aforementioned, it is clear from 
this study that the large use of glyphosate formulations, especially Roundup, may entail a risk for male fertility; 
hence, further research aimed at clarifying the effects and toxicity of each compound is much warranted.

Based on our results, it can be hypothesized that the toxic effect of these pesticides may be linked to an 
impairment in mitochondrial activity and a subsequent decrease in ATP production and/or alterations in the 
redox balance, which impact cell motility and plasma membrane stability. In spite of this, DNA integrity seem 
not to be altered either by Roundup or pure glyphosate. At present, the mechanism of action of GBHs remains 
unclear and needs to be investigated further.

In conclusion, the consequences of the massive use of glyphosate remains a matter concern for human health 
and food quality. Through using the mammalian spermatozoon, we found that both glyphosate and Roundup 
detrimentally affect cell function and survival, the latter being much more toxic than the former. This indicates 
that GBHs components other than glyphosate damage spermatozoa and may have a detrimental effect on fer-
tilizing ability. Therefore, and in order to address the concerns on the use of GBHs properly, we suggest that all 
components present in the commercial formulation of glyphosate should also be tested individually. In addition, 
further research should address how each of these GBHs components damages the sperm cell.

Methods
Reagents. Unless otherwise specified, all chemicals were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (Saint-Louis, MO, 
USA). The commercial formulation of glyphosate, Roundup Bioflow (containing 0.36 g/mL of glyphosate acid in 
the form of isopropylamine salts of glyphosate, 41.5%; water, 42.5%; and surfactant, 16%), was purchased from 
Monsanto Europe N.V. (Anversa, Belgium).

All fluorochromes were purchased from Invitrogen Molecular Probes (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, 
MA, USA) and diluted with dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO).

Seminal samples. A total of 10 different ejaculates coming from 10 separate Pietrain boars were used. 
Animals, aged between two and three years old, were collected by the hand-gloved method. Boar studs were 
healthy, stabled in climate-controlled buildings (Servicios Genéticos Porcinos, S.L., Roda de Ter, Spain), and 
fed an adjusted diet, with water being provided ad libitum. After collection, sperm-rich fractions were diluted 
to a final concentration of 30 × 106 spermatozoa/mL with a commercial extender (Duragen, Magapor; Egea de 
los Caballeros, Zaragoza, Spain) and cooled to 17 °C. Ninety mL commercial doses were brought to our labora-
tory in about 45 min, inside a thermal container at 17 °C. It is worth mentioning that, since authors purchased 
seminal doses from the aforementioned local farm that operates under commercial, standard conditions, they 
did not manipulate any animal. Therefore, specific authorization from an Ethics Committee was not required to 
conduct this study.

Experimental design. This work consisted of two separate experiments. In the first one, we investigated 
the impact of different glyphosate (GLY) concentrations (0, 5, 25, 50, 100 and 360 µg/mL) on sperm quality and 
functional parameters (30 × 106 spermatozoa/mL). In the second experiment, pig semen was added with com-
mercial glyphosate-based herbicide Roundup (R) at concentrations equivalent to the glyphosate ones tested in 
the first experiment. All Roundup treatments are expressed as glyphosate equivalent concentrations.

In each experiment, semen was added with glyphosate or Roundup at the aforementioned concentrations 
and then incubated at 38 °C for 3 h. After 1 h and 3 h of incubation, sperm motility, viability, mitochondrial 
membrane integrity, acrosome integrity and DNA fragmentation were evaluated.

Evaluation of sperm motility. Sperm motility was evaluated with a commercial computer-assisted sperm 
analysis (CASA) system (Integrated Sperm Analysis System V1.0; Proiser, Valencia, Spain), following the set-
tings described by Yeste et al.46. Briefly, samples were incubated at 38 °C for 5 min and a 5-µL drop was subse-
quently placed onto a pre-warmed Makler chamber. For every treatment, three replicates of 1,000 spermatozoa 
each were analysed. A sperm cell was considered to be motile when its average path velocity (VAP) was higher 
than 10 µm/s, and progressively motile when its straightness (STR) was higher than 45%.

Analysis of sperm parameters with flow cytometry. Flow cytometry was used to determine sperm 
viability, acrosome integrity, mitochondrial activity and DNA fragmentation, and information in this section is 
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given according to the recommendations of the International Society of Flow  Cytometry47. In all assessments, 
sperm concentration was adjusted to 1 × 106 spermatozoa/mL in a final volume of 0.5 mL, stained with fluo-
rochromes and evaluated through a Cell Laboratory QuantaSC cytometer (Beckman Coulter, Fullerton, CA, 
USA). Sheath flow rate was set at 4.17 µL/min; electronic volume (EV) and side scatter (SS) were recorded in a 
linear mode (in EV vs. SS dot plots) for a minimum of 10,000 events per replicate. The analyser threshold was 
adjusted on the EV channel to exclude cell debris (particle diameter < 7  µm) and aggregates (particle diam-
eter > 12 µm). Each parameter was evaluated twice for every treatment at both evaluation times. EV, SS, FL1, FL2 
and FL3 were collected in List-mode Data files and cytometric histograms and dot plots were analysed with Lab 
QuantaSC MPL Software (version 1.0; Beckman Coulter).

Evaluation of sperm viability. Sperm viability was assessed by using two fluorescent probes, SYBR14 
and Propidium Iodide (PI), included in the LIVE/DEAD Sperm Viability  Kit48. Following staining with 0.5 µL 
SYBR14 (final concentration: 100 nM) for 10 min at 38 °C in darkness, and then with 2.5 µL PI (final concentra-
tion: 12 μM) at the same conditions for 5 min, samples were analysed using two filters FL1 (SYBR14 detection) 
and FL3 (PI detection) and three different sperm populations were identified: (a) viable, green-stained sperma-
tozoa  (SYBR14+/PI−); (b) non-viable, red-stained spermatozoa  (SYBR14-/PI+) and (c) non-viable spermatozoa 
that were stained both green and red  (SYBR14+/PI+). Debris, non-stained particles appeared in the lower left 
quadrant  (SYBR14-/PI-) and were subtracted from the total number of spermatozoa.

Evaluation of acrosome integrity. Acrosome integrity was determined through staining with the lectin 
from Arachis hypogaea (PNA) conjugated with FITC (fluorescein isothiocyanate; PNA-FITC) and PI. Five hun-
dred μL of each sperm sample was incubated with 0.5 μL PNA-FITC (final concentration: 1.25 mg/mL) and 2.5 
μL PI (final concentration: 12 μM) for 10 min at 38 °C in darkness. Spermatozoa were then evaluated with the 
flow cytometer and two categories were distinguished: (a) viable spermatozoa with intact acrosome and plasma 
membrane (PNA-FITC−/PI−), and (b) spermatozoa that had damaged their plasma membrane and/or their acro-
some, which included PNA-FITC+/PI−, PNA-FITC+/PI+, PNA-FITC−/PI+ populations. Debris, non-stained par-
ticles found in SYBR14/PI staining (i.e.  SYBR14−/PI−) were subtracted from the PNA-FITC-/PI- population and 
the other percentages were recalculated.

Evaluation of mitochondrial membrane potential. Mitochondrial membrane potential (MMP) was 
evaluated with 5,5′,6,6′-tetrachloro-1,1′,3,3′tetraethylbenzimidazolylcarbocyanine iodide (JC1). Briefly, after 
incubating 500-μL aliquots with 0.5 μL JC-1 (final concentration: 3 μM) for 30 min at 38 °C in darkness, two 
sperm populations were distinguished: (a) spermatozoa with high MMP, which mainly emitted at the orange 
light spectrum as in these cells the stain aggregates and changes its fluorescence from green to orange; this popu-
lation appeared in the upper half of FL1/FL2 dot-plots; and (b) spermatozoa with low MMP, which only emitted 
at the green light spectrum, as JC1 maintains its monomer status; this second population appeared in the lower 
half of FL1/FL2 dot-plots.

Evaluation of DNA fragmentation. DNA fragmentation was assessed using the Sperm Chromatin 
Structure Assay (SCSA) test as modified by Morrell et al.49. Sperm samples were diluted to a final concentra-
tion of 2 × 106 spermatozoa/mL with a buffer solution (TNE: 0.15 M NaCl, 0.01 M Tris–HCl, 1 mM EDTA, 
pH = 7.4). Two hundred µL of this solution were added with 400 µL of an acid-detergent solution (80 mM HCl, 
150 mM NaCl, and 0.1% Triton X-100; pH = 1.2) on ice. After 30 s, samples were added with 1.2 mL acridine 
orange (AO) and incubated on ice for further 3 min. Afterwards, spermatozoa were evaluated with FL1 and FL3 
filters for green and red fluorescence, respectively, and the following parameters were recorded: (a) percentage 
of DNA fragmentation (%DFI), which corresponded to the ratio between red (ssDNA) fluorescence and red 
(ssDNA) + green (dsDNA) fluorescence; (b) standard deviation of DFI; and (c) mean fluorescence intensity of 
ssDNA (Mean DFI).

Statistical analyses. Statistical analyses were performed using a statistical package (IBM SPSS for Win-
dows version 25.0; IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Data were first tested for normality and homogeneity of 
variances through Shapiro–Wilk and Levene tests, respectively. When required, data (x) were transformed using 
arcsine square root (arcsin √x) before a general mixed model, in which the between-subjects factor was the 
treatment (GLY or R concentrations) and the within-subjects factor was the incubation time at 38 °C (1 or 3 h), 
was run. Pair-wise comparisons were made with post-hoc Sidak test. When no transformation attained normal 
distribution and homoscedasticity, Scheirer–Ray–Hare and Mann–Whitney tests were used as non-parametric 
alternative models. In all cases, data are shown as mean ± standard error (SEM) and the minimal level of signifi-
cance was set at P ≤ 0.05.

Data availability
Data are available from the authors on reasonable request.

Received: 1 March 2020; Accepted: 26 May 2020

References
 1. Conrad, A. et al. Glyphosate in German adults—time trend (2001 to 2015) of human exposure to a widely used herbicide. Int. J. 

Hyg. Environ. Health 220, 8–16. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijheh .2016.09.016 (2017).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijheh.2016.09.016


8

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific RepoRtS |        (2020) 10:11026  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-67538-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 2. Gillezeau, C. et al. The evidence of human exposure to glyphosate: a review. Environ. Health 18, 2. https ://doi.org/10.1186/s1294 
0-018-0435-5 (2019).

 3. Garry, V. F. et al. Birth defects, season of conception, and sex of children born to pesticide applicators living in the Red River Valley 
of Minnesota, USA. Environ. Health Perspect. 110(Suppl 3), 441–449. https ://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.02110 s3441  (2002).

 4. Negga, R. et al. Exposure to glyphosate- and/or Mn/Zn-ethylene-bis-dithiocarbamatecontaining pesticides leads to degeneration 
of γ- aminobutyric acid and dopamine neurons in Caenorhabditis elegans. Neurotoxicol. Res. 21, 281–290. https ://doi.org/10.1007/
s1264 0-011-9274-7 (2012).

 5. Krüger, M., Shehata, A. A., Schrödl, W. & Rodloff, A. Glyphosate suppresses the antagonistic effect of Enterococcus spp. on 
Clostridium botulinum. Anaerobe 20, 74–78. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.anaer obe.2013.01.005 (2013).

 6. Thongprakaisang, S., Thiantanawat, A., Rangkadilok, N., Suriyo, T. & Satayavivad, J. Glyphosate induces human breast cancer cells 
growth via estrogen receptors. Food Chem. Toxicol. 59, 129–136. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.fct.2013.05.057 (2013).

 7. Nevison, C. D. A comparison of temporal trends in United States autism prevalence to trends in suspected environmental factors. 
Environ. Health 13, 73. https ://doi.org/10.1186/1476-069X-13-73 (2014).

 8. Coullery, R. P., Ferrari, M. E. & Rosso, S. B. Neuronal development and axon growth are altered by glyphosate through a WNT 
non-canonical signaling pathway. Neurotoxicology 52, 150–161. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuro .2015.12.004 (2016).

 9. Wan, N. & Lin, G. Parkinson’s disease and pesticides exposure: new findings from a comprehensive study in Nebraska, USA. J. 
Rural Health 32, 303–313. https ://doi.org/10.1111/jrh.12154  (2016).

 10. Richard, S., Moslemi, S., Sipahutar, H., Benachour, N. & Seralini, G. E. Differential effects of glyphosate and Roundup on human 
placental cells and aromatase. Environ. Health Perspect. 113, 716–720. https ://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.7728 (2005).

 11. Gasnier, C. et al. Glyphosate-based herbicides are toxic and endocrine disruptors in human cell lines. Toxicology 262, 184–191. 
https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.tox.2009.06.006 (2009).

 12. Walsh, L. P., McCormick, C., Martin, C. & Stocco, D. M. Roundup inhibits steroidogenesis by disrupting steroidogenic acute 
regulatory (StAR) protein expression. Environ. Health Perspect. 108, 769–776. https ://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.00108 769 (2000).

 13. Benachour, N. et al. Time- and dose-dependent effects of Roundup on human embryonic and placental cells. Arch. Environ. 
Contam. Toxicol 53, 126–133. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0024 4-006-0154-8 (2007).

 14. Kwiatkowska, M., Huras, B. & Bukowska, B. The effect of metabolites and impurities of glyphosate on human erythrocytes (in 
vitro). Pestic. Biochem. Physiol. 109, 34–43. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.pestb p.2014.01.003 (2014).

 15. Cavalli, V. L. L. O. et al. Roundup disrupts male reproductive functions by triggering calcium-mediated cell death in rat testis and 
Sertoli cells. Free Radic. Biol. Med. 65, 335–346. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.freer adbio med.2013.06.043 (2013).

 16. Defarge, N., Spiroux de Vendômois, J. & Séralini, G. E. Toxicity of formulants and heavy metals in glyphosate-based herbicides 
and other pesticides. Toxicol. Rep. 5, 156–163. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.toxre p.2017.12.025 (2018).

 17. Anifandis, G. et al. The effect of glyphosate on human sperm motility and sperm DNA fragmentation. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public 
Health 15, 1117. https ://doi.org/10.3390/ijerp h1506 1117 (2018).

 18. Clair, E., Mesnage, R., Travert, C. & Séralini, G. E. A glyphosate-based herbicide induces necrosis and apoptosis in mature rat tes-
ticular cells in vitro, and testosterone decrease at lower levels. Toxicol. In Vitro 26, 269–279. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.tiv.2011.12.009 
(2012).

 19. Lopes, F. M. et al. Effect of glyphosate on the sperm quality of zebrafish Danio rerio. Aquat. Toxicol. 155, 322–326. https ://doi.
org/10.1016/j.aquat ox.2014.07.006 (2014).

 20. Benachour, N. & Seralini, G. E. Glyphosate formulations induce apoptosis and necrosis in human umbilical, embryonic, and 
placental cells. Chem. Res. Toxicol. 22, 97–105. https ://doi.org/10.1021/tx800 218n (2009).

 21. Bradberry, S. M., Proudfoot, A. T. & Vale, J. A. Glyphosate poisoning. Toxicol. Rev. 23, 159–167. https ://doi.org/10.2165/00139 
709-20042 3030-00003  (2004).

 22. Eddleston, M. et al. A role for solvents in the toxicity of agricultural organophosphorus pesticides. Toxicology 294, 94–103. https 
://doi.org/10.1016/j.tox.2012.02.005 (2012).

 23. Mesnage, R., Bernay, B. & Séralini, G. E. Ethoxylated adjuvants of glyphosate-based herbicides are active principles of human cell 
toxicity. Toxicology 313, 122–128. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.tox.2012.09.006 (2013).

 24. Mesnage, R., Defarge, N., Spiroux de Vendômois, J. & Séralini, G. E. Major pesticides are more toxic to human cells than their 
declared active principles. Biomed. Res. Int. 2014, 179691. https ://doi.org/10.1155/2014/17969 1 (2014).

 25. Mesnage, R., Defarge, N., Spiroux de Vendômois, J. & Séralini, G. E. Potential toxic effects of glyphosate and its commercial for-
mulations below regulatory limits. Food Chem. Toxicol. 84, 133–153. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.fct.2015.08.012 (2015).

 26. Mesnage, R. & Antoniou, M. N. Ignoring adjuvant toxicity falsifies the safety profile of commercial pesticides. Front. Public Health 
5, 361. https ://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh .2017.00361  (2017).

 27. Kassotis, C. D., Kollitz, E. M., Ferguson, P. L. & Stapleton, H. M. Nonionic ethoxylated surfactants induce adipogenesis in 3T3-L1 
cells. Toxicol. Sci. 162, 124–136. https ://doi.org/10.1093/toxsc i/kfx23 4 (2017).

 28. Sánchez, J. A. et al. Effects of Roundup formulations on biochemical biomarkers and male sperm quality of the livebearing Jenynsia 
multidentata. Chemosphere 177, 200–210. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.chemo spher e.2017.02.147 (2017).

 29. Cassault-Meyer, E., Gress, S., Séralini, G. É & Galeraud-Denis, I. An acute exposure to glyphosate-based herbicide alters aromatase 
levels in testis and sperm nuclear quality. Environ. Toxicol. Pharmacol. 38, 131–140. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.etap.2014.05.007 
(2014).

 30. Romano, R. M., Romano, M. A., Bernardi, M. M., Furtado, P. V. & Oliveira, C. A. Prepubertal exposure to commercial formulation 
of the herbicide glyphosate alters testosterone levels and testicular morphology. Arch. Toxicol. 84, 309–317. https ://doi.org/10.1007/
s0020 4-009-0494-z (2010).

 31. Abarikwu, S. O., Akiri, O. F., Durojaiye, M. A. & Adenike, A. Combined effects of repeated administration of Bretmont Wipeout 
(glyphosate) and Ultrazin (atrazine) on testosterone, oxidative stress and sperm quality of Wistar rats. Toxicol. Mech. Methods 25, 
70–80. https ://doi.org/10.3109/15376 516.2014.98934 9 (2015).

 32. Romano, M. A. et al. Glyphosate impairs male offspring reproductive development by disrupting gonadotropin expression. Arch. 
Toxicol. 86, 663–673. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0020 4-011-0788-9 (2012).

 33. Dallegrave, E. et al. Pre- and postnatal toxicity of the commercial glyphosate formulation in Wistar rats. Arch. Toxicol. 81, 665–673. 
https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0020 4-006-0170-5 (2007).

 34. Manservisi, F. et al. The Ramazzini Institute 13-week pilot study glyphosate-based herbicides administered at human-equivalent 
dose to Sprague Dawley rats: effects on development and endocrine system. Environ. Health 18, 15. https ://doi.org/10.1186/s1294 
0-019-0453-y (2019).

 35. Perleberg, C., Kind, A. & Schnieke, A. Genetically engineered pigs as models for human disease. Dis. Model. Mech. 11, dmm030783. 
https ://doi.org/10.1242/dmm.03078 3 (2018).

 36. Walters, E. M., Wells, K. D., Bryda, E. C., Schommer, S. & Prather, R. S. Swine models, genomic tools and services to enhance our 
understanding of human health and diseases. Lab. Anim. 46, 167–172. https ://doi.org/10.1038/laban .1215 (2017).

 37. Lorenzetti, S. et al. Innovative non-animal testing strategies for reproductive toxicology: the contribution of Italian partners within 
the EU project ReProTect. Ann. Ist. Super. Sanità 47, 429–444. https ://doi.org/10.4415/ANN_11_04_16 (2011).

 38. Defarge, N. et al. Co-formulants in glyphosate-based herbicides disrupt aromatase activity in human cells below toxic levels. Int. 
J. Environ. Res. Public Health 13, 264. https ://doi.org/10.3390/ijerp h1303 0264 (2016).

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12940-018-0435-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12940-018-0435-5
https://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.02110s3441
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12640-011-9274-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12640-011-9274-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anaerobe.2013.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fct.2013.05.057
https://doi.org/10.1186/1476-069X-13-73
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuro.2015.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1111/jrh.12154
https://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.7728
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tox.2009.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.00108769
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00244-006-0154-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pestbp.2014.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.freeradbiomed.2013.06.043
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.toxrep.2017.12.025
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph15061117
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tiv.2011.12.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aquatox.2014.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aquatox.2014.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1021/tx800218n
https://doi.org/10.2165/00139709-200423030-00003
https://doi.org/10.2165/00139709-200423030-00003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tox.2012.02.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tox.2012.02.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tox.2012.09.006
https://doi.org/10.1155/2014/179691
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fct.2015.08.012
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2017.00361
https://doi.org/10.1093/toxsci/kfx234
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chemosphere.2017.02.147
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.etap.2014.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00204-009-0494-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00204-009-0494-z
https://doi.org/10.3109/15376516.2014.989349
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00204-011-0788-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00204-006-0170-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12940-019-0453-y
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12940-019-0453-y
https://doi.org/10.1242/dmm.030783
https://doi.org/10.1038/laban.1215
https://doi.org/10.4415/ANN_11_04_16
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph13030264


9

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific RepoRtS |        (2020) 10:11026  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-67538-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 39. Anifandis, G. et al. The in vitro impact of the herbicide Roundup on human sperm motility and sperm mitochondria. Toxics 6, 2. 
https ://doi.org/10.3390/toxic s6010 002 (2018).

 40. Bailey, D. C. et al. Chronic exposure to a glyphosate-containing pesticide leads to mitochondrial dysfunction and increased 
reactive oxygen species production in Caenorhabditis elegans. Environ. Toxicol. Pharmacol. 57, 46–52. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.
etap.2017.11.005 (2018).

 41. Burchfield, S. L. et al. Acute exposure to a glyphosate-containing herbicide formulation inhibits complex II and increases hydro-
gen peroxide in the model organism Caenorhabditis elegans. Environ. Toxicol. Pharmacol. 66, 36–42. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.
etap.2018.12.019 (2019).

 42. Vanlaeys, A., Dubuisson, F., Seralini, G. E. & Travert, C. Formulants of glyphosate-based herbicides have more deleterious impact 
than glyphosate on TM4 sertoli cells. Toxicol. In Vitro 52, 14–22. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.tiv.2018.01.002 (2018).

 43. Peixoto, F. Comparative effects of the Roundup and glyphosate on mitochondrial oxidative phosphorylation. Chemosphere 61, 
1115–1122. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.chemo spher e.2005.03.044 (2005).

 44. Niemann, L., Sieke, C., Pfeil, R. & Solecki, R. A critical review of glyphosate findings in human urine samples and comparison with 
the exposure of operators and consumers. J. Verbrauch. Lebensm. 10, 3–12. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0000 3-014-0927-3 (2015).

 45. Mills, P. J. et al. Excretion of the herbicide glyphosate in older adults between 1993 and 2016. JAMA 318, 1610–1611. https ://doi.
org/10.1001/jama.2017.11726  (2017).

 46. Yeste, M. et al. Hyaluronic acid delays boar sperm capacitation after 3 days of storage at 15 °C. Anim. Reprod. Sci. 109, 236–250. 
https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.anire prosc i.2007.11.003 (2008).

 47. Lee, J. A. et al. MIFlowCyt: the minimum information about a flow cytometry experiment. Cytometry A 73, 926–930. https ://doi.
org/10.1002/cyto.a.20623  (2008).

 48. Garner, D. L. & Johnson, L. A. Viability assessment of mammalian sperm using SYBR-14 and propidium iodide. Biol. Reprod. 53, 
276–284. https ://doi.org/10.1095/biolr eprod 53.2.276 (1995).

 49. Morrell, J. M. et al. Sperm morphology and chromatin integrity in Swedish warmblood stallions and their relationship to pregnancy 
rates. Acta Vet. Scand. 50, 2. https ://doi.org/10.1186/1751-0147-50-2 (2008).

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank the support from Yentel Mateo-Otero, Estela Garcia, Marc Llavanera, Ariadna 
Delgado-Bermúdez, Beatriz Fernandez-Fuertes, Sergi Bonet and Isabel Barranco from University of Girona 
for their technical support. This research was supported by the Ministry of Science, Innovation and Universi-
ties, Spain (Grants: RYC-2014-15581 and AGL2017- 88329-R), and the Regional Government of Catalonia 
(2017-SGR-1229).

Author contributions
Conceptualization: G.G., D.B., M.S. and M.Y.; methodology: C.N. and S.R.; validation: G.G, D.B, M.S. and M.Y.; 
formal analysis: C.N. and S.R.; investigation: C.N. and S.R.; resources: M.S. and M.Y.; data curation, C.N.; writing-
original draft preparation, C.N.; writing-review and editing: G.G., D.B., M.S. and M.Y.; supervision: G.G., D.B., 
M.S. and M.Y.; project administration: M.S. and M.Y.; funding: M.S. and M.Y. All authors have read and agreed 
to the published version of the manuscript.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information  is available for this paper at https ://doi.org/10.1038/s4159 8-020-67538 -w.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to M.Y.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

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

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2020

https://doi.org/10.3390/toxics6010002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.etap.2017.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.etap.2017.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.etap.2018.12.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.etap.2018.12.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tiv.2018.01.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chemosphere.2005.03.044
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00003-014-0927-3
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2017.11726
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2017.11726
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anireprosci.2007.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1002/cyto.a.20623
https://doi.org/10.1002/cyto.a.20623
https://doi.org/10.1095/biolreprod53.2.276
https://doi.org/10.1186/1751-0147-50-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-67538-w
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Effects of Roundup and its main component, glyphosate, upon mammalian sperm function and survival
	Anchor 2
	Anchor 3
	Results
	Experiment 1: Effects of glyphosate on sperm quality and functional parameters. 
	Experiment 2: Effects of Roundup on sperm parameters. 

	Discussion
	Methods
	Reagents. 
	Seminal samples. 
	Experimental design. 
	Evaluation of sperm motility. 
	Analysis of sperm parameters with flow cytometry. 
	Evaluation of sperm viability. 
	Evaluation of acrosome integrity. 
	Evaluation of mitochondrial membrane potential. 
	Evaluation of DNA fragmentation. 
	Statistical analyses. 

	References
	Acknowledgements


