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Abstract

Background: The USDA Agriculture Research Service National Plant Germplasm System (NPGS) preserves the
largest sorghum germplasm collection in the world, which includes 7,217 accessions from the center of diversity in
Ethiopia. The characterization of this exotic germplasm at a genome-wide scale will improve conservation efforts
and its utilization in research and breeding programs. Therefore, we phenotyped a representative core set of 374
Ethiopian accessions at two locations for agronomic traits and characterized the genomes.

Results: Using genotyping-by-sequencing, we identified 148,476 single-nucleotide polymorphism (SNP) markers
distributed across the entire genome. Over half of the alleles were rare (frequency < 0.05). The genetic profile of
each accession was unique (i.e., no duplicates), and the average genetic distance among accessions was 0.70. Based
on population structure and cluster analyses, we separated the collection into 11 populations with pairwise FST
values ranging from 0.11 to 0.47. In total, 198 accessions (53%) were assigned to one of these populations with an
ancestry membership coefficient of larger than 0.60; these covered 90% of the total genomic variation. We
characterized these populations based on agronomic and seed compositional traits. We performed a cluster
analysis with the sorghum association panel based on 26,026 SNPs and determined that nine of the Ethiopian
populations expanded the genetic diversity in the panel. Genome-wide association analysis demonstrated that
these low-coverage data and the observed population structure could be employed for the genomic dissection of
important phenotypes in this core set of Ethiopian sorghum germplasm.

Conclusions: The NPGS Ethiopian sorghum germplasm is a genetically and phenotypically diverse collection
comprising 11 populations with high levels of admixture. Genetic associations with agronomic traits can be used to
improve the screening of exotic germplasm for selection of specific populations. We detected many rare alleles,
suggesting that this germplasm contains potentially useful undiscovered alleles, but their discovery and
characterization will require extensive effort. The genotypic data available for these accessions provide a valuable
resource for sorghum breeders and geneticists to effectively improve crops.

Keywords: Sorghum bicolor, Exotic germplasm, Genotyping-by-sequencing, Genome-wide association study,
Population structure

* Correspondence: hugo.cuevas@ars.usda.gov
1USDA-ARS, Tropical Agriculture Research Station, 2200 Pedro Albizu Campos
Avenue, Mayaguez 00680, Puerto Rico
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

© The Author(s). 2017 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided 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 Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver
(http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.

Cuevas et al. BMC Genomics  (2017) 18:108 
DOI 10.1186/s12864-016-3475-7

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12864-016-3475-7&domain=pdf
mailto:hugo.cuevas@ars.usda.gov
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/


Background
Sorghum [Sorghum bicolor (L.) Moench] is the fifth most
important grain crop after maize, wheat, rice, and barley
[1]. Its role as source of grain and cellulosic-based etha-
nol is of growing importance. The region of domestica-
tion and diversity is located in Northeast Africa, an area
that extends from Ethiopia to Sudan [2], but the crop is
now grown in an array of environments, ranging from
tropical to temperate regions. Sorghum is a highly di-
verse crop that has experienced multiple re-
domestication processes, resulting in five major races
differentiated by inflorescence type [3]. These races are
associated with particular environments [4], and ongoing
evolution in these regions by recombination and selec-
tion has led to a highly diverse crop.
Ex situ sorghum germplasm collections (i.e., gene

banks) have been established in several countries as a re-
source for breeding programs. These germplasm collec-
tions provide genetic variation for crop improvement
programs. Today, the largest worldwide sorghum collec-
tion is maintained by the USDA Agriculture Research
Service National Plant Germplasm System (NPGS) and
includes >41,860 accessions from 114 countries. Like-
wise, the International Crops Research Institute for the
Semi-arid Tropics (ICRISAT), located in India, has a sor-
ghum collection of 37,904 accessions from different
countries. The National Genebank of China maintains a
sorghum collection of over 16,000 accessions, including
12,000 Chinese sorghum landraces. To use these re-
sources, breeding programs must have an understanding
of the variation within the germplasm collection [5]. The
establishment of core reference sets (i.e., core collec-
tions) that represent the genetic diversity of the broader
collection provides a mechanism to classify these re-
sources for the scientific community. In this regard,
ICRISAT has developed a core collection of 2,247 acces-
sions based on phenotypic information [6, 7]; this collec-
tion was later reduced to a mini-core of 242 accessions
based on genetic profiles [8]. A core collection of 2,438
accessions was established for the NPGS sorghum col-
lection using origin site information (i.e., passport infor-
mation [9]).
The selection of landraces for inclusion in a core set

based on passport information alone may not adequately
represent the genetic diversity owing to limited passport
information for many accessions and/or genetic redun-
dancy (i.e., duplicates). Therefore, the use of a molecular
genetics approach is imperative for the conservation and
utilization of the collection. However, molecular genetic
approaches have been limited to specific samples of sor-
ghum from the NPGS [5, 10–13], and a large portion of
the genetic diversity remains uncharacterized in the
germplasm collection. These studies confirm that mod-
ern sorghum breeding materials are from a narrow

genetic base, despite high genetic diversity in the germ-
plasm collection. Recently, a sorghum association panel
(SAP) comprising 149 U.S. breeding lines and their 228
progenitor accessions was assembled with the purpose
of genetically dissecting economically important traits
[14]. Certainly, this panel encompasses a wide range of
sorghum genetic diversity that has been exploited in
breeding programs, but it is not representative of the
vast genetic diversity present in the NPGS collection.
Further genomic characterization of a broader range of
sorghum diversity is required to both improve conserva-
tion efforts and provide new knowledge to promote its
integration into sorghum breeding programs.
Genome sequence information and next-generation se-

quencing technology have made important contributions to
the development of new genotyping platforms. Today,
genotyping-by-sequencing (GBS) [15] is arguably the most
widely used method to genetically characterize plant germ-
plasm. The large number of single-nucleotide polymor-
phisms (SNPs) identified by GBS makes it possible to
integrate into a single research project analyses of genetic di-
versity and genome-wide association studies (GWAS) [16],
and is invaluable for the identification of allelic diversity and
rare genetic variation as well as functional analyses. In
maize, an analysis of 2,815 inbred accessions from NPGS re-
sulted in the identification of 681,257 SNP markers, half of
which were classified as rare variants (frequency < 0.05) [17].
Likewise, in sorghum, an analysis of 971 worldwide sorghum
accessions (including the ICRISAT mini-core and SAP) re-
sulted in the identification of ~265,000 SNP markers [16],
and an analysis of 1,943 georeferenced sorghum landraces
(844 and 1,099 from NPGS and ICRISAT, respectively) was
used to identify 404,627 SNP markers [18]. These sorghum
genetic diversity studies have substantially improved our un-
derstanding of the genetic basis of the domestication process
as well as the adaptation of various sorghum races within
particular environments. Moreover, they substantiate the
use of genotypic and environmental information to predict
the phenotypes of accessions. Hence, the phenotypes of ac-
cessions within large germplasm collections could be pre-
dicted based on prior genotypic and phenotypic analyses of
a core subset of accessions.
The Ethiopian germplasm maintained by NPGS con-

tains 7,217 accessions, representing 17% of the sorghum
collection [19]. Unfortunately, the geographic coordi-
nates of the collection sites are unknown for 83% of
these accessions, limiting the establishment of a repre-
sentative subset based on passport information alone.
An analysis of 137 randomly selected Ethiopian acces-
sions with 20 simple sequence repeat markers revealed
abundant genetic diversity divided into two main sub-
populations [10]. Four of the five sorghum races and
wild forms are present in Ethiopia [20], and previous
phenotypic and genotypic analyses identified high levels
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of genetic diversity in this germplasm [21, 22]. In
addition, the geographic distribution of morphological
characteristics appears to be determined by topography
and climatic variation [21]. Recently, some Ethiopian ac-
cessions from the NPGS were genetically characterized
for use in GWAS (135 accessions [18]; 31 accessions
[16]), but the limited number of accessions and/or the
selection approach (i.e., breeding lines and/or ecogeogra-
phical regions) may bias estimates of the actual genetic
diversity in the collection because these samples were
not established to represent the Ethiopian collection. In
the current study, we established a core subset of 374
NPGS Ethiopian accessions based on the actual fre-
quency distribution of the known sorghum races in this
collection. We phenotyped these accessions for several
important agronomic traits at two locations and used
GBS to 1) evaluate their genetic and phenotype diversity,
2) determine population structure, 3) study the genetic
relationships among accessions (and identify duplicates),
4) determine the genetic relationship between the
Ethiopia NPGS collection and the SAP, and 5) explore
the potential of this germplasm to elucidate the genetic
architecture of quantitative traits using GWAS.

Results
GBS of NPGS Ethiopian germplasm
The Ethiopian germplasm core set examined in this ex-
periment comprised 352 exotic accessions and 22

converted tropical lines that are photoperiod-insensitive
and dwarf and were produced by crossing exotic lines
and modern US cultivars. This core set represented ~5%
of the Ethiopian collection, including 16 sorghum races,
of which Durra, Durra-bicolor, and unclassified acces-
sions represented 72% of the accessions (Table 1). We
pooled tissue from three seedlings for DNA extraction
and analyzed the data as a single GBS sample. We ob-
tained approximately 5×sequencing coverage per acces-
sion, resulting in the identification of 417,852 SNPs with
an average of 34% missing data. We retained SNPs with
<20% missing data and minor allele frequencies of >0.01
(i.e., SNPs present in at least three accessions) to obtain
a final sample of 148,476 SNPs for further analyses.
These SNPs were distributed along the ten sorghum
chromosomes with an average of 1 SNP per 5,200 kb;
the majority of SNPs were located in sub-telomeric
gene-rich regions. In fact, these SNPs tagged 17,196 an-
notated genes, while another 4,016 genes were within 5
kbp upstream or downstream of a SNP.

Integrity of NPGS Ethiopian collection
The preservation and effective use of the NPGS Ethiop-
ian collection require an adequate knowledge of its gen-
etic diversity to avoid genetic drift and phenotyping
duplicate accessions. The majority of these accessions
were collected more than 70 years ago and represent
multiple independent germplasm collections; likewise,

Table 1 Distribution of sorghum races present in the Ethiopian collection from NPGS

NPGSa (7,237 accessions) Representative sample (374 accessions)

Race Num. of accessions % Num. of accessionsb %

Bicolor 90 1.24 6 1.60

Caudatum 145 2.00 8 2.14

Durra-Caudatum 206 2.85 10 2.67

Caudatum-bicolor 78 1.08 5 1.34

Guinea-Caudatum 65 0.90 4 1.07

Kaffir-Caudatum 34 0.47 2 0.53

Mixed 389 5.38 24 6.42

Kaffir-durra 368 5.09 19 5.08

Kaffir-bicolor 24 0.33 2 0.53

Kaffir 47 0.65 2 0.53

Guinea-Kaffir 62 0.86 5 1.34

Guinea-durra 194 2.68 13 3.48

Guinea-bicolor 42 0.58 2 0.53

Guinea 18 0.25 1 0.27

Durra-bicolor 1336 18.47 80 21.39

Durra 2086 28.84 102 27.27

Unknown 2053 28.34 89 23.80
aNational Plant Germplasm System from United States
bNumber of randomly selected accession from each race group present in the NPGS Ethiopia collection
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the seed increase process for this enormous collection
(i.e., curatorial management) may contribute to prob-
lems, such as material duplication by labeling and lo-
gistic errors. We calculated the identity-by-state (IBS)
genetic distance among all pairs of accessions using
27,306 unlinked SNPs (r2 < 0.5) that were evenly dis-
tributed across the sorghum genome. Remarkably, of
the 69,564 pairwise IBS genetic distances, only 14
exceeded 0.90 (Fig. 1), and these represented five
groups of 11 closely related accessions. Indeed, no
genetic profile was duplicated and the average IBS
among accessions was 0.70. The homogeneity of each
accession is essential for phenotyping analyses. In the
GBS analysis, we detected high levels of inbreeding
within accessions; the average heterozygosity (0.11)
was not larger than the observed heterozygosity in
previous studies of sorghum landraces [23]. Even
though this study was based on 5% of the NPGS
Ethiopian collection, the results indicate that its as-
sembly and maintain has been adequate capturing
and preserving its genetic diversity.

Population structure
Understanding the population structure of the NPGS
Ethiopian collection is imperative to establish new strat-
egies to preserve and utilize its genetic diversity and is a
prerequisite for GWAS. We inferred that there are 11
ancestral populations based on 10-fold cross-validation
using ADMIXTURE [24] (Fig. 2a; referred to as popula-
tions 1 to 11). In total, we assigned 198 accessions (53%)
to one of these populations with an ancestry member-
ship coefficient of greater than 0.60, and we categorized
the remaining 47% as having evidence of admixture
(Fig. 2b). Indeed, the pairwise fixation index (FST) among
these populations ranged from 0.11 to 0.47, indicating a

relatively high level of genetic differentiation (Table 2).
We determined the effective population size (Ne) based
on the linkage disequilibrium (LD) of 58,634 SNPs with
MAF > 0.05. We obtained an Ne of 199 individuals,
which was comparable to the total number of accessions
with an ancestry membership coefficient of greater than
0.60. In fact, these 198 accessions covered 90% of the
observed allelic diversity (133,874 SNPs); accordingly,
additional phenotyping could be limited to or initiated
with these accessions. The conservation of these particu-
lar accessions is imperative to maintain the genetic di-
versity of this core set of the collection.
We used an unrooted neighbor-joining tree to de-

termine the genetic relationships among these popula-
tions. The results of this analysis were consistent with
the previously determined population structure (Fig. 3),
with 11 populations belonging to four main clades.
The largest clade included populations 1, 2, 4, 6, and
10, suggesting high genetic relatedness among these
populations. Additionally, populations 5, 11, and 9
formed a group. The majority of the accessions from
populations 3 and 7 belonged to one common clade,
while population 8 belonged to a group with three ac-
cessions from population 7. We observed accessions
with evidence of admixture throughout the tree, al-
though we detected one large cluster that included
one accession from population 4. The genetic rela-
tionships among populations provide insight into the
history of the observed population structure. We in-
ferred that four founder populations may have subse-
quently subdivided into 11 populations. We did not
detect concordance between our phylogenetic and
population structure results and the 14 sorghum races
present in the Ethiopian germplasm collection. Durra
and the intermediate Durra-bicolor are the most

Fig. 1 Distribution of identity by state (IBS) genetic distances amongst 374 NPGS Ethiopian accessions determined by the analysis of 27,306
unlinked (r2 < 0.5) single nucleotides polymorphism
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frequent races, and their domestication is associated
with the Ethiopian region [25]. Accessions classified
as these two races were dispersed among the 11 pop-
ulations, indicating that the observed population
structure was most likely the result of adaptation to

different Ethiopian environments. The selection of ac-
cessions for phenotype evaluations based on this
population structure analysis ensures the presence of
the majority of the genetic diversity present in the
NPGS Ethiopian germplasm collection.

Fig. 2 Population structure analysis of 374 NPGS Ethiopian sorghum accessions. a The optimal number of subpopulations was 11 based on the
ADMIXTURE analysis with the cross validation for K values from 1 to 20 using 27,306 unlinked (r2 < 0.5) SNPs distributed across the genome. b
Hierarchical organization of genetic relatedness of the 374 Ethiopian accessions, each individual bar represents an accession
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Allelic diversity
Based on the allele frequency distribution for this NPGS
Ethiopia collection core, 60% of the SNPs were rare
(MAF < 0.05) (Fig. 4). A high frequency of rare alleles
was also observed in a GBS analysis of 2,815 maize in-
bred accessions from the NPGS collection [17], confirm-
ing the high accuracy of rare allele detection using GBS.
In fact, we detected all of these rare alleles in at least
three accessions (MAF > 0.01). We found that the 198

representative accessions (including 90% of the SNPs)
had a similar proportion of rare alleles. In the four lar-
gest populations (3, 6, 7, and 9), which included more
than 25 accessions, we found that an average of 55% of
alleles were rare. For populations 1, 2, and 10, which in-
cluded 11 to 19 accessions, an average of 29% of alleles
were rare. Since populations 4, 5, and 8 had fewer than
ten accessions, we did not estimate the proportion of
rare alleles. The large number of admixture accessions

Table 2 Pairwise estimates of Fst among the 11 NPGS Ethiopian populations based on the analysis of 27,306 single nucleotide
polymorphism loci among 198 accessions

Pop 1 Pop 2 Pop 3 Pop 4 Pop 5 Pop 6 Pop 7 Pop 8 Pop 9 Pop 10

Pop 2 0.21

Pop 3 0.30 0.33

Pop 4 0.20 0.21 0.17

Pop 5 0.33 0.34 0.39 0.32

Pop 6 0.30 0.32 0.18 0.16 0.40

Pop 7 0.33 0.36 0.11 0.20 0.44 0.22

Pop 8 0.33 0.37 0.35 0.31 0.47 0.37 0.38

Pop 9 0.33 0.34 0.35 0.30 0.20 0.36 0.39 0.42

Pop 10 0.29 0.31 0.14 0.16 0.38 0.15 0.19 0.37 0.33

Pop 11 0.44 0.44 0.45 0.44 0.39 0.46 0.50 0.55 0.26 0.47

Fig. 3 Neighbor joining tree of the 374 Ethiopian accessions where admixture accessions are not colored
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in the collection and the distribution of rare alleles
among populations suggest these rare alleles could rep-
resent recent introgression from neighboring countries.
To compare the diversity between these 11 populations,
we determined the total number of private alleles in
each population. We identified 10,284 private alleles that
characterized these 11 populations. Populations 1 and 2
had the most private alleles (1,995 and 2,264, respect-
ively) and these two populations (30 accessions in total)
had 66% of the total allelic diversity (98,322 SNPs). Pop-
ulations six and nine had 1,286 and 1,353 private alleles,
respectively, and had 68% of the total allelic diversity
(101,681 SNPs) with a total of 62 accessions. In the 176
accessions with evidence of admixture, we only detected
1,473 private alleles. The NPGS Ethiopian collection
could be arranged into these 12 groups (11 populations
and an admixture group) using a high-throughput geno-
typing platform based on these private alleles. The
organization of this germplasm collection can improve
conservation efforts and phenotypic analyses. For in-
stance, the selection of particular populations and/or
subsets of accessions that capture the majority of the al-
lelic diversity will optimize the use of phenotyping re-
sources. Allelic richness could be monitored as an
indicator of the conservation status of its genetic diver-
sity [26].
How much of the genetic diversity present in NPGS

Ethiopian germplasm has been used in US breeding pro-
grams? The US SAP encompasses a wide range of

sorghum germplasm that has been exploited in breeding
programs and was recently genetically characterized [16].
We identified all of the common alleles between SAP and
this Ethiopian core set. We detected 60,962 common al-
leles, of which 74% had a MAF of greater than 0.05. In
fact, 20% (18,213 SNPs) of the rare alleles in the Ethiopia
core set were present in SAP, while 57% (10,382) had a
MAF of greater than 0.05. In total, 59% of the 10,284 pri-
vate alleles that characterize the 11 Ethiopian populations
were present in SAP. However, only the private alleles
from populations 1 and 2 were adequately represented in
SAP (87 and 80%, respectively). In fact, the neighbor-
joining cluster analysis of SAP and the 11 Ethiopian popu-
lations based on 26,026 unlinked SNPs showed that popu-
lations 1 and 2 are completely integrated in SAP (Fig. 5),
suggesting these two populations have been used exten-
sively in breeding programs. The other nine Ethiopian
populations expanded the genetic diversity of SAP acces-
sions originally from Ethiopia and India. Hence, the NPGS
Ethiopian collection is a germplasm resource that could
be used to support and increase the genetic diversity in
SAP. The integration of particular Ethiopian accessions
from populations 3 to 11 into SAP will be useful for the
discovery of new agronomically important alleles and to
advance the use of this germplasm collection.

Genetic diversity and signatures of selection
The management of germplasm collections is intended
to maintain the maximum possible genetic diversity of

Fig. 4 Allele frequency distribution of 148,475 single nucleotide polymorphisms among 374 NPGS Ethiopian accessions
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the crop. We measured the levels of genetic diversity
and divergence among populations in the NPGS
Ethiopia collection based on LD (as estimated by r2) and
FST across the genome. In the Ethiopia collection, we ob-
served an average r2 of ≤0.2 at distances of greater than
6 kb (Additional file 1: Figure S1). This decay in LD was
more rapid than the decay observed in previous analyses
of 330 landraces from different African countries and
the SAP, in which LD extended from 20 to 50 kb [16].
The rapid decay in LD among Ethiopian accessions
could be explained by the early establishment of these
populations after the domestication of sorghum. More-
over, many accessions had evidence of admixture, which
reduces the average length of LD blocks, reflecting a
mixture of ancient and new Ethiopian landraces. Cer-
tainly, the high number of recombination events is asso-
ciated with the phenotype diversity of this germplasm,
and can be useful for the genomic dissection of agro-
nomically important traits by GWAS; however, deep se-
quencing coverage may be required to cover all genomic
blocks.
The population structure of a plant is determined by

abiotic and biotic factors that influence selection [27].
The high genetic differentiation index (FST) between
these 11 Ethiopian populations (Table 2) indicates selec-
tion in particular environmental conditions. The identifi-
cation of traits that define each of these populations is

imperative to improve the use of this germplasm;
agronomic traits that are at high frequencies within a
particular population can be screened. In this regard,
the genetics underlying the observed population
structure may reveal genomic regions that are in-
volved in the selection of particular traits. To identify
genomic regions that may be under selection pres-
sure, we used the FST outlier method implemented in
BayeScan v.2.1 [28]. This approach distinguishes be-
tween loci that diverged via random drift and those
that diverged via selection. We detected 99 SNPs that
diverged by selection, of which 72 SNPs were consist-
ent with diversifying selection and 27 SNPs were con-
sistent with balancing selection (Fig. 6). We observed
these signatures of selection across the whole genome,
but particularly in sub-telomeric gene-rich regions.
We detected diversifying selection on Tannin1 [29]
(FST = 0.62). Tannins have diverse biological functions,
including protection against pathogenic bacteria and
fungi and predation by herbivorous animals [30]. We
detected additional FST outlier SNPs with a broad
range of gene ontology annotations, including meta-
bolic process (glycosyl transferase), signal transduction
(auxin response factor), DNA damage repair, and
retrotransposon proteins. Natural selection contributes
more substantially to the structure of Ethiopian sor-
ghum populations than selection by farmers.

Fig. 5 Neighbor-joining tree of the 198 representative NPGS Ethiopian accessions and 356 lines from the U.S. sorghum association panel (SAP)
based on 26,026 unlinked (r2 < 0.5) SNPs. Colored labels represent the 11 populations present in NPGS Ethiopian germplasm
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Phenotypic diversity
The NPGS Ethiopian germplasm collection is the largest
group of accessions in the sorghum collection; it in-
cludes 11 populations based on a genetic analysis. The
phenotypic characterization of these populations is ne-
cessary to deeply understand the population structure
and improve the use of the collection. We characterized
these populations with respect to agronomic traits that
might be associated with ecogeographical variation and
the agricultural system of Ethiopia as well as other traits
of potential interest to the sorghum breeding
community.
The phenotypic diversity of Ethiopian germplasm was

associated with the observed population structure. In
fact, among the 11 Ethiopian populations, we observed
differences in 14 evaluated traits, with an average of six
groups per trait (Tables 3 and 4). These results con-
firmed the observed diversifying selection in the genetic
analysis since contrasting phenotypes characterize these
populations (i.e., high, low, and intermediate trait
values). In fact, each population had a unique pheno-
typic profile, suggesting that they represent different en-
vironmental conditions affecting selection. For instance,
in population 5, we observed evidence of selection for
high biomass and small seed size, and we observed
higher levels of tannins contentin population 9. Cer-
tainly, the population structure could reflect agro-
environmental regions in Ethiopia and/or agronomically
important traits, and could be used to establish better
strategies to select accessions for phenotype screening.
To improve our understanding of the selection process

underlying the observed population structure, we used a
principal component analysis (PCA) to identify the rela-
tive importance of these traits in shaping phenotype di-
versity. The first four principal components accounted
for approximately 60.5% of the total phenotype diversity,
and seed compositional traits had the largest loading co-
efficients (Table 5). In fact, phenol, protein, tannin, and

3-DOA contents had highly similar degrees and direc-
tions for PC1 loading. The high diversity of these four
seed compositional traits may be explained by opposing
selection pressures driven by humans and natural condi-
tions. For instance, high levels of tannins and phenols
are associated with grain mold resistance, but these two
compounds are unacceptable in seeds for human con-
sumption [31]. Agronomical traits, such as plant height
(PH), panicle length and diameter (PL and PD), and
flowering, showed positive loading values for PC2, while
the dhurrin content (associated with drought tolerance)
had loading effects in PC3. These results indicate that
seed compositional traits define Ethiopian sorghum cul-
tivars, while agronomical traits have a secondary role
owing to the undeveloped agricultural system in the
country. Hence, the germplasm includes valuable alleles
for seed compositional traits for sorghum breeding pro-
grams. In fact, the high genetic and phenotypic diversity
within the Ethiopian germplasm is the result of a bal-
ance between both artificial and natural selection in each
population.

GWAS studies
The Ethiopian NPGS germplasm collection is a highly
genetically and phenotypically diverse public germplasm
with important applications for the improvement of sor-
ghum breeding programs. Despite the large size of this
collection, the use of molecular markers associated with
important agronomic traits could facilitate the identifica-
tion of valuable accessions. Therefore, we explored the
potential use of these low-coverage data and the popula-
tion structure analysis for GWAS. We analyzed seed
tannin content and PH, two extensively studied traits
[16, 29]. The SNP with the strongest association with
tannin content (S4_61667908; p < 8.2−10; Additional file
1: Figure S2a) was the same as the one found in an ana-
lysis using the SAP [16] and explained 13.7% of the gen-
etic variance. This SNP was not in complete LD with the

Fig. 6 BAYESCAN result for the analysis of 27,306 unlinked SNPs distributed among 11 Ethiopian sorghum populations for outlier prediction. a
The distribution of SNPs across the sorghum genome. Red dots represents Fst outliers. b BayeScan analysis for outlier prediction with a false
discovery rate (FDR) of p < 0.001 (broken line)
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tan1 null allele [29], as observed in the SAP [16]. Add-
itionally, 22 converted dwarf tropical lines in the panel
were used to detect dwarfing genes on chromosomes 9
(dw1), 7 (dw3), and 6 (dw2) (Additional file 1: Figure
S3); these loci were introgressed during the conversion
of these lines [32] and explained 27% of the genetic vari-
ance. Based on Q–Q plots, both traits demonstrated as-
sociations when controlling for population structure and
genetic relatedness using a compressed mixed linear
model, decreasing the identification of spurious associa-
tions (Additional file 1: Figure S4).
To identify novel loci in exotic germplasm, we ana-

lyzed PH and flowering time (FL) without including the
22 converted dwarf tropical lines. We detected a signifi-
cant association between PH and the distal region of

chromosome 6 (S6_57260888; p < 8.3−7; Fig. 7). This loci
explained 6.8% of the genetic variance while the genetic
relatedness among accessions (i.e., pseudo-heritability)
accounted for 34.5% of the genetic variance indicating
that a large portion of the variation is still uncharacter-
ized. Although we did not identify a candidate gene in
the region or overlap with a previously detected QTL,
the region deserves further study. We did not detect a
significant association for FL using the whole subset or
the subset lacking the converted lines. In an analysis of
other agronomical traits (e.g., PL, width and ratio, seed
size, and cold tolerance), we did not identify significant
associations. Indeed, in GWAS for some of these traits
using the SAP, significant associations have not been de-
tected [33, 34]. The low heritability and phenotype

Table 3 Phenotypic traits for the 11 NPGS Ethiopian subpopulations

Panicle

References Flowering1 Plant height2 Length3 Diameter4 Ratio5 Seed Size6 Dhurrin7 G158

RTx 2911 72 ± 17 105 ± 32 17.3 ± 5.8 2.9 ± 1.4 6.8 ± 3.1 4.0 ± 0.7 21.2 ± 8.0 n.a

SC719 64 ± 08 111 ± 19 18.4 ± 4.4 2.7 ± 1.2 7.7 ± 2.8 5.2 ± 1.6 14.4 ± 0.9 n.a

PI 610727 n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a 53.0 ± 6.0

RTx436 n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a 00.0 ± 0.0

Ethiopia germplasm

Population *** *** *** *** *** *** *** n.s.

Location *** *** ** n.s. n.s. ** n.a. n.a.

Pop. x Loc. n.s. n.s. n.s n.s. n.s. n.s. n.a. n.a.

R2 0.64 0.51 0.45 0.23 0.40 0.40 0.21 0.11

C.V. 10.01 22.13 29.23 41.41 37.42 22.08 82.51 92.01

Fisher LSD test

Population 1 73 ± 09 d 138 ± 25 e 19.6 ± 2.4 cde 4.2 ± 1.0 cd 5.3 ± 1.7 bc 3.8 ± 1.1 bc 19.8 ± 30.8 bcd 18.2 ± 35.9

Population 2 65 ± 07 e 159 ± 35 de 18.2 ± 4.8 def 4.4 ± 1.5 cd 4.2 ± 1.6 cd 4.4 ± 0.6 ab 37.1 ± 23.0 a 40.9 ± 30.0

Population 3 79 ± 04 b 203 ± 28 b 20.9 ± 6.1 cd 4.7 ± 1.1 cd 4.6 ± 1.3 bc 4.6 ± 0.9 ab 11.4 ± 18.3 d 27.7 ± 39.5

Population 4 65 ± 06 e 145 ± 17 de 11.3 ± 2.7 g 4.1 ± 1.2 d 3.0 ± 0.8 def 4.2 ± 0.7 ab 17.3 ± 05.1 bcd 50.6 ± 37.3

Population 5 77 ± 01 cd 265 ± 37 a 35.4 ± 5.9 a 7.5 ± 2.0 a 5.0 ± 1.1 bc 2.8 ± 0.2 d 14.9 ± 10.1 cd 36.6 ± 25.7

Population 6 74 ± 06 cd 172 ± 29 cd 23.4 ± 4.5 cd 4.4 ± 1.7 cd 6.0 ± 1.9 ab 4.6 ± 0.9 ab 14.5 ± 12.7 d 33.0 ± 32.3

Population 7 78 ± 08 cd 192 ± 35 bc 15.5 ± 6.5 efg 5.5 ± 1.9 bcd 2.9 ± 0.5 ef 4.5 ± 0.6 ab 28.7 ± 21.5 abc 12.4 ± 16.5

Population 8 85 ± 08 a 199 ± 36 bc 13.4 ± 1.9 fg 6.5 ± 2.0 ab 1.9 ± 0.3 f 3.9 ± 0.6 abc 30.7 ± 09.4 ab 36.3 ± 22.4

Population 9 75 ± 04 cd 192 ± 25 bc 24.2 ± 4.7 bc 6.9 ± 2.7 ab 4.2 ± 1.3 cde 2.9 ± 0.4 d 18.2 ± 09.9 bcd 42.9 ± 21.4

Population 10 76 ± 07 cd 203 ± 26 b 29.3 ± 7.6 b 4.5 ± 1.3 cd 6.9 ± 1.6 a 4.6 ± 0.7 a 14.7 ± 08.1 d 24.6 ± 27.1

Population 11 84 ± 04 ab 200 ± 19 bc 15.5 ± 3.4 efg 5.9 ± 1.4 abc 2.7 ± 0.2 f 3.3 ± 0.3 cd 13.8 ± 06.7 d 21.1 ± 15.0

Phenotype evaluations were completed at Isabela and Mayaguez, Puerto Rico in 2013 and 2014, respectively. Means followed by a common letter are not
significantly different according to Fisher’s least significant different test
1Flowering time refers to days to 50% flowering of the plot
2Plant height (cm) refer to the distance from the base of the main stalk to the top of the panicle without sorghum converted accessions
3Panicle length (cm) refers to the distance from the base to the top of the panicle
4Panicle diameter (cm) refers to the wider region of the panicle
5Ratio refers to the length/diameter
6Seed size refers to the volume of 100 seeds
7Dhurrin (μg/cm2) content in leaf measure at post-flowering stage using HPLC [53]
8G15 refers to the percent of 30 seeds that germinated after 72 h at 15 °C in growth chamber
n.s., ** and *** refers to no significant, and significant effects at p ≤ 0.01 and .005, respectively
C.V. refer to coefficient of variation
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variation for some of these traits, limited number of ac-
cessions, low-coverage data, and complexity of the traits
could affect the detection of significant associations.
Based on a GWAS of seed compositional traits, we

identified novel loci for protein and fat content, and
confirmed a previous result for total phenol content. We
obtained similar results for total phenol and tannin con-
tents; SNP S4_61667908 demonstrated the most signifi-
cant association for these traits (p < 1.4−10; Additional
file 1: Figure S2b). A significant correlation between
these two traits was also observed in the SAP, in which
total phenol content was associated with Tannin1 [35].
A genomic region in chromosome 2 was associated with
fat and protein content (Fig. 8a and b). Even though we
detected a significant correlation between the fat and
protein contents (r2 = 0.54; p < 0.0001), we identified two
loci in the GWAS that were 57 kbp apart (Fig. 8c). In
fact, we detected the strongest associations for fat and
protein content with the SNPs S2_57605132 (p < 7.6−8)
and S2_57662361 (p < 1.2−6), respectively, which ex-
plained 11.5 and 9.6% of the genetic variance, respect-
ively. Since the genetic relatedness among accessions
only accounted for 23.3% (fat) and 21.1% (protein) of the
genetic variance other important loci are still

unidentified. These SNPs were located within the genes
Sb02g023740.1 (unknown protein) and Sb02g023770.1
(cytochrome P450), which have not been associated with
particular phenotypes in sorghum or Arabidopsis. Add-
itional phenotype and genotype analyses are required to
verify these associations. This Ethiopian core set and its
genetic characterization could provide a basis for the
discovery of important loci in this exotic germplasm.

Discussion
At present, only a minor portion of the genetic diver-
sity in the NPGS Ethiopian collection is used in sor-
ghum breeding programs. The large size of this
particular collection and the lack of genetic and
phenotypic data have contributed to the limited use
of this germplasm. Therefore, the genomic
characterization presented herein should encourage
and facilitate its use by breeders and geneticists
worldwide. The combination of this genomic informa-
tion with large-scale phenotyping efforts could be
used to mine novel alleles for the improvement of
agronomic traits. The development of new cultivars
with novel alleles from Ethiopian collections is a

Table 4 Seed composition traits for the 11 NPGS Ethiopian subpopulations

References Protein1 Fat1 Fiber1 Ash1 Starch1 Phenols2 Tannins3 3-DOAs4

RTx 2911 11.4 ± 1.0 1.6 ± 0.2 1.4 ± 0.1 1.3 ± 0.00 66.6 ± 1.2 05.1 ± 1.7 00.0 ± 00.0 36.8 ± 07.8

SC719 10.0 ± 1.3 2.9 ± 0.5 1.9 ± 0.2 1.3 ± 0.10 66.4 ± 1.0 06.3 ± 1.7 11.4 ± 02.8 22.0 ± 03.9

Ethiopia germplasm

Population *** ** *** *** n.s. *** *** ***

R2 0.35 0.22 0.35 0.54 0.11 0.52 0.46 0.34

C.V. 16.77 18.50 11.29 6.15 2.56 66.00 94.57 64.80

Fisher LSD test

Population 1 10.7 ± 1.6 c 2.7 ± 0.6 c 1.6 ± 0.1 bc 1.25 ± 0.04 abc 66.0 ± 1.4 09.6 ± 5.3 b 16.9 ± 14.1 b 35.1 ± 21.9 cd

Population 2 13.0 ± 3.5 bc 2.8 ± 0.9 bc 1.6 ± 0.2 abc 1.33 ± 0.08 a 64.9 ± 2.5 08.4 ± 4.0 bc 13.5 ± 09.0 bc 29.5 ± 22.0 cd

Population 3 13.1 ± 2.1 bc 2.8 ± 0.3 bc 1.6 ± 0.2 abc 1.27 ± 0.07 abc 65.1 ± 1.5 05.2 ± 5.8 bcd 07.4 ± 11.8 bcd 39.1 ± 29.3 bcd

Population 4 13.4 ± 2.9 b 2.8 ± 0.4 c 1.6 ± 0.0 bc 1.23 ± 0.12 bc 62.9 ± 2.0 06.2 ± 2.4 bcd 02.3 ± 03.3 cd 46.7 ± 14.3 bcd

Population 5 10.8 ± 0.6 c 3.3 ± 0.9 abc 1.5 ± 0.1 cd 1.31 ± 0.08 ab 65.5 ± 0.6 10.0 ± 1.7 b 18.9 ± 05.1 b 15.4 ± 22.6 d

Population 6 12.8 ± 2.2 bc 2.7 ± 0.5 c 1.7 ± 0.1 ab 1.31 ± 0.05 ab 64.8 ± 1.5 05.1 ± 3.3 bcd 07.3 ± 06.8 bcd 31.9 ± 14.4 cd

Population 7 14.0 ± 2.3 b 3.1 ± 0.5 abc 1.5 ± 0.2 bc 1.29 ± 0.06 ab 64.0 ± 1.7 03.2 ± 3.8 cd 03.1 ± 06.7 cd 54.1 ± 32.5 abc

Population 8 15.1 ± 1.3 ab 3.4 ± 0.2 ab 1.6 ± 0.1 bc 1.20 ± 0.11 c 64.0 ± 1.0 09.5 ± 9.7 b 15.9 ± 20.3 b 69.1 ± 18.3 ab

Population 9 16.9 ± 2.1 a 3.5 ± 0.5 a 1.3 ± 0.2 d 1.07 ± 0.13 d 64.3 ± 1.4 18.1 ± 9.7 a 33.5 ± 15.5 a 82.1 ± 44.0 a

Population 10 13.8 ± 2.9 b 3.0 ± 0.9 abc 1.6 ± 0.2 abc 1.29 ± 0.06 ab 64.3 ± 2.2 06.2 ± 6.7 bcd 10.0 ± 13.8 bcd 23.2 ± 21.9 cd

Population 11 13.1 ± 0.8 bc 3.5 ± 0.2 a 1.8 ± 0.1 a 1.30 ± 0.02 ab 64.8 ± 0.8 00.9 ± 0.8 d 00.0 ± 00.1 d 29.1 ± 17.2 cd

Seed composition traits were determined based on near-infrared (NIR) spectroscopy calibration curve (Dykes et al. [45]) from fresh seed obtained from Isabela,
Puerto Rico in 2013. Means followed by a common letter are not significantly different according to Fisher’s least significant different test
1Values are based on percent
2Total phenols based on milligram of gallic acid equivalent (GAE)/gram
3Condensed tannins based on milligram of catechin equivalents (CE)/gram
43-Deoxyanthocyanidins content based on absorbance (abs)/milliliter/gram
n.s., ** and *** refers to no significant, and significant effects at p ≤ 0.01 and .005, respectively
C.V. refer to coefficient of variation
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promising strategy to translate this genetic diversity
into agriculture benefits.
Untapping the genetic variation in the NPGS Ethiop-

ian germplasm for sorghum improvement is challenging
and requires precise strategies. Historically, the integra-
tion of tropical exotic germplasm into sorghum breeding
programs has relied on the use of adapted exotic germ-
plasm (i.e., converted germplasm) for temperate grain
production regions via the introgression of dwarfing and
early maturity genes [36]. Today, more than 1,000 exotic
sorghum lines are adapted to temperate regions, of
which approximately 20% originated in Ethiopia [32].
Nevertheless, the rapid fixation of temperate-adapted al-
leles in early backcross generations reduces genetic vari-
ation in multiple genomic regions; in fact, the genetic
variation in chromosome 6 is minimal within converted
sorghum germplasm [32]. Therefore, breeding schemes

that increase recombination in early generations could
be used to develop temperate-adapted germplasm. In this
regard, a multi-parent advanced generation intercross de-
sign [37] or the employment of various cycles of recurrent
genotypic selection should be adequate to exploit the gen-
etic diversity of Ethiopian germplasm. For instance, an ini-
tial phenotypic evaluation (i.e., for a trait of interest) may
be completed to identify superior and genetically diverse
Ethiopian accessions in the core set and these accessions
may be crossed with a temperate-adapted germplasm. The
progeny can be systematically intercrossed and/or selfed
in tropical regions during early generations and genotyped
to maintain temperate-adapted alleles (e.g., related to
dwarfing and maturity). Superior families can be evaluated
in temperate regions for traits of interest and to fix the
temperate-adapted alleles. Indeed, previous phenotypic
analyses of these types of populations in Arabidopsis [38],
rice [39], and wheat [40] identified transgressive segrega-
tion, which is valuable for breeding.
Today, the SAP is widely used for the genomic dissec-

tion of multiple agronomically important traits [16, 33,
34, 41]. This diversity panel, which includes worldwide
sorghum accessions, captures a large portion of sorghum
genetic diversity. However, the limited number of Ethi-
opian accessions (31) does not adequately represent the
genetic diversity in the NPGS Ethiopia germplasm col-
lection (Fig. 5). Moreover, these accessions have lower
genetic diversity than the original exotic germplasm,
since they are temperate-adapted lines developed by the
introgression of common genomic regions associated
with photoperiod sensitivity and dwarfing [32]. The ex-
panded use of the NPGS collection requires a size re-
duction to expedite the screening process. Our genomic
characterization clearly indicated that the NPGS Ethiop-
ian germplasm collection could be reduced by 50% while
maintaining more than 90% of the total genetic diversity.
Certainly, a continuous reduction in GBS data makes it
possible to generate SNP data on the whole collection at
lower coverage (1×) to establish a precise core set.
Germplasm conservation is imperative for continual

agricultural improvements. Studies of the genetic re-
latedness among all ex situ accessions in germplasm col-
lections and genetic redundancy should improve
conservation efforts and practical applications. GBS is
rapidly becoming the standard choice for genetic studies
and germplasm characterization. Hence, in the near fu-
ture, multiple independent GBS analyses of sorghum ac-
cessions from different germplasm collections will likely
be integrated into a meta-analysis to identify duplicates
and closely related accessions among worldwide germ-
plasm collections. In this regard, a multi-institutional ef-
fort is necessary to systematically explore the genetic
diversity of all ex situ sorghum collections to broaden
the genetic base of breeding programs worldwide.

Table 5 Principal component analysis of 16 phenotype traits
evaluated in 374 accessions from NPGS Ethiopian germplasm
collection

Trait PC1 PC2 PC3 PC4

Phenols1 0.37* −0.08 −0.31 0.09

Protein2 0.35* −0.05 0.30* 0.25

Tannins3 0.36* −0.05 −0.33 0.08

3-DOAs4 0.31* −0.21 0.20 0.03

Plant height5 0.08 0.57* 0.12 −0.10

Length6 0.09 0.57* −0.21 0.28

Diameter7 0.29 0.34* −0.02 −0.48

Dhurrin 8 0.10 −0.03 0.38* 0.04

Ratio9 −0.13 0.18 −0.18 0.70*

Flowering10 0.05 0.28* 0.23 −0.10

Seed Size11 −0.31 0.00 0.20 0.07

Fat2 0.25 0.15 0.18 0.04

Fiber2 −0.29 0.13 −0.05 −0.06

Ash2 −0.33 0.13 0.26 0.03

Starch2 −0.20 0.03 −0.47 −0.29

G15 0.01 −0.14 −0.08 −0.02

% Variance 24.4 13.6 12.6 9.90

% Cumulative 24.4 38.0 50.6 60.5

Phenotype evaluations were completed at Isabela and Mayaguez, Puerto Rico
in 2013 and 2014
1Total phenols based on milligram of gallic acid equivalent (GAE)/gram
2Values are based on percent
3Condensed tannins based on milligram of catechin equivalents (CE)/gram
43-Deoxyanthocyanidins content based on absorbance (abs)/milliliter/gram
5Plant height refer to the distance from the base of the main stalk to the top
of the panicle without sorghum converted accessions
6Panicle length refers to the distance from the base to the top of the panicle
7Panicle diameter refers to the wider region
8Dhurrin content in leaf measure at post-flowering stage using HPLC [53]
9Ratio refers to the length/diameter
10Flowering time refers to days to 50% flowering of the plot
11Seed size refers to the volume of 100 seeds
* most important variable in the component

Cuevas et al. BMC Genomics  (2017) 18:108 Page 12 of 17



Indeed, the preservation of redundant germplasm in ex
situ collections is a waste of limited resources [42] and
does not promote the goal of improving the germplasm.

Conclusion
The NPGS Ethiopian sorghum germplasm is a highly
genetically and phenotypically diverse germplasm collec-
tion comprising 11 populations. The genetic diversity of
the germplasm is largely unused in sorghum breeding
programs. Our results provide sorghum breeders and ge-
neticists worldwide with knowledge and tools to utilize
and conserve this germplasm. In fact, these results will
facilitate resource optimization by improving experimen-
tal designs based on population structure and genetic di-
versity. Moreover, this genomic characterization is the

first step toward the development of a NPGS sorghum
core collection based on genetic profiles.

Methods
Germplasm
The 7,237 Ethiopian sorghum accessions in the current
NPGS collection were grouped according to the GRIN
database into the 16 known sorghum races and one un-
known category (Table 1). Sorghum race classification
was selected as the classifiable variable since the infor-
mation is available for 72% of the accessions [19]. Subse-
quently, a core set of 374 accessions was established
using a stratified sampling method based on these 17
categories (i.e., random selection within each group/cat-
egory). The final core set included 352 exotic germplasm

Fig. 7 GWAS for plant height using a subset of 352 Ethiopian accessions from NPGS germplasm collection
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accessions and 22 converted tropical lines that are
photoperiod-insensitive produced by crossing exotic
lines and modern US cultivars. In addition, the lines
RTx2911 and SC719 were included in the phenotypic
analysis as references [43].

Phenotypic analysis
The 374 accessions and two references were evaluated at
Isabela and Mayaguez, Puerto Rico during the short day-
length season for 2 consecutive years (November 2013
to March 2014 and October 2014 to February 2015). In
both locations, a completely randomized design with
plots of 1.8 m in length with 0.9 m between rows was
used. Plants were maintained using standard manage-
ment practices, and weeds were controlled with mechan-
ical tillage and hand hoeing.
FL, PH, PL and PD, the ratio of PL/PD, and seed size

were obtained for each accession/plot at both locations.
FL was defined as the number of days until 50% of the
plants within a plot reached anthesis. PH referred to the
average distance from the base of the main stalk (i.e.,
soil) to the top of the panicle at maturity for two repre-
sentative plants per accession/plot. PL and PD referred
to the distance from the first rachis to the top of the
panicle, and to the widest section of the panicle [44],
while RA was defined as PL/PD. Seed size was measured
based on the volume of 100 seeds. Indeed, the volume of
100 seeds was significantly correlated with seed length
(r2 = 0.81), width (r2 = 0.92), diameter (r2 = 0.78), and
area (length × width × diameter; r2 = 0.95) (unpublished

observations). Thus, seed size referred to the average
volume of 100 seed from three representative panicles
per accession.
A compositional analysis of whole seeds was per-

formed using near-infrared (NIR) spectroscopy [45] in
2013. Briefly, 25–50 g of fresh seeds from each accession
was scanned using a FOSS XDS NIR (FOSS North
America, Eden Praire, MN, USA) spectrometer with a
wavelength of range of 400–2,500 nm, and collection
spectra data analyzed using ISIscan software (Version
3.10.05933). Based on near-infrared calibration curves,
the percent protein, fat, fiber, ash, total phenols (mg
gallic acid equivalent/g), condensed tannins (mg cat-
echin equivalents/g), and 3-DOA (absorbance/ml/g)
were estimated for each accession.
Early-season cold tolerance was determined using the

average cold germination (G72) for fresh seeds from
2013 according to the procedures recommended by the
Association of Official Seed Analysts [46]. The lines
PI610727 and RTx436 were included in the early-season
cold tolerance evaluation as resistant and susceptible ref-
erences, respectively [47]. Briefly, average G72 values
were recorded by sowing ten seeds at 12 °C in polystyr-
ene Petri dishes lined with filter paper moistened with
distilled water. The number of germinated seeds after
72 h was determined visually based on the presence or
absence of an emerged radicle. Each accession was repli-
cated three times using a completely randomized design.
Seeds were allowed to germinate and grow at 12 °C
under full light conditions for 3 weeks.

Fig. 8 GWAS for seed protein and fat content using a subset of 374 Ethiopian sorghum accessions from the NPGS germplasm collection. a GWAS
for protein content, b GWAS for fat content, c Chromosome 2 region associated with fat and protein
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Leaf dhurrin content is a quantitative measure of the
level of pre- and post-flowering drought tolerance [48].
In 2013, five representative plants from each accession
were punched at anthesis midway between the blade tip
and base from the newest fully developed leaf, excluding
the flag leaf. The dhurrin content in the leaf samples
was extracted and quantified by high-performance liquid
chromatography according to Burke et al. [48].
The combined data over all locations were used to

standardize the 16 traits to a mean of zero and a standard
deviation of one for multivariate analysis. PCA was per-
formed using the standardized data with a covariance
matrix in SAS. Likewise, analysis of variance (ANOVA)
were performed using the subset of 198 accessions assigned
to the 11 subpopulations. The linear effect model for such
ANOVA was the following: Y = μ + L + P + L x P + e; where
Y is the trait, μ is the common effect, L is the location ef-
fect, P is the population effect, L x P is the year × location
effects and e is the plot to plot variation within populations.
The ANOVA for traits with one location data was the fol-
lowing Y = μ + P + e. The means of significant different
traits (p <0.05) among Ethiopian population was compared
using the Fisher’s least significance difference test.

GBS
Genomic DNA was isolated from seedlings of the 374 Ethi-
opian accessions based on the methods of Guillemaut,
Marechal-Drouard [49]. DNA was re-purified using the
ZR96 DNA Clean & Concentrator-5 (Zymo Research, Ir-
vine, CA, USA). The GBS library was prepared and se-
quenced at the Institute for Genomic Diversity (University
of Cornell, NY; http://www.biotech.cornell.edu/brc/gen-
omic-diversity-facility) using the restriction enzyme ApeKI
for digestion. The library had 384 unique barcodes includ-
ing 4 random blanks (i.e., water). The GBS library was se-
quenced on four lanes (depth = 5.0) of an Illumina HiSeq
2500, and the GBS analysis pipeline (Tassel Version:
3.0.147), an extension of the Java program TASSEL [50],
was used to call SNPs from the sequenced library by align-
ing tags to the BTx623 sorghum genome (Sorghum bicolor
v.1.0; [51]). To ensure that sequencing error were not used
in our analysis, we retained SNPs with <20% missing data
and minor allele frequencies of >0.01 (i.e., SNPs present in
at least three accessions) to obtain a final sample of 148,476
SNPs. The numbers of SNPs within genes and exons, and
in the proximity of genes (5 kb up- and downstream), were
determined using BEDTools [52].

Population structure, LD, and effective population size
Population structure and admixed ancestry were
assessed using a model-based clustering method imple-
mented in ADMIXTURE [24]. Twenty-seven thousand
three hundred and six unlinked SNPs (r2 < 0.5) distrib-
uted across the genome were identified with PLINK [53]

and used in the analysis. To determine the actual num-
ber of populations, ADMIXTURE was run with a 10-
fold cross-validation procedure for K ranging from 1 to
20, and the K value with the lowest standard error was
selected [24].
LD between SNPs for each chromosome was estimated

in TASSEL 5.0 [50] using a sliding window of 25 bp.
These estimates were based on SNPs with a minor allele
frequency of >0.05 and R2 between SNPs with a p-value
of <0.001. Effective population size was determined
based on LD values from SNPs with a minor allele fre-
quency of >0.05 as implemented in SNeP [54].

Fixation index and outlier detection
The pairwise fixation index among populations was esti-
mated based on the method of Weir and Cockerham
[55] using the R package Hierfstat [56]. To detect signa-
tures of selection, FST outliers were detected among the
27,306 unlinked SNPs using BayeScan v.2.1 [28]. To re-
duce the identification of false positives, a 50,000-iter-
ation burn-in period and thinning interval size of 10
were used, and the prior odds for the neutral model was
up to 1,000. The prior odd threshold to identify FST out-
liers was determined using a false discovery rate of 0.001
as implemented in the “plot_bayescan” function in R.

Cluster analysis
Pairwise genetic distances among the 374 Ethiopian ac-
cessions were calculated based on IBS as implemented
in TASSEL 5.0 [50] using 27,306 previously identified
unlinked SNPs. The resulting matrix was subjected to a
clustering analysis using neighbor-joining and visualized
using Interactive Tree of Life [57].
Genetic relationships among the NPGS Ethiopia collec-

tion and SAP were investigated by the identification of
common SNPs in the SAP (265,487 SNPs [16]) and NPGS
Ethiopia collection (148,475 SNPs). In total, 60,962 com-
mon SNPs were detected, and a subset of 26,026 unlinked
(r2 < 0.5) SNPs were identified in PLINK [53] for further
analysis. Pairwise genetic distances among these 730 lines
(374 and 356 from NPGS Ethiopia collection and SAP, re-
spectively) were calculated based on IBS as implemented
in TASSEL 5.0 [50], and the resulting matrix was sub-
jected to a clustering analysis using neighbor-joining and
visualized in Interactive Tree of Life [57].

GWAS
The presence of population structure and familial rela-
tionships among accessions must be adequately
accounted for in the GWAS model approach to reduce
spurious associations [58]. The association analysis was
performed with a compressed mixed linear model [59] im-
plemented in the R package GAPIT [60] using 58,634 SNPs
with a MAF > 0.5. Kinship was calculated as described by
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VanRaden [61], and a co-ancestry matrix from ADMIX-
TURE was included as a covariate in GAPIT to reduce
spurious associations. Log Q–Q plots of p-values were ex-
amined to determine how well the models accounted for
population structure and familial relatedness. The pheno-
typic data of PD, RA, and tannin content were normalized
prior to the association analysis. Significant associations
were determined for each trait using a false discovery rate-
adjusted p-value of >0.05 [62] as implemented in GAPIT.
Manhattan and Q–Q plots were visualized using the R
package qqman [63].
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using 58,634 SNPs with a MAF > 0.5. Figure S2. GWAS for tannins and
phenols content using core set of 374 Ethiopian accessions from NPGS
germplasm collection. (a) GWAS for tannin content. (b) GWAS for total
phenol content. Figure S3. GWAS for plant height using a subset of 374
Ethiopian accessions from NPGS germplasm collection. Figure S4.
QQ-plots from GWAS using a subset of 374 Ethiopian accessions from
NPGS germplasm collection. (a) Tannin content, (b) Plant height using
374 accessions, (c) Plant height using 352 accessions, (d) Total phenol
content, (e) Flowering using 352 accessions, (f) Fat content, (g) Protein
content. (DOCX 638 kb)

Additional file 2: Table S1 GRIN data base information for 374
sorghum accessions from the U.S. National Plant Germplasm System
genetic characterized by genotype-by-sequence analysis (GBS). Table S2.
Coancestry coefficient matrix of 374 Ethiopian sorghum accessions from
NPGS germplasm collection. Table S3. Phenotype analysis of 374
sorghum accessions from the U.S. National Plant Germplasm System
evaluated at Isabela and Mayaguez, Puerto Rico in 2013 and 2014,
respectively. Table S4. IBD genetic distance matrix for 374 Ethiopian
accessions from NPGS using 27,306 SNPs. Table S5. Kinship Matrix for
374 Ethiopian accessions as decribed by VanRaden [61] using 58,634
SNPs. (XLSX 3336 kb)

Abbreviations
3-DOA: 3-deoxyanthocyanidins; FL: Flowering time; FST: Fixation index;
G72: Average cold germination; GAPIT: Genome Association and Prediction
Integrated Tool; GBS: Genotype-by-sequence; GWAS: Genome-wide
association studies; IBS: Identity by state; ICRISAT: International Crops
Research Institute for the Semi-arid Tropics; LD: Linkage disequilibrium;
MAF: Minor allele frequency; NPGS: National plant germplasm system;
PD: Panicle diameter; PH: Plant height; PL: Panicle length; Q–Q: Quantile–
quantile; RA: Ratio length/diameter of panicle; SAP: Sorghum association
panel; SNP: Single-nucleotide polymorphism

Acknowledgements
The authors acknowledge the Sorghum and Millet Germplasm Committee
for support with the GBS analysis of the Ethiopian sorghum germplasm.

Availability of data and materials
The seeds of accessions used in this paper are free available through USDA-
ARS NPGS system (https://npgsweb.ars-grin.gov/gringlobal/search.aspx).
Phenotype data supporting this manuscript is available as Additional file 2,
and genotype dataset are available by request to corresponding author.

Authors’ contributions
HEC conceived of the study, collected the phenotype data, analyzed the
phenotype and molecular information, and drafted the manuscript. GRV
collected the phenotype data and performed DNA extraction. WLR and LH
carried out the compositional analysis of the seeds and helped draft the
manuscript. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1USDA-ARS, Tropical Agriculture Research Station, 2200 Pedro Albizu Campos
Avenue, Mayaguez 00680, Puerto Rico. 2USDA-ARS, Cropping Systems
Research Laboratory, 3810 4th Street, Lubbock, TX 79415, USA. 3Departments
of Soil & Crop Sciences, Texas A&M University, College Station, TX
77843-2474, USA.

Received: 22 June 2016 Accepted: 26 December 2016

References
1. FAO. Food and Agriculture Organization; FAOSTAT data. Available at: http://

www.fao.org/faostat/en/#home (last accessed on April 15, 2014). 2012.
2. Mann JA, Kimber CT, Miller FR. The origin and early cultivation of sorghum

in Africa. College Staion: Texas A&M University; 1983. Tex. Agric. Exp. Stn.
Bull. 1454.

3. Harlan JR, Dewet JMJ. Simplified classification of cultivated sorghum. Crop
Sci. 1972;12(2):172.

4. Snowden JD. The cultivated races of Sorghum. London: Adlard and Son; 1936.
5. Ali ML, Rajewski JF, Baenziger PS, Gill KS, Eskridge KM, Dweikat I. Assessment

of genetic diversity and relationship among a collection of US sweet
sorghum germplasm by SSR markers. Mol Breeding. 2008;21(4):497–509.
doi:10.1007/s11032-007-9149-z.

6. Grenier C, Bramel-Cox PJ, Hamon P. Core collection of sorghum: I.
Stratification based on eco-geographical data. Crop Sci. 2001;41(1):234–40.

7. Grenier C, Hamon P, Bramel-Cox PJ. Core collection of sorghum: II. Comparison
of three random sampling strategies. Crop Sci. 2001;41(1):241–6.

8. Upadhyaya HD, Pundir RPS, Dwivedi SL, Gowda CLL, Reddy VG, Singh S.
Developing a mini core collection of sorghum for diversified utilization of
germplasm. Crop Sci. 2009;49(5):1769–80.

9. Dahlberg JA, Burke JJ, Rosenow DT. Development of a sorghum core
collection: refinement and evaluation of a subset from Sudan. Econ Bot.
2004;58(4):556–67.

10. Cuevas HE, Prom LK. Assessment of molecular diversity and population
structure of the Ethiopian sorghum [Sorghum bicolor (L.) Moench] germplasm
collection maintained by the USDA-ARS National Plant Germplasm Systems
using SSR markers. Genet Resour Crop Evol. 2013;60:1817–30.

11. Cuevas HE, Prom LK, Erpelding JE, Brotons V. Assessments of genetic
diversity and anthracnose disease response among Zimbabwe sorghum
germplasm. Plant Breed. 2014;133:234–42. doi:10.1111/pbr.12133.

12. Menz MA, Klein RR, Unruh NC, Rooney WL, Klein PE, Mullet JE. Genetic
diversity of public inbreds of sorghum determined by mapped AFLP and
SSR markers. Crop Sci. 2004;44(4):1236–44.

13. Wang ML, Chengsong Z, Barkley NA, Chen Z, Erpelding JE, Murray SC, et al.
Genetic diversity and population structure analysis of accessions in the US
historic sweet sorghum collection. Theor Appl Genet. 2009;120:13–23. doi:
10.1007/s00122-009-1155-6.

14. Casa AM, Pressoir G, Brown PJ, Mitchell SE, Rooney WL, Tuinstra MR, et al.
Community resources and strategies for association mapping in sorghum.
Crop Sci. 2008;48(1):30–40.

15. Elshire RJ, Glaubitz JC, Sun Q, Poland JA, Kawamoto K, Buckler ES, et al.
A robust, simple genotyping-by-sequencing (GBS) approach for high
diversity species. Plos One. 2011;6(5):e19379.

16. Morris GP, Ramu P, Deshpande SP, Hash CT, Shah T, Upadhyaya HD, et al.
Population genomic and genome-wide association studies of agroclimatic
traits in sorghum. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2013;110(2):453–8.

17. Romay MC, Millard MJ, Glaubitz JC, Peiffer JA, Swarts KL, Casstevens TM, et al.
Comprehensive genotyping of the USA national maize inbred seed bank.
Genome Biol. 2013;14(6):R55.

18. Lasky JR, Upadhyaya HD, Ramu P, Deshpande S, Hash CT, Bonnette J, et al.
Genome-environment associations in sorghum landraces predict adaptive
traits. Sci Adv. 2015;1:e1400218.

19. USDA-ARS NGRP. Germplasm Resources Information Network- (GRIN)
[Online Database]. National Germplasm Resources Laboratory, Beltsville,
Maryland., https://npgsweb.ars-grin.gov/gringlobal/search.aspx. Accessed 30
July 2015.

20. Teshome A, Baum BR, Fahrig L, Torrance JK, Arnason TJ, Lambert JD.
Sorghum [Sorghum bicolor (L.) Moench] landrace variation and

Cuevas et al. BMC Genomics  (2017) 18:108 Page 16 of 17

dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12864-016-3475-7
dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12864-016-3475-7
https://npgsweb.ars-grin.gov/gringlobal/search.aspx
http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#home
http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#home
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11032-007-9149-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/pbr.12133
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00122-009-1155-6
https://npgsweb.ars-grin.gov/gringlobal/search.aspx


classification in north Shewa and south Welo, Ethiopia. Euphytica. 1997;
97(3):255–63.

21. Ayana A, Bekele E. Geographical patterns of morphological variation in
sorghum (Sorghum bicolor (L.) Moench) germplasm from Ethiopia and
Eritrea: qualitative characters. Hereditas. 1998;129(3):195–205.

22. Ayana A, Bekele E. Multivariate analysis of morphological variation in
sorghum (Sorghum bicolor (L.) Moench) germplasm from Ethiopia and
Eritrea. Genet Resour Crop Evol. 1999;46(3):273–84.

23. Dje Y, Heuertz M, Ater M, Lefebvre C, Vekemans X. In situ estimation of
outcrossing rate in sorghum landraces using microsatellite markers.
Euphytica. 2004;138(3):205–12.

24. Alexander DH, Lange K. Enhancements to the ADMIXTURE algorithm for
individual ancestry estimation. Bmc Bioinformatics. 2011;12:246.

25. Doggett H. Sorghum. 2nd ed. London: Longman Scientific and Technical; 1988.
26. Petit RJ, El Mousadik A, Pons O. Identifying populations for conservation on

the basis of genetic markers. Conserv Biol. 1998;12(4):844–55.
27. Hutchings MJ. The structure of plant populations. In: Crawley MJ, editor.

Plant ecology. Oxford: Blackwell Science; 1997. p. 325–58.
28. Foll M, Gaggiotti O. A genome-scan method to identify selected loci

appropriate for both dominant and codominant markers: a Bayesian
perspective. Genetics. 2008;180(2):977–93.

29. Wu YY, Li XR, Xiang WW, Zhu CS, Lin ZW, Wu Y, et al. Presence of tannins in
sorghum grains is conditioned by different natural alleles of Tannin1. Proc
Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2012;109(26):10281–6.

30. Barbehenn RV, Constabel CP. Tannins in plant-herbivore interactions.
Phytochemistry. 2011;72(13):1551–65.

31. Williams RJ, Rao KN. A review of sorghum grain molds. Trop Pest Manage.
1981;27(2):200–11.

32. Thurber CS, Ma JM, Higgins RH, Brown PJ. Retrospective genomic analysis of
sorghum adaptation to temperate-zone grain production. Genome Biol.
2013;14(6):R68.

33. Zhang D, Kong W, Robertson J, Goff VH, Epps E, Kerr A, et al. Genetic
analysis of inflorescence and plant height components in sorghum
(Panicoidae) and comparative genetics with rice (Oryzoidae). BMC Plant Biol.
2015;15:107.

34. Zhang D, Li JP, Compton RO, Robertson J, Goff VH, Epps E, et al.
Comparative genetics of seed size traits in divergent cereal lineages
represented by Sorghum (Panicoidae) and rice (Oryzoidae). G3-Genes
Genom Genet. 2015;5(6):1117–28.

35. Rhodes DH, Hoffmann L, Rooney WL, Ramu P, Morris GP, Kresovich S.
Genome-Wide Association Study of Grain Polyphenol Concentrations in
Global Sorghum [Sorghum bicolor (L.) Moench] Germplasm. J Agric Food
Chem. 2014;62(45):10916–27.

36. Stephens JC, Miller FR, Rosenow DT. Conversion of alien sorghums to early
combine genotypes. Crop Sci. 1967;7(4):396.

37. Cavanagh C, Morell M, Mackay I, Powell W. From mutations to MAGIC:
resources for gene discovery, validation and delivery in crop plants. Curr
Opin Plant Biol. 2008;11(2):215–21.

38. Kover PX, Valdar W, Trakalo J, Scarcelli N, Ehrenreich IM, Purugganan MD,
et al. A multiparent advanced generation inter-cross to fine-Map
quantitative traits in Arabidopsis thaliana. Plos Genet. 2009;5(7):e1000551.

39. Bandillo N, Raghavan C, Muyco PA, Sevilla MAL, Lobina IT, Dilla-Ermita CJ, et al.
Multi-parent advanced generation inter-cross (MAGIC) populations in rice:
progress and potential for genetics research and breeding. Rice. 2013;6:11.

40. Mackay IJ, Bansept-Basler P, Barber T, Bentley AR, Cockram J, Gosman N,
et al. An eight-parent multiparent advanced generation inter-cross
population for winter-sown wheat: creation, properties, and validation.
G3-Genes Genom Genet. 2014;4(9):1603–10.

41. Morris GP, Rhodes DH, Brenton Z, Ramu P, Thayil VM, Deshpande S, et al.
Dissecting genome-wide association signals for loss-of-function phenotypes
in sorghum flavonoid pigmentation traits. G3-Genes Genom Genet. 2013;
3(11):2085–94.

42. Kilian B, Graner A. NGS technologies for analyzing germplasm diversity in
genebanks*. Brief Funct Genomics. 2012;11(1):38–50.

43. Rooney WL, Miller FR, Frederiksen RA. Registration of Tx2911 sorghum
germplasm. Crop Sci. 2000;40(2):584–5.

44. Hmon KPW, Shehzad T, Okuno K. Variation in inflorescence architecture
associated with yield components in a sorghum germplasm. Plant Genet
Resour-C. 2013;11(3):258–65.

45. Dykes L, Hoffmann L, Portillo-Rodriguez O, Rooney WL, Rooney LW.
Prediction of total phenols, condensed tannins, and 3-deoxyanthocyanidins

in sorghum grain using near-infrared (NIR) spectroscopy. J Cereal Sci. 2014;
60(1):138–42.

46. AOSA. Rules for testing seeds. Las Cruces: Association of Official Seed
Analysts; 1999.

47. Burrow G, Burke J, Xin ZG, Franks C. Genetic dissection of early-season cold
tolerance in sorghum [Sorghum bicolor (L.) Moench]. Mol Breeding. 2011;
28:391–402. doi:10.1007/s11032-010-9491-4.

48. Burke JJ, Chen JP, Burow G, Mechref Y, Rosenow D, Payton P, et al. Leaf
dhurrin content is a quantitative measure of the level of Pre- and
postflowering drought tolerance in sorghum. Crop Sci. 2013;53(3):1056–65.

49. Guillemaut P, Marechal-Drouard L. Isolation of plant DNA: a fast, inexpensive
and relaible method. Plant Mol Biol Report. 1992;10(1):60–5.

50. Bradbury PJ, Zhang Z, Kroon DE, Casstevens TM, Ramdoss Y, Buckler ES.
TASSEL: software for association mapping of complex traits in diverse
samples. Bioinformatics. 2007;23(19):2633–5.

51. Paterson AH, Bowers JE, Bruggmann R, Dubchak I, Grimwood J, Gundlach H,
et al. The Sorghum bicolor genome and the diversification of grasses.
Nature. 2009;457(7229):551–6.

52. Quinlan AR, Hall IM. BEDTools: a flexible suite of utilities for comparing
genomic features. Bioinformatics. 2010;26(6):841–2.

53. Purcell S, Neale B, Todd-Brown K, Thomas L, Ferreira MAR, Bender D, et al.
PLINK: a tool set for whole-genome association and population-based
linkage analyses. Am J Hum Genet. 2007;81(3):559–75.

54. Barbato M, Orozco-terWengel P, Tapio M, Bruford MW. SNeP: a tool to
estimate trends in recent effective population size trajectories using
genome-wide SNP data. Front Genet. 2015;6:109. doi:10.3389/fgene.2015.
00109.

55. Weir BS, Cockerham CC. Estimating F-statistics for the analysis of
population-structure. Evolution. 1984;38(6):1358–70.

56. Goudet J. HIERFSTAT, a package for R to compute and test hierarchical F-
statistics. Mol Ecol Notes. 2005;5(1):184–6.

57. Letunic I, Bork P. Interactive Tree Of Life v2: online annotation and display
of phylogenetic trees made easy. Nucleic Acids Res. 2011;39:W475–8.

58. Zhu CS, Gore M, Buckler ES, Yu JM. Status and prospects of association
mapping in plants. Plant Genome-Us. 2008;1(1):5–20.

59. Zhang ZW, Ersoz E, Lai CQ, Todhunter RJ, Tiwari HK, Gore MA, et al. Mixed
linear model approach adapted for genome-wide association studies. Nat
Genet. 2010;42(4):355–U118.

60. Lipka AE, Tian F, Wang QS, Peiffer J, Li M, Bradbury PJ, et al. GAPIT: genome
association and prediction integrated tool. Bioinformatics. 2012;28(18):2397–9.

61. VanRaden PM. Efficient methods to compute genomic predictions. J Dairy
Sci. 2008;91(11):4414–23.

62. Benjamini Y, Hochberg Y. Controlling the false discovery rate - a practical
and powerful approach to multiple testing. J Roy Stat Soc B Met. 1995;57(1):
289–300.

63. Turner SD. qqman: an R package for visualizing GWAS results using Q-Q
and manhattan plots. bioRxiv. 2014. doi:10.1101/005165.

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

Cuevas et al. BMC Genomics  (2017) 18:108 Page 17 of 17

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11032-010-9491-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fgene.2015.00109
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fgene.2015.00109
http://dx.doi.org/10.1101/005165

	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Results
	GBS of NPGS Ethiopian germplasm
	Integrity of NPGS Ethiopian collection
	Population structure
	Allelic diversity
	Genetic diversity and signatures of selection
	Phenotypic diversity
	GWAS studies

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Methods
	Germplasm
	Phenotypic analysis
	GBS
	Population structure, LD, and effective population size
	Fixation index and outlier detection
	Cluster analysis
	GWAS

	Additional files
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Availability of data and materials
	Authors’ contributions
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References

