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PhD candidate Katharina Hanika of the Laboratory of Plant Breeding has 
won the international ‘Dance your PhD’ contest, organized each year by 
the journal Science. Hanika used her belly-dancing skills to visualize her 
research on resistance to a fungus in tomato plants.

‘I have written and edited a lot of stories about plant diseases and this  
belly-dancing video was a nice, smart depiction of one such disease. I wish 
Katharina success in tackling this malignant fungus,’ says John Travis, 
managing news editor at Science. 
Hanika already knows what she will spend the prize of 1000 dollars on: ‘I will 
use it to make new costumes for my belly-dancing group.’ This group, from 
the International Students Organization Wageningen (ISOW), helped her 
make the video.  TL

BELLY DANCE WINS  
‘DANCE YOUR PHD’ CONTEST

HEAT KILLS KNOTWEED ROOTS  
Two contractors may have found 
a method for tackling Japanese 
knotweed. A study by WUR 
shows that heating the soil kills 
about 99 per cent of the shoots 
of this fast-spreading weed.

Japanese knotweed is an invasive 
exotic plant that causes a lot of 
damage due to its tough rhizomes 
and stalks. To date, there was no 
effective method for getting rid of 
the plant. Removing the parts of 
the plant that are above ground 
doesn’t help much as the rhizo-
mes in the soil remain intact and 
continue to sprout.
WUR joined forces with Probos 
and Tree-O-Logic to investigate a 

technique developed by the con-
tractors Van Gelder and Van den 
Herik Zuigtechniek. These two 
companies have built a mobile in-
stallation that heats soil contai-
ning Japanese knotweed. The aim 
of the study was to see whether 
the heat treatment destroyed the 
shoots. This turned out to be the 
case. Even after seven weeks there 
was no more knotweed. 
It is not clear yet whether this ap-
proach would work in practice. 
Proper follow-up care is required, 
say the researchers, because an 
effectiveness score of 99 per cent 
means a few root fragments may 
survive the heat treatment.  AS

PhD candidate Marieke de Swart needs the blood of 50 
men to investigate why the mosquito species Anopheles 
coluzzii – one of the main carriers of the malaria parasite 
– has a preference for some humans. 

Mosquitoes find some people more attractive than others. 
Sweat and bacteria that turn the sweat into volatile sub-
stances for mosquitoes have a role in this process. ‘But that 
still doesn’t tell us why. So I am concentrating on the role of 
the blood itself. Female mosquitoes need blood in order to 
lay eggs. It seems as if some people’s blood is better suited 
for laying eggs than other people’s blood’. The question is 
what causes this. Her search is focusing on the role of ami-
no acids. ‘We know that some amino acids are necessary for 
the egg laying. Perhaps mosquitos have a preference for 
blood with higher concentrations of those amino acids.’ De 
Swart is also working with Radboud University to investi-
gate whether the immune system plays a part. 

TORMENT
De Swart needs 50 non-smoking, healthy men aged 18-65 
who are not overweight (BMI<25). The men will have to do-
nate blood and sweat, and serve as food for 20 hungry fe-
male mosquitoes in four sessions of 15 minutes each. That 
involves resting your forearm on a bucket full of mosquitos. 
The reward for this torment is 100 euros, plus the knowl-
edge that you are doing it for a good cause. Malaria is still a 
disease with a lot of victims world-wide.  RK
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