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FIRST LURE, THEN KILL:
BEATING THE MALARIA MOSQUITO
PhD candidate Victor Mwingira has
discovered a new method of combatting the malaria mosquito, using a
combination of baits and organic
pesticides: the lure and kill system.
Mwingira’s method of fighting malaria
targets female mosquitoes and their
eggs. Female mosquitoes choose a site
for laying their eggs very carefully, on
the basis of smell. Mwingira succeeded in identifying the smell that attracts
the mosquitoes and using it to lure
them to lay their eggs on a site covered
in pesticide. ‘Then the larvae don’t
hatch out and we can control the larvae population,’ says Mwingira’s supervisor Willem Takken, professor of
Entomology.
BEATING BACK THE CARRIER
Malaria mosquitoes spread a parasite
that causes the disease malaria. Globally, more than 400,000 people die of
malaria every year. Scientists expect
this number to go up as a result of climate change and the malaria parasite’s growing resistance to current
treatments. So beating back the disease vector, the malaria mosquito,
could be the solution.
A female mosquito lays her eggs in water and the way it smells tells her
whether a site is safe and suitable.
Mwingira discovered that a site where
there are already other mosquito eggs
or young larvae is attractive. Young larvae emit a certain attractive odour that
lures the mosquitoes. The odour of
adult larvae (five days old), by
contrast, repels female
mosquitoes. ‘That is because adult larvae eat the
young ones,’ explains Takken.
‘So no mother wants to lay her eggs
there.’
ATTRACTANTS
Mwingira identified the odour ingredients in the laboratory. He
raised mosquito larvae in a sterile tub of water containing
fish feed. Using absorbent
material Mwingira obtained the
odours produced and identi-

fied their chemical composition. That
turned out to consist of well-known,
commercially available chemicals. A
behaviour study of mosquitoes in captivity in a laboratory proved that they
responded to the chemical odour.
‘With that we demonstrated for the
first time that these insects respond to
this substance,’ says Takken.
Mwingira then travelled to Tanzania for
a field study. He created a mosquito
breeding site with tubs of water in a village where there were a lot of malaria
mosquitoes. Some tubs contained the
attractant odour and others the repellent odour of adult larvae. As expected,
the mosquitoes laid their eggs in the
tubs with the attractant odour and
avoided the tubs with the repellent
odour.
In a follow-up study, Mwingira added
an organic pesticide to the tubs of water with attractant odours. ‘We saw
that the mosquitoes still laid their eggs
in the water with the bait in it, even
when it also contained pesticide,’ says
Takken. The first results from the field
trial in Tanzania are hopeful. ‘Now it is
important to start a follow-up study in
a larger area,’ says Takken. ‘Then we
can measure whether the mosquito
NvtWH
population actually declines.’
Victor Mwingira is due to receive his PhD
while in Tanzania, in a Skype call on 19
May. His supervisors are professors of
Entomology Willem Takken and Marcel
Dicke.

VISION
‘Quarantine
baking is
catching’
It’s like the great Dutch bake-off.
Suppliers are struggling to keep up with the demand
for flour and yeast. ‘Quarantine baking is catching,’
says WUR consumption sociologist Hilje van der
Horst.
Why are we baking bread like mad?
‘This was probably triggered by the requirement to
minimize our trips to the shops. As a result, people are
buying food for a longer period. One of the things you
miss then is freshly baked bread. Home baking is a
practical solution, and yeast and bread-making machines were sold out in no time. Then the finished
products were shared on social media. People like to
project a positive image on Instagram and Facebook,
for example with holiday photos or sports photos. If
you are home baking, you are saying: look at me doing
the right thing. I’m at home but I’m also keeping active
and saving on shopping trips, so that’s good. Baking
bread also costs time, which many people don’t normally have.’
Wasn’t home baking a trend already?
‘The general trend is actually that we want our meals to
be ready quickly, which is what the bread mixes key
into. There is also increasing interest in artisanal products and local produce. Back-to-basics products without additives — people want to know what’s in their
food. But we don’t necessarily want to make the products ourselves. You can see these trends among the
home baking crowd too. Some do it mainly for practical reasons: they use bread mixes and a bread machine.
Others buy sourdough and knead the bread themselves, which is time-consuming and difficult. These
people enjoy learning a new skill, and it could boost
their status as well because producing high-quality
bread is not that easy.’
Have you seen other effects from the coronavirus
outbreak?
‘There have been drastic changes in how we spend
our time. I will be interested to see whether this has
an effect in the long term. We had got used to propping
our lives full with stuff, activities and experiences. Now
we are being forced to slow down and develop
new routines. Perhaps this is a good moment
to ask ourselves how happy those overfull
lives really made us.’ TL
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