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Fungus
misleads roots
Plant roots don’t simply grow in
random directions; they respond
to stimuli in the soil. Kay Moisan
recently received a PhD for her
work on this.
To demonstrate this effect, Moisan designed
a tube shaped like an upside-down Y where
the plant has to choose: which arm of the Y
should the root grow down? In one of the two
arms she placed a fungal culture that produces volatile substances. Moisan tested the
response of rapeseed to four different fungi,
one of which was pathogenic. The results
were surprising: the young plant was significantly more like to grow towards the pathogenic fungus. Why? Moisan suspects that the
plant is being tricked. The fungus misleads
the plant, as it were, by releasing a pleasing
aroma. Moisan calls this ‘fatal attraction’.
But this is a lab experiment where the plant
only has the one choice. In real soil, there are
lots of stimuli and the plant may then make
different choices. rk

A mouthful of salt for Covid-19 research
A key symptom for the coronavirus is a sudden loss of
taste and smell. Researchers at Human Nutrition and
Health have been working on developing a home test for
quantifying that loss.
The research started with an
online questionnaire that was
filled in nearly 50,000 times.
The results raised more questions: how long do people
suffer from these symptoms?
And how reliable are the
results? Boesveldt: ‘People
give their own estimates of
how much they can taste
and smell, but we know from
research that self-reporting

is not always very reliable. So
we have developed a home
test that is more objective.’
This was not easy. The test
had to be doable anywhere

‘We had to look for products that everyone has
in the house, such as
shampoo and salt’
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Pork, beef or spring hare?
The spring hare (a species of rodent) is a pest animal in
South Africa. The 'hares' are shot by farmers because
they do a lot of damage to crops. Most of the meat is
thrown away. A pity, says Sara Erasmus, a researcher at
Food Quality and Design, because it is a healthy, affordable and sustainable source of protein. Erasmus studied
the composition of the carcasses of spring hares, and
found that they are very similar to those of commercially
farmed rabbits. ‘The meat is low-fat and rich in protein
and essential amino acids. We need to look for alternative sources of protein for feeding the world population,
and there is enough available. It’s just that we don’t
always look in the right places.’ tl

in the world, and by people
themselves. ‘We had to look
for products that are available
everywhere, and that everyone has at home.’ For example, shampoo, salt, herbs and
coffee. People have to sniff
and taste the products and
assess the intensity of the
smell or taste. If they do the
test several times, it is possible to see how the sense of
smell and taste improve after
a case of Covid-19.
The symptoms are different
to those of a common cold or
the flu. These often cause a
blocked nose, which is why
you can’t smell much. ‘In the

case of the coronavirus, we
are seeing that the loss of
smell has nothing to do with a
blocked nose. That suggests
that a different mechanism is
at work. We think it has something to do with the ACE2
receptors, which the virus
latches onto, and which are
found in the nose.’ cj
Read about Resource editor Coretta Jongeling's
experience with this test on
resouce-online.nl

