Resource

The police in the Zuidas neighbourhood of Amsterdam
may soon be walking around with a scanner in their
mobile phones to help them detect cocaine.
The scanner owes its existence
in part to researchers
Yannick Weesepoel and Martin
Alewijn at Wageningen Food
Safety Research. They worked
with the Amsterdam Police, the
Netherlands Forensic Institute

and other parties to develop a
cheap scanning application for
detecting drugs, in this case,
cocaine, on the street.
The app not only reveals the
presence of cocaine but also
measures the concentration.
‘The advantage of that is that
you can detect a lot of different
substances. Our colleagues use
it, for instance, to measure sugar
levels in fruit to see how sweet it
is. And it could be used for other
drugs as well.’ Weesepoel does
not know yet whether the app will
go into production. tl
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Detecting drugs with
a mobile phone
Underground sex
Worms display ‘maternal love’, shows Wim
van Egmond’s latest time-lapse video. The
microphotographer has been working for
years with Wageningen soil scientists to
record what goes on in the underground
world of worms. Producing not just stunning
shots (like this mating Aporrectodea caliginosa) but also scientific findings. After mating, the worm creates a nursery (a tunnel)
and lays its ‘egg’ (a cocoon) there, tucking
it in carefully. ‘We had no idea they did it
like this,’ says worm expert Jan-Willem van
Groenigen with enthusiasm. True ‘mother
love’. In quotes, since worms are hermaphrodites. rk
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Diets affect the microRNA in fatty tissue
PhD candidate Charlotte
Michielsen of Human
Nutrition and Health
discovered this.
Michielsen compared the effect of two
restricted energy intake diets designed
to help you lose weight. The diets
differed in quality: the high-quality
diet contained more nutrients known
to have a positive impact on health.
However, both diets had the same
number of calories. Michielsen: ‘You’d
expect the weight loss to be the same
for both groups, but that was not the
case.’ The high-quality diet resulted
in more weight loss (an average of
8.5 kilos as opposed to 6.2 kilos).

The researchers could explain some of
that difference ‘but that still left a gap
of 1.2 kilos that we couldn’t explain,’
says Michielsen. ‘Apparently the saying
“once past the lips, forever on the hips”
is not always true.’
Michielsen investigated the trial
subjects’ fatty
tissue. ‘We found
‘Apparently
that the quality
“once past the
lips, forever on of the diet and
the hips” is not the weight loss
affected the
always true’
expression of
various types of microRNA in the fatty
tissue.’ MicroRNA is short sequences
of transcribed DNA that influence
processes in the body. Some of the
microRNAs were expressed more and

some less compared with a normal
diet; some only changed with the highquality diet and others only with the
low-quality diet.

Effects

‘Associations have been found between
abnormalities in the presence or expression of microRNA and certain kinds of
cancer and cardiovascular diseases,’ says
Michielsen. ‘However, this is a new field in
nutrition research.’ Michielsen cannot yet
say whether the microRNA explains the
differences in how people respond to a
diet. Too little is known about microRNA
as yet for that. ‘We hope eventually to be
able to measure the effects of nutrition
on the body based on the changes in
microRNA expression.’ tl

