Storm-van der Chijs prize winner
Barbara Terlouw searches
bacteria for new antibiotics.
Bacteria and fungi compete for food and
manufacture antibiotics as weapons in that
battle. We use the antibiotics to combat
pathogenic bacteria, but these bacteria are
increasingly becoming resistant. PhD candidate Barbara Terlouw (Bioinformatics) uses
computer techniques to search the DNA of
bacteria for new antibiotics.
‘Proteins are the workhorses in all living
cells,’ explains Terlouw. ‘So it is actually the
proteins making the antibiotics in bacteria
that produce antibiotics.’ The proteins are
like micro weapons factories. ‘A protein
functions like a production line where the
various parts (domains) of the protein each
add a component to jointly build an antibiotic.’ Last month, Terlouw won a Storm-van
der Chijs stipend for her research, alongside
co-winner Katherine Barragán-Fonseca.
The prize aims to help talented female PhD
candidates in their scientific careers. Terlouw wants to use the stipend of 1500 euros
to attend two international conferences in
her field.
Uncharted territory
Terlouw focuses on Actinobacteria, a group
of bacteria that is the source of two thirds of
the antibiotics in use today. Modern techniques show that these bacteria can do a
lot more than we realized. Terlouw wants
to explore this uncharted territory. ‘I go
through large databases of DNA codes to
determine for each protein domain which
piece of antibiotic it adds. I’ve also written
a machine-learning tool to train computers
to predict what those pieces will be for each
protein domain.’ She eventually wants to be
able to predict what as yet unknown antibiotic a bacterium can make based on its DNA
code. ss

It has already been scientifically
established that being out in nature
is good for our happiness. And
related activities - looking at pictures
of nature, listening to the sounds of
nature - have been proven to make
people happier. In the concluding
phase of her internship with the
online editorial staff of radio and TV
programme Vroege Vogels, Biology
Master's student Mirte van Balen
took this a step further. She wanted
to know whether listening to stories
about nature could make people feel
more positive too.
She investigated this question by
asking readers of NatureToday's
newsletter to fill in a questionnaire
before and after listening to a fragment from Vroege Vogels. She used
three fragments, which she had carefully stripped of the nature sounds,
and divided them randomly among
the respondents. In this way, she was

able to measure the effect of the
stories individually.

Cheered up by treecreepers

On average, the over 2000 respondents reported feeling significantly
more positive after listening to the
fragments. The story that most
improved their mood was one about
the nesting behaviour of treecreepers, followed by a fragment from the
‘fenolijn’, a phone-in line for listeners to report on interesting natural
phenomena they’ve noticed. The
third fragment, about how concern
about climate change can lead to
climate-related depression, had a
much less cheering effect on the
listeners. me
Scan the QR code
for the tree creeper fragment and
the phone-in line.
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Searching for
micro weapons
factories

A quick recipe for feeling happier is to listen to a story about nature, discovered
Master's student of Biology Mirte van Balen.

Cultivation on Mars
Growing different plants alongside one another
gets better results than a monoculture. A trial by
Master’s student Rebeca Gonçalves shows this
applies on Mars too. Last week she harvested
tomatoes, carrots and peas from her experiment
with Mars soil. The nitrogen-fixing peas enrich the
soil with fertilizer. In the photo, the tomatoes from
the monoculture on the simulated planet are on
the right. rk

Use the QR code
to read more about
farming on Mars
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Hearing feel-good stories
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