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SCIENCE

In other news science with a wink

  BANANAS
Pregnant mice scare off males 
of the species by smelling like 
.... bananas. This has been 
discovered by researchers at 
McGill University (Montreal). 
The odour (n-pentyl acetate) 
is released into the urine of 
by it and keep their distance. 
According to the researchers, 
this is how females protect their 
offspring. So if you’ve got a mouse 
problem, buy a banana.

 DON’T LOOK UP
If you are reading this, it has 
ended well. Asteroid 1989, with 
a diameter of over 1.5 km, will 

be on its way back into space, 
without having hit us. The lump 
of stone will have missed us by a 
hair’s breadth. Well, actually by 
10 times the distance from the 
Earth to the Moon. Close enough 
to make it ‘potentially hazardous’ 
according to the experts. It will 
come back in 172 years’ time. 

  TOYS
Vibrators are not sex toys but 
medical equipment. Doctors should 
therefore prescribe them more 
often, conclude researchers from 
the Cedar-Sinai Medical Center 
in Los Angeles. They selected 558 
studies on the use of vibrators for 

medical purposes. Regular use 
improves the pelvic floor, and 
reduces both vaginal pain and 
stress. Just what the doctor ordered.

  SPIDERS
Most people prefer to avoid 
spiders. But not everyone. 
Researchers from Thailand's 
Suranaree University of 
Technology found that 1264 
species from 66 families are 
for sale online. And that's not 
counting social media. Most of 
these spiders are caught in the 
wild. Making the trade harmful to 
the wild population, according to 
the scientists. rk

Spinach plants are affected by more diseases now that pesticides 
are being phased out. In her PhD research, Kim Magnée investigat-
ed which seeds are best able to cope with disease. 

Spinach production has quadrupled over the past 20 years. Young 
‘baby leaf’ spinach is becoming particularly popular. This young 
spinach is harvested within six weeks of sowing. Moreover, the 
sowing density is high and several crops are grown over one 
season. This trend is causing a massive increase in the demand 
for spinach seeds, while giving disease more chance to take hold 
– especially now that the European Union is banning chemical pes-
ticides. Researcher Kim Magnée (Plant Breeding) looked at which
seeds were most resistant to infection and how she could improve
this tolerance.

Seed vigour
One of the main diseases in spinach is ‘damping off’: the failure of 
seeds to germinate and the wilting of seedlings. Several fungi and 
oomycetes (moulds) cause this disease, in particular the oomycete 
Pythium ultimum. Magnée found variation in disease tolerance 
between spinach varieties, but the variation between batches of 
seed of the same variety proved greater. This was partly due to the 
variation in the size and maturity of the seeds, as the flowers grow 
all up the stem. The seeds at the bottom of the stem are the larg-
est and ripest, yet all the seeds are harvested at the same time.

Magnée exposed seeds from five 
varieties of spinach to P. ultimum. The 
riper seeds were found to be more 
resistant to the oomycete. Magnée 
improved the disease tolerance of 
seeds by temporarily increasing the 
moisture content of the seeds or by 

removing the pericarp (spinach seed is actually a fruit with the real 
seed inside). The seed vigour of the treated seeds was greater, so 
the disease had less impact on the plant. This kind of seed treat-
ment will be relevant now that chemical treatments for plants are 
set to disappear. ss

Seed maturity determines strength of spinach

Riper spinach 
seeds have 
proven more 
resistant to 
moulds


