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Lemurs butchered in Madagascar  

Shocking pictures of slaughtered lemurs killed for bush meat have 
been released by Conservation International.  
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How cacti become 
'rock busters'  

Scientists have discovered how 
cacti acquire their extraordinary 
ability to grow on bare rock.  
 

France worried by 
hornet invasion  

France is in the grip of an invasion
by Chinese hornets which could 
hasten a mysterious decline in 
honeybees.  
 

Island snatchers  

Half of all invasive 
weeds dominate 
island habitats.  

Tit aromatherapy  

Blue tits disinfect 
their nests with 
aromatic plants.  

Social clubbing  

Hundreds of killer 
whales meet up to 
socialise.  
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Second brood for rare butterfly  
 

Mysterious leaf creation found  
 

Algae 'carpet' swamps harbour  
 

The great museum move  
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Monkeys booze because of genes  
 

Rarest croc returned to the wild  
 

Extinction hits 'whole families'  
 

Cleaner Seine hosts salmon again  

 

How to build a giant 
winged reptile 

 

On the hunt for 
Florida's pythons 

 

'Alien scene' of 
tadpoles' feast 
 

Clever rooks repeat 
ancient fable 
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OTHER TOP STORIES  

Ink found in Jurassic-era squid  
Ink from a 150-million-year-old fossil 
squid is used to draw a picture.  

Bird brains prove to be very sexy  
Clever male bowerbirds are more 
sexually attractive to females.  

How a flying fox keeps his harem 
Male testosterone is the key to 
maintaining a "harem" of females.  

Runway found for flying reptiles  
An ancient runway for flying reptiles 
called pterosaurs is found in France.  

'Social networks' may help devils 
Understanding its social networks 
may help save the Tasmanian devil.  

THE BIG PICTURE  
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MOST POPULAR STORIES  

FROM SCIENCE/ENVIRONMENT IN THE PAST WEEK 

WEDNESDAY : Science ponders 'zombie attack'  

TUESDAY : Science ponders 'zombie attack'  

MONDAY : Nasa assembles Ares test rocket  

TOP STORIES OF THE MONTH  

Giant 'meat-eating' plant found  

Pitcher plants In Pictures  

Raindrops drive flower evolution  

Why flamingoes often like to stand 
on one leg?  

It is all about conserving body heat, say 
scientists who have rigorously tested various 

explanations for the first time. 
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How cacti become 'rock busters'  

Few plants can grow without 
soil and even fewer are 
capable of growing on nothing 
but bare rock. 

Yet some species of desert cactus 
manage this extraordinary feat, 
and now scientists have worked 
out how.  

The plants have evolved a 
symbiotic relationship with rock-
dissolving bacteria, which they 
allow to grow in their roots, say 
the scientists.  

The cacti even incorporate these 
rock-busting bugs into their seeds, 
passing them on to future 
generations.  

"We were working in the desert, when we observed that many 
individual cacti grew in sheer rocks," says Dr Yoav Bashan, a biologist 
at the Northwestern Center for Biological Research in La Paz, Mexico.  

"They looked good and green in habitats where usually plants do not 
grow."  

The enigma, says Dr Bashan, is that plants need minerals and nitrogen 
to survive. 

But neither are available from rock, 
which binds in minerals and 
contains no accessible nitrogen.  

"The only explanation that we could 
think of is involvement of 
microorganisms assisting the plant to grow, fixing nitrogen and 
dissolving mineral."  

"We looked for them and found them."  

Dr Bashan and US-based colleagues Dr Esther Puente and Dr Ching Li 
have discovered that cardon catus (Pachycereus pringlei) growing in 
the volcanic region of the Baja California Sur mountain range harbour 
bacteria that are capable of dissolving rock.  

These bacteria not only live on the surface of the plant's roots, but also
within cells that make up the root itself, the scientists report in the 
journal Environmental and Experimental Botany. 

Further tests revealed the 
endophytic bacteria also grow in 
the cactus fruit and from there are 
transferred into seeds, and that 
these bacteria can weather rock, 
dissolving particles into smaller 
sizes.  

"We believe that we have found a 
new symbiosis between bacteria 
and plants," says Dr Bashan.  

"The cactus is the carbon provider 
for the bacteria and the bacteria 
indirectly provide the minerals and 
nitrogen for the plant."  

Matt Walker  
Editor, Earth News  

Home is where a rock is 

 We believe that we have 
found a new symbiosis between 
bacteria and plants  

Dr Yoav Bashan 
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The plant that pretends to be ill  
19 Jun 09 |  Earth News  
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Rock-degrading endophytic bacteria in cacti: 
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The bacteria and plant work in 
concert. The bacteria dissolve the 
rock, allowing the cactus seed to take purchase. The roots then drill 
into the weathered rock, fracturing it further.  

"Consequently, below the plant is a small cave where the rocks were 
consumed and washed as soil and the roots are literally in the air," Dr 
Bashan explains.  

Further tests revealed that without the bacteria, cacti couldn't survive. 

The relationship is especially 
fruitful because the cacti are able 
to pass the bacteria onto the next 
generation.  

"When a seed falls in bats and bird 
droppings onto barren rock, it 
contains all the bacteria it needs to 
pioneer colonisation of that rock," 
says Dr Bashan.  

"The seed is the lucky one, as 
there is no other competition from 
other plants that do not have these bacteria."  

The bacteria and cactus likely evolved together, with their ancient 
ancestors developing their symbiotic relationship.  

The cactus also then helps produce soil from the rock, which other 
plants can use to colonise what was once an extreme habitat.  

"They are the pioneering plants," says Dr Bashan.  

"They formed soil in accelerated speed that otherwise will take millions 
of years to form."  

 
 

 

A cross section reveals the roots of a 
cardon cactus seedling taking hold 

With a little help, even cracks aren't 
inhospitable 
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