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A Plant Enemy’s Enemy
For the full article, please visit www.sciencenewsforkids.org [1] or click here [2].

Plants have to stand their ground when pests attack. There’s simply no running away. Some
plants play defense, using prickly thorns, thick bark or even bitter tastes to ward off insects and
other attackers. But for many plants, the best defense is a good offense. These plants —
including some varieties of corn and cotton — call for help. And predatory critters frequently
respond, arriving to prey on the plants’ attackers.

Of course, plants don’t literally scream out to those helpers. Instead, they produce chemicals
known as volatiles. Such chemicals easily evaporate and travel on the winds. The odor of
these vapors silently attracts insects or other helpers — organisms that scientists call
“bodyguards.”

Bodyguard critters eat the pests that eat plants. So if plants have enemies, then bodyguards
are enemies of the plants’ enemies.

Plants evolved the ability to produce these chemical distress calls long ago. Scientists only
discovered this secret signaling, however, in 1988. Since then, researchers have been probing
how plants use these chemicals to communicate with animals. Their surprising findings have
begun helping farmers boost the amount of crops they produce — and they do it with less need
for toxic pesticides.

Mighty shout

By “trying to imagine what it would be like to be a plant,” 25 years ago, Marcel Dicke helped
discover how plants communicate using volatiles.  As an entomologist (EN toh MOL eh GIZT),
Dicke studies insects at Wageningen University in the Netherlands. Back in the 1980s, he and
biologist Maurice W. Sabelis at the University of Amsterdam were studying bean plants and
the spider mites that preyed on them.

Mites are not insects, but distant relatives of spiders. Each mite is only about the size of a grain
of pepper. But when legions arrive, these mites can kill a bean plant. Luckily for the plant, a so-
called predatory mite loves to dine on spider mites.
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