ISU blologlsts break new ground

UNIV

aculty in
national
research uni-
versities like
ISU are constantly cre-
ating new knowledge
in their disciplines,
and that knowledge
often has far-reaching
benefits, from how we
deliver health care to
how we manage our
environment.

Take, for example, the work of our
faculty in the Department of Biologi-
cal Sciences. Researchers there are
making discoveries that could make
radiation treatment more effective,
while others are learning more about
how to manage wildlife populations
in the West.

In her laboratory, Dr. Linda De-
Veaux works with graduate and
undergraduate students to study ra-
diation resistance in microbes. The
researchers are working with two
different types of microbes—Halo-
bacterium, a microbe found in the
Great Salt Lake, and Deinococcus
radiodurans, a soil bacterium origi-
nally isolated from cans of irradiated
meat.

Through testing at ISU’s Idaho Ac-
celerator Center, Professor DeVeaux
and her team verified that both
organisms can survive extremely
high levels of radiation delivered
from accelerators. They found that
they were able to make the cells of
Halobacterium more radiation-re-
sistant through repeated exposure to
radiation. Now, with this insight into
how this resistance occurs, the team

hopes to manipulate
radiation resistance of
certain cells.

In a collaborative ef-
fort among professor
DeVeaux, the Armed
Forces Radiobiology
Research Institute, and
the University of Mary-
land, researchers hope
someday to know how to
do the same in mamma-
lian cells. It could make
a difference in how we use radiation
treatment in cancer patients. Some-
day, DeVeaux says, it might be pos-
sible to make healthy cells in cancer
patients more resistant to radiation,
and even to make cancerous cells
more susceptible to it. This develop-
ment could result in a safer, more
effective form of radiation treatment
for cancer.

Professor DeVeaux’s colleague,
Terry Bowyer, is making a differ-
ence in the way we understand our
environment.

In a study to be published in Sep-
tember’s issue of the scholarly jour-
nal, Oecologia, Bowyer and a team
of researchers discovered that low-
level grazing activity by elk actually
stimulates plant production and in-
creases plant biodiversity. Plants fed
upon by elk were more productive
than those in areas where there was
no grazing and in areas where there
was heavy grazing.

These surprising results came
from a study conducted by re-
searchers from several universities
and the U.S. Forest Service on a
five-square mile enclosed area in

Oregon. Before the study, it was as-
sumed that, because large animals
such as elk and cattle graze on
plants and trample vegetation, stop-
ping grazing would increase plant
biodiversity.

Researchers learned, however,
that the indirect effect of low-level
grazing actually stimulates plant
productivity and biodiversity. Plant
biodiversity was lower after both
heavy grazing and no grazing. Bow-
yer notes that no one has previously
completed a study of this magnitude
on the relationship between large
grazing animals and plant biodiver-
sity.

The work of Bowyer and his fellow
researchers hasn’t gone unnoticed in
the scientific community, either. The
Wildlife Society recently honored
Bowyer and scientist and professor
John Kie for their research on how
population dynamics for large her-
bivores (such as elk and the animals
that prey on them) can affect bio-
diversity in an ecosystem. The two
researchers have often collaborated
on projects, and the result has been
several discoveries that now help
wildlife professionals manage differ-
ent ecosystems.

From studying the wildlife that
contributes to an important part of
our way of life in Southeast Idaho
to making discoveries that could
change the way we treat cancer,
Idaho State University researchers
are making a difference in the world
around them.

Gary Olson is provost and vice
president at Idaho State University.
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