
Bacteria could transform trees into industrial chemical scrubbers

Hacking trees by adding bacteria to their roots could help scrub contaminated soil clean of chemicals and
metals from industrial spillages and fallouts, a process known as gentle remediation.

. . . .

Trees such as willow and poplar are especially useful: their roots can sink deep down to reach
groundwater and suck up pollutants. But the trees do not act alone; pollutant-eating bugs are crucial
partners. In many cases, these microbes can be added to the tree roots to help them suck up or break
down the pollutant.

. . . .

Strains of bacteria are taken from polluted soils, since this is where pollutant-eating bugs are naturally
found. It’s often a case of scientists picking the best strains and letting them share genetic material with
bacteria naturally living with the trees, a process known as conjugation. There is no need for genetic
modification of the bacteria.

. . . .

‘You try to improve the potential of the microbes already there,’ he said. ‘If those there cannot degrade the
pollutant, we can conjugate them with strains that have pathways to break it down. We modified bacteria
inside the plants too, to allow them to degrade the compounds that are taken up by the plant….’
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