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MEDDLING FRUIT

Observations by Australian secondary 
school students helped spot the odd 
jittery behaviour of a pulsar.

“If this pulsar was a human heart, 
we would be recommending a 
pacemaker,” says CSIRO astronomer 
Matthew Kerr.

In 1967, small pulses of radiation 
were noticed in particular positions in 
the sky. Jokingly thought to be from 
an extra-terrestrial civilisation, they 
were named LGM 1 (Little Green Man 
1)! Astronomers now think that these 
pulses come from neutron stars called 
pulsars – the collapsed core of star 
after a supernova explosion. Pulsars 
are now named PSR (Pulsating Source 
of Radio), plus numbers to indicate 
their position in the sky.

Using the famous 64-metre Parkes 
radio telescope, students in the 
CSIRO’s PULSE@Parkes program made 
85 observations of PSR J1717–4054 
between 2008 and 2014. When they 
looked, it was generally ‘off’ or ‘on’, but 
sometimes it seemed to flicker.

These observations were followed 
up by astronomy researchers, who 
found that the pulsar flickered in two 
different ways – quick blips on/off and 
skipping one or two pulses, or longer 
stutters when ten or more pulses went 
missing. This stuttering behaviour is 
new, and only two other pulsars are 
known to show such varied behaviour.

More than 1100 students from 93 
schools have taken part in the PULSE@
Parkes program since it began in 
2007. Data from student observers is 
shared with professional astronomy 
researchers to help make discoveries. 

Sonja Chandler

Eating pomegranates can stop 
your body from accessing some 
medicines.

Providing people with the right 
prosthetic body part has always 
been important. People who need 
a prosthetic voice can now have a 
voice reflects their personality.

People can lose their voice from 
medical conditions, such as 
Parkinson’s and motor neurone 
disease. They might choose to use a 
computerised voice to speak – like 
Stephen Hawking does. 

One day, speech scientist Rupal 
Patel was at a conference listening 
to people with prosthetic voices. She 
realised they had voices that didn’t 
fit their bodies or their personalities. 
Rupal was inspired to use her 
knowledge of biology, the physics of 
sound and the psychology of human 
voices to come up with a way to give 
people their own voice. 

Rupal started a website called 
VocaliD, www.vocalid.co, which 
allows people who can speak 
to donate their voice to make a 
new prosthetic voice. Anyone can 
donate their voice – you just need 
a microphone or a headset. Donor 
voices are matched to a person 
who is voiceless. They then add any 
sounds that the voiceless person 
can make.

The recordings are mixed and 
synthesised until a new and unique 
voice is created – one that matches 
the person. Having a unique 
voice can allow people to express 
themselves and share their own 
personality and style in conversation.

Amelia Travers

Fast cane toads are mating with each other, giving birth to super toads.

Cane toads are Australia’s reminder 
of what can happen when an 
introduced species hops terribly out 
of hand.

Bringing a bunch of Brazilian toads to 
Queensland to eat beetles that damage 
sugar cane seems like a pretty smart 
idea, right? Wrong. The cane toads 
leave the beetles alone, while a 
powerful poison in the toad’s skin kills 
many of our native birds, reptiles and 
mammals. Toad populations have also 
grown quickly, and they are spreading 
across the country at faster speeds 
than ever before.

Scientists have been baffled why this 
speedy spread has occurred, but the 
latest research by Australian biologist, 

Rick Shine, might provide an answer. 
Rick has found that fast-hopping cane 
toads leave the slow hoppers behind 
as they spread across the country. 
This means that they mate with other 
fast-hoppers, and that super-fast 
toads are being born. These new 
toads can cover about six times more 
ground than their distant ancestors!

Since discovering these super toads, 
Rick has been working on creating 
special traps to kill cane toad tadpoles 
– using none other than the poison 
found in adult toads. Talk about giving 
them a taste of their own medicine. 

Greta Kite-Gilmour

SUPER TOAD YOU’RE THE VOICESTUTTERING STAR

When you’re sick, your doctor might 
prescribe medicine to help your 
body get better. But, what if that 
medicine doesn’t reach the part of 
your body where it is most needed? 

A recent study has shown that eating 
pomegranates can interfere with 
some medicines. Certain chemicals 
in pomegranates change the way 
medicines are transported around 
the body, which can make some 
medicines less effective. 

“This might have a wide influence 
on our population taking relevant 
medicines,” says Australian 
researcher, Fanfan Zhou. These 
medicines include some heart disease 
medicines and anti-cancer drugs.

Pomegranates – among other fruits, 
such as grapefruits and cranberries – 
contain acids. Unlike the hydrochloric 
acid in your stomach, pomegranate 
seeds contain milder acids, such as 
oleanolic acid and gallic acid. 

These acids are naturally occurring, 
and do not cause your body harm. 
However, scientists have found that 
the acids can be problematic for 
people taking medication. The acids 
interfere with proteins in the body that 
transport medicines into and out of 
cells, altering the amount of medicine 
that gets taken up. This means that 
you might not get the dosage you 
need to feel better. 

Sarah Carman

Australian students have discovered the erratic pulses of a collapsed star.


