UM ass researchers get $3.1 million
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AMHERST - The U.S. Depart-
ment of Energy has awarded a
$3.1 million grant to aresearch
team led by a University of Massa-
chusetts professor to study wheth-
er certain microorganisms can
help clean up environmental con-
tamination.

The grant will fund research
into the genetic makeup of natu-
rally occurring microorganisms
that seem able to remove pollu-
tants from contaminated ground-

water, aid  professor Derek R,
Lovely microbiology depart
ment.

Lovely said he was notified last
week that histeam had been se-
lected for the grant. He said the
federal funding helps pay for asig-
nificant portion of his research.

Lovely said that by understand-
ing the DNA of microorganisms,
the' team will be able to identify
Qow and why they do what they

0.
"We've known for sometime
that specialized microorganisms
may be helpful in removing pollu-
tion from groundwater, and now,

by studying the complete DNA se-
guence of one of these organisms,
we will be able to better use it for
environmental restoration,” he
said

The Department of Energy is
not interested in putting genetical-
ly engineered microorganisms in
the environment, Lovely said.

Thefocusinstead, hes! , will
be"to seeif we can ma Oulate

natural elementsto make the natu-ral microorganisms work faster."

He said the team may be able to
identify materials that could trig-
ger the microorganisms to func-
tion more rapidly.

The microorganisms, known as
anaerobes because they can sur-
vive without oxygen. are amon
the ssimplest an oldest forms o
life on Earth. They occur natural-
ly, he said.

Scientists recently discovered
that anaerobes are capable of re-
moving pollutants from round-
water contaminated by leas from
underground' fuel tanks or land-
fills. Other types of microorgan-
isms are. capable o cleaning up
toxic andinorganic  materials,
such as uranium.

The basic research could even-
tually be applied to cleanup efforts
at contamination sites, he said.



