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"Stinking rose" smells sweet to researcher seeking a natural pesticide
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	ALBANY -- Garlic won't lower your cholesterol or ward off mythical vampires. But someday, it may be an environmentally friendly way to keep bugs out of the garden.

 

In a crowded lab on the University at Albany campus, researcher Eric Block has been delving into garlic's mysteries for three decades. He's such a fan that his car license plate reads ALLIUM -- the scientific name for the plant family that includes garlic and onions.

Now, Block is on the trail of a natural pesticide from the so-called "stinking rose," the left-handed compliment long used to describe garlic's pungent appeal.

For the last four years, several experimental carrot beds in England have been strewn with garlic-oil-infused wood pellets developed by a British company, ECOspray, which is working with Block as a consultant.

The pellets contain sulphur compounds of garlic related to allicin, which garlic releases as a natural defense when disturbed -- like when a hungry worm starts eating a bulb.

Block believes this "chemical warfare" can be used to protect a variety of root vegetables and reduce the need for chemical pesticides, which can accumulate in the environment, unintentionally poison other animals and get into the food chain.

Allicin is not present in garlic in its natural state. But when garlic is chopped or otherwise damaged, the enzyme alliinase acts on a chemical called alliin, with this reaction creating allicin.

Allicin's pungent sulfur compounds give off a strong odor, delicious to some. But to insect pests, it is repugnant and sometimes toxic. Microscopic worms called nemotodes that love to eat root vegetables "hate garlic," Block said.

But not to worry: vegetables in ground that has been treated with the pellets don't take on the flavor of garlic.

So far, test results of the product, tentatively named NEMguard, have been encouraging, with protection lasting a month or longer. "We are looking for approval first in the European Union, and then in the U.S.," Block said, so it could be several years before the product might be available at the local garden-supply store.

Block's garlic-related research has attracted more than $5.5 million in grants over the years -- he just reached his 30th consecutive year of funding -- from such diverse sources as the American Heart Association, NATO and the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation.

The pesticide research is not the only garlic-related project Block has in the works.

Next year, he is releasing a book on the history, chemistry and folklore of his favorite plant, titled "Garlic and Other Alliums: The Lore and the Science," to be published by the Royal Society of Chemistry in the United Kingdom.

Early farmers first noticed garlic could help fight garden pests. In a process called "intercropping," rows of garlic and roses would be alternated, and pests discouraged. And ancient Egyptians used garlic as part of the embalming process for the dead.

"It may have been as preservative or a repellent. Or it may have been for the soul in the afterlife," Block said. "It is hard to trace it back to the origins." 
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