
Biological sciences student Wee Soon Keong modified a
robot used for drawing, enabling it to run repetitive tasks
like pipetting liquids, for only $400. Similar automated
equipment can cost $100,000 commercially.

Biological sciences student Mohamed Shafiq Mohamed
Sahib scavenged parts from household items to create a
device for growing fungi. It cost less than $100, compared
with $5,000 for a commercial incubator.

Medical student Darren Wong used a cellphone camera
and a DVD disc to develop a portable spectrophotometer
for determining antibiotic resistance. Commercial devices
go for up to $2,500; his version cost under $300.

Medical student Brian Ho used tiny glass tubes and
9-volt batteries to build a device for gel electrophoresis,
a process to separate mixtures of DNA. It cost just $8
while the commercial version goes for $100.

By combining a
styrofoam box,
heater, fan and
scanner, medical
student Aletheia
Chia built a
device that can
grow and image
bacteria, for
under $400. An
incubator sells
for $3,000 while
a small imaging
system can cost
over $10,000.
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The four new elements announced
last December have received their
new names: nihonium (Nh), mos-
covium (Mc), tennessine (Ts) and
oganesson(Og).
The names for the quartet of su-

per-heavy elements, which com-
plete theseventhrowof theperiodic
table,will be on a five-monthproba-
tion, the InternationalUnionofPure
andApplied Chemistry (IUPAC) an-
nouncedonWednesday.
They will undergo a public re-

view, where those interested can
provide comments or feedback, be-
fore the union approves the names
officially.
IUPAC is the world authority on

chemical nomenclature and termi-
nology, including thenamingofnew
elements in the periodic table; on
standardisedmethods for measure-
ment; on atomic weights; and on
manyothercriticallyevaluateddata.
International Union of Pure and

Applied Physics (IUPAP) president
BruceMcKellar explained ina state-
ment to The Straits Times that the

elements were named after a coun-
try, a region, a state and a physicist
involved in theirdiscoveries.
IUPAP’s secretariat office is

hosted at the Nanyang Technologi-
calUniversity campus inSingapore.
“This choice of names highlights

the international character of work
in science, and the importance of
key visionary people to progress in
our field,” saidProfessorMcKellar.

and were discovered by slamming
light nuclei into one another and
tracking the decay of radioactive
super-heavy elements (which exist
only very briefly before decaying
intoother elements).
Element 113, the first element in

the periodic table to be discovered
in an Asian country, is christened
nihonium. The name is borrowed
from one of the Japanese names for
Japan – “nihon” – whichmeans the
land of the rising sun. The element
wasdiscoveredby Japan’sRiken In-
stitute, which houses the Nishina
Centre forAccelerator Science.
Element 115 was given the name

moscovium after the Moscow re-
gion, the location of the Joint Insti-
tute forNuclear Research inDubna,
Russia, while element 117 is named
tennessine to honour the contribu-
tions of several institutions in the
AmericanstateofTennessee.
Element 118 – oganesson – is

named after nuclear physicist Yuri
Oganessian, who led research into
super-heavy nuclei and the search
fornewelements.
While IUPAP said it is unknown if

the periodic table has an end and
that the full properties of the new
elements are yet to be discovered,
laboratories are already working to
search for elements to add an
eighth rowto theperiodic table.
It alsoannounced thepossible for-

mationof a new jointworking party
with IUPAC that will review claims
on thediscoveryofnewelements.

SamanthaBoh

Usingeveryday items like ahairdry-
er, amobilephoneandevena styro-
foam box, students from Nanyang
Technological University (NTU)
have built laboratory equipment at
a fractionof theusual cost.
Not only are the devices cheaper,

lighter andmore transportable, but
they can also test for bacteria, grow
fungi and separate mixtures of
DNA just like the real thing.
Theteamof fivewas ledbyAssoci-

ate Professor Eric Yap from NTU’s
Lee Kong Chian School of Medi-
cine, who was inspired by his own
experience helping victims of the
2004tsunami inAceh, Indonesia.
He said the lab equipment taken

there by the rescue team was too
bulky and not suitable for disaster
situations, where the environment
ischaoticandelectricity lacking.
He decided to challenge the stu-

dents he was supervising under

theUndergraduateResearchExpe-
rience on Campus programme to
come up with cheap diagnostic
tools.
In the past year, the students

have developed various products,
tested them in lab and field set-
tings, and written papers on their
effectiveness.
Biological sciences student Mo-

hamed Shafiq Mohamed Sahib, 24,
built aportable fungal incubatorus-
ing common items such as a folda-
ble cloth bag, a hairdryer, a filter
scavenged from a vacuum cleaner,
and small tanks of carbon dioxide
meant foruse in fish tanks.
His device cost less than $100 to

make,whereas a commercial fungi
incubator would normally cost
$5,000 to buy. Moreover, it can be
powered for over a day with just a
portable phone charger.
TeammateWee Soon Keong, 24,

also a biological sciences student,
modified a robot meant for draw-
ing so it could autonomously per-

form repetitive functions such as
the pipetting of liquids.
Such automated equipment is

sold commercially for $100,000.
His robotcost just $400.
Next month, these two products

will be among those taken toDavao
in the Philippines for their first hu-
manitarian trip.
There, they will be used to teach

local organic farmers how to deve-
lop better methods for finding and
growing bacteria that can be used
as probiotics to treat soil, compost
andanimal feed.
The students will also be taking

their portable laboratory equip-
ment to public events to educate
peopleaboutmolecular biology.
“Ask anyone what they remem-

ber about science classes, and they
will probably say growing green
beans. We hope we can widen that
perspective by letting people try
outour equipment,” saidMrWee.

samboh@sph.com.sg

named after country,
region, state, scientist

NTUstudents developdiagnostic equipment suited for easy assembly anduse indisaster zones

GLOBALNATURE

Thischoiceof
nameshighlights
the international
characterof
work in science.

’’PROFESSORBRUCEMCKELLAR

Cheap, portable lab tools
from everyday items
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