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NTU-UNSW FACILITY BRINGING SOLAR CELLS BACKTO LIFEB15
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a process to separate mixtures of DNA. It cost just $8 for determining antibiotic resistance. Commercial devices device for growing fungi. It cost less than $100, compared like pipetting liquids, for only $400. Similar automated
while the commercial version goes for $100. go for up to $2,500; his version cost under $300. with $5,000 for a commercial incubator. equipment can cost $100,000 commercially.

Cheap, portable lab tools
from everyday items

NTU students develop diagnostic equipment suited for easy assembly and use in disaster zones

Samantha Boh

Using everyday items like a hairdry-
er,amobile phone and evena styro-
foam box, students from Nanyang
Technological University (NTU)
have built laboratory equipment at
afraction of the usual cost.

Not only are the devices cheaper,
lighter and more transportable, but
they can also test for bacteria, grow
fungi and separate mixtures of
DNA justlike the real thing.

The team of five was led by Associ-
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
2004 tsunamiin Aceh, Indonesia.

He said the lab equipment taken
there by the rescue team was too
bulky and not suitable for disaster
situations, where the environment
ischaotic and electricity lacking.

He decided to challenge the stu-
dents he was supervising under

the Undergraduate Research Expe-
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 incubator us-
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 for use 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.

Teammate Wee 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 robot costjust $400.

Next month, these two products
will be among those taken to Davao
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
and animal feed.

The students will also be taking
their portable laboratory equip-
ment to public events to educate
people about molecular 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
out our equipment,” said Mr Wee.

samboh@sph.com.sg

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.
PHOTOS: NTU, LIM
SIN THAI


Anisah
Typewritten Text
THE STRAITS TIMES, FRIDAY, 10 JUNE 2016, PAGE B17

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text

Anisah
Typewritten Text




