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What’s  
Inside:

Your favorite fruit 
may be going extinct! 
A deadly fungus is 
wiping out bananas.
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Uh-oh! A popular fruit for breakfast  
and snacks is at risk. Bananas are under 

attack, and a fungus that’s hard to get rid of is to blame.  
The same type of fungus killed off another type of banana  
fifty years ago. Will the same thing happen again?

Banana Backstory
The bananas we know and love today are a variety called 
Cavendish. This variety is so popular that it’s nearly the only 
kind farmers around the world grow. Cavendish bananas 
replaced an earlier variety that a fungus wiped out in 1965.  
The fungus prevents banana plants from drawing water  
into their roots, so the plants dry up and die. This tiny living 
organism spreads quickly, riding the wind, hitching rides  
on truck tires, even flowing in water. Once in the soil, the 
fungus is difficult to control. Just a handful of infected soil  
can destroy a whole crop in no time. 

Cloned Bananas
One reason banana plants are so hard-hit is because they are 
all genetically the same, like clones. Most plant species have  
a variety of genes that allow them to adapt to changes in the 
environment. But all Cavendish banana plants share the same 
genes. If one banana plant is susceptible to the fungus, they 
all are. Plus, bananas are grown on farms on huge tracts of 
land. When a few plants get infected, the fungus spreads 
through the whole tract. All farmers can do is burn the entire 
crop. Even then, the fungus remains alive in the soil.

More Than Just a Snack
For many people, bananas are occasional treats. But for people 
in parts of Africa and Asia, bananas make up a large part of 
their diet. If these people can’t grow and sell bananas, many 
will lose their livelihoods and be at risk of hunger.

Scientists are hopeful that the fungus can be contained, but  
it won’t be easy, and it will be expensive. What’s needed are 
more varieties of bananas and different growing practices. 
Growing several types of bananas in smaller plots may be  
the key to saving this favorite fruit.  v
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Killer Fungus  
Threatens World
Banana Crop

Cavendish bananas are 
much more common than 
other varieties of bananas.

leaves 

fruits

flower

stem

roots

PARTS OF A 
BANANA PLANT

TYPES OF  
BANANAS

Cavendish

plantain

red dacca

pisang mas

This banana plant is 
beginning to dry out 
and turn brown as a 
result of infection by 
a deadly fungus.
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India grows the most bananas in the 
world—about 220 billion each year!
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California is in the 
fourth year of one of 

the worst droughts in the state’s history. 
Earlier this year, the governor declared a 
state of emergency and began to prepare 
citizens for water shortages.

One new way to help conserve water uses 
simple four-inch black plastic balls. Millions 
of these shade balls are now floating on top 
of reservoirs in the Los Angeles area. By 
covering the water’s surface, the balls block 
sunlight. Less sunlight means cooler water 
and less evaporation. In the shaded, cool 
water, less algae and bacteria grow. The 
shade balls also help prevent sunlight from 
causing toxic chemicals to form in the water.  
As a result, less money has to be spent on 
water treatment.

The shade balls are expected to last up to  
ten years. Californians hope the drought is 
over long before then!  v

For the first time, NASA 
astronauts aboard the 

International Space Station got a taste of their 
own work. For over a month, they tended lettuce 
plants in a special zero gravity “garden.” This 
system grows plants without soil. Instead, it uses 
a small amount of water and LED lights. Under 
these strong lights, the plants grow faster than 
those in a typical garden on Earth.

The bright red lettuce was a tasty hit and gave 
the astronauts a fresh change from their usual 
packaged meals. Tending the plants also gives 
astronauts a way to relax a bit from their more 
technical duties. Moreover, there’s a need for  
this feed. To survive on long space missions in 
the future, such as a trip to Mars, astronauts  
will need to be able to produce some of their 
own food. Perhaps this red lettuce will someday 
grow on the Red Planet.  v
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Conserving Water 
with Shade Balls

Astronauts Eat Their Veggies!

Let ’em roll! Workers release thousands of shade balls 
into a Los Angeles reservoir. The little black balls could 
help save 300 million gallons of water a year.

Kjell Lindgren (left) and Scott Kelly (right) chow down on 
fresh lettuce they grew on the International Space Station. 
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Scientists set out to answer  
a burning question: which 

campfire design is best? Now we have the answer, 
and chances are you’ve probably made a few 
s’mores with it.

The winner is a fire built with wood stacked in a 
pyramid shape. Why is this design best? The key  
is that the stack is about as wide as it is tall. This 
design allows for good airflow that makes the fire 
burn hotter while using less fuel. Wood stacked 
too high or spread out too wide won’t burn as  
well and requires more wood to achieve a hot  
fire. Professor Adrian Bejan of Duke University  
did the calculations to prove this finding.

Interestingly, people have been building this type 
of fire for thousands of years. It’s a tried-and-true 
design that has helped humans survive, thrive, 
migrate across the planet—and make s’mores!  v

Classic Campfire  
Design Is Still the Best

Read the following questions and write about how you might solve each problem. Use more paper if needed.
Problem Solving

1. �You have read that the banana fungus spreads 
easily because banana plants are grown on large 
farms. How would you stop the spread of the 
fungus that is infecting bananas?

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

2. �You have read that people are using black plastic 
balls to slow evaporation from reservoirs. How 
would you conserve water during a drought? 

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________
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This classic fire design was proven to be the best. 
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