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Teen Wins Big for a Homemade Polymer
An orange–avocado material that could keep crops hydrated during droughts places first at the Google Science Fair
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Kiara Nirghin was leafing through a newspaper one day when she noticed several stories about farmers struggling with drought. Nirghin, a high school junior in Johannesburg, had known South Africa was in the midst of an intense drought, but in that moment she realized the problem extended far beyond her country: “It's affecting the whole world. And to this point, there hasn't been something that has revolutionized drought.”
Nirghin set about brainstorming on how to ensure that crops have access to water—even during the most severe stretches of dry weather. Her simple solution earned her the grand prize at the Google Science Fair in September. (Scientific American co-sponsors the awards.)
For her project, Nirghin created a biodegradable and superabsorbent material that can be “planted” alongside crops to create “mini reservoirs of water in the soil,” she explained in her presentation. First she boiled orange peels in water to produce a liquid rich in pectin, a highly absorbent carbohydrate. Then she combined the pectin with pieces of dried orange peels and avocado skins, baked the mixture to remove moisture and crushed it all into a powder. Finally, she mixed the powder with more peels and skins. The resulting polymer could hold 300 times its weight in water. In tests, the invention kept soil moist—and plants grown with it were taller and healthier and produced more flowers.
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Nirghin hopes her material will help drought-stricken communities improve their food security. “Nirghin's project was inspiring for the judges,” says Mariette DiChristina, Scientific American editor in chief and chief judge of the Google fair since its inception in 2011. “They were impressed with her excellence of method, the project's capacity for impact and her passion for improving the world through science.”

Rights & Permissions


More by Catherine Caruso

[image: Scientific American Magazine Vol 315 Issue 6]This article was originally published with the title “Teen Takes on Drought” in Scientific American Magazine Vol. 315 No. 6 (December 2016), p. 23
doi:10.1038/scientificamerican1216-23View This Issue





Expand Your World with Science

Learn and share the most exciting discoveries, innovations and ideas shaping our world today.
SubscribeSign up for our newslettersSee the latest storiesRead the latest issueFollow Us:

[image: Scientific American publications in print & digital formats]

	Return & Refund Policy
	About
	Press Room
	Accessibility Statement


	FAQs
	Contact Us
	International Editions


	Advertise
	SA Custom Media
	Terms of Use


	Privacy Policy
	California Consumer Privacy Statement
	Use of cookies/Do not sell my data



Scientific American is part of Springer Nature, which owns or has commercial relations with thousands of scientific publications (many of them can be found at www.springernature.com/us). Scientific American maintains a strict policy of editorial independence in reporting developments in science to our readers.
© 2024 SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, A DIVISION OF SPRINGER NATURE AMERICA, INC.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



    
    
  