
A common house spider uses two different 
types of silk structure, or attachment disc, to 
anchor its cobwebs — one for webs that ensnare 
walking insects and another for those intended 
to trap flying prey. 

‘Gumfoot’ silk threads are connected to the 
ground and can easily release and yank walking 
prey into silk nets; ‘scaffolding’ silk is more 
securely attached to substrates and is used to 
catch flying insects. Ali Dhinojwala and his team 
at the University of Akron, Ohio, used electron 
microscopy to examine cobwebs made by the 

spider Achaearanea tepidariorum, and found that 
each of these webs is anchored using a different 
type of attachment disc. Gumfoot discs (pictured 
right) consist of thin arms, whereas scaffolding 
discs (left) have thicker fibres with many more 
attachment points, and stick to surfaces 10 times 
more strongly than gumfoot discs. 

Synthetic discs made from nylon strands and 
tape strips displayed similar properties to their 
natural counterparts. 
Nature Commun. http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/
ncomms2099 (2012)
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Different webs snag different prey
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Contemplating a 
coral comeback
The Great Barrier Reef 
(pictured) has lost about half 
its coral over the past 27 years, 
according to data from more 
than 2,000 surveys of 214 reefs. 

R E P R O D U C T I V E  B I O L O G Y

Mouse eggs from 
stem cells
Researchers in Japan have 
turned mouse stem cells into 
egg cells that, in turn, gave rise 
to healthy offspring.

Katsuhiko Hayashi, Mitinori 
Saitou and their colleagues 
at Kyoto University added 
signalling molecules to female 
mouse embryonic stem cells, 
and to female ‘reprogrammed’ 
or induced pluripotent stem 
cells. This process transformed 
the stem cells into primordial 
germ cells — precursors to 
eggs. Culturing the germ cells 
with embryonic ovary tissue 
gave ovary-like structures, and 
after four weeks, the precursors 
developed into egg cells. The 
team fertilized the eggs in vitro 
and transplanted the embryos 
into foster mothers; the 
resulting offspring grew up to 
be fertile themselves.

The work could ultimately 
yield insights into potential 
treatments for infertility, the 
authors say. 
Science http://dx.doi.
org/10.1126/science.1226889 
(2012)
For a longer story on this research, 
see http://go.nature.com/xuyljd

C A N C E R  B I O L O G Y

A genome-wide 
‘on’ switch
A common cancer gene 
works not by implementing 
unique gene-expression 
patterns as previously 
thought, but rather by 
boosting the expression 
of almost all active genes, 
according to work from two 
independent groups. 

Increased expression 
of the gene MYC is often 
seen in human cancer, 

But addressing local threats 
could tip the balance towards 
an increase in coral cover in 
the short term, even in the face 
of continuing climate change, 
researchers say.

Glenn De’ath of the 
Australian Institute of Marine 
Science in Townsville and 
his colleagues analysed the 
survey data and found that 
the mean percentage of coral 
cover declined from 28% to 
13.8% between 1985 and 2012. 
Typhoons and outbreaks of the 
native, coral-eating crown-of-
thorns starfish (Acanthaster 

planci) accounted for about 
48% and 42% of the decline 
respectively. Bleaching 
related to climate change was 
responsible for 10%. 

If severe starfish outbreaks 
could be prevented, perhaps by 
reducing nutrient run-off to the 
area, coral cover could recover 
at a rate of up to 1% per year, 
the researchers say. However, 
stabilizing global temperatures 
will be key to the long-term 
success of this strategy.
Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/
pnas.1208909109 (2012)
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