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Plants have a problem when they are under
attack. They cannot get up and move. Plants
must fight off attacking insects, herbivores,
fungi, and other types of invaders while staying
in one spot. You are probably familiar with
some plant defenses, such as poisons or toxins
in the plant itself. Cacti often produce spines
that keep large predators from chewing on their
juicy flesh. All these types of defenses that are
part of the plants’ everyday characteristics are
called direct defenses.

Indirect Defenses

Another kind of defense that scientists are
beginning to learn about is indirect or induced
defense. An induced defense occurs when a
plant is under attack by some harmful agent,
such as a mite that begins to eat the plant. The
plant responds by producing chemicals that can
act in many ways. In the case of the mite con-
tact, the plant may make a chemical that will
float in the wind and attract a predator which,
in turn, will eat the mites and rid the plant of
the danger.

Other Chemical Defenses
A plant may produce a chemical that is harm-
ful or bad-tasting to the invading plant-eater.

Plant Defenses

Once the plant is stimulated to produce the
toxin, the plant is no longer tasty or nutri-
tious for the herbivore.

Another possibility for plants is to signal
each other when one is under attack. The
attacked plant may let out a chemical signal
that is picked up by its neighbors of the same
species. The chemical acts as a warning that
there is danger in the area, and the other plants
begin to produce toxins to make themselves
unattractive to the invaders.

Using Plant Defenses

Scientists have great interest in this type of
biochemical warfare between plants and
herbivores. Many food crops are damaged
by insects each year. However, if too much
pesticide is sprayed on the plants the excess
may leak into the soil. Once in the soil, it
could get into the water supply and pollute
our drinking water. If researchers can mimic
plant-specific warning chemicals or predator
attractants, they may save crops and keep the
water safe for drinking.

1. What are two direct defenses of plants against predators?

2. What kind of defense is it when a plant responds to a specific attacker?

3. How does the plant distribute some of its chemical defenses?

4, What is one way plants signal each other of possible danger?

5. Why should we be interested in plant chemical defenses?
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