REVOLUTION
IN GREEN
ALUM HOY BUELL IS FINDING
NEW USES FOR PLANTS
B Y

in the research, which is funded by the National Science Foun
dation. Garcia said they will work on every aspect of the proj
ect, collecting and analyzing data and running experiments.
Student Melissa Oates has worked with Garcia on past proj
ects and will continue with the STEM research. She said the
opportunity is invaluable.
“I plan on attending graduate school, and the research I have
done with Professor Garcia strengthens my applications im-
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Such a model, Vorst said, could allow businesses and regula
tors to tighten up the supply chain – providing better training to
employees on food safety practices, developing more accurate
“use by” dates and reducing the risk of food-borne illness.
The project received a $600,000 USDA grant in October.

‘I AM LEAVING CAL POLY WITH THE KNOWLEDGE AND SECURITY THAT I AM
PREPARED TO CONDUCT RESEARCH OF MY OWN.’ – MELISSA OATES
mensely,” Oates said. “I am leaving Cal Poly with the knowledge
and security that I am prepared to conduct research of my own.”
TIGHTENING UP THE FOOD SUPPLY CHAIN
Orfalea College of Business

In the wake of recent high-profile E. coli outbreaks in produce, Cal
Poly Industrial Technology Professor Keith Vorst decided it was
time to see what could be done to lessen the danger to consumers.
Before coming to Cal Poly, Vorst had done a study for the U.S.
Department of Agriculture on food contamination in delicates
sens. Earlier this year, he wrote a grant for a three-year project
with the concept of tracking produce as it’s trucked to sales out
lets, to monitor time and temperature fluctuations. The idea is to
develop a model that will help better predict how E. coli contami
nations might grow during shipping and why, Vorst said.
“If there is a low level of contamination coming from the
producer,” he said, “is it going to grow during shipping? We
don’t know. No one knows.”
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Vorst and fellow packaging professor Jay Singh will be joined
by Professor Wyatt Brown from the College of Agriculture
Food and Environmental Sciences and two faculty members
from the Michigan State University’s Food Science Program.
Two graduate students – one at each campus – will help with
data gathering during the initial phases of the project.
The group will use truck-mounted radio-frequency ID sen
sors – provided by Canadian company Sensor Wireless Inc. – to
monitor the produce in transit. Data collected from these sen
sors will tell the researchers how warm or cold produce was at
which point in its trip and how long the product was in transit.
Tests in the lab will mimic these conditions and see how they
affect the growth of E.coli in actual produce packages.
The results of the study could benefit not only consumers
but also produce companies and sales outlets. “It’s not just
about protecting people from food-borne illness,” he said.
There’s also the possibility of helping the industry reduce the
amount of its product that is lost to spoilage.”
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FUTURE WARS AND CONFLICT will not be about oil but
about water, plants and food, predicts Horticulture and Crop
Sciences Department Head John Peterson.
In fact, the world is already in the midst of a “second green
revolution,” driven this time by technology.
The first revolution, in the ’60s and ’70s, focused more on
enhancing yield to feed a growing world population.
“This time we are seeing a shift in the way we use our plant re
sources and the resulting impact on the way we live,” Peterson said.
Alumni Hoy Buell – whose Greenheart Farms in Arroyo
Grande is one of the largest vegetable transplant growers in the
U.S., as well as the largest producer of rose plants – agrees: “If
the political will is there, we can make significant changes and
begin using our plant resources in beneficial new ways, such as
fuel alternatives to oil and petroleum-based products.”
He’s not talking about corn ethanol, either. Buell points out
that there are researchers and start-up companies developing
new green products to replace current energy crops. For exam
ple, Miscanthus , a common ornamental grass that grows to 20
feet in some parts of the world, can be used as a fuel to produce
electricity – without the negative impact on food prices that re
sulted from switching corn from a food crop to a biofuel.
Last year, researchers at the University of Illinois determined
that this giant perennial grass outperforms current biofuels
sources. To meet the White House’s goal of producing enough
biofuel to offset 20 percent of gasoline use would take 25 per
cent of current U.S. cropland out of food production if corn
were used. Miscanthus could do it with only 9.3 percent of cur
rent agricultural acreage, the researchers claim.
This new wave of plant exploration is also discovering new
uses for green things that have benefits beyond food and fuel
production. The Ulex plant, commonly called gorse, is an ex
ample of a product with benefits in the medical world. A genus
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USES TECHNOLOGY TO PRODUCE A BILLION PLANTS PER

of about 20 species of spiny evergreen shrubs in the pea family,
it can be used as a substitute for latex, the rubber product which
causes allergic reactions in many people.
This research was actually begun during World War ll, when our
southeastern Asia rubber supply was threatened, Buell explained.
Now it is being reevaluated for its non-allergenic qualities. “Many
medical personnel are allergic to latex gloves, and patients to breath
ing bags. So this plant product is a good alternative,” Buell said.
To help protect important natural areas and native species, which
may yield important discoveries in the future, Buell is participating in
a project to reclaim lands with native plants on the Colorado River.
For this pilot project, aimed at converting 8 acres of farmland
to bird habitat, Hearthstone tests native seeds for viability and
takes cuttings of native species. They then grow the plants in con
tainers to optimum transplant age, which assures faster results
and a more predictable success rate than other methods, such as
bare root transplanting or direct seedling.
Greenheart also produces salt-tolerant grasses, plants, shrubs
and trees for other restoration projects around the country.
There is also a new dimension to this second revolution, ac
cording to Peterson, a growing consciousness that we must do
it more sustainably and “protect the green.”
“It’s amazing how intrinsic plants are to our survival – for our
oxygen supply, food, and medicines,” Peterson observed. “And
it’s interesting that while we depend on them for survival, they
don’t depend on us.”

Hoy Buell in the greenhouse at his Greenheart Farms.

YEAR !DDITIONALLY YOU CAN LISTEN TO A PODCAST OF A
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viticulture degree program and the local wine industry.
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