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Prize for teams little gift 1

Mike Wade

The manufacture of ground-breaking
molecular machines which could
usher in a new industrial revolution
has earned a group of Scottish scien-
tists the £1.1 million Descartes Prize,
Europe's richest research award.

The team, led by David Leigh, pro-
fessor of chemistry at Edinburgh Uni-
versity, are specialists in nanotechnolo-
gy, a discipline which shrinks the con-
cept of the machine down to a size
which is invisible to the human eye.
Professor Leigh said the science would
have the same impact on the word as
the steam engine.

Some experts predict that within lit-
tle more than a generation, nanotech-
nology will have created “smart sub-
stances” which change shape and
form according to the environmental
conditions around them. Product de-
sign and functionality will be trans-
formed and it is anticipated that manu-
facturing speeds will be slashed.

“It’s like modelling with Lego, but us-
ing atoms and fragments. From there
it's really a creative design process.
We learn the principals from biologi-
cal processes in nature, but build
things that aren’t like nature, that will

do particular jobs,” said Professor
Leigh.

Despite the infinitesimally small
scale at which they work, the Edin-
burgh team has already witnessed suc-
cesses. The group developed molecu-
lar machines which respond to light
and found that when they coated a
substance with a layer of the machines
only one-molecule thick, they could al-
ter the properties of the surface.

After a droplet of liquid was added
to the surface, the researchers discov-
ered they could propel it across the ex-
perimental area by moving a light.

“You could see the effect of these
tiny molecular machines with your
own eyes, moving that small object,”
said Professor Leigh, who added that
in the longer term it would be possible
to move much bigger objects.

But he added that within a few years
it could be possible to use similar nan-
otechnology in “lab-on-a-chip” diag-
noses, in which very tiny amounts of
blood could be analysed for their
chemical constituents.

The Edinburgh team was one of
three joint winners of the Descartes
Prize, and worked in partnership with
researchers in Italy, France and the
Netherlands. Professor Leigh accepted
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