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One morning at 
VidyAshray-

Yug and Astra, you 
deliberately made us 
look bad in today’s 

yoga class!

Bala, we don’t need to do 
anything to make you and Bir 
look bad. You two do it all 

by yourselves.

Why you-!

You fools! Now 
I’m covered in 

scum and slime!

{Ahem} Did I or did I 
not tell you kids that 

we’re having a visitor at 
VidyAshray today? Is this 

how we greet guests?
{ULP} No, 
Ustad Sti. 

Sorry.

We’ll show 
you!
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This is Dr. Karthick Balasubramanian, 
a scientist at Agharkar Research 

Institute, Pune, who studies biology 
and biodiversity.

I couldn’t help but 
overhear this young 

lady say she was 
covered in “scum and 
slime” from the river.

Actually, 
you’re more 

likely covered in 
diatoms.

Eeek! 
Get them 
off me! 

Get them 
off me!

Wait, 
di-what?

Diatoms. They’re 
microscopic algae. 

Algae are organisms 
that make their own 
food with sunlight, 

like plants do.

“Diatoms are tiny, ranging between 0.5 mm and 5 micrometres.

“But they make 25 per cent of our atmospheric 
oxygen. So, roughly, every fourth breath we 
take is thanks to these tiny guys!

“They come in various shapes and sizes. 
Their cell walls are made of silica, 
the same substance that makes glass.

“They live in wet places such as rivers, 
seas and oceans. Anywhere they can 
photosynthesize-make food from sunlight.

“Diatoms look much like a soapbox, 
with a lid and a base that fit 
perfectly, along with some 
additional structures in between.”
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We’ve been studying 
microbes-creatures so small 

that we need microscopes 
to see them.

Yes, and 
we’ve covered 

bacteria, some fungi 
and even algae. But 

not diatoms.

Diatoms have 
been studied in India 

since the 19th century. 
We know around 

7,000 types in our 
subcontinent! There 

must be more because 
many Indian regions 

haven’t yet been 
studied.

If they are 
understudied, 

how do scientists 
know so much 
about them?

Thanks to 
Dr. H.P. Gandhi, who 

studied them in India. 
He found nearly 300 

new species! This book, 
his work, is most widely 
referred to for Indian 

diatoms.

But I’m still 
covered in them! 
Will they infect 
me? Or worse, 

eat me up?

Hahaha! No, no. 
Diatoms aren’t 
harmful to us. 
Rather, they’re 
quite useful.

“They can be good for 
our health. They’re used 
in making various medicines, 
nutritional pills, and even 
cosmetics.

“Their many shapes and sizes inspire 
nanotechnology-technology 
at a very tiny scale.

“The principles that diatoms use to make their cells are 
used for biological and even construction purposes.



“Since they have silica 
cell walls, they do not 
decompose after death. 
They become fossils.

“They are deposited in 
layers over thousands of 
years. By studying them, we 
can tell the water quality 
of rivers over time.

“Speaking of which, there 
are different types of 
diatoms that thrive in clean 
water and others that are 
found in polluted water.

“By analysing the diatoms 
in them, scientists have 
found that rivers in Japan 
have improved their water 
quality between the 1960s 
and 2010.

“As water-dwelling beings, diatoms are responsible 
for 40 per cent of photosynthesis in oceans.

“They are also a part of the food chain. 
They are eaten by small fish, snails and 
clams, which are eaten by larger beings.”

They can even help solve 
crimes such as murders! 
The presence of diatoms 
in a victim’s body reveals 

whether the crime happened 
in a specific waterbody.

Now that I 
know they’re so 
useful, diatoms 
can live on my 
body any day!

We just 
learnt that 

that they like 
to live in wet 

places.

And what’s wetter than 
a wet blanket such as 

yourself, Astra?

{Grrr}

Hahahaha!


