Viruses

Alive or Not?
Viruses are not cells, don’t reproduce on their own, use energy, grow and develop and don’t show response to stimuli.  They only reproduce when they enter a living cell.

Viral names—unlike living things, viruses do not have true scientific

names.  They are usually named for the disease they cause or where they are found.

Structure

1. strand of nucleic acid—DNA or RNA.

2. protein coat, called a “capsid”.

The basic structure is simple but the capsid usually is complex.

Size

Viruses are the smallest things studied.  A single drop of blood may contain 6 billion viruses.

Types

Viruses are very specific as to what they infect.  Proteins on the virus attach to specific proteins on a host cell.

Plants:
The first virus discovered was the tobacco mosaic virus.  About 400 plant viruses are known; some damage plants, some only change the flower color.

Humans:
There are 2 main classes of viruses depending on their life cycle.

Lytic —
cause symptoms in just a few days.  Examples: cold, flu, rabies, measles, Ebola

Lysogenic —
cause symptoms after a long incubation period.  Examples:  warts, cold sores, genital herpes, chicken pox, hepatitis, HIV 

Treatment:  
Because viruses “hide” in normal cells, there is little treatment or cure for most viral diseases.  Vaccines work only for viruses that do not mutate easily (usually DNA viruses).  

