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Earth’s Energy. A new international 

report, Global Trends in Renewable Energy 

Investment, has revealed that solar power 

and renewable energy in general are 

growing at an astonishing rate. In 2017, 

Earth installed 98 gigawatts of new solar 

power capacity, and 157 gigawatts of 

overall renewable energy (which the report 

defines as wind, solar, biomass and waste-

to-energy, geothermal, marine and small 

hydro), in comparison to net 70 gigawatts 

of fossil fuel capacity. Renewable energy 

also attracted the lion’s share of 

investment, with solar power receiving 

$160.8 billion and all renewable energy 

receiving $279.8 billion in contrast to coal 

and gas receiving approximately $103 

billion. 2017 was the 8th year in a row in 

which global investment in renewable 

energy was over $200 billion. "The world 

added more solar capacity than coal, gas, and nuclear plants combined," said President Nils Stieglitz of 

the Frankfurt School of Finance & Management. "This shows where we are heading, although the fact 

that renewables altogether are still far from providing the majority of electricity means that we still 

have a long way to go." This report is excellent news, and shows that we are already working towards a 

clean energy economy. For more information, check out https://goo.gl/7auUvZ. Photo credit: UN 

Environment/Frankfurt School/BNEF.  

 

Seattle, USA. In an innovative new policy to reduce carbon 

emissions, the city of Seattle is considering congestion pricing 

to reduce emissions from cars. Mayor Jenny Durkan, a 

Democrat, released a list of climate action initiatives on April 

4th that included a plan to charge drivers for using downtown 

roads in order to reduce congestion and encourage more 

energy-efficient forms of transport. Durkan’s plan also called 

for more investment in public transportation, as well as building more EV charging points and 

expanding a municipal energy efficiency program. Seattle is a city committed to action on climate 

change and is also the fastest-growing city in the US. Its example shows that the trope of “economy vs 

ecology” is completely outdated: modern, forward-thinking communities can reduce their impact and 

grow their economy at the same time. For more info, check out goo.gl/981xhC. 

https://goo.gl/7auUvZ
https://goo.gl/981xhC
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Whales. Researchers from the University of 

Washington have recorded 184 complex and 

elaborate whale songs in a bowhead whale 

(Balaena mysticetus, pictured) population 

living east of Greenland, with up to 60 

different songs recorded in one year. For 

comparison, humpback whales have one song 

per population, which changes every year. 

The only other animals that have this level of 

song diversity are some songbirds, and it’s 

still unclear why bowheads are such musical 

maestros. "Bowheads are superlative 

animals: they can live 200 years, they've got 

the thickest blubber of any whale, the longest 

baleen, they can break through ice," said Dr. 

Kate Stafford, lead author of the study. "And you think: They've evolved to do all these amazing things. 

I don't know why they do this remarkable singing, but there must be a reason." This incredible 

discovery reminds us that the biosphere is full of wonders, many of which humanity has yet to 

discover. For more info, check out goo.gl/pQeHKH, and for some awesome audio, see goo.gl/8RrW7h. 

Fascinating news! 

 

Monarch Butterflies. Researchers from 

Louisiana State University have discovered that 

climate change is turning milkweed, monarch 

butterflies’ favorite food and egg-laying location, 

into poison. Milkweeds are rich in toxic 

compounds known as cardenolides, which help 

protect them (and monarch eggs) from predators. 

Monarchs have evolved to be resistant to 

cardenolides, and routinely seek out varieties of 

milkweed such as Asclepias curassavica that are 

high in cardenolides. Now, LSU researchers have 

found that at warmer temperatures, A. curassavica 

produces even more cardenolides, at a level that 

poisons monarch larvae. "If I'm a monarch 

butterfly, and I'm responding to past environmental conditions, I'll lay my eggs on A. curassavica," said 

Dr. Bret Elderd, lead author of the study. "But under conditions of global warming, I'll be doing my 

offspring a disservice without knowing it." This study is an example of how climate change will have 

unpredictable impacts on the biosphere. For more detail, check out goo.gl/9xYJo6. Photo credit: LSU.  

https://goo.gl/pQeHKH
https://goo.gl/8RrW7h
https://goo.gl/9xYJo6
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Biotechnology (1): Plant Oil Production. A research team (pictured) 

from the US Department of Energy’s Brookhaven National Laboratory 

has discovered a method to greatly increase plants’ oil production by 

disabling “biomolecular brakes.” Researchers at the lab had previously 

discovered that plants’ production of oil (determined by an enzyme 

known as ACCase) is regulated by a feedback loop that deactivates 

some of ACCase’s subunits when oil ingredients (like fatty acids) are in 

excess. Now, the researchers have found that ACCase is in fact always 

limited at some level, even when fatty acids are rare. "It would be like 

driving a car for several years and finding out one day that a parking 

brake you didn't know about had been on all along. When you remove 

that brake, the car has much more power; that's what we've just 

discovered for plant oil production," said Dr. John Shanklin, leader of 

the research team. The researchers then genetically modified plants to 

disable that feedback loop and found that ACCase was much more 

active in those plants and that far more oils were produced, with 50% 

less inhibition of production. This has wide potential applications and could greatly increase the 

efficiency of biofuel production. Awesome news! For more information, check out goo.gl/4PqktB. 

Photo credit: Brookhaven National Laboratory. 

 

Biotechnology (2): Biobutanol-Producing Bacterium. An engineering team from the National 

University of Singapore has discovered a bacterium that can convert cellulose, a major plant structural 

material, to biobutanol, a fuel. The Thermoanaerobacterium thermosaccharolyticum (TG57 strain) 

bacterium is found in mushroom compost waste and can be easily fermented to be ready for cellulose 

conversion. Biobutanol has been viewed as a highly promising biofuel, as it can replace gasoline in cars 

without any special modifications. However, the established method of producing it is costly and 

complex. Now, the researchers are now planning to engineer the TG57 bacterium to further improve its 

biobutanol production. This kind of innovation is exactly what humanity needs to find new energy 

solutions in the Anthropocene. For more information, check out goo.gl/FZ9Xgs.  

 

Biotechnology (3): Spill-Cleaning Bacterium. In a fascinating discovery, scientists from INRS in 

Quebec have isolated the enzymes of an ocean bacterium that eats hydrocarbons, a major ingredient in 

oil. Professor Satinder Kaur Brar and her team isolated the enzymes of Alcanivorax borkumensis, a 

known hydrocarbon-eater, and tested their effect on oil-contaminated samples. "The degradation of 

hydrocarbons using the crude enzyme extract is really encouraging and reached over 80% for various 

compounds," said Professor Brar. “The process is effective in removing benzene, toluene, and xylene, 

and has been tested under a number of different conditions to show that it is a powerful way to clean up 

polluted land and marine environments." Spectacular work! For more information, see goo.gl/x5TnFM.   

https://goo.gl/4PqktB
https://goo.gl/FZ9Xgs
https://goo.gl/x5TnFM
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Bangladesh. The Rohingya people of 

Myanmar have suffered great persecution in 

recent years, fleeing a level of persecution 

that the UN describes as “textbook ethnic 

cleansing.” Now, over 600,000 Rohingya live 

in refugee camps in neighboring Bangladesh. 

There, they are facing a new challenge: 

conflict with local elephant populations. The 

Kutupalong-Balukhali refugee camp, the 

largest in the world, is situated in the middle 

of elephant habitat, and elephant-human 

encounters are increased as the refugees are 

forced to clear the surrounding forest for 

firewood. So far, twelve Rohingya have been killed by elephants, mostly after the elephants were 

surrounded by people and started panicking. Now, the International Union for the Conservation of 

Nature and the UN’s refugee agency have teamed up to train local response teams (pictured), teaching 

them about elephant behavior and giving them tools like flashlights and whistles. Although the camp’s 

overall situation is still deeply problematic, the area should now be a little bit safer for humans and 

elephants. For more information, check out goo.gl/3xJ3Nz.  

 

Indonesia.  On the weekend of March 31st, an oil pipe broke and leaked in Balikpapan Bay, in 

Indonesian Borneo. An attempt by nearby workers to burn off the oil resulted in a massive, out of-

control fire, killing four local fishermen. In the ocean, the oil slick has killed an endangered Irrawaddy 

dolphin, and locals are already reporting health problems State oil company Pertamira has admitted 

responsibility, after initially trying to deflect blame. For the full story, see goo.gl/zF747J. Sad news. 

 

Animal Training. In a fascinating new strategy, wildlife conservationists around the world are teaching 

animals to conserve themselves. Trainers used a remote-controlled food-reward system to teach a troop 

of wild chimpanzees in Sierra Leone to scream when they saw an unfamiliar human (a behavior that 

will help alert nearby ranger stations to poachers’ presence). Since the project was implemented, the 

number of chimps lost to poaching declined by 80%! Even more excitingly, researchers found that the 

chimps are now teaching the behavior to their children, ingraining self-conservation in the group’s 

culture. For the full article reviewing these amazing initiatives (and more examples, with condors and 

polar bears!), check out goo.gl/76VkKN.  

 

Congo. Six staff have been killed by militia in the DRC’s Virunga National Park, bringing the total 

number of rangers killed defending Virunga to 175. For more on their sacrifice, see goo.gl/SbNCGm.  

https://goo.gl/3xJ3Nz
https://goo.gl/zF747J
https://goo.gl/76VkKN
https://goo.gl/SbNCGm
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China: A paper-thin LCD screen 

By Zack Matey, Special Correspondent to the Weekly Anthropocene 

Optoelectronic engineers in China and Hong 

Kong have recently prototyped a revolutionary 

new flexible liquid crystal display (LCD) screen 

which is only slightly thicker than a sheet of 

paper – a mere half a millimeter. LCD screens are 

commonly found in e-readers such as Amazon’s 

Kindle and use electrical connections to control 

their pixels. These screens are similar to normal 

LCD screens, but instead of using electrical 

connections to switch on and off pixels, this technology uses special molecules which realign when 

exposed to polarized light, which controls the pixels. This reduces the overall size and weight of the 

system dramatically, leading to a half-millimeter thick screen. In addition, this screen is flexible, a first 

for LCD screens, and can also display more colors than other LCD screens – up to three. Finally, these 

screens can be produced quickly and cheaply, as little as an estimated $5 for a five-inch screen. This 

new technology combines flexibility and low cost in a way never previously seen in electronic screen 

technology. 

Implications of such a system could be significant. Such a technology could potentially replace screens 

in many e-readers and even lead to a flexible form of e-reader. Most importantly, this could be used in a 

reusable, flexible, paper-thin newspaper or magazine substitute, which could drastically reduce paper 

waste.  

However, this technology is not yet ready for consumer use. The screen’s pixel resolution needs to be 

improved before it can effectively work as a traditional-screen substitute. For more information, see 

goo.gl/LqKb5J.  

 

XPRIZE. The mission of the XPRIZE foundation is to offer financial rewards for breakthroughs in 

science and technology. Previous XPRIZEs have rewarded innovations like reusable spaceships 

(SpaceShipOne, in 2004) and real-life Star Trek tricorders (check it out at tricorder.xprize.org). Now, 

the ten finalists for a current XPRIZE have been announced; the Carbon XPRIZE, which will award 

$15 million to the first team that can covert climate change-causing carbon dioxide emissions into 

valuable products. The ten finalists have differing plans for converting atmospheric carbon dioxide into 

something useful: four of them plan to create new carbon-sequestering building materials, four of them 

plan to turn CO2 into new plastics or synthetics, and two of them plan to turn it into industrial fuels like 

methanol. To advance to the finals, all of these teams have proven that their concepts work in the lab. 

Now, they must show that they can cost-effectively scale it up. For more information, see 

goo.gl/7o232g and carbon.xprize.org. More news as it develops! 

https://goo.gl/LqKb5J
https://tricorder.xprize.org/
https://goo.gl/7o232g
https://carbon.xprize.org/

