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Weather & Climate. According 

to the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA) 2017 was the third-

hottest year on record, and the 

costliest in terms of weather and 

climate disasters. In 2017, 

America experienced 16 such 

disasters that inflicted damages of 

over $1 billion, adding up to a 

total of $306 billion in damages. 

“2017 will be remembered as a 

year of extremes for the U.S. as 

floods, tornadoes, hurricanes, 

drought, fires and freezes claimed 

hundreds of lives and visited economic hardship upon the nation,” NOAA stated. “Recovery from the 

ravages of three major Atlantic hurricanes making landfall in the U.S. and an extreme and ongoing 

wildfire season in the West is expected to continue well into the new year.” Welcome to the age of 

climate change. (The map above shows the 16 disasters: zoom in or visit goo.gl/J4GZJr for detail). 

 

Australian Wildlife (1): Birds of Prey. A new study has compiled records from local indigenous 

peoples to conclude that some Australian birds of prey have joined humans as a species capable of 

destroying fire. Black kites, whistling kites, and brown falcons have often been sdeliberately spread 

wildfires by moving burning sticks with their beaks and talons. They then feast on the animals fleeing 

from the flames. For more detail on the astounding tale of these “firehawks,” copy goo.gl/wtGHWt. 

 

Australian Wildlife (2): Sea Turtles. The sex of sea turtle hatchlings is determined by the temperature 

of the eggs, with warmer eggs becoming female and cooler eggs becoming male. Due to this biological 

quirk, some studies predicted that climate change would lead to a gender imbalance in sea turtle 

populations. Now, a shocking new study has found that it’s already here. NOAA researchers decided to 

visit Raine Island, Australia, the most important Pacific rookery for the green sea turtle, and determine 

the sex of the turtles there. They found that females outnumbered males by 116 to 1! "This is 

extreme—like capital letters extreme, exclamation point extreme," said turtle scientist Dr. Camryn 

Allen of NOAA. "We're talking a handful of males to hundreds and hundreds of females. We were 

shocked." In the other major Australian rookery, near Brisbane (which is much further south and so 

much cooler), they found that the ratio was only 2 to 1. This new discovery is a classic Anthropocene 

event: humans are altering the world to an inconceivable extent, and we are still only beginning to learn 

the consequences of our actions. 

goo.gl/J4GZJr
goo.gl/wtGHWt
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Iran. As is well known, protests are spreading across the nation of Iran. Dozens of cities are filling 

with protestors against the current regime, and at least 20 people have died. What is not so well known 

is that experts from the Atlantic Council, a foreign policy think tank, believe that climate change is a 

major reason for the protests. Iran has suffered from an ongoing drought for 14 years, and a dam-

building boom has further contributed to water scarcity. Until recently, Iran provided subsidies to the 

families of many of the farmers harmed by these factors, but the current government recently cut those 

subsidies. "You have climate change, shortage of water, they can't grow their crops, and now they're 

getting their cash handouts taken away," said Amir Handjani, of the Atlantic Council’s South Asia 

Center. "It's a panoply of issues coming together at once." Barbara Slavin, director of the Council’s 

Future of Iran initiative, concurs. "Iran has had a drought for 14 years, and many of these people who 

come into these provincial cities and towns are there because they could not function as farmers 

anymore; there was no water for their farms," she said. Climate change is also exacerbating inequality: 

Iran is also suffering extreme heat waves, with a temperature of 128.7 degrees Fahrenheit recorded this 

summer. Poor people cannot afford air conditioners to mitigate this, and often have to work outdoors in 

extreme temperatures.  

In short, climate change is a major contributing factor, along with bad government, to the current unrest 

in Iran. As climate change intensifies and more and more governments slide into autocracy around the 

world, this deadly cocktail may soon be present in many other countries. Climate change is 

increasingly becoming the meta-issue of the 21st century, affecting and often worsening other problems, 

and the Iran crisis is one of the clearest examples of this yet. For more information on climate change’s 

role in the Iran crisis, check out goo.gl/6xWD1Q. 

 

Indonesia. A new species of honeyeater bird from the Indonesian island of Rote has been officially 

described. It has been given the scientific name Myzomela irianawidodoae, in honor of Indonesia’ First 

Lady, Iriana Joko Widodo. Commonly known as the Rote myzomela, the bird is already threatened 

with habitat destruction. Check out goo.gl/rmmPyV for pictures and more info! 

 

California. A graduate student at the University of 

California Irvine have found the world’s first plant-

eating shark. When researchers found sea grass in the 

guts of juvenile bonnethead sharks (Sphyrna tiburo, 

pictured), Samantha Leigh suspected something 

unusual was afoot. She put several bonnetheads on a 

diet composed of 90% eelgrass and 10% squid, and 

found that all of them gained weight over a three-week 

period. This proves that they are true omnivores, the 

first known shark to qualify. A fascinating discovery! For a video, check out goo.gl/DZZBAv.  

goo.gl/6xWD1Q
file:///C:/Users/masse/Desktop/goo.gl/rmmPyV
goo.gl/DZZBAv
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China (1): Waste Ban. On January 1st, China banned the importation of 24 different types of waste. 

Previously, China has been a common destination for other countries’ waste and a center of dangerous 

waste reclamation. Although the ban will make it harder for Western recycling companies to sell their 

waste, it will certainly make life better in China. In one Chinese town specializing in recycling e-waste, 

80% of children had abnormally high levels of lead in their blood. Good call, Xi Jinping. 

 

China (2): A Sustainable 

Economy. China is moving 

rapidly to protect its 

environment. On January 1st, in 

addition to the recycling 

limitation, the People’s Republic 

introduced two more awesome 

environmental protection 

measures. One is a national 

environmental protection tax, 

replacing a scattered patchwork 

of pollution fees, and one is a 

ban on domestic ivory sales, 

announced earlier but only now 

coming into effect. Taken in 

conjunction with the fact that 

China created the world’s 

largest carbon market in 

December, it is clear that China 

is now taking the lead on 

fighting climate change. 

Furthermore, this breathtakingly 

ambitious course has not harmed the Chinese economy: it is still growing rapidly at 6% a year. 

Spectacular news! 

 

East China Sea. On January 6th, the Panama-registered oil tanker SANCHI collided with the Hong-

Kong registered freighter CF Crystal in the East China Sea. SANCHI was carrying approximately 1 

million barrels of Iranian oil condensate, a highly dangerous cargo which was set ablaze in the crash. 

All of its 32 member crew are missing, presumed dead: only one body has been found. All of the CF 

Crystal’s 21 crewmembers have been rescued. SANCHI is still burning, and as of January 10th had 

recently partially exploded, forcing rescue ships to retreat. Fortunately, environmental damage has been 

relatively limited, as most of the oil condensate is burning off instead of spreading into the ocean. If the 
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ship sinks, though, much of the region could be polluted. More news as it develops. 

America (1): Fuel Bailout. For much of the Trump 

Administration’s tenure so far, Energy Secretary Rick 

Perry (pictured) has been pushing for a new rule to force 

utility companies pay coal and nuclear power plants to 

keep extra fuel on hand. Allegedly to improve the 

resilience of the grid, this rule would have been a thinly 

disguised handout to the dying coal industry, effectively 

subsidizing carbon dioxide emissions, squeezing money 

from utility companies’ customers and distorting the free 

market in order to shore up President Trump’s shrinking 

political base. Fortunately, sanity has prevailed: the 

Federal Energy Regulatory Commission has voted down the rule by a 5-0 margin, even though three of 

the five members are Republicans. This is excellent news, and shows that the worst impulses of a 

reactionary and nation-harming administration can be kept in check by America’s strong institutions. 

 

America (2): Offshore Drilling. On January 4th, Trump’s 

Interior Department announced that it will allow drilling 

in 90% of America’s outer continental shelf, including 

areas like the American Arctic and the Eastern Seaboard 

that were placed off-limits to drilling under Obama’s 

presidency. If this sticks, it would be a stupendously bad 

thing, increasing greenhouse gas emissions while putting 

America’s treasured coastlines at risk of being devastated 

by oil spills like the Deepwater Horizon disaster in 2010 

(pictured). Fortunately, there are many reasons why it is 

unlikely that most of the newly opened areas will ever be 

sullied by oil rigs. First, it’s unclear whether it would even make sense for oil and gas companies to 

drill there: it’s much cheaper to drill inland and the next administration could just reverse this policy, 

making any investment in new offshore rigs very risky. Second, a plethora of coastal governors, 

including many Republicans, oppose the plan: Florida’s Governor Rick Scott has already secured an 

exemption for his state, and more could follow. Third, this plan will almost certainly be challenged in 

court, tying up new drilling leases in litigation, potentially for years. Let us hope that this Trump 

Administration initiative will follow the fuel-bailout one discussed above into oblivion. 

 

Thailand. Thai authorities seized 12.5 kilograms of rhino horn on Dec. 12th and arrested Bach Van 

Hoa, a kingpin of the Southeast Asian rhino horn and elephant ivory trade. The arrest was made 

possible by information provided by the Elephant Action League, an NGO. For more information on 
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this true-crime story, check out goo.gl/J7XU6Z.  

goo.gl/J7XU6Z

