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New Zealand. In the late 1990s, the city council of Wellington, New 

Zealand, fenced off 550 acres of woodland in the heart of the city, 

creating the Zealandia park. The $1.2 million fence keeps invasive 

mammals like rats, cats, and stoats out, protecting the native New 

Zealand birds, many of whom are flightless. Now, the Zealandia 

project has succeeded to such an extent that the native birds are 

spreading throughout Wellington. Tiny New Zealand robins, the 

famous kiwis, flightless takahes, the red-backed tieke bird, and many 

more are benefiting from Zealandia. The most dramatic story, though, 

is that of the kaka parrot (pictured). When Zealandia was founded, 

kakas were locally extinct in the Wellington area, mostly due to 

predation by invasive mammals. Beginning in 2002, fourteen kakas 

from zoos were released into Zealandia. Those original fourteen 

parrots now have hundreds of descendants, and they have spread from 

the safe haven of Zealandia to become a common sight all over 

Wellington. The kaka’s population has rebounded to such an extent 

that some Wellingtonians are even beginning to think of them as pests! 

Zealandia is an amazing conservation success story, and a model for species restoration in the 

Anthropocene. 

 

Panama (1). On Panama’s Barro Colorado Island, tropical forest plants are responding to climate 

change by producing more flowers. Dr. Stephanie Pau of Florida State University analyzed 28 years of 

plant material collected by previous researchers on the island to determine why some species were 

showing a marked, multi-decade increase in flower production. She found that the cause was increased 

atmospheric CO2, giving some species more energy which they used to optimize for reproductive 

success. Other species, like canopy trees and lianas, appear to have reached a “ceiling,” with their 

flowering rates having stabilized in recent years. "These tropical species have evolved in warm regions, 

so there may be an expectation that climate change won't affect them," said Dr. Pau. "But what we've 

shown is that they are in fact extremely sensitive to even small changes in their climate." 

 

Panama (2). Panama’s colorful harlequin frogs have been ravaged by 

the invasive chytrid fungus, with the population of the variable 

harlequin frog (pictured) having decreased by 80% due to the disease. 

Now, a Smithsonian team is trying to find locations that are safe havens 

for the frogs, to learn what protects those areas from chytrid. They 

released 530 frogs into the wild, 500 of which are marked with a UV 

signature and 30 of which wear tiny radio transmitters. The frogs found 

to have survived the fungus-infested jungle could lead the time right to a safe zone. Bon voyage, frogs! 
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Kazakhstan. The saiga (pictured) is a rare antelope native 

to Central Asia. Long threatened by poaching and habitat 

loss, increased conservation efforts had helped its 

population rebound by the late 2000s. Then, in May 2015, 

200,000 saiga died in three weeks, wiping out two-thirds 

of all the saiga in the world. Scientists were baffled: even 

the most virulent diseases rarely have mortality rates this 

high. Autopsies revealed that the saiga had been killed by 

Pasteurella multocida, a normally harmless lung 

bacterium which had invaded their bloodstream and 

attacked their organs. But it was still unclear why the bacterium had gone rogue. Now, an international 

team has discovered the trigger for the mass death: climate change. The saiga’s habitat in spring 2015 

was abnormally hot and humid, and laboratory studies have shown that rats are more likely to become 

infected with P. multocida under such conditions. It’s still unclear exactly how the changing conditions 

affect the bacterium, but the team is planning to sequence its genome to learn more. This case is a 

disturbing example of the unforeseeable impacts of climate change: besides the large-scale physical 

changes, such as sea level rise, intimate biological processes are being disrupted. 

 

USA (1). On January 19th, Columbia University and the Climate Science Legal Defense Fund launched 

the Silencing Science Tracker. This online tool keeps track of the ways President Trump’s 

administration is attacking science that contradicts their policies-including climate science. The 

Silencing Science Tracker (available at goo.gl/rS3oD1) has already catalogued 93 such instances. The 

existence of this tracker underscores a shocking and all-too often overlooked fact. In the 21st century, 

the President of the United States is trying to suppress evidence of and action on one of the foremost 

problems facing our nation. May Trump’s obscurantist and antiscientific policies end with his 

administration. 

 

USA (2). A team of researchers from Binghamton University, led by Dr. Congrui Jin, have created a 

sustainable, self-healing concrete. This astonishing innovation is possible due to a fungus called 

Trichodoma reesei. In the Binghamton team’s process, spores from this fungus are mixed into the 

concrete before it is set. When the concrete begins to weather and crack, the influx of water and oxygen 

will cause the spores to grow. The grown fungus precipitates calcium carbonate, a sturdy mineral, until 

all of the cracks are filled. Once there is no more room to grow, the fungus dies-but not before releasing 

more spores, which remain dormant until the next cracks appear. The research is still in early stages, 

with a long way to go before the fungal concrete is ready for market, but incredibly wide applications 

of this discovery are immediately apparent. Roads, bridges, sidewalks, and anything else made of this 

new fungal concrete could heal on their own, like living organisms, without the need for expensive and 

environmentally damaging repairs. This is a wonderful example of human ingenuity. Great news! 

https://goo.gl/rS3oD1
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Brazil (1). 2017 was a record fire 

year in the Amazon, with one state, 

Para, seeing a 229% increase in fires 

from 2016. As the year had not been 

unusually dry, experts believe these 

fires are due to human activity, 

mostly clearing land for farming. 

These fires have devastated 

indigenous people’s lands, including 

the area of forest administered by 

the Xikrin Kayapó people (pictured). 

The fire-setting increased this year 

because Brazilian President Michel 

Temer has slashed the budgets of 

IBAMA, the nation’s environmental 

agency, and FUNAI, the indigenous protection agency, leaving the rich biodiversity and vital carbon 

sink of the Amazon unprotected. Fortunately, Brazil has elections due in October 2018, at which the 

unpopular Temer is virtually certain to be replaced by a new president. A wide range of candidates are 

running, from committed environmentalists (Marina Silva) to Trump-esque demagogues (Jair 

Bolsonaro). The Weekly Anthropocene will continue reporting on Brazil’s governance and its 

consequences for the rest of the world. More news as it develops. Photo credit: International Rivers on 

Visualhunt.com / CC BY-NC-SA. 

 

Brazil (2). A study by the University of New Hampshire has found that areas of the Amazon inhabited 

by pre-Columbian civilizations are still distinct 500 years later. Amazonian dark earths, colored by 

charcoal burning, show different forest structures and lower biomass than intact forest. Fascinating.  

 

Russia/China. Canine distemper virus has been confirmed in 

a two-year old female Amur leopard, found in Russia’s Land 

of Leopards national park. Amur leopards (pictured) are a 

rare cold-adapted leopard subspecies, with only about 80 

individuals left in a small territory on the Russia-China 

border. Due to the extremely small population size, an 

outbreak of canine distemper would be disastrous. 

Fortunately, Amur leopards are antisocial, which could 

prevent disease transmission. Stay tuned. 

 

https://visualhunt.com/author/99391e
https://visualhunt.com/re/1b0e48
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/
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Sea lions. A new population assessment by NOAA has 

found that populations of the California sea lion 

(pictured) have fully rebounded since the passing of the 

Marine Mammal Protection Act in 1972. From a 

population of 90,000 in 1975, the sea lions reached a 

high of 306,220 in 2012, before declining back to 

250,000 in 2014 due to warming seas. This assessment 

reflects the importance of conservation legislation and 

long-term population monitoring research, as well as 

demonstrating once more that large predators can 

coexist with humanity in the Anthropocene. Great news! 

 

Bats. Two new species of dog-faced bats have been discovered: Freeman’s dog-faced bat in Panama 

and the Waorani dog-faced bat in Ecuador. Ligiane Moras, a doctoral student at Universidade Federal 

de Minas Gerais, made the discovery by comparing DNA samples, measurements, and field 

observations to determine that these bats were distinct enough to be their own species. “Identifying two 

mammal species new to science is extremely exciting,” she said. Check out goo.gl/7EWipX for more 

information and some incredibly cute pictures of these “sky puppies!” 

 

Japan. Researchers at RIKEN Center for Sustainable Resource Science in Japan have identified a moss 

that removes lead from water. The researchers found that Funaria hygrometrica, when in the 

protonema stage of its life cycle (a point where a moss is little more than a thread of cells) is excellent 

at tolerating and absorbing lead, most of which it stores in its cell walls. Magnetic resonance analysis 

indicated that polygalacturonic acid in the cell walls was the major reason F. hygrometrica can do this. 

The researchers are currently looking for ways to apply their research to fight pollution. Great news! 

 

University of Southern Maine. Two students at the 

University of Southern Maine (USM) are starting a new 

campus organization: the Global Affairs Economic and 

Environmental Emissaries, or Emissaries for short. The 

mission of the Global Affairs, Economic and Environmental Emissaries is to fight for economic, 

environmental, and social justice. Every Emissary will serve in an active leadership capacity bringing 

critical unresolved issues for the Emissaries to engage with. The Emissaries will then work to resolve 

the issue at a local level, highlighting how USM students can benefit from resolution. In short, the 

Emissaries will be an active problem-solving forum, where the USM community can work together to 

make the world a better place. If you are interested in joining the Emissaries or staying informed on 

meetings and events, email Samuel.matey@maine.edu or text 207-572-7937.  

goo.gl/7EWipX
mailto:Samuel.matey@maine.edu

