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USA (1). After a last-minute veto threat, 

President Trump has signed a $1.3 trillion 

omnibus spending bill that, fortunately, rejects 

almost all of President Trump’s policies on 

science. The Trump Administration’s budget 

proposals had included cutting the budget of 

nearly all federal science-related agencies and 

completely doing away with vital programs 

including the Advanced Research Projects 

Agency-Energy, several of NASA’s earth 

science missions, and four of the US Geological Survey’s climate science centers. Thanks to some 

strong representation of America’s interests in Congress, the actual budget will keep all of these 

programs and increase the budget of nearly all federal science-related agencies! NASA’s Planetary 

Science program is getting $2.2 billion, a 21% increase from their previous budget, the National 

Science Foundation is getting an extra $295 million, the National Institutes of Health are getting a $3 

billion increase, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is getting an extra $234 million, 

and the EPA budget remains the same despite calls from the Trump Administration for it to be cut by 31 

percent. Somewhat astonishingly given the current political climate, this bill prioritizes the long-term 

interests of America and its citizens by investing in research that will help protect and grow the nation. 

According to the American Association for the Advancement of Science, federal spending on research 

and development will now reach its highest point ever (adjusting for inflation). This is exactly what we 

need to be doing right now to prepare for the new challenges of the Anthropocene. ARPA-E will help 

us find new sources of clean energy, NOAA will help us plan for rising seas and changing fish 

populations, the NIH will help us defend against new vector-borne diseases, NASA will help us 

understand the complex systems of our world, and many more programs will continue and expand upon 

their vital work (for the full list, check out goo.gl/WSjh8B and goo.gl/PwrVZH). I can’t believe I’m 

writing this, but…thanks, Congress. You did good on this one.  

 

USA (2). In another piece of good news from America, retirement 

of former research chimpanzees appears to be gaining momentum. 

Hercules (pictured), and Leo, two long-serving research 

chimpanzees, arrived at Project Chimps, a 95-acre sanctuary in 

Georgia, on March 21st. In 2015, the Obama Administration ended 

all federal research involving chimps in recognition of their 

sentience and endangered status. Public and private researchers 

are supposed to be working on finding new homes for the 600+ 

chimps still being housed in labs, but have resisted the change in 

the past. This transfer is an encouraging sign that that process is gaining momentum. For more info, 

check out https://goo.gl/NFC178. Photo credit: Crystal Alba/Project Chimps.  
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Great Pacific Garbage Patch. For three years now, 

an international team of scientists has been trying to 

map and quantify the Great Pacific Garbage Patch 

(GPGP), a massive accumulation of ocean-borne 

trash located between Hawaii and California. They 

just released their results in the journal Scientific 

Reports, and it’s much worse than we thought. The 

team found that the GPGP (defined as an area with 

more than 10 kilograms of plastic per square 

kilometer) measure 1.6 million square kilometers, 

three times the size of continental France. This area 

contains 1.8 trillion pieces of plastic, collectively 

weighing about 80,000 metric tons; a figure four to 

sixteen times higher than previous estimates. Another major finding of the study is that it’s not just 

microplastics. "We were surprised by the amount of large plastic objects we encountered," said Dr. 

Julia Reisser, Chief Scientist of the expeditions to the GPGP. (Some of their samples are pictured). "We 

used to think most of the debris consists of small fragments, but this new analysis shines a new light on 

the scope of the debris." And there’s more and more of that debris. Dr. Laurent Lebreton, lead author of 

the study, explains: "Although it is not possible to draw any firm conclusions on the persistency of 

plastic pollution in the GPGP yet, this plastic accumulation rate inside the GPGP, which was greater 

than in the surrounding waters, indicates that the inflow of plastic into the patch continues to exceed the 

outflow."  For more information on this groundbreaking study and its disturbing results, see 

goo.gl/pE6oU4. Photo credit: The Ocean Cleanup 

 

ClimateEx. At the University of Cincinnati, geography professor Tomasz Stepinski has created an 

amazing new online interactive map known as ClimateEx. Using 50 years of meteorological data, the 

map provides climate information for almost anywhere in the world and can be used to compare 

climates of different locations, find climate change forecasts, and for many more purposes. "The map 

demonstrates climate change over time but also climate diversity. The concept is powerful and can 

inspire a lot of research," said Stepinski. It’s also a huge amount of fun to play with. Give it a try! For 

more info, check out goo.gl/oeyMku. For the map itself, visit sil.uc.edu/webapps/climateex/. 

 

Perovskites. As long-term readers of this newsletter will know, the experimental solar cells made from 

the crystalline substance known as perovskite (as opposed to silicon) are cheaper, longer-lasting and 

more efficient. Now, it has been discovered that one of their remaining issues is easily fixable. An 

international team of researchers has found that the application of potassium iodide can “heal” the tiny 

defects in perovskite crystals that trap electrons and make the cell less efficient. For more info, check 

out https://goo.gl/wyJf5a. Great news!  

https://goo.gl/pE6oU4
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http://sil.uc.edu/webapps/climateex/
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MIT/Arizona. In an astonishing new invention, a 

small team of engineers from MIT have 

successfully field-tested a device that harvests 

clean water from desert air. The device (pictured) 

is powered entirely by sunlight and works thanks 

to the properties of a new type of material known 

as metal-organic frameworks, or MOF. MOFs 

have high surface area, inducing water molecules 

in even the driest conditions to adhere to the 

device. This produces clean, drinkable water. A 

recent field-test in dry Tempe, Arizona confirmed 

that the device worked as intended, opening an 

amazing range of possibilities for delivering safe drinking water in arid conditions. Now, the 

researchers are working on scaling the device up (it’s currently a prototype producing a few millimeters 

of water) for practical use. "We hope to have a system that's able to produce liters of water." said 

Evelyn Yang, senior member of the research team. This is a great invention that could save thousands 

of lives in the future and is exactly the kind of thing humanity needs to be inventing as we face the new 

challenges of the Anthropocene. For more information, check out goo.gl/Vd1vAf.  

 

Turtles and Tortoises. Turtles and tortoises (collectively known as chelonians) are in deep trouble. A 

new report from the Turtle Conservation Coalition, an alliance of conservation organizations, warns 

that 50% of the world’s 356 known chelonian species are at risk of extinction. The major threats are 

hunting, habitat loss, and the pet trade: chelonians are commonly abducted for the wild for sale to 

unknowing Westerners. On the heels of this report comes an expose from TRAFFIC (the world’s 

wildlife-trade watchdog) on the illegal chelonian trade in Jakarta, Indonesia. TRAFFIC found 4,985 

individual chelonians from 65 different species for sale in the capital. Eight of those species were 

illegal to move across national borders but were sold in Indonesia due to a legal loophole that omits 

protections for non-native species. For more information, see goo.gl/pvDcDZ  and goo.gl/99b2LM  

 

Portland, Maine. On March 31st, the Global Affairs Economic 

and Environmental Emissaries will be leading a cleanup of 

Back Cove in Portland, Maine. We will be meeting up at 17F 

Forest Park (pictured) and walking over to the beach. We 

already have reusable gloves, biodegradable trash bags, and 

sharps flags to mark hazardous waste for the city authorities. If 

you’re interested in attending, all you need to bring is yourself 

and the willingness to work to make the world a better place! 

For more information, email Samuel.matey@maine.edu or text me at 207-572-7937.  
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