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Gulf of California. The vaquita (pictured), a small
porpoise native to the Gulf of California, is
critically endangered and on the brink of extinction.
A new acoustic survey searching for their
distinctive calls found only 30 individuals left,
compared to 60 in 2015. This decrease is primarily
due to fishermen catching them in illegal gillnets. In
a last-chance attempt to save the world's most
endangered marine mammal, the Mexican
government has mustered a team of scientists to capture as many of the surviving vaquita. Vaquitas 
captured will be relocated to an ocean sanctuary in the upper Gulf of California, where a captive 
breeding program is planned. The captures began on October 12th, using trained US navy dolphins to 
seek out vaquita calls and lead the team to them. On October 23rd, the team caught a young vaquita calf,
the first time a vaquita has been captured alive in history, but were forced to release it out of concern 
for its health when it displayed signs of stress. The scientists did manage to take tissue samples, though,
sending some of them to the Frozen Zoo in San Diego, which will sequence the vaquita genome and 
preserve this species' DNA for the future. The team will continue searching for vaquitas.

Somewhere in Borneo. A research team recently found that a
conservation area in the Indonesian part of the island of Borneo is a
safe haven for eight species of hornbill (pictured), as well as the
critically endangered Bornean orangutan and the endangered Abbott's
gray gibbon. Hornbills are often targeted by poachers, who sell their
casques (bony crests) to be carved into ornaments. Due to this threat,
the location of this conservation area must remain secret-but it's good
to know that there is still a place in the world where these amazing
creatures are leaving in peace, for now.

Yellowstone National Park. The big cat known variously as the cougar, puma, or mountain lion has 
long been thought to be a solitary animal. A new study led by Dr Mark Elbroch (published in Science 
Advances), found that this was completely untrue. Planning to gather data on cougar's eating habits, Dr.
Elbroch set up camera traps across a 900-mile long region of the greater Yellowstone ecosystem. His 
original study plan yielded a great new discovery when Dr. Elbroch found that the greatest diversity of 
scavengers ever recorded on Earth at cougar kill sites. But he found something even more interesting: 
evidence that cougars routinely and repeatedly share food with one another. Dr. Elbroch documented 
two cougar families (a mother with one kitten and a mother with three kittens) feeding on the same 
carcass for two days, found that all 13 of a group of tracked cougars engaged in food sharing, and that 
the most common pattern in food sharing was direct reciprocity: cougars shared with those who had 
shared with them before. Dr. Elbroch also found that cougars organized in groups of mostly females 
and their offspring “governed” by one or two males, who received extra food. This could have 
interesting implications for conservationists, who now need to take into account this newfound cougar 
society when considering how to protect the species.
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Ireland. Post-Tropical Storm Ophelia struck Ireland on October 16th, killing at least three people and 
knocking out power for over 300,000. Hurricane Ophelia (it was a hurricane from October 14 th to 
October 16th, and was downgraded only 12 hours before landfall) was able to form due to unusually 
high temperatures in the eastern Atlantic, possibly influenced by climate change. It was the farthest east
hurricane on record, and was linked to several otherworldly-seeming events. A tropical leatherback 
turtle washed up in Wales, and much of the UK experienced an eerie “orange sky” due to Saharan dust 
picked up and carried north by the storm.

USA. President Trump and his EPA Administrator Scott Pruitt are wasting no time in their efforts to 
tear apart the agency from the inside. Trump recently nominated Andrew Wheeler as deputy 
administrator-second in-command of the EPA. Mr. Wheeler has spent the past eight years lobbying for 
coal companies, making the appointment a truly egregious act, akin to placing a tobacco lobbyist in 
charge of the Department of Health and Human Services. Furthermore, Mr. Pruitt recently barred 
scientists receiving federal grant money from sitting on major EPA committees like the Science 
Advisory Board. This is billed as a measure to reduce conflicts of interest (despite the fact that the 
Science Advisory Board only advises, and so scientists on the board cannot make decisions that 
influence themselves) but conveniently eliminated most leading environmental scientists from 
consideration. As scientists actively working for EPA-regulated industry are not barred from these 
committees, Pruitt has effectively just weighted the government's scientific mouthpiece in favor of his 
pro-industry and anti-science agenda. Finally, according to The Economist's anonymous EPA source, 
the leading candidate to chair the Science Advisory Board is Michael Honeycutt of the Texas state 
environmental agency, just Mr. Pruitt's sort of scientist. Mr. Honeycutt is a man who once argued 
against new atmospheric ozone regulations on the basis that “most people spend 90% of their time 
indoors” and claimed before Congress that some studies suggested that particulate matter makes you 
live longer. This conveniently overlooks the fact that the overwhelming scientific consensus is that 
particulate matter is a major cause of lung cancer, the number one cancer killer in the US.

Scotland. The world's first floating wind farm has begun delivering electricity to the Scottish grid. The 
Hywind Scotland facility consists of five giant wind turbines, each taller than the Statue of Liberty,  
mounted on floats and tethered to the seabed about 15 miles off the coast of Aberdeenshire. The new 
turbines together will provide enough electricity for 20,000 homes. Statoil, the Norwegian energy giant
behind the project, regards this wind farm as a pilot project to increase efficiency in the next floating 
wind farm they built. The company is currently looking at sites in Japan, Hawaii, and California. This 
new technology of floating wind turbines greatly increases the number of potential sites for offshore 
wind farms, and thus humanity's capacity for harnessing renewable energy.

North Sea. A new study by Dr. Kaela Slavik (published in arKiv) found that the offshore wind farms of
the North Sea are providing new habitats for the blue mussel. Dr. Slavik's team calculated that if all of 
the wind farms currently planned for the North Sea are built, they will provide extra mussel habitat 
equal to a fifth of the natural mussel beds on the sea's coasts. Mussels eat plankton, so this will likely 
cause a decrease in the population of planktivores like anemones, jellyfish, and scallops. However, it 
will be a boon for the predators of mussels, which include seals, starfish, seabirds, and humans.


