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Kenya. Elephants are doing great in Kenya. Amboseli National Park, 

at the foot of Mount Kilimanjaro, has reported an unprecedented 

baby boom, with 170 elephant calves and counting born in 2020 to 

date. (For comparison, 113 calves were born in all of 2018!). 

Pictured are a mother elephant and her calf at Amboseli on August 

12, 2020. In other good news, these newborn elephants are entering 

one of the safest countries for them on the planet. Stiffer legal 

penalties for poaching introduced in Kenya in 2019 are paying off: 80 

elephants were killed by poachers in Kenya in 2018, but only 34 in 2019, and just 7 in 2020 to date. Finally, the long-term 

picture is good as well: Kenya’s total elephant population increased from 16,000 in 1989 to 34,800 by the end of 2019. 

"Overall in Kenya anti-poaching efforts are also high and elephants are generally safer, which means [fewer] get killed 

than in other parts of Africa," said Ms. Tal Manor, Project Manager at the Amboseli Trust for Elephants, summing up the 

situation. "And Kenya's elephant population is slowly increasing." This whole story is a great reminder of one of the 

unheralded conservation successes of recent decades. In the mid-twentieth century, and even as late as the 1990s, it 

looked disturbingly likely that such majestic titans of Earth as elephants, rhinos, and tigers were doomed to extinction, 

their populations destined to irrevocably decline due to human hunger for their ivory, skins, and bones. But that didn’t 

happen. The illegal wildlife trade continued (and still does, and is an evil thing, and the fight against it needs to 

continue), but conservationists stepped up heroically. In many countries (like this example of Kenya for elephants) these 

flagship species are expanding their range and numbers. (Across Africa, though, more countries need to follow Kenya’s 

example: the worldwide African elephant population declined by 30% between 2007 and 2014. Kenya’s example both 

serves as a stronghold against extinction for the species and a guide for others to follow).  

At a time when the climate crisis can seem an unstoppable threat, it’s useful and inspiring to remember that when it 

really comes down it, humanity is indeed capable of safeguarding the treasures of the natural world, and supporting our 

brethren species to thrive alongside us. For more, see tinyurl.com/ElephantsofKenya.  

 

Pumice Raft. A massive fleet of floating rocks, belched up from an undersea volcano, have floated thousands of miles 

across the Pacific to Australia, where they may bring some helpful new reef-building organisms to the beleaguered Great 

Barrier Reef. For more on this insane and awesome true story, see tinyurl.com/PumiceRaft.  

https://tinyurl.com/ElephantsofKenya
https://tinyurl.com/PumiceRaft
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Electric Bacteria. Over the past few years, scientists have 

discovered that two groups of bacteria are capable of 

moving electrons over (relatively) long distances, effectively 

acting as microscopic living wires. One group, dubbed 

“cable” bacteria, join cells end-to-end to carry a charge up to 

5 centimeters through their habitat of mud (they’ve been 

found everywhere from salt marshes to seabeds), linking 

them to distant sediments richer in oxygen and allowing them to carry out certain critical “redox” chemical reactions 

from a distance. With  the other group, dubbed “nanowire” bacteria, the individual cells grow much shorter electricity-

conducting protein structures. This sort appears to be found seemingly everywhere scientists look for it, from rice 

paddies to sewage treatment plants to deep underground to the roots of seagrasses human mouth. These bacteria likely 

have a huge role in Earth’s ecosystems that we’re only now beginning to discover: one researcher found 2859 meters of 

cable bacteria in one square centimeter of mud from an oyster reef, possibly helping stabilize the sediment. They may 

also help reduce the production of methane, a greenhouse gas. There might also be technological uses: cable bacteria 

aren’t quite as good conductors as copper wire, but they’re as good or better than the sort of conductors used in solar 

panels and cellphone screens. (Pictured above: electric bacteria in jars forming a crude “microbial fuel cell,” generating 

enough power for a small toy car). The more we learn about the world, the more new things we find to learn about. 

Fascinating! For more, see tinyurl.com/ElectricMudBacteria.  

 

Renewables. A new report from the Ember think tank found that in the first half of 2020, wind and solar power alone 

(not even counting other low-carbon sources like hydro and nuclear) produced a record 9.8% of humanity’s electricity 

needs, about one-tenth of all power consumed by people on Earth. This is up from 8.1% in 2019 and just 4.6% in 2015. It 

varied immensely from country to country: Germany was at 42% wind and solar, the UK at 33%, the EU overall at 21%, 

the US at 12%, China and India both at 10% and Russia at a miserable 0.2%. Progress, undeniably, and a sign of hope, but 

still not fast enough. As Dave Jones, senior electricity analyst at Ember, said “Countries across the world are now on the 

same path – building wind turbines and solar panels to replace electricity from coal and gas-fired power plants. But to 

keep a chance of limiting climate change to 1.5 degrees, coal generation needs to fall by 13% every year this decade. The 

fact that, during a global pandemic, coal generation has still only fallen by 8% shows just how far off-track we still are. 

We have the solution, it’s working, it’s just not happening fast enough.” For more, see tinyurl.com/9Point8Percent.  

https://tinyurl.com/ElectricMudBacteria
https://tinyurl.com/9Point8Percent
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Climate Impacts. By the standards of the Earth conditions normal for the last ten thousand years, under which 

humans evolved and rose to become a spacefaring species, August 2020 has been a crazy, crazy, month. 

Wildfires in California burned over 1,000 

homes and buildings, sending smoky and sooty 

air over San Francisco and imperiling ancient 

redwood trees in Big Basin State Park and the 

nests and chicks of the critically endangered 

California condor. One bit of good news is that 

an Associated Press reporter recently hiked up 

to confirm that many of the major Big Basin 

redwoods survived. The resilient old trees likely 

endured dozens of major fires in their 

centuries-long lifespan. Pictured: a fallen, still 

smouldering redwood among its kindred in Big Basin, courtesy of SFGate. (For more, see tinyurl.com/BigBasinSurvives).  

On August 16th, 2020, the National Weather Service recorded a temperature reading of 130 degrees Fahrenheit in Death 

Valley, California. This is potentially Earth’s hottest surface temperature ever recorded by humans, as a few earlier, very 

slightly hotter records are disputed. (For more, see tinyurl.com/DeathValley130F).  On the same day, the city of Oakland, 

California, recorded a temperature of 100 degrees Fahrenheit for the first time ever. 

Furthermore, news from the North and the other icy places of Earth has been bad. A study published August 13th in 

Nature Communications Earth and Environment analyzed decades of satellite data to conclude that the melting of the 

Greenland ice sheet has passed the point of no return. Glaciers have shrunk back far enough that a multitude of 

glaciers are now in contact with (relatively) warm ocean water, and snowfall can’t possibly replenish the mass loss to 

melting anymore. A shocking statistic from the study that before 2000, the ice sheet had about the same chance of 

gaining or losing mass every year, while in the climate we have right now, it is likely to gain mass in only one out of every 

hundred years. What all this means is that even if climate change magically stopped tomorrow, the damage to 

Greenland has been done, and the ice sheet would  keep melting for an indeterminately long period of time. And of 

course climate change is currently not stopping, but accelerating. Notably, Greenland is a major contributor to sea level 

rise: last year, enough ice melted or broke off from the Greenland ice sheet to raise world sea levels 2.2 millimeters in 

just 2 months. Sea level rise this century is going to be rough. For more, see https://tinyurl.com/GreenlandTippingPoint. 

https://tinyurl.com/BigBasinSurvives
https://tinyurl.com/DeathValley130F
https://tinyurl.com/GreenlandTippingPoint
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Another study totted up 

the losses worldwide: 

since 1994, Earth has lost 

28 trillion tonnes of ice, 

everywhere from melting 

glaciers on Himalayan 

mountains to the 

Greenland ice sheet losses 

discussed above. That’s a 

staggeringly huge amount. 

“To put the losses we’ve 

already experienced into 

context, 28 trillion tonnes of ice would cover the entire surface of the UK with a sheet of frozen water that is 100 metres 

thick,” said researcher Tom Slater from Leeds University. “It’s just mind-blowing.” And the exposure of more bare 

ground or dark water is now severely reducing the planet’s ability to reflect solar radiation back into space. Like taking 

off a white T-shirt on a hot day, losing our pearly coverings just makes it hotter. Perhaps the only glass-half-full good 

news from the study is that not all of it is going straight to sea level rise. “A total of 54% of the lost ice was from sea ice 

and from ice shelves,” said Leeds University researcher Isobel Lawrence. “These float on water and their melting would 

not have contributed to sea level rises. The other 46% of meltwater came from glaciers and ice sheets on the ground, 

and they would have added to sea level rise.” We truly are living in a brave and scary new world. Pictured: husky dogs 

wading over sea ice on an expedition in north-western Greenland. For more, see tinyurl.com/28TrillionTonnes.  

In sum, the climate crisis is occurring now. The planet has already changed drastically, and it’s going to change further. 

This may seem obvious to some, but it’s an important perspective shift. Humans missed our window to avoid serious, 

widespread climate disasters. In a macabre way, there’s something freeing about this: the big bad wolf has arrived, the 

warnings were right, the feared planetwide shifts are happening. We can’t possibly make it go away anymore, only 

mitigate it and stop it getting worse. What we need to do now is make the transition to renewables now to prevent 

things getting truly unlivable, and help our cities, cultures, and ecosystems adapt to the hotter, stormier, more melted 

planet we’ll all be living on the rest of the century.  

 

https://tinyurl.com/28TrillionTonnes

