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Myanmar and China. In January 2017, a
research team discovered a new species of ape in
a remote region on the border of China and
Myanmar. Being Star Wars fans, they named it the
Skywalker hoolock gibbon (Hoolock tianxing).
(The closely related western hoolock gibbon is
pictured, as there are currently no images of the
Skywalker hoolock gibbon in the public domain).
An analysis of gibbon calls revealed that there
were only about 200 Skywalker gibbons in China,
and the number in Myanmar is still unknown. The
species urgently needs more research, to learn
more about its needs, current status, population
distribution, and what can be done to make sure it does not go extinct. Now, a British PhD student 
named Carolyn Thompson is trying to raise money for a research expedition to meet these needs. Along
with a “gibbon dream team” that includes the discoverer of the species, she has begun the “Skywalker 
Gibbon: A New Hope” campaign to crowdsource the funding for her project. Gibbons are commonly 
confused with monkeys, but they are not: they have no tails, and are classified as small apes, like 
chimpanzees, orangutans, and humans. In fact, a 2004 analysis of the gibbon genome found that the 
group shares 96% of their DNA with us! Donating to help our imperiled, smaller relatives is truly a 
worthy cause. I urge you to check out the gibbon team's awesome education video at 
https://youtu.be/D8ZnTeBFsE4 and the research crowdfunding campaign's homepage at 
https://www.gofundme.com/skywalkergibbonresearch.

Vancouver, Canada. For years, a bacterial infection called white-nose syndrome has been ravaging 
North American bat populations. Now, after the disease has killed over 6 million bats, a new way to 
fight back is in sight. A Canadian research team from multiple universities has cultivated a bacteria 
“cocktail” of species that inhibit the growth of the fungus, which they can deploy in powder form. They
plan to test their probiotic powder at a bat roost in Vancouver by placing it at the entrance to the roost, 
so that bats crawling in get it on their wings and the helpful bacteria begin growing on them. When 
white-nose syndrome enters Vancouver (it has already reached Washington State) the researchers will 
monitor the resilience of this roost compared to untreated populations.

Cambodia. In 1999, Cambodia had a thriving population of tigers: by some estimates the second-
largest in the world. Tragically, the population was devastated by hunting in the last few years, and the 
last confirmed sighting of a tiger in Cambodia was in 2007. Now, the Cambodian government and the 
World Wildlife Fund are planning to reintroduce tigers from India to the Srepok Wildlife Sanctuary, in 
the east of the country. The plan is controversial in the conservation community, as Cambodia is 
notorious for its weak rule of law and poaching is rampant. However, the government appears 
committed to increasing enforcement of conservation laws (although success would be difficult) and if 
successful, this project would establish a new breeding population of tigers, a valuable endeavor. Let us
hope that the reintroduction will succeed.
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Alaska. For years, whales were hunted ruthlessly by
humanity, to the point where many species teetered on the
verge of extinction. Now, 35 years after the 1982 ban on
commercial whaling, one species has shown the ultimate
sign of recovery: it is becoming a pest. In the fisheries of
southern Alaska, sperm whales (pictured) are stripping
fishing boats' lines of black cod. A NOAA study estimated
that lines hit by the whales lose about a quarter of their
catch. As black cod is currently worth approximately $14
per kilogram, this is a costly problem. Fortunately, fishers and researchers are investigating ways for 
whale and human fishing to coexist. A research team is experimenting with acoustic decoy buoys, 
which broadcast the sounds of fishing boats to summon the whales away from the actual boats, and the 
North Pacific Fishery Management Council recently approved fishing for black cod with pot traps. This
is a method similar to that used by the Maine lobster fishery, and has been shown to deter the whales. 

Earth (1). A new analysis of satellite data found that Earth lost
about 297,000 square kilometers of tree cover in 2016, an area
approximately the size of New Zealand. This is a 51% jump in the
loss rate from 2015. The analysis was performed by World
Resources Institute, a research nonprofit, using data from the
University of Maryland. The data indicate that an uptick in fires
around the world was the primary cause of the jump in tree cover
loss.

Earth (2). The UN World Meterological Organization announced
on October 30th that the concentration of carbon dioxide (CO2) in
Earth's atmosphere has risen greatly. The atmospheric
concentration of the primary man-made greenhouse gas rose to
403.3 parts per million (ppm) in 2016, from 400 ppm in 2015.
That is a yearly rate of increase 50% faster than the average over the last decade, and a level of CO2 in 
the atmosphere 45% greater than pre-industrial levels. (We know what CO2 levels were in the past 
thanks to scientists analyzing air bubbles trapped in ice cores). The natural variation of CO2 for the last 
few hundred thousand years (a time period that included several cycles of ice ages and warm periods) 
ranged between 180 and 280 ppm. The last time atmospheric CO2 levels were at 400 ppm was 3 to 5 
million years ago, a period when sea levels were 10 to 20 meters higher than today. This new data 
underscores the importance of taking action on climate change.

Earth (3). A new study has found that protected areas are a major factor slowing climate change. The 
study, by Doctors Dan Bebber and Nathalie Butt, was published in Scientific Reports and investigated 
the effect protected areas have on deforestation emissions. The researchers ran a statistical model 
showing that protected areas preventing deforestation stopped 449 million tons of carbon from entering
the atmosphere, about three times the annual emissions of the UK. This is even more reason to protect!


