Simple Solutions

If Ohio State University soil scientist Rattan Lal is right, one of the simplest solutions to climate change may be right under our feet. With proper stewardship, Lal says, the agricultural soils of the world have the potential to soak up 13 percent of the carbon dioxide in the atmosphere – the equivalent of scrubbing every ounce of CO2 released into the atmosphere since 1980. The claim is a bold one, but researchers around the globe are digging up evidence that even modest changes to farming and ranching can have a major impact on carbon sequestration. Some growers have already embraced an approach known as regenerative agriculture, which aims to boost soil fertility and moisture retention through established practices such as composting, keeping fields planted year-round, reducing tillage, and increasing plant diversity. Since these strategies can also significantly increase the amount of carbon stored in the soil, some agricultural researchers are now building a case for their use in combating climate change. (Kristin Ohlson, in Discover magazine)

A rural town in Vermont has managed to shave thousands off its budget and help save the environment by replacing a lawn mower with four-legged grazers. Officials in Charlotte rented a pair of goats and a pair of sheep from a farmer to keep the town’s cemetery lawns trimmed this summer, and reckon to have saved the town $2,000 in fuel costs. Charles Russell, a town selectman, admitted receiving one complaint that the animals were soiling the hallowed ground. But, he said, “It’s not very respectful to spray gasoline and fumes all over the gravestones either.” (The Week magazine, October 5, 2012)

A high school student in Grant City, Mo., has come up with a dirt-cheap means of transport. Don Gibson, 18, bought a battered 1994 Geo Metro subcompact, yanked its engine, and put in an electric forklift engine he bought on eBay for $200. The car can go 62 mph and travel more than 30 miles between charges. Charging its 12 batteries costs Gibson around 25 cents, which means he can drive 200 miles for the price of a gallon of gas. “If you live in a small community and you just need to drive around town, this is the most ideal vehicle you could drive,” he said. (The Week magazine, May 18, 2012)

Next time your mood takes a dive, have a drink – of water. In a recent Tufts University study, college athletes who weren’t given fluids during practice felt more confused, angry, tense, and blue afterward than those who had plenty of water. “The level of dehydration was very mild – it could easily be compared with what busy office workers might experience if they forgot to drink enough during the day,” says lead researcher Kristen. E. D’Anci, Ph.D. How much you need to drink depends on the weather and your activity level and weight. Still, D’Anci says, “eight 8-ounce glasses of water a day never hurt anybody.” (Janis Graham, in Reader’s Digest)

According to legend – and immortalized by Norman Rockwell’s illustration for The Saturday Evening Post – Abraham Lincoln used the almanac’s moon phase charts to prove a man’s innocence during a murder trial in 1858. The most serious threat to the almanac’s uninterrupted publication streak came in 1942, when a German spy whose U-boat landed near Long Island was found to have a copy of The Old Farmer’s Almanac on his person. The government feared that the almanac’s weather predictions were supplying information to the enemy, so it banned publication of non-government issued forecasts, a setback the almanac sidestepped by re-christening its predictions “weather indications.” The streak was saved. (Courtney Peter, in American Spirit magazine) 

A Canadian may have just solved the world’s plastic problem. Every year, we throw away 500 billion plastic bags, and those that wind up in landfills won’t degrade for 1,000 years. But high school junior Daniel Bard has figured out a way to destroy a plastic bag in record time. For a school science fair, Bard combined yeast, water, and bacteria-laden landfill dirt with pieces of a torn-up plastic bag, and let this soup sit for a few months. He then examined the decomposing plastic, isolating two strains of bacteria that were actually digesting the bags. After six weeks, Bard found, these strains (Sphingomonas and Pseudomonas) could reduce the weight of a piece of plastic by more than 30 percent. If he could mass-produce these two strains in an industrial plant, Bard suggests that entire plastic bags could be decomposed in about three months’ time. “This is a huge, huge step forward,” Bard told his local paper, the Waterloo, Ontario, Record. “We’re using nature to solve a man-made problem.” (The Week magazine, June 13, 2008)

Enemies in hiding: Bad guys behind walls, in trenches, or inside buildings can’t hide anymore. The U.S. Army’s new XM25 rifle calculates their position, then fires bullets that explode above or near them. At $25 apiece, reports New Scientist, the bullets are less expensive than their $70,000 Javelin missile counterparts. (Reader’s Digest, September, 2009)

On a chemistry test at Midpark High School in Middleburg Heights, Ohio, one question concerned how to clean the floor after a chemical-powder spill. In detail, I described the liquid I would combine with the powder in order to dissolve it with chemical bonding and electron transfer. I was pleased with my grasp of molecular structure until the exams were handed back. Our teacher asked another student to read her answer. She suggested a broom and a dustpan to sweep up the spill -- and got full credit. (Joe Astorino, in Reader's Digest)
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