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In This Issue: 
Greetings Earthlings, 
  

 The Northern hemisphere is starting to thaw out 

(sorry for any readers we may have South of the Equator), 

the flowers are blooming, and college students are now 

greeting every day that the temperature is warmer than 40 

degrees Fahrenheit with shorts and t-shirts. To welcome the 

true arrival of Spring, we bring you yet another edition of 

The Trail, chock full with lovingly written pieces investi-

gating issues ranging from bioluminescent bacterial light 

fixtures, to local opportunities for some canoeing, to disap-

pearing and reappearing penguin populations. We hope that 

you enjoy reading them as much as we do providing them. 
        

As always,                                                              

    James, Alex, and Brayden 
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Africa’s 

Imperiled  

Scavengers 

By James Duffy  

Imagine the complications that might ensue in a town deprived of trash removal services. Dead and 

decaying matter would accumulate in less-than-convenient places, providing ample homes for vermin and 

disease. Organic material that might otherwise return to the soil would lie in bags outside homes, unable to 

cycle through the environment. 

Now imagine this scenario playing out on a much grander scale—from the savannas of Western Africa, 

to the skies of Europe, and to the habitats of South Asia. Across this vast area, one of nature’s most vital “trash 

removal” groups—vultures—are in steep decline from incidental and malevolent poisoning, habitat loss, and 

hunting. 

Conservation groups are raising the alarm in particular for the vultures of Africa, which are 

experiencing a crisis more acute, and with perhaps more varied and complex roots, than vultures of other 

regions. In 2015, six of Africa’s eleven species received elevated conservation status on the IUCN’s Red List 

of Threatened Species. Four of these species are now considered critically endangered. 

Understanding the plight of vultures across much of their global range hinges largely on one word: 

poison. As scavengers, vultures as a group are highly susceptible to toxins left behind in animal carcasses. This 

may be from lead bullets lodged in the animal from a hunter’s rifle, or perhaps veterinary medicines found in 

dead livestock. In areas inhabited by large cats and other top predators, African pastoralists are known to 

preempt predation on their livestock by leaving out poisoned meat. Though intended for mammalian predators 

and feral dogs, these traps more frequently find vultures in the crosshairs. Dozens may be fatally poisoned by 

one such trap. One study estimates that 61% of reported vulture fatalities across 26 countries resulted from 

baits poisoned with agricultural pesticides. 

There are, however, more intentional paths of exposure. Distressing scenes play out at the sites of 

elephant kills, where poachers are known to poison the elephant carcasses they leave behind. Circling vultures, 

attracted by what they perceive to be a promising food source, may reveal to authorities the location of a dead 

elephant. This is a chance most poachers would rather not take. Firsthand testimonies have shown that just one 

poisoned elephant could, without exaggeration, spell the end of hundreds of vultures. 

 Other anthropogenic stressors compound the threat poison poses to Africa’s vultures. In areas of West 

Africa, where these birds are often associated with good luck and clairvoyance, their body parts—particularly 

their brains—are valued in traditional medicine. Vulture meat is  also a common component of bushmeat 

markets, where wild animals are sold for direct human consumption. Though less direct than outright 

persecution, urbanization has chipped away at habitat across many vulture species’ former range. 
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 The collapse of Africa’s vultures parallels that of a related scavenger that may be familiar to North 

American readers: the California condor. This large scavenger, only now stepping back from the brink, 

saw its populations plummet in the 20th century as lead poisoning and habitat loss claimed more lives than 

this slowly-reproducing species could replace. Just like the condor, Africa’s vultures, most of which raise 

just one chick per year, are simply unable to compensate for the thousands lost every year. 

 The effect of vultures’ absence from a landscape cannot be overstated. If one wants to approach 

the subject economically, the value of a vulture’s scavenging services has been estimated at $11,000 per 

bird. Vultures also serve as an unlikely ally to public health professionals. In the absence of vultures, 

smaller, more quickly-reproducing species—insects, rodents, feral dogs—expand into the niche these 

birds leave behind. These animals are often reservoirs for diseases that are later passed on to humans. In 

2006, when India had lost 97% of its vulture populations to a now-banned painkiller used in cattle, feral 

dog populations increased, as did the occurrence of rabies transmissions from dogs to humans. The Indian 

government has spent billions in its fight against the country’s unusually high rate of rabies among chil-

dren. 

 The outlook for vultures worldwide is undeniably bleak—but this is not to say there are no solu-

tions being developed. Nonprofit groups such as The Peregrine Fund and the Vulture Conservation Foun-

dation, as well as teams of international scientists and policymakers, have come together to strategize 

against the release of poisons into vultures’ habitat. Some experts put faith into training locals to patrol 

against poachers, or even to lead birdwatching tours for visiting foreigners. 

 All strategies aside, there is no silver bullet that will end the plight of vultures in Africa. The lives 

and histories of these creatures, and indeed many birds, span nations and continents. Any solution to re-

store these essential animals to the landscape must involve the cooperation of numerous countries—or else 

it is no solution at all. 
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The takeover of a federal wildlife refuge in Oregon this past January has resulted in a nation-
wide debate over public lands. And though it began as a nonviolent protest of the federal govern-
ment’s overreach, land grabbing, and displacement of ranchers, it is now a fight to determine the 
fate of American public land. 

The Oregon militia’s leaders, Ammon and Ryan Bundy, advocate for the return of public land 
to local and state governments. They argue that the federal government controls too much of the 
land they perceive to be their own. 

The Bundys were motivated to travel to Oregon and take their stand by the arrest of ranchers 
Dwight and Steven Hammond, who were arrested on arson charges. The two had previously burned 
public lands in order to stop the spread of invasive species, but were arrested and jailed for short 
terms. They were arrested again for the same crimes and sentenced for four years each, since they 
had not served the minimum prison sentence for arson. After the Hammonds’ second arrest, the 
Bundys and local ranchers organized to protest federal overreach. 

House Republicans have reacted to the militia’s message in a way that is consistent with the 
ranchers’ anti-government ideals. Congressmen like Don Young and Raul Labrador now seek to pass 
legislation that would allow the states and local governments to control public land, instead of the 
federal government. 

The legislation would specifically loosen federal authority over parts of the 600m acres, which 
is an estimated third of the landmass of the United States. This would also allow for national parks 
and forests to be privatized or auctioned for drilling, mining, and logging. The bill would likewise al-
low logging free from any federal water, air, or endangered species restrictions. 

2016 Republican presidential candidate, Ted Cruz, has likewise seized this opportunity to align 
himself with conservative and anti-government voters. In an advertisement directed at Nevada vot-
ers, he said that he will, “fight day and night to return full control of Nevada’s lands to its rightful 
owners.” 

Environmentalists fear the passage of such legislation, as it threatens the many ecosystem 
services provided by America’s national forests, wildlife refuges, and parks. Environmental organiza-
tions like the Wilderness Society are petitioning to “keep America’s public lands in public hands”. 
They also emphasize the costs of public land seizures, namely the loss of recreation access to all 
Americans, the potential development of prized wild lands, the burdens for state taxpayers, and the 
potential damage to other state programs.    

President Obama has also expressed concern for the exploitation of public lands. This past 
January, his administration halted new coal mining leases on public lands at the expense of cheap 
energy prices. This is especially significant since about 40 percent of the nation’s coal is mined on 
public land. He hopes that this move will encourage an eventual change in energy policy and re-
source management. 

In his State of the Union address, the president said that he is going to “push to change the 
way we manage our oil and coal resources so that they better reflect the costs they impose on tax-
payers and our planet.” 

The Oregon Militia and the Public Land Debate 
by Genevieve Tarino 
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  However, preserving public lands is not only the concern of environmentalists or the envi-
ronmentally conscious. According to an article in the Star Tribune, a majority of Wyoming citizens 
oppose public land seizure as well. The Wyoming Wildlife Federation and sportsmen organizations 
across the West have successfully opposed bills promoting state takeover of national public lands, 
killing twenty-one of the proposals in six state legislatures. They often cite the aesthetic and recrea-
tional values of public lands, saying that they are part of the American identity. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

(Source:  Peacock, G. Pariah Canyon-Vermillion Cliffs, UT-AZ [Photograph found in Flikr]. Retrieved March 6, 2016, from http://

wilderness.org/keep-america’s-public-lands-public-hands) 
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           Zika, a mosquito-borne virus, is spreading 

rapidly around the globe. This virus is prompting global 

concern as it causes neurological birth defects in 

developing fetuses. The World Health Organization 

(WHO) is now declaring this outbreak a public health 

emergency. Zika has been spread to at least 29 countries 

through the aggressive yellow fever mosquito (Aedes 

aegypti), and some cases of sexual transmission have been 

reported. WHO estimates that the virus will infect around 

3 million to 4 million people within the next year. 

           The Zika Virus originated from the Zika Forest in Uganda. Interestingly enough, the 

forest is not something that researchers had stumbled upon by chance. Rather, scientists have 

been coming here for years to study viruses and the organisms that carry them. Julius 

Lutwama, the lead researcher at the Uganda Virus Institute stated, “In the last five years or so, 

almost every year we come across a new virus in this country.” Zika was first discovered in 

April of 1947 after a fever had developed in a rhesus monkey. Blood samples were taken and 

the virus, as protocol had stated, was named after the place of origin. When first discovered, it 

was never seen as a threat to humans. Although some cases had emerged among humans, the 

disease was only proven to infect monkeys. This changed in 2007 when a Zika outbreak on the 

Yap Island of Micronesia was reported. What is most troubling to scientists about the 2007 

outbreak is that the virus must have mutated from its original strain found in Uganda to one 

that is more detrimental to humans. Subsequently, the virus spread throughout the Pacific 

Islands before making landfall in South America. 

           Zika is a virus that belongs to the same family as yellow fever, West Nile virus, and 

dengue. However, its link to microcephaly, a neurological disorder that results in abnormally 

small-sized heads of infants, is reason enough to be worried about virus. Since November, 

Brazil has seen 404 cases of microcephaly--and seventeen of those cases were proven to be 

Zika-related, resulting in five deaths. Cases of Zika have emerged in other Latin American 

countries, such as Colombia, Bolivia, Costa Rica, Venezuela, Nicaragua, Mexico, and many 

others. Additionally, cases of Zika have emerged in the United States from visitors to these 

areas. The symptoms of Zika are very mild, which is why 80% of those who have contracted 

the virus do not know they have it. 

           Most commonly, Zika is  

transmitted when an Aedes mosquito bites someone who already has an active infection and 

spreads it by biting others. Additionally, the CDC has reported the first case of local 

acquisition of the virus in the United States through sexual contact. There have only been two 

recorded instances of sexual transmission of the Zika virus before this instance. During the 

2013 outbreak in French Polynesia, a man’s semen and urine tested positive for Zika, while his 

blood did not. However, there have been no reports of sexual transmission from infected 

women to their sexual partners. According to the CDC, there have been cases where Zika is 

transmitted during labor, blood transfusion, and laboratory exposure. Researchers are still 

unsure if the virus can be transmitted through an infected mother’s breast milk.  

Zika Virus: 

What We Need 

to Know 

by Heather Roth 
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           Researchers around the world are hard at work trying to create a vaccine for the virus. 

However, health officials in South America are taking steps to prevent the spread of the virus 

though mosquito eradication with traditional pesticides, and emptying standing water 

receptacles where mosquitos breed. Additionally, the CDC is recommending that pregnant 

women avoid traveling to areas with the virus. In several of the affected countries, health 

officials are recommending that female citizens avoid becoming pregnant for up to two years. 

With such recommendations, it will be interesting to see how some deeply Catholic Latin 

American countries change their sociopolitical ideas on contraceptives and disease prevention. 

But more importantly, it raises questions as to whether or not countries should be preparing for 

the arrival of Zika, or other as-yet unknown diseases. 
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Few things are more closely-linked to suburban and exurban life than lawns. Alluded to in the ideal of 

the “white picket fence”, a well-kept, lush plot of grass around a house is almost synonymous with middle-

class living. 

Unfortunately, lawns are also a symbol of excess, being detrimental for the environment in a number of 

ways. They consume large amounts of land, water, chemicals (as fertilizer and pesticides) and man-hours in 

maintenance. All of these resources, of course, have a monetary and environmental cost. 

The conventional lawn contains only one species of grass, making it vulnerable to disease and pests. 

They are also weeded of herbaceous plants such as dandelions and clover, depriving forage to pollinators such 

as butterflies and bees. 

Just how wasteful are lawnkeeping practices? According to satellite imagery from NASA, American 

lawns consume 200 gallons of potable water per person per day. NASA also calculates that clippings from the 

same area store approximately 37 billion pounds of carbon - greater than the EPA’s estimate of 330 million 

pounds of carbon released by American passenger vehicles. However, if these clippings are disposed of in 

landfills instead of being allowed to compost, that carbon is released back into the atmosphere with the 

addition of methane, a greenhouse gas more potent than CO2. As such, even the one possible ecologically-

beneficial function of lawns often goes wasted. 

The question of what to do about the situation remains. Perhaps the most obvious solution is to simply 

stop growing lawns everywhere, or at least in inhospitable regions. California, for example - drawing water 

out of the ground in order to dump it back onto the ground for a layer of grass that is not doing much but 

struggling to survive is not the wisest use of limited resources. At the very least, landscapers could consider 

using local varieties of grass better adapted to the arid climate. 

Another, less drastic measure would be taking a more organic approach. As previously mentioned, the 

monoculture of lawns is expensive to maintain. Growing other plants, such as clover for nitrogen-fixing and 

trees or shrubs for shade, could cut down on chemical and water requirements. 

Of course, lawncare companies such as Scotts classify clover as a weed and will helpfully sell you 

chemicals to kill it. These same companies also have a direct and significant interest in homeowners buying 

copious amounts of their products for use on expensive, expensive lawns. 

The next time you go mow or water your lawn, take a moment to think about the cumulative impact of 

all that grass. 
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GreenGreen DesertsDeserts 
by Allen Gong 
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Dieter Paulmann and the Pacific Voyagers 
by Alexus Lizardi 

 
           Dieter Paulmann is an underwater filmmaker who founded the non-profit called the Okeanos - Foundation for the Sea. The 

main purpose and passion of the organization is sharing scientific findings concerning the ocean through film to promote scientific 

literacy. 
 Aside from his non-profit, Paulmann has also been an Executive Producer for the film Racing Extinction (2015), which is a 

documentary that focuses on Earth entering its sixth major extinction event. Paulmann has also served as an Executive Producer for 

Unity (2014), which contains a cast of over one hundred celebrities involved in telling a narrative about the importance of caring for 

all forms of life. 
           While Paulmann’s documentary work is quite impressive, he is also involved in helping Pacific Islanders gain access to wind 

and solar powered voyaging canoes. This project started after Dieter initiated a voyage called “Te Mana o Te Moana” in 2011. 
Voyaging in the Pacific Islands is a vital part of the traditions and culture in the area. The canoes are such an integral part of the 

regional culture that they are used as a form of genealogy by tracing back their ancestors to certain canoes. The voyagers sail for a 

range of purposes, including bringing children to schools on neighboring islands and to transport goods. 
Although the Pacific Islanders traveled the oceans quite a bit, the “Te Mana o Te Moana” was an exceptional voyage. With the help 

of Paulmann, the islanders created seven new canoes in 2010, which traveled solely off of wind and solar power.  Multiple island 

nations including Fiji, Cook Islands, Aotearoa, and Samoa received a canoe and sailed all the way to the West Coast of the United 

States. 
           On their journey, the voyagers stopped at the Kava Bowl Ocean Summit in Hawaii, which was run by the Okeanos - 

Foundation for the Sea. This summit was centered on the question, “How much is the ocean worth to you?” The summit hosted 

presentations on current threats to the oceans, and included professionals from a range of disciplines, such as teachers, scientists, 

filmmakers, authors, business people, and journalists. 
           The voyagers then went on to visit many different destinations, such as San Diego, the Galapagos Islands, Cocos Islands, 

Cook Islands, Fiji, and Vanuatu. The 200,000-mile journey ended in July 2012 at the Solomon Islands to celebrate the Festival of 

Pacific Arts. 
           After the success of the “Te Mana o Te Moana” voyage, multiple non-governmental organizations were established for the 

different islands, such as Hawaiki Rising Voyaging Trust, Uto Ni Yalo Trust, Samoa Voyaging Society, and Huanui Waka. 
           The success of the “Te Mana o Te Moana” voyage was a wonderful example of the ways in which traditional knowledge and 

renewable energy projects can combine to create a situation where culture and technology are harmonious. The use of renewable 

energy in ocean travel is especially important when recognizing the impacts of fossil fuels on the environment. The ocean is thirty 

percent more acidic than it was pre-industrialization, a direct result of elevated levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide. This rise in 

acidity has the capability of disturbing and destroying fragile ecosystems. These zero-carbon emitting canoes are therefore a step in 

the right direction in terms of preventing further ocean acidification. 

(Source: Pacific Voyagers » Okeanos. (n.d.). Retrieved March 10, 2016, from http://

(Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=yvRWGOuX87c) 
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 Ingredients: 
   

  1 banana 

  4 strawberries 

  18 oz of almond milk 

 

 Directions: 
   

  1. Freeze strawberries and spotty, ripe banana 

  2. Place all ingredients in a blender 

  3. Blend for 30 seconds 

  4. Enjoy the simplest and most delicious smoothie ever! 

           Not only have the efforts of Dieter Paulmann and the Okeanos - Foundation for the Sea helped protect the oceans, but they 

have also provided a means for Pacific Islanders to celebrate and revive their canoeing culture. The efforts of these projects serve as 

a way of recognizing the success that can come from working with a society in conservation methods, instead of attempting to 

change the actions of the people. The creation of sun- and wind-powered canoes was of close social and spiritual interest to the 

islanders, which led to a project that was successful on both cultural and environmental levels. 
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ALEXUS’ STRAWBERRY  

BANANA SMOOTHIE 

http://www.okeanos-foundation.org/topics-and-projects/pacific-voyagers/
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Thousands of Peruvian residents were impacted 

by two massive oil spills on January 25th and February 

4th of 2016. The spills happened in northern Peru and 

were caused by old, unmaintained pipelines of the 

company Petro-Peru. The affected residents live in 

very rural and isolated areas and depend heavily on the 

environment around them. These spills have had 

extremely harmful consequences for residents’ 

drinking water, food supply, livelihood and overall 

health. An emergency was not reported until over three 

weeks after the initial spill and even then, relief was 

slow to come. This is not the first incident of an oil 

spill from this specific pipeline, and it does not seem 

like it will be the last. 

Between the two pipeline breaks, there were an 

estimated 3,000 barrels of crude oil spilled into 

waterways, including a tributary to the Amazon River. 

The oil was spilling for three days before the operators 

were able to control the breaks. Thick, black liquid was 

reportedly flowing down once-clean riverbeds. Initially 

the spill was contained in a stream, but heavy rains 

pushed the oil out of the contained areas and into other 

waterways. 

The spills have caused irreversible damage to 

the area’s people, their work, and the environment 

around them. However, the oil itself is not the sole 

cause of this damage. Petro-Peru used child labor to 

perform recovery work. A report from the Awajún 

village of Nazareth describes workers from the 

company offering to pay local villagers, including 

children, for any oil that they were able to collect 

from the river. Children as young as seven, nursing 

mothers and many others collected oil in buckets all 

day without any protective gear and were coated in 

thick oil afterwards. Villagers were struck with 

nausea, headaches, dizziness, and some had 

developed skin lesions. From reported cases alone, 

204 people, including 84 children, have been listed by 

health officials in the area as being in direct and long-

term contact with the oil. Even those who did not 

immerse themselves in the oil had similar symptoms 

from the strong smell and emissions coming from the 

river and the coated river banks. Many of the village 

leaders have expressed concern for the long term 

health effects on their communities. After all this, 

villagers were only paid the equivalent of about a 

dollar or two from the company for the oil they 

collected. 

           That economic blow is especially 

painful for the villagers now, including the ones in 

other affected villages, as they have lost their other 

forms of income as well as much of the sustenance 

that they obtained from their immediate surroundings. 

The oil has contaminated the area’s plant and animal 

life, leaving the villagers questioning what to do to 

survive. The oil is covering the sandy beaches where 

seasonal crops are grown. Consumers and market 

suppliers will not buy fish or crops from the areas 

where oil has been spilled. There was a similarly 

sized oil spill from the same pipeline in June of 2014 

that had eight months of clean up, but fish from that 

river are still unable to be sold. The villagers have 

very little, if any, food and water, essentially no 

source of income and insufficient attention and aid 

from the government.  Petro-Peru says that it will 

Peruvian Oil Spill of 2016: 

Not the First, Nor the Last 

by Langley Oudemans 

(Source:  EL COMERCIO, ALESSANDRO  CURRARINO) 
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leave the waterways and land as clean as they were 

before the spill, but residents are not convinced. 

Officials estimate that it will take at least a year to 

restore the damage, but their definition of “restore” is 

flexible, and may include more recovery work by 

children without protective gear. Even after a cleanup of 

the spill in June 2014, locals in the Kukama community 

still have not recovered, and there continue to be 

lingering health and environmental repercussions, 

according to the community’s leader. There have been 

twenty oil spills in this area since 2011 from the same 

pipeline. Petro-Peru blames the age of the pipeline and 

the poor infrastructure, but they are being fined at least 

$3.6 million for the spills due to their failure to comply 

with orders from Peru’s environmental regulator, 

OEFA, to maintain and replace failing pipeline parts. 

They may face much heavier fines if tests can prove that 

the health of the locals was affected by the spill. But this 

solves nothing. As long as the world still has a thirst for 

oil and other non-renewable fuels, exploitation will 

continue, and with that, more spills. Even in protected 

areas, Peruvian officials are arguing that the undersoil 

belongs to the state and if there is oil there, they will do 

whatever is necessary to extract it. 

Experts on the subject are not optimistic, saying 

that the age of the pipeline and its location in 

inaccessible areas makes maintenance difficult and 

practically nonexistent. A study on these specific oil 

projects found that the expanding extractions will 

significantly intensify environmental and social impacts 

unless there is improved policy, including the adoption 

of environmental impact statements. Unless there are 

policies developed to combat this problem and protect 

the people and the environment from this theme of 

careless extraction, there will undoubtedly be more 

frequent and more destructive spills in the near future. 
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 Sea levels are rising, ice caps are melting, and oceans are warming. This is what climate change looks like and it is realer 

today than it has ever been before. These main issues, along with a multitude of other issues, can all be more or less traced back to 

the use of fossil fuels for energy. Since the start of the industrial revolution, fossil fuels, such as petroleum, natural gases, and coal, 

have been used as an energy source to power our modern world. These fossil fuels have been accumulating for millions of years, 

long before the dinosaurs were around. They form from dissolved organic matter sinking to the ocean floor where they settle and 

are essentially trapped into the sediments. But we, as a species, have been taking this trapped organic matter and releasing it back 

into the atmosphere through the use of fossil fuels at unprecedented rates. The carbon cycle naturally regulates the carbon in the 

atmosphere and in the ocean but has been unsettled by the increase in carbon released into the atmosphere through fossil fuel 

consumption, the same carbon that was meant to stay trapped in the sediments. The increase in CO2 can then lead to a vast array 

of other well-known but poorly-understood problems. 

           In order to lower the need for fossil fuels, scientists and 

environmentalist have been looking into other, more sustainable 

and eco-friendly, ways to create energy. One option that stands 

out amongst the rest is the use of microalgae to produce an 

alternate form of biofuel. Microalgae are small, microscopic algae 

that make up the base of the marine food chain providing energy 

through photosynthesis. There are many benefits of using 

microalgae as an alternate source of energy. Microalgae 

production is year round, meaning that it can constantly be 

produced without having to wait for certain growing seasons as do 

oilseed crops. Although they grow in water, they still do not 

require as much as land crops. Also, the environmental impacts 

are limited as they do not require a lot of land space as well as not 

requiring pesticides or herbicides. Those are just a few of the 

many, many positive factors of using microalgae as an alternative 

energy source. 

           Although the potential for using microalgae is inherent, 

there are many factors that limit its production. In order for 

     by Taylor Dodge 

(Source: i.kinja-img.com) 

(Source: bioflora.com) 
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microalgae to be financially feasible, they must be able to produce more energy in the form of lipids than it costs to grow and to 

produce them. This can be solved by many different factors. One of them is choosing an organisms that is capable of producing a 

high proportion of lipids on its own. The diatom Phaeodactylum tricornutum is an excellent candidate in producing microalgal 

biofuel. This diatom is fast growing and has a high percentage of stored lipids in its natural form (20-30%). Because the amount of 

lipids is crucial in the production of microalgal biofuel, scientist are working to find the most efficient way to increase lipid 

production without diminishing the growth rate. Nutrient starvation and genetic modification are two of the most common 

methods used to increase lipid production in cells, but more work is needed to be done before microalgae will be able to prove 

itself in the biofuel world as a real alternative source of energy. 

           There are high hopes, though, for a cleaner future. If microalgae can replace fossil fuels effectively then there is the chance 

that CO2 levels will decrease to manageable levels and the predictions of the future will become more favorable.  
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     Springtime is upon us and it would seem that once again we are free from the bitter winds and cold grasp of 

New Jersey’s winter.  As our favorite flowers begin to bloom and the tree buds around Passion Puddle grow, 

we get the last few remnants of “cabin fever.”  The feeling of wanting to get out of the office or out of the 

dorm, and into nature now that the weather is comfortable enough to do so.  The weather is pleasant, you are 

ready to get out there, but where to start?  How about a kayaking trip?  But you say to yourself that you have 

never kayaked before, or that it has been years, or that you do not own one; all of which are legitimate excuses 

for passing this off as too big of an idea jumpstarted springtime.  Well, have no fear, your very own Rutgers 

kayak instructor is here!  To get you prepared for your first trip in a while, or your first trip ever, we will need 

to discuss the basic techniques and safety guidelines, as well as local rentals, and suggested trips. 

           Kayaking is a broad adventure sport.  It ranges from the thrill-seeking Red Bull athletes who dive off of 

50-foot waterfalls, to those who simply want to float down the river on their day off from work.  Kayaking can 

be done on many bodies of water including lakes, oceans, and rivers.  These recommendations will be centered 

on river kayaking since New Brunswick is closest to these sorts of waterways.  Before looking into rentals or 

where to go, you have to understand the basics.  First off, know your limits.  Research the river section you 

plan on running and make sure there is a description of how experienced or casual it is.  Always wear your 

lifejacket.  It is commonplace for many to believe they are the best swimmer out there and that the water is 

only a few feet deep.  Why worry about a life jacket?  With fast moving currents and underwater objects a 

question like this simply sounds irresponsible.  After you have these safety guidelines under wraps you will 

want to practice the basic techniques of kayaking. 

           River kayaking is not the most demanding outdoor sport, but it does require physical fitness and empha-

sizes the use of your arms for long durations of time.  You will want to stretch thoroughly before and after all 

of your trips.  When getting into a kayak remember to keep your hips low and your overall center of gravity 

very tight together and close to the boat.  This will keep you from flipping or falling in upon entering your 

kayak.  Trust me, no one wants to spend an entire afternoon in wet clothes!  Once inside the kayak remember 

to keep your hands on the kayak at shoulder width.  While inside the kayak, never stand up; nothing good can 

come from standing up in a kayak.  As the trip continues remember to shake your arms out every once in a 

while and do not forget to take a break to stretch your legs.  Now that you have the basic safety and techniques 

fresh in your mind it is time to get your hands on a kayak. 

Break Cabin Fever with Local Paddle 
by Brayden Donnelly 

(Source: https://goingoutandabout.wordpress.com/2014/08/20/canoe-

kayak-and-fish-the-south-branch-of-the-raritan-river/) 

(Source: Brayden Donnelly) 
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           For kayak rentals in the local area you have the choice of Eastern Mountain Sports in North Brunswick 

or Griggstown Canoe and Kayak Rentals in Princeton.  Once you have your kayak rentals set it is time for the 

fun part!  Getting out on the river and dipping your hands and feet in the water while you feel the cool breeze 

and listen to the various bird calls is one heck of a way to celebrate spring.  A great source for traversing the 

main branch of the Raritan River is the map created by the NY/NJ Bay Keeper.  One trip that is close to home 

is down the banks of the mighty Raritan this school was built upon.  If you want to simply “get your feet wet” 

you can try a short trip from behind the Piscataway Elks near the intersection of River Road and Birchview 

Drive in Piscataway.  You can head downstream from that point to any one of the access points in New Bruns-

wick, Highland Park, or Sayreville listed on the map. (Which is sourced below.)  No matter where you go, 

whether you rent or have your own, always remember to go with a fellow kayaker or inform someone where 

and how long you will be out on the trip. 

           River kayaking is a very-accessible outdoor sport for college students, professors, and younger kids.  It 

is a great way to spend a weekend morning or coincidental Friday sick day.  You cannot beat the sense of in-

clusion you will feel with the environment while down so low to the water.  Try to keep your eyes and ears as 

wide open as possible for the local wildlife.  Do not forget to pack a lunch so you can enjoy a picnic while out 

on the river, paddling away those cabin fever blues. 
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 Spongebob Squarepants has a nostalgic, but strange, place in more than a few of our hearts.  His 

quirky habits and excitable personality have helped to form a lasting memory.  But, have you ever stopped to 

think where the idea came from?  Have you ever wondered why the fish can talk or why all of the buildings 

are made out of what looks like refurbished pieces of ships?  Think for a few moments about these two 

phrases: “Bikini Bottom” and “Bikini Atoll.”  Yes, Bikini Atoll, a small set of islands on the northern fringe 

of the Marshal Islands and the site of the United States’ largest nuclear tests.  The site was used in 1946 to 

test the atomic bomb; one of the hottest topics of international discussion as the cold war era set in.  The eeri-

est part of the Spongebob conspiracy theory is the opening line of the theme song.  Go ahead and sing a few 

lines if you know the tune.  For those who do not it starts out like this: “Are you ready kids?”  A strange 

statement when contextualized in the era of household bomb shelters and heavy patriarchal ways when a fa-

ther may have uttered the very same words to his family as the sirens of nuclear war rang above ground.  Is it 

possible that Spongebob’s pineapple under the sea is merely an aquatic Chernobyl? 
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For the past five years, a colony of Adélie penguins in the Commonwealth 

Bay of Antarctica have been landlocked by an iceberg the size of Rome, 

named B09B. This severs them from access to the sea, the home of their pri-

mary food source, forcing them on a much longer and more dangerous trek of 

37 miles, and preventing them from feeding themselves or their young. 

 

The population of the penguins in the bay was estimated to be approximately 

160,000 in 2011, but in just two years, that number plunged to just 10,000. 

Scientists linked the decline to the expansion of fast ice-–-–sea ice attached to 

the shore––which emerged after the iceberg's initial appearance. "What's hap-

pening in Commonwealth Bay provides a natural experiment of what we 

might anticipate for the future. I must stress B09B is not thought to be directly the result of climate change, 

but it does provide an important insight into processes that could operate in a warmer world," Professor Chris 

Turney, co-author of the publication that recorded these population estimates, said in regard to the lost pen-

guins. “As the planet warms you’re going to get more ice melting. The reality is, more icebergs will be re-

leased from Antarctica and just embed themselves along coastline, and make the traveling distances for some 

of these colonies even further than they have to be.” Unless the iceberg melts or relocates, researchers estimate 

the population will die out within the next 20 years. 

News reports have been running wild, proclaiming the penguins’ death certificate across the web. 

“Giant iceberg in Antarctica kills off 150,000 penguins,” proclaimed the Telegraph, as did the Guardian, 

CNN, and USA Today. 

 

While many penguins are certainly dead, if only because carcasses have been found and it is reasona-

ble to expect that in a group of 150,000 penguins, some would not make it in these conditions, their precise 

fate is not as tragic and clear cut as many news sites might make it seem. In fact, many suspect that, rather 

than all starving to death, they could have simply waddled off to other colonies in the quest for better, happier 

hunting grounds. This migration would not be without precedent. When an iceberg grounded in the southern 

Ross Sea in 2001, penguins on Ross Island temporarily traveled to nearby colonies until the ice broke apart. In 

addition, the inaccessibility of their colonies makes it difficult to ascertain the exact details regarding the pen-

guins’ population and status; much of what has been reported so far is in fact based on pure speculation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Mysterious Case of the Missing Adélie Penguins  

by Dana Walter 
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Just because there are a lot fewer birds observed doesn't automatically mean the ones that were there 

before have perished," stated Dr. Michelle LaRue, a penguin population researcher and ecologist at the Univer-

sity of Minnesota in Minneapolis. With reports of several dead chicks and discarded eggs in Commonwealth 

Bay, scientists’ worries were only strengthened, but LaRue argues that carcasses are not uncommon in penguin 

colonies, as they do not quickly decompose in Antarctica's dry, cold climate. "I do not know what happened to 

these birds, but no one does for certain," LaRue said. "The fact that so many birds [are] gone from this location 

is really interesting." 

While the current outlook might be dire, with an estimated 150,000 penguins now feared dead, there is 

still some fresh hope for these Adélie penguins. But as of now, the mystery has yet to be solved. 
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 Recently, the Swedish company Ikea has thought about ditching Styrofoam packaging as part of an ongoing 

effort to reduce its carbon footprint. The company is looking for a type of packaging that can biodegrade organically. 

Luckily for Ikea, the New York-based company, Ecovative, has already invented such a product. 
           This packaging is made from the mycelium of a mushroom. Mycelium is the name for the specific “root” of the 

fungus that causes the fungus to grow as a system of branched fibers, attaching itself to the soil or to whatever surface it 

is growing on. But before Ecovative uses the mycelium, the company must buy clean agricultural byproducts, such as 

corn stalks and husks, from regional farmers. Then the company cleans the agricultural waste and introduces it to the 

mycelium. Then the mixture of corn waste and mycelium are bagged since the mycelium needs a few days to grow. The 

mycelium sees the waste as a food source and reaches out to digest it, where it forms a matrix of fibers in the process. 

After the bagging process, the mixture is broken up into loose particles once again. The loose particles are then placed 

into a tool where the mycelium grows through and around the particles. As a result, it forms a solid structure as the my-

celium fills the provided space. This process takes a few days to solidify and then it is removed from the tool. The mate-

rial is then placed into a drying compartment that stops the growth of the mycelium to ensure that no spores or mush-

rooms are produced and that the packaging is safe for consumers.   
           Polystryene, also known as Styrofoam, is non-biodegradable, difficult to recycle, and made of petroleum. More 

often than not, this material ends up in landfills and is very toxic to any organism that ingests it. Despite these detri-

mental facts, humans continue to toss more than 14 million tons of Styrofoam into landfills every year. Unlike tradition-

al Styrofoam packaging, the mushroom packaging is highly renewable, compostable, cost efficient, and can be custom 

designed and molded. The mushroom packaging can be tossed into the garden where it will begin to biodegrade within 

weeks. The packaging will not biodegrade while it is in use; however, it will decompose if it is surrounded by viable 

biomass and moisture found in soil. 
           Ikea’s head of sustainability in the U.K., Joanna Yarrow, mentioned to the press that Ikea was looking to intro-

duce the mycelium packaging because traditional polystyrene packaging cannot be recycled with ease or recycled at all. 

However, Ikea would not be the first company to begin using the myco-packaging. Ecovative is already selling its prod-

ucts to large companies, such as Dell. 
           Ecovative is planning on expanding its company. However, its two current locations are in New York. Their pri-

mary facility began in June, with only 10 Ecovative employees on site. Since then, they have expanded to a facility that 

is ten minutes up the road from the pilot facility. This new facility is about 20,000 square feet and can produce 6 times 

more products than the original facility. 
           Although Ecovative is focusing on companies that ship furniture, it should be very interesting to see how popular 

mushroom packaging becomes among companies. To distributors, it might become a much cheaper option than tradi-

tional Styrofoam and to consumers, it may become much easier to dispose of. Overall, the myco-packaging seems to be 

a sustainable alternative to traditional Styrofoam. 
 

 

   

Biodegradable Styrofoam by Heather Roth 
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           Toms River. The California Methane Leak. 

Love Canal. The BP Oil Spill. Flint, Michigan. All 

these names bring to mind a very specific theme of 

environmental disaster. Disasters in which toxic 

wastes were allowed to poison families and house-

holds due to careless actions, these names and sto-

ries have been made familiar to the American people 

as prime examples of environmental management 

failures. With so many disasters to reference, it is 

easy to ask: when will the next one finally be the 

last? 

           While it is true that with each crisis, aware-

ness of the importance of environmental regulation 

and protection increases, it never seems to be 

enough. The United States is not unique in this 

sense. In a region known as Campania Felix, which 

was once referred to as the fertile countryside by the 

Romans, yet another devastating environmental dis-

aster has unfolded. Campania Felix is considered to 

be the immediate coastline and lands surrounding 

the city of Naples in Italy. This area is a crucial pro-

ducer of much of Italy’s fruits and vegetables, but 

unbeknownst to government officials and local citi-

zens, an estimated 11.6 million tons of toxic indus-

trial waste has been dumped beneath the produce 

fields, in quarries, and on open land since the 

1980’s. 

           The waste reportedly spawns from industrial 

chemical plants throughout Europe, containing 

wastes like dioxin, arsenic, and radioactive materi-

als. Illegal dumping has been a growing problem 

for Campania the past few decades. This contami-

nation is also referred to as the Naples waste man-

agement crisis, which reached its peak in 2008—or 

so it was thought. Eventually, after gaining much 

public attention, the then-Prime Minister Silvio 

Berlsuconi devised a plan for the waste to be re-

moved to an incinerator facility in Europe. But, for 

unknown reasons the plan never took off. Today 

the epidemic continues to worsen with no clear 

signs of ceasing. As a result, the area north of Na-

ples and South of Caserta has been deemed names 

such as “Fireland” or “Death Triangle”. 

The Italian  

      Garbage Market 

By Mackenzie Pitt 

(Source:  Wikipedia) 



            The whole crisis seems absurd, leaving one to beg the question, “Who would do something so awful?” 

In one succinct answer: the mafia. The Camorra clan to be specific. However, the whole answer is much more 

complicated, with multiple acting parties. To begin, the regions around the cities of Salerno and Naples pro-

duce more waste than the state landfills and incinerators can handle. Because of this, the price of waste man-

agement for local governments and corporations has increased in order for the waste to be transported to dis-

tant facilities. In turn, this becomes an opportunity for the creation of a garbage black market, which the Ca-

morra crime-syndicate gladly takes advantage of. For a discounted price, the mafia buys the excess waste from 

organizations and disposes of it at their easiest convenience. The garbage market has become so lucrative that 

it has burned a considerable hole in Italy’s economy. The Camorra’s profits are estimated at roughly $1.45 bil-

lion, and growing. Efforts to find and arrest the criminals, though vigorous, are considered futile due to the 

deep rooted and wide-spread channels that have grown over the years. Money has even been allocated by local 

and regional administrations towards investing in recycling programs and new waste-processing facilities, but 

even that has managed to be exploited by black market transactions. 

           As for the citizens which call Campania home, they, of course, pay the biggest price. Although no hard 

evidence connecting the effects of waste exposure to human health has been formally published, the cancer 

trends within the “Death Triangle”, the heaviest polluted area, are more than just coincidence. Within recent 

years, that specific area has seen alarming increases in colorectal and liver cancer, and leukemia and lympho-

ma. As tempers quickly shorten, residents have continually pressured public authorities, even rioted, to take 

action. 

           Despite public outcry and agenda setting, little progress has been made, even after decades of efforts. 

Like most other environmental disasters, the Naples waste management crisis is one of epic proportions and 

has implications that will echo for generations to come. 
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The global food industry is oft-characterized by 

industrial agriculture, environmental exploitation, 

and unsafe practices--and rightfully so. But recently, 

fine dining is trending away from these 

characterizations. One of the most interesting 

manifestations of the movement is the trend of 

foraging. More and more luxury restaurants are 

turning the clock back on their methods of sourcing 

produce, and opting to utilize foods that grow 

autonomously in the region without human 

intervention. 

The process for foraging is simple: chefs and their 

staffs search the local area for naturally-growing 

fruits and vegetables, and feature the local and 

seasonal ingredients in their dishes. This is the 

method used by René Redzepi, the Copenhagen chef 

who brought foraging to fine dining in the early 

2000s. Redzepi’s use of foraging was part of a Nordic 

movement to reshape the local cuisine, making it 

more honest to the region’s history and environment. 

But the trend grew outside of the Nordic countries, 

and has been adopted around the world. 

One of the most remarkable aspects of the foraging 

trend is a desire by customers to consume 

ingredients that are purely seasonal and regional. 

This is in conflict with industrial agriculture, which is deeply underscored by the consumer demand to have 

the same wide range of produce on a year-round basis. Rather than having their ingredients flown in from 

factory farms halfway across the country or the world, chefs are choosing to use local plants and seasoning 

dishes with common weeds such as dandelion--and such foods are in high demand. Reflected in this 

practice is the truth that 

underused plants can be 

delicious, but also that 

customers want their foods 

to take advantage of 

nature’s abundance rather 

than manipulating the 

natural environment. 

Forage-sourced foods are 

not only an option at the 

restaurant table. Avenues 

are available for 

individuals who want to 

gather their own food for 

their local environment, 

but are unfamiliar with the (Source: Nutraingredients.com) 

(Source: A dish by Redzepi: Four-magazine.com) 

From Forest to Four Star Plates: Foraging and Fine Dining 
by Rachel DiSciullo 
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local greens and do not have a discriminating eye. Potential future foragers can invest in books and 

immersive classes to train themselves to select natural foods safely and successfully. 

The idea behind the foraging trend is starting to bleed into large food stores and markets. For customers 

who want fresh, local, and seasonal produce at home without having to pluck the plants themselves, 

markets such as Whole Foods and Chicago’s green markets stock local food for sale in their stores. What 

markets refer to as “foraging” is much less explicit than the practices some restaurants are conducting--the 

food is not being picked straight from a forest. Instead, large markets are employing “foragers” to buy food 

from local, small farms and supply nearby stores with the produce. The intentions are the same as those in 

the restaurant community--to provide customers with fresh, seasonal, and sustainable foods that they feel 

comfortable eating. 

           Foraging is just part of an overall trend in dining toward more sustainable eating. The National 

Restaurant Association, in its 2016 Culinary Forecast based on a survey of nearly 2,000 chefs, found that in 

the top 20 trends for the year are: locally sourced meat and seafood, locally grown produce, food waste 

reduction, and simply, environmental sustainability, among many other similar concepts. While much of the 

world’s produce is still industrially produced, as is needed to feed the global population, the foraging trend 

gives hope that international consumers will demand more from their foods--more transparency and more 

sustainability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Works Referenced: 

Foraging at Whole Foods Market. (2013). Whole Foods Market. http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/blog/

foraging-whole-foods-market. 

Green City Market. Produce at Last. http://www.produceatlast.com/farms/green-city-market-F20389. 

Landau, E. (2012). The Way We Eat Now: how foraging infiltrated fine dining and became a foodie 

phenomenon. Toronto Life. http://torontolife.com/food/toronto-foodie-forgaging/. 

Tannenbaum, K. (2004). Walk on The Wild Side. Restaurant Business. Vol. 10, Is. 10, pg 59. 

What’s Hot: 2016 Culinary Forecast. (2016). National Restaurant Association. http://www.restaurant.org/

Downloads/PDFs/News-Research/WhatsHot2016. 

(Source: theguardian.com) 



 

 

Page 24  EPIB Trail Volume 8, Issue 5 

BY NOHA HAGGAG 
           Paris was nicknamed the “City of Light” due to 

its major role during the Age of Enlightenment, and 

more literally for being one of the first cities to light 

up its streets with gas lamps. However, something 

rather unusual is about to brighten the streets of 

France. Glowee, a startup company in France, just 

launched its first product – microbe-powered lights. 
This bioluminescent lighting is cultivated by 

inserting self-illuminating bacteria 

into a clear gel case. Taken from 

bobtail squid found in Hawaii, the 

bacterium, Aliivibrio fischeri, gives 

various marine animals the ability 

to emit a green-blue light. These 

microorganisms use enzymes to 

break down a compound called luciferin, releasing 

energy in the form of light. The gel casing which 

encloses the bacterium provides the nutrients this 

bacterium needs, primarily sugar and oxygen. The 

transparent casing can take any shape while its sticky 

surface allows it to adhere to buildings, windows, 

urban furniture, street signs, and even statues. Non-

toxic and non-pathogenic, the micro-organism is 

harmless. 
In addition, France-based retailers are not 

allowed to light their shop windows between 1 AM 

and 7 AM. Glowee’s soft glowing, energy friendly 

lighting may be a way for retailers to light up the 

streets at night. Conveniently so, the company has 

identified a molecular switch which allows the 

bacteria to only light up at night and appear 

transparent during the day.  
Though bioluminescent lighting is far from 

new, Glowee is the first to successfully 

commercialize the product. Sandry Rey, founder of 

Glowee, came up with the idea in hopes of conserving 

energy and reducing light pollution. The idea, 

originally named ORGANIGHT, was a science 

project completed in 2013 for Artscience Educational 

Program. Along with Rey, project partners Pierre 

Cordelle, Maelle Chassard, and Guilllhem Aulotte 

won an award of 8000 euros to advertise and 

kickstart their project. The program also sent them 

to Linz Austra and Harvard University to give their 

project exposure. The market started to catch on to 

the Artscience award winners.  
“Our goal is to change the way we produce 

and use light,” says Rey. “We 

want to offer a global solution 

that will reduce the 19 per cent 

of electricity consumption used 

to produce light.” 
Though this may seem like a 

tempting solution for French 

retailers, improvements still need to be made. The 

bacteria consumes all of the nutrients the gel casing 

provides rather quickly, allowing the light to only 

glow for three days. The organisms are also 

sensitive to severe temperature fluctuations. This 

puts its production costs and ability to rival other 

conventional forms of lighting into question. 
"If you do the math, it doesn't make sense, 

especially when you factor in how incredibly 

efficient LED lighting has become," says Edith 

Widder from the Ocean Research and Conservation 

(Source: Glowee) 

“Our goal is to change 

the way we produce 

and use light”  

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.instructables.com%2FFUW%2FH5FE%2FIHQ5YBWB%2FFUWH5FEIHQ5YBWB.MEDIUM.jpg&imgrefurl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.instructables.com%2Fid%2FGlowing-Bacteria-Ceparium%2F&docid=SdbocSQmrp4qHM&tbnid=nRXmm_LoTljGPM%3A&w=6
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwjW3saG2P3LAhUE0hoKHau2AY8QjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fbioluminescence-vibrio.blogspot.com%2Fp%2Fbackground.html&bvm=bv.118817766,d.d2s&psig=AFQjCNH1AU2DuLBeiNDGFxIxZxOuJlhh-g&ust=14
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Association. 
Currently, Glowee is working on a product 

that will survive fluctuations of over 20 degrees 

celsius and have a lifespan of over a month. They 

are also working on ways to artificially engineer the 

bacteria to help lower the expensive production 

costs.   
Glowee already has several notable clients 

signed for their launch in 2017. Their first clients 

include eco-friendly Plastic Omnium urban 

furniture, primary French electricity network ERDF, 

ice cream manufacturer Ben&Jerry’s, and 

Hopscotch Event and Communications Company. 

The blue-green glow the bacteria emits might also 

appeal to clubs, bars, and concert venues. 
Though this is just the beginning for Glowee 

products, they look forward to expanding 

what they call the “Illumination 

Revolution”. 

Works Referenced 

 
Artscience (2016) 2013 Artscience Prize results. Artscience. Retrieved from http:www.artscienceprize.o rg/

paris/12-13?lang=en 
 

Cragg, O. (2016) Electricity-free lighting inspired by algae could see glow-in-the-dark high streets. 
International Business Times. Retireved from:http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/electricity-free-lighting-inspired-by-

algae-could-see-glow-dark-high-streets-1546625 
 

Marcellin, F (2016) Glow-in-the-dark bacterial lights could lluminate shop windows. NewScientist. Re-

trieved from https://www.newscientist.com/article/207 8921-glow-in-the-dark-bacterial-lights-could-

illuminate -shop-windows/ 

(Source: Glowee) 

(Source: Glowee) 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwiIycn32_3LAhUClxoKHX6dDFoQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fclassroomclipart.com%2Fclipart-search%2Fall-phrase%2FSquid%2F&bvm=bv.118817766,d.d2s&psig=AFQjCNFbLvkbGkUUwt-clefefgkesSCswg&us


Page  26 EPIB Trail Volume 8, Issue 5 

  

An eNORMous Change 

by Maia Scheffler 

 Think about all of the people in the world who take 

thoughtless actions despite their knowledge of those actions’ 

negative impact: littering, buying plastic water bottles in bulk, 

not recycling correctly or at all. The amount of deliberate 

ignorance is outstanding, and some readers can probably even 

relate to these actions. I know I did while writing this. Social and 

cultural norms are unusual concepts. If I hope to consider myself 

an intellectually honest sociologist one day, I will have to 

understand both sides of the spectrum: individuals who fear 

change and avoid challenging normalcy, and others who monitor their environment and seek novelty.    

 In the late 1800s, one of the wealthiest men in history built his fortune on monopolizing ninety 

percent of America’s oil. Today, when people are reminded John D. Rockefeller, they think of New York, 

money, and oil--because that's what was taught about him in history class. They are the “normal” things to 

think. That’s the legacy he left behind. But what many people do not recognize now is that his descendants 

are working towards changing norms that the historic Rockefeller name helped establish. 

 In 2014, the heirs to the Rockefeller oil fortune joined the fight against climate change and 

announced they would begin to withdraw their investments in fossil fuels. They hoped to make the case 

that the future of oil and coal is uncertain. They were successful in their attempts, for following their 

announcement, over 800 global investors pledged to withdraw a total of fifty billion dollars from fossil fuel 

investments over the next five years.     

 “If he were alive today, as an astute businessman looking out to the future, he would be moving out 

of fossil fuels and investing in clean, renewable energy,” said Rockefeller Brothers Fund president Stephen 

Heintz about J.D. Rockefeller. “There is something ironic about having all this wealth that was created in the 

oil industry now being used to move to a different energy future.”  

 In 2010, the Fund’s board of trustees even committed to investing up to ten percent of its 

endowment in companies that meet sustainable development goals. Over the years, the Fund has been an 

important proponent of environmental causes, including the support of campaign groups opposed to 

fracking and the Keystone XL pipeline. In short, one of the world’s most prestigious family legacies is 

changing course for the betterment of humanity’s future.  

 Research published by the American Institute of Biological Sciences suggests that if enough people--

or certain people of disproportionate social influence—adopt norms such as controlling fertility, reducing 

material consumption, biking to work, eating locally grown foods, or other eco-conscious behaviors, these 



activities could become widely shared norms. Computer simulations show that this tipping point may be as 

low as ten percent of the population.  

 If a world renowned family can alter the way of life they’ve followed for over 100 years, surely at 

least ten percent of our 7.4 billion people can recycle regularly, not litter, and reduce their rate of 

consumption. As a novice environmentalist, it bewilders me when others get confused about whether or not 

to “believe in” climate change, because to me it seems so simple. But, then that moment comes when I am 

too lazy to make that extra step to the recycling bin when there's a trash can right next to me. When I feel 

bad about it, I just think “someone else will recycle and make up for this.” It is an ignorant thought, to be 

sure—but like I said, norms are a peculiar thing. 
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  Passaic River to Undergo  

  Largest Ever Superfund Rehabilitation 
 

 

 

 

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 Despite having the largest percentage of protected land of any state in the United States, the state of 

New Jersey is beset with issues related to environmental contamination that threaten to render its moniker “the 

Garden State” somewhat of a hypocrisy. The state has the highest number of Superfund sites, which are 

hazardous waste disposal sites designated per the provisions of the Comprehensive Environmental Response, 

Compensation, and Liability Act of 1980 (CERCLA). There are numerous sites throughout the state that, 

though polluted, do not merit the Superfund designation, and many of these are generally not as attention-

grabbing as the incidences at Love Canal in New York and the Valley of the Drums in Kentucky that 

prompted the passage of CERCLA. However, some of the polluted areas in New Jersey that have succeeded in 

drawing national attention are the state’s major inland waterways: its rivers. 

 Many Rutgers students are aware, at least in a general sense, of how polluted the Raritan still is, 

despite largely-successful cleanup efforts over the past several decades rendering it no longer a “dead zone”, 

but the Delaware River, one of New Jersey and Pennsylvania’s major waterways is one of the top ten most-

polluted rivers in the country. The Passaic, flowing through Newark, New Jersey, is also a highly-

contaminated area, and as of this writing is finally set to receive some much-needed rehabilitation in the form 

of its own major cleanup effort. 

           The Passaic River was an integral part of Newark’s economy during the pre-industrial and industrial 

eras, supplying water for the city’s residents and manufacturing centers, facilitating the transport of the goods 

produced there, and ultimately, before environmental statutes began being enforced with any efficacy, 

conveying the various industrial pollutants used in the manufacturing processes elsewhere. Across the United 

States it was once common practice to dispose of hazardous material simply by pouring it onto the ground, 

into drains, or directly into rivers or streams, compounding the host of problems local and federal officials 

must face when dealing with the scope of environmental cleanup operations. In the case of such a massive 

operation as necessitated by the Passaic, the amount of resources and personnel necessary are often beyond the 

means of local, and sometimes state, officials to cope with. Given the extent to which it has been polluted, it is 

necessary for the federal Environmental Protection Agency to step in to assist in remediating the site, and the 

Agency is seeking to indemnify polluters via CERCLA for contribution in paying for the costs of such a 

mammoth operation. 

           The cleanup of the lower eight miles of the Passaic is estimated to cost more than $1.38 billion. Judith 

A. Enck, regional administrator of the EPA, declared negotiation with the various corporations deemed to be 

by Alex Toke 

(Source: Dave Sanders, the New York Times) 
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responsible for the century’s worth of pollution layered at the bottom of the river will take one year, and that 

dredging would take another ten. The idea that taxpayers should not be footing the bill for this cleanup is at the 

forefront of the minds of all those in charge of planning this operation, which is why EPA is seeking 

contribution from the more than 100 corporations responsible. This will be the largest cleanup operation ever 

attempted under CERCLA, and the dredged soil from the lower eight miles of the Passaic from Belleville to 

Newark will be enough to fill nearby Red Bull Stadium three times over. 

           This plan is a lofty increase from the previous settlement, reached  in 2014, in which a New Jersey 

Superior Court Justice ruled that polluters would have to pay the state $190 million, a settlement that was 

universally panned by state officials and environmental activists. Senator Cory Booker (D-NJ), former mayor 

of Newark had this to say at a press conference: “Please understand that there should be yellow crime-scene 

tape around the Passaic River right now.” He lamented “the damage that has been done, the lives that have 

been affected, the disease that has been spread, [and] the theft from opportunity” and other costs that he said 

were borne by the people of New Jersey. The discussion about this immense undertaking has been ongoing for 

years though, and hopefully now discussion of dollar amounts and liability can give way to actual action and 

relief for the communities that have been grievously affected for so long. 
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Trail Mix! 

Questions, comments, compli-

ments, or concerns? Want to be 

part of The Trail? 

Email us at EPIBTrail@gmail.com 

 

Or, take a walk down some old 

Trails! 

 http://

www.humanecology.rutgers.edu/

newsletter.asp 

Valerie Godbout, 33, visiting 

Orlando from Montreal and 

charged with drug possession 

after alerting police with erratic 

driving, told the officer that she 

was on the wrong side of the 

road because that's the way 

traffic works in Canada. (It's 

not.)  [Orlando Sentinel, 3-16-

2016]   

Emily Davis, 21, caught by po-

lice displaying her recently 

deceased grandmother's 

handicap-parking badge, ex-

plained that she was merely 

"using it in her hon-

or." [Metro News (London), 2

-26-2016]  
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