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SCIENCE

In other news science with a wink

 MATHS PRODIGY
Fish can count, researchers at 
the University of Bonn have 
discovered. They taught cichlids 
and rays to add or subtract between 
one add five, one at a time. That 
wouldn’t be enough to get you 
through primary school, but it is a 
start. And it is remarkable enough, 
say the researchers, given that fish 
do not have a neocortex like we do. 
In short: they don’t actually have 
the brains for it. 

  HONOUR
Researchers at Virginia Tech 
(USA) have named a centipede 
after the singer Taylor Swift. The 
Nannaria swiftae is one of 17 newly 

discovered species of centipede. 
Swift’s music helped one of the 
researchers through his college 
days, he says to explain the tribute. 
What the singer thinks of this 
honour, we don’t know.

  PHOTOSYNTHESIS (1)
Life wasn't always better in the 
past. But for rubisco, the key 
enzyme in photosynthesis, it was. 
Twenty to thirty million years ago, 
the ancient enzyme was used to 
much higher levels of CO2 in the 
air than we have today. Scientists 
at Cornell University in the US are 
therefore simulating the protein, 
in an attempt to make potatoes 
climate-proof.

  PHOTOSYNTHESIS (2)
But how do you get hold of that 
ancient enzyme? By creating a 
genetic family tree of the potato 
and its related species. This led 
the researchers back to a kind of 
primordial rubisco. The enzyme 
appears to work in E. coli bacteria, 
American scientists discovered. 
The next step is to insert the 
protein into the modern potato. 
Meanwhile, the Wageningen 
Institute of Photosynthesis 
(currently being established) is still 
waiting for a name... rk

Koen Arts (Forest and Nature Conservation Policy 
researcher) describes our environmental struggles in 
50 stories.

In his first book, Wild Jaar (Wild Year), published last 
year, sociologist Koen Arts talked about his experiment 
of sleeping outdoors for a full year. But he was a writer 
long before that. ‘I have been writing stories for as long as 
I can remember,’ he says. His latest book, IJsberen met 
optimisme (Worrying with optimism), contains 50 of his 
stories. IJsberen translates as ‘polar bears’, and is also the 
Dutch verb for pacing the floor restlessly like a caged bear.

The title story is 
about an imaginary 
pentathlon between 
the polar bear (a 
symbol of climate 
change) and football 
player Christiano 
Ronaldo, the 
personification of 
human prowess, 
commerce, 
consumerism and 

everything that has contributed to climate change and the 
melting away of the polar bears’ habitat.
We are all familiar with the image of a polar bear stranded on 
a melting ice floe. Arts: ‘That’s a harrowing image, but I try to 
keep on approaching the subject with optimism and a dose of 
humour. My aim is to illustrate the massive challenges even 
more sharply. I hope that people will start pacing the floor 
and worrying a bit more about the topics in my book.’ 

Absurd
Arts studies the triangle between nature conservation, day-to-
day consumption and environmental issues. ‘We get served up 
doom and gloom about the impending destruction of the Earth 
on a daily basis. And yet for many people, it is still far removed 
from their own lives. If you don’t operate inside the green 
bubble, what do these issues mean in your daily life?’
The topics Arts writes about range from playing golf with 
Donald Trump to the joys of sex in nature. The tone is 
consistently light-hearted, although the story about his fellow 
philosopher Bas Haring’s scepticism about biodiversity is 
caustic.  A few species more or less, who cares? Arts takes 
this idea to an absurd extreme, conjuring up a world where 
the only ‘species’ is the Bas Haring. To find out how that 
ends, you’ll have to read the book. rk

Pacing the floor with Koen Arts 
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