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Heat waves increase wildfire risk – a new study explains how much, and it’s not a small number

theconversation.com · Dmitri Kalashnikov, Postdoctoral Research Scholar, University of California, Merced · Cong Yin, Postdoctoral Researcher in Climate and Hydrology, University of California, Merced · Madhulika Gurazada, Ph.D. Student in Management of Complex Systems, University of California, Merced · Mukesh Kumar, Postdoctoral Researcher in Wildfires and Complex Systems, University of California, Merced

A record-tying heat wave helped spread a wildfire in Northern California's Shasta and Trinity counties in July 2018. Terray Sylvester/Getty ImagesWhen heat waves hit the Western United States, the risk of wildfires quickly rises. The prolonged heat dries out vegetation, but that’s only part of the cause – heat waves also play other roles in spreading wildfires. 


In a new study, our team of fire and climate scientists looked at two decades of wildfire activity in the West, from 2001 to 2024, and for the first time quantified the effect of heat waves on those fires.


We expected a big impact, but the numbers still surprised us: While heat waves, which we defined as three or more consecutive days with temperatures in the top tenth of hottest days, accounted for only 12% to 15% of warm-season days, we found that 42% of all the area burned by fires had occurred during or right after a heat wave.





Moreover, the amount of the area that burned each day was more than 50% larger during heat waves than during the cooler days right before the heat wave began in many parts of the West. In some regions, the difference was much larger – up to 300%.


How heat waves worsen fire risk


Heat waves create conditions that favor wildfire ignition and spread in a few ways.


First, hot temperatures increase the atmosphere’s demand for moisture, meaning the rate at which the air can evaporate moisture from the land and vegetation. As a result, these fuels rapidly dry out, making them easier to ignite.




Heat waves also limit nighttime humidity. The drier air allows fires to remain active for longer periods and burn through more hours of the night.


Making matters worse, heat waves can create conditions favorable for lightning because of the hot, unstable atmosphere. We found increases in cloud-to-ground lightning, including “dry” lightning, during and after heat waves across many parts of the West.



            [image: How heat waves exacerbate wildfire risk.]
            
              An illustration shows how heat exacerbates wildfire risk.
              Mukesh Kumar
            
          

Dry lightning can occur when the precipitation in a storm system evaporates before it reaches the ground. This type of lightning is particularly dangerous because it can ignite vegetation without producing enough rainfall to douse the flames.


These factors combine to heighten the risk of wildfires. That risk often persists even after the heat wave ends, as dry vegetation and dead material on the ground tend to remain unusually dry for days after temperatures return closer to normal – allowing fires to continue growing.


Trends in heat and fires


The connection between heat waves and wildfire activity is becoming increasingly important because heat waves are becoming more common as global temperatures rise, fueled by greenhouse gas emissions.


Since 2001, the number of heat wave days across Western U.S. forests has nearly doubled. During the same period, the amount of forest area burned increased by 2.5 times. Strikingly, without the increase in heat wave days since 2001, we found that the cumulative are of burned forest would have been 37% smaller. 



            [image: A map of the western U.S. shows the greatest influence of heat waves on parts of California, Oregon, Nevada, Idaho and Utah, but all areas with high percentages.]
            
              Heat waves have a bigger influence in some regions than others. The map shows the percentage of the total area burned during and immediately following heat waves from May to October, 2001-2024.
              Dmitri A. Kalashnikov, et al., 2026
            
          

However, not all ecosystems respond the same way.


While we found a strong long-term relationship between increasing heat waves and increasing burned area in forests, this was not the case in grasslands and shrublands, where the total burned area has not increased. In grasslands and shrublands, the amount of land that burns in a given year is influenced more strongly by the amount of available vegetation than by heat alone.



            
            
              How burned area and lightning-caused wildfire ignitions increase during and after heat waves, from a review of wildfires in the Western U.S. from 2001 to 2024. The chart shows the percentage increase each day compared to levels before a heat wave. For example, on average, the seventh day after the heat wave starts produces an almost 200% increase in forest burned area compared to the conditions that existed before the heat wave.
              John Abatzoglou
            
          

A future with even drier heat waves


Climate change is causing Western U.S. summers to trend hotter and drier. Consequently, relative humidity during heat waves has also declined in recent decades, especially in forested regions of California, Oregon and Washington.


These drier heat waves appear particularly effective at increasing wildfire activity. Alongside long-standing fire deficits, which resulted from the practice of quickly extinguishing fires rather than allowing low-level fires to burn away forest debris, these factors have escalated the potential for large fires in the West.





Wildfire forecasts already account for factors such as wind, humidity and fuel dryness, but they typically have not included heat waves. Our research suggests that heat waves deserve greater attention, as they are not just periods of uncomfortable and sometimes deadly weather, but are also increasingly important drivers of wildfire risk.

Dmitri Kalashnikov receives funding from the National Science Foundation. 
Madhulika Gurazada receives funding through the Farms Food Future Innovation Initiative, supported by the U.S. Department of Commerce's Economic Development Administration Build Back Better Regional Challenge.
Cong Yin and Mukesh Kumar do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/heat-waves-increase-wildfire-risk-a-new-study-explains-how-much-and-its-not-a-small-number-285128



02

Rural areas lag behind in cancer treatment and prevention – even as rich, urban areas increasingly leave dying from cancer in the rearview

theconversation.com · Arthur Cosby, Professor of Sociology, Mississippi State University

Cancer treatment and prevention strategies are lagging in the rural U.S. MoMo Productions/DigitalVision via Getty ImagesCancer in the United States experienced a dramatic turnaround in 1991. Prior to that year, cancer deaths had been increasing for decades, peaking at 215 deaths per 100,000 people, meaning about 1 in 4 deaths were attributed to cancer. Then it began to consistently decline, decreasing by 34% between 1991 and 2022. This amounted to an estimated 4.5 million fewer cancer deaths during that period. 


When the second-most frequent cause of death in the nation begins to decline, the effects are considerable. Improvements in cancer screening, treatment and prevention have led to increases in longevity and well-being.


In a diverse country, however, not everyone or every place benefits equally from improvements in health and medicine. In coordination with my colleague Viswadeep Lebakula, research from my team of social scientists and I found that where people live can profoundly influence their chances of dying from cancer.


Rural mortality penalty


While national data on cancer deaths can provide a useful report card on how successful a country has been on improving its health, it can also mask large geographic differences. 


My team and I examined cancer deaths rates for almost 3,000 U.S. counties between 1981 and 2019. By looking at cancer mortality at the county level, we found a more complex picture of changing cancer death patterns than just examining the country overall.


Specifically, geographic differences between who benefited from the medical and public health improvements that reduced cancer deaths were stark.


Large urban centers along both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts consistently had the highest rates of cancer improvements. The heavily populated corridor from Boston to Washington, D.C., had steep declines in cancer deaths. For example, the four largest boroughs in New York City – Manhattan, Queens, Bronx and Brooklyn – saw cancer death rates decline over 40% between 1991 and 2019. The largest and wealthiest borough, Manhattan, had the highest improvement at 47% fewer deaths. 


Similarly, large coastal urban centers, such as Miami, the San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles, San Diego and Seattle, saw very large improvements in cancer mortality. In the San Francisco Bay Area, for example, wealthy urban counties had decreases in cancer rates that substantially exceeded the national rate of 34%. Specifically, Marin County saw a 47% decline, San Mateo County a 44% decline and San Francisco County a 40% decline. 



            [image: U.S. map depicting percentile decreases in cancer deaths by county]
            
              Counties in the middle of the U.S. had the lowest decreases in cancer mortality.
              Cosby et al/British Journal of Cancer, CC BY-SA
            
          

It is a much different story for rural counties in the middle of the country. 


Prior to 1991, rural and urban America generally shared similar rates of cancer mortality. When the national rate started to decline, however, rural and small-town America lagged behaind large urban centers. These nonmetropolitan areas had much lower rates of declining cancer deaths: 20% for Mississippi, 23% for Arkansas, 24% for West Virginia and 29% for Montana. Around 458 rural counties even experienced increasing cancer mortality.


Notably, these differences in cancer mortality between rural and urban counties were originally small and only began to increase when overall national cancer rates began to drop. The cancer rate in rural, small-town America was improving overall, but metropolitan America was improving substantially faster. 


These disparities suggest that the medical and social changes leading to reduced cancer mortality were concentrated in more metropolitan regions. 


Higher income, fewer cancer deaths


We found that county median family income had a strong influence on cancer death rates. 


When cancer death rates peaked in 1991, there was initially little difference between counties with the highest and lowest income levels. By 2019, the 10% of the U.S. population living in counties with the highest median incomes had mortality improvements approximately seven times greater than the 10% living in the lowest-income counties. 


The overall pattern was very clear: As county income increased, improvements in cancer mortality increased. Counties with the least financial capacity to deal with the burden of cancer saw the least improvement.


The American Cancer Society and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have identified multiple factors underlying declining cancer death rates. These include advances in cancer prevention, screening and treatment. But there are considerable county and state differences in the adoption of preventive measures and access to cancer services.



            [image: Red barn in a field with the words 'QUIT TOBACCO 1-800-QUIT-NOW TREAT YOURSELF TO HEALTH' painted on one side]
            
              Rural areas often have higher smoking rates and fewer tobacco control policies compared to urban areas.
              Jim West/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

For example, lung cancer is the leading cause of cancer deaths and has seen the strongest decline in death rates. Tobacco control strategies – smoking cessation programs, health warnings, increased taxes on tobacco products, bans on tobacco purchases by minors and smoking in public place – have been especially successful in reducing deaths from lung cancer. Geographic differences in adoption of these tobacco control measures can partially explain why some places have higher cancer death rates compared to others, especially for lung cancer. 


For example, New York City aggressively instituted tobacco control measures, and the results show. My team found that New York’s Manhattan borough had 60% fewer lung cancer deaths in 2019 compared to 1991. At the same time, many states and counties – often rural and less affluent – have adopted fewer and weaker tobacco control measures. Rural communities often have higher smoking rates and exposure to tobacco smoke in the home, along with fewer smoke-free laws and less support for tobacco control policies.


Innovation over access


Cancer can devastate families and communities, both emotionally and economically. The U.S. has become more successful in developing innovations to treat cancer than in equitably distributing these innovations across the nation.


While most of the U.S. is experiencing improvements in cancer mortality, these benefits are greatest in urban and wealthy areas. Developing tobacco control policies and screening techniques tailored to rural settings, as well as increasing access to advanced treatments in rural and poor settings, could help improve cancer mortality for more people.


Will the gap between rural and urban America – and the gap between rich and poor America – decline or grow? Answering this question will require a better understanding of the unique needs of everyday people in their communities.

Arthur Cosby does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/rural-areas-lag-behind-in-cancer-treatment-and-prevention-even-as-rich-urban-areas-increasingly-leave-dying-from-cancer-in-the-rearview-278381



03

Why states are walking back their own climate and energy laws, and what they could do instead

theconversation.com · Andres Clarens, Professor of Civil and Environmental Engineering, University of Virginia

Over a third of Hawaii's power comes from renewable energy, which cuts its need for fossil fuel imports. John S Lander/LightRocket via Getty ImagesDuring the first Trump administration, states and cities, tired of waiting for the federal government to deal with energy and climate challenges, started writing their own laws.


New York passed the Climate Leadership and Community Protection Act in 2019, setting mandatory renewable energy and emissions reduction targets. Virginia passed the Clean Economy Act in 2020, setting a schedule to retire fossil fuel power plants. Colorado set greenhouse gas reduction targets. Boston and Seattle revised their building codes to make buildings more energy efficient and their public transportation fleets cleaner. 


In fact, close to half of all Americans live somewhere that made a legally binding commitment to cleaner energy in the early 2020s.


Those laws were written at the start of the energy transition, with the information available at the time. Six years later, several governments are backing away from their commitments.


New York became the first state in the country to roll back its signature climate law in May 2026, trading a binding 2030 target to reduce emissions by 40% for a fuzzier 2040 goal. Gov. Kathy Hochul blamed high energy costs, though the move also conveniently killed a lawsuit she had just lost, in which a judge ruled her administration had ignored the law’s deadline. She admitted the rollback wouldn’t lower anyone’s bills right away.



            [image: The governor smiles as she holds the signed legislation, sitting in front of a banner reading 'Combating climate change, creating good jobs'.]
            
              New York Gov. Kathy Hochul celebrated the passage of a climate law to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and create green jobs in 2022. In 2026, with the war in Iran stressing fuel supplies and the expansion of AI data centers demanding increasing power, she rolled back the state’s flagship climate law.
              AP Photo/Yuki Iwamura
            
          

In Virginia, where I live and work, the largest utility says it can’t both meet demand and retire its gas power plants on the law’s schedule, so it wants a new gas peaker plant – a plant that runs only when needed to meet high demand – to keep the state’s booming data centers running.


Hawaii’s governor signed a tax cut package for low-income workers in May that also phased out a renewable energy tax credit that has fueled the state’s adoption of rooftop solar power. 


Even California, long the global pacesetter in addressing climate change, in 2026 handed oil refineries and other big polluters billions of dollars worth of pollution permits they would otherwise have had to buy. The state caps emissions and makes polluters pay for them to push industry to clean up over time. The Air Resources Board said the giveaway would ease gas prices that had spiked during the war in Iran. However, the result is pollution in the neighborhoods near those refineries and lost revenue that would have supported public transit.


Energy costs, vanishing federal subsidies and an administration in Washington hostile to clean energy are giving officials reasons to retreat from efforts to deal with climate change and the political cover to do so. 


I understand the pressure these officials are under. I spent time working on energy policy in the Biden White House. But even though the politics have changed, the world’s climate problems aren’t going away. If states want to protect their citizens from energy price inflation, abandoning the energy transition is not the answer, but they do need an updated playbook.


Why meeting climate goals feels tougher today


Every state starts with different resources and a different mix of industries and emissions sources. A sunny state, a state with offshore wind, a state covered in forest and farmland, and a state full of steel and cement factories all have very different paths to reducing emissions. There are no one-size-fits-all solutions. When my colleagues and I modeled the cheapest paths to zero emissions for all 50 of them, some states had an easier path, and all took different routes.



            [image: Homes with solar panels on their roofs.]
            
              California still has the nation’s largest solar market, even after regulators rolled back incentives.
              AP Photo/Rich Pedroncelli
            
          

But all states are also running into what some researchers call the “mid-transition,” the awkward stretch where both the clean energy system and the fossil energy system are needed to meet power demand. A gas power plant might run only when demand spikes, but residents are still paying for it. Transmission lines can take a long time to build. Utilities keep paying to patch up plants that would have been retired and replaced with much cheaper and cleaner renewables.


Despite the friction of the mid-transition, wind, solar and batteries remain the cheapest ways to generate electricity, and they will continue to capture the market for new power capacity simply because they make the most financial sense. In 2025, wind and solar technologies produced a record 17% of America’s electricity. In 2026 almost all of the new capacity planned for the grid is solar, wind or batteries. 





Energy-saving technologies at home help reduce emissions as well. Trade an old electric-resistance heater for a heat pump and a typical home keeps about $1,530 a year while lowering emissions. These retrofits have upfront costs, but many governments have been subsidizing them because they save money for everyone in the long run.


Historically, federal subsidies smoothed over these adoption costs. But Trump’s One Big Beautiful Bill Act took an eraser to the 2022 U.S. Inflation Reduction Act’s incentives for electric-vehicle tax credits, rebates for heat pumps, and money for interstate transmission improvements.


How to keep cutting emissions


States can still take steps to navigate this moment and continue cutting emissions. Here are four ways:


Use data centers and AI to accelerate electrification: All the new power demand from growing numbers of data centers is the best reason in a generation to finally build the energy transmission and storage the U.S. will need in an electrified future powered by renewable energy. Ensuring that companies pay their share for the power supply build-out could speed up electrification for residents, shifting homes and vehicles away from fossil fuels and saving people money.


The artificial intelligence boom can also be used to track energy use and find excess emissions. AI can turn satellite images, utility data and building records into near-real-time maps of emissions, block by block, making emissions cuts easier to target.


Embrace industrial policy: Much about the energy transition remains unresolved, including how it will affect manufacturing, freight, aviation and construction. During periods of technological change, governments often rely on industrial policy to tilt the market toward industries that matter for security and competitiveness: the last administration used grants; this administration is using tariffs. China has played this game the hardest, growing a breathtaking number of companies that now dominate the supply chains for EVs, batteries, solar panels and rare earth metals.


At the state level, industrial policy usually boils down to luring industries that can bring jobs. I believe state agencies can also do more by tapping into public university expertise to solve problems related to the energy transition and train the next generation of workers these industries will need.





Build more urban housing: The country is short millions of homes, which is a reason rent and mortgages are so high. Buildings are also one of the largest sources of climate-changing pollution. Building the right size housing in the right places – close to where residents work or near transit – can be the cheapest way to cut a household’s overall energy needs and their costs. Smaller places are cheaper to heat, and homes close to transit mean occupants have to drive a lot less. California, Oregon and Montana have all overridden local objections to expand urban housing.


Support carbon removal techniques that boost rural areas: Carbon removal projects can have multiple benefits. For example, restoring a coastal marsh stores carbon and rebuilds the storm buffer fishing towns depend on. Biochar or crushed silicate worked into the right farm soils helps retain water and improve yields. Better forest management cuts fire risk. Done right, this is rural development that also cleans up pollution.


The world has shifted its energy foundation before: from wood and biomass to coal in the 1800s, from coal to oil and gas in the last century, and now to a fully electrified, affordable and clean economy. Each time, the nation came out better off.


As an engineering professor, I am a technology optimist. The fossil-fueled past that some leaders say they miss was never as cheap as they remember it. What’s coming is better, and state and local officials can help the U.S. get there.

Andres Clarens does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/why-states-are-walking-back-their-own-climate-and-energy-laws-and-what-they-could-do-instead-285016
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Energy costs are high and unaffordable – what utilities, governments, communities and you can do to help save consumers money

theconversation.com · Sanya Carley, Presidential Distinguished Professor of Energy Policy and City Planning, University of Pennsylvania · Alexandra Klass, James G. Degnan Professor of Law, University of Michigan · Alison L. Knasin, Lab Manager, Energy Justice Lab, University of Pennsylvania · David Konisky, Lynton K. Caldwell Professor of Public Affairs, Indiana University · Shelley Welton, Professor of Law and Energy Policy, University of Pennsylvania

There are a few ways to get help in handling high energy costs. Carme Parramon/DigitalVision Vectors via Getty ImagesFor many Americans, energy bills are becoming increasingly unaffordable.


Energy prices increased approximately 30% on average from 2021 to 2026. In some places, the rates of increase have been much steeper. In the Mid-Atlantic and eastern Midwest region where several of us live, the regional electricity grid is run by PJM Interconnection, and power prices in the first quarter of 2026 were 76% higher than the same period in 2025.


These rising utility costs are a shock to many people, including those already having a hard time paying for the energy they need. In 2024, 1 in 3 American households reported struggling to pay their energy bills, and 15.1 million homes were disconnected from their electricity or gas services because the residents couldn’t pay their bill. Energy insecurity is a pervasive and potentially dangerous predicament for these millions of households, and a growing challenge for America as energy bills rise.


Energy markets, which we study, are famously complex. But many parties in these marketplaces, from the federal government to individual consumers, have opportunities to help provide Americans with affordable energy. Some may not be obvious to the casual observer, or even to savvy energy wonks.


Federal programs


The Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program helps households with lower incomes afford energy, particularly for heating in the winter and cooling in the summer. Historically, the funds provided by Congress – totaling about US$4 billion in 2025 – have not been enough to help everyone in need. Yet in his last two budget proposals, President Donald Trump has proposed eliminating all of the program’s funding, though Congress has so far preserved the funding.


Another federal effort, the Weatherization Assistance Program, provides around $370 million a year to help people conserve energy by sealing gaps around windows and doors and increasing insulation in their homes. This program serves approximately 32,000 homes, saving each household an average of $372 in direct energy expenses each year.


Entities that run the electricity grid


The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and state public utility commissions jointly regulate the nation’s electricity grid. Federal law requires them to ensure that electricity prices and practices are “just and reasonable.” They can use their authority to ensure that the grid is built and run efficiently, that utilities do not earn outsized profits, and that electricity markets are producing fair electricity prices for consumers.  


In most U.S. regions, nonprofit organizations collectively called “regional transmission organizations” are the front-line managers of the nation’s electricity grid. Under federal supervision, these utilities make rules for how to connect new power plants or other electricity generation equipment to the grid, how electricity markets run, and how transmission lines are planned and paid for. 


These rules directly affect how much customers pay for power. Their implications have become clearer, as data center electricity demand has caused regional wholesale electricity market prices to soar. Research suggests that better regional planning, accelerated permission for connecting new-generation sources, and updated market design could save consumers billions of dollars.  



            [image: A person stands in a kitchen wearing a small tube under her nose.]
            
              People who depend on oxygen at home are vulnerable to electricity service terminations and power outages.
              Michael S. Williamson/The Washington Post via Getty Images
            
          

State governments


Many states prevent utilities from disconnecting residential customers’ electricity, even if the bills aren’t paid. In Virginia, for example, utilities can’t cut power during periods of extreme hot or cold weather. In Montana, the restrictions cover specific months when cold weather is common. Pennsylvania prevents power cuts if someone in the home has a certified medical condition that makes them dependent on electricity – such as needing an oxygen tank, which can increase electricity bills by hundreds of dollars per year.


Many states, such as Maine, also run programs to weatherize homes and improve home efficiency. Illinois helps pay to install solar panels or battery storage systems in homes. These efforts lower energy bills either by directly reducing a home’s energy use or by offsetting some of that use. 


These services and technologies lower energy bills by either reducing the total energy that a household needs to consume or offsetting their energy with a zero-fuel cost option. Some of us were a part of a team that in 2025 found low-income households across the United States that recently installed residential solar were 44% more likely to report being able to pay their energy bills relative to similar households that did not have solar. 


Other states more directly supervise utility bills to ensure they remain within the household’s budget. For instance, Illinois offers bill discounts for many low-income households that range from 5% to 84% savings on a customer’s gas bill. And other states, like Massachusetts, require utilities to partially forgive consumers’ debt after they make some number of on-time payments that also include some repayments of what is owed. 


Utility companies


Utility companies can adopt billing and repayment policies that accommodate customers’ household budgets. They can also provide detailed, public information about these programs to their customers. Often, states place specific requirements on utilities’ policies, but companies can also choose to set their own billing practices.


Utilities can identify their customers most at risk of disconnection by analyzing customers’ payment data and consumption patterns, and offer to switch them to these plans, while also steering them toward bill and weatherization assistance. Some states, like New Jersey, automatically enroll customers who are either past-due or have been disconnected into utility payment plans.



            [image: A person wearing a hard hat stands in a raised bucket and works on power lines attached to a large pole.]
            
              Utility companies can play a role in making energy affordable.
              AP Photo/Jon Elswick
            
          

Local communities


County and municipal governments can help their residents by spreading the word about federal, state and utility assistance programs and by identifying specific people or families who may be most in need. As two examples, they can use information about households’ use of other aid programs or examine data on who is calling 311 for local nonemergency assistance.


Many communities also operate warming or cooling centers for people who cannot afford to turn on their air conditioning or heating during times of extreme temperatures. These spaces can also be safe locations for people during power outages.


And local nonprofits can support people who need help with energy costs find other support, such as food banks and low-cost transportation, which can help relieve other sources of financial stress.


Local organizations can also couple energy aid with other housing and social services, including job training, for more holistic supports for struggling households and communities.


Residents and customers


Consumers themselves have a key role in energy affordability too. First, they can avoid wasting energy by turning off lights and rarely used appliances, or washing clothes with cold water and hanging them to dry. But that isn’t likely to make a significant difference. So they can seek out help from the government, utility companies and local nonprofits. 


If people have some money available, they can also invest in technologies or services that will help them keep their bills lower, such as weatherization, efficient appliances or residential solar panels.


No entity can single-handedly solve the energy affordability crisis. U.S. energy markets are highly decentralized, and high prices are the result of many factors, only some of which can be addressed through government and corporate policies and programs. We believe, however, that complexity cannot be an excuse for inaction, because energy is essential for people’s health and well-being.

Sanya Carley receives funding from the Kleinman Center for Energy Policy at the University of Pennsylvania, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, and the U.S. Department of Energy.
Alexandra Klass is affiliated with the Center for Progressive Reform. 
Alison L. Knasin receives funding from the Kleinman Center for Energy Policy at the University of Pennsylvania, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, and the U.S. Department of Energy.
David Konisky currently receives funding from Indiana University, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab, and the U.S. Department of Energy.
Shelley Welton receives funding from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation and the Kleinman Center for Energy Policy at the University of Pennsylvania.  


Original: https://theconversation.com/energy-costs-are-high-and-unaffordable-what-utilities-governments-communities-and-you-can-do-to-help-save-consumers-money-283862



05

Many college students already have well-formed cheating habits – that, not AI, is the real problem

theconversation.com · Austin Sarat, William Nelson Cromwell Professor of Jurisprudence and Political Science, Amherst College

Students are using AI to cheat, but the problem isn't limited to that.  VectorMine/iStock/Getty Images Plus My colleagues and I recently spoke with a group of talented, interesting students who just completed their first year of college about using artificial intelligence as a research tool. 


I asked what must have seemed like an unrelated question: “How many of you cheated in high school?”


Most of the students raised their hands. Perhaps comforted by the realization that they had plenty of company, they seemed neither embarrassed nor ashamed.


This is not the first time I’ve asked my students that question. On each occasion, the results have been pretty much the same.


By the time students end up in college classrooms, many have encountered cheating and think it makes sense in some cases to do so, because of factors like pressure to succeed. 


Let’s be clear: AI has not created the problem of intellectual dishonesty among this generation of students. 


Alas, the problem long predates AI and runs much deeper.


The cheating pipeline


Many college students are honest and hardworking. But by the time some students get to college, they have become accustomed to academic misconduct in American high schools. 


As Eric Anderman, a scholar of educational psychology, wrote in 2018: “Academic cheating is prevalent throughout all types of American high schools. Data from one large national study indicated that 51% of high school students admit that they have cheated during a test.”


Other research on high school cheating found in 2020 that 64% of 70,000 high school students across the country admitted to cheating on a test, and 58% admitted to plagiarism. Approximately 95% of high school students, meanwhile, said they “participated in some form of cheating, whether it was on a test, plagiarism or copying homework.” 


And in one Pennsylvania high school, 90 of the 100 respondents to a 2018 school survey “admitted to cheating on some form of schoolwork at least once.” 


One of the respondents put it simply: “Everybody cheats.”


Students can cheat for different reasons. 


They might feel unprepared for an exam or paper, but they still want to get good grades and gain admission into a competitive college. 


They might recognize that cheating is wrong, but they justify it by saying everyone else is doing the same thing, or that they have teachers who don’t do their jobs well. Other students might not fully understand what cheating means in different contexts or think that what they are doing counts as cheating. 


This kind of thinking can allow students who sometimes cheat to not think of themselves as cheaters. 


Sociologists Gresham Sykes and David Matza call this tendency “techniques of neutralization.” This means people use their internalized ways of seeing the world to justify acting in a way they know is wrong. 


Looking the other way


A 2020 study of 840 undergraduate college students found that 32% of them had cheated in some way on an exam. 


College professors like me may be tempted to look the other way if we suspect a student is cheating, or try to solve the cheating problem by changing the ways we evaluate students. 


The Wall Street Journal, for example, reported in 2025 that faculty across the country are giving up on writing assignments, which students can produce with AI, and returning to in-class tests and examinations.


Every college and university has rules against plagiarism and other forms of intellectual dishonesty. 


To offer one example, Harvard’s policy says that “Cheating on exams or problem sets, plagiarizing or misrepresenting the ideas or language of someone else as one’s own, falsifying data, or any other instance of academic dishonesty violates the standards of our community, as well as the standards of the wider world of learning and affairs.” 


Students who violate the cheating rules at Harvard and elsewhere might face consequences ranging from failing a class to being expelled. But many instructors don’t report incidents of cheating to administrators responsible for enforcing those rules and meting out punishments.  


Few colleges have developed an intellectual integrity curriculum that treats cheating as a habit and works to counter it over the four years of a student’s college education. 


I think that, like any bad habit, students can only be weaned from cheating slowly, with a support program and clear, severe consequences when they are caught.


Cheating in college


Getting a sense of the dimension of the cheating problem on college campuses is not hard.


In February 2026, for example, a Harvard undergraduate student named Matthew Tobin published an opinion piece in the Harvard Crimson entitled “Plagiarize or Perish.” 


He cited a 2024 Harvard Crimson study that showed 47% of 850 surveyed senior students said they had cheated. 


Tobin wrote that while some people say cheating is the result of “modern students’ scholastic disengagement or use of artificial intelligence,” other issues are at play. Plagiarism and academic misconduct “have been happening all too often at Harvard for far longer than the advent of these issues,” he wrote. 


Reported academic misconduct cases increased at Ohio State University by 57% between 2014 and 2018. This is likely a low estimate, since most academic misconduct cases are not reported or investigated. 


Charlie McLaughlin, an Oberlin student, published an op-ed in the student newspaper in May 2026 criticizing the college’s decision to change its honor code charter to allow professors to proctor tests, meaning supervise students while they take the exam. 


“Changing this policy is a clear sign that this school doesn’t trust us to learn to be adults with integrity,” McLaughlin wrote. “That’s sad. Maybe, it’s also reasonable. Maybe, we don’t deserve that trust. That’s even sadder.”


Princeton also recently abandoned its 133-year-old prohibition against proctoring exams “to address increasing concerns over academic integrity violations, including the proliferation of AI usage.”
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              A 2020 study found that 32% of undergraduate college students had cheated in some way on an exam.
              SDI Productions/Stock Productions
            
          

A teacher’s dilemma


I don’t think of my students as cheaters, and I don’t want to regard them with the kind of suspicion that turns teaching into a policing activity. But it is my job and that of the college where I teach to recognize that our students need a lot of help to develop good academic habits. 


Unless colleges acknowledge these facts, I believe they have little chance to curb the pervasiveness of cheating.


Faculty can start by weaving discussions of intellectual integrity throughout their courses and enlisting students to think about who they want to be – and whether they want to live their lives cutting corners and gaming the system. Only then can colleges hope to build what Tobin calls “a commitment to academic integrity in (our) students.”

Austin Sarat does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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06

DIY zines are helping queer communities tell their own stories and craft their own culture

theconversation.com · Rachel Schneider, Associate Teaching Professor in English and Technical Communication, Missouri University of Science and Technology

A volunteer at the Papercut Zine Library in Cambridge, Mass., which has roughly 16,000 zines in its collection. Michele McDonald/The Boston Globe via Getty ImagesAt Pride festivals held across the U.S. and beyond, among the tables offering voter registration forms or condoms, you’ll likely run into some queer zinemakers.


Zines are DIY publications circulated by their creators. They originated in science fiction fan communities in the 1930s, when enthusiasts self-published stories and critiques. 


It’s hard to capture the scope of zines with one overarching definition, since they take so many forms. There are personal zines centered on memoir or essays, known as “perzines”; fanzines, which celebrate favorite celebrities or music; educational zines that cover topics like mending clothes or choosing a birth control method; and political zines, which might explain people’s rights or the web of the surveillance state.


They’re often photocopied and vary in visual style length – usually anywhere between eight and 90 pages. One zine title might be eight issues long; another might be a single issue.


I’ve been studying how zines can advance gender justice. As part of the grant my colleagues and I received in 2024 to pursue this work, we created our own zine lab and zine archive at the Missouri University of Science and Technology. We’ve also shared zines made by our students at the St. Louis Independent Comics Expo.


What makes zines so attractive today is that they provide “a graphic language of resistance,” as design scholar Teal Triggs writes.


Zines started off as subversive, created by cultural outsiders to reject the mainstream. While LGBTQ people have more rights today than they had in the 1980s, making and exchanging material zines in person is one way to rebel against an increasingly digital world. Just as important, they continue to offer a space for views and people left out of traditional media coverage.


A ‘fascination with the margins’


In his 1997 book “Notes from Underground,” sociologist Stephen Duncombe highlights one key connection among zine publishers: their “fascination with the margins.” 


Zines have historically found followings within different subcultures. 


In the 1970s, they were big in the punk scene. “Sniffin’ Glue … and Other Rock ’n’ Roll Habits,” first published in 1976, was followed by titles like “Truly Needy,” which included concert reviews and band interviews, while promoting anarchist politics.



            [image: Black-and-white photo of three young women standing near a display table featuring a range of publications.]
            
              Volunteers offer reproductive health information and riot grrrl zines in the lobby of the Hollywood Palladium during a 1993 concert in Los Angeles.
              Lindsay Brice/Getty Images
            
          

Starting in the 1980s, they spread into LGBTQ communities; in the 1990s, zinemaking became popular in the riot grrrl music scene, a feminist, punk subculture that combined music with activism to address issues such as sexism and sexual violence while promoting women’s empowerment.


Because zines have historically been published and distributed outside of regular publication networks, readers discovered new zines through word of mouth, reviews or zine guides like “Factsheet Five” and “Queer Zine Explosion.”


Today, most large cities hold zine fests, some of which cater to specific groups, like New York City’s Black Zine Fair or Minneapolis’s Midwest Queer & Trans Zine Fest. There are also libraries that collect zines, like the St. Louis Public Library.


Queering zinemaking


Queer zinemakers, past and present, have used zines as a canvas for self-expression, and this is partially why the style and content of zines can vary so widely. 


Whereas the anonymous writer of “Agony” used his zine to complain about the queer communities he found in Milwaukee, “Homocats” uses cat memes to address homophobia. And as Jeffrey Kennedy explains in his letter to the reader at the start of “Boysville U.S.A.,” “the work is a collection of opinions and information compiled, edited, and written by me. It has a gay slant because being gay is part of who I am.”
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              A zinemaking workshop held at the Missouri University of Science and Technology in April 2026.
              Mina Bikmohammadi, CC BY-SA
            
          

Some writers use zines for identity play, like when the creator of “Poser” declared that “identity isn’t fixed but ever-changing, depending on who we are (psyche), where we’ve been (experience), and what the world is currently throwing at us (society).”


Zines can also invite audience participation. 


“Gender in a Snippet,” a zine made by St. Louis illustrator Alain McAlister, includes fill-in-the-blank spaces that ask the reader to describe and define their own gender identity.


Forging community


The range of lifestyles, opinions and narratives in zines often serves as a springboard for creating community. All it takes is a reader seeing themselves in someone’s fandom of John Waters’ films, connecting with a political manifesto or sharing the same sense of humor. Zines “create one’s own culture,” explains artist AA Bronson, who founded the NY Art Book Fair.
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              ‘Bimbox’ specifically described itself as an anti-mainstream, LGBTQ publication.
              School of the Art Institute of Chicago Library & Special Collections
            
          

Riot grrrls like Kathleen Hanna and Mimi Nguyen created zines so that young women like them could write about and circulate their experiences.


Zines like “J.D.s” helped to create the queer punk scene, describing itself as a “soft core zine for hard core kids.” Others like “Bimbox” explicitly define themselves as outside of normal culture, summoning readers into “a secret network of lesbians and gays across the globe.” The Metro Trans Umbrella Group’s “FACES Magazine” includes a list of support groups for transgender people in St. Louis, while another zine includes stories of “dating while Black and trans,” told through comics.


Queers for Palestine


Zines still fill a void for voices and ideas relegated to the margins of the mainstream. In recent years, a number of queer zines have been published that explicitly advocate for Palestinian solidarity.


“Loud and Queer: Queers for Palestine” is a collection of art and poetry submissions about the Palestinian struggle for self-determination. The introduction to the zine states that “the queer community stands in solidarity with all oppressed groups.”
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              Some zinemakers have expressed solidarity with the Palestinian people.
              Etsy/NeverDoubtDesigns
            
          

While not all the contributors have a direct connection to this strugglet, they all explain how their own specific backgrounds as nonbinary, mixed race or Indigenous allow them to connect to the experiences of Palestinians.


“We Remind You: HIV and Palestine” approaches its advocacy through “an invitation to recognize oneself and one another as people impacted by HIV and Palestine in the past, present and future.” One article compares HIV rates among Native Americans with rising deaths from HIV/AIDS in the Palestinian territories. It then includes exercises for the reader to consider what information may be missing from the article and provides sources to learn more about these issues.


Other zines focus on centering queer Palestinian voices. “Queer Voices for the Fight for Palestinian Liberation” is a zine that starts with a manifesto calling for queer solidarity with the Palestinian people. But it also shares anonymous submissions from the digital project Queering the Map that describe Palestinian stories of loss and determination: “I am trans, and I am Palestinian. I will not choose between my country and my queerness and I will not let colonisers erase one half of me so the other can be free.” It refers to the Palestinian territories as “the most queer” because it is “the epitome of placelessness.”


There’s been more tolerance of pro-Palestinian, queer and anti-capitalist voices in the public sphere. Yet the seeds of these voices and ideas are nurtured in queer zines, which continue to offer a unique space for solidarity, political advocacy and radical visions for the future.

Rachel Schneider received funding from The Public Interest Technology University Network and is the Vice President of Abide in Love, a nonprofit that supports immigrants in Phelps County, Missouri.
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40 years on, Maradona’s ‘Hand of God’ goal is still celebrated. But should it be?

theconversation.com · Cesar R. Torres, Associate Professor of Kinesiology and Philosophy, Penn State

A mural by Argentine artist Spiga depicts Maradona's "Hand of God" goal in Naples. Alessio Paduano/Anadolu Agency/Getty ImagesIn soccer, memorable goals are generally linked to the players who scored them. Few can be recalled without mention of the individual – or even the team – involved.


Yet, two goals in one game 40 years ago have attained that status. One is known universally as the “Hand of God,” and the other is widely acknowledged as the “Goal of the Century.” Both were scored by Argentine star Diego Maradona against England in the quarterfinal of the FIFA World Cup at Mexico City’s Azteca Stadium on June 22, 1986.
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              A poster depicting the ‘Hand of God’ goal outside the Stadio Diego Armando Maradona in Naples. (
              Antonio Balasco/Kontrolab/LightRocket via Getty Images
            
          

The goals, scored just minutes apart, are among a handful that are immediately recognized decades later – and they hold special resonance in Argentina. Their perceived importance was such that when in 2012 Argentine President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner inaugurated a “Gallery of Popular Idols” at Casa Rosada, the country’s presidential palace, the exhibit included photos of both goals.


But it was the “Hand of God” that stood out, with the iconic capture of Maradona’s outstretched arm punching the ball over England goalkeeper Peter Shilton placed front and center, jumping out at visitors.


A year after the Gallery of Popular Idols was installed, I toured it with a group of international college students from a study-abroad program led by my wife. Knowing that I was a philosopher of sport, members of the group asked me an ethical question: Why was a goal scored illegally – it should have been disallowed as an obvious handball – given such prominence in the presidential palace? The same could be asked of the place it holds in the Argentine consciousness now, with the image common in murals, T-shirts and in songs.
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              A vendor holds a collectable towel featuring Diego Maradona’s ‘Hand of God’ goal at a sport shop in Buenos Aires.
              Juan Mabromata/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

As I explained to the students, to understand why that game and those goals by Maradona – of the 34 he scored for the national team – have become so entrenched in the Argentine imagination, it is necessary to reflect on the complex history of Anglo-Argentine relations.


Anglo-Argentine relations


From the late 16th century onward, Britain sought to expand its empire into South America, mainly to expand the markets for its products elsewhere.


After failed attempts to invade Buenos Aires in 1806 and 1807, Britain played a key role in Argentina’s independence from Spain a few years later. Throughout the rest of the 19th century and the early 20th century, Britain had a major presence in the Argentine economy. So large was the investment and so numerous the British expatriate community that Argentina was described as Britain’s “Sixth Dominion.” Soccer, by way of this community, became a consuming passion of Argentines, too.


Still, the relationship was at times antagonistic. A long-running point of contention was over a group of islands 300 miles off the South American coast, known as the Falkland Islands in the United Kingdom and Islas Malvinas in Argentina.


Britain has occupied the islands since 1833, and Argentina has claimed them as its own ever since. Building tension gave way to war in 1982, when Argentina, then under a brutal dictatorship, sent a military expedition to the islands. 
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              Argentine soldiers land from a Sea King helicopter not far from Puerto Argentino/Port Stanley in the Malvinas/Falkland Islands.
              Fireshot Studio/Fototeca/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

Britain’s decisive response shattered the Argentine foray. Losing the war was a traumatic experience for Argentina, but one that proved an important step in the country’s eventual return to democratic rule the following year.


Maradona’s World Cup


Relations between the two countries were still tense when Argentina and England faced off during the 1986 World Cup. Diplomatic ties had not yet resumed, and many in Argentina perceived the game as an opportunity to honor the conscripts who died in the war and remind the world of the country’s claim to the Malvinas/Falkland Islands. 


It was a game charged with intricate political and historical connotations. And Argentina entered it with the greatest player of the age in Diego Maradona.


As Eduardo Galeano, known as soccer’s global poet laureate, wrote in 1995: Mexico ’86 “was Maradona’s World Cup.” 


“With two lefty goals against England, Maradona avenged the wound to his country’s pride inflicted in the [Malvinas/]Falklands war: the first he converted with his left hand … and the other with his left foot, after having sent the English defenders to the ground,” Galeano noted.


In the space of just five minutes, Maradona lifted his nation and was elevated to the status of an idol among idols. After the game, as controversy over the first goal swirled, Maradona, following the cue of a journalist, agreed that it must have been scored by the “Hand of God.”


While the second goal was the incarnation of soccer beauty, the imagery surrounding the first made it equally if not more iconic.




That Argentina went on to win the championship only added to Maradona’s imperishable repute, no matter what he did. His death on Nov. 25, 2020, triggered a wave of mourning in Argentina and around the world.


All that is good in the game


Back at the presidential palace, the students pressed me about how I and others should feel about the “Hand of God.” My answer, echoing philosophical arguments I made in a chapter I wrote for a book co-edited with philosopher Daniel G. Campos, went as follows.


Context matters for understanding the meaning that many in Argentina ascribed to that goal. Nonetheless, context cannot justify it.


Soccer is a social practice regulated by rules and what philosophers call “internal goods” – intrinsic rewards that come from participating in an activity. Soccer’s internal goods not only define the game but also represent the foundation for its standards of excellence. They comprise what are known as “constitutive” and “restorative” skills that the sport is meant to test. 


Constitutive skills are those implemented during open play and include dribbling, passing and shooting the ball, and opening up spaces. Restorative skills are employed when a game is interrupted and include the ability to take penalty and corner kicks, among others.


Because of its structure, in soccer these sets of skills are clearly related to different ways to control and strike the ball with one’s feet.


A soccer genius … and a case of cheating


Scoring goals with one’s hand is neither a constitutive nor a restorative skill of soccer. Instead, it is an “extra-lusory skill” – that is, one not meant to be tested and thus does not legitimately belong in the game.


In fact, scoring a goal with one’s hands contradicts and dishonors the internal goods that define soccer and its standards of excellence. In this sense, the “Hand of God” downgrades the competency by which players distinguish themselves.


Additionally, it is an unambiguous case of cheating. Maradona intentionally and surreptitiously violated a rule of the sport to obtain an advantage that he would not have obtained otherwise – it distorts the sport, spoils the result and disrespects the opposing team.




It should not, as such, be encouraged or celebrated. Rather, it should be condemned.


Worse, it draws attention away from the kind of play that Maradona, who was subjected to repeated fouling by the English players throughout the game, embodied in the second goal. Indeed, soccer is honored and flourishes with that kind of play.


Over the course of a 60-yard run, Maradona danced past opponents, escaped challenges and left English defenders helpless before beating the goalkeeper with a clinical finish. Journalist Brian Glanville described it in 1993 as  “astounding, a goal so unusual, almost romantic.” He added: “It hardly belonged to so apparently rational and rationalized an era as ours.” 


That goal is arguably the most celebrated goal in World Cup history.


Forty years after that epochal game between Argentina and England, I suggest that Argentina and the world of soccer should in one breath condemn the scandalous “Hand of God” and rejoice in the sublime “Goal of the Century” – while never forgetting the context in which the two goals occurred.

Cesar R. Torres is also Distinguished Professor Emeritus of Kinesiology, Sport Studies, and Physical Education, The College at Brockport, State University of New York
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Poop tests and blood tests join colonoscopy as options for colorectal cancer screening

theconversation.com · Andrea Dwyer, Director of the Colorado Cancer Screening Program, University of Colorado Anschutz

Screening is essential to prevent and effectively treat colorectal cancer. Varlay/iStock via Getty Images PlusIt’s increasingly common to see headlines and social media conversations about the rise in colorectal cancer among younger adults. In fact, the growing incidence of colorectal cancer in people under age 50 helped drive the American Cancer Society’s 2018 decision to recommend lowering the recommended age for average-risk screening from 50 to 45. 


Riding on the momentum of increasing public awareness of colorectal cancer, the society has now released updated screening guidelines in May 2026 to include new tests that reflect the latest science and could improve access to care.


I am a public health researcher who has spent nearly 20 years developing colorectal cancer prevention programs and studying ways to improve screening guidelines. Offering more options for screening can help detect cancer earlier or prevent it altogether. 


What’s new in the updated screening guidelines?


The updated guidelines have added two additional screening options.


The first option is an at-home screening test that checks stool samples for hidden blood and other molecular markers that may indicate the presence of colorectal cancer. The guidelines recommend taking these tests every three years.


The other option is a blood-based screening test that can be done at a doctor’s office. Patients who refuse a colonoscopy or a stool-based screening test can choose this test.


Notably, the updated guidelines still offer patients a choice between a stool test and a direct visual exam – such as a colonoscopy – as the primary screening methods.
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              Talk to your doctor about potential cancer symptoms.
              Keeproll/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

It is also still recommended that adults with an average risk of colorectal cancer should start screening at age 45, and keep getting screened until age 75 or, if recommended by a doctor, beyond that.


Which colorectal cancer screening test is better?


For people with a family history of colorectal cancer or genetic or hereditary syndromes – or signs and symptoms of colorectal cancer, such as blood in the stool – a colonoscopy is the only recommended test.


If you are age 45 and at average risk, your doctor may recommend the stool tests and blood tests. Because these are new options, however, many doctor’s offices may not be immediately offering the tests. 


Ultimately, the best test is the one that gets done.


Can I do a blood or stool test instead of a colonoscopy?


Colonoscopy remains the preferred screening test for colorectal cancer. It’s the only option for those experiencing signs and symptoms of colorectal cancer, and it’s the recommended test for those who are at increased risk. Those with an average risk may still be recommended to receive a colonoscopy.



            
            Will Smith documented his first colonoscopy.
          

Stool tests do not require the same amount of preparation as a colonoscopy and are widely used. The new stool tests have evolved in their ability to detect polyps and abnormal cells in samples.


The new blood tests are recommended only if a patient refuses a colonoscopy or a stool test. It is important to note the new blood tests are not as sensitive as the other tests for preventing cancer, though science is advancing to provide more options. 


Bottom line (pun intended): A colonoscopy will also be required if a stool or blood test results in a positive or abnormal finding.


What are early symptoms of colon cancer?


There are often no early signs or symptoms of colorectal cancer, so starting screening at age 45 is a must, especially if you have a family history or genetic risk of developing colorectal cancer.


Common symptoms of colorectal cancer include blood in the stool, change in bowel habits or stool, pain, or unexplained weight loss of 10 or more pounds. 


If you notice these symptoms, regardless of your age, talk to your doctor and consider requesting a colonoscopy.


How can I reduce my risk of colon cancer?


To reduce your risk of colorectal cancer, people who are at average risk of the disease should begin screening at age 45. 


Pay attention to your body. Note any concerning changes or symptoms, and have open conversations with your healthcare provider. 


Healthy lifestyle choices can also help reduce your risk of colorectal cancer. This includes at least 30 minutes of physical activity each day, eating a balanced diet rich in fruits and vegetables and limiting processed foods. Reducing your alcohol intake and avoiding smoking and vaping can also lower your risk of colorectal and other cancers.

Andrea Dwyer receives funding from National Cancer Institute, Centers for Disease Control and Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment. Andrea Dwyer is affiliated with the National Colorectal Roundtable and National Navigation Roundtable of American Cancer Society and Fight Colorectal Cancer. 
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What’s wrong with how US and Uganda plan to stop Ebola spreading

theconversation.com · Katrine L. Wallace, Assistant Professor of Epidemiology and Biostatistics, University of Illinois Chicago

The Democratic Republic of Congo is scaling up health operations to contain the Ebola epidemic. Michel Lunanga/Getty ImagesAs public health workers in the Democratic Republic of Congo work to rein in a growing outbreak of a rare Ebola virus, other countries are establishing protocols for keeping their own populations safe.


As of May 27, 2026, Congo has reported more than 1,000 suspected and confirmed cases, and more than 250 deaths, according to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Neighboring Uganda has also reported seven cases and one death. Several Americans who were in the region have been exposed. 


Measures such as screening incoming travelers and isolating those who have been exposed, announced by the U.S., Canada and other countries, are scientifically proven ways to effectively address outbreaks. 


But recent decisions by two countries stand out because they are not supported by epidemiological evidence – and because they reflect a surprisingly similar way of thinking about outbreak control: On May 27, Uganda closed its border with Congo. Only a narrow set of exceptions apply, mostly for emergency aid workers, and those who cross the border will be subject to health screening and supervised isolation. The following day, the United States announced plans to send exposed Americans from affected countries to a quarantine facility in Kenya, a country with no Ebola cases – though as of May 29, a Kenyan court has blocked the move.



            
            Uganda closed its border with Congo to prevent the spread of Ebola, but public health history suggests this is not a great idea.
          

These are very different policies, but both rely on a common assumption: that creating geographic distance from a threat provides protection. However, surveillance, isolation and response capacity are often more important. And both the Ugandan and U.S. moves have drawn criticism from public health and medical experts who argue that managing outbreaks depends more on detection and monitoring than distance alone.


And both decisions emerge from a long-running debate in public health: whether controlling where people are located is more effective than investing in the systems that identify, monitor and treat disease.


As an epidemiologist studying infectious disease outbreaks, I think a look at the history of border restrictions and closures during epidemics helps explain why scientific consensus usually recommends against them.





Land borders are challenging to ‘close’


The instinct to seal borders during outbreaks goes back centuries. Venice’s 14th-century “quarantino” was one of the earliest organized attempts by a state to regulate movement in the name of collective health. It worked because the unit of control was a ship: a discrete location that could be anchored offshore for a period of time.


A land border is a fundamentally different problem. As trade networks crossed continents, epidemic control encountered something maritime quarantine never had to solve. You cannot easily anchor people at a land border.


By the 19th century, repeated cholera outbreaks had made the problem international. European powers responded with waves of uncoordinated border closures and trade restrictions that caused enormous economic damage without reliably stopping transmission. 
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              Sealing a border is easier when people arrive by sea than by land.
              Wikimedia Commons
            
          

In 1874, governments from around the world met in Vienna for the Fourth International Sanitary Conference to address a problem that sounds remarkably modern: how to control infectious diseases crossing borders without crippling trade and travel. Delegates explicitly rejected border closures and land quarantine as “unworkable and consequently useless.” 


The modern descendant of those 19th-century conferences is a set of global laws called the International Health Regulations. Their core purpose is straightforward: Make it safe for countries to report outbreaks honestly, without fear that doing so will trigger economic punishment or travel bans.


Incentive problem at the heart of global health


The entire modern global health surveillance system rests on a single premise: Countries need to report outbreaks quickly, without fear of automatic economic punishment for doing so. If declaring an outbreak triggers immediate border closures and travel bans, governments have a powerful incentive to delay reporting.


This concern is not hypothetical. During the first SARS outbreak in 2003, China’s delays in official reporting, driven in part by concern about economic fallout, contributed directly to the global spread of the disease. This prompted the World Health Organization to publicly accuse a member state of placing the world at risk. The International Health Regulations were most recently revised in 2005 in direct response to that failure. 


When the WHO declared the current Ebola outbreak a public health emergency of international concern on May 17, it explicitly warned against border closures and travel restrictions, saying that these moves “have no basis in science.” That’s because such actions push movement to informal border crossings that are not monitored and “can also compromise local economies and negatively affect response operations from a security and logistics perspective.”


For example, a mother trying to get a sick child to a clinic just across the border may not stop because the formal crossing is shut. The Uganda-Congo border is several hundred miles long and crossed by numerous footpaths beyond formal border posts, which many people use daily to visit family or to trade. 


The public health system loses the ability to test, isolate or trace those interactions. This matters especially for Ebola, which transmits only after symptoms begin – meaning a person who can actually spread the virus is already identifiable through symptom screening, making case detection and isolation far more effective than geographic restriction. 



            
            U.S. plans to establish quarantine facilities in Kenya for Americans exposed to Ebola have drawn strong pushback.
          

The U.S. decision to send exposed Americans to a quarantine facility in Kenya reflects a related instinct – to keep the virus off native soil. But exposure has already occurred, so the public health question is no longer how to prevent entry but how to monitor potentially exposed people safely and effectively. The plan is particularly controversial because it would transfer potentially exposed individuals to a country with no Ebola cases of its own, despite the U.S. already possessing specialized facilities designed for exactly this purpose.


The Infectious Diseases Society of America criticized the plan, noting that the United States has already invested heavily in specialized Ebola treatment centers specifically designed to care for patients with highly dangerous infectious diseases. It warned that building and staffing a new unit in Kenya during an active outbreak raises questions about resources, timing and quality of care. 


Border restrictions do not work alone


Some countries did use border closures effectively during COVID-19 – New Zealand, Australia and Taiwan sharply restricted international travel while pairing those measures with intensive testing, quarantine and contact tracing. But specific circumstances made those cases work: restrictions before the virus began spreading widely in the community, island geography that naturally limited informal crossings, and aggressive internal measures running in parallel. 


Remove any of those elements and the effectiveness drops sharply. In these examples, the act of closing the border did not work alone. It bought time for setting up the infrastructure for testing and contact tracing. 


These circumstances don’t apply to Uganda’s border closing. Researchers estimate the virus had been transmitting for approximately six weeks, and Uganda already has seven confirmed cases. A closure here is not a moat. 


Governments face real pressure to act visibly during outbreaks, and border restrictions are easier to communicate to a worried public than investments in surveillance infrastructure. Those incentives are understandable. 


But history suggests that outbreaks are controlled less by where people are located than by whether governments can identify cases quickly, trace contacts, isolate infections and maintain public trust. In other words, borders alone do not stop outbreaks. The real work happens inside them.

Katrine L. Wallace does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/whats-wrong-with-how-us-and-uganda-plan-to-stop-ebola-spreading-284015
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Blue Origin rocket exploded on launchpad, throwing the future of NASA’s Artemis program into question

theconversation.com · Wendy Whitman Cobb, Professor of Strategy and Security Studies, Air University

A New Glenn rocket stands ready at the launchpad in April 2026, a month before disaster would strike.  AP Photo/John RaouxDuring an evening test fire on May 28, 2026, a Blue Origin New Glenn rocket exploded, engulfing the launchpad in a massive fireball. The spectacular fire, caught on video, not only destroyed the rocket but also appears to have significantly damaged Blue Origin’s only launchpad at the Cape Canaveral Space Force Station in Florida. Fortunately, no one was injured.


Though it is too early to know the cause of the explosion, it will prove a significant setback for Blue Origin and its New Glenn rocket program. New Glenn is the company’s only rocket able to reach Earth orbit. 


As a space policy expert, I see significant consequences coming as a result of the failure, not just for the company but for NASA’s lunar ambitions.



            
            Blue Origin’s rocket exploded on the pad during a test fire on May 28, 2026.
          

What we know so far


This explosion occurred when Blue Origin was conducting a static fire test of its newest New Glenn booster. These kinds of tests keep the rocket connected to the ground equipment but fire its seven engines to ensure they are working properly before launch.


Explosions such as this, while uncommon, are not unheard of. In September 2016, a SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket blew up just prior to its own static fire test, destroying an Israeli communications satellite it was planned to bring to orbit. It took four months to determine the root cause and more than a year to rebuild the launchpad. At that point, SpaceX had two launchpads, allowing the company to return to flight in January 2017.


Had the test fire been successful, it would have led to Blue Origin’s fourth launch of its powerful New Glenn rocket. However, New Glenn has not been without its problems. Of its three launches so far, only one was completely successful. On its previous launch earlier this year, the second stage malfunctioned, preventing it from deploying the satellites it was carrying in the right orbit.


The rocket that exploded would have carried a payload of Amazon Leo satellites, a competitor to SpaceX’s Starlink constellation. Those satellites were not on board the rocket during the test fire.


Early reports indicate that, in addition to the single rocket that was destroyed, the launch complex suffered significant damage. A nearby facility also appears to have sustained damage. 


Problems for Blue Origin



            [image: A huge explosion of flame, smoke and showering sparks.]
            
              Blue Origin’s New Glenn explodes on its launchpad at Cape Canaveral.
              @JConcilus via AP
            
          

Most immediately, this explosion will significantly hinder Blue Origin’s ambitious launch plans. Because the company suspended its suborbital New Shepard rocket program last year to focus on New Glenn and its various Moon plans, it will be grounded for the foreseeable future.


This setback comes as the company was looking to increase its launch cadence, with plans to launch not just commercial satellites but also Blue Origin lunar landers. 


Just this week, NASA announced it had awarded contracts to Blue Origin for several launches, including one this fall that would carry the Blue Moon Mark 1 lunar lander to the Moon. It also contracted New Glenn to launch two crewed lunar vehicles for NASA in the years ahead. 


The damaged launchpad is Blue Origin’s only operational launch site. The company is in the early stages of building a second launchpad at Cape Canaveral, but it will not be ready soon enough to avoid serious delays. Pivoting to other NASA or Space Force launchpads temporarily is not an option either, as the launch facilities must be customized to the particular rocket being launched. 


Problems for Artemis


While the explosion will no doubt affect Blue Origin greatly, perhaps the most significant implications will be for NASA and its Artemis program. The Blue Moon lander mission that was supposed to have been launched this fall would have carried several NASA payloads to help pave the way for future crewed and uncrewed missions to the Moon’s surface.


A more direct impact may be seen in NASA’s Artemis III mission. In the agency’s revised lunar exploration plans, Artemis III is scheduled to launch no earlier than late 2027. While flying in Earth orbit, it will test out the lunar landing systems along with the Orion crew vehicle.


NASA has granted contracts for these landing systems to both SpaceX and Blue Origin. While the agency originally meant to use a modified version of SpaceX’s Starship on these first Moon missions, delays in that program have given Blue Origin an opportunity to catch up via its Blue Moon lander.



            [image: An illustration of a tall, cylindrical lander with four metal legs supporting it on the lunar surface.]
            
              An illustration of the Blue Moon lander Blue Origin has been developing for use in NASA’s Artemis program.
              NASA
            
          

Blue Origin’s inability to launch Blue Moon anytime soon is likely to put the company out of the running for Artemis III. This setback means that Artemis III, and NASA’s entire lunar exploration program, is likely to be dependent on SpaceX for the time being.  


While SpaceX had a relatively successful test of its new version of Starship just last week – on May 22, 2026 – it will still need to make significant progress to have a Starship landing system ready to go in only a year. If SpaceX cannot get Starship ready in time, NASA may ultimately need to delay Artemis III until 2028.


Accidents happen – Blue Origin’s New Glenn is not the first rocket to explode, nor will it be the last. In a time when you can see rockets launch nearly every day, this incident serves as a reminder of how hard space exploration is and that successful missions are not something to be taken for granted.

Wendy Whitman Cobb is affiliated with Air University.  The opinions and conclusions expressed are those of the author and do not reflect the official policies or positions of the United States Air Force, the Department of War (Defense), or any other U.S. Government agency.  Mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations do not imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.


Original: https://theconversation.com/blue-origin-rocket-exploded-on-launchpad-throwing-the-future-of-nasas-artemis-program-into-question-284133
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