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Fireworks, heat and drought make this July 4th a recipe for wildfires

theconversation.com · Lauren Lowman, Associate Professor of Civil and Environmental Engineering, Wake Forest University

Leaving the pyrotechnics to the professionals is safer and more spectacular. YinYang/iStock/Getty Images PlusAcross the United States, the sky will be erupting with fireworks on July 4, 2026, and the days around it as America celebrates the 250th anniversary of its independence. Many cities will be hosting spectacular fireworks shows. 


But not everyone will be leaving the pyrotechnics to the professionals, so let’s talk about the risk of fireworks starting fires, including dangerous wildfires.


Fireworks, from bottle rockets to Roman candles, start a lot of fires in the U.S. every year – 32,000 of them in 2023 alone. And each year there is a clear spike in human-caused fires on July 4.





In 2026, much of the U.S. has been very dry and in moderate to severe drought. That means many areas are at high risk for fires igniting and spreading.


Dry start to the year


In the first half of the year, the U.S. has already experienced more wildfires than in the first half of any of the previous 10 years, which has included some of the country’s worst fire years on record. 


The southeastern U.S. had far-below-normal precipitation in early 2026, which led to extremely dry conditions that fueled wildfires in the spring. In mid-June, half the region was still in severe to extreme drought.


In the West, a snow drought has put a pinch on water resources and left forests without the usual moisture they would get from a lingering snowpack. 


Large parts of the West and Great Plains are in extreme or exceptional drought, including areas of Oklahoma, Nebraska and Utah, where wildfires in June forced entire communities to evacuate. And the national wildfire forecast shows above normal fire risk continuing into July in much of the U.S. West and Texas.



            [image: Fire risk forecast map for July 2026 shows high risk across much of the and South and East Texas.]
            
              Wildland fire risk projections for July 2026.
              National Interagency Fire Center
            
          

At the same time, large parts of the U.S. West and Southeast are forecast to see above-normal heat along with dryness through early July. Heat waves significantly raise the fire risk. A recent study found that 42% of all land burned in the West from 2001 to 2024 happened during or right after a heat wave.


4th of July fireworks


In hot, dry conditions it doesn’t take much to start a fire. Dry vegetation – trees, shrubs and grasses – provides the fuel. A windy day can substantially raise the risk of a runaway fire. The spark often comes from human activities, whether a car, power line or someone lighting fireworks.


Between 1992 and 2015, humans started 97% of all fires that threatened homes in the wildland-urban interface, the areas where homes and cities overlap with wildlands.


Of all the days, July Fourth stands out for its exceptional number of human-caused fires. From 1992 to 2020, around 15,000 fires were started on this holiday. Even in the eastern U.S., where July falls outside of the peak fire season, Independence Day still sees about 400 more fires than other days that month.


The professionals’ advice


In many states and drought-plagued regions, commercial fireworks are banned for community safety, and not just because of the fire risk. Emergency rooms saw an estimated 9,700 fireworks-related injuries in 2023 – injuries to hands, faces, ears and elsewhere – a third of them involving children.


The National Fire Protection Association encourages everyone to leave the fireworks to the professionals who are prepared to manage any wayward sparks. Public displays are cheaper for you, safer for everyone, and often far more spectacular.

Lauren Lowman received funding from the National Science Foundation. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/fireworks-heat-and-drought-make-this-july-4th-a-recipe-for-wildfires-286138
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Texas approves mandatory Bible readings in public schools, reigniting a century-long debate

theconversation.com · Charles J. Russo, Joseph Panzer Chair in Education and Research Professor of Law, University of Dayton

Texas' new list of required readings for public schools, which includes biblical stories and excerpts, will begin to take effect in 2030. AP Photo/David GoldmanOn June 26, 2026, the Texas State Board of Education approved a required reading list for public schools, including selections from the Bible. The 9-5 vote, split along Republican and Democrat party lines, stems from a 2023 state law that required Texas to create a list with at least one mandatory reading per grade level. 


Ultimately, the board produced a list of more than 200 readings, which include about a dozen biblical texts. It also requires material from literary and public figures such as Charles Dickens, William Shakespeare, Martin Luther King Jr. and Margaret Thatcher.


Critics argue that mandatory Bible readings in public schools violate the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, which bars the government from “an establishment of religion.” These opponents maintain that the readings impermissibly promote religion, particularly Christianity, while violating the free exercise rights of students who belong to other religions, or none. 


Litigation over the use of the Bible in American public schools began over 150 years ago – with the outcome often depending on a lesson’s purpose.


Courts, Bible and public schools


The first reported case on the Bible in U.S. public schools was in 1872, when the Supreme Court of Ohio affirmed a ban against religious instruction in public classrooms. Conversely, 50 years later, the Supreme Court of Georgia upheld an ordinance to start school days with readings from the King James Version of the Bible. 



            [image: A black and white photograph, taken from the back of a classroom, shows a few rows of students standing with their heads bowed.]
            
              Students in San Antonio, Texas, pray in 1962.
              Bettmann via Getty Images
            
          

Bible reading first reached the U.S. Supreme Court in 1963, in School District of Abington Township v. Schempp. This case, from Pennsylvania, was consolidated with a similar dispute from Maryland, Murray v. Curlett.


Opponents in both cases challenged mandatory Bible readings and prayer at the start of school days. The plaintiffs argued that these activities violated the establishment clause of the First Amendment: that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion.” 


The justices struck down both practices, finding that they did not have a secular purpose and that their main effect was to advance religion. 


Attempting to allay concerns they were anti-religious, the justices declared, “It certainly may be said that the Bible is worthy of study for its literary and historic qualities. Nothing we have said here indicates that such study of the Bible or of religion, when presented objectively as part of a secular program of education, may not be effected consistently with the First Amendment.” 


Justice William Brennan’s concurrence added, “The holding of the Court today plainly does not foreclose teaching about the Holy Scriptures or about the differences between religious sects in classes in literature or history.”


In the following decades, lower courts invalidated classes as violating the establishment clause if the subject matter promoted Christianity – teaching it as religious truth rather than discussing the Bible’s literary and historical qualities. In 1981, for instance, the 5th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals banned an elective Bible course in Alabama.


Two years later, the 8th Circuit summarily affirmed an order invalidating a program in Arkansas that allowed students to take voluntary Bible classes during school hours.


In 1996, a federal trial court in Mississippi invalidated Bible study classes taught in a rotation with music, physical education and library courses, plus another called A Biblical History of the Middle East. 


In these three cases, the courts agreed that the classes were unacceptable because they advanced Christianity.


Lone Star State


Returning to Texas, the board’s new reading list is far from inclusive. Proposed passages mostly come from translations of the Bible that Protestant Christians use, as well as one from a Jewish publisher. The list does not include translations used by Catholics or sacred texts from non-Jewish and non-Christian faiths. 



            [image: Two students, facing away from the camera, read text on computers positioned up against a white wall.]
            
              Students work under Ten Commandments and Bill of Rights posters in a classroom at Lehman High School in Kyle, Texas, on Oct. 16, 2025.
              AP Photo/Eric Gay
            
          

Biblical texts on the list include a picture-book adaptation of the David and Goliath story for elementary students and passages about Adam and Eve for older students. The required readings also include excerpts from multiple  books of the Bible – Jonah, Psalms, Lamentations and Genesis – for students in middle and high school.


As of now, parents who object to their kids reading these texts may opt their children out of specific readings if they conflict with their religious or moral beliefs. 


2 types of teaching


As Brennan noted in Abington, the Supreme Court “plainly does not foreclose teaching about the Holy Scriptures or about the differences between religious sects in classes in literature or history.” Still, there is a significant difference between objectively teaching about religion and teaching of religion from a faith perspective.


This difference has been important throughout my own career. For 36 years, I have taught education law with a special interest in the relationships between religion, law and education. But in addition to my education and law degrees, I earned a master’s of divinity degree. I previously taught religion, social studies and law to high school students, while teaching college theology part time.


Teaching religion at two Catholic high schools before and after law school, my job was to inculcate Roman Catholic values in my students. Conversely, teaching theology to adult students, I emphasized 11th-century theologian Anselm of Canterbury’s dictum that theology represents “faith seeking understanding.” In other words, my goal was to enable them to make their own judgments about whether to follow religious teachings. 


Many times, I have reasoned that increasing religious practices in public life is constitutional. My concern about Texas, though, is that the readings fail to distinguish between teaching about and of religion in public schools by failing to discuss matters of faith objectively. 


Expanding students’ horizons and advancing tolerance by exposing them to religious perspectives is a good intention. Yet the breadth of selections is hardly inclusive, given its focus primarily on Christianity, to the exclusion of other faiths. With 67% of adults in Texas identifying as Christians, 26% as unaffiliated and 6% belonging to other faiths, I believe the board could have developed a list that represents the state’s religious variety.


Implementation of the program will be staggered, starting in elementary schools in 2030, for Texas’ more than 5 million students – about 10% of the national total. I expect the Bible readings will face legal challenges, likely sooner rather than later. 


This is an updated version of an article originally published on April 27, 2026.

Charles J. Russo 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/texas-approves-mandatory-bible-readings-in-public-schools-reigniting-a-century-long-debate-286326
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Many students listen to music to focus and stay motivated while they study – but it doesn’t always help

theconversation.com · Bridget K. Daleiden, Instructor in educational psychology, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

The relationship between listening to music and studying is complex, depending on factors like what kind of music a person is listening to.  Steven Errico/Stock Photos/Getty Images Walk into any college library and you will likely see students wearing headphones and listening to music. 


The idea that music can improve learning has been around for decades. The “Mozart Effect,” is the pop psychology myth, first hypothesized in a 1993 paper, that listening to classical music can help people retain and process new information.


As an educational psychologist who studies cognition and motivation, my research explores how students regulate their learning and attention amid digital distractions. 


Listening to music is a common strategy students use to try to stay focused. 


However, there is no single answer to whether music helps learners study or not. 


How music can help or interfere with studying


Researchers generally agree that the relationship between music and learning is complex. The effects of music on studying and other cognitively demanding tasks appear to depend on the type of task performed, the kind of music and the students themselves. 


Some researchers argue that music helps students focus, improve their mood and generally learn. Others have found that listening to music interferes with thinking, especially when the music is fast and loud, or when it has lyrics. 


I wanted to better understand what lies behind conflicting research on why students listen to music and whether it makes it easier or harder for them to focus. In a study conducted over the past two years, I asked 163 college students about their music listening habits while reading textbooks, writing papers, solving math problems and studying for exams – and when they hit the pause button. 



            [image: A person's hands are seen holding an open blank book that has music notes coming out of it.]
            
              Using music as a reward at the end of a studying session is likely more effective than using it automatically when students sit down to focus.
              pchyburrs/Stock Photos/Getty Images
            
          

Not a one-kind-fits-all approach


One of my most important findings is that music helps students feel more engaged, motivated or comfortable when studying. But this response varies, depending on the music they choose, the type of task they are working on and confidence in their own attention spans.


Approximately 67% of the students I interviewed said they used music to improve their focus, while 75% said they used music to support their motivation.


“I use music as one of the biggest motivations to study, especially when it’s something I’m not interested in. I am good at recognizing that and using that to my advantage,” explained one 21-year-old student in her senior year studying psychology. 


All the students I spoke with agreed that the kinds of tasks they were doing – and how difficult the project at hand was – influenced whether they decided to listen to music and the kind of music they picked. 


Students also reported various reasons for avoiding music, including distracting lyrics. 


“I found that if I listen to anything that I can sing to, I have a much harder time studying,” explained a 22-year-old female student majoring in music education. 


In some cases, students said that even instrumental music didn’t help them focus better. 


“Even if it’s instrumental, I feel the need to focus on the music rather than what I’m reading,” shared a 19-year-old male student majoring in secondary education. 


Many said they listened to music to avoid boredom, improve their mood and generally make studying more enjoyable. 


Music “helps me feel like I can just keep going and writing and writing,” said a 20-year-old female student majoring in psychology. 


More confident students might listen to music


To find out how music listening influences students’ learning, I then surveyed 103 undergraduate students. 


Around half of them reported listening to music while reading, and 68% said they listened to music while writing. Approximately 70% said they listened to music when solving math problems, and about 30% said they would always listen to music, regardless of the task.


Students also differed in their confidence in their ability to stay focused. Those beliefs influenced when they chose to use music and when they preferred to work in silence.


One 26-year-old male student, who was majoring in secondary education and geology, said he would study with music “if it was a subject that I felt more comfortable with or more familiar with. But something that is very challenging to me, I think I would omit music.”


I also found that students who were statistically more motivated and confident were likely to listen to music when studying for exams and to focus on reading. 



            [image: A man wears headphones and sits looking down in a room that has the words 'Silent study,' and the number 2 on the wall.]
            
              Approximately 52% of students reported listening to music while reading, and 68% said they listened to music while writing.
              Eric Lalmand/Belga Mag/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

To listen or not to listen?


Music is neither a guaranteed distraction nor a guaranteed study aid. Instead, learners can benefit from using it strategically, adjusting it based on the task and their own needs.


In the end, delaying gratification by using music as a reward is likely more effective than using it automatically. Rather than assuming music improves focus, students should think about when it helps them stay motivated and when it becomes another distraction competing for their attention.


If you’re going to listen to music while studying, consider choosing something less distracting for challenging tasks. The playlist that fires you up for routine tasks is likely to interfere with more demanding work.


For students struggling to start an assignment or stay engaged during a long study session, music may help make the work feel more manageable. However, once it starts to interfere with concentration, it may be time to switch to white noise, especially when studying in a distracting environment, like a busy library or a loud coffee shop.


Reading and writing both rely heavily on language processing. Songs with prominent lyrics may make it harder to focus on reading and writing. In my study, the students who were the best at setting up their study space chose instrumental music over lyrical music, often to drown out distracting background noise and improve their focus.


As one 20-year-old female student majoring in secondary education explained, “I would probably start without it, and then if I notice myself really struggling, put it on and see if it helps.”

Bridget K. Daleiden 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/many-students-listen-to-music-to-focus-and-stay-motivated-while-they-study-but-it-doesnt-always-help-284922
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Why Gen Z is falling in love with film photography

theconversation.com · Rotem Rozental, Lecturer in Critical Studies, Roski School of Art and Design, University of Southern California

Children look at developed film in a darkroom during an analog photography workshop held in southeastern Turkey on June 14, 2026. Yasin Akgul/AFP via Getty ImagesFilm photography is experiencing a resurrection, summoned by unlikely conjurers: Gen Z. 


It wasn’t too long ago that analog photography – which uses photographic film and chemical processing – was declared all but dead, relegated to the province of niche hobbyists and professional artists. 


Digital cameras had taken over nearly all areas of photographic production. Film industry titans like Polaroid and Kodak had shrunk dramatically from their heyday, becoming shells of their former selves. Darkrooms, where students learned how to manually develop and print film, shuttered at high schools and college campuses across the country, replaced by digital labs. For most people, the spirit of analog photography was mainly channeled through Instagram filters. 


But within the past five years, younger people have been increasingly drawn to the old way of doing photography. 


In 2025, 35% of the 42 million active film camera users worldwide were reported to be between the ages of 18 and 30. The year prior, online searches for analog photography saw a 41% rise.


Disposable camera sales have been steadily increasing since 2023. The photography journal PetaPixel went a step further and announced 2024 as “film’s best year in decades,” as major brands have introduced new cameras in response to renewed demand and revived classic models. More than 30% of respondents to a 2024 Ilford Photo survey on film photography were in the 25-34 age group.


As I’ve witnessed more and more of my undergraduate art and design students embrace analog photography, I’m not seeing this as a trend rooted in a nostalgic yearning for the past. Instead, I’m seeing it as young people rejecting algorithms, breaking free from the alienation of social media and reacting to childhoods spent on Zoom and TikTok – a deliberate move to redefine the future of art, social connection and engagement with the world.


Pining for a ‘third place’


In my work as a historian of photography and lecturer at the University of Southern California, I’ll often ask my students about how they take photos – whether they’re using digital cameras their smartphones or analog devices. 


This year, for the first time, some of my students discussed images they’d printed and the physical photography albums they’d put together of their friends and family. They talked about how they’d also been sending postcards, writing letters and tacking photographs to their bedroom walls. 



            [image: Young Black man wearing a black hat and black sweatshirt holds a small camera up to his eyes to snap a photograph.]
            
              New York Knicks forward OG Anunoby snaps a photo with a disposable film camera during the team’s victory rally on June 18, 2026, after winning the NBA Finals.
              Craig T. Fruchtman/Getty Images
            
          

I couldn’t help but think about how so much of the language tied to early social media seemed to refashion physical gestures for a virtual world – “posting” on a “wall,” “poking,” “tagging” and “bookmarking,” not to mention “friending.” 


This was a rhetorical move by social media companies, likely designed to help people feel as though they were in a familiar terrain of social connection. Yet the underlying business model of these platforms depended more on maximizing engagement and advertising revenue than on nurturing authentic relationships.


Everyone knows what happened next: The more connected young people became online, the more isolated and detached they started to feel. The COVID-19 lockdown pushed social life online even further, and researchers are only now starting to see how the combination of increased screen time and isolation negatively affected adolescents’ mental health. By 2023, 51% of American teenagers reported they spend at least four hours a day on social media.


I see the attraction of analog photography as a response to life lived through screens, a pathway toward community engagement and the desire for what sociologists call “a third place.”


Coined by sociologist Ray Oldenburg in his 1989 book “The Great Good Place,” third places are meant as a space separate from home and work. They offer a reprieve for the in-between, generating the conditions needed for creative cross-pollination. They might include a local cafe, a neighborhood writing group, a weekly Magic: The Gathering game or a college fraternity – any space that allows for social interaction and personal growth.


These spaces also combat loneliness. They get people out of their heads and into a community. Oldenburg also referred to them as “havens of sociability,” places or gatherings where people can arrive alone to join others, and the atmosphere is “democratic and festive.”


Analog communities IRL


In April 2026, the inaugural AnalogCon took place in Los Angeles. Organized by the Los Angeles Center of Photography, where I serve as executive director and chief curator, it was a festival for all things analog photography. It didn’t just serve as a third place for photography enthusiasts; it also showed how analog photography – as a practice, ritual and community – is flourishing.


Vendors, industry leaders, artists and teachers participated in the two-day event, which included exhibitions, panels, demonstrations and guided photography tours around Little Tokyo. The excitement and thirst for similar events was palpable. 


Photography now joins a broader trend of a generational preoccupation with physical cultural objects and media. Although music streaming represents 82% of revenues generated in the music industry, vinyl records sales have been rising for over a decade, crossing the US$1 billion threshold in the U.S. in 2025. 



            [image: A table featuring an array of camera equipment spanning different eras, with hands holding some of the objects.]
            
              Customers peruse vintage film cameras at a stall on Brick Lane in London’s East End on June 14, 2026.
              Richard Baker/In Pictures via Getty Images
            
          

Nearly 60% of Gen Z are now purchasing records. VHS tapes and VCR players are also making a strange comeback, with stores like Be Kind Video and Videotheque in California offering VHS, DVDs and Blu-ray rentals. 


But beyond that, record stores and video rental shops have become third places in their own right. There’s a big difference between selecting a film to stream from your bed and getting out of the house, going to a store and talking about movies with a clerk and fellow film enthusiasts.


Think about the sound a tape cassette makes when you open and close it, or the vibrant graphics on the covers of DVDs or VHS tapes. Think about rewinding or making a mixtape for your recent crush. These are objects of belonging that signal specific cultural moments, rituals and aesthetics, and many young people today are starting to experience them for the first time. 


Now, think about gently inserting a roll of film into a camera. Think about choosing an angle carefully when snapping a photo, because the number of frames is limited and you want to make them count. Think about the thrill of discovery when the pictures finally emerge as objects on paper.


To me, these are more than fleeting trends. They signal a push against a digital culture that is designed to cultivate envy and reward outrage, insults and humiliation.  


Instead, armed with rolls of film, more and more Gen Zers appear to be opting out of their algorithmic feeds in favor of experiencing life in ways that feel more deliberate, personal and tangible.

Rotem Rozental 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-gen-z-is-falling-in-love-with-film-photography-282454
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As Route 66 turns 100, what is it that we’re actually celebrating?

theconversation.com · Daniel Milowski, Adjunct Professor of History, Arizona State University

A stretch of Route 66 in Albuquerque, N.M., pictured on June 7, 2026. Towns and cities located along the highway are gearing up to celebrate the iconic road's centennial. Heather Diehl/Getty ImagesWorking in concert, the American Association of State Highway Officials and the Bureau of Public Roads adopted a uniform highway numbering system and corresponding map on November 11, 1926. The numbering system and map replaced the confusing patchwork of highways and trails, like the Lincoln Highway or the Old Trails Road, with an official network of numbered highways sanctioned by federal and state highway authorities. 


Since then, a small group of these highways have attained the status of cultural icon. There’s Route 1, which snakes all the way from Maine to Florida. Route 101 is celebrated for its majestic views of the Pacific Ocean, while Route 6 was immortalized in “On the Road,” Jack Kerouac’s classic novel.


The most famous, though, is arguably Route 66, nicknamed the “Main Street of America” and the “Mother Road.”


Yet as the towns that dot the highway prepare to celebrate its centennial, I’ve found myself wondering what it is, exactly, that’s being celebrated. 


As a historian of Route 66, I’ve written about how there are really two versions of this 2,448-mile (3,940-kilometer) stretch of pavement. 


There’s the actual highway, which reflected the 20th-century expansion of the nation’s infrastructure. Then there’s the mythic highway – a cultural icon imbued with nostalgia for a specific, 20th-century idea of romance, adventure, freedom and the American West.


There was almost no 66


As state highway commissioners in the 1920s wrangled over the specifics of the nation’s new highway system, they prized highway numbers that ended in zero, since they indicated a cross-country route. The thinking went that these routes would get the most traffic and, with it, the most business.


Oklahoma State Highway Commissioner Cyrus Avery had been a big booster for a Chicago-to-Los Angeles road in order to juice highway traffic through the Midwest. He suggested calling it Route 60, claiming a coveted cross-country number. 


But commissioners from Kentucky and Virginia objected, noting that Avery’s proposed road didn’t go from coast to coast. As an alternative, they suggested 62. Avery countered with a number that he thought had a better ring to it: 66. 


With the numbering controversy settled, the map of America’s first highway system was approved. But another 12 years would pass before Route 66 was fully built out, making it the first U.S. highway to be paved end to end.




Adventure, redemption and reinvention


While it took over a decade for the full, physical stretch of road to be completed, the making of the Route 66 myth began almost immediately. 


Construction of the road had barely begun when Avery, John T. Woodruff and other prominent civic leaders along the highway’s path convened in January 1927 to form the U.S. Highway 66 Association to promote travel along the route. 


The association began advertising Route 66 as the best West Coast travel route and even trademarked a slogan for the road, “The Main Street of America.” The association also sponsored spectacles like the Trans-American Footrace to help publicize Route 66. 


The race, which started on March 4, 1928, in Los Angeles, received widespread media coverage. Reporters breathtakingly described the epic struggles of the racers, coupled with vivid descriptions of the Southwest landscape. The effect was a marriage of Route 66 to ideas of adventure and romance in America’s collective subconscious.


During the Great Depression and Dust Bowl years, thousands of migrants from the Great Plains and Midwest traveled west along Route 66, hoping to rebuild their lives in California.


Author John Steinbeck dubbed Route 66 the “Mother Road” in “The Grapes of Wrath,” likening it to an umbilical cord that delivered Oakie refugees fleeing the Dust Bowl in the Oklahoma Panhandle to a new life in California. Working for the New Deal-era Farm Security Administration, photographer Dorothea Lange documented the same Oakies fictionalized by Steinbeck. Her 1938 photograph “Family on the Road” captured a husband, wife and their two young children hitchhiking on Route 66 near Weatherford, Oklahoma, after losing their farm. 



            [image: Black-and-white photo of an old car hauling a trailer of belongings along a dusty stretch of highway.]
            
              For families devastated by the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl, Route 66 served as a conduit for redemption and reinvention, inspiring author John Steinbeck to call it ‘The Mother Road.’
              Bettmann/Getty Images
            
          

Together, Steinbeck and Lange helped imbue Route 66 with new layers of meaning tied to loss and redemption. Then, after World War II, Route 66 came to mythologize the postwar boom. 


Bobby Troup’s 1946 song “(Get Your Kicks) on Route 66,” first recorded by the Nat King Cole Trio, cast the road as a postwar rite of passage. Millions of Americans went on to take family vacations to the American Southwest via Route 66, staying at roadside mom-and-pop motels, grabbing burgers at neon-lit diners and posing beside oversized roadside landmarks.


Myth versus reality


But the iconic imagery and myths of Route 66 are often at odds with the reality of the road. 


I’ve come to see Troup’s song as encapsulating the tension between these two versions of Route 66. 


In 1946, when Nat King Cole recorded “(Get Your Kicks on) Route 66,” Cole and his band were unable to get their own “kicks” on Route 66. That’s because few businesses located along Route 66 were willing to serve them. Jim Crow-era copies of the Green Book – a directory of businesses that would accommodate Black road trippers – show just how few options there were.



            [image: Faded sign featuring a Route 66 highway logo and the text 'Get Your Kicks.']
            
              ‘(Get Your Kicks on)’ Route 66’ helped immortalize the highway in American culture.
              Al Drago/Getty Images
            
          

It would take passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 – and subsequent enforcement efforts by the Justice Department – for the travel amenities and services along Route 66 to be equally available to all Americans, regardless of their race.


Yet by the time the highway’s motels, diners, auto repair shops and gas stations were open to all travelers, Route 66’s downturn had already begun. 


The 1956 Federal Aid Highway Act turbocharged the construction of new, limited-access interstate highways. These new postwar highways prioritized fast travel between major cities and their suburbs, where Americans were flocking to in large numbers. 


Fast travel, however, came at the expense of small towns bypassed by the new highways, depriving many Route 66 businesses of the customers they needed to survive.


In contrast to older mom-and-pop businesses, national corporate chain motels, restaurants and gas stations dominated the new interstate highway exits. Rather than risk exposing themselves to Justice Department Civil Rights scrutiny, they made it known that they welcomed all travelers, further enticing drivers away from older establishments.


Now, as Route 66 turns 100, there’s a gap between how the road is remembered by some and how it functioned for most. Free and easy travel on the road and “getting your kicks” were limited to white Americans. Much of Route 66’s iconography emerged from early highway association marketing efforts aimed at white Americans. Few African American or Latino travelers likely feel the same nostalgia.


Today, a lot of Route 66 nostalgia has a “back to the 1950s” vibe that celebrates pre-Civil Rights America as a purer, simpler, more authentic era. This faux-authentic America better reflects the place some Americans today wish they could live in – a less complicated, less diverse land of adventure, romance and opportunity, rather than the nuanced, complicated America they actually inhabit today.



            [image: A roadside motel at dusk with a vintage car parked in the lot and a large blue and pink neon sign reading 'Blue Swallow Motel.']
            
              Oversized neon signs, like at this Route 66 motel, enticed weary drivers to stop and stay, but these establishments were not available to all travelers.
              Al Drago/Getty Images
            
          
Daniel Milowski 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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8 principles from human ecology can help AI work for human well-being

theconversation.com · Dipesh Navsaria, Professor of Pediatrics and Human Development & Family Studies, University of Wisconsin-Madison · Lori DiPrete Brown, Distinguished Teaching Faculty of Civil Society & Community Studies, Director of Global Health and Human Ecology, University of Wisconsin-Madison · Soyeon Shim, Dean of the School of Human Ecology, Professor of Consumer Science, University of Wisconsin-Madison

AI is a factor in human well-being, whether harmful or helpful. EvgeniyShkolenko via Getty ImagesArtificial intelligence is reshaping relationships by providing conversation and companionship, and reshaping how people work. For children, it is making toys interactive and data-driven, and it is mechanizing and perhaps dehumanizing healthcare. The speed and magnitude of these transformations is breathtaking.


Effective leadership of the development, deployment and monitoring of AI requires addressing risks to people and the environment. It also calls for ensuring equity – fair access to AI’s benefits and fair mitigation of potential harm. Pope Leo XIV set this tone in his recent encyclical, Magnifica Humanitas, about the human promises and perils of AI.


We are scholars and leaders in human ecology – the interdisciplinary study of relationships among people, families, communities, society and the natural and built environment. We ask a central question: How can AI be truly human-centered, so that communities – and all forms of life – can thrive?


We think the key is having all stakeholders – families, educators, engineers, designers, policymakers and citizens – involved in designing, coding, testing and monitoring AI. Innovation can come from not just programmers but also ethicists, policymakers and AI users. It can also come from experts who study implications for human behaviors and systems, with inclusion of historically marginalized people’s perspective, ideas and talents. Co-creation also makes it easy to “crash-test” innovations for harm before wide product release and for a balance between productivity and safety.


Pharmaceutical development offers one lesson. The development of lifesaving medications can be thwarted by too much caution in not tolerating some potential side effects. But lack of guardrails can result in drugs that have deadly side effects or simply don’t work. In many industrialized nations, evidence-based regulation has led to a balance between making drugs available and keeping people safe. 


Although AI is not currently meaningfully regulated, similar kinds of guidelines could optimize benefits and prevent harm.


Principles for humanistic AI


Practical ethics and policy guidance are key to ensuring that the coming AI world is safe, equitable and environmentally responsible. Human ecological principles suggest that the best way to proceed is to analyze every AI proposal, product or service in terms of whether it supports human well-being and the global ecosystem. That includes supporting connectedness among individuals, in households, workplaces, communities and society.



            
            Concepts like the triple bottom line for businesses can help broaden perspectives on developing and using AI.
          

To those ends, we offer eight principles as the beginning of a conversation among all people who may be involved in AI’s development and use.



	Begin any consideration of AI development or application with a human ecology frame, by asking, “How can humans use AI to promote thriving for all?” This perspective is broader than the primarily technological question of “What can AI do?”


	Consider ethical frameworks and guardrails to prevent and mitigate harm. If governments, universities and the private and nonprofit sectors include accountability in the design, planning and implementation of AI, then people are more likely to adopt the new technology than to mistrust it. Furthermore, if people consider the impacts on relationships among humans, institutions and the Earth, then the public can properly weigh the benefits against the downsides. An important way of preventing harm is by crash-testing best ideas about AI applications and openly imagining the worst things that can happen.


	Study where AI use may be appropriate and not. If AI co-creators consider scientific evidence about human development, from fetus to elderhood, and recognize the inherently different needs at different phases of life, then AI stands a better chance of strengthening, not substituting for, human care.


	Developers can pursue AI designs that respect and support the social habitats that sustain human thriving. For example, recognizing that a well-designed AI model can briefly engage a young child while a parent may be preparing dinner is far more realistic, and in our view appropriate, than claims of AI replacing interaction with human caregivers. Well-crafted AI wouldn’t supplant the caregiver-child connection but would help preserve the health of relationships, reduce strain on parents and allow for better connection.


	Educators can develop strategies at all levels, from K-12 through college, in which teachers and students use AI to help accomplish learning objectives and develop mentoring and nurturing relationships. Ecosystems for learning thrive on relationships among teachers, peers and families – not algorithms. These relationships foster critical thinking, perspective, creativity and problem solving. One way to improve human well-being is to avoid the harms of digital dependence, including physical inactivity and social isolation.


	Rather than hew to the well-known mantra of “move fast and break things,” AI developers can implemented innovations at a pace and scale that respect the risks of moving too quickly. Chaos is more likely with sudden disruptions to social equillibrium.


	Policymakers and planners can foster a civic AI culture that serves the common good. Equity is a critical measure of healthy social systems and so, we believe, should be a primary goal of AI development. One way to accomplish that is developing, deploying and monitoring AI in accordance with concepts such as the triple bottom line, which recognize not only profit but people and the planet.


	Policymakers can also develop metrics to assess the impact AI has on many aspects of human and environmental well-being. Every digital action has an ecological shadow. An accurate accounting of AI’s costs and benefits can help establish just and sustainable deployment.





Guiding AI development


Like any ecosystem, the digital dimension of our lives is evolving, but people can take an active role in guiding that evolution. AI will be what we make it. A holistic approach can ensure that AI strengthens the webs of life, learning and care that make us human.

The authors 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.
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Can you make a black hole in a laboratory?

theconversation.com · Stephen DiKerby, Postdoctoral Researcher in Physics and Astronomy, Michigan State University

The active galaxy Centaurus A, with jets emanating from the central black hole. ESO/WFI (Optical); MPIfR/ESO/APEX/A.Weiss et al. (Submillimetre); NASA/CXC/CfA/R.Kraft et al. (X-ray), CC BY

Curious Kids is a series for children of all ages. If you have a question you’d like an expert to answer, send it to CuriousKidsUS@theconversation.com.






Can anyone make a black hole in a laboratory? – Sohini B., age 13, Kolkata, West Bengal, India







A black hole is an object so massive and dense that even light cannot escape its gravity. They occur in space when extremely dense objects, such as the centers of stars, collapse. 


All the black holes observed in space are the products of natural processes and are very far away.



            [image: An artist's simulation of a black hole accreting matter]
            
              An artist’s rendering of a black hole like the one in the center of our galaxy. While the black disk in the center is the region that no light can escape from, hot material around the black hole emits lots of light.
              NASA, ESA, CSA, Ralf Crawford (STScI)
            
          

As an astronomer, I study how black holes interact with their surroundings. Creating a black hole in a lab would be an amazing opportunity to learn more about how the universe works. But is it even possible?


What does it take to make a black hole?


Any amount of mass can be turned into a black hole if you cram it into a small enough space, but you would need an extremely high density, or mass per volume, to create one on Earth. Water has a density of 1 gram per cubic centimeter. That’s about 8 pounds per gallon. The densest common element, lead, is 11 times denser. That’s still nowhere near dense enough to make a black hole. To do so, gravity needs to overcome the very strong forces that create bonds inside atoms and give matter its structure.


Objects in space can be much, much denser than things on Earth. A massive dying star can collapse into a very dense object called a neutron star when the gravity of the star’s core overcomes the pushing force between atoms. When this phenomenon happens, all the matter in the neutron star fuses into one big atom, with a density of about a million billion g/cc. A single teaspoon of a neutron star is a thousand times heavier than the Great Pyramid of Giza in Egypt! 


If a neutron star gets more massive and more dense, the forces that hold atoms together can finally surrender to gravity, and all the mass collapses inward. At some point, the speed needed to escape its gravity becomes greater than the speed of light, which means nothing can escape, and all the particles around the star get sucked inside. Instead of one big atom, it’s now a black hole. 


A black hole with the mass of the Earth would have a radius of about half an inch, which is about the size of your thumb. Its density would be in the range of a billion billion billion g/cc.


The smallest artificial objects are tiny computer chips and biomedical devices 100 million times smaller than your thumb. If you could stuff a metric ton – 2,000 pounds, about the weight of a small car – of material into the smallest computer chip, that would get you a black hole.


Is this possible in a lab today?


In short, no. There is no way to artificially produce the huge densities described above. The densest everyday material is many millions of times less dense than what is needed to produce a tiny black hole.


When huge, underground particle accelerators are activated, people sometimes worry that they will create tiny black holes by colliding bits of matter at very rapid speeds. Don’t worry, black holes aren’t produced this way. 


While some particle accelerators can create conditions as hot and dense as the big bang, they don’t produce black holes.



            [image: A metal tube running through a silver room.]
            
              In particle colliders, magnets accelerate particles through a long tube, where they then collide. These experiments are meant to simulate the conditions present in the early universe, but they will not create black holes.
              CERN
            
          

Would it be possible in the future?


It’s hard to know how technology will develop in the future, but the laws of physics are going to stay the same. Normal matter can’t be stuffed into a space tiny and dense enough without overcoming a huge outward pressure.


There is a loophole that some scientists think could get around this problem. Only some types of particles push against each other with outward pressure.


Some particles don’t resist being in the same space. You can stack as many of them as you like in a given volume. A particle of light, called a photon, is one such particle, so it’s conceivable that many, many photons could be focused at a single point and create the density needed to create a black hole.



            [image: A diagram showing the Standard Model of Elementary Particles, which is divided into two types of particles: carriers of matter (fermions) and force carriers (bosons)]
            
              The two main types of particles are fermions, which make up matter, and bosons, which carry force. In theory, cramming an incredible amount of bosons into a small area could create a black hole. But no scientists have ever been able to do this.
              MissMJ, Cush/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY
            
          

This type of black hole is called a “kugelblitz.” To create a kugelblitz, you’d need to convert a huge amount of mass directly into energy and then focus all that energy down onto a minute area of space. Some scientists think that powerful lasers could achieve this effect. Others say there’s no way to focus enough light. For now, this idea is still science fiction.


What would happen if scientists successfully created one?


Many people think that once something falls down a black hole, it’s gone forever, but most scientists think this is not the case. Stephen Hawking’s most famous theory was the idea that black holes gradually lose their mass. A small black hole would “evaporate” in this way very quickly.


Because any black hole created in a lab would be tiny, it would immediately evaporate in a flash of high-energy light. An artificial one would probably exist only for a fraction of a second before harmlessly disappearing.


So, the creation of an artificial black hole is impossible with our current technology, and it might be completely impossible due to the laws of physics. Still, thinking about black holes and how they would affect objects around them helps scientists understand the way the universe works.





Hello, curious kids! Do you have a question you’d like an expert to answer? Ask an adult to send your question to CuriousKidsUS@theconversation.com. Please tell us your name, age and the city where you live.


And since curiosity has no age limit – adults, let us know what you’re wondering, too. We won’t be able to answer every question, but we will do our best.

Stephen DiKerby receives funding from the National Science Foundation and NASA. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/can-you-make-a-black-hole-in-a-laboratory-283463
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El Niño is back, and ocean temperatures are already near record highs – that can spell disaster for fish and corals

theconversation.com · Dillon Amaya, Climate Research Scientist, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

It’s official: El Niño is back. By late fall 2026, forecast models give a 2-in-3 chance of a strong-to-very strong El Niño affecting the weather, climate and ocean temperatures across the planet.


El Niño is the climate system’s biggest player and one side of the El Niño-Southern Oscillation, or ENSO. It’s the heads to La Niña’s tails.


During El Niño, a swath of ocean stretching 6,000 miles (about 10,000 kilometers) westward off the coast of Ecuador warms for months on end, typically by 2 to 4 degrees Fahrenheit (about 1 to 2 degrees Celsius). A few degrees may not seem like much, but in that part of the world, it’s more than enough to completely reorganize wind, rainfall and temperature patterns all over the planet.



            [image: White corals cover a reef.]
            
              Marine heat waves can trigger coral bleaching.
              Alexis Rosenfeld/Getty Images
            
          

I’m a climate scientist who studies the oceans. With an El Niño expected to strengthen through the summer and fall, water temperatures will heat up even more. It’s time to start preparing.


How does El Niño affect the planet?


No two El Niño events are exactly alike, though we’ve seen enough of them that forecasters have a pretty good idea of what’s likely to happen.


People tend to focus on El Niño’s impact on land, justifiably. The warm water affects air currents that leave areas wetter or drier than usual. It can ramp up storms in some areas, like the southern U.S., while tending to tamp down Atlantic hurricane activity.



            
            How El Niño forms. NOAA.
          

El Niño can also wreak havoc on the many marine ecosystems that support the world’s fishing industries, including coral reefs and seagrass meadows.


Specifically, El Niño tends to trigger intense and widespread periods of extreme ocean warming known as marine heat waves.


Global ocean temperatures are already near record highs, so El Niño-induced marine heat waves could push many sensitive fisheries to a breaking point.


What is a marine heat wave?


A marine heat wave is just that: a “wave” of extreme heat in the ocean, not dissimilar to an atmospheric heat wave on land. 


At their smallest, marine heat waves can inundate local bays and coves with hotter-than-normal water for a few days or weeks. At their largest, marine heat waves like the Northeast Pacific Warm Blob of 2013-2014 can grow to gargantuan proportions, with regions three times the size of Texas experiencing ocean temperatures 4 to 6 F (about 2 to 3 C) above average for months or even years.




Warm water might not seem like a big deal, especially to surfers hoping to leave their wetsuits at home. But for many marine organisms that are highly adapted to specific water temperatures, marine heat waves can make living in the ocean feel like running a marathon.


For example, some fish increase their metabolism in warm waters by so much that they burn energy faster than they can eat, and they can die. Pacific cod declined by 70% in the Gulf of Alaska in response to a marine heat wave. Other impacts include bleached corals, widespread harmful algal blooms, decimated seaweeds and increased marine mammal strandings. All told, billions of U.S. dollars are lost to marine heat waves each year.


Marine heat waves flare up for a variety of reasons. Sometimes, ocean currents shift warm water around. Sometimes, surface winds are weaker than normal, leading to less evaporation over the ocean and warmer waters. Sometimes, cloudy places just aren’t as cloudy for a few months, which lets more sunlight in and heats up the ocean. Sometimes, both weaker winds and fewer clouds happen at the same time, producing record-breaking marine heat waves.


How does El Niño fit in?


In the climate system, El Niño is king. When it dons its fiery crown, the entire planet takes notice, and the oceans are no exception. But the likelihood of increased marine heat wave activity during El Niño depends on where you are.


Along the U.S. West Coast during El Niño, surface winds that normally blow from the north tend to subside. This weakens evaporation and slows upwelling of colder, deeper water. That increases the chances of coastal marine heat waves. California waters are already extremely warm. El Niño could make things even hotter for longer.





Peruvian fishers have for centuries weathered periods of extreme ocean warming that drive fish away. It wasn’t until the 1920s that scientists realized that these South American marine heat waves were related to the Pacific-wide ENSO.


In the Bay of Bengal east of India, interactions between El Niño and a tropical air flow pattern known as the Walker Circulation elevate the risk for marine heat waves.


Seafloor heat waves are another risk


Even if marine heat waves aren’t obvious at the ocean surface, that doesn’t mean all is well down below.


In a 2023 study, my colleagues and I showed that marine heat waves also unfold along the seafloor of coastal regions. In fact, these “bottom marine heat waves” are sometimes more intense than their surface counterparts. They can also persist much longer. For example, a 1997-1998 bottom marine heat wave off the U.S. West Coast lasted an extra four to five months after surface ocean temperatures had already cooled.


Events like this can be related to El Niño and put a lot of stress on bottom-dwelling species. Bering Sea snow crab landings were down 84% in 2018 after a marine heat wave reached the seafloor.


We’re in (for) hot water


With El Niño on the horizon, what can we expect for this year?


The good news is seasonal forecast models can skillfully predict marine heat waves three to six months in advance, depending on the region. And forecasts tend to be most accurate during El Niño years.



            [image: Maps show increasing risk, particularly off California and in the Indian Ocean. The Arctic Ocean also heats up]
            
              Marine heat wave forecasts from May 2026 show the probability, left, based on the North American Multi-Model Ensemble, and magnitude, right, of marine heat waves expected in 2026 and early 2027. Marine heat waves were already developing off the Pacific Coasts of North, Central and South America as of June 2026.
              NOAA
            
          

The latest forecast predicts several marine heat waves developing as El Niño ramps up, with damaging heat reaching close to half the global ocean by the end of 2026. The California and Mexican coasts in particular have a very high likelihood of strong marine heat waves, and the Indian Ocean and parts of the Southern Ocean are also likely to see damaging heat.


These predictions are far enough out that conditions could change. Time will tell whether they hold (hot) water, but we would do well to prepare.


This article incorporates details from an article originally published April 18, 2023.

Dillon Amaya 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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Efforts to combat climate change often exclude Indigenous people – and they may not have any recourse

theconversation.com · Buket Altınçelep, Ph.D. Candidate in Global Governance and Human Security, UMass Boston

Fred Ngusilo, left, a member of the Ogiek community, works with a relative to sift through the ruins of their grandfather's house in the Mau forest, destroyed by Kenyan police. Tony Karumba/AFP via Getty ImagesImagine living in the same forest as your parents, grandparents, great-grandparents and all your ancestors as far back in time as stories can tell, and depending on the forest for food, shelter, recreation and education. Imagine, then, that the forest depends on you, too, because you and your people have protected it for generations.


Then, along come government officials who tell you what you already know: The forest is precious, an environmental and ecological gem that should be preserved. And then they tell you that to protect it, you all have to leave.


That’s the latest reason given in a series of efforts to evict the Ogiek people, an Indigenous group of hunter-gatherers in the Mau forest of East Africa. For more than a century, British colonial authorities and, later, Kenyan government officials, have all sought to evict the people who have lived there since time immemorial. And in 2017 the Ogieks won a landmark court case before the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights, which recognized their legal right to the land.


But in 2023, Kenya’s government began evicting them again, citing a new justification. The government wants to preserve the forest undisturbed, as a commercial resource in global markets for carbon credits, a system in which companies can claim they are doing no harm to the climate even while continuing to emit greenhouse gases that are raising global temperatures and changing the climate.  Instead, they purchase credits to support the absorption from the atmosphere of an equivalent amount of carbon dioxide, such as by trees. 


This story is still unfolding. And the Ogiek are not the only Indigenous group experiencing this type of pressure in a pattern that extends well beyond Kenya. 



            
            The Ogiek people seek to protect the forest that has been their home for centuries and generations.
          

As countries, companies and nonprofit organizations around the world seek to protect land, conserving precious environmental resources and reducing the effects of climate change, the communities most likely to be displaced are the Indigenous people who have lived there for generations.


The Indigenous people involved often find they are left out of the planning process and have few legal options available to defend the homes they and their ancestors have cared for over thousands of years.


I am a researcher and consultant working on how Indigenous peoples and their land rights are affected, and often undermined, by outside interventions. I have seen that there is one principle designed to ensure Indigenous people are included in decisions about their land. From East Africa to Central Asia, the principle exists, but it is almost entirely unenforceable.


A right without teeth


Under the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples adopted in 2007, Indigenous communities have a recognized right to be meaningfully consulted before anything is done to the lands where they live. This principle has a name: “free, prior and informed consent.”


This right means Indigenous groups must be told what governments or corporations want to happen on their lands and why, and must be given the chance to object or propose changes. And the final approval for whatever might happen must come voluntarily from those Indigenous people.


The principle of free, prior and informed consent was developed after decades of documented harm to Indigenous people by governments and companies that ignored their long-term presence on the land and their perspective on its use. But it is a principle, not an enforceable law or regulation in most countries.


So, many governments and corporations have interpreted the principle loosely, or even disregarded it entirely. Often they just tell a few representatives of an Indigenous group what’s about to happen, sharing key details too late for any opposition or revision. That’s what happened to the Ogieks in 2023: The Kenyan government decided it wanted to preserve the forest and told the people to leave, again.



            [image: A man sifts through materials left after a building was destroyed, while part of the building burns in the background.]
            
              Kenyatta Ngusilo, a member of the Ogiek community, salvages what was left after his storehouse was burned down by Kenyan police in Sasimwani, in the Mau forest.
              James Wakibia/SOPA Images/LightRocket via Getty Images
            
          

Other decisions without consent


Something similar happened in the Arctic between 2008 and 2025. The Arctic Ice Project, initially called ICE911, was a nonprofit organization founded to find ways to reflect sunlight away from the Earth’s surface and slow the melting of Arctic ice. The effort decided to focus on spreading tiny reflective silica microspheres on the ice.


The project was ultimately discontinued because of concerns it could harm the algae and plankton that form the base of the Arctic food chain, which sustains both wildlife and Indigenous communities in the region. But since its beginning, the effort had been opposed by the local Indigenous people, who said they were excluded from discussions.


One Indigenous leader told me: 



“Involvement doesn’t mean … a predetermined intervention, (with the organization) inviting us to a restaurant of their choosing, eating a meal they ordered to discuss our future. … We warned them about the potential impacts, and after all that, they want to hire us as consultants for a predetermined intervention. And they told us to set our price.”




The leader’s point was simple: What was being offered wasn’t consent and meaningful consultation. The proposal from the Arctic Ice Project was essentially a fee to sign off on a plan that had never really been open to change or input from the Indigenous people.


Some research also highlights that community-led conservation projects are more effective because Indigenous peoples are not relics of the past, but rather are active, present-day stewards with dynamic and sophisticated knowledge systems rooted in their relationship with their land. 



            [image: People in traditional clothing sit in chairs in a crowded meeting room.]
            
              The Ogiek community has fought in courts for their rights over many years.
              James Wakibia/SOPA Images/LightRocket via Getty Images
            
          

Competing interests


What connects these cases is not malice. Governments, corporations and nongovernmental organizations all operate in competitive environments where financial pressures and inadequate regulations can push social and environmental considerations to the margins. That means the people with the most direct relationship to the land are often the last to be consulted about what happens to it. 


The principle of free, prior and informed consent was designed specifically to break that pattern. But as long as it remains a principle rather than an enforceable obligation, I worry that meaningful consultation will continue to be replaced by the appearance of it, in the form of a meeting that’s held too late, a document signed by the wrong people, or a consulting fee offered to approve a decision that had already been made. 


Some countries have ratified the International Labour Organization’s Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, agreed in 1989, which contains this principle. Some countries, including the Philippines, Colombia and Peru, include the principle in their national laws. But other countries have not made so formal a commitment, and still others, including the U.S., have not ratified the international agreement in the first place.


In my view, not until the communities it was designed to protect are brought in at the beginning, as decision-makers with veto power, will the principle achieve its goal.

Buket Altınçelep 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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Trump’s AI security order acknowledges risks but stops short of regulating industry

theconversation.com · Anjana Susarla, Professor of Information Systems, Michigan State University

The White House addresses the need to protect against powerful AI systems. Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty ImagesSome technology and policy watchers were surprised when President Donald Trump signed an executive order on June 2, 2026, establishing a framework for AI security. It seemed to move in a different direction from a December 2025 executive order that sought to create a “minimally burdensome” national framework for artificial intelligence and supersede state laws the administration saw as restrictive. 


The new executive order focuses on using AI to boost the security of federal and private computer systems. It also aims to ensure that the federal government has access to major new AI models before they are released to the public, to determine if they pose a threat. 


However, the order’s provisions relating to the AI industry are voluntary, and it explicitly prohibits interpreting its provisions as authorizing “a mandatory governmental licensing, pre-clearance, or permitting requirement” for new AI models.


As a professor who studies responsible AI, the questions the executive order raises for me are how its new reporting structure changes the governance of AI safety, and whether the order reflects what AI safety experts see as best practices.


Potential for harm


The executive order expresses concern about AI systems that can discover software vulnerabilities and write malicious code to exploit them. It directs various government secretaries to enact cyber defenses for federal systems. It also establishes an AI cybersecurity clearinghouse in voluntary collaboration with the AI industry and operators of critical infrastructure to scan for vulnerabilities and distribute fixes. 


This approach may be the Trump administration’s response to the April 2026 announcement by Anthropic that its newest version of Claude, called Mythos, autonomously found hundreds of software vulnerabilities in critical systems across the U.S. and crafted attacks against them. That prompted several large financial institutions to request early access to such models.  


The executive order directs various high-ranking government officials to develop and maintain a classified process for assessing whether new AI programs should be designated as frontier models, also called foundation models. 


In industry parlance, a frontier model is a new, cutting edge AI model trained on massive amounts of data that can reason and autonomously use tools to initiate actions. The latest versions of ChatGPT, Claude, DeepMind and Llama fall into this category. 


If a new model meets the frontier criteria, then the developer is supposed to provide the government with access to it at least 30 days before they plan to release the model. It also says developers will collaborate with the federal government to select third parties to preview covered frontier models to assess the risk to the cybersecurity of critical infrastructure.



            
            CBS News covers the backstory of President Donald Trump’s decision to sign the executive order.
          

Voluntary measures


AI companies that develop frontier AI models currently share information with the Center for AI Standards and Innovation, part of the National Institute of Standards and Technology governed by the Department of Commerce. According to the International AI safety report, most risk management initiatives around the world are largely voluntary for AI companies. This includes the Frontier AI Safety Frameworks that AI developers consult, the G7 Hiroshima AI Process endorsed by leaders of G7 countries, and the EU Code of Practice followed across Europe. 


The new executive order retains the voluntary nature of AI developers reporting potential safety risks. The administration continues to argue that restrictive safety barriers could hamper innovation. 


However, AI safety pioneers, including Turing Award winners Geoffrey Hinton and Yoshua Bengio, maintain that safety cannot rest solely on corporate self-regulation, because commercial pressures prioritize development speed over risk mitigation. The International AI Safety Report warns that AI risk management is still immature and that corporate safety measures have to grow with the pace of innovation. 


This is the so-called “evidence dilemma”: Acting too slowly leaves societies vulnerable. In creating AI safety standards, industry and government have to specify and agree on what information is required from AI model developers, such as training data and methods, “red team” practices for probing vulnerabilities, and incident reports about model theft. 


Addressing the risks


Despite its lack of mandatory safety measures for the AI industry, I find it striking that the executive order acknowledges the serious potential for harm posed by AI models.  


The order is also in line with expert consensus that individual technical safeguards are imperfect and can be bypassed by attackers. Instead, the order advocates for multiple, overlapping layers of protection, including hardware and computer infrastructure tracking, rigorous testing before deployment, and real-time monitoring.


The order also reflects expert opinion in noting that advanced AI tools have a fundamental duality: They can transform disciplines ranging from healthcare to defense, but they can also enable malicious hackers and cybercriminals, pose societal harms and threaten national defense.  


Beyond national AI safety


International cooperation is also fundamental to AI safety.


For instance, Argentina has created nonhuman corporations run entirely by AI agents. How much safety does the new executive order provide in a world where models can be deployed from anywhere? The order makes no mention of multilateral coordination, allied engagement or globally shared governance. Indeed, the order’s purpose is to “cultivate America’s advanced AI-enabled capabilities” as a competitive national asset.


Bodies such as the International Atomic Energy Agency can serve as models for an international consensus on AI safety. The existing AI Safety Summit process, which held summits in the U.K. in 2023; South Korea in 2024; France in 2025; and India in 2026, is the closest approximation in practice. It involves a network of government AI safety institutes, including from the U.S. and Europe. It holds summits every six to 12 months. 


Such independent, expert-led bodies could also shape expectations about protocols and norms related to AI risk. 


The executive order represents a first step in acknowledging some of the AI safety risks for national security. Moving forward, I believe it is important for the U.S. government to connect such efforts with broader, independent and scientific approaches to identify and counter threats from AI.

Anjana Susarla 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/trumps-ai-security-order-acknowledges-risks-but-stops-short-of-regulating-industry-284495



About this edition

Every chapter in this issue is an article from The Conversation US — written by academic researchers, edited by professional journalists. Chapters are selected from the technology, health, environment, arts, and education desks; each one credits its authors under the title and links to the original at its foot.

The Conversation publishes under a Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivatives 4.0 (CC BY-ND) license. Article text is reproduced in full and unedited, reformatted for e-readers.




Colophon

Sent by sendle.app

Long reads, delivered to your reader.



OEBPS/images/img-4.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-24.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-5.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-25.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-8.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-20.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-9.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-21.png
Nov 2026 Forecast Aug 2026 Forecast

Feb 2027 Forecast

Probability

Magnitude

30 40 50 60 70 80

MHW probabilty (%)

——
R RN R RN XY

MHW magnitude (degC)






OEBPS/images/img-6.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-22.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-7.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-23.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-0.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-1.png
Significant Wildland Fire Potential Outlook
July 2026

WS

&

Significant Wildland Fire Potential

I oove [ State soundary
30 Gesgrapic vea Boundary

1 preciciveServices Ave Boundry g

Notona neragency Fre Cerer
Bose, Tdaho

Tesd e 1, 2026

Nt ssor iy 1,2026






OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of Contents


		In this issue

		Fireworks, heat and drought make this July 4th a recipe for wildfires		Dry start to the year

		4th of July fireworks

		The professionals’ advice





		Texas approves mandatory Bible readings in public schools, reigniting a century-long debate		Courts, Bible and public schools

		Lone Star State

		2 types of teaching





		Many students listen to music to focus and stay motivated while they study – but it doesn’t always help		How music can help or interfere with studying

		Not a one-kind-fits-all approach

		More confident students might listen to music

		To listen or not to listen?





		Why Gen Z is falling in love with film photography		Pining for a ‘third place’

		Analog communities IRL





		As Route 66 turns 100, what is it that we’re actually celebrating?		There was almost no 66

		Adventure, redemption and reinvention

		Myth versus reality





		8 principles from human ecology can help AI work for human well-being		Principles for humanistic AI

		Guiding AI development





		Can you make a black hole in a laboratory?		What does it take to make a black hole?

		Is this possible in a lab today?

		Would it be possible in the future?

		What would happen if scientists successfully created one?





		El Niño is back, and ocean temperatures are already near record highs – that can spell disaster for fish and corals		How does El Niño affect the planet?

		What is a marine heat wave?

		How does El Niño fit in?

		Seafloor heat waves are another risk

		We’re in (for) hot water





		Efforts to combat climate change often exclude Indigenous people – and they may not have any recourse		A right without teeth

		Other decisions without consent

		Competing interests





		Trump’s AI security order acknowledges risks but stops short of regulating industry		Potential for harm

		Voluntary measures

		Addressing the risks

		Beyond national AI safety





		About this edition

		Colophon







OEBPS/images/img-17.png





OEBPS/images/img-18.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-19.png
LEPTONS

QUARKS

Standard Model of Elementary Particles

three generations of matter interactions / force carriers
(fermions) (bosons)

<10evict <017 MeVic? 9119 GeVic: 124.97 GeVict

0 o o o

¥ % 1 o
electron muon .
neutrino neutrino

electron

=2.2 MeVicz =173.1 GeV/c? o
% % o 2
- @ - @ || 5
Ny
up top photon 0z
@ 3
=47 Mevic =96 Mevic: =4.18 Gevic: o we
% % o o
B 5 '@ |gs
3 =
o
strange luon w
g g oY

SCALAR BOSONS






OEBPS/images/img-13.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-14.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-15.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-16.png





OEBPS/images/img-10.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-11.jpg





OEBPS/images/img-12.jpg





