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How redefining one word strips the Endangered Species Act’s ability to protect vital habitat

theconversation.com · Mariah Meek, Associate Professor of Integrative Biology, Michigan State University · Karrigan Börk, Professor of Law, University of California, Davis

Northern spotted owls living in old growth forests in the Pacific Northwest were listed as threatened species because of habitat loss. Kyle Sullivan/Bureau of Land Management, CC BYIt wouldn’t make much sense to prohibit people from shooting a threatened woodpecker while allowing its forest to be cut down, or to bar killing endangered salmon while allowing a dam to dry out their habitat.


But that’s what the Trump administration is doing by changing how one word in the Endangered Species Act is interpreted: harm. 


For 50 years, the U.S. government has interpreted the Endangered Species Act as protecting threatened and endangered species from actions that either directly kill them or eliminate their habitat. A new federal rule change, announced July 10, 2026, keeps the first part – protecting against the direct killing of the species – but removes habitat destruction. 


That matters, because most species on the brink of extinction are on the Endangered Species list because there is almost no place left for them to live. Their habitats have been paved over, burned or transformed. Habitat protection is essential for their survival.



            [image: A newly hatched turtle scoots through sand]
            
              Green sea turtles, like this hatchling in Florida, are endangered due in part to habitat destruction and fishing nets.
              Keenan Adams/USFWS
            
          

As an ecologist and a law professor, we have spent our entire careers working to understand the law and science of helping imperiled species thrive. We recognize that the rule change could green-light the destruction of protected species’ habitats, making it nearly impossible to protect those endangered species.


The legal gambit


The Endangered Species Act, passed in 1973, bans the “take” of “any endangered species of fish or wildlife,” which includes harming protected species. 


Since 1975, regulations have defined “harm” to include habitat destruction that kills or injures wildlife. Developers and logging interests challenged that definition in 1995 in a Supreme Court case, Babbitt v. Sweet Home Chapter of Communities for a Great Oregon. However, the court ruled that the definition was reasonable and allowed federal agencies to continue using it.


In short, the law says “take” includes harm, and under the regulatory definition at the time, harm included indirect harm through habitat destruction.


The Trump administration has now changed the definition of “harm” in a way that leaves out habitat modification.






            [image: Map showing large areas marked as critical habitat along the Pacific US coast and in Maine. Also along the Alaska coast.]
            
              Critical habitat throughout the U.S., including many coastlines and mountain areas. Note: Alaska is not to scale.
              U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
            
          

This narrowed definition unravels the most significant protections granted by the Endangered Species Act.


Why habitat protection matters


Habitat protection is the single most important factor in the recovery of endangered species in the United States – far more consequential than curbing direct killing alone.


A 2019 study examining the reasons species were listed as endangered between 1975 and 2017 found that only 17% were primarily threatened by direct killing, such as hunting or poaching. That 17% includes iconic species such as the red wolf, American crocodile, Florida panther and grizzly bear.


In contrast, a staggering 81% were listed because of habitat loss and degradation. The Chinook salmon, island fox, southwestern willow flycatcher, desert tortoise and likely extinct ivory-billed woodpecker are just a few examples. Globally, a 2022 study found that habitat loss threatened more species than all other causes combined.





As natural landscapes are converted to agriculture or taken over by urban sprawl, logging operations and oil and gas exploration, ecosystems become fragmented and the space that species need to survive and reproduce disappears. 



            [image: A small fox with a fluffy tail under cactuses.]
            
              The Catalina Island fox is endemic to Catalina Island. Habitat loss, diseases introduced by domestic dogs, and predators have diminished the population of these small foxes to threatened status.
              Catalina Island Conservancy/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

Currently, more than 107 million acres of land in the U.S. are designated as critical habitat for Endangered Species Act-listed species. Industries and developers have called for changes to the rules for years, arguing it has been weaponized to stop development. However, research shows species worldwide are facing an unprecedented threat from human activities that destroy natural habitat.


Under the new change, development could be accelerated in endangered species’ habitats.


Gutting the Endangered Species Act


The definition change is a quiet way to gut the Endangered Species Act.


It is also fundamentally incompatible with the purpose Congress wrote into the act: “to provide a means whereby the ecosystems upon which endangered species and threatened species depend may be conserved [and] to provide a program for the conservation of such endangered species and threatened species.” It contradicts the Supreme Court precedent, and it would destroy the act’s habitat protections.



            [image: A bird with a yellow cheeks and a black cap and wings sits on a juniper branch.]
            
              The golden-cheeked warbler breeds only in Texas, primarily in Texas Hill Country. It has been losing habitat as development expands in the region.
              Steve Maslowski/USFWS, CC BY
            
          

Secretary of the Interior Doug Burgum has argued that the recent “de-extinction” of dire wolves by changing 14 genes in the gray wolf genome means that America need not worry about species protection because technology “can help forge a future where populations are never at risk.”


But altering an existing species to look like an extinct one is both wildly expensive and a paltry substitute for protecting existing species.


The administration has also didn’t conduct the usual analysis of the environmental impact that changing the definition could have. That means the American people won’t even know the significance of this change to threatened and endangered species until it’s too late, though wildlife groups are already planning to sue over the change.


The ESA is saving species


Surveys have found the Endangered Species Act is popular with the public, including Republicans. The Center for Biological Diversity estimates that the Endangered Species Act has saved 99% of protected species from extinction since it was created, not just from bullets but also from bulldozers. This regulatory rollback seeks to undermine the law’s greatest strength: protecting the habitats species need to survive.


Congress knew the importance of habitat when it passed the law, and it wrote a definition of “take” that allows the agencies to protect it.


This is an update to an article originally published May 13, 2025.

Mariah Meek has received funding from the National Science Foundation, the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and several state agencies. In addition to being a professor, she is also the Director of Research for The Wilderness Society.



Karrigan Börk receives grant funding from the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation and several California state agencies. He is on the Advisory Board of Water Audit California, an organization that works to protect California's public trust resources.





Original: https://theconversation.com/how-redefining-one-word-strips-the-endangered-species-acts-ability-to-protect-vital-habitat-287348
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A rare bipartisan housing bill just became law – but Americans will still struggle with affordability

theconversation.com · Kirk McClure, Professor Emeritus of Urban Planning, University of Kansas · Alex Schwartz, Emeritus Professor of Urban Policy, The New School

As sweeping as the bill is, its impact is likely to be modest. Ilia Yefimovich/Picture Alliance via Getty ImagesA sweeping housing measure, which became law on July 11, 2026, is being widely celebrated as a crucial step in addressing the nation’s housing crisis. The ROAD to Housing Act is one of the few substantive bills passed by Congress in recent years, and the first major housing bill enacted since the 1990s. 


Despite clearing Congress with overwhelming margins in the Senate and the House, the measure encountered one final hiccup when President Donald Trump abruptly canceled its signing ceremony on June
24, and then again refused to sign it on July 10. However, since Trump did not veto the bill, it automatically became law at 12:01 a.m. on July 11.


Despite the bipartisan support, however, even supporters say it doesn’t do enough to ease America’s housing affordability crunch.


Many of the 60 provisions in the wide-ranging bill are regulatory in nature, such as streamlining environmental impact reviews and reducing the frequency of inspections for homes with tenants receiving federal rental assistance. Others seek to make it easier for homebuyers to acquire financing. 


These elements and more could help move the needle on the nation’s housing morass.


But as housing policy scholars, we believe the improvements will be only marginal. That’s because the reforms do not address the main source of the nation’s housing problem: that millions of renters and homeowners lack the income necessary to cover their housing costs.


Promising changes


The bill does include several important reforms.


The provision that has received the most attention limits the ability of private equity firms and other institutional investors to acquire and operate single-family homes as rental properties. 


Although institutional investors account for about 2% of all single-family rentals nationally, they have a bigger presence in certain housing markets, mostly in the South. These firms will typically purchase homes in cash, disadvantaging individual homebuyers who need to take out a mortgage. They’ve also been known to more aggressively raise rents and initiate eviction proceedings than other landlords.


The legislation also includes several measures aimed at reducing home prices and increasing housing supply. 


One reduces the cost of manufactured housing – often known as mobile homes – by eliminating the requirement to include a steel chassis that can be attached to wheels. This is expected to reduce building costs by around US$5,000 to $10,000, or about 4% to 8% of the average cost of a new unit.


Other cost-saving elements include streamlining environmental reviews for proposed housing developments and encouraging new designs for midsize apartment buildings that would allow for just one stairway. Fire safety regulations have long required multifamily buildings to contain two or more staircases so that residents can exit their homes safely if one staircase is impassable because of smoke or other reasons. 


However, improvements in fire safety have largely eliminated the need for the second staircase in midsize buildings. By eliminating the two-stairway requirement, developers can reduce their construction costs and have more flexibility in their architectural designs.


Another component requires the Department of Housing and Urban Development to issue guidelines and “best-practice frameworks” for zoning and land-use policies, presumably to nudge cities and towns to allow developers to build smaller homes on smaller lots.


To further facilitate housing construction, the bill requires local governments that receive federal funding for community development to publish a “searchable online database of undeveloped land parcels,” which is intented to make it easier to identify potential low-cost development sites.


The bill also encourages the Federal Housing Administration and other lenders to issue “small dollar mortgages” of less than $100,000. Currently, when low-priced homes are available, it can be difficult for interested homebuyers to obtain financing because it is more profitable for lenders to underwrite larger mortgages.


Finally, the law reauthorizes for three years the Community
Development Block Grant Disaster Recovery program. This program helps cities, counties and states recover from disasters declared by U.S. presidents, focusing on low- and moderate-income households.


While most of the legislation focuses on homeowner housing, a couple of provisions address important challenges for subsidized rental housing. One seeks to encourage landlord participation in the Housing Choice Voucher Program by making it easier for landlords to satisfy the federal government’s housing inspection requirements.


Another provision helps protect low-income rural renters from losing their homes when the federally funded mortgages on their buildings expire. Currently, these rent subsidies, which are provided by the Department of Agriculture, can only be used in the buildings it finances. Many of these mortgages are due to expire over the next few years, putting residents with rental assistance at risk of eviction. The legislation will enable these households to remain in place or move to other buildings without federally funded mortgages.


Americans are still being crushed by costs


Yet as sweeping as the bill is, its impact is likely to be modest.  


Nearly all of the legislation involves regulatory changes. The bill does not increase subsidies available to low-income renters and homeowners, or to potential homebuyers. 


The majority of all renters are cost burdened, meaning they currently spend more than 30% of their income on housing. Over a quarter of all homeowners are cost burdened, too. The legislation almost certainly will not diminish this affordability crisis.




Several measures aim to reduce the cost of new housing. But with few exceptions, they are contingent on the support and participation of states, cities and suburbs. 


For example, nothing in the bill requires localities to change their zoning and building codes to allow more apartment buildings or smaller single-family homes to be built at higher densities. Homeowners are usually strongly opposed to development if they fear it will change the character of their community or lower the value of their property. Existing homeowners do not want – and almost certainly will not allow – a wholesale erosion of their home equity. They will continue to fight to preserve the valuations of their homes.


Nor does the House’s passage of the bill mean that Congress has become more supportive of low-income housing. On the same day that the House
passed the bill, the House Appropriations Committee released its fiscal year 2027 budget proposal for Transportation, Housing and Urban Development. It included cuts to public housing, Community Development Block Grants, the Home Investment Partnership Program and the Housing Choice Voucher Program.


Now that it is law, the 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act will hopefully accelerate reform efforts. But on its own, it’s less a speedway that will supercharge housing supply and provide immediate relief for the most cost-burdened Americans, and more a modest on-ramp that reflects the limits of what’s politically feasible in a divided and polarized Congress.  


This is an updated version of an article originally published on May 29, 2026.

Kirk McClure received funding in the past from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.
Alex Schwartz 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/a-rare-bipartisan-housing-bill-just-became-law-but-americans-will-still-struggle-with-affordability-287286
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The ball is round – and contrary to some keepers’ views, in this World Cup it has performed just fine

theconversation.com · John Eric Goff, Professor of Engineering Practice, Purdue University

Not every World Cup goal is a classic. Sometimes a half-hearted shot goes in as a result of little more than goalkeeper error. And on those occasions, goalies may be inclined to find an excuse.


During the 2026 tournament, some members of what is jokingly referred to as the “goalkeepers’ union” have pointed toward the performance of the ball. Joe Hart, a former England goalkeeper and serving BBC pundit, noted after one blunder: “The ball is coming into the keepers a lot faster than it feels when it comes off the foot.”


But are his concerns justified? The Conversation turned to John Eric Goff, who has been studying the physics of World Cup balls for two decades and previously wrote about what to expect from the Trionda ball being used at the 2026 FIFA World Cup.




What did your lab tests predict?


Colleagues of mine at the University of Tsukuba in Japan took the World Cup ball, put a little hole in it, stuck it on a rod, attached force sensors and then set it up in a wind tunnel to obtain all kinds of aerodynamic data. They sent that data to me to look at what the trajectory modeling for the ball suggested about how it would perform in comparison to its predecessors.


Central to the performance is the airflow around the ball and how it changes as the speed of the ball increases. For the Jabulani ball used in the 2010 World Cup, for example, this airflow change happened at a speed that was right in the middle of typical free kicks and corner kicks. That caused problems for goalkeepers, as it moved in the air unpredictably as a result.


Among the recent World Cup balls we tested, Trionda has the lowest critical speed at which that airflow change takes place. That led us to predict free kicks and corner kicks with fairly consistent, stable flight. 



            
            Putting the 2026 World Cup ball through the wind tunnel test.
          

But we also found that Trionda’s drag coefficient was slightly larger than that of its predecessors, which implied a slightly rougher surface. So there was a possible trade-off; it might fall a couple of meters short.


Has the real pitch experience followed those predictions?


It has depended a little on conditions. Take the Mexico vs. England game at Estadio Azteca in Mexico City, which took place at high elevation. 


That meant the ball had less air drag on it, so it could actually go farther than it would when kicked with the same launch speed in lower-altitude conditions. It also meant that because the sideways, or Magnus forces, are proportional to air density, it would curve less.


During the England vs. Mexico game, what I noticed, especially early on, was many of England’s kicks tended to go a little long. They would kick the ball down the pitch in those first 20 minutes and it would be just out of reach of teammates.


The sense I got was they weren’t quite adjusting for the higher elevation and lower air density. 


Some have questioned the flight. Do they have a point?


I have heard the complaints by former England goalkeeper Joe Hart about the ball. But I haven’t heard a whole lot of detail about the substance of those complaints. 


In other words, I’ve heard about the ball not being their favorite, but not why. The scientist in me really wants to interview a goalkeeper and find out: “Do you think it’s moving in erratic ways? Or is it something to do with the color scheme that’s flummoxing you on the pitch?”



            [image: A goalkeeper in blue parries a ball.]
            
              Some goalkeepers, such as Luca Zidane of Algeria, have seemingly been flummoxed by shots with the ball in flight.
              Bob Kupbens/Icon Sportswire via Getty Images
            
          

I think goalkeepers are always going to complain about a new ball. But the Nike Flight, which was used in the 2024-25 English Premier League season, has an aerodynamic profile most similar to that of the current World Cup ball. So players who used that ball might already be somewhat familiar with the motion of Trionda.


As far as I can tell, the ball appears to be flying in ways that not only we predicted but that don’t look completely out of touch with what players would have seen with other balls.


As the World Cup has progressed, I’ve been watching the ball come in toward the goalkeepers, and it could be that the reds, blues and greens twirling in front of the goalkeepers’ eyes are confusing them.


There’s been talk of more long-range goals. Is the ball playing a role?


I have read there are more goals coming from farther out than in previous World Cups. But I don’t know if I could attribute it specifically to the ball. 


It’s possible, of course. But I would really have to see what the actual number is and see what the percentage increase has been, because, for a sport like soccer where you only get two or three goals in a match, the sample size is so small.


It would certainly be a very interesting research question to pursue. But I don’t think the ball alone can be credited for these longer-range goals.


Overall, how has this ball performed?


I think the ball has been fine. It is an attractive ball, with the colors of the original version representing the three host countries – all of whom are now out of the tournament, so it didn’t bring them much luck, unfortunately.

John Eric Goff 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/the-ball-is-round-and-contrary-to-some-keepers-views-in-this-world-cup-it-has-performed-just-fine-287044
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Teachers are worried about students cheating with AI, but my survey suggests the deeper issue is learning

theconversation.com · Brett DeJager, Assistant professor of psychology and education, University of Wisconsin-Stout Polytechnic

Students cheating while using AI is a common concern among educators, but not the only one.  Phiwath Jittamas/iStock/Getty Images PlusThe risk of students using AI to cheat tends to get a lot of attention – with good reason. 


A student can simply copy and paste a prompt into a chatbot and receive a polished paragraph, a five-paragraph essay, a lab summary or a reading response almost instantly. Teachers may then be left wondering whether the work reflects the student’s thinking and actual work or what the chatbot generated. 


An estimated 84% of high school students surveyed said they had used generative artificial intelligence for schoolwork in 2025, according to College Board, a nonprofit that administers the SAT and AP exams. 


As an assistant professor of school psychology studying artificial intelligence in K–12 education, I think the question is not only whether students are using AI to cheat, but whether there is evidence that learning actually happened. 



            [image: A pencil lies across a paper that says 'Academic integrity and the use of AI tools' with more black text below it.]
            
              Many schools are still deciding whether and how they allow their students to use AI for coursework.
              hapabapa/iStock/Getty Images Plus
            
          

Cheating and plagiarism are common worries


I recently surveyed public school educators and administrators about how generative AI is affecting schools to better understand the answer to this question. 


My study, conducted from spring 2025 to spring 2026, included 303 educators and other school professionals in Wisconsin – teachers, administrators, IT staff and technology directors, as well as school psychologists and counselors. I also surveyed another 132 professionals at schools across the country. 


The results are not nationally representative, but they offer a snapshot of how some K–12 professionals are thinking about AI and student learning.


While a large number of respondents were concerned about AI bias, misinformation and data privacy, the most common worries were about academic dishonesty and plagiarism. 


In Wisconsin, approximately 65% of respondents identified these issues as a concern, compared with 74% who did so on a broader, national level. 


But respondents also pointed to a deeper issue: How do teachers know what students actually understand when AI can generate essays, summaries or math steps in seconds?


In the Wisconsin sample, 47% of respondents who answered this question said that “difficulty in assessing student learning when AI is used” is a concern. 


That figure increased to 53% in the national sample. 


When asked “What impact, if any, have you noticed AI has had on student behavior, mental health, or engagement?” respondents selected from a provided list of options. Among those options, 29% of Wisconsin respondents and 40% of respondents in the national sample selected “increased student reliance on AI,” while 19% and 33%, respectively, selected “reduced critical thinking or problem-solving.”


Finished work is becoming harder to interpret


Teachers have long known that a student’s finished assignment is not perfect evidence of learning. A parent might help too much. A student might copy from a friend. A student might complete the work but not understand it well enough to explain it later.


Generative AI makes that problem more visible and more complicated.


Take a common homework task, such as writing a paragraph explaining the theme of a short story. In the past, teachers looked at students’ writing to understand whether they read the story, thought about the theme and could explain it in writing.


Now, this kind of homework prompt may produce a result that appears organized, accurate and polished. But it is becoming harder for teachers to understand whether students actually understood the story, identified the theme and articulated it independently, or whether students simply entered a prompt into an AI tool.


Some teachers do use AI-detection tools to determine whether students’ work is original. 


In a 2025 national survey of sixth- through 12th-grade public school teachers, 43% reported used these kinds of apps regularly, while another 27% had tested or experimented with them. 


But these tools can make mistakes in both directions. One study of 14 AI-detection tools found false-positive rates as high as 50% and false-negative rates as high as 100%, depending on the tool. The same study found that about 20% of AI-generated texts were misclassified as human-written; that rose to about 52% when AI-written text was manually edited and 71% when it was machine-paraphrased. Other researchers found that detectors falsely flagged nonnative English writing as AI-generated at an average rate of 61.3%.


I don’t think that means schools should abandon writing assignments or homework altogether. But educators may need to be more intentional about what each assignment is supposed to measure. 


Some teachers are already making those kinds of changes, including asking students to show or explain their process, or asking them to include oral components to their written work or write more in class. 


Some teachers are also giving students paper-and-pencil tasks when they need to see students’ independent thinking. 


If the goal is writing fluency, teachers may need to see students write. If the goal is reading comprehension, they may need students to explain, apply or defend their thinking.



            [image: Several people's hands are seen holding pens and leaning over white notebooks.]
            
              Having students write longhand answers is one possible way to deter students from using AI.
              SDI Productions/Stock Photos
            
          

Clearer assignment rules may help


Many schools are still deciding how to approach AI. In my survey, only 33% of Wisconsin respondents and 29% of national respondents said their district had a formal AI policy.


Teachers and students alike could benefit from clarity on how and when they can use AI. 


Researchers who developed the Artificial Intelligence Assessment Scale, a tool that helps educators spell out when and how students can use AI on an assignment, have argued that educators should identify what level of AI use makes sense based on the learning outcomes being measured.


This mindset is useful because not all assignments are the same. One assignment might require no AI use because the teacher needs to see independent writing. 


Another might allow AI for brainstorming but require students to submit original notes and a final reflection. Another might ask students to critique an AI-generated answer and explain what is accurate, incomplete or misleading.


The better question


The educators in my survey were not simply rejecting AI. Many reported using AI themselves for planning, communication, documentation, differentiation, administrative tasks and student-support activities.


Their concerns were more specific.


They were worried about academic dishonesty but also about assessment, student reliance, critical thinking, misinformation and privacy. Those concerns point to a practical challenge schools now face: how to preserve meaningful evidence of learning when AI can produce polished academic work.


The goal is not to catch every possible misuse of AI. That is likely impossible. The goal is to design learning tasks where teachers can still answer the question that matters most: What does this student actually understand?

Brett DeJager 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/teachers-are-worried-about-students-cheating-with-ai-but-my-survey-suggests-the-deeper-issue-is-learning-286425
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Earthquakes in Venezuela expose a severely under-resourced and unprepared healthcare system

theconversation.com · Hermes Florez, Professor of Medicine and Public Health Sciences, Medical University of South Carolina · Zeina Hannoush, Associate Professor of Clinical Medicine, University of Miami

In the days immediately following the earthquakes, neighbors came together to search for survivors. picture alliance/picture alliance via Getty ImagesTwin earthquakes struck Venezuela on June 24, 2026, causing major damage in Caracas and a nearby coastal city, La Guaira. At the time of publication, 3,685 people have been declared dead, and more than 30,000 remain missing.


Dr. Hermes Florez and Dr. Zeina Hannoush are physicians who trained in Venezuela, then immigrated to the United States, where they now teach medicine. In a joint interview they talked about the earthquake and its aftermath, global aid efforts and the need to reform Venezuela’s healthcare system.







Dr. Hannoush, you were in Caracas during the earthquake. Can you describe what it was like?


Zeina Hannoush: I certainly felt it. It was very, very intense and long. I had been visiting my aunt and uncle, who live 15 minutes away from where I was staying. I was just standing at the exit of their building when it hit. Just two seconds before, I would have been in the elevator.


So I was already in the street when I felt the ground shaking. I walked to where I saw there were no trees or buildings and started yelling up to the people in the buildings, “Come down, come down,” because I started hearing the crashing of plates and people yelling.


The specific area of Caracas where I was located did not get profound damages like La Guaira did. And I immediately drove back to my in-laws’ house in another part of Caracas, because that’s where my kids were, and all I wanted to know is that my kids were safe.


Then there were aftershocks throughout the whole week. So we would be sleeping at night, and we would feel the bed shaking, so we’d wake up in the middle of the night and try to exit to the street.


What has each of you been doing in the aftermath of this disaster?


Hermes Florez: I came to the United States to complete my postgraduate medical training. I had planned to return to Venezuela, but as my public health and endocrinology training was ending in 2002, there was an attempted coup. I was later involved in denouncing the data censorship and healthcare deficiencies in Venezuela and was eventually placed on a blacklist. But I have found ways to collaborate with colleagues in Venezuela and others in the diaspora all over the world.


Since the earthquakes, I’ve connected with a great network of colleagues to help with relief efforts and send aid. These are people in Venezuela and in the United States, primarily around the University of Miami. There’s a great team there, as well as the Venezuelan American Medical Association. That’s allowed me to participate and provide some support to the many people affected.


What is the Venezuelan healthcare system like under normal circumstances?


Florez: There was an article published in The Lancet earlier this year, obviously before the earthquake, that was reflecting that fewer than 10% of Venezuelans are able to pay for the private hospitals or clinics, and approximately 70% of the population is impoverished.


So they have no choice but to go to the public hospitals, where a lot of things are paid out of pocket because there are no resources. On top of that, water and power supply is not always available, especially outside Caracas.


It’s a very, very challenging situation, now exacerbated by the earthquake. But a total revamp of the healthcare system is overdue.


Hannoush: The standard of practice – before the earthquake – is you go to a public hospital because you need a hip surgery or you fractured your leg. You get access to the physician who’s practicing there, but the patient leaves that evaluation with a list of the supplies that they’re going to need for their surgery.


So the patient needs to bring their own blankets and pillows and food. They need to bring the gauze, the gloves, everything. Maybe even the mattress where you’re going to need to stay in the hospital to sleep on. If you need a prosthesis, then you need to figure out how to buy it. So it is very common to see individual fundraising.


So this is how public healthcare has been taking place. And God bless the physicians practicing there.



            [image: collapsed buildings in La Guaira]
            
              The coastal city of La Guaira, just 30 minutes from Caracas, saw some of the worst damage from the earthquakes.
              Miguel Medina/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Was there an emergency plan in place for a natural disaster like this?


Hannoush: It is a region that is known to be prone to earthquakes, but that does not mean that we have a well-structured preparedness for this kind of disaster. That’s certainly not the case. What I’ve seen is a wonderful amount of people pouring their hearts to help, but in a very disorganized way. The help is still reaching many places, but there’s so much to do that it’s quite overwhelming.


Florez: Just to put things into perspective, my dad worked for the national oil company in Venezuela for more than three decades, and there were redundancy systems to keep the power supply that was needed for oil extraction and other services that were so well planned and coordinated. All that was abandoned by the Chavez government in 2002-2003, after confronting the opposition and strikes from the experts in the oil industry. After that, there was no maintenance, no preventive measures, no exercise to anticipate catastrophic situations or things like that.


In healthcare, which is not necessarily the prime focus, it was much worse. Even though there are some guidelines that the World Health Organization and the Pan American Health Organization have in place for training healthcare personnel for emergency preparedness, nothing like that was implemented over the past two decades or so.


It’s also worth noting that there’s nothing in the construction code for the buildings in Venezuela to address earthquakes, and that is a contributing factor to poor preparation.


Is aid coming into Venezuela still, and is it getting to where it needs to go?


Hannoush: We’ve seen wonderful things happen with people coming from all corners of the world in solidarity, and I hope that this continues because Venezuela is going to need everyone’s help.


There are many people from the U.S. and reputable nonprofit organizations eager to donate, but there’s also a huge mistrust between the government and the nonprofit organizations who want to donate. We’ve had repeated instances – during COVID-19, in 1999 – where donations were given centrally to the government for the distribution, and then things did not get where they needed to go. And so that’s where this mistrust comes from.


So I’ve been trying to help on that front – getting the donations through the customs borders and then making sure that they get to the correct hospitals and to our colleagues there at ground zero.


Are you hopeful for the future of Venezuela right now?


Florez: The silver lining is that after COVID-19, because everyone needed to enhance our platforms, our virtual care and so on, we can provide some of the resources not only for care but also to train the workforce. Thousands have emigrated, so can we Venezuelans in other countries do something to train the people back in Venezuela so that they can provide good healthcare?


I remain hopeful. But still, there’s much to be done. And, yes, we’re taking care of the urgent need with earthquake relief, but we must also address the important need of reforming the healthcare system.

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.


Original: https://theconversation.com/earthquakes-in-venezuela-expose-a-severely-under-resourced-and-unprepared-healthcare-system-287003
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Judges block Trump administration’s attempts to deny access to public service loan forgiveness to its perceived foes

theconversation.com · Benjamin Leff, Professor of Law, American University

Grads who work for the government or nonprofits can get their debt canceled after they make payments on their loans for a decade. Brandon Bell/Getty ImagesTwo federal judges in different courts have blocked the Trump administration’s attempt to deny employees of nonprofits that oppose the Trump administration’s political agenda access to a program through which they could avoid having to pay off all of their student loans. Both issued their judgments on June 30, 2026.


As a law professor who studies the nonprofit sector, I believe that both judges made the right decision because the historical strength of the nonprofit sector in the U.S. is its independence from government control. The First Amendment requires that laws governing nonprofits be neutral, and that no administration can punish an organization merely because its actions or views are at odds with the White House. 





Forgiving student debt owed by public service workers


Congress approved the legislation that created the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program in 2007. This program cancels the remaining balance on federal student loans after eligible borrowers consistently make payments on their student debt for 10 years. 


Only borrowers with public service jobs may participate and be eligible to have some of their student loan balance canceled. That is, they need to work for the government at any level, including public schools, or at any charitable nonprofit.


One of the program’s goals was to encourage young Americans, especially those with significant student debt, to do jobs that serve the public good but pay less than what they might earn in the private sector.


The government does not cancel any student loan debt until the Education Department verifies that eligible borrowers have met all requirements, including a decade of steady payments from public school teachers, government officials and employees of nonprofits of all kinds – such as food banks and museums.


But that promise of debt relief for borrowers at some nonprofits was jeopardized prior to these two rulings.


To date, the program has canceled more than US$87 billion in student loans for nearly 1.2 million Americans. On average, borrowers have seen about $74,000 in debt erased.


Trump administration’s attempt to revise the program


President Donald Trump issued an executive order on March 7, 2025, directing the Department of Education to change who can be eligible for public service loan forgiveness.


In the order, he complained that some of the program’s participants may have worked for organizations that “actually harm our society and American values, sometimes through criminal means.” The order does not name any of those nonprofits, but it named some examples: aiding immigrants, treating minors’ gender dysphoria, advancing diversity, equity and inclusion goals, and helping to organize left-wing protests.


Trump said he wanted the government to refuse to forgive loan balances of borrowers who work for those employers. The order itself was not legally binding, but it guided the drafting of a new regulation the Education Department issued on Oct. 31, 2025. The regulation ordered the exclusion from the debt forgiveness program of employers that “engage in specific enumerated illegal activities such that they have a substantial illegal purpose.”


The phrase “substantial illegal purpose” comes out of nonprofit law; organizations with an illegal purpose can’t be tax-exempt charities. But the doctrine has been employed in very limited circumstances in the past, and the government has never developed rules to ensure that it is not abused.


Instead of developing those rules, the regulation identifies specific issues that the Trump administration objects to and has treated as high priorities.


Doing those activities would disqualify an employer from participation in the program under that regulation, if the Education Department determined that those organizations employed illegal means to advance their goals.


A group of 22 state attorneys general and a coalition of nonprofits, municipal governments and labor unions filed separate lawsuits on Nov. 3, 2025, to block the regulation. Those lawsuits were later combined. Another group of nonprofits filed a similar lawsuit the next day.



            [image: President Trump poses with a woman in a dressy suit; he is holding two big pieces of paper and there are flags and children in the background seated at little desks.]
            
              President Donald Trump poses with Secretary of Education Linda McMahon on March 20, 2025, after signing an executive order aimed at closing the Education Department.
              Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post via Getty Images
            
          

Why the judges struck Trump’s revised rules


On the day before the new rule was set to go into effect, , in Massachusetts, and , in Washington, D.C., struck it down – preventing the Department of Education from implementing it. 


More than a year after Trump’s executive order, both judges found that the statute that Congress passed was unambiguous about which employers qualified for the program: all nonprofits with 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status. And because the statute was so clearly written, the Education Department has no authority to change the eligibility criteria to exclude particular organizations, the judges found.


Because organizations that serve an illegal purpose already can’t have tax-exempt status, no such organization may participate in this loan forgiveness program. Both judges held that the Education Department exceeded its authority by granting itself the power to determine which nonprofits’ employees can’t be eligible.


In short, judges Joun and Ali said the Trump administration can’t change federal Public Service Loan Forgiveness program rules to punish people who work for certain kinds of nonprofits that the administration doesn’t like – or to use the program to advance its agenda.


What this means for borrowers and nonprofits


These rulings are good news for borrowers who work for nonprofits whose missions are at odds with the Trump administration’s agenda.


Both rulings vacated the new regulation, which means the federal government cannot implement its revised rule anywhere in the country. 


The U.S. Supreme Court held in 2025 that district court judges couldn’t impose nationwide injunctions. But that ruling does not affect court rulings that strike down agency regulations. 


If the administration appeals, an appellate court could restore the new regulation.


The Supreme Court could even get involved at some point. But although the court has been expanding executive power in some situations, the justices have reduced the leeway administrative agencies have to issue regulations that add additional requirements to clear statutes.


In my view, the Supreme Court would therefore be unlikely to side with the administration if it were to hear this case.


Implications for everyone else


Both judges held that the revised rule exceeded the Education Department’s authority. Joun in Massachusetts went further than  Ali in Washington.


Joun held that the new regulation “is facially unconstitutional because it discriminates on the basis of viewpoint.”


That’s important because he recognized that “selectively targeting” organizations because their goals are contrary to those of the administration is very different from trying to prevent the employees of criminal organizations from having their student loans forgiven.


The Trump administration has been aggressively jumbling these two things together. Because organizations’ viewpoints are protected by the U.S. Constitution, the government can’t discriminate in the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program against an organization that advocates for undocumented immigrants to stay in the country, for example – or one that seeks to have them removed.


On the other hand, violent or illegal tactics are not protected by the Constitution or eligible for tax-exempt status. That means an organization that employs them can be denied benefits.


The Public Service Loan Forgiveness program regulation that the Trump administration has sought to implement expressly blurs these lines. I think it’s reasonable to interpret this jumbling as a tactic intended to chill protected activity by instilling fear in those who disagree with the Trump administration’s policies. And I see Joun’s opinion as a bulwark against that type of intimidation.  


These rulings should give Americans of all political stripes more confidence that their rights will be respected, no matter who is in office.

Benjamin Leff is a member of the board of directors of Better Future Forward, a nonprofit organization that seeks to provide outcomes-based loans for higher education.


Original: https://theconversation.com/judges-block-trump-administrations-attempts-to-deny-access-to-public-service-loan-forgiveness-to-its-perceived-foes-286741
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Cacti spines, snake fangs, snail love darts – oh my! How function drives the evolution of nature’s puncture tools

theconversation.com · Philip Anderson, Associate Professor of Biology and Biomechanics, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

Jumping cholla cacti spines are a prime example of how evolution creates specialized puncture tools.  Tony Cyphert/Flickr, CC BY-NC-SAMost people probably aren’t thinking about the complexity of nature when they get stung by a bee or prick their thumb on a rose. They are probably just thinking, “Ouch, that hurts!” 


Even at this level of interaction, however, it is obvious not all things in nature that poke you are created equal. The rose prickle may draw blood, while the bee sting can leave an itchy rash.


The act of puncture – stabbing something with a sharp tool – is incredibly widespread in the natural world. Examples of puncture tools can be found everywhere: in mammals, snakes, birds, fish, insects, snails, jellyfish, plants, fungi, bacteria and even viruses. Their proliferation leads to a contradiction: If all of these puncture tools do essentially the same thing – stab – why do they look, and sometimes behave, so differently?


It is this contradiction that has captured my curiosity as a scientist who studies biomechanics, a field that uses physics to understand biological diversity. For the past 10 years, my lab members and I have examined the physics of puncture in an attempt to understand the wide diversity of puncture tools that appear in the natural world. 


In a recent paper, we examined 143 species and found a wonderfully complex relationship between the shape of a puncture tool and what it is being used for.


The right tool for the job


Puncture tools are used for a variety of different jobs, and those jobs often dictate how the puncture tool evolves. 


For example, vipers use their fangs to inject venom into their target. This injection occurs during a strike, where the snake needs to puncture, inject and then remove their tooth and head afterward. Not surprisingly, the fangs evolved to be smooth, so they can be removed from prey easily after puncture and injection.



            [image: A snake with its mouth open, and a handler holding a stick under its fangs to show them off]
            
              Viper fangs are smooth so that, after piercing, the snake can easily slide them out without getting stuck.
              Usman Ahmad/Flickr, CC BY-SA
            
          

Not all puncture tools want to be removed. 


The jumping cholla is a cactus that reproduces via the spread of clones. When animals brush against the cactus, part of the cactus gets stuck to them, tears away from the main plant and hitches a ride. Eventually, the stowaway cactus drops off and becomes a new individual. The reason the cholla can ride along so well is that its spines are covered in backward-facing barbs that ensure they get stuck in the skin of their ride. 



            [image: A small piece of cactus covered in long spines, one of which is stuck in the tip of a man's finger]
            
              Jumping cholla cacti have barbed spines that make them difficult to remove.
              Corey Taratuta/Flickr, CC BY
            
          

Even within a seemingly related group of animals, there can be major differences. 


In a behavior straight from a horror film, parasitoid wasps inject their eggs into other animals, where they hatch and consume the host. However, the various hosts of these parasites can live in a variety of places, such as in figs, leaves or even deep in rotten wood. As a result, different parasitoid wasps have evolved a wide variety of stinger shapes and sizes to deal with this variety of targets. 


For example, wasps that target hosts that hide deep in materials such as fruit or rotted wood have particularly long stingers. These long stingers can actually be steered through the material to find the hiding host. 



            [image: A wasp on a log, sticking its hindquarters up in the air. Attached to its rear end is a long, thin ovipositor]
            
              Some parasitoid wasps have long and specialized ovipositors, which are puncture tools used for depositing their eggs into a host.
              Boris Hrasovec, Faculty of Forestry, Bugwood.org., CC BY-NC-ND
            
          

Strange bedfellows


If evolution pushes puncture tools toward certain shapes to deal with specific jobs, what happens if tools from both an animal and plant have essentially the same job? In these cases, evolution can lead to striking similarities. 


Take the jumping cholla cactus mentioned above. Its backward-facing barbs resemble overlapping tiles on a roof. This same pattern of barbs has been found on porcupine quills.  


Even though these tools are made from very different materials, and one is a plant while the other is an animal, they have converged on a similar shape because both need to get stuck in whatever they are puncturing.


As another example, here’s a riddle: When is a snail like a shark? When it uses its love dart.



            [image: A microscope image of a love dart, which looks like a tiny spear]
            
              Some snails have a structure called a ‘love dart,’ which they use to keep their partner close while mating.
              Joris M. Koene and Hinrich Schulenburg/BMC Evolutionary Biology, 2005, CC BY
            
          

Many land snails have both male and female genitalia. When these snails exchange sperm during mating they repeatedly stab each other with a structure called a love dart. These darts are covered with a substance that is thought to make their partner more likely to accept the sperm. 


While scientists are still working out the details, it seems that some of these darts have a flat and triangular shape, potentially to allow for the dart to puncture deeper and create wider openings for the substance to infiltrate. These darts are shaped a lot like a shark tooth, another puncture tool used to create deep and wide openings when biting into prey. 



            [image: A microscope image of a triangular, tilted shark tooth]
            
              Sharks use their teeth to eat prey.
              Jon Zander (Digon3)/Wikimedia Commons
            
          

Nature is complex


These examples are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to puncture tool shape and diversity. 


Yet across this vast diversity, all it takes to find commonalities is an understanding of the underlying physics of how these tools are used. This is the power of interdisciplinary fields, such as biomechanics, which allow scientists to find the connections and patterns between seemingly disparate things.


So the next time you get bitten by a mosquito or step on a sea urchin, take a moment to marvel at the complexity of nature’s puncture tools … right after you cuss out whatever stabbed you.

Philip Anderson receives funding from the National science Foundation. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/cacti-spines-snake-fangs-snail-love-darts-oh-my-how-function-drives-the-evolution-of-natures-puncture-tools-284410
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Creating synthetic life in a lab? SpudCell falls short of the goal, but raises even more useful questions

theconversation.com · Tara Deans, Associate Professor of Biomedical Engineering, Georgia Institute of Technology

If synthetic cells are ever made, they may look like this illustration of translucent bubbles under the microscope. Westend61/Getty ImagesNature is beautiful, powerful and essential. But nature is not always gentle. The same biological world that gives rise to forests, coral reefs and human life also produces infections, cancer, genetic disease, crop blights and toxins. Natural processes can heal, sustain and inspire, but they can also destroy. 


That dichotomy is part of what drives the field of synthetic biology: where scientists apply engineering principles to learn from and carefully adapt nature’s biological systems to address human problems. By understanding biological systems, scientists can carefully redirect them when natural processes cause harm. 


This principle has shaped my work as a biomedical engineer for over two decades. My lab studies how to program cells in order to better understand their behavior and ultimately use them as medicine. The goal is not to discard or replace nature, but to learn from biological principles and use that knowledge to responsibly help society.  


Researchers announced on July 2, 2026, that they had created the first synthetic cell built from purified, nonliving components.


The lab’s cell-like system, dubbed SpudCell, raises key questions: What does it take to build a cell from scratch? If scientists assemble something that feeds, grows, copies genetic material and divides, have they created life?


How to create cells from scratch


Natural cells are astonishingly complicated. Researchers want to use synthetic cells to learn more about how life works, and they are doing this by rebuilding some of life’s basic features in a simpler, more understandable form. 


Earlier designs of minimal cells, used to test which components are necessary for lifelike behavior, began with existing living cells and reduced the size of their genomes. A minimal cell is useful because it is simple, but that simplicity comes at a cost. It may reveal which parts are needed for lifelike behavior, but it usually lacks the autonomy, resilience, metabolism and evolutionary capacity of natural cells.


Instead, synthetic cells are built through a bottom-up engineering approach. Scientists start with a simplified compartment – a kind of biological “box” – and ask what must be added for it to behave more like a living cell. A membrane separates the inside from the outside. Genetic material stores instructions. Molecular machinery reads those instructions to make molecules. Energy sources power reactions. Other components can allow growth, division and adaptation.



            [image: Diagram showing a few membrane-bound components of an animal cell and a eurakyotic cell]
            
              The components that make up a very basic cell may look simple, but they’re quite complex to put together.
              Katherine Krueger/Cells and Molecules, CC BY-NC-SA
            
          

A useful way to think about synthetic cells is to compare them with technologies society already depends on. The radio wasn’t invented all at once. Engineers learned how to combine an antenna, tuner, amplifier, power source and speaker to convert invisible electromagnetic waves into sound. A car is not just a metal shell; it becomes transportation only when a frame is connected to wheels, brakes, steering, an engine, and transmission and control systems. A computer began with switches and strings of ones and zeros that could be assembled into circuits capable of storing and processing information. 


Similarly, SpudCell was assembled from the bottom up with purified, nonliving parts. Researchers used lipid molecules to create a cell-like membrane, DNA molecules to store genetic instructions, purified enzymes to copy and read those instructions, and other molecular machinery to help build proteins and other molecules from small chemical building blocks, such as amino acids and nucleotides.  


SpudCell is exciting scientists because it appears to bring several features of life together in one system. The researchers describe it as capable of feeding, growth, genome replication, genetically encoded division and something close to evolution. These features resemble a biological cell cycle.


Close to life, but not quite


While SpudCell is an important milestone in the field, it stops short of being a fully synthetic living cell. A membrane-bound compartment containing DNA is not automatically a living cell, just as a pile of car parts is not a car. 


SpudCell can carry out several life-like processes, but it is not independent. It still relies on carefully controlled laboratory conditions and on researchers to supply its molecular machinery. It doesn’t reliably pass on its genetic material or spontaneously evolve the way natural cells do.


To approach life, a synthetic cell must coordinate many processes at once. NASA describes life as a “self-sustaining chemical system capable of Darwinian evolution,” meaning it must independently use energy, copy information, grow, divide, respond to its surroundings and persist over time. Natural cells do this with extraordinary reliability because they are the products of billions of years of evolution. 



            [image: Microscopy image of a green sphere dividing into two]
            
              SpudCell can divide, but it requires researchers to help it along by passing it through a sieve.
              Kate Adamala/Adamala Lab
            
          

SpudCell still falls short of that standard. It depends on researchers to continuously supply it with the molecular machinery to function and to physically help it divide. It also cannot reproduce indefinitely outside a carefully controlled laboratory environment. In other words, SpudCell may have been built rather than born, but it is not yet autonomous life.


That limitation does not make the achievement unimportant. In fact, it is scientifically valuable precisely because it exposes what is still missing to create life. Which parts are essential? Which processes must be coordinated? How much complexity is necessary before chemistry begins to look like biology?


Why create synthetic cells?


Those questions have practical importance. Answering them can help scientists and engineers design safer biological systems for a wide range of industries. 


Synthetic cells allow scientists to more cleanly test how the surrounding membrane separates the inside of a cell from its environment, how genetic instructions are read, how energy is used, and how growth and division are coordinated. These cell-like systems could eventually become simplified test beds for studying biological circuits, disease mechanisms and the origins of life. 


They could also help scientists build safer systems for making medicines, fuels or materials, detecting environmental toxins, or delivering therapies without relying on fully living organisms. 


More broadly, synthetic biology connects medicine and biotechnology: Viruses can be redesigned into vaccines or gene therapy, immune cells can be reprogrammed to recognize cancer, and microbes can be engineered to make useful molecules, such as insulin, or detect pollutants. 


Similarly, researchers could use synthetic cells to deliver a drug only to diseased tissue, or create microbial systems that detect toxins or pathogens in water. They can also act as simplified biological factories that can make medicines without requiring a fully living organism, or as biosensors providing early warning of dangerous threats, such as bioweapons.


Creating life responsibly


The philosophical question “Is SpudCell alive?” may not have a simple yes or no answer. 


Depending on whether your definition of life emphasizes metabolism, reproduction, evolution, autonomy or cellular organization, the boundary between living and nonliving can look very different.


Life is not defined by one property alone. Viruses contain genetic information but depend on host cells to reproduce. Mitochondria perform essential metabolism but cannot live independently outside of cells. A seed can remain dormant for years before resuming growth. 



            
            Synthetic biology reengineers life for practical purposes.
          

When synthetic biology is guided by a strong sense of responsibility, scientists can learn how to redirect harmful processes, build safer tools and help society. This requires not only asking whether biological systems can be built, but also whether their creation should be controlled, where they should function and what safeguards are needed.


Over the past two decades, scientists have built many kinds of biological kill switches – that is, genetic circuits that can shut down engineered cells under specific conditions. Some researchers have made cells dependent on a specific nutrient. Others have created cells that can survive only in a particular environment or activate self-destructive pathways when conditions change.


Kill switches are not magic off buttons and do not replace careful regulation, physical containment or public oversight. But they are an important example of synthetic biology’s moral compass: to not only build useful biological tools, but to build them with safety, accountability and humility in mind.

Tara Deans receives funding the National Institutes of Health. She previously received funding from the National Science Foundation and the Office of Naval Research.


Original: https://theconversation.com/creating-synthetic-life-in-a-lab-spudcell-falls-short-of-the-goal-but-raises-even-more-useful-questions-286762
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From maternal health to influenza rates, gaps in CDC’s public health data are creating dangerous blind spots for disease tracking and prevention

theconversation.com · John Kubale, Research Assistant Professor at the Institute for Social Research, University of Michigan

Pauses in data collection and staff cuts have affected many CDC databases. James Gathany, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention via Wikimedia CommonsPublic health relies on data – whether it is tracking the effectiveness of a given year’s flu vaccine, monitoring blood lead levels around the country or estimating the prevalence of diabetes. This data forms the basis for decisions such as whether a community should expand screening for diabetes and which communities are at greatest risk of severe flu-related illnesses. 


But in January 2025, at the beginning of President Donald Trump’s second term, webpages and data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention – and from many other federal agencies – began to disappear. In total, at least 200 CDC datasets and more than 8,000 webpages from across the government were taken down. 


Though many of these resources were subsequently restored in the months that followed, the speed and scale of the removals make a full accounting difficult. Even now, more than a year after so much data from federal agencies was removed, researchers like me are discovering new mechanisms through which this same data remains at risk.


Most recently, for example, more than 6,000 webpages on energy conservation were removed from federal websites while a heat wave ravaged the U.S. through Fourth of July celebrations. 


I am an infectious disease epidemiologist who studies how respiratory pathogens affect communities around the world and how data is used to monitors these impacts. Every day, health departments, practitioners and researchers have to make decisions on where to direct resources, which conditions to monitor and even which research questions to prioritize. Without high-quality data to support them, these decisions run the risk of becoming mere guesses.





Interruptions in data collection


Collecting data, in partnership with state, tribal and local public health experts, is among the most important functions of the CDC. In fact, nearly 80% of the the agency’s funding goes toward these collaborations to produce critical data that the entire public health system rests on. 


A January 2026 study highlighted a troubling trend that began in early 2025. Among CDC data that had previously been updated monthly, nearly half – 46% – had unexplained pauses in such updates. 


The vast majority of these pauses – about 90% – are related to data on vaccinations or impacts of common respiratory viruses, such as influenza, COVID-19 and respiratory syncytial virus, or RSV. Considering the outsize roll these pathogens play in driving severe respiratory illnesses, such as pneumonia, these pauses are alarming. 


It’s not just respiratory disease data that is affected. The CDC also suspended updates for data on HIV incidence and prevalence, as well as on whether a person knows they’re infected. The agency’s website previously cited staffing reductions as the cause. 


It’s unclear which of these datasets have resumed collection. Some data, such as estimates of HIV incidence and prevalence, had still not been updated as of July 6, 2026, though a banner on the webpage states that “CDC is updating these data.” And other data, such as that on emergency department visits for respiratory diseases, appears to have been updated again. 


However, the lack of clear statements from the CDC on the status of different data sources makes it difficult to monitor where they stand. 



            [image: A male doctor or nurse with a stethoscope around his neck writes on a clipboard while talking to someone at a community health event]
            
              The CDC partners with state, tribal and local public health experts to collect a wide range of health-related data.
              Courtney Hale/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

Data loss via staff cuts


Widespread staff cuts starting in early 2025 across the Department of Health and Human Services, which houses the CDC, crippled much of the agency’s data collection and dissemination.


Some of the agency’s data is publicly accessible. But to access some particularly sensitive CDC datasets, researchers must also apply and go through a vetting process. If federal workers who do that vetting are terminated, the data effectively becomes inaccessible. 


That’s what happened in the case of the Pregnancy Risk Assessment and Monitoring System, the gold standard data source on maternal and child health in the U.S. In January 2025, the CDC quietly stopped processing data access requests. Then, months later, on April 1, the team that oversaw this program was terminated. 


All Pregnancy Risk Assessment and Monitoring System data from its inception in 1988 remains unavailable. This means the only way researchers can access this data is to submit individual requests to the 46 participating states, Washington, D.C., Puerto Rico or the Northern Mariana Islands. This is an enormous burden for both researchers looking to work with this data and for the state, local and territorial health departments, which may be ill-equipped to process these requests.



            
            Without staff to maintain and manage data collections, those collections can become inaccessible.
          

Later in 2025 the administration conducted more targeted terminations in offices tasked with planning future data collections. In October 2025 two critical teams were fired: one in charge of planning the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, which has collected key health and nutrition metrics continuously since 1999, and the other in charge of managing the National Death Index, which compiles death record information. 


The nutrition database, much of which is publicly accessible, informs policies and decision-making related to food labeling, dietary guidelines and many other topics. The death index, access to which is highly regulated, is a crucial resource for health and medical researchers for studying causes of death. 


Though staff terminations relating to both these CDC datasets were reversed within a few months, the prospect of losing access to already existing and yet-to-be-acquired data in these collections sent shock waves of concern through the public health research community. 


Loss of trust


For the CDC to do its work of monitoring and protecting public health, it must build and maintain a great deal of trust, both with the people and communities providing personal health data and with the state and local health agencies often responsible for collecting it. 


In my view, HHS’s removal and alteration of CDC data damages that trust. Concerns about the agency’s inappropriate access to and use of sensitive data are continuing to emerge. Health departments – as well as individuals – may hesitate to provide data to the CDC, or even seek essential health services, if they fear it will be shared in inappropriate ways without their consent. 


Such data irregularities fit into a broader pattern of disrupting long-standing agency activities – for example, abruptly terminating grants to state and local health departments and disrupting health messaging on vaccines. 


While the CDC and its staff continue to partner with state and local agencies to support public health in the U.S., these trends threaten to destroy hard-won trust that would be difficult to rebuild.


This article has been corrected to state that all data in the Pregnancy Risk Assessment and Monitoring System is currently inaccessible. An earlier version of the article stated that data from this database collected prior to 2016 was still available.

John Kubale receives funding from the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and the National Science Foundation. He previously worked for the US Centers for Disease Control. 
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Beyond birds and mice, free-ranging cats eat a surprising number of insects

theconversation.com · Christopher A. Lepczyk, Professor of Wildlife Biology and Conservation, Auburn University · Daniel Rubinoff, Professor of Entomology, University of Hawaii · Jean E. Fantle-Lepczyk, Research Fellow, College of Forestry, Wildlife and Environment, Auburn University

Does that look tasty? SKashkin/iStock / Getty Images PlusIt’s pretty commonly known, and not very startling, that free-ranging cats eat birds and small rodents. But the degree to which they eat insects might surprise you.


We are biologists who for many years have been trying to figure out what feral or outdoor-roaming pet cats eat outside. 


When domesticated cats – Felis catus – live freely in the wild or are allowed to hunt outside the homes where their owners live, they are an invasive species, which live in every ecosystem of the world except the continent of Antarctica. We wanted to know all of the species they eat – and to what degree free-ranging cats are eating endangered or threatened species.





Examining reams of research


Over the past two decades, we have evaluated hundreds of scientific findings, including searching through Google Scholar and Web of Science using the keywords “cat predation,” “feral cat,” “cat diet” and “Felis catus.” For each item we found, whether peer-reviewed or not, we evaluated whether it contained conclusive evidence of cat diet or predation. We also reviewed each one’s reference section for additional unique articles or databases pertaining to cat diet and predation, and included those in our search.


Overall, we identified 533 unique publications – books, journal articles, theses and agency reports – that reported specific animal species consumed by cats. Cats’ plant-eating habits are occasionally, but haphazardly, noted in studies, so we did not include them in our analysis.


Our initial work focused on an overall assessment of what free-ranging cats eat around the world. Published in 2023, this paper analyzed the 533 studies on cat diet or predation events published over more than a century and found that cats ate nearly 2,100 different species of animals, including invertebrates.


Of those 2,100, the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s Red List of Threatened Species listed 347 as “near threatened,” “vulnerable,” “endangered,” “critically endangered” or “extinct” in 2023. Some of the species went extinct during the many decades covered by the data.





Insects and the like


Most of the species cats ate were vertebrates – mostly birds, followed by mammals and reptiles. But the data also indicated that at least 7% of the species cats eat are insects and other invertebrates, particularly beetles, and less frequently crustaceans, arachnids, centipedes, snails and slugs, and millipedes.


Many of the cat studies we reviewed did not report on how many individuals of a given species cats ate, so it was unclear what the total amount of insects was or how many calories cats are deriving from insects.


Invertebrates make up more than 70% of all terrestrial animal species and are important pollinators, predators and herbivores in virtually every nonmarine ecosystem. Many invertebrates are in decline globally due to urbanization, habitat destruction, increases in both light and pesticide pollution, and climate change. So we dug deeper into the data to understand what invertebrates cats are eating.


While a little more than one-third of all the studies we analyzed included invertebrates as part of cats’ diet, most of those failed to identify specific species of invertebrates. But we were able to find identifications of 148 invertebrate species.


Of those, two are considered endangered by the International Union for Conservation of Nature: the Aldabran grasshopper (Pternoscirtus aldabrae) in Seychelles and the Tasmanian giant freshwater crayfish (Astacopsis gouldi), which can grow up to 13 pounds (6 kilograms). Two others are considered vulnerable: wētāpunga (Deinacrida heteracantha), an insect native to New Zealand that can be about the size of a mouse, and the common yabby (Cherax destructor), a freshwater crayfish native to southeastern Australia. One other, the Canary Islands horned beetle (Arhopalus pinetorum), is listed as “near threatened.”



            [image: A cat licks its lips while crouching over a dead mouse.]
            
              Not surprising: Cat eats mouse.
              Julian Stratenschulte/picture alliance via Getty Images
            
          

Effects on populations


We have not found formal research evaluating how cats’ eating habits affect invertebrate populations. And for many species, they are likely not as significant a factor as wide-scale pesticide use. 


But it’s possible that cats could be significant contributors to the deaths of  rare species or in specific locations. 


Cats require a large amount of protein, as much as one-third of their daily diet, and invertebrates are good sources of protein.


In many places, invertebrates provide an easy source of food. Whether in an urban backyard or on a remote island, cats are unlikely to turn a blind eye to available prey. And some cats may find it entertaining to chase, catch and eat insects even if they don’t need their nutrition.


A challenge of researching this question is that many invertebrates are relatively small, which makes direct observation in the field harder and can require more analytical approaches in the lab. And they have soft bodies, without distinguishing characteristics that could be easily recognized in scat or stomach contents.


However, molecular technologies can identify species using trace amounts of DNA left in the environment by animals. Promising new studies are beginning to identify what cats eat by analyzing the DNA found in their stomachs and scat. That research may help explore in even more detail what cats are eating in the outdoors, and how it’s affecting various species and the environment as a whole.

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.


Original: https://theconversation.com/beyond-birds-and-mice-free-ranging-cats-eat-a-surprising-number-of-insects-285094
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