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Layoffs tied to AI hurt worker productivity – and the reason may surprise managers

theconversation.com · Mark Ma, Professor of Business Administration, University of Pittsburgh

When companies announce layoffs as a result of AI, they overlook the damaging effect on workers' morale. Justin Sullivan/Getty ImagesBusiness leaders and investors face a deepening paradox: Companies are pouring more money into artificial intelligence than ever, but they’re not seeing the gains in productivity that they expect. 


Even CEOs are starting to admit this disconnect. One Atlanta Federal Reserve study found that about 90% of executives believe AI has not yet boosted productivity at their companies. Other evidence suggests that the broader increase in productivity seen since 2021 is more likely due to remote work or factors other than AI, like downsizing in sectors such as technology.


I study how technology is changing the way businesses operate, and the research I’ve conducted with colleagues offers an important explanation for why these expected gains don’t materialize: AI-driven layoffs and the resulting job insecurity are actively destroying the very conditions needed for AI to make workers more efficient. In fact, these job cuts damage employee sentiment toward AI – which is one of the strongest predictors of firm productivity when AI is used.


Managers and investors should take note. Laying off employees in the name of AI investment is a self-defeating strategy that offsets any expected productivity increase.





When layoffs are the strategy


U.S. companies have poured billions of dollars into AI adoption in the hope of goosing productivity. But our research suggests that managers should treat the AI hype with caution.


My colleagues and I analyzed millions of job satisfaction reviews and thousands of reports of corporate financial performance, as well as hundreds of AI investments and layoff announcements made by U.S. public companies over the past five years. We discovered a clear pattern: As the frequency of AI investment announcements rises, so too do announcements of job cuts caused by AI. 


This correlation is unlikely to be coincidental. Instead, it reflects a corporate strategy that sees workforce reduction as an integral part of their AI strategy. 


Managers at publicly traded firms typically make decisions based on whether a new investment improves short-term profitability and share price. So after investing heavily in AI, managers face pressure to show a strong financial return. The expectation is that if AI makes employees more efficient, the company will need fewer of them to complete the same work. 


As a result, a quick way for managers to help businesses realize that anticipated return is by cutting headcount and lowering labor costs. Some of the companies we studied even started to lay off employees before pouring money into AI, as a way to free up capital for future AI investments. 


Managers expect that both AI investment and job cuts will enhance the company’s value. Yet when we examined stock market reactions to these layoff announcements, the average return was close to zero. This is in line with our earlier research that showed proclamations of AI investment don’t consistently boost a company’s share price. 


That said, there are some companies, such as the financial tech platform Block, that saw stock prices jump on the news it would trim staff due to AI. But overall, the market reaction was negative or close to zero for more than half of these events. 


Such a muted response suggests that these decisions carry significant hidden costs that undermine the gains of the AI adoption. 


Why employee sentiment matters


We found that one of the biggest of these hidden costs is that it makes employees fear for their jobs. On one hand, workers are at the center of this AI revolution and must adopt AI in their daily routines to improve their efficiency. On the other hand, AI is threatening their careers and job security. 


To see how employees perceive and react to AI adoption, we analyzed millions of employee-satisfaction reviews on the workplace review site Glassdoor.com. By identifying and analyzing AI-related comments, we found them to be much more negative than the overall tone of employee reviews.


This negativity reflects widespread concerns over corporate AI adoption and anti-AI sentiment among workers. At the same time, there’s a strong association between employee sentiment toward AI and firm productivity based on the employer’s financial information. This suggests that anti-AI sentiment among workers actually lowers productivity and offsets the potential efficiency gains caused by AI. 



            [image: Striking members of the Writers Guild of America carry signs denouncing AI as they picket the New York office of Warner Bros. Discovery in July 2023.]
            
              Employees face a dilemma: They’re asked to improve their AI skills while adopting a technology that could displace them.
              Michael M. Santiago/Getty Images
            
          

To uncover what drives this hostility, we took a close look at employee reviews. Along with fears over losing their jobs due to AI, they cited the lack of appropriate training, few chances to upgrade skills, and poor corporate AI leadership, as well as doubts over whether AI actually improves productivity. Among those topics, comments about job security concerns were the most critical by far. 


To confirm this negative effect of these fears, we then tested how AI sentiment changes when companies announce layoffs due to AI – and discovered a sharp decline in sentiment. In effect, many employees are resisting AI because they have watched their colleagues lose jobs to it or fear they will be next. This is in line with a recent Reuters/Ipsos poll that found half of Americans fear AI could put someone in their household out of work.


We found a different picture when it comes to management’s sentiment. We analyzed the tone of management discussions related to AI in about 10,000 earnings-call transcripts and found it to be consistently optimistic. At the same time, that sunny outlook bore no significant relationship to productivity outcomes. 


In short, employee sentiment plays a more important role in unlocking the benefit of AI than any optimism among managers. 


A guide for managers


Our findings should deliver a clear and urgent message to managers and investors: Using AI to justify cutting jobs is, in our view, a strategic miscalculation that cuts against the benefits of AI. For too many companies, riding the AI wave has become an AI hunger game that spreads fear rather than engagement. 


Because employees are encouraged to use AI tools while their companies cite those same innovations as grounds for cuts, the touted benefits of AI often work against themselves. And companies find themselves left with a demoralized workforce and an underwhelming return on AI investment.


What businesses need to understand, I believe, is that managing how employees feel is key to unlocking AI’s benefits. In turn, that means creating an environment where workers feel that AI is working with them, not against them. Managers can do so by making a genuine commitment to share AI gains with their employees – investing in skills and expanding opportunity rather than simply laying them off. 


Companies that take this approach and understand the great cost of job insecurity are the ones most likely to profit from their AI investment.

Mark Ma 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/layoffs-tied-to-ai-hurt-worker-productivity-and-the-reason-may-surprise-managers-286749
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As oil profits skyrocket, calls for windfall taxes rise

theconversation.com · Tibor Besedeš, Professor of Economics, Georgia Institute of Technology

Oil companies are making big bucks these days. Hengki Lestio/iStock / Getty Images PlusWhen Chevron reported its highest quarterly profit in six years on July 31, 2026, it was just one detail in a larger picture: Analyst firm Wood Mackenzie estimates the global oil and gas industry is on course for a cash windfall of US$495 billion in 2026. That’s profit above and beyond what the industry expected before the U.S.-Israel war with Iran began.


Three separate bills seeking to tax those profits are now in Congress, and President Donald Trump has even said the oil companies are “making too much money.”


As an applied microeconomist, I am often asked how taxes affect economic activity. Economists have long held a more nuanced view of windfall taxes than either side of the current debate suggests. Advocates often make overly optimistic revenue projections, and opponents often overstate how much such a tax might discourage investment. A 1980s U.S. windfall-tax experiment is instructive on both counts.



            [image: A person pumps gas into a car.]
            
              As customers pay more, oil giants are raking in the cash.
              Brandon Bell/Getty Images
            
          

Other nations have this type of tax


In the U.K., a windfall tax on North Sea oil and gas – layered on top of existing levies to produce a combined rate of 78% on profits – is on course to generate an estimated 8 billion pounds in 2026 (about $10.8 billion), roughly double its 2024–25 revenue. 


A similar European Union-wide tax imposed as a one-time measure after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine raised 26.15 billion euros ($30 billion). Five EU countries are now calling for a second one in response to the Iran war.


How to tax a windfall


Many taxes are deliberately designed to change behavior. But a windfall tax is different: It goes after money that results from a company making the same production decision it was already planning to make before prices rose. The oil was going to be pumped regardless; the war just made each barrel worth more.


A textbook windfall tax would not fall on all profits, but only on the amount exceeding a baseline level. Australia’s Petroleum Resource Rent Tax and Norway’s special petroleum tax are the closest working examples. Under those, companies deduct all costs — including exploration and investment – plus a normal rate of return, before any windfall tax is owed.


In the U.S., the Crude Oil Windfall Profit Tax, enacted in 1980, was projected to raise $393 billion over its planned 10-year life. It raised about $80 billion before being repealed in 1988 – roughly a fifth of the projection. Prices collapsed after 1986, domestic production was increasingly exempted, and the tax was generating almost nothing by the time it was repealed.



            [image: A large industrial tower rises out of a gray seascape.]
            
              The U.K. heavily taxes revenue from oil and gas wells in the North Sea.
              Lars Penning/picture alliance via Getty Images
            
          

What Congress is considering


The bills currently in Congress are structured very differently from the textbook design – and from each other.


A proposal by Sen. Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island and Rep. Ro Khanna of California, both Democrats would levy a 50% excise tax per barrel on the difference between the current average Brent crude price and the 2025 average of $69. With a July 2026 average of $84, a company would owe $7.50 per barrel – regardless of production costs or profitability.


A second bill, the Iran War Oil Crisis Windfall Profits Tax Act by Democratic Rep. Brad Sherman of California, is more aggressive: a 100% tax on the amount by which crude prices exceed $75 per barrel. At the July 2026 average of $84, companies would owe $9 per barrel. That tax would be in effect only until hostilities end and prices fall below that threshold. 


Both are triggered by prices, not by any measure of underlying profit. A third proposal, the Taxing Buybacks from Big Oil Windfalls Act by Democratic Sens. Ron Wyden, Chuck Schumer, and Michael Bennet, takes a different approach: raising the excise tax on stock buybacks from 1% to 25% for large oil and gas companies, targeting not the windfall itself but what companies do with it.



            [image: People in ties and stock-trader jackets stand near multiple electronic monitors.]
            
              Oil companies are not using their skyrocketing profits to buy back their stocks.
              Angela Weiss/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Where the money is going


The American Petroleum Institute has argued that proposals like these “erode the certainty needed to make investment” decisions. The Tax Foundation has warned that “taxing producers is the opposite of a solution to a supply crisis.” Neither side, however, has put a specific dollar figure on how much investment would actually be deterred.


The data tells a different story. According to Wood Mackenzie, the 49 largest oil and gas companies will pocket about $272 billion of the sector’s windfall – roughly equal to 70% of their combined annual investment budgets. Yet investment spending has barely moved, stock buybacks are on course to fall, and dividends have stayed flat. The cash is simply accumulating on balance sheets.


This is exactly what economic research predicts: When a windfall doesn’t change a firm’s underlying investment opportunities, managers hold the cash and wait. In 2026, the industry is waiting for clarity on how long the war lasts, whether prices have peaked and whether Congress will pass a windfall tax. The argument that such a tax would prevent important economic activity weakens by the day.



            [image: A person holds up a sign that says 'people over profit.']
            
              High, and still rising, energy costs have sparked protests across the U.S.
              Photo by Bryan Steffy/Getty Images for People's Action
            
          

What the current proposals would mean


For oil companies, the direct effect is straightforward: Every dollar paid in tax is a dollar less in earnings. The indirect effect – discouraging investment – is likely weaker than usual because the windfall isn’t being invested now anyway. 


For government revenue, the 1980 experience is a cautionary tale: Projections built on current prices tend to overstate what a tax will collect. 


For consumers, a tax only on domestic production is largely borne by producers, while a tax that touches imports can raise pump prices.


But the use of the revenue matters too. Both the Whitehouse-Khanna and Sherman bills rebate proceeds directly to households. The Whitehouse-Khanna proposal could give an estimated $216 a year to a single taxpayer at $100-per-barrel oil – helping offset pump prices particularly for lower-income families, who spend a larger share of their budgets on fuel.


Whether the trade-off between taxing companies’ war-driven windfall profits and the risks of market intervention is worth making depends on human values as much as on financial estimates. People differ on how fair it is to let companies keep profits that result from a war, and on the reliability of projections about revenue raised and investment lost. Those are not questions economists alone can settle.

Tibor Besedeš 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/as-oil-profits-skyrocket-calls-for-windfall-taxes-rise-288990
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Green roofs can help cool cities in the summer heat, but building them is only the first step – many don’t survive

theconversation.com · Taylor Wishart, Ph.D. Student in Environmental Science, University of Tennessee

The rooftop of the Javits Center in New York is still thriving, but others have struggled. Xinhua/Wang Lei via Getty Images As summer temperatures soar across the United States and Europe, cities are being forced to confront the difficult reality that they’re getting dangerously hot.


Record-breaking heat waves strain power grids, send people to cooling shelters and can make the top floors of some apartment buildings unlivable.


One way to help cool buildings is to install green roofs – living rooftops covered by plants that can transform heat-absorbing rooftops into cooling solutions.



            [image: An aerial view of Chicago's City Hall, with the half the rooftop made into a park]
            
              Chicago offers zoning incentives to encourage developers to build green roofs, like this one on City Hall.
              Patrick L. Pyszka, City of Chicago
            
          

Green roofs have long been promoted as a method to help cities stay cool. Often cities offer developers incentives to install them. But just building a green roof isn’t enough.


Our research shows that what happens after a green roof is built is as important as the decision to install a green roof in the first place. We found that many green roofs fall into neglect and don’t survive beyond a few years, likely due to the cost of maintenance. When buildings’ operational budgets are cut, landscape elements – including green roofs – are often altered or maintenance is scaled back to save money.



            
            
              The view on the Chicago City Hall roof.
              Conservation Design Forum, CC BY-SA
            
          




What is a green roof?


Unlike a traditional roof made of asphalt, metal or tiles, a green roof is made up of layers, including insulation, water proofing and drainage, that allow plants to grow atop the building.


Depending on their design, these roofs can support everything from low-growing sedums to shrubs and trees. Rockefeller Center’s rooftop terrace gardens in New York City were designed in the 1930s to hold trees, grass, shrubs and seating areas to double as parklike respites far above the traffic. The roof of the California Academy of Sciences in San Francisco is fully covered by 2.5 acres of wildflowers, succulents and other native coastal flowers.



            [image: A rolling roof with window hatches is covered with low-lying green plants.]
            
              The California Academy of Sciences in San Francisco features a green roof with hatches that open to an atrium below.
              Anna Fox via Flickr, CC BY
            
          

These roofs are more than just decorative landscaping. 


Plants absorb sunlight that would otherwise heat up the building below. They also cool the surrounding air through a process called evapotranspiration, in which they release water vapor. Additionally, they can reduce the amount of energy needed for heating and cooling buildings by acting as insulation. Green roofs also capture rainfall and prevent it from reaching storm drains, reducing flood risks and improving water quality in the community.



            [image: Three rooftops with green lawns and wide walking paths.]
            
              Rockefeller Centers’s rooftop gardens are designed like parks rather than wildlands.
              David Shankbone via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

Because of these benefits, organizations like the European Commission and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency have promoted green roofs in recent years as a way to reduce urban heat islands, make cities more resilient to extreme weather and improve biodiversity by supporting birds, butterflies and other insects.


Some cities even help pay for them by offering incentives, such as tax credits, stormwater fee reductions or sped-up permitting to encourage developers to install green roofs. Philadelphia, for example, offers businesses a tax credit that can cover up to 50% of green roof construction costs.



            [image: A blocks-long park several stories up, with people sitting on a green and walking on paths.]
            
              The public Transbay Joint Powers Authority built an extensive park and walking path covering the roof of a four-block-long bus terminal in San Francisco. It’s known as Salesforce Park because the company Salesforce, headquartered next door, bought the naming rights. When it opened in 2019, developers estimated it would save $6,500 annually in energy costs.
              Fullmetal2887 via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY
            
          

These programs recognize the public benefits that green roofs can give, but they tend to focus on getting the roofs built rather than on keeping them functioning long term.


Without maintenance, all the work and money invested by builders and the communities can quickly be lost.


What happens to green roofs in the long term?


Most green roof conversations focus on their design: How deep should the soil be? What plants should be used? How much can they cool a building? Less attention is given to what happens to the roof five, 10, or 20 years down the road.


To better understand the long-term fate of green roofs, we studied 46 green roofs across the southeastern United States. Rather than asking how well a newly installed roof performed, we asked whether it was still functioning and being kept up years after construction. The results surprised us.


Nearly half of the roofs were no longer functioning as intended. Nine had been abandoned, with vegetation loss and no maintenance. Twelve roofs had been removed completely. 



            
            Even a small, do-it-yourself green roof requires many layers to protect the structure from roots and provide drainage.
          

Even more interesting was what predicted a green roof’s success, or lack of it.


It didn’t matter whether the green roof had received LEED certification, formally recognizing it as sustainable design, or whether it was owned by a private corporation or a nonprofit. What mattered was whether building ownership had changed.


Every time buildings changed hands, green roofs either ended up abandoned or removed altogether, possibly due to a loss of knowledge about the roof. There is also the issue of cost; people who buy buildings with green roofs may have different budgets or priorities and do not necessarily want to spend the time or money to pay for them.


Larger-scale implication


Green infrastructure requires ongoing monitoring and care.


Plants need to be watered, fertilized and sometimes replaced. Irrigation systems need repairs. Invasive species need to be managed. Drainage layers need inspecting to prevent disastrous leaks that damage the building below. Maintenance on green roofs can cost anywhere from a few cents to over $3 a square foot per year and can be time-consuming depending on whether a roof needs to be weeded and watered by hand.


Without that care, many of the benefits used to justify the original investment can disappear.



            [image: A rooftop with sections of wildflowers and other plants.]
            
              The University of Tennessee-Knoxville’s Agriculture and Natural Resources Building has a lush, living roof where students and staff can enjoy nature.
              Mike McKinney/University of Tennessee
            
          

Imagine planting thousands of street trees, then never watering them again. That would be a poor investment. Yet people often assume green roofs will continue working indefinitely after installation without stopping to consider the work involved in keeping them alive.


Our research suggests that this assumption deserves a closer look.


Looking toward the future


Research consistently shows that green infrastructure plays an important role in helping cities adapt to a warming climate. 


It can reduce urban temperatures, improve stormwater management, create habitat and make neighborhoods more comfortable. 



            [image: Low-lying plants known as sedums cover the roofs at a community center.]
            
              Walter Reed Community Center in Arlington, Va., outside Washington, D.C., features a green roof that helps insulate the building.
              Arlington County, Va., CC BY-SA
            
          

But for green roofs to keep delivering environmental benefits decades after installation, communities may need to think beyond incentives for construction. 


Long-term maintenance plans, clear ownership responsibilities and funding for stewardship may prove as important as the installation. Climate adaptation isn’t just about building new infrastructure, but also about making sure that infrastructure can continue to thrive years into the future.

Taylor Wishart 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/green-roofs-can-help-cool-cities-in-the-summer-heat-but-building-them-is-only-the-first-step-many-dont-survive-288874



04

Executive order on vaccines bypasses an evidence-based process that has kept kids safe

theconversation.com · Jake Scott, Clinical Associate Professor of Infectious Diseases, Stanford University

President Donald Trump's executive order, signed on Aug. 10, 2026, supports Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy's vaccine agenda.   AP Photo/Jacquelyn MartinPresident Donald Trump signed an executive order on Aug. 10, 2026, calling for the combined measles, mumps and rubella vaccine to be given as three separate shots at three separate appointments. The combined MMR vaccine is currently given at 12 to 15 months of age and again between ages 4 and 6.


In the order, Trump also urges states to revisit their school vaccination laws and instructs the Justice Department to challenge state rules on religious and medical exemptions. 


It is the latest move in the administration’s effort to dismantle the U.S. childhood immunization schedule, a set of recommended vaccines given from birth through adolescence to prevent a range of serious infections that has been in place in some form since 1995. The order endorses the January 2026 decision by the Department of Health and Human Services that cut universally recommended childhood vaccines from 17 diseases to 11 – despite the fact that those changes were blocked by a federal court in March 2026. 


An executive order cannot by itself change which vaccines are recommended or required, but it sets the administration’s direction and puts federal agencies to work on it.


I am an infectious disease physician who treats vaccine-preventable diseases and reviews the clinical trial evidence behind immunization recommendations. The most important thing for parents to know is that this order changes nothing at the pediatrician’s office. Every vaccine on the schedule remains available and covered by insurance, the American Academy of Pediatrics continues to recommend the full set, and no new evidence prompted any of this.


What the order will do is create confusion at a bad moment. It arrives as children return to school, when measles cases are at their highest number since 1991, and it tells parents that a vaccine their pediatrician recommends should be broken into three shots that no longer exist in this country. In the longer term, the order’s most consequential provisions are aimed at state school vaccination requirements, which is where American vaccine policy is actually made.



            
            President Donald Trump’s executive order is not based on any existing, new or emerging scientific evidence.
          




A science-backed schedule


The U.S. childhood immunization schedule, the grid of colored bars that pediatricians share with parents and which explains when and what vaccines all children should receive, wasn’t designed in a single stroke. It was built gradually over decades, shaped by disease outbreaks, technological breakthroughs and hard-won lessons about reducing childhood illness and death. 


The U.S. adopted a coordinated, national vaccine policy in 1964, when the surgeon general established the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, or ACIP, to evaluate the evidence and issue recommendations on vaccine use to the Communicable Disease Center, later renamed the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. At that point, the CDC recommended children receive a vaccine against smallpox, a combination vaccine against diphtheria, tetanus and pertussis, known as the DTP vaccine, and a vaccine against polio. Most states did not yet require any of them for school entry; comprehensive school requirements came later, largely out of the measles elimination efforts of the 1960s and 1970s.


Through the 1960s, vaccines against measles (1963), mumps (1967) and rubella (1969) were licensed and eventually combined into what’s known as the MMR shot in 1971. Each addition followed a similar pattern: a disease that killed or disabled thousands of children annually, a vaccine that proved safe and effective in trials, and a recommendation that transformed a seemingly inevitable childhood illness into something preventable.


The rubella vaccine went beyond protecting the children who received it. Rubella, also called German measles, is mild in children but devastating to fetuses, causing deafness, heart defects and intellectual disabilities when pregnant women are infected. By 2015, rubella had been eliminated from North America and South America.


In 1991, the CDC added the hepatitis B vaccination at birth to the schedule. Before then, around 18,000 children every year contracted the virus before their 10th birthday. But with the birth dose, since the early 1990s, hepatitis B infections in American children have fallen by 99%. 


The schedule continued to evolve: The ACIP recommended vaccinations for chickenpox in 1996; rotavirus in 2006, replacing an earlier version withdrawn after safety monitoring detected a rare side effect; and HPV, also in 2006. 


Each addition followed the same rigorous process: evidence review, risk-benefit analysis and a public vote by the advisory committee. 



            [image: Healthcare workers standing in front of folding tables on a sidewalk give people injections.]
            
              People in Columbus, Ga., await polio vaccination during the earlier days of the National Polio Immunization Program.
              CDC/Charles N. Farmer
            
          

More vaccines – but fewer antigens


Vaccine skeptics, including HHS Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., often claim erroneously that children’s immune systems are overloaded because the number of vaccines they receive has increased. This argument is routinely marshaled to argue for a reduced childhood vaccination schedule – and to give credence to the thoroughly debunked link between childhood vaccines and autism.


One fact often surprises parents: Despite the increase in recommended vaccines, the number of immune-stimulating molecules in those vaccines, called antigens, has dropped dramatically since the 1980s, which means they are less demanding on a child’s immune system. 


The whole-cell pertussis vaccine used in the 1980s alone contained roughly 3,000 antigens. Today’s entire schedule contains fewer than 160 antigens, thanks to advances in vaccine technology that allow precise targeting of only the components needed for protection.


Dismantling without evidence


In December 2025, the ACIP reconstituted by Kennedy voted to drop a long-held recommendation that all newborns be vaccinated against hepatitis B, despite no new evidence that questions the vaccine’s long-standing safety record.


Then, in January 2026, the CDC moved vaccines against rotavirus, influenza, hepatitis A, hepatitis B and meningococcal disease from routine recommendations to “shared clinical decision-making,” a category that shifts responsibility for initiating vaccination from the healthcare system to individual families.


Routine recommendations trigger automatic reminders in medical records and let nurses vaccinate under standing orders. Moving a vaccine to “shared clinical decision-making” puts a physician in the middle of every dose, which reduces the number of kids getting vaccinated – especially among the more than 100 million Americans without regular access to primary care.


The executive order endorses and extends these changes, and none of them follow from new safety findings. They stem from a 33-page assessment comparing the U.S. schedule with Denmark’s, a country of 6 million people with universal healthcare and a registry that tracks every patient. The U.S. has 330 million people, 27 million uninsured, and a system where millions move between providers. The assessment’s authors, senior officials at the Food and Drug Administration and at HHS, are both longtime critics of the existing vaccine schedule.



            [image: A gloved hand holding a bottle of MMR vaccine]
            
              It would take vaccine manufacturers a decade to separate the MMR vaccine into its three different components.
              angelp/iStock via Getty Images
            
          

The executive order’s charge to split the MMR vaccine dose into separate injections, given at separate appointments, is similarly nonsensical. Single-disease measles, mumps and rubella vaccines have not been sold in the U.S. since 2009, when Merck stopped producing them. They were discontinued because the ACIP and the American Academy of Pediatrics held that separate shots would mean more needles, more appointments and children left unprotected for longer. 


Merck has estimated that producing these shots again would take more than a decade. 


The order also calls for childhood vaccines generally to be spread across separate visits rather than given at one appointment. That will discourage families further. Combination vaccines were developed to reduce needles and appointments, and children who receive them finish the series more often. Even families who want their children vaccinated can end up skipping their kids’ shots, simply because a third appointment is harder to reach than a first. For parents without paid leave, reliable transportation or a regular pediatrician, that is the difference between  protected and not.


Intervening in states’ vaccine policies


The provisions with the most practical force have nothing to do with medicine. They are aimed at the states.


States write their own school vaccination laws. Major medical organizations, including the American Academy of Pediatrics and the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, have said they will keep recommending the full set of childhood vaccines, and states including California, New York and Illinois will follow established guidelines rather than the new federal ones. Nothing in the order prevents that. It asks states to consider revising their requirements. Asking is all it can do.


The exception is the section on exemptions. Every state requires certain vaccines for school entry, and every state allows some children to opt out, usually for medical reasons and in most states for religious ones as well. A handful of states, including California, have narrowed those exemptions in recent years. 


The order directs the U.S. attorney general to pursue legal challenges to states over their religious and medical exemption rules, and tells the Justice, Education and Health and Human Services departments to hold their contractors and grantees to the same standard, which could put federal funding in play. 


Whether any of that succeeds will be decided in court rather than in a clinic. 


Portions of this article originally appeared in a previous article published on Jan. 6, 2026.

Jake Scott serves on the board of Vaccinate Your Family, a nonprofit vaccine advocacy organization. He receives no funding from vaccine manufacturers.


Original: https://theconversation.com/executive-order-on-vaccines-bypasses-an-evidence-based-process-that-has-kept-kids-safe-289469
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For refugees to the US, discrimination can make healthcare harder to get

theconversation.com · Hyojin Im, Associate Professor of Social Work, Virginia Commonwealth University

It can be hard to pin down why an experience at the doctor's office felt off. A boy and the sea/E+ via Getty ImagesNewly arrived refugees resettling in the United States face ending one long journey and embarking on another as they begin their new life here. But even after years of displacement, people who came to the U.S. as refugees still face significant obstacles to getting the healthcare they need.


As a social work scholar who studies refugee resettlement, mental health and access to care, I know well that many refugees experienced serious trauma before migrating. Adjusting to a new country can also be highly stressful, between language barriers, money woes and immigration-related bureaucracy. And the U.S. medical system is notoriously difficult to navigate. 


All of these factors can and do hamper healthcare access. But a growing body of research, including my own, points to a difficulty that gets far less attention: how refugees feel they are treated in everyday American life.


Beyond language barriers and bureaucratic challenges


Refugees enter the country through a formal resettlement system. They complete required medical examinations before arrival, are generally offered a fuller health screening soon after and are eligible for health insurance coverage for up to eight months after they arrive. In that sense, refugees have a path into the U.S. health system from day one. 


Yet in the Annual Survey of Refugees – a voluntary national survey of refugees within their first five years in the U.S. – about half said they face at least one obstacle to getting medical care. 


The survey asks whether factors like cost, a lack of transportation, a language barrier, not knowing where to go or difficulty getting an appointment prevented people from getting the medical care they needed. It also asks whether, since coming to the U.S., they have been treated unfairly because of their race, language or accent, culture or religion – on the street, at work, in housing, in interactions with the police and in healthcare. 
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              Many refugees report discrimination as a reason they struggle to access healthcare.
              FatCamera/E+ via Getty Images
            
          




Previous research suggests that experiencing discrimination in healthcare can weaken trust in institutions and make people less likely to seek care in the future. My colleague Gashaye Melaku Tefera, a social work scholar at Florida State University, and I wanted to know whether discrimination in other parts of daily life could also made it harder for refugees to get the healthcare they need.  


In a study published in 2025, we explored the responses of about 4,500 adults who filled out the survey in 2020, 2021 and 2022. We found a substantial difference between refugees who didn’t report experiencing discrimination versus those who did. In the former group, 39% identified at least one barrier to getting healthcare. In the latter group, however, that number was higher – 66%. 


The pattern remained after we accounted for health status, English proficiency, financial hardship, education, employment, insurance coverage and time in the U.S. In fact, reported discrimination was more strongly linked to trouble getting healthcare than limited English or financial hardship.


Unfair treatment in healthcare and daily life


Because the survey captures each person’s circumstances at a single point in time, it doesn’t prove that these experiences caused the barriers people reported. Still, the pattern is consistent with a wider body of research. 


For example, in a 2023 survey of more than 3,300 immigrant adults living in the U.S., 1 in 4 who had received healthcare here said a provider had treated them unfairly.


Separately, more than 1 in 5 participants in that survey said they had skipped or postponed care in the previous year. The survey didn’t connect those delays to unfair treatment, but it shows that both are common when immigrants seek healthcare. 


These experiences are not confined to clinics. In the same national survey, 38% of immigrants said they had received worse treatment than people born in the U.S. in at least one everyday setting – a store or restaurant, an interaction with police, or when buying or renting a home.



            
            Navigating the U.S. healthcare system is no small feat for Americans, let alone for newcomers unfamiliar with the culture.
          

Other research links unfair treatment in healthcare settings to mistrust and going without needed care. After unfair treatment by an employer, a landlord or a police officer, it may be harder to trust that a clinic would be different.


In my research, I’ve found that this connection remained strong even among older refugees, for whom health status might seem like a more obvious explanation for difficulty getting care. In a separate analysis of the Annual Survey of Refugees focusing on respondents age 50 and older, even those who marked that they were “unsure” whether they had experienced discrimination reported nearly the same rise in healthcare barriers as those who answered “yes,” we found. 


It’s impossible to pin down why a refugee taking the survey would choose “unsure.” Unfair treatment is not always easy to name. A person may leave a healthcare visit knowing something felt wrong without knowing whether an accent, clothing, country of origin or refugee status shaped the response. Such experiences can be subtle. 


An unequal burden


When a refugee woman of color enters a health clinic, her gender, ethnicity, accent and the fact that she is a refugee all shape how other people see and respond to her. Assumptions linked to these identities can shape what others assume she knows, how seriously they take her pain and even whether they see her as someone who belongs.


Unfair treatment in healthcare is not spread evenly, either. In the 2023 survey discussed above, 38% of Black immigrant adults who had received care reported unfair treatment by a provider – more than twice the share of white immigrant adults, at 18%.


Our study of the 2020-2022 Annual Survey of Refugees found the same imbalance. When reported discrimination was high, Black women faced nearly twice as many difficulties getting healthcare as white men. Middle Eastern or North African women faced about 85% more than white men, and Asian women about 75% more.


That pattern echoes findings beyond refugee communities: In general, Black adults in the U.S. are far more likely than white adults to report unfair treatment from a healthcare provider – and Black women report it more often than Black men. 


Across these studies, a larger pattern emerges: Having health insurance or being eligible for care does not guarantee that it is truly within reach. The challenges people face in getting the healthcare they need reflect not only what services exist, but the unfair treatment they report when they try to use those services. They also shed light on whether people believe they can expect fair treatment when they walk through the clinic door.

Hyojin Im 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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‘Starwashing’: How space companies use the greenwashing playbook while engaging in environmentally damaging practices

theconversation.com · Marissa E. Yingling, Associate Professor of Social Work, University of Louisville

Blue Origin's New Shepard rocket carrying an all-female crew, including musician Katy Perry, lifted off in 2025.  Justin Hamel/Getty ImagesFrom launchpads to low Earth orbit and beyond, space companies and their affiliates are deploying a familiar marketing tactic – with a new twist. In a space economy projected to reach US$1.8 trillion by 2035, they sell space exploration narratives by appealing to a desire to expand humankind beyond Earth – while downplaying or omitting the negative repercussions for Earth and the space environment. Welcome to the age of starwashing. 


You may have heard the term greenwashing, which describes when companies falsely claim that their practices or products are more environmentally friendly than they are, or when their green efforts are insignificant compared to their harmful environmental practices.


Some examples range from auto companies claiming that dumping cars into oceans benefits fish to plastics companies asserting that their products are more easily recycled than they are.


Today, greenwashing often disguises the true nature of corporate activity by appealing to the increasing number of people who care about environmental sustainability.


But greenwashing practices don’t end with those who care about the Earth. As a social work researcher interested in the consequences of commercialism both on and off Earth, I’ve studied how space companies are using similar strategies. Instead of appealing only to a sense of environmental responsibility, however, they also appeal to your sense of cosmic wonder. I call this practice starwashing. 


Starwashing can also appeal to an interest in learning about life’s origins, Earth’s place in the universe, or the desire for humans to explore places beyond our planet. For example, positioning a space-related idea, activity, product or policy as a benefit to “all humankind,” even if it could damage Earth or the larger cosmic environment, would be starwashing.


For the benefit of Earth?


Blue Origin is a leading space technology company. Its mission states that it aims both to colonize space and “restore and sustain Earth.”



            [image: Two men sitting in chairs on a stage, with a screen behind them displaying the Blue Origin logo with a photo of the Earth from the Moon.]
            
              David Limp, right, CEO of Blue Origin, speaks with J.D. Edwards, president of Explore Mars Inc. The Blue Origin logo and motto is overlaid on the famous ‘Earthrise’ photo from Apollo 8.
              Alex WroblewskiAFP via Getty Images
            
          

The company’s founder, Jeff Bezos, envisions building space habitats that could house billions as a solution to environmental catastrophes on Earth. He’s also outlined a vision for moving industry off Earth, most immediately to the Moon. 


Bezos’ other company, Amazon, has a carbon footprint larger than dozens of nations, including Ireland, Bolivia and Norway. At face value, moving some of Amazon’s activities into space to lessen its carbon footprint may seem environmentally desirable.


But even if having a fraction of the human population live and work in space one day far in the future were possible, it would not fix pressing environmental crises such as wildfires or climate change in the near term. 


Blue Origin also makes misleading claims about its rocket fuel. Its New Shepard rocket, it says, is “for the benefit of Earth,” with the company claiming that nearly all the rocket fuel’s dry mass is reused. Its engine’s combustion results only in water vapor, with no carbon emissions. But water vapor can amplify atmospheric warming that other greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide cause, which the statement omits, and on which Blue Origin did not respond to a request for comment.


Mining the Moon


Companies are also racing to extract resources from the Moon for what some, including Blue Origin, say will enable lunar development by reducing trips to and from the Moon. Other companies aim to harvest valuable resources such as helium-3.


These activities will require more frequent rocket launches, which will increase demand for launch sites that use more coastal land and, potentially, ocean waters. 


Such ventures will also affect the environment of the Moon. The lunar surface area is less than the combined surface area of North America and South America, and desirable resources are restricted to certain locations – far from limitless. Prime landing locations are also priceless scientific sites that human ventures could endanger. 


At an annual Space Resources Week event in Luxembourg, businesses have publicly discussed how to make mining other celestial bodies, including the Moon, more palatable for the public. While the host has suggested coming up with a word that sounds “more beneficial,” venture capitalists have proposed a marketing campaign to divert the focus from environmental damage off-Earth by espousing space’s promises for pharmaceutical research and wireless connectivity.


A crowded low Earth orbit


Artificial intelligence, referred to by financial experts as a “key” ingredient for space economy growth, is also relevant.


Bezos and Elon Musk both have companies that build and rely on resource-intensive data centers based on land. They’ve espoused plans to construct solar-powered orbital data centers and to help other companies such as Google do the same. They frame these plans as environmentally beneficial because an orbital data center wouldn’t require the same amount of water or electricity as a data center on Earth.


But orbital data centers, made up of satellite clusters, would add to an already-crowded space environment.


Blue Origin has already launched thousands of new internet satellites to keep pace with Musk’s company SpaceX, which has launched tens of thousands of satellites and plans to launch 1 million to power AI data centers. These satellites can threaten Earth-based astronomy, pollute Earth’s orbit with debris and damage the ozone layer when they burn up in the atmosphere. 


In February 2026, Musk admitted that terrestrial AI data centers impose unsustainable “hardship on communities and the environment.” But his company continues to build them, and analysts suggest that he took SpaceX public to fund AI ambitions, not space travel. While the SpaceX brand relies on exciting notions of sending people into space, the company leases unused computing power to AI competitors at its Colossus data complex in Memphis, Tennessee, where environmental groups have alleged the center’s emissions violate the Clean Air Act. 


Star appeal


Companies sometimes use “stars” – as in celebrities – in these starwashing practices. In 2021, SpaceX partnered with businessman Jared Isaacman, who is now the NASA administrator, to advertise seats on the first all-civilian flight to orbit, Inspiration4. They ran a Super Bowl commercial that showed the Earth reflected in an astronaut’s helmet, accompanied by singer Celeste’s soulful rendition of “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.” 


Blue Origin transformed celebrities into space tourists to display its launch capabilities. On April 14, 2025, it helped an all-female crew, including pop star Katy Perry, fly to suborbital space for four minutes. While Blue Origin showed off its New Shepard rocket, Perry promoted her upcoming tour. 



            [image: Protestors march through a London street. One holds a sign reading 'Just Stop Spoiling our Planet, it's not Rocket Science']
            
              Protestors in London hold a sign depicting Blue Origin’s 2025 crew, which included pop star Katy Perry.
              Vuk Valcic/SOPA Images/LightRocket via Getty Image
            
          

Benefiting ‘all humankind’


The Outer Space Treaty of 1967 obligates nations to explore space for the benefit of all countries as the “province of all mankind.” 


SpaceX, for instance, purportedly aims to save humanity from future environmental catastrophes, like the asteroid that killed the dinosaurs, by colonizing the Moon and Mars. 


This philosophy bypasses intersecting environmental crises such as climate change and biodiversity loss that are more probable near-term threats to Earth’s inhabitability than the kind of catastrophic asteroid impact estimated to occur once every few million years. 


As U.S.-based space companies, principal among them SpaceX, receive billions in taxpayer-funded contracts, their environmental effects both on and beyond Earth will grow. An open question is whether all of humankind will reap the benefits of space, as the Outer Space Treaty asks.


A new movement?


In 1968, the Apollo 8 crew captured the first color photograph of Earth from space: “Earthrise.” It helped inspire the environmental movement of the last century, which included holding companies accountable for greenwashing. 


This past April, the Artemis II crew captured the earlier photo’s counterpart, “Earthset.” This image of our blue marble setting behind the Moon captivated people across the world. 


Whether it will motivate an off-Earth environmental movement – one that holds space companies accountable for starwashing practices – is yet to be seen.

Marissa E. Yingling 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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China is shaping the future of open-source technology – including AI

theconversation.com · Christopher K. Tong, Associate Professor, University of Maryland, Baltimore County

Chinese AI companies such as Minimax made a big splash during the World AI Conference in Shanghai in July 2026. AP Photo/Ng Han GuanAs you read this article on your computer or smartphone, you are almost certainly using open-source technology in some way. It forms the foundation of the global digital economy, from operating systems and web servers to databases and encryption protocols.


While the United States and Europe have led the development of open-source technology, China is championing its own alternatives. The Chinese government has made open-source development part of its national technology strategy. Chinese companies and institutions have been active in redefining how open-source technology is being developed, licensed and deployed.


China’s open-source strategy could influence products and services used by people around the world, particularly as artificial intelligence becomes an everyday technology.


The success of China’s efforts may depend on building global trust, however. Chinese companies, backed by the government, have long been known to acquire advanced technology through intellectual property theft and by applying pressure in joint ventures and licensing agreements. 


Open-source technology is increasingly becoming an arena of strategic competition between countries. As a China expert and open-source researcher, I believe the countries that lead the technical and legal standards governing open-source technology will gain a competitive edge for decades to come.





China’s long road to open-source


The open-source movement has taken various forms, from collaborations aimed at bypassing corporate monopolies to business strategies for developing products quickly. Open-source software has allowed developers around the world to reuse and improve on shared code. 


Linux, the core software powering Android phones and most of the internet, is an open-source technology. RISC-V, an emerging alternative to Intel and Arm chip designs, and next-generation mobile network interfaces are also open-source.


Early Chinese engagements with open-source aimed to develop technologies that were free from foreign control. A government-run software institute developed Red Flag Linux as an alternative to Microsoft’s Windows operating system, which the government saw as costly to maintain and vulnerable to foreign intelligence gathering. A Chinese military university later created Kylin, an operating system for the People’s Liberation Army and other government organizations.



            [image: two men in business suits]
            
              AI could be a source of tension between U.S. President Donald Trump and Chinese President Xi Jinping when they meet in September.
              China Pool via Getty Images
            
          

In recent years, Chinese tech companies have embraced open-source technology as a way around sanctions and export controls. After the U.S. government blacklisted the telecom giant Huawei for its ties to the Chinese military, Google revoked the company’s access to licensed services and apps. But Huawei used Android’s open-source code to maintain its smartphone operating system. Eventually, Huawei developed an alternative called HarmonyOS NEXT and released its own open-source version as OpenHarmony.


Today, Chinese leader Xi Jinping is stressing the importance of science and technology independence and self-strengthening, known as keji zili ziqiang. The Ministry of Industry and Information Technology and other government bodies have supported domestic platforms, such as the state-guided OpenAtom Foundation, for open-source technology, and Gitee, a Chinese alternative to GitHub, a popular repository for open-source software. Domestic open-source operating systems such as openKylin and openEuler play a key role in securing China’s information technology infrastructure.


China is also positioning itself as an indispensable player in setting global standards for open-source hardware. For example, its work on RISC-V allows Chinese technology companies to reduce dependence on foreign intellectual property in semiconductors. Open hardware standards make Chinese companies less vulnerable to export controls and bans.


China’s strategy of “overtaking on a turn,” or closely following and then passing the front-runner, appears to be paying off. Chinese telecommunications companies, already leaders in 5G mobile network technology, are working with an international alliance to shape 6G, the next-generation standard for mobile communications. The Open-RAN standard the alliance is developing has complex implications for cybersecurity and strategic competition.


Open-source AI: With Chinese characteristics?


The contest over AI has moved beyond export controls of AI chips toward who leads open-source AI development. Xi is expected to discuss AI with U.S. President Donald Trump on his visit to the U.S. in September.


Major Chinese AI models such as Qwen, DeepSeek, Kimi and GLM are generally open-weight, not open-source, meaning that the model software and its final parameters are made available, but not the training data and methodology. AI companies often offer models in proprietary, open-weight and smaller open-source versions.


The White House and Silicon Valley remain split over the prospects of open-source AI. Anthropic and OpenAI have accused Chinese open-weight model makers of large-scale, unauthorized distillation, a technique used to copy proprietary AI models. The Trump administration and U.S. lawmakers have proposed restricting access to Chinese open-weight models, and some federal agencies and state governments have already moved to prohibit employees and contractors from using DeepSeek, for security reasons.


Users of Chinese AI face risks that are not widely understood. Chinese open-weight models are designed to align with government censorship and propaganda. While Chinese models are often distributed under standard licenses, such as MIT and Apache 2.0, some impose additional compliance obligations. 


Moonshot’s Kimi K3 model license, for example, requires licensees exceeding specific revenue or user thresholds to “prominently” display the Kimi model name. MiniMax M3’s community license lists uses prohibited by “applicable laws or regulations,” raising questions over which jurisdictions apply.


Bilingual licenses developed under Chinese government guidance give Chinese users more access and Chinese courts more control. These include the Mulan Permissive Software License, version 2.0 and the OpenAtom Model License, version 1.0. Both are written in English and Chinese, but the Chinese version prevails in cases of conflicting interpretation, especially in Chinese jurisdictions.


Open-source technology has always been global


The U.S. regulates AI through a patchwork of federal and state laws. Internationally recognized frameworks may offer a better approach to governing open-source AI. Examples include the European Union’s Artificial Intelligence Act and multilateral initiatives such as UNESCO’s Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence, the Hiroshima AI Process and the International Standards Organization’s ISO/IEC 42001. 


Open-source technology could also benefit from such governance.

This research was supported by a cybersecurity fellowship funded by the State of Maryland and administered by the UMBC Cybersecurity Institute. Christopher K. Tong served as the faculty advisor.
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Flesh-eating bacteria are devouring limbs in warming waters worldwide − here’s how to protect yourself

theconversation.com · Bill Sullivan, Professor of Microbiology and Immunology, Indiana University

_Vibrio vulnificus_ infections are spreading across the U.S. because of climate change CDC/Colorized by James GathanyFlesh-eating bacteria sounds like the premise of a bad horror movie, but it’s a growing – and potentially fatal – threat to people in the U.S. and beyond.


Vibrio vulnificus, a type of flesh-eating bacteria that thrives in warm seawater, is once again threatening the safety of beachgoers and raw shellfish enthusiasts. To date, Louisiana has reported nine cases, with five fatalities, and Florida has reported 14 cases, with two fatalities. As of late June, Maryland has reported 72 cases.


I’m a professor at the Indiana University School of Medicine, where my laboratory studies microbiology and infectious disease. Here’s why health officials are so concerned about this deadly infection – and ways to avoid contracting it.


What does ‘flesh-eating’ mean?


There are several types of bacteria that can infect open wounds and cause a rare condition called necrotizing fasciitis. These bacteria do not merely damage the surface of the skin – they release toxins that destroy the underlying tissue, including muscles, nerves and blood vessels. Once the bacteria reach the bloodstream, they gain ready access to additional tissues and organ systems. If left untreated, necrotizing fasciitis can be fatal, sometimes within 48 hours.


The bacterial species group A Streptococcus, or group A strep, is the most common culprit behind necrotizing fasciitis. But the U.S. Centers for Disease Control points to Vibrio vulnificus as an additional suspect. There are only 150 to 200 cases of Vibrio vulnificus infections in the United States each year, but the mortality rate is high, with 1 in 5 people succumbing to the infection. Cases have also increased in Europe.



            
            Climate change may be driving the rise in flesh-eating bacteria infections in the U.S. due to rising global temperatures.
          

How do you catch flesh-eating bacteria?


Vibrio vulnificus primarily lives in warm seawater but can also be found in brackish water – areas where the ocean mixes with freshwater. Most infections in the U.S. occur in the warmer months, between May and October. People who swim, fish or wade in these bodies of water can contract the bacteria through an open wound or sore.


Vibrio vulnificus can also get into seafood harvested from these waters, especially shellfish like oysters. Eating such foods raw or undercooked can lead to food poisoning, and handling them while having an open wound can provide an entry point for the bacteria to cause necrotizing fasciitis. In the U.S., Vibrio vulnificus is a leading cause of seafood-associated fatalities.


Why are flesh-eating bacteria infections rising?


Vibrio vulnificus is found in warm coastal waters around the world, like those of the southern Gulf Coast states in the U.S. But rising ocean temperatures due to global warming are creating new habitats for this type of bacteria, which can now be found along the East Coast as far north as New York and Connecticut. A recent study noted that Vibrio vulnificus wound infections increased eightfold between 1988 and 2018 in the eastern U.S. 


Vibrio vulnificus is also spreading into coastal areas of Northern Europe and the Baltic Sea as a consequence of climate change driving warming water temperatures.


Climate change is also fueling stronger hurricanes and storm surges, which have been associated with spikes in flesh-eating bacteria infection cases due to increasing contact with seawater or brackish water.


The number of people around the world who are most vulnerable to severe infection, including those with diabetes and those taking medications that suppress immunity, is on the rise.


What are symptoms of and treatments for necrotizing fasciitis?


Early symptoms of an infected wound include fever, redness, intense pain or swelling at the site of injury. If you have these symptoms, seek medical attention without delay. Necrotizing fasciitis can progress quickly, producing ulcers, blisters, skin discoloration and pus.


Treating flesh-eating bacteria is a race against time. Clinicians administer antibiotics directly into the bloodstream to kill the bacteria. In many cases, damaged tissue needs to be surgically removed to stop the rapid spread of the infection. This sometimes means amputating affected limbs.


Researchers are concerned that an increasing number of cases are becoming impossible to treat because Vibrio vulnificus has evolved resistance to certain antibiotics.



            
            Necrotizing fasciitis is rare but deadly.
          

How do I protect myself?


The CDC offers several recommendations to help prevent infection. 


People who have a fresh cut, including a new piercing or tattoo, are advised to stay out of water that could be home to Vibrio vulnificus. Otherwise, the wound should be completely covered with a waterproof bandage. The tiniest scrape or cut is enough for Vibrio vulnificus to get under your skin. One case was even traced to freshly shaven legs.


People with an open wound should also avoid handling raw seafood or fish. Wounds that occur while fishing, preparing seafood or swimming should be washed immediately and thoroughly with soap and water.


Anyone can contract necrotizing fasciitis, but the elderly and people with weakened immune systems are most susceptible to severe disease. This includes people taking immunosuppressive medications or those who have pre-existing conditions such as liver disease, cancer, HIV or diabetes.


It is important to bear in mind that necrotizing fasciitis presently remains very rare. But given its severity, it is beneficial to stay informed.


Cases of infection by Vibrio vulnificus are about as rare as shark attacks. While shark bites get more attention, the microscopic shark that is Vibrio vulnificans can also rob you of life or limb.


This is an updated version of an article originally published on Sept. 25, 2023.

Bill Sullivan receives funding from the National Institutes of Health.


Original: https://theconversation.com/flesh-eating-bacteria-are-devouring-limbs-in-warming-waters-worldwide-heres-how-to-protect-yourself-289554



09

Wildfires can contaminate nearby homes and water systems – here’s what Spokane’s returning residents need to know

theconversation.com · Andrew J. Whelton, Professor of Civil, Environmental and Ecological Engineering, Purdue University

Smoke from burning buildings and vehicles, such as Spokane, Wash., experienced in August 2026, can carry harmful pollutants into neighboring homes. Josh Edelson/AFP via Getty ImagesWhen fire evacuation orders are lifted and residents start returning to burned neighborhoods, many people assume “cleared to return” means “safe.” It rarely does.


As an environmental engineer who has worked with communities recovering from some of the most destructive wildfires in U.S. history, I have seen the same pattern repeatedly: Families return to still-standing homes, turn on taps without knowing whether plumbing has been contaminated, and view debris removal as the end of recovery when it is often only the midpoint.


While there are many safety concerns after a wildfire like the destructive blazes Spokane, Washington, experienced in August 2026, three deserve particular attention: chemicals in surviving buildings, the safety of drinking water and whether burned lots are ready for rebuilding.


A standing home is not automatically a safe home


Buildings that appear unscathed after a nearby fire may still be unsafe. Smoke, toxic ash and chemicals from burning buildings and vehicles can enter through windows, vents, HVAC systems and other openings.


These contaminants settle in ductwork, walls, carpets and furniture, as well as on clothing, blankets and toys.




They can include lead, which can harm human lungs and children’s brain development; arsenic and asbestos, which can cause cancer and damage the respiratory system; and volatile or semi-volatile organic compounds, known as VOCs, which can damage the organs; among other risks. Exposure to each through the air, food or drinking water can harm human health.


The home might seem fine, but contamination like this cannot be reliably identified by sight or smell. That’s why, before moving back into a home near where a wildfire burned, owners should consider professional inspections, especially if part of the home or a nearby structure burned.


Inspections should test living spaces, attics, crawlspaces, garages, HVAC systems, ductwork and indoor surfaces for harmful metals, chemicals and other substances. Dust is often tested for lead and other metals, as well as asbestos, while indoor air is often analyzed for volatile organic compounds.



            [image: Caution signs about asbestos]
            
              Following a fire, asbestos contamination can affect both old and new homes. Wind and debris can transport asbestos to locations where it was not previously present.
              Andrew Whelton/Purdue University
            
          

The quality of the testing is critical.


Reviews of wildfire recovery efforts have found instances of inappropriate laboratory methods, incorrect comparison standards and results that could not be properly interpreted. Property owners should ask what contaminants will be tested, where samples will be collected, which analytical methods will be used, how results will be reported and when the report will be delivered.


If tests reveal contamination, remediation work comes next, followed by confirmation testing conducted by an independent firm. Visitors and workers restoring the site must use protective equipment and safe practices to protect their health.


Do not assume the building’s water system is safe


Drinking water contamination is one of the least visible wildfire hazards. A functioning faucet can create a false sense of security.


Fires may damage water systems when firefighting demands and broken pipes cause the system to lose pressure. This can allow smoke, contaminated air or debris to enter pipe networks. Heat from a fire can also damage plastic pipes and plumbing equipment, releasing chemicals into the water supply.


Contaminants such as benzene, which can cause cancer, have been detected in plumbing and water systems after fires at concentrations capable of causing illness through drinking, bathing or showering. Boiling water does not remove these chemicals and may actually increase the chance people will be exposed to them by releasing them into indoor air.


A loss of water pressure, discolored water, melted plastic components or nearby fire damage can signal problems, but the contamination is often invisible, so testing is essential.



            [image: An illustration of some of the ways water systems become unsafe after a fire.]
            
              Three ways water systems can become chemically unsafe when fires burn nearby.
              Andrew Whelton/Purdue University
            
          

Utilities are generally responsible for testing and repairing infrastructure up to the property line and should provide public guidance on water safety.


Property owners are responsible for water safety once it enters the property. That includes pipes, water heaters, irrigation systems and private wells. Even when utility water has been declared safe, contamination can persist inside a building’s plumbing.


Tests can look for volatile organic compounds, bacteria and, in some cases, semi-volatile compounds and metals. The samples for testing are commonly collected after water has been stagnant in plumbing for about 72 hours, allowing contaminants to accumulate. Depending on how the home was affected, residents may need to use alternative water sources such as bottled water for drinking, cooking and bathing.





Rural and agricultural water systems require similar attention. Heat-damaged water tanks, troughs and irrigation lines may release chemicals, while smoke or ash can enter through vents. Repairs should be completed by licensed contractors and followed by disinfection and certified testing before the system returns to use. Local health departments have lists of approved water-testing laboratories.


Debris removal is a first step, not a finish line


Removing debris after wildfires burn through a property is only one phase of recovery, and it carries its own risks.


Effective restoration generally involves three steps: 



	Removing major hazards, such as propane tanks, gas cylinders, batteries and damaged vehicles. 


	Removing debris, ash and contaminated surface soils. 


	Testing the soil for contamination after cleanup. This final step is often overlooked.






            [image: A woman wearing a construction mask stands amid the ash and debris of a home.]
            
              A woman searches through the remains of her parents’ home after a wildfire hit the northern part of Spokane, Wash., in August 2026. While a face mask can help avoid breathing in large particles, it can’t stop gases that can harm humans.
              AP Photo/Lindsey Wasson
            
          

A property is not necessarily safe to rebuild on simply because debris trucks are gone. Research after previous wildfires found that up to 34% of properties still contained hazardous contamination, such as heavy metals, even after the debris had been removed and the topsoil scraped away.


To be safe, testing should be overseen by a board-licensed professional engineer or geologist, independent of the debris-removal contractor. A notice that debris removal is complete indicates only that initial cleanup has ended. In many cases, local health departments or environmental agencies must review testing results before rebuilding can proceed.


The bottom line


While many hazards in the days and weeks after a wildfire are invisible, lessons from past events provide a clear path to restoring safety:



	Do not rely on appearance or odor to judge safety.


	Use qualified professionals to evaluate homes, water systems and soils before reoccupying or rebuilding.


	Consult local health departments for guidance and approved testing resources.





Restoring properties to safe use is possible. Following evidence-based guidance can help homeowners manage the process safely and with more certainty of a full recovery.

Andrew J. Whelton receives funding from the U.S. National Science Foundation, U.S. National Institute for Environmental Health Sciences, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, U.S. National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health, City of Louisville, Paradise Irrigation District, Paradise Rotary Foundation, R&S Kayne Foundation, the Spanicciati Family, the Water Research Foundation, and crowdfunding.


Original: https://theconversation.com/wildfires-can-contaminate-nearby-homes-and-water-systems-heres-what-spokanes-returning-residents-need-to-know-289395
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Play is essential for young children, including when it comes to their learning

theconversation.com · Kelley Mayer White, Professor, College of Charleston

Dramatic play can improve children’s emotion regulation, among other benefits.  Ariel Skelley/Photodisc via Getty ImagesPrioritizing play offers a variety of benefits for children, from helping them grow their vocabulary to managing their big feelings with fewer behavioral problems.


Play also benefits children’s cognitive and social and emotional development.  


But play isn’t always a focus in classrooms, even when it comes to very young children. 


My colleagues and I conducted a study in 2019 and 2020 to understand how children from our own play-based lab preschool in Charleston, South Carolina, transitioned to formal schooling for kindergarten or first grade. 


Some families at our school, which serves kids ages 2 through 6, choose to keep their child enrolled there for kindergarten. Others leave to have their children complete kindergarten in a more traditional school setting.  


We found that attending a play-based early childhood program helped children develop emotional regulation, social awareness and problem-solving skills later on in elementary school.



            [image: A group of children on a colorful rug play with beige wooden blocks.]
            
              Block play has been shown to support children’s cognitive development and mathematical understanding.
              Connect Images/Getty Images
            
          

Preparing children for school and life


Research conducted in 2015 found that children who attended a play-based preschool program scored higher on measures of vocabulary and use of grammar, compared to peers who attended a more traditional preschool program. 


Another group of researchers conducted in-depth interviews in 2021 with the parents and kindergarten teachers of four children who had attended a play-based preschool. The three kindergarten teachers described the children as self-directed and eager to learn. One teacher spoke of the children’s open-mindedness. The children were also described as adept at navigating social situations, compassionate and empathetic. 


For our own research, which we published in 2023, we surveyed 17 parents of children who had completed our program within the past few years. Additionally, we interviewed five parents and two alumni from the school who had reached college age. Although our sample size was small, our findings supported a play-based approach to preschool and kindergarten. 


Parents said the play-based program had a significant impact on their children’s empathy and social development. They noted that their children were likely to take the lead in social interactions and frequently stood up for the underdog. Other parents said that the program fostered their children’s imaginative thinking and creativity.


Several parents credited their children’s advanced social skills to the extended time allotted for play. They described their children as being more creative, independent and resourceful than classmates.


Why play matters


While there is no single, agreed-upon definition of play, many agree that it is any activity that is intrinsically motivated, freely chosen and enjoyable. It is also flexible, creative and is not always linear or straightforward.


In part because play is challenging to define, it is also difficult to research or measure, especially in school settings.


Some play is unstructured and often referred to as free play. Think of a child alone in their backyard making a fort out of twigs and branches, or a group of children playing school. 


Other play may be facilitated or guided by an adult. This could look like a child building a Lego structure while following step-by-step instructions, or a child playing school alongside his dad, who pretends to be a student. 


Play-based learning involves a more structured activity or game with a particular outcome or goal. For example, a child could be playing with buttons and then be asked to sort them by size, shape or color. 


There are also different types of play, including dramatic, or pretend, play. 


Dramatic play can improve children’s emotion regulation, fuels their language development, and can help children work through anxiety, aggression and fear. 


In my own experience teaching kindergarten, I was fascinated to observe children process traumatic experiences, such as 9/11, through reenacting events at the sand table.


Dramatic play also facilitates children’s understanding of narrative, as children create stories that place them in different roles, such as parent, teacher or doctor. Understanding narratives is key to becoming a fluent reader in the later grades.


Research has found that dramatic play can improve children’s social and emotional skills and help them process or understand the world around them, as they take on the role of veterinarian or first responder. 


Constructive play, meanwhile, generally describes children building or creating things, such as blocks or art. 


Block play can support children’s cognitive development and mathematical understanding. As children plan, test and revise their block structures, they learn critical thinking and develop an understanding of spatial relationships.  


Longitudinal research shows that playing with blocks during the early childhood years predicts higher achievement in math in middle school and high school.


Parents of young children may understand play is important but have a harder time hanging on to that notion as their children age. However, play-based learning remains beneficial beyond the elementary school years. 


Even middle and high schoolers gain important skills through play. 


Sixth graders taught to solve problems through playing bank and supermarket performed better on later assessments of their math knowledge.


High school students given the opportunity to learn about kinetic energy and velocity by building a roller coaster described increased motivation and found it led to deeper understanding of the material. 



            [image: Young children cover their eyes, alongside adults who do the same in a colorful classroom.]
            
              An early childhood program that prioritizes play can have benefits throughout childhood.
              Billy Hustace/Corbis Documentary/Getty Images
            
          

Supporting play


Research shows that adults can be helpful during play when children experience conflict. Coaching from an adult can keep the play going after a disagreement and help children learn to compromise. 


Adults can also help children come up with more complex characters and directions for play.


Guided play, meaning an adult asking open-ended questions to help fuel a child’s play, for example, has even been found to be more beneficial for children’s math understanding than direct instruction.


When children are given the freedom to navigate challenges during play, they build their executive functioning, problem-solving, creativity and social skills – all things that are essential for success in school and later in life.


While children’s play is most powerful when it is child-directed, adults can serve an important role in children’s exploration. Join in occasionally to ask thoughtful questions, introduce new vocabulary or characters, spark ideas, or help children work through conflicts. But try not to overthink it – it’s play, and it should be fun.

Kelley Mayer White 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/play-is-essential-for-young-children-including-when-it-comes-to-their-learning-285572
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