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Invest in a mphibians 
and reptiles
  The   Yangtze giant softshell turtle (Rafetus 

swinhoei) is listed in Appendix I of the 

Convention on International Trade in 

Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 

Flora (1) and categorized as Critically 

Endangered by the International Union 

for Conservation of Nature (2). Threats to 

Rafetus swinhoei have long been known, 

including habitat loss caused by humans’ 

excessive hunting for food and trade, 

resource competition, climate change, 

disease, and genetic stochasticity (3–5). 

Despite our understanding of the risks, on 

14 April, the only known female Rafetus 

swinhoei died in China, leaving one captive 

male in China and two known wild males 

in Vietnam. Unless another female is found 

in the wild, the species is now functionally 

extinct (6, 7). 

More investment in conservation 

may have been able to save this species. 

However, insufficient funding still hinders 

amphibian and reptile conservation, 

and public awareness of wildlife protec-

tion remains weak. China must further 

expand its nature reserves and implement 

scientific management and protection 

policies to save other endangered amphib-

ians and reptiles. In addition, developed 

countries and international organiza-

tions should help developing countries 

that lack the capital, management, and 

technology required to protect reptiles 

and amphibians. Long-term interna-

tional collaborations could prevent other 

Edited by Jennifer Sills endangered amphibians and reptiles from 

following in the path of Rafetus swinhoei.
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Brazil’s biodiversity 
researchers need help
Between 2006 and 2014, Brazil experienced 

a boom in its national science and technol-

ogy budget (1) that fomented local research 

groups and enhanced international col-

laboration, resulting in the rise of Brazil in 

scientific rankings (2). During that period, 

Brazil engaged in environmental conserva-

tion (3), earning recognition as a global 

biodiversity leader (4). However, recently 

elected president Jair Bolsonaro gutted 

the budget for science and higher educa-

tion, causing funding agencies to run out 

of cash by July 2019 (5) and universities 

to struggle to pay maintenance bills (6). 

Environmental regulations are collapsing, 

benefiting major landowners and com-

modity companies that demand easier 

environmental licensing, permits for harm-

ful pesticides, and elimination of protected 

areas (7). The advances in science and con-

servation from the past decade will soon be 

reversed, which has caused international 

concern (8). As Brazilian researchers 

struggle to adjust to the national budget 

and biodiversity crises, the global biodi-

versity community can help by recognizing 

the challenges Brazil’s scientific commu-

nity now faces. 

Many international scientific societies 

are dedicated to fostering research through 

scientific meetings, research grants, and 

scientific publications. Researchers from 

low-income and lower-middle-income 

countries are often offered grants [e.g., 

(9)], discounts for membership and meet-

ings [e.g., (10)], and reduced publication 

fees (11). Brazilian scientists have not been 

eligible for these incentives since 2006 

(12), which made sense before the recent 

backslide in policy. However, in Brazil’s 

new antiscience climate, the eligibility 

requirements exclude an important share 

of qualified researchers now working 

under precarious conditions. We urge the 

international scientific community to help 

ameliorate the crisis by making Brazilian 

researchers eligible for incentives.  
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China’s ineffective 
plastic solution to haze
The Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei (BTH) region of 

China, one of the most densely populated 

regions in the world (1, 2), suffers from 

severe atmospheric haze (2, 3). In an effort 

to minimize fine dust blown by the wind 

[called eolian dust (4)], a precursor to haze 

(2), local governments have adopted a strat-

egy of covering all bare land and soil in the 

region with plastic gauze [e.g., (5)]. However, 

the plastic has no effect on haze and causes 

soil pollution, increasing ecological risk.

Statistically, persistent haze in the BTH 

region occurs during low wind speeds (less 

than 2 m/s), allowing an accumulation of 

fine particles [e.g., particulate matter with 

a diameter of less than 2.5 µm (PM
2.5

)] in 

the stagnant air (3). Although covering 

land with gauze may be useful to prevent 

localized dust generation during high 

winds, the gauze has no direct effect in the 

fight against haze (6–8). However, using 

gauze to cover land introduces a substan-

tial amount of plastic into the soil, which 

can affect soil properties. Meanwhile, 

plastic decomposition may be a source 

of the microplastics in water and coastal 

sediments of the region (9). The plastic 

cover also hinders plant recolonization and 

harms natural habitats, including the habi-

tat of migratory birds, which use the coast 

of Bohai Bay as an important staging site 

on the East Asian-Australasian Flyway (10). 

It is clear that the vast amount of plastic 

deposited in the environment does not help 

ameliorate haze, but it is causing ecological 

problems. Policy-makers must stop treat-

ing one environmental issue by creating 

another one . Instead of plastic cover, the 

bare soil and land should be rewilded with 

ecological restoration (11).
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