
Large earthquakes often cause landslides, but in 
an unusual reversal, a massive landslide in a US 
copper mine in April 2013 might have resulted in 
a series of small earthquakes. 

Kristine Pankow and her colleagues at the 
University of Utah in Salt Lake City describe 
two sequential rock avalanches at the Bingham 
Canyon mine (pictured) near Salt Lake City. 
Together, these events comprise probably 

the largest non-volcanic landslide to have 
occurred in North America in modern times. 
The proximity of the landslide to a seismic 
monitoring network produced extensive data, 
which showed that the avalanches had an 
estimated magnitude of about 2.5. In the days 
following the landslide, the sensors detected 16 
more seismic events.
GSA Today 24, 4–9 (2014)
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Landslide triggered earthquakes
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Starfish eyes 
see the light
Starfish can use eyes at the tips 
of their arms to find their way 
home.

Most sea-star species have 
compound eyes on their arms, 
but there has been no direct 
evidence that the eyes enable 
vision. In field experiments, 
Anders Garm at the University 
of Copenhagen and Dan-Eric 
Nilsson at Lund University in 

M AT E R I A L S

Warm carbon coat 
reduces friction
A coating material made of 
carbon reduces friction not just 
by providing a slippery surface, 
but also by keeping the points 
of contact warm.

Marcus Björling of Luleå 
University of Technology in 
Sweden and his team coated 
steel balls with ‘diamond-like 
carbon’ — a material in which 
the carbon atoms have a 
bonding pattern similar to that 
of diamond. They rolled the 
balls against a metal disk with 
an oil lubricant in between, and 
showed that the carbon coating 
acts as an insulator, lowering 
the viscosity of the lubricant 
and thus reducing the friction 
between the ball and the disk. 

The findings could 
encourage the development of 
lubricant coatings made from 
insulating materials. 
Tribol. Lett. http://doi.org/qtm 
(2014)

PA L A E O N T O L O G Y

Trilobites ventured 
beyond the ocean
Contrary to their reputation 
as denizens of the open ocean, 
the extinct creatures known 

M O L E C U L A R  B I O L O G Y

RNA retrieved 
from intact tissue 
A technique can snatch RNA 
out of a single cell in live, intact 
tissue, revealing the genes 
being expressed by that cell. 

Other methods of single-cell 
RNA retrieval tend to disrupt 
the surrounding tissue before 
the RNA is captured. James 
Eberwine of the University of 
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia 
and his colleagues created a 
molecule called a TIVA tag that 
penetrates cells. 

When hit with a beam of 
light, the tag binds to RNA that 
is being made from its DNA 

Sweden displaced blue starfish 
(Linckia laevigata) from the 
coral reefs they inhabit off the 
coast of Japan. The starfish 
were able to navigate their 
way back to the reef from 
distances of up to two metres, 
an ability that was lost when the 
researchers surgically removed 
the animals’ eyes.

The distribution and shape 
of the eyes (pictured) and the 
arrangement of their light- 
sensing cells suggest that the 
starfish can recognize the 
reef from only relatively short 
distances. This might help the 
creatures to stay close to home, 
the researchers say.
Proc. R. Soc. B 281, 20133011 
(2014)

template. By adding the tag 
to human and mouse brain 
tissue and shining a laser on 
individual cells, the researchers 
could activate the tag, retrieve 
the RNA and sequence it. 

The approach could reveal 
how a cell’s natural micro-
environment affects its activity.
Nature Meth. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1038/nmeth.2804 
(2014)
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P H Y S I C S

Why penguins do the wave
Physicists have explained how waves 
of coordinated motion sweep through 
huddles of male emperor penguins 
(Aptenodytes forsteri; pictured) as they 

try to keep warm while incubating eggs in the Antarctic.
Daniel Zitterbart and Richard Gerum at the University of 

Erlangen-Nuremberg, Germany, and their colleagues analysed 
video recordings of penguin huddles and built a mathematical 
model to study the waves. The authors found that any penguin 
taking a step of two centimetres or more within a densely 
packed huddle can trigger ripples of disturbance as nearby 
penguins readjust to keep close (but not too close) to each other. 

The movements were similar to those seen in traffic jams 
in which waves begin at the front of the queue and travel 
backwards. However, in penguin huddles, waves can move in 
multiple directions from any location. 
New J. Phys. 15, 125022 (2013)
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How exercise 
benefits the body
A small molecule produced by 
muscles in response to exercise 
boosts metabolism in other 
tissues.

Robert Gerszten of 
Massachusetts General 
Hospital in Boston and his 
colleagues discovered the 
molecule, BAIBA, when they 
forced muscle cells to express 
the metabolic regulator 
PGC-1α — levels of which 
increase with exercise. BAIBA 
levels increased in exercising 
mice. In animals treated 
with BAIBA, white fat tissue 
showed greater expression 
of genes linked to calorie 
burning, and the mice gained 
less weight and had better 
glucose metabolism than 
untreated mice. 

The researchers also found 
an inverse association in 
humans between BAIBA levels 
and heart-disease risk factors 
— people with more BAIBA in 
their blood also had decreased 
cholesterol levels and less 

O C E A N O G R A P H Y

Sea-level swings 
get more extreme
The seasonal rise and fall in sea 
level along the US Gulf coast 
has grown more pronounced 
since the 1990s compared 
with earlier decades, probably 

M I C R O B I O L O G Y

Marine bacteria 
shed tiny sacs
The most abundant 
photosynthetic bacterium 
in the oceans casts off many 
minute pieces of itself every 
day, amounting collectively 
to tonnes of material that 
potentially influences the 
global carbon cycle.

Many bacterial species 
release membrane-bound 
sacs called vesicles, which 
have not been well studied 
in natural ecosystems. Sallie 
Chisholm, Steven Biller 
and their colleagues at the 
Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology in Cambridge 
discovered vesicles in 
laboratory cultures of the 
microbe Prochlorococcus, 
and in samples from 

C L I M AT E  C H A N G E

Past warmth drives 
glacial melting
The world’s glaciers will 
probably continue to shrink 
over the next decades, 
irrespective of the magnitude 
of future warming.

Ben Marzeion at the 
University of Innsbruck in 
Austria and his colleagues ran 
a global glacier model using 
various twenty-first-century 
scenarios for greenhouse-gas 
concentration. They found 
only small changes in the loss 
of mass from glaciers under 
greatly different climate-
change conditions.

Projected glacier melting 
this century is essentially a 
delayed response to climate 
changes in the twentieth 
century, the authors say. The 
thinning and retreat of glaciers 
from low-lying areas make 
them less sensitive to future 
warmer temperatures, they 
conclude.
Cryosphere 8, 59–71 (2014)

as trilobites may have crawled 
up on to tidal flats. 

Fossils found by Gabriela 
Mángano at Canada’s 
University of Saskatchewan 
and her colleagues in rock 
deposits from ancient tidal 
flats reveal that trilobites 
took to the land during the 
Cambrian explosion some 
540 million years ago, when 
the number of animal species 
increased drastically. 

The team discovered the 
fossils along with fossilized 
tracks in rocks from the US 
Appalachian Mountains. The 
rocks also showed signs of 
cracks from periodic drying, 
hinting that they originated 
in a tidal flat zone.

The finding supports the 
idea that terrestrial creatures 
evolved from marine rather 
than freshwater ancestors. 
Intertidal zones could 
have provided food or safe 
havens for these animals, the 
researchers suggest.
Geology http://doi.org/qnq 
(2013) 

insulin resistance, for instance. 
BAIBA could be a target for 
drugs that treat diabetes and 
other metabolic disorders, the 
authors say.
Cell Metab. 19, 96–108 (2014)

the Atlantic Ocean.
Analysis revealed that the 

laboratory vesicles contained 
proteins, DNA and RNA, and 
that each Prochlorococcus 
produced two to five 
vesicles per generation. The 
authors estimated that the 
Prochlorococcus sacs could 
be contributing 104 tonnes 
or more of fixed carbon to 
the ocean carbon cycle each 
day. Vesicles might serve to 
decoy attacking viruses away 
from the bacterium and aid in 
gene transfer.
Science 343, 183–186 (2014)

because of warmer summers 
and colder winters.

Thomas Wahl and his 
colleagues at the University of 
South Florida in St Petersburg 
compared sea-level 
measurements collected 
between 1900 and 2011 with 
atmospheric data for the Gulf 
of Mexico coastline. They 
found that typical differences 
in sea level between summer 
and winter have increased 
during the past two decades.

Higher summer sea levels 
could increase the chances of 
hurricane-related flooding, 
and even slight changes in 
both summer and winter sea 
levels may affect sensitive 
ecosystems, the authors say.
Geophys. Res. Lett. http://doi.
org/qtd (2014)
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