
Modelling how ocean currents spread the larvae 
of coral-eating starfish around Australia’s Great 
Barrier Reef can help to identify areas that are 
prone to damaging epidemics of the pest. 

A team led by Karlo Hock of the University 
of Queensland in St Lucia, Australia, used 
a computer model to study the distribution 
of larvae of the voracious crown-of-thorns 
starfish (Acanthaster planci; pictured) in the 
Great Barrier Reef. Areas of the reef that are 

densely connected to each other through 
ocean currents were more likely to experience 
an outbreak, and to amplify it into a wider 
problem. The authors’ model also accurately 
identified the specific region where epidemics 
most often originate.

The team suggests that careful study of 
reef connectivity could help to control future 
starfish outbreaks.
J. Appl. Ecol. http://doi.org/tvs (2014)
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MATER IALS

Sponge takes light 
to make steam
A sponge-like device absorbs 
water and solar energy to 
generate steam efficiently 
(pictured).

Gang Chen at the 
Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology in Cambridge and 

CHEMISTRY

Fighting ants 
make rare fluid
An ionic liquid has been 
observed for the first time 
in nature — as a mixture of 
venom from two rival ant 
species.

The tawny crazy ant 
Nylanderia fulva is displacing 
fire ants (Solenopsis invicta) 
in the southern United States, 
in part by detoxifying its 
enemy’s venom using its own 
poison. Researchers led by 
James Davis of the University 
of South Alabama in Mobile 
show that the resulting brew 

GEOMORPHOLOGY

Beaches erode 
without storms
Sea-level rises that are 
unrelated to major storm 
events could be eroding 
coastlines as much as 
hurricanes do. 

GLAC IOLOGY

Data mix-up in 
sea-ice record
The recent, mysterious 
expansion of Antarctic ice 
could be overestimated 
because of a data-analysis error, 
according to US scientists. 

Ian Eisenman at the Scripps 
Institution of Oceanography 
in La Jolla, California, and his 
colleagues found the mistake 
when they compared two 
versions of satellite data on 
Southern Hemisphere sea ice 
that were calibrated differently. 
The incorrect calibration of one 
of the data sets might account 
for more than half of the jump 
in Antarctic sea-ice growth.

The finding means 
that either the 2007 or 
the 2013 report by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change reflects this 
error, but the authors were not 
able to determine which one. 
Cryosphere 8, 1289–1296 (2014)
For a longer story on this research, 
see go.nature.com/owasxc  

his colleagues placed a layer 
of graphite flakes on top of 
a piece of carbon foam. The 
foam floats in water, soaking 
it up and wicking the liquid to 
the graphite, which absorbs 
solar radiation. Thanks to the 
insulating foam, heat builds up 
in the porous graphite layer, 
causing the absorbed water to 
evaporate. 

The apparatus can trap 
85% of the incoming solar 
energy to generate steam when 
sunlight is focused to ten 
times its normal intensity. The 
device could help to purify 
and desalinate water in remote 
areas, the authors say.
Nature Commun. 5, 4449 (2014)

consists of ions instead of 
electrically neutral molecules. 

The finding suggests that 
ionic liquids, which are 
commonly used in industry, 
also have important biological 
functions.
Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. http://doi.
org/f2s5zj (2014)

ECOLOGY

Predictable patterns for coral-reef pest
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