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SPACE RESEARCH

 COSMIC COMBUSTION
O N  T H E  S P A C E  S TAT I O N ,  T H E  A B S E N C E  O F  G R AV I T Y 
M A K E S  F L A M E S  B E H AV E  I N  ‘ O T H E R W O R L D LY ’  W AY S .

On Earth, we know flames as flickering tongues—but in space,  
that changes. Without gravity, hot air lacks the buoyancy to whip 
flames into their familiar, dancing forms. In microgravity they can 
swell into ethereal domes and orbs that can burn at a surprisingly 
cool 900 degrees Fahrenheit (a gas stove burner’s high setting is 
about 3100°F). The flames in the image above burned aboard the 
International Space Station, as part of ACME (short for Advanced 
Combustion via Microgravity Experiments). “I’ve had science 
fiction writers contact me about the flames,” says the University 
of Maryland’s Peter Sunderland, an ACME investigator. “They 
are otherworldly.” For more than four years on the station, ACME 
ignited over 1,500 flames, in tests aimed at improving spacecraft 
fire safety and computer models of combustion. And none too soon: 
Combustion of fossil fuels remains a massive source of carbon 
emissions and air pollution. — M I C H A E L  G R E S H KO
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Blue macaw 
back from 
the brink
More than 20 
years after it was 
declared extinct  
in the wild in Brazil,  
the Spix’s macaw is 
being reintroduced 
there. Habitat loss 
and poaching had 
decimated the 
blue-feathered  
species, last seen in 
the wild in 2000.  
Enter collectors 
who owned a hand-
ful of the birds, and 
conservationists 
who helped set up 
a captive-breeding 
program in Brazil. In 
June, eight macaws 
were set free in pro-
tected forest, with 
a dozen more birds 
to follow at year’s 
end. —A N N I E  R OT H

Climate change smacks tomatoes 
Pizza sauce, pasta sauce, ketchup: 
Tomatoes star in many everyday  
foods. But in recent years, drought 
and extreme heat have blistered 
California, which grows about 30 
percent of Earth’s processing toma-
toes—hitting the crop hard and  
putting farmers and pizza lovers  
alike in a bind. — A L E J A N D R A  B O R U N D A


