Weird Ideas to Fix the Climate Crisis Might Be All We Have
by David Appell
Oct. 8, 2021 (abridged) – A new company called Colossal Laboratories & Biosciences recently announced plans to “de-extinct” woolly mammoths through genetic recombination with Asian elephants.  Part of the rationale for this kooky experiment is to address climate change.  Permafrost — frozen soil rich in organic carbon — is melting in the north, releasing carbon into the atmosphere and threatening to liberate up to twice as much carbon as is already present.  Colossal says it wants to halt that process by unleashing beasts to uproot trees and stomp down grass to expose more permafrost to the cold Arctic air....
Mammoths aren’t the only animals that experts are eyeing as an answer to our problems.  A team led by Jan Langbein, an animal psychologist at the Research Institute for Farm Animal Biology in Germany, has proposed training cows to use a toilet.  In a recent study published in the journal Cell, 10 out of 16 calves were successfully trained to urinate in a “MooLoo,” a designated area of their pens.  (Calves that did so were rewarded with food, while those that peed in the wrong place were hit with a spray of water.)  Urine contains ammonia, which turns into nitrous oxide, a greenhouse gas, when mixed with soil or feces.  With about 1.5 billion cows on the planet, each producing about 8 gallons of urine a day, toilet-training cows really could reduce emissions by allowing their urine to be sequestered and treated.  “Remarkably, the calves showed a level of performance comparable to that of children and superior to that of very young children,” the study notes.
Cattle also belch methane, a powerful greenhouse gas, because one compartment of their stomach ferments partially digested food for later use.  So researchers have experimented with special diets that might cut back on the gas.  Mexican scientists found that grass mixed with leucaena leaves reduced bovine methane emissions by as much as 36%, with no difference in milk or meat production.  Since livestock produces 14.5% of global greenhouse gas emissions, with cattle accounting for most of that, this type of research could yield real results — though it might take getting all 1.5 billion of the world’s cows to adopt a new diet....
Climate scientist Jason Box has proposed covering Greenland’s glaciers with white blankets to reflect sunlight, keeping the ice frozen.  In a documentary for Discovery UK, Box and colleagues demonstrated the concept by unrolling a special white polypropylene blanket over about 2.5 acres atop Greenland, totaling 31 rolls.  It may sound crazy, but on a much tinier scale, a similar project is saving about 1% of the Northern Schneeferner, the largest glacier in Germany.  Greenland, however, is 7 million times that glacier in area.
On the surface, the idea that we could reverse years of climate neglect with some clever miracle invention — a feat of human ingenuity — is alluring.  But none of these solutions is ultimately better than what many of these same scientists have been screaming for governments to do since the 1980s, which is to dramatically lower emissions.  They all have huge costs, monetary or otherwise, or they treat just a sliver of the problem, or they risk unintended consequences.  Those consequences, and a dustbin full of expensively bad ideas, may be the price we pay for not listening all this time.
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