Close Quarters

If half the people in the United States were to move to Wisconsin, that state would be fairly comparable in size and population to Bangladesh. (L. M. Boyd)

The perils of indoor air: Every breath you draw in a crowded office, classroom, or other indoor space could be making you dumber, ScienceNews.org reports. Researchers from the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory tested the reasoning skills of volunteers while exposing them to different levels of carbon dioxide. They found that as CO2 levels increased, the volunteers’ strategic and leadership abilities worsened to a degree “so astonishing that it was almost hard to believe,” says epidemiologist Mark Mendell. The highest levels of CO2 that researchers measured, 2,500 parts per million, could easily be found in buildings – including schools – that are “fully compliant with current standards” for ventilation, says Roger Hedrick of Architectural Energy Corp. Surprisingly, Hedrick says, even 1,000 ppm of carbon dioxide – a level that “used to be considered a benchmark of good ventilation,” though far above outdoor concentrations of less than 400 ppm – caused a significant dip in performance among study participants. Researchers have long thought that moderately elevated CO2 levels had no effect on people’s health or performance, Mendell says, which is “why these findings are so startling.” They suggest that efforts to make buildings more energy-efficient shouldn’t lock in the biggest source of indoor CO2 – human exhalation. (The Week magazine, November 2, 2012)

The Ferraris’ recent findings indicate that the humpbacks seem to be abandoning Maui’s shoreline waters, including those off the town of Lahaina and the resort center of Kaanapali Beach. This trend is ironic because whale-watching cruises and whale souvenirs have become a multi-million-dollar business on Maui in recent years. (Joel Schwarz)

Only in America: The U.S. Coast Guard has reduced the passenger capacity of U.S. commercial vessels to reflect the growing weight of the average American. A boat’s capacity used to be based on an assumed average of 160 pounds per passenger, but that’s been raised to 185 pounds. Florida pleasure-boat passenger David Kushner said he approved of the change. “Oh, God, yeah,” said Kushner. “I’m 251 with sandals.” (The Week magazine, December 23, 2011)
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