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        Hidden mechanisms that prevent bridge collapse under catastrophic events uncovered
        A team from the Universitat Politecnica de Valencia (UPV) and the University of Vigo (UVigo) has just published in Nature the results of a study in which they have uncovered why bridges--specifically steel truss bridges--do not collapse when affected by a catastrophic event such as an impact or an earthquake. And their conclusions are similar to the behavior of spider webs.
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                Specimen design and experimental test protocol. Credit: Nature (2025). DOI: 10.1038/s41586-025-09300-8
            
        

    


A team from the Universitat Politecnica de Valencia (UPV) and the University of Vigo (UVigo) has just published in Nature the results of a study in which they have uncovered why bridges--specifically steel truss bridges--do not collapse when affected by a catastrophic event such as an impact or an earthquake. And their conclusions are similar to the behavior of spider webs.



										      
																																	"We have shown that, just as spider webs can adapt and continue to trap prey after suffering damage, damaged steel truss bridges may still be able to withstand loads even greater than those they bear under normal conditions of use and not collapse," says Jose M. Adam, researcher at the ICITECH Institute of the Universitat Politecnica de Valencia, and Coordinator of the Pont3 project that this work forms part of.

Bridges are critical elements of transport networks, and their collapse can have very serious consequences, including fatalities and economic losses that can reach millions of euros for each day of closure.

"In addition, in the face of increasingly intense and unpredictable natural events and environmental changes that are accelerating the deterioration of bridges, it is essential to ensure that these structures do not collapse after a local failure. In this regard, we have made progress in our study," adds Belen Riveiro, researcher at the Center for Research in Technology, Energy and Industrial Processes at the University of Vigo, and principal investigator of the Pont3 sub-project at the University of Vigo.



    
    
    
        
        
    
            
            Damage scenarios. This video presents the nine damage scenarios reproduced during the experimental campaign. A three-dimensional model is used to highlight the removed element in each damage scenario. Each scenario is accompanied by a series of photographs and videos illustrating the cutting and repair process. Credit: Nature (2025). DOI: 10.1038/s41586-025-09300-8
  

Until now, it has been unclear why initial failures of certain elements spread "disproportionally" in some cases, while in others, they barely affect the functionality of the bridge.

In their work, the researchers at the Universitat Politecnica de Valencia and the University of Vigo have uncovered and characterized the secondary mechanisms that allow these bridges to be more resistant; they develop latent resistance instead of collapsing.

"Thanks to this, we can understand how they can continue to bear loads after the initial failure of an element," adds Carlos Lazaro, principal investigator of the Pont3 sub-project at the UPV.
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																																			Imitating and learning from nature: Fom lizards to spider webs

The work of the UPV and UVigo team provides new insights for the design of safer and more resilient bridges in the face of extreme events. It contributes to improving strategies for monitoring, evaluating and repairing existing bridges. In addition, their findings may help define new robustness requirements for steel truss bridges.

"All this with one fundamental objective: improving the safety of these infrastructures, which are so important and widespread in transport networks. And the key lies, once again, in nature; last year, we discovered how to prevent buildings from collapsing in the event of an extreme event by imitating lizards.

"This time, we have learned from spider webs, whose behavior is similar to steel truss bridges. We have demonstrated this by comparing our work with another study published in Nature in 2012, which focused precisely on spider webs," concludes Jose M. Adam.


																																	
																														
																				
																						More information:
												Juan C. Reyes-Suarez et al, Latent resistance mechanisms of steel truss bridges after critical failures, Nature (2025). DOI: 10.1038/s41586-025-09300-8
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        Mars has a solid core, resolving a longstanding planetary mystery, according to new study
        Scientists have discovered that Mars has an interior structure similar to Earth's. Results from NASA's InSight mission suggest that the red planet has a solid inner core surrounded by a liquid outer core, potentially resolving a longstanding mystery.
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Scientists have discovered that Mars has an interior structure similar to Earth's. Results from NASA's InSight mission suggest that the red planet has a solid inner core surrounded by a liquid outer core, potentially resolving a longstanding mystery.



										      
																																	The findings, which are published in Nature, have important implications for our understanding of how Mars evolved. Billions of years ago, the planet may have had a thicker atmosphere that allowed liquid water to flow on the surface.

This thicker atmosphere may have been kept in place by a protective magnetic field, like the one Earth has. However, Mars lacks such a field today. Scientists have wondered whether the loss of this magnetic field led to the red planet losing its atmosphere to space over time and becoming the cold, dry desert it is today.

A key property of Earth is that its core has a solid center and liquid outer core. Convection within the liquid layer creates a dynamo, producing the magnetic field. The field deflects charged particles ejected by the sun, preventing them from stripping Earth's atmosphere away over time and leading to the habitable conditions we know and enjoy.

From residual magnetization in the crust, we think that Mars did once have a magnetic field, possibly from a core structure similar to that of Earth. However, scientists think that the core must have cooled and stopped moving at some point in its history.


																																						
    
     




																																			On the surface of Mars there is a tremendous amount of evidence that liquid water once flowed, suggesting more hospitable conditions in the past. The evidence comes in many forms, including dry lake beds with minerals that formed under water, or the dramatic valley networks carved by rivers and streams. However, the Martian atmosphere is thin today and the necessary amount of water is nowhere to be found.

Teams working with the seismometers on NASA's InSight Mars lander first identified the Martian core and determined that it was actually still liquid. Now, the new results from Huixing Bi, at the University of Science and Technology of China in Hefei and colleagues, show that there may also be a solid layer inside the liquid core.

The nature of the interior structure of Mars has been an intriguing mystery. Was it ever like Earth's, with a dynamic liquid layer around a solid center? Or did Mars' smaller size prevent such a formation? How big must a planet be to gain the protection of a magnetic field, like Earth's, and support a habitable climate?

To understand what happened, how Mars evolved, we need to understand Mars today. These questions about Mars' atmosphere, water, and core have motivated several high profile Mars missions. While the NASA Mars rovers, Spirit, Opportunity, Curiosity, and Perseverance have studied the surface mineralogy, the European Space Agency's ExoMars Trace Gas Orbiter is studying the water cycle, NASA's Maven spacecraft is studying atmospheric loss to space, and NASA's InSight lander was sent to study seismic activity.
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																																			In 2021, Simon Stahler, from ETH Zurich in Switzerland, and colleagues, published a seminal paper from the InSight mission. In it, they presented an analysis of the way that seismic waves pass through Mars from Mars quakes in the vicinity of InSight, through the mantle, through the core, and then reflecting off the other side of the planet and reaching InSight.

They detected evidence of the core for the first time and were able to constrain its size and density. They modeled a core with a single liquid layer that was both larger and less dense than expected and without a solid inner core. The size was huge, about half of Mars' radius of 1,800 km, and the low density implied that it was full of lighter elements. The light elements, such as carbon, sulfur, and hydrogen, change the core's melt temperature and affect how it could crystallize over time, making it more likely to remain liquid.

The solid inner core (610 km radius) found by Huixing Bi and colleagues is hugely significant. The very presence of a solid inner core shows that crystallization and solidification is taking place as the planet cools over time.

The core structure is more like Earth's and therefore more likely to have produced a dynamo at some point. On Earth, it is the thermal (heat) changes between the solid inner core, the liquid layer, and the mantle that drive convection in the liquid layer and create the dynamo that leads to a magnetic field. This result makes it more likely that a dynamo on Mars was possible in the past.

With Simon Stahler and co-authors reporting a fully liquid core and Huixing Bi and colleagues reporting a solid inner core, it might seem as if there will be some controversy. But that is not the case. This is an excellent example of progress in scientific data collection and analysis.


																																						
    
     




																																			Competing models of Mars

InSight landed in November 2018 and its last contact with Earth occurred in December 2022. With Stahler publishing in 2021, there is some new data from InSight to look at. Stahler's model was revised in 2023 by Henri Samuel, from the Universite Paris Cite, and colleagues. A revised core size and density helped reconcile the InSight results with some other pieces of evidence.

In Stahler's paper, a solid inner core is specifically not ruled out. The authors state that the signal strength of the analyzed data was not strong enough to be used to identify seismic waves crossing an inner core boundary. This was an excellent first measurement of the core of Mars, but it left the question of additional layers and structure open.

For the latest study in Nature, the scientists achieved their result through a careful selection of specific seismic event types, at a certain distance from InSight. They also employ some novel data analysis techniques to get a weak signal out of the instrument noise.

This result is sure to have an impact within the community, and it will be very interesting to see whether additional re-analyses of the InSight data support or reject their model. A thorough discussion of the broader geological context and whether the model fits other available data that constrain the core size and density fit will also follow.

Understanding the interior structure of planets in our solar system is critical to developing ideas about how they form, grow, and evolve. Prior to InSight, models for Mars that were similar to Earth were investigated, but were certainly not favored.


																																	
																														
																				
																						More information:
												Huixing Bi et al, Seismic detection of a 600-km solid inner core in Mars, Nature (2025). DOI: 10.1038/s41586-025-09361-9
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        Australia halts logging for koala haven on eastern coast
        Australia halted logging in a large stretch of woodland on the country's eastern coast Sunday to create a retreat for koalas and save the local population from extinction.

      

      
        Overcrowding kills infant gorillas in Rwanda habitat
        Celebrities, politicians and conservationists took turns to announce names for 40 infant gorillas in a glamorous ceremony in Rwanda, where the endangered creatures face a deadly threat from overcrowding.

      

      
        Multifunctional mucus and polydopamine spheres enable targeted, adjustable drug delivery
        Researchers at the Technical University of Munich (TUM) have developed hollow microspheres made of mucus and polydopamine using a simple and scalable production method. These tiny spheres are intended to serve as packaging for therapeutic substances, for example in joints or on the oral mucosa. Their properties and mode of action can be adjusted by the choice of materials and are also influenced by the surrounding biological environment.
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                Deforestation, drought and bushfires are blamed for falling koala numbers in Australia's eastern state of New South Wales.
            
        

    


Australia halted logging in a large stretch of woodland on the country's eastern coast Sunday to create a retreat for koalas and save the local population from extinction.



										      
																																	The New South Wales government imposed a ban effective from Monday on logging across 176,000 hectares (435,000 acres) of forest on the state's north coast for a Great Koala National Park, hitting six timber mills and about 300 workers.

Without action, it warned that koalas in Australia's most populous state could die off by 2050.

Environmentalists say koala numbers in New South Wales have suffered a dramatic decline in recent decades due to deforestation, drought and bushfires.

"Koalas are at risk of extinction in the wild in NSW--that's unthinkable. The Great Koala National Park is about turning that around," said New South Wales Premier Chris Minns.

"We've listened carefully and we're making sure workers, businesses and communities are supported every step of the way."

State officials contacted each affected mill, the government said in a statement, vowing to provide payments to cover workers' salaries and business costs while offering free access to training, financial, health and legal services.

The state government first announced the planned koala haven in 2023 but it only stopped logging in 8,400 hectares of forest. The plan was also criticized for not protecting trees immediately.

The Great Koala National Park will provide a refuge to more than 12,000 koalas, 36,000 greater gliders--nocturnal marsupials with a membrane that lets them glide--and more than 100 other threatened species, officials said.

The government said it would invest Aus$6 million (US$4 million) to support new tourism and small business opportunities in the area.

It also boosted funding to create the park by Aus$60 million--in addition to Aus$80 million announced in 2023.

The koala park was hailed by environmentalists but criticized by unions for its impact on logging industry workers.
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																																			'Pro or anti koala'

"Koala numbers in NSW crashed by more than half between 2000 and 2020 thanks to deforestation, drought, disease and devastating bushfires," said WWF-Australia chief executive Dermot O'Gorman.

"This park is a chance to turn this tragedy around and eventually lift koalas off the threatened species list by 2050," he added.

"These tall eucalypt forests are a climate refuge for koalas. Australia needs landscape-scale protected area networks like this to prepare for the possibility of 2.5 to three degrees of warming by the end of this century."

When connected with existing national parks, the koala haven would create a 476,000-hectare reserve, the state government said.

Unions said the koala reserve was far larger than the state government's own experts had advised, and it would hit local communities hard.

"This is not about being pro or anti koala," said Tony Callinan, New South Wales secretary of the Australian Workers Union.

"We all want to see koalas thrive. What we're against is the unnecessary destruction of an entire industry and the communities it supports when there is a science-based option that achieves both conservation and a viable timber industry."

Final creation of the koala park will depend on the federal government agreeing to assess it as a carbon project for improved management of native forest, the state said.

Australia's official national koala monitoring program estimates there are between 95,000 and 238,000 koalas in the eastern states of Queensland, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory.

Another 129,000 to 286,000 of the furry marsupials are estimated to be living in Victoria and South Australia.
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Celebrities, politicians and conservationists took turns to announce names for 40 infant gorillas in a glamorous ceremony in Rwanda, where the endangered creatures face a deadly threat from overcrowding.



										      
																																	Around half of the babies will not make it to adulthood due to vicious inter-family fights that are threatening decades of conservation work, experts say.

Efforts over the past half-century have helped the gorilla population recover from critical levels in the Virunga Massif that spans Rwanda, Uganda and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

But increased numbers also make the adult male gorillas, known as silverbacks, clash more frequently, with devastating results.

"Silverbacks fight as they try to protect their territories," said Eugene Mutangana, conservation management expert at the Rwanda Development Board.

"The infants end up dying because the silverback that wins eliminates the young ones," he told AFP.

He said around half of all young gorillas born over the past decade have been killed in this way.

None of that was mentioned as celebrities such as Hollywood actor Michelle Yeoh and "Transformers" director Michael Bay enjoyed the naming ceremony in the foothills of Volcanoes National Park.

"I hear he is such a good-looking baby gorilla, and being a movie director I promise I am going to make him a famous gorilla movie star," said Bay, who named his gorilla Umurage, meaning "heritage."

Short but vicious fights

Rwanda has launched an ambitious program to expand the gorillas' habitat by 23% that will see around 3,400 human households relocated from the edge of Volcanoes National Park.

But the program will take more than 10 years to complete, Mutangana acknowledged.

And in the meantime, scarcity of land causes the deadly incidents to continue.

A ranger in the park, who asked not to be named, said he had taken tourists to see gorillas only to come across dead infant ones.

"When families meet, which is not frequent... the males often fight," he told AFP.

"We leave them to fight. They are normally short but vicious fights. The silverback which wins ends up hitting the infant on hard surfaces until it dies."

He said grieving mothers will often isolate themselves from the new dominant male.

"It is a sad sight," the ranger said.

Extreme temperatures were also a cause of death for infant gorillas, he added.

Julius Nziza, lead medic at Rwanda's Gorilla Doctors Office, said many infants were also left injured by the fights.

"We don't intervene because it is a natural phenomenon. We only intervene when it is human-induced or life-threatening infections like a serious respiratory disease," he said.

"The problem can be dealt with through expanding the habitat."


																																						
    
     




																																			Recovery, revenue

The number of gorillas in Rwanda fell to just 242 in 1981, according to a study by the late conservationist Dian Fossey.

Conservation efforts, including anti-poaching patrols, community engagement, veterinary care, habitat protection and monitoring led to a gradual recovery, though they are still classed as endangered by the International Union for Conservation of Nature.

The population has lately climbed to over 1,000 and is rising by four percent annually, though it could be double that without the infant deaths, Nziza said.

Conservation work is also undermined by the presence of numerous armed groups in the remote hills of Virunga, and illegal mining and logging operations.

Humans have encroached on more than half of the protected region, and around 130 rangers have been killed over the years trying to protect it.

The armed clashes have disrupted gorilla feeding and breeding patterns.

The naming ceremony was a high-profile event highlighting the relative success of the country's conservation efforts.

The gorillas have also become a valuable source of tourism revenue, bringing in around $200 million last year, according to the Rwanda Development Board--with visitor numbers limited by high permit prices of around $1,500.
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                Schematic illustration of the properties and functionalities of the hollow particles (HPs). a) The HPs are produced from a mixture of PDA and mucin macromolecules. b) The permeability of the HPs can be tuned by employing different crosslinkers for the HP shells, which "lock" the loaded cargo molecules into the HP core. c) The HPs can scavenge free radicals, which can protect cells. d) The HPs exhibit good adhesion properties to tissues. Credit: Small (2025). DOI: 10.1002/smll.202503238
            
        

    


Researchers at the Technical University of Munich (TUM) have developed hollow microspheres made of mucus and polydopamine using a simple and scalable production method. These tiny spheres are intended to serve as packaging for therapeutic substances, for example in joints or on the oral mucosa. Their properties and mode of action can be adjusted by the choice of materials and are also influenced by the surrounding biological environment.



										      
																																	Oliver Lieleg, professor of biopolymer materials, and his team are harnessing the diverse properties of mucins--the key components of the natural linings such as those found in the oral mucosa or the stomach--to create technological solutions in biomedicine.

Their latest development is a multifunctional microsphere made of mucin and polydopamine. The microsphere is designed to enable a retarded release of molecular cargoes at body sites where adhesion of such drug carriers is otherwise difficult, such as on the oral mucosa or on cartilage.

The work is published in the journal Small.

This good adhesion has been tested on animal tissue and is brought about by the strong adhesive properties of polydopamine. At the same time, mucin adds valuable features: it renders the spheres more adjustable regarding their pore size and allows them to act as a natural lubricant.

"In joints, for example, this could help prevent damage created by joint movements. It may also provide a protective coating on injured tissue in the mouth, another advantage in addition to the microspheres' function as drug delivery agents," explains Di Fan, first author of the study.


																																						
    
     




																																			The hollow spheres are easy to produce, load, and seal

Production of the new hollow spheres starts with an established process: a core is first coated with the desired materials and then removed, leaving behind a hollow structure. With other materials, the spheres sometimes shrink or even collapse when the core is dissolved.

In contrast, the microspheres made from polydopamine and mucin remain structurally stable. Their surface is porous. This allows the cargo to be added after microsphere production and to enter the spheres by diffusion, as shown with model cargo molecules in the study.

The next step is new and crucial: the researchers apply an additional component to the surface, which partially seals the shells of the spheres. This helps keep more of the cargo inside the sphere after loading while ensuring that it is gradually released over time. A range of materials can be used for this locking step, but the approach proved particularly effective with silver ions--positively charged atoms of silver.

Protect or destroy: How material selection and the biological setting determine the effect

The choice of material for sealing is also crucial for the effects of the microspheres. "If silver ions are used, the microspheres help kill cells. This could be particularly useful in treating tumors," says Di Fan, who demonstrated different effects in cell cultures.
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																																			In contrast, without silver ions, the anti-inflammatory properties of polydopamine take effect and protect cells from chemical stress instead. This is especially useful in tissue suffering from inflammation, with potential applications in cases such as osteoarthritis or chronic wounds. Both the type of sealing agent used and the biological setting influence how quickly the cargo is released.

"With the hollow microsphere system, we have created a versatile drug release system that is easy to produce, scalable, and adaptable," explains project leader Lieleg.

"Our chosen combination of mucin and polydopamine brings together many advantages offered by those biomolecules that go beyond the typical tasks of a classical drug release system; for example, it can protect or eliminate cells--depending on the envisioned application."
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												Di Fan et al, Multi-Functional Polydopamine-Mucin Hollow Particles Provide Tunable Shell Permeability, ROS Scavenging, Tissue Adhesion, and Lubricity for Biomedical Applications, Small (2025). DOI: 10.1002/smll.202503238
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        Undersea cables cut in the Red Sea, disrupting internet access in Asia and the Mideast
        Undersea cable cuts in the Red Sea disrupted internet access in parts of Asia and the Middle East, experts said Sunday, though it wasn't immediately clear what caused the incident.

      

      
        AI shakes up the call center industry, but some tasks are still better left to the humans
        Armen Kirakosian remembers the frustrations of his first job as a call center agent nearly 10 years ago: the aggravated customers, the constant searching through menus for information and the notes he had to physically write for each call he handled.
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Undersea cable cuts in the Red Sea disrupted internet access in parts of Asia and the Middle East, experts said Sunday, though it wasn't immediately clear what caused the incident.


                                        
                                              
                                        
                                                                                                                                    There has been concern about the cables being targeted in a Red Sea campaign by Yemen's Houthi rebels, which the rebels describe as an effort to pressure Israel to end its war on Hamas in the Gaza Strip. But the Houthis have denied attacking the lines in the past.

Undersea cables are one of the backbones of the internet, along with satellite connections and land-based cables. Typically, internet service providers have multiple access points and reroute traffic if one fails, though it can slow down access for users.

Multiple cables cut off Saudi Arabia

Microsoft announced via a status website that the Mideast "may experience increased latency due to undersea fiber cuts in the Red Sea." The Redmond, Washington-based firm did not immediately elaborate, though it said that internet traffic not moving through the Middle East "is not impacted."

NetBlocks, which monitors internet access, said "a series of subsea cable outages in the Red Sea has degraded internet connectivity in multiple countries," which it said included India and Pakistan. It blamed "failures affecting the SMW4 and IMEWE cable systems near Jeddah, Saudi Arabia."

The South East Asia-Middle East-Western Europe 4 cable is run by Tata Communications, part of the Indian conglomerate. The India-Middle East-Western Europe cable is run by another consortium overseen by Alcatel Submarine Networks. Neither firm responded to requests for comment.

Pakistan Telecommunications Co. Ltd., a telecommunication giant in that country, noted that the cuts had taken place in a statement on Saturday.

Saudi Arabia did not acknowledge the disruption and authorities there did not respond to a request for comment.

In Kuwait, authorities also said the FALCON GCX cable running through the Red Sea had been cut, causing disruptions in the small, oil-rich nation. GCX did not respond to a request for comment.

In the United Arab Emirates, home to Dubai and Abu Dhabi, internet users on the country's state-owned Du and Etisalat networks complained of slower internet speeds. The government did not acknowledge the disruption.


                                                                                                        
    
        
        
        
    

                                                                                                                                            Undersea lines can be cut in accidents and attacks

Subsea cables can be cut by anchors dropped from ships, but can also be targeted in attacks. It can take weeks for repairs to be made as a ship and crew must locate themselves over the damaged cable.

The cuts to the lines come as Yemen's Houthi rebels remain locked in a series of attacks targeting Israel over the Israel-Hamas war in the Gaza Strip. Israel has responded with airstrikes, including one that killed top leaders within the rebel movement.

In early 2024, Yemen's internationally recognized government in exile alleged that the Houthis planned to attack undersea cables in the Red Sea. Several were cut, but the Houthis denied being responsible. On Sunday morning, the Houthis' al-Masirah satellite news channel acknowledged that the cuts had taken place, citing NetBlocks.

From November 2023 to December 2024, the Houthis targeted more than 100 ships with missiles and drones over the Israel-Hamas war in the Gaza Strip. In their campaign so far, the Houthis have sunk four vessels and killed at least eight mariners.

The Iranian-backed Houthis stopped their attacks during a brief ceasefire in the war. They later became the target of an intense weekslong campaign of airstrikes ordered by U.S. President Donald Trump before he declared a ceasefire had been reached with the rebels. The Houthis sank two vessels in July, killing at least four on board, with others believed to be held by the rebels.

The Houthis' new attacks come as a new possible ceasefire in the Israel-Hamas war remains in the balance. Meanwhile, the future of talks between the U.S. and Iran over Tehran's battered nuclear program is in question after Israel launched a 12-day war against the Islamic Republic in which the Americans bombed three Iranian atomic sites.
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Armen Kirakosian remembers the frustrations of his first job as a call center agent nearly 10 years ago: the aggravated customers, the constant searching through menus for information and the notes he had to physically write for each call he handled.


                                        
                                              
                                        
                                                                                                                                    Thanks to artificial intelligence, the 29-year-old from Athens, Greece, is no longer writing notes or clicking on countless menus. He often has full customer profiles in front of him when a person calls in and may already know what problem the customer has before even saying "hello." He can spend more time actually serving the customer.

"A.I. has taken (the) robot out of us," Kirakosian said.

Roughly 3 million Americans work in call center jobs, and millions more work in call centers around the world, answering billions of inquiries a year about everything from broken iPhones to orders for shoes. Kirakosian works for TTEC, a company that provides third party customer service lines in 22 countries to companies in industries such as autos and banking that need extra capacity or have outsourced their call center operations.

Answering these calls can be thankless work. Roughly half of all customer service agents leave the job after a year, according to McKinsey, with stress and monotonous work being among the reasons employees quit.

Much of what these agents deal with is referred to in the industry as "break/fix," which means something is broken--or wrong or confusing--and the customer expects the person on the phone to fix the problem. Now, it's a question of who will be tasked with the fix: a human, a computer, or a human augmented by a computer.
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Already, AI agents have taken over more routine call center tasks. Some jobs have been lost and there have been dire forecasts about the future job market for these individuals, ranging from modest single-percentage point losses, to as many as half of all call center jobs going away in the next decade. The drop likely won't match the more dire predictions, however, because it's become evident that the industry will still need humans, perhaps with even higher levels of learning and training, as some customer service issues become increasingly harder to solve.


                                                                                                        
    
        
        
        
    

                                                                                                                                            Some finance companies have already experimented with going all in on AI for their customer service issues only to run into AI's limitations. Klarna, the Swedish buy now, pay later company, replaced its 700-person customer service department with chatbots and AI in 2023. The results were mixed. While the company did save money, overall customer satisfaction rates dropped as well. Earlier this year, Klarna hired a handful of customer service employees back to the firm, acknowledging there were certain issues that AI couldn't handle as well as a real person, like identity theft.

"Our vision of an AI-first contact center, where AI agents handle the majority of conversations and fewer, better trained and better paid human agents support only the most complex tasks, is quickly becoming a reality," said Gadi Shamia of Replicant, an AI-software company that trains chatbots to sound more human, in an interview with consultants at McKinsey.

The call center customer's experience, while improved, is still far from perfect.

The initial customer service call has long been handled through interactive voice response systems, known in the industry as IVR. Customers interact with IVR when they're told "press one for sales, press two for support, press five for billing." These crude systems got an update in the 2010s, when customers could prompt the system by saying "sales" or "support" or simple phrases like "I'd like to pay a bill" instead of navigating through a labyrinthian set of menu options.


                                                                                                                                            But customers have little patience for these menus, leading them to "zero out," which is call center slang for when a customer hits the zero button on their their keypad in hopes of reaching a human. It's also not uncommon that after a customer "zeros out" they will be put on hold and transferred because they did not end up in the right place for their request.
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Aware of Americans' collective impatience with IVR, Democratic Sen. Ruben Gallego of Arizona and Republican Jim Justice of West Virginia have introduced the "Keep Call Centers in America Act," which would require clear ways to reach a human agent, and provide incentives to companies that keep call center jobs in the U.S.

Companies are trying to roll out telephone systems that broadly understand customer service requests and predict where to send a customer without navigating a menu. OpenAI, the maker of ChatGPT, is coming out with its "ChatGPT Agent" service for users that's able to understand phrases like "I need to find a hotel for a wedding next year, please give me options for clothing and gifts."

Bank of America says it has had increasing success in integrating such features into "Erica," its chatbot that debuted in 2018. When Erica cannot handle a request, the agent transfers the customer directly to the right department. Erica is now also predictive and analytical, and knows for instance that a customer may repeatedly have a low balance and may need better help budgeting or may have multiple subscriptions to the same service.

Bank of America said this month that Erica has been used 3 billion times since its creation and is increasingly taking on a higher case load of customer service requests. The chatbot's moniker comes from the last five letters of the company's name.

James Bednar, vice president of product and innovation at TTEC, has spent much of his career trying to make customer service calls less painful for the caller as well as the company. He said these tools could eventually kill off IVR for good, ending the need for anyone to "zero out."

"We're getting to the point where AI will get you to the right person for your problem without you having to route through those menus," Bednar said.
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The Mercator world map, long a fixture in classrooms globally, makes the European Union appear almost as large as Africa. In reality, Africa is more than seven times bigger.



										      
																																	It is a distortion that has prompted a new African initiative, "Correct the Map," calling for depictions that show Africa's true scale.

"For centuries, this map has minimized Africa, feeding into a narrative that the continent is smaller, peripheral and less important," said Fara Ndiaye, co-founder of Speak Up Africa, which is leading the campaign alongside another advocacy group, Africa No Filter.

Accurately translating Earth's sphere into a flat map always calls for compromises, requiring parts to be stretched, cut or left out, experts told AFP.

Historically, maps have reflected the worldview of their makers.

Babylonian clay tablets from the sixth century BC placed their empire at the center of the world, while medieval European charts often focused on religious sites.

Choices must be made: a world map will look very different depending on whether Australia, Siberia or Europe is placed at its center.

Today's most-used map was designed for maritime navigation by Flemish cartographer Gerardus Mercator in 1569.

It focused on accurate depictions of the shapes and angles of land masses, but their relative sizes were often inaccurate.

Mercator's projection inflated northern regions and compressed equatorial ones, making Europe and North America appear much larger, while shrinking Africa and South America.

The distortions are stark: a 100-square-kilometer patch around Oslo, Norway, looks four times larger than the same area around Nairobi, Kenya.

Greenland appears as large as Africa, even though it is 14 times smaller.


																																						
    
     




																																			Striking a balance

Alternatives to the Mercator emerged in the 20th century, including one from 1921 by Oswald Winkel and another in 1963 by Arthur Robinson that reduced distortions but sacrificed precision. The 1970s Gall-Peters projection restored proportional sizes but stretched shapes.

To strike a balance between accuracy and aesthetics, cartographers Tom Patterson, Bojan Savric and Bernhard Jenny launched the Equal Earth projection in 2018.

It makes Africa, Latin America, South Asia and Oceania appear vastly larger.

"Equal Earth preserves the relative surface areas of continents and, as much as possible, shows their shapes as they appear on a globe," Savric told AFP.

This is the projection now endorsed by the African Union.

Speak Up Africa says the next steps of their campaign are to push for adoption by African schools, media and publishers.

"We are also engaging the UN and UNESCO (its cultural body), because sustainable change requires global institutions," Ndiaye said.

'Naive' controversy

Some critics reject claims of bias.

"Any claim that Mercator is flagrantly misleading people seems naive," Mark Monmonier, a Syracuse University geography professor and author of "How to Lie with Maps," told AFP.

"If you want to compare country sizes, use a bar graph or table, not a map."

Despite its distortions, Mercator remains useful for digital platforms because its focus on accurate land shapes and angles makes "direction easy to calculate," Ed Parsons, a former geospatial technologist at Google, told AFP.
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																																			"While a Mercator map may distort the size of features over large areas, it accurately represents small features which is by far the most common use for digital platforms," he said.

Having accurate relative sizes, as with the Equal Earth map, can complicate navigation calculations, but technology is adapting.

"Most mapping software has supported Equal Earth since 2018," Savric said. "The challenge is usage. People are creatures of habit."

Some dismiss the whole thrust of the African campaign.

Ghanaian policy analyst Bright Simons says the continent needs more than a larger size on maps to "earn global respect."

"South Korea, no matter how Mercator renders it, has almost the same GDP as all 50 African countries combined," he said.

But advocates remain convinced of their cause.

"Success will be when children everywhere open their textbooks and see Africa as it truly is: vast, central and indispensable," Ndiaye said.
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On a summer evening in San Francisco, JT Mason went to dinner with five complete strangers, confident he would have a good time thanks to careful guest selection by a new type of app for meeting people.



										      
																																	The platform, called 222, promises something different than your typical dating app.

"I'm not getting the image that they want people to see. I'm getting the actual human being," said the 25-year-old paramedic.

Before the evening, Mason completed a lengthy questionnaire covering his values, interests, drug tolerance, character traits, and other personal criteria.

After dinner, he joined other app users at a private art deco bar, all hoping to meet potential friends or perhaps find something more.

Once connections are made, everyone has the opportunity to tell the app which people they'd like to see again--or not--and explain why.

According to 222, the app's artificial intelligence becomes particularly effective at matching users after they participate in several events, from dinners to yoga sessions to improv classes.

"As far as AI getting to the point of understanding human chemistry, I think they're pretty far off," Mason observed, but said he thinks it can serve as "the first step in getting us to the table to try to create that connection."

Predicting compatibility between strangers using AI has become the obsession of Keyan Kazemian and his co-founders at 222, which now operates in several major cities from London to Los Angeles.

The 26-year-old entrepreneur hopes to "help people not only form initial connections and get to the next interaction, but help people who already know each other form long, lasting relationships."

After working at Match Group--the parent company of Tinder and Hinge--he concluded that traditional dating apps "only seek one thing: are you going to swipe right on the next person?"

Most new technologies are "actually placing people not with other humans, but with virtual entities," he added, referring to social media and AI assistants.


																																						
    
     




																																			'15 cigarettes a day'

The growing difficulties individuals face in forming meaningful connections have alarmed health professionals.

In 2017, then US surgeon general Vivek Murthy described a "loneliness epidemic."

In a 2023 report, he warned that "the mortality impact of being socially disconnected is similar to that caused by smoking up to 15 cigarettes a day, and even greater than that associated with obesity and physical inactivity."

He cited increased risks of cardiovascular disease, dementia and depression.

The causes, according to various studies, include the gradual disappearance of traditional socializing institutions, addictive digital platforms and, more recently, the pandemic and remote work.

'Emotionally challenging'

When Isabella Epstein moved to New York in 2021 to work at an investment bank, she "tried everything" to build connections.

Fresh out of a small university in rural Vermont and accustomed to close-knit communities, she experimented with apps and joined clubs--all in vain.

"It was an emotionally challenging period for me," Epstein recalled.

"I ended up approaching strangers on the street, at coffee shops. I would say to a woman, 'I love your outfit,' or stop someone and ask, 'What are you reading?' People were very positively receptive."

Over time, the young woman accumulated hundreds of contacts.

She began organizing impromptu events--inviting some to happy hours, others to pickleball games--and gradually created her own circle of friends.

Passionate about solving this widespread problem, she quit her job and launched "Kndrd."

The app targets New York women under 40, allowing its roughly 10,000 users to suggest activities and find partners for them.

Other services similar to 222 and Kndrd have emerged in recent years, including Timeleft, Plots and Realroots.

"The positive side of these apps is that their business model doesn't rely on time spent online," noted Felix-Olivier Ngangue, an investor at Convivialite Ventures.

"It's in their interest for people to meet in real life."
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