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Amount of world’s
electricity produced 
by wind in 2007.

Wind Breaker

Exploration
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Part aeroplane, part sailboat,
part Formula One car, the Ecotricity Greenbird took the world by
storm on March 29 when it broke
the world land-speed record for
wind-powered vehicles. It hurtled
into the record books by clocking
202.9 kilometres per hour on the
Ivanpah Dry Lake, on the Nevada–
California border.
“On the day, the main problem
was the dust and hence bad visibility, which made navigating tricky,
and dangerous,” says the driver,
British engineer Richard Jenkins.

The Greenbird project is a
collaboration between Ecotricity,
Britain’s first and largest independent green electricity company, and
Jenkins, founder of the Windjet
Project.
Depending on the surface traction, Ecotricity Greenbird’s design
enables it to travel three to five
times faster than the real wind
speed, and transfer up to 1 tonne
of side force to the ground. Airflow
over its vertical solid sail pushes
the craft forwards, while horizontal
wings keep it from tipping over.

Plans are also underway to challenge the ice-speed world record in
the coming northern winter using
another craft specially adapted to
the different surface.
But it’s not just about breaking
records. “Greenbird is a showcase for the power of wind,” says
Jenkins. “It is not going to solve
the carbon transport problem, but
it does demonstrate the wind’s
energy, which can be used very
effectively to make electricity.”
Wind-powered travel could one
day blow us all away.

Ecotricity Greenbird broke the old
record of 186 kilometres per hour, set
by Bob Schumacher in the Iron Duck in
March 1999 at the same location.

Zap! and download the amazing
video of Greenbird
powering into the
record books.  
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Robo-Fish
Name a fish that doesn’t need to eat, sleep or
breathe. The answer: robo-fish. Part of an EUfunded project, SHOAL is a collaboration between
various UK universities and the BMT consultancy
group. Tiny chemical sensors built into the fish
detect potentially hazardous pollutants in the
water, and the information is then transmitted back
to the base station. Unlike other unmanned vessels
that are often piloted by remote control, the carpshaped robots chart their own course.
According to senior research scientist Rory
Doyle: “We at BMT are developing swarm intelligence algorithms to control the fish. The fish
will use ultrasonic communication, informing
each other of their location and any findings they
have.” Doyle says that the pollution-sniffing robots
model the movements of real fish, giving them an
efficiency that reduces battery drain. A small shoal
of robo-fish will be deployed in the port of Gijon,
Spain, in the first quarter of 2012.

Poets may be in touch with
their sensitive side, but a new
study suggests that musicians’
brains have the edge when it
comes to focusing on the emotional content in human speech.
Researchers at Northwestern
University, in the US state
of Illinois, monitored
brainstem activity in
musicians and nonmusicians while they
listened to a brief recording of a crying baby. The
researchers found
that musicians
automatically
focused on
the emotion-laden
parts
while
de-emphasising
the recording’s simpler
parts. Non-musicians
Title
fish facts
of section
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paid equal attention to all parts
of the sound. “That their brains
respond more quickly and
accurately than the brains of
non-musicians is something
we’d expect to translate into the
perception of emotion in other
settings,” says Dana Strait, a doctoral student and lead author of
the study.
The aspects of auditory
brainstem function enhanced
in musicians are the very elements lacking in children with
conditions such as autism. The
researchers hope that their
findings will provide answers to
alleviate these conditions.

Bombs with a Conscience
“Green explosives” sounds like an oxymoron. But a
new breed of bombs called high energy dense materials (HEDMs) include trinitroethyls, which increase
their oxygen content and allow for more complete
detonation. That yields a more powerful explosion
while leaving less toxic residue behind. But the only
problem is they’re a bit pricey at the moment.
“We have to bring down the cost of production,”
says chemist Thomas Klapötke of the University
of Munich, Germany, whose team has developed
a number of trinitroethyl explosives. “If you make
something which is environmentally friendly with low
toxicity but as a result it costs five times as much, it’s
difficult to persuade the military to implement it.”
Perhaps an explosive discount is in order.
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Feel The Beat

When the batteries run
low, robo-fish returns
to base to recharge.
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