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SANTA CRUZ >> Crowds filled 
the Kuumbwa Jazz Center 
last Friday as 11 UC Santa 
Cruz students prepared to 
take the stage.

Each year, the university 
hosts the UC Santa Cruz 
Grad Slam, giving gradu-
ate students the opportu-
nity to share their thesis or 
dissertation work in three 
minutes or less. About a 
dozen judges critique each 
presenter’s ability to com-
municate their research in 
plain language that’s under-
standable to a general audi-
ence for cash prizes.

Santa Cruz Mayor Justin 
Cummings participated as 
a judge for the second year 
in a row. “It’s inspiring to 
see the work coming out of 
UCSC,” he said.

Eleven students ap-
proached the crowd dur-
ing this year’s Grad Slam. 
Midway through the pro-
gram, Abel Mkulama made 
his way to the stage. Orig-
inally from a small vil-
lage in northern Malawi, 
Mkulama moved to Santa 
Cruz in 2019 to begin grad-
uate-level research at UCSC.

“I couldn’t wait to grow 
up and get out of that vil-
lage,” he recounted dur-
ing the introduction of his 
three-minute presentation 
on stage. But 10 years later, 
when Mkulama was away 
in college, he realized that 
he couldn’t wait to get back 
home. He began searching 
for problems in his commu-
nity, and was determined to 
focus his education and in-
terests in science to improve 
the quality of life back home.

Soon, he found an is-
sue worth solving — 98% 
of Malawians use charcoal 
and firewood for cooking, 
Mkulama explained. “Us-
ing these fuel sources can 
have terrible impacts on the 
environment and people’s 
health.”

Many homes in Malawi 
have dirt floors and small 
fireplaces indoors that 
women and children use 
daily, to cook food. But the 
current fuels used by most 
Malawians, Mkulama ex-
plained, cause indoor pol-
lution.

“Burning firewood or 
charcoal releases tiny partic-
ulates into the air,” he said. 
These particles enter the 
lungs of anyone nearby and 
can cause long-term health 
effects, such as pneumonia 
and tuberculosis.

Indoor air pollution is be-
coming so common, it is now 
being referred to as “the new 
silent killer” by some scien-
tists, Mkulama said during 
his presentation.

The widespread use of 

firewood and charcoal for 
fuel has also led to massive 
deforestation.

“There are hillsides that 
used to be covered in trees 
when I was a kid, and now 
they’re just open spaces,” 
Mkulama said. As a result, 
soil erosion into local water-
ways and lakes is starting 
to jeopardize local tourism 
business and fishing liveli-
hoods.

During his undergraduate 
studies in Malawi, Mkulama 
began to wonder about al-
ternative fuel sources that 
are more readily available 
and less harmful to human 
health.

“Everyone in my village is 
a farmer,” he explained. “So 
I wanted to see if something 
could be done with the left-
over plant material after a 
harvest.”

Now a full-time student 
with UCSC’s unique Coastal 
Science and Policy pro-
gram, Mkulama was able to 
put his idea to the test. He 
partnered with farmers in 
Malawi to build two proto-
type briquettes, both made 
from leftover corn husks and 
stems gathered from nearby 
rural farms.

The more successful of the 
two prototypes was made by 
shredding and slowly burn-
ing the dried corn waste in a 
metal drum. Mud was used 
to cover the top of the con-
tainer to limit the amount 
of oxygen before burning 
it, and over time, the recy-
cled corn stalks turned into 
a “charcoal dust.”

Mkulama then experi-
mented with different com-
binations of the dust and a 
corn-based glue, eventually 
finding the right mixture. 
Everything is mixed by hand 
and poured into a muffin tin-
like mold. Once dry, small, 
spherical-shaped coals that 
burn just as hot as the cur-
rently-used charcoal are pro-
duced. Except Mkulama’s 
version is made from sus-
tainable materials and costs 
a fraction of price because 
it’s manufactured locally.

“With this new formu-
lation and process, we’ve 
cut out the middlemen that 

transport the widely-used 
charcoal,” Mkulama said.

Last week’s Grad Slam 
event was Mkulama’s first 
time presenting his work in 
only three minutes.

“English is not my first 
language, so having to 
think in one language and 
then speak in English for 
this presentation was a 
challenge,” he said.

In the end, his efforts 
paid off — the judges scores, 
based on clarity, organiza-
tion, delivery, visuals, appro-
priateness, intellectual sig-
nificance, and engagement, 
were tallied and Mkulama’s 
presentation earned second 
place.

He plans to use the $1,500 
prize, and additional fund-
ing, to distribute equipment 
across Malawi to further test 
the production methods of 
the sustainable briquette 
and lead workshops in ru-
ral villages.

“I’m the first in my 
country doing something 
like this, so next we need 
to prove that this model 
works,” Mkulama said. 
“This project is all about 
seeing it through and em-
powering communities to 
do this on their own — the 
goal is to ensure sustainabil-
ity.”

Tori Klein, a fifth-year 
doctorate student received 
1st place and the People’s 
Choice Award at the recent 
UCSC Grad Slam for her pre-
sentation on “using zombie 
insects to find a cure for 
cancer.”

ENVIRONMENT

Finding a cleaner, and more 
sustainable fuel source from afar
UCSC student searches for new fuel source to help his African village
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Abel Mkulama delivers his three-minute presentation on a 
new sustainable fuel source idea. 

By Dennis L. Taylor
dtaylor@montereyherald.com

PACIFIC GROVE >> As fa-
tigue-clad U.S. Marshals 
patrolled the perimeter of 
a closed-off section of the 
Asilomar Hotel and Con-
ference Grounds in Pacific 
Grove Thursday morning, 
Monterey County officials 
say there remain unan-
swered questions about a 
dozen people quarantined 
inside the facility.

At a news conference 

Wednesday afternoon at Pa-
cific Grove City Hall, county 
officials said they were not 
aware that U.S. Marshals 
were guarding the fenced-
off area at Asilomar, where 
12 former passengers of the 
Grand Princess cruise ship 
are being housed under 
quarantine. As of Wednes-
day, 22 passengers from the 
ship have tested positive for 
the COVID-19 virus.

“We are (guarding the 
area) now,” said one U.S. 
Marshall staffed at a Sinex 

Avenue entrance into the 
quarantined area of the 
conference center. The U.S. 
Marshall asked that his 
name not be used because 
he was not authorized to 
speak to the media.

Behind the U.S. Mar-
shals, staff from the Cali-
fornia Office of Emergency 
Services wearing bright or-
ange gloves were working 
on a staging area for indi-
viduals being brought in or 
out of the makeshift facil-
ity. Crocker Avenue between 
Sinex Avenue and Sunset 
Drive has been closed to 
traffic. Crocker borders the 
quarantine area.

CORONAVIRUS

Marshals guard quarantine area
People from cruise ship remain at 
Asilomar Hotel and Conference Grounds

By Nicholas Ibarra
nibarra@santacruzsenti-
nel.com 
@nickmibarra on Twitter

APTOS >> Cabrillo College is 
suspending in-person lec-
tures and transitioning to 
remote learning following 
confirmation of new coro-
navirus cases in Santa 
Cruz County.

Lecture-based courses 
will shift to remote learn-
ing starting Monday, Ca-
brillo College President 
Matt Wetstein announced 
Thursday in a campus mes-
sage. The suspension of in-
person lectures is planned 
at least until April 10.

Labs, art-studio and 
physical education classes 
will continue as scheduled, 
according to the message, 
but faculty were asked to 
accommodate students 
who opt not to attend.

The announcement 
came a day after Santa 
Cruz County health offi-
cials announced two new 
cases of the novel corona-
virus, COVID-19, had been 
confirmed — doubling the 
county’s total to four. One 
case is associated with Ap-

tos elementary school Rio 
del Mar.

“The escalation of local 
Santa Cruz County Coro-
navirus (COVID-19) cases 
to 4 with 1 identified at 
Rio Del Mar School, and 
the declaration of a local 
emergency by the County 
Board of Supervisors has 
convinced me to activate a 
new level of response to the 
COVID-19 virus outbreak,” 
Wetstein said in the cam-
pus message.

Cabrillo’s athletic con-
tests will be limited to 
participants for the same 
period, Monday to April 
10. Other non-essential 
gatherings of 50 or more 
people, such as perfor-
mances and extracurric-
ular events, will either be 
canceled or limited to the 
attendance of participants 
for the same period.

But the campus library 
and other learning-sup-
port services will remain 
open, monitored “so no 
more than 50 students 
gather at any given time,” 
Wetstein said in the mes-
sage.

The Aptos community 
college joined a growing 

list of dozens of colleges 
and universities across the 
nation that have opted to 
suspend in-person lec-
tures in favor of remote 
learning to guard against 
the further spread of the 
new coronavirus.

Nearby, CSU Monterey 
Bay announced the sus-
pension of most in-per-
son classes Thursday. 
UC Santa Cruz had an-
nounced the suspension of 
its own in-person classes 
Tuesday and encouraged 
students to return to their 
permanent residences, if 
able.

Similar campus class-
room closures are in effect 
or underway at UC Berke-
ley, UC Los Angeles, San 
Jose State, San Francisco 
State and Stanford.

For Cabrillo, prepara-
tion to shift to remote 
learning through video 
and tele-conferencing be-
gan late last week, accord-
ing to campus spokes-
woman Kristin Fabos.

Faculty who still need 
to be brought up to speed 
on how to use those tools 
can extend the implemen-
tation of remote lessons to 
Wednesday, Fabos said. 
“It will be easier for some 
courses than for others.”
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Cabrillo suspends in-person lectures
Remote learning planned until April 10, with 
exceptions including labs and PE courses

JOIN US THIS WEEKEND
VIA LIVE STREAM

Twin Lakes Church services
have moved from in-person to

livestream only through March 22

SATURDAY 6PM
SUNDAY 9 & 10:45AM

YouTube.com/twinlakeschurch
Facebook.com/twinlakeschurch

Join us for community, joy, & hope
Great music • Positive message

www.tlc.org

Call to Schedule Appointment!
866-344-1094

650-229-2223 (Spanish line)
https://unsightlylegs.convertly-marketing.com/

*** Se Habla Espanol***

909 OCEAN ST, SC - 426-7151

Friday Special

www.santacruzdiner.com

Dinners include soup or salad.
(Daily specials from 4pm until sold out)

Hawaiian
Shrimp

$1499
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