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This issue of PRj showcases a diverse range of EU-funded 
projects; from empowering autistic people to reshaping 
our understanding of the Universe through the study of 
gravitational waves. However, readers will notice a cluster of 
articles on a theme close to my heart—tackling issues related 
to climate change. 

To meet ambitious climate goals and avoid the most deleterious 
effects of climate change on human civilisation and our planet, 
researchers from across multiple disciplines are addressing a 
wide range of climate-related challenges, from studying the 
fundamental chemistry of aerosols, to improving climate model 
predictions, to developing innovative technologies to mitigate 
the effects of climate change.

In the AeroSurf project, we are identifying the important role 
of aerosol surfaces in controlling the reactivity and climate 
effects of aerosols. Although aerosols are microscopic droplets 
or particles suspended in air, they have global impacts by 
scattering sunlight back into space and serving as the seeds for 
cloud droplets. Moreover, aerosols are important contributors 
to air quality. Aerosol surfaces are very poorly characterised, 
in part because appropriate analytical tools to study these 
microscopic interfaces are only in their infancy, but aerosol 
surface properties play an important role in determining 
whether an atmospheric cloud droplet forms and even how 
efficiently a chemical reaction will occur.

The SARS-CoV-2 pandemic has created unusual situations for 
climate and air quality researchers. Lockdowns imposed to reduce 

transmission of the SARS-CoV-2 virus have essentially created a 
global experiment, and the resulting impacts on air quality have 
been surprising. For instance, as nitrogen dioxide levels have 
decreased, owing to reduced vehicle traffic, ozone levels in some 
locations have increased. Such an observation is consistent with 
atmospheric chemistry predictions, but it would be difficult to 
test these predictions in typical real-world circumstances.

Many of my colleagues with expertise in aerosol science have 
suddenly found themselves in demand in completely new 
disciplines due to the potential for SARS-CoV-2 transmission 
via aerosols and large droplets. Whereas we normally may be 
focused on how aerosols contribute to air pollution or climate, 
or how to synthesise nanomaterials, we instead have forged 
new alliances with clinicians and performing artists to answer 
key questions about how much aerosol we produce when we 
breathe, speak, sing, or play a musical instrument; whether 
certain medical procedures may have enhanced risk for SARS-
CoV-2 transmission due to the potential for aerosol generation; 
how long the virus may remain infectious in aerosols and 
droplets; and even how to improve ventilation in a room to 
minimise the potential for exposure to the coronavirus.

In all, this past year has demonstrated how scientific researchers 
have the capacity to be flexible and bring their expertise to bear 
on novel global challenges.
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