
TESLA STOCK IS SOARING. MADNESS 
OR VISIONARY INVESTING?
By Tom Krisher And Cathy Bussewitz  |  Associated Press  

Eight months after it seemed headed for the corporate junkyard, Tesla 
is now worth more than General Motors, Ford and Fiat Chrysler com-
bined, even though the Big Three together sell more cars and trucks in 
two weeks than Tesla does in a whole year.

In a reversal of fortune analysts find amazing if not nutty, the stock of 
the electric vehicle and solar panel maker has rocketed to nearly $900, 
up over 30% in just the past two days. It is now worth five times what it 
was in June, when there were whispers of bankruptcy surrounding the 
company founded by the erratic visionary Elon Musk.

Among the world's automakers, Tesla, with a market value Tuesday 
just shy of $160 billion, ranks behind only Toyota, at $232 billion.

Many investors see it as justified for a company that is leading the 
world in electric vehicle sales amid an expected global transition from 
the internal combustion engine to batteries.

Others see the meteoric rise as just plain crazy for a company that's 
never turned a full-year profit.

"It doesn't seem to be closely attached to reality," said Gartner analyst 
Mike Ramsey.

Tesla sold only 367,500 vehicles last year, compared with millions at 
GM, Ford or Fiat Chrysler. GM alone sold 7.7 million, 21 times more 
than Tesla.

Just last spring, Tesla seemed to be in trouble. Its stock had fallen 40% 
largely on concerns that it was running out of buyers for its high-priced 
vehicles, which start at nearly $40,000 and can run well over $100,000. 

Big debt payments were looming, the company was burning cash and 
losses were growing. Its federal tax credit was being phased out by the 
end of the year, and competitors were about to launch their own electric 
vehicles.

But sales emerged stronger than many expected, production problems 
were vanquished, and while Tesla lost $862 million in 2019, it turned a 
profit during the last two quarters of the year, including $105 million in 
quarterly earnings posted last week.

Among the positive signs coming from the automaker: Tesla said it 

expects to exceed production of 500,000 vehicles this year at its factories 
in Fremont, California, and Shanghai. It appears to have worked the 
kinks out of making the Model 3 small car, the company's lowest-priced 
vehicle. And it announced it will start producing the Model Y, a small 
SUV with broad global appeal, sooner than expected.

"For Tesla worldwide, this will probably be their most important car," 
said Jessica Caldwell, executive director of insights at the Edmunds.com 
auto pricing site, which provides content for The Associated Press.

Tasha Keeney, an analyst at ARK Invest, one of the firms most bullish 
on Tesla, said investors have figured out that Tesla is ahead of competi-
tors in such things as battery technology and software. Also, demand for 
electric vehicles over the next five years is probably underestimated, she 
said.

"We think an electric vehicle will be cost-competitive on a sticker price 
basis with a gas-powered car by 2022, and this is what's going to cause an 
inflection in demand," Keeney said.

The run-up in price is, like all stock investments, a bet on the future. 
Electric vehicles account for just 2% of global vehicle sales, and Tesla 
is up against well-established competitors such as GM, Ford, Audi and 
Porsche.

Tesla's stock surge brought major pain to a cadre of investors who 
had bet the shares would fall. These "short sellers" borrowed stock and 
sold it in hopes of buying it back later at lower prices and pocketing the 
difference. Because of persistent doubts about Musk's ability realize his 
ambitions, Tesla is the most shorted company on the U.S. stock market.

But interest in shorting Tesla has been falling steadily since the sum-
mer, when its stock began climbing. When a heavily shorted stock jumps 
very quickly in price, short sellers often rush to buy it in hopes of limit-
ing their losses. That in turn pushes the stock price even higher.

Still, the stock rise seems irrational to Gartner's Ramsey, who points 
out that Tesla is an auto company facing perpetually large capital expen-
ditures on factories, vehicle development and raw materials.

"It doesn't make sense in a lot of ways," he said.
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OPEN SORES, LOWER NUMBERS LIKELY 
NOT INVASIVE LIONFISH'S END
   By Janet McConnaughey  |  The Associated Press    

A new disease has caused open sores that can eat into the 
muscles of invasive lionfish and appears to have contributed 
to an abrupt drop in their numbers in the northern Gulf of 
Mexico, scientists reported Tuesday. But they hasten to say 
it's probably far from the end of the showy invader with long, 
venomous spines. 

Lionfish may even already be bouncing back, said University 
of Florida doctoral student Holden Harris, lead author of the 
article published online in Scientific Reports. Numbers of the 
smallest lionfish taken by spearfishers were way down in 2018, 
indicating a possible reduction in spawning, but were rising late 
that year and in early 2019, he said.

"It's too early, really, to say if that'll become a full population 
recovery," he said. 

It's an interesting development, said Matthew Johnston, a 
Nova Southeastern University researcher who has written scien-
tific papers about invasive lionfish but had not known about the 
lesions or population changes. "We've always been wondering if 
they're ever going to reach their limit in certain locations," he 
said. "To date it seemed the populations just kept getting larger 
and larger and larger." 

One reason lionfish are a problem outside their native Indo-
Pacific is that their hunting method was new to their adopted 
territory, so their prey hadn't evolved countermeasures. The big-
mouthed fish hover over smaller fish, then suddenly gulp them 
down, swallowing prey up to half their own length. Sometimes 
they blow jets of water to make small plankton-eaters face them, 
then vacuum them in. They have few natural predators in the 
area, where they eat native fish and compete with them for food.

"They've pretty much colonized the entire Caribbean and 
Gulf of Mexico and up the East Coast of the U.S. up to about 
Cape Hatteras. But it's just about impossible to estimate how 

many there are," Johnston said. "They're found very deep and in 
lots of places we can't look easily."

Researchers measured the Gulf of Mexico changes in a 
number of ways besides the proportion of little lionfish in 
spearfishers' totals. They analyzed videos taken by remotely 
operated underwater vehicles in a 20,000-square-kilometer 
(7,700-square-mile) area of the Gulf of Mexico that has been 
regularly surveyed for a wide variety of species since the BP oil 
spill in 2010. They looked at the weight of lionfish landed in 
commercial fishing trips and at numbers of fish taken per reef 
in lionfishing contests. 

And by all of those measures, numbers fell in 2017 and 2018. 
"The magnitudes of the declines were striking," Harris said.

The densities shown in underwater vehicle footage dropped 
about 75 percent, said coauthor William F. Patterson III, an 
associate professor of marine fisheries ecology at the University 
of Florida. Commercial landings fell 52% from 2017 to 2018. 
And, though lionfish tournament catches rose each year, spear-
fishers had to hunt more reefs to find them.

Patterson said scientists haven't yet analyzed underwater vid-
eos from 2019. Many invasive species have gone through boom-
and-bust cycles, he noted.

One of the spearfishers who first brought the lesions to light 
said lionfish numbers on his hunting grounds have stayed low 
although the sores seem "pretty much nonexistent now." 

Alexander Q. Fogg, a study coauthor and marine resources 
coordinator for the Okaloosa County, Florida, Board of County 
Commissioners, regularly catches lionfish to help control their 
numbers and to sell as food. He said his diving partner, Josh 
Livingston of Dreadknot Charters, first noticed sick or injured 
lionfish off artificial reefs near Destin, Florida on Aug. 5, 2017.

"He said he noticed a lot of fish had wounds. I dismissed it," 

Fogg recounted. But every dive that day brought up fish with 
lesions. Out of 503 lionfish, 201 had ulcers. Ulcerated fish 
have since been reported around Florida and throughout the 
Caribbean. 

The University of Florida put a first report about the ulcers 
online in September 2018. 

"We're still trying to figure out what's going on," said Roy P.E. 
Yanong, of the Tropical Aquaculture Laboratory at the univer-
sity's program in fisheries and aquatic sciences. Tests for molds, 
bacteria and viruses didn't indicate a likely culprit, he said. 

One problem, he said, is that the sores were open to microor-
ganisms in the water and en route to a lab. Finding fish in a very 
early stage of the process would probably help, but that itself has 
been a problem, he said.

Environmental factors could also be a major cause, Yanong 
said. Other possible causes could include physical trauma and 
parasite infection, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration spokeswoman Allison Garrett said. 

"It could be a combination," said Johnston of Nova Southeast-
ern. "They're overcrowded, they're competing for food ... and the 
gene pool's really shallow." He said genetic studies have shown 
the invaders are descended from a small number of lionfish. "So 
if one gets sick they're all susceptible to the same thing." 

Lionfish were first sighted off Florida in 1985; aquarium hob-
byists may well have started the invasion by dumping fish into 
the ocean, according to NOAA. 

University of Florida's Harris said researchers had two big 
worries when reporting about the sores: that people might 
think lionfish were unsafe to eat, and that they might think that 
nature had ended the invasion.

"The densities have gone down in some places. We don't 
know if they'll stay down," he said. 
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