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Molina, Mario J. (1943—)

When Mario Molina was a young boy in Mexico, he had a toy 
microscope and a chemistry set. He used the microscope to look at 
tiny living things that cannot be seen with the unaided eye. He used 
the chemistry set to analyze materials he found at home. Mario’s 
aunt Esther Molina was a chemist and she helped him plan 
experiments. Soon, Mario took over a bathroom in his home to set 
up a science lab.

Mario wanted to be a chemist, like his aunt. He studied chemistry 
in college. After graduating from college, he moved to Europe. 
There, he continued his studies for two more years. Later, he arrived at the University of California at 
Berkeley and earned a degree called a “Ph.D.”. From that point on, he was “Dr. Molina!”

In the 1970s, Dr. Molina began working with another chemist. The two scientists investigated gases 
called CFCs. CFCs were made by people and used in refrigerators and air conditioners. Chemists 
thought they were safe because they did not harm living things. Nor did they catch fire easily. But CFCs 
were not safe for Earth!

Dr. Molina and two other scientists discovered that CFCs were harming Earth’s atmosphere. The 
atmosphere is the blanket of air that surrounds Earth. One layer of the atmosphere is called the ozone 
layer. Scientists had found that there was a hole in the ozone layer during parts of the year. This worried 
scientists because the ozone protects living things from some of the sun’s dangerous rays.

Dr. Molina and the other scientists made a big discovery about the ozone hole. They found that the cause 
of the hole was CFCs. Where did the CFCs come from? The gases were escaping from refrigerators and 
air conditioners.

In the 1980s, Dr. Molina and others worked to make sure people and governments knew about the 
problem with CFCs and the ozone layer. Laws were passed to reduce their use and, later, to stop people 
from producing them.

For their efforts, Dr. Molina and the two other scientists were awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry. 
Mario Molina was the first Mexican citizen to win this prize. The Nobel Prize in Chemistry is one of the 
greatest honors a chemist can receive.

After winning the Nobel prize, Dr. Molina continued to work hard to protect Earth. He worked with 
several environmental organizations. Then, in 2013, he received another great honor. President Barack 
Obama awarded him the Presidential Medal of Freedom.
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Mario Molina wants more Latino and Native American young people to become scientists. Said Molina, 
“Many Latino kids should become scientists because we need scientists all over the world from all 
different backgrounds. We have many tough problems, and we need everybody’s help to solve the 
problems.”

Reflect:

1. How did Dr. Molina’s aunt, Esther Molina, help him become a chemist?

2. What did Dr. Molina discover about CFCs?

3. Dr. Molina was not only a brilliant scientist but an environmental activist, too. Why is it important to 
listen to credible scientists like Dr. Molina?
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