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This image made available by NASA on Friday, July 24, 2015 shows Pluto made by combining several images from two cameras on the
New Horizons spacecraft. The images were taken when the spacecraft was 280,000 miles (450,000 kilometers) away from Pluto. —AP

CAPE CANAVERAL: Pluto is hazier than scientists
expected and appears to be covered with flow-
ing ice. The team responsible for the New
Horizons flyby of Pluto last week released new
pictures Friday of the previously unexplored
world on the edge of the solar system. “If you’re
seeing a cardiologist, you may want to leave the
room,” principal scientist Alan Stern teased at the
opening of the news conference at NASA head-
quarters. “There are some pretty mind-blowing
discoveries.”

NASA’s New Horizons spacecraft, now 7.5 mil-
lion miles beyond Pluto, has detected layers of
haze stretching 100 miles into the atmosphere,
much higher than anticipated. All this haze is
believed to account for the dwarf planet’s red-
dish color. If you were standing on Pluto and
looking up, you probably wouldn’t notice the
haze, said George Mason University’s Michael
Summers. In fact, New Horizons had to wait until
after its closest approach on July 14, so the sun
would silhouette Pluto and the atmosphere
could be measured by means of the scattered
sunlight.

As for the ice flows, they appear to be relative-
ly recent: no more than a few tens of millions of

years, according to William McKinnon of
Washington University in St. Louis. That com-
pares with the 4.5 billion-year age of Pluto and
the rest of the solar system. To see evidence of
such recent activity, he said, is “simply a dream
come true.” Temperatures on Pluto are minus 380
degrees Fahrenheit (minus 229 degrees Celsius),
and so water ice would not move anywhere in
such extreme cold. But McKinnon said the nitro-
gen and other ices believed to be on Pluto would
be geologically soft and therefore able to flow
like glaciers on Earth.

Ponds of frozen nitrogen 
Some of that plutonian ice seems to have

emptied into impact craters, creating ponds of
frozen nitrogen. One of those semi-filled craters
is about the size of metropolitan Washington DC,
McKinnon said. These latest findings support the
theory that an underground ocean might exist
deep beneath Pluto’s icy crust, McKinnon said.
These ice flows - which might still be active - are
found on Pluto’s vast icy plain, now called
Sputnik Planum after Earth’s first man-made
satellite. The plain is about the size of Texas and
occupies the left side of Pluto’s bright heart-

shaped feature, named Tombaugh Regio after
the late astronomer who discovered Pluto in
1930, Clyde Tombaugh.

It’s evident now that the two “lobes” of the
heart are quite different; Stern speculated that
nitrogen snow could possibly be blowing from
the brighter left, or western, side to the right.
One of Pluto’s newly discovered mountain ranges
now bears the name of Sir Edmund Hillary, who
along with Sherpa guide Tenzing Norgay con-
quered Mount Everest in 1953. The New Horizons
team already had named another series of
mountains after Norgay.

The spacecraft traveled 3 billion miles over
91/2 years to get the first close-up look of Pluto.
The New Horizons team stressed that most of the
collected data are still aboard the spacecraft and
will take more than a year to obtain. Over the
next several weeks, much of the incoming trans-
missions will consist of engineering or other
technical data - and only a few images. But start-
ing in mid-September, “the spigot opens again,”
promised Stern, a scientist at the Southwest
Research Institute. From then until fall 2016, “The
sky will be raining presents with data from the
Pluto system. It’s going to be quite a ride.” —AP

Conditions on Pluto:
Hazy with flowing ice

‘There are some pretty mind-blowing discoveries’

PARIS: Senior diplomats charged with con-
densing an unwieldy draft for a global cli-
mate rescue pact, due to be inked in
December, handed in their much-anticipat-
ed homework on Friday. A near 90-page
draft accord that has emerged from the
195-nation talks so far was a laundry list of
unresolved issues and a myriad of options,
often clashing, for averting climate disaster.

Negotiators agreed at the last UN cli-
mate meeting in June to let the body’s joint
chairmen take a machete-or at least a
scalpel-to the text. With only 10 official
negotiating days ahead of a crucial
November 30-December 11 conference in
Paris to seal the deal, the pair produced a
slightly shorter version Friday, though still
nearly 80 pages long. The document “pre-
sents a clearer picture of the possible final
outcome, while not omitting any of the
options put forward by the parties,” said a
statement by the secretariat of the UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change,
under whose auspices the negotiations
take place.

“The co-chairs’ intention... is to offer the
document as a tool that can allow (negotia-
tors) more effectively to negotiate when
they reconvene” in Bonn from August 31 to
September 4.” The chairmen’s brief had
been limited to “streamlining and consoli-
dating” the working document-no substan-
tive changes allowed. “I welcome this
important work by the co-presidents and
facilitators. It will allow the September
negotiation to be organized consistently,”
said Laurence Tubiana, France’s top climate
negotiator. 

In 2011, the UNFCCC’s 195 member
nations gave themselves until December
this year to conclude a deal to protect Earth
from the ravages of extreme global warm-
ing. The target is to prevent mean global
temperatures from rising more than two
degree Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit)
over pre-industrial levels, dating from
about 1850.

Scientists note that at current green-
house gas-emission rates the thermostat
will rise by twice than much before centu-
ry’s end. The parties remain far removed on
politically-divisive issues which have

bedeviled the talks for years. They include
opposing country views on how to review
and hike pledges-if at all-to ensure the 2 C
target remains on track. Also unclear is how
rich countries will  meet a promise to
muster $100 billion (88 billion Euros) annu-
ally in climate aid from 2020.

Cut through the clutter 
The thorniest issues will ultimately be

left to ministers or government leaders to
settle. “Now that the co-chairs have done
their job, it’s up to negotiators and minis-
ters to do theirs, by buckling down at their
next round of meetings in early September
and speeding up the pace of progress
towards agreeing an ambitious, fair, and
comprehensive climate deal in Paris,” said
Alden Meyer of the Union of Concerned
Scientists.

Last week, ministers and top-level diplo-
mats from 46 countries met informally in
Paris to push things along. While their talks
were not part of the formal negotiating
process, participants from both rich and
developing countries said they made sig-
nificant headway in talking through some
of the core issues.

“The progress we’ve made, both with
the text and in informal talks, has put an
agreement within reach,” said Thoriq
Ibrahim, environment and energy minister
for the Maldives, who chairs the Alliance of
Small Island States at high risk of climate
change-induced sea level rise. Jennifer
Morgan of the World Resources Institute
thinktank said the streamlined text was a
“strong foundation” for advancing negotia-
tions.

“The co-chairs have cut through the
clutter to make the text more coherent,
clarifying the key choices to be made,” she
commented. Added Greenpeace climate
expert Martin Kaiser, “the text has a long
way to go to being the unquestionable,
concise document it needs to be. “It cannot
be a circus-tent for the Paris performers but
rather an airtight mandate which forces
politicians to produce the necessary poli-
cies needed for a just energy transforma-
tion for a healthy population and a healthy
planet.” —AFP

Light trim for rough 
draft of climate pact

WASHINGTON: US regulators on Friday
approved a new cholesterol drug called Praluent,
made by Sanofi and Regeneron, for people with
certain genetic risk factors for heart disease. The
injectable drug is the first of its kind to gain
approval on the US market, and offers an alterna-
tive to popular pill-based statins. However, the
US Food and Drug Administration approved it
only for adults with an inherited condition that

predisposes them to high cholesterol and raises
the risk of heart attack and stroke.

“Praluent is approved for use in addition to
diet and maximally tolerated statin therapy in
adult patients with heterozygous familial hyper-
cholesterolemia (HeFH) or patients with clinical
atherosclerotic cardiovascular disease such as
heart attacks or strokes, who require additional
lowering of LDL cholesterol,” the FDA said in a

statement. HeFH is an inherited condition that
causes high levels of the bad kind of cholesterol,
known as low-density lipoprotein (LDL) choles-
terol. Known also as alirocumab, the treatment is
part of a new class of drugs known as proprotein
convertase subtilisin kexin type 9 (PCSK9)
inhibitors. These drugs block the PCSK9 gene in
the liver, which results in plummeting levels of
LDL. —AFP

Regulators give cholesterol drug only limited approval

YALA, Sri Lanka: In this photo taken on July 24, 2015, a crocodile sunbathes
on a river bank at Yala National Park in the southern district of Yala, some
250kms southwest of Colombo. Yala National Park is the most visited and
second largest national park in Sri Lanka. —AFP


