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BOSTON: Biologists with the New England
Aquarium are investigating what may have
caused a rarely-seen deep water whale to
wash up on a Massachusetts beach. The car-
cass of the 17-foot female, weighing almost
a ton, was found Friday on Jones Beach in
Plymouth. Aquarium biologists and staff
from the International Fund for Animal
Welfare are performing a necrospy at the
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. 

They believe the whale is a Sowerby’s
beaked whale, but the aquarium hasn’t han-
dled a beaked whale since 2006. Several
species of beaked whales are found about
200 miles offshore in the North Atlantic. The
whales have long, slender snouts and feed
in cold, deep water on small fish.
Commercial fishermen sometimes net them
accidentally. The carcass offers a chance for
biologists to learn more about them. —AP

ALBANY: More than 20 years of habitat restora-
tion and breeding programs have helped the
endangered Karner blue butterfly make a come-
back in the pine barrens of upstate New York
where it was discovered by Russian author
Vladimir Nabokov decades ago.”This project has
been unbelievably rewarding,” said Neil Gifford,
conservation director for the 3,200-acre Albany
Pine Bush Preserve. “Getting to see an animal
that was on the brink of extinction locally, now
have a robust and healthy population, is just
incredible.”

The silvery blue, postage stamp-sized butter-
fly that was among the first species on the feder-
al endangered list in 1973 is also making a
comeback in parts of Ohio and New Hampshire
where it was thought to have been wiped out
before 2000. Populations have persisted in
Wisconsin and Michigan. The outlook is less sun-
ny in some other parts of the butterfly’s former
range from Minnesota to New England. At
Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore in Indiana,
extensive work to restore and expand the but-
terfly’s sandy, savannah-like habitat has come to
naught.

“The population over the last 15 years has
declined to the point where we’re pretty con-
cerned that it’s been lost from this area,” said

Ralph Grundel, a biologist with the US
Geological Survey in Porter, Indiana. The reasons
are elusive. According to the US Fish and Wildlife
Service, the Karner blue has declined by 99 per-
cent over the past 100 years, with 90 percent of
the decline occurring in the last 15. Among the
reasons are habitat loss from land development
and suppression of the wildfires that are a neces-
sary part of the ecology of the pine barren and
black oak savanna where the insects live.

Naturally colonized
The Karner blue is still found in the Pine

Bush just west of Albany where it was discov-
ered by Nabokov in the 1940s. The author of
“Lolita” was also a notable butterfly expert who
played a key role in establishing the relation-
ship between the Karner blue and its dwin-
dling pine barrens habitat. His research was at
the heart of the discussion of habitat and
restoration provisions of the Endangered
Species Act passed by Congress in 1973.
Recovery efforts focus on restoring the original
pine barrens ecology by removing non-native
trees such as black locust, burning the land-
scape to destroy invasive plants and help fire-
dependent species like pitch pine and scrub
oak, and planting plenty of blue lupine, the

only plant Karner blue larvae eat.
Scientists have also partnered with New

Hampshire officials in a captive breeding pro-
gram since 2001. New York sends adult Karner
blues to New Hampshire each spring, and New
Hampshire returns some of the pupating larvae
back to Albany to be hatched and released.
Butterflies have been released at 21 sites and
have naturally colonized other sites in the pre-
serve. The number of Karner blues has gone
from about 200 in 1991 to more than 14,000
now, Gifford said.

The federal threshold for recovery is a popu-
lation above 3,000 in four of five consecutive
years. Gifford said the recovery goal is likely to
be met next year. At Indiana Dunes, habitat
restoration hasn’t been enough to save the
Karner blue. When he started working there 20
years ago, Grundel said there were 5,000 to
10,000 Karner blues. Only two were found in
2014 and none this year. An unusually warm
spring and dry summer in 2012 are one expla-
nation, as lupine growth cycles were out of sync
with Karner blue larvae hatching. But the num-
bers were plummeting before then. “People are
concerned,” Grundel said. “There’s a recognition
that we need to do more research to better pin-
point the causes for the decline.” —AP

NEW YORK: Online symptom checkers
often misdiagnose patients’ problems,
often encouraging people to seek care for
minor issues that don’t need immediate
attention and other times incorrectly
telling people with true emergencies that
treatment can wait, a UK study suggests.
Researchers tested 23 online and mobile
apps used by millions of people who are
trying to find out if their symptoms are seri-
ous and what might make them feel better.
The apps were imperfect at best, offering
the correct diagnosis on the first try only
about a third of the time.

For triage - assessing the urgency of the
problem - the apps were too cautious in sit-
uations requiring only self-care: only 33
percent of the time, on average, were
patients appropriately advised not to go to
the doctor. At the other extreme, symptom
checkers typically missed the severity of
the situation in one of every five cases
requiring emergency treatment.

Overall, the computer programs offered
accurate triage advice for 57 percent of the
standardized scenarios that were used in
the researchers’ tests. “The risk is that peo-
ple will be told to get care when they
didn’t need it and bear the costs and
inconvenience, or they will be told not to
seek care when they have a life-threaten-
ing problem,” senior author Dr Ateev
Mehrotra, a health policy researcher at
Harvard Medical School in Boston, said by
email.

Rare diagnoses
Because patients may not get much

useful information from a long list of possi-
ble diagnoses, the researchers rated the
symptom-checkers based on whether the
programs spit out the right answer first, or
somewhere lower down on a list of up to
20 possible alternative diagnoses. The soft-
ware listed the right diagnosis first in 24
percent of emergencies on average, and
for 40 percent of non-urgent cases.
Accuracy was better for common than for
rare diagnoses. The app that did best at
giving the correct diagnosis on the first try

was DocResponse.com, at 50 percent.
Accuracy was better for the systems

that used Schmitt or Thompson nurse
triage protocols, standard diagnostic tools
used by clinicians to provide advice over
the phone. With these nurse triage proto-
cols, 72 percent of patients got the appro-
priate guidance on the urgency of their sit-
uation, compared with 55 percent without
the protocols.

Nonclinical terms
One limitation of the study is that it

used specific clinical language to describe
medical conditions in the test vignettes,
which may not provide an accurate reflec-
tion of how the symptom checkers would
perform for patients using nonclinical
terms to describe their conditions, the
authors acknowledge in the British
Medical Journal. More research is needed
to help build more accurate, safer and
more effective tools, and symptom check-
ers are unlikely to completely replace the
role of humans in diagnosis, particularly
for patients without Internet access, said
Jeremy Wyatt, an e-health researcher at
the Leeds Institute of Health Sciences in
the UK, in an editorial.

In some situations, symptom checkers
are never a good idea, Wyatt said by email.
Patients who think they have something
seriously wrong - such as a very high fever,
inability to stand, rapid breathing, severe
pain or bleeding - shouldn’t ask a computer
whether they need immediate help. “Don’t
waste your time surfing, call 911,” Wyatt
said.

If it’s less urgent, patients may be able to
spare the time to use these online and
mobile tools, Wyatt said. Patients should look
for reliable symptom checkers such as
DocResponse.com or FamilyDoctor.org, or
one that uses the Schmitt or Thompson nurse
triage protocols, he added. Non-urgent
patients “can probably afford to spend a few
minutes checking symptoms online,” Wyatt
said. “However, avoid just putting your symp-
toms into Google; use a reliable online symp-
tom checking tool.” —Reuters

NEW YORK: A Karner Blue butterfly is seen after it was released at the Albany Pine Bush Preserve Commission. —AP photos
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in some, not all, of range

‘This project has been unbelievably rewarding’
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BOSTON: This undated photo provided by the New England Aquarium
shows the carcass of rarely-seen deep water beaked whale that washed
ashore on Jones Beach. —AP

Rarely-seen deep water whale washes
up on Massachusetts beach

NEW YORK: Neil Gifford, conservation director at the Albany
Pine Bush Preserve Commission, releases Karner Blue butter-
flies at the preserve.

NEW YORK: Chase Mein, 3, of Gainesville, Va, looks at Karner Blue
butterflies that are on their way for release, in the Discovery
Center at the Albany Pine Bush Preserve Commission.


