
SEOUL: In this file photo taken on June 8, 2015, a student has her temperature taken by a teacher outside the Sungshin elemen-
tary school. —AFP  
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TOULOUSE: A 16-year-old French volunteer archaeolo-
gist has found an adult tooth dating back around
560,000 years in southwestern France, in what
researchers hailed as a “major discovery” yesterday.  “A
large adult tooth-we can’t say if it was from a male or
female-was found during excavations of soil we know to
be between 550,000 and 580,000 years old, because we
used different dating methods,” paleoanthropologist
Amelie Viallet told AFP. “This is a major discovery because
we have very few human fossils from this period in
Europe,” she said. The tooth was found in the Arago cave
near the village of Tautavel, one of the world’s most
important prehistoric sites which has been excavated for
about 50 years. It is also the site of the discovery of over
140 fossils belonging to Tautavel Man, an early hominid
that lived an estimated 450,000 years ago. Volunteer
Camille, 16, was working with another young archaeolo-
gist when she found the tooth last Thursday.

They were among the hundreds of young trainee

archaeologists who come to work in the cave every year
to study human ancestors during the lower Paleolithic
era, when they first began to use tools. The owner of the
tooth-a very worn lower incisor-lived during a cold, dry
and windy period and according to archaeological finds
in the cave, hunted horses, reindeer, bison and rhinocer-
os. For a long time the Heidelberg jaw-including the chin
and full set of lower teeth-discovered in Germany in
1907 dating to around 600,000 years ago, was the oldest
fossil of  human ancestors in western Europe. However
some archaeological sites offered up evidence of stone
tools dating back much earlier.

This has left many questions and stirred debate
about the life and presence of human ancestors in
Europe before modern humans rose out of Africa and
went on to conquer the planet. In 2013 the discovery of
a fossil tooth in southeastern Spain that dated to about
1.4 million years ago shook up the timeline of the colo-
nization of Europe by modern humans.

A piece of the puzzle 
Dr Matthew Skinner, a palaeoanthropologist from

the University of Kent in Britain said that while the find
was important as there are few human fossils from this
period, “a single tooth, I wouldn’t say is a major discov-
ery, unfortunately.”

“If there’s something about its shape or its size that
would suggest that it is different from the other fossils
we have from that time period and perhaps belongs to
a different species , then that would be of course very
interesting.”  He said the most obvious species to which
the tooth would belong would be Homo heidelbergen-
sis-owner of the German jaw-about whom little is
known. “These are certainly different from modern
humans, they existed before Neanderthals. They had
quite large brains and fairly complex behaviour but
weren’t modern in the way that we are.

“They were quite robust, very stocky individuals,
they had really massive skulls.” However he said most

fossils available came from above the neck, making it
difficult to understand the species. “What we need is for
them to find a skeleton ...We have lots of skulls of hei-
delbergensis but what we don’t have are arms and legs
and ribs and pelvis...  not much, there’s a few pieces,
but it’s really not very much.” Tony Chevalier, another
paleoanthropologist from Tautavel, said the tooth
would also shine a light on the current debate over
Homo Heidelbergensis-owner of the German jaw and
ancestor of Neanderthals. “Was Homo Heidelbergensis
simply European or also African? It is a very important
debate,” said Chevalier.  

While modern Homo sapiens is now the last man
standing, in the past our ancestors shared the earth
with several early human species at the same time. A
plethora of archaeological finds in past decades contin-
ues to change the size and shape of humans’ family
tree and the connections between the different
branches. — AFP 

SEOUL: South Korea said yesterday it is now vir-
tually free of the deadly MERS virus that killed 36
people and sickened nearly 200 since an out-
break was declared in May. Prime Minister
Hwang Kyo-ahn in a government meeting urged
people to return to normal as the country hasn’t
had a new MERS case in more than three weeks.
More than 16,000 people were isolated at hospi-
tals and homes as the government tried to stop
the disease’s spread, and the last person was lift-
ed from quarantine on Monday.

“It is the judgment of medical experts and
the government that people can now feel safe,”
Hwang said in the meeting, according to the
prime minister ’s office. The World Health
Organization in a statement yesterday called the
outbreak under control, crediting South Korea’s

public health measures, such as broadly tracing
patients’ contacts, isolating all contacts and sus-
pected cases, and strengthening infection pre-
vention.

Wider-than-expected 
Middle East Respiratory Syndrome, discov-

ered in 2012, is caused by a coronavirus in the
same family as the common cold and SARS. The
disease usually spreads poorly, but experts sus-
pect South Korea’s crowded emergency rooms
and hospital wards might have contributed to a
wider-than-expected transmission here. South
Koreans’ habits of “doctor shopping” - visiting
multiple facilities to treat the same illness - and
having many friends and relatives visit hospital-
ized patients also might have contributed.

The public alarm over MERS rattled South
Korea’s economy, which posted its slowest quar-
terly growth in more than two years in the three
months through June. The Bank of Korea partial-
ly blamed the slowed growth on sapped con-
sumption as foreign tourists cancelled visits and
people stayed home in fear of infection.

Authorities in seven countries, including sev-
eral regions in China, Czech Republic and United
Arab Emirates, had advised their citizens against
traveling to South Korea over the MERS out-
break, and Vietnam yesterday became the last
country among them to lift the travel warning,
according to Seoul’s foreign ministry. Hong Kong
is maintaining an alert against non-essential
travel to South Korea, but the foreign ministry
said it was expecting it to be lifted. —AP 
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KATHMANDU: In a victor y for
activists, Nepalese temple authori-
ties said yesterday they would end
a centuries-old Hindu tradition of
mass animal slaughter that
attracts hundreds of thousands of
worshippers. The festival,  held
once every five years, sees hordes
of devotees from Nepal and India

flock to a temple in the Himalayan
nation’s southern plains to sacri-
fice thousands of animals in the
hope of appeasing the Hindu god-
dess of power, Gadhimai.

“We have decided to complete-
ly stop the practice of animal sacri-
fice,” said Motilal Prasad, secretary
of the Gadhimai Temple Trust,

which organizes the celebrations.
“I  realized that animals are so
much like us-they have the same
organs as us... and feel the same
pain we do,” Prasad told AFP. The
practice of ritual sacrifice has a
long history in Nepal, with devo-
tees offering goats and buffaloes
to gods during major festivals in

the hope of finding health and
happiness.  

Some 2.5 million worshippers
sacrificed an estimated 200,000
animals during the most recent
installment of the Gadhimai festi-
val held last November in the vil-
lage of Bariyapur near the Indian
border. “It won’t be easy to end a
400-year-old custom... but we have
four years to convince people that
they don’t need to sacrifice ani-
mals to please the goddess,”
Prasad said.

Animal rights activists applaud-
ed the decision, which came after
years spent lobbying temple
authorities and the Nepal govern-
ment in a campaign that attracted
support from celebrities including
British actress Joanna Lumley and
French movie legend Brigitte
Bardot. “It has been a long effort...
we took a firm stand and it has
finally worked,” said Manoj
Gautam, president of Animal
Nepal Welfare Network. “We realize
that people have been victimized
by superstition so building mass
awareness is critical, but I am very
hopeful that we will see a blood-
less festival in 2019,” Gautam told
AFP.  

According to legend, the first
sacrifices in Bariyapur were con-
ducted several centuries ago when
Gadhimai appeared to a prisoner
in a dream and asked him to
establish a temple to her. When he
awoke, his shackles had fallen
open and he was able to leave the
prison and build the temple,
where he sacrificed animals to give
thanks. — AFP 
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JAKARTA: Southeast Asian nations meeting yes-
terday to discuss the problem of haze that
shrouds the region’s skies every year made little
progress, as the number of smog-belching forest
fires was on the rise in Indonesia. Environment
ministers from Indonesia, Singapore, Thailand,
Brunei and Singapore met in Jakarta to discuss
the issue. 

The haze mostly comes from forest fires on
Indonesia’s western island of Sumatra, many of
which are deliberately lit to clear land for planta-
tions.  Pressure to resolve the problem has
increased since 2013 when Southeast Asia suf-
fered its worst smog crisis for more than a
decade, with haze levels hitting a record high in
Singapore. Nevertheless, collaborative efforts by
the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) to resolve the problem have
been slow, with Singapore’s calls for the adop-
tion of a regional haze monitoring system mak-
ing little headway.

The proposed system would use satellite

data and maps of forest concessions to identify
firms responsible for fires, and use this evidence
to prosecute them. But Indonesia and Malaysia,
which is also home to palm oil plantations, have
been reluctant to provide such maps. There were
no concrete developments at the two-day
Jakarta meeting, prompting Singaporean
Environment Minister Vivian Balakrishnan to
lament “very slow” progress despite many meet-
ings. “The human, social and economic cost of
haze in our part of the world has been too high,
and been going on far too long,” he told reporters.
Singapore has passed legislation allowing author-
ities to fine companies that cause or contribute to
haze, regardless of whether they have an office in
the city-state. But officials say they still need evi-
dence from the ground. The number of fires on
Sumatra rose steeply in recent days, with state-
run Antara news agency reporting over 300
“hotspots”-either forest fires or areas likely soon
to go up in flames-detected on the island at the
weekend. — AFP 
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SAN FRANCISCO: A federal appeals court
Monday upheld a California law banning the
sale, distribution and possession of shark fins.
The legislation does not conflict with a 19th-cen-
tury law that gives federal officials authority to
manage shark fishing off the California coast or
significantly interfere with interstate commerce,
the 9th US Circuit Court of Appeals said.

The 2-1 ruling upheld a lower court decision
tossing the lawsuit brought by the Chinatown
Neighborhood Association and Asian Americans
for Political Advancement, a political action com-
mittee. The groups had argued that the ban -
passed in 2011 - unfairly targeted the Chinese
community, which considers shark fin soup a
delicacy. Shark finning is the practice of remov-
ing the fins from a living shark, leaving the ani-
mal to die.

Joseph Breall, an attorney for the groups,
said they were reviewing their options and
had not yet decided whether to appeal. He
said he was heartened by the dissenting opin-
ion by Judge Stephen Reinhardt, who said the
plaintiffs should have been allowed to amend
their lawsuit.

The plaintiffs had argued on appeal that the
shark fin law conflicted with the federal law
intended to manage shark fishing off the
California coast. The majority in the 9th Circuit
ruling, however, said the federal law has no
requirement that a certain number of sharks be
harvested, and even if it did, the California law
still allowed sharks to be taken for purposes oth-
er than obtaining their fins.

The federal law, additionally, envisions a
broad role for states in crafting fishery manage-
ment plans, and, like California’s ban, makes con-
servation paramount, the court said. The 9th
Circuit also rejected the plaintiffs’ claims that the
ban illegally interfered with trade in shark fins
between California and other states and the flow
of shark fins between states through California. 

“The Shark Fin Law does not interfere with
activity that is inherently national or that
requires a uniform system of regulation,” Judge
Andrew Hurwitz wrote. “The purpose of the
Shark Fin Law is to conserve state resources, pre-
vent animal cruelty, and protect wildlife and
public health. These are legitimate matters of
local concern.” — AP 
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SAN FRANCISCO: In this Thursday, May 5, 2011 photo, NBA player Yao Ming sits near an
inflatable shark during a break from filming a public service announcement about banning
shark fin soup in Chinatown. —AP 

BARIYAPUR: In this photograph taken on November 28, 2014, a butcher gets ready to kill a buffalo
during a mass slaughter of the animals for the Gadhimai festival inside a walled enclosure. —AFP 

TAIPEI: A court has sentenced the head of a
Taiwanese company to 20 years in jail for his
role at the centre of a “gutter oil” scandal that
gripped the island’s food industry and
brought down a minister. Yeh Wen-hsiang,
chairman of Chang Guann Co, was also fined
Tw$50 million ($1.6 million) for his part in sell-
ing on 243 tons of tainted oil collected from
cookers, fryers, and grease traps, as well as
recycled grease from leather processing
plants.

Yeh was first detained in September after
the accusations came to light, but was
released on bail in October, before being
found guilty of safety violations last week. He
was sentenced on Friday. Hundreds of tons of
cakes, bread, instant noodles, cookies,
steamed buns and dumplings had to be
removed from shelves in Taiwan and Hong
Kong when the case surfaced, authorities said.

The contaminated fat was mixed with reg-
ular lard and distributed to clients in the food
industry.  More than 1,000 restaurants, bak-
eries and food plants in Taiwan had used the

tainted oil, according to the Food and Drug
Administration, and the resulting outcry led to
the resignation of the country’s health minis-
ter. Tsai Chi-chuan, the company’s vice presi-
dent, was also given a 20-year sentence for
food safety violations, according to a state-
ment released by the Pingtung District Court,
in the south of the country. Kuo Lieh-cheng,
the manager of an unlicensed factory that
supplied the firm, was jailed for 12 years, while
a worker from the same factory was sentenced
to eight years, it said. 

Taiwan’s government had pushed for an
amendment to the law to raise jail terms and
fines for food safety violations, as well as offer-
ing whistle-blowers more incentives in the
wake of the case. Yeh’s “gutter oil” case was the
first in a string of scandals, with Taiwanese
food giant Ting Hsin group accused of selling
oil intended for animal food just one month
later. Two Taiwanese businessmen were then
charged with using banned industrial dyes to
adulterate food products in December last
year, also prompting mass recalls. — AFP 
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