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BANGKOK: One of Thailand’s leading hos-
pitals, known for treating medical tourists,
said yesterday it had received the country’s
first case of Middle East Respiratory
Syndrome (MERS), as authorities said it had
taken nearly four days to confirm the ill-
ness. Thailand said on Thursday a 75-year-
old businessman from Oman, who had
travelled to Bangkok for medical treatment
for a heart condition, had tested positive for
MERS.

The announcement came just as an out-
break in South Korea that began last month
and has infected 166 people, killing 24 of
them, appeared to be leveling off. The
high-end Bumrungrad Hospital, run by
Thailand’s second-largest hospital operator,
identified the first MERS case. The hospital
in central Bangkok treats over a million
patients a year, about half of them foreign-
ers.

“The patient came to us tired, coughing
... there was no fever,” a doctor from the pri-
vate hospital told a televised news confer-
ence. “So we X-rayed his chest ... we found
that he could have two things, a heart con-
dition or the MERS virus.” Tourism accounts
for 10 percent of the Thai economy and
medical tourists make up more than 10 per-
cent of visitors, according to the Tourism
Authority of Thailand. About a third of
those medical tourists come from the
Middle East.

Locked down 
The hospital said 58 staff had been quar-

antined, but all other operations were con-
tinuing as normal. The infected man was
moved to Bangkok’s Bamrasnaradura
Infectious Diseases Institute on Thursday.
Staff there were seen wearing and giving

out masks to visitors, according to a Reuters
reporter at the scene. Health warnings were
posted in front of the building’s entrance.

Two South Korean hospitals were locked
down and another completely shut due to
MERS, while the prestigious Samsung
Medical Center in Seoul, where most infec-
tions occurred, stopped taking new patients
during the outbreak. The Thai case will com-
pound fears in Asia of a repeat of a 2002-
2003 outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome (SARS), which began in China
and killed about 800 people globally.

MERS was first identified in humans in
Saudi Arabia in 2012 and the majority of
cases have been in the Middle East. Isolated
cases have cropped up in Asia before South
Korea’s outbreak began last month, and
Thailand is the fourth Asian country to reg-
ister a case.

China has had one case recently, that of
a South Korean man who travelled to China
via Hong Kong despite authorities suggest-
ing he stay in voluntary quarantine at
home. The Philippines has also identified a
case this year.

The infected man arrived in the Thai
capital on Monday on an Oman Air flight
for medical treatment for a heart ailment at
a private hospital. “It took about four days
to diagnose this case and two lab tests,”
Public Health Minister Rajata Rajatanavin
told Reuters, adding all 106 people on
board the man’s flight had been located.

High risk 
Among those being monitored were the

man’s two sons, who were considered at
high risk because of their proximity to their
father. The two had been tested and results
were due later yesterday, Rajata said. Most

of those under observation had been told to
stay at home for 14 days. South Korea’s out-
break, the largest outside Saudi Arabia, had
been traced to a 68-year-old man who
returned from a business trip to the Middle
East in early May.

It spread through hospitals with all of its
infections known to have occurred in
healthcare facilities. The outbreak in South
Korea appeared to have peaked, with just
one new case reported on Friday and the
number of people in quarantine down 12
percent to 5,930, though authorities were
taking no chances.

“Given the current developments, we
have judged that it has levelled off, but we
need to watch further spread, further cases
from so-called intensive control hospitals,”
the South Korean health ministry’s chief pol-
icy official, Kwan Deok-cheol, told a briefing
in Seoul. In Thailand, authorities were
screening passengers from countries seen
at risk of MERS and stepping up public infor-
mation about the virus, another health offi-
cial said.

The Middle East is an important source
of tourists for Thailand with arrivals from the
region up by nearly 50 percent in January,
according to the tourism office. Bangkok is
also one of the region’s main aviation hubs.
The vast majority of MERS infections have
been in Saudi Arabia, where more than
1,000 people have been infected since 2012,
and about 454 have died. There is no cure.
Shares in Thai aviation companies and
hotels fell on Friday with hotel operator
Central Plaza Hotel plunging 6.6 percent.
Airports operator Airports of Thailand
dropped 4.2 percent to a more than three-
week low. Bumrungrad Hospital shares
were down over 6 percent. — Reuters 

Top Thai hospital

treats MERS case 

Most kangaroos are 

left-handed: Study

WASHINGTON: Kangaroos tend to be lefties, according
to a study Thursday that sheds new light on the capaci-
ty for mammals, particularly those that walk upright, to
prefer one paw over the other. The study was published
in the journal Current Biology. Lead researcher Yegor
Malashichev of Saint Petersburg State University in 

Russia studied kangaroos for the first time, after pre-
viously focusing on handedness in jumping frogs, walk-
ing frogs and gray short-tailed opossums. Wild kanga-
roos in Australia and Tasmania showed “a natural pref-
erence for their left hands when performing particular
actions-grooming the nose, picking a leaf, or bending a
tree branch, for example,” said the study. 

“Left-handedness was particularly apparent in east-
ern grey and red kangaroos.” When it came to red-
necked wallabies, they appeared to favor their left hand
for some tasks-like those involving fine motor skills-and
their right for others that used more physical strength.
“According to a special-assessment scale of handedness
adopted for primates, kangaroos pulled down the high-
est grades,” said Malashichev. “We observed a remark-
able consistency in responses across bipedal species in
that they all prefer to use the left, not the right, hand.”

A key reason why researchers were surprised at the
finding was that kangaroo brains lack the same neural
circuit that bridges the left and right hemispheres of the
brain seen in other mammals. “What we observed in
reality we did not initially expect,” Malashichev said.
“But the more we observed, the more it became obvi-
ous that there is something really new and interesting
in the wild.” — AFP 

SEOUL: A cyclist wearing a face mask rides through a market. — AFP 

S Korea outbreak levels off

Mum with tattoos

wins her right to

breastfeed

SYDNEY: An Australian mother yesterday won her bid
to breastfeed her baby after a court overturned a deci-
sion banning her from suckling the infant due to the risk
of infection from tattoos. The 20-year-old mother, who
cannot be named, was ordered not to breastfeed her
11-month old son earlier this month by a judge con-
cerned about the risk of him contracting HIV or other
diseases from two new tattoos. But the full bench of the
Family Court yesterday unanimously reversed the deci-
sion, ruling that the evidence “was not capable of estab-
lishing the risk identified”.

The case first came before Judge Mathew Myers on
June 3 when the mother complained that the father,
from whom she is separated, had failed to return the
baby to her care. At that hearing, the judge raised the
fact that the mother was breastfeeding in relation to
evidence that she was taking medication for post-natal
depression. She had also used cannabis once in the past
two years and had acquired two new tattoos on her foot
and finger about a month ago.

In a decision on June 5 Myers said that while the
mother had tested negative for HIV and other diseases
since getting the tattoos, tests could not be definitive
until three months after the needles were used. In his
decision, he said looking at the benefit of breastfeeding
an 11-month-old compared to the risk of “a lifelong
issue in circumstances where the child contracted HIV”,
it was in the child’s best interests not to be breastfed.

But in its judgment yesterday, the full bench of the
Family Court said the case highlighted the need for
expert opinion evidence in such instances. “Judges
must not mistake their own views for being either facts
not reasonably open to question or as appropriately
qualified expert evidence,” Justice Murray Aldridge said
in a judgment summary. The judgment said the initial
judge had also erred by failing to consider the emotion-
al and physical benefits of continued breastfeeding to
the baby and the possible negative side effects of sud-
denly stopping the practice. — AFP 


