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PARIS: A 15-minute, on-the-spot blood test for
Ebola was as accurate in a patient trial as the most
widely-used laboratory-based test, its US-based
developers said yesterday. An affordable, rapid diag-
nostic test would be an invaluable tool for health
workers on the ground, allowing them to quickly
identify and isolate infected individuals and curtail
the spread of the deadly hemorrhagic virus.

Dubbed ReEBOV, the kit manufactured by
Colorado-based Corgenix, works with a drop of
blood from a finger prick and a test strip that
changes color in five to 15 minutes.  It requires very
little training to use, but one potential drawback is
that it needs refrigeration. The standard test in use
today, RealStar RT-PCR, requires analysis of much

larger blood samples at a laboratory with a high bio-
safety level and trained staff-facilities often not with-
in easy reach of outbreak zones. Manufactured by
German company altona Diagnostics, RealStar also
poses risks to those who collect, transport and test
the samples. 

“Laboratory results can sometimes take days to
return,” said a press statement issued by The Lancet
medical journal, which published the study results.
“Delays like this result not only in the failure to diag-
nose and treat Ebola-infected patients, but also in
individuals without Ebola being admitted to holding
units where they may be subsequently infected with
the virus,” it quoted the study’s senior author Nira
Pollock, of the Boston Children’s Hospital, as saying.

For the trial, Pollock and a team used both the
ReEBOV rapid test and RealStar on 105 suspected
Ebola patients in February this year at two govern-
ment-run treatment centers in Sierra Leone-one of
three countries hardest hit by the current outbreak.
ReEBOV detected all 28 Ebola cases diagnosed by
RealStar-a 100-percent level of sensitivity, but much,
much faster. From this, “we can conclude that the
ReEBOV rapid diagnostic test could be very useful as
a rapid test for Ebola virus disease at the point of
care in high-risk populations,” the study said. But the
research also revealed some disconcerting data con-
cerning the reliability of the benchmark test,
RealStar, itself.

Six of the 77 RealStar-negative cases tested

positive with ReEBOV. And further checks with an
alternative RealStar-like test called Trombley, not
yet in wide use, revealed a handful of cases with
low virus levels that had been missed by both the
others. This meant also that the team could not
determine how accurate ReEBOV was in patients
in the early phase of infection, when virus levels
are low. While other prototype fast-track tests are
also being developed and tested, ReEBOV is the
only rapid diagnostic test for Ebola to have been
granted emergency use status by the UN’s World
Health Organization (WHO). The WHO says there
have been 11,207 reported deaths and 27,443 cas-
es in the current West African Ebola outbreak-the
deadliest in history. — AFP 

Patient trial validates  rapid ebola blood test

SEOUL: South Korea has introduced a new law
designed to curb a MERS outbreak, tightening
quarantine restrictions and imposing jail sen-
tences on those who defy anti-infection meas-
ures in a crisis that has now left 31 dead.
Meanwhile, a South Korean man who had
become China’s only confirmed case has been
cured and discharged yesterday, the Health
Ministry here said.

Under the new law, passed in parliament late
Thursday, people infected with the virus who lie
to state investigators about how they came into
contact with the disease will face a fine or a
prison sentence.  “False testimony would entail
up two years in prison or 20 million won
($18,000) in fines,” said the Health Ministry about
the new law. It replaces the maximum two-mil-
lion-won fine that could be meted out to anyone
who did not tell the truth under previous legisla-
tion. 

“Interviewees will (now) feel compelled to
provide honest answers,” the ministry said in a
press statement. The new law also strengthens
officials’ power to restrict the movement of
infected people and close contaminated facili-
ties, with offenders who refuse to follow their
orders also facing two years in prison or a
$18,000 fine.

The number of state health workers in charge
of preventing outbreaks and tracing them will
also be doubled to more than 60. The legislation

comes as South Korea’s government is facing
criticism for failing to stop the MERS outbreak,
which has now become the largest outside
Saudi Arabia. Critics say the lack of coordinated
control among health authorities, hospitals and
local governments, combined with an inade-
quate number of quarantine experts and short-
falls in expertise, are responsible for the failure
to stem the virus in the initial stage of the out-
break. 

Authorities under fire 
Health authorities also came under fire for

withholding the names of health facilities where
the virus has been traced to, letting infected
people go “doctor shopping”-visiting different
hospitals to obtain second or third opinions, fur-
thering the spread o the disease.  The country on
Thursday announced a $14 billion stimulus
package to boost the economy as the outbreak
further dampened the already sagging econo-
my, scaring away tourists and forcing consumers
to stay home.

The finance ministry slashed its growth fore-
cast for this year to 3.1 percent from an earlier
projection of 3.8 percent. The ministry said the
MERS outbreak could pare up to 0.3 percentage
points off annual economic growth. Two new
fatalities were reported yesterday, the health
ministry said-both women, aged 79 and 80, who
had existing health conditions. 

A doctor at Seoul’s Samsung Medical Center,
the hospital to which nearly half of all infections
have been traced, was also confirmed to have
contracted the disease. The hospital earlier this
week decided to extend indefinitely a 12-day
suspension of normal services as patients, doc-
tors and visitors continued to be diagnosed with
the disease. 

One patient, a 55-year-old ambulance driver
at the Samsung hospital, continued to go to
work via subway for days after developing
symptoms in early June, coming into contact
with nearly 500 people.  The latest fatalities
brought the total death toll to 31, the health
ministry said, with 181 people diagnosed with
the deadly virus since the first case emerged on
May 20.

Of those diagnosed, aside from the deceased,
81 have recovered and 69 are still being treated,
including 13 listed in critical condition.
Currently, a total of 2,931 people are in isolation,
including 759 in hospital and 2,172 at their
homes. A 44-year-old South Korean man who
was diagnosed on May 29 and had been treated
in the southern Chinese province of Guangdong
was released from hospital after testing negative
for the virus for three times, the South Korean
health ministry said in a press statement. He flew
to Hong Kong on May 26, a day after his father
was diagnosed in South Korea, and travelled on
to Guangdong by bus. — AFP 

S Korea passes new law 
to curb MERS outbreak

SEOUL: This picture taken on June 25, 2015 shows South Korean lawmakers passing a new law designed to curb a MERS outbreak at the
National Assembly. — AFP  

JOHANNESBURG: An Afr ican rock
python died in unusual circumstances
after swallowing a giant 13.8 kilogram
porcupine at a private game park in
South Africa, the manager said yester-
day. The 3.9 meter snake should have
been able to cope with the porcupine
no matter how prickly the quills, Lake
Eland Game Reserve’s Jennifer Fuller
told AFP. But she suspects the python
became stressed from being watched
by visitors fascinated by the bulge in its
body  — and died when the quills got
stuck as it tried to regurgitate the ani-
mal.

“It’s not unusual for pythons to eat
porcupines, it’s part of their diet,” Fuller
said. “ We think that maybe with so
many people viewing it, (that) put it
under stress and when a snake is under
stress it  normally regurgitates and
brings up its meal so that it can get
away,” she said. “Sadly it did die, which
is unusual because it should have been
fine,” said Fuller. The snake died six days
after it was found to have swallowed
the porcupine.  Rock pythons are
Africa’s largest snakes and known to
swallow and digest much larger ani-
mals, such as antelope. — AFP 

Lying to investigators could mean hefty jail time 

California moves closer to 
stricter vaccinations rules

LOS ANGELES: California’s lawmakers
moved closer to tightening exemptions
for vaccinations, following last month’s
outbreak of measles and the ensuing
outcry over the issue across the coun-
tr y.  The state’s  general  assembly
approved Thursday a bill that would
require all children to be immunized
before entering kindergarten unless
they had a medical condition prevent-
ing vaccination.

The law must return to the state sen-
ate,  which had already approved
another draft of the bill, before being
sent to Governor Jerry Brown for ratifi-
cation.  The measure garnered support
from both Republicans and Democrats
after a measles outbreak in December

in the Disneyland theme park affected
some 130 people.

In total during the outbreak, 159
cases of  were recorded between
January and April in 18 states and the
country’s capital. The viral disease was
supposed to have disappeared years
ago in the US thanks to vaccination
programs.  But when some parents
stopped vaccinating their children due
to a range of beliefs, measles made a
comeback. The disease is highly conta-
gious. It causes fever and rash and can
lead to brain damage, loss of hearing
or sight and sometimes death. Infants,
the elderly and those with weakened
immune systems are particularly vul-
nerable. — AFP 

PASADENA: A bottle of the pertussis vaccine against whooping cough and a syringe
are shown in a pharmacy. — AP 

Python dies after 
eating porcupine 

Study: Weather that brings heatwaves happening more
WASHINGTON: Daily weather patterns have
changed in recent decades, making eastern
North America, Europe and western Asia more
prone to nastier summer heatwaves that go
beyond global warming, a new study finds.

A team of climate scientists at Stanford
University looked at weather patterns since
1979 and found changes in frequency and
strength in parts of the world, according to a
study published in the journal Nature on
Wednesday. These are the types of weather
patterns with stationary high and low pressure
systems that you see on weather forecasts,
which is different than gradual warming from
man-made climate change.

‘Warming trend’ 
The team studied the kind of upper air pat-

terns that “sort of amplifies the warming
trend,” said study lead author Daniel Horton.
The study doesn’t attempt to explain why
these changes are happening. But in general
they fit a theory that has gained momentum
in climate science that says melting sea ice in
the Arctic has sometimes altered the way the
jet stream flows, contributing to extreme
weather like Superstorm Sandy, outside
experts said.

In many cases, including the eastern US
and western Asia in summer, some of these
changes have become even more noticeable
since 1990, the same period in which Arctic
sea ice has gone through a rapid decline, the
study found. For example, the type of summer
weather pattern with a northeastern North
American high pressure system that keeps it
hotter than normal in the eastern US used to

happen about 18 days a summer in the early
1980s. It now occurs about 26 days a summer,
the study found.

“There are more of them each summer and
on average they are lasting longer and the
longest are lasting longer,” Horton said. That
pattern shift is even stronger in the summer in
Europe and western Asia, Horton and co-
author Noah Diffenbaugh found. The patterns
Horton and Diffenbaugh studied are different
from the one responsible for the current
southeastern US heatwave, Horton said. But
the weather patterns were the type responsi-
ble for heatwaves that killed more than 50,000
people in western Russia in 2010 and more
than 70,000 people Europe in 2003, the study
said.

Cold snaps 
In winter, weather pattern shifts have

occurred that made extremely cold snaps in
central Asia even worse, Horton said. But the
study also found an increase in the weather
patterns associated with weaker extreme cold
snaps in western Asian winters. Diffenbaugh
said the changes could be a result of random
chance, or a side effect of climate change and
melting sea ice as others have theorized.

Rutgers University climate scientist Jennifer
Francis, for example, hailed the work as thor-
ough and “consistent with expected changes
associated with a rapidly warming Arctic.” This
shows that it’s getting harder to separate daily
weather patterns from long-term changes
from global warming, said University of
Georgia meteorology professor Marshall
Shepherd, who wasn’t part of the study.— AP 

MOSCOW: St Basil’s cathedral, background, is seen through the smog covering Moscow, as a heat wave hit central Russia breaking tem-
perature records. — AP 


