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MIAMI: A massive space rock that will
shave by Earth on Halloween looks like a
dead comet with a skull face, NASA said
after gaining a closer look at the spooky
space junk. Astronomers initially thought
the object was an asteroid when they
spotted it in early October, and named it
Asteroid 2015 TB145.

But using the US space agency ’s
Infrared Telescope Facility (IRTF) on Mauna
Kea, Hawaii, experts “have determined
that the celestial object is more than likely
a dead comet that has shed its volatiles
after numerous passes around the sun,”
NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory said in a
statement late Friday. Scientists have also
spotted an eerie skull-like resemblance on
the face of the rock, based on radar data

from the National Science Foundation’s
305-meter (1,000-foot)  Arecibo
Observatory in Puerto Rico.

“In the Arecibo images it appears to
have donned a skull  costume for its
Halloween flyby,” said Kelly Fast, IRTF pro-
gram scientist at NASA and acting pro-
gram manager for the US space agency’s
Near-Earth Object Observations Program.
The space rock has already grabbed atten-
tion with its unusually high speed and big
size, about as large as a football stadium
at 2,000 feet in diameter. There is no dan-
ger of it hitting Earth, however. When it
zips by,  it  wil l  do so at a distance of
302,000 miles. That’s about 1.3 times the
distance between the Ear th and the
Moon. —AFP

Dead comet with skull face to 
hurtle by Earth on Halloween

This image obtained from NASA shows asteroid 2015 TB145, a dead comet, in an
image generated using radar data collected by the National Science
Foundation’s 1,000-foot Arecibo Observatory in Puerto Rico. —AFP
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In this Aug 31, 2013 photo made available by NASA, astronaut Chris Cassidy, Expedition 36 flight engineer, exercises on the
advanced Resistive Exercise Device (aRED) in the Tranquility node of the International Space Station. —AP

CAPE CANAVERAL: NASA needs to get cracking
if it wants to keep its astronauts alive and well on
missions to Mars, according to an in-house report
issued Thursday. In an extensive audit, NASA’s
inspector general office looked at the space
agency’s overall effort to keep astronauts safe
during lengthy space missions - especially trips to
Mars, currently targeted for the 2030s.

Among the top health hazards for three-year,
round-trip Mars missions: space radiation that
could cause cancer, central nervous system dam-
age, cataracts or infertility; extreme isolation,
which could lead to psychological problems; and
prolonged weightlessness, already known to
weaken bones, muscles and vision.

There’s also the issue of limited amounts and
types of medicine and food, the latter potentially
leading to weight loss and malnutrition. Inspector
General Paul Martin acknowledged that NASA is
making progress in identifying and managing

these health risks. NASA’s first yearlong mission is
underway at the International Space Station. But
Martin pointed out that the space agency is opti-
mistic in thinking it can resolve all the issues by
the 2030s.

‘Significant challenges’ 
“The agency still faces significant challenges to

ensuring the safety of crew members on a human
mission to Mars or deep space,” the report conclud-
ed. As such, the first astronauts who fly to Mars may
need to accept even more risk than subsequent
crews, according to the report. Stalling the health-
risk effort, in part, is the continuing uncertainty over
the type of vehicles and habitats that will be used
to carry astronauts into deep space, the report stat-
ed. NASA also needs to consolidate its expertise;
right now, there’s a lack of organization to manage
crew health risks, the report noted.

NASA agreed with the conclusions. To date, no

American has spent more than seven months in
space at a time. The Russians are the world’s space
endurance champions, but even they haven’t ven-
tured beyond 14 months for a mission. By coinci-
dence, the watchdog’s 54-page report came out
the same day NASA astronaut Scott Kelly broke the
US record for the longest single spaceflight.

Kelly is more than halfway through a one-year
station stint, as is Russian cosmonaut Mikhail
Kornienko. They won’t be back on Earth until
March. On Thursday, Kelly told a TV interviewer
that while it definitely feels like he’s been up there
a long time, “I’m pretty sure I’m going to get
through it without much of an issue.” He said he
hopes his mission will help get astronauts to
Mars. Medical researchers expect to learn much
from Kelly’s flight. As a bonus, Kelly’s identical
twin, Mark, a retired astronaut, is submitting to
testing so doctors can compare the results of the
space and ground-based brothers. —AP

NASA requires better handle 
on health hazards for Mars

Space radiation, cancer among dangers

TOKYO: Some 50 nationalists yesterday
staged a rally in the southern Japanese
whaling town of Taiji to counter anti-
whaling campaigns by conservation
group Sea Shepherd. The demonstration
came weeks after the small Japanese
town-thrust into the global spotlight in
the Oscar-winning 2009 documentary
“The Cove”-kicked off this season’s con-
troversial dolphin and whaling hunt.

Online video footage showed partici-
pants marching through the port with a
banner which read: “Let ’s protect
Japanese food culture from Western hyp-
ocritical values. Japanese should not give
in to Sea Shepherd.” “They are environ-
mental terrorists,” one of the demonstra-
tors told the rally through a loudspeaker
as many of the protesters waved
Japanese flags.

Another demonstrator said: “They eat

beef, pork, chicken and everything.
What’s wrong with protecting our coun-
try’s culture?” There was no clash as no
environmentalists showed up during the
rally. In the annual hunt, people from the
southwestern town corral hundreds of
dolphins into a secluded bay and butch-
er them, turning the water crimson red.
The scene was featured in “The Cove”
documentary, drawing unwanted atten-
tion to the little coastal community.

Environmental campaigners visit the
town every year during the gruesome
event and authorities have boosted their
presence to prevent any clashes
between locals and activists. Some of the
dolphins are sold to aquariums.
Defenders of the hunt say it is a tradition
and point out that the animals are not
endangered, a position echoed by the
Japanese government. —AFP

Pro-whalers demonstrate
against conservationists

LOS ANGELES: The second-degree
murder convictions this week of a Los
Angeles-area physician were the first
against a US doctor for recklessly pre-
scribing drugs, the Los Angeles district
attorney’s office said. Dr Hsiu-Ying “Lisa”
Tseng was convicted of murder on
Friday in a landmark case for killing
three patients who overdosed on what
a prosecutor called “crazy, outrageous
amounts” of painkillers she prescribed.

It’s rare to bring homicide charges
against a physician, but the case came
amid a prescription drug abuse epi-
demic that has led lawmakers to try to
rein in so-called pill mills that dole out
medications with little scrutiny.

“You can’t hide behind a white lab

coat and commit crimes,” Deputy
District Attorney John Niedermann
said. “Writing a prescription to some-
one knowing that they’re going to
abuse it and potentially die was the
theory of second-degree murder that
we had.” A dozen of Tseng’s patients
died, though prosecutors only brought
three murder charges because of other
factors involved in some of those
deaths, such as drugs prescribed by
other doctors and a possible suicide.

Tseng, 45, showed no emotion as
the convictions were read out loud,
though her lawyer said she was emo-
tional and very upset later. Jurors delib-
erated for 10 days before reaching the
verdicts. She was also convicted of ille-

gally writing prescriptions for two of
the deceased patients and 16 other
people, including two undercover
agents who were investigating how
easily she prescribed addictive pain
pills after brief office visits. She was
acquitted of illegally writing a
hydrocodone prescription to a third
undercover officer.

‘Crazy, outrageous amounts’ 
Tseng prescribed “crazy, outrageous

amounts of medication” to patients
who didn’t need the pills, Niedermann
told jurors in Los Angeles County
Superior Court during closing argu-
ments.

The doctor repeatedly ignored

warning signs even after several
patients died as she built a new medical
clinic in Rowland Heights with the mon-
ey she made from them, earning $5 mil-
lion in one three-year period. One
patient even overdosed in her office
and had to be revived.

“Something is wrong with what
you’re doing if your patients are dying,”
Niedermann said. Tseng’s lawyer said
her client naively trusted her patients.
Defense lawyer Tracy Green said
patients testified they were legitimate-
ly in pain and later became dependent
on the drugs, hiding their addictions by
seeing other doctors and picking up
prescriptions from different pharma-
cies. —AP

Doctor convicted in deaths of 3 patients


