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PARIS: Amputees who played computer games using a
virtual, on-screen arm, experienced relief from the phan-
tom pain that often afflicts people who have lost a limb,
scientists said yesterday. Fourteen amputees who took
part in a trial reported dramatic pain reduction after 12
sessions which saw them “using” their missing arm in vir-
tual reality.

Patients reported a near 50-percent reduction in pain
duration, frequency and intensity, according to a study
published in The Lancet medical journal. “The results from
our study suggest that it may be useful to ‘exercise’ the
phantom limb,” said study lead author Max Ortiz Catalan
of the Chalmers University of Technology in Sweden.

People who have lost an arm or leg often report pain
where the limb used to be-sometimes years after the
amputation and often severe enough to affect their quali-
ty of life and mental health. Phantom limb pain occurs
when nerve endings at the amputation site continue send-
ing pain signals to the brain, making it think the limb is still
there.

There are few effective treatments. One existing
method involves the patient use their remaining arm
while looking in a mirror to make it appear to the brain, in
the reflection, as if it is the missing arm moving. It does not
always work and cannot be used by double amputees. The
virtual reality therapy is based on a similar premise. It
makes the patient “move” the lost arm to perform certain
on-screen tasks, including steering a video game car.

The patients see themselves on the screen with a virtu-
al arm where their real limb used to be, and see it move as
they control it with their mind-effectively bringing the
aching phantom arm to life. The participants had elec-
trodes attached to their stumps to register the signals sent
to the brain. The method “allows the patient to reactivate
areas of the brain that were used to move the arm before
it was amputated, the university said in a statement. “No
other existing treatment for phantom limb pain generates
such a reactivation of these areas of the brain,” it added.

The treatment would not be suitable for patients with
nerve injuries or those who cannot move their stumps, the
authors noted.—AFP
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DENVER: Dozens of slinky, ferocious and
rare ferrets are settling in and making
babies at their new home in Colorado,
one year after they were released at a
wildlife refuge outside Denver.

The US Fish and Wildlife Service count-
ed 47 endangered black-footed ferrets
last month at the Rocky Mountain Arsenal
National Wildlife Refuge. That includes 20
out of the original 28 captive-born ferrets
that were released there in 2015, a sur-
vival rate of 71 percent. “Seventy-one per-
cent is phenomenal for survival,” said
Kimberly Fraser, an outreach specialist for
the federal ferret program.

Searchers also found nearly two dozen
ferrets that were born at the refuge - a
promising sign for the campaign to bring
the animals back from the brink of extinc-
tion. “Just seeing the first one is an amaz-
ing thing,” said David Lucas, the refuge
manager. “And to see another, and anoth-
er, and another.... It was higher than we
expected.” Here’s a look at black-footed
ferrets and an update on the program to
save them:

About black-footed ferrets
They are furry, weasel-like critters that

grow up to 2 feet long and 21/2 pounds.
They mainly eat prairie dogs. They’re
native to the West, from Canada to
Mexico, but their numbers plummeted as
prairie dogs were exterminated or died
from plague, and ferret habitat was
reduced by development. Black-footed
ferrets were once thought to be extinct,

but a small colony was discovered in
Wyoming in 1981. Researchers have been
trying to restore the population since
then. They’re protected under the
Endangered Species Act.

How many are left?
About 300 live in the wild at 28 reintro-

duction sites in Arizona, Colorado, Kansas,
Montana, New Mexico, South Dakota,
Utah and Wyoming, and in the Canadian
province of Saskatchewan and the
Mexican state of Chihuahua. Nine were
released last week at Wind Cave National
Park, South Dakota.

Another 300 captive-born ferrets are
being prepared for release at six breeding
centers. Black-footed ferrets have been
released twice at Rocky Mountain Arsenal
Wildlife Refuge, in October 2015 and
September of this year. While the 2015 fer-
rets are doing well, teams found only five
of 15 released this year. Researchers say
they’re not worried. The 2016 ferrets were
released into the same prairie dog colony
as the 2015 group because researchers
didn’t realize how many survivors were
still there. Some newcomers might have
moved to less crowded territory and elud-
ed the counters last month, Lucas said.

How do you count ferrets?
Teams searched for 10 nights at the

Colorado refuge last month, using lights
to spot the telltale emerald reflection
from the ferrets’ night-vision eyes.

Once they located ferrets, searchers

placed elongated, burlap-covered traps
over their burrows. Because the traps
resembled part of the burrow, the natu-
rally curious ferrets climbed in. Searchers
could distinguish captive-born ferrets
from those born at the refuge because ID
chips were implanted in captive-born ani-
mals before their release.

The wild-born ferrets were vaccinated
for plague, canine distemper and rabies,
implanted with a chip and turned loose
again. Captive-born ferrets had been vac-
cinated before they were originally
released at the refuge.

How many is enough?
The Fish and Wildlife Service has a goal

of 3,000 breeding adult ferrets in at least
30 populations in at least nine states. At
the Rocky Mountain Arsenal refuge, the
goal is about 77 to 120 ferrets, said Nick
Kaczor, assistant manager of the refuge.

What’s next
The Fish and Wildlife Service plans to

release about 20 more ferrets at the Rocky
Mountain Arsenal refuge, but no date has
been set, Lucas said. The next release will
be in a different part of the refuge.

If the refuge colony thrives, some fer-
rets born there could be moved to bolster
populations in other states because
they’ve shown they can survive in the
wild. “Those wild-born ones, man, they
were feisty, they were aggressive,” Kaczor
said. “You can tell they have that fighting
instinct.”—AP
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COMMERCE CITY, Colorado: In this Monday, Oct 5, 2015, file photo, a black-footed ferret looks out of a crate used to take
it to a site to be let loose during a release of 30 of the animals by the US Fish and Wildlife Service at the Rocky Mountain
Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge.—AP

MIAMI: Cancer patients often experience mental anguish and
stress, but a single dose of a hallucinogen found in psychedel-
ic mushrooms, along with psychological counseling,
improved their mindset, two studies said Thursday.

The approach “significantly lessens mental anguish in dis-
tressed cancer patients for months at a time,” said the findings
in the Journal of Psychopharmacology. The first study, led by
researchers at New York University’s Langone Medical Center,
involved 29 people who were given psilocybin, a naturally
occurring component of so-called “magic mushrooms” that is
an illegal drug in the United States.

All the people in the study had advanced cancers, whether
involving the breasts, gastrointestinal tract or blood. They had
also been diagnosed as suffering from serious psychological
distress related to their disease. After their treatment, 80 per-
cent experienced lasting relief from their distress for more
than six months.

A similar study by researchers at Johns Hopkins University
involving 51 patients also showed big improvements in anxi-
ety and depression. Most patients said their quality of life
improved, and they had more energy, better relationships
with family members and were doing well at work. “Several
also reported variations of spirituality, unusual peacefulness,
and increased feelings of altruism,” said NYU Langone in a
statement.

“Our results represent the strongest evidence to date of a
clinical benefit from psilocybin therapy, with the potential to
transform care for patients with cancer-related psychological
distress,” said lead investigator Stephen Ross, director of sub-
stance-abuse services in psychiatry department at NYU
Langone. “If larger clinical trials prove successful, then we
could ultimately have available a safe, effective, and inexpen-
sive medication-dispensed under strict control-to alleviate
the distress that increases suicide rates among cancer
patients.”  —AFP
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CAPE CANAVERAL, Florida: Consider it a cosmic
carousel with countless rings up for grabs. NASA’s
Saturn-orbiting spacecraft, Cassini,  has begun an
unprecedented mission to skim the planet’s rings. On
Tuesday, Cassini got a gravitational assist from Saturn’s
big moon Titan. That put the spacecraft on course to
graze Saturn’s main outer rings over the next five
months.

The first orbit of this new venture begins Wednesday
night. Then on Sunday, an engine firing by Cassini should
seal the deal, with the spacecraft making its first ring
crossing. Launched nearly 20 years ago, Cassini will
swoop down through the outer edge of rings every sev-
en days. The spacecraft should make 20 dives through
April, observing some of Saturn’s many mini moons and
even sampling ring particles and gases.

This will be Cassini’s last hurrah before a suicide
plunge into Saturn next September. Saturn has five main
rings, and other fainter ones, made up of chunks of ice
and rock. First spotted by Galileo in 1610, the rings are
named alphabetically in order of discovery.

IRVINE: Enter a US supermarket and the
dilemma is all-too common: Will what I
buy be healthy? Fattening? A substitute?
That’s when many wish they had a spe-
cialist at their side. “Shop with Your Doc,”
a program organized by a network of hos-
pitals in California, aims to help with that,
stationing doctors and nutritionists in
supermarkets to aid customers in navigat-
ing food choices in a country where a
third of the population is obese.

Chih-I Lee, shopping in a supermarket
in the city of Irvine, admits that she has a
weakness for fizzy soft drinks but assures
that her three children do not drink them
and they eat all their vegetables. Sara
Foronda worries about diabetes, which
runs in her family, and struggles to look
away from alluring cookies on display.
Mike Keegan wants to buy organic prod-
ucts but sometimes they are too expen-
sive so he takes home substitutes. All are
pushing shopping carts at a supermarket
in the small city of 260,000 residents
located about 37 miles (60 kilometers)
southeast of Los Angeles.

And suddenly they cross paths with a
white coat-clad woman. She is Monica
Doherty, a nurse specialized in family
medicine. “We are educating consumers
on healthy options to help them maxi-
mize their health,” said Doherty, all the
while clarifying consumers’ misconcep-
tions and giving advice including recipes.
Substitute mashed potatoes with cauli-
flower puree, for example, or sweet soft
drinks with carbonated water, no sugar
added, she suggested. That is valuable
advice to shoppers making their way
down aisles crammed with mouth-water-

ing temptations, much of it processed
and packaged.

Nutrition training   
Obesity is an epidemic in the United

States, affecting 32.6 percent of the popu-
lation, according to the World Health
Organization, and 36.5 percent, according
to the US government. Although
California has a relatively lower incidence,
at 24.2 percent, Orange County, where
Irvine is located, has an alarming rate: six
out of 10 adults there are obese. “Obesity
many times is multifactorial, and poor
choices in the grocery store is one piece
of it,” said Richard Afable, the doctor who
is chief executive and president of St.
Joseph Hoag Health, in an interview.

St Joseph Hoag Health has been
organizing these “Shop with Your Doc”
days for three years now, and usually
holds them during the holiday season
when people tend to throw dietary cau-
tion to the wind. The program aims to
indirectly fight obesity by being focused
on education, “almost training in nutri-
tion,” Afable said.

Similar programs have sprung up in
other states, such as Arizona and
Pennsylvania, and some of the major
supermarket chains employ nutritionists.
At the Irvine supermarket, the fight for
healthier eating begins at the entrance,
where a smiling Marina Sarwary offers to
take customers’ blood pressure. And
while the cuff tightens and the reading is
registered, she offers dietary recommen-
dations. Doherty, meanwhile, is in the
aisles, escorted by Jai Coutra, a program
employee whose job is to hand out com-

plimentary bags with brochures and a
container and spoon to help teach
healthy eating. “Trying to encourage you
to look at the balance in your diet: eating
whole grain and avoiding processed food,
less sugar, taking away the sodium,” he
told Foronda in the vegetables section.

The 40-year-old stay-at home mother,
fearing diabetes, said it was difficult to
stay away from sweets. “It’s hard because
you go up and down the aisle and you
see cookies and I try to get away from the
cookies, I get an apple, or yogurt with
berries,” she said.

Real cost    
“They are saying ‘eat a little smarter, little

bit healthier’ and I’m already there, looking
at labels-before I never used to do that,”
said Keegan, 56, a computer warehouse
manager. Healthy food is more expensive,
especially in the United States where the
government subsidizes crops like corn and
soybeans, key ingredients in junk food.
Getting people to eat better is part of a big
socioeconomic problem, according to
experts. “We too often confuse affordable
food with cheap food,” wrote Mark
Bittman, a food journalist who is a fellow at
the Union of Concerned Scientists, a non-
profit science advocacy group, in his blog.
The long-term solution “starts with making
sure that every American has enough mon-
ey to buy good food at its real cost,” said
Bittman, a former columnist for The New
York Times. To do that, he said, would
require food policy that encourages agri-
culture at its true cost, helping the 14 per-
cent of the US workforce whose livelihoods
depend on producing that food. — AFP
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In this undated photo provided by NASA, Saturn’s icy
moon Mimas is dwarfed by the planet’s enormous rings.
Consider it a cosmic carousel with countless rings up for
grabs.—AP
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