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WELLINGTON, New Zealand: Their abilities
to travel, multiply and spread disease have
always made rats one of mankind’s greatest
pests. New Zealand says it’s time to wipe
them out. Every last one of them. Prime
Minister John Key yesterday announced an
ambitious plan to completely rid the South
Pacific nation of rats and some other nui-
sance animals, including possums and stoats,
by the year 2050.

The government is hoping a rat-free coun-
tryside will give a boost to native birds, includ-
ing the iconic kiwi. Many bird species are
threatened with extinction because rats and

other pests feast on their eggs and compete
with them for food. New Zealand is hoping to
build on its success in eradicating rats from
several of its smaller islands. However, some
scientists caution the goal, while laudable, will
be extremely difficult to achieve in a nation
that’s similar in size to the United Kingdom.

Speaking from a wildlife sanctuary in
Wellington, Key said the goal would require
the help of everyone from philanthropists to
indigenous Maori tribes. “This is the most
ambitious conservation project attempted
anywhere in the world, but we believe if we
all work together as a country we can

achieve it,” he said. He said the government
would initially contribute 28 million New
Zealand dollars ($20 million) over four years
toward setting up a company to run the pro-
gram, and would consider partially matching
money contributed by local councils and
businesses.

Fantastic challenge 
Key acknowledged the goal would only

be achieved with scientific advances. New
Zealand’s Department of Conservation has
eradicated rats from several small islands
using traps, poisons and baits. And it has also

intensively managed some areas on the main
islands to make them safer for native birds.
But it would require a massive escalation of
those efforts to completely wipe out the
pests. Ecologist James Russell, from the
University of Auckland, has written about the
idea before. “I really do think it’s possible,” he
said. “It will require people working in every
nook and corner of the country.” He said get-
ting rid of the pests would make a huge dif-
ference to the health of native flora and fau-
na. New Zealand is unusual in that its native
animals are mainly birds, some of which
became flightless over time. When humans

arrived and brought rats, the rodents had
few predators. Jacqueline Beggs, another
ecologist from the university, said eliminat-
ing pests from small, uninhabited islands was
one thing, but getting everybody from farm-
ers to anti-government types to agree on the
idea would prove much more difficult, if not
impossible. “It’s definitely a fantastic chal-
lenge,” she said. “It will really stretch the
boundaries.” Beggs said she also worries the
goal could distract from other important
environmental issues and could even create
new problems, such as an explosion in the
population of mice. —AP
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WASHINGTON: Memory loss may not always be
the first warning sign that dementia is brewing -
changes in behavior or personality might be an
early clue. Researchers on Sunday outlined a
syndrome called “mild behavioral impairment”
that may be a harbinger of Alzheimer’s or other
dementias, and proposed a checklist of symp-
toms to alert doctors and families. Losing inter-
est in favorite activities? Getting unusually anx-
ious, aggressive or suspicious? Suddenly making
crude comments in public?

“Historically those symptoms have been writ-
ten off as a psychiatric issue, or as just part of
aging,” said Dr Zahinoor Ismail of the University
of Calgary, who presented the checklist at the
Alzheimer ’s Association International
Conference in Toronto. Now, “when it comes to
early detection, memory symptoms don’t have
the corner on the market anymore,” he said.
Alzheimer’s, the most common form of demen-
tia, affects more than 5 million people in the US,
a number growing as the population ages. It
gradually strips people of their memory and the
ability to think and reason. But it creeps up, qui-
etly ravaging the brain a decade or two before
the first symptoms become noticeable. 

Early memory problems called “mild cogni-
tive impairment,” or MCI, can raise the risk of lat-
er developing dementia, and worsening memo-
ry often is the trigger for potential patients or
their loved ones to seek medical help. It’s not
uncommon for people with dementia to experi-
ence neuropsychiatric symptoms, too - prob-
lems such as depression or “sundowning,” agita-
tion that occurs at the end of the day - as the
degeneration spreads into brain regions respon-
sible for more than memory.  And previous stud-
ies have found that people with mild cognitive
impairment are at greater risk of decline if they
also suffer more subtle behavioral symptoms. 

What’s new
The concept of pre-dementia “mild behavioral

impairment,” or MBI, a term that describes specific
changes in someone’s prior behavior that might
signal degeneration is starting in brain regions
not as crucial for memory, he said. Ismail is part of
an Alzheimer’s Association committee tapped to
draft a checklist of the symptoms that qualify -
new problems that linger at least six months, not
temporary symptoms or ones explained by a
clear mental health diagnosis or other issues such
as bereavement, he stressed. 

They include apathy, anxiety about once rou-
tine events, loss of impulse control, flaunting
social norms, loss of interest in food. He even cites
extreme cases, like a 68-year-old who started
using cocaine before anyone noticed her memory
trouble. If validated, the checklist could help doc-
tors better identify people at risk of brewing

Alzheimer’s and study changes over time.
“It’s important for us to recognize that not

everything’s forgetfulness,” said Dr Ron Petersen,
the Mayo Clinic’s Alzheimer’s research chief. He
wasn’t involved in developing the behavior
checklist but said it could raise awareness of the
neuropsychiatric link with dementia. Technology
specialist Mike Belleville of Douglas,
Massachusetts, thought stress was to blame
when he found himself getting easily frustrated
and angry. Normally patient, he began snapping
at co-workers and rolling down his window to
yell at other drivers, “things I’d never done
before,” Belleville said.

The final red flag was a heated argument with
his wife, Cheryl, who found herself wondering,
“Who is this person?” When Mike Belleville didn’t
remember the strong words the next morning,
the two headed straight for a doctor. Physicians
tested for depression and a list of other suspects.
Eventually Belleville, now 55, was diagnosed
with an early-onset form of dementia - and with
medication no longer gets angry so easily, allow-
ing him to volunteer his computer expertise. “If
you see changes, don’t take it lightly and assume
it’s stress,” Cheryl Belleville advised.

Brain training 
Complex jobs that require working with peo-

ple may help the brain build resilience against
dementia, what’s called “cognitive reserve,”
University of Wisconsin researchers reported.

The team tested 284 adults in late middle-age
whose brain scans showed changes that have
been linked to an increased risk of Alzheimer’s.
Comparing their cognitive ability and their
careers, the researchers found those who
worked primarily with people, rather than
objects or data, functioned better even if brain
scans showed more of that quiet damage.

Preliminary results from a study of “brain
training” suggested one type might help delay
cognitive impairment. 

Researchers examined records from 2,785
older adults who’d participated in a previous
trial that compared three cognitive training
strategies - to improve memory, reasoning or
reaction times -with no intervention.  A decade
later, that reaction-time training suggested
benefit: 12 percent of people who’d completed
up to 10 hours had evidence of cognitive
decline or dementia compared with 14 percent
in the control group, said Dr Jerri Edwards of
the University of South Florida. 

The figure was lower - 8 percent - for people
who got some extra booster training.  “It’s the
first hint for a cognitive training intervention like
this,” but more research is needed, said Dr
Jonathan King of the National Institute on Aging,
who wasn’t involved in the new study. Take a 360
Video journey inside the brain, exploring some of
the factors that contribute to Alzheimer’s disease.
For the best viewing experience, use a Google
Cardboard and enable your Wi-Fi. —AP
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WASHINGTON: Graphic shows projection for number of people in US with Alzheimer’s
disease. — AP

SINGAPORE: A gentle creature which can grow to up to 4.5 meters (15 feet) in length,
manatees’ natural habitats are warm coastal waters, mangrove swamps and estuar-
ies where they graze on plants. — AFP

SINGAPORE: Singapore’s zoo said yester-
day it will  send two manatees to
Guadeloupe as part of the world’s first
repopulation program for the animal,
which became extinct on the French
Caribbean island in the early 20th century.
Males Kai, seven, and Junior, six, will be the
first manatees-which are also known as sea
cows-on the island since the species died
out. Another 13 manatees of both genders
from zoos around the world will follow the
pair to the Grand Cul-de-Sac Marin, a
15,000 hectare (37,000 acre) protected bay,
the Asian city-state’s zoo operator said. 

Any offspring from the group will be
reintroduced into the wild as part of the
repopulation program. The species is listed
as “vulnerable” on the International Union
for Conservation of Nature’s Red List of
Threatened Species, with the West Indian
variety becoming extinct in the Caribbean

due to overhunting. During the 30-hour
journey, the mammals, from the River Safari
park next to Singapore’s main zoo, will be
placed on canvases in custom-built open-
top crates lined with thick sponge and peri-
odically sprayed with water to keep their
skin moist. 

“We have been very successful in breed-
ing manatees in our care for the past 20
years. We are very happy that this success
will now contribute to restocking part of
the species’ historic range in the Caribbean
where it has been extinct for the past cen-
tury,” Cheng Wen-Haur, deputy chief execu-
tive of zoo operator Wildlife Reserves
Singapore, said in a statement. A gentle
creature which can grow to up to 4.5
meters in length, the manatee’s natural
habitats are warm coastal waters, man-
grove swamps and estuaries where they
graze on plants. —AFP 
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CONCORD, New Hampshire: At Lavoie’s Farm in
New Hampshire, beans and corn haven’t broken
through the ground yet and fields of strawberries
are stunted. The drought that has taken hold in the
Northeast is especially felt at John Lavoie’s farm in
Hollis, presenting him with some tough choices.
Irrigation ponds are drying up, forcing him to
choose between tomatoes and berries or apple and
peach trees. Lavoie decided to hold off watering the
fruit trees so he could quench the tomato and berry
plants before they succumb to the heat. 

“We need some rain pretty quick,” Lavoie said.
“There is just some corn that won’t make it.  A lot of
things we would like to give water to, we can’t.” The
dry blast in New Hampshire is being felt throughout
the Northeast, from Maine to Pennsylvania, driven
by a second year of below-average rainfall. Though
not as dire as the West Coast drought of five-years
running, the dry, hot weather has stressed farms and
gardens, prompted water restrictions and bans in

many towns and threatened to bring more wildfires
than usual. In the hardest hit areas of western New
York, Massachusetts and southern parts of New
Hampshire and Maine, it’s been dryer than in a
decade or more. And national weather experts pre-
dict the drought will persist at least through the end
of October. “The Northeast is a little bit of a mixed
bag, but the bottom line is that the conditions have
deteriorated over the past several weeks to a couple
of months,” said Rich Tinker, a drought specialist at
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration. If there were a drought epicenter, it
probably would be Massachusetts.

Risk of wildfires
More than 74 percent of the state, according to

the United States Drought Monitor, is experiencing
some degree of drought and almost the entire state
is dry. Many Massachusetts farmers are hurting, said
Katie Campbell-Nelson, a vegetable production spe-

cialist with the UMass Extension. Yields and quality
are down, and irrigation costs are up. “Some farmers
are abandoning crops because it’s not worth the
financial risk of harvesting them,” Campbell-Nelson
said. The dry conditions have raised the risk of wild-
fires in Massachusetts, said Dave Celino, chief forest
fire warden for the state Department of
Conservation and Recreation.

Typically, the state records about 1,600 wild land
fires a year. But this year, it’s already seen more than
1,000. Meanwhile, some wells are going dry in
Connecticut. And the blueberry crop in Maine will be
slightly smaller this year than the past two, said Nancy
McBrady, executive director of the Wild Blueberry
Commission of Maine. In New Hampshire, the Lavoies,
like their farming neighbors, are spending twice as
much and committing 90 percent of their labor to
watering. They’ve instituted drip agriculture and other
conservation measures to ensure every drop of water
goes farther and lasts longer. — AP

LONDON: An off-patent malaria drug could
help to destroy cancer cells by making
them more susceptible to radiotherapy,
according to early work that has prompted
British scientists to start a clinical trial.
Researchers reported yesterday that ato-
vaquone boosted oxygen levels in tumor
cells in mice, making radiotherapy more
effective against a range of cancer types,
including lung, bowel, brain and head and
neck cancer. 

Cancer cells with low oxygen levels are
more difficult to treat with radiotherapy
and are more likely to spread to other parts
of the body. “We have now started a clinical
trial . . .to see if we can show the same
results in cancer patients,” said lead
researcher Gillies McKenna of the Cancer
Research UK Radiation Research Centre in
Oxford. “We hope that this existing low-

cost drug will mean that resistant tumours
can be re-sensitised to radiotherapy. And
we’re using a drug that we already know is
safe.” His team’s findings were published in
the journal Nature Communications.

The idea of repurposing existing drugs
to fight cancer is gaining traction as scien-
tists realize that older medicines can some-
times complement other therapies. 

The fact that such drugs are already off
patent means they are cheap, but the lack
of patent protection is also a potential
problem because drug companies invest-
ing in late-stage research have less cer-
tainty of a commercial  payback.
Atovaquone is used to both treat and pre-
vent malaria. It is usually prescribed to
travelers as Malarone, a combination of
atovaquone and proguanil developed by
GlaxoSmithKline. — Reuters

MASSACHUSETTS: In this photo, water barely trickles over the spillway at Louisa Lake in Milford, Massachusetts. — AP
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DAKAR: A drive by NASA to stream climate
data to West African nations using its earth-
observing satellites could boost crop produc-
tion in a region hit hard by climate change,
experts say. NASA last week launched a hub in
Niger’s capital Niamey that will use space-
based observations to improve food security
and better manage natural disasters, said Dan
Irwin, manager of the SERVIR project, named
after the Spanish word meaning “to serve”.

The project, which will cover Burkina Faso,
Ghana, Senegal and Niger, is one of four
regional hubs worldwide, funded by the
National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) and the US Agency for
International Development (USAID). “The mod-
el is demand driven,” said Irwin, who describes
SERVIR’s vision as “connecting space to village”.
NASA performed a study in the region two
years ago and found that governments either
did not have good data, or were not using it,
he added. The Sahel is one of the most vulner-

able regions in the world to climate change,
where rising temperatures and increasingly
erratic rainfall are wreaking havoc on farmers,
disrupting food production, and fuelling wide-
spread hunger and malnutrition. “The whole
livelihood along the Sahel depends on a few
main crops, namely millet and sorghum,” UN
World Food Program analyst Matthieu Tockert
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. “These
crops are highly dependent on rainfall, so any
data that allows for proper forecasts is key,”
Tockert said.

Farmers in Senegal say that traditional
methods of predicting the weather are no
longer reliable. A program launched last
month by the country’s aviation and meteorol-
ogy agency aims to solve the problem by
sending texts to farmers. “There is an immedi-
ate need to connect available science and
technology to development solutions in West
Africa,” said Alex Deprez, director of USAID’s
West Africa regional office. — Reuters
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CAPE TOWN: South Africa’s great white sharks
could die out due to human interference,
ocean pollution and a limited gene pool, a new
study released yesterday showed. There are
350-520 great white sharks left off the South
African coast, 50 percent fewer than previously
thought, according to a six year study carried
out mainly in Gansbaai, a shark hotspot 160
kilometers from Cape Town. “South Africa’s
white sharks faced a rapid decline in the last
generation and their numbers might already
be too low to ensure their survival,” said Sara
Andreotti, research leader and marine biologist
at the University of Stellenbosch. 

Scientists say there are still thousands of
great white sharks off the coast of Australia,
Canada and the east coast of the United States.
Thousands of tourists travel to South Africa’s
Western Cape each year to catch a glimpse of
the ocean’s top predator from underwater
cages, but human interaction has made the
largest contribution to declining local shark
numbers. Shark nets used to protect swimmers
and surfers killed more than 1,000 great whites
off the Durban coast in the 30 years up to 2008,
while trophy hunting and pollution also killed
off large numbers of a species which can trace
its lineage back 14 million years. — Reuters
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