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SYDNEY: A new species of extinct flesh-eating marsupi-
al that terrorized Australia’s forests some five million
years ago has been identified from a recently discov-
ered fossil site, scientists said yesterday. The animal,
weighing 20 to 25 kilograms and named Whollydooleya
tomnpatrichorum, is a distant and bigger cousin of
Australia’s largest living flesh-eating marsupial-the
Tasmanian Devil. It is the first creature to be formally
identified from a range of strange new animals whose
remains have been found at a fossil site in remote
northwestern Queensland.

“W tomnpatrichorum had very powerful teeth capa-
ble of killing and slicing up the largest animals of its
day,” said University of New South Wales professor Mike
Archer, the lead author of a study into the find pub-
lished in the Memoirs of Museum Victoria. The late
Miocene period between 12 and five million years ago,
when Australia began to dry out and megafauna began
to evolve, is one of the least understood in the vast con-
tinent’s past, he added. 

Fossils of land animals from this time are extremely
rare. “Fortunately, in 2012, we discovered a whole new

fossil field that lies beyond the internationally famous
Riversleigh World Heritage Area fossil deposits in north-
western Queensland,” said Archer. With a grant from the
National Geographic Society, Archer and his colleagues
began to explore the “New Riversleigh” site in 2013 and
the species’ highly distinctive molar was one of the first
finds. “New Riversleigh is producing the remains of a
bevy of strange new small to medium-sized creatures,
with Whollydooleya tomnpatrichorum, the first one to
be described,” said Archer. “These new discoveries are
starting to fill in a large hole in our understanding

about how Australia’s land animals transformed from
being small denizens of its ancient wet forests to huge
survivors on the second most arid continent on Earth.” 

Team member Suzanne Hand said medium- to large-
sized Australian Late Miocene creatures have previously
been known from fossil deposits in the Northern
Territory. “But those deposits give almost no informa-
tion about the small to medium-sized mammals that
existed at the same time, which generally provide more
clues about the nature of prehistoric environments and
climates,” Hand said. — AFP

Ancient Australian flesh eating marsupial discovered

MEETEETSE, Wyoming: Long gone from these
parts, black-footed ferrets stil l  appear on
Meeteetse’s town logo, in a bronze sculpture
downtown and even on coffee mugs from a
downtown restaurant, remembered for when
the nocturnal weasels made their last stand in
the nearby sagebrush hills. They’re set to make a
triumphant return. Yesterday, following a bit of
ferret carnival at a school in Meeteetse, biolo-
gists plan to release 35 black-footed ferrets
raised in captivity on two local ranches. 

The release will complete the circle of a story
that began in 1981, when a ranch dog named
Shep brought home a dead black-footed ferret
and let the world know the species wasn’t
extinct after all. Five years later, biologists cap-
tured the area’s remaining wild ferrets for a suc-
cessful captive-breeding program that since the
1990s has released hundreds of ferrets. Now,
those descendants of Meeteetse’s ferrets will
return to Meeteetse at last.

“It’s only fitting that we bring ferrets back to
the place where they were last discovered,” US
Fish and Wildlife Service spokesman Ryan
Moehring said Monday. “This is a reintroduction
unlike any other.” The Fish and Wildlife Service
breeds black-footed ferrets at a facility near Fort
Collins, Colorado. There, the young ferrets go
through a “boot camp” where they learn how to
catch prairie dogs. Ferrets have been released at
24 sites in Wyoming, Montana, Utah, Colorado,
New Mexico, South Dakota, Arizona and Kansas,
as well as Canada and Mexico. 

Ambassador  ferret
Recent release sites include the Rocky

Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge near
Denver last fall. In Wyoming, black-footed ferrets
were reintroduced in the sparsely populated
Shirley Basin in the southeast part of the state in
1991. They’ve been released in the basin several
times since. This will be the first ferret release in
Wyoming in almost a decade. Last year, the US
Fish and Wildlife Service designated all of
Wyoming as a zone for “experimental, non-
essential” populations of black-footed ferrets.
The designation indemnifies ranchers in case
they accidentally harm any ferrets released on
their property. 

More ranchers will agree to such releases if
they are less worried about getting in trouble,
the thinking goes. The Lazy BV and Pitchfork
ranches, where black-footed ferrets lived in the
Meeteetse area, have agreed to host ferrets once
again in prairie dog colonies covering thousands
of acres. Biologists flocked to the area after the
ferret discovery, recalled Meeteetse Mayor JW
Yetter, who worked in the local logging industry
at the time. “There was a whole crew of universi-
ty people and wildlife biologists in training quar-
tered up at the timber creek ranger station. 

They were the ones charged with tracking,
capturing, radio collaring and generally discov-
ering the extent of that colony and getting bio-
logic information about the members of that
colony,” Yetter said. The release will be cause for
celebration in Meeteetse, population 230. The

Fish and Wildlife Service plans to show off the
ferrets - and an older, “ambassador” ferret named
Two Bit who doesn’t get to be released - at the
local school. The release will be filmed and
screened back in town later in the evening. 

“There seems to be a lot of excitement about
it,” Yetter said. Biologists also have been prepar-
ing for the big day, treating vast colonies of
prairie dogs with an experimental plague vac-
cine and insecticide to kill off fleas. — AP
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‘This is a reintroduction unlike any other’ 

COLORADO: In this file photo, a black-footed ferret looks out of the entrance to a prairie dog
tunnel in Commerce City, Colorado. — AP 

WYOMING: This file photo shows a monument to black-footed ferrets in Meeteese, Wyoming. — AP

SAO PAULO: Human testing started
Monday in Brazil on a controversial anti-
cancer medicine that has been distrib-
uted in the country for years without
having gone through proper trials. The
drug, a synthetic phosphoethanolamine
known widely as “the cancer pill,” was
beginning testing with 10 patients at the
Sao Paulo Cancer Institute, the Sao Paulo
state health department said. None of
those taking part in the trial are being
treated with any other drugs, a state-
ment said. If no serious side effects are
noted, the trial will then be expanded to
up to 1,000 people.

The pill was created by Sao Paulo
University professor Gilberto Orivaldo
Chierice in the 1990s. Despite claims of a

miracle cure, there has been little evi-
dence of its efficacy. Chierice’s drug was
not tested but after entering into use in
one Sao Paulo hospital word rapidly
spread, boosting demand, until Sao
Paulo University’s chemistry institute was
making 50,000 capsules a month without
any government oversight. 

Distribution was halted in 2014 amid
growing doubts in the scientific commu-
nity about the safety.  But in April, presi-
dent Dilma Rousseff-who was just about
to be suspended from her post in an
impeachment trial-signed a law legalizing
the substance. Shortly after the Supreme
Court overruled her and said the medi-
cine’s distribution would depend on it
going through proper testing. — AFP
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KLONG SAI PATTANA, Thailand: In Klong Sai
Pattana, a rural community carved out of an
illegal oil palm plantation by land rights cam-
paigners, new arrivals are given a one-year trial
run at being farmers. If the newcomers pass
the year-long test in organic farming and sus-
tainable development, they are permitted to
stay. If not, they move on and their plot in
Surat Thani province in southern Thailand is
passed on to the next applicant in line.

Klong Sai Pattana’s leaders say the rules -
honed over two decades of violent struggle for
land and shaped by land rights movements
from countries including Mexico and Brazil, to
India and Indonesia - are essential to preserv-
ing harmony. They argue a government push
to evict them - and to redistribute to outsiders
the state-owned land that they fought for -
could result in a failed community. “It’s not as if
we can live with ‘random’ people. What if bad
elements come in? The people live here
together through order and discipline,”
Prateep Rakangthong, a 61-year-old leader of
Klong Sai Pattana, said. “Villagers who can’t
accept and live with this order can’t live with
us,” Rakangthong said. “The community would
collapse - then the land would fall into the
hands of people who have buying power, the
investors,” he said, after meeting government
officials in early July. Newly-arrived families
receive 1,600 square meters to live on, 1.6
hectares of land to farm and earn a living, as
well as access to a community farm and forest
for cooking ingredients and pasture for cows
who produce organic fertilizer.

Long struggle
If investors wrest back control of the land,

the sacrifice of campaigners who fought to
reclaim it - four have been killed by unidenti-
fied gunmen since 2010 - will have been in
vain, he said. Klong Sai Pattana is a 160-hectare
plot owned by the Agricultural Land Reform
Office (ALRO). In 2008, campaigners formed the
Southern Peasants Federation of Thailand
(SPFT) coalition, and occupied the land, with
the consent of ALRO. They then helped ALRO
to collect evidence to win a court case to evict
the trespassing palm oil company. Having

helped to oust the palm oil company, members
of the SPFT say they deserve to stay in the com-
munity - under a title allowing collective man-
agement and use of state-owned land. 

However, the government says all Thais
should have an opportunity to vie for it. “This
area belongs to the Agricultural Land Reform
Office.  There are clear steps and procedures
that must be followed to redistribute and
share this land to those who have the right to
live here,” Jirachai Moontongroy, deputy per-
manent secretary of the prime minister’s office,
said during a recent visit. “Even though some
people have been living in the area for many
years, they are only one group of people who
have the right ... it’s up to the civil servants
redistributing the land in the province to
decide,” Moontongroy said.

Excluded from land redistribution
The government has used various tactics to

push the land activists out of Klong Sai Pattana.
Despite having helped to oust the palm oil
company, campaigners were accused of being
dependents of the company who should also
be evicted. On July 15 a court ruled in their
favour, saying they were not the company’s
dependents. Now the Klong Sai Pattana
activists face a new challenge: the ruling mili-
tary junta issued an order this month allowing
the ALRO to reclaim land that was occupied
illegally. Pranom Somwong, a lawyer with
rights group Protection International, said
after the verdict on 15 July that the provincial
ALRO office “will continue in their efforts to
evict the Klong Sai Pattana community from
their lands”.

Campaigners fear that if they are evicted
and the land is redistributed, they will be
excluded - as happened to others who fought
for a nearby plot but were left out when that
land was redistributed a decade ago. “These
other people don’t have to do anything. They
just come in, serve themselves and feast,” said
Khuan Panmuang, a SPFT member living in the
nearby community of Santi Pattana. According
to SPFT members, 80 percent of the people
who moved into that community have since
sold their land.—Reuters

After violent land struggle, SPFT 
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