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POSTOJNA, Slovenia: The strange, slithery crea-
tures inside Slovenia’s Postojna cave were once con-
sidered living proof that dragons existed, prompting
locals to give it a wide berth. Now, large crowds
from all over the world have been queuing up to
witness the extremely rare hatching of the mysteri-
ous olms-ancient underwater predators that can live
up to 100 years and only breed once in a decade.
Their treat came Tuesday when the translucent larva
broke through the delicate egg envelope after four
months of nervously monitored gestation the birth,
caught on live camera, is nothing short of ‘a miracle’,
cave spokesmen said. ‘A mere two baby olms suc-
cessfully hatch from 500 eggs in nature,’ they said in
a jubilant statement.

Found primarily in Balkan cave rivers, the protect-
ed eel-like species has been living in the world-
famous Postojna cave, 50 kilometers (30 miles)
southwest of the capital Ljubljana, for what
researchers say is millions of years. This week, the
tourist attraction became one of the first ever
human-controlled environments to successfully
breed a baby olm. ‘Although both science and
researchers’ previous experience gave us almost zero
chance that the drama unfolding in the cave aquari-
um before our very eyes would have a happy end-
ing... we had faith it would happen,’ the cave state-
ment said. The good news doesn’t end there: the
new arrival could soon be joined by several siblings,
with more eggs set to hatch at any moment.

‘No food for 10 years’
Inside a giant hall, the mother and her precious

spawn are kept in complete darkness in a covered
tank under the continuous watch of a night-vision
camera.  On a nearby television screen, visitors can
see the miniature eggs spread over a rock. From
time to time, one of the embryos stirs ever so light-
ly. ‘It’s one of those moments where you are happy
to be alive now and experience such a unique
event,’ said Saso Weldt, a biologist working at
Postojna, one of Europe’s largest caves that draws
700,000 visitors a year. Weldt and his team hope the
new arrivals will help to shed fresh light on the
enigmatic olm, which has become a national sym-
bol and even featured on Slovenia’s currency before
the euro was introduced. While locals now fondly
talk of their ‘baby dragons’, people for centuries
were too afraid to even go near the cave.

During winter, heavy rains would wash out the
wriggly creatures from the grotto as it lay surround-
ed by a sea of thick fog, according to 17th century
folk tales. Slovenians believed them to be the off-
spring of fire-breathing ‘dragons living inside the
dangerous cave’, explained Weldt. Reaching a maxi-
mum length of 35 centimeters (13.5 inches), the
blind animal with its four tiny limbs is a far cry from
the scary monsters conjured up in national folklore.

Sometimes also referred to as ‘human fish’, the slim
vertebrate sports has pink three feathery gills on
each side of its elongated snout. The body’s sheer
pink skin makes it easy to spot the internal organs.

‘Flagship species’
But its cave-dwelling existence has also equipped

the olm with some extremely powerful skills.  In place

of sight, it has developed acute sensory receptors for
smell and movement, helping it to hunt for prey like
crabs and snails in the dark, or snap at intruders. Even
more impressively, the small predator can go without
food for up to a decade. Breeding olms is a difficult
and often fatal affair. A previous try in 2013 failed to
produce any fertilized eggs at Postojna. But the latest
attempt looks more promising.  — AFP

WASHINGTON: US authorities said Tuesday they are
establishing a network of labs that can respond quick-
ly to antibiotic-resistant ‘superbugs,’ following
America’s first human case of a dangerous strain of E
coli. The announcement by the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention came as authorities try to
identify people who had contact with a 49-year-old
woman in the eastern state of Pennsylvania whose uri-
nary tract infection tested positive for E coli bacteria
carrying the antibiotic-resistant mcr-1 gene. Starting
in the fall, the CDC will provide infrastructure and lab
capacity for ‘seven to eight regional labs, and labs in all
states and seven major cities/territories, to detect and
respond to resistant organisms recovered from human
samples,’ the agency said in a statement.

State labs will be able to detect changes in antibi-
otic resistance and report the findings to federal
authorities, leading to faster and more effective inves-

tigations and ‘stronger infection control among
patients to prevent and combat future resistance
threats.’ The Pennsylvania woman had not traveled
abroad recently and officials do not know how she
contracted the bacteria with the antibiotic-resistant
gene previously found in China and Europe. The mcr-1
gene makes bacteria resistant to the drug colistin,
which is used as an antibiotic of last resort. Colistin has
been available since 1959 to treat infections but was
abandoned for human use in the 1980s due to high
kidney toxicity. It is widely used in livestock farming,
especially in China. However, colistin has been
brought back as a treatment of last resort in hospitals
and clinics as bacteria have started developing resist-
ance to other, more modern drugs.

‘Bacteria could develop’
The CDC said an investigation has determined that

the Pennsylvania patient did not have a type of bacte-
ria known as carbapenem-resistant enterobacteri-
aceae (CRE) and it was not resistant to all antibiotics.
‘The presence of the mcr-1 gene, however, and its abil-
ity to share its colistin resistance with other bacteria
such as CRE raise the risk that pan-resistant bacteria
could develop,’ the CDC said. US health authorities
have been looking for the mcr-1 gene in the US since
it emerged in China in 2015. Its discovery in the United
States for the first time ‘heralds the emergence of truly
pan-drug resistant bacteria,’ said a Defense
Department report on the finding published last week
in Antimicrobial Agents and Chemotherapy, a journal
of the American Society for Microbiology. The Defense
Department is among several agencies working to
identify people who came in contact with the
Pennsylvania woman.

‘We risk being in a post-antibiotic world,’ CDC chief

Thomas Frieden said in announcing the discovery of
the mcr-1 gene in the United States. The patient her-
self is doing ‘fine,’ the Tribune-Review newspaper in
Pennsylvania reported, citing CDC official Beth Bell. At
least 30 percent of antibiotics prescribed in the United
States are unnecessary, according to a study published
this month by the Journal of the American Medical
Association. Each year, at least two million people in
the United States are infected with antibiotic-resistant
bacteria, and at least 23,000 die as a direct result of the
infections, according to CDC data.

The Department of Defense noted on its official
science blog that so far, the mcr-1 gene appears to
be rare, with no cases found among more than
53,000 bacteria samples. However, authorities say
consumers should protect themselves from poten-
tial infection by properly cooking all meat to kill
food borne germs. — AFP

US to establish lab network for combating ‘superbugs’

POSTOJNA, Slovenia: An olm, an ancient underwater predator, which can live up to 100 years
and only breed once in a decade is seen in Postojna cave. — AFP photos

JAKARTA:  When Heni Karmila sought to find a
doctor for her ailing mother using Indonesia’s
new healthcare system, she faced a nine-hour
wait in a line outside a crowded public hospital
in Jakarta. “The queue at the hospital is always
very long, packed with young and old people,
pregnant women, people who have had acci-
dents, those in need of operations and even
tiny babies,” the small business owner, 43, told
AFP. The case illustrates the challenges for
Indonesia as it seeks to roll out one of the
world’s biggest universal healthcare systems.
The scheme aims to make healthcare accessi-
ble to the country’s entire population of 255
million by 2019, part of the government’s
efforts to direct some of the benefits of strong
economic growth into improved welfare.

Joining is compulsory, with most members
paying a small premium.  Civil servants are
automatically enrolled, private companies
must sign up staff while the self-employed and
those working in the informal sector are
required to join themselves. The poorest get
care for free under the system, known as the
JKN. A total of 160 million people are so far
members of the program in the world’s fourth
most populous nation, and it has been credit-
ed with helping many since its 2014 launch.

‘Numerous challenges ‘
But it faces numerous challenges, from

underfunding, to slow and patchy implemen-
tation, to cases like Karmila’s, where the sys-
tem has become a victim of its own success in
densely populated areas, leading to long
queues. Karmila, whose 72-year-old mother
suffers from multiple ailments, said she also
suspected that one public hospital was turn-
ing ordinary people away and instead reserv-
ing places for privately-insured patients, who
bring bigger profits. In the remote and poor
east of the country, the problems are different-
people may theoretically have access to
healthcare under the JKN, but often there are
not enough hospitals and doctors to provide

it. The most pressing challenge in recent
months has been underfunding as patients
flocked to use the system, prompting the
agency that runs the JKN to warn it could run
out of money as its funds may not cover
claims from medical providers. 

Despite resistance from lawmakers and the
public, the government in April increased the
premiums paid by some users. Monthly premi-
ums now range from 80,000 rupiah (around
six US dollars) in the top category of the JKN-
which provides better services, such as private
rooms in hospital as opposed to wards-to
25,000 rupiah (around two US dollars) in the
bottom category. In the past, most
Indonesians relied on private insurance of
some sort while those deemed living in pover-
ty got free public health care-but this left mil-
lions stuck in the middle, too poor to afford
care but not poor enough to qualify for gov-
ernment assistance. Under the JKN, all citizens
should get access to health services provided
by public facilities as well as those from a few
private providers who have joined the system,
although wealthier Indonesians are still likely
to opt for private insurance.

‘Many have benefited’ 
There are currently no punishments for

people who fail to sign up, but when the sys-
tem is fully rolled out, they will face small fines.
Irfan Humaidi-a spokesman for the healthcare
and social security agency, which runs the
scheme-admitted there were teething prob-
lems but insisted that overall the JKN was
working well. “There are so many people who
have been benefited from the system,’ he said.
One such person is Ramot Siagian who recent-
ly had a heart attack while visiting his daughter
in Jakarta from western Sumatra island. “We
took him straight to hospital and he got treat-
ed using the JKN,’ said his daughter Lia Siagan.
An overhaul of Indonesia’s healthcare system
was long overdue, as it lagged behind many
others in the region.  — AFP
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POSTOJNA, Slovenia: A picture shows Postojna Cave, in Postojna.


