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BOISE, Idaho: Solar-powered trackers on
wings have recorded California condors
soaring to 15,000 feet, while locators
attached to humpback whales have
revealed 1,000-foot dives to underwater
mountains. And GPS collars on Yellowstone
grizzly bears are giving new insights into
one of the most studied large carnivore
populations in the world.

Technological advances in recent years
have allowed what could be the most
inquisitive Earth dweller of them all,
humans, to invent ever more ingenious
tracking devices to find out what their fel-
low inhabitants are up to.

“It’s a large field that’s developing very
fast,” said Alex Zerbini, a research biologist
with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration’s National Marine Mammal
Laboratory in Seattle. “There are many types
of tags being developed for many species
of marine animals.”

Better habitat management 
Scientists say the trove of information

thanks to ever smaller, tougher and more
powerful tracking devices is leading to dis-
coveries that could be used to make better
wildlife and habitat management decisions.
The devices are also revealing the secret
lives of hard-to-study animals. 

For example, Zerbini said, scientists
recently discovered humpback whales div-
ing to underwater mountains on a regular
basis, and also making the dives during
migrations. In Yellowstone National Park
and the surrounding area, more sophisticat-
ed tracking devices on grizzly bears are pro-
viding information, notably on their ability
to find food, that could be a factor in
whether Endangered Species Act protec-
tions are lifted.

Scientists say whitebark pine, a key griz-
zly bear food source, has been diminishing
due to insect infestation, possibly due to
global warming. A recent study aimed at
finding out if grizzlies are finding a replace-
ment food source used more advanced GPS
collars that could tell if a grizzly spending a
long time in a specific area was guarding a
dead carcass or napping.

“We were actually able to determine dif-
ferences in the patterns between those
types of activities,” said Frank van Manen,
leader of the Interagency Grizzly Bear Study
Team. The results, he said, suggest grizzlies
are relying more on carcasses and less on

whitebark pine in the fall when the tree pro-
duces edible, high calorie seeds just as the
bears are trying to pack on weight before
hibernation.

New information is also revealing the
nuances of how wildlife interact with the
environment. California condors soar high
and land to feed on dead animals. But why
do they climb to nearly 3 miles above the
Earth?

New data, information 
Tracking data shows that once the con-

dors attain a high altitude, they take a
long downhill glide, sloping in a specific
direction toward a dead animal they’ve
already fed on or to an area they have
found dead animals in the past. One con-
dor made a 70-mile flight, traveling 210
miles in a single day.

Joseph Brandt, a wildlife biologist with
the US Fish and Wildlife Service at the
Hopper Mountain National Wildlife Refuge
in California, said wing flapping is inefficient
for the birds that can weigh 25 pounds and
have wingspans of 10 feet. Instead, they use
rising currents of heated air called thermals
to gain altitude. Tracking the birds suggests
that flying conditions might be the primary
factor dictating where condors live.

“Maybe they’re finding food where the
flying conditions are best,” Brandt said. He
said the new tracking information, along
with meteorological data, is being used to
create maps of areas with weather condi-
tions suitable for condors as part of Fish and
Wildlife’s plan to continue recovery efforts
of the federally protected bird. “We really
see how the birds are using the topogra-
phy,” Brandt said. “We compare wind condi-
tions to see how the bird is reacting in that
kind of 3-D world.”

Similar analysis involves how the behav-
ior of Steller sea lions off Alaska is linked to
ocean cycles. Many species of birds around
the world are also being tracked, including
long-billed curlews, and sage grouse in
Idaho. The findings have led to more ques-
tions. For example, after learning that
humpbacks dive to underwater mountains,
scientists wanted to know why, Zerbini said.
Are they feeding? Are they socializing? “It’s
always like that in science,” he said. “The
more you know, the more questions you
have. Which is good. Then you can develop
the technology specifically to address your
new questions.” — AP

Wildlife secrets revealed with

advanced tracking devices

FILLMORE: This undated photo from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service shows Condor
No. 255 wearing a GPS transmitter while perched near her nest in the Hopper
Mountain National Wildlife Refuge. — AP 

COLUMBUS: Authorities are sounding the alarm
about a new and deadly twist in the country’s
drug-addiction crisis in the form of a potent
painkiller disguised as other medications.
Tennessee officials say they’ve seen two dozen
cases in recent months of pills marked as the less
potent opiates oxycodone or Percocet that
turned out to contain fentanyl, a far more pow-
erful drug. One official likened the danger to
users playing Russian roulette each time they
buy a pill on the street.

In San Francisco, the health department
blamed several overdoses last summer on looka-
like Xanax containing fentanyl, while Canada has
issued warnings about multiple recent cases of
lookalike oxycodone pills containing fentanyl.
And in suburban Cleveland, federal agents
arrested a man this month after seizing more
than 900 fentanyl pills marked like oxycodone
tablets.

“These pills are truly a fatal overdose waiting
to happen,” said Carole Rendon, acting U.S. attor-
ney in Cleveland. Because fentanyl is cheap to
manufacture illicitly, dealers see a chance to
make more money by disguising it as oxy-
codone, which typically can sell for more, she
said. Lookalike pills were likely to blame for
some of the county’s 19 fentanyl-related over-
dose deaths that came just in January alone, said
Dr. Thomas Gilson, the Cuyahoga County med-
ical examiner. “People might otherwise say, ‘I
know I can abuse this much of oxycodone,’ and
they may be in for a really, really bad surprise
when they find out that’s fentanyl and not oxy-
codone,” Gilson said.

Illegal markets 
The drug, typically used for treatment of

chronic pain in end-stage cancer patients, is 25
to 40 times more powerful than heroin. Properly
prescribed, it’s often applied through a skin
patch. Fentanyl produced for the illegal street
market comes from Mexico, while chemically
similar components have been traced to China,
according to the US Drug Enforcement
Administration.

In a second Ohio indictment, federal author-
ities have charged a man with obtaining fen-
tanyl from China that killed an addict to whom
it was sold in Akron. The DEA says fentanyl-
related overdoses killed more than 700 people
nationwide between late 2013 and early 2015.

Mimicry of other drugs is one way fentanyl is
now being illicitly marketed, the agency said.
“The fact that fentanyl has been found in this
form should hopefully make people nervous
that do abuse these types of opiate pills, that
they could be getting their hands on some-
thing even more lethal,” said DEA spokesman
Rich Isaacson.

China announced in October it would regu-
late the sale and distribution of 116 chemical
compounds used in the production of synthetic
drugs, including acetyl-fentanyl. The problem
of lookalike fentanyl comes as the country
struggles to contain a drug overdose epidemic
that began with illegal use of prescription

painkillers and developed into a heroin crisis.
Ohio experienced 502 fentanyl-related

deaths in 2014, up from 84 the year before. In
all, 2,482 people in Ohio died from accidental
overdoses in 2014, an 18 percent increase over
the previous year. 

Nationally, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention says drug overdoses rose again
in 2014, driven by surges in deaths from heroin
and prescription painkillers. Overdose deaths in
the US surpassed 47,000 - up 7 percent from
the previous year.

Heroin deaths also continued to climb, by 28
percent to about 10,500. Despite these statis-
tics and the danger of lookalike pills, addicts
aren’t always deterred, said Rendon, the acting
US attorney. “When there is an overdose death,
users do tend to flock to that drug dealer,
because they think that he or she must have
incredibly potent - either heroin or fentanyl or a
combination thereof,” she said. — AP 
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Potent painkiller disguised as other medications

This undated photo provided by the Cuyahoga County Medical Examiner’s Office shows fen-
tanyl pills. — AP

WASHINGTON: President Barack Obama is
launching a version of “take your child to work
day” that’s focused on America’s science labora-
tories instead of its corporate workspaces. It’s
part of Obama’s effort to encourage young peo-
ple, especially girls and minorities, to pursue
careers in the fields of science, technology, engi-
neering and math.

More than 50 national labs in 20 states are
opening their doors this week to approximately
5,000 elementary, middle and high school stu-
dents to help spark interest by exposing them to
the scientists, engineers and lab employees who
carry out important work and research at facili-
ties in their communities.

The students, including from communities
aligned with Obama’s “My Brother’s Keeper” ini-
tiative, will participate in mentoring sessions,
hands-on experiments and other activities. My
Brother’s Keeper is a public-private initiative
started by Obama to help boys and young men
of color stay on the right path. The White House
Council on Women and Girls is also involved.

“National Week at the Labs” coincides with
February’s end of Black History Month and the
start of Women’s History Month in March. “It’s an
exciting time to think about how we’re pulling
all the children of our country into technology
and STEM and the jobs of the future,” Megan
Smith, chief technology officer in the Office of

Science and Technology Policy at the White
House, told The Associated Press in a telephone
interview.

She said some 600,000 US technology jobs,
which pay significantly higher than the average

salary, are currently unfilled. At the White House
on Monday, elementary school students from
Baltimore and the District of Columbia are
expected to participate in a science fair-type
event. —AP
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WASHINGTON: In this Feb 17, 2016 file photo, President Barack Obama speaks in the Oval
Office of the White House in Washington. Obama is launching a version of “take your child to
work day” focused on America’s science laboratories instead of its corporate workspaces. — AP 


