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SEATTLE: The killer whales that spend time in the inland waters of
Washington state already are tagged and tracked, photographed
and measured. Researchers follow them by drone and by sea, ana-
lyzing their waste and their exhaled breath. Now, experts want to
add another layer to the exhaustive studies: individual health
records for each endangered whale. The records would take exist-
ing research on the creatures and combine it in one place. The
idea is to use them to monitor the orcas’ health trends individually
and as a population. It’s similar to people having one medical
record as they move from one doctor to the next or between spe-
cialists.

Eighty-four orcas typically appear in Puget Sound from spring
to fall. “The goal is to really start getting a lot of data and pull them
together in a way that permits easier analysis,” said Joe Gaydos, a
wildlife veterinarian at the University of California, Davis, and chief

scientist with the SeaDoc Society, which is part of the university’s
School of Veterinary Medicine. “Ultimately, the real benefit of any
health record is to help make (management) decisions,” he added.

For example, if an orca appears emaciated or is in bad shape
during certain times of the year, wildlife managers can access the
animal’s health history to see what’s going on and what they
could do about it, he said. Understanding the factors that affect an
orca’s health will ultimately help pinpoint the key threats and how
to reduce them, experts say. “It will be really powerful to rule out
things that aren’t important and focus in on what’s really impor-
tant,” said Lynne Barre with NOAA Fisheries. She said that will help
inform research and management decisions in the long run. The
project aims to pull together data on behavior, reproductive suc-
cess, skin diseases and other study areas to allow for integrated
analysis, she said.

Initial database
Scientists have enough data that they can now connect the

dots to get meaningful answers, said Brad Hanson, an NOAA
Fisheries wildlife biologist. More than two dozen wildlife experts
met in Seattle on Tuesday to develop plans for health records for
the orcas. The meeting was sponsored by SeaDoc Society, the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Fisheries and
the National Marine Mammal Foundation. Many details are still
being worked out, including who will maintain the data and how
people will access it. But an initial database would be launched
this summer using readily available information, such as sex, age,
gender and other details, Gaydos said. Other information would
be added next year.

Elsewhere, scientists have studied individual animals to moni-
tor their health, including North Atlantic right whales. Using a

database of hundreds of thousands of photographs taken over
decades, researchers at the New England Aquarium and others
have studied the body and skin conditions of about 400 individual
right whales to assess their health. Individual Puget Sound orcas
are identified by unique black and white markings or variations in
their fin shapes, and each whale is given a number and a name.
The Center for Whale Research on San Juan Island keeps the fed-
eral government’s annual census on the population.

The three families - the J, K, and L pods - are genetically and
behaviorally distinct from other killer whales. They use unique
calls to communicate with one another and eat salmon rather
than marine mammals. Their numbers have fluctuated in recent
decades as they have faced threats from pollution, lack of prey
and disturbance from boats. They were listed as endangered in
2005. — AP

Women with an excess growth of uterine lining tissue
may also be at higher risk of coronary heart disease,
according to a new study. The condition, called
endometriosis, affects up to five million women in the
US Uterine tissue can grow on the ovaries, behind the
uterus or on the bowels or bladder and can cause
pain, infertility and very heavy periods. “Many girls and
women do not realize that distressing menstrual
cramps and pelvic pain can be due to endometriosis,”
said senior study author Stacey A. Missmer, director of
Epidemiologic Research in Reproductive Medicine at
Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston.

“Girls and women can be treated through surgery
that removes the endometriosis lesions or by hormon-
al medications including oral contraceptives,” but
there is no outright cure, Missmer told Reuters Health
by email. The researchers used data on more than
116,000 women in the Nurses’ Health Study II, which
ran from 1989 to 2009 - including about 5,200 women
with surgically confirmed endometriosis. Those with
endometriosis were more likely than others to suffer a
heart attack, to have coronary bypass or stent surgery,
or to have angina, the chest pain that can be a sign of
coronary artery disease. The increased risk for these
conditions was highest for women up to age 40, who
were about three times as likely to have any combina-
tion of the heart disease end points as those without
endometriosis. The difference in heart disease risk
shrank at older ages. As has been seen in the past,
women who had their uterus or ovaries removed were
also at higher risk for coronary artery disease end-
points than others, the authors reported in Circulation:
Cardiovascular Quality and Outcomes.

Systemic chronic inflammation, heightened oxida-
tive stress and higher cholesterol levels associated
with endometriosis may explain the link between the
condition and heart disease risk, Missmer said.
“Additionally, endometriosis and coronary heart dis-
ease may share common genetic susceptibilities,” she

said. “From our study, we can conclude that surgical
and hormonal treatments following endometriosis
diagnosis may impact the risk of cardiovascular dis-
ease, but they did not negate the risk entirely,”
Missmer said. “It is important for women with

endometriosis- even young women-to adopt heart-
healthy lifestyle habits, be screened by their doctors
for heart disease, and be familiar with symptoms
because heart disease remains the primary cause of
death in women.”—Reuters

Endangered Puget Sound orcas to get personal health records

WASHIGNTON: Women already know they
need to cut back on coffee during pregnan-
cy, if not sooner, to lower the risk of miscar-
riages. But a new study suggests the men in
their lives need to limit caffeine too.
Pregnant women who had more than two
caffeinated drinks a day while trying to con-
ceive had a 74 percent higher risk of miscar-
riage than their peers who drank less coffee,
tea, soda and energy drinks, the study found.
When their husbands and boyfriends had
more than two caffeinated drinks a day dur-
ing the baby-making phase, however, these
pregnant women ended up with almost the
same increased risk of miscarriage they
would get from drinking coffee or soda
themselves.

“We are not saying to stop drinking caf-
feinated beverages,” said lead study author
Germaine Buck Louis of the Eunice Kennedy
Shriver National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development in Rockville, Maryland.

“Rather, our data suggest that men and
women, should they continue to drink caf-
feinated beverages, might be advised to
keep the amount to less than three daily
drinks,” Louis added by email. “We did not
find drinking one to two daily caffeinated
beverages to increase the risk of miscarriage.”
Scientists aren’t sure how caffeine con-
tributes to miscarriages, but it’s possible it
affects egg or sperm production, implanta-
tion of the fertilized egg, or the ability of the
embryo to grow in the uterus.

To assess how lifestyle choices may influ-
ence miscarriage risk, Louis and colleagues
followed 344 couples in Texas and Michigan
through the first seven weeks of pregnancy.
All of the couples recorded their daily use of
cigarettes, caffeinated and alcoholic bever-
ages, and multivitamins.

Daily multivitamins
Overall, 98 women, or 28 percent, expe-

rienced a miscarriage during the study, as
reported in the journal Fertility and Sterility.
Women 35 or older had nearly double the
miscarriage risk of younger women, the
study found. When women took daily multi-
vitamins, their miscarriage risk was 55 per-
cent lower than for their peers who didn’t
do this.

The study wasn’t designed to prove that
excessive caffeine consumption causes mis-
carriages, or that vitamins prevent pregnan-
cy loss, the authors note. It’s possible that
women who cut back on caffeine did so
because they were experiencing food aver-
sions and vomiting - both signs of a healthy
pregnancy - and this might explain some of
the connection between miscarriages and
caffeine, the researchers point out.

One surprise in the study is that
researchers didn’t find an increased miscar-
riage risk associated with smoking or alco-
hol, however. This doesn’t mesh with previ-
ous research, noted Dr Jeffrey Goldberg, a
reproductive health researcher at
Cleveland Clinic in Ohio who wasn’t
involved in the study. “This study did not
address the fact that both smoking and
alcohol use can reduce pregnancy rates
and increase the risk of adverse effects on
fetal development,” Goldberg said by email.
Doctors currently advise couples trying to
conceive to avoid delays, especially when
they’re over 35, and counsel women to lim-
it caffeine and take multivitamins,
Goldberg noted. Now, it seems men have
something new to add to their to-do list.
“We would now have to recommend that
the male partners also reduce their caffeine
intake,” Goldberg said. — Reuters

SEATTLE: A female orca leaps from the water while breach-
ing in Puget Sound west of Seattle.

SEATTLE: File photo shows endangered orcas from the J pod swim in Puget Sound west of Seattle, as seen from a federal research vessel that has been tracking the whales. 
— AP photos

Even men need to cut back
on coffee before pregnancy 

Painful uterus condition may 
boost risk for heart disease

‘Girls and women can be treated through surgery’

MIAMI: Many Americans are unclear on key facts
about the mosquito-borne Zika virus, which has
been linked to birth defects and is of particular
concern to pregnant women, US researchers said
Tuesday, warning of a race against time. The find-
ings were contained in a nationally representative
poll of 1,275 adults conducted by the Harvard
University TH Chan School of Public Health in early
March. The survey included 105 households in
which a woman was pregnant or was considering
becoming pregnant in the next year. In those
households, nearly one in four (23 percent) were
not aware of the association between Zika and the
birth defect, microcephaly, in which infants are
born with unusually small heads.

Thousands of children in Brazil have been born
with the condition, sparking alarm about a virus
that today remains poorly understood by global
scientists. One in five of these households said they
believed a vaccine exists to prevent Zika, even
though one does not and experts say such a vac-
cine will take years to develop. More than four in 10
(42 percent) did not realize Zika virus can be sexual-
ly transmitted. Furthermore, one quarter mistaken-
ly believed symptoms were likely to be apparent,

when in fact most of those who are infected show
no signs of illness.

“We have a key window before the mosquito
season gears up in communities within the United
States mainland to correct misperceptions about
Zika virus so that pregnant women and their part-
ners may take appropriate measures to protect
their families,” said Gillian SteelFisher, director of the
poll and research scientist at Harvard. Among the
general public, misconceptions about Zika were
also common, the poll found.

Four in 10 said they thought Zika could be a
danger to future pregnancies, while the US Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention says Zika is
believed to be a threat only to current pregnancies.
Significant misunderstandings about how Zika is
transmitted were also found. “These mispercep-
tions about Zika virus transmission could lead peo-
ple to take unnecessary or inappropriate precau-
tions, as we have seen in other kinds of outbreaks,”
warned SteelFisher. One in five (22 percent) did not
know Zika could spread from a pregnant mother to
her fetus, and more than a quarter (29 percent)
were unaware it can be transmitted through blood
transfusions.—AFP
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