
PARIS: Scientists have pinpointed a can-
cer protein which controls the disease’s
spread from the skin to other organs,
and proposed Wednesday that blocking
it may be an effective treatment.
Working with mice genetically engi-
neered to develop human skin cancers,
the team discovered that the protein
plays a key role promoting-or inhibiting-
metastasis, the spread of cancer from
one area or organ to another.

Dubbed MIDKINE, the protein is
secreted by melanomas-the most serious
type of skin cancer-before travelling to a

different part of the mouse body to kick
start cancer formation, they said. In sub-
sequent observations in humans, high
levels of MIDKINE in the lymph nodes of
skin cancer patients were predictive of
“significantly worse” outcomes, the team
reported in the science journal Nature.
This was the case even if there were no
tumor cells in the lymph nodes.

“In MIDKINE we have found a possible
strategy that merits consideration for
drug development,” said Marisol Soengas
of the Spanish National Cancer Research
Centre in Madrid, a co-author of the

study. Early detection is important in
melanoma. After it starts spreading,
patient prognosis is usually poor. It was
long thought that melanoma prepares
the organs it intends to colonize by acti-
vating the growth of fluid-transporting
lymph vessels-first in and around the pri-
mary tumor, then the surrounding
lymph nodes, and so on.

However, removing lymph nodes next
to a melanoma tumor does not prevent
metastases, meaning there is “something
missing” in our understanding of the
spread mechanism, said the researchers.

The new study offers a possible answer.
“When these tumors are aggressive, they
act at a distance much earlier than previ-
ously thought,” said the authors. MIDKINE
travelled directly to the new cancer site
irrespective of lymph vessel formation
around the original tumor.

When MIDKINE was inhibited in mouse
tumors, metastasis was blocked as well,
said the team. “These results indicate a
change of paradigm in the study of
melanoma metastasis,” according to
Soengas. The team used special mice to
track metastasis through a luminescent

protein that lights up when a new area of
the body is affected by cancer formation.
What is not known is whether MIDKINE is
transported in the blood, in lymph, or both.

In a comment, also published by
Nature, Ayuko Hoshino and David Lyden
of the Weill Cornell Medicine, a university
in New York, said the study provided
“much-needed insights” for the predic-
tion of metastatic risk. The work, they
concluded, “might open a door to diag-
nostic and therapeutic strategies that
aim to deal with metastases before they
have a chance to arise.”—AFP 

Scientists find protein that regulates skin cancer spread
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NEW YORK: Backyard cooks looking to grill this
summer have another option: hot dogs without
“added nitrites.” Are they any healthier? Oscar
Mayer is touting its new hot dog recipe that uses
nitrite derived from celery juice instead of artifi-
cial sodium nitrite, which is used to preserve the
pinkish colors of processed meats and prevents
botulism. Kraft Heinz, which owns Oscar Mayer,
says sodium nitrite is among the artificial ingre-
dients it has removed from the product to reflect
changing consumer preferences. 

The change comes amid a broader trend of
big food makers purging ingredients that peo-
ple may feel are not natural. But nitrites are
nitrites - and the change makes little difference -
according to those who advise limiting
processed meat and those who defend it. Kana
Wu, a research scientist at Harvard’s school of
public health, said in an email that it is best to
think of processed meat made with natural
ingredients the same as those made with artifi-
cial nitrites.

Wu was part of a group that helped draft the
World Health Organization report in 2015 that
said processed meats such as hot dogs and
bacon were linked to an increased risk of colon
cancer. She notes WHO did not pinpoint what
exactly about processed meats might be to
blame for the link. One concern about processed
meats is that nitrites can combine with com-
pounds found in meat at high temperatures to
fuel the formation of nitrosamines, which are
known carcinogens in animals. It’s a chemical
reaction that can happen regardless of the
source of the nitrites, including celery juice.

But the US Department of Agriculture caps
the amount of artificial nitrites that can be
added to meats to prevent excessive use, said
Andrew Milkowski, a retired Oscar Mayer scien-
tist who consults for the meat industry. Meat
makers also add ingredients to processed meat
like bacon that help block the formation of
nitrosamines, he said. Though the terms nitrates
and nitrites are used interchangeably, the meat
industry says it’s mainly sodium nitrite that com-
panies currently use to cure meats such as hot
dogs, cold cuts and bacon.

Artificial nitrites 
For Oscar Mayer hot dogs, the packages now

list ingredients like celery juice that has been
treated with bacterial culture. That turns the nat-
urally occurring nitrates in celery juice into

nitrites that serve a similar purpose. While the
nitrites derived from celery juice are no better,
the switch may nevertheless help address nega-
tive consumer perceptions, said Milkowski, who
also teaches at the University of Wisconsin’s
department of animal sciences.

The Center for Science in the Public Interest
agrees nitrites from natural sources aren’t that
different from artificial nitrites in processed
meats. But the group has cited the WHO report
in calling for a cancer warning label on
processed meats, regardless of how they’re
made. It also says nitrite-preserved foods tend to
be high in salt and should be limited or avoided
anyway. The American Cancer Society also sug-
gests limiting processed and red meat, citing a
variety of reasons.

The meat industry has contested the WHO’s
finding, saying it is based on studies that show
a possible link but don’t prove a cause, and that
single foods shouldn’t be blamed for cancer.
Many health experts also say there’s no reason

to worr y about an occasional hot dog or
bologna sandwich. And while natural preserva-
tives may not make hot dogs any healthier,
they fit with the growing preference for ingre-
dients like celery juice that people can easily
recognize. “I think it’s a step in the right direc-
tion,” said Kristin Kirkpatrick, a dietitian at the
Cleveland Clinic.

An interesting wrinkle worth noting is
that federal regulations require processed
meats without added nitrites or nitrates to
be labeled as “uncured” and to state that
they have no nitrates or nitrites added -
except those naturally occurring in the alter-
native ingredient. 

That’s the language you’ll now find on
Oscar Mayer hot dog packages, though the
products previously only had added nitrites.
The meat industry has contested the required
language of meat being “uncured,” because it
says the products are still cured, albeit with
nitrites derived from other ingredients.—AP

Hot dogs minus added 
nitrites may be no better

WASHINGTON: Two of the most extensive
field studies conducted to date in Europe
and Canada have confirmed the hypothesis
that neonicotinoid insecticides are harmful
to bees and other pollinating species. The
results, published Thursday in the US jour-
nal Science, also reveal that local environ-
ments can mitigate the impact of the pesti-
cide, which is widely used in farming
despite being dubbed a “bee killer.” The
chemical-which acts on the nervous system
of insects-had a “largely negative” effect on
the pollinating insects that are essential to
many crops. 

It reduced their reproductive success
and boosted mortality rates, according to
the research that was part funded by the
German chemicals company Bayer and
Switzerland’s Syngenta. “In the light of this
new study, continuing to claim that use of
neonicotinoids in farming does not harm
bees is no longer a tenable position,” said
David Goulson, a biology professor at
Britain’s University of Sussex who did not
participate in the study.

The first experiment, conducted over a
total of 2,000 hectares (5000 acres) in Great
Britain, Germany and Hungary exposed
three bee species to winter oilseed rape
crops with seeds coatings containing either
clothianidin from Bayer CropScience or
Syngenta’s thiamethoxam. The coatings
were temporarily banned by the European

Union in 2013 due to concerns regarding
their impact on bee health, though there
are now plans to ban them completely in
fields but not in greenhouses.

The researchers found exposure to the
pesticide reduced winter survival rates in
Hungary, where the colony population fell by
24 percent and in Britain where survival rates
were “very low.” Germany did not see a dra-
matic decline, which lead author Ben
Woodcock put down to the availability of
alternative flowering resources. All three
countries saw a decline in reproduction rates,
linked to residual neonicotinoid in nests. The
second study conducted in Canada showed
that worker bees and queens exposed to the
insecticide died earlier, while the overall
health of colonies was also weakened.

Worker bees exposed to the treated
pollen during their first nine days had their
life spans cut short by 23 percent, were
unable to maintain a healthy laying queen
and had poor hygiene. The researchers
were surprised to learn the contaminated
pollen the honeybees collected did not
belong to corn or soybean plants originally
treated by the insecticides. “This indicates
that neonicotinoids, which are water solu-
ble, spill over from agricultural fields into
the surrounding environment, where they
are taken up by other plants that are very
attractive to bees,” said researcher Nadia
Tsvetkov.—AFP 

GABORONE, Botswana: Botswana’s govern-
ment has moved to crack down on the multi-bil-
lion dollar trade in donkey skins following a
spate of killings of the animals across the coun-
try fuelled by soaring demand from China.
Export licenses for donkeys and their products
have been suspended indefinitely, the Ministry
of Agricultural Development and Food Security
said in a statement late on Wednesday. Many
thousands of donkeys have been slaughtered in
Botswana and in other developing countries in
recent years and their skins sold to China for use
in traditional medicine.

Donkeys are being killed in growing num-
bers to feed demand from China where the

skins are used to make a natural medicine
believed to be a sexual stimulant with anti-
ageing properties. Hooves also contain the
supposedly medicinal gelatin, while the meat,
consumed in parts of China, is believed to be
more nutritious than beef and is enjoyed in
burgers and stews.  Botswana is  the sixth
African country to impose restrictions on don-
key exports, following Niger, Senegal, Mali,
Burkina Faso and Gambia. 

Zimbabwe turned down an application to
build a donkey slaughterhouse, while Ethiopia
closed its only functioning donkey abattoir after
residents complained about the smell. But the
bans have led to a flourishing illegal trade in

donkey skins and caused prices to soar.  Farmers
in Botswana have been urged to closely monitor
their donkeys to prevent thefts as well as to
report suspicious exchanges of live animals.

Animal rights groups say the docile beasts of
burden are often cruelly bludgeoned to death
before being skinned in backyards and clandes-
tine slaughterhouses. 

The industry is said to be worth billions of
dollars and China is increasingly looking to
Africa to satisfy demand after its own donkey
population dropped sharply. Donkey numbers in
China have nearly halved from 11 million in the
1990s to six million in 2013, according to official
statistics.—AFP 

ABUJA: Nigeria’s health minister has declared
that the outbreak of meningitis in the country
is over, but only after it killed 1,166 people,
most’, of’ them children. “We have formally
declared the meningitis outbreak over,”
Isaac Adewole told reporters in the capital
of Abuja on Wednesday. Earlier in the week
the Nigeria Centre for Disease Control said
that emergency operations responding to
the epidemic had been wound down fol-
lowing a decline in new cases. 

“A total of 14,518 suspected cases of
meningitis were reported from 25 states,
with 1,166 deaths,” said the centre in a
statement. Vaccination campaigns were
carried out in Zamfara, Sokoto, Yobe and
Katsina states, the worst affected by the
outbreak. A new strain of meningitis C

was first reported in Zamfara last
November and spread to 22 other states
in northern Nigeria.

Meningitis is caused by different
types of bacteria, six of which can cause
epidemics. It is transmitted between
people through coughs and sneezes,
close contact and cramped living condi-
tions. The illness causes acute inflamma-
tion of the outer layers of the brain and
spinal cord, with the most common
symptoms being fever, headache and
neck stiffness. Nigeria lies in the so-
called “meningitis belt” of sub-Saharan
Africa, stretching from Senegal in the
west to Ethiopia in the east, where out-
breaks of the disease are a regular
occurrence.—AFP 

PARIS: Half a degree Celsius of global
warming has been enough to increase
heat waves and heavy rains in many
regions of the planet, researchers report-
ed Friday. Comparing two 20-year peri-
ods — 1960-79 and 1991-2010 —
between which average global tempera-
tures jumped 0.5 C, scientists found that
several kinds of extreme weather gained
in duration and intensity. The hottest
summer temperatures increased by more
than 1 C across a quarter of Earth’s land
areas, while the coldest winter tempera-
tures warmed by more than 2.5 C.

The intensity of extreme precipita-
tion grew nearly 10 percent across a
quarter of all land masses, and the dura-
tion of hot spells-which can fuel devas-
tating forest fires-lengthened by a week
in half of land areas. These changes
were well outside the bounds of natural
variability, according to the study, pub-
lished in the journal Nature Climate
Change. “We have to rely on climate
models to predict the future,” said lead
author Carl-Friedrich Schleussner, a
researcher at the Potsdam Institute of
Climate Impact Research.

“But given that we now have observa-
tional evidence of around 1 C warming, we
can also look at the real-life impacts this
warming has brought,” he said in a state-
ment. In science, observed trends are gen-

erally seen as more reliable than projec-
tions, which can vary sharply depending
on the assumptions made. Changes in cli-
mate-sometimes defined as “average
weather”-can only be detected across time
periods measured in decades or longer.

0.5 C does matter 
Global warming caused mostly by the

burning of fossil fuels began slowly in the
early 19th century with the onset of
industrialization, but has accelerated rap-
idly over the last 50 or 60 years. The 196-
nation Paris Agreement, inked in the
French capital in 2015, vowed to cap the
rise of the planet’s average surface tem-
perature at “well under” 2 C, and to “pur-
sue efforts” to block it at 1.5 C. 

To inform that effort, the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) — the UN’s top science
advisory group-will issue a report for poli-
cy makers in September 2018 on the fea-
sibility of the 1.5 C target, and what
impacts might be avoided if it is met. The
new study-one of thousands that will be
reviewed by the IPCC-suggests even a
half degree rise is significant. “With the
warming the world has already experi-
enced, we can see very clearly that a dif-
ference of 0.5 C really does matter,” said
co-author Erich Fischer, a scientist at ETH
Zurich in Switzerland. —AFP

LILLE: A picture taken in Lille, northern France shows a bee on a flower.—AFP

New study links common 
pesticide to bee deaths

Botswana bans export of donkey products

NEW YORK: In this photo, Oscar Mayer classic uncured wieners are for sale at a grocery store in
New York.—AP 

POMFRET: This file photograph shows donkeys in a dilapidated house in the desert town of Pomfret, close to the Botswana border on the edge
of the Kalahari Desert in the north-west province of South Africa.—AFP

Nigeria says meningitis 
outbreak kills 1,166 

Half-a-degree of warming 
boosted extreme weather


