
PARIS: Vaccines delivered via a painless,
throw-away patch could one day elimi-
nate the need for needle-and-syringe flu
injections, researchers said Wednesday
after completing a preliminary trial.
Equipped with micro-needles, the patch-
es vaccinated against influenza just as
effectively as a standard flu jab, they
reported in the medical journal The
Lancet. “This bandage-strip sized patch
of dissolvable needles can transform
how we get vaccinated,” said Roderic
Pettigrew, director of the US National

Institute of Biomedical Imaging and
Bioengineering, which funded the study.

The new technology can be self-
administered and stored without refrig-
eration, making it significantly cheaper
than traditional vaccines. “It holds the
promise for delivering other vaccines in
the future,” Pettigrew added. A hundred
tiny needles-just long enough to pene-
trate the skin-embedded in each patch
dissolve within minutes when exposed
to moisture from the body. Adhesive
holds the patch close the skin while the

vaccine is released, and can be peeled
away after 20 minutes and discarded.

In phase I clinical trials, researchers
from Emory University in Georgia and the
Georgia Institute of Technology randomly
divided 100 adults into four groups. Three
received the micro-needle patches: one
delivered by a healthcare provider; one
self-administered; and the third-delivered
by a nurse-a placebo without any active
ingredients. The fourth group received a
classic flu jab with a syringe.  All the active
flu vaccines worked equally well for at

least six months, regardless of whether
they were delivered by professionals or
the patient, or whether they were admin-
istered by a syringe or a micro-needle.
The manufacturing cost for the patches is
expected to be about the same as for pre-
filled syringes. But the patch is expected
to be cheaper because it can be sent
through the mail and self-administered.
In addition, it is stable for a year at 40
degrees Celsius, and does not require
refrigeration, the researchers said. 

“These advantages could reduce the

cost of the flu vaccine and potentially
increase coverage,” said lead author Nadine
Rouphael, an associate professor at Emory.
“Our findings now need confirming in larg-
er trials.” Mark Prausnitz, a professor at the
Georgia Institute of Technology, led the
design of the small coin-sized patch, and is
co-founder of a company that is licensing
the technology. Despite recommendations
for universal vaccination, less than half the
population in the United States currently
gets a flu jab. Influenza kills some 48,000
people in the US every year.—AFP 
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PARIS: Feathered dinosaurs that
walked on two legs and had parrot-
like beaks shared another charac-
teristic with modern birds they
brooded clutches of eggs at a tem-
perature similar to chickens, a study
showed Wednesday. Ostrich-sized
oviraptors, ancestors to birds, sat
on their eggs to incubate them at
35 to 40 degrees Celsius — a range
comparable with modern hens,
researchers reported in the journal
Paleontology.

A team from China and France
measured oxygen atoms from the
shells and embryo bones of seven
oviraptor eggs from the Upper
Cretaceous period some 100 to 66
million years ago. The analysis
revealed the temperature at which
the embryo was forming during its
incubation, explained study co-
author Romain Amiot, a paleontol-
ogist at France’s CNRS research
institute.  Amiot and a team used
the eggs of oviraptors because
they are known to have been egg
brooders. Several fossilised adult
oviraptors have been found in a
brooding posture on clutches of
eggs.

In fact, this is how the creature
got its Latin name-unfairly-of ovi-
raptosaur, meaning “egg thief
lizard”. The first specimen was dis-
covered in 1924 on top of a nest full
of eggs, leading paleontologists to
assume the creature was eating
them when it died. But later finds
revealed the eggs in fact contained
baby oviraptors, meaning that the

lurking lizard was not a predator
but a caring parent tending its nest.

Hot stuff    
Whether dinosaurs were warm-

or cold-blooded has been a long-
standing scientific riddle. In 2015, a
study suggested they were neither,
but something in-between.
Dinosaurs were probably able to
produce internal heat and raise
their body temperature, but not
maintain it at a consistently high
level as modern warm-blooded ani-

mals do, it said. Raising their body
temperature above the ambient
range would have allowed
dinosaurs to withstand cold cli-
mates at high latitudes-like pen-
guins hatching their eggs in freez-
ing conditions.

The latest study suggests that
oviraptors “had a body temperature
at least as high as the incubation
temperature” of the eggs analyzed,
said Amiot. Active brooding would
almost certainly not have been a
universal dinosaur egg-hatching

strategy, he added.  “It is hard to
imagine a diplodocus sitting on its
clutch... without breaking its eggs
or destroying the nest,” Amiot said.
Some 30 meters long and weigh-
ing more than 10 tons, Diplodocus
was one of the largest animals
ever to walk the Earth.

Fossil evidence has shown that
some dinosaurs warmed their
eggs by burying them, while oth-
ers put theirs in nests of vegeta-
tion that gave off  heat as it
decayed.—AFP

THE HAGUE: Dutch scientists on Monday
celebrated the rare discovery of meteorite
in The Netherlands, which at 4.5-billion
years old may hold clues to the birth of
our solar system. “Meteorites are very spe-
cial because we do not have rocks of this
age on ear th,” said geologist  Leo
Kriegsman from the Naturalis biodiversity
centre in Leiden in a YouTube video mark-
ing the occasion. The fist-sized meteorite,
weighing about 500 grams,  crashed
through the roof of a shed in the small
town of Broek in Waterland, just north of
Amsterdam, in January probably travel-
ling at the speed of a high-velocity train.

It was discovered the next morning by
the residents under a broken pile of wood
from the roof, but despite an extensive
search, no other fragments have been
found in the area. Even though meteor
showers probably reach the northern
European country every three to four
years, the small space rocks are very hard
to find as they can often end up in water,
or peat-bogs or strewn on forest floors
where they are hard to distinguish.

Very exciting   
This is only the sixth meteorite found

in the past 200 years in The Netherlands,
and the last such find dates back to 1990.
So Kriegsman said it was “very exciting”
when the home-owners contacted them
about their find. “We can learn from it
what happened in the very beginning of

the solar system when you had a stellar
cloud that collapsed and minerals started
to form, when planetoids started to form
for the very first time,” said Kriegsman.

“So it gives us information on what
happened at the very beginning when
the Earth was formed.” He estimated
that the meteorite probably came from
the region between Mars and Jupiter
where there is a large asteroid belt with
“a lot of rocks and small planets” flying
around which sometimes fall out of
their orbit. The Leiden centre unveiled
the meteorite on Monday, after carrying
out extensive tests.

“We wanted to be 100 percent sure
of what kind of meteorite it was, so we
needed to carry out some research first,”
Kriegsman said. This one has been iden-
tified as a type L6 chrondite, which is a
fairly common kind. But Kriegsman said
all meteorites add to the scientific body
of k nowledge,  and places l ike
Antarctica and the Sahara desert where
many have been found have boosted
the science in recent years. 

“ There are many different types of
meteorites, and it’s always useful to have
more meteorites even if they confirm the
theory that we already have,” he said. He
now plans to carry out further research
on the space rock, with the help of a mas-
ter’s student, to try to determine from
what depth of an earlier planet it may
have come.—AFP 

LEIDEN: This handout picture from the Naturalis Biodiversity Centre shows the sixth
Meteorite ever to be found in the Netherlands displayed at the centre in Leiden. —AFP

Dutch scientists fete 
rare meteorite find

Bird-like dinosaurs hatched 
eggs like chickens: Study

CHINA: This handout image shows detail on an Oviraptorosaur dinosaur’s clutch of eggs from the Upper
Cretaceous period, recovered from Jiangxi in China.—AFP

PARIS: The body size of some whale species diminished by several
meters decades before 20th-century factory fishing caused their popula-
tions to collapse, researchers said Thursday. If that pattern holds true for
other commercially harvested marine species, a drop in body size could
serve as early warning that protective measures are needed, they report-
ed in the journal Nature Ecology & Evolution. Once a population has
crashed, recovery is difficult at best: 25 years after a moratorium on
Canada’s decimated northwest Atlantic Cod fishery, the sub-species has
yet to bounce back.

Hunted since the 18th century, many whale species were saved from
extinction by a leaky 1982 moratorium that has still allowed more than
1,000 of the majestic sea mammals to be killed every year. Researchers
led by Christopher Clements of the University of Zurich looked at annual
records-including size and number caught-compiled by the International
Whaling Commission and reaching back to about 1900, when new tech-
nologies emerged that turned the hunt into a harvest.

“We show that during this period of commercial whaling, the mean
body size of caught whales declined dramatically-by up to four meters-
over a 70-year period,” the study concluded. Industrial whaling wiped out
nearly three million of the animals during the last century, according to a
tally published recently in the journal Marine Fisheries Review. 

Factory ships 
Clements and his colleagues focused of four species that accounted for

80 percent of that haul: sei, fin and blue whales-the largest animals ever to
roam the planet-are filter feeders, and listed as endangered on the Red List
of threatened species. The box-headed sperm whale is probably most rec-
ognizable as Ahab’s adversary in Moby Dick. “Fishing pressure remained
high until whale populations collapsed and become commercially unten-
able, whereupon whalers moved on to new species,” the study said.

For blue, fin and sei whales, body size started to shrink a couple of
decades before the sudden drop off in numbers caught. For sperm
whales, the decline in size was gradual across most of the century, show-
ing up clearly at least 40 years before annual catch levels plummeted.
“Early warning signals were present for all four species,” the researchers
said. Adding catch figures into the picture strengthened the predictive
power of their model, which they suggest could be applied to fish and
other marine animals under intense fishing pressure. But in the absence
of reliable catch data, changes in size and other physical traits “may be
used to predict collapse,” the study concluded. Tens of millions of sharks,
for example, are killed every year for their fins, the size of which may pro-
vide clues on the health of regional or global populations for these top-
level predators. Wild sole, salmon and lobster could also benefit from
such an approach.—AFP 

Whales shrank before populations crashed


