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QUEENSLAND: This file photo shows an aerial view of the Great Barrier Reef off the coast of the Whitsunday Islands, along the central coast of
Queensland.—AFP

CANBERRA: A United Nations agency said
sterday it had “serious concern” about coral
bleaching on Australia’s Great Barrier and
urged the government to work faster to
improve water quality in the region. UNESCO
said in a draft report to the World Heritage
Committee released in Paris on the state of
conservation of World Heritage-listed proper-
ties that “climate change remains the most
significant overall threat to the future” of the
2,300-kilometer coral expanse.

“It is recommended that the committee
express its serious concern at the coral
bleaching and mortality that occurred” over
the previous two south hemisphere summers,
the report said. UNESCO was also critical of
Australia, saying “progress toward achieving
water quality targets has been slow.” The
agency recommended that Australia be asked
in a final report to “accelerate its efforts to
reach the quality targets “it set out in a reef
conservation plan in December.

The government plans to improve water
quality through reduced agricultural runoff
of fertilizer and pesticides and by reducing
the number of trees being cleared along the
Queensland state coast. The committee not-
ed that a law to regulate land clearing had
yet to be passed by the state government. A
study of coral bleaching on the reef, pub-
lished in the journal Nature in March, found
91 percent of the reef had been bleached at
least once during three bleaching events of
the past two decades, the most serious event
occurring last year.

Draft findings 
The government authority in charge of the

reef marine park reported to a Senate com-
mittee in May that as much as half of the
344,000 square kilometers of coral might
already be dead due to bleaching. The
Australian government welcomed the report
and said it would work with the Queensland
government on the matter of water quality
targets. “It is critical for reefs worldwide,
including the Great Barrier Reef, that interna-
tional efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions are effective,” Foreign Minister Julie
Bishop and Environment Minister Josh
Frydenberg said in a joint statement.

The government said the draft decision
confirmed that its reef conservation plan had
been effective. The report found the plan had
been effective in banning dredged material
from being dumped on the reef and restrict-
ing new port developments. The UN World
Heritage Committee in considering the draft
findings at its meeting underway in Krakow,
Poland. Robert Leck, head of oceans at the
environmental group WWF-Australia, said the
biggest threats to the reef were climate
change, poor water quality and excessive tree
clearing which increases polluted runoff. “On
all three fronts, UNESCO has concerns on
progress in tackling these issues,” Leck said in
a statement.—AP
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MIAMI: Some kinds of vaginal bacteria may
interfere with a gel meant to curb the risk
of contracting HIV, which infects more than
one million women worldwide each year,
researchers said Thursday. The findings in
the journal Science were based on a 2010
study of women in South Africa who used
the microbicide drug tenofovir, in vaginal
gel form, to assess how well it worked at
preventing transmission of human immun-
odeficiency virus (HIV). 

The drug has shown success in prevent-
ing HIV in high-risk men, but studies involv-
ing women have been “disappointing,” said
the report. A 2010 randomized trial called
CAPRISA 004 showed that tenofovir gel,
applied before and after sex, reduced HIV
incidence by 39 percent. Researchers
examined a subset of women who were
infected with HIV during the study, even
though they used the gel regularly.

Women who became infected with HIV
tended to have dominant bacteria known
as Gardnerella vaginalis, which “could rap-
idly metabolize and break down the active
form of the drug,” said the report.
Gardnerella vaginalis is associated with a
condition known as bacterial vaginosis
(BV). BV is known to increase the risk of HIV

because it increases inflammation, disrupts
the vaginal wall and impairs wound-heal-
ing, and women from sub-Saharan Africa
have high prevalence rates of BV, according
to background information in the report.

Women with healthier vaginal bacterial
compositions-those dominated by the bac-
teria Lactobacillus-showed three-fold high-
er protection against HIV than women with
different dominant vaginal bacteria com-
positions. An accompanying Perspective
article in Science pointed out that the
research sheds some light on the reasons
for the trial’s shortcomings, but fails to offer
a solution.

Even if women were tested for vaginal
bacteria, it remains unclear whether the
microbiome could be changed to allow for
better performance of the gel, since BV
returns in nearly 60 percent of women one
year after treatment, wrote Susan
Tuddenham and Khalil G. Ghanem of the
Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine.
In the meantime, the study serves as a
reminder that “without a deeper understand-
ing of the structure, function, and dynamics
of the vaginal microbiome, successful inter-
ventions to optimize it and improve women’s
health will remain elusive.”—AFP 
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PARIS: US President Donald Trump has
announced that America will pull out of the
2015 Paris climate agreement, but scien-
tists say the peril from global warming has
never been greater. Earth’s average global
temperature is scaling new heights, sea ice
is retreating, extreme weather events have
become more frequent and species are
increasingly under threat, they say. A sum-
mary of the evidence:

1.1 degrees
In 2016, Earth’s average surface temper-

ature hit a record level for the third consec-
utive year since records began in 1880. The
global average temperature was about 1.1
degree Celsius higher than the pre-indus-
trial era. This is when mankind’s mass burn-
ing of coal, and later oil and gas, started
hiking levels of heat-trapping carbon diox-
ide in the atmosphere. The 21st century has
already seen 16 of the 17 hottest years on
record. Some of the world’s biggest cities
may be as much as eight degrees Celsius
hotter by 2100, said a recent study.

Melting ice    
Arctic summer sea ice shrank to 4.14

million square kilometers in 2016 — the
second-lowest after 2012, when it reached
3.39 million km2. The Arctic Ocean could
be ice-free in summer as early as 2030. In
parts of Arctic Russia, temperatures were 6
C to 7 C higher than the long-term average.
On the other extreme of the world,
Antarctica, sea ice last year hit its lowest
extent ever recorded by satellites. High-alti-
tude glaciers, meanwhile, declined in sur-
face area in 2015 for the 36th year in a row.

400 parts per million    
The atmospheric concentrations of the

three most potent greenhouse gases-car-
bon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4) and
nitrous oxide (N2O) — all hit new highs in
2016. For the first time on record, in 2015,
the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere aver-
aged 400 parts per million (ppm). Most cli-
mate scientists agree that greenhouse gas
concentrations in the atmosphere must be
capped at 450 ppm of CO2 equivalent
(CO2e) for a fighting chance to limit aver-
age global warming to two degrees Celsius
over pre-industrial levels.

This is the cap enshrined in the Paris
Agreement. Fossil fuel-generated green-
house gas emissions are thought to have

remained stable in 2016 for the third con-
secutive year, even as the global economy
grew. But to stay on target for 2 C, they need
to decline. Meanwhile, scientists are also
worried about a rise in levels of methane,
which has a far more potent warming effect
than CO2. The rise is so far unexplained. But
one feared source is melting Arctic per-
mafrost, which could eventually release bil-
lions of tons of carbon dioxide.

70 millimeters 
Sea level rise, caused when ice melts

and warmer water expands, appears to be
accelerating, according to the latest data.
The average ocean level was 70 millimeters
higher in 2015 than in 1993, having risen as
much as 30 percent faster in the 10 years to
2015 than in the previous decade. The pace
is likely to pick up further as ice sheets and
glaciers shed mass, threatening the homes
and livelihoods of tens of millions of people
in low-lying areas around the world. 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) said in January the
global average sea level could be between
0.3 and 2.5 meters higher by 2100. On cur-
rent trends, melt water just from the
Antarctic ice sheet could contribute to a
meter of lift, according to one study.

Extreme events   
The WMO says there are demonstrable

links between man-made climate change
and some extreme events, especially heat
waves. The number of climate-related
extreme events-droughts, forest fires,
floods, major storm surges-has doubled
since 1990, research has shown. The inten-
sity of typhoons battering China, Taiwan,
Japan and the Korean Peninsula since 1980,
for example, has increased by 12 to 15 per-
cent. Natural disasters drive about 26 mil-
lion people into poverty every year, says
the World Bank, and cause annual losses of
about $520 million (463 million euros).

1,688 species    
Of the 8,688 species of animals and

plants listed as “threatened” on the
International Union for the Conservation of
Nature’s (IUCN) Red List, 19 percent —
1,688 species-have been negatively affect-
ed by climate change. Scientists warn that
parts of Australia’s Great Barrier Reef may
never recover from an unprecedented sec-
ond straight year of bleaching.—AFP 

Climate science: Bad
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BUENOS AIRES: Greenpeace activists demonstrate outside the United States
embassy in Buenos Aires, Argentina.—AFP

KAWASAKI, Japan: Kanemasa Ito compares
caring for his wife Kimiko to waging a daily
war with the devil. The woman he loved has
all but disappeared-lost to dementia, she can
no longer eat, bathe, or go to the toilet alone.
“There is a demon inside her head,” Ito said,
articulating the dramatic change in the per-
son he’d built a life with, while she babbles
nonsensically.

One of the world’s most rapidly ageing and
long-lived societies, Japan is at the forefront of
an impending global healthcare crisis.
Authorities are bracing for a dementia time
bomb and their approach could shape policies
well beyond its borders. By 2025, one in five of
the over 65s-around 7.3 million people-in Japan
will have dementia, the health ministry esti-

mates, up from around 4.6 million now. 
Alzheimer’s disease, a syndrome in which

cognitive ability, emotional control, and social
behavior deteriorate, accounts for the majority
of cases. Ito’s wife was just 54 when she was first
diagnosed. Now some 15 years on, he is close to
breaking point trying to care for her and man-
age the disease. No longer able to discern what
is harmful from what is safe-Kimiko has previ-
ously tried to drink cleaning products, unaware
of the hazard of ingesting them-she needs con-
stant supervision. “It exhausts me,” the 73-year-
old confessed in an interview at their Kawasaki
home. Their story is becoming increasingly
common in a country where a lack of resources
and caregivers means the burden falls increas-
ingly on spouses and children. Prime Minister

Shinzo Abe is aiming to increase the number of
nursing homes and raise care worker wages to
tackle the problem. There is also a goal to ease
the burden of family caregivers and reduce the
number of people who quit work-such as Ito-to
care for dementia-stricken relatives-from
100,000 a year to zero.

Dementia is a major global health issue
with cases soaring as people live longer. The
World Health Organization estimates a new
case is diagnosed every four seconds. Many
developed countries are already facing chal-
lenges on how to fund care, but Japan’s issue
is pronounced because its population has
aged at a faster pace. 

According to a 2016 OECD report, Japanese
social spending as a percentage of GDP stands

at 23.1 percent, lower than other developed
countries with high percentages of elderly peo-
ple, such as France and Italy. “Japan has run its
social welfare system on the premise that family
members would take charge,” said Katsuhiko
Fujimori, chief research associate at Mizuho
Information & Research Institute. 

The government, he said, simply can’t
achieve its goals without more money. But a
cash injection seems unrealistic given that
Japan’s public debt is already more than twice
the size of its economy.  And with a shrinking
and ageing population and workforce, some
elderly with higher incomes are already being
forced to pay more out of pocket for nursing
care expenses under the national insurance
scheme.——AFP
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JAPAN: In this picture, Kanemasa Ito, right, puts an
identity bracelet on his dementia-stricken wife Kimiko
before taking her out for a walk in Kawasaki.—AFP

CHICAGO: It is unusual enough to see one of
nature’s biggest, rarest-not to mention smelli-
est-flowers bloom. But it is extraordinary to
see two blooms at once. That is why two sev-
en-foot-tall corpse flowers at the Chicago
Botanic Garden have attracted thousands of
visitors this week, despite the smell of rotting
flesh that the flowers emit to attract pollinat-
ing beetles and flies.  

The rare flowers, officially called titan
arum, are naturally occurring in just one place
on Earth-the Indonesian island of Sumatra.
They are threatened by deforestation, and
botanic gardens around the world are culti-
vating and preserving them. It takes up to 10
years for one plant to flower, and then it does
so for about one day. 

“Having twin corpse flowers both bloom at

the same time is very rare,” said Greg Mueller,
chief scientist at the botanic garden.  The
Chicago Botanic Garden checked with its
counterparts around the world and found
only a handful of times that such an event has
happened, and it has never before occurred
in North America. 

“This is one of these plants that are just so
exciting,” Mueller said. The garden will contin-
ue to display the plants until June 8, and
expects to draw many more thousands of
enthusiasts come to observe the huge struc-
tures, even though the flowers have already
closed back up, and are beginning to wilt. But
even more exciting for scientists, they have
managed to pluck away precious seeds to
send to other gardens.—AFP 
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CHICAGO: Visitors look at two corpse flowers at the Chicago Botanic Garden in Chicago,
Illinois.—AFP

Tragic measles vaccine blunders 

kills 15 children in South Sudan

JUBA: Fifteen children died in South Sudan after
receiving contaminated measles vaccines that
had not been properly refrigerated, and were
mixed using the same syringe for four days. In
addition to the blunders handling the vaccine,
Health Minister Riek Gai Kok said that two chil-
dren, aged 12 and 13, had been recruited to
administer it. An investigation showed that local
officials failed to follow immunization guidelines
during a four-day campaign to vaccinate around
300 people in the southeastern state of Kapoeta
in May, Kok said. 

“The team that vaccinated the children in this
tragic event were neither qualified not trained

for the immunization,” he added. The campaign
came amid a measles outbreak that has killed 70
children this year, the latest tragedy to strike the
world’s youngest nation, which has been
gripped by civil war for over three years-affect-
ing its ability to deliver decent healthcare. The
country has also been affected by repeated
bouts of cholera. 

“A single reconstitution syringe was used for
multiple vaccine vials for the entire four days of
the campaign instead of being discarded after
single use,” Kok said, referring to the device used
to mix vaccines before injecting them with a
separate syringe. —AFP 


