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WASHINGTON: A bird in the Galapagos
Islands, known as a cormorant, lost its
ability to fly over time due to genetic
changes that mirror bone disease in
humans, researchers said Thursday.
Researchers hope that further study may
one day open the door to treatments for
bone disorders in people. These DNA
changes transpired over the course of
two million years, affecting an iconic bird
that caught scientist Charles Darwin’s
attention in the 1830s, said the study in

the journal Science.
Darwin hypothesized that somehow,

evolutionary pressures led the bird to
lose its ability to fly, but the details of
how it happened remained unknown
until now. The Galapagos cormorant is
the only one of 40 cormorant species
that cannot fly.  The large bird has short
wings and is an excellent swimmer that
survives by diving for fish. “Darwin, just
by looking at these changes, inferred the
process of evolution by natural selec-

tion,” said senior author Leonid Kruglyak,
chair of human genetics at the
University of California, Los Angeles
(UCLA) David Geffen School of Medicine.

“We now have sophisticated genetic
tools to reexamine these classic exam-
ples and uncover what happened at the
molecular level.” Galapagos cormorants
have a different version of a gene called
CUX1 than cormorants that can fly, the
report said. The gene has previously
been linked to shortened wings in chick-

ens. “We saw a mutation in this gene
that we’ve never seen in other animals,”
said co-author Alejandro Burga, a
researcher at UCLA.

Researchers found that when the
same gene changes in humans, it caus-
es bone development disorders called
skeletal ciliopathies. “People born with
skeletal  c i l iopathies  have shor ter
limbs, narrowed chests and stunted rib
cages-as  do the Galapagos cor-
morants,” said the report. Such evolu-

t ionar y changes may come about
because not flying allows the bird to
enhance another survival skill,  l ike
swimming and diving for fish.

Or, birds may have evolved to no
longer fly because they simply did not
need to migrate to escape predators.
“These two scenarios aren’t mutually
exclusive,” said Kruglyak. “You can start
down the path because of passive loss of
flight but then also have positive selec-
tion to keep reducing wings.”—AFP

Galapagos bird’s evolution to aid study of bone disease

MASHAM: This file photo shows sheep being moved into pens before being judged at the annual Masham Sheep Fair in Masham, northern
England.—AFP 

LONDON: They may look placid while grazing in
fields but sheep’s faces can tell us a lot, accord-
ing to scientists in Britain who have developed a
new system to work out if sheep are in pain or
just feeling sad. The test is based on 500 photos
of sheep collected by veterinarians and used to
design an algorithm by researchers at
Cambridge University that measures five key
markers of ovine facial expressions.

When sheep are in pain their eyes narrow,
their cheeks tighten, their ears fold forwards, their
lips pull down and back and their nostrils change
from a U shape to a V shape, according to the sci-
entists. They now hope to extend the test to other
species, including horses, rabbits and some
rodents. By installing cameras in sheep pens, the
scientists hope the test will help farmer’s spot
injuries or illnesses early on and find treatment. “A
lot of the earlier work on the faces of animals was
actually done by Darwin, who argued that all
humans and many animals show emotion
through remarkably similar behaviors,” Peter
Robinson, a professor who led the research, said
in a statement. His colleague Marwa Mahmoud
said: “There is a similarity in terms of the muscles
in their faces and in our faces.

“However, it is difficult to ‘normalize’ a sheep’s

face in a machine learning model. A sheep’s face
is totally different in profile than looking straight
on, and you can’t really tell a sheep how to pose.”
The scientists are now hoping to perfect the sys-
tem by enlarging their dataset and the project

seems to be having a personal effect. “I do a lot
of walking in the countryside and after working
on this project, I now often find myself stopping
to talk to the sheep and make sure they’re hap-
py,” Robinson said.—AFP 

Scientists develop 

face test for sheep

ASTANA: The Soyuz MS-03 spacecraft car-
rying astronaut Thomas Pesquet undocked
from the International Space Station on
Friday, marking the beginning of the
Frenchman’s journey back to Earth after
196 days in orbit. “We confirm separation,”
an official at Russian Mission Control out-
side Moscow said of the undocking that
occurred as the International Space Station
(ISS) orbited above the Chinese-Mongolian
border.

Pesquet and Russian cosmonaut Oleg
Novitskiy are due to land in Kazakhstan at
around 1410 GMT on Friday after a
marathon 196-day trip that will fall just shy
of a record space mission for a European
Space Agency astronaut. “It’s been a fantas-
tic adventure and amazing ride,” Pesquet
tweeted a few hours before the undocking.
“We got a lot of work done up here. Now
it’s time to come back to the planet. See
you soon!”

The world was a different place when
Pesquet and Novitskiy arrived at the station
on November 20 for a six-month mission.
Since then, Donald Trump has replaced
Barack Obama in the White House and a
young centrist, Emmanuel Macron, has tak-
en over from Francois Hollande as presi-
dent in Pesquet’s native France. 

Novitskiy, 45, is returning to Earth with
39-year-old Pesquet, but Peggy Whitson,
who accompanied them into space, will
remain on the ISS until September after
NASA extended her stay. The 400-kilometre
descent should take about three hours and
20 minutes. Along the way, their Soyuz
craft will separate into three parts, leaving

the orbital and propulsion modules to burn
up as they fall to Earth. 

Appreciate the fragility   
The descent module will encounter tem-

peratures of up to 1,600 degrees Celsius as
friction from the atmosphere heats its pro-
tective shield. “Thomas has worked in a
remarkable fashion,” Jean-Yves Le Gall, the
head of CNES, France’s space agency, said.
The record for the longest continuous mis-
sion in space by a European Space Agency
astronaut is held by Samantha Cristoforetti
of Italy, who was in orbit for 199 days from
November 2014 to June 2015. She also
broke the record for the longest single mis-
sion for a woman.

But that is far short of the 437-day mis-
sion by Russian cosmonaut Valery Polyakov,
aboard the old Soviet-Russian space station
Mir, from January 1994 to March 1995.
Pesquet underlined the fragility of Earth in
an interview to AFP from the ISS. “There are
things that one understands intellectually,
but which one doesn’t really get,” he said
via video link, gently floating around in the
zero gravity of space.

When it comes to global warming, “we
talk of two degrees or four degrees-these
are numbers which sometimes exceed
human understanding. “But to see the
planet as a whole... to see it for yourself...
this allows you to truly appreciate the
fragility.” Pesquet, France’s 10th ISS astro-
naut, has become a social media celebrity
at home with more than 550,000 followers
on Twitter, where he frequently posted
photographs of Earth from space.—AFP 

Astronauts return after 

marathon ISS mission

KAZAKHSTAN: The Soyuz MS-03 space capsule carrying the International Space
Station (ISS) crew of Russian cosmonaut Oleg Novitskiy and French astronaut
Thomas Pesquet descends beneath a parachute just before landing in a remote area
outside the town of Dzhezkazgan, Kazakhstan.—AFP 

MIAMI: Two massive black holes colliding into
each other created ripples in space and time,
known as gravitational waves, which have
been detected at the furthest distance yet,
international physicists said Thursday. The
galactic mash-up which produced the gravita-
tional waves occurred some three billion light-
years away, and marks the science world’s
third observation of this phenomenon.

The finding further bolsters Einstein’s 1915
theory of general relativity, and comes two
years after these enigmatic ripples were first
detected, said the report in the journal
Physical Review Letters. “It is remarkable that

humans can put together a story, and test it,
for such strange and extreme events that took
place billions of years ago and billions of light-
years distant from us,” said David Shoemaker,
spokesman for the Laser Inter ferometer
Gravitational-wave Observatory (LIGO)
Scientific Collaboration.

The group includes more than 1,000 inter-
national scientists who perform LIGO research
together with the European-based Virgo
Collaboration. In all three cases, each of the
twin detectors of LIGO detected gravitational
waves from the tremendously energetic merg-
ers of black hole pairs.  —AFP 

Gravitational waves spotted 

again, at furthest distance yet


