
MIAMI: World leaders convene at UN head-
quarters next week for the first major bid to
solve the toughest problems facing our oceans,
from coral bleaching to plastic pollution, over-
fishing and rising seas due to climate change.
The Ocean Conference in New York June 5-9
attempts to rally nations big and small to make
meaningful changes to preserve what is
arguably the Earth’s most important resource,
experts say.

US President Donald Trump’s recent decision
to withdraw from the Paris climate accord is
expected to be a hot topic at the talks, which no
high-ranking US officials are expected to
attend.   But despite Trump’s decision Thursday
to end US participation in the Paris deal, which
drew worldwide condemnation, experts at the
Pew Charitable Trust said the United States has
been a part of crafting a broad “call to action,”
and is expected to sign it.   

“We are committed to halting and reversing
the decline in the health and productivity of our
ocean,” says the three-page document, which
also expresses alarm at the impact of climate
change on the ocean.   The call to action is
expected to be signed and released some point
during the week-long conference, which will
bring government officials, ocean advocates
and some heads of state to New York.   The US
pullout from Paris means other nations will lead
the way at the UN talks, particularly small island
nations that have the most to lose.   “How can
you worry about someone who is not in the
room?” said Ambassador Ronny Jumeau, per-
manent representative to the United Nations

for Seychelles.   “Look at who is here, who is sit-
ting in the front row, and say, ‘Now what are we
going to do about this?’”

Ocean woes 
The world just marked its three hottest years

in modern times. And the oceans have
absorbed about one third of the carbon dioxide
released by human activities, protecting the
planet from the full brunt of climate change.
Melting glaciers and sea ice at the poles threat-
ens swell sea level to the point of washing away
entire islands and populated coastlines home
to 37 percent of the planet’s population in the
coming decades. Just 20 inches of sea level rise
could displace 1.2 million people from islands in
the Caribbean Sea, Indian and Pacific Oceans.

Recent studies have shown the troubling
extent of plastic pollution, even in the most
remote parts of the world. An uninhabited
island in the south Pacific, Henderson Island,
thousands of miles from civilization was recent-
ly shown to be piling up more than 3,500 pieces
of plastic per day. Even year, more than eight
million ton of plastic washes into the oceans,
costing at least $8 billion in damage to marine
ecosystems and killing an estimated one million
sea birds, 100,000 sea mammals and untold
numbers of fish.  

And famous coral reefs, such as Australia’s
Great Barrier Reef, are suffering from hot temper-
atures like never before in modern times, with
mass bleaching and die-offs continuing unabat-
ed for the past two years. “Small island states
cannot afford to be dismayed or feel down or

depressed about any of this,” said Jumeau during
a UN press conference. “We are reaching out to
all the friends of the oceans that you can think of
to meet the challenges that we face.”

Call to action 
Previous global meetings on problems fac-

ing the oceans have taken place, but the World
Wildlife Fund’s John Tanzer described this one
as “historic” because the talks are under the aus-
pices of the United Nations for the first time.
“The reality is that oceans have been in steep
decline for at least the last 50 or 60 years,”
Tanzer, global oceans lead at WWF, said. “Here
we are in 2017, and it is impossible to talk of
anywhere in the world’s oceans as being pris-
tine,” he said.   Specifically, nations will talk
about how to meet the 2015 UN-adopted
Sustainable Development Goal 14, to “conserve
and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and
marine resources.”   

Targets include protecting at least 10 per-
cent of coastal and marine environments by
2020, reducing ocean pollution and strength-
ening ways to fight illegal, unreported, and
unregulated fishing. A recent report found that
illegal fishing in the Pacific has reached a “stag-
gering” value of up to $740 million a year, with
much of the problem blamed on fleets from
the US, Asia and Europe which under-report
their catches. Individual nations and advocacy
groups are already announcing voluntary steps
they will take to conserve oceans and protect
marine life. Those pledges will be updated
throughout the conference. — AFP
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PARIS: It’s a tale as old as time. Meet someone you
like, spend time together, get physical, settle down.
This is a normal pattern for the hopelessly romantic
prairie vole, a rare monogamist among mammals,
whose tiny brain has now yielded a sneak peek into
the neurobiology of partnering up. When choosing
a mate for life, the decision-making part of the
vole’s brain, the prefrontal cortex, activates another
area that controls how the creature experiences
pleasure and reward, neuroscientists said.

Not only does the cortex switch on the reward
centre, called the nucleus accumbens, but also con-
trols how active it becomes, which in turn deter-
mines how quickly the rodent falls in love. Bonding
in lab voles is measured by how soon they start

cuddling with a new partner, which they will most
likely stick with for life. It is possible that the newly-
discovered mechanism works by allowing a new
partner’s features, such as odor and sound, “to
become stamped into the reward system (of the
brain) so that the partner becomes rewarding,” said
study co-author Robert Liu of the Emory University
in Atlanta, Georgia.

And the entire process is accelerated by sex. “We
showed that the change in (brain) activity around
the first mating event was correlated with how
quickly animals began huddling,” Liu told. The sci-
entists sought to recreate this effect by stimulating
female voles’ cortical neurons with light while in the
company of a potential male partner, but without

allowing them to copulate. It worked.

Remote control 
The next day, light-stimulated voles showed a

clear preference for their experimental partners
than for strangers, to a similar degree than if they
had intercourse. “By simply recreating the control
by the cortex of the reward area when the female
was near the male, we influenced how affectionate-
ly she acted towards him,” Li said by email. “It’s like
remote control of the brain circuitry to influence
pair bonding.”

The research has implications for the study of
human social behavior, and may aid treatment of
conditions, such as autism or schizophrenia, which

prevent sufferers from forming social bonds, said
the team. This could include stimulating communi-
cation between the two brain areas, for example,
to allow afflicted people to experience the enjoy-
ment normally gotten from spending time with
loved ones. 

“Pair bonding in voles likely shares many of the
underlying neural mechanisms as falling in love in
humans,” said Liu.   It was already known that simi-
lar parts of the reward system studied in voles light
up when humans look at pictures of their romantic
partners, smell their scent or hear their voice. “But,
until now, we haven’t known how the brain’s
reward system works to lead to those feelings,” said
Liu’s colleague Elizabeth Amadei. — AFP

First UN talks to save 
oceans kick offs today 
Ocean Conference to preserve Earth’s important resource

SYDNEY: Faceless fish and other weird and
wonderful creatures, many of them new
species, have been hauled up from the
deep waters off Australia during a scientific
voyage studying parts of the ocean never
explored before. The month-long journey
off the country’s eastern seaboard has
been surveying life lurking in a dark and
cold abyss that plunges four kilometers
below the surface, using nets, sonar and
deep-sea cameras.

Chief scientist on board “ The
Investigator” Tim O’Hara from Museums
Victoria told , the search area was “the most
unexplored environment on earth”. Bright
red spiky rock crabs, puffed-up coffin fish,
blind sea spiders and deep sea eels have
been collected since the scientists began
their voyage from Launceston in Tasmania
north towards the Coral Sea on May
15.They also came across an unusual face-
less fish, which has only been recorded
once before by the pioneering scientific
crew of HMS Challenger off Papua New
Guinea in 1873.

“It hasn’t got any eyes or a visible nose
and its mouth is underneath,” O’Hara said
from the ship. At such huge depths, it is so
dark that creatures often have no eyes or
produce their own light through biolumi-
nescence, he added. Another find was car-
nivorous sponges that wield lethal spicules
made of silicon, effectively glass. They get
small crustaceans hooked on their Velcro-

like spines, to be slowly digested in-situ.
This technique differs from most deep-sea
sponges, which feed on bacteria and other
single-celled organisms filtered from pass-
ing currents.

“We’ve got 27 scientists on board who
are leaders in their fields and they tell me
that around one-third of what we’ve found
are new species,” said O’Hara, with several
thousand specimens so far retrieved and
two weeks of the trip still to go. Life at such
depths is one of crushing pressures, no
light, little food and freezing temperatures,
with animals that call it home evolving
unique ways to survive. As food is scarce,
they are usually small and move slowly.
Many are jelly-like and spend their lives
floating about, while others have ferocious
spines and fangs and lie in wait until food
comes to them. 

Working in such an environment was
challenging, O’Hara admitted, with each
fishing expedition taking up to seven hours
to deploy and retrieve the equipment and
its eight kilometers of cable from the sea
floor, given it is so far down. But the data
gathered was helping to improve the
understanding of Australia’s deep-sea habi-
tats, their biodiversity and the ecological
processes that sustain them, O’Hara said.
“This will assist in its conservation and
management and help to protect it from
the impacts of climate change, pollution
and other human activity,” he said. — AFP

Faceless fish among weird
deep sea: Australian finds

CHICAGO: Meditation, relaxation and psy-
chological counseling are becoming
important tools in the care of people with
cancer, according to multiple clinical trials
released at the world’s largest conference
on cancer. The research unveiled at the
American Society of Clinical Oncology
(ASCO) conference is part of a new push
by oncologists to focus on not just killing
tumors, but boosting the morale and men-
tal health of people who are reeling from
the shock of being diagnosed with cancer.

For many women who survive a bout
with cancer, the fear that it will return can
be debilitating, and may interfere with
work and family relationships. About 50
percent of all cancer survivors and 70 per-
cent of young breast cancer survivors
report moderate to high fear of recur-
rence, according to one study led by Jane
Beith, a medical oncologist at the
University of Sydney in Australia. She and
colleagues developed an intervention
called Conquer Fear, in which trained ther-
apists met 222 patients for five one hour
to 90-minute-long sessions over 10 weeks.
They talked about accepting uncertainty
and teaching strategies to control worry-
ing, as well as how to focus on life goals.

Stretching and meditation were also
part of the treatment. “The reduction in
fear of recurrence in the psychological
intervention group was large enough to
improve survivors’ psychological and emo-
tional wellbeing,” said Beith. Using a 42-
item questionnaire called Fear of Cancer
Recurrence Inventory (FCRI), researchers
found that the fear of cancer was reduced
significantly in those who went through
therapy by 18 points on average in the
intervention group compared to 7.6 points
in a control group that did not receive the
same attention.

Talk therapy 
Another study, carried out in Canada,

showed that brief sessions of psychother-

apy could also benefit  people with
advanced cancer. A randomized clinical
trial enrolled 305 patients late-stage can-
cer to study an inter vention,  called
Managing Cancer And Living
Meaningfully (CALM). After three months,
52 percent of patients who received CALM
had a clinically important reduction in
depressive symptoms, compared to 33
percent of patients who received usual
care, researchers reported.

After a few months, patients who had
undergone the therapy were more pre-
pared for the end of life. “This brief talking
therapy helps patients facing advanced
cancer, and their loved ones, sustain what
is meaningful in their life despite its limita-
tions, and face the future,” said lead study
author Gary Rodin, head of the depart-
ment of supportive care at the Princess
Margaret Cancer Centre in Toronto,
Canada.  “It provides time and space for
reflection on the threats and challenges
associated with advanced cancer.”

Online therapy 
A third study examined the possibility

of using the internet to deliver psychologi-
cal help to cancer patients who may not
be able to get it in person. Called the
STREAM intervention, the eight-week pro-
gram offered web-based stress manage-
ment, in a program developed by oncolo-
gists and psychologists. Weekly topics
included bodily reaction to stress, cogni-
tive stress reduction, feelings, and social
interactions. 

A total of 129 cancer patients, mostly
women with breast cancer, were random-
ized to either receive written and audio
information and then complete exercises
and questionnaires, or join a control group
that did not go through the program.
Those who completed STREAM reported a
greater improvement in quality of life than
patients in the control group, and less dis-
tress than before. — AFP

New approaches aim to calm 
anxiety in cancer patients

CHIBA, Japan: This photo shows a black lamb born to a white sheep at the Chiba
Zoological Park in Chiba City outside Tokyo. — AFP

A match made in heaven, or in the brain?

GERMANY: A bumblebee hovers past a red poppy flower on a field near Erisdorf, southern Germany. — AFP

PARIS: An ever-expanding human population
and exploding demand for food, water and living
space, will place animals at “unprecedented”
extinction risk in the next 50 years, experts
warned Wednesday. Facing the highest level of
threat are more than 360 species of large mam-
mals in Africa, Asia and South America the most
biodiverse regions of the world, said a review
published in the journal Nature Insight.

But all is not lost, and a drastic change to
human diets and farming methods could provide
“healthy diets” for 10 billion people by 2060, while
also preserving livable habitats for most remain-
ing species, it concluded. “With forethought and
timely action, these goals can be achieved.”
Successive waves of species extinctions have fol-
lowed in the wake of modern humans’ spread out
of Africa to the rest of the world.

By 3,000 years ago, Earth had lost half of its ter-
restrial mammal mega-species, animals which
weigh more than 44 kilograms and 15 percent of
its birds. The human population at seven billion is
now 25 times larger than it was then, and project-
ed to add another four billion mouths to feed by
century’s end. Already, a quarter of mammal
species and 13 percent of birds are threatened
with extinction, said the review authors.
“Extinction rates for birds, mammals and amphib-
ians are similar at present to those of the five glob-
al mass-extinction events of the past 500 million
years that probably resulted from meteorite
impacts, massive volcanism and other cataclysmic
forces,” they wrote. One such event is thought to

have wiped out the dinosaurs. Hunting, culling
and poaching imperils up to half of threatened
bird and mammal species, said the paper. 

Farm better, eat better 
Designated protected areas now cover about

14 percent of Earth’s land surface, yet biodiversi-
ty continues to decline worldwide. In parts of

Africa, for example, lion populations have fallen
to 10 percent of their potential largely due to
human encroachment. Between 1970 and 1998,
bush meat consumption in Ghana led to a near
80-percent population decline in 41 mammal
species. Threats to animal survival increase in
step with a rise in human population and dis-
posable income. — AFP

Humans, ever-bigger 
extinction risk to animals 

CHICAGO: Becoming pregnant after a diagno-
sis of breast cancer does not raise the risk of
the cancer returning, said the largest study of
its kind to date, released on Saturday at a
major cancer conference. The study included
1,207 women under age 50 who had breast
cancer that had not spread elsewhere in the
body. Most of the women in the study had
estrogen receptor (ER) positive cancer, a type
in which the tumors are fueled by the hor-
mone estrogen. 

Some doctors have raised concerns that
these women might face a higher risk of cancer
recurrence if they were to become pregnant,
due to hormonal changes during gestation. A
total of 333 of the women became pregnant
during the study, within in an average of about

2.4 years following diagnosis and treatment.
After a follow up of 10 years, researchers found
“no difference in disease-free survival between
women who became pregnant and those who
did not, irrespective of ER status,” said the
report released at the American Society of
Clinical Oncology meeting. 

Pregnancy also showed surprising survival
benefits for women who had survived ER-neg-
ative breast cancer, it said.  These women had a
42 percent lower chance of dying than those
who did not become pregnant. “Our findings
confirm that pregnancy after breast cancer
should not be discouraged, even for women
with ER-positive cancer,” said lead study author
Matteo Lambertini, a medical oncologist at the
Institute Jules Bordet in Brussels. — AFP

Pregnancy not dangerous for 
women who had breast cancer


