
CHICAGO: An influential doctors group
is beefing up warnings about marijuana’s
potential harms for teens amid increas-
ingly lax laws and attitudes on pot use.
Many parents use the drug and think it’s
OK for their kids, but “we would rather
not mess around with the developing
brain,” said Dr. Seth Ammerman. The
advice comes in a new report from the
American Academy of Pediatrics, pub-
lished Monday in Pediatrics. The group
opposes medical and recreational mari-
juana use for kids. It says emphasizing
that message is important because most
states have legalized medical use for
adults, and many have decriminalized or
legalized adults’ recreational use. 

Those trends have led parents to
increasingly ask doctors about kids’ use,
said Ammerman, a Stanford University
pediatrics professor who co-wrote the
report. “Parents will say, ‘I use it moder-
ately and I’m fine with it, so it’s really
benign and not a problem if my kid uses
it,’” he said. Doctors need to know how to
respond to that thinking, and parents
and teens need to know the risks,
Ammerman said.

Potential harms
The brain continues to develop until

the early 20s, raising concerns about the
potential short- and long-term effects of
a mind-altering drug. Some studies sug-
gest that teens who use marijuana at
least 10 times a month develop changes
in brain regions affecting memory and
the ability to plan. Some changes may be
permanent, the report says.

Frequent use starting in the early teen

years may lower IQ scores, and some
studies have shown that starting marijua-
na use at a young age is more likely to
lead to addiction than starting in adult-
hood. Not all teen users develop these
problems and some may be more vulner-
able because of genetics or other factors.

Medical versus recreational use
Solid research on medical marijuana’s

effects in children and teens is lacking,
although some studies have suggested
it may benefit kids with hard-to-treat
seizures. The report says other potential
benefits, doses and effects are mostly
unknown. Recreational use is illegal for
those under age 21 even in states that
allow adult use. 

Parents should avoid using marijuana
in front of their kids and should keep all
marijuana products stored out of kids’
sight, the academy says. Some young
children who accidentally swallowed
their parents’ pot-containing cookies or
drinks have landed in the emergency
room for mostly minor symptoms
although some developed breathing
problems.

Who’s using
Government data show that almost

40 percent of US high school students
have tried marijuana, about 20 percent
are current users and close to 10 percent
first tried it  before age 13. Use has
increased in recent years among those
aged 18 and older but not among
young teens. Sti l l ,  k ids aged 12-17
increasingly think that marijuana use is
not harmful. —AP

PARIS: Super massive black holes rip up and
devour hapless stars a hundred times more fre-
quently than thought, according to research
released on Monday. Scientists had previously
calculated that such cosmic cannibalism was
extremely rare, happening once every 10,000 to
100,000 years per galaxy. These so-called “tidal
disruption events” had only been witnessed in
astronomical surveys canvassing tens of thou-
sands of galaxies. But the authors of a new study
said they spotted a star being destroyed by a
black hole in a survey of only 15 galaxy colli-
sions-an extremely small sample size by astrono-
my standards.

The chances of a star disappearing into the
maw of a black hole go up a hundredfold when
galaxies crash, they concluded. “Our surprising
findings show that when two galaxies collide, it
dramatically increases how often stars get
ripped apart and swallowed,” co-author James

Mullaney, an astronomer at the University of
Sheffield, said. Super massive black holes are
millions to billions times more massive than our
Sun. Astronomers agree they reside at the centre
of almost all known major galaxies. 

The Milky Way’s own black hole-currently dor-
mant-is tucked inside the constellation
Sagittarius. But exactly how these monsters form
is still hotly debated among scientists. For the
new study, a team led by astronomer Clive
Tadhunter, also from Sheffield, analyzed 15 col-
liding galaxies, each containing billions of stars.
In 2015, they noticed a startling change in one of
them-galaxy F01004-2237, some 1.7 billion light
years from Earth-compared to a decade earlier. 

Sifting through historical data collected by
the Catalina Sky Survey, the researchers traced
the transformation to 2010. The brightness
flared that year in a way consistent with the
death throes of a star being ripped apart. “Our

study shows that galaxy collisions play an
important role in causing stars to fall toward
black holes,” Mullaney said. Once in the danger
zone, the doomed star is sucked in by a black
hole’s gravitational pull. The stellar debris starts
to travel faster and faster, heating up and emit-
ting a flash of light as the star is obliterated. 

When our own Milky Way merges with near-
by Andromeda, in about 4.5 million years, such
star-wrecking events will occur up to every ten
years, the scientists said. These light shows
would be brighter than any stars or planets in
the night sky. “From Earth we’d see these events
as a flare of light lasting a few months, or even
years,” said Mullaney. Assuming, of course, there
was anyone around to notice. The findings, pub-
lished in the journal Nature Astronomy, were
based on observations made with the William
Herschel Telescope, operated on the island of La
Palma in the Canary Islands. —AFP 
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DENVER: Global warming could mean that moun-
tain snow melts at a slower pace, researchers said
Monday, a peculiar finding that might be bad news
for the West and other regions that depend on
snow for water. Scientists have long known the
annual snowmelt is starting sooner as the climate
warms. New research by the National Center for
Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado, found
that when the snow begins to melt earlier in the
season, it dissipates more slowly than it does in late
spring or summer, in part because the angle of the
early year sun is lower so its rays are less intense.

The sun’s intensity is particularly important
because the energy in direct sunlight is the biggest
driver of snowmelt, said Keith Musselman, the lead
researcher. Another factor that slows the snowmelt
in the early season is the fact that nights are still
cooler. The conclusions, published in the journal
Nature Climate Change, could help explain why
computer models show rivers fed by mountain
snow are expected to run lower in a warming cli-
mate, even if rainfall increases as snowfall decreas-

es, said Musselman, a post-doctoral fellow at the
Boulder research center.

The new study didn’t examine the broader con-
sequences of the findings, but Musselman said
some slow-melting snow that lingers in the moun-
tain soil could be taken up by trees and plants or
evaporate into the atmosphere instead of flowing
into rivers and reservoirs, where people can use it.
Changing the timing and pace of snowmelt could
also have implications for the annual surge of
spring runoff that helps keep rivers healthy, and for
floods and flood control. “We think the impacts
could be far-reaching,” Musselman said.

Mountain snow is a vital water source around the
globe. NASA, which is conducting an unrelated study
on how to measure snow from space, says one-sixth
of the world’s population gets most of its fresh water
from snow. The snow that falls in Colorado’s moun-
tains alone feeds four rivers that provide water to a
dozen states and Mexico. One of those rivers, the
Colorado, supplies water to about 40 million people
and 6,300 square miles of farmland. —AP

WASHINGTON: People sparked most US
wildfires in recent decades, causing longer
fire seasons and increasing the amount of
scorched earth, according to a new study
published Monday. Researchers found that
humans caused 84 percent-or four out of
five-of the total 1.5 million wildfires studied
between 1992 and 2012. Lightning account-
ed for the rest. In addition, human actions
tripled the length of the fire season during
those two decades and were responsible for
44 percent of the total acreage burned,
researchers reported in Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences.

“Humans are expanding fires into more
locations and environmental conditions
than lightning is able to reach,” said Bethany
Bradley at the University of Massachusetts
Amherst, a co-leader of the study. The spike
in wildfires was aggravated by rising urban-
ization, they said. And the potential threat
was expected to get worse. Places where
houses are intermingled with natural areas
are expected to double by 2030 from the
current nine percent of all US land area.

“Our results highlight the importance of
considering where the ignitions that start
wildfires come from, instead of focusing
only on the fuel that carries fire or the
weather that helps it spread,” said co-lead
author Jennifer Balch at the University of
Colorado-Boulder. “Thanks to people, the
wildfire season is almost year-round.” The
United States has suffered historically large
wildfires in the past decade, especially in
the western half of the country. There is
national concern about the duration and
intensity of future wildfire seasons because
of their potentially severe impact on agri-
culture, ecosystems, recreation and other
economic sectors.

An additional worry is the high cost of
putting out the blazes, which has topped
$2 billion in recent years. In the western
state of Colorado, for example, 30 per-
cent of wildfires between 1992 and 2012
were started by people and burned more
than 1.2 million acres. The duration of the
US wildfires season sparked by human
activity was 93 days, more than double
the 43 days of the lightning-ignited fires,
which tend to be concentrated during
the summer months.

Year-round threat 
In the spring, autumn and winter sea-

sons, humans added an average of 40,000
wildfires annually, more than 35 times the
number of lightning-started fires in those
seasons. “We saw significant increases in
the numbers of large, human-started fires
over time, especially in the spring,” said
Bradley. The potential for the blazes was
being aggravated by climate change, the
researchers said. “Climate change is making
our fields, forests and grasslands drier and
hotter for longer periods, creating a greater
window of opportunity for human-related
ignitions to start wildfires,” said Balch.

John Abatzoglou, an associate professor
of geography at the University of Idaho
and a co-author of the paper, suggested
the human factor offered hope of manag-
ing the threat. “We can’t easily control how
dry fuels get, or lightning, but we do have
some control over human-started igni-
tions,” he said. The researchers found one
day in the 21-year period studied had the
most number of human-started fires: 7,762.
That was July 4, the country ’s
Independence Day holiday, typically cele-
brated with fireworks. —AFP 
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IN SPACE: This handout image shows an artist’s rendering of the tidal disruption event in F01004-2237, which is 1.7 billion light years
from Earth. — AFP

Pediatricians warn
against pot use 

COLORADO: In this file photo, the Poudre River winds through a scenic canyon outside Fort Collins,
Colorado. — AP

SAN FRANCISCO: In this file photo, a marijuana joint is rolled in San Francisco. —AP

Study finds peculiar tie between warm climate, slow snowmelt

MINNEAPOLIS: Pressure is building in Congress
to take gray wolves in the western Great Lakes
region and Wyoming off the endangered list,
which would allow farmers to kill the animals if
they threaten livestock. Representatives from
Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan and Wyoming
have asked House Speaker Paul Ryan of
Wisconsin for a fast floor vote before the season
during which most cows and sheep will give
birth begins in earnest. 

That followed testimony before a Senate
committee a week earlier from the president of
the Wisconsin Farm Bureau Federation, who
said producers need to be able to defend their
livestock and livelihoods. Meanwhile, both
sides in the debate are waiting for a federal
appeals court to decide whether to uphold
lower court rulings that put wolves in the four

states back on the list or to let the US Fish and
Wildlife Service return management of the
species to the states, which it has wanted to do
for years. Here’s a look at some of the issues:

The letter
US Rep. Collin Peterson of Minnesota, the

ranking Democrat on the House Agriculture
Committee, sent a letter co-signed by seven of
his colleagues from the four states to House
leaders urging a quick floor vote on a bill to
return their wolves to state management. A key
component of both is language that would pre-
vent the courts from intervening. The represen-
tatives said it’s urgent because calving season is
when cows and calves are most vulnerable.

“As you know, cows and their calves can eas-
ily be worth several thousand dollars, so each

instance of a wolf attack has devastating eco-
nomic impacts on ranchers and their families.
Currently, ranchers and farmers have no legal
actions available to deal with gray wolf attacks
because these predators are federally protect-
ed,” they wrote.

Peterson said in an interview that they very
nearly passed a similar provision in the last
Congress and that he thinks they have a decent
shot at persuading Ryan to grant an early floor
vote. Otherwise they’ll try to attach the lan-
guage to a bigger appropriations bill later. The
legislation is similar to what Congress used to
delist wolves in Montana and Idaho in 2011
after courts blocked the federal government’s
attempts to lift protections in those states.
“Wolves are not endangered,” Peterson said.

The hearing
The Senate’s Committee on Environment

and Public Works held an informational hearing
Feb. 15 bil led as “Modernization of the
Endangered Species Act.” Jim Holte, president
of the Wisconsin Farm Bureau Federation, com-
plained that it’s been illegal for farmers in the
region to kill wolves that prey on their livestock
since wolves went back on the list. “As wolf
populations continue to increase, interactions
between farmers, their livestock, rural residents
and wolves continue to escalate without a rem-
edy in sight,” Holte testified.

The courts
The US Fish and Wildlife Service has long

contended that wolves in Minnesota,
Wisconsin, Michigan and Wyoming have recov-
ered to the point where they’re no longer
threatened, so hunting and trapping can be
allowed under state control. Gray wolves were
once hunted to the brink of extinction in the
lower 48 states, but they recovered under
Endangered Species Act protections and rein-
troduction programs to the point where they
now number around 5,500, according to the
service.  —AP
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MINNESOTA: In this file photo, a gray wolf is seen at the Wildlife Science Center in Forest Lake,
Minnesota. —AP


