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STOCKHOLM: What do a pretzel, a lock of hair and a
scream have in common? They’ve all been used to explain
the highly complex scientific research honored with a
Nobel Prize to the general public.  In recent years, the var-
ious Nobel science prize committees have gone to great
lengths to make the pioneering discoveries understandable
to a broad audience, occasionally finding creative and
amusing ways of getting their message across.  “I think
we’re sometimes a little scared of being too adventurous
when presenting the Nobel Prize because it’s serious and
important,” Sven Lidin, who served for 12 years as a mem-
ber of the Nobel chemistry committee said.  

This year’s Nobel Prize season kicks off on October 2
with the medicine prize, followed by the physics prize on
October 3 and the chemistry prize on October 4. The
prizes for literature, peace and economics will be
announced in the days that follow. The tough task of con-
veying the prizes’ significance beyond academic and sci-
entific circles is one the various committees take seriously.
“If you’re going to reach
out to others than scien-
tists then you have to
make a lot of effort and
also make sure it’s accu-
rate,” said Lidin, who
chaired the Nobel chem-
istry committee from
2012 to 2014. 

Currently a chemistry
professor at Lund
University, Lidin stunned
the audience and elicited laughs when he shouted “Boo!”
under a painting inspired by Edvard Munch’s “The
Scream” to explain the 2012 Nobel chemistry prize.  “Do
you remember the last time you got really scared? The
dryness of the mouth, the heart that skips a beat... These
are signs that your body is getting ready for flight or
fight,” he said at the time. Lidin was explaining the dis-
covery of “G-protein-coupled receptors”. Not many peo-
ple may know what they are, but they’re crucial: they help
our cells react to adrenaline and hormones, explaining

how cardiac cells know to raise the heart rate when we
are startled, for example.

And in 2014, the chemistry Nobel honoured “the devel-
opment of super-resolved fluorescence microscopy”,
according to the prize citation. Hmmm. Once again, you’re
not alone if you don’t know what that is. To explain it, Lidin
surprised the audience by pulling out a lock of his own hair
to show how the prizewinners had laid the foundations for
the development of nanoscopy, an ultra-powerful micro-
scope that enables scientists to closely look at the inner
workings of a cell, revolutionizing disease research.  “It’s
very important to not just make a show out of (the
announcement), but to also make it relevant,” he said. 

‘Not trained celebrities’   
Thors  Hans  Hansson , a  member  of  the  Nobel

physics committee, made headlines last year when he
brought a cinnamon bun, a pretzel and a bagel to
explain the field of topology, a highly specialized

mathemat ics  f ie ld
studying unusual phases
or states of matter.

Referring to the two
holes in the pretzel, the
one hole in the bagel, and
the shape of a bun,
Hansson demonstrated
that topology explains
how a material’s shape
can be completely
deformed into a new one

without losing its core properties. The committees are
also keen to explain why the public should care about the
research, providing examples of practical applications.  

The G-protein-coupled receptors discovery, for
instance, has led to life-changing methods for antihista-
mines and psychiatric medications with fewer side
effects. And for topology, the physics committee noted
that it may one day yield superfast and small computers.
But the pretzel-bagel-bun example-which Hansson said
was “fun”-didn’t just come out of the blue.  

The Nobel physics committee has a large staff of
social media and web experts responsible for making
sure the information they provide is comprehensible.

”We are scientists... we are not trained celebrities,”
Hansson said with a chuckle, adding that committee
members get advice from media experts before the
prize announcements.  “People give you comments: ‘Is
what you said understandable? Or did you go into lots

of technical garbage that no-one would understand?’”
But Hansson warned that a vivid illustration should never
jeopardize the prize’s prestige. Clearly, “it shouldn’t be
simplified to the extent that it is wrong,” he stressed.
“We try to protect this (award). We want to see that
every year... when people see who won this prize, they
will say ‘Wow, this was really something, it was really
worth it’.” — AFP 

Bagels, pretzels, Boo! How 
to explain science Nobels

STOCKHOLM: File photo shows Thors Hans Hansson (right), member of the Nobel
Committee for Physics, using a pretzel to visualize his explanations during a press con-
ference to announce the winners of the 2016 Nobel Prize in Physics at the Royal
Swedish Academy of Sciences in Stockholm. — AFP 

ANTANANARIVO: The World Health
Organization said yesterday it was boosting
its response to a plague outbreak in
Madagascar that has killed 24 people, as the
government banned public meetings to reduce
infections. In a televised address Saturday,
Prime Minister Olivier Mahafaly
Solonandrasana said no public meetings or
demonstrations would be allowed in the capi-
tal Antananarivo, which has seen six deaths in
recent days.  “At airports and bus stations,
measures will be taken for passengers to
avoid panic and to control the disease,” he
added after an emergency meeting with the
UN health agency.

Madagascar has suffered plague outbreaks
almost every year since 1980, often sparked
by rats fleeing forest fires. The current out-
break was unusual as it had affected large
urban areas, increasing the risk of transmis-
sion, the WHO warned. The outbreak is a mix
of bubonic plague, which spreads by infected
rats via flea bites, and pneumonic plague

spread person-to-person. The highly infec-
tious disease killed millions of people across
the world in the past before being largely
wiped out. “WHO is concerned that plague
could spread further because it is already pres-
ent in several cities and this is the start of the
epidemic season,” Charlotte Ndiaye, WHO rep-
resentative in Madagascar, said in a statement
yesterday. “Our teams are on the ground in
Madagascar providing technical guidance.”
The first death this year occurred on August 28
when a passenger died in a public taxi en route
to a town on the east coast. Two others who
came into contact with the passenger also died.
Officials are trying to identify people who
came into contact with a basketball coach from
the Seychelles who died of plague in
Antananarivo on Wednesday while visiting the
island for a sports event.  Plague can be cured
with antibiotics but can be fatal within 24 hours
if it affects the lungs.

On Saturday, the health ministry said the
death toll had risen to 24 from 19 on Thursday,
with more than 100 infected. The recurrent
outbreaks in Madagascar have been attributed
to poor hygiene and insufficient healthcare. The
government said one girl among the dead had
apparently been involved in a ceremony
retrieving the bodies of deceased family mem-
bers, rewrapping their remains and dancing
with the corpses. WHO has released $300,000
in emergency funds, as well as extra supplies of
antibiotics and protective equipment. It
appealed for $1.5 million to fund the emergency
response. —AFP 

Madagascar 
plague kills 
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LEKLEBI FIAPE, Ghana: Like many people
around the world, 80-year-old Kofi Afadi can’t
start his morning without a cup of coffee.
“Every morning when I take coffee I feel hap-
py and go about my day,” the farmer said in
his village in the green hills between Lake
Volta in Ghana and the border with Togo.
“When there is no coffee it seems I am the
most miserable person around here,” he said.

In common with many of his fellow coffee
farmers, Afadi, whose dark hair and moustache
are speckled white, also grows cocoa-Ghana’s
biggest crop. The country is the second
largest cocoa exporter in the world behind
neighboring Ivory Coast. Production of coffee,
which was introduced to Ghana at the same
time in the 18th century, trails in comparison.
But it has rebounded in recent years, thanks to
a growing overseas demand and a blossoming
domestic market that is giving farmers hope of
growing a major cash crop.

A collapse in the price of coffee in the
1980s caused many Ghanaian farmers to

abandon the crop, according to Michael
Owusu-Manu, a researcher at Ghana’s Cocoa
Board. But a government scheme launched in
2011 to revive the sector has transformed
production and marketing of Ghanaian cof-
fee. It led to 2,400 hectares (5,930 acres) of
new and revitalized coffee plantations, with
farmers attracted by the introduction of fair
prices for the crop.

Owusu-Manu said the impact of the
scheme is easy to overlook because much of
Ghana’s coffee is sold in West Africa and does
not appear in official export statistics. The
beans that stay in Ghana are sold to local
roasters, who must compete in a market where
most coffee is imported. Owusu-Manu now
wants to connect local cafes popping up in
Accra with local sellers. Afadi hopes govern-
ment support and a planned coffee farmers’
association will help them to wean locals off
imports and establish Ghanaian beans in the
home market.

Rising global demand
Ghanaian coffee is a matter of heritage

and personal pride for the country’s farmers.
Afadi’s coffee farm in Leklebi Fiape, some
200 kilometers northeast of the coastal capi-
tal, Accra, is on the same plot where his father
grew coffee in the 1920s. As a child, he
remembers watching his father roast and
grind his own beans, transforming them into a
rich black brew-just like the ones he enjoys
every day. He is disdainful of the jars and sin-
gle-serving sachets of instant coffee granules

found on sale in supermarkets and shops. “It
doesn’t taste like coffee,” he says firmly. For
now he gets his coffee from neighboring
farms, including the one run by nursery man-
ager George Klu. But Afadi is in the process
of planting 900 seedlings that the govern-
ment gave him for free. He expects to harvest
his first crop in four years’ time when he
hopes global demand will only be higher. The
International Coffee Organization reports
that global annual coffee consumption has
grown an average of 1.3 percent every year
since 2012. — AFP

Ghana 
wakes up 
and smells 
the coffee

LEKLEBI AGBESIA, Ghana: Photo
shows the fruit of a Robusta coffee
plant on a coffee farm in the village of
Leklebi Agbesia in the Volta Region of
Ghana. — AFP 
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