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‘Snake alert’ 
issued in India’s 
flood-hit Kerala
NEW DELHI: Hospitals are readying
anti-venom and flood victims returning
home in the Indian state of Kerala have
been told to stay alert as receding
waters leave behind a glut of snakes.
Local media reports warned that
snakes may be “hiding in cupboards”
or under carpets, among clothes or
inside washing machines in homes pre-
viously submerged by floods that have
devastated parts of the southern state.

“Snakes are spotted at many flood-
hit homes and alerts have been issued
to exercise caution when returning
home,” Kerala government spokesman
Subhash T.V said on Friday. “Hospitals
too have been equipped to face the
situation. Instructions have been given
to arrange facilities to treat snakebite
victims. “Anti-venom and other neces-
sary medicines are stored at all hospi-
tals, especially those in flood-hit
areas,” he added.

Local media said several hospitals

in the worst-hit areas of northern and
central Kerala had reported an
increase in the number of patients
seeking treatment for snake bites. Vava
Suresh, a local snake handler, told the
Hindustan Times newspaper he had
received some 22 calls from worried
residents and caught 5 cobras in
Ernakulam district. “One was found
inside the wardrobe on the second
floor of a house... while another one
was inside a shelf in a house,” he said.

State authorities and wildlife
experts have formed teams to come
to the aid of those who have found
snakes in their home, according to
local media. The PTI news agency
said the government had roped in a
local snake expert, who advised
returning residents to use a stick to
sift through their belongings and not
to touch household appliances with
bare hands. 

Around a million people are still
packed into temporary camps even
though the floods, which have left at
least 420 dead and missing, are fast
subsiding. The government says that
more than 10,000 kilometers of roads
have been destroyed or damaged
while a legislator said 50,000 houses
had been wiped out. —AFP 

French farmers furious 
as wild boars run amok

Boars ravage land, crops as their population soars
SAINT-MALO, France: With a gaping
hole in the ground and tangled corn stalks
strewn across Yves Rolland’s field, it looks
as if it has been hit by a tornado. He already
knows who the culprits are. “Every year it
gets worse. They destroy everything,” the
French farmer fumes, striding through
what’s left of the crop. “The boars come
every night, in a pack. They nibble a little
bit over here, a little bit over there, tram-
pling on everything.”

Like farmers across Europe, Rolland is
suffering the consequences of an explosion
in the wild boar population
over the past three decades,
venturing off woodland in
search of food. They have
already ravaged eight
hectares of his land this
year — 10 percent of his
farm on the edge of the
Paimpont forest in the
northern French region of
Brittany. As well as the valu-
able crops lost, the large
bristly pigs have munched
through feed he was growing for his live-
stock, which he will now have to buy. “My
father never saw boars when he was a
farmer. Now we’ve been invaded,” he says. 

The number of boars shot by French
hunters gives an idea of how their numbers
have soared. Some 150,000 were killed in
1990-91, according to hunting authority
ONCFS, but by 2016-17, the figure had
swelled to 700,000. “The animals are very

fertile, reproducing quickly and adapting to
pressure from hunting,” says ONCFS
researcher Christine Saint-Andrieux.
Various factors have encouraged the pigs
to multiply and to leave the woods, she
says, notably urbanization and climate
change which is altering their traditional
habitats.

Ageing hunters    
In the Ille-et-Vilaine area of Brittany

where Rolland lives, 3,000 boars have been
killed this year, but farmers say recreational

hunting is failing to keep their numbers in
check. Under the driving rain in a field near
the Breton port city of Saint-Malo, a dozen
farmers meet to brainstorm solutions.
“Some hunters are doing their bit but oth-
ers prefer to hunt just on the weekends
during the hunting season. They’re not put-
ting in the work,” one farmer grumbles.

Another charges that private companies
that rent hunting land “feed the boars to

create business and don’t maintain their
fences.” The Regional Hunters’ Federation
offers compensation to farmers whose land
is wrecked by boars, but Jean-Baptiste
Mainsard, a member of France’s Chamber of
Agriculture, says it is not enough. “When
they send an expert who decides that the
damage comes to less than 200 euros or
three percent of the land, the farmer gets
nothing and has to pay for sending them
out,” Mainsard says. Among possible solu-
tions, he adds, “We have to make hunting
easier.” Regional measures such as a 50
euro fee for each boar shot discourage
hunting, he complains.

Anger in the countryside 
The farmers meeting near Saint-Malo

have created a petition urging the state to
act, including by setting up a volunteer
hunting force that could spring into action
when needed. Regional hunting chief Andre
Douard says he is already doing “every-
thing possible to encourage” people to take
aim at the pigs. “Hunting is a hobby, it’s vol-
untary. We don’t have the power to force
anyone,” he says. The 50 euro fee per boar
goes to the compensation fund for farmers
whose land gets trampled, he adds, so
scrapping it would not help.

A large part of the problem, according to
Douard, is that hunters are “getting older
and rarer” as rural France empties out
towards the cities. One farmer warned that
the boars could be “the straw that breaks
the camel’s back” for French farming, an

industry already in crisis because of rising
costs and falling prices. Douard says that
centrist President Emmanuel Macron is
already aware of the problem.

Yet the boars add to a litany of issues
causing anger in the countryside, where
critics say their struggles are low down the
list of priorities for the former investment

banker. Any government moves to encour-
age hunting will meet with stiff opposition
from the animal rights lobby, however.
Actress and vocal animal rights activist
Brigitte Bardot has already called on envi-
ronment minister Nicolas Hulot to resign,
saying he is not cracking down on hunting
enough. —AFP 

RHODES, France: This file photo shows a wild boar at the Animal Park of Sainte-Croix
in Rhodes, eastern France. —AFP 

Birds that blush: 
Scientists
document an
animal mystery
WASHINGTON: Have you ever heard of
macaws that blush, much like humans do at an
emotional moment? Researchers still don’t
quite understand how it works, but a French
team says they have observed the phenome-
non multiple times in a group of five captive
blue-and-yellow macaws (Ara ararauna)
macaws. They published their findings
Wednesday in the journal PLOS One.

Blue-and-yellow macaws have a part of
their cheeks that is naked, uncovered by
feathers, and researchers noticed that this fair
skin would redden during interactions with
their handlers. “Birds don’t have muscles in
their faces,” explained lead researcher Aline
Bertin of INRA, a French public research
institute dedicated to agricultural science.
“Their facial expressions have never been
studied,” she told AFP.

Anecdotally, people who took care of
macaws noticed them blushing, their cheeks
reddening with increased blood flow, much
like in humans, But they still needed to docu-
ment the phenomenon. So they set up an

experiment to film and photograph the birds
on perches during organized interactions with
their habitual human handlers, such as talking
and looking at them. Sure enough, they saw
the birds’ skin reddened around the eyes dur-
ing these encounters.

The experiment was limited by its small
size-only five birds were studied. So scientists
cannot say for certain why the birds appeared
to blush. “We don’t know if these birds can feel
positive emotions,” said Bertin. But the
research could pave the way for more experi-
ments on aimed at “better understanding the
sensibilities of birds.” If the emotional lives of

birds remain a mystery, plenty is known, how-
ever, about their intelligence, which can be
high and comparable to that of some mammals.

Many birds are known to be able to use
tools in order solve problems, for example.
When it comes to emotions and stress, scien-
tists have described birds ruffling their feath-
ers during mating rituals, or conflict situa-
tions. “People don’t usually think of birds as
having an emotional life that is as complex as
an ape, a dog, or a cat,” said Bertin. “It
doesn’t shock anyone to see a parrot in a pet
store cage. We don’t really see this with pri-
mates. There’s a disconnect there.”—AFP

WASHINGTON: This undated handout photo shows a ‘blushing’ Macaw, left, compared to a
‘non-blushing’ Macaw, right. —AFP 

Rain brings relief to
drought-stricken 
Australia farmers
SYDNEY: Widespread rain fell across drought-affect-
ed parts of eastern Australia over the weekend, bring-
ing relief to farmers struggling to cope with the driest
conditions in more than half a century. Grazers have
had to hand-feed sheep and cattle, sell down stock-and
in some cases even shoot them to end their suffering-as
they run out of hay and grain in the severe conditions
affecting Queensland and New South Wales states.

The wet weather was the first farmers in some
areas had seen for more than a year, and even includ-
ed hail. But locals cautioned the ground had become
so dry in recent months that more downpours over the
next few weeks and months would be needed to make
a difference. “Those rains will be far from drought
breaking,” National Farmers’ Federation president
Fiona Simson told the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation on Sunday. 

“What we need is 20 next week on 20 the next
week, 20 the next week, and... (in the) next few
months... to aptly build up those depleted soil and
moisture reserves in the soil.” The respite came as new
Prime Minister Scott Morrison said he would make
addressing the drought the top priority of his govern-
ment.”It was pleasing to see the report on the rain yes-
terday in the last 24 hours,” Morrison, who will visit
stricken areas with the deputy PM this week, told ABC
radio early Sunday. “That is encouraging, but we know
that is nowhere near what is obviously needed.”

The government under previous PM Malcolm
Turnbull, who was ousted in a party coup Friday, had
pledged Aus$1.8 billion in financial aid for grazers and
local communities. The Labor opposition called on

Morrison to factor the battle against climate change
into his drought policies, amid a push by the right wing
of his Liberal Party to ditch an emissions mitigation
policy which contributed to Turnbull’s ousting.

“If he is not prepared to stand up and say ‘this is a
consequence of climate change and I am going to
commit to both mitigation and adaptation’, then he
will fail farmers,” shadow agriculture minister Joel
Fitzgibbon told Fairfax Media. While droughts are
not uncommon in Australia, the length and severity of
the dry conditions have strained farmers’ efforts to
stay afloat. —AFP

TAMWORTH: Sheep eat grain on a drought-affected
paddock on a property on the outskirts of Tamworth,
New South Wales in Australia. — Reuters

The boars come 
every night

DR Congo rolls 
out prototype 
Ebola drugs 
BENI, DR Congo: An outbreak of Ebola in east-
ern DR Congo has killed 67 people this month,
authorities said yesterday, as they roll out a bat-
tery of new drugs to tackle the virus amid con-
cerns it has spread to a rebel-encircled area. A
total of 105 cases have been reported since the
flare-up of Ebola began on August 1 in Mangina
in North Kivu province, according to the health
ministry, out of which 77 have been confirmed by
laboratory tests.

It said 11 people have recovered from the virus
and 67 had died. Health minister Oly Ilunga
Kalenga travelled to Mangina on Thursday and saw
two patients being discharged after they were
treated with a new prototype treatment called
mAb114. “These two people are among the first 10
patients to have received the therapeutic molecule
mAb114,” the ministry said in a statement.

Developed in the United States, it is the first
therapeutic drug to be used in an active Ebola epi-
demic in the DRC. Earlier this week, the health min-
istry said four other experimental drugs had been
approved for treating infected patients. On Friday,
the World Health Organization warned that signs
the virus had spread to the city of Oicha in North
Kivu could frustrate efforts to contain the virus.

While Oicha itself is not under rebel control,
WHO emergency response chief Peter Salama said
the city was entirely surrounded by territory held
by a feared Ugandan insurgent group known as the
Allied Democratic Forces (ADF). —AFP 

Saga of early humans 
etched in DNA of 
mixed-species child
PARIS: Denny was an inter-species love child. Her
mother was a Neanderthal, but her father was
Denisovan, a distinct species of primitive human that also
roamed the Eurasian continent 50,000 years ago, scien-
tists reported Wednesday in the journal Nature.
Nicknamed by Oxford University scientists, Denisova 11
— her official name-was at least 13 when she died, for
reasons unknown. 

“There was earlier evidence of interbreeding between
different hominin, or early human, groups,” said lead
author Vivian Slon, a researcher at the Max Planck
Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology. “But this is the
first time that we have found a direct, first-generation
offspring,” she told AFP. Denny’s surprising pedigree was
unlocked from a bone fragment unearthed in 2012 by
Russian archeologists at the Denisova Cave in the Altai
Mountains of Siberia. Analysis of the bone’s DNA left no
doubt: the chromosomes were a 50-50 mix of
Neanderthal and Denisovan, two distinct species of early
humans that split apart between 400,000 to 500,000
years ago. “I initially thought that they must have
screwed up in the lab,” said senior author and Max
Planck Institute professor Svante Paabo, who identified
the first Denisovan a decade ago at the same site.

Worldwide, fewer than two dozen early human
genomes from before 40,000 years ago-Neanderthal,
Denisovan, Homo sapiens-have been sequenced, and the
chances of stumbling on a half-and-half hybrid seemed
vanishingly small. Or not.  “The very fact that we found
this individual of mixed Neanderthal and Denisovan ori-
gins suggests that they interbred much more often than
we thought,” said Slon. Paabo agreed: “They must have
quite commonly had kids together, otherwise we
wouldn’t have been this lucky.” —AFP 


