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Bees get
hooked 
on harmful
pesticide
PARIS: Bumblebees acquire a taste
for food laced with a pesticide known
to harm them, according to a study
suggesting the chemicals pose an even
greater threat to pollinators than pre-
viously thought. In experiments,
researchers showed that bees initially
put off by sugar water containing
neonicotinoids-the most widely-used
class of insecticide worldwide-soon
started seeking them out to the exclu-
sion of untainted food.

The findings were published yester-
day in the journal Proceedings of the
Royal Society B. Neonicotinoids, earli-
er research has shown, disrupt the
ability of bees to reproduce and lower
their resistance to disease. “At first, it
appeared that the bees did avoid the
food containing the pesticide,” said
lead author Andres Arce, a researcher
at Imperial College London. “However,
as individual bees increasingly experi-
ence the treated food they develop a
preference for it.”

Even when the position of their
feeders was switched, the pollinators
made a beeline for the one laced with
insecticide. Neonicotinoids target
nerve receptors in insects much in the
way nicotine-the addictive ingredient
in tobacco-does in humans and other
mammals. “Our findings... tick certain
symptoms of addictive behavior, which
is intriguing given the addictive prop-
erties of nicotine on humans,” said lead
researcher Richard Gill, also from
Imperial.

Unlike contact pesticides, which
remain on the plant surface, neonicoti-
noids are absorbed by seeds and
transported to leaves, flowers, roots,
and stems as the plant grows. Several
countries have banned forms of the
insecticide, mainly due to its impact on
Nature’s little helpers.  In the European
Union, three neonicotinoid-based
products will be off-limits in open
fields starting on December 19. France
has banned five chemical variants
starting Saturday.

Canada recently announced it
would phase out two neonicotinoids
used on canola, corn, and soybean
crops. Widely used over the last two
decades, neonicotinoids were
designed to control sap-feeding
insects such as aphids and root-feed-
ing grubs. In recent years, fears have
been growing over the declining health
of bees globally, and the possible role
of neonicotinoids. —AFP

Yescarta approved in EU for intractable lymphoma cases
LONDON: A cutting-edge CAR-T cell therapy for
otherwise untreatable forms of blood cancer is too
expensive to justify its use on Britain’s state-funded
health service, the country’s healthcare cost agency
NICE said on Tuesday. The
decision by the National
Institute for Health and Care
Excellence (NICE) is a blow
to US drugmaker Gilead
Sciences, which wants to get
its Yescarta product
approved for use on the
National Health Service
(NHS).

The NICE rejection
comes one day after the
European Commission
approved Yescarta for two aggressive forms of non-
Hodgkin lymphoma. That green light cleared the way
for each European country to decide on whether to
fund the treatment. Yescarta is the first CAR-T therapy

to be assessed by NICE.  The agency is currently
appraising Novartis’s rival Kymriah, which also won EU
approval on Monday. NICE experts met last week to
consider initial recommendations on the Swiss firm’s

product, a spokesman said.
Both Yescarta and

Kymriah are chimeric anti-
gen receptor T-cell thera-
pies, or CAR-Ts, which
reprogram the body’s own
immune cells to attack
malignant cells. The treat-
ments represents a brand
new approach to fighting
cancer, since the therapy
involves extraction of infec-
tion-fighting cells from a

patient. These cells are then genetically engineered to
recognize cancer cells and infused back. The process is
complex and expensive but it offers hope for people
with certain kinds of blood cancer who have exhausted

all other treatment options.
Meindert Boysen, director of the centre for health

technology evaluation at NICE, said Yescarta was “an
exciting innovation in very difficult to treat cancers,
with a promise of cure for some patients” but said its
price was too high for it to be considered cost-effec-
tive. The US list price for Yescarta is $373,000. The UK
price is confidential. NICE said Gilead had proposed a
“commercial arrangement” if Yescarta was recom-
mended. Typically, drugmakers provide price discounts
in exchange for NHS access.

Gilead said it was “in ongoing discussions with
NICE to identify appropriate treatment comparators
which can clarify how cell therapy may be made avail-
able to patients in the UK”. Raj Chopra, head of cancer
therapeutics at the Institute of Cancer Research in
London, said the NICE rejection was disappointing for
patients. “If we’re going to see CAR-T therapy widely
available on the NHS, we need to find ways to reduce
the costs,” he said. Yescarta was approved by the US
Food and Drug Administration in October. — Reuters
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CALIFORNIA: A Gilead Sciences, Inc. office is shown in
Foster City, California. —Reuters

Solar coolers
heat up earnings
for Kenya’s dairy
farmers 
KIBUMBU, Kenya: Four years ago, Njeru
Kamuru nearly quit dairy farming. But when
he learned that a solar-powered milk-cool-
ing plant was to be built in his Kenyan vil-
lage, he changed his mind. Before then,
Kamuru said, he struggled to sell more than
half of the 12 litres of milk his brace of cows
gave during their morning and evening milk-
ing sessions. Selling those six litres earned
him about a dollar; the rest of the milk went
to his relatives on credit or was drunk by his
wife and four children.

Breaking even was hard, he said, with the
key problem a lack of refrigerated storage.
“I could spend the whole day at the farm
waiting to sell milk to my fellow village cus-
tomers,” Kamuru said in Kibumbu village in
central Kenya. And if the morning’s milk sup-
ply was difficult to sell - and it was - he was
at least able to pasteurize it to ensure it did
not go off. The evening’s milk supply was
trickier. “If there were no customers, it all
went to waste,” he said.

Others in the Kibumbu Dairy Farmers
Association had the same problem, so they
approached the governor of Tharaka Nithi
County and demanded that he honour a
2012 campaign pledge to construct a milk-
cooling plant. In 2015, the solar-powered
facility opened, using county funds. These
days, Kamuru no longer sells milk to the vil-
lagers.  His family uses two litres a day, while
the rest goes to the community-owned plant.
“The amount I deliver is recorded every day,
and then I am paid at the end of the month,”
he said.

Access 24/7
Kenyans often struggle with the country’s

unreliable electricity supply, with the problem
particularly acute in rural areas. For the coun-
try’s dairy farmers - who, according to the
UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO), have 3.2 million head of dairy cattle -

it’s a particular problem. Kibumbu’s solar milk-
cooling plant ensures that farmers like Kamuru
can store their milk safely, day or night, with-
out it going off.

The timing is good: demand for dairy prod-
ucts is rising fast, particularly in rapidly grow-
ing urban areas, according to the Kenya
Livestock Producers Association (KLPA).
“This means that farmers must have access to
storage facilities that work around the 24-hour
clock without interruption,” said Patrick
Kimani, who heads the KLPA. “Solar-powered
milk coolers provide such a solution.” 

Typically, local governments pay for milk-
cooling plants, then hand over ownership to
dairy associations, Tharaka Nithi County
Governor Muthomi Njuki said in a phone
interview. It is then the responsibility of the
farmers to pay for maintenance, Njuki added.
The Tharaka Nithi facility does that by
deducting 10 percent of each farmer’s monthly
earnings. Apart from being community-owned,
the KLPA’s Kimani said, solar milk-cooling
plants are cheap to maintain and can deal with
the blackouts that continue to trouble Kenya.

Growing solution
The dairy industry is an important part of

Kenya’s economy, worth about 3.5 percent of
GDP, the FAO estimates, with about 2 million
people directly or indirectly working in it.
Kimani said the country has about one million

dairy farmers, but just 15 percent can connect
to the national electricity grid to refrigerate
their milk. Some of the rest rely on one of 50
solar cooling plants set up in 10 counties since
2014, Kimani said.

With the cost of solar technology falling, he
added, building more plants will become
increasingly affordable in coming years to help
Kenya’s 500-plus dairy associations. With
demand for dairy products climbing, Kimani
said, there are plans for plants in key produc-
tion areas to boost their capacity to process
milk into products such as yoghurt and milk
powder. At the office of the Kibumbu Dairy
Farmers Association, manager Lucy Muthoni
divides her day between monitoring the milk
containers that farmers bring in, and checking
that the solar system on the plant’s roof is
keeping the coolers humming.

The plant receives more than 5,000 litres of
milk a day, she said, with about one-third con-
sumed by people in nearby Chuka town and
the rest sent to the capital, Nairobi, for pro-
cessing. Solar power and milk make for a good
combination, she said. “Milk is most likely to
go bad when the day is hot. Yet it is when it is
hot that the solar system can absorb and store
more energy to keep the coolers operating
during the day and at night,” Muthoni said.
And, she added, the fact that milk can be
refrigerated means more local people are turn-
ing to dairy farming. — Reuters 

KENYA: Motorbike milk delivery boys wait to collect receipts at the Kibumbu Dairy Farmers
Association’s solar-powered plant in central Kenya. — Reuters 

Kid you not: 
Goats can 
read your face
PARIS: Goats can distinguish smiling
human faces from frowning ones on
photos, and actively seek out snapshots
of happier individuals, a study said yes-
terday. Shown two pictures of the same
person-one with a happy expression
and the other angry — 20 domesticated
goats in an experiment were more likely
to approach the smiling image and touch
it with their snout, said researchers from
Europe and Brazil.

“Goats looked and interacted on
average 1.4 seconds with the happy
faces and 0.9 seconds with the angry
faces,” study co-author Christian
Nawroth of the Queen Mary University
of London told AFP. “That means that
goats spend approximately 50 percent
more time to look and interact with hap-

py images compared to angry ones.”
The study, published in the journal Royal
Society Open Science, claims to provide
the first evidence of goats reading
human emotional expression.

The findings suggested “livestock
species have very sophisticated minds to
interpret their environment,” said
Nawroth, and “likely adapt their behav-
ior” based on human facial expressions.
Goats, unlike dogs or horses, were not
domesticated because of their ability to
read and respond to human moods, but
to provide their milk, meat, dung, and
coats.

“The study has important implica-
tions for how we interact with livestock
and other species, because the abilities
of animals to perceive human emotions
might be widespread and not just limited
to pets,” said Nawroth’s colleague Alan
McElligott. The team found goats were
even more likely to approach happy pic-
tures when they were placed to the right
of the angry image, suggesting the ani-
mals use the left side of their brain to
process positive emotion. —AFP 

ENGLAND: In this file photo a goat looks out from its pen on the first day of The
Royal Cheshire County Show at Tabley, near Knutsford, northern England. —AFP 

Physicists finally 
observe ‘elusive’ 
Higgs decay
PARIS: Six years after tracking down the
Higgs boson, the subatomic particle that con-
fers mass on matter, physicists said Tuesday
they have “at long last” witnessed it decaying
into tiny bits called “bottom quarks”. The
predicted decay was observed at the Large
Hadron Collider (LHC) famous for the Nobel-
capped discovery of the Higgs particle in
2012, Europe’s CERN physics lab announced.

“During the early preparations of the LHC,
there were doubts on whether this observa-
tion could be achieved,” the ATLAS scientific
collaboration said of the “elusive interaction”
now documented at the massive particle
accelerator. Because Higgs bosons them-
selves are hard to find, and other particles
also break up into bottom quarks, it has been
difficult to track down those attributed
specifically to Higgs decay.

Researchers say the long-awaited obser-
vation serves as further verification of the
Standard Model of physics-the mainstream
theory of the fundamental particles that make
up the Universe and the forces that govern
them. Under the model, developed in the ear-
ly 1970s, quarks and leptons are the most
basic building blocks of matter.

There are six types of quarks, of which
bottom quarks-also called beauty quarks-are
among the heaviest. The Standard Model

predicted that Higgs decay would yield pairs
of bottom quarks about 60 percent of the
time. But finding these quarks has been
“among the most demanding analyses carried
out by ATLAS so far,” the team said in a
statement.

New physics?    
Scientists probing the nature and work-

ings of the Higgs and other particles are on
the lookout for anything that does not fit with
Standard Model predictions. This is because
the model doesn’t explain dark matter or dark
energy, and appears to be incompatible with

the theory of gravity. Some other model of
“new physics” is needed to explain these. 

Proposed alternatives have included the
existence of extra dimensions, or “supersym-
metry” which postulates the existence of a
sibling of equal mass for every known
Standard Model particle. Evidence for neither
has yet been found. The latest observation
was also “consistent with” the Standard
Model, said the CMS team that worked with
ATLAS on the project. But it “still leaves
room for contributions from new physics.”
“It’s another point for the Standard Model,”
physicist Pauline Gagnon told AFP. —AFP 

GENEVA: This file photo in Meyrin, near Geneva, shows the CMS (Compact Muon Solenoid)
Cavern at the European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN). — AFP 


