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NEW YORK: A snout and two little black eyes pop
out from the hole, too late: A foot already covers
them and the hole will be quickly filled with dry
ice. This new weapon in the hands of New York’s
sanitation service spells certain death for the rat.
Rick Simeone’s team is at work in Sara D Roosevelt
Park on the Lower East Side, one of Manhattan’s
oldest districts. The day before, they spent more
than three hours locating all the entrances to the
burrows, 67 in all. That means there could be more
than 250 “rattus norvegicus,” the scientific name
for common brown rats, living there.

Burrow by burrow, the team drops into each
hole several small pellets resembling ice cubes but
which are actually dry ice, carbon dioxide in solid
form. The surrounding air temperature ensures
that the carbon dioxide reverts to gaseous form
and asphyxiates the rats, which are usually asleep
at this time of the day. Normally, 90 to 100 per-
cent of the rodents are exterminated. “It’s a
method that’s very effective in mostly green
spaces, parks,” says Simeone, director of pest
control for the New York City Health Department.
“You always hear that rats are winning the battle.
But this turns it around.”

Rats have made their home in New York since
the middle of the 18th Century and are responsible
for the transmission of numerous diseases.  A 2014
study published by a PhD candidate at Columbia
University estimated about two million rats in the
US financial capital, which has a human population
of more than 8.5 million. The rats are most often
seen scurrying in the street or in the subway. A
celebrated video posted on YouTube in 2015
showed a rat dragging a slice of pizza on the sub-
way stairs. They live an average of only six or sev-
en months in the port city, but a female can give
birth to as many as 100 baby rats each year.

Shutting the pantry door 
In 2012, John Stellberger became the first to use

dry ice against rats in the United States, based on
an idea from one of his employees. The head of
EHS Pest Control company, Stellberger recalls that
he spoke of the idea with sanitation officials in
Boston, who conducted a brief trial in 2016. That
pilot was suspended after several months pending

an approval by the US Environmental Protection
Agency, which came in June 2017.

At the beginning of this year after several
months of tests, New York officially adopted the
dry ice technique, joining Boston, Chicago and
Washington. Dry ice is only used in open spaces
inc luding parks  and green areas ,  S imeone
explained, because it would be too complicated
to identify rat tunnels in the streets or residential
areas where concrete is everywhere. Aside from
its effectiveness, dry ice presents no risk to
wildlife in parks  and public gardens, unlike
rodenticide which had previously been the only
weapon deployed against  rats . The newer
method, which costs about the same as poison,
corresponds to the times, Stellberger explains.
Many of his customers ask him to get rid of rats
without cruelty.

Simeone says the rodents “sort of go to sleep”
as they asphyxiate. But dry ice alone will not
resolve New York’s rat problem, warns Simeone,
as well as Robert Corrigan, the president of RMC
Pest Management Consulting who is sometimes
called the “Rat Czar” for his expertise in ridding
the world of rodents. In July, New York Mayor Bill
de Blasio presented a major $32 million plan tar-
geting rats and focused on the three most infect-
ed districts of the city. The plan did not put dry
ice in the forefront but rather the rats’ access to
food, which is the heart of the problem. Each pest
needs about 80 grams (2.5 ounces) of food a day
to survive.

Intelligent garbage cans, closed containers,
greater frequency of garbage collection, and
collaboration among different city services-the
program aims to put an end to the permanent
pantry which New York streets have become for
rats. Corrigan, who worked with the Department
of Health for 12 years, is pleased that authorities
have finally chosen to tackle the question from a
scientific rather than an empirical way. “When I
see a lot of rats on a block, instead of asking
where should I put my poison, I ask: ‘Who’s
feeding these rats?’,” Corrigan said to illustrate
this change in philosophy. As Simeone says,
“eliminate the garbage” and you no longer need
poison. —AFP

New York puts its rats on ice
‘You always hear that rats are winning the battle. But this turns it around’

NEW YORK: Rick Simeone, director of pest control for New York City’s health department, poses
for photos in Sara D. Roosevelt Park, in China Town in New York. —AFP

Scientist launches
hunt for Loch Ness
‘monster DNA’
INVERNESS, United Kingdom: Tales of a giant creature
lurking beneath the murky waves of Loch Ness have been
around for more than 1,500 years-and one academic hopes
the marvels of modern science can finally unravel the mys-
tery. Neil Gemmell has travelled from the University of
Otago in New Zealand to collect water samples in the
Scottish lake, in the hope of finding out more about the
creatures that inhabit its depths. “Over 1,000 people claim
that they have seen a monster. Maybe there is something
extraordinary out there,” he told AFP, as he dropped a five-
litre probe into the loch.

Gemmell said he would be keeping an eye out for “mon-
ster DNA” but the project was more aimed at testing envi-

ronmental DNA techniques to understand the natural
world. Local resident Adrian Shine said Gemmell’s findings
could contribute to his own long running research pro-
gram-The Loch Ness Project. The venture was itself
inspired by the efforts of earlier international explorers like
American Dan Scott Taylor who patrolled the loch in his
Beatles-inspired Yellow Submarine in the late 1960s. “I’m
sure that some species will be found which have probably
not been described. They’re more likely than anything else
to be bacteria,” Shine told AFP. “If you did find something
else-and I do emphasize the if-then you would actually get
quite a good handle on what sort of creature, what class of
animal, it is.”

Theories abound about the true nature of the Loch Ness
Monster, from a malevolent, shape-shifting “water horse”, to
an aquatic survivor of the dinosaur age, right down to logs,
fish, wading birds or simply waves which have been blown
out of all proportion. “Anything that you see on the loch that
you don’t understand can be your Loch Ness Monster on
that day,” Shine said. The earliest chronicles of a creature in
Loch Ness are attributed to Saint Columba, who brought
Christianity to Scotland in the sixth century. —AFP


