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Boy oh boy! Twin male 
pandas charm Berlin zoo 

Experts warn 
of emerging 
threat of Nipah 
LONDON: A deadly virus called Nipah
carried by bats has already caused
human outbreaks across South and
South East Asia and has “serious epi-
demic potential”, global health and
infectious disease specialists said yes-
terday. The virus, identified in 1999 in
Malaysia and Singapore, has sparked
outbreaks with mortality rates of
between 40 percent and 90 percent and
spread thousands of kilometres to
Bangladesh and India - yet there are no
drugs or vaccines against it, they said.

“Twenty years have passed since its
discovery, but the world is still not ade-
quately equipped to tackle the global
health threat posed by Nipah virus,” said
Richard Hatchett, chief executive of the
CEPI Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness
Innovations, which is co-leading a Nipah
conference this week in Singapore.

CEPI, a partnership between disease

experts, and public, private, philanthrop-
ic, and civil organizations, was set up in
2017 to try to speed up the development
of vaccines against newly emerging and
unknown infectious diseases. Among its
first disease targets is Nipah, a virus
carried primarily by certain types of fruit
bats and pigs, which can also be trans-
mitted directly from person to person as
well as through contaminated food.

Within two years of being first dis-
covered, Nipah had spread to
Bangladesh, where it has caused several
outbreaks since 2001. A 2018 Nipah
outbreak in Kerala, India, killed 17 peo-
ple. “Outbreaks of Nipah virus have so
far been confined to South and
Southeast Asia, but the virus has serious
epidemic potential, because Pteropus
fruit bats that carry the virus are found
throughout the tropics and sub-tropics,
which are home to more than two billion
people,” Hatchett said.

He said since Nipah can also pass
from person to person, it could, in theory,
also spread into densely populated areas
too. The two-day Nipah conference, the
first to focus on this deadly virus, is being
co-hosted by CEPI and the Duke-NUS
Medical School in Singapore and started
yesterday. — Reuters 

BERLIN: The cuteness level at Berlin Zoo dou-
bled yesterday when a pair of twin panda cubs
made their public debut, with the zoo revealing
the cuddly bundles of fur were both boys. The
little ones were born at the zoo on August 31 but
in keeping with Chinese tradition they were only
named after 100 days. Speaking before a crowd
of excited reporters at the Panda Garden, zoo
director Andreas Knieriem announced that the
cubs would go by the names of Meng Xiang,
meaning “long-awaited dream” and Meng Yuan,
or “dream come true”.

The twins, weighing around six kilos each,
then made their long-awaited first appearance
before the world’s media. Wheeled out in a
glass-cased “panda bed”, they were seen loung-
ing close together on a heated mattress. One of
the cubs appeared half-asleep and unfazed by
the attention, while his more active brother
repeatedly turned his back on the press pack,
prompting coos and laughter.

But the general public will have to wait a little
longer for their own glimpse of the zoo’s newest
stars. The cubs will be kept away from visitors
“until they can walk properly” and are more
familiar with their surroundings, Knieriem said,
expected to be sometime in early 2020. The
birth of the cubs has delighted Berlin’s oldest
zoo as it is notoriously hard to breed pandas -
and twins are even rarer.

Their mother Meng Meng and male giant
panda Jiao Qing arrived in Berlin in June 2017 to
great fanfare. China lends pandas to zoos

around the world-a program dubbed “panda
diplomacy”. Berlin zoo pays $15 million for a 15-
year contract to host the adult pandas, with
most of the money going towards a conserva-
tion and breeding research program in China.

While the twin cubs were born in Berlin, they
remain Chinese and must be returned to China
within four years after they have been weaned.

About 1,864 pandas remain in the wild in China,
up from around 1,000 in the late 1970s, accord-
ing to the environmental group WWF. Just over
400 pandas live in zoos around the world, in
conservation projects set up with Beijing. The
species is considered “vulnerable” to extinction
by the International Union for Conservation of
Nature. — AFP 

BERLIN: Two giant panda cubs “Meng Yuan” (left) and “Meng Xiang” are presented to the media
after they were given their names at the Zoologischer Garten zoo yesterday. — AFP 


