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HONG KONG: Hong Kong scientists claim
they have made a potential breakthrough dis-
covery in the fight against infectious diseases-
a chemical that could slow the spread of
deadly viral i l lnesses. A team from the
University of Hong Kong described the newly
discovered chemical as “highly potent in inter-
rupting the life cycle of diverse viruses” in a
study published this month in the journal
Nature Communications.

The scientists told AFP Monday that it
could one day be used as a broad-spectrum
antiviral for a host of infectious diseases-and
even for viruses that have yet to emerge-if it
passes clinical trials. The spread in recent
decades of sometimes deadly bird flu strains,
the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome
(MERS) and Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome (SARS) have underscored the need
for new drugs that can work more quickly
than vaccines.

Broad-spectrum antivirals are seen as the
holy grail because they can be used against
multiple pathogens. In contrast, vaccines usual-
ly only protect against one strain, and by the

time they are produced the virus may have
mutated. The HKU team tested their chemical
“AM580” on mice in a two-year study and
found it stopped the replication of a host of flu
strains-including H1N1, H5N1 and H7N9 — as
well as the viruses that cause SARS and MERS.

It also stopped the replication of the mos-
quito-borne Zika virus and Enterovirus 71
which causes hand, foot and mouth
disease.”This is what we call a broad-spectrum
antiviral drug, which means it can kill a number
of viruses,” microbiologist Yuen Kwok-yung,
who led the team, told AFP. “This is quite
important in the early control of an epidemic.” 

Starving the virus 
The study is part of a growing body of

research by virologists to find drugs that
avoid targeting a virus directly-something
which could lead to resistance. Instead they
look for compounds that interrupt the way
viruses use crucial fatty acids, known as lipids,
within a host’s cells to replicate.”This study is
science in progress-an early step in an excit-
ing new direction,” said Benjamin Neuman, an

expert on viruses at Texas A&M University-
Texarkana who has published his own studies
on starving viruses of lipids.

“Viruses are totally dependent on supplies
stolen from their hosts, and a number of
recent studies have shown that treatments
that interrupt the steady flow of lipids in an
infected cell are highly effective at blocking a
wide range of viruses,” he told AFP. The next
step is to test the drug on a wider variety of
animals, including pigs and primates, before
pushing to clinical trials, a process Yuen said
could take up to eight years.

The HKU team have applied for a patent in
the United States. A derivative of AM580 is
already being used in Japan to treat cancer,
raising hopes that it will show low toxicity for
humans. But Neuman warns there are draw-
backs. Like many chemotherapy methods used
to fight cancer, antivirals such as AM580 dam-
age a person’s cells to starve a virus. While
cells can heal, much research still needs to be
done on how and when to use such techniques.

“Unless the treatment is targeted very
carefully, the potential for side effects would

be very worrying,” he said. Densely populated
Hong Kong has first-hand experience of dead-
ly viral outbreaks. In 2003, nearly 300 people

died from SARS and the city’s densely packed
apartment blocks are considered hugely vul-
nerable to future outbreaks. —AFP
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Total lunar eclipse 
on Jan 20-21 will 
be last until 2022
WASHINGTON: People in North and South
America, a large part of Europe and Africa may get
a glimpse of a total lunar eclipse overnight from
January 20 to 21, the last such event until 2022. For
those in Europe and Africa, the total eclipse will
unfold shortly before sunrise. For those in North
and South America, the eclipse can be viewed at
the beginning or in the middle of the night. The full
Moon will be in the Earth’s shadow from 03:34
GMT to 06:51 GMT. When the eclipse begins, a
shadow will move in from the left, as if taking a bite
out of the Moon.

The total eclipse will last about an hour, begin-
ning at 0441 GMT according to NASA. During the
eclipse, the Moon will still be visible, but in a shade
of red.  That’s why a lunar eclipse is often called a
“blood Moon.” The red color is due to the same
phenomenon that causes sunsets to appear pink,
orange or red. “A little bit of sunlight is refracted by
the Earth’s atmosphere and reaches the Moon,

bending around the edges of the Earth,” explained
Walter Freeman, an assistant teaching professor at
Syracuse University’s physics department.

“This small amount of red light still illuminates
the Moon enough for us to see it. Instead of being
bright and white, the Moon will be very dim and
red, 10,000 or so times dimmer than usual.”
Although total lunar eclipses happen, on average,
about one to three times per year, after this one
there will be a gap of three years until another is
visible. “It’s the last chance for a little while to see a
total lunar eclipse,” said Bruce Betts, chief scientist
at The Planetary Society.

The next total eclipse will be visible from
Europe on May 16, 2022. Some partial lunar
eclipses wil l  happen in the meantime. Total
eclipses happen only when the Earth moves pre-
cisely between the Sun and Moon. Cloudy weath-
er can interfere with viewing, but experts say that
unlike in the case of a solar eclipse, there is no
need for special eyewear to step outside and view
a lunar eclipse.

That’s because the Moon does not produce light
of its own, but only reflects the Sun’s light. “The
Moon is never bright enough to hurt our eyes like
the Sun is,” said Freeman. “A blood Moon is one of
the few opportunities we have to see both the
Moon and the stars in the sky at the same time,
since the Moon is usually too bright.” —AFP 

Antarctica ice loss 
increases six fold 
since 1979
TAMPA: Global warming is melting ice in Antarctica faster
than ever before-about six times more per year now than 40
years ago-leading to increasingly high sea levels worldwide,
scientists warned Monday. Already, Antarctic melting has
raised global sea levels more than half an inch (1.4 centime-
ters) between 1979 and 2017, said the report in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS),
a peer-reviewed US journal.

And the pace of melting is expected to lead to disastrous
sea level rise in the years to come, according to lead author
Eric Rignot, chair of Earth system science at the University
of California, Irvine. “As the Antarctic ice sheet continues to
melt away, we expect multi-meter sea level rise from
Antarctica in the coming centuries,” Rignot said. A rise of
1.8 meters by 2100, as some scientists forecast in worst-
case scenarios, would flood many coastal cities that are
home to millions of people around the world, previous
research has shown. For the current study, researchers
embarked on the longest-ever assessment of ice mass in the
Antarctic, across 18 geographic regions. Data came from
high-resolution aerial photographs taken by NASA planes,
along with satellite radar from multiple space agencies.

Researchers discovered that from 1979 to 1990, Antarctica
shed an average of 40 billion tons of ice mass annually.

By the years 2009 to 2017, the ice loss had increased
more than sixfold, to 252 billion tons per year. Even more
worrying, researchers found that areas that were once con-
sidered “stable and immune to change” in East Antarctica,
are shedding quite a lot of ice, too, said the study. “The
Wilkes Land sector of East Antarctica has, overall, always
been an important participant in the mass loss, even as far
back as the 1980s, as our research has shown,” Rignot said. 

“This region is probably more sensitive to climate than
has traditionally been assumed, and that’s important to
know, because it holds even more ice than West Antarctica
and the Antarctic Peninsula together.”

Ice loss    
The total amount of ice in the Antarctic, if it all melted,

would be enough to raise sea level 187 feet. By far, the most
ice in Antarctica is concentrated in the east, where there is
enough sea ice to drove 170 feet of sea level rise, compared to
about 17 feet in the entire West Antarctic ice sheet. The East
Antarctic Ice Sheet is the world’s largest, containing roughly
half of Earth’s freshwater. Until now, most research has shown
that the majority of melting is happening in the West. A land-
mark study published in Nature in June last year found that
Antarctic ice melt had tripled since 1992, but did not show sig-
nificant melting in the east. However, a subsequent study pub-
lished in Nature in September 2018 analyzed layers of sedi-
ment from the ocean floor deposited the last time the Wilkes
Subglacial Basin, part of the Eastern Antarctic due south of
Australia, melted around 125,000 years ago. — AFP
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