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Bumblebees remember objects
they see, recognize them by touch

WASHINGTON: Think about a time you’ve looked
for an item on a high shelf or in a cluttered bag:
You can identify it by touch alone based on your
mental recollection of what it looks like. Scientists
reported recently that this ability to recognize
objects using different senses has now been shown
to exist in insects, namely bumblebees.

Studying their sesame seed-sized brains, which
contain about a million neurons as opposed to the
100 billion or so in ours, helps us understand how
these fundamental processes work, said Cwyn
Solvi, the lead author of a paper describing the
finding in the journal Science.

So-called “cross-modal object recognition” had
previously been shown in only a few species. It
works across vision and touch in humans, apes,
monkeys and rats. Dolphins can visualize objects
that they echo-sense, and some fish can build up a

picture based on their electric sense. To test
whether the same could be true of invertebrates,
Solvi and colleagues at Queen Mary University of
London set up experiments involving sugar water,
a positive reward, and bitter tasting quinine, that
were used to fill up either small cubes or spheres. 

About 40 bees were set loose in a dark and
windowless room with the objects, learning
through touch which shape contained the reward
and then consistently re-visiting only objects of
that shape. Then the test was repeated with the
lights on so that the bees could see. 

This time there was a plexiglass layer placed on
top of the shapes that prevented the bees from dif-
ferentiating the objects by touch. The insects still
went to the objects associated with the reward,
which they could access via a small hole through the
plexiglass layer. To validate the findings, the tests

were later repeated in the reverse order, and with
the shapes containing the sweet and bitter solutions
switched up. “The bees have some unified internal
representations of objects in the world,” Solvi told
AFP. “They have this perspective of the world which
is more whole rather than just responding like a
machine, without any awareness whatsoever.”

She added that while it doesn’t mean bumble-
bees experience consciousness exactly as we do,
it does show there is more going on in their
heads than they have ever been given credit for.
The study is only the latest to explore the intelli-
gence of the pollinating insects.  Honey bees
have been shown to perform sophisticated
dances to one another that signal the angular
direction and distance of pollen and nectar, with
the intensity of the dance linked to the profitabil-
ity of the food source. — AFP

FESSENHEIM: French state-owned ener-
gy giant EDF yesterday began shutting
down the country’s oldest nuclear power
plant after 43 years in operation. EDF said
it had disconnected one of two reactors at
Fessenheim, along the Rhine near France’s
eastern border with Germany and
Switzerland, at 2:00 am (01:00 GMT) in
the first stage of the complete closure of
the plant.

The second reactor is to be taken off
line on June 30 but it will be several months
before the two have cooled enough and the
used fuel can start to be removed. The
removal of the fuel is expected to be com-
pleted by the summer of 2023 but the plant
will only be fully decommissioned by 2040
at the earliest. 

Shutting down Fessenheim became a key
goal of anti-nuclear campaigners after the
catastrophic meltdown at Fukushima in
Japan in 2011. Experts have noted that con-
struction and safety standards at
Fessenheim, brought online in 1977, fall far
short of those at Fukushima, with some
warning that seismic and flooding risks in

the Alsace region had been underestimated.
Despite a pledge by ex-president Francois
Hollande just months after Fukushima to
close the plant, it was not until 2018 that
President Emmanuel Macron’s government
gave the final green light. 

“This marks a first step in France’s ener-
gy strategy to gradually re-balance nuclear
and renewable electricity sources, while cut-
ting carbon emissions by closing coal-fired
plants by 2022,” Prime Minister Edouard
Philippe said earlier this week.  France will
still be left with 56 pressurized water reac-
tors at 18 nuclear power plants — only the
United States has more reactors, at 98 —
generating an unmatched 70 percent of its
electricity needs. The government confirmed
in January that it aims to shut down 12 more
reactors nearing or exceeding their original
40-year age limit by 2035, when nuclear
power should represent just 50 percent of
France’s energy mix. But at the same time,
EDF is racing to get its first next-generation
reactor running at its Flamanville plant in
2022 — 10 years behind schedule —  and
more may be in the pipeline. — AFP

Security company
comments on
ISS World attack
LONDON: The attack on ISS World is yet another example of
the new targeting and tactics that ransomware gangs have
shifted toward in the past year - a change highlighted in the
2020 SophosLabs Threat Report, a leading UK-based IT
security company said. “No longer are these crooks content

with small opportunistic payouts from consumers, but are
rather hoping for large, sometimes multi-million dollar ran-
soms,” said John Shier, senior security advisor, Sophos. “While
the root cause of this attack and the attacking group are still
unknown, it is important to remember that these companies
become targets because they are in some way vulnerable.”

“Whether this is due to too many exposed services,
unpatched systems or weak authentication, these criminals
will find that weak link. Think of it as an unwanted, criminal
pen test,” he indicated. “We urge all companies to invest
the resources necessary - time, people and technology -
to shrink their attack surfaces. This applies not only to
prevention of threats but also detection and remediation of
extant threats in their IT systems.” 
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