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This undated handout photo shows a rare
Australian songbird, a female regent hon-
eyeater, at the Capertee National Park in New
South Wales.—AFP 

Acluster of around 100 sinkholes
has opened up across farmland in
central Croatia, some of them just

meters from homes, in the aftermath of a
deadly quake that rocked the area in
December. The holes started appearing
days after a 6.4 magnitude quake struck
killing seven people and tearing down
hundreds of buildings around the town of
Petrinja on December 29. With the largest

opening measuring 25 meters across, the
sinkholes pose yet another danger for
communities still rebuilding from the dis-
aster. The sudden depressions are trig-
gered when groundwater erodes the
bedrock below to a point where it can no
longer support the soil above. A chief
engineer at Croatia’s national geological
survey Stjepan Terzic told AFP that while
sinkholes are a normal phenomenon, the

high concentration of them “in such a
small location” is unusual. 

The quake’s aftershocks-which are still
shaking the area-caused the normally
slow formation of sinkholes to accelerate
dramatically. “Thus in a short period of
time numerous holes have emerged for
which, in normal conditions, decades if
not longer periods would be needed.”
The holes, many of which look like small

round ponds as they have filled with
emerald groundwater, have emerged in
farm plots around the villages of
Mecencani and Borojevici. Experts have
called for additional caution in the com-
ing weeks as groundwater levels are
expected to rise in spring, threatening
further collapse of the terrain. — AFP 

Scientists
unearth 
meteorite from
the birth of the
solar system

Scientists believe they have
identified a meteorite formed in
the first million years of our

solar system, making it the oldest
known meteor of volcanic origin. The
space rock, which began its journey
some 4.5 billion years ago, has
already proved an “exceptional” wit-
ness to the building blocks of the
planets. Known as Erg Chech 002,
the meteorite was discovered in May
2020 by meteor hunters in the
Algerian Sahara desert. It had rested
undisturbed for “at least 100 years”,
according to Jean-Alix Barrat, a geo-
chemist at France’s Brest University.

In a recent study published in the
Proceedings of National Academy of
Sciences journal, Barrat and his col-
leagues describe its discovery and
several rare features. There are 43
officially documented fragments, but
“probably about a hundred” either
still in the ground or unaccounted for,
said the study. The largest ones are
“as big as a fist,” Barrat told AFP.
With its greenish exterior and brown-
ish interior, Erg Chech 002 might not
appear extraordinary at first glance.
But it is, in fact, extremely rare.

Of the roughly 65,000 meteorites
so far documented on Earth, only
around 4,000 contain what is known
as “differentiated matter”. This
means they came from celestial bod-
ies large enough to have experi-
enced tectonic activity. Of those
4,000, 95 percent come from just two
asteroids. But Erg Chech 002 is
among the remaining five percent.
“It’s the only one out of 65,000 mete-
orites that is like it is,” said Barrat.
“Such rocks were quite common at
the very beginning of the history of
the solar system.”

There are two possible explana-
tions for Erg Chech 002’s rarity.  The
type of protoplanet from which it orig-
inated provided raw material “for the
growth of terrestrial planets” such as
Earth, said Barrat. Others were pul-
verized in the great cosmic billiard
game of the formation of the solar
system.  The surface of the Moon,
pockmarked with innumerable aster-
oid impacts, is a relatively recent wit-
ness to this second type of proto-
planet. “No asteroid shares the spec-
tral features of EC 002, indicating
that almost all of these bodies have
disappeared, either because they
went on to form the building blocks
of larger bodies or planets or were
simply destroyed,” the study said.

‘Thrown into space’ 
The so-called “parent body” of

Erg Chech 002 could have meas-
ured around 100 kilometers across. It
was formed in the first million years of
the solar system, according to the
study’s co-authors, March
Chaussidon, from the Paris Globe
Institute of Physics and Johan
Villeneuve, a researcher from
France’s National Centre for
Scientific Research at the University
of Lorraine. Metallic meteorites “cor-
respond to the nuclei of protoplan-
ets,” said Barrat.

But Erg Chech 002 is volcanic in
origin, meaning that it was part of the
crust of a protoplanet, rather than its
core. The experts believe that its
unique composition was the result of
a string of fortunate events. On the
protoplanet in question, lava must
have accumulated on the surface,
fuelled by the heat of its aluminum
core.  The crust containing the mete-
orite solidified briefly but-because it
showed evidence of a sudden cool-
ing-instead of remaining on the par-
ent body, some violent force cast it
asunder.— AFP

Aerial pictures show sinkholes in the
village of Mecencani. — AFP photos

Space fans in France are being
urged to join forces to find an apri-
cot-sized meteorite that fell to Earth

last weekend in the southwest of the
country. The rock, estimated to weigh
150 grams (just over five ounces), was
captured plunging through the atmos-
phere by cameras at an astronomy edu-
cation facility in Mauraux falling at exactly
10:43 pm last Saturday near Aiguillon,
about 100 kilometers from Bordeaux. The
site is part of the Vigie-Ciel (Sky Watch)
project of around 100 cameras in the
Fireball Recovery and InterPlanetary
Observation Network (FRIPON), which
aims to detect and collect the 10 or so
meteorites that fall on France each year.

“Meteorites are relics of the solar sys-
tem’s creation, with the benefit of never
being exposed to the elements,” said
Mickael Wilmart of the A Ciel Ouvert

(Open Sky) astronomy education associ-
ation that operates the Mauraux observa-
tory. “A fresh meteorite like this, which fell
just a few days ago, hasn’t been altered
by the Earth’s environment and therefore
contains very precious information for sci-
entists,” he said. The search is already
underway but calls for help have been
issued on social media, and posters have
been put up in areas where the rock is
most likely to have fallen. But Wilmart
acknowledged that the chances of suc-
cess are slim. “It’s a bit like searching for
a needle in a haystack,” he said. “We’re
really counting on people to look in their
gardens, or along the side of the road,
they might just stumble on this rock that’s
wanted to badly,” he said. — AFP 

In the can: Armed
Hong Kong toilet roll
heist gang jailed

Knife-wielding men who stole hun-
dreds of toilet rolls during panic-
buying shortages in the early

stages of the coronavirus pandemic in
Hong Kong were jailed for more than
three years last Thursday. The three were
each sentenced to 40 months in prison
over the armed robbery in February last
year in which some 600 toilet rolls were
taken, Mingpao newspaper reported.
Toilet rolls became hot property in dense-
ly packed Hong Kong when the coron-
avirus first spread from central China and
hit the finance hub. Panic-buying set in
with supermarket shelves cleared of

many household essentials as well as
staple foods.

Supermarkets were unable to restock
quickly enough, leading to sometimes
lengthy queues across the city and pack-
ets of toilet rolls being snapped up within
minutes of opening. Photos posted online
showed some people proudly stuffing
their cramped city apartments with pack-
ets of hoarded toilet rolls. During the rob-
bery, the three men admitted to using a
knife to threaten a delivery driver outside
a major supermarket chain in the work-
ing-class district of Mongkok. They made
off with 50 packets of toilet paper worth
around HK$1,700 ($220) but were soon
tracked down by police. Mingpao report-
ed that the gang of three admitted to the
robbery, apologized to the delivery driver
and paid for the toilet rolls they made off
with. The paper quoted the trial judge as
saying the crime was pre-meditated and
deserved a custodial sentence.—AFP 

Endangered
Australian 
songbird ‘losing
its song’

Australia’s endangered regent hon-
eyeater bird is losing its song, a
sign that it could be nearing extinc-

tion, scientists warned in new research
released on Wednesday. A rapid decline
in the rare songbird means its young are
struggling to learn mating calls as adults
disappear, according to researchers at

the Australian National University. Male
regent honeyeaters sang rich, complex
tunes in more populated habitats, but
resorted to simplified songs elsewhere,
the scientists wrote in a study published
in the peer-reviewed journal Proceedings
of the Royal Society B.

Lead author Ross Crates said the find-
ings were a “major warning sign the
regent honeyeater is on the brink of
extinction”-and the loss of song knowl-
edge could also reduce chances of mat-
ing. “It could also be exacerbating the
honeyeater’s population decline,
because we know a sexy song increases
the odds of reproduction in songbirds.”
Scientists found 18 regent honeyeaters,
or around 12 percent of the total remain-
ing male population, who could only mim-
ic other species’ songs-not their own.
“This lack of ability to communicate with

their own species is unprecedented in a
wild animal,” study co-author Dejan
Stojanovic said.  “We can assume that
regent honeyeaters are now so rare that
some young males never find an older
male teacher.”

Scientists estimate just a few hundred
regent honeyeaters remain in the wild.
The rare bird, with its black and yellow
markings, was once found across much
of eastern Australia but is now largely
confined to eucalyptus forests in the
country’s southeast. The study also found
regent honeyeaters born in captivity have
different songs that could reduce their
attractiveness to wild birds. The scientists
now hope to teach the captive birds to
sing like their wild counterparts, by play-
ing them audio recordings.— AFP 

The meteor-known as Erg Chech 002-
was discovered in May 2020 by
researchers working in the Algerian
Sahara desert.


