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GREENLAND: In this file photo, a fisherman drives a boat during Secretary of
State John Kerry’s tour of the Jakobshavn Glacier and the Ilulissat Icefjord,
located near the Arctic Circle in Ilulissat, Greenland. —AP

WASHINGTON: Warming at the top of the
world has gone into overdrive, happening
twice as fast as the rest of the globe, and
extending unnatural heating into fall and
winter, according to a new federal report.
In its annual Arctic Report Card ,  the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration on Tuesday tallied record
after record of high temperatures, low sea
ice, shrinking ice sheets and glaciers.
Study lead author Jeremy Mathis, NOAA’s
Arctic research chief, said it shows long-
term Arctic warming trends deepening
and becoming more obvious, with a dis-
turbing creep into seasons beyond sum-
mer, when the Arctic usually rebuilds
snow and ice. 

Scientists have long said man-made cli-
mate change would hit the Arctic fastest.
Mathis and others said the data is showing
that is what’s now happening. “Personally,
I would have to say that this last year has
been the most extreme year for the Arctic
that I have ever seen,” said Mark Serreze,
director of the National Snow and Ice Data
Center in Boulder, Colorado, who wasn’t
part of the 106-page report. “It’s crazy.”
NOAA’s peer-reviewed report said air tem-
peratures over the Arctic from October
2015 to September 2016 were “by far the
highest in the observational record begin-
ning in 1900.” 

The average Arctic air temperature at
that time was 3.6 degrees (2 degrees
Celsius) warmer than the 1981-2010 aver-
age. It’s 6.3 degrees (3.5 degrees Celsius)
warmer than 1900. Other extremes the
report detailed: Ocean temperatures were
9 degrees (5 degrees Celsius) higher than
the 30-year average off the coasts of
Greenland. Arctic sea ice didn’t set a
record for the annual minimum, but in

October and November when sea ice nor-
mally starts growing back, it didn’t. 

Extreme in numbers
Sea ice from mid-October through

November was the lowest on record.
Dartmouth University professor Donald
Perovich, author of the chapter on sea ice,
said sea ice conditions have sunk from a B-
plus grade 11 years ago to a D-minus grade
“and that’s because I’m an easy grader.” Snow
cover in North America reached a record low
for spring, falling below 1.5 million square
miles in May for the first time since satellite
observations began in 1967. Though not a
record, Greenland’s ice sheet continued to
shrink , starting early, on April 10. 

It was the second earliest start of the
Greenland melt season on record. What’s
happening is due to both man-made warm-
ing and a large El Nino that just ended,
Mathis said. “Not only is it extreme in any
number of measures - air temperature, loss
of sea ice and on and on - but there are so
many things we haven’t seen, particularly
this extremely warm fall,” said study co-
author Brendan Kelly, executive director of
the Study of Environmental Arctic Change at
the University of Alaska, Fairbanks. 

In 1979, Kelly cruised the Bering Straits
region with a native hunter who told him
dozens of Yupik words for sea ice. One was
tagneghneq, for a charcoal grey thick multi-
year ice. That ice is pretty much gone, Kelly
said. This is more than an Arctic problem,
because the cold air escaping changes
weather conditions, such as weakening the
jet stream, Mathis said. “What happens in
the Arctic doesn’t stay in the Arctic,” Mathis
said. “The Lower 48 may have to deal with
more extreme weather events in the
future.”—AP

Arctic’s year of crazy extremes 

as warming hits overdrive

NEW YORK: US researchers have found
evidence of the Zika virus replicating in
fetal brains for up to seven months after
the mother became infected with the
virus, and they showed the virus can per-
sist even after birth, according to a study
published on Tuesday. The findings con-
firm earlier observations from case studies
suggesting that the mosquito-borne Zika
virus can grow in fetal brains and women’s
placentas.

“Our findings show that Zika virus can
continue to replicate in infants’ brains even
after birth, and that the virus can persist in

placentas for months - much longer than
we expected,” Julu Bhatnagar, lead of the
molecular pathology team at CDC’s
Infectious Diseases Pathology Branch and
the study’s lead author, said in a statement.
The findings help explain how the virus
causes devastating birth defects and preg-
nancy losses even if a woman had only a
minor illness. 

Last month, the World Health
Organization declared that Zika no longer
constitutes an international emergency,
but stressed the need for a long-term
effort to address the virus, which has been

linked to thousands of birth defects and
neurological complications. For the study,
CDC researchers tested tissues from 52
patients with suspected Zika virus infec-
tion, including brain tissues from eight
infants who had microcephaly and later
died. 

Persistence and implications
They also tested placental tissues from

44 women - 22 of whom delivered appar-
ently healthy babies and 22 whose preg-
nancies ended in miscarriage, abortion,
stillbirth or who delivered babies with

microcephaly. Zika has been shown to
cause microcephaly, a rare birth defect in
which infants are born with undersized
heads and brains, which can cause life-
long disability. The researchers found Zika
genetic material in fetal brain tissue and
placentas more than seven months after
the mothers contracted the virus. 

In one case, they also found evidence of
the virus growing in an infant with micro-
cephaly who died two months after birth.
Of the eight infants who had microcephaly
and later died, all tested positive for Zika.
The mothers of all eight of these infants

contracted Zika during the first trimester of
pregnancy, adding to prior evidence that
Zika is most dangerous early in pregnancy. 

“We don’t know how long the virus can
persist, but its persistence could have
implications for babies born with micro-
cephaly and for apparently healthy infants
whose mothers had Zika during their preg-
nancies,” said Bhatnagar, whose findings
were published in CDC’s Emerging
Infectious Diseases journal. There are no
treatments or vaccines for Zika, which pre-
viously had been seen causing only mild
disease.—Reuters

Zika virus can keep growing in infant brains after birth

ABIDJAN: Family planning helps
people in Africa to be healthier and
wealthier, as women without con-
traceptives become locked in “a
cycle of poverty,” Melinda Gates
told AFP as a conference on the
topic was held in Ivory Coast.
“When a woman has access to con-
traceptives she can lift herself out
of poverty, and if she doesn’t have
access to contraceptives, it locks
her inside a cycle of poverty for the
rest of her life,” said the wife of
Microsoft co-founder and billion-
aire Bill Gates, whose foundation is
very active in the field.

“Family planning has huge
health benefits for the woman and
for her children, and it has econom-
ic benefits,” Gates told AFP by tele-
phone from the Ivorian economic
capital Abidjan during the fifth
annual meeting of a West African
partnership on the topic. Experts
from nine countries met in Abidjan
with technical and financial backers
in the Ouagadougou Partnership,
which aims to bring family plan-
ning to 2.2 million more people
across the region by 2020. “If (a
woman) has less children and can
space them, she is less likely to die.
Her children grow up healthier and
the family is wealthier,” said
Melinda Gates.

Demographic dividend
“Family planning is absolutely

part and parcel of economic devel-
opment, just like agriculture and
education,” she added, stressing
that “it’s imperative that it’s volun-
tary. “The woman has to be educat-
ed about it and decide if she wants
to use it. There are examples all
over the world. If you coerce peo-
ple, that is not a thing to do... China
has backed away from its policy.
“One thing you see more and more
African countries talk about is the
‘demographic dividend’. They know
they want to bring down their
maternal mortality rate, they know
it will help lift people out of pover-

ty and ultimately increase their
GDP (gross domestic product).”

The Ouagadougou Partnership
acknowledges that the goal of 2.2
million women in five years “may
seem low”, but argues on its web-
site that the target is “in reality very
ambitious” in light of limited funds,
socio-cultural barriers, a low con-
traceptive prevalence rate and

“timid political commitment.” Gates
is more upbeat, since an initial tar-
get of one mill ion women has
already been exceeded. In her eyes,
ongoing success depends on edu-
cating “the power structures-hus-
band and faith leaders-around the
women, and then you talk to the
women.” 

“I’ve been to dusty villages in

remote places in Niger and talked
to women who know about family
planning and are using it. I said, ‘I’m
skeptical. How is the word going to
get out?’ “We’re getting the word
out,’” women replied. “‘We meet. We
meet at the well, when we grind
millet, when a new baby is born. We
know we’re not getting enough
water, it’s not raining as much, we’re
not getting much off our farms. We
want to have less children ... and
we’re educating our sisters’.”

Life-and-death emergency
Religious leaders in Muslim

communities have accepted that
“family planning is allowed even in
the Koran,” said the co-founder of
the Bil l  & Melinda Gates
Foundation. “When you meet with
faith leaders, they will tell you they
know a mother, a sister, a wife that
died in childbirth. They know it’s
better for women to use contra-
ceptives,  so you have to start
there.” In Niger, one of the world’s
poorest countries with the highest
global birthrate at 7.6 babies per
woman, schools for husbands have
started and men have begun to
understand that the best option
for their children to survive into
adulthood is to have fewer of
them, rather than more.

“ When family s izes come
down... and they’re only feeding
two children so they’ve got more
income on what comes out of
their farm,” Gates said. Such fami-
lies set a compelling example, but
medical follow-up is vital.  Gates
met a woman in Niger with a tiny
plot of land and six children to
raise while her husband was off
looking for work.  “ I  can’t  have
more children. Can’t you see that
this is a life-and-death emergency
for me?” Gates quoted the woman
as saying, but no contraceptives
were available. “The governments
have to fix the supply chain and
make sure women have access,”
she said. —AFP

Family planning for ‘healthier, 

wealthier’ Africa: Melinda Gates   
‘Family planning is imperative that it’s voluntary’

PARIS: This file photo taken shows Co-chair of the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation Melinda Gates posing in Paris. —AFP

LOS ANGELES: Engineers are troubleshooting a
snag on NASA’s Curiosity that’s preventing the
rover from moving its robotic arm and driving to
another spot on Mars, the space agency said
Tuesday. The problem involves a motor in the
rover ’s dril l  that is used to bore into rocks.
Curiosity has been taking pictures and tracking
the weather, but doing little else for the past two
weeks. “We’re keeping busy with using the other
instruments on the rover while they do these
tests,” said Ashwin Vasavada, project scientist at
the NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory, which man-
ages the mission.

The team gave a health update on Curiosity
while discussing research findings at the American
Geophysical Union meeting in San Francisco. Since
landing in Mar’s Gale Crater in 2012, Curiosity has
uncovered geologic evidence of an ancient envi-
ronment that could have supported primitive life
early in the red planet’s history. It clocked nine
miles (15 kilometers) since landing, arriving two
years ago at its main target - a Martian mountain
dubbed Mount Sharp - where it plans to climb to
higher and younger rock formations. Before the
snag, the six-wheel rover found more evidence of
a watery history on the slopes of Mount Sharp
including the presence of certain chemicals that
suggests a warmer and wetter past unlike the cur-
rent frigid, harsh environment. 

As NASA diagnosed Curiosity, the long-lived
Opportunity rover has been surveying the rim of a
huge crater near the Martian equator. Opportunity
landed on Mars in 2004 and has outlasted its twin,
Spirit, which lost contact after seven years of explo-
ration. Mars was supposed to get another visitor
this year, but a European Space Agency spacecraft
crashed while trying to land in October. The mis-
sion was not all lost: A companion spacecraft suc-
cessfully slipped into orbit around Mars, joining
five others currently circling overhead.—AP

NASA troubleshooting drill 

crisis on Mars Curiosity rover

WASHINGTON: Hydraulic fracturing
to release natural gas and oil can
have a negative impact on the quali-
ty and availability of drinking water
in the United States, the US govern-
ment said Tuesday. “This assessment
is the most complete compilation to
date of national scientific data on the
relat ionship of  dr ink ing water
resources and hydraulic fracturing,”
said Thomas Burke,  the
Environmental Protection Agency’s
science adviser.

The final EPA report “provides sci-
entific evidence that hydraulic frac-
turing activities can impact drinking
water resources in the United States
under some circumstances,” and is
based on a review of over 1,200 cited
scientific sources. Hydraulic fractur-
ing, or fracking, involves pumping
large quantities of water and chemi-
cals at high pressure deep into the
Earth to fracture rock to stimulate the
flow of natural gas or oil.

The EPA report was issued at the
request of Congress. The EPA’s initial

assessment had found no evidence
that fracking could systematically
harm water supplies. But the final
report reversed course, and deleted
that sentence. It also “identified cer-
tain conditions under which impacts
from hydraulic fracturing activities
can be more frequent or  severe,”
including fracking in areas where
water availability is low, and dispos-
ing of wastewater in unlined pits.

The report did not document spe-
ci f ic  instances of  dr ink ing water
impacts.  Nor did it  estimate how
common fracking pollution of drink-
ing water might be. “ The value of
high-quality science has never been
more important in helping to guide
decisions around our nation’s fragile
water resources,” said Burke. “EPA’s
assessment provides the scientific
foundation for local decision makers,
industry, and communities that are
looking to protect public health and
drinking water resources and make
more informed decis ions about
hydraulic fracturing activities.” —AFP

Fracking can harm 
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NEW YORK: This image taken by NASA’s Curiosity rover shows rocky ground on the
lower flank of Mount Sharp, a mountain on Mars. —AP

WASHINGTON: Scientists must confront climate
change deniers and speak up if US President-elect
Donald Trump tries to sideline climate research,
Interior Secretary Sally Jewell said yesterday. “If you
see science being ignored or compromised, speak
up,” Jewell will tell a meeting of earth and space sci-
entists in San Francisco, according to a draft of the
speech seen by Reuters.

Trump has called climate change a hoax and
sought to fill his cabinet with oil industry allies like
Texas Governor Rick Perry, the Energy Department
nominee. Last week, the Trump team asked the US
Department of Energy to supply names of officials
who took part in international climate talks - a
request that the agency has rejected.  The scientific
fact of climate change cannot be ignored no mat-

ter who is in the White House, Jewell will say. And
she will urge climate experts to publicly defend
their work.

“Think about where to raise your voice and then
do it,” Jewell will tell a meeting of the American
Geophysical Union (AGU) - a global association of
researchers. “The American people must be able to
trust science.” As President Barack Obama’s top

steward for public lands, Jewell has helped manage
terrain that holds vast reserves of oil, gas and coal.
But over nearly four years in office, Jewell has also
warned that burning fossil fuels will irreparably
harm the planet. Jewell will say that national his-
toric sites that she now manages - like the 17th cen-
tury colonial outpost, Jamestown - could eventually
be swallowed by rising seas. 

Policymakers must confront climate change
realities, Jewell said. Christine McEntee, head of the
AGU, said her members were concerned that the
Trump administration might not value scientific dis-
covery and rigor. Developments at the Energy
Department were particularly alarming, she said,
but climate researchers were prepared to defend
their methods and discoveries. —Reuters

If Trump skews science, scientists must speak up 


