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NEW YORK: In this photo provided by the Wildlife Conservation Society, two humpback whales dive inside what is called the New York Bight,
with the New York City skyline in the background.—AP photos 

MINEOLA, New York: Scientists have deployed
a buoy 22 miles off the coast of New York’s Fire
Island to monitor several species of great whales
in “near real-time.” The high-tech acoustic device
will eavesdrop on the songs of the whales to
better understand and safeguard their move-
ments near two busy shipping lanes entering
New York Harbor. “We know they’re there, but
we know very little about them,” said Dr Howard
Rosenbaum, director of Wildlife Conservation
Society’s Ocean Giants Program. 

His New York-based organization, in collabo-
ration with the New York Aquarium, has teamed
with the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution
in Massachusetts on the research project.
Scientists last week deployed the buoy, which is
four feet in diameter with a mast standing six
feet above the sea surface south of Long Island.
The buoy is connected by “stretch hoses” to a
weighted frame that sits 125 feet below on the
sea floor. The frame features high-tech listening
devices connected to an underwater micro-
phone. 

Endangered species 
The devices will focus on obtaining data on

the sounds of several species of baleen whales
because they are endangered, said Dr Mark
Baumgartner of the Woods Hole Oceanographic
Institution. The data will be transmitted back to
scientists in near real-time, for analysis within
about two hours, Rosenbaum said. The buoy
also will collect the sounds of other whales, but
that information will be archived in the listening
devices at the bottom of the sea and analyzed
when the buoy is retrieved after a year,
Baumgartner said. The scientists noted that all
whales rely on their acoustic environment to
socialize and navigate, and they are vulnerable
to underwater noise, ship strikes and fishing
gear entanglements.

The research collected could help prevent
ship strikes, and may be helpful as the federal
government and New York state consider plac-
ing a massive wind energy farm offshore in the

coming years. The buoy has been placed inside
what is called the New York Bight, which features
busy shipping lanes and lucrative fishing
grounds. The Bight is home to seven species of
great whales, including the humpback whale -
known for its acrobatics and long, haunting
songs - and the blue whale. 

The highly endangered North Atlantic right
whale - one of the world’s rarest whale species -
migrates through New York waters, and fin, sei,
minke and sperm whales also have been seen or

heard, the scientists said. Similar buoys were
deployed off the coasts of Massachusetts and
Maine earlier this year, and a Cornell University
project has deployed near real-time buoys in
shipping lanes near Boston to help protect the
animals from ship strikes in that area,
Baumgartner said. Scientists around the world
deploy listening devices to study whales, but the
projects off New York and New England are the
only known projects that relay information in
near real-time, he added.—AP

Can you hear them now? New 
Buoy listens for whale songs

‘Several species of great whales in near real-time’

WOODS HOLE: In this Nov 9, 2015 photo provided by the Wildlife Conservation Society, Dr
Mark Baumgartner of the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution stands next to a whale bouy,
left, a high-tech acoustic device that will eavesdrop on the songs of the whales. 

HARARE:  Zimbabwe’s wildlife authority
has suspended its head over valuable rhino
horns that went missing from secure vaults.
Rhino horns are worth thousands of dollars
due to demand in East Asia for their sup-
posed medicinal qualities, fuelling a boom
in poaching and trafficking in Zimbabwe
and neighboring South Africa.”Zimbabwe
parks and wildlife management authority
announces the sending on leave of the
authority ’s director general,  Edson
Chidziya. The move has been taken to allow
for an audit,” a statement said.”This follows
anomalies in the rhino horn stockpiles
amounting to 228 kilograms.”

Chidziya has been suspended for two
months, the authority said. Zimbabwe has
70 tons of elephant ivory and five tons of

rhino horn which cannot be sold due to a
ban by the Convention on International
trade in Endangered Species (CITES).The
country has in the past appealed to CITES
to be allowed to sell the stockpiles to raise
funds for conservation programs.

The stocks have accumulated from ani-
mals that died of natural causes, while
some were recovered from elephants and
rhinos killed by poachers. Parks authorities
say they lack the funds for patrols to fend
off poachers. Rhinos are targeted by armed
gangs due to the belief in Vietnam and
China that ground-up horn cures diseases
including cancer. Also believed to be an
aphrodisiac, the horn is composed mainly
of keratin, the same component as in
human nails.—AFP
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WASHINGTON: Federal health officials on
Tuesday approved the first pill to treat all
major forms of hepatitis C, the latest in a
series of drug approvals that have
reshaped treatment of the liver-destroying
virus. The Food and Drug Administration
approved the combination pill, Epclusa,
from Gilead Sciences for patients with and
without liver damage. The new drug’s
broad indication could make it easier to use
than five other hepatitis drugs recently
approved by the FDA, which are each tai-
lored to different viral strains or stages of
liver disease.

Gilead’s previous two hepatitis drugs
have raked in billions of dollars by replac-
ing an older, less effective treatment that
involved a grueling pill-and-injection cock-
tail.  But the company’s aggressive
approach to pricing has drawn scorn from
patient groups, insurers and politicians
worldwide. The company said Epclusa will
cost $74,760 for a 12-week course of treat-
ment, or roughly $890 per pill. That’s less
than the initial price for company’s previ-
ous drug, Harvoni, which cost $1,125 per
pill. Gilead’s first hepatitis C drug, Sovaldi,
cost roughly $1,000 per pill, touching off a
national debate about escalating drug
costs.

‘Virus develops slowly’ 
Since 2014, the FDA has approved rival

medications from AbbVie Inc, Merck & Co,
and Bristol-Myers Squibb Co that have
helped curb prices. Hepatitis C affects at
least 2.7 million people in US and caused
more than 19,000 deaths in 2014, accord-
ing to the Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention. The virus develops slowly over
decades and many people don’t realize
they are infected until signs of liver dam-
age emerge, including yellowish skin, dark
urine and fatigue. 

Some develop liver cancer or cirrhosis
and require a liver transplant, but many die
before a match is available. Baby boomers
are five times more likely to have the virus
than people in other age groups. Gilead’s
new pill combines Sovaldi with a new drug
that attacks the virus using a different
mechanism. The daily pill can treat all six
genetic subtypes of the virus and cures 95
percent of patients in three months,
according to clinical trial data reviewed by
the FDA. 

The drug is designed to be used in com-
bination with ribavirin, an older antiviral
drug. The most common side effects with
Epclusa included headache and fatigue,
according to the FDA. Although profession-
al medical societies recommend Gilead
drugs as first-line treatments for anyone
with hepatitis C, a Senate investigation last
year found that high costs resulted in less
than 3 percent of the potentially eligible
Medicaid beneficiaries getting treatment in
2014.

Medicaid is the federal-state health pro-
gram for low-income people. In 2015,
Harvoni was the top-selling prescription
drug in the world with over $18 billion in
global sales, according to IMS Health.
Sovaldi ranked eighth, pulling in $6.6 bil-
lion in sales. Shares of Gilead Sciences Inc.,
which is based in Foster City, California,
rose $4.06, or 5.2 percent, to $82.31 on
Tuesday.—AP
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WASHINGTON: This photo provided by Gilead Sciences, Inc shows the drug Epclusa.—AP


