
In this file photo, a new disclosure statement is displayed on a package of Peanut M&M’s candy in Montpelier, Vt, saying they are “Partially pro-
duced with genetic engineering.” Genetically manipulated food remains generally safe for humans and the environment, a high-powered sci-
ence advisory board declared in a report on Tuesday, May 17, 2016. — AP 

WASHINGTON: Genetically manipulated food
remains generally safe for humans and the environ-
ment, a high-powered science advisory board
declared in a report Tuesday. The National
Academies of Science, Engineering and Medicine
concluded that tinkering with the genetics of what
we eat doesn’t produce the “Frankenfood” monster
some opponents claim - but it isn’t feeding the world
with substantially increased yields, as proponents
promised. With the line between engineered and
natural foods blurring thanks to newer techniques
such as gene editing, the 408-page report said, regu-
lators need to make their safety focus more on the
end product of the food that’s made rather than the
nuts and bolts of how it’s made.

Social and cultural factors
The report waltzed a bit around the hot political

issue of whether genetically modified food should be
labeled. The study’s authors said labels aren’t needed
for food safety reasons but potentially could be justi-
fied because of transparency, social and cultural fac-
tors, somewhat similar to made-in-America stickers.
That stance was praised by some environmental and
consumer groups, but criticized by some scientists as
unnecessary because the food poses no unique risks.
There’s no evidence of environmental problems
caused by genetically modified crops, but pesticide
resistance is a problem, the report said. Farms that
use genetically modified crops in general are helped,
but it may be a different story for smaller farmers and
in poorer areas of the world, it said.

Most of the modified plants are soybean, cotton,
corn and canola; in most cases, genetic tinkering has
made them resistant to certain herbicides and

insects. When farms switched from conventional
crops to the engineered varieties, there was no sub-
stantial change in the yield compared to non-engi-
neered food. Production in general is increasing in
agriculture, but US Department of Agriculture data
don’t show that genetically engineered crops are
increasing at a higher rate, despite experimental
results suggest that they should, the report said.

Farmers gaining
“Farmers in general are gaining,” with less pesti-

cide use and a bit higher yield, academy committee
chairman Fred Gould said at a Tuesday news confer-
ence. The nuanced report first said it is important not
to make sweeping statements on genetically engi-
neered foods, which it called GE. Still, “the committee
concluded that no differences have been found that
implicate a higher risk to human health safety from
these GE foods than from their non-GE counterparts.”

The National Academy, established by President
Abraham Lincoln to provide scientific advice, has
issued reports before saying it could find no safety
problem with eating genetically modified food. But
the academy committee chairman Fred Gould of
North Carolina State University said this report is dif-
ferent because his study team started by listening to
critics of such foods and examined anew more than
1,000 studies. “To some extent we know more about
some genetically engineered food than we do about
other food,” committee member Dominique Brossard
of the University of Wisconsin said. “There are limits to
what can be known about any food. That’s something
we’re not used to hearing as consumers.”

Many scientists who work on the issue but weren’t
part of the study team lauded the report as sensible,

but not surprising. Mark Sorrells at Cornell called it
“very well balanced, accurate, and reiterates much of
what has already been published many times.”
“Science is science, facts are facts,” emailed Bruce
Chassy, an emeritus professor of biochemistry and
food science at the University of Illinois. “There’s just
no sound basis for their opposition just as there was
never any scientific basis to believe GM plants should
be viewed any differently than any other.”

One dissenter was Charles Benbrook, who used to
be at Washington State University but is now a private
consultant. He said he feels the risks of genetically
engineered food are more serious than more main-
stream scientists do, and that the human health
assessments aren’t ample enough. Some groups criti-
cal of genetically engineering foods criticized the
report before it came out. Food & Water Watch criti-
cized the National Academy as taking funding from
biotechnology firms and using “pro-GMO scientists”
to write its reports. 

The report was funded by the Burroughs
Wellcome Fund, the Gordon and Betty Moore
Foundation, the New Venture Fund, the US
Department of Agriculture and the academy itself -
none of which have direct connections to the agricul-
tural biotechnology industry. It was peer reviewed by
outside experts and committee members are vetted
for financial conflicts of interests, said academy
spokesman William Kearney. Unlike many scientists,
Marion Nestle of New York University, who was a
reviewer but not author of the report, said “the report
reveals how little is known about the effects of GE
foods.” She said if the people behind the report want-
ed to end the polarization over these foods, “this
won’t do the trick.”— AP 
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LONDON: AstraZeneca Chief Executive
Pascal Soriot is a big believer in science, and
the biggest experiment of his career is the
reinvention of the drugmaker. The $500 mil-
lion corporate headquarters and research
hub emerging amid cranes on the southern
edge of the university town of Cambridge
symbolizes his aim to create a science-led
company with uniquely close ties to acade-
mia. For employees, these are uncomfort-
able times. Thousands of job have been cut
globally at the company in the past three
years, with more to come. Some staff are
also reluctant to move to Cambridge, with
its high house prices, from north-west
England where the company has a strong
presence dating from its time as part of the
old ICI chemicals empire.

Soriot, however, relishes the chance to
shake things up by setting up home near
world-renowned university labs - where he
says the firm is better placed to hire the
“best of the best” - while shrinking its opera-
tions to focus on core areas like cancer, res-
piratory and cardiovascular disease. “In the
past, we’ve had too much stability,” the CEO
said in an interview with Reuters that gives
some of the clearest indications yet of the

scale of the cultural change he intends to
push through at the company. “We had peo-
ple who never moved and turnover of 1 or 2
percent. That might sound good but it’s
actually not, because you don’t have new
ideas flowing through the place.”

The stakes are high. Two years after
spurning a $100 billion bid from Pfizer,
AstraZeneca is going through the biggest
“cliff” of patent expiries the drug industry has
ever seen, wiping off more than half of its
sales - or $17 billion - in 2011-2017. That has
forced Soriot to seek new routes to profit
and his overhaul of the company is now
entering a pivotal phase, with make-or-break
trial results and drug approvals due over the
next 12 months, coinciding with the move to
Cambridge. As with any experiment, the out-
come of Soriot’s reinvention is uncertain -
and investors are divided. Neil Woodford of
Woodford Investment Management, the
seventh largest AstraZeneca shareholder, is
convinced the company will re-emerge as a
successful player focused on specialty drugs
like cancer treatments rather than mass-
market medicines. He has added to his stake
recently. But Andy Smith, chief investment
officer at fund manager Mann Bioinvest,

says Soriot has yet to prove his plan will pay
off. “The big question hanging over his
tenure is how close he can get to showing
actual value from the pipeline, rather than
promised value,” he said.

‘Imploding’
No other pharmaceutical company has

moved itself wholesale to an academic cen-
tre. Soriot argues the move is already paying
off for some 1,600 staff, nearly a quarter of its
UK workforce, now in rented space around
Cambridge who are liaising far more closely
with academic researchers. “It is fundamen-
tally changing the way we operate,” said the
56-year-old, who trained as a veterinarian in
France. Most of the staff will move into the
new building from late 2017. Soriot said he
had no choice but to overhaul AstraZeneca
when he took over in October 2012, due to
the patent “cliff”. “The company was implod-
ing,” he said bluntly. His answer has been to
invest in internal research and bolt-on acqui-
sitions, including more than $7 billion of
deals at the end of 2015, to rebuild the com-
pany’s drug pipeline.

This includes cancer drugs that boost
the immune system, which are the hottest

area of drug research right now, although
AstraZeneca also has high hopes for other
approaches to fighting tumors. That makes
oncology the area with the greatest poten-
tial to drive future sales at AstraZeneca, as
the company grapples with a wave of
patent expiries on older products, such as

its cholesterol fighter Crestor and stomach
acid pill Nexium. Investors are anxious for
proof Soriot’s prescription will work, since
AstraZeneca shares are languishing 28 per-
cent below the 55 pounds offered by Pfizer
and earnings are expected to fall in 2016
and 2017.  — Reuters

GOTHENBURG, Sweden: CEO of pharmaceutical and biologics company
AstraZeneca’s Swedish branch Jan-Olof Jacke (right) shakes hands with Chile’s
President Michelle Bachelet (center) as Sweden’s Queen Silvia and King Carl
Gustaf look on, during a visit at AstraZeneca in Gothenburg, Sweden. Bachelet
was in Sweden for a three day official visit. — AFP

CHICAGO: Almost half of all heart attacks cause
no obvious symptoms, yet they can still be life-
threatening, according to research on more
than 9,000 middle-aged men and women. It’s
one of the biggest studies to examine so-called
silent heart attacks, and to also explore them
across racial and gender groups. Researchers at
Wake Forest University’s medical school led the
government-funded study. Results were pub-
lished online Monday in the American Heart
Association’s journal, Circulation.

The details
Middle-aged adults from four US commu-

nities were enrolled: Washington County,
Maryland; suburban Minneapolis; Jackson,
Mississippi and Forsyth County, North
Carolina. The study’s aim was to examine caus-
es of age-related artery damage that can lead
to heart disease. Whites and blacks were
included. Participants had periodic clinic
exams including electrocardiograms and
phone interviews with the researchers. They
were followed for about 13 years.

Results
Overall, 45 percent of heart attacks were the

silent kind, which are usually discovered some
point later when a patient has an abnormal EKG
reading that suggests previous heart damage.
Silent heart attacks were found on EKGs in 317
participants, or about 3 percent, who hadn’t
had suspicious symptoms. By contrast, 386

patients, or 4 percent, had full-blown heart
attacks with symptoms. Symptoms often
include chest pain, jaw and arm pain and short-
ness of breath. Silent heart attacks may cause
mild fatigue or other vague symptoms that
don’t seem serious.

The risks
About 1,830 participants died during the

study, 189 of them from heart disease. Those
who had silent heart attacks were three times
more likely to die from heart-related causes dur-
ing the study than those without heart attacks.
Among participants who had classic heart
attacks, these deaths were five times more com-
mon than among those without heart attacks.

Comparisons
Both types of heart attacks were most com-

mon in men. Classic heart attacks were more
common in white men; the rates were about
equal in black men. Among black women, silent
heart attacks were more common than classic
attacks; among white women the rates were
about the same. Previous studies on the preva-
lence of silent heart attacks have had varying
results ranging from about 20 percent to 60
percent of all heart attacks. The authors of the
current research note that many were on small-
er, less diverse groups of patients. Smoking and
family history of heart disease were slightly less
common among silent heart attack patients but
otherwise the groups were pretty similar. — AP 
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Almost half of heart attacks 
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GULF OF MEXICO: Sharks swim around a platform
off Mexico’s east coast as scientists drill deep into
the ocean floor, extracting the remains of the aster-
oid widely blamed for the demise of the dinosaurs.
Some 30 meters (98 feet) above the ocean floor, the
researchers pull out cylinders filled with rocks that
could unlock the mysteries of life and death caused
by the cataclysmic crash in the Gulf of Mexico some
66 million years ago. The remains of the space rock
might even give them clues about the possibility of
life on other planets.

The $15 million Expedition 364, an international
team at sea since April, is the first to peer into the off-
shore side of the 200-kilometer wide Chicxulub
crater. The crater is large enough to also straddle part
of Mexico’s Yucatan peninsula. “One of the exciting
questions is what caused the environmental changes
that led to a mass extinction and what insights arise
from biologic recovery in the Paleogene (period),”
Sean Gulick, professor at the Institute of Geophysics
of the University of Texas, told AFP in the first visit for
journalists to the platform.

The search is like looking for a needle in a
haystack because the asteroid was pulverized by
its apocalyptic impact, which destroyed 75 percent
of life on Earth. A team of 30 geologists, paleontol-
ogists and microbiologists from the United States,

Mexico, Japan, China, Australia, Canada and
Europe are working on the platform, which is
located 33 kilometers off the Mexican coastline.
The scientists are drilling 1.5 kilometers (one mile)
below the ocean floor, seeking microfossils and
remains from the space rock.

Life in other planets?
Wearing helmets and protective gear, the scien-

tists communicate with hand signals or by screaming
over the loud noise from the heavy machinery as
they work around the clock on the L/B Myrtle plat-
form, a flat, seagoing vessel that jacks up on three pil-
lars. As they removed dark rocks from a meter-long
tube, Auriol Rae, a geologist from the Imperial
College of London, could hardly contain his excite-
ment. “These are the rocks we expected, but 30
meters shallower than we thought it would be,” Rae
said, staring at the material that will later be cleaned,
refrigerated and analyzed.

The rocks will be sent to Bremen, Germany, when
the mission ends in early June, so that scientists can
write about their discoveries. For now, they know
that the asteroid’s impact was so powerful caused
material to fly into orbit and fall back into Earth like
fireballs. Later, ash covered the skies, turning the
planet into a dark and cold place. “This created a

chain of extinction. Months later, the dust fell on the
continents and oceans, changing the chemistry of
the oceans,” said expedition chief Jaime Urrutia, presi-
dent of the Mexican Science Academy. While there
are still debates about whether the asteroid is solely
to blame for the disappearance of dinosaurs, scien-
tists agree that it caused great destruction and had a
role in how life evolved after its crash.

The scientists of the International Ocean
Discovery Program (IODP) and the International
Continental Scientific Drilling Program (ICDP) hope
that Expedition 364 can provide more answers about
how life was extinguished on Earth, and then revived
following the asteroid’s crash. They have extracted
thin and clear or black and shiny rocky material, as
well as yellowish or green sediment. Each layer corre-
sponds to a moment in time between the
Cretaceous-the last period of the dinosaurs-and
Paleogene periods, said Ligia Perez, of the National
Autonomous University of Mexico.

The crater has a circle of mountains known as the
“peak ring” that are up to 500 meters high. The Myrtle
platform’s three pillars stand on top of one of those
peaks. “There’s so much fracturing of rocks inside the
peak ring that you think hot fluids rushed through it,
that we might anticipate that there’s a great place for
microbial life to occupy,” Gulick said. — AFP 

Sailors and workers load members’ luggage onto the L/B MYRTLE Offshore
Support Vessel - a scientific platform working in the Gulf of Mexico. — AFP 

SYDNEY: Any major coal spill on Australia’s
Great Barrier Reef could kill some colorful
corals within two weeks and stunt the growth
of fish and seagrass, a new study revealed
Tuesday.  While coal spills are rare, environ-
mentalists have been increasingly concerned
about the risks to the reef from ships carrying
the commodity mined in Queensland state
through its waters.

The study, published in Nature Scientific
Reports, is the first to examine the effect of fine
coal particles on tropical marine organisms.
“Results demonstrate that chronic coal expo-
sure can cause considerable lethal effects on
corals, and reductions in seagrass and fish
growth rates,” it said. In experiments in which
marine species were exposed to varying levels
of fine coal particles, the researchers found that
it had a “smothering” impact on corals, co-
author Mia Hoogenboom said.

Hoogenboom, from Australia’s Centre of
Excellence for Coral Reef Studies, said there
was a stickiness to coal dust which formed a
film on coral which light struggled to pene-
trate. “From our study it was the coral that was
the most vulnerable, where we saw extensive
mortality of the coral tissue,” she said. “For the
sea grass and the fish we saw lower levels of
mortality but we did see significant impacts on
their growth rates.” Kathryn Berry, who led the
experimental research, said corals exposed to
the highest concentrations of coal dust died

within two weeks. “Corals exposed to lower
concentrations of coal lasted longer, but most
of them also died after four weeks of exposure,”
she said in a statement.

Berry said while some fish and seagrass died
from coal dust exposure, it was more likely to
stunt their growth by half compared to how
they would have grown in clean water. The reef
is suffering its worst bleaching in recorded his-
tory with 93 percent of corals affected due to
warming sea temperatures. Any coal spill would
add to problems caused by farming run-off,
development and the coral-eating crown-of-
thorns starfish. A catastrophe was averted
when the Chinese-registered coal carrier Shen
Neng 1 foundered in the marine park in 2010.
But the huge ship gouged a three kilometer-
long (1.8 mile) scar in the reef and was stranded
for nine days before salvagers could refloat it.

Queensland state Environment Minister
Steven Miles moved to reassure people, saying
the reef was “the most strictly regulated ship-
ping area in the world”. The transit of coal
through the World Heritage-listed marine park
was not, he stressed, the biggest threat to the
reef. “The main localized threats are sediment
and nutrient run-off from the land and the big
long-term threat is climate change,” he said in
comments cited by the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation. “Shipping is something we need to
very closely regulate but we shouldn’t let us dis-
tract us from what the main threats are.” — AFP 

Coal spill risk to Australia 
Great Barrier Reef: Study

At sea, scientists drill into crater for dinosaur clues

Pascal Soriot’s big experiment: Reinventing AstraZeneca
Crucial phase for firm, two years after seeing off Pfizer


