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Out of the countryside, wildlife 
returning to Amsterdam

KOCHI, India: The inventor of an innovative
solar chick incubator, solar milking machine and
solar-powered boat now has his newest item
rolling onto the streets in this southern Indian
city: A solar rickshaw taxi.

Georgekutty Kariyanappally, the founder of
Lifeway Solar Devices Private Ltd., so far has just
one prototype operating on the streets, but has
supplied another 20 to a nearby tourist resort.

In a city where traffic fumes are a worsening
problem, the solar rickshaw, Kariyanappally  said,
is a way of ensuring people don’t have to choose
between effective transport and environmental
protection.

Usually “you have to choose between devel-
opment or the environment,” he said. “But I have
an answer.” Solar vehicles are not entirely new in
Asia. Solar rickshaws are on the road in a number
of countries, particularly Thailand; in Cambodia,
a solar-adapted auto rickshaw has even become
a mobile coffee cart. Earlier this year another
Indian engineer drove a solar rickshaw he’d con-
structed from Bengaluru (formerly Bangalore) to
the UK. But Kariyanappally, known in Kochi as
“Solar Man”, has come up with his own version -
just the latest creation in more than 14 years of

work on renewable energy innovations, some of
it backed financially by the National Bank for
Agriculture and Rural Development.

The fledging solar rickshaw - a three-
wheeled, five-seater motorized rickshaw with a
solar panel on the roof - has gained a particular
public following in Kochi since its launch in
August because it is quiet and non-polluting.

‘Breathing fresh air’
In a country where more than half a billion

people don’t own motorised vehicles and rely
instead on hailing taxis - usually auto rickshaws -
the invention could have a big impact on air
quality, noise, health and climate change, back-
ers say. Altogether more than five million auto
rickshaws - favoured because they are cheap,
ubiquitous and able to get through narrow lanes
- ply India’s roads, according to the Indian
Ministry of Surface Transport. Kochi has about
15,000, according to the road transport office in
the city.

“It’s quite similar to an ordinary auto (rick-
shaw) journey except that I am breathing fresh
air instead of polluted air.   This gives me
immense pleasure,” said Vijayakumari, who

recently took a ride in Kariyanappally’s proto-
type. The solar rickshaw can run up to 80 kilome-
ters a day with six hours of charging, with the
range extending to 120 kilometers on a sunny
day, Kariyanappally said.

Solar rickshaws could potentially find a home
in cities such as Mumbai and Kolkata, where
their more polluting cousins have been banned,
replaced with battery-operated electric rick-
shaws, backers say. “Think how much carbon
would be reduced if all the autos in the city were
remodeled as solar autos,” Kariyanappally said.
He noted that a switch to solar transport poten-
tially could also net the country carbon credits.

Cost for drivers?
Some auto rickshaw drivers in Kochi say

they’re interested in the solar models - but
only if they’re affordable and improve incomes
for drivers “Tell me in simple language how
could it helpful in my daily life,” said Biji, one
driver in Kochi, asked about whether he’d con-
sider a solar vehicle. Like most rickshaw drivers
in Kochi, Biju doesn’t own his vehicle, but
instead rents one for 12 hours a day for 250
rupees ($3.75). —Reuters

Robotic scan for horses could 
hold promise for human health

In fume-choked Kochi, a solar 
rickshaw glides to the rescue

Detailed anatomical views in normal state now possible

KENNETT SQUARE: Veterinarians hope an inno-
vative type of CT scan can advance medical care
for horses and possibly be adapted for humans,
eliminating the need for people to lie still inside
a tube. Robotic CT at the University of
Pennsylvania’s veterinary school allows a horse
to remain awake and standing as scanners on
two mechanical arms move around it. The result-
ing high-quality images, including some in 3D,
for the first time offer detailed anatomical views
of the animal in its normal, upright state.

That’s a huge difference from the standard CT
for a horse, which requires administering anes-
thesia, placing the animal on its side and
maneuvering a scanning unit around the affect-
ed area. Not all body parts fit in the machines.

Robotic CT “is much less stressful,” said Dr.
Barbara Dallap Schaer, medical director of Penn
Vet’s New Bolton Center. “It’s a pretty athletic
event for horses to recover from general anes-
thesia.” The New York-based company 4DDI cre-
ated the Equimagine system with components
from robot manufacturer ABB. First unveiled at
Penn last spring, 4DDI now has orders for more
than a dozen units at equine facilities around the
world, according to CEO Yiorgos Papaioannou.
“The word is spreading,” Papaioannou said.

Procedure
At Penn, the large white robotic arms are

installed at a barn at New Bolton Center, the vet
school’s hospital for large animals in the
Philadelphia exurb of Kennett Square. Horses are
given a mild sedative and walked into the facility
for a scan that lasts less than a minute.

CT, or computed tomography, gives pictures
of soft tissues that X-rays can’t. While traditional
CT requires the subject to be still, this new sys-
tem compensates for slight movement.
Eventually, vets hope they’ll be able to capture
CT images of a horse running on a treadmill.

The ease of imaging means more horses can
get preventive scans, said Dr. Dean Richardson,
chief of surgery at New Bolton. As it stands, he
said, many owners are reluctant to have their
horses anesthetized for a diagnostic procedure
because recovery can be treacherous. As the ani-
mals emerge from unconsciousness and woozily
struggle to find their footing, they risk cata-

strophic injury if they stumble.
“So the whole beauty of this technology, we

hope, is that we’re going to be able to scan
much greater numbers of patients much, much
earlier in the process of things like stress-related
injuries in a racehorse,” Richardson said. For
humans, the technology could be helpful when
dealing with squirming children or claustropho-
bic adults. Doctors could also get clearer views
of, say, spinal problems in a standing patient
instead of relying on CT performed while the
person is lying down. Penn’s translational
research team has partnered with other hospi-
tals to look at the possibilities.

“This is an interesting concept - the ability to
image in your natural state,” said Dr. Raul Uppot,
an assistant professor of radiology at Harvard
Medical School who is not involved in the
research. “It does offer something that doesn’t
currently exist in the market (for humans).”

Equimagine’s base cost is $545,000, according
to Papaioannou, though he said some new cus-

tomers are getting the equipment in exchange
for a per-scan fee. The company plans to make
another version of the system for smaller ani-
mals, he said.

Penn’s system was made possible through a
donor, said Dallap Schaer, noting the cost was
comparable to standard CT scanners. Overall
cost for the images will be less than CT scans
that require anesthesia, she said.

Dennis Charles, of Allentown, brought his
horse Bert to Penn Vet for an MRI earlier this
year, before robotic CT was available. The proce-
dure required anesthesia, and Charles said he
was incredibly nervous watching a wobbly Bert
regain consciousness afterward.

Last month, the horse again needed imaging
but was able to have robotic CT. Charles, who
described the robotic system as looking like
something out of “Star Wars,” said the scans
assured him Bert’s leg injury had healed. “They
get really precise images,” he said. “I think it’s a
tremendous piece of equipment.”—AP

KENNETT SQUARE, PENNSYLVANIA: In this Thursday, Sept. 15, 2016, photo, Medical Director
Dr. Barbara Dallap Schaer, right, and Radiologist Dr. Kathryn Wulster hold a horse as a comput-
erized tomography scan is conducted at the University of Pennsylvania’s New Bolton Center
Hospital for Large Animals.—AP

AMSTERDAM: Seals peep from
Amsterdam’s famous canals, while rare bats
huddle in the eaves of houses, next to nest-
ing birds.  Wildlife-of the animal kind-is on
the rise in the teeming Dutch capital.

More than 10,000 different animal
species roam the city’s nooks and crannies,
sharing space already packed with around
800,000 Amsterdamers and millions of
annual tourists, according to a new study.
And it appears to be an exodus out of the
countryside, providing a potent illustration
of the natural world’s extraordinary
resilience, experts and scientists say.

Since 2012 small grey or brown furred
harbor seals have occasionally been known
to travel down from the North Sea coast,
arriving in Amsterdam after slipping
through locks at the town of IJmuiden and
swimming down the North Sea Canal to
the city. 

And on a rare occasions a lucky few spot
the bigger grey seals, a protected European
species with their distinctive mottled coat,
or even the occasional porpoise.
“Biodiversity in Amsterdam has increased
in the last decades, which has not been the
trend nationally or even internationally,”
said Geert Timmermans, head of the city’s
ecology and landscape architecture proj-
ect. The new study of Amsterdam’s biodi-
versity shows more than a quarter of all
animal species living in The Netherlands,
including some 300 protected kinds, are
found in the densely populated city.

Part of the recovery of biodiversity is
attributed to a ban on using pesticides to
control weeds, as well as on farmland
beyond the city limits. And according to
WWF Netherlands, the damage caused by
humans appears to be more limited in
Dutch cities where animal populations
have only fallen by 30 percent since 1990,
compared to the hedgerows and dunes
which have seen a drop of 50 percent and
40 percent in the countryside. Urban plan-
ners meanwhile have also increased their
focus on maintaining so-called “ecological
corridors” or green spaces.

Natural evolution    
“Nature always exists. It adapts, it uses

new situations to ensure that it can install
itself,” said biologist Jelle Reumer, the for-
mer director of Rotterdam’s museum of
natural history. He created waves earlier
this year by suggesting that people should
not try to intervene to save endangered
animals like the panda or rhinoceros, but

should allow things to evolve naturally.
“Extinction is normal. More species have

become extinct throughout geological his-
tory than are alive today,” Reumer, a profes-
sor in Earth Sciences at Utrecht university,
told AFP. It is Amsterdam’s leafier, wetter
outskirts which have proved the most fer-
tile ground for animals looking to set up
home. Here natterjack toads, red squirrels,
foxes and voles along with the blue-
winged grasshopper can be spotted trying
to keep out of the clutches of birds of prey
like hawks and peregrines. A soprano pip-
istrelle bat was spotted in Amsterdam for
the first time last year, while there is “a cau-
tious recovery” of the swift and sparrow
population which had gone into decline.

In cities, where several different micro-
climates can exist, buildings have replaced
cliffs as homes for the pigeons. While the
warmer temperatures-sometimes 10
degrees C higher than in the countryside-
have caused fig trees to flourish in Utrecht
and attracted an Italian grasshopper to The
Netherlands. But other experts argue the
situation is much more complex and it is
hard to compare ecosystems. “There is less
biodiversity in the Arctic compared to trop-
ical rainforests.  But it is just as unique,”
stressed Martin Poot, a researcher with the
Dutch statistics office. “That is the same for
the town or the country.”

The Exterminator   
But in the countryside, the large-scale

industrialisation of agriculture has led to
the disappearance of two-thirds of the wild
birds since the 1960s.  Sightings of cranes,
oystercatchers, redshanks and larks are
increasingly rare. It is mankind turning the
countryside into an “agricultural desert of
cornfields, and cows and only one kind of
grass,” said Reumer

Still, as time passes, species will evolve,
he insisted, adding that “cities are very
young in geological time. Evolution takes
thousands, if not millions of years.”

The Earth is now facing “its sixth wave of
mass extinction,” said Reumer, but it is not
caused by a meteorite such as wiped out
40 to 60 percent of living species at the end
of the Cretaceous period, or a volcanic
eruption which killed off 90 percent of
species in the Permian period some 252
million years ago. Today’s exterminator-in-
chief is mankind. The International Union
for Conservation of Nature estimates some
28 percent of mammal species are current-
ly facing extinction.—AFP


