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NEW YORK: Dale Earnhardt Jr., your work is
done. Long ago, you escaped the enormous
shadow of your father. Lately, you’ve ensured an
important legacy all your own by raising a cau-
tion flag on head injuries in NASCAR.

Now, it’s time to seriously consider walking
away. For good. Earnhardt is already sitting out
the rest of 2016 to deal with the lingering effects
of yet another concussion, but he made it clear
that he hopes to be back behind the wheel next
February for the season-opening Daytona 500.
“My heart is there to continue,” he said Sunday at
Darlington Raceway.  “And if my doctor says that
I’m physically able to continue, then that’s an
easier decision for me to make. It’s not some-
thing that I think about. We’re trying to focus on
just getting well and getting normal.”

There’s no doubt that NASCAR will be rooting
for his recovery, given the sport’s dwindling tele-
vision ratings and ever-increasing number of
empty seats at the tracks. Earnhardt remains the
sport’s most popular driver, and to have him
walk away would be a huge blow given the
reluctance of the fan base to embrace a new
generation of stars.

But Junior can’t worry about any of that. He’s
got bigger issues to consider. Earnhardt should
give a hard look at all those former giants of the
NFL whose brains were addled by one brutal hit
after another, who died far too young or lived
out their years in the cruel isolation of dementia.
No one knows for sure what another hard crash
would do to Earnhardt’s brain. He might be fine.
He might not be. “There are different levels of
concussion. There are individual differences. The
age the concussion occurs plays a part,” said Dr.
Katherine Dec, a professor at the Virginia
Commonwealth University School of Medicine
who specializes in sports-related concussions.

“We’d all love to have an easy answer,” she
added. “That’s what everyone wants to know,
something that makes the decision kind of black
and white.  But the brain is a miraculous thing.
There are still a lot of things we don’t know.”

Previous concussions
We know that Earnhardt, at the very least,

had two concussions about six weeks apart in
2012, which was the wakeup call that everyone
in NASCAR needed to address an issue that had
long been swept under the rug. Junior sat out
two races that year and sought out concussion
experts to get the lowdown on potential prob-
lems down the road.

He became the most vocal advocate for brain
safety, prompting NASCAR to mandate that all

national series drivers undergo preseason neu-
rocognitive baseline testing as part of a compre-
hensive concussion program. He also joined a
growing list of athletes by saying he would
donate his brain to science after his death, so it
can be studied for signs of Chronic Traumatic
Encephalopathy. That will  go down as
Earnhardt’s most lasting impact on the sport, far
more important than his two Daytona 500 victo-
ries or those other 24 career wins, or even the
impressive feat of making a name for himself in a
sport still dominated by the towering presence
of his late father, a seven-time Cup champion.

Junior certainly sent the right message again
when he stepped out of the car after another
hard crash at Michigan this summer. He actually
managed to compete in the next three races
before the concussion symptoms cropped up
again.  He had missed six races before announc-
ing Friday he was done for the year, meaning
he’ll miss the final 18 events of 2016.

Dr. Raj K. Narayan, the head of neurosurgery
at North Shore University Hospital in Manhasset,
New York, and LIJ Medical Center in New Hyde
Park, New York, said it’s impossible for those on
the outside to know exactly what Earnhardt is

going through. But there are some common-
sense aspects that should be taken into account
when dealing with any head injury. “The science
has not gotten to the point yet where we can
accurately qualify the amount of brain damage
that already occurred, except to say that the
more times you get injured and the more
injuries you have, it makes total sense that it is
likely to affect you more,” he said. “I think it’s
quite clear that repeated, multiple injuries
increase your risk of becoming demented with
the passage of time.”

Of course, it was probably a lot easier for
Earnhardt to make peace with sitting out the
rest of the year than it would be for him to call it
a career, given his potential - if healthy - to race
at a high level for several more seasons. He had
three victories in 2015, four the previous year.
While Earnhardt has never won a season cham-
pionship, he’s been a perennial Chase contender.

Let’s just hope when Earnhardt sits down
with his doctors, when he talks this over with his
family and closest friends, he errs on the side of
caution. He’s already done so much for the sport.
He’s certainly made his daddy proud. He
deserves to live a long, healthy life. — AP
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DARLINGTON, SOUTH CAROLINA: Dale Earnhardt Jr., left, and team owner Rick Hendrick dur-
ing a news conference before the NASCAR Sprint Cup Series auto race at Darlington Raceway
on Sunday. — AP

AFGHANISTAN: An Afghan health worker administers polio drops to a child during a
polio vaccination campaign in the Surkh Rod district of Nangarhar province on
August 29, 2016. — AP

LAGOS, Nigeria: Rotary Club says the
World Health Organization is confirming a
third case of polio in Nigeria: A crippled
toddler found in an area newly liberated
from Boko Haram Islamic extremists.

The West African nation that once was
the epicenter of the wild polio virus had
been declared polio-free last year. 

But two cases were discovered last
month among refugees from areas recently

won back by Nigeria’s military.
It was an indicator that Nigeria’s war on

polio cannot be won until it overcomes the
insurgency by extremists who are violently
opposed to Western medicine. Rotary Club
is part of a new emergency vaccination
drive. WHO has said the virus has been cir-
culating undetected for five years in Borno
state, where Boko Haram began its Islamic
uprising in 2009. — AP
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ROME: Scientists on yesterday revealed
part of the secret to why a small village
in southern Italy has an unusual num-
ber of centenarians-low levels of a par-
ticular hormone that affects circulation.

Italian and US experts have spent the
last six months investigating the
extraordinary longevity of residents of
Acciaroli, where more than one in 10 —
81 at the mayor’s last count-of the vil-
lage’s population of 700 is over 100
years old. 

Acciaroli is part of the Cilento coast,
an area of outstanding natural beauty
where the late US nutritionist Ancel Keys
first established convincing evidence of
the health benefits of a Mediterranean
diet based on olive oil and rich in fresh
fruit, vegetables and fish. As well as
reaching extremely old age, people in
Acciaroli and tiny communities nearby
also seem to be largely immune to
dementia, heart disease and other
chronic conditions associated with age-
ing in most of the Western world.

Researchers from Rome’s Sapienza
University and the San Diego School of
Medicine said Monday that the expla-
nation could lie in low levels of
adrenomedullin, a hormone that acts to
widen blood vessels.

Adrenomedullin is present “in a much
reduced quantity in the subjects studied
and seems to act as a powerful protect-
ing factor, helping the optimal develop-
ment of microcirculation”, or capillary
circulation, they said in a statement.

Capillary blood vessels tend to
degenerate in older people, but the
seniors in Cilento had capillaries of the
sort found in much younger people,
even those in their 20s. The study also
found “metabolites present (in the bod-
ies of those studied) which may have a
positive influence on longevity and the
well-being of Cliento’s centenarians”,
the statement said, without giving fur-
ther details.

The researchers have decided to
extend the study and expand their
research, including by launching a
fundraising campaign. Aside from
blood tests, the researchers also carried
out cardiac and neurological tests, Alan
S. Maisel, the San Diego cardiologist
heading up the project, told AFP.

The scientists are looking into
whether genetics could combine with
lifestyle factors-diet and physical activi-
ty-to extend the villagers’ longevity. The
Cilento locals all eat rosemary-known to
improve brain function-almost every
day, and also all practise some physical
activity daily, such as fishing, walking or
gardening, another line of enquiry for
the scientists.

Before Monday’s release of results,
Maisel also pointed to what may be
another important ingredient in the recipe
for a long and happy life. “Sexual activity
among the elderly appears to be ram-
pant,” Maisel said.  “Maybe living long has
something to do with that, it’s probably
the good air and the joie de vivre.” — AFP
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PARIS: A toothy, dolphin-like predator which
prowled the oceans in the Jurassic era, when
dinosaurs roamed the Earth, has been uncovered
in a Scottish museum where it lay buried for 50
years, scientists said yesterday.

First discovered in 1966, the fossil has at last
been freed from its prehistoric sarcophagus to
reveal a chunky, four-meter-long (13 feet) deep-sea
killer-its pointed mouth bristling with hundreds of
cone-shaped teeth. “It is spectacular,” said paleon-
tologist Steve Brusatte of the University of
Edinburgh’s School of Geosciences, who helped
expose the 170 million-year-old remains.

Dubbed the Storr Lochs Monster, the reptile
belonged to the ichthyosaur family-scary-looking,
finned hunters sometimes called sea dragons-that
died out shortly before the dinosaurs, to be
replaced by dolphins and whales.

Encased in rock, this set of remains was found
by an amateur on a beach on the Isle of Skye 50
years ago, and presented to the National Museum
of Scotland. “For half a century the museum kept
the fossil safe and secure, but there wasn’t the
expertise to free it from the very dense rock that

surrounded it, or the expertise to study it,” Brusatte
told AFP. “But now we finally have that expertise...
and have realised that this skeleton is the most
complete fossil of a sea reptile ever found in
Scotland. The fossil monster will go on display at
the museum as the “crown jewel” of Scottish pre-
history, the scientist added. Earlier this year,

researchers said prehistoric global warming had
wiped out the ichthyosaurs after an impressive
157-million-year deep-sea reign. There had been
several sub-species. For Brusatte, these creatures
are much more impressive than their fictional
Scottish counterpart, the Loch Ness Monster, could
ever hope to be. — AFP
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EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND: This handout picture released from the University of Edinburgh on
September 5, 2016, shows an artist rendering of a Jurassic marine reptile known as
ichthyosaur. —AFP


