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CAPE CANAVERAL: NASA’s Cassini space-
craft faces one last perilous adventure
around Saturn. Cassini swings past Saturn’s
mega moon Titan early Saturday for a gravi-
ty-assisted, orbit-tweaking nudge. “That
last kiss goodbye,” as project manager Earl
Maize calls it, will push Cassini onto a path
no spacecraft has gone before - into the
gap between Saturn and its rings. It ’s
treacherous territory. A particle from the
rings - even as small as a speck of sand -
could cripple Cassini, given its velocity.

Cassini will make its first pass through
the relatively narrow gap Wednesday.
Twenty-two crossings are planned, about
one a week, until September, when Cassini
goes in and never comes out, vaporizing in
Saturn’s atmosphere. Launched in 1997,
Cassini reached Saturn in 2004 and has
been exploring it from orbit ever since. Its
European traveling companion, Huygens,
landed on Titan in 2005. Cassini’s fuel tank
is practically empty, so with little left to
lose, NASA has opted for a risky, but sci-
ence-rich grand finale.

“What a spectacular end to a spectacu-
lar mission,” said Jim Green, NASA’s plane-
tary science division director. “I feel a little
sad in many ways that Cassini’s discoveries
will end. But I’m also quite optimistic that
we’re going to discover some new and
really exciting science as we probe the
region we’ve never probed before.” There’s
no turning back once Cassini flies past
Titan, Maize said. 

The spacecraft on Wednesday will hurtle
through the 1,200-mile-wide gap between

Saturn’s atmosphere and its rings, at a
breakneck 70,000-plus mph.

Easy shot
From a navigation standpoint, “this is an

easy shot,” Maize said. The operation will be
run from NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory
in Pasadena, California. The concern is
whether computer models of Saturn’s rings
are accurate. On a few of the crossings,
Cassini is “kind of flirting with the edge of
where we think it’s safe,” he noted. For at
least the first trip through the gap, Cassini’s
big dish antenna will face forward to shield
the science instruments from any ring par-
ticles that might be lurking there. 

A couple instruments will provide a
quick rundown on the dust situation.
Scientists anticipate lots of lightweight
impacts, since the spacecraft will be going
through extremely small material, more like
smoke than distinct particles. Material from
the innermost D ring - which is slowly
extending into Saturn - should be diffuse
enough “that we should be fine,” Maize said.

If the models are wrong and Cassini is
clobbered by BB-size material, it still will
end up exactly where NASA is aiming for
on Sept 15 - at Saturn. The space agency
wants to keep the 22-foot-high, 13-foot-
wide spacecraft away from Titan and its
lakes of liquid methane and from the ice-
encrusted moon Enceladus and its under-
ground ocean and spouting geysers. It
doesn’t want to shower contaminating
wreckage onto these worlds that might
harbor life. —AP

Last adventure ahead for NASA’s 
Cassini spacecraft at Saturn

IN SPACE: This undated photo made available by NASA shows one of Saturn’s moons,
Mimas, dwarfed by the planet’s rings.—AP

SEATTLE: Inspectors who visited Washington
state’s largest psychiatric hospital found that safe-
ty problems that thrust the facility into the nation-
al spotlight after the escape of two dangerous
patients a year ago persist, including neglected
patients. And a survey of Western State Hospital
staff, conducted as part of federal oversight in
December and January, found that administrators
make decisions that “adversely affect patient safe-
ty” and there was a lack of trained or qualified
staff, fear of retaliation from managers and too
much focus on bureaucracy over staff safety.

The survey and the consultants’ report were
obtained by The Associated Press from someone
close to the hospital who requested anonymity
for fear of retaliation. State officials say they are
making progress, including hiring additional
staff members, as they try to turn around the
facility since the patients escaped in April 2016.
They say correcting problems that have devel-
oped over decades will take time to resolve. Dr
Joseph Wainer, a psychiatrist at the hospital, said
the problems continue. He wrote a letter to the
editor that recently appeared in the Tacoma,
Washington, newspaper in which he alleged
that management at the facility was traumatiz-
ing employees and patients.

“I see people who’ve been told that their per-
spective is ignorant, who have been ignored,
shamed and intimidated into silence by an
increasingly authoritarian leadership,” he wrote.
Wainer told AP in an email this week that the hos-
pital placed him “under investigation.” Wainer said
the investigation was “quite frightening” and “I still
don’t know exactly what they’re suggesting I did
wrong.” Wainer said investigations are often used
to “discredit and to intimidate both the person
investigated and those who might question con-
templating the executive leadership.”

Kelly Stowe, a spokeswoman for the health
department, said the agency couldn’t confirm or
deny an investigation because they don’t com-
ment on personnel actions. “What I can tell you is
that we don’t restrict an employee’s right to free
speech,” she said. A judge recently issued an
injunction against the hospital that requires it to
address a pattern of retaliation against staffers by
the end of April, and also ordered a $1.1 million

award for a case involving a former worker who
faced retaliation when he reported patient neglect.

Treatment plan
A consulting firm hired by the state to iden-

tify areas for improvement visited the hospital
in January and February and found many
patients were left alone or ignored. After the
2016 escape, which led to a statewide man-
hunt, the hospital was hit with a series of
health and safety violations that put it at risk of
losing the millions it receives from the Centers
for Medicare and Medicaid Services. Gov. Jay
Inslee then fired the hospital’s CEO and sought
state funds to hire more staff.  The state
Department of Social and Health Services
entered into an agreement with federal offi-
cials in June that required it to fix the problems
by July 2017 or face losing its funding and
accreditation. At a news conference last week
outside the hospital,  Inslee and new CEO
Cheryl Strange said they’ve made significant
improvements in patient safety and staffing
levels. He said he hopes to get more money to
continue the work of fixing the hospital.

Carla Reyes, assistant secretary for the DSHS,
said the facility has used the recent surveys and

report to make improvements. “The scope of
improvement necessary at WSH is the result of
decades of underfunding and the changes
needed take time to implement,” Reyes said. “We
have made great strides and continue making
necessary changes every day.”

Besides noting that they’ve hired additional
staffers, the state did not cite the number of new
violations they’ve had or the number of over-
time hours worked by staff. The state health
agency inspected the hospital in late March and
reported a patient safety violation involving
nursing staff and a patient’s treatment plan. The
patient’s doctor had ordered a special diet of
thick liquids for a patient who had trouble swal-
lowing. The patient was to be in a nurse’s line of
sight during all meals, due to the danger of aspi-
ration. That information was never entered into
the patient’s treatment plan, which put the
patient at risk, officials said. The state said that
based on these findings, it has “reviewed and
updated plans for all patients with special diets.”
In the survey, staff said managers were con-
cerned only with paperwork, rejected requests
for changes that would improve safety and criti-
cized staff or handled discipline problems in
front of others. — AP
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‘Reviewed and updated plans for all patients with special diets’

WASHINGTON: The entrance to Western State Hospital is seen in Lakewood, Wash.

WASHINGTON: A security officer stands on steps at the entrance to Western State Hospital, in
Lakewood, Wash.—AP photos

BARCELONA: Scientists have discovered a
fossilized footprint from about 247 to 248
million years ago in the Pyrenees moun-
tains in Spain which they believe was made
by a previously unknown species of reptile.
The footprint was found among a series of
tracks made by the ancestors of crocodiles
and dinosaurs, a group known as
archosauromorphs, the researchers from
the Autonomous University of Barcelona
and the Catalan Institute of Palaeontology
said in a statement. The scientists dubbed
the new species of reptile Prorotodactylus
mesaxonichnus in an article published in
scientific journal Plos One. 

They believe the species looked like a
crocodile but with wider legs and was about
a meter-and-a-half long. The researchers
said the footprints suggest the tracks which

they found in the Pyrenees mountains in
northeastern Spain on the border with
France were made by animals that used all
four limbs to walk and often also left marks
with their tails. “The new Pyrenean foot-
prints indicate that these animals used all
four limbs to walk and often also left marks
with their tails,” said Catalan Institute of
Palaeontology researcher Josep Fortuny.

The researchers believe the archosauro-
morphs dominated the river beds of the
ancient Pyrenees. They said they are now
looking for fossilized bones of the animals
that made the tracks. At the time, the Earth
was very different from today, with conti-
nents grouped into one supercontinent
called Pangaea and the planet was recover-
ing from a mass extinction that wiped out
most animals. —AFP
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