
H E A LT H  &  S C I E N C E
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 25, 2017

LOS ANGELES: A measles outbreak has
infected at least 18 people in the Los
Angeles area, health officials said
Monday, noting that most of those affect-
ed could show no proof of vaccination.
Officials indicated that at least 16 of the
cases involved people of the same social
group, with local media saying most
belonged to the Orthodox Jewish com-
munity. “We can say that the outbreak has

largely been limited to unvaccinated peo-
ple in a single social group and the dis-
ease is spreading among personal con-
tacts in the group,” Jeffrey Gunzenhauser,
interim health officer at the LA County
Department of Health, said. 

“ There have been no infections
spreading in the general community.”
The outbreak of the highly contagious
virus comes six months after California’s

strict vaccine law went into effect. A
measles outbreak that originated at
Disneyland in 2014 sickened 145 people
across the United States and dozens
more in Canada and Mexico. That
episode led to the new law in California
that requires that all children be vacci-
nated unless a doctor submits an
exemption for medical reasons. 

Personal and religious belief exemp-

tions are not allowed under the new law.
Gunzenhauser said the new outbreak of
measles is affecting individuals older
than 12 years old, who would not be
directly concerned by the new law. He
said the first person was diagnosed in
early December and 16 more cases were
reported in the last three weeks of 2016.
The last case was diagnosed last week. 

Measles is a highly contagious virus

that lives in the nose and throat of an
infected person, and can linger in the air
for hours, according to the US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.
Symptoms include a reddish rash, white
bumps inside the cheeks, a fever, runny
nose and cough. Severe complications
can occur, leading to miscarriage in preg-
nant women as well as the risk of death
by pneumonia or brain swelling.—AFP

Measles outbreak strikes LA’s Orthodox Jewish community

WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump on
Monday signed a decree barring US federal
funding for foreign NGOs that support abortion,
re-launching a battle that has long divided
Americans. “The president, it’s no secret, has
made it very clear he’s a pro-life president. He
wants to stand up for all Americans, including
the unborn,” White House spokesman Sean
Spicer said. “The reinstatement of this policy is
not just something that echoes that value, but
respects taxpayer funding as well.”

The restrictions prohibit foreign non-govern-
mental organizations that receive US family plan-
ning assistance from using non-US funding to
provide abortion services, information, counsel-
ing or referrals. They are also barred from engag-
ing in advocacy to promote abortion. The move
comes just two days after women led a massive
protest march in Washington-with satellite rallies
across the country and around the world-to
defend their rights, including to abortion. And it
also comes a day after the 44th anniversary of
Roe v. Wade, the landmark US Supreme Court
decision that legalized abortion in 1973.

Women will suffer   
Trump’s move deepened concern among

already apprehensive US family planning and
women’s rights organizations. 

“The world’s most vulnerable women will
suffer as a direct result of this policy, which
u n d e r m i n e s  ye a r s  o f  e f fo r t  to  i m p rove
women’s health,” said Planned Parenthood
president Cecile Richards. “ This will cause
clinic closures around the world-resulting in
more unintended pregnanc y and unsafe
abortion, not less.” She vowed her group, the
biggest US provider of family planning, will
“never stop fighting” for access to reproduc-
tive health services.

Trump’s executive order is a “clear assault
on both access  to  health  care  and f ree
speech,” the American Civil Liberties Union
said. Stenny Hoyer, a Democratic leader in the
House of Representatives, sharply criticized
Trump for using his first week in office “to
attack women’s health.” “It should be no sur-
prise to the millions of women and men who
gathered in protest this weekend across the
countr y-and around the world-that
Republicans are focused more on making it
harder for women to access health care than
on the serious economic and security chal-
lenges we face,” he said.

Anti-abortion forces    
Meanwhile, anti-abortion activists  cheered

the move. “Recognizing and affirming the uni-
versal ideal that all human beings have inherent
worth & dignity, is vital to making America great
again,” tweeted Family Research Council leader
Tony Perkins, reprising Trump’s campaign slo-
gan. The restrictions were first put in place in
1984 by Republican president Ronald Reagan.
Later eliminated by Democratic president Bill
Clinton, they were reinstalled by his Republican
successor George W. Bush, and annulled again
after Barack Obama took office.

Galvanized by Trump’s November 8 election,
abortion opponents in states where Republicans
hold power moved swiftly last month to adopt
draconian anti-abortion measures that in some
cases pose challenges to constitutional liberties.
And the new president has surrounded himself
with senior officials openly hostile to abortion
rights. While signing the executive order, he was
surrounded by a dozen men, including Vice
President Mike Pence, who has long sought to dry
up federal funding for Planned Parenthood.
Trump, meanwhile, has pledged to nominate an
anti-abortion justice to the Supreme Court, which
could lead to overturning Roe v. Wade.—AFP
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‘The president takes a stand for the unborn’

PENNSYLVANIA: The Pro-Life Coalition of Pennsylvania holds a rally in July 2016. —AFP

TOKYO: Japan yesterday launched a satellite
to modernize its military communications
and reportedly to better monitor North
Korean missile launches. The Kirameki-2 will
enable ground, sea and air units of the mili-
tary-known as the Self-Defense Forces-to
communicate directly with each other, a
defense ministry official said. “We’ll be able
to exchange a large amount of data more
quickly,” the official said. 

“We currently share information with
voice and by fax” due to limitations in the
speed and capacity of the three civilian
satellites the ministry currently uses, he
said. An H-IIA rocket carrying the satellite,
which means “sparkle” in English, blasted
off from the southern island of
Tanegashima at 4.44 pm local time (0744
GMT).  Public broadcaster NHK said the

ministry would be able to swiftly share
information about ballistic missiles
launched by North Korea or videos of
Japanese troops deployed overseas.

Japan is on constant alert for moves by
North Korea, which conducted two under-
ground nuclear tests and more than 20
missile test-launches last year.  Kirameki-2
is one of three defense communications
satellites that will replace the current civil-
ian ones. 

The total cost for the three comes to
230 billion yen ($2.48 billion), the ministry
said. The ministry planned to launch
Kirameki-1 last year but it is undergoing
repairs after being damaged when being
transported to a launch site in French
Guiana. Its launch is now scheduled for
March 2018 at the earliest.—AFP

JAKARTA: An Indonesian province that suf-
fers annual outbreaks of haze-belching
fires said yesterday it was declaring an early
alert to prevent blazes burning out of con-
trol after forecasters predicted a dry 2017.
Riau, on the western island of Sumatra,
announced the move after a few
“hotspots”-areas of extreme heat detected
by satellites which often indicate fires-were
sighted this month. It came a day after
President Joko Widodo urged local authori-
ties to take early steps to prevent a repeat
of the haze crisis of 2015.

The fires occur every year on Sumatra
and the Indonesian part of Borneo island,
typically during the months-long dry sea-
son later in the year. The fires are deliber-
ately started to clear land quickly and
cheaply for palm oil and pulpwood planta-
tions. The 2015 blazes were among the
worst on record and sent clouds of toxic
smog floating across Southeast Asia, lead-
ing large numbers to fall ill. A US academic
study estimated that the crisis may have
led to over 100,000 premature deaths.

The alert status in Riau-below the more
significant “state of emergency”, which typi-
cally indicates a large number of fires burn-
ing fiercely-was set to remain in place until
April and allows the province to request
more resources from central government.
“We are preparing helicopters for water-
bombing to help the regional government,”
disaster agency spokesman Sutopo Purwo
Nugroho said. Several provinces were criti-
cized in 2015 for failing to declare emer-
gencies quickly enough.

The blazes typically start earlier in Riau
due its high concentration of carbon-rich
peat land and a widespread practice of using
fire to clear land. The Meteorology,
Geophysics and Climatology Agency has
predicted that this year will be drier than
2016, when an unusually long rainy season
prevented major outbreaks of fires. Widodo
urged efforts to stop the blazes including
setting up fire prevention task forces. He told
a meeting of ministers and senior officials: “It
is only January but it is already looking dry,
therefore we cannot be careless.”—AFP
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INDONESIA: This file picture shows a helicopter operated by Indonesia’s National
Disaster Mitigation Agency (BNPB) dropping water over a fire in Kampar, Riau
province. —AFP

NEW DELHI: Scientists will take the tape
measure to Mount Everest to determine
whether a massive earthquake in Nepal
really did knock an inch off the world’s
tallest peak. India’s top surveyor said yes-
terday a team of scientists would be sent
to neighboring Nepal to measure Everest
in the hope of putting to rest a debate
about the true height of the towering
mountain. A deadly 7.8-magnitude earth-
quake struck Nepal in 2015, killing thou-
sands and altering the landscape across
the Himalayan nation.

Satellite data at the time suggested the
impact of the quake reduced Everest’s
peak-which officially stands at 8,848 meters
above sea level-by anywhere between a
few millimeters and an inch. But lingering
doubt among the scientific community has
prompted a fresh expedition to size up the

peak, said India’s surveyor general Swarna
Subba Rao. “We will re measure it,” Rao was
quoted as saying by the Press Trust of India
(PTI) news agency, adding the team would
set off in two months. “Two years have
passed since the major Nepal earthquake
and there’s doubt in the scientific commu-
nity that it did in fact shrink.”

The exercise will require a month for
observation and roughly another fortnight
for the data to be officially declared. Another
official told AFP that a five-member team
would depart for the expedition at winter’s
end, and would take measurements using
instruments on the ground to gauge the
peak’s real height. The earthquake, Nepal’s
deadliest disaster in more than 80 years, is
also believed to have shifted the earth
beneath the capital Kathmandu several
meters to the south.—AFP 

DHAKA: Bangladesh has begun planting
one million palm trees nationwide to help
prevent hundreds of people being killed by
lightning strikes every year, a top official
said yesterday. Authorities last year
declared lightning a natural disaster as offi-
cial tallies recorded more than 200 deaths
in 2016, with 82 people dying on a single
day in May. Experts say the real number
was actually much higher, with one inde-
pendent monitor saying 349 people were
killed by lightning strikes in 2016. Many
people living in rural areas do not report
deaths to the police.

Disaster officials have spent several
months looking at ways to reduce the toll
and the tree planting program is likely to
be the first of several measures brought in
by the government. “We’ve already started
planting palm trees in rural areas in an
effort to reduce the number of deaths due
to lightning,” Shah Kamal, the government’s
disaster management secretary, said. “We’ll
plant one million palm trees by June this
year.” Experts say the high death toll stems

in part from a lack of trees whose branches
can absorb the impact of lightning. 

While the trees are damaged, it means
the electric charge does not course
through the earth. Kamal said a similar pro-
gram in Thailand had already yielded
results, adding that a team of Bangladeshi
officials had also travelled to Vietnam to
study how authorities there protect farm-
ers along the Mekong delta. A top meteor-
ologist who has conducted some research
on lightning said the tree planting should
help ultimately help reduce the number of
deaths, but the benefits would only be felt
some way down the line.

“Palm trees take years to grow. But defi-
nitely, this is a good move by the govern-
ment. It will reduce deaths,” Shah Alam, a
former head of Bangladesh Meteorological
Department, said. Alam said the number of
lightning strikes has increased in
Bangladesh amid increased deforestation
in rural areas where farmers often chop
down trees so they can grow more rice and
other crops.—AFP

PARIS: The first sighting of clustered dwarf galaxies bol-
sters a leading theory about how big galaxies such as our
Milky Way are formed, and how dark matter binds them,
researchers said Monday. Theorized but never seen, the
bundled galaxies were discovered using the largest optical
survey of the night sky ever compiled, they reported in the
journal Nature Astronomy. Seven clusters of three-to-five
galaxies are each 10 to 1,000 times smaller than the Milky
Way. Unlike our home galaxy, all have long-since stopped
giving birth to new stars.

“We suspect these groups are gravitationally bound and
thus will eventually merge to form one larger, intermediate-
mass galaxy,” said lead author Sabrina Stierwalt, an astro-
physicist at the National Radio Astronomy Observatory in
Charlotteville, Virginia. The findings shed light on several
big questions about how structures such as galaxies formed
in the early Universe, she said. A leading theory predicts
that, after the Big Bang some 13.7 billion years ago, smaller
things joined together to form bigger ones.

But there has been frustratingly little observational evi-
dence of such mergers occurring on a scale as small as dwarf
galaxies, Stierwalt explained. One reason is that dwarf galax-
ies are hard to see. Only two-known at the Magellanic
Clouds-are visible to the naked eye. As of a decade ago, no
more than a dozen had been identified by astronomers. And
even as bigger telescopes made their discovery common-
place, those found were either isolated “field dwarfs,” or
“satellite dwarfs” being cannibalized by larger galaxies.
“Independent groups of only low-mass galaxies-like the
ones we found-reveal a possible formation mechanism for
larger ones such as our Milky Way,” Stierwalt said. The clus-
ters are between 200 million and 650 million light years
away from Earth. “That sounds like a lot, but it is relatively
nearby given the vast size of the Universe,” she said.

Hunting dark matter    
The researchers spotted the galaxies by combing

through a massive library of star maps compiled under a
project known as the Sloan Digital Sky Survey, made public
in 2008 and upgraded regularly since. The team then used
telescopes-including one at the Apache Point Observatory
in New Mexico, and the Walter Baade Telescope at the Los
Campanas Observatory in Chile-to confirm their findings.
Dwarf clusters are also natural laboratories for better
understanding the mysterious substance known as dark
matter, thought to account for a quarter of the Universe,
the study found. Likely made up of unknown sub-atomic
particles, dark matter can only be inferred through its grav-
itational pull on other objects in space. — AFP
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JAPAN: Japan’s H-IIA rocket carrying the Kirameki-2 satellite is launched from
Tanegashima Space Centre in southern Tanegashima island, Kagoshima prefecture,
yesterday. —AFP
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