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HAMBURG: A bird flu outbreak in north
Germany this week was of a new subtype
called H5N5, the first time the strain has
been confirmed on a German farm, the
country’s national animal disease centre
said yesterday. The H5N5 strain was found
on a turkey farm in Germany in Steinburg in
the northern state of Schleswig-Holstein,
the Friedrich Loeffler Institute said, The
H5N5 strain has been found previously in
wild birds in the Netherlands, Italy,
Montenegro and Italy and Croatia, the insti-
tute said. It has also been found in wild birds
in Germany this week.

The institute is not changing its bird flu
risk assessment, it said. There have been no
recorded cases of H5N5 spreading to
humans, it added. The contagious H5N8 bird
flu strain has been found in hundreds of wild

birds in Germany in recent weeks and isolat-
ed outbreaks on farms have been occurring
despite tougher hygiene rules and orders to
keep poultry indoors in high-risk areas.

But German outbreaks are at a much
lower level than in France, where a mass
culling of around 800,000 ducks was
undertaken after bird flu hit southwest
France, the country’s main foie gras pro-
ducing region. A series of European coun-
tries as well as Israel have found cases of
H5N8 bird flu in the past few weeks and
some ordered poultry flocks be kept
indoors to prevent the disease spreading.
Different bird flu strains have also spread
in Asia in recent weeks leading to the
slaughter of millions of birds in South
Korea and Japan, and some human infec-
tions in China. —Reuters

KUNENE, Kenya: Dressed in brown over-
alls, gumboots and a hat, John Njeru kneels
and scoops up a handful of soil at his small
farm in central Kenya, where he grows
tomatoes, spinach and carrots. “Not only
has there not been enough rain in the past
few months, it’s also been unevenly distrib-
uted,” he said, picking through the earth in
his hand. “This destroys our crops.” Dealing
with more unpredictable and irregular rain-
fall associated with climate change is a
challenge for many farmers, and one made
worse by water-wasting, inefficient irriga-
tion systems, experts say.

But scientists from Kenya’s Meru
University of Science and Technology have
come up with one way to deal with the
problem: a mobile app that monitors the
need for water in fields and controls irriga-
tion equipment to deliver just what is
needed. “Farmers in the region traditionally
water crops with cans or buckets”, an ineffi-
cient way of getting water to plants, said
Daniel Maitethia, an electronics lecturer at
Meru University. 

“The lack of measuring also means they
water crops unevenly so some may get too
much water, and others not enough,” he
said. The “sensor-based automatic irrigation
system” app, launched last year, uses sen-
iors placed throughout a field to determine
if soil is moist enough. 

If it’s too dry, a control unit uses solar
panels to open the valve of a water tank,
then close it again when the soil is damp
enough. Initially tested at the university’s
own farm, the irrigation system is now
being rolled out to the public - including
farmers like Njeru. “We can’t yet quantify
how many farmers are using the app, but

hope to expand it to thousands across
Meru County - and potentially the rest of
the country if the system proves successful,”
Maitethia said. The combined app and irri-
gation system cost 50,000 Kenyan shillings
($480) per quarter of an acre, including
solar panels and two drip irrigation lines.
The system can be expanded to an addi-
tional quarter acre for 5,000 Kenyan
shillings ($48).

Cost and benefits
While Maitethia acknowledges the

upfront cost of the system is high, he
believes it will not only curb water waste
but save labor costs as it does not require
farmers to physically monitor it. “If there is a
glitch in the system, the farmer receives a
text message notifying him of the prob-
lem,” he explained.  “A technician employed
by the university will then help the farmer
remotely with instructions, or physically
come to the farm if needed.” Depending on
the severity of the problem, a consultation
with a technician can cost the farmer up to
500 Kenyan shillings (about $5).

Njeru, who paid 75,000 Kenyan shillings
($721) to install the app and irrigation sys-
tem on his 1.5-acre farm, said that “although
the app is expensive, it’s a cost worth pay-
ing when I compare my current harvest to
previous years.” “I used to lose up to 70 per-
cent of my produce as a result of dry weath-
er and inefficient irrigation, compared to
only 10 percent now,” he said. Njeru used to
occasionally hire other farmers to help
water his farm on a day-to-day basis. Now
he no longer needs to do so, he said. “That
saves me 20,000 Kenyan shillings ($192) per
month,” he said. —Reuters

Dr.  Raed Alroughani,  Consultant
Neurologist and Director of MS Clinic at
Al Amiri Hospital said, “Multiple Sclerosis

is a rising concern in the Kuwait. The diagnostic
process has improved despite the complexity
and variability of symptoms which may vary
from one person to the other. It can be a chal-
lenging condition to live with, but new treat-
ments have considerably improved the quality
of life of people with the condition.” His remarks
were highlighted at a medical conference that
was organized by Bayer recently in the United
Arab Emirates. 

The event focused on the prevalence and
management of multiple sclerosis in the region.
The event included prominent medical experts
from Kuwait, and the region as well as senior
representatives from Bayer. According to recent
studies, in Kuwait, the disease has a prevalence
rate of 85.05 for every 100,000 persons. Multiple
Sclerosis is a chronic condition which can affect
the brain and/or spinal cord, causing a wide
range of potential symptoms, including prob-
lems with vision, limb movement, sensation or
balance. It is caused when an individual’s own
immune system attacks healthy cells and tissue. 

When this occurs, myelin - the protective
insulation surrounding nerve fibers of the cen-
tral nervous system (CNS) -  is destroyed.
Ultimately, this damage interferes with nerve
communication between neurons in the CNS.
During the event, medical experts highlighted
that recent studies suggest a moderate-to-high

prevalence of multiple sclerosis in the region
nearby (31-55 MS per 100,000 individuals), with
more prevalence increasing in recent years.
Multiple sclerosis’ signs and symptoms may dif-
fer considerably from person to person and over
the course of the disease depending on the
location of affected nerve fibers. 

Amongst these symptoms are numbness in
limbs, partial or complete loss of vision in one
or both eyes, tingling or pain in body parts,
fatigue, dizziness, double vision, slurred speech,
and loss of bladder control. “There is no cure for
multiple sclerosis, however, treatment focuses
on relieving the condition’s symptoms. They
work to alter the course of the disease by halt-
ing the disease activity through controlling the
relapse, disability progression and MRI changes.
Successful management of the disease requires
early intervention. 

Auto injectors
That is why efforts need to be concentrated

on driving stronger awareness initiatives in
Kuwait in addition to patient education pro-
grams that ultimately aim at enhancing
patients’ adherence to treatment and enhanc-
ing their quality of l ife,” added Dr.  Raed
Alroughani. Phil Smits, Bayer Middle East’s Vice
President also said, “Being diagnosed with mul-
tiple sclerosis is a critical life event, however
with the new treatments in hand, patients can
alleviate the conditions that arise from the dis-
ease. In the field of multiple sclerosis, Bayer has

grown to develop a strong commitment to
patients by continuously investing to support
their varied needs. 

We pride ourselves with more than 29 years
of history in delivering data and patient insights
for effective treatment. Moreover, the company
has developed a 360∞ support system for multi-
ple sclerosis patients which focuses on driving
patient education and training needs. We have
also developed auto injectors to make the drug
injection experience comfortable and more
importantly, safe for patients.” As part of its
patient commitment, Bayer’s BETACONNECT
auto injector, designed to deliver tailored,
actionable information based on patient data to
provide a more personalized approach to
patient support, is the first component of an
innovative dose delivery system for multiple
sclerosis treatment. 

Patients may choose to use BETACONNECT
independently or as part of a complete software
based system designed to track injection histo-
ry and share important treatment information
with healthcare providers. “At Bayer, we are
pleased to continue facilitating leading discus-
sions that focus on best practices in multiple
sclerosis care and management. We believe that
the only way this disease can be brought under
control is through the joint efforts and close col-
laboration of all entities across the healthcare
spectrum. We are guided by a clear determina-
tion to provide sustainable solutions that place
patients at the core,” added Phil Smits. 

Multiple Sclerosis cases 
on the rise in Kuwait

SYDNEY: An Australian zookeeper yester-
day urged people to catch and donate
deadly funnel-web spiders, to help replen-
ish stocks of antidote running low after a
spate of spider bites. The Australian Reptile
Park, the country’s sole supplier of funnel-
web venom to antidote producers since
1981, relies on the public to hand in spiders
that are milked for the venom used to pro-
duce an antidote.

The anti-venom program was now at risk
after too few spiders were donated last year
and a recent heat wave encouraged more
spider activity and bites, the park’s general
manager, Tim Faulkner, said yesterday. “We
rely on community support to keep this
program alive,” Faulkner said in a telephone
interview. “We have tried to catch enough
spiders ourselves and we just can’t.”

Funnel-web spiders live throughout
southeastern Australia, but the only known

killer is the Sydney funnel-web spider,
found in the Sydney region and as far north
as Newcastle and south to Illawarra, the
park says on its website. “The large fangs
and acidic venom make the bite very
painful,” it said, noting that a major bite can
cause death within an hour if left untreated.

After milking the spiders, the park deliv-
ers the venom to a division of the blood
plasma and vaccine maker CSL Ltd, which
converts it into the life-saving antidote.
Australia has had two funnel-web spider
attacks in two weeks, media have said, one
of them involving a woman bitten by a spi-
der while she was asleep. Despite the terri-
fying reputation of Australian wildlife,
nobody has died from the bite of a funnel-
web spider since the anti-venom program
began in 1981. Catching venomous spiders
is safe, as long precautions are followed,
Faulkner said. — Reuters
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