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PARIS: Australia’s Great Barrier Reef may
never recover from last year’s warming-dri-
ven coral bleaching, said a study that called
for urgent action in the face of ineffective
conservation efforts.

Record-high temperatures in 2015 and
2016 drove an unprecedented bleaching
episode, which occurs when stressed corals
expel the algae that live in their tissue and
provide them with food.

Bleached coral is more susceptible to dis-
ease, and without sufficient time to recover-
which can take one decade or several
depending on the species-it can die. For the
new study released late Wednesday, an
Australian-led team examined the impact of
three major bleaching events-in 1998, 2002
and 2016 — over the reef’s entire 2,300-kilo-
metre (1,400-mile) length.

In 2016, they found, the proportion of
constituent reefs experiencing extreme
bleaching was over four times higher than
in the two previous episodes. Only nine
percent escaped bleaching altogether,
compared with more than 40 percent in
2002 and 1998.

“The chances of the northern Great
Barrier Reef returning to its pre-bleaching
assemblage structure are slim given the
scale of damage that occurred in 2016 and
the likelihood of a fourth bleaching event
occurring within the next decade or two as
global temperatures continue to rise,” the
team wrote. Earlier this month, researchers
warned that the reef was already experi-
encing an unprecedented second straight
year of bleaching.

Local reef protection “affords little or no
resistance” to extreme heat, the researchers

wrote in the journal Nature. Current
endeavors focus on better water quality
and fisheries management, but “even the
most highly protected reefs and near-pris-
tine areas are highly susceptible to severe
heat stress,” they said.

The findings have important implications
for coral reef conservation efforts.

“Bolstering resilience will become more
challenging and less effective in coming
decades because local interventions have
had no discernible effect on resistance of
corals to extreme heat stress,” the study said. 

Scientists re-mobilize 
Coinciding with the study’s launch, lead

author Terry Hughes from Australia’s Centre
of Excellence for Coral Reef Studies, said

researchers were re-mobilizing to conduct
aerial and underwater surveys tracking the
second year of bleaching now underway.

“We’re hoping that the next 2-3 weeks
will  cool off quickly,  and this year’s
bleaching won’t be anything like last

year,” he said. “The severity of the 2016
bleaching was off the chart.”

Co-author Janice Lough, from the
Australian Institute of Marine Science, said
the average sea-surface temperatures for the
Australian summer in 2016 were the highest
ever recorded on the Great Barrier Reef.  “In
each of the three events since 1998, the pat-
tern of bleaching matches exactly where the
warmest water was each year. That allows us
to predict when and where bleaching is like-
ly to occur this year,” she added. —AFP
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A photo taken on September 22, 2014, shows fish swimming through
the coral on Australia’s Great Barrier Reef. —AFP

Unproven stem cell 
therapy causes 3 

women to go blind
MIAMI: An unproven stem cell therapy that involves extracting
a patient’s fat tissue and injecting it into the eyes has caused
three US women to go blind,  a report said Wednesday.

The women, aged between 72 and 88, were treated in
Florida in 2015 for a progressive eye disease called macular
degeneration, said the report in the New England Journal of
Medicine. They thought they were enrolling in a legitimate clin-
ical trial, having found it under the title: “Study to assess the
safety and effects of cells injected intravitreal in dry macular
degeneration” on ClinicalTrials.gov, the US government web-
site for such research. However, they immediately suffered
complications, including retinal detachment and hemorrhage,
which caused total loss of eyesight.

The clinic and patients involved were not named in the
study, which was co-authored by Thomas Albini, associate pro-
fessor of clinical ophthalmology at the University of Miami. Two
of the patients sought treatment at the university’s hospital for
the complications they suffered.

“There’s a lot of hope for stem cells, and these types of clin-
ics appeal to patients desperate for care who hope that stem
cells are going to be the answer,” said Albini. “But in this case
these women participated in a clinical enterprise that was off-
the-charts dangerous.” 

Red flags
The procedure claimed to use adipose-derived stem cells to

restore vision. Patients had fat cells removed from their
abdomens. This fat tissue was processed with enzymes in order
to get stem cells, which would be mixed with platelet-dense
plasma and injected into their eyes. Albini said the complica-
tions could have been caused by contamination during the
mixing process, or the stem cells, once injected into the eye,
could have changed into a type of cell that led to scarring.

Whatever happened, experts said there was no evidence to
suggest the procedure would have helped restore vision, since
so little study has been done on whether adipose-derived stem
cells can mature into the kinds of retinal cells that are involved
in macular degeneration. —AFP


