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Wolves emboldened 
by parasite more likely
to lead pack: Study

W
olves infected with a common
parasite are far more likely to
become the leader of their pack,

according to a new study, suggesting that
the brain-dwelling intruder emboldens its
host to take more risks. The single-celled
parasite, Toxoplasma gondii, only sexual-
ly reproduces in cats but can infect all
warm-blooded animals. Between 30-50
percent of people worldwide are estimat-
ed to be infected with the parasite, which
remains for life as dormant tissue cysts.
However people with a healthy immune
system rarely have any symptoms.

While some studies have reported an
association between people having the
parasite in their brain and increased risk-
taking, other research has disputed these
findings and no definitive link has been
proven. The new study, published in the
journal Communications Biology on
Thursday, took advantage of 26 years’
worth of data on grey wolves living in the
Yellowstone National Park in the United
States to investigate how the parasite
could affect their behavior.

The researchers from the Yellowstone
Wolf Project analyzed the blood samples
of nearly 230 wolves and 62 cougars-the
big cats are known spreaders of the para-
site. They found that infected wolves
were more likely to foray deeper into
cougar territory than uninfected wolves.
Infected wolves were also 11 times more

likely to leave their pack than wolves
without the parasite, the study said, indi-
cating a higher rate of risk-taking. And an
infected wolf is up to 46 times more likely
to become pack leader, the researchers
estimated, adding that the role is normally
won by more aggressive animals.

Study co-author Kira Cassidy told AFP
that while “being bolder is not necessarily
a bad thing,” it can “lower survival for the
most bold animals as they might make
decisions that put them in danger more
often.” “Wolves do not have the survival
space to take too many more risks than
they already do.”

Cassidy said it was only the second
study on T. gondii’s effect on a wild ani-
mal, after research last year found
increased boldness in infected hyena
cubs made them more likely to get closer
to-and killed by-lions in Kenya.
Laboratory research has also found that
rodents with the parasite lose their
instinctual fear of cats-driving them into
the hands of the only host where T. gondii
can reproduce. William Sullivan, a profes-
sor of pharmacology and toxicology at
the Indiana University School of Medicine
who has been studying T.gondii for more
than 25 years, called the wolf paper “a
rare gem”.

However he warned that such an
observational study could not show cau-
sation. “A wolf that is a born risk-taker
may simply be more likely to venture into
cougar territory and contract
Toxoplasma,” he said. But “if the findings
are correct, they suggest we may be
underestimating the impact Toxoplasma
has on ecosystems around the world,” he
added.—AFP

Costa Rica 
crocodiles survive
in ‘most 
polluted’ river

I
n one of the most polluted rivers in
Central America, a vulnerable croco-
dile species is thriving despite living in

waters that have become a sewer for
Costa Rica’s capital, experts say. Every
day, trash and wastewater from San
Jose households and factories flood into
the Tarcoles River, which vomits tires
and plastic into the surrounding man-
groves. Nevertheless, some 2,000
American Crocodiles have adapted to
life in the toxic river that bears witness to
the country’s decades-long battle with
waste management.

“It is a super-contaminated area, but
this has not affected the crocodile popula-
tion,” said Ivan Sandoval, a biologist with
the National University of Costa Rica.
“The Tarcoles River is the most polluted

river in Costa Rica, and one of the most
contaminated in Central America. Heavy
metals, nitrites, nitrates, and a large
amount of human waste can be found,”
added the crocodile expert.

According to the International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), there
are only about 5,000 of the crocodile
species-found in 18 countries-left in the
world after decades of hunting and habi-
tat loss. The organization lists the
Crocodylus acutus as “vulnerable,” but
says its numbers have increased in
recent years. The Costa Rica population
is “healthy and robust.” Indeed, the large
reptiles-basking in the sun and occasion-
ally feeding on fish that come up the
channel from the sea-appear unphased
by some 150 types of bacteria that
Sandoval says have been detected in the
river. He describes the carnivores as “liv-
ing fossils” with the capacity to survive
very tough conditions. “They haven’t had
to change anything in millions of years,
they are perfectly designed.”

Laws not applied 
Sandoval said that since 1980, Costa

Rica’s population of the crocodiles “are
recovering,” and warns of the threat of

tourist activities. The river’s crocodiles
are a major draw for foreign visitors, who
take boat tours to see the creatures up
close. Some feed the animals, which is
prohibited, and Sandoval worries about
them getting too used to being close to
people. Juan Carlos Buitrago, 48, who
captains one of the tour boats, says he
and other locals regularly pull hundreds
of tires and plastic waste from the water.

He delights in the fauna of the river,
with macaws flying over ahead at sunset,
but wishes his countrymen would stop
polluting his “office.” “We cannot hide the
pollution,” he tells AFP. Costa Rica has
impressive environmental credentials,
with a third of its territory marked for pro-
tection, 98 percent renewable energy,
and 53 percent forest cover, according to
the UN’s environmental agency.

However, the law is not always strictly
applied, as in the case of the Tarcoles
River. Lawyer and environmentalist
Walter Brenes, 34, said that all of Costa
Rica’s rules and regulations “do not solve
the problem.” He said the country needs
“real public policy that is completely
aimed at protecting wildlife.”— AFP

Reshamwala has been drawing and
painting since he was a child. “My family
would praise me as a child for my draw-
ing skills. It has been always a hobby,
and I never thought of it as a profession.
In college, I used to paint posters with
typography, a technique of arranging
words to make written language appeal-
ing when displayed,” he said.

“I won a couple of art competitions
during my childhood, but it remained as a
hobby and never developed into a career
idea. Even though I have a degree in

finance, I was always into writing and
words, and was the editor of my college’s
book club magazine, which eventually led
me to copywriting and journalism,”
Reshamwala added.

Seeing murals by other graffiti artists
at the old printing press made
Reshamwala consider participating and
sharing his talent with Kuwait Times. “I
was interested when Kuwait Times
announced opening the old printing press
to artists to express their art on our walls.

Then one day, Abdullah Boftain, Kuwait
Times Deputy Editor-in-Chief, was show-
ing me around, and at the spur of the
moment I asked him if I could also make
a mural, and he said ‘yes’. That encour-
aged me to be part of the art on the
walls,” he said.

Art and writing aren’t the only things
Reshamwala is passionate about - handi-
crafts and using tools allowed him to see
the different artistic angles of his painting.
“While I was painting, I thought why not
make the keys 3D to give them a different
dimension. Due to my passion for tools, I
drew outlines of the keys on sheets of
plywood and cut them out with a jigsaw,”
he explained.

Regarding the material used in the art-

work, Reshamwala pointed out this was
his first time painting on a wall, so he pre-
pared by watching tutorials online to hone
his skills. “I used acrylic colors on the
wall, with spray paint for highlighting. The
keys too were spray painted after getting
a lick of acrylic. I worked on the mural
over three weekends. It was hard to
translate a small canvas painting to the
wall, so I made gridlines to scale up my
artwork.”

In ‘ANARkey’, Reshamwala has paint-
ed a distinctive, lively, deep, vibrant and
vivid piece of art. The artwork blends col-
ors to present a nice kind of chaos, with
detailed and bold brushwork.

By Faten Omar

S
hakir Reshamwala, Front Page Editor at Kuwait Times, tried his
hand painting a mural “exploding” with colors and hidden
meaning. Reshamwala used a wall of Kuwait Times’ disused

printing press to paint his mural, taking advantage of his writing
skills to play with words and transfer spoken language into a work of
art. “Due to the nature of my work, being a writer, journalist and pro-
fessional Scrabble player, wordplay is my forte. My mural titled
‘ANARkey’ of keys blasting out of an exploding pomegranate symbol-
izes anarchy and chaos, as ‘anar’ means pomegranate in many lan-
guages,” he explained.

Kuwait Times Front Page Editor Shakir Reshamwala poses in front of his mural titled
‘ANARkey’. — Photos by Yasser Al-Zayyat


