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PARIS: People on the bottom rung of the socioeco-
nomic ladder may live two years less on average
than those at the top, according to a large-scale
study published yesterday. This makes social rank a
bigger risk factor for illness and premature death
than either high alcohol consumption or obesity,
and it nearly equals the risk posed by physical inac-
tivity, researchers said. On average, a low social rank
shaved over 25 months off the average lifespan,
compared with six months for heavy alcohol intake

and eight months for obesity, according to Lifepath,
a European Commission-funded consortium that
conducted the study.

For diabetes, the risk was almost four years in
lost life, and for smoking nearly five. The study was
the first attempt to weigh the health risk of socioe-
conomic status against other “modifiable” factors,
the authors said, at least in high-income countries.
“Low socioeconomic status is one of the strongest
predictors of premature mortality worldwide, but

health policymakers often do not consider it a risk
factor to target,” Lifepath said in a statement.
“Because these circumstances are modifiable, they
should be included in the list of risk factors target-
ed by global health strategies,” said Silvia Stringhini
of the Lausanne University Hospital, the lead
author of the study. 

Smoking, drinking and physical inactivity are
already the focus of national and global public
health policies. Social rank could be improved by

government policies on tax or education, for exam-
ple, said the study published in The Lancet. The
researchers reviewed data from 48 previous studies
covering more than 1.7 million people from seven
countries-Australia, Britain, France, Italy, Portugal,
Switzerland and the United States. They conceded
that their research was limited by the fact that they
had used the participants’ occupation-whether a
street sweeper or a CEO-as the sole measure of
socioeconomic status. —AFP 

Low social rank bigger health risk than obesity

PARIS: A wing-deforming virus shortens the
lifespan of wild honeybees already contending
with a startlingly long list of existential threats,
researchers said yesterday. Spread by micro-
scopic mites, the microbe disrupts bees’ forag-
ing and curtails their lives, experiments con-
firmed for the first time. “Deformed wing virus
strongly reduced the chances for workers to
survive to foraging age,” scientists reported in
the Royal Society journal Proceedings B. It also
“reduced the life expectancy and total activity
span” of infected bees, they found.

Bees around the world-especially in Europe
and North America-have been decimated in
recent years by a mysterious blight called
“colony collapse disorder”, in which entire pop-
ulations disappear or die out. Research has
pointed an accusing finger at agricultural pesti-
cides, viruses, fungi, parasites, malnutrition
because of fewer flowers-or some combination
of the above. More than just the survival of the
bees is at stake. 

Scientists recently calculated that 1.4 billion
jobs, and three-quarters of crops, depend on
pollinators, mainly bees. All told, there are
some 20,000 bee species that fertilize more
than 90 percent of the world’s 107 major crops.
At the same time, the United Nations estimates
that 40 percent of invertebrate pollinators-
mostly bees and butter fl ies-are at r isk of
extinction.

Mini tracking devices    
Deformed wing virus has previously been

recognized as a threat to bees’ well-being, com-

promising their ability to remember where they
have been. The pathogen is found in most parts
of the world; in certain areas up to three-quar-
ters of hives are affected. It was previously also
suspected of affecting flight patterns and lifes-
pan, but evidence was lacking. The new study
removes any doubt on this score. Scientists led
by Kristof Benaets from the Laboratory of
Socioecology and Social Evolution in Leuven,
Belgium, set up an experiment using radiofre-
quency identification (RFID).

Tiny emitters placed on the bodies of both

healthy and virus-infected bees allowed the
researchers to follow, and compare, their move-
ments. “Tracking out-of-hive activity is key in
studying the impact of pathogens on honey-
bee health,” the team said. The virus did not
reduce the number or duration of pollen-gath-
ering sorties by worker bees. But it did cause
the insects to begin foraging too young, the
experiment revealed. They were less adept at
the task, and died earlier than non-infected
bees. Deformed wing virus “had a strongly neg-
ative overall effect,” the study concluded. —AFP 

KOSOVO: This file photo shows a Kosovo Albanian beekeeper showing his honeybees near the village of Studencan. — AFP photos

THE HAGUE: An animal reserve in the
Netherlands is having apes respond to
images of their fellow creatures on a tablet,
a program dubbed “Tinder for orangutans”
by the Dutch press. To better understand
their emotions, orangutans and bonobos at
the Apenheul Primate Park near the central
town of Apeldoorn are shown pictures of
other apes, and researchers evaluate their
responses-from neutral to aggressive, the
park said. “After seeing the photos, the
monkeys have to push a button on the
screen,” the park said. “In this way we can
measure their capacity for reaction.”

The research, conducted with Leiden
University, could improve breeding pro-
grams for the apes, the park said.  The local

De Stentor newspaper wrote: “Apenheul
wants to know if female orangutans like
Samboja, looking at pictures on a tablet,
can show a preference for potential mates,
before they are flown to the Netherlands.”
Initial results indicate that bonobos, an
endangered ape species, react most strong-
ly to photos showing positive behaviors,
such as sexual activity or searching for lice,
the park said. “The study shows that pri-
mates pay attention to the emotions of
their peers,” the park said. “We now know,
for example, that bonobos use body lan-
guage to recognize emotions.” But the study
had to be suspended for the orangutans,
after Samboja, a young female, destroyed a
tablet showing potential suitors. —AFP 
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MIAMI: International scientists for the first
time have found a way to communicate
with people who are completely para-
lyzed from degenerative motor neuron
disease - and found that they report being
happy. The report in Tuesday’s journal
PLOS Biology is based on four people with
complete “lock-in” syndrome, meaning
they are unable to move at all due to amy-
otrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS, or Lou
Gehrig’s disease), which destroys the part
of the nervous system responsible for
movement. Patients are unable blink or
move their eyes, and they breathe with
the help of a ventilator. 

But using a non-invasive brain-comput-
er interface that measured levels of oxy-
gen on the brain, researchers were able to
detect whether the patients were thinking
“yes” or “no” in response to a series of ques-
tions, with an accuracy rate of about 70
percent. Some of the questions were
common, such as asking a woman if her
husband’s name was Joachim, or if Berlin
was the capital of France. A man was
asked if his daughter should marry her
boyfriend, and answered “no” nine out of
10 times. All four patients in the study
were asked, “Are you happy?” They each
consistently responded “yes,” over weeks
of questioning.

“We were initially surprised at the posi-
tive responses when we questioned the
four completely locked-in patients about
their quality of life,” said lead author Niels

Birbaumer, professor at the Wyss Center
for Bio and Neuroengineering in Geneva,
Switzerland. “All four had accepted artifi-
cial ventilation in order to sustain their life,
when breathing became impossible; thus,
in a sense, they had already chosen to
live.” Until now, researchers had believed
that people with this condition were
unable to communicate because they lack
the goal-directed thinking necessary to
use a brain-computer interface. 

“The striking results overturn my own
theory that people with completely
locked-in syndrome are not capable of
communication,” said Birbaumer. “We
found that all four patients we tested were
able to answer the personal questions we
asked them, using their thoughts alone,”
he added. “If we can replicate this study in
more patients, I believe we could restore
useful communication in completely
locked-in states for people with motor
neuron diseases.” The technique in the
study used near-infrared spectroscopy
combined with electroencephalography
(EEG) to measure blood oxygenation and
electrical activity in the brain. 

Other brain-computer interfaces have
helped some paralyzed patients commu-
nicate, but these tend to require eye
movements in order to work. More studies
are planned to see if the technique could
help more people with paralysis resulting
from ALS, or those who have suffered a
stroke or spinal cord injury. —AFP 
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deformed wing virus
Colony collapse disorder decimate bees

NEPAL: This file photo shows a honeybee hovering over a flower in Kathmandu.

MEXICO CITY: Mexico’s environmental pro-
tection agency says an abandoned Bengal
tiger cub was discovered wandering in a
town in the northern state of Sinaloa. A
statement from the federal agency says the
cat was captured on a lot in Navolato,
about 15 miles west of Culiacan, the capital
of Sinaloa. Tranquilizer darts were used to
subdue the animal without harming it. It

was determined to be a female around 4
months old. It had no claws and was dehy-
drated and malnourished. The agency
urged people not to keep wild animals as
pets without permission or in unsafe, inhu-
mane conditions. Tigers are not native to
Mexico. The agency said Tuesday the
species is internationally protected as
endangered. — AP
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