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The World Health Organization urged Equatorial Guinea 
to report all Marburg virus cases to the WHO, amid fears 
that transmission may be more widespread than 
divulged, warning communities need alerting

Cases opened on Wednesday before the European Court 
of Human Rights against France and Switzerland over 
alleged failings to protect the environment, marking the 
first time governments are in the court’s dock
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Startup makes mammoth meatball
An Australian company on Tuesday lifted the glass cloche on a meatball made of  
lab-grown cultured meat using the genetic sequence from the long-extinct mammoth, 
saying it was meant to fire up public debate about the hi-tech treat

CELL-BASED MEAT
Cultivated meat—also 
called cultured or cell-
based meat—is made 
from animal cells. 
Livestock doesn’t need 
to be killed to produce 
it, which advocates say 
is better not just for the 
animals but also for 
the environment

Experts say that if the 
technology is widely 

adopted, it could vastly 
reduce the 

environmental impact of 
global meat production 

in the future

Currently, billions of 
acres of land are used for 

agriculture worldwide

SELLING 
JAPANESE 

QUAIL MEAT
Vow is hoping to sell 

its first product there—a 
cultivated Japanese 

quail meat—later 
this year

OUTLIER IN NEW MEAT CULTIVATION SECTOR
Seren Kell, science and technology manager at Good Food 
Institute, a nonprofit that promotes plant- and cell-based 
alternatives to animal products, said the mammoth 
project with its unconventional gene source was an outlier 
in the new meat cultivation sector, which commonly 
focuses on traditional livestock—cattle, pigs and poultry

The jumbo meatball on show in Amsterdam—
sized somewhere between a softball and a 
volleyball—was for show only and had been 
glazed to ensure it 
didn’t get damaged 
on its journey 
from Sydney

But when it was 
being prepared—
first slow baked 
and then finished 
off on the outside 
with a blow torch—
it smelled good

CELLS 
MULTIPLYING
Given the right 

conditions in a lab, the 
cells multiplied until 

there were enough to roll 
up into the meatball

GLAZED
MEATBALL

SINGAPORE LEADING FROM THE FRONT
But don’t expect this to land on plates around the world 
any time soon. So far, tiny Singapore is the only country 
to have approved cell-based meat for consumption

MAMMOTH 
MEATBALL 

NOT TASTED YET
The mammoth meatball is a one-off and 
has not been tasted, even by its creators,

nor is it planned to be put into 
commercial production

Instead, it was presented as a source of 
protein that would get people talking 

about the future of meat

FORMATION OF THE MAMMOTH MEATBALL
Australian startup Vow used publicly available 
genetic information from the mammoth, 
filled missing parts with genetic data from  
its closest living relative, the African  
elephant, and inserted it into a sheep  
cell, Tim Noakesmith, the founder said

ENVIRONMENTAL  

IMPACT OF 
MEAT PRODUCTION

Musk, others call for 
pause in developing AI
TECHNOLOGY  

PARIS: Billionaire mogul Elon 
Musk and a range of  experts 
called on Wednesday for a 
pause in the development of  
powerful artificial intelligence 
(AI) systems to allow time to 
make sure that they are safe.

An open letter, signed by 
more than 1,000 people so far 
including Musk and Apple co-
founder Steve Wozniak, was 
prompted by the release of  
GPT-4 from San Francisco com-
pany OpenAI.

The company says its latest 
model is much more powerful 
than the previous version, 
which was used to power Chat-
GPT, a bot capable of  generat-
ing tracts of  text from the 
briefest of  prompts.

“AI systems with human-
competitive intelligence can 
pose profound risks to society 
and humanity,” said the open 
letter titled as “Pause Giant AI 
Experiments.”

“Powerful AI systems should 
be developed only once we are 
confident that their effects will 
be positive and their risks will 
be manageable,” it said. Musk 

was an initial investor in 
OpenAI, spent years on its 
board, and his car company  
Tesla develops AI systems to 
help power its self-driving tech-
nology, among several other 
applications.

The letter, hosted by the 
Musk-funded Future of  Life In-
stitute, was signed by promi-
nent critics as well as competi-
tors of  OpenAI like Stability AI 
chief  Emad Mostaque.

The letter quoted from a blog 
written by OpenAI founder 
Sam Altman, who suggested 
that “at some point, it may be 
important to get independent 

review before starting to train 
future systems.” “We agree. 
That point is now,” the authors 
of  the open letter wrote.

“Therefore, we call on all AI 
labs to immediately pause for 
at least six months the training 
of  AI systems more powerful 
than GPT-4.”

They also called for govern-
ments to step in and impose a 
moratorium if  companies 
failed to agree.

The six months should be 
used to develop safety proto-
cols, AI governance systems, 
and refocus research on ensur-
ing AI systems are more accu-
rate, safe, “trustworthy as well 
as loyal.”

The letter did not detail the 
dangers revealed by GPT-4.

But researchers including 
Gary Marcus of  New York Uni-
versity, who signed the letter, 
have long argued that chatbots
are great liars and have the po-
tential to be superspreaders of  
disinformation. However, au-
thor Cory Doctorow has com-
pared the industry of  AI to a 
‘pump and dump’ scheme, ar-
guing that both have been mas-
sively overhyped.

Open letter seeks putting AI systems on hold for at least 6 months

Elon Musk |  AFP

TIRUPATI

WILDLIFE  

SYDNEY: A chunky wombat 
ancestor with a powerful bite 
wandered Australia’s once-lush 
Outback around 25 million 
years ago munching on fruit 
and nuts, fossils found by Aus-
tralian scientists have shown.

A team of  scientists from 
Flinders University pieced to-
gether fossils uncovered in 
Australia’s remote Northern 
Territory to reveal the long-ex-
tinct marsupial named Muku-
pirna fortidentata.

The palaeontologists also 
identified an ancient possum 
named Chunia pledgei, which 
they said had “bizarre nut-

cracker teeth.”
“These curious beasts are 

members of  marsupial lineag-
es that went extinct long ago, 
leaving no modern descend-
ants,” said Arthur Crichton, 
from Flinders University’s Pal-
aeontology Laboratory. 

“Learning about these ani-
mals helps put the wombat and 
possum groups that survive to-
day in a broader evolutionary 
context.”

The fossils were uncovered 
in several digs over the past 
decade, enabling the team to re-
construct the archaic animals 
back in the laboratory.

The wombat-like creature 
boasted a powerful bite, likely 
dined on tough fruits and nuts 
and was thought to weigh up to 
50 kilograms, making it one of  
the largest marsupials alive at 
the time.

The creature is linked to 
Mukupirna nambensis—dis-
covered in 2020—a giant rela-
tive that would dwarf  most of  
today’s wombats.

Although it was unclear what 
drove the beast extinct, it disap-
peared during a period of  
changing climate as ancient 
forest regions in Australia’s 
centre became increasingly 
arid, said Professor Gavin Pri-
deaux, director of  the univer-
sity’s palaeontology lab.

Scientists discover 
ancestor of wombat

The picture shows shows the left lower 
jaw of the Mukupirna fortidentata (top) 
compared with that of the wombat |  AFP

67-million-year old 
Trinity skeleton to go 
under the hammer
PALAEONTOLOGY  

ZURICH: A curator gingerly fastens a pointy claw bone 
with a thin metal wire, completing perhaps the world’s 
biggest construction kit—reassembling a 67-million-
year-old Tyrannosaurus-Rex called Trinity.

The huge skeleton will go under the hammer in a rare 
auction in Switzerland next month after being sent to 
Zurich from the US in nine giant crates.

But palaeontologist Thomas Holtz—who is against 
the sale of  such specimens—told AFP that it was “mis-
leading” and “inappropriate... to combine multiple real 
bones from different individuals to create a single 
skeleton.”

Experts have warned such trade could be harmful to 
science by putting the specimens in private hands and 
out of  the reach of  researchers.

“Fossils are not, or at least should not be, considered 
trophies or glorified action figures,” Holtz, vertebrate 
palaeontologist of  the University of  Maryland said.

The sale comes four months after Christie’s withdrew 
another T-Rex skeleton days before it was to go under 
the hammer in after doubts were reported about parts 
of  it.

Trinity, the Swiss T-Rex, is made up of  bones from 
three dinosaurs excavated between 2008 and 2013 from 
the Hell Creek and Lance Creek formations in Montana 
and Wyoming. The two sites are known for the discover-
ies of  two other significant T-Rex skeletons that have 
gone to auction. “Sue” went under the hammer in 1997 
for $8.4 million, and “Stan,” which took the world-record 
hammer price of  $31.8 million at Christie’s, in 2020.

Trinity, which is being sold by an anonymous “private 
individual,” is expected to fetch $6.5-8.7 million when it 
goes under the hammer on April 18, the auction house 
estimates.

The 3.9-metre high skeleton went on display on a red 
carpet in a concert hall in the city on Wednesday.


