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How filthy is the International Space Station?
BY ERIN BLAKEMORE
WASHINGTON POST

Let’s face it: Floating 220
miles above Earth in a
sealed space station for
months doesn’t sound like
the most sanitary venture.
After all, even inhabitants of
the junkiest dwellings on
land have the benefit of oc-
casional fresh air. Earlier
this year, astronaut Scott
Kelly described the Interna-
tional Space Station’s singu-
lar aroma as something akin
to a mixture of antiseptic
and garbage. There’s no pos-
itive way to spin that one.
But how clean (or dirty) is
the International Space Sta-
tion? New research on the
spacecraft’s unique bacteri-
al population contains some
reassuring news — and a
few icky insights.

In their quest to charac-
terize the cleanliness of the
ISS, scientists from NASA’s
Jet Propulsion Laboratory
got the literal dirt on the sta-
tion. Astrobiologist Kast-
huri Venkateswaran and his
colleagues studied a HEPA
filter that had been on the
craft for 40 months (there
are 21 total on the craft at
any given time). They also
got their hands on two bags

of dust from the ISS vacuum
cleaner. It might not sound
glamorous, but a daily
sweep is one of the crew’s
many tasks.

After performing a genet-
ic analysis, the team com-
pared its data to debris from
NASA cleanrooms on Earth.
Aimed at preventing con-
tamination in space, clean
environments of this nature
have been in use since the
Apollo era. Ideally, both the
cleanrooms and the space
station are designed to be
free of the germs and debris
of the outside world. But
there’s a major difference
between the two venues:
Only one is used as a home.

The difference was clear
in DNA analysis of the dif-
ferent dust samples. Skin
bacteria called Actinobacte-
ria were much more preva-
lent on the ISS — not too
surprising for a place that
serves as a full-time astro-
naut apartment. Samples
from the vacuum bags,
which contained dust that
was just a day old, boasted
such critters as Staphylo-
coccus, which can cause dis-
eases ranging from food poi-
soning to skin infections.
The findings suggest that
astronauts pick up more

skin microorganisms with
their vacuums than with
their filters — and that the
air being circulated through
the ISS is much cleaner than
its surfaces.

In fact, the viable micro-
bial population of the vacu-
um dust collected from the
ISS was almost 75 times that

of the filter and nearly twice
the population found in
cleanrooms on Earth. That’s
probably due to the fact that
people are living on the ISS,
but also indicates that the
HEPA filter is pretty good at
filtering out living organ-
isms long-term.

But there were also some

nasty hitchhikers on board
that couldn’t be found in the
cleanrooms on Earth: Oppor-
tunistic pathogens such as
Propionibacterium. It’s not
certain whether these patho-
gens are actually dangerous
to astronauts in the closed
environment of the space sta-
tion, says Venkateswaran —

but he wants to find out.
Next, his team will study
whether the bacteria are
harmful and how micrograv-
ity affects their growth and
prevalence. Not only will the
microbiome of the Interna-
tional Space Station serve as
a baseline for future studies,
but it can help inform better
cleaning protocols and re-
search on how to keep future
Mars astronauts safe during
their long voyage.

To Venkateswaran, the
hassle of waiting months for
samples and relying on a
capsule that just fell from
the sky to deliver them is
worth it. After all, he laughs,
astronauts could culture or
sequence some of the patho-
gens in space, but it might
turn the International Space
Station into “a flying time
bomb.” Getting a bit dirty
now could help astronauts
avoid disease and even in-
terplanetary contamination
in the future.

So is the International
Space Station dirty or clean?
Venkateswaran puts it into
perspective: “The ISS is a
unique built environment.
People assume it’s filthy,
but it’s not. It’s many, many
times cleaner than your
bathroom at home.”

Costs jump$5.4million forMaine’s
Medicaid transportationprogram
BY PATTY WIGHT
MPBN

AUGUSTA — The state of
Maine has spent an extra $5.4
million on its MaineCare
transportation system this
past fiscal year.

The added expense is rais-
ing more questions about the
program, which has been crit-
icized ever since it was over-
hauled by the Department of
Health and Human Services a
few years ago.

But DHHS officials say the
added costs are needed to
solve past problems. The
transportation program pro-
vides MaineCare recipients
with rides to health care ap-
pointments.

According to a recent news-
letter by the state Office of
Fiscal and Program Review,
the service cost the state about
$45 million during the last
year. But the budget has since
increased by 12 percent to
more than $50 million.

“We are extremely pleased
with the performance of this
transportation system that is
truly responsive to the needs
of Medicaid MaineCare mem-
bers,” said Mary Mayhew,
commissioner of the Depart-
ment of Health and Human
Services.

Mayhew says the transpor-
tation program costs more be-
cause over the past few years
it’s expanded service to nights
and weekends.

“We would certainly expect
that increased volume would
lead to increased expenditures
within the program,” she said.

The state changed its Main-
eCare transportation system
in 2013 at a point when com-
munity agencies scheduled
and provided rides. The feder-
al government had raised con-
cerns about the lack of state
oversight, and DHHS decided
to move to a managed care
model, where transportation
brokers are paid based on the

number of MaineCare recipi-
ents they serve versus the
number of rides they provide.

“One of the advantages of
going to any kind of man-
aged care model is it’s sup-
posed to interject predict-
ability and stability,” said
Drew Gattine, a Democratic
representative from West-
brook and co-chairman of
the Legislature’s Health and
Human Services Committee.
“So it appears … what we
have here is the worst of both
worlds. We have a system
that has provided service
that, by all accounts, has not
been as good as the previous
service, and it costs the tax-
payers more.”

The switch to the new
transportation system in 2013
did get off to a rocky start.

MaineCare recipients com-
plained that the major broker
at the time — Coordinated
Transportation Services —
caused them to arrive late to
appointments or miss them
altogether.

The largest broker in the
state is Atlanta-based Logisti-
care.

Jack Comart of Maine
Equal Justice Partners says
there has been a positive
change.

“It’s an improvement over
a year ago, but there have
been some recent issues that
clients have brought to our at-
tention,” he said.

Issues such as clients get-
ting dropped off for appoint-
ments but not being picked
up, or vehicles that aren’t
equipped with car seats for

children. Comart says there
have always been issues with
various transportation pro-
viders, and the state shouldn’t
necessarily ditch Logisticare,
as long as the company can
meet performance standards
and respond to complaints.

“Well, we’ve layered on
this brokerage system, and
Logisticare is a for-profit,
and I think one of the others
is for profit,” Comart said.
“So it’s more costly to do it
this way.”

But according to Mayhew,
the increased cost is translat-
ing into better service. Maine-
Care quality metrics provided
by DHHS for January through
September show that all of the
state’s eight regions have a
complaint rate of less than 1
percent.

“I find some of the ques-
tions and inquiries about this
interesting, given that we
spent two years talking about
this transportation system
and responding to concerns
that were being raised,” May-
hew said.

Gattine says the Health and
Human Services Committee
will likely take up the issue in
an upcoming meeting. He says
he’s concerned that lawmak-
ers weren’t notified earlier
about the extra expense “that
was going to cost taxpayers $5
million or $6 million more a
year. I don’t really understand
why that wasn’t flagged for us
during our budget discus-
sions.”

Meanwhile, Comart of
Maine Equal Justice Partners
says any MaineCare recipi-
ents who have complaints
about transportation should
notify MaineCare Member
Services. Comart says the de-
partment has taken action on
cases brought to its attention.

This article appears through
a media partnership with
Maine Public Broadcasting
Network.

Freeport to hold referendum on bag fee
BY KATE GARDNER
THE FORECASTER

FREEPORT — A proposed
fee on single-use shopping
bags will go to a nonbinding
town-wide referendum.

Councilors on Oct. 20 ap-
proved sending the proposed
5-cent fee for plastic and paper
bags to voters. The advisory
question will help councilors
decide whether to enact the
fee.

Councilors didn’t decide
when the referendum will be
held, but it will not be on the
Nov. 3 ballot.

The fee recommendation
was made to the Town Coun-
cil by the Ordinance Commit-
tee, which includes Council-
ors Sarah Tracy, Andy Wellen
and Scott Gleeson.

“We have struggled with
this issue,” Tracy said. “It’s
been a very difficult issue to
come to a conclusion on.”

The committee made the

recommendation by a 2-1 vote;
Gleeson wants to only charge
a fee for plastic bags. On Oct.
20 he said he didn’t want resi-
dents to be forced to pay for
bags, and wants to give them
one free option.

Tracy said she thinks it’s
important for both paper and
plastic bags to have a fee at-
tached.

“Our concern was that if
you just address one type of
single-use bag, you basically
then shift everybody over to
the other, and our analysis at
the end was that we should
address both types of single-
use bags in order to encourage
the use of reusable bags,” she
said.

Tracy said the hope is people
would use reusable bags, but
the fee “gives people the oppor-
tunity to just incur the cost.”
Shesaidthefeewould“beloose-
ly modeled” on the one adopted
in Portland, which went into
effect in April.

“There’s value in being con-
sistent from town to town in
how we’re addressing this
issue,” she said.

In Freeport the fees
wouldn’t apply to retail stores
and would only be on bags at
stores that sell packaged food,
such as Shaw’s, CVS, and the
Bow Street Market. Council-
ors didn’t say where the fees
would go.

The town first began explor-
ing a ban or fee on single-use
bags in July 2014, when two
high school students asked
councilors to look into the issue
and write an ordinance. The
students said they thought the
ordinance would help protect
the environment, which Tracy
agreed with last week.

Tracy said the purpose of
putting a fee on single-use
bags would be “to reduce the
presence of plastic, both in our
landscape as litter and also in
microplastics in our environ-
ment,” and “for purposes of

encouraging actions that re-
duce climate change,” and be-
cause “the life cycle of produc-
ing paper bags also has an ad-
verse affect on the environ-
ment.”

According to councilors, if
the vote is held at a special
election, it would cost the
town $3,000-$5,000, but would
cost a few hundred dollars if
held during a regular election.

“I would recommend it hap-
pens at the presidential elec-
tion in November (2016), be-
cause that’s where you get the
best cross section of folks,”
Wellen said.

Some councilors said the
issue should not go to referen-
dum.

“We have been elected to
make decisions on complicat-
ed and controversial issues
and we are best suited to make
this decision,” Councilor Kris-
tina Egan, who was absent
from the meeting, said in a
letter.

Florida police provide
newdetails in stabbing
death ofMainewoman
CBS 13

OAKLAND PARK, Flor-
ida — Police in Broward
County, Florida, gave new
details about the brutal
stabbing death of a
64-year-old woman origi-
nally from Maine.

Debra Kincy stabbed
Charlotte Nicholas about
70 times in Oakland Park,
Florida, according to po-
lice. Police said Kincy
used a knife and a screw-
driver.

Kincy, a neighbor, was
the one who called police
to report the death last
week. The day after Nich-
olas’ death, Kincy spoke
to a TV reporter about dis-
covering the body.

On Oct. 21, Kincy told a
reporter: “I walked to-
wards the kitchen cause
she said something about
doing some dishes earlier.
And the body was laying
there on the kitchen
floor.”

While crying, Kincy
called Nicholas “a good
girl” and said “she was
such a sweet person.”

Three days later, police
charged Kincy with first-
degree murder.

Police also said that on
the day of Nicholas’ death,
Kincy pawned three of
Nicholas’ rings at a pawn
shop.

“How can you be so
cold? How can you be so

cold? I don’t get it. What
kind of person does
that?” Marleen Schiessl,
a friend of Nicholas,
said.

Authorities said Kincy
harassed the victim be-
fore her death.

Detectives revealed
texts sent between the
two women. Nicholas re-
portedly texted Kincy “to
not come over.” Another
text message Nicholas
sent to Kincy reportedly
read: “Stop. What do you
want? Leave me alone.”

Nicholas was born in
Waterville and loved the
outdoors. She was raised
in Augusta and graduated
from Cony High School in
the late 1960s. Nicholas’
sister Mary Nicholas said
her sister dedicated her
life as a traveling nurse
and moved to Florida to be
closer to family and
friends.

Nicholas said whether
it was a drug habit or
mental illness, there is no
excuse for what happened
to her sister.

She said she hopes
Kincy “gets what she de-
serves.”

“Charlotte was way too
generous ... and trusted
everybody. Just a tragedy
that her life ended this
way,” she said.

Kincy is due back in
court next month. She is
being held without bail.

ActorKevinCostner
writes a novel for the ages
BY LACEY JOHNSON
REUTERS

WASHINGTON — Os-
car-winning director
Kevin Costner has turned
novelist in a big way,
kicking off with an adven-
ture yarn aimed for the
ages that weighs in at a
door-stopping 784 pages.

“The Explorers Guild,”
which the 60-year-old
“Bull Durham” star co-
wrote with Jim Baird, is
set against the backdrop
of World War I. It tells of a
group of adventurers on a
global quest to find a
mythical city.

“[The] idea that this
book is going to be read
150 years from now …
might be lofty,” Costner
told reporters in Washing-
ton on Friday, flanked by
Baird and illustrator Rick
Ross.

“It might not take its
place among the books
that we love so well, but
we wanted it to.”

“The Explorers Guild,”
Costner’s first novel, in-
corporates comic-book
style illustrations by
Ross, an artist Costner
said he found on the clas-
sified ad website Craig-
slist.

“I love the idea of the
physicality of heroes try-
ing to use their wits and
their resources to get
themselves out of trou-
ble,” said Costner, who
compared the book to
Jules Verne’s “Twenty

T h o u s a n d
L e a g u e s
Under the
Sea.”

C o s t n e r
pitched the
story as an
a n i m a t e d
film about
eight years
ago but said

Hollywood was not inter-
ested. He ended up using
his own money for the
book project.

“I’ve found that some of
the things that I have
loved the most I have had
to pay for,” said Costner,
who also funded his film
“Dances with Wolves.”

The movie won seven
Academy Awards in 1991,
including an Oscar for
Costner in his debut as a
director.

Subtitled “Volume One:
A Passage to Shambhala,”
Costner and Baird said
“The Explorers Guild”
might be the first of a se-
ries.
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NASA astronaut Scott Kelly, Expedition 25 flight engineer, is pictured in the Cupola of
the International Space Station in 2010. NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory is conducting
tests on the dirt and dust found in the station’s air filters and vacuum cleaner.
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Commissioner Mary Mayhew speaks at the opening of the
new regional home for state Department of Health and
Human Services and Department of Labor offices in South
Portland in January.
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