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In the northern Bahamas, there
is a shallow sand flat that appears
desolate. No land is visible in any
direction. The most you see on the
surface are a few boats bobbing in
the waves.

But under the water, it’s one of
the most special places in the
world.

This area, nicknamed Tiger
Beach, is home to one of the world’s
largest concentrations of tiger
sharks. Each year, avid shark div-
ers and some of the world’s fore-
most photographers and filmmak-
ers visit this incredible place to ex-
perience and document the awe-in-
spiring creatures.

My first trip to Tiger Beach was
in 2013. I had just started my junior
year at the University of New Eng-
land when I was offered the chance
to join a Tiger Beach expedition
with researchers from the Univer-
sity of Miami. Divers and research-
ers had noticed that Tiger Beach is
dominated by large female tiger
sharks. It begged the question:
Were pregnant females drawn there
for some reason?

That’s where I came in. My role
was to collect data on the sharks’
reproductive biology through blood

samples and a water-resistant, vet-
erinary-grade ultrasound. Once we
caught a shark, we brought it on
board the boat, held it down and
ran the ultrasound machine along
the shark’s belly — not unlike a so-
nogram for a pregnant human.

My first trip was wildly success-
ful, yielding dozens of ultrasound
videos capturing tiger shark pups
wriggling in their 14-foot mother’s
belly.

This led to two more expeditions
to complete the study and publish
never-before documented outcomes.
Our research showed that the preg-
nant sharks were indeed drawn to
Tiger Beach, a safe place to gestate
their pups away from the harass-
ment of male sharks.

In the fall of 2015, we headed
back to Tiger Beach. Only this time
it wasn’t just to collect data but to
film a science-based episode for
Discovery Channel’s wildly popular
Shark Week. Joining me was my
adviser and mentor of five years,
Dr. James Sulikowski.

So often, sharks are sensational-
ized into man-eating, blood-thirsty
killers. But everyone on this trip
knew a different story and wanted
to show it to the public.

In reality, sharks are threatened
magnitudes more by humans than
we are by them. More than 100 mil-

lion are killed each year. Their pop-
ulations are in trouble, so we must
dispel the myths about an animal
that has been on this earth far lon-
ger than us.

Surprisingly, I learned just as
much about the tiger sharks from
scuba diving with them as I did
from the blood samples I took. It
is astonishing to watch them
glide around effortlessly, making
any average swimmer feel inade-
quate.

Although I still have not con-
vinced many, being close to a shark
40 feet underwater is not a terrify-
ing experience. The theme song
from “Jaws” is not playing in the
background. All you hear is the
sound of your own breathing.

It is possible to dive with sharks
safely, partially because of their
combination of keen senses. Sharks
can identify from smell and sight
that a diver is not a fish; therefore,
they’re unlikely to be interested
enough to even come close. When
sharks do bite humans, it’s acciden-
tal. Of course, sharks are a preda-
tor and demand our respect when
diving and researching. However,
peaceful interactions help us show
that sharks pose little threat to hu-
mans.

The main goal of the Shark Week
episode transformed, from not only

showing the great science being
performed, but also to portray the
need for shark conservation.
Watching the beautifully docu-
mented hourlong episode, which
served as the opening piece of the
Shark Week airing back in June,
was surreal.

I had countless conversations
with leading expert scientists, pho-
tographers and conservationists
who are all working towards the
same goals: shark conservation and
awareness.

Because of our research, the sci-
entific community has new infor-
mation about shark reproduction
and the habitat known as Tiger
Beach. We discovered that Tiger
Beach is not only important for
pregnant females but also juvenile
and nonpregnant sharks. This in-
formation is crucial in maintaining
the ban on shark fishing in Baha-
mian waters, allowing this incredi-
ble species to be protected at vari-
ous stages in its life.

Carolyn Wheeler earned her bache-
lor’s degree in marine science from
the University of New England, where
she worked as a research assistant
with UNE’s Sulikowski Shark and Fish
Research Lab. She is a graduate stu-
dent at the University of Massachu-
setts, Boston.
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a vulnerable population in
all communities from Fort
Kent to Augusta to Kittery.

Rejecting the last three
years of a $1 million-per-year
five-year grant destined for
needed counseling and sup-
port services that help youth
transition to adulthood will
result in raising the vulnera-
bility and failure to thrive
bar for youth, who through
no fault of their own have
mental health issues that
need professional, family and
community attention.

Can LePage and Mayhew
imagine what it must be like
to walk in the shoes of a
young person who is suffer-
ing from mental illness or
untreated depression and
with no one to turn to?

I hear frugality arguments
put forth by the governor
and commissioner. There is
a majority out here, includ-
ing our vulnerable youth,
who live on a very frugal,
risky edge of life because
support services have been
denied, dismissed or taken
away all in the name of ideo-

logical correctness. To me,
this is heartless.

Given their decision to re-
ject federal financial support
for mental health services for
Maine youth, we can antici-
pate that these associated so-
cio-economic costs likely will
increase: dropping out of
school, lack of life-skills, fail-
ure to thrive and transition
to adulthood, low income and
poverty, substance abuse,
poor physical and mental
health, possibly crime, vio-
lence and suicide.

Surely the governor’s chal-
lenging life experiences
would inform him of the real-
ity and truth of youth affect-
ed by adverse childhood ex-
periences, or ACEs. These
youth are in need of mental
health services and the per-
sonal support that helps
them deal with life and tran-
sitioning successfully into
adulthood. But facts don’t
sway these public-serving
leaders who profess to be at
work for hardworking Main-
ers.

ACEs come out of a study
carried out by Drs. Robert
Anda and Vincent Felitti.
They identified 10 ACEs —
largely focused on abuse, ne-
glect and household trauma

such as the loss of a key care-
giver or parent, substance
abuse in the home, witness-
ing domestic abuse, having
an incarcerated parent and
living in poverty, among oth-
ers. These are only a few ex-
amples of trauma that chil-
dren can experience. New
Mainers, who are refugees
fleeing war torn homelands,
have experienced other
kinds of trauma that most
Americans can’t imagine.

Consider the research con-
ducted on ACEs over the past
20 years. When you look at
the personal and social is-
sues arising from the im-
pacts of unaddressed ACEs,
you are looking at a mirror
image of the costs associated
with untreated mental health

issues in our youth. The 2011
Behavioral Risk Factor Sur-
veillance System revealed
that more than 40 percent of
Maine kids have experienced
one or more ACE. The life-
long potential repercussions
of this trauma not only re-
sults in poor health, but re-
cent ACE research informs
us that individuals with four
or more unresolved ACEs die
15 to 20 years earlier than
others in their age-cohort
group.

To ignore this is thought-
less, if not irresponsible.

Our neighbors in the Ca-
nadian Maritimes get it,
youth mental health needs. I
was reading in a Nova Scotia
newspaper about a govern-
ment supported, province-

wide system of counseling
services for girls and espe-
cially boys, who typically
stuff everything inside and
speak nothing of it, a known
contributing factor to mental
health issues. Their youth
mental health support sys-
tem includes provincewide
access to services, one-on-one
and online via phone and
text. Canada gets it. Why
don’t we?

LePage and Mayhew seem
intent upon weakening the
youth-serving mental health
system by turning away
needed federal support. If
they won’t step up to the
plate to strengthen mental
health services for Maine
youth, what are we to do?
One could hope the Legisla-
ture might awaken from its
conflicted slumbering on so-
cial issues that affect good,
decent hardworking Main-
ers. But I’m not holding my
breath, waiting for a wave of
bipartisanship to bravely
show up on this critical so-
cial issue.

Roger Merchant is a forester,
social worker and a retired
educator with the University
of Maine Cooperative Exten-
sion. He lives in Glenburn.

would hear paeans about the First
Amendment, praising its prudence
and wisdom while castigating
Trump for disregarding it. And
they would be absolutely right.

But some parts of constitutions
are not more equal than others. If
there are problems that need ad-
dressing, you build a grass-roots
movement to build support to
change the Constitution, as hap-
pened with the repeal of Prohibi-
tion. Or you go to war, as we did
with slavery. You can’t just ignore
inconvenient parts.

Circling back to the history of

the Maine Constitution, we have
historically done things correctly.
When our state decided to autho-
rize absentee voting or mechanical
voting machines, we passed consti-
tutional amendments. When courts
interpreted Maine’s version of the
Second Amendment to not protect
individual rights, we went through
the process to clarify it. We didn’t
simply pass a law directly contra-
dicting the Constitution.

That is the biggest challenge
with the ranked choice voting pro-
posal. As Americans and Mainers,
we pride ourselves on being a na-
tion (or state) of laws. And as kids
learn in social studies classes from
Calais to Caratunk, the supreme
law of the land is vested in a con-
stitution.

This does not mean we shouldn’t
explore electoral reform. Others
have suggested moving to a runoff
election, as Lewiston does with its
mayoral election. Maybe that is a
better idea … or maybe it isn’t. But
even if it is the best idea in the
world, passing such a law today
setting those runoffs in December
would be unconstitutional. Chief
Justice John Roberts’ quote —
“there is no good idea clause in the
Constitution” — holds true in
Maine as well.

So, as you take up the mantle of
lawmaker this November, consid-
er the constitutionality of Ques-
tion 5. If you believe multiple
rounds of voting occurring on the
same ballot and counted by the
Secretary of State meets the con-

stitutional requirements of a plu-
rality winner as counted by the
various municipalities, and you
believe ranked choice voting is an
important electoral reform, then
vote for it.

Yet if you can’t make the intel-
lectual leaps necessary to square
the Maine Constitution’s require-
ments with the plain text of the
proposal, then vote against it.
Maybe it is quaint and old-fash-
ioned, but we shouldn’t get in the
habit of adopting unconstitutional
laws.

Michael Cianchette is former chief
counsel to Gov. Paul LePage, a Navy
reservist who served in Afghanistan
and in-house counsel to a number of
businesses in southern Maine.

Finland has successfully
decreased its rate of SUID
using a different approach.
Every expectant mother who
attends her four-month pre-
natal appointment is provid-
ed what’s called a baby box.
The box contains clothes,
blankets, a warm coat, dia-
pers and other essential
items for the first year of life.
The box also is lined with a
mattress, serving as a safe
sleeping environment for the
infant.

This simple solution al-
lows for close proximity for
mother and child to promote
breastfeeding and discourage
bed sharing. The baby box is
recognized as a contributing
factor in Finland’s decrease
in infant deaths, from 65
deaths per 1,000 births in
1938 to 2.52 deaths per 1,000
births in 2016. Similar pilot
programs exist in Delaware,
Pennsylvania and Minneso-
ta.

In Maine, a similar pro-
gram is promoting safer
sleep habits. Dr. Jennifer
Hayman and perinatal Nurse
Kelley Bowden, colleagues at
the Barbara Bush Children’s
Hospital in Portland, re-
viewed all cases of babies
dying from SUID in Maine
over a five-year period, 2001-
2006, and found that most (61
percent) of the deaths were
related to bed sharing. She
also found that most (71 per-
cent) of these babies were
sleeping face down at the
time of death and that most
(81 percent) had blankets,
stuffed animals and other
things in their sleeping area
at the time of death.

You can imagine that the
risk of a baby dying suddenly
and unexpectedly increases
dramatically when there are
multiple risk factors for
SUID. What can you do to
save these babies lives, lower
the infant mortality rate and
eliminate the risk that your
baby will die suddenly?

It’s easy to say, “To lower
your risk, don’t smoke, don’t
sleep with your baby on a
bed or a couch, always place
your baby to sleep on his or
her back.” Pediatricians
have been saying this for
years and years.

But these days parents say
it feels nice to snuggle with a
baby in bed, that dad likes to
lay on the couch with the
baby while he watches a
game, and it’s nice to have
stuffed animals and soft bed-
ding in the crib. Many babies
sleep better when they lay on
their side or tummy. And it’s
so hard to quit smoking. Par-
ents may say their friends
and family members slept
with their babies, and they
didn’t die.

Some people have said
they can’t afford a crib. So
Hayman and others at the
Barbara Bush Children’s
Hospital worked with a pro-
gram called “Cribs for Kids.”
This program makes cribs
available at a low cost. It
doesn’t make a profit. Hay-
man reports it has distribut-
ed more than 650 cribs since
the program started in 2010.

We need to expand the
“Cribs for Kids” program
throughout Maine. And
based on current knowledge
and encouraging results with
the baby box program in Fin-
land, we propose adopting a
similar approach, so every
newborn in Maine has the
best chance for survival.

SUID is tragic for families
and providers. We can and
should do more to reduce
Maine’s infant mortality
rate. The Alfond Family of-
fers $500 per child born in
the state to start an educa-
tion fund, but implementing
a baby box program is a lot
less expensive and can make
a difference immediately for
newborns and their families.

The Maine chapter of the
American Academy of Pedi-
atrics is ready to collaborate
with Maine companies, in-
surance companies, the
Maine Children’s Trust and
other philanthropic stake-
holders to offer a baby box or
crib to the family of each
newborn to promote healthy
and safe sleep habits, and re-
duce the rate of SUID in
Maine.

Dr. Stephen Meister is medi-
cal director at the Edmund N.
Ervin Pediatric Center at Mai-
neGeneral Medical Center in
Augusta, president elect of
the Maine chapter of the
American Academy of Pediat-
rics and a member of the
Child Death and Serious In-
jury Review panel. Celeste
Murtha is a senior biology
student at Colby College in
Waterville and a student in-
tern at the pediatric center.

Cianchette
Continued from Page D1

Services
Continued from Page D1

I swimwith sharks
That’s how I knowwe’re the dangerous ones

JIM ABERNETHY | SCUBA-ADVENTURES.COM

Carolyn Wheeler, a graduate student at the University of New England, went scuba diving with tiger sharks as part of several research trips.
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Surely the governor’s challenging life
experiences would inform him of the
reality and truth of youth affected by
adverse childhood experiences. These
youth are in need of mental health

services and the personal support that
helps them deal with life and

transitioning successfully into adulthood.


