
FRESNO, California: In a trailer park tucked
among irrigated orchards that help make
California’s San Joaquin Valley the richest farm
region in the world, 16-year-old Giselle Alvarez,
one of the few English-speakers in the commu-
nity of farmworkers, puzzles over the notices
posted on front doors: There’s a danger in their
drinking water. Uranium, the notices warn, tests
at a level considered unsafe by federal and state
standards. The law requires the park’s owners to
post the warnings. But they are awkwardly
worded and in English, a language few of the
park’s dozens of Spanish-speaking families can
read.

“It says you can drink the water - but if you
drink the water over a period of time, you can
get cancer,” said Alvarez, whose working-class
family has no choice but keep drinking and
cooking with the tainted tap water daily, as they
have since Alvarez was just learning to walk.
“They really don’t explain.” Uranium, the stuff of
nuclear fuel for power plants and atom bombs,
increasingly is showing in drinking water sys-
tems in major farming regions of the US West - a
naturally occurring but unexpected byproduct
of irrigation, of drought, and of the over pump-
ing of natural underground water reserves. An
Associated Press investigation in California’s cen-

tral farm valleys - along with the US Central
Plains, among the areas most affected - found
authorities are doing little to inform the public
at large of the growing risk. 

Safety standards
That includes the one out of four families on

private wells in this farm valley who, unknow-
ingly, are drinking dangerous amounts of urani-
um, researchers determined this year and last.
Government authorities say long-term exposure
to uranium can damage kidneys and raise can-
cer risks, and scientists say it can have other
harmful effects. In this swath of farmland, rough-
ly 250 miles long and encompassing major
cities, up to one in 10 public water systems have
raw drinking water with uranium levels that
exceed federal and state safety standards, the
US Geological Survey has found. More broadly,
nearly 2 million people in California’s Central
Valley and in the US Midwest live within a half-
mile of groundwater containing uranium over
the safety standards, University of Nebraska
researchers said in a study published in
September.

Everything from state agencies to tiny rural
schools are scrambling to deal with hundreds of
tainted public wells - more regulated than pri-

vate wells under safe-drinking-water laws. That
includes water wells at the Westport Elementary
School, where 450 children from rural families
study outside the Central California farm hub of
Modesto. At Westport’s playground, schoolchild-
ren take a break from tether ball to sip from
fountains marked with Spanish and English
placards: “SAFE TO DRINK.” The school, which
draws on its own wells for its drinking fountains,
sinks and cafeteria, is one of about 10 water sys-
tems in the farm region that have installed ura-
nium removal facilities in recent years. Prices
range from $65,000 for the smallest system to
the millions of dollars.

Just off Westport’s playground, a school
maintenance chief jangles the keys to the
school’s treatment operation, locked in a shed
the size of a garage. Inside, a system of tubes,
dials and canisters resembling large scuba tanks
removes up to a pound a year of uranium from
the school’s wells. The uranium gleaned from
the school’s well water and other Central
California water systems is handled like the
nuclear material it is - taken away by workers in
masks, gloves and other protective garments,
said Ron Dollar, a vice president at Water
Remediation Technology, a Colorado-based
firm.

General fund
It is then processed into nuclear fuel for pow-

er plants, Dollar said. Before treatment,
Westport’s water tests up to four times state and
federal limits. After treatment, it’s safe for the
children, teachers and staff to drink. Other
Central California farm schools opt to buy bot-
tled water in place of drinking fountains, which
are off limits because of uranium and other con-
taminants. “We don’t have a choice,” said Terri
Lancaster, principal of the 260 students at
Waukena elementary school in rural Tulare
County. “You do what you have to do.”

Until winning a state grant to pay for
trucked-in drinking water, her school was
spending $10,000 a year from its general fund
on bottled water. Meanwhile, the city of
Modesto, with a half-million residents, recently
spent more than $500,000 to start blending
water from one contaminated well to dilute the
uranium to safe levels. The city has retired a half-
dozen other wells with excess levels of uranium.
State officials don’t track spending on uranium-
contaminated wells. But the state’s Water
Resources Control Board identified at least $16.7
million the state has spent since 2010 helping
public water systems deal with high levels of
uranium. — AP

Fear at the tap: Uranium
contaminates water in the West
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Swine flu outbreak
kills 33 in three

weeks in Iran
TEHRAN: An outbreak of swine flu has left 33 people
dead in two provinces of southeastern Iran in the past
three weeks, the official IRNA news agency reported
on Monday. IRNA quoted Deputy Health Minister Ali
Akbar Sayyari as saying there had been 28 deaths in
Kerman province and five in Sistan-Baluchistan and
warning the H1N1 virus was likely to spread to other
areas including the capital Tehran.  “The health min-
istry predicts that the virus will spread in the coming
days to Tehran, West and East Azerbaijan and
Kermanshah provinces more than to other places,” he
said.

Nearly 600 people have been hospitalised in
Kerman province over the outbreak, the head of the
province’s medical university, Ali Akbar Haghdoost,
told the ISNA news agency. “Traces of the H1N1 virus
were uncovered three weeks ago and we were the
first province to report the epidemic,” Haghdoost said.
He called for limited travel during a three-day holiday
weekend due to start on Thursday in order to prevent
the spread of the virus. Haghdoost suggested the out-
break was now under control. “We have received
5,000 doses of vaccines today and a shipment of
15,000 will arrive tomorrow,” he said.

Health Minister Hassan Hashemi said on Sunday
the number of deaths from flu was similar to previous
years, but that it was evolving and becoming harder
to treat. “This flu comes from beyond our borders,
especially from Sistan-Baluchistan” near Pakistan,
Hashemi said, quoted by the Youth Journalist Club
(YJC) state television website. “But every year it
becomes wilder and more resistant” to treatment, he
added.  YJC only referred to the illness as the flu, and
made no mention of swine flu. Patients suffering from
diabetes, cardiovascular, kidney, lung diseases and
cancer, as well as the elderly, children under five and
pregnant women are more sensitive to the virus and
must be vaccinated, said Sayyari.

A senior official from the Health Ministry ’s
Infectious Disease Department on Monday reported
the state of swine flu to parliament’s hygiene and
treatment committee, IRNA reported. A major H1N1
outbreak in 2009 sparked a World Health Organization
pandemic alert in June 2009, after the virus emerged
from Mexico and the United States.  The alert was lift-
ed in August 2010 and the outbreak left some 18,500
people dead in 214 countries. The first instance of
swine flue in Iran was reported in June 2009 when a
16-year-old Iranian boy entered the country with his
family on a flight from the United Sates. — AFP 

By Ben Garcia 

KUWAIT: Although Kuwait has the lowest
prevalence of hepatitis C in the region, the
country continues its campaign to control if
not totally eradicate the virus. Speaking at the
second Hepatology Club meeting held at the
Radisson Blu Hotel,Chairman Dr Bader Al-
Enezi underscored Kuwait only has a 0.5 to
0.8 percent prevalence of the hepatitis virus.
“It’s not high, and if you include expats too, it’s
still very limited

Dr Enezi said the Hepatology Club meet-
ing comes in light of a new treatment and
strategy available now. “We have a new treat-
ment and strategy in dealing with hepatitis
C.We try to prevent the consequences and
complications for patients - we have available
treatment to cure the disease. With this meet-
ing, we’ll have more clarifications and recom-
mendations to find new ways and solutions
to handle the hepatitis C virus. We care for all
patients

Hepatitis C
Hepatitis C is a blood-borne infectious dis-

ease that is caused by the hepatitis C virus
(HCV), affecting the liver. The infection is
often asymptomatic, but once established,

chronic infection can cause inflammation of
the liver (chronic hepatitis). This condition can
progress to scarring of the liver (fibrosis) and
advanced scarring (cirrhosis). In some cases,
those with cirrhosis will go on to develop liver
failure or other complications of cirrhosis,
including liver cancer. The hepatitis C virus is
spread by blood-to-blood contact. The good
news is there is a new medicine now for the
hepatitis C virus. 

Asked if there are preventive tools to
avoid contracting the hepatitis C virus, espe-
cially during sexual activities, Enezi said peo-
ple with hepatitis C can engage in normal
sexual activities with their legal partners.
“Sexual activities should not be halted if one
has hepatitis C, because even with the virus,
there is a very low rate of transmitting the dis-
ease to one’s partner. There is no need to use
any preventive means, especially if one hasa
single partner. As per statistics, there is a less
than 2 to 5 percent probability of contracting
the virus during sex. You don’t need to
change your sexual behavior if you have the
hepatitis C virus,” he noted. 

Hepatitis is a liver condition characterized
by the presence of inflammatory cells in the
tissue of the organ. The condition can be self-
limiting, heal on its own or can progress to

acute liver infection and worse, cancer.
“Hepatitis is acute when it lasts less than six
months and chronic when it persists longer,
and it depends on what hepatitis virus a
patient may have,” stressed Dr Enezi. 

The hepatitis A virus is the least danger-
ous viral infection - however, if contracted, it
can weaken liver function. Hepatitis B is more
lethal than any other hepatitis virus, and this
is why the government of Kuwait has been
active in its campaign to control the spread of
viral infections in the country. 

In an interview with Kuwait Times, Dr
Enezi restated that the prevalence of hepatitis
in Kuwait is very low compared to other
countries in Asia, particularly China. “The fact
is that many people in Kuwait don’t know
they have the virus. They need to consult
their doctors and get injected with the hepa-
titis vaccine to prevent this disease from
spreading,” he said.

How is it Transmitted?
Common causes of hepatitis include over-

consumption of alcohol, blood transfusion
and drugs. People vulnerable to hepatitis are
those living with multiple sex partners, fami-
lies with infected members and people who
share needles/syringes-for drug use or blood
transfusions, razor blades, contaminated
foods, toothbrushes, unsterilized medical
equipment, health workers and mother to
baby transmissions. “I suggest vaccination.
Kuwait has already been implementing com-
pulsory vaccination for all children born in
Kuwait, free of charge. It’s a good govern-
ment initiative and it’s continuing to do so.
Adults can also visit our health centers all over
Kuwait to get the vaccine for a minimal
charge,” Dr Enezi advised. 

Professor Dr Markus Peck,Secretary
General of European Association for the study
of Liver, was invited to the Hepatology Club
meeting. He is the doctor behind guideline
development and public policies connected
to hepatitis in Europe. “I will be sharing our
experiencesat the European Liver Association
and how the techniques we learned can be
transferred here in Kuwait. This meeting is a
very important step to deal with the hepatitis
virus in Kuwait. Education and identifying
people with the disease is also very impor-
tant,” Dr Peck mentioned.  

FRESNO, California: In this photo 9-year-old Carlos Velasquez drinks well water from
a hose at a trailer park near Fresno. — AP photos

No letup in fight against hepatitis C despite low prevalence

FRESNO, California: Water is pumped from a well into a drainage ditch along agricul-
tural land near Fresno.


