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PEDDAKUNTA, India: (Left) In this photograph taken on Oct 5, 2015, Indian Lambadi tribal students prepare to cross National Highway 44 to go to school in this village some 56 km from Hyderabad. (Center) Indian Lambadi tribal widow K Panna
shows a picture of her husband after his death in a road accident as she stands in front of her home in the village. (Right) Indian children of Lambadi tribal widows play with a toy car near their home. — AFP

PEDDAKUNTA, India: For developing India, dangerous
and potholed roads have long been a way of life. But one
highway running through a village in the southern state of
Telangana has gained a dire reputation, blamed for the
deaths of scores trying to cross it. A bypass road of nation-
al highway 44 snakes through Peddakunta village, cutting
off the community from its headquarters on the other
side.

Since the road was built in 2006, Peddakunta has been

dubbed the “village of highway widows” with only one
male adult left among the huts of 35 families.  The rest of
the village comprises women, children and the elderly.
Some 25 male residents have been killed in Peddakunta
trying to reach the other side, locals say. “My husband died
in a bypass road accident and so did my brother and my
father. There are no men to look after us in the family,”
Kurra Asli, 23, told AFP, holding up a faded photograph of
her husband.

Another widow held up a black and white printout of
her dead husband, his body laying on the bypass, his left
foot crushed. Locals have demanded a footbridge or tun-
nel so they can safely cross the four-lane stretch to reach
the headquarters to collect monthly pensions or find
employment in other villages. But widows say their
demands have been ignored. “No one will  help us.
Everyone will come, take photos and videos and go off,”
said K Maani, 38, as she cooked over a stove made of mud.

“I do not have a gas stove or even a bathroom, no one is
there to help us,” said the mother of three.

India has some of the world’s deadliest roads with more
than 230,000 fatalities annually, according to the World
Health Organization. Transport analysts attribute the huge
number of accidents to poor roads, ill-trained drivers and
reckless driving. The national government has put forward
proposals for new legislation to make roads safer by stiff-
ening lax traffic regulations. — AFP 

Indian killer road creates village of widows

LONDON: US prices for the world’s 20 top-sell-
ing medicines are, on average, three times
higher than in Britain, according to an analysis
carried out for Reuters. The finding under-
scores a transatlantic gulf between the price of
treatments for a range of diseases and follows
demands for lower drug costs in America from
industry critics such as Democratic presiden-
tial candidate Hillary Clinton. The 20 medi-
cines, which together accounted for 15 per-
cent of global pharmaceuticals spending in
2014, are a major source of profits for compa-
nies including AbbVie, AstraZeneca , Merck,
Pfizer and Roche.

Researchers from Britain’s University of
Liverpool also found US prices were consis-
tently higher than in other European markets.
Elsewhere, US prices were six times higher
than in Brazil and 16 times higher than the
average in the lowest-price country, which was
usually India. The United States, which leaves
pricing to market competition, has higher
drug prices than other countries where gov-
ernments directly or indirectly control medi-
cine costs. That makes it by far the most prof-
itable market for pharmaceutical companies,
leading to complaints that Americans are
effectively subsidising health systems else-
where.

Manufacturers say decent returns are need-
ed to reward high-risk research and prices
reflect the economic value provided by medi-
cines. They also point to higher US survival

rates for diseases such as cancer and the avail-
ability of industry-backed access schemes for
poorer citizens. In recent years, the price differ-
ential has been exacerbated by above-infla-
tion annual increases in US drug prices at a
time when governments in Europe have
capped costs or even pushed prices down.

In fact, US prices for top brand-name drugs
jumped 127 percent between 2008 and 2014,
compared with an 11 percent rise in a basket
of common household goods, according to
Express Scripts, the largest US manager of
drug plans. In Europe, meanwhile, the impact
of austerity on health budgets since the finan-
cial crisis has led industry executives to com-
plain of single-digit percentage annual price
declines.

Price Discounts
The US Pharmaceutical Research and

Manufacturers of America (PhRMA) says inter-
national comparisons are misleading because
list prices do not take into account discounts
available as a result of “aggressive negotiation”
by US insurers. These discounts can drive
down the actual price paid by US insurance
companies substantially. However, similar con-
fidential discounts are also offered to big
European buyers such as Britain’s National
Health Service. “The US has a competitive mar-
ketplace that works to control costs while
encouraging the development of new treat-
ments and cures,” Holly Campbell, PhRMA’s

director of communications, said in a state-
ment.

PhRMA also argues that while Americans
may pay more for drugs when they first come
out, they pay less as drugs get older, since
nearly 90 percent of all medicines prescribed
to US patients are now cheap generics. In
Britain, generics account for just over three-
quarters of prescriptions and that level is low-
er in other parts of Europe. Still, the United
States is slower to see the arrival of generic
competition to some top-selling drugs, which
explains some of the differences in pricing for
certain medicines on the top-20 list.

Overall, the analysis found that price dif-
ferentials were slightly smaller for complex
antibody-based drugs, which are used to
treat conditions like cancer and rheumatoid
arthritis. Many of the biggest differences
were evident for older drugs, reflecting the
fact that prices are typically hiked each year
in the United States,  said University of
Liverpool drug pricing expert Andrew Hill. “It
shows the US drug pricing situation isn’t just
a matter of isolated cases l ike Turing
Pharmaceuticals,” he said. The latest furore
over US drug costs was prompted by the
decision by unlisted Turing to hike the cost of
an old drug against a parasitic infection to
$750 a pill from $13.50. It has since promised
to roll back the increase. The same medicine
is sold in Britain by GlaxoSmithKline for 43
pence (66 cents). — Reuters 
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BOURNE, Massachusetts: In this Oct 8, 2015 photo, a Samaritans sign is posted near the
Bourne Bridge. — AP  

BOSTON: With younger generations using
cellphones less for actual conversation and
more for text messaging, suicide preven-
tion organizations are setting up ways that
let distraught youths seek help that way.
Suicide is the second leading cause of
death among teenagers and college-age
adults, making a text messaging initiative -
started this month by Samaritans Inc. of
Massachusetts to supplement the more tra-
ditional phone help line - a natural,
Executive Director Steve Mongeau said.

Nearly 5,300 US residents younger than
24 took their own lives in 2013, the most
recent year for which data are available,
according to the Washington, DC-based
American Association of Suicidology. The
latest suicide report by the Massachusetts
Department of Public Health indicates that
90 state residents ages 5 to 24 killed them-
selves in 2012. “We want you, as a person in
need, to be able to use the communication
platform you feel most comfortable with,”
Mongeau said, adding that Samaritans is
the first suicide prevention organization in
Massachusetts to offer the texting option.

The US Department of Veterans Affairs
has offered text help for suicidal veterans
for several years. The National Suicide
Prevention Lifeline also offers text messag-
ing help at many of its more than 160 crisis
centers nationwide. That organization
found that nearly 40 percent of people
reaching out for help using its online chat
option indicated they would not feel com-
fortable seeking help by phone.

Young people may not be able to articu-
late their feelings in a phone conversation,
said Dr Jill Harkavy-Friedman, vice presi-

dent of research at the America Foundation
for Suicide Prevention, yet their emotions
became crystal clear in a text conversation.
“What we found is that parents would look
at their children’s phones after a suicide
and see all the distress their children were
experiencing,” she said. The same
Samaritans telephone number often seen
posted near bridges - 877-870-4673 - can
be used for text messages, Mongeau said.

People texting the organization are con-
nected with a volunteer trained in the use
of text messaging, and familiar with the
grammatical quirks, abbreviations and
emoticons used in text messaging. In fact,
most of the organization’s volunteers are
under 30, with some as young as 16, and
are already well-versed in text messaging,
Mongeau said. Text messages are also more
private, he notes. “Say you’re in a public
place, or on a school bus, you can text back
and forth without being overheard,” he
said.

The Samaritans texting service is so far
available daily only from 3 pm until 11 pm,
the period after school when young people
tend to have more time on their hands,
Mongeau said. But the goal is to make the
program available 24/7. And of course, any-
one who wants to can text, regardless of
age. A few people have already taken
advantage of the texting option, Mongeau
said, even though the organization is still
trying to get the word out. Eventually he
expects to engage in as many 300 text con-
versations per day, or about the same as the
number of phone calls the organization
receives daily. “People just want someone to
confide in without judgment,” he said. — AP

OSLO: If and when a global deal to curb climate
change is done in Paris this December, the mat-
ter of enforcement is likely to be left not to sanc-
tions but to peer pressure. While legally enforce-
able environmental treaties do exist, experts say
that some of the most effective environmental
controls have come about from a shared sense
of self-interest. In 1941, an international tribunal
established the principle that “the polluter pays”
by ordering compensation after fumes from the
Trail Smelter, processing lead and zinc in western
Canada, damaged farmland across the border in
the United States.

But the concept has been hard to apply to
greenhouse gases swirling around the global
atmosphere. So far, plaintiffs have been unable
clearly to pin the harm they suffer - from floods,
droughts or rising seas - on another nation’s
emissions. Only recently has the science become
good enough “that a farmer in Peru can say ‘My
land is at risk from this glacial dam that is about
to break because of climate change’,” said Carroll
Muffett, president of the Center for International
Environmental Law in Washington. Advances in
the scientific understanding of global warming
meant that “that sort of litigation is emerging”.
But for now, the negotiators must look else-
where for precedents.

Sanctions Ineffective
The now-expired Kyoto agreement, which

obliged almost 40 rich nations to cut emissions,
did see Greece briefly suspended from UN car-
bon trading mechanisms in 2008 because it
failed to meet a requirement that all countries
“shall” set up a system to track greenhouse gas
emissions. But it proved ineffective in forcing
countries to make the emissions cuts they had
promised. Even now, the Dutch government is
appealing against a district court ruling on June
24 that it should cut emissions to 25 percent
below 1990 levels by 2020 - further than the
government plans - as its fair share of action.

But the best precedent for a climate treaty
appears to be the 1987 Montreal Protocol,
which outlawed chemicals widely used in
refrigerants or air conditioning that were dam-
aging the planet’s protective ozone layer. The
United Nations’ Ozone Secretariat says the
Protocol is preventing widespread damage to
agriculture and fisheries, and will prevent up to
2 million cases of skin cancer every year until
2030.

That pact included the threat of trade sanc-
tions. But with such clear and measurable
results, they have not been required, as dis-
putes have been settled amicably. “This ‘human
face’ galvanized the international community
to come together and take action,” said Dan
Tengo of the UN Environment Programme in
Nairobi. That seems to summarise the chal-
lenge of Paris very neatly. — Reuters 
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Trailblazing trial for

brittle-bone disease

PARIS: Foetuses burdened with a crippling form of brittle-
bone disease will receive stem-cell treatment early next
year in a pioneering trial, the lead researcher told AFP yes-
terday. Stem cells will be injected to help strengthen bones
so frail they may break before birth, the researchers said.
Stricken newborns will also be treated, and the results
compared. Children with severe forms of the condition,
called osteogenesis imperfecta, suffer repeated fractures of
bones throughout the skeleton, leading to painful disabili-
ty and, in some cases, death in early infancy.

Other symptoms include brittle and discoloured teeth,
hearing loss and breathing difficulties due to malformed
rib cages. There is no cure. Genetic in origin, brittle-bone
disease affects about one in 25,000 people of European
descent. The condition is caused by a defect in a gene that
produces collagen, a fibre-like protein crucial for strength-
ening bone, much in the way steel rods reinforce concrete.

The trials, coordinated by the Karolinska Institute in
Sweden where the stem-cell treatment was developed, will
involve a group of 15 foetuses and another group of 15
newborns. Each group will receive injections of stem cells
designed to boost collagen levels in growing bones. Stem
cells are blank-slate cells which, as they grow, differentiate
into the various specialised cells that make up the tissue of
different organs - the brain, the heart, the kidney, and so
on. The approach was already tested on a handful of young
children suffering from brittle-bone disease, with encour-
aging results, said the Karolinska Institute’s Cecilia
Gotherstrom. “We have treated two children prenatally.
One child is now 13 and one was born last year,” she told
AFP by email. A third infant, today six years old, was treated
in collaboration with researchers in Singapore and Taiwan.
“All the children have tolerated the treatment well and are
doing well.” 

After the stem cells were implanted, the patients experi-
enced fewer fractures and growth increased, she added.
For the oldest patients, however, more recent treatments
proved “transient” and did not last long. In the trial,
Gotherstrom and colleagues across Europe hope to find
out if prenatal injections make a difference. “By having two
cohorts,” or groups, “we will be able to offer treatment to
more children, and also investigate if treatment before
birth is indeed better,” she said.

A dozen research institutes, hospitals and pharmaceuti-
cal companies are participating in the trial. Lyn Chitty of
the Great Ormond Street Hospital for children in London
will conduct genetic testing of women at high risk of carry-
ing children with the disease, to identify subjects. “If suc-
cessful, this project may be one of the first to show that
certain conditions can begin to be treated prior to birth,
leading to better outcomes for the child,” she said, accord-
ing to the hospital. Preliminary studies in prenatal mice
resulted in a reduction of fractured and broken bones. In
earlier trials in the United States, and one under way in
Spain, stem cells are transplanted into young patients with
brittle-bone disease. — AFP 

Laws cannot help
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BLOOMINGTON, Minnesota: In this Sept 8, 2015 photo, dentist Walter Palmer, arrives
back at his office following a lunch break. — AP 

HARARE: Zimbabwe will not charge American
dentist Walter Palmer for killing its most prized
lion in July because he had obtained legal
authority to conduct the hunt, a cabinet minis-
ter said yesterday, angering conservationists.
Palmer, a lifelong big-game hunter from
Minnesota, stoked a global controversy when
he killed Cecil, a rare black-maned lion, with a
bow and arrow outside Hwange National Park
in Western Zimbabwe.

But Palmer’s hunting papers were in order,
Environment Minister Oppah Muchinguri-
Kashiri said yesterday. Consequently, he could
not be charged. “We approached the police and
then the Prosecutor General, and it turned out
that Palmer came to Zimbabwe because all the
papers were in order,” Muchinguri-Kashiri told
reporters. Muchinguri-Kashiri said Palmer was
free to visit Zimbabwe as a tourist but not as a
hunter. The implication was he would not be
issued the permits a hunter needs.

The environment minister’s comments
immediately drew the ire of the animal conser-
vation group Zimbabwe Conservation Task
Force, which maintained that Palmer had com-
mitted a crime and said it planned to pursue
legal action against him in the US. Palmer could
not be reached immediately for comment on
the environment minister’s statement to
reporters. “The fact is the law was broken. We
are going to get our advocates in America to

actually see what they can do to bring justice to
him,” said Johnny Rodrigues, the head of the
task force, which first reported news of Cecil’s
killing.

The US Fish and Wildlife Service has previ-
ously said it was investigating the killing of the
lion. Two more people still face charges related
to Cecil’s killing. Both allegedly were involved in
using bait to lure Cecil out of his habitat in
Hwange National Park so he could be killed.
Theo Bronkhorst, a professional hunter in
Zimbabwe, is charged with breaching hunting
rules in connection with the hunt in which Cecil
was killed. A game park owner is also charged
with allowing an illegal hunt. Both have denied
the charges.

Bronkhorst is expected to appear in a
Hwange court on Thursday where a magistrate
will rule on a request by his lawyers that his
indictment be quashed. Parks officials said pros-
ecutors would bring Cecil’s head, which the
hunters took as a trophy, to court as an exhibit if
the trial goes ahead. Palmer, 55, has previously
said that the hunt was legal and no one in the
hunting party realized the targeted lion was
Cecil, a well-known tourist attraction in the
park. Wildlife hunting, which earned $45 million
last year, is an important source of money for
the southern African nation, still recovering
from a catastrophic recession between 1999-
2008. — Reuters 
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