
WASHINGTON: The Zika virus is “scarier”
than previously thought, US health officials
warned Monday as they urged Congress to
unblock funding to fight the mosquito-
borne virus linked to birth defects. President
Barack Obama’s administration has asked
lawmakers for $1.9 billion to boost pre-
paredness and response to Zika, a poorly
understood virus which has been linked to
severe brain damage in babies-but the
request has stalled. Borne by the Aedes
aegypti mosquito, Zika has spread quickly to
more than 30 places in Latin America and
the Caribbean since last year.

Rare cases of sexual transmission of the
virus have also been recorded. “We absolute-
ly need to be ready ... Everything we look at
with this virus seems to be a bit scarier than
we initially thought,” Anne Schuchat, princi-
pal deputy director of the the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, told
reporters at the White House. “We continue

to be learning (about the virus) pretty much
every day. And most of what we’re learning
is not reassuring,” she added. Anthony Fauci,
director of the National Institute of Allergy
and Infectious Diseases, said there were still
a lot of unknowns.

“Bottom line is we still have a lot to
learn,” he said. “And we really do need to
learn a lot more, because this is a very
unusual virus.” Fauci said he had to draw
money from other areas for Zika research,
stressing that “we really don’t have what we
need.” “If we don’t get the money that the
president has asked for, we’re not going to
be able to take it to the point where we’ve
actually accomplished what we need to do,”
Fauci said. “When the president asked for
$1.9 billion, we needed $1.9 billion.”
Hundreds of thousands of people in the US
territory of Puerto Rico could become
infected with Zika by year’s end, US health
officials have cautioned. — AFP

Zika virus ‘scarier’ than thought

PARIS: French politicians across the board
yesterday slammed a Socialist minister’s call
to legalize marijuana, re-igniting the debate
in a country where cannabis use is common.
A day after minister for parliamentary rela-
tions Jean-Marie Le Guen said prohibition
had not caused drug use to fall, his own par-
ty called decriminalization a bad idea.
Education Minister Najat Vallaud-Belkacem
said a softer approach to marijuana would
show “we have let our guard down in the
fight against drugs.” Former right-wing
prime minister Francois Fillon added his
voice, saying “legalization of cannabis would
be an extremely permissive signal to send to
young people.” 

Government spokesman Stephane Le Foll
said there was no “no work, nor considera-
tion” of a possible legalisation of cannabis.  Le
Guen, who is also a doctor and public health
expert, stressed Monday that “cannabis is a
very bad thing for public health, in particular
for young people.”  But he said: “prohibition
has not led to a decrease in consumption.”
He called for “a selective lifting of prohibition
for adults, although certainly not for young
people below 21 years of age.” 

Top teen smokers 
France’s response to marijuana use differs

markedly from the Dutch approach of toler-
ance and the legal recreational use in
Uruguay, four American states and the US
capital Washington DC.  Another 19 states
have legalized marijuana for medical use, but
it is still illegal under federal law. Spanish law
allows for the private production and con-

sumption of cannabis by adults, though its
sale is still illegal.  Cannabis use has been ille-
gal in France since 1970, punishable by one
year in prison and a 3,750-euro ($4,200) fine.
In practice, imprisonment is rare, although
fines continue to be meted out.

Despite being totally illegal, some 17 mil-
lion of France’s 66 million-strong population
said they had tried cannabis.  About 700,000
said they use it daily, according to France’s
National Observatory of Drugs and Drug
Abuse. Some experts say France needs to do
some soul searching on its drug laws. “We
have to rethink health policy on cannabis.
We’re following a path of repression in
regards to addiction,” Laurent Karila, a psychi-
atrist and addiction expert said yesterday.
“Young French people are the top European
consumers of cannabis. It is clear that it is not
working,” he added.

A bill proposing the state-controlled sale
and use of cannabis was shot down last April
after failing to make much progress in the
French parliament. At the same time, France
has the highest percentage of 15-year-old
pot smokers among 42 well-off nations sur-
veyed by the World Health Organization
(WHO). Fifteen percent of 15-year-olds in
France-slightly more boys than girls said they
had indulged, with Canada’s young stoners
close behind. Amsterdam flaunts its cannabis
cafes and Barcelona its private reefer clubs,
but neither the Netherlands nor Spain were
among the top eight nations in which teens
admitted they had used cannabis in the last
30 days, according to the WHO study, based
on data from 2014. — AFP

Marijuana legalization 
debate fires up in France
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BRESCIA, Italy: World-renowned artist
Christo may be 80, but he boasts the energy
of a teenager: After creating umbrella forests,
wrapping the Reichstag and decking Central
Park in saffron, his new project will see audi-
ences walk on water in Italy. In more than 50
years, Christo and his wife Jeanne-Claude-
who died in 2009 but is still associated with
his projects-created 22 monumental works.
Dozens more have been left in drawers after
permits to enact them were refused. “We
have abandoned some, but others remained
in our hearts and minds,” Christo said in an
interview with AFP.

“The Floating Piers” is one of them. First
conceived in 1970 for the River Plate delta in
Argentina, the Christ-like scheme will finally
come to life on the idyllic Lake Iseo in north-
ern Italy, from June 18 to July 3. For 16 days,
visitors will be able to walk on three kilome-
ters of floating pontoons across the lake,
which will connect the islands of Monte Isola
and San Paolo, with their picturesque ham-
lets and Roman ruins, to each other and the
mainland. Made of 200,000 recyclable poly-
ethylene cubes linked by 200,000 giant
screws, the piers will be covered with a
dahlia-yellow fabric made of tightly woven

nylon designed to change tone as the sun
sets and become an intense red when wet.

“All our projects are related to physical
sensations. I do not like computers, I do not
want to talk on the phone. I am related to
things viscerally, not virtually,” said an animat-
ed Christo, a lean figure topped with a shock
of white hair.

“Walking on very small paths covered
with canvas, a very solid surface, all of a sud-
den you start walking on water,” said the
Bulgarian-born artist with American citizen-
ship, adding that the experience is some-
thing “you have to feel”.

Piers and islands 
“Floating Piers” is the first work by Christo

since 2005, when he created “The Gates” in
New York’s Central Park with Jeanne-Claude,
an installation of 7,500 saffron cloth arches
which drew four million visitors. Forced to
abandon the aquatic walkways in Argentina,
then again in Japan due to permit troubles,
the piers exhibition got the go-ahead in just
two years in Italy, thanks to the enthusiasm
of local officials and inhabitants.

Christo and Jeanne-Claude, both born
June 13, 1935, brought three projects to Italy
in the 1960s and 1970s, including an installa-
tion on Milan’s Cathedral square in which
they wrapped a monument to King Vittorio
Emanuele. The couple first rose to fame for
their eye-catching packaging of famous
landmarks like the Pont Neuf across the
Seine in Paris in 1985 and Berlin’s Reichstag in
1995 — a project which took 25 years of
bureaucratic wrangling to get off the ground.

An exhibition which focuses mainly on

their previous water-based works-complete
with preparatory drawings, models, photo-
graphs and films-is being shown at the Santa
Giulia Museum in Brescia near Lake Iseo until
September 18.

The display of creations since the early
1960s includes “Surrounded Islands”, tree-
covered gems in Biscayne Bay in Florida that
the artists hemmed with pink fabric in 1983,
creating a vast water lily effect. “Floating
Piers” comes with a price-tag of some 10 mil-
lion euros ($11.4 million) and is financed as
usual by Christo through the sale of prepara-

tory drawings and models. The artist has two
other projects up his sleeve, though he has
run into permit trouble here too. In the first,
thought up in 1992, he wants to suspend 10
kilometers (six miles) of silvery fabric over the
Colorado River in the United States. The sec-
ond would see him create a 150-metre-high
(490 feet), flat-topped pyramid out of
410,000 multicolored oil barrels in the desert
near Abu Dhabi. Conceived in 1977, “The
Mastaba” would be the tallest project in his
career and the only one of Christo’s installa-
tions to be permanent. — AFP

BEIJING: More than 80 percent of China’s
underground water drawn from relatively shal-
low wells used by farms, factories and mostly
rural households is unsafe for drinking because
of pollution, a government report says. The
Water Resources Ministry study posted to its
website yesterday analyzed samples drawn in
January from 2,103 wells used for monitoring
in the country’s major eastern flatland water-
sheds. The ministry said that of those samples,
32.9 percent were classed as suitable only for
industrial and agricultural use, while 47.3 per-
cent were unfit for human consumption of any
type. None were considered pristine, although
water in wells in the Beijing area was rated bet-
ter overall than elsewhere in the northeast.

Following the report’s release on Monday,
officials sought to reassure the public that
most household water used by urban
Chinese households is safe because it comes
from reservoirs, deep aquifers or rivers that
are treated to ensure safety. “The quality of
drinking water is good overall,” Chen

Mingzhong, director of the ministry ’s
Department of Water Resources, told
reporters at a news conference. Most public
attention in recent years has focused on
heavy air pollution in Chinese cities, although
water and soil contamination are also regard-
ed as serious by environmentalists.

Water shortages are also expected to pose
an increasing challenge to agriculture, with
much of the arid North China Plain reliant on
aquifers whose levels are falling fast. China’s
major lakes are also heavily polluted, largely
due to fertilizer run-off and the dumping of
untreated factory waste. Environmental group
Greenpeace called the ministry’s report “anoth-
er stark warning of the extent of groundwater
pollution in China.” In a statement,
Greenpeace’s east Asia toxics campaign man-
ager Ada Kong applauded the ministry’s recog-
nition of the problem and said taking serious
action to tackle the problem was the next step.
“Water pollution in China is every bit as serious
an issue as air pollution,” Kong said. — AP

China report sounds alarm 
on groundwater pollution

BEIJING/SHANGHAI: As day breaks, hundreds of
patients wait to see doctors in a queue that snakes
around the Peking Union hospital in Beijing. Many
will wait in vain - “scalpers” like Yu Wei have already
illegally bought and sold appointment tickets for
the day ahead. Yu, 32, makes a living touting the
tickets that Chinese hospitals sell in advance for
consultations. His tickets will get a patient in front
of a doctor in two days, he says, compared with a
wait that can be up to a fortnight.

Dodging passing police patrols as part of his dai-
ly routine, Yu charges 850 yuan ($131) for a “special
care” appointment ticket - almost three times the
face value. He told Reuters he keeps 200 yuan from
each sale, with the rest of the profit going to hospi-
tal insiders who he said help him secure the tickets.
“The city’s upper middle class are always willing to
pay this amount or even higher - as long as they can
get an appointment,” Yu said, speaking between fre-
quent phone calls that he said came from would-be
clients. In the background, other scalpers competed
for custom, shouting out their prices.

The street crime casts light on the scale of the
challenge President Xi Jinping faces as he looks to
overhaul a creaking and underfunded public health
system to deliver on a promise of affordable and
accessible care for all. In line with this drive, authori-
ties have tried to crack down on healthcare corrup-
tion and police say they have detained some 240
scalpers in Beijing alone this year. Many patients
and doctors say, though, the time-served practice is
just a symptom of deeper issues: a dearth of doc-
tors and low salaries meaning graft is endemic.
“Scalpers are a real headache for us,” a spokes-
woman for the Peking Union hospital surnamed
Chen told Reuters by phone.  “There’s a crackdown

on them, but it’s a hard problem to cure.” The
spokeswoman added the hospital and its doctors
were victims of scalpers and were not involved in
the practice.

Dozens of scalpers
A viral video earlier this year of a woman with

her sick mother raging against scalpers brought a
public outcry and calls for arrests and tough jail
sentences.  Authorities have promised to intensify
their crackdown. But when Reuters visited hospitals
in Shanghai and Beijing, dozens of scalpers operat-
ed in plain sight, loudly offering tickets for sale. A
spokesman at the Beijing city health department
said police needed to “strengthen” their efforts, and
it would take some time to see any real results.
China’s national health ministry did not immediate-
ly respond to requests for comment.

Feng Jianqi, a police officer involved in leading
the crackdown on scalpers in Beijing, said the police
could not resolve the issue alone. Part of the prob-
lem was that so many patients wanted to see the
same doctors, he said. “It’s just not realistic to totally
eradicate scalpers. It’s just too hard,” he told Reuters
by phone. The problem is acute for patients like Cao
Dongxian. The middle-aged school teacher trav-
elled to Beijing in May last year from his home in
Shandong province after local doctors refused to
carry out a risky intestinal cancer operation. State
insurance coverage is limited in China, meaning
patients often have to pay a large part if healthcare
costs themselves, especially those with major long-
term diseases like cancer or diabetes.

Keen to avoid paying scalpers, Cao spent
months queuing in hospital lines for repeat tests
before doctors eventually said his cancer needed an

urgent operation. Cao was then told he would have
to begin queuing again: this time for a hospital bed.
“It was October by the time I got to have my opera-
tion ...  more than four months,” Cao said. “On top of
that your body’s in pain - it really hurts.”

‘Market price’
In hindsight, Cao said he wished he had gone to

scalpers straight away. Doctors also appear
resigned to the practice, as wealth spreads in China
and patients accept the reality that paying more
will bring speedier treatment. “(Basic) appointment
fees don’t reflect the economic value of doctors’
skills and experience,” said Wu Yuan, an eye doctor
at the Peking University First Hospital in Beijing.
“Scalpers are simply selling the doctor’s appoint-
ment at a price the market is prepared to pay,” Wu
said. He said the practice was routine but that he
had no knowledge of any doctor involvement in
ticket resales.

Even as China’s hospitals suffer, the broader mar-
ket for drugs and services is a lure for firms like e-
commerce giant Alibaba Group Holding and hospi-
tal operator Phoenix Healthcare, attracted by a
wider healthcare bill that is set to hit $1.3 trillion by
2020. For patients like Cao or Zhang Pengyu, a 38-
year-old realtor from the outskirts of Beijing,
scalpers are source of frustration and anger, but
sometimes a necessary evil. 

He waited unsuccessfully for three nights to see
an ear, nose and throat doctor at Beijing Tongren
Hospital. He finally gave in to scalpers, paying 3,000
yuan for a 10-minute appointment that should have
cost just 200 yuan. “I wanted to queue myself and
not pay so much money, but I just couldn’t wait any
more. I didn’t have time,” said Zhang. — Reuters

Artist Christo in divine stunt on Italy lake

Scalped: At China’s creaking hospitals, 
illegal ticket touts defy crackdown
Beijing police say over 240 scalpers detained this year

TOLEDO, Ohio: Responding to the crisis in Flint,
Michigan, school officials across the country are test-
ing classroom sinks and cafeteria faucets for lead, try-
ing to uncover any concealed problems and to reas-
sure anxious parents. Just a fraction of schools and
day care centers nationwide are required to check for
lead because most receive their water from municipal
systems that test at other locations. State and federal
lawmakers have called for wider testing. Among
schools and day care centers operating their own
water systems, Environmental Protection Agency
data analyzed by The Associated Press showed that
278 violated federal lead levels at some point during
the past three years. Roughly a third of those had lead
levels that were at least double the federal limit.

In almost all cases, the problems can be traced to
aging buildings with lead pipes, older drinking foun-
tains and water fixtures that have parts made with
lead. Riverside Elementary in the northern Wisconsin
town of Ringle has lead pipes buried in its concrete
foundation that used to leach into the tap water
before a filtration system was installed. Replacing the
pipes, which were installed when the school was built
in the 1970s, is not an option. “For the cost of that,
you might as well build a new school,” said Jack
Stoskopf, an assistant superintendent.

Federal government
Instead, he said, school officials decided to rip out

the drinking fountains more than a decade ago and
buy bottled water for students, costing about $1,000
a month. Buying bottled water for drinking has been
the routine at Ava Head Start in Ava, Missouri, even
before lead levels spiked after the preschool moved
into a new building in 2010. But it was not until
February, after another round of high test results, that
state regulators told the preschool to use bottled
water for cooking and cleaning the toothbrushes for
the 59 children, ages 3 and 4. “The cost is not an
option,” said Sandra Porter, Ava’s cook and water oper-
ator. “We’re just doing what we have to.” Schools
required to conduct lead testing represent only about
1 of every 10 schools in the country. Those receiving
their water from city-owned systems - an estimated
90,000, according to the EPA - are not required by the
federal government to do so. In recent weeks, state
lawmakers in New Jersey and Pennsylvania have pro-

posed legislation that would require testing in all
schools. Some members of Congress have called for
more money and expanded lead sampling.

In March, some samples from the school district in
Newark, New Jersey, came back with high amounts of
lead. The district shut off sinks and fountains in 30
buildings and offered to test as many as 17,000 chil-
dren for lead. The inconsistent testing leaves most
schoolchildren in buildings that are unchecked and
vulnerable because lead particles can build up in
plumbing when water goes unused for long periods.

Drinking fountain
“In schools, that means almost every weekend,”

said Virginia Tech professor Marc Edwards, who
helped expose the lead problem in Flint’s water. His
colleague, Yanna Lambrinidou, also notes that under
EPA guidelines, schools and day care centers can
report that an entire building is safe even if an individ-
ual drinking fountain is above the threshold. Last year

alone, lead levels exceeded the EPA limit of 15 parts
per billion at 64 schools or day care centers that are
required to test because they have their own water
systems. While no state is immune to the problem,
half the high lead readings since the beginning of
2013 were in states along the East Coast. School
buildings there are older and more likely to have lead
plumbing. Pennsylvania, Maine and New Jersey
topped the list.

Nationwide, the average age of school buildings
dates to the early 1970s. It was not until 1986 that
lead pipes were banned, and it was not until 2014
that brass fixtures were ordered to be virtually lead-
free. School leaders in Idaho Falls, Idaho, decided in
February to remove two drinking fountains within a
week of finding out about a recent high sample and
another one from three years ago that the state failed
to notify them about. Idaho’s Department of
Environmental Quality acknowledged it should have
followed up with more testing three years ago. — AP

Water with unsafe lead amounts 
found in hundreds of schools

NEW JERSY: Director of Chemistry Ravi Swamy, of Aqua Pro-Tech Laboratories, uses
inductively coupled plasma mass spectroscopy to test drinking water samples at the
facility, in Fairfield. — AP

BRESCIA, Lombardy, Italy: Bulgarian artist Christo gestures as he visits the exhi-
bition “Christo and Jeanne-Claude, Water Projects.

Bulgarian artist Christo (right) visits the exhibition “Christo and
Jeanne-Claude, Water Projects” at Santa Giulia Museum in Brescia.
— AFP photos


