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LONDON: A parasitic worm which affects
millions of the world’s poorest people may-
hold an important but little-known key to
cutting the spread of HIV, researchers said
ahead of a conference on the issue in
London. Schistosomiasis affects at least 250
million people. It is caused by parasitic
worms, picked up in infested waters, which
drill through people’s skin and lay eggs in
their bodies. If the worms lay eggs in a
woman’s genital areas, including the vagina
and cervix, they can cause lesions which
make women more vulnerable to HIV,
experts in the tropical disease said.

Women are three times more likely to be
infected with HIV if they have female genital
schistosomiasis (FGS), studies carried out in
Zimbabwe, Tanzania, South Africa and
Mozambique have found. “It’s going com-
pletely under the radar,” Marianne Comparet,
director of the London-based International
Society for Neglected Tropical Diseases
(ISNTD), said in an interview. “Treating one
could really impact on the other,” she told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Men with the worms in their genitals
show a sharp increase in the amount of HIV
virus in their semen, researchers said. The

treatment for schistosomiasis is cheap - the
drug has been donated for years to the
World Health Organization (WHO), so this
could be a relatively easy way to help cut the
spread of HIV, experts said. “In the same way
that circumcision came out as something
that really changed the way people
approached HIV transmission, this could
really be the next big thing in controlling HIV
transmission,” Comparet said. Circumcision
has been found to cut the spread of HIV
among heterosexuals and is recommended
by the WHO as a means of prevention.
Nearly 37 million people live with HIV, the
majority in Africa.

A little-known disease
It is not known how many people have

FGS, but estimates range from 20 million to
80 million, the vast majority in Africa.
According to the WHO, most cases of FGS
are undiagnosed and few medical staff are
aware of its existence. It gets no mention in
medical textbooks or nursing curricula in any
of the countries where schistosomiasis is
endemic, WHO says.

The UN agency recommends the regular
treatment of young girls through mass drug
administration in schools and communities to
prevent FGS from developing. Treatment kills
adult worms but it cannot reverse damage
they have already done to people’s organs
and tissues. “It starts early on, and then when
you are a young woman, without any treat-
ment it becomes really serious, and when
women become sexually active they are very
vulnerable to HIV,” Jutta Reinhard-Rupp at
Merck Serono said in an interview. — Reuters   

Spanish scientists
use skin cells to

create human sperm
BARCELONA: Scientists in Spain on Wednesday they
had created human sperm from skin cells, a medical
feat which could eventually said to a treatment for
infertility. The researchers said they were working to
find a solution for the roughly 15 percent of couples
worldwide who are unable to have children and whose
only option is to use donated sperm or eggs. “What to
do when someone who wants to have a child lacks
gametes (eggs or sperm)?” asked Carlos Simon, the sci-
entific director of the Valencian Infertility Institute,
Spain’s first medical institution fully dedicated to assist-
ed reproduction.

“This is the problem we want to address: to be
able to create gametes in people who do not have
them.” The result of their research, which was carried
out with Stanford University in the United States, was
published Tuesday in Scientific Reports, the online
journal of Nature. They were inspired by the work of
Japan’s Shinya Yamanaka and Britain’s John Gordon
who in 2012 shared a Nobel prize for the discovery
that adult cells can be transformed back into
embryo-like stem cells.

Simon and his team managed to reprogram mature
skin cells by introducing a cocktail of genes needed to
create gametes. Within a month the skin cell was trans-
formed to become a germ cell, which can develop into
sperm or an egg, but it did not have the ability to fertil-
ize, they found. “This is a sperm but it needs a further
maturation phase to become a gamete. This is just the
beginning,” Simon said. It is a step further than that
reached by Chinese researchers who earlier this year
announced they had created mice from artificial sperm.

“With the human species we must do much more
testing because we are talking about the birth of child,”
Simon said. The researchers also must take into account
legal constraints since the technique involves the cre-
ation of artificial embryos which right now is only
allowed in some countries. “We are talking about a long
process,” Simon said. — AFP
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In a picture taken on April 27, 2016, South Korean Olympic athletes and models
show the South Korean Olympic team uniforms for the 2016 Rio Olympic Games
at the Korean National Training Center in Seoul. South Korean athletes at the
Rio Olympics will wear long-sleeved training kits impregnated with mosquito
repellant to protect them from the Zika virus, the national Olympic committee
said yesterday. — AFP


