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RIO DE JANEIRO: The young athlete, now competing at
the Rio Games, always considered herself to be a girl just
like the others, a girl who loved to run. Then the govern-
ing body of track and field told her she was different, so
different that her track career could be over. Marked
“confidential” and signed “best sporting regards,” the let-
ter outlined a choice for the athlete: Open herself up to
a panel of medical experts who could recommend sur-
gery or chemical treatment to reduce her testosterone
levels, or stop competing. She had fallen foul of the
International Association of Athletics Federations’ rules
aimed at providing a fair playing field for women by
keeping out athletes with high testosterone, a naturally
occurring strength-building hormone.

Writing to the man who ran track and field in the ath-
lete’s country, the IAAF’s medical director at the time
explained that blood and urine tests detected testos-
terone levels that were “abnormally high” for a woman.
The suspected cause, wrote Dr. Gabriel Dolle, wasn’t
doping but another hot-button issue in athletics that is
likely to flare in this final week of the Rio de Janeiro
Olympics: hyperandrogenism.

Had the athlete not been a runner, she might never
have known of her condition. It was flagged by the
IAAF’s tests that look for banned drugs. She was stunned
and uncomprehending when told that her testosterone
pointed to hyperandrogenism, her then-coach told The
Associated Press. “She couldn’t understand. It was
shock,” the coach said. “I said, ‘You’re not alone. There are
others.’”

Thus started a months-long process of medical
scrutiny, trips to foreign clinics for batteries of tests, and
potentially life-changing choices shrouded in medical
secrecy that makes it hard to investigate the IAAF’s treat-
ment of hyperandrogenic women.

The AP will not name the athlete, the country she is
competing for or give details, including racing achieve-
ments, that could help identify her. In messages with the
AP, she said she is focusing on competition and that her
story is “personal and private.”

The IAAF letter and the exclusive AP interview with
her former coach, who was intimately involved in her
eventual decision to agree to testosterone-curbing
treatment, shed unprecedented light on the inner work-
ings of the IAAF process that at least 14 women have
gone through.

Another athlete has become the unwilling face of
this complex and excruciatingly sensitive issue. Caster
Semenya will race in Rio and likely win gold in the 800
meters. Believed to be hyperandrogenic, outed as physi-
ologically different without her consent when she won
the world championship 800 in 2009, the South African’s
dominance has again pushed to the fore divisive ques-
tions about whether allowing women to compete with
testosterone levels far above the female norm is fair and
whether the hormone’s attributed performance-
enhancing effects are significantly greater than other
natural gifts, like height for basketball players or big feet
for swimmers. Semenya first races Wednesday. —AP

HELIN, CHINA: Deep in the coal heartlands of northern
Shanxi province, people in Helin village are fighting a los-
ing battle as the ground beneath them crumbles: patching
up cracks, rebuilding walls and filling in sinkholes caused
by decades of coal mining.

Around 100 pits in Helin - buried in the hilly rural out-
skirts of the city of Xiaoyi - have been exhausted, and clut-
tered hamlets totter precariously on the brittle slopes of
mines. But while local authorities have begun evacuating
hundreds of thousands of residents most at risk elsewhere
in Shanxi province, Helin’s situation - though serious - isn’t
yet considered a priority.

“We haven’t been told to leave yet, but when the gov-
ernment gives us the order, we’ll be happy to go,” said
Wang Junqi, who lives in a one-room tenement with his
family. “It isn’t safe here and the people who have a bit of
money have already gone.  It’s scary, but what can we do?”

Mines that burrowed under villages and towns during
China’s three-decade coal boom have left the authorities
with the need to evacuate hundreds of communities in
danger of sinking. Shanxi province alone plans to move
655,000 residents by the end of next year from unsafe old
mining regions, with the cost of relocation estimated at
15.8 billion yuan ($2.37 billion).  The Shanxi government
estimates coal mining has cost the province 77 billion yuan
in “environmental economic losses”.

Geological disasters
Mine-induced subsidence is not unique to China, but its

problems dwarf those of other countries. A notice board at
a deserted Communist Party building in an abandoned vil-
lage not far from Helin gives an idea of the scale of the dis-
aster. It lists 19 geological “disaster zones” spread across 23
villages, 55 landslides, 950 cracks in the ground and 808
incidents of mine subsidence-all in an area of just 13.25
square kilometers (5 sq miles).

According to official data, coal mining had already
caused as many 26,000 geological disasters by the end of
2014, and as much as 10,000 square kilometers of land has
been affected, an area the size of Gambia in Africa, accord-
ing to some estimates.

China’s land ministry said last month it would spend 75
billion yuan ($11.27 billion) over the next five years to
restore mined land and treat mining waste nationwide. The
growing environmental bill comes at a time when China’s
stricken coal sector faces mounting debts, falling demand
and a long-term decline in prices after the boom turned
into a bust.

Boon to burden
The coal sector, as with other basic industries in China

such as steel, is now saddled with overcapacity estimated
at around 2 billion tons a year, as demand growth slows
and the country promotes cleaner forms of energy. China
planned to close around 1,000 collieries this year alone,
many of them in residential areas such as Helin, as it cuts
coal’s share of total energy consumption to 62 percent by
2020. During the boom years, as prices and profits soared,
miners were encouraged to dig further and deeper,
encroaching upon residential areas and farmland. While
large state-run firms would often relocate entire villages,
smaller private miners, chasing quick profits, simply dug
under and around communities. With mining tax revenues
surging, local governments were reluctant to impose
stricter controls on the industry.

The industry helped pay for construction binges like
one in Xiaoyi, where Helin is located, topping up local gov-
ernment tax coffers and bestowing the city centre with
rows of largely unoccupied luxury apartment blocks.

What was once a boon for governments has now turned
into a burden: Xiaoyi has already spent more than 6 billion
yuan ($901.31 million) to treat subsidence, the government

said.  Together with the neighboring city of Luliang, it plans
to relocate as many as 230,000 people over 2014-2017.

Little of the money to move communities and restore
the land is coming from the miners themselves, although
that was supposed to be the plan in the beginning.

Miners are required to pay “subsidence fees” to pay for
the cleanup when their mines close. The Datong Coal
Industry Group , the only state miner to give breakdowns,
paid just 1.4 million yuan in those fees from January to
March this year, or 0.04 percent of its total costs, according
to its quarterly report.

Solar solutions
Jiang Jian, a legislator from Shandong province, said

Beijing needed to draw up detailed measures to determine
how much mining firms should pay. Many of the worst-hit
sites have been long abandoned, making it harder to
decide who is responsible, she noted, so Beijing also need-
ed to set up dedicated funds to help pay remediation
costs, including treatment and disposal of mine waste.

To help with the clean-up, China is encouraging devel-
opers to turn abandoned mining sites into wind and solar
power projects. Solar accounted for just 0.6 percent of
China’s overall electricity generation from January to June,
and wind was a mere 3.6 percent.

One solar demonstration project has been completed in
the eastern outskirts of Datong, also in Shanxi, on ground
damaged from mining and not suitable for farming. The
area was once a prosperous coal region with more than
1,000 mines, but extraction stopped after the collapse in
prices, and the local economy cratered.

“Before we got here this piece of land wasn’t suitable for
any kind of planting, but now at least some of it can be
used,” said He Xin, project manager with the United
Photovoltaics Group , which owns and operates a 100-
megawatt solar farm at the site. —Reuters
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CHINA: An abandoned workers’ dormitory is seen next to a coal mine in an area where land is sinking in Yongdingzhuang village of Datong on August 1, 2016.—‚AFP
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RIO DE JANEIRO: India’s Dutee Chand crosses the
line in a women’s 100-meter first round heat during
the athletics competitions of the 2016 Summer
Olympics at the Olympic stadium on Friday. —AP


