
KINSHASA, CONGO: A vaccination campaign
against yellow fever in Congo’s capital is almost
complete, but the gains may be reversed by the
looming rainy season and the spread of the dis-
ease to areas where people have not yet been vac-
cinated, the World Health Organization (WHO) said
on Friday.

Health officials began a campaign to vaccinate
7.5 million people in Kinshasa last week to combat
the worst outbreak in decades of the hemorrhagic
virus. More than 400 people have died in Congo
and neighboring Angola since December.

In all, health authorities aim to vaccinate 14 mil-
lion people in the two countries by the end of
August to halt the spread of the disease before the
rainy season next month.

As of Thursday, 6,925,276 people, or 91.3 percent
of the target population, in Kinshasa were vaccinat-
ed in the latest campaign, WHO said in a weekly
report. About 2 million people were vaccinated in
Kinshasa during campaigns in May and July.

The campaign wrapped up on Friday, but health
workers will continue over the coming days to seek
out individuals they missed, said WHO’s Congo
spokesman, Eugene Kabambi. “We had to resolve
this before the rains ... It’s a big success,” Kabambi
said, adding that additional preventive measures
need to be taken to definitively stop transmission.

WHO’s report warned that the outbreak risks
spreading to areas not previously touched by yel-
low fever. So far, eight of the country’s 26 provinces
have reported suspected cases. — Reuters
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SINGAPORE: Singapore authorities have confirmed
41 cases of locally-transmitted Zika virus, which in
Brazil has been linked to a rare birth defect, and said
more cases were expected to be identified.

Those infected include 36 foreign construction
workers employed at a site near Aljunied in the
southeast of the island, the health ministry and the
National Environment Agency (NEA) said in a joint
statement on Sunday.

On Saturday,  authorit ies had confirmed
Singapore’s first case of a local transmission of the
virus, to a 47-year-old Malaysian woman, also
from the Aljunied area. “MOH (the ministry of
health) cannot rule out further community trans-
mission in Singapore since some of those tested
positive also l ive or work in other par ts of
Singapore,” the statement said. “We expect to
identify more positive cases.”

The authorities said they have tested 124 people,
primarily construction workers. Seventy-eight tested
negative and five cases were pending. Thirty-four
patients have fully recovered.  It was not immediate-
ly clear where the foreign workers were from, but
Singapore hosts a large contingent of workers from
the Asian sub-continent.

“All the cases are residents or workers in the
Aljunied Crescent/Sims Drive area. They are not
known to have travelled to Zika-affected areas
recently, and are thus likely to have been infected in
Singapore. This confirms that local transmission of
Zika virus infection has taken place,” the statement

said. Dozens of NEA staff cleaned drains and sprayed
insecticide in the mainly residential area early on
Sunday, and volunteers and contractors handed out
leaflets and insect repellent. The NEA workers had
accessed more than 1,800 premises of a total of
6,000 in the area to check for mosquito breeding.

Local residents welcomed the clean-up. “I’m very
scared of mosquitoes because they always seem to
bite me, they never bite my husband,” Janice, 31,
who gave only her first name, told Reuters. “This
concerns me because maybe in a couple of years I
want to have another (child).”

Zika was detected in Brazil last year and has since
spread across the Americas. The virus poses a risk to
pregnant women because it can cause severe birth
defects. It has been linked to more than 1,600 cases
of microcephaly in Brazil.

Regional risk
The Singapore government said there were

“ongoing local transmission” cases in Indonesia,
Thailand and Vietnam. Other countries in the region
to have detected the Zika virus since 2013 include
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Maldives and
the Philippines, according to the World Health
Organisation (WHO).

Malaysia said on yesterday that it stepped up sur-
veillance at main transit points with Singapore.

Health director-general Noor Hisham Abdullah
said leaflets on Zika prevention were being handed
out and paramedics were at entry points to handle

visitors with potential symptoms. As of this month,
Malaysia said it has screened more than 2 million
visitors at air, sea and land entrances, and found no
Zika infections.

In Thailand, where close to 100 cases of Zika
have been recorded across 10 provinces this year,
the Department of Disease Control (DDC) was
screening all athletes returning from the Olympic
Games in Brazil, but was not otherwise changing
its prevention measures. “Every country in this
region has Zika transmission cases,” said Prasert
Thongcharoen, an adviser to the DDC. “Thailand
has, however, managed to contain the problem
through early detection.”

Indonesian foreign ministry spokesman
Armanatha Nasir said the country was “following
developments”. Oskar Pribadi, a health ministry offi-
cial, said there have been no recent Zika cases.

Vietnam has to date reported three cases of
locally-transmitted Zika infection. The current strain
of Zika that is sweeping through Latin America and
the Caribbean originated in Asia, where people
could have built up greater immunity.

UShealth officials have concluded that Zika
infections in pregnant women can cause micro-
cephaly, a birth defect marked by small head size
that can lead to severe developmental problems.
The WHO has said there is strong scientific consen-
sus that Zika can also cause Guillain-Barre, a rare
neurological syndrome that causes temporary
paralysis in adults. — Reuters

Yellow fever vaccination drive
in Congo’s capital hits target 

SINGAPORE: A contractor fogs a condominium garden in Singapore in an effort to kill mosquitoes, September 5, 2013. — AFP
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More cases were expected to be identified

VIENTIANE: “Look at me, stay with us,” the
paramedics shout as a barely conscious
motorcyclist is bundled into a volunteer
ambulance in the Laotian capital Vientiane,
where rampant drink driving brings nightly
carnage to the roads.

It is a grim scene familiar the world over.
But in Laos, an impoverished and authoritari-
an communist country with almost no state-
funded medical services, these kind of vital
lifesavers are volunteers and entirely funded
by donations.

And they have never been more in demand.
By the time the crew arrive at a nearby hospital,
the Japanese donated ambulance-a right hand
drive vehicle in a left hand drive nation-has
picked up two more injured on the way. Fresh
calls for help are coming in all the time.
Founded in 2010 by a group of foreigners,
“Vientiane Rescue” is a much needed lifeline for
those in need of urgent medical care. 

“Before we launched this service, after an
accident the wounded were simply left on the
roadside or taken away in tuk-tuks. That’s obvi-
ously disastrous for those with fractures or trau-
ma,” explained SÈbastien Perret, a French
national and former firefighter who helped
found the group. Poorly maintained roads,
dilapidated vehicles, an increase in motorcycle
use and the widespread prevalence of drink
driving makes Vientiane one of Asia’s most pre-
carious capitals for road deaths.

Years of rapid growth   
The government keeps few statistics, but

Perret’s group says demand for their services
has jumped 30 percent in the last year alone.
“We undertake around 20 to 30 call outs a day.
And in 90 percent of cases it is road accidents,”
he said. There was a time when Vientiane was
famed for its lack of cars. Backpackers passing

through the city in the 1990s would marvel at
the wide,  French-built boulevards devoid of
heavy traffic, bicycles and tuk-tuks the main
form of transport.

But years of rapid growth has seen the same
streets filled with vehicles in recent years, many
of them brand new SUVs and luxury cars driven
by the country’s communist party elite. 

That wealth-and the volunteer ambulances
scooping victims up from the road-are both a
stark illustration of how public services in com-
munist Laos are largely nascent or non-existent
despite being one of Asia’s fastest growing
economies over the last decade. In the 1990s
the country’s rulers abandoned free healthcare
altogether, meaning ordinary citizens must
fend for themselves when they get ill.

Minimal health spend 
Since 2000, Laos’ GDP has increased 12

times, reaching $12.3 billion in 2015. But the
country currently has one of the world’s lowest
spends on healthcare. In recent years it has
averaged just 0.5 percent of GDP according to
the World Bank. In contrast, similarly impover-
ished Cambodia spends 1.3 percent while fel-
low communist nations Vietnam and Cuba
spend 3.8 percent and 10.6 percent of GDP
respectively.

The Health Ministry in Laos, a country
where all foreign journalists must be accompa-
nied by a government minder, declined an AFP
interview but did issue a brief statement via
email. In it they admitted there was a shortage
of good healthcare. “The main problems for
hospitals in Laos is the lack of qualified staff,
equipment, coaching and financial resources,”
the statement said. But the ministry did not say
whether there were any plans to increase
healthcare spending or to tackle the issues in
the coming years. — AFP

VIENTIANE, LAOS:   This picture taken on May 30, 2016 shows Vientiane Rescue vol-
unteers taking a person involved in a road accident to a hospital. — AFP

Volunteers give kiss of life
as Laos road tolls mount

GOMBE, CONGO: Congolese people queue to receive vaccination against yellow fever in Gombe dis-
trict, of the Democratic Republic of Congo’s capital Kinshasa on August 17, 2016. — AFP


