
H E A LT H  &  S C I E NC E
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 6, 2016

PHILADELPHIA: Photo shows ice on the Delaware River in view of Philadelphia. The National Weather Service says the newest band of Arctic air could plunge parts of the
Southeast and Mid-Atlantic into deep freezes that haven’t been felt since the mid-1990s. — AP 

SAN FRANCISCO: A strong storm was forecast for
Northern California, prompting officials to issue flash flood
watches for several rural areas hit by last year’s wildfires. El
Nino storms lined up over the Pacific started soaking
California with light rain Monday but a series of stronger
systems are expected to arrive starting today, forecasters
said. The National Weather Service issued a flash-flood
watch for Northern California communities affected by sev-
eral destructive wildfires last summer and fall. At least two
more storms are expected to follow today and tomorrow,
possibly bringing as much as 3 inches of rain. As much as
15 inches of rain could fall in the next 16 days in Northern
California, with about 2 feet of snow expected in the high-
est points of the Sierra Nevada, said Johnny Powell, a fore-
caster with the National Weather Service.

To the south, persistent wet conditions could put some
Los Angeles County communities at risk of flash-flooding
along with mud and debris flows, especially in wildfire
burn areas. The brewing El Nino system - a warming pat-
tern in the Pacific Ocean that alters weather worldwide - is
expected to impact California and the rest of the nation in
the coming weeks and months. El Nino storms in the early
1980s and late 1990s brought about twice as much rain as
normal, Jet Propulsion Laboratory climatologist Bill Patzert
said. The weather also caused mudslides, flooding and
high surf.

In recent weeks, a weather pattern partly linked with El
Nino has turned winter upside-down across the nation,
bringing spring-like warmth to the Northeast, a risk of tor-
nadoes in the South, and so much snow across the West
that even ski slopes have been overwhelmed. Big parts of
the country are basking in above-average temperatures,
especially east of the Mississippi River and across the
Northern Plains. In Arizona, El Nino conditions will help
push a parade of Pacific Ocean storms inland with light to
moderate snow falling in the high country and rain in low-
er elevations, forecasters said Monday. The National
Weather Service says a series of weather systems will drop
snow in the high country and rain in lower elevations as
the week progresses.

El Nino’s effects on California’s drought are difficult to
predict, but Patzert said it should bring at least some relief.
Doug Carlson, spokesman for the California Department of
Water Resources, pointed out that four years of drought
have left California with a water deficit that is too large for
one El Nino year to totally overcome. The record drought in
California has forced Gov. Jerry Brown to order cities to
conserve water by 25 percent compared to the same peri-
od in 2013. State officials said residents in November
missed their 25 percent water conservation mandate for a
second month running.

Felicia Marcus, chair of the State Water Resources Control
Board, says California remains on course to beat its long-
term goal through February. Marcus wouldn’t say ahead of
Tuesday’s formal announcement exactly how much resi-
dents fell short of the target. In Southern California,
Residents of the Silverado Canyon burn area in Orange
County and the Solimar burn area in Ventura County were
told they may want to evacuate in advance of the storm,
but have not been ordered to do so. Los Angeles Mayor Eric
Garcetti warned people to clear gutters and anything in
their yard that might clog storm drains; assemble an emer-
gency kit; and stockpile sandbags if their home is suscepti-
ble to flooding. 

An effort also was underway to provide shelter for
homeless people. “We want as little damage and destruc-
tion and as little death as possible,” Garcetti said. Between
2 and 3.5 inches of rain is predicted to fall across the
coastal and valley areas of Southern California through
Friday, with up to 5 inches falling in the mountains. “This
series of storms are definitely associated with the El NiÒo
phenomenon in that the jet stream has taken a fairly signif-
icant southward trajectory in the Pacific on its return flow
back into the California coastline,” said Bob Benjamin, a
forecaster with the weather service. — AP 

El Nino storms slam drought-parched California

WASHINGTON: The House is poised to
send a bill to President Barack Obama’s
desk repealing his signature health care
law, a sharply partisan start to a presiden-
tial election year in which legislating may
take a back seat to politics on Capitol Hill.
The legislation will be the first order of
business when the House reconvenes later
this week. After dozens of repeal votes in
the House and Senate, it will mark the first
time a bill repealing the health law makes it
all the way to the White House. 

Obama will veto the measure, which
also would cut money for Planned
Parenthood and already has passed the
Senate under special rules protecting it
from Democratic obstruction. But that’s the
point for Republicans, who intend to
schedule a veto override vote around Jan
22, when anti-abortion activists hold an
annual march in Washington. Republicans
said Monday the vote will fulfill promises to
their constituents while highlighting the
clear choice facing voters in the November
presidential election. “Obamacare is a fail-
ure and taxpayer funding of abortion
providers is wrong. 

With this bill, we will force President
Obama to show the American people
where he stands,” said House Majority
Leader Kevin McCarthy, R-Calif. “Congress is
making its choice clear.” Democrats reject-
ed the approach, in a clash that could set
the tone for a partisan year. “They have no
plan. Republicans just want to undo what
Democrats have fought for  decades,”
Democratic presidential front-runner
Hillary Clinton said at a town hall meeting
in Davenport, Iowa. She said if a Republican
succeeds Obama in the White House, the
health law “will be repealed and then you
will have to start all over again.”

Conservative demands
In the Senate, which reconvenes Jan 11,

a week later than the House, early action
will include a vote on a proposal by Sen
Rand Paul, the Kentucky Republican who is
running for president, for an “audit” of the
Federal Reserve. Democrats are likely to
block it. But, like the health repeal bill in
the House, the vote will answer conserva-
tive demands in an election year. Also
expected early in the Senate’s year is legis-
lation dealing with Syrian refugees, follow-
ing House passage of a bill clamping down
on the refugee program. Conservatives
were angry when 2015 ended without the
bill advancing. Senate Republican leader
Mitch McConnell of Kentucky promised a
vote, though without specifying whether it
would be the House bill or something else.

The House Benghazi committee will

continue its investigation of the attacks
that killed four Americans in Libya in 2012,
with a closed-door interview of former CIA
Director David Petraeus today and former
Defense Secretary Leon Panetta on Friday.
That comes amid new Democratic accusa-
tions of political motives aimed at Clinton
after the committee chairman, Rep Trey
Gowdy, R-SC, endorsed Sen Marco Rubio, R-
Fla for president. 

Clinton was secretary of state at the
time of the Benghazi attacks. New Speaker
Paul Ryan of Wisconsin promised a bold
agenda after succeeding former  Rep John
Boehner as speaker last fall, and that will
begin to take shape at a House-Senate GOP
retreat next week in Baltimore. Thus far
Ryan has pledged efforts to overhaul the
tax system and offer a Republican alterna-
tive to the health overhaul.

Criminal justice
In the Senate, McConnell’s primary focus

is on protecting the handful of vulnerable
Republican senators whose seats are at risk
as Democrats fight to regain the Senate
majority they lost a year ago. 

That means weighing the political risks
and benefits of every potential vote to
endangered incumbents in Ohio, Illinois,
Wisconsin, Pennsylvania and New
Hampshire. Such considerations could
determine whether McConnell allows crim-
inal justice overhaul legislation - the one
issue cited by Obama and lawmakers of
both parties as ripe for compromise - to
come to the floor. 

McConnell already has suggested that
prospects for approval of Obama’s long-
sought Asia trade pact are dim, and the
senator has ruled out major tax overhaul
legislation as long as Obama is president.
McConnell could also try to put his thumb
on the scales of the presidential race with
two GOP senators having emerged as lead-
ing contenders. Sen Ted Cruz of Texas has
been a thorn in McConnell’s side, once call-
ing the GOP leader a liar, and has frosty
relations with his fellow senators. Rubio is
on good terms with fellow lawmakers and
has been endorsed by several of them. 

McConnell could schedule debate on an
issue with the potential to favor Rubio
politically over Cruz, such as National
Security Agency wiretapping authority. But
McConnell insists he is staying out of it. “We
all have a big stake in having a nominee for
president who can win, and that means
carrying purple states, and I’m sure pulling
for a nominee who can do that,” McConnell
told The Associated Press in a recent inter-
view, refusing to elaborate on who might
fit that description. — AP

Vote to repeal Obama’s health

law marks testy start to 2016

‘Taxpayer funding of abortion providers is wrong’

President Barack Obama

Bad air plagued

Beijing for nearly

half of 2015

BEIJING: Beijingers spent nearly half of 2015 breathing
air that did not meet national standards, Chinese
media reported yesterday, as the city struggles to
address a smog problem that has provoked wide-
spread public anger. The Chinese capital faced 179 pol-
luted days last year, with 46 of them considered heavily
polluted, according to the Global Times, citing figures
from the city’s environmental protection bureau.
Levels of PM2.5 - harmful microscopic particles that
penetrate deep into the lungs-averaged 80.6 micro-
grams per cubic metre over the year, the newspaper
said, more than eight times the World Health
Organization’s recommended maximum annual aver-
age exposure of 10.

The figures represented a 6.2 percent decrease
year-on-year, but still left citizens breathing air that was
1.3 times the country’s own standard, which is not as
strict as the WHO’s. After a comparatively mild year for
pollution, Beijing in December declared its first ever
red alert for smog, the highest level of a four-tier sys-
tem, prompting authorities to order thousands of fac-
tories to close or curb their activities and pull half of all
private cars off the streets, among other measures.

The decision came in response to public anger
after the city failed to put the system, established in
2013, into action after heavy smog hit the city earlier
the same month. The move set off a domino effect,
with cities across China’s polluted east and north
declaring their own alerts, with PM2.5 levels climbing
to over 700 in some areas. The entire eastern province
of Shandong, home to almost 96 million people,
issued its first ever alert. Beijing followed up with a
second alert later in December, but then ignored suc-
cessive waves of smog that struck the city around
Christmas. — AFP 

BEIJING: A woman wearing a mask for protection
against pollution walks on a pedestrian overhead
bridge as office buildings in Central Business
District of Beijing are shrouded with smog. — AP 

11-year-old bitten by

shark in Australia’s

Great Barrier Reef

SYDNEY: An 11-year-old boy was mauled by a shark in
the waters of Australia’s Great Barrier Reef yesterday,
officials said, the second attack in the area in four days.
The boy was “wading in knee-high water” on the edge
of a beach on Heron Island, some 460 kilometers north
of Queensland state’s capital Brisbane, when he was
bitten by a black-tip reef shark on his lower right leg,
according to Queensland Ambulance. “The child was
removed from the water by his father and presented to
the medical Centre (on the island), where he was treat-
ed by a registered nurse,” paramedic Brad Lawson said.

A Queensland Ambulance spokesman told AFP the
injuries were significant but not life-threatening and
the boy was in a stable condition.  A black-tip reef shark
is usually found around coral reefs and shoals and can
grow up to 1.8 meters long. The attack comes after a
31-year-old man was bitten by a shark-reportedly a
three-meter animal-on Saturday while spearfishing off
Miall Island, also near the southern end of the reef.
Ambulance officials told the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation that the man sustained the wounds while
repeatedly punching the shark until it left.

A spate of attacks in neighboring New South
Wales state last year led authorities to implement a
range of shark-prevention measures to reduce
encounters during the busy 2015-16 summer season.
Measures include the testing of aerial drones to track
sharks’ movements, although the state government
has ruled out culling the animals. There were 14
attacks in New South Wales last year-including the
death of a Japanese surfer-compared to three in
2014, according to data compiled by Sydney ’s
Taronga Zoo. In Queensland, there were four non-
fatal attacks in 2015, compared to one in 2014.
Experts say attacks are increasing as water sports
become more popular and bait fish move closer to
shore, but fatalities remain rare. — AFP

WASHINGTON: Approvals for first-of-a-kind drugs climbed
last year, pushing the annual tally of new US drugs to its high-
est level in 19 years. The rising figures reflect an industry-wide
focus on drugs for rare and hard-to-treat diseases, which often
come with streamlined reviews, extra patent protections and
higher price tags. The Food and Drug Administration
approved 45 drugs with never-before-sold ingredients in
2015, edging past the previous year’s tally of 41, which had
been the highest number since 1996. FDA drug approvals are
considered a barometer of industry innovation and the gov-
ernment’s efficiency in reviewing new therapies.

While the trend toward specialty medicines is good news
for industry and patients, it is likely to fuel the ongoing debate
over rising prescription drug prices. That issue has become a
top concern for consumers, a subject of congressional scrutiny
and even an issue on the presidential campaign trail.
Democratic candidates Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders
have both outlined proposals designed to curb prices.

The FDA is not allowed to consider prices when approving
medicines, though some experts argue it should. One of the
most expensive drugs of the year was Vertex Pharmaceuticals’
Orkambi for cystic fibrosis, priced at $259,000 for a year’s sup-
ply. The drug improves lung function in patients with the
deadly inheritable disease, which causes the buildup of sticky
mucus in the lungs, pancreas and other internal organs.
Pfizer’s breast cancer drug, Ibrance, was priced at $118,200
per year, which was typical of new cancer drugs. Even some
drugs for more prevalent diseases came with high price-tags:
Bristol-Myers Squibb’s hepatitis C pill, Daklinza, costs $63,000
for a 12-week regimen.

Analysts say drugmakers are getting better at picking the
most promising drugs in their research and development
pipelines. Between 2007 and 2011, only one in 19 drugs enter-
ing early-stage testing actually reached the market, according
to industry data analyzed by Bernstein’s Tim Anderson. Today,
one in 13 early-stage drugs make it to market. —AP

‘First-of-a-kind’ drug 

approvals on the rise 

STONY BROOK: Dunia Sibomana was considered the
lucky one two years ago when a group of chimpanzees
jumped from the trees and attacked him and two other
boys as they played near a preserve in their native
Democratic Republic of the Congo. Dunia, unlike the oth-
ers, survived. But he was severely disfigured: His lips
ripped off and one cheek torn apart, leaving him with
muscle damage that make it hard for him to eat, swallow
and communicate.

Now, 8-year-old Dunia is set to undergo a rare and
complicated surgery at a Long Island hospital that will use
tissue and muscle from his forearm to recreate both lips.
The hope is that he will once again be able to open and
close his mouth, and eat and talk normally.  

“As you can imagine, not having any lips, the food can
just come right out,” said Dr Leon Klempner, an associate
professor of dentistry at Stony Brook Children’s Hospital,
where Dunia will undergo the operation. “He drools all the
time and can’t pronounce different words.” 

Monday’s planned eight-hour procedure will be the
first of three major operations for Dunia, who was brought
from the Congo in November with the help of the non-
profit foundation Smile Rescue for Kids. Dr Alexander
Dagum, the hospital’s chief of plastic and reconstructive
surgery, said he believes there are only three other docu-
mented cases where the same surgery has been per-
formed.  The hospital is covering the cost of the surgery
and the doctors have all donated their time. —AP

African boy mauled by chimps

to undergo facial surgery 


