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BEIJING: Thirty-five restaurants across
China, including a popular Beijing hot
pot chain, have been found illegally
using opium poppies as seasoning,
one of the more unusual practices
bedeviling the country’s food regula-
tors. Five restaurants are being prose-
cuted while 30 others, ranging from
Shanghai dumpling joints to noodle
shops in southwestern Chongqing,
are under investigation, said the
China Food and Drug Administration.

Cases of cooks sprinkling ground
poppy powder, which contains low
amounts of opiates like morphine and
codeine, in soup and seafood are not
new in China, though it is unclear
whether they can effectively hook a
customer or deliver a noticeable buzz.
Shaanxi provincial police busted a
noodle seller in 2014 after being
tipped off by a failed drug test. Seven
restaurants were closed in Ningxia
province in 2012 for using the addi-
tive and Guizhou province shut down
215 restaurants in 2004.

Hu Ling, the general manager of
Hu Da, a popular chain with several
adjacent locations on the raucous
Beijing nightlife strip known as “Ghost

Street,” confirmed Friday the company
was under investigation, saying it may
have unknowingly sourced seasoning
containing opiates. She declined fur-
ther comment.

Poppy powder, made from cap-
sules and shells that contain higher
opiate content than the seeds com-
monly seen on bagels, can be easily
purchased in markets in western
China for about $60 a kilogram,
according to a 2014 report by the offi-
cial Xinhua news agency. The addi-
tives were commonly mixed with chili
oil and powders, making detection
difficult without laboratory equip-
ment.

Despite pledges from the govern-
ment to improve enforcement,
Chinese consumers perennially face
high-profile food scares, ranging from
tainted baby milk to fake meat and
fruits to seafood pumped with gela-
tin. The country’s food safety prob-
lems spilled beyond its borders in
2014 when a Shanghai-based supplier
to companies including KFC,
Starbucks and MacDonald’s was
found selling unsanitary and expired
chicken meat.  —AP
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FLINT: Bottles filled owned by Flint residents Jessica Owens and Tonya
Williams, filled with water, sit on the table outside of city council chambers
as Michigan Gov Rick Snyder speaks during a news conference . —AP

RIO DE JANEIRO: Two Latin
American countries are investigat-
ing whether outbreaks of the mos-
quito-borne Zika virus are behind a
rise in a rare and sometimes life-
threatening nerve condition that
can cause paralysis and leave vic-
tims on life-support.

The Zika virus has already been
tentatively linked to a rash of micro-
cephaly, a birth defect in which
babies are born with unusually
small heads. And while the mechan-

ics of how the virus may affect
infants remain murky, authorities in
Brazil, Colombia and El Salvador are
urging women to avoid the risk by
postponing pregnancies.

The US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention advised
pregnant women to reconsider
travel to countries with Zika out-
breaks, and on Friday it expanded
the warning to 22 destinations,
most in Latin America and the
Caribbean.

Rise in cases 
The rise in cases of Guillain-Barre

has also alarmed health officials
region-wide. The nerve disorder caus-
es muscle weakness that generally
begins in the legs and spreads to the
arms and face, and can cause numb-
ness, trouble walking and even limb
paralysis. While most people recover
in weeks or months, in severe cases
the muscles used for breathing weak-
en so much that patients require life-
support.

Anyone of any age can get
Guillain-Barre, although it is very rare.
It is thought to be triggered by an
infection - something as simple as
food poisoning - and happens when
the immune system attacks the body’s
own nervous system. Researchers
have been wary of Zika since French
Polynesia noted a jump Guillain-Barre
and microcephaly cases in tandem
with an outbreak of the dengue-like
virus, though the populations were far
smaller than in the recent outbreaks.

The World Health Organization
said authorities in El Salvador
reported 46 cases of Guillain-Barre
in just five weeks, from Dec 1 to Jan
6. The full-year average for the
country is 169 cases. Of 22 patients
for whom there was information, at
least 12 had experienced a rash-
fever illness in the 15 days prior.

Brazilian officials are also prob-
ing a near-simultaneous rise in
Guillain-Barre and Zika, which was
first identified in the country last

May. It is believed that Zika may
have arrived through a tourist at the
2014 World Cup or an international
canoeing event the same year.
Amid a Zika outbreak in the north-
eastern city of Salvador during last
year’s rainy season, the Couto Maia
Hospital saw an unprecedented rise
in Guillain-Barre.

“Zika was really bad here from
February to July and then all but
disappeared in August. In May, June
and July, we had 24 patients come

in with Guillain-Barre, and none
since August,” said Antonio
Bandeira, an infectious disease spe-
cialist at the hospital. In a normal
year, he sees just two or three such
cases.

Zika-like symptoms 
Most of the patients had also

experienced Zika-like symptoms,
which can include fever and red
splotchy skin, Bandeira said.
Meanwhile the Hospital da
Restauracao in Recife treated about
six times the normal number of
Guillain-Barre cases, neurologist
Maria Lucia Ferreira said. Of the 94
patients treated there during the
rainy season, 50 of them died.
However the scope of the problem
remains unclear, as Guillain-Barre
has been so rare that Brazil’s Health
Ministry does not track the exact
number of cases.

Albert Ko, a professor of epi-
demiology at the Yale School of
Public Health, said a link between
Zika and Guillain-Barre is “plausible
and highly likely.” But the difficulty
of diagnosing Zika and the fact that
Guillain-Barre can set in weeks later
have made it tough to confirm the
link. “While many of us are con-
vinced and believe it’s highly plausi-
ble that Zika virus caused this epi-
demic of Guillain-Barre, and can
cause it anywhere the virus is being
transmitted, we still lack really firm
evidence to make that diagnosis,”
said Ko, who has conducted
research in northeastern Brazil for
two decades.

Zika originated in Africa and
expanded to parts of Asia. When it
was first detected in Brazil, health
officials were not initially alarmed
since the virus appeared to be like a
less potent form of dengue. But
then came the spike in micro-
cephaly: Since October the country
has recorded 3,893 suspected cases,
compared with fewer than 150 for
all of 2014. Brazilian officials say they
are convinced of a link. International
health bodies say it is not yet scien-
tifically established, but they are on
alert. The CDC said Friday it issued
its travel advisory “out of an abun-
dance of caution.” —AP
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LIMA: A health worker fumigates to prevent Dengue, Chikunguya and Zika virus, at El Angel
cemetery. —AP

DETROIT: Michigan’s top environmental
officer was by turns cooperative and
confrontational with the US
Environmental Protection Agency on
Friday, pledging to work together to
ensure the safety of Flint ’s drinking
water but challenging the legality and
scope of some federal demands.

In a letter to US Environmental
Protection Agency Administrator Gina
McCarthy, Michigan Department of
Environmental Quality Director Keith
Creagh wrote that the state “is commit-
ted to working” with her department
and Flint to deal with the city’s lead-con-
tamination problem. But he said the
state has “legal and factual concerns”
with an EPA order a day earlier taking
state and city officials to task for their
efforts so far and requiring them to take
specific actions.

Creagh said Michigan “has complied
with every recent demand” of the EPA
and that Thursday’s federal order “does
not reference the tens of millions of dol-
lars expended by ... the state for water
filters, drinking water, testing and med-
ical services.”

Contaminated with lead 
“The order demands that the state

take certain actions, but fails to note
that many of those actions . . .  have
already been taken,” Creagh, who recent-
ly replaced an official who resigned over
the water crisis, wrote in his required
response to the EPA order.

Flint’s water became contaminated
with lead when the city switched from
the Detroit municipal system and began
drawing from the Flint River in April
2014 to save the financially struggling
city money. The water was not properly
treated to keep lead from pipes from
leaching into the supply. Some children’s
blood has tested positive for lead, a
potent neurotoxin linked to learning dis-
abilities, lower IQ and behavioral prob-
lems.

Creagh wrote that state officials don’t
know whether it’s legal for the EPA to
order Michigan to take such actions.
Among other requirements, the EPA said
the city should: submit plans for ensur-
ing that Flint’s water has adequate treat-
ment, including corrosion controls;
ensure city personnel are qualified to
operate the water system in a way that
meets federal quality standards; and cre-
ate a website where the public can get
information.

Earlier Friday, The Flint Water Advisory

Task Force issued recommendations to
Snyder aimed at restoring reliable drink-
ing water in Flint. The advisory group
said its recommendations are more
detailed and comprehensive than what
the EPA ordered, and Snyder said offi-
cials would “move as quickly as possible
to determine the best way to achieve
the results.”

Regulatory failures 
Separately, Snyder announced the sus-

pensions of two employees of the state
Department of Environmental Quality in
connection with regulatory failures that
led to the crisis. The panel’s recommenda-
tions included working with the EPA staff
on a comprehensive lead-sampling pro-
gram and seeking help from the federal
Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention in assessing an outbreak of
Legionnaires’ disease and its cause.

“To help address both the technical
issues facing Flint, as well as the public-
trust issues, we believe it is imperative to
have the right people and organizations
involved,” task force Co-Chairman Chris
Kolb said. “Until the public trust starts to
build, this crisis will continue.”

Flint’s public health emergency led to
local, state and federal emergency decla-
rations, the last of which could bring up
to $5 million in direct funding to the city.
The federal government denied a request
for additional aid through a disaster dec-
laration, saying the program is designed
for natural disasters and therefore not
appropriate for the city’s drinking water
crisis. The government announced Friday
that it had denied an appeal of that deci-
sion by Snyder.

The unnamed DEQ employees who
were suspended Friday pending investi-
gations work in the agency’s drinking
water division, state spokesman Kurt
Weiss said. The agency’s director and
communications director resigned last
month. “Some DEQ actions lacked com-
mon sense, and that resulted in this terri-
ble tragedy in Flint,” Snyder said.

While much of the blame over the cri-
sis has been directed at Snyder and state
officials, particularly the Department of
Environmental Quality, some have fault-
ed the EPA’s Region 5 office for not acting
more forcefully.

The EPA’s order to state and city offi-
cials came the same day that the agency
announced that Susan Hedman, head of
the agency’s regional office in Chicago
whose jurisdiction includes Michigan,
was stepping down Feb 1.  —AP
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CEDAR RAPIDS: Demand for mental health
services at Iowa’s public universities is surging,
with the number of students seeking help up
10 percent year over year at University of Iowa
and Iowa State University and 13 percent at
University of Northern Iowa.

And the severity of issues facing students is
growing too, with suicidal thoughts affecting
many of those seeking support, UI Counseling
Service Director Barry Schreier told members of
the Board of Regents’ new campus safety and
security subcommittee on Thursday.

During its second meeting to date, the com-
mittee reviewed a handful of issues facing the
regent campuses, including infectious disease
procedures, active shooter protocols, mandato-
ry reporter issues, and mental health concerns.
Mental health, according to the American
Psychological Association, is becoming a bigger
issue on campuses nationally - with 95 percent
of college counseling directors in a recent sur-
vey calling students with “significant psycholog-
ical problems” a growing concern.

Seeking counseling 
During his presentation Thursday, Schreier said

there is an increase of students seeking counsel-
ing services on Iowa’s three campuses complete
questionnaires that ask, among other things, if
they are considering suicide.

“Students are checking that in greater regulari-
ty than they ever have before,” Schreier said. “It
almost seems to be a sort of go-to coping mecha-
nism for students right now. They think, ‘Oh well, I
could at least kill myself.’” More students are com-
ing in to the counseling offices with histories of
suicide attempts, non-suicidal self-harm, psy-
chotropic medication use, and substance abuse
and dependence, Schreier said. Of the UI students
receiving counseling services, for example, about
half are on psychotropic medication - and 30-
some percent come in with it already “in hand.”
“Some of them really don’t know what life is like
without those medications,” Schreier said.

In response to the growth in demand and
severity of issues facing students, the university
counseling offices are considering ways to better

serve their campuses, like ramping up training,
closing service gaps, finding creative ways to tar-
get high-risk populations, and shouting their mes-
sage “from the rooftops.” “We have to be a very
active, loud presence on campus,” he said. “And
social media is a way for us to do that.”

Schreier said the historical stigma around men-
tal health issues and the need for treatment is fad-
ing. Today, he said, people more freely talk about
problems and help they’re receiving. Of those
served by the universities’ counseling services,
many reported academic improvement, accord-
ing to Schreier. About half those seen on each
campus reported a reduction in incidents of
depression and anxiety within three counseling
sessions. “So across the three campuses what
we’re showing is that when students come in and
they use the counseling services quickly, they are
feeling better,” he said. “And they are having a
reduction of symptoms, which improves their aca-
demic performance.” But, Schreier stressed,
response time is key, and that area has definite
room for improvement. —AP
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BEIJING: A man walks past a branch of the Hu Da hot pot restaurant chain. —AP


