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GENEVA/LONDON: The mosquito-borne
Zika virus, which has been linked to brain
damage in thousands of babies in Brazil, is
likely to spread to all countries in the
Americas except for Canada and Chile, the
World Health Organization said yesterday.
Zika has not yet been reported in the conti-
nental United States, although a woman
who fell ill with the virus in Brazil later gave
birth to a brain-damaged baby in Hawaii.
Brazil’s Health Ministry said in November that
Zika was linked to a foetal deformation
known as microcephaly, in which infants are
born with smaller-than-usual brains.

Brazil has reported 3,893 suspected cas-
es of microcephaly, the WHO said last
Friday, over 30 times more than in any year
since 2010 and equivalent to 1-2 percent of
all newborns in the state of Pernambuco,
one of the worst-hit areas. The Zika out-
break comes hard on the heels of the Ebola
epidemic in West Africa, demonstrating
once again how little-understood diseases
can rapidly emerge as global threats. “We’ve
got no drugs and we’ve got no vaccines. It’s
a case of deja vu because that’s exactly
what we were saying with Ebola,” Trudie
Lang, a professor of global health at the
University of Oxford, said yesterday. “It’s
really important to develop a vaccine as
quickly as possible.”

Large drugmakers’ investment in tropical
disease vaccines with uncertain commercial
prospects has so far been patchy, prompting
health experts to call for a new system of
incentives following the Ebola experience.
“We need to have some kind of a plan that
makes (companies) feel there is a sustainable
solution and not just a one-shot deal over
and over again,” Francis Collins, director of
the US  National Institutes of Health, said last

week. The Sao Paulo-based Butantan
Institute is currently leading the research
charge on Zika and said last week it planned
to develop a vaccine “in record time”,
although its director warned this was still
likely to take three to five years.

Rio concerns
The virus was first found in a monkey in

the Zika forest near Lake Victoria, Uganda, in
1947, and has historically occurred in parts of
Africa, Southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands.
But there is little scientific data on it and it is
unclear why it might be causing micro-
cephaly in Brazil. Laura Rodrigues of the
London School of Hygiene and Tropical
Medicine said it was possible the disease
could be evolving. If the epidemic was still
going on in August, when Brazil is due to
host the Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro,
then pregnant women should either stay
away or be obsessive about covering up
against mosquito bites, she said.

The WHO advised pregnant women plan-
ning to travel to areas where Zika is circulat-
ing to consult a healthcare provider before
travelling and on return. The clinical symp-
toms of Zika are usually mild and often simi-
lar to dengue, a fever which is transmitted by
the same Aedes aegypti mosquito, leading
to fears that Zika will spread into all parts of
the world where dengue is commonplace.

More than one-third of the world’s popu-
lation lives in areas at risk of dengue infec-
tion, in a band stretching through Africa,
India, Southeast Asia and Latin America.
Zika’s rapid spread, to 21 countries and terri-
tories in the Americas since May 2015, is due
to the prevalence of Aedes aegypti and a
lack of immunity among the population, the
WHO said in a statement. —Reuters

TOKYO: Super-thin bendable sensors
developed by Japanese and US scientists
could someday be used in special gloves to
detect breast lumps and make a digital
record of the exam, the scientists said in a
report. The nanofibre sensors are as thin as
3.4 micrometers-less than half the thickness
of kitchen wrap-according to research pub-
lished in the online version of British sci-
ence magazine Nature Nanotechnology.
“Healthcare practitioners may one day be
able to physically screen for breast cancer

using pressure-sensitive rubber gloves to
detect tumors,” the researchers said in a
statement before the publication.

A square sheet 4.8 by 4.8 centimeters
(1.9 inches) in size has 144 locations that
can measure pressure, said the research
teams led by Tokyo University professor
Takao Someya and Harvard University’s
Zhigang Suo.  The sheet is so flexible it can
detect pressure changes accurately even
when twisted like cloth-a development
claimed as a global first. “Sensitive human

fingers of a veteran doctor may be able to
find a small tumor, but such perceived sen-
sation cannot be measured,” Someya told
AFP yesterday. But digitization of the sensa-
tions means that they could be shared with
other doctors who could theoretically
experience the same sensations as the
physician who performed the examination,
he said.

Many researchers are developing flexi-
ble pressure sensors but they are vulnera-
ble when bent and twisted, which makes it

difficult to detect pressure changes accu-
rately, the Tokyo University and Harvard
researchers say. The nanofibre pressure sen-
sor they have developed can be bent over a
radius of as small as 80 micrometers-”equiv-
alent to just twice the width of a human
hair”-they say. When tested on an artificial
blood vessel, the sheet successfully detect-
ed “small pressure changes and speed of
pressure propagation”, Sungwon Lee, a
leading researcher in Someya’s team, said in
the statement.

Someya stressed that the development
would one day enable the equivalent of
medical palpation-examining a patient by
physical touch-by doctors in different loca-
tions from the patient. “The new sensor
would make it possible to measure the
human sensation so that findings by palpa-
tion could even be shared remotely,” he
said. “In the future, we would be able to
record and make tangible certain sensa-
tions that can only be perceived by an
experienced doctor.” —AFP

Nano-thin pressure sensor could aid breast cancer exams

YAMANOUCHI, Japan: Japanese wild monkeys known as “snow monkeys”
groom each other in a hot spring at the Jigokudani Wild Monkey Park in
Yamanouchi town, Nagano prefecture. —AFP

KANO, Nigeria: Sales of rat poison have taken
off in Nigeria following an outbreak of Lassa
fever that has left at least 76 people dead and
sparked fears of contagion across the country. In
the northern city of Kano, the capital of one of
17 states where the haemorrhagic virus has
been recorded, there have been “unprecedent-

ed” purchases of the pest control product. The
head of the city’s chemicals traders, Shehu Idris
Bichi, said sales have have increased four-fold
since the outbreak was first announced earlier
this month.

“Traders are doing brisk business because
people are making unprecedented purchases of

the product to rid their homes of rats that cause
the disease,” he told AFP. Abubakar Ja’afar, who
works in Kano’s largest market, said he had never
seen sales so high in his 20 years in the trade,
with traders in other cities reporting similar
increases in sales. “I used to get between five
and 10 clients a day but now I get at least 30 cus-

tomers... people you don’t expect because of
their social status,” he said.

“Lassa doesn’t discriminate between the rich
and the poor”. Vendors using megaphones and
hawking their wares on carts have become com-
monplace. “I was making up to 500 naira ($2.5,
2.3 euros) a day but now I make between 2,000

naira and 4,000 naira every day,” said one,
Awwalu Aminu, 40, in Kano.

‘Culture of silence’ 
Nigeria’s health minister Isaac Adewole said

earlier this week 212 suspected cases have been
recorded of Lassa, which is endemic in rats in
west Africa. Outbreaks are not uncommon and
the US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention estimates there are between 100,000
to 300,000 infections in west Africa every year,
with about 5,000 deaths. In 2012, there were
1,723 cases and 112 deaths in Nigeria. Last year,
12 people died out of 375 infected, according to
the Nigerian Centre for Disease Control.

The virus is spread through contact with food
or household items contaminated with rats’
urine or faeces. Africa’s most populous country
was praised for its containment of Ebola in 2014,
despite initial fears it could spread rapidly in
densely populated urban areas after the first
case in Lagos. But while the government main-
tains it has the spread of Lassa under  control,
specialists have voiced concern about under-
reporting and Nigeria’s capacity to deal with the
outbreak. The first case dates back to last August
in the northwestern state of Niger but was not
detected until late last year.

Public awareness campaigns have since been
mounted and surveillance ramped up of primary
and secondary contacts of those with the dis-
ease. The government has also blasted a “culture
of silence” and vowed sanctions against medical
professionals who fail to inform the authorities
of suspected cases.

Refuse collection 
Lawan Bello used to ignore rats in his home,

bothering more about the damage the rodents
could cause to personal effects such as clothing,
furniture and food. But the latest outbreak-and
the wider publicity about its spread-has
changed his attitude. “Every few days I buy rat
poison and use it in my home to kill rats and I
will continue until my house is free of them,” he
said. “I’m scared of Lassa and that has made me
hate rats the most.” Killing rats may be one solu-
tion to the problem but effective waste disposal
has long been a major problem in Nigeria’s big
cities. “Everywhere you turn you see heaps of
refuse which provides a breeding ground for
rats,” said Idris Musa, a community health worker
in Kano. “Rats breed fast and it is very difficult to
beat rats’ breeding rate with rodenticide”. In
2007, Kano was producing 2,000 tons of garbage
every day but refuse collectors could only clear
800 tons, according to the city’s refuse disposal
agency. —AFP

Rat poison sales boom in
Nigeria over Lassa fever fears
‘Lassa doesn’t discriminate between the rich and the poor’

KANO, Nigeria: A vendor sells bags of rat poison in northern Nigeria’s largest city of
Kano. —AFP

PARIS: Scientists in China have engineered
monkeys with a human autism gene and
symptoms, in the hopes of unlocking a
treatment for the debilitating but little-
understood disorder, a study said yester-
day. The “transgenic” macaques behaved
similarly to humans afflicted with autism,
the team wrote-making repetitive ges-
tures, and displaying anxiety and poor
social interaction.  This meant they could
serve as a reliable animal model for
researching the causes of, and possible
cures for, autism in humans-a feat wel-
comed by other specialists not involved in
the study.

“Our findings pave the way for the effi-
cient use of genetically engineered
macaque monkeys for studying brain dis-
orders,” the authors asserted. Until now,
animal studies of autism have relied main-
ly on lab mice-a species very far removed
from humans in terms of genes, behavior
and physiology. So the team led by Zilong
Qiu of the Institute of Neuroscience in
Shanghai, created special test tube mon-
keys, giving them multiple copies of the
MECP2 gene thought to be l inked to
autism in humans.

The monkeys were borne by surrogate
females, and their behavior studied as they
grew up. The researchers observed “an
increased frequency of repetitive circular
locomotion, increased anxiety, reduce
social interaction”, among other behaviors.
Humans can suffer a range of behavioral
anomalies under the umbrella of autism
spectrum disorder (ASD). Often sufferers
are unable or unwilling to communicate or
interact with others, sometimes cripplingly
so. Some patients have delays in cognitive
development, whereas others can have
dazzling gifts in fields such as maths or
music.  The brain structure of autism suffer-

ers is different to that of other people, but
the exact cause or causes remain unclear,
though genetics are strongly implicated.
There is no cure, and behavior therapy is
the main intervention.

Passed on to offspring 
One of the monkeys transferred the

transgene to its offspring, which also dis-
played autistic behavior-strengthening the
hypothesis of a genetic root for autism, the
study authors said. Qiu said the team
would now scan the brains of their mon-
keys to try and identify circuit deficiencies.
“Once we identify this brain circuit (prob-
lem) associated with the autism-like
behavior, we will use therapeutics such as
gene editing tools...  to manipulate this
MECP2 transgene in the transgenic mon-
key,” he explained.

They could then begin to test potential
treatments in the macaques-members of
the closely-related primate family-a first
step towards a possible human drug or
therapy. Qiu insisted the team’s methods
met international ethical standards. Other
scientists hailed the study as an “exciting
development”. “Developing sophisticated
animal models of autism has always repre-
sented a significant challenge for scien-
tists,” said James Cusack, research director
at the autism charity Autistica. “This excel-
lent research has developed a more
sophisticated model of autism which may
further our understanding of autism and
could eventually lead to the development
of more tailored treatments,” he said
through the Science Media Centre.
University of California psychiatry profes-
sor Melissa Bauman said the work “opens
the possibility to explore genetic risk fac-
tors in a species more closely related to
humans.” —AFP

Chinese scientists 
create ‘autistic’ monkeys

GENEVA: Childhood obesity has reached alarm-
ing rates globally and become an “exploding
nightmare” in the developing world, including
Africa where the number of obese and over-
weight children under five has nearly doubled
since 1990, a WHO commission said yesterday.
The authors of the report from the Commission
on Ending Childhood Obesity stressed that the
epidemic has historically not been treated as a
grave public health issue and was regarded by
some as a product of lifestyle choices by individ-
uals and families.  But following two years of
research in more than 100 countries, the authors
underscored that governments and global
health organizations were central to reversing
the scourge. 

“What’s the big message? It’s not the kid’s
fault,” commission co-chair Peter Gluckman
told reporters.  Biological factors, inadequate
access to healthy foods, a decline in physical
activity in schools and the unregulated market-

ing of fattening foods are among the drivers of
a worsening epidemic that requires a coordi-
nated global response, the report said. If not
reversed, “the obesity epidemic has the poten-
tial to negate many of the health benefits that
have contributed to the increased longevity
observed in the world,” added the report, com-
missioned by the UN’s World Health
Organization.     

Gluckman conceded that the commission’s
policy recommendations-which range from
promoting healthy lifestyles to higher taxes on
sugary drinks-may seem like common sense.
But, the commission noted, common sense
strategies have not been adequately imple-
mented anywhere in the world, with the num-
ber of obese and overweight children under
five growing from 31 million to 41 million
between 1990 and 2014.  “To date, progress in
tackling childhood obesity has been slow and
inconsistent,” the report said.

Lower-income countries 
Child obesity “is an exploding nightmare in the

developing world,” Gluckman said.  The figures
have surged in Africa, with the number of over-
weight or obese children under five nearly dou-
bling from 1990 to 2014, from 5.4 million to 10.3
million. The rate of increase in Asia was difficult to
quantify, Gluckman said, but Asia currently
accounts for nearly half (48 percent) of young
children categorized as overweight or obese. The
report notes that in wealthier countries, poorer
children are more likely to be obese, partly due to
the relative affordability and abundance of fatty
fast foods and high-sugar snacks. Conversely, in
poorer countries the children of wealthier families
are more likely to be obese, including in cultures
where “an overweight child is often considered to
be healthy.”  

Biology, solutions 
The report outlines biological pathways that

can expose children to an elevated risk of obesity
once they are born.  The first, called the “mis-
match” pathway, results from even subtle malnu-
trition during pregnancy and early childhood,
which can impact gene function and make a child
far more likely to excessively gain weight.  The
second, the developmental pathway, can occur
when a mother entering pregnancy is obese or
has pre-existing diabetes. This “predisposes the
child to increased fat deposits associated with
metabolic disease and obesity,” the report said.

The report’s recommendation call for an inte-
grated response among governments, global
health institutions and individuals, with
Gluckman stressing that urging individuals to eat
well and keep fit was not enough.  “Dieting and
exercise alone is not the solution,” Gluckman said.
“We have responsibilities on behalf of the world’s
children to stop them from being overly obese.” 

Asked about multi-national food corpora-
tions that mass produce fattening products, he
said that some had breached international con-
ventions on food marketing, but declined to
name names.  Rather than shaming such com-
panies, Gluckman said it was crucial to make the
private sector “part of the solution”, by using car-
rot-and-stick strategies to incentivize healthier
products. —AFP

Child obesity an ‘exploding
nightmare’ in developing world

GENEVA: China’s Margaret Chan, General Director of the World Health Organization,
WHO, addresses her statement, during the  WHO Executive Board session, at the
World Health Organization (WHO) headquarters in Geneva. —AFP

WHO warns Zika to spread across
Americas, spurring vaccine hunt


