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WISCONSIN: Researchers at the Wisconsin National Primate research Center (WNPRC) at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, perform an ultra-
sound on a pregnant rhesus macaque monkey infected with the Zika virus in Madison, Wisconsin. Researchers at the University released a
study detailing how research at the facility has found the Zika virus persisted in the blood of pregnant monkeys for 30 to 70 days but only
around 7 days in others. The study also found that monkeys previously infected with the virus were resistant to a second infection, which sug-
gests the animals have a naturally occurring immunity. — AFP

HOUSTON: The poorest parts of Houston remind
Dr Peter Hotez of some of the neighborhoods in
Latin America hardest hit by Zika. Broken window
screens. Limited air conditioning. Trash piles that
seem to re-appear even after they’re cleaned up. On
a hot, humid day this month, Hotez pointed at one
pile that included old tires and a smashed-in televi-
sion with water pooling inside. It was a textbook
habitat for the mosquitoes that carry and transmit
the Zika virus, and one example of the challenge
facing public health officials.

“I’m showing you Zika heaven,” said Hotez, the
tropical medicine dean at Baylor College of
Medicine. Hotez and other tropical disease special-
ists are most concerned about impoverished urban
areas along the Gulf Coast, where the numbers of
the mosquito that spreads Zika are expected to
spike. Texas already has dealt with dengue fever,
transmitted by the same mosquito. Zika causes only
a mild and brief illness, at worst, in most people. But
it can cause fetal death and severe brain defects in
the children of women infected during pregnancy.

So far, Texas officials have reported 48 people
infected with Zika, all associated with travel. In one
case, the virus was sexually transmitted by some-
one who had been infected abroad. Public health
officials have spent months preparing for what they
are certain will be at least some locally transmitted
cases. “It’s not a matter of if, it’s a matter of when,”
said Dr Umair Shah, the executive director of the
Harris County public health department.

Florida and other states in the South where the
Aedes aegypti mosquito is present also are taking
steps to prepare. In Florida, for example, Gov Rick
Scott used his emergency powers last week to
authorize spending up to $26.2 million for Zika. His
action comes as Congress remains stalemated on
President Barack Obama’s $1.9 billion proposal to
fight the virus. A scaled-back $1.1 billion
Republican-drafted measure was blocked in the
Senate on Tuesday by Democrats opposed to its
denial of new funding for Planned Parenthood clin-
ics in Puerto Rico, where there already are more
than 1,800 locally acquired cases, and to easing
rules on pesticide spraying.

In Texas, major cities have sophisticated mosqui-

to screening programs and years of dealing with
other mosquito-borne illnesses like dengue and
West Nile virus. 

But local authorities in most of the state have
limited or no mosquito surveillance. The mosqui-
toes they do capture are typically sent to outside
labs, and getting results can take weeks. The small-
est counties often have a single person driving
around conducting surveillance - “Chuck in a truck,”
Hotez calls it. The state health department has
spent more than $400,000 since the start of the year
to expand its lab capacity and to buy mosquito
traps. It also launched a $2 million Zika awareness
campaign. Shah said there are cuts that can be
made, “but there comes a point where you stretch
people too much.”

In Harris County, which encompasses Houston
and is the third-most populous county in the US,
officials aren’t waiting for the federal government.
They purchased their own testing machines and
have retrofitted two labs to run tests only for Zika to
get results faster. Mosquito traps are set out on
lawns and inside sewers in more than 250 designat-
ed areas. Thus far, no mosquitoes have tested posi-
tive for Zika. If one does, the county will send out

three-person investigative teams and use staff from
other agencies and volunteers to clear any contain-
ers with water and other possible mosquito breed-
ing grounds.

Improving our areas
Other counties don’t have the same capacity.

Hidalgo County, which covers McAllen and poor
areas along the border with Mexico, is using 12
traps to collect mosquitoes for testing, county
health director Eduardo Olivarez said. Officials also
are trying to get residents to clean up trash and
install window and door screens. He is stymied by
the problem of old tires collecting across the coun-
ty, apparently on their way to and from Mexico. The
county has several “colonias,” settlements with
recent immigrants that often lack running water or
basic infrastructure. Still, Olivarez says he’s not
expecting large Zika outbreaks because even the
poorest parts of his county are less congested and
have more air conditioning.

“Do we have poor areas? Can we look at improv-
ing our areas? Definitely,” Olivarez said.  “But I get
people who get dengue and West Nile, and they
live in air-conditioned homes.” — AP

Zika virus a concern for poor 
urban areas along Gulf Coast

MONTPELIER: Democratic presidential
candidate Bernie Sanders joined other
Vermont leaders Friday to celebrate the
state’s newly implemented law requiring
labels on genetically modified food and
blast proposed federal legislation that
could pre-empt the state requirement.
Vermont became the first state Friday to
require the labeling of food containing
GMOs, or genetically modified organisms. 

“Vermont had the courage to say ... ‘If it’s
the right thing to do, what are we waiting
for,’” Democratic Gov Peter Shumlin said to
cheers from a rally audience of about 150
people on the Statehouse steps. Vermont
Sen Sanders sharply criticized the compro-
mise bill in Congress that called for less
stringent regulations, and said the bill has
several shortcomings. The Senate is expect-
ed to vote on the bill next week.

The federal legislation would allow an
electronic code on a package to stand in
for a label, requiring a smartphone and
internet connection for a consumer to
know whether the product contained
genetically modified ingredients, Sanders
said. Many products, including corn prod-
ucts, beet sugar and soy oils that are in
many processed foods, could be exempt
from the requirement, he added. “Perhaps
most shockingly and what exposes the par-
tial nature of this legislation, this bill impos-
es no penalties whatsoever for violating
the labeling requirement, making the legis-
lation essentially meaningless,” Sanders
said. Vermont’s law imposes a penalty of
$1,000 per day per genetically modified
product that is not labeled as required.

At the Hunger Mountain Co-op in
Montpelier, which specializes in natural
foods and local products, general manager
Kari Bradley said it was frustrating that a
state law the cooperative has supported
since its inception in the legislature might
be erased from the books by federal action.
He said food co-ops elsewhere in the coun-
try cheered them on but their states didn’t
have the political climate to pass a labeling
law. The federal bill is “not a solution that’s

in the spirit of the Vermont law,” he said.
Food producers argue the science does-

n’t find significant difference between
foods that are genetically modified and
those that are not. But they also say they
don’t want to end up with a patchwork of
multiple state regulatory schemes. Industry
groups including the Grocery
Manufacturers Association have sued to
block the Vermont law, arguing that the
labeling requirement amounts to com-
pelled speech in violation of the First
Amendment. The litigation is pending in
federal court. Meanwhile, food companies
and retailers said they have taken steps to
be in compliance as of July 1, the start date
of the state law that passed in 2014. At
Mehuron’s Supermarket in Waitsfield, man-
ager Bruce Hyde Jr. said he and his team
were ready while noting that stores like his
have to rely on national food companies to
apply labels to products with genetically
modified ingredients.

Campbell Soup Co has printed and
shipped product labeled to comply with
Vermont’s law, company spokesman
Thomas Hushen said, and the company
remains “committed to label on-package”
throughout the country. Coca-Cola
spokesman Ben Sheidler said the company
was making a “good-faith effort” to comply
with the law but some lower-volume prod-
ucts and packages “could be temporarily
unavailable in Vermont.”

Eric Blom, a spokesman for Maine-based
regional chain Hannaford Supermarkets,
said the chain has new labels for any store-
brand products it carries that contain
genetically modified ingredients and those
labels will  be going to Vermont and
throughout Hannaford’s distribution sys-
tem. Grocery Manufacturers Association
spokesman Roger Lowe said the group
hopes Congress acts quickly on the legisla-
tion. He said, “Since the state of Vermont
has given companies 30 days to correct any
alleged GMO labeling violations, the imme-
diate impact, if any, on companies in July
should be limited.”— AP 

Uncertainty looms as
Vermont becomes

1st state to label GMOs

New Mexico court: Doctors 
can’t help patients end lives

ALBUQUERQUE: The New Mexico
Supreme Court has ruled that terminally
ill patients cannot end their lives with
help from doctors, ending what right-to-
die advocates thought would be a suc-
cessful legal fight. In a 5-0 opinion, the
high court overturned a previous district
court decision that doctors could not be
prosecuted under the state’s assisted sui-
cide law, which classifies helping with
suicide as a fourth-degree felony. 

“If we were to recognize an absolute,
fundamental right to physician aid in
dying, constitutional questions would
abound regarding legislation that
defined terminal illness or provided for
protective procedures to assure that a
patient was making an informed and
independent decision,” Justice Edward
Chavez wrote for the court.

Doctors can legally help terminally ill
patients ends their lives in five states -
California, Oregon, Washington, Montana
and Vermont - and advocates have
spurred debate in dozens of other state-
houses around the country. So far,
they’ve been unsuccessful. Officials with
the American Civil Liberties Union of
New Mexico, which launched the legal
challenge in the state 2012, called the
ruling “tragic news” for patients fighting

terminal illness. “From the very begin-
ning this case has been about giving
people more options and control at the
end of life, and we are deeply disappoint-
ed that the courts have decided against
allowing doctors to care for their patients
in this way,” ACLU-NM cooperating attor-
ney Laura Schauer Ives said. 

ACLU-NM spokesman Micah McCoy
said the group will now turn its attention
to changing state law. The legal chal-
lenge involves a Santa Fe woman with
advanced uterine cancer who wanted
courts to clarify New Mexico’s laws pre-
venting her from ending her life and put-
ting doctors in legal trouble.

The justices were asked to throw out
the state’s assisted suicide law. In oral
arguments, the New Mexico Attorney
General’s Office argued the final decision
on the legality of the practice should be
left to state lawmakers, not the courts.
California last year joined the four other
states in passing a law that allows resi-
dents to legally end their lives with med-
ication prescribed by a doctor. State law-
makers approved the measure following
the heavily publicized case of Brittany
Maynard, a 29-year-old California woman
with brain cancer who moved to Oregon
to legally end her life in 2014. — AP 

CHICAGO: Rush University Medical Center in
Chicago is adopting virtual reality technology
to train its obstetrics and gynecology residents
in surgical techniques. The technology will
allow Rush to do away with practice opera-
tions on pigs, the Chicago Sun-Times reported.
As a result, People for the Ethical Treatment of
Animals agreed to cover half of the $12,000
cost of the training module. The system will
allow the 24 residents to practice using a joy-
stick or surgical tools while they see a virtual
patient through a screen. Students will prac-
tice common procedures on the uterus,
ovaries and fallopian tubes.

“Surgery is no different than learning how to
play an instrument or a sport,” said OB/GYN resi-
dency Director Dr Xavier Pombar. “The more
practice you have, the better you get.” The mod-
ule is scheduled to be in place in August.
Fourth-year resident Michelle Beck said the
software will allow her to become proficient in
a variety of surgical concepts. “We’ll be able to
practice everything from basic concepts to full
surgeries and receive feedback in real time,”
Beck said. The system “scores competency -
how effective your movement was, how long it
took you to complete the task - and then gives
you a percentage.” — AP 

Practice surgeries go virtual 
at Chicago medical center


