
NEW YORK: Doctors often disagree on
whether women have breast cancer if they
have abnormal cells that don’t look like inva-
sive tumors under a microscope, a US study
suggests. The researchers asked three differ-
ent pathologists to give a second opinion on
women’s biopsy slides. When the slides
showed either invasive breast cancer, or
harmless or benign cells, the doctors agreed
with the original diagnosis at least 97 per-
cent of the time. But when the initial diagno-
sis was “atypia” - healthy cells that grow
faster than normal - the pathologists
thought doctors had originally overestimat-
ed the danger in more than half of cases.
And they thought doctors had overestimat-
ed the danger for almost one in five women
who were originally diagnosed with a com-
mon noninvasive malignancy of the breast
known as ductal carcinoma in situ (DCIS).

“It’s easier for physicians to diagnose dis-
eases at the extremes of the spectrum - we
are good at diagnosing normal breast tissue
and the very abnormal cells of invasive
breast cancer,” said lead study author Dr
Joann Elmore of the University of
Washington School of Medicine and
Harborview Medical Center in Seattle.
“Between these extremes, agreement of
pathologists deteriorates,” Elmore added by
email. Atypia and DCIS are gray areas on a
spectrum of cancer severity between
benign, or generally harmless, cells and fast-
growing invasive tumors, said Dr Richard
Bleicher, breast clinical program leader at
Fox Chase Cancer Center in Philadelphia.

“It’s sort of akin to trying to differentiate
blue from teal from green - there is a bit of
subjectivity,” said Bleicher, who wasn’t
involved in the study. For the study, three

different pathologists working independent-
ly reviewed one biopsy slide apiece from
240 women aged 50 to 59. Overall, they
agreed with the original biopsy diagnosis
about 92 percent of the time, Elmore and
colleagues report in the Annals of Internal
Medicine.

Additional tissue
They thought about five percent of the

original diagnoses had overestimated the
danger, and roughly 3 percent had underes-
timated the cancer risk. In the real world,
pathologists might have consulted with col-
leagues or requested additional tissue sam-
ples if the diagnosis wasn’t clear from one
slide, potentially increasing the accuracy of
diagnoses and limiting the disagreement
among doctors, the authors note.

Still, the findings highlight the challenges
doctors and patients face in deciding the
best course of action when results don’t fall
clearly into an extremely low-risk or high-risk
category, Elmore said. Women with an
abnormal mammogram may rush to get a
biopsy, hoping for an immediate resolution
and a clear diagnosis, Elmore noted. But
when the biopsy results fall in a gray area,
their path forward isn’t always as clear cut as
they would like. “I encourage women who
receive an initial diagnosis of either atypia or
DCIS to realize that they do not need to act
immediately on the results; they have time
to obtain a second opinion to verify the
diagnosis,” Elmore said. At the same time,
women may find that even when doctors
agree on the diagnosis, they may not agree
on treatment, Dr Alexander Borowsky, a
researcher at the University of California,
Davis, wrote in an editorial. — Reuters

Doctors often disagree on when
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GENEVA: Sexual transmission of the Zika
virus is more common than previously
thought, the World Health Organization said
yesterday, citing reports from several coun-
tries. After a meeting of its emergency com-
mittee yesterday, the UN health agency also
said there is increasing evidence that a spike
in disturbing birth defects and neurological
problems are caused by Zika, which is mostly
spread by mosquito bites. When WHO
declared the explosive outbreak in the
Americas to be a global emergency last
month, it said that the evidence that Zika was
responsible was only circumstantial.

WHO Director-General Dr Margaret Chan
said “reports and investigations in several
countries strongly suggest that sexual trans-
mission of the virus is more common than
previously assumed.” The US is investigating
more than a dozen possible cases of Zika in
people who may have been infected through
sex. Dr Bruce Aylward, who is directing
WHO’s response to Zika, said the cases seen
so far of sexual transmission of Zika have
been from men to women. He doubted sex
would play an important role in the disease’s
spread.

“The mosquito is undoubtedly still the

main driver of transmission,” he said. Chan
also said nine countries have now reported
increasing cases of Guillain-Barre syndrome,
a rare condition that may be linked to Zika
and can cause temporary paralysis and death
in people of all ages. She said that problems
connected to Zika, including Guillain-Barre
syndrome, are now being seen not just in
women of child-bearing age, but children,
teenagers and older adults.

Zika is also now spreading to new coun-
tries, WHO said. It noted local transmission
has now been reported in 31 countries across
Latin America and the Caribbean. “All of this
news is alarming,” Chan said. Despite the lack
of definitive evidence proving that Zika caus-
es birth defects and neurological problems,
Chan said officials shouldn’t wait for defini-
tive scientific proof before making recom-
mendations.

“Microcephaly is now only one of several
documented birth abnormalities associated
with Zika infection during pregnancy,” she
said, adding that it can cause growth prob-
lems, injuries to the central nervous system
and fetal death. WHO’s emergency commit-
tee called for “intensified” research into the
relationship between new clusters of babies

born with abnormally small heads and other
neurological disorders. It said particular
attention should be given to studying the
genetics of the different Zika virus strains and
establishing studies to determine if there is a
causal relationship.

Main suspect
The agency also noted it was important to

continue studying whether other factors
could be responsible for the jump in micro-
cephaly and neurological problems, including
whether several causes combined might be
to blame. Aylward explained that scientists
were focusing on diseases as the main sus-
pect, noting the evidence seems “really com-
pelling that you’re looking at an infectious
process here.” So far, cases of babies born with
small, deformed heads linked to Zika have
only been confirmed in Brazil and French
Polynesia, though officials say they expect
reports from other countries once the virus
has been circulating there long enough to
affect pregnant women. Colombia has report-
ed several suspected cases of microcephaly.

“Women who are pregnant in affected
countries or travel to these countries are
understandably deeply worried,” Chan said.

WHO recommends pregnant women avoid
travel to areas with ongoing Zika outbreaks
and that if their partners travel to affected

countries, they should practice safe sex or
abstain from sex for the duration of their
pregnancy. — AP

GENEVA: World Health Organization (WHO) chief Margaret Chan arrives to a
press conference on Zika virus outbreak yesterday at the health organization
headquarters. — AFP

M
ental health issues like depression and
addiction are more common among
young transgender women than the

general US population, according to a new
study. While the study can’t say why this was
true, the researchers say the results highlight the
need for culturally competent treatment and
care. “There is a critical need for skilled and well-
informed mental health professionals,” said Sari
Reisner, the study’s lead author from Boston
Children’s Hospital. The researchers write in
JAMA Pediatrics that mental health issues and
addiction affect 4 to 26 percent of people in the
US. Often, those issues emerge during adoles-
cence and young adulthood.

For the new study, the researchers inter-
viewed 300 transgender women in Boston and
Chicago between 2012 and 2015. The partici-
pants, who ranged in age from 16 to 29, were
sexually active and were participating in an HIV
prevention study. Overall, about 42 percent had
one or more health or addiction diagnoses.
About one in five had two or more diagnoses.
Rates of diagnoses among the participants were
about two to four times greater than in the gen-
eral US population, write the researchers.

About a third of participants had been
depressed at some point, and about 15 percent
currently had the condition. About one in five
participants reported suicidal thoughts within
the past 30 days. Within the last six months,

about 8 percent of participants had anxiety and
about one in 10 had post-traumatic stress disor-
der (PTSD). About 11 percent reported alcohol
dependence in the past year. Likewise, about 15
percent reported some other kind of addiction
during that time.

The likelihood of mental health and addic-
tion issues appeared to increase with age. That
finding, coupled with a smaller lifetime preva-
lence of depression than what’s been seen in
previous studies in older transgender women,
suggests there is an opportunity to prevent
poor outcomes. The new results do not show
that transgender women are inherently predis-
posed to mental health issues, Reisner told
Reuters Health. For example, he and his col-
leagues point out, gender transition and gender
affirmation are stressful events. They may affect
a transgender and gender-variant person’s psy-
chiatric health and well-being during adoles-
cence and young adulthood.

The increased prevalence of mental health
and addiction issues likely stems from the inter-
section of several minority stressors, said Dr.
Johanna Olson-Kennedy, who is medical direc-
tor of the Center for Transyouth Health and
Development at Children’s Hospital Los Angeles.
The minority stress theory suggests people in
minority groups are at a greater risk for health
problems due to increased exposures to stres-
sors like prejudice and stigma. — Reuters

Depression, addiction common 
among young transgender women

NEW DELHI: India has the world’s
highest number of people without
access to clean water - imposing a
major financial burden for some of
the country’s poorest people, accord-
ing to a report released yesterday.
The international charity Water Aid
says 75.8 million Indians - or 5 per-
cent of the country’s 1.25 billion pop-
ulation - are forced to either buy
water at high rates or use supplies
that are contaminated with sewage
or chemicals. That accounts for more
than a tenth of the 650 million peo-
ple worldwide without clean water
access - more than any single country
in Africa or China, where 63 million
have no access.

Improve service
The situation worldwide has

improved since 1990, with 2.6 billion
people gaining access to clean water
since then. But the report urged more
action in “a world where one in 10 peo-
ple are trapped in a cycle of poverty
and disease for want of a safe, afford-
able water supply of their own.” Poor
Indians without water access are forced
to spend an average of about 72 cents
to buy 50 liters (13 gallons) of water a
day, the amount recommended by the
World Health Organization, according
to the report. That’s nearly 20 percent of
their typical daily income, according to
the report. By comparison, people in
Britain spend about 10 cents a day for

50 liters. “Poor management of water
resources is the biggest problem hold-
ing India back,” the report said.
“Misappropriation in planning and exe-
cution of water supply projects is
another key factor. And projects often
use inadequate sources, or pipelines do
not reach habitations.” The alternative
to buying supplies - using dirty water -
comes with sober consequence, sicken-
ing countless people every year. About
315,000 children die from diarrheal dis-
eases each year, with 140,000 those
deaths happening in India.

India already faces chronic water
shortages and drought, as rivers
become increasingly polluted and
groundwater reserves rapidly decline
thanks to the unchecked use of water
pumps by farmers and villagers. The
problem is set to worsen as global tem-
peratures rise and rain becomes more
erratic with climate change. Within 15
years, the country is expected to have
only half the water it needs to meet
competing demands from cities, agri-
culture and industry.

Some Indian cities, including New
Delhi and elsewhere in the northern
state of Rajasthan, are rolling out water
kiosks in drought-prone areas. Others,
including Nagpur, in the central state of
Maharashtra, are experimenting with
privatization schemes to try to improve
service. The breadbasket state of
Punjab, which produces the vast major-
ity of India’s grains, has set up public
water filtration units to clean ground-
water contaminated by sewage and
agricultural chemicals, including pesti-

cides and fertilizers. 

Public goods
“We don’t handle public goods well,”

said environmental economist Pavan
Sukhdev. “You need public manage-
ment systems to manage public goods,
and there are no market lessons to help
guide that management.” Experts worry
the water crisis could exacerbate com-
munity conflicts or regional tensions,
and have urged authorities to impose
strict regulations on water pumping
and water use. India’s Supreme Court
“has already held that the fundamental
right to clean water is a right to life,” said
court advocate Satya Tripathi, adding
that it’s only a matter of time before the
issue comes back before the court. 

“The government really has to pay
attention. Water is the one thing that
can tear this country apart.” While India
has the most people lacking clean
water access, the much smaller coun-
tries of Papua New Guinea, Equatorial
Guinea, Angola, Chad and
Mozambique topped the list of coun-
tries with the highest population per-
centages lacking clean water. And in
Papua New Guinea, the 4.5 million
without access - or 60 percent of the
Southwest Pacific island country’s pop-
ulation - spend more than 50 percent of
their typical income on average on
water each day, according to the report.
Rising seas and more frequent extreme
weather events - both consequences of
ongoing climate change - “will make
water supplies, and life in general, ever
more fragile,” it said. — AP

India has the most people
without clean water, report says
‘Water is the one thing that can tear this country apart’

KOLKATA, India: Residents of an area gather around a roadside water source to wash their clothes and fill drinking water for their houses in
Kolkata. — AP

KOLKATA, India: A water man or locally called as ‘bhari’ fills drinking
water from a roadside hand pump while another waits to deliver in
houses.

WHO: Sexual transmission of Zika more common than thought 

CRYSTAL RIVER, United States: When Brandy
Pounds swam in central Florida’s Crystal River earlier
this month, she came so close to an endangered
manatee that she could feel the sea cow’s breath
tickling her toes. “And then I turned around and we
were face-to-face,” said the 41-year-old therapist
from Texas. “We made eye contact. It was pretty
cool.” Languid, whiskered and weighing as much as
1,200 pounds (545 kilograms), the bulbous Florida
manatees-a subspecies of the West Indian mana-
tees-were among the first creatures to be named by
the United States as a federally endangered species
in 1967, alongside the iconic bald eagle and
American alligator. 

For decades, manatees have been celebrated
and protected by environmentalists and celebrities
alike, earning the title of the official state marine
mammal of Florida and the admiration of celebrities
like singer Jimmy Buffett, who co-founded the pop-
ular non-profit Save the Manatee Club in 1981. But
times may be changing for these slow-moving sea-
grass eaters. A controversial proposal by the US Fish
and Wildlife Service calls for downgrading them
from “endangered” to “threatened,” based on their
ballooning population size.

In Florida alone, the agency said the manatee
population has grown to a record 6,350 as of
February.  Early estimates of their population are
hard to come by, but the first aerial surveys flown
over Florida in 1991 counted 1,267 manatees. A final
decision, expected sometime in 2017, would apply
to all West Indian manatees in the region, from
Florida to the Caribbean and northern South
America. “I believe this is just a first step of celebrat-
ing a success story,” Ivan Vicente, visitor services spe-
cialist at the Fish and Wildlife Service Crystal River
National Wildlife Refuge Complex, told AFP. “It’s only
a very minor difference,” he said of the change in ter-
minology. “It just means that the species is not as
vulnerable to extinction as it once was, but still vul-
nerable. So the level of protection does not change.”

Threats remain 
Opponents say a host of threats remain, includ-

ing disease, loss of habitat, cold stress and collisions
with watercraft. “We really think it is premature,” said
the Save the Manatee Club’s director of science and
conservation, Katie Tripp. She said the change could
amount to less money for manatee protection, and
doesn’t take account of future risks the manatees

will face. Among them, the expected loss of winter
refuge they get from clustering around power
plants that discharge warm water. As those plants
are gradually made more environmentally friendly,

as many as 4,000 manatees-which are creatures of
habit-could die from the cold, she said.

For Tripp, it doesn’t matter that five times more
manatees exist today than 25 years ago. “We are not

at all focused on a number and we don’t want the
agency focused on a number either. It is just about
the habitat,” she said.

Idle speed for manatees 
In the winter, hundreds of Florida manatees con-

verge in the natural warm water springs near Crystal
River, where boat captain and Mike Dunn, co-owner
of Manatees in Paradise, says manatees have
shaped the local way of life. Dunn leads small tours
of six tourists at a time into Three Sisters Springs and
the surrounding canals. Snorkelers must watch a
video first that explains how to avoid harassing
manatees-no chasing, no poking, no hugging
allowed.  Killing a manatee is also forbidden.
Violators of federal protections may face fines of up
to $100,000 and a year in prison.

Dunn drives his boat slowly, moving at idle
speed according to local regulations to reduce the
risk of striking a manatee.  He waves his arms and
chastises other boaters whenever he sees them
going faster than they should. “It’s all about
respect,” according to Dunn, who said he views as
“absurd” any effort to downgrade the manatees’
status. — AFP

In Florida, calls to keep ‘saving the manatees’

CRYSTAL RIVER, Florida: Tourist boats gather in Crystal River, Florida. — AFP


