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WASHINGTON: Six states that allow mari-
juana use have legal tests to determine
driving while impaired by the drug that
have no scientific basis, according to a
study by the nation’s largest automobile
club that calls for scrapping those laws.

The study commissioned by AAA’s
safety foundation said it’s not possible to
set a blood-test threshold for THC, the
chemical in marijuana that makes people
high, that can reliably determine impair-
ment. Yet the laws in five of the six states
automatically presume a driver guilty if
that person tests higher than the limit,
and not guilty if it’s lower. As a result, driv-
ers who are unsafe may be going free
while others may be wrongly convicted,
the foundation said. The foundation rec-
ommends replacing the laws with ones
that rely on specially trained police offi-
cers to determine if a driver is impaired,
backed up by a test for the presence of
THC rather than a specific threshold. The
officers are supposed to screen for dozens
of indicators of drug use, from pupil dila-
tion and tongue color to behavior.

The foundation’s recommendation to
scrap the laws in Colorado, Montana,
Nevada, Ohio, Pennsylvania and
Washington comes as legislatures in sever-
al more states consider adopting similar
laws. At least three states, and possibly as
many as eleven, will also vote this fall on
ballot measures to legalize marijuana for
either recreational or medicinal use, or
both. Several legislatures are also consider-
ing legalization bills.

“ There is understandably a strong
desire by both lawmakers and the public
to create legal limits for marijuana impair-
ment in the same manner we do alcohol,”
said Marshall Doney, AAA’s president and
CEO. “In the case of marijuana, this
approach is flawed and not supported by
scientific research.”

Determining whether someone is
impaired by marijuana, as opposed to hav-
ing merely used the drug at some time, is
far more complex than the simple and reli-
able tests that have been developed for
alcohol impairment. There’s no science that
shows drivers become impaired at a specif-
ic level of THC in the blood. A lot depends
upon the individual. Drivers with relatively
high levels of THC in their systems might
not be impaired, especially if they are regu-
lar users, while others with relatively low
levels may be unsafe behind the wheel.
Some drivers may be impaired when they

are stopped by police, but by the time their
blood is tested they have fallen below the
legal threshold because active THC dissi-
pates rapidly. The average time to collect
blood from a suspected driver is often
more than two hours because taking a
blood sample typically requires a warrant
and transport to a police station or hospi-
tal, the foundation said.

In addition, frequent marijuana users can
exhibit persistent levels of the drug long
after use, while THC levels can decline more
rapidly among occasional users. Nine states,
including some that have legalized marijua-
na for medicinal use, have zero-tolerance
laws for driving and marijuana that make
not only the presence of THC in a driver’s
blood illegal, but also the presence of its
metabolites, which can linger for weeks after
use. That makes no sense, said Mark A R
Kleiman, a New York University professor
specializing in issues involving drugs and
criminal policy. “A law against driving with
THC in your bloodstream is not a law you
can know you are obeying except by never
smoking marijuana or never driving,” he said.

He said rather than switching to a new
kind of law as AAA recommends, states
should consider simply making it a traffic
violation. Studies show that using marijua-
na and driving roughly doubles the risk of
a crash, Kleiman said. By comparison, talk-
ing on a hands-free cellphone while driv-
ing - legal in all states - quadruples crash
risk, he said. A blood alcohol content of
.12, which is about the median amount in
drunken driving cases, increases crash risk
by about 15 times, he said.

Driving with “a noisy child in the back of
the car” is about as dangerous as using
marijuana and driving, Kleiman said. The
exception is when a driver has both been
using marijuana and drinking alcohol
because the two substances together
greatly heighten impairment, he said.

The foundation also released a second
study that found the share of drivers in
fatal crashes who had recently used mari-
juana doubled in Washington after the
state legalized it for recreational use in
December 2012. From 2013 to 2014, the
share of drivers who had recently used
marijuana rose from 8 percent to 17 per-
cent. While it stopped short of blaming the
crashes on that increase, AAA traffic safety
director Jake Nelson said traffic fatalities
went up 6 percent in Washington during
that same period while the fatalities
nationally declined. — AP

Scientific basis for laws on 
marijuana, driving questioned 

LONDON: A report billed as the first comprehen-
sive look at world’s plants finds a planet slowly
being ravaged by changing land use, mostly
conversion of forests to agriculture to feed a
growing population, and climate change.

The “State of the World’s Plants” study is
designed to provide a baseline for annual
reports that will measure how many plant
species are being discovered, and how many are
being lost forever.

“The positive is we’re still discovering lots of
new plants, about 2,000 each year, new plants
for food, for fuel, for drugs,” said Kathy Willis, sci-
ence director at the Royal Botanic Gardens at
Kew. “On the negative, we’ve seen a huge
change in land cover, mainly driven by cultural
activity, with a little bit of climate change in
there as well.”

The goal, she said, is to better understand the
factors driving these negative changes - and to
change them to protect more plants from
extinction. The report by one of the world’s lead-
ing research institutions involved more than 80
scientists. Here are some of its findings:

HOW MANY PLANTS ARE OUT THERE?
The report estimates there are 391,000 vascu-

lar plant species known to science, with an aver-
age of 2,000 new ones being discovered and
named each year. Brazil, with its vast rainforests,
has led the way in the last decade with the high-
est number of newly discovered species. That
sounds encouraging, but a daunting 21 percent
of global plant species are currently threatened
with extinction, the report finds, as habitat is
gobbled up for human use.

WHY DOES IT MATTER?
The new study documents 31,128 plant types

put to a specific use, mostly for medicine (17,810
plant species used in the pursuit of good health),
but also for human food, animal food, fuel,
materials and other things. Plants provide many
of the building blocks used for textiles and con-
struction materials.

The study found “significant gaps” in the col-
lection of DNA data and specimens from many
parts of the world that would hinder efforts to
preserve plant diversity in the face of changing
climate and land-use patterns. It also seeks to
pinpoint locations where botanists should focus
collection efforts to boost food security and find
plants that can adapt.

HOW BAD IS CLIMATE CHANGE?
It is too early to accurately judge the impact

of climate change, Willis says, but the report
finds most of the world’s ecosystems have expe-
rienced a greater than 10 percent change in
land-cover in the last 10 years, due to changes in
land use and climate change.

Studies by a research institute in Colombia
included in the report establish timelines for the
loss of certain foods in Africa, finding that up to

30 percent of land used for growing maize and
bananas won’t be viable by the end of the cen-
tury. The figures for beans are even higher, with
60 percent of the land likely to be unfit for that
purpose. But some crops - particularly yams and
cassava - are found to be much more resilient,
making them important candidates for more
research and investment as the world copes
with mounting food insecurity as population ris-
es and productive land dwindles.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?
The obscure process of discovering, describ-

ing and naming a new species may seem of little
practical value, but Timothy M A Utteridge, head
of identification and naming at the Royal
Botanical Gardens, says the information is vital if
scientists are to protect plants.

He helped name 12 new species last year and
sees a remarkable number of new plants pin-
pointed in Australia, Brazil and China, all of

which are developing new computer databases
with nearly comprehensive details about their
plants. That’s step one in protecting those
plants, he said. “If this plant doesn’t have a name,
and it falls over in the forest, no one knows,” he
said. “Once we have a specimen, and a name, we
put that on the map,” he said, adding that it’s
important for “conservation assessment.”

WHO COLLECTED THAT?
Lest anyone doubt Kew’s bona fides, consider

the origin of some of the samples hidden away
in the vast herbarium - including the ones col-
lected in the Galapagos Islands by Charles
Darwin. The scientist, whose theory of evolution
has helped shape modern thinking, enjoyed a
long, intense friendship with William Hooker,
who was an early director at the botanical gar-
dens, and Darwin used Hooker’s son Joseph as a
taxonomist to work on the plants Darwin had
brought back from his travels. — AP

LONDON: A Nymphaea Thermarum, an endangered plant, grows at the Royal Botanic
Gardens, Kew, in London, Monday. Kew Gardens held the launch of the first ever State of the
Worlds, Plants report. The report is the first of its kind in the plant world. — AP

BUENOS AIRES: The director of the Mendoza
zoo in western Argentina says she has concerns
about the health of the country’s last captive
polar bear. Zoo director Mariana Caram said
Monday that the bear named Arturo is losing
his appetite and is showing signs of decline.
Animal rights activists circulated a petition in
2014 that was signed by more than a half mil-
lion people asking that Arturo be moved to

Canada. Caram said then that the bear was too
old to be safely relocated.

Activists say Arturo paces nervously in his
concrete enclosure and suggest the animal
suffers from depression. Arturo’s partner, a
polar bear named Pelusa or Fuzz, died of can-
cer in 2012. The last polar bear at the Buenos
Aires zoo died in late December 2012 amid a
heat wave. — AP

Argentina zoo worried about 
decaying health of polar bear

LONDON: Carlos Magdalena, botanical horticulturist looks towards
the flower of Paphiopedilum Rothschildianum, an endangered plant,
at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew in London. —AP

LONDON: Carlos Magdalena, botanical horticulturist looks towards the
flower of Ramosmania Rodriguesi, as he holds a young specimen, right, an
endangered plant, at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, in London.

Planet ravaged by changing 
land use and climate change
A report on world’s plants by Royal Botanical Gardens


