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MAHASENPURA, Sri Lanka: In this village in south-
ern Sri Lanka’s Hambantota District, water sales are
big business. Beset by a prolonged dry spell and
day-time temperatures reaching above 36 degrees
Celsius (97 degrees Farenheit), the village has seen
all of its wells run dry.

Water arrives once every three days in the form of
a free government tanker, but it ’s not always
enough to last. Buying a tanker of water privately
costs 5,000 rupees ($34), more than most people
can pay.

Instead the village’s farmers and traders buy their
water in one-liter bottles from small-scale vendors
who charge four to 10 rupees a liter (less than one
U.S. cent) for drinking water brought from about 30
kilometres away. “We buy drinking water, and try to
use other sources for cooking and washing,” said
Sarath Mahanama, one villager. Those other sources
include the muddy puddle left in the bottom of a
nearly empty nearby water reservoir.

Mahasenpura is not alone in its shortages. Nine
districts in Sri Lanka’s Southern, Northern, North
Eastern and southeastern Uva provinces have been
hit by drought. According to the national Disaster
Management Center, by mid-October over 875,000
people were being provided with government
tanker water in these areas.

The worst hit area, where over 160,000 people

are currently dependent on water brought in from
outside, is north-central Polonnaruwa District. “This
is what we undergo every year. After the floods,
there will be a drought and we are almost dying of
thirst,” said Tissa Poddibanda, a villager from the
Lankapura area.

Lankapura is one of the worst-affected sites in
the country, with close to 30,000 persons waiting for
transported water.

Drought to floods
As the weather becomes more extreme, Sri

Lanka finds itself increasingly in a debilitating pat-
tern of alternating between drought and floods -
both of which can lead to shortages of clean water.
In May, large areas of the country were flooded
which caused damages of more than $3 billion,
according to the Finance Ministry. Three months lat-
er drought hit.

While weather experts and policy makers increas-
ingly see the worrisome pattern, potentially effec-
tive national interventions are not yet in place,
experts say.

Today, in some drought-hit areas of Sri Lanka, for
instance, water remains in storage dams but officials
are reluctant to release it, fearing there will not be
enough irrigation water for farmers to plant in the
next growing season that starts in November.

The Parakarama Samudraya, the largest reservoir
in northern Polonnaruwa District, is currently at
about 50 percent of capacity, officials say. But gov-
ernment irrigation officials say they don’t want to
release the waters - and the next wave of heavy
rains is expected only in mid-November, with the
onset of the Northeast monsoon season.

As competition for water grows, better coopera-
tion is needed between the various government
agencies handling water to balance the needs of
farmers, hydropower suppliers and household users,
said S.L. Weerasinghe, director-general of the
national irrigation department.

“Right now there is very little coordination
between various entities handling water, from pow-
er to agriculture. We need a much more cohesive
water management policy to safely release water
stored for agriculture,” Weerasinghe said.

‘Not prepared’
Lack of public awareness about the extent of the

country’s water problems - and how they might be
better managed - is another problem, water man-
agement experts say. “We are not prepared to meet
these impacts” of climate change, said Kusum
Athukorala, who heads the Sri Lanka Water
Partnership, a non-profit national organisation
working on water management.

She said that since Sri Lanka’s devastating 2004
tsunami the island has upgraded and strengthened
its disaster response capacity but hardly any work
had been done on preparing for disasters and build-
ing public awareness about them.

Villagers such as Poddibanda, who are the mercy
of changing rainfall patterns, have had little help in
learning to manage water better, though it is crucial
to their economic well being, experts say.
Poddibanda, like most farmers in water-short
Lankapura, waits until he believes rains are close to
arriving to prepare his paddy rice plot for cultivation
- and he expects the government to provide free irri-
gation water, irrespective of rain and reservoir levels.

He said he has not responded to government
requests for farmers to break with tradition and
plant when water is available, rather than at tradi-
tional t imes.  “ I  don’t  know how to do that,”
Poddibanda admitted. Athukorala said a sustained
public awareness campaign is needed to build
community knowledge about water management,
and a national water management policy is needed
to coordinate water planning among sectors such
as power, agriculture, weather, irrigation and disas-
ter management. In addition, “we have to take care
of each spring, each river, each well. You do preven-
tive medicine and spend less on curative medicine,”
she urged. —Reuters

In parched Sri Lanka, biggest shortage is of water policy

TRENTON, NEW YORK: Drugmaker
Pfizer said Monday that it will launch
a less-expensive version of rival
Johnson & Johnson’s blockbuster
immune disorder drug, Remicade.
Pfizer Inc.’s version, called Inflectra,
will hit pharmacies in late November.
It will be only the second so-called
biosimilar drug available in the US

Remicade, long J&J’s top-selling
drug, is approved for treating
rheumatoid arthritis, psoriasis, colitis
and other immune system disorders.
Biosimilars are near-copies of biolog-
ic drugs, which are very expensive
injected medicines that are “manu-
factured” inside living cells, rather
than by mixing chemicals together.

New York-based Pfizer said it will
sell Inflectra at a 15 percent discount
to the list price for Remicade.  J&J
said in a statement it will compete
with Inflectra “through a variety of
innovative contracting options, dis-
counts and rebates to payers,
providers and pharmacy benefit
managers” to keep Remicade afford-
able for patients.

Cost varies
The cost for Remicade varies,

because the dosage depends on the
patient’s weight, the immune disor-
der being treated and whether the
patient is beginning treatment or on
a lower maintenance dose, but it’s
roughly $2,600 per month without

insurance. Johnson & Johnson said it
gives insurers discounts and rebates
on their costs, that many insured
patients have very low copayments
and that those without insurance
can apply for financial aid.

Currently, there’s only one biosim-
ilar for sale in the US, Zarxio from
Swiss drugmaker Novartis AG’s
generic drug division, Sandoz. Zarxio
was launched in September 2015, at
a 15 percent price discount to
Amgen Inc.’s Neupogen, which
boosts white blood cell production

to prevent infections in patients with
cancer and a few other conditions.

US insurers, doctors and patients
have been eager for access to
cheaper versions of biologic drugs,
which can cost $100,000 or more
annually. Last year, six of the 10
bestselling medicines by global rev-
enue were biologics, with about $49
billion in combined sales.

More than 20 biosimilar ver-
sions of seven different medicines
now are on the market in Europe.
Bu in the US,  biosimilars have

been delayed by the lengthy
process of setting up rules for
their approval, as well as lawsuits
between drugmakers.

A 2010 law allows near-copies of
biologic drugs, known as biosimi-
lars, after 12 years of market exclu-
sivity for the original. But so far the
makers of original drugs facing
biosimilar rivals have been trying to
delay that competition with lawsuits
over whether the original drug still
has a patent in force that protects its
monopoly.

In the case of Inflectra, litigation
between Pfizer and Johnson &
Johnson, which is based in New
Brunswick, New Jersey, is continuing
over whether Remicade still has a
valid patent. A federal judge in
August ruled the patent was invalid,
but J&J is appealing that. If Pfizer
loses the litigation, it would face
substantial financial penalties
because it’s making what’s called an
“at-risk” launch of Inflectra.

Remicade is known chemically as
infliximab. Inflectra will bear the
chemical name infliximab-dyyb, as
the US Food and Drug
Administration requires that biosimi-
lar drugs have a suffix attached to
their name to distinguish the biosim-
lar from the original medicine.

According to J&J, Remicade has
treated more than 2.6 million people
worldwide since 1998. —AP
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NEW YORK: In this Monday, Nov 23, 2015, file photo, the Pfizer
logo is displayed at world headquarters. —AP

PARIS: Exposure to tiny doses of hormone-
disrupting chemicals is responsible for at
least $340 billion (310 billion euros) in health-
related costs each year in the United States,
according to a report published Tuesday.

So-called endocrine-disrupting chemi-
cals (EDCs) are found in thousands of every-
day products, ranging from plastic and met-
al food containers, to detergents, flame
retardants, toys and cosmetics. Neurological
damage and behavioral problems, includ-
ing attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD), autism and loss of IQ, accounted
for at least four-fifths of these impacts,
researchers said in The Lancet Diabetes &
Endocrinology, a medical journal.

The invisible but dangerous chemicals
also boosted obesity, diabetes, some can-
cers, male infertility and a painful condition
known as endometriosis, the abnormal
growth of tissue outside the uterus. The
economic impact of the chemicals leaves a
huge, two percent dent in the US’ gross
domestic product (GDP) each year.

“Our research adds to the growing evi-
dence on the tremendous economic as well
as human health costs of endocrine-dis-
rupting chemicals,” said lead investigator
Leonardo Trasande, an associate professor
at NYU Langone in New York City. “This has
the potential to develop into a much larger
health and economic issue if no policy
action is taken,” he told AFP. 

The body’s endocrine tissues produce
essential hormones that help regulate ener-
gy levels, reproduction, growth, develop-
ment, as well as our response to stress and
injury. Mimicking naturally occurring hor-
mones such as estrogen and androgen,
EDCs lock on to receptors within a human
cell and block the body’s own hormones
from binding with it.

‘Adverse consequences’   
Recent research has raised red flags

showing that “environmental contaminants
can disrupt the endocrine system leading to
adverse-health consequences,” according to
the US Environmental Protection Agency. 

In the US, the biggest chemical culprit by
far among the thousands of manmade mol-
ecules suspected of interfering with human
hormones are so-called PBDEs, found in
flame retardants. Bisphenol A, used to line
tin food cans, along with phthalates in plas-
tic food containers and many cosmetics,

were also held to be responsible for upward
of $50 billion worth of health damages.

A similar study concluded last year that
health-related costs of EDCs in the European
Union were some $271 billion, about 1.28
percent of GPD. Crucially, the main drivers of
disease and disability were different on
either side of the Atlantic, Trasande said. “US
costs are higher mainly because of the wide-
spread use in furniture of brominated flame
retardants,” which were banned in the EU in
2008, he explained.

The blood level of these chemicals in the
average American would be in the top five
percent of Europeans today. By contrast, the
health costs associated with pesticides in
food were 10 times higher in the EU than in
the United States, where more stringent
regulations were put in place to protect
pregnant women and children.

To put a figure on the impact of EDCs,
the researchers reviewed blood and urine
samples from the National Health and
Nutrition Examination Survey, which has
gathered data since 2009 on major disease
risk factors from 5,000 volunteers.

Computer models were then used to
project how much each of 15 diseases or
conditions was attributable to chemical
exposure, and the estimated health costs
for each one.

‘Cat-and-mouse game’   
Flame retardants and pesticides in par-

ticular are known to affect the developing
brain and can lead to loss of IQ. “Each IQ
point lost corresponds to approximately
two percent in lost productivity,” Trasande
explained.

The costs and benefits of regulation
should be openly debated, the authors
argued, citing the decision in the 1970s to
ban lead in paint, and then 20 years later in
gasoline. Commenting in the same journal,
Michele La Merrill, an expert in environmen-
tal toxicology at the University of California
in Davis, said the new findings “provide a
lesson on the lasting economic effects of
harmful chemicals.”

They should “inspire a policy shift to end
the cat-and-mouse game currently
employed the US government and indus-
try.” The EU set broad criteria in June for
identifying potentially harmful EDCs, but
consumer and environmental groups said
they fell far short of what is needed. —AFP

Massive US health tab for 
hormone-disrupting chemicals   

COLOMBO: Sri Lankan custom officers on yesterday
destroyed 45 kilograms (99 pounds) of rare bird nests
that are considered a delicacy in China and have a
street value of nearly half a million dollars.

The officers burnt the pile of swallows’ nests con-
fiscated mainly from passengers’ airport luggage and
postal parcels intended for overseas delivery over the
past four years. “We destroyed this stock to demon-
strate our commitment to protect endangered
species,” customs spokesman Dharmasena
Kahandawa told AFP. “There may be a street value of

up to $10,000 for a kilo of birds’ nests, but for us it has
no value at all because this is an illegal trade.”

Another 40 kilograms of feathers from exotic birds
and other animal parts used in Chinese medicine
were also destroyed yesterday, together with the edi-
ble nests, at a Colombo cemetery’s crematorium.

The nests are the main ingredient in bird’s nest
soup, considered a delicacy in China and other Asian
countries. But removing, owning or exporting birds is
outlawed under Sri Lanka’s strict flora and fauna regu-
lations. 

The cup-shaped collections of twigs are held
together by dried swiftlet saliva, which is made into a
gelatinous soup credited in China with everything
from alleviating asthma to arresting the ageing
process.

In January Sri Lankan customs officers publicly
destroyed the country’s biggest ever illegal ivory
haul-more than 350 tusks weighing about 1.5 tons
— in what officials said was an attempt to show
poachers that the island would not tolerate the ille-
gal trade. —AFP

Sri Lanka destroys seized bird nests destined for soup


