
H E A LT H  &  S C I E NC E
MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 2016

SUKADANA, Indonesia: The forest around
Manjau in  Borneo once reverberated with
the scream of chainsaws, as gangs of illegal
loggers felled ancient hardwood trees for
sale to timber merchants downstream. But
many loggers in the remote Indonesian vil-
lage are hanging up their  chainsaws in
return for affordable healthcare, through a
community incentive scheme that aims to
save lives and protect Borneo’s fragile rain-
forests. This strategy is set to be rolled out
elsewhere in Indonesia, where impover-
ished communities often reliant on illegal
industries for survival are putting enor-
mous strain on the environment.

In western Borneo, where the approach
was first pioneered, logging had long been
the lifeblood of many communities, provid-
ing quick cash whenever it was desperately
needed for weddings or health emergen-
cies A single Bornean ironwood-a rare,
slow-growing giant prized for its durable
timber-could fetch hundreds of dollars at a
lumber mill, a small fortune for local vil-
lagers. But for Juliansyah, a father-of-two
from Manjau, the income was unreliable
and the work-often involving days-long
missions alone in the forest-was tiring and
dangerous.

The cash was gone as soon as it had
been earned, spent on medicine, school
books or other essential items, he told AFP
on the edge of Gunung Palung National
Park. “One day you’re rewarded, the next
there’s nothing. You cannot save anything,”
explained Juliansyah, who like many
Indonesians goes by one name. It is illegal
to cut down trees inside the park, a critical
habitat for endangered orangutans, sun
bears and hornbills in southwestern Borneo,
a bio diverse island shared between
Indonesia, Malaysia and Brunei.

His village was eventually approached
by Alam Sehat Lestari (ASRI), a non-profit
organization based in nearby Sukadana and
made an unusual offer. If they agreed to
cease logging, the entire village would be
granted discounts on medical bills at the
local health clinic, and free training for new
careers as forest custodians and farmers.

Villages onside 
The incentives have worked, says

American physician Kinari Webb, who co-
founded ASRI and established Oregon-
based charity Health in Harmony, its key
financial backer. Of the 24 villages sur-
rounding Gunung Palung, all but one have
agreed to put down their chainsaws, Webb
said. Since 2007, when ASRI started work-
ing with villages, the number of logging
households has plunged from nearly 1,400
to 180. The rampant destruction of the old-
growth forest Webb encountered when she
first arrived in western Borneo 22 years ago
has slowed to a trickle, with degraded areas
slowly regrowing.

“There was pretty much never a day

standing right here that you couldn’t hear a
chainsaw in that forest,” Webb told AFP,
gesturing to the lush greenery behind the
clinic. “Now, occasionally you will still hear a
chainsaw... But it’s a completely different
scene.” The clinic, where patients watch
videos on forest conservation while waiting
to see a doctor, has evolved into the pri-
mary healthcare provider for around 60,000
people living alongside Gunung Palung.

Nearly 7,300 villagers received medical
treatment at the clinic in 2015. But that
caseload is set to balloon when a modern
hospital-equipped with operating theatres,
a blood bank and vaccine fridges-opens in
October. “Green villages”, or those that stop
logging entirely, are granted 70 percent
reductions on treatment. Yellow and red
villages-which are on track to stopping log-
ging-receive 50 and 30 percent discounts
respectively. But anyone who cannot afford
healthcare can offset the cost by collecting
seeds for replanting in degraded forest,
said Farida, who manages a nursery of
native saplings outside Sukadana.

Challenges ahead 
In April, ASRI co-founder doctor Hotlin

Ompusunggu won a 50,000 pound
($65,700) grant from the Whitley Fund for
Nature at an award ceremony attended by
legendary naturalist David Attenborough.
The prize money-the second significant
endowment gifted to ASRI by the Britain-
based charity-will help fund the scale-up of
the project.  Communities on the islands of
Sulawesi and Sumatra, and in the eastern
region of Papua, who are dependent on
industries like mining and blast fishing
have been canvassed, with a second launch
site expected to be announced in January.
Webb said one possible location is Raja
Ampat, a string of idyllic islands in Papua
famed for marine biodiversity. Villagers
there have been dynamiting the pristine
reef to make ends meet, jeopardizing their
future livelihood, she said.

There are always setbacks. Satellite
imaging, observed by forest guardians who
keep a close watch on communities,
revealed in June that Juliansyah’s village
had cleared protected land inside park
boundaries. The village will be downgrad-
ed to yellow but can always redeem itself,
said Fransiscus Xaverius, who oversees
reforestation projects around Gunung
Palung. On a dirt road separating the pro-
tected park from a massive palm oil planta-
tion-another source of pressure on
Borneo’s forests-a motorcyclist drives past
with a load of ironwood slats, likely carved
from a felled stump, said Xaverius. “It’s very
challenging if you want to do conservation
work in Borneo,” he told AFP, as tankers car-
rying crude palm oil thundered by. “On the
one hand there’s people who want to save
the forest, and on the other there’s people
who want to survive.”—AFP

ADELANTO, United States: Two years ago,
the city of Adelanto, a crumbling outpost in
California’s Mojave desert, was facing a bleak
future as it teetered on the brink of bankrupt-
cy and struggled with double-digit unemploy-
ment. “We were about to vanish, to be incor-
porated into another city,” says councilman
John “Bug” Woodard Jr. “The place was dying
and in total despair.” Today, however, the once-
desolate town is firmly back on the map, hav-
ing joined a handful of communities in
California in embracing large-scale commer-
cial cannabis cultivation-a move that smells of
success as the state prepares to vote in
November on legalizing the use of recreation-
al marijuana. Though California already allows
the use of medical marijuana, the initiative to
fully legalize the drug-seen as likely to suc-
ceed-is expected to transform the most popu-
lous state in the US and one of the world’s
largest economies into a new epicenter for
cannabis, bringing in billions in revenue.

According to the Arcview Group, a
cannabis investment and research firm based
in California, medical and recreational marijua-
na sales are expected to  more than double to
$6.5 billion in the Golden State by 2020 if the
drug becomes fully legal after November.
Nationwide, the legal cannabis market-which
stood at about $5.7 billion in 2015 — is pro-
jected to reach more than $23 billion by 2020,
according to Arcview. Apart from California,
several other states including Arizona, Maine,
Massachusetts and Nevada will also vote on

legalizing recreational marijuana on
November 8, at the same time as casting bal-
lots in the presidential race.

A similar ballot measure in California failed
in 2010 but support has grown since, with
Silicon Valley billionaire Sean Parker among
backers of the latest initiative, which has the
support of 58 percent of voters according to a

recent USC Dornsife/Los Angeles Times poll.

Celebrities join scramble 
For Adelanto, the signs pointed to an

opportunity too good to pass up. Last
November, the town became among the first
in California to permit medical marijuana culti-
vation. The decision to welcome marijuana

growers led to a flood of high-end investors
rushing to the town of 32,000 residents to
buy up warehouses and plots of land in two
so-called “green zones” earmarked for
cannabis cultivation, local officials say. “All of
a sudden, we have people driving over here
in Bentleys to look at proper ty,” said
Woodard, 57, a real-estate agent with wispy
shoulder-length  hair who organizes an annu-
al jazz festival in the desert.

“Here you have a building that was
bought for $725,000 a couple years ago and
now it’s worth four million,” he added, point-
ing to an expanse of land dotted with ware-
houses surrounded by Joshua trees and
brush. “When you say Adelanto now, every-
body knows where it is.” Among the celebri-
ties who have reportedly joined the mad
scramble to snag a producer license in the
city, Woodard says, are rapper Snoop Dogg,
one of reggae legend Bob Marley’s sons, Ky-
Mani Marley, and actor Tommy Chong, of cult
comedy duo “Cheech & Chong.”

City officials said they expect cannabis pro-
duction to easily reach 100 tons annually once
farming gets fully underway, bringing in
much-needed tax revenue to the decrepit
town until now known more for its three pris-
ons than for being pot-friendly.

Blossoming industry 
“We are on the precipice of taking over the

industry,” Jermaine Wright, a former pastor
and member of the city council, said assuredly.

“We’re doing what no other city has done
when it  comes to mari juana and this is
going to bring in other businesses and man-
ufacturing.” The city’s cannabis ordinance
stipulates that 40 to 50 percent of the work-
force must be drawn from the local popula-
tion, a measure that should significantly
reduce unemployment, local officials say. So
far  Adelanto,  which means progress  in
English,  has issued 35 l icenses to grow
cannabis and expects to hand out more in
coming months, Woodard said.

Dan Olson, who owns a company that man-
ufactures air filtration equipment in one of the
“green zones,” said he has seen the town trans-
form as it prepares for the expected windfall
from cannabis farming. “I go out for a walk in
the desert every morning and I can see the
change,” said Olson, whose company has been
in the city for 12 years. “You now see all these
cars with black tinted windows driving around
and you see all these warehouses where the
weeds have been pulled and you know it’s
going cultivation.” Christopher Goodman, 59,
who is in the process of purchasing several
warehouses in the city, said he expects to reap
millions from his investment. “The demand is
here and the more people get educated about
cannabis the more people will use it,” said
Goodman, who was in the auto business
before turning to cannabis farming several
years ago. “I’ll tell you what, I’d much rather
smoke cannabis than drink beer and I mean
that wholeheartedly.”—AFP

BOLZANO, Italy: When police heard about the
frozen corpse up in the Alps in September 1991,
they opened a criminal probe. Murder it was, but
the crime was rather old-and the ultimate cold
case. The dead man, found by hikers 25 years
ago this week a snowball’s throw from the
Austrian-Italian border and put in a wooden cof-
fin at a nearby police station, turned out to have
died more than 5,000 years ago. Mummified in
the ice, “Oetzi”, as he was later nicknamed, was a
sensation, providing invaluable scientific
insights that a quarter of a century later show no
sign of abating.

“The iceman is without doubt one of the
most outstanding mummy discoveries in the
history of mankind,” said Angelika Fleckinger,
director of the museum in Bolzano, Italy, where
the mummy is on display. “It’s a unique window
into the prehistoric era, and gives us an incredi-
ble amount of information,” she told AFP.

Shot in the back 
To put it into perspective, when Oetzi died

around 3,350-3,100 BC, Stonehenge in England
and the first Egyptian pyramids were still hun-
dreds of years from being built. He lived during
the Late Neolithic or Copper Age when mineral
extraction and copper smelting, which spread to
Europe from the Near East, was fundamentally
transforming human society. Perhaps the result-
ing upheaval explains his still mysterious death.
That he came to a sticky end was confirmed by
the arrowhead lodged in his shoulder, only
found in 2001, showing he had been shot from
behind.

He would have bled to death in minutes and
was possibly finished off with a whack on the
head. He had at least had a large meal including
barbecued ibex around 12 hours earlier, the con-

tents of his stomach showed. And his untimely
demise high in the mountains meant for scien-
tists that he was incredibly well-preserved,
allowing detailed studies.  Unlike other ancient
mummies, Oetzi is “damp”, meaning there is still
humidity in his cells and his body is untouched
by funeral rites. Egyptian specimens are general-
ly without brains and other organs.

The findings include that Oetzi was lactose
intolerant and genetically predisposition to
heart disease, as shown by his hardened arteries,
something thought of before as a modern phe-
nomenon. The 30 types of pollen in his intes-
tines and the isotopic composition of his tooth
enamel suggest he lived just south of the Alps.
He was from a genetic subgroup now extremely
rare in Europe but relatively common in Corsica
and Sardinia, meaning that people there and
Oetzi have common ancestors.

Albert Zink, director at the EURAC Institute
for Mummies and the Iceman in Bolzano, said
that studying the bacteria in his stomach could
help advances in modern medicine. For instance
Oetzi’s intestine contains H pylori, a bacteria
present in 50 percent of humans’ guts today and
which can lead to stomach ulcers or even cancer.
“Maybe this was a positive bacteria that helped
with the digestion of raw meat and later turned
into a pathogen,” Zink told AFP. “Clinicians are
very interested (in our research).”

Lean and tattooed 
Oetzi was around 46 when he died, a good

age for his time. And with not an ounce of
excess fat, he must have been fit. He had brown
eyes, a beard, long hair-and 61 tattoos.  But
these were not ornamental but medicinal. They
were where there were signs of wear, and corre-
spond to pressure points used in acupuncture

today. Before Oetzi was discovered, it was
thought this technique originated 2,000 years
later in Asia. What he did have though was an
axe with a copper blade, which would have been
a coveted object-the iPhone 7 of his day-as well
as a wealth of other equipment.

This included a quiver of arrows, a dagger,
two types of tree fungus, one probably for light-
ing fires and another medicinal, and a pencil-like
tool for sharpening arrows. His clothing is also
well preserved, including leggings and a coat
made from goat hide, a hat of bear fur, shoes of
tree bast netting, hay and deer skin, and even a
backpack and possible cape. All this, plus Oetzi
himself inside a special air-conditioned contain-
er, can be seen in the South Tyrol Museum of
Archaeology, which attracts 260,000 visitors a
year from the world over and where queues are
often long. “We could say that Oetzi has put
Bolzano/Bozen on the map,” said Roberta Agosti
from the Bolzano tourism office. In fact a new,
bigger museum is planned.

Tip of the iceberg? 
And 25 years after his discovery, scientists

continue to learn more things about Oetzi,
helped by the advent of new technologies.
Indeed on Monday a major mummy congress
begins in Bolzano revealing new findings includ-
ing on the bacteria in Oetzi’s stomach and the
circumstances surrounding his death. And one
upside to global warming is that more treasures
may be discovered, like the snowshoe found
nearby that was recently revealed to be 500
years older even than Oetzi. “People are more
aware now that there could be more mummies
in the mountains, and the melting of the glaciers
makes us hope or maybe believe there could be
more,” Zink said. —AFP

Stone Age mummy still 

revealing secrets, 25 years on
‘One of the most outstanding mummy discoveries in the history of mankind’

BOLZANO, TRENTINO-ALTO ADIGE, Italy : These file photos show the mummy of an iceman named Oetzi, discovered in 1991 in the
Italian Schnal Valley glacier, on display at the Archaeological Museum of Bolzano, Italy during an official presentation of the recon-
struction. —AFP photos

Borneo loggers swap 

chainsaws for cheap healthcare

KALIMANTAN, Indonesia : This photo shows health workers of a non-profit health clin-
ic, in Sukadana, West Kalimantan province during a morning briefing. —AFP photos

Cannabis: The new Californian gold rush

ADELANTO, CALIFORNIA, United States: An uprooted Joshua tree lies on land slated for
development of marijuana growing facilities in the “green zone”, an area designated by the
city for the development of industrial scale marijuana cultivation. —AFP

NEW YORK: Novartis’s investigational multiple sclerosis drug cut the risk of
disability progression in patients with a tough-to-treat form of the disease
versus a placebo, the Swiss company said on Saturday, citing a new analy-
sis of a late-stage trial. Novartis is testing BAF312 against secondary pro-
gressive multiple sclerosis (SPMS), which includes patients whose relaps-
ing-remitting MS moves to a new phase characterized by a progressive
worsening of neurologic function.

The Basel-based drugmaker joins crosstown rival Roche in targeting MS
with new drugs. Roche’s investigational Ocrevus has shown efficacy
against relapsing-remitting MS as well as primary progressive MS, for
which there is now no approved treatment. Some analysts contend
Novartis’s BAF312 is an underappreciated part of its drug pipeline that

promises to help the company shake off recent challenges including the
sluggish launch of its Entresto heart failure drug and a sales slump at its
Alcon eye care and surgical instruments division. “We think BAF312 now
has a 60% chance of $3 billion peak sales. An effective drug in SPMS would
have a huge impact,” wrote David Evans, of Kepler Cheuvreux, in a note to
investors this month after Novartis flagged the positive study in late
August. On Saturday, the company presented more-detailed findings at
the Congress of the European Committee for Treatment and Research in
Multiple Sclerosis in London. There, it told neurologists and other atten-
dees that BAF312 demonstrated “a consistent reduction in the risk of con-
firmed disability progression across predefined subgroups, including
patients without relapses.” — Reuters

Novartis says MS drug cut 

risk of disability advance in study


