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ALBUQUERQUE: American Indian tribal leaders
from northern New Mexico - an area of the
country devastated by heroin and opioid addic-
tion - met with the US Justice Department over
ways to combat opioid abuse amid high over-
dose deaths among Native Americans. And both
sides say much more needs to be done.
Associate Deputy Attorney General Bruce Ohris
spoke with representatives and police chiefs
from the eight northern New Mexico Native
American pueblos Tuesday as part of a push to
combat heroin-related deaths across the state,
including Indian Country. 

They discussed ways for better treatment,
the need for more law enforcement resources
and the desire for an educational blitz targeting
American Indian children as young as 8. “Here in
New Mexico we are facing an epidemic,” US
Attorney Damon Martinez said. “One of the
(pueblo) governors brought pictures of these
hypodermic needles they are picking up on a
daily basis.”

New Mexico’s drug overdose death rate was
the second highest in the nation in 2014,
according to the latest available numbers. For
years, the northern New Mexico city of Espanola
and northern Rio Arriba County have had some
of the nation’s highest heroin-related death
rates. The crisis has overwhelmed cash-strapped
law enforcement agencies and emergency
workers who often struggle to combat Mexican
traffickers who provide users lethal “black tar”
heroin via a sophisticated system that resem-
bles pizza delivery.

“It’s a wildfire that’s taking off,” Pueblo of
Pojoaque Gov Joseph Talachy said. “It started off
small, but then it took off.” But now the users
have gone underground, and the pueblo strug-
gles to bring non-American Indians to justice
because of jurisdiction, Talachy said. According
to the new numbers released Tuesday by the
New Mexico Department of Health, Rio Arriba
County had the highest drug overdose death
rate in the state with 81.4 deaths per 100,000
residents last year.

“The fact is, our state continues to suffer
from drug abuse. One overdose death is one
too many,” New Mexico Health Secretary
Designate Lynn Gallagher said. But health offi-

cials say heroin and opioid addiction especially
has hit American Indian communities across the
country as the number of overdose deaths from
prescription painkillers has soared overall,
claiming the lives of 165,000 people in the US
since 2000. A National Institute on Drug Abuse
survey found that American Indian students’
annual heroin and OxyContin use was about
two to three times higher than the national
averages from 2009 to 2012.

Heroin and opioid abuse have even stuck in
the most remote parts of the country among
American Indians. In Alaska’s Yukon-Kuskokwim
Delta region, for example, state health officials
say the isolated area of Alaska Native villages
and 25,000 residents has around 500 people
addicted to opioids. Most of these Alaska vil-

lages don’t have treatment centers for drug
users. Earlier this month, tribal officials in the
southwestern Alaska village of Quinhagak ban-
ished six people over illegal drugs and alcohol.
The move came after the village of 700 residents
saw four apparent heroin overdoses in one day.

Meanwhile, a nonprofit prescription drug
abuse prevention program in Maine is helping
make available the drug Narcan to the state’s
five Native American tribes. Narcan, whose
generic name is naloxone, is a prescription drug
that reverses the effects of an opioid overdose.
The program set up five clinics on tribal land
thanks to a federal grant. The Justice
Department meeting in Albuquerque is part of
the New Mexico Heroin and Opioid Prevention
and Education Initiative — AP 

Tribal leaders push against opioid abuse

Northern New Mexico devastated by heroin, addiction

MUMBAI: A former rebel fighter and
member of India’s “untouchable”
caste is taking on caste-based dis-
crimination with packaged foods
that would have been regarded as
impure just decades ago. Chandra
Bhan Prasad, 58, was born into the
Dalit Pasi community of pig rearers in
northern India, considered untouch-
able in the ancient Hindu social hier-
archy. Prasad and his wife recently
launched ‘Dalit Foods’ online to sell
spices, pickles and grains. “I was born
impure. But I have the right to sell
pure,” Prasad said by phone from his
office in New Delhi.

“I grew up with segregation and
untouchability, but India has
changed. I want to see how those
who are born pure respond to my
offering,” he told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. India banned
caste-based discrimination in 1955,
but centuries-old attitudes persist,
and lower-caste groups including
Dalits are among the most marginal-
ized communities. Dalits were barred
from public places including temples
and water tanks frequented by high-
er-caste Hindus. Many higher-caste
Hindus considered food cooked or
served by Dalits to be impure.

It is this custom that Prasad is tak-
ing aim at. Dalit Foods sells a small
range of spices and grains, including
chilli powder, turmeric powder, man-
go pickle, barley flour and lentils.
More products will be added, Prasad
said. For three years, Prasad was a
fighter with India’s Maoist insurgency
that claims to fight for the rights of
poor farmers and landless indige-
nous people. He became a Dalit cam-
paigner and a champion of economic
empowerment to end caste bias.

He became interested in food
after three members of his family

died of cancer. “Food adulteration is a
big problem, and is probably the
biggest reason for our health prob-
lems today,” he said. “And yet, I saw
80-year-old Dalits who were healthy
and doing hard labor, largely
because of what they were eating:
pure, unprocessed food,” he said.

‘Superfoods’
The domestic packaged food mar-

ket is forecast to be worth $50 billion
by 2017 from about $32 billion last
year, according to the Associated
Chamber of Commerce and Industry
of India. Recent food-safety scares
have led to greater awareness of
adulteration. While growing up,
Prasad said he and others in his com-
munity were forced to eat coarse
foods that were reserved for cattle
and for servants. These included
unpolished rice and millets. “Millets
were considered inferior food then.
Today, they are called a superfood,”
he said. “We want to make Dalit foods
like these popular,” he said.

A large hotel chain is buying Dalit
Foods on a trial basis, and the num-
ber of customers - largely urban
Indians - is rising, Prasad said. Dalits
are still often the targets of violence,
with tens of thousands of crimes
reported each year. Last month,
thousands of Dalits in Gujarat state
pledged to boycott the dirty jobs
traditionally thrust upon them in
protest against the lynching of Dalit
men by upper-caste Hindus. “We
have made a lot of progress, but
Dalits are still not equal to the upper
caste,” Prasad said. “My business is a
social experiment to see if India has
really transformed, to see if people
are willing to overcome their biases
and customs for food that is pure,”
he said. — Reuters
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SILVER SPRING: Photo shows the Food and Drug Administration campus in Silver Spring, Md. In the last two years, the FDA has placed several
limitations on opioids, including adding new warning language to immediate-release opioids such as Vicodin and Percocet. But prescriber
training remains optional, even after a second FDA advisory panel again recommended the step in 2016. — AP 

ALBUQUERQUE: US Associate Deputy Attorney General Bruce Ohris (left) talks with Santa
Clara Pueblo Gov J Michael Chavarria during a forum on opioid addiction at the Indian Pueblo
Cultural Center in Albuquerque. — AP 

PARIS: People who carry a variant in
the so-called obesity gene, FTO, react
just as well  to diet and exercise as
those without it, a research paper said
yesterday. This means that people with
the variant, which appears to be linked
to a higher risk for being overweight,
are not necessarily doomed to remain
so, according to a meta-analysis pub-
l ished in The BMJ medical  journal.
“ Individuals  carr ying the (var iant)
respond equally well to dietary, physi-
cal activity, or drug based weight loss
interventions,” wrote the authors of the
review of eight studies involving some
10,000 people. This meant that genetic
predisposition to obesity “can be at
least partly counteracted through such
interventions.”

Scientists have previously shown an
association between a variant of the
FTO gene and surplus body fat, but lit-
tle is understood about how the link
works.  The relative contribution of
genetics and lifestyle to the global obe-
sity epidemic is still very much in dis-

pute. The latest review showed that
participants in weight loss programs
who had the FTO variant started out
almost a kilo (about two pounds) heav-
ier on average than those without it.
But changes in weight were similar in
people with the variant and those with-
out it, regardless of other factors such
as ethnicity or gender, the authors said.

In 2014,  according to the World
Health Organization, more than 1.9 bil-
lion adults globally were overweight. Of
those,  more than 600 mil l ion were
obese. Carrying excess weight has been
linked to heart disease, stroke and cer-
tain cancers. Commenting on the latest
research, Public Health England agency
chief nutritionist Alison Tedstone said
the causes of the obesity epidemic may
have little to do with genes. The study,
she said, “adds to the evidence suggest-
ing that environmental factors might
dominate over at least common obesity
l inked genes”.  Such factors could
include a high-sugar diet or insufficient
physical exercise. — AFP 
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