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DHAKA, Dhaka Division: Bangladeshi patient Sahana Khatun, 10 — the first
female known to be afflicted with the so-called “tree man syndrome”-is seen
after her surgery to remove bark-like growths from her face in Dhaka
Medical College Hospital yesterday. —AFP

DHAKA: Bangladeshi doctors yesterday
conducted surgery to remove bark-like
growths from the skin of a young girl
believed to be the first female to suffer
from a condition known as “tree man syn-
drome”. Sahana Khatun’s doctors said
they hoped to release the 10-year-old
from Dhaka’s Medical College Hospital
within weeks after “successful” surgery to
remove the tell-tale growths from her
chin, ear and nose. The surgeons, who are
treating Khatun for free,  believe she
could be the first woman to suffer from
the epidermodysplasia verruciformis,
k nown col loquial ly  as  tree man syn-
drome, although more tests are needed
to confirm this.

Fewer than half a dozen people are
known to have the disease across the
world including a 27-year-old cycle rick-
shaw-puller,  Abul  Bajandar,  the f i rst
recorded Bangladeshi to be suffering
from the disease. “The operation was suc-

cessful. We removed warts from her face.
We hope to release her from the hospital
within a couple of weeks,” said Samanta
Lal Sen, head of the clinic’s burn and
plastic surgery unit. Sen said Khatun was
at “the every early stage” of the disease
and might not need further surgery.

Khatun’s father Mohammad Shahjahan
said he was delighted by the news. “The
doctors said Sahana will get well soon. I’m
waiting to take her back home and send
her back to school again,” he said. The
same hospital has conducted at least 16
surgical procedures on Bajandar over the
last year to remove huge growths each
weighing five kilos (11 pounds). His plight
captured the sympathies of a nation,
leading Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina to
promise him free treatment. Doctors told
AFP last month that for the first time in a
decade, Bajandar had been able to touch
his wife and daughter, and was almost
ready to leave the ward. —AFP

Surgery on Bangladesh
‘tree girl’ successful

PARIS: A gel squirted into the sperm
ducts of monkeys has been effective at
preventing pregnancy, said a study
yesterday which offered hope of a
solution for men reluctant to go under
the knife for family planning. While
several birth control options exist for
women, the race is on for a non-surgi-
cal, long-term and reversible male con-
traceptive without the side effects of
hormonal changes. The only short-

term solutions available today are con-
doms, which many people complain
inter fere with sex,  and withdrawal
before ejaculation, which comes with a
high risk of pregnancy.

Longer term, the sole option is a
vasectomy, which involves tying or cut-
ting the sperm-conducting tubes called
vas deferens. This prevents sperm from
mixing with seminal fluid ejaculated
during sex. Vasectomies can be reversed

in some cases, but the procedure is
technically challenging and leads to low
rates of fertility. Researchers in the
United States are developing a possible
alternative, dubbed Vasalgel, which has
proven effective in rabbits and now also
in rhesus monkeys-more closely related
and anatomically similar to humans.

Vasalgel is a polymer gel injected
directly into the vas deferens, creating a
blockage in the tube that transports

sperm from the testes out through the
penis. In an experiment at the California
National Primate Research Center, 16
adult male monkeys were treated. They
were housed with females, and moni-
tored for up to two years-covering at
least one breeding season per animal.
“Treated males have had no conceptions
since Vasalgel injections,” the research
team wrote in the journal Basic and
Clinical Andrology.

Minimal complications 
Normally, the expected pregnancy

rate among females housed with males
would have been about 80 percent.
“The presence of Vasalgel appears to be
well tolerated and placement resulted
in minimal complications,” the
researchers wrote. One monkey of the
16 had symptoms of sperm granuloma,
a buildup in the vas deferens which is a
common complication in about 60 per-
cent of  human vasectomies,  they
added. Not yet tested in monkeys, the
reversibility of the method was tested
in earlier experiments in rabbits, when
the gel was successfully flushed out
with solution of sodium bicarbonate.

Preparations are underway for a clin-
ical trial with Vasalgel in humans, said
the Parsemus Foundation, a non-profit
organization funding the product ’s
development. The research has benefits
for the monkeys as well, researchers
added. It is ideal to house captive rhe-
sus monkeys in groups for their social
welfare, but populations can quickly
explode due to high fer t i l i ty.  And
vasectomy in monkeys is more com-
plex than in humans, with many com-
plications.  “We were impressed that
this alternative worked in every single
monkey, even though this was our
f i rs t  t ime t r y ing i t ,” sa id  Angela
Colagross-Schouten, the project’s lead
veterinarian. —AFP

Gel alternative to vasectomy works in monkeys

BANGKOK: As millions of people pour into
East Asia’s cities each year, the region’s gov-
ernments face the pressing task of easing
the enormous strain on resources and infra-
structure, and limiting residents’ exposure to
disasters and climate change risks. “In future,
two out of every three people will live in a
city,” said Peter King, a Bangkok-based policy
advisor for  the Institute for  Global
Environmental Strategies (IGES). “We have a
choice to make now: do we want the cities
to be pleasant,  healthy,  satisfying and
vibrant places to live or do we allow the
extra millions of people flocking to cities
across the world to occupy vulnerable, dirty,
dangerous slums, surrounded by the walled,
guarded residences of the rich?” he said on
the eve of a conference in northern Thailand
to discuss the challenge in East Asia.

The two-day meeting will bring together
some 200 experts from national and region-
al governments and academia, to explore
solutions to issues such as reducing waste,
partnering with the private sector on green
projects, and strategies to achieve the U.N.-
led Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
The 17 global goals, launched last year, cov-
er many things relevant to city dwellers,
such as access to affordable and clean ener-
gy, decent work and economic growth. But
one specifically calls for “sustainable cities
and communities” that are inclusive, safe
and resilient.

Saroj Srisai, head of environment at the
ASEAN Secretariat, which coordinates the
10-nation Southeast Asia bloc and is one of
the conference organizers, said implement-

ing the SDGs “requires full  cooperation
among national government agencies, local
authorit ies and development par tners,
which needs to be significantly strength-
ened”. “We are learning good lessons from
Japan’s experience dealing with urbaniza-
tion since the 1950s, especially in terms of
balancing social and environmental con-
cerns and the economy,” he added in
emailed comments.

Southern Japan’s Kitakyushu City, for
example, will showcase at the conference
how it has overcome severe industrial pollu-
tion, while Toyama in central Japan has
embarked on public transport planning to
revitalize the city with an ageing population
- a challenge Thailand is predicted to face in
the coming decades.

Disaster deaths
King said the conference should focus on

translating global aims like the SDGs into
local action, by setting targets and commit-
ments at all levels of government and initiat-
ing partnerships with a wide range of organ-
izations. Studies have shown that East Asia,
home to an estimated 2.2 billion people, is
urbanizing rapidly, fuelled mainly by migra-
tion inside countries. Almost 200 million
people moved from rural to urban areas in
East Asia between 2000 and 2010, a figure
equal to the world’s sixth-largest country,
according to a 2015 World Bank report.

East Asia’s urban areas include eight
“megacities” with populations of over 10
million; 123 large cities of between 1 million
and 10 million people; and 738 medium and

small cities with 100,000 to 1 million people,
shows the report, which analyzed satellite
imagery and population models to chart
urbanization.  Exper ts  have made l inks
between urbanization and income growth,
pointing to increased economic output per
capita as the percentage of people living in
urban areas has risen.

Yet urbanization also tends to put a strain
on resources as more people compete for
space,  jobs,  water and energy.  Badly
planned, it can result in worsening pollution,
waste and inequality, and higher exposure to
disaster and climate risks. Already the wider
Asia-Pacific region is the most disaster-hit in
the world, with over 2 million deaths from
earthquakes, tsunamis, floods and other haz-
ards between 1970 and 2014 - more than
half of global fatalities during that period.

Despite its fast growth, only 36 percent of
East Asia’s population currently lives in
urban areas, so the phenomenon of people
moving to cities is likely to continue in the
region for decades to come, the World Bank
said. IGES’s King noted that much of the
developed world, including Europe, North
America and Australia, has already made the
transition - so the tens of millions of people
shifting to cities in the next few decades will
be concentrated in Asia.

“East Asia also has some of the largest
slum settlements in the world, so there is
already a huge backlog of infrastructure and
proper planning, exacerbated in future by
the chal lenges of  adapting to cl imate
change and providing energy access for all,”
he added. —Reuters

Cities in eastern Asia 
grapple with growth

Green and healthy, or dirty and dangerous?

OTTAWA: Canada’s health minis-
ter on Monday approved open-
ing North America’s first new
drug consumption rooms in
more than a decade, in an effort
to contain the opioid overdose
crisis.  Health Minister Jane
Philpott granted a request from
Quebec province’s public health
agency to set up three sites in
Montreal ’s downtown
Hochelaga-Maisonneuve and
Ville -Marie neighborhoods.
“Supervised consumption sites
have shown positive results in
Canada as well as in other coun-
tries,” Philpott said in a state-
ment. “Disease transmission and
overdose deaths decrease, and
infections, emergency room use
and hospital admissions in rela-
tion to injection drug use are
reduced.”

The first North American con-
sumption rooms, also known as
supervised injection sites, were
establ ished at  a  c l inic  in
Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside
neighborhood in 2003 under a
special exemption from federal
drug possession and trafficking
laws. Until now it had remained
the only facility on the conti-
nent where addic ts  could
receive medical supervision as
they injected heroin illegally
bought on the street. Ottawa,
Toronto and several  other
Canadian cities are also consid-
ering opening their own sites.

Vancouver’s Insite clinic serves
about 700 drug users  a  day,
according to staff.

Health professionals for years
have urged expanding the num-
ber of consumption rooms
nationwide. Most neighborhoods
have rejected them, however, and

critics said public monies would
be better spent on more detox
and drug treatment. In December,
faced with soaring fentanyl over-
dose deaths, the federal govern-
ment removed legal hurdles to
opening new supervised injec-
tion sites. The coroner in west-

ernmost British Columbia, which
is at the epicenter of the opioid
crisis, reported 914 “apparent
illicit drug overdose deaths” in
2016 a 79.2 percent year-over-
year increase. Fentanyl-related
deaths accounted for two-thirds
of the total, it said. —AFP

Canada authorizes new 
drug consumption rooms

NEW DELHI: This file photo shows in New Delhi monkeys squatting a
facade of the defense ministry building. —AFP photos

MINGALADON, Myanmar: This file photo shows a rhesus monkey carrying her
baby on her back at the Hlawga National Park, in Mingaladon. 

LONDON: Consuming e-cigarettes is far safer
and less toxic than smoking conventional
tobacco cigarettes, according to the findings
of a study analyzing levels of dangerous and
cancer-causing substances in the body.
Researchers found that people who switched
from smoking regular cigarettes to e-ciga-
rettes or nicotine replacement therapy (NRT)
such as gum or patches for at least six
months had much lower levels of toxins in
their saliva and urine than those who contin-
ued to smoke.

“Our study adds to existing evidence show-
ing that e-cigarettes and NRT are far safer than
smoking, and suggests that there is a very low
risk associated with their long-term use,” said
Lion Shahab, a specialist in epidemiology and
public health at University College London
who led the work. E-cigarettes, which heat
nicotine-laced liquid into vapour, have grown
into an $8 billion-a-year market, according to
Euromonitor International - more than three
times that of NRT products. They are, however,
still dwarfed by a tobacco market estimated by
Euromonitor to be worth around $700 billion.

Many health experts think e-cigarettes, or
vapes, which do not contain tobacco, are a
lower-risk alternative to smoking and poten-
tially a major public health tool. But some
question their long-term safety and worry that
they may act as a “gateway” to taking up con-
ventional cigarettes. The U.S. surgeon general
in December urged lawmakers to impose
price and tax policies that would discourage
their use.

Monday’s study, published in the journal
Annals of Internal Medicine, analyzed saliva
and urine samples from long-term e-cigarette
and NRT users as well as smokers, and com-
pared levels of key chemicals found in their
bodies. It found that smokers who switched
completely to e-cigarettes or NRT had signifi-
cantly lower levels of toxic chemicals and car-
cinogens compared to people who continued
to smoke tobacco cigarettes.

Those who used e-cigarettes or NRT but
did not completely quit smoking did not show
the same drop in toxin levels. This underlined
that a complete switch was needed to get the
long-term health benefits of quitting tobacco,
the researchers said. The World Health
Organization says tobacco is the world’s
biggest preventable killer, with a predicted
cumulative death toll of a billion by the end of
this century if current trends continue.
Tobacco smoking currently kills around 6 mil-
lion people a year.

Kevin Fenton, national director of health
and wellbeing at the government authority
Public Health England, said the findings held a
clear message for tobacco smokers. “Switching
to e-cigarettes can significantly reduce harm
to smokers, with greatly reduced exposure to
carcinogens and toxins,” he said in a statement.
“The findings also make clear that the benefit
is only realized if people stop smoking com-
pletely and make a total switch. “The best
thing a smoker can do, for themselves and
those around them, is to quit now, completely
and forever.” —Reuters

Study of cancer-causing 
toxins finds e-cigs much 

safer than smoking

OTTAWA, Ontario: This file photo shows Canada’s new Health Minister Jane Philpott being
sworn-in during a ceremony at Rideau Hall in Ottawa. —AFP


