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BEIJING: China will  attend an
organ trafficking summit at the
Vatican for the first time yesterday,
local media said, as Beijing tries to
persuade the world it is no longer
using executed prisoners as donors.
Former vice health minister Huang
Jiefu has been invited to the con-
ference as the Holy See bids to
improve relations with the Asian
giant, long stalled over conflicts
about who should control the
Catholic church in China. Beijing
issued its first regulation banning
the trade of organs in 2007, but
trafficking remains common as the
country suffers a drastic shortage
of donated body parts.

The practice of using executed
prisoners’ organs for transplants
was also banned in 2015, but some
international medical groups sus-
pect prisoners may be reclassified
as voluntary donors to get around
the rules. Huang previously admit-
ted that China did use the organs
of convicts for transplants before
the country had a public donation
system in 2010, but has since insist-
ed this is no longer the case.  “This
is the first time that China is invited
to a summit on organ transplanting
held by an authoritative interna-
tional organization,” Huang was

quoted by the Global Times as say-
ing on Monday.

Francis Delmonico, a surgeon
and academician of the Pontifical
Academy of Sciences, told the
paper the Vatican’s invitation was
because Beijing had shown greater
willingness to follow World Health
Organization (WHO) guidelines on
organ donation. But there remains

skepticism about China’s commit-
ment to halting the use of prisoner
organs. Maya Wang, a researcher
for Human Rights Watch in Asia,
told AFP that a lack of transparency
surrounding executions makes it
impossible to verify the govern-
ment’s claims. 

“We hope that the participation
of [Huang] does not amount to a

coming out party just because they
have made these positive initial
steps,” Wang said. China’s ratio of
public organ donations is 0.6 to
100,000 people, one of the lowest
in the world, Huang told a meeting
in 2014 according to the Global
Times. Some patients are reluctant
to donate because they fear hospi-
tals will prioritize obtaining their
organs over ensuring their recov-
ery, according to Wang.

Earlier this month, 16 people,
including two surgeons, were given
prison sentences of up to five years
for involvement in a vast illegal
trade in kidneys, the official Xinhua
news agency said.  China’s invita-
tion to the conference comes as
Beijing and the Vatican seek to
boost relations as the Chinese
Catholic population grows. The two
powers have not had diplomatic
ties since 1951 and remain at odds
over which side has the authority
to appoint senior clergy. Chinese
Foreign Ministry spokesman Lu
Kang said at a regular press briefing
yesterday that the summit is not
related to the development
Chinese-Vatican relations. He not-
ed, however, that China has made
“relentless efforts” to strengthen
ties with the Vatican. —AFP

China to attend organ 
trafficking summit at Vatican

VATICAN: China’s former vice minister of health Dr Huang Jiefu
attends a conference on ‘Organ Trafficking and Transplant
Tourism’, held at the Vatican, yesterday. —AP

GITHURAI, Kenya: Vegetable seller Jacinta
Nyokabi used to fret about what to do
when her tomatoes began to rot at her
stand in Guthurai’s open air market. She
could dump them in the market’s drain to
get rid of them or just leave them sitting in
a corner. Either way she risked fines and the
ire of market authorities. “If I throw away
waste, county officials will accuse me of
contaminating the market because rotting
fruits and vegetables smell and attract rats
which spread diseases,” complained the 32-
year-old mother of two.

But now there are eager customers for
her rotting tomatoes: A herd of 20 mean-
dering camels, brought in from arid north-
ern Kenya to act as garbage disposals for
the market’s food waste. “The camels feed
on everything that we give them and so the
food is not dumped away,” said Nyokabi,
who has been selling fruits and vegetables
at the Kiambu County market, northeast of
Nairobi, for two years. The market’s new
low-carbon food waste recycling system is
the work of Stephen Kariuki, who owns the
animals and herds them through the mar-
ket each morning.

To earn a living, Kariuki used to rum-
mage through the many landfills in Nairobi
for plastic bottles, which he would sell to
private waste recycling businesses.
“Everyone wants plastics so that they can
make other things from them,” says the 32-
year-old who grew up in the Mathare slum,
on the fringes of the capital. “But nobody is
interested in rotting food.” That changed
when he hitched a ride to Northern Kenya
as a loader for a timber merchant. While
there, he noticed the hardship camels go
through as they scratch for fodder from dry-
ing rangelands.

“I remembered the fruits and vegetables
that were wasting away in Nairobi and said
to myself that I could try my luck with
camels,” he remembers. With $120 in sav-
ings from selling plastics he managed to
buy the first camel and transport it to the
Githurai market in January 2016. Since then,
Kariuki has made more trips to Northern
Kenya and raised an urban herd of about 25
camels, as well as a few cows and goats. “I
prefer camels because they do not stray
away to destroy people’s property,” he said.
“Camels also like the fleshy market waste

which they seem to like more than the
parched arid vegetation.”

The camels produce milk, which Kariuki
can sell, and other income as well. “A well
fed, healthy camel like this can fetch as
much as $1,000,” said the smiling herder as
he showed off his beasts.  “Their milk is very
nutritious. During the weekends, I fit them
with riding gear to give estate children
leisure rides at a fee.” So far, Kariuki has few
competitors in his new market niche at least
for now. And traders say they are grateful
that the passing dromedaries are saving
them money and worries.

Not for export
Nyokabi, perched on a seat in a shed

roofed with the flapping remains of paper
cartons, said the camels were particularly
useful in a market without any cold storage
or formal waste disposal system, despite
traders paying a 50-cent daily fee to the
county. Market traders can face fines of up
to $1 a day for dumping their rotting wares,
she said. According to Asaah Ndambi, a
researcher with the International Livestock
Research Institute (ILRI), at least 3,200
tonnes of waste are produced in Nairobi
every day. Organic waste, especially from
farm produce, accounts for 2,000 tons of
this figure.

A share of the waste comes from farms
that produce vegetables, fruit and flowers for
export. A 2015 report by Feedback Global, a
London-based organization that combats
food waste, said many Kenyan farmers grow
fruits and vegetables with the expectation of
exporting the produce to the EU market, to
take advantage of attractive prices there.

However, over 30 percent of the food is
rejected while still at the farm due to EU regu-
lations and standards that bar farmers from
exporting food that is not the right size, color,
or shape, or that is simply unattractive, the
report said. “Most of this food ends up being
sold in city markets where demand for fruits
and vegetables is still high,” argued econo-
mist Robert Mudida, a professor of political
economy at Strathmore Business School in
Nairobi. “Poor roads make the food to be
knocked around and so by the time it reaches
the market it has started going bad. Poor
storage spoils what freshness was remaining
of the product,” he added. —Reuters

Kenya’s traders battle food 
waste with new ally: Camels

PARIS: The widely condemned practice of ceremoni-
al genital mutilation among girls and young women
follows an evolutionary logic, according to a provoca-
tive study published Monday. Understanding this log-
ic-which the researchers described as “cultural”, not
biological-may help fulfil the UN goal of eliminated
the practice worldwide by 2030, the authors said.
Comparing 47 ethnic groups across five countries in
west Africa, they found that in those where female
genital cutting was the norm, survival rates were
higher among children born to women who had
been cut.

The opposite held true for ethnic groups in
which mutilation was the exception rather than the
rule: women who had not undergone the procedure
saw a higher survival rate among their offspring. The
findings, reported in the scientific journal Nature
Ecology & Evolution, were based on health surveys
covering more than 61,000 girls and women aged
15 to 49. “Our results indicate that this difference is
due to social, not biological, differences,” explained
lead author Janet Howard, a researcher at the
University of Bristol in England.

Tipping point 
Women who conformed to the dominant prac-

tice in their culture, she told AFP, typically had better
marriage opportunities and better access to social
networks. Prevalence of genital manipulation across
the nearly four dozen ethnic groups in Mali, Ivory
Coast, Nigeria, Burkina Faso and Senegal-almost 60
percent on average-varied from less than one per-
cent to more than 99 percent. In three-fifths of the
groups, more than half of women had been cut, the
study found. Howard and colleague Mhairi Gibson
undertook the study to look for clues as to why well-
funded, high-profile campaigns to halt genital cut-
ting have mostly failed. “To date, this behavior has
proven resistant to change,” Howard said.  “We hope
that a greater understanding of why it exists may
help inform eradication programs.”

Globally, at least 200 million girls and women
alive today have suffered some form of female geni-

tal mutilation across 30 countries, according to the
United Nations. While concentrated in Africa, it is
also common in some communities in Asia, Arab
states and Latin America.  Half of those cut live in
three countries: Egypt, Ethiopia and Indonesia,
according to the UN. The practice can include cut-
ting away some or all of the clitoris, as well as the
labia minora or majora, often in unhygienic circum-
stances. 

“It irreparably damages girls’ bodies, inflicting
excruciating pain,” UNICEF director Anthony Lake
and UN Population Fund director Babatunde
Osotimehin said in a joint statement Monday,
International Day of Zero Tolerance for female geni-
tal mutilation. “It causes extreme emotional trauma
that can last a lifetime,” and increases the risk of
deadly complications during pregnancy and child-
birth, they noted.

The United Nations has declared it a human
rights violation. By looking at the practice in the

context of a new discipline called cultural evolution,
Howard and Gibson suggest that cutting confers
advantages “that may outweigh its costs to physical
and psychological health,” explained Katherine
Wander, a biological anthropologist at Binghamton
University in New York state. 

“Female genital cutting seems to increase
women’s reproductive success,” she wrote in a com-
mentary, also in Nature Ecology & Evolution. It is
probably disheartening to those working to protect
girls to think of cutting as in any way “beneficial”,
Wander noted. “Nonetheless, understanding female
genital cutting in these terms points to a new target
for intervention: the cost-benefit balance.” One
hopeful sign, said Howard, is that in most ethnic
groups where less than half the women have been
cut the practice is declining. “We predict that shift-
ing the prevalence to below 50 percent”-what the
researchers called a “tipping point”-”in other groups
will have the same effect.” —AFP

Female genital cutting has
‘evolutionary’ drive: Study

MIAMI: Long before European settlers
arrived in the Americas in 1492, the
Amazon rainforest was transformed for
thousands of years by indigenous people
who carved mysterious circles into the
landscape, researchers said Monday.
While the purpose of these hundreds of
ditched enclosures, or geoglyphs,
remains unclear, scientists say they may
have served as ritual gathering places.
Modern deforestation-coupled with aeri-
al photographs of the landscape-helped
reveal some 450 of these geoglyphs in
Acre state in the western Brazilian
Amazon. “The fact that these sites lay
hidden for centuries beneath mature
rainforest really challenges the idea that
Amazonian forests are ‘pristine ecosys-
tems,’” said lead author Jennifer Watling,
a post-doctoral researcher at the
Museum of Archaeology and
Ethnography, University of Sao Paulo.

Archeologists have found very few
artifacts from the areas, and scientists
suspect the structures-which span 5,000
square miles (13,000 square kilometers)
were not built as villages or for defensive
reasons. Rather, they believe humans

altered the bamboo forests and built
small, temporary clearings “concentrating
on economically valuable tree species
such as palms, creating a kind of ‘prehis-
toric supermarket’ of useful forest prod-
ucts,” said the study in the Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences, a
peer-reviewed US scientific journal. The
research is based on state-of-the-art
techniques used to reconstruct some
6,000 years of vegetation and fire history
around two geoglyph sites.

Watling, who did the research while
studying at the University of Exeter, said
the findings show the area was not-con-
trary to popular belief-untouched by
humans in the past. “Our evidence that
Amazonian forests have been managed
by indigenous peoples long before
European contact should not be cited as
justification for the destructive, unsus-
tainable land-use practiced today,” she
added. “It should instead serve to high-
light the ingenuity of past subsistence
regimes that did not lead to forest degra-
dation, and the importance of indige-
nous knowledge for finding more sus-
tainable land-use alternatives.” —AFP

Amazon forest was 
transformed by ancient people

NEWARK, New Jersey: To prosecutors, Bernard
Greenspan saw dollar signs when a blood- test-
ing lab company came to his office seeking refer-
rals several years ago, and he reaped a $200,000
windfall in illegal bribes. Greenspan’s attorney
tells a different story, of an “old-school, solo fami-
ly practitioner” still practicing while pushing 80
whose transactions were legitimate but who
wound up in the wrong place at the wrong time -
in the middle of an investigation into a $200 mil-
lion health care fraud scheme. More than 40 peo-
ple, including more than two dozen doctors in
New York and New Jersey, have pleaded guilty
over the last four years in the scheme. This week,
the government’s evidence will be tested for the
first time when the 79-year-old Greenspan, who
faces maximum penalties that would mean

spending the rest of his life in prison, goes on tri-
al.  Opening statements are scheduled for
Tuesday in federal court. “He stands on different
footing than the other doctors who have plead-
ed guilty,” Greenspan’s attorney, Damian
Conforti, said Monday. “It differs significantly in
that it wasn’t criminal.” The charges stem from an
investigation into Parsippany-based
Biodiagnostic Laboratory Services, a previously
nondescript New Jersey company that had
experienced a large spike in revenues between
2006 and 2013. There was a reason for the uptick
in the company’s fortunes, the US.attorney’s
office contended when it announced charges in
April 2013: the company was bribing a network
of doctors in exchange for referrals, often involv-
ing unnecessary tests.—Reuters

79-year-old doctor on trial 
in $200M health fraud scheme


