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WASHINGTON: Cancer patients often
wonder “why me?” Does their tumor run
in the family? Did they try hard enough
to avoid risks like smoking, too much
sun or a bad diet?  Lifestyle and heredity
get the most blame but new research
suggests random chance plays a bigger
role than people realize: Healthy cells
naturally make mistakes when they mul-
tiply, unavoidable typos in DNA that can
leave new cells carrying cancer-prone
genetic mutations.  

How big? About two-thirds of the
mutations that occur in various forms of
cancer are due to those random copying
errors, researchers at Johns Hopkins
University reported Thursday in the
journal Science. Whoa: That doesn’t
mean most cases of cancer are due sole-
ly to “bad luck.” It takes multiple muta-

tions to turn cells into tumors - and a lot
of cancer is preventable, the Hopkins
team stressed, if people take proven
protective steps.

Thursday’s report is an estimate,
based on a math model, that is sure to
be hotly debated by scientists who say
those unavoidable mistakes of nature
play a much smaller role.  But whatever
the ultimate number, the research offers
a peek at how cancer may begin.  And it
should help with the “why me” question
from people who have “done everything
we know can be done to prevent cancer
but they still get it,” said Hopkins’ Dr
Bert Vogelstein, a pioneer in cancer
genetics who co-authored the study.
“They need to understand that these
cancers would have occurred no matter
what they did.”

What causes mutations?
You might inherit some mutations,

like flaws in BRCA genes that are infa-
mous for causing aggressive breast
and ovarian cancers in certain families.
More commonly, damage is caused by
what scientists call environmental fac-
tors - the assault on DNA from the
world around us and how we live our
l ives.  There’s  a  long l ist  of  r isks :
Cigarette smoke, UV light from the sun,
other forms of radiation, certain hor-
mones or viruses, an unhealthy diet,
obesity and lack of exercise.  Then
there are those random copy errors in
cells - what Vogelstein calls our base-
line rate of genetic mutations that will
occur no matter how healthy we live.
One way to think of it: If we all have
some mutations lurking in our cells
anyway, that’s yet another reason to
avoid known risks that could push us
over the edge.

How cells make typos
New cells are formed when an exist-

ing cell divides and copies its DNA, one
cell turning into two. Every time DNA is
copied, about three random mutations
occur, Vogelstein said.  We all harbor
these kinds of mutations and most
don’t hurt us because they’re in genes
that have nothing to do with cancer or
the body’s defense mechanisms spot
and f ix  the damage,  said Dr.   Otis
Brawley of  the American Cancer
Society, who wasn’t involved in the
new research.   But sometimes the
errors hit the wrong spot and damage
genes that can spur cancerous growth
or genes that help the cell spot and fix
problems. Then the damaged cells can
survive to copy themselves, allowing
important mutations to gradually build
up over time. That’s one reason the risk
of cancer increases with age. —AP

WASHINGTON: The frigid top of the Earth just set yet another
record for low levels of sea ice in what scientists say is a signal
of an overheating world. The extent of floating ice in the
Arctic hit a new low for winter: 5.57 million square miles (14.42
million square kilometers). That’s about 35,000 square miles
(97,000 square kilometers) - an area about the size of Maine -
below 2015’s record. Last year had a shade more than 2015,
but nearly a tied record.

This puts the Arctic in a “deep hole” as the crucial spring and
summer melt season starts and more regions will likely be ice-
free, said Mark Serreze , director of the National Snow and Ice
Data Center in Colorado, which released the findings
Wednesday. “It’s a key part of the Earth’s climate system and
we’re losing it,” he said. “We’re losing the ice in all seasons now.” 

At the other end of the world, Antarctica, where sea ice
reaches its lowest point of the year in March, also hit a record
low mark. Antarctic sea ice varies widely unlike Arctic sea ice,
which has steadily decreased. The ice data center measures
how wide sea ice extends based on satellite imagery. It’s hard-
er to measure the thickness and overall volume, but data from
the University of Washington show that as of late last month
ice volume levels were down 42 percent from 1979, said polar
science center chief Axel Schweiger .

Several scientists called the sea ice loss disturbing. “It’s evi-
dence that the climate at the top of the world continues to
change faster than anywhere else on Earth with impacts to us
that are still frankly unknown,” Pennsylvania State University
meteorology professor and retired admiral David W Titley ,
said in an email. Scientists blame a combination of natural
random weather and man-made global warming from the
burning of coal, oil and gas. The winter of 2016-2017 was
unusually toasty and the Arctic saw three “extreme heat
waves,” Serreze said.

A new study earlier this month in the journal Nature
Climate Change found that natural causes can explain
between 30 and 50 percent of plunging September sea ice
lows, while Serezze and others give climate change an even
bigger role in sea ice loss. A relatively new idea - that still
divides meteorologists - links the shriveling ice cap at the
North Pole to a weaker polar vortex and weak and ambling jet
stream, which can mean more extreme weather for a good
part of the rest of the world. “Recent cold spells and big snow-
storms that we have experienced over the past few winters
have occurred when the polar vortex is weak,” top winter
weather forecaster Judah Cohen , of the private Atmospheric
Environmental Research in Lexington, Massachusetts, said in
an email. It’s not just the weather. As more regions become
free of ice, shipping lanes will open in the Arctic, there will be
more drilling for oil and gas and more overall economic activi-
ty. And that may mean rising tensions between countries over
newly available resources, Serreze said. — AP

PARIS: For the 11th year running, cities worldwide will turn
their lights off Saturday to mark Earth Hour in a global call to
action on climate change. But the moment of darkness
should also serve as a reminder, activists say, of another
problem that gets far less attention: light pollution.  More
than 80 percent of humanity lives under skies saturated with
artificial light, scientists recently calculated. In the United
States and western Europe, that figure goes up to 99 percent
of the population, most of whom cannot discern the Milky
Way in the night sky.  

Artificial lighting has been shown to disturb the reproduc-
tive cycles of some animals and the migration of birds that
navigate using the stars, and to disorient night-flying insects.
For humans, circadian rhythms that regulate hormones and
other bodily functions can also be thrown out of whack by
too much light at night. Even the most ardent critics of light
pollution are not saying cities should go dark, or that lighting
is not an essential element of urban life.  But society needs to
address a growing list of concerns, they suggest.  

“In general, it’s getting worse,” Diana Umpierre, president
of the International Dark-Sky Association, said of light pollu-
tion in her home state of Florida. And things are moving in
the wrong direction, she said. “We are predicted to have 15
million more residents in the next 50 years” with all the extra

lighting that entails. By contrast, in Chad, the Central African
Republic and Madagascar-not coincidentally among the
poorest countries in the world-three quarters of people have
a clear view of the heavens. Arguably, no-one suffers more
from light pollution than astronomers whose telescopes are
blinded by the glare of urban glow. In 1958 Flagstaff,
Arizona-more than 2,100 metres (nearly 8,000 feet) above
sea level-became the first sizeable city to curb night lighting,
mainly to shield a major observatory.

Not taken lightly 
One of the biggest challenges in fighting light pollution is

convincing people that “brightness” is not synonymous with
“safety”, said Umpierre.  “Sometimes it’s just the opposite,” she
argued, citing studies showing that people drive more careful-
ly-and more slowly-on roads with less or no lighting at night.
Over the last 15 years, biologists, doctors, non-governmental
organizations and even UNESCO have joined the fight against
light pollution by detailing negative impacts to health and
well being-for humans and other animals.  In 2012, the
American Medical Association (AMA) concluded that exposure
to “excessive” night light “can disrupt sleep and exacerbate
sleep disorders”.  And it called for more research into possible
links to cancer, obesity, diabetes and depression. —AFP

Unavoidable typos in 
DNA help fuel cancer

Gene mutations cause cancer but what causes mutations?

This undated fluorescence-colored microscope image made available by the
National Institutes of Health in September 2016 shows a culture of human
breast cancer cells. Environmental risks and heredity get the most blame for
cancer, but new research released suggests random chance may play a bigger
role than people realize. — AP 

Another reason to flip the 
off switch: Light pollution

Photo shows how low sea ice levels were in the Arctic this
winter, alarming climate scientists. During the winter,
Arctic sea ice grew to 5.57 million square miles at its peak,
but that’s the smallest amount of winter sea ice in 38
years of record keeping, beating the record set in 2015
and tied last year. — AP 

Arctic sea ice dips
to a record low 
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ROGERSVILLE: Maribeth Coote says she
hates Obamacare, but it’s the only health cov-
erage option she can afford in this remote,
hardscrabble corner of southwestern
Pennsylvania.  The government should “just
back off and let me figure it out, and get out
of the whole industry” of health care, the 52-
year-old Chicago transplant to the tiny town
of Rogersville said as she cleaned up her
woodworking shed from recent flooding.
Donna Himelrick is uninsured and priced out
of the market, despite being the mayor of
Hundred, a small town 20 miles south in
neighboring West Virginia.

“I make too much for Medicaid and not
enough that we can afford insurance.  It’s a diffi-
cult situation,” Himelrick, 62, said at a clinic in
nearby Burton, where she pays for medical
treatment in cash, according to what she can
afford. Like millions in Appalachia, both women
voted for Donald Trump in last November’s
election seeking to upend the political system.
The Affordable Care Act, they insist, is not the
answer to their health woes. But both would
face dramatic changes to their health care  —
probably for the worse, at least at first-if
Obamacare is replaced by the plan being
hashed out by Republican lawmakers in
Washington, a cultural and political world away.

Local clinics are a lifeline for many in this
economically stagnant, overwhelmingly
white region. Ambulance coverage is spotty,
and rough roads with rougher weather can
leave insular communities even more isolated
in emergencies. Now that Trump is president,
the reforms installed by his predecessor
Barack Obama are under threat, potentially
spelling disaster for several community health
centers in Pennsylvania and neighboring
West Virginia. “There are a lot of things that
need to be straightened out” with health care,
but shuttering local clinics “would be a con-
cern to me,” Himelrick conceded. Lawmakers
should “tread lightly.”

Safety nets 
The Cornerstone Care CHC in Rogersville,

which treats Coote, and several other facilities
serve an area where coal mines have recently
closed, pushing up unemployment, and
where health facilities can be 20 miles or
more apart. “We are the safety net for this
community,” Janice Morris, chief executive of
the Clay-Battelle CHC in Blacksville, West
Virginia, said in an interview.

Under Obamacare, several states have
expanded Medicaid, the federal health pro-
gram for the poor and disabled, to include resi-
dents whose income is at or below 138 percent
of the poverty level. But with some 670,000
people in Pennsylvania and 175,000 in West
Virginia eligible for Medicaid through the
expansion, a rollback of the program as pro-
posed in the Republican plan would “have a
terrible impact there,” Senator Bob Casey, a

Democrat from Pennsylvania, told AFP back in
Washington. At Clay-Battelle clinic, nearly half
of the patients are either on Medicaid or
Medicare, the coverage program for the elderly.

Many of the clinic’s 300 to 400 weekly
patients pay on a scale according to their
financial ability-a system known as “the
slide.”  The clinic covers the slack through
Medicaid and commercial insurance reim-
bursements, federal and state funding, and
grants. Obamacare has helped Clay-Battelle
and Cornerstone lower the rate of unin-
sured who get treatment there. The result-
ing increase in reimbursements have trans-
lated into expanding staff and hours of
operat ion.  That  could crumble i f
Obamacare disappears. “A lot of people
don’t recognize that the health coverage
they have was made possible through the
Affordable Care Act,” Morris said.

‘Getting whipsawed’ 
Don Humbertson, 64, says he owes his life

to Clay-Battell doctors who discovered he had
lung cancer.  The retired concrete worker is
insured through his wife’s bus-driver job, but
he has grown to appreciate how Obamacare
has given those in need a chance.
“Obamacare when it first came out, I was
totally against it,” said Humbertson, who has
had difficulty breathing and speaking since
part of his right lung was removed. “But I’ve
seen how it was helping some people.”
Instead of pulling it out by its roots, he said,
Republicans and Democrats should come
together and fix the current law. That is not
what’s happening. Republican leaders are
keen to keep popular provisions that bar
companies from refusing to insure people
because of pre-existing conditions.

But in a bid to provide more free-market
choice and competition, they want to slash
the amount of subsidies that would be pro-
vided for Americans to buy health care,
potentially putting insurance out of reach for
millions. The bill is hanging by a thread, with
the House of Representatives likely to vote on
the measure. “We feel like we’re just getting
whipsawed around,” Cornerstone Care chief
executive Richard Rinehart said. “We’re in the
trenches, we’re dealing with these health
issues that are real.”

Cornerstone operates another clinic in the
larger town of Waynesburg, where coal silos,
conveyors and green buildings of the shut-
tered Emerald Mine stand as ghostly
reminders of better days. In Trump country,
many health workers are aware of the irony of
a Republican law appearing likely to hurt
health centers’ ability to care for the very peo-
ple who voted the president into office. “I see
it very personally,” Morris said. “Many of our
staff people are Trump supporters.” But health
outcomes of Americans are “at risk” because of
the Republican plan, he added. —AFP

Painful choices await if Obamacare goes

LOS ANGELES: Hundreds of people march through downtown Los Angeles protesting US
President Donald Trump’s plan to dismantle the Affordable Care Act, his predecessor’s
signature health care law. — AP 


