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SINGAPORE: Orange, yellow and other brightly
colored bikes have been popping up in cities
across Asia, surprising residents and frequent
visitors with their sudden ubiquity outside train
stations and condo gates over the last two years.
The bikes, which users can rent for around S$1
($0.74) an hour or less via mobile phone apps,
are meant to complete the last kilometer or
more of a journey, and are also being used for
outings in urban parks and trips to the super-
market. The two biggest bike-share operators,
China-owned Ofo and Mobike, plan to be in
more than 200 cities by end-2017 and end-2018,
respectively. They will have a combined total of
nearly 30 million bikes in operation by the end
of this year, having together attracted more than
$2 billion in funding. 

“We will consider expanding into any city

where our smart bike solution can address local
transportation needs and where we have ...
suppor t from local  off icials,” said Florian
Bohner t,  head of global par tnerships at
Mobike. In an informal survey by Thomson
Reuters across Beijing, Shanghai, Seoul, Taipei
and Singapore, 60 bike-share users talked
about how the services had changed their trav-
el patterns. Eighteen percent of survey respon-
dents - 11 out of 60 - said they were using the
bikes instead of taking cars, taxis or motorcy-
cles, a sign that some are moving away from
carbon-intensive vehicles.

The other 82 percent would have walked or
taken public transport, the survey showed.
Among the five cities, users in Beijing were the
most committed, with six out of 15 respondents
riding shared bikes daily, and the other nine

using the bikes several times a week. In
Shanghai, five out of 10 people surveyed used a
shared bike daily or several times a week. Most
of the respondents were males in the 20-40 age
group.  About half of the respondents used the
bikes to commute to work or school. 

Singapore had the highest percentage of
people who changed from a private car or taxi to
a bicycle. Taipei came in second, and Beijing and
Shanghai tied for third. All the respondents in
Seoul switched from public transport or walking
to the app-leased bikes, although the city-
backed service there used docking stations
instead of free-range bikes. “It’s super cheap and
convenient and there are stations everywhere.
It’s easy to use and it’s a bit of exercise too,” said
office worker Park Yongwon, 30, who cycled
1,000 km in the past year. —Reuters

KANUMA: A series of fatal crashes caused by
elderly drivers in Japan has left authorities des-
perately grappling for ways to clamp down on a
problem that experts warn is only going to get
worse as the population ages. Drivers over 65
were responsible for 965 deadly accidents in
Japan-more than a quarter of the total-in 2016,
according to the National Police Agency.  In one
of the most shocking cases, an 87-year-old
crashed his truck into a group of schoolchildren
killing a six-year-old and injuring others,
prompting demands for action on the issue.

In tranquil countryside outside the town of
Kanuma, north of Tokyo, on a track surrounded
by rice paddies and mountains, a group of elder-
ly drivers are taking public safety into their own
hands and completing refresher courses behind
the wheel. The pensioners pilot their cars ginger-
ly between cones while instructors bark out
orders via loudspeaker through open car win-
dows as high-tech sensors measure reaction
times for emergency stops.

Emiko Takahashi, a 73-year-old woman taking
the course, admitted she had “no confidence” in
her driving as she got older. “That’s why I came
here,” she said, adding that she has no choice
but to drive her ailing husband, seven years her
senior, to hospital every day.  Takahashi said her
ability to concentrate had declined as she aged
and her reaction times have waned. “I have
become slow,” she admitted.

‘Drive until I die’ 
Fatal accidents caused by geriatric drivers

now account for 28.3 percent of the total, up
from 17.9 percent a decade ago, NPA records
state. And with the elderly set to account for 40

percent of the population by 2060, there are
increasing fears for public safety.  Authorities in
some regions have resorted to novel ways to
encourage some of the 4.8 million drivers over
75 in Japan to hand over their licence.  These
include deals for cheaper funerals and discounts
on ramen noodles, along with more convention-
al methods such as cheap or free taxis and bus-
es.  But 67-year-old Kiyotaka Ukita, also taking
part in the course, scoffed at these efforts.

“Free bus tickets aren’t attractive at all for older
drivers to return their licences,” said Ukita, sport-
ing a lengthy shock-white goatee beard.”The
advantage (of driving your own car) is that you
can go wherever and whenever you want. I hope I
can continue driving until I die,” he said.  Most
accidents caused by elderly drivers result from
them mixing up the accelerator and the brake or
losing control of the steering wheel, the police
agency said, calling it a “pressing problem.”

Masato Zenyouji, an instructor at the Japan
Automobile Federation (JAF), said one of the
problems lay in the declining ability of older
drivers “to instantly make a judgement, such as
suddenly hitting the brake.” “When the speed
increases, their field of view narrows down,
which could lead to accidents,” he said. The driv-
ing course attempts to address this by physical
exercises such as stretching as well as drills to
improve cognitive functions.  

Another factor in accidents is overconfidence
from drivers who have often been behind the
wheel for decades, said Masabumi Tokoro, a pro-
fessor at Rissho University who has been study-
ing elderly drivers. According to a survey Tokoro
conducted, 10 percent of drivers in their 30s
thought they were capable of avoiding acci-

dents, while the figure stood at 53 percent for
those aged 75 and older. “They think they can
avoid accidents with their driving skills,” he said.
Authorities have taken steps with legislation,
introducing laws in March forcing drivers aged
75 or older to pass cognitive tests when renew-
ing their licences.

And carmakers are trying to do their bit as well,
installing features such as a system that stalls accel-
eration if the driver steps on the gas pedal instead
of the brake.  But this is being rolled out only grad-
ually and only for new models.  According to the
transport ministry, the system to slow acceleration
was installed in around one third of 4.4 million new
passenger cars manufactured in 2015.

‘I’m fine now’ 
Tokoro believes the problem will not be

solved with cognitive tests or bribing older driv-
ers to return their licenses. “It’s inconvenient in
rural Japan and you cannot do anything without
a car. That’s why (older drivers) won’t let go of
their permits,” he explained.  Tokoro said the
government needed to foster an environment in
which older people can lead a normal life even
after handing in their licence.  

He cited as examples reasonably priced taxi-
sharing services and a drive to encourage older
residents to move to city centres from suburban
areas.  Japanese IT firm DeNA has been testing
self-driving cars to provide a new means of
transportation in ageing rural communities by
2020. Back at the track, Takahashi said she was
hoping to continue driving until 85 years old.
She added: “I think I can keep driving if I study
and become confident. I’ll stop driving if I feel I
have health problems.”—AFP 

Bike-sharing takes off among 
youths in major Asian cities  

Cost, convenience drive shared-bike use  

VARENA: Hundreds of Lithuanians ran
around with baskets and buckets Saturday
in a southeastern pine forest. Why you ask?
It ’s the national championship of wild
mushroom picking - a competition always
held on the last Saturday in September.
That’s when conditions are “not too dry, not
too wet, the humidity is perfect,” explained
mushroom hunter Janina Juodine. A rainy,
relatively warm summer created ideal con-
ditions for the foraging festival in Lithuania,
where forests cover more than 33 percent
of the Baltic country and mushroom-hunt-
ing is considered the second-most popular
sport after basketball.

“Walking between trees and looking for
big brown mushrooms is a great way of
spending a Saturday,” said Julius Sostakas,
an IT engineer from Vilnius. “It is a part of
our cultural heritage.” Mushrooms - fresh,
dried, salted or marinated - are considered
an essential element in Lithuanian cuisine,

used in many dishes to add special flavor
to meat, fish and potatoes. More than four
hundred edible varieties can be found in
Lithuania’s forests, including edible bole-
tus, slippery jacks, chanterelles, blewits
and morels.

The festival Saturday took place 60 kilo-
meters south of the capital, Vilnius, close to
the border with Belarus. It drew thousands
of onlookers as well as local mushroom
sellers dressed in Lithuanian folk costumes
- colorful knee-long skirts with embroi-
dered aprons and woven sashes. “This is a
great event,” contest judge Rimute
Avizininene said. She said 21 teams had
participated, adding that the largest picked
edible boletus - known in the country as
the king of Lithuania’s forests - weighed
621 grams (22 ounces). A local team called
Mushroom Nightmares won Saturday’s
contest by delivering 58 kilograms (128
pounds) of mushrooms— AP 

WASHINGTON: With the latest
Republican health care overhaul teeter-
ing near collapse, one group in particular
is watching with heightened anxiety. The
debate in Congress is personal for many
of those who gained coverage through
Medicaid in the 31 states that expanded
the program under former President
Barack Obama’s Affordable Care Act.

Alan Purser, who lives in eastern
Arkansas, credits expanded Medicaid
with saving his life, after a routine doc-
tor’s visit ended with him being hospital-
ized and treated for multiple blood clots
in both lungs. The 60-year-old diabetic
said he would not be able to afford his
insulin medication because he does not
qualify for traditional Medicaid.

“I am going to be up a creek if it goes
through,” he said. The Medicaid expansion
brought health insurance to some 11 mil-
lion lower-income Americans, helping
drive the nation’s uninsured rate to just 9
percent. That program would have ended
in three years under the initial version of
the Republican’s latest health care bill,
triggering widespread uncertainty for
both recipients and states facing the
prospect of winding down their coverage.  

The latest GOP effort appeared to be
doomed late Monday when Republican
Sen Susan Collins of Maine announced
her opposition, citing in part the pro-
posed cuts to Medicaid that she
described as “devastating.” With
Democrats united in opposition, the only
way Republicans can revive the bill is to
alter it in ways they hope will change
opposing senators’ minds.  The bill ’s
demise is welcome news to New Jersey

state Sen. Joseph Vitale, a Democrat, who
says the legislation would have been dev-
astating for people who are covered
through the Medicaid expansion. 

“They can now go to sleep at night
like the rest of us who have health insur-
ance, knowing that if something happens
to them or something befalls a family
member,” state Sen. Joseph Vitale, a
Democrat from New Jersey said Tuesday,
“that they have access to affordable care
and quality care.” States signed up for the
Medicaid expansion under the promise
that the federal government would pick
up the vast majority of the costs. 

Experts and officials in several of the
states that opted for it said that under the
GOP plan they would not have the ability
to cover the costs of all those who bene-
fited. “I don’t want to have to look those
people in the eye and say you are losing
your health insurance,” said Nevada state
Assemblyman Michael Sprinkle, a
Democrat. In his state, more than 300,000
people gained health insurance through
the expansion, which extended coverage
to more lower-income Americans by rais-
ing the income limit. Most were adults
with no children at home.

Kentucky was another state seeing big
gains under Obama’s health care law, its
uninsured rate dropping from 14.3 per-
cent before it took effect to 5.1 percent
last year. The 64 percent decline was the
largest of any state, according to data
from the US Census Bureau.  Nearly all
that gain was because Kentucky’s former
Democratic governor opted to expand
Medicaid, which provided coverage to
461,000 Kentuckians. —AP
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VARENA: In this grab taken from video, young boys collect mushrooms at the forag-
ing festival, some 60 kilometers (nearly 40 miles) south of the capital of Vilnius,
Lithuania.—AP

KANUMA, TOCHIGI PREFECTURE, Japan: This picture
shows an instructor (left) interacting with an elderly
student at a driving school for senior citizens, managed
by the Japan Automobile Federation (JAF), in Kanuma,
Tochigi prefecture.—AFP photos

KANUMA, TOCHIGI PREFECTURE, Japan: This picture shows an instructor addressing
participants of a driving school for senior citizens, managed by the Japan
Automobile Federation (JAF), in Kanuma, Tochigi prefecture.


