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French tomato 
grower takes
on Monsanto
over weedkiller
CELLES-SUR-AISNE, France:
Weaving through the aisles of his
greenhouse in northern France, Jean-
Claude Terlet, a retired farmer who
grows tomatoes for local markets,
seems to be brimming with energy.
“That’s a beef tomato, they’re deli-
cious,” he says, showing off his pro-
duce which, he stresses, is 100 per-
cent organic. But since he was treat-
ed for prostate cancer in 2017, the
70-year-old says he feels constantly
exhausted and has to deal with a host
of other problems.

“No sex life, that’s over. And I am
completely incontinent and have to
wear pads that I change two or three
times a day... On a market that’s pretty
uncomfortable. I feel really dimin-
ished,” he said. Convinced his illness
was caused by exposure to chemicals,
he asked for urine tests as soon as he
was diagnosed. Despite his hunch, the
results still came as a shock.

They detected glyphosate, the
chemical used in US biotech giant
Monsanto’s flagship weedkiller
Round Up which some studies and
the World Health Organization have
labeled carcinogenic. “I’m convinced
that that’s what caused my cancer,”
Terlet told AFP, saying the chemical
was found at levels of 0.25 micro-
grams per liter of blood and that the
tests showed up no other chemicals
or traces of medication.

Terlet has joined thousands of
people around the world, most of
them in the US, who are taking legal
action against Monsanto for failing to
warn users about the risks of using

glyphosate. The compensation bill
could be steep. In a landmark ruling
earlier this month, a California jury
awarded a dying groundskeeper
damages of almost $290 million after
finding Round Up caused his non-
Hodgkin lymphoma.

Monsanto’s German parent com-
pany Bayer has vowed to appeal the
ruling, saying it was “at odds with the
weight of scientific evidence”. But the
victory of plaintiff DeWayne Johnson,
feted by Monsanto’s critics as a mod-
ern-day David battling a corporate
Goliath, has heartened Terlet, who is
hoping for a similar finding by a
French court. The French government,
which has vowed to ban glyphosate
by 2021, also hailed the “historic” rul-
ing and called on the US and other
EU countries to join the “war” against
dangerous chemicals.

Miracle chemical 
Terlet, a father-of-three from the

vil lage of Celles-sur-Aisne near
Reims, a city in northeast France, was
a devotee of Round Up-the world’s
most widely-used herbicide-for three
decades. He used it to kill weeds
pushing up through the stubble left in
his fields after the harvest. “At the
time, they presented glyphosate as
being a miracle product. Everyone
was buying it!” he said. While spray-
ing his fields he wore only a cheap
mask and gloves that failed to protect
him from the fine mist that seeped
into the cab of his tractor. 

“We didn’t realize the effects it
could have in the medium- and
long-term. And now we’re seeing
them,” he said. In May 2017, his
lawyers filed a complaint with pros-
ecutors in the southern city of Lyon,
where Monsanto’s parent company
Bayer has its French headquarters,
accusing it of “poisoning” the pen-
sioner. Next month, he will undergo
tests to try establish whether his
cancer is indeed linked to his use of
the herbicide. —AFP

India’s devastating rains match 
climate change forecasts

Flooding caused by heavy rainfall claim 69,000 lives
PARIS: Once-a-century rains that have pounded the
Indian state of Kerala and displaced 1.3 million people
are in line with the predictions of climate scientists, who
warn that worse is to come if global warming continues
unabated. The monsoon rains upon which farmers in the
southwestern state depend for their food and livelihoods
dumped two-and-a-half times the normal amount of
water across the state last week, according to Indian
meteorologists.

It is difficult to attribute any single extreme weather
event-such as the Kerala flooding-to climate change,
said Roxy Mathew Koll, a climate scientist at the Indian
Institute of Tropical Meteorology in Pashan, near
Mumbai. At the same time,
“our recent research shows
a three-fold increase in
widespread extreme rains
during 1950-2017, leading
to large-scale flooding,” he
told AFP.

Across India, flooding
caused by heavy monsoons
rainfall claimed 69,000 lives
and left 17 million people
without homes over the
same period, according to a
study he co-authored, published last year in Nature
Communications. In Kerala, all 35 of the state’s major
reservoirs were brimming with rain water by August 10,
forcing local authorities to open the sluice gates on the
Idukki Dam for the first time in 26 years. “These floods
that we are seeing in Kerala right now are basically in
line with climate projections,” said Kira Vinke, a scien-
tist at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact
Research in Germany. 

“If we continue with current levels of emissions-
which is not unlikely-we will have unmanageable risks,”

she said. The weather patterns behind these destructive
downpours are well understood, even if the fingerprint
of global warming is still hard to distinguish from what
scientists call “natural variability”. Rapid warming in the
Arabian Sea and nearby landmass causes monsoon
winds to fluctuate and intensify for short spans of three-
to-four days, Koll explained. During those periods,
moisture from the Arabian Sea is dumped inland.  

South Asia’s hotspots
“Over the last decade, due to climate change, the

overheating of landmass leads to the intensification of
monsoon rainfalls in central and southern India,” said

monsoon expert Elena
Surovyatkina, a professor at
the Russian Academy of
Sciences, and a senior scien-
tist at PIK.  The changes
observed so far have
occurred after an increase in
Earth’s average surface tem-
perature of only one degree
Celsius above pre-industrial
levels. On current trends,
India’s average annual tem-
peratures are set to rise 1.5 C

to 3 C compared to that benchmark by mid-century,
according to a World Bank report entitled “South Asia’s
Hotspots”.

“If no corrective measures are taken, changing rain-
fall patterns and rising temperatures will cost India 2.8
percent of its GDP and will drag down living standards
of half its population by 2050,” the World Bank said in a
statement. The 196-nation Paris climate treaty calls for
capping global warming at “well below” 2 C, and 1.5 C if
possible. But voluntary national pledges to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions, even if respected, would still

see temperatures rise at least 3 C. 
Flooding is not the only problem India’s burgeoning-

and highly vulnerable-population will face as a conse-
quence of global warming. “What we will see with cli-
mate change in India is that the wet season is going to
be wetter and the dry season drier,” said Vinki.
“Already we are observing that the monsoon is becom-
ing harder to predict with traditional methods.”

If manmade carbon emissions continue unabated,
some regions in northeast India could literally become

unlivable by the end of the century due to a deadly
combination of heat and humidity during heatwaves,
recent research has projected.

Indeed, larges swathes of south Asia, including the
Ganges-Brahmaputra Basin, could approach the thresh-
old for survivability outdoors. Coastal cities, meanwhile,
are especially vulnerable to sea level rise, driven by
melting ice sheets and expanding ocean water, on the
one hand, and subsidence due to over-development and
the depletion of water tables, on the other. —AFP

Monsoon
hard to predict 
with traditional

methods
KERALA: Indian men carry food and water aid distributed to those stranded by floods in Pandanad in
Alappuzha District in the south Indian state of Kerala. —AFP

Benin community 
turns waste 
into biogas
HOUEGBO, Benin: Garbage has never
smelled so sweet for a small village in south-
ern Benin since it opened a pilot waste treat-
ment centre to turn household rubbish into
gas-and cash.  “Our trash has become gold.
We no longer throw it into the bush. We use it
to make money,” beams Alphonse Ago, who
lives next to the centre in Houegbo village.
ReBin, a Swiss foundation for sustainable
development, built the 1.3-hectare facility,
which every week turns around six tons of
organic waste into 200 cubic meters of bio-
gas-saving some 164 tons of wood from
being used to make charcoal. 

The centre, which opened late last year,
also plans to produce around 400 tons of
organic fertilizer per year. So far, around 100
households in the area have signed up to the
scheme to deposit their waste at the centre
on a daily basis. Every 10 kilograms of waste
fetches 250 CFA francs, paid either in cash or
credit-to buy biogas. The fuel is a precious
commodity in a rural region where electricity
remains scarce. Agnes Avoce, a shopkeeper
and mother of five, proudly straps a large
plastic bag of the gas onto her back. Biogas,
she says, is much cleaner and more efficient
for cooking than charcoal-which “darkens the
pots and makes me sick”-and she is more
than happy to make the switch. Avoce is not
alone; five other women are waiting to pick
up gas. “There are queues here since we opt-
ed for biogas,” another customer says. 

Goldmine
Symphorien Adonon, 35, drops off a

week’s worth of carefully sorted waste, smil-
ing as he pockets his cash payment. “Now I
have enough to do the shopping for dinner,”
says Adonon, who drives a motorcycle taxi.
The centre has treated more than 20 tons of
waste since it began operations late last year.
In addition to the customers’ household
waste, there is also rubbish collected by a
local non-government organization, Astome. 

The NGO’s chief, Florent Gbegnon, says he
used to collect it on a push cart, but he now
uses a tricycle provided by the centre. “It’s a
huge relief,” he says as he dumps a load of
pineapple skins. “Pushing the cart was a real
burden.”  It was the massive amounts of

waste such as pineapple skins that originally
caught the attention of ReBin’s founder, Mark
Giannelli, and inspired him to set up the treat-
ment centre in Houegbo. “I saw this not as a
problem, but as an opportunity, and I thought
it was a goldmine,” Giannelli told AFP. 

Benin is Africa’s fourth-biggest exporter of
pineapples. And in Houegbo, which has one of
the busiest markets in the region, local sources
estimate that more than a tonne of waste is
generated every day from that fruit alone.
Giannelli said that he had been searching for a
potential site for his project in Benin’s West
African neighbors Ghana and Togo. But it was
the enthusiasm with which the locals embraced
his idea that finally convinced him to set up the
waste treatment centre here, he said. —AFP 

TOFFO, Benin: Employees work on the ground of the ReBin Benin Foundation in Toffo.—AFP 

CELLES-SUR-AISNE, France: Farmer and greengrocer Jean-Claude Terlet
poses in his tomato greenhouse in Celles-sur-Aisne, northern France. —AFP

Scientists track how yellow
fever raced through Brazil
WASHINGTON: The yellow fever virus lurked deep in the Amazon
jungle until around July 2016 when it leapt toward the highly populat-
ed south of Brazil, carried by monkeys and the mosquitoes that liked
to bite them. At a speed of about two miles per day, the virus made its
way to the outskirts of the big cities of Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro,
places it had not circulated in decades, and where more than 35 mil-
lion people were not vaccinated against the illness.

Two years later, 676 people were dead in the worst epidemic of
yellow fever in Brazil in a century. Yellow fever can kill a person in less
than 10 days, wreaking havoc on the body with symptoms like jaun-
dice, abdominal pain, vomiting, and bleeding from the mouth, nose,
eyes and stomach. Now, for the first time, the virus’s path has been
retraced in detail by an international team of scientists, and experts
say this new genetic and geographic mapping could help fight future
outbreaks of the disease.

“This is the first time that we are able to estimate how rapidly the
virus is moving in space and time,” said Nuno Faria, professor in the
zoology department at Oxford University, co-author of the study in
the journal Science. Their work rules out the long-feared hypothesis
that yellow fever was jumping from person to person-via the bites of
Aedes aegypti mosquitoes-in an urban environment. Instead, the lat-
est outbreak was carried to people by wild jungle mosquitoes that had
previously bitten contaminated monkeys.

Great potential
The people infected — 85 percent of them men in their 30s, 40s

and 50s-lived or worked within a few miles of the jungle habitat of
these monkeys. Researchers tracked the movements of the virus by
noting when and where monkeys, and then people, began to be con-
taminated and turn up dead. Cases among monkeys tended to precede

humans by about four days, they found.
But the virus moved even faster than the monkeys did, which sug-

gests that people had a role in moving the disease to new areas, such
as by illegally trafficking monkeys or driving vehicles in which mosqui-
toes had hitched a ride. Analyzing the genomes of people and mon-
keys that were infected confirmed the source of the epidemic.

Researchers say this combined method could help better tailor
real-time responses to future outbreaks. “It’s high-end work,” David
Hamer, professor of global health and medicine at Boston University,
told AFP. “Their approach is intriguing and has great potential,
although it requires a lot of data,” added Hamer, who was not involved
in the study.

That means the findings are not likely to help much in poor coun-
tries in Africa, where yellow fever often strikes, because they do not
have the infrastructure necessary to create such a surveillance system
or alert network, Hamer said. —AFP

SAO PAULO: In this file photo a nurse prepares a vaccine against yel-
low fever at an outpatient clinic in Sao Paulo, Brazil.  — AFP


