
AGBOVILLE: Verdant rice paddies
stretch as far as the eye can see around
Agboville, the heart of a drive for food
self-sufficiency in Ivory Coast, better
known as the world’s top producer of
cocoa-for export. Less than an hour
north of the economic capital Abidjan,
thousands of croaking frogs accompany
the Agboville rice farmers who produce
some 600 tons a year. They have an
advantage over the bulk of the country’s
rice growers-a decades-old dam that
guarantees water for irrigation.  “Eighty-
five percent of Ivorian rice still relies on
rain,” says Yacouba Dembele, head of the
National Office of Rice Growing
Development, urging greater investment
in water management.

He is battling to get Ivorian farmers to

grow food crops rather than the more
profitable cocoa and cashews for export
they favour, even though the fertile west
African country is struggling to feed a
growing population. Last year, Ivory
Coast had to import 900,000 tons of rice
to satisfy domestic demand, even after a
record harvest of 1.34 million tons.
“Growers have let themselves be lured by
profit, abandoning sustenance crops,”
laments Jean-Baptiste Koffi, president of
the Federal Union of Ivory Coast
Consumers.

“They’ve become involved in specu-
lative (crops) like cocoa and more
recently rubber, even as people are
dying of hunger and getting only one
meal a day,” he says. Cocoa alone
accounts for more than half of Ivory
Coast’s export income, while it is also the
world’s second-largest producer of
cashew nuts. The high cost of imported
food has stoked anger, especially at a
time when the economy of the former
French colony is booming, with annual
GDP growth reaching nine percent since
a decade of unrest ended in 2011.

The government wants to attain “rice
self-sufficiency” by next year after learn-
ing from riots in 2008 sparked by sky-
high prices for rice, milk, meat and fish-all
imported with duties exceeding 50 per-
cent. The drive is a constant refrain for
President Alassane Ouattara as he cam-
paigns for re-election in October, along
with a call for the country to join the
ranks of emerging nations by 2020.

‘Naturally better’ 
But domestic rice is proving a hard

sell, notably because it is more expensive
than imports of the grain and also
because it is not as white as its foreign

rivals. Popular former footballer Didier
Otokore, now a civil society activist, says
Ivorian rice is “naturally better” and does
not contain the preservatives that
imports do.

Mory Diabate, owner of an Ivorian
rice company, said subsidies given to
growers in Thailand, Vietnam, the United
States and India-the sector’s global
giants-mean they have a competitive
advantage. But rather than denouncing
that aid, Diabate says the Ivorian govern-
ment should follow suit, saying the move
“could create a million jobs”.

It would clearly help the nation’s

trade balance. Last year’s rice imports
cost 380 million euros ($420 million),
equivalent to nearly a quarter of the
country’s 2015 national budget, notes
an agriculture ministry official. The focus
on rice self-sufficiency comes as the
country’s population is surging, with an
average of 5.4 children per family
according to the latest census. Today’s
population of 23 million compares with
a mere four million at independence in
1960. And the nation has seen signifi-
cant urban drift in the past 30 years,
placing increased pressure on farmers
to produce.—AFP
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RALEIGH: Drugmaker GlaxoSmithKline shut
down a plant Tuesday that produces inhaled
medications after discovering the bacteria that
causes Legionnaire’s disease, a potentially fatal
form of pneumonia. The manufacturing plant in
Zebulon, about 25 miles east of Raleigh, was
closed after routine testing found the bacteria
in a self-standing cooling tower. About 400 of
the 850 employees who work in Zebulon were
told to stay away until the towers are cleaned,
officials for the London-based company said.
The company said in a statement that the cool-

ing tower “does not come into contact with
product manufactured at the facility.” Glaxo did
not respond to questions about whether there
was any risk of indoor exposure to employees or
medicines from water droplets that could carry
the bacteria.

“We are trying to gather information on
what the situation is,” spokeswoman Jenni
Brewer Ligday said. “It was found during rout-
ing testing, so we’re trying to get a better han-
dle of how often those testings are conducted.
Also more details on whether product has

been impacted and, if they have, what is our
procedure in place to handle that.” The plant
produces inhaled drugs like Advair, a drug for
asthma, and contracts with other pharmaceuti-
cal companies to produce their drugs. The
Food and Drug Administration was checking
into reports of the bacteria’s discovery and a
spokesman said all questions should be direct-
ed to GlaxoSmithKline.

State and county health officials said they
were not aware of any Legionnaire’s disease
cases associated with the Glaxo facility, adding

that most people who are exposed to the bac-
teria do not become ill.  The same bacteria
found in cooling tanks in the Bronx section of
New York City caused 12 Legionnaires’ disease
deaths this summer. The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention says about 8,000 to
18,000 Americans are hospitalized with the ill-
ness  annual ly.  People can contrac t
Legionnaires’ disease when they inhale water
vapor or mist containing the bacteria, the CDC
said. It does not spread from person to person,
the agency said.—AP

MOGADISHU: Africa has marked one year
since the last case of recorded polio, with
the United Nations celebrating yesterday a
key step towards eradicating the disease.
The last recorded case on the continent was
in Somalia on August 11, 2014, although
health officials must wait two more years
before declaring the continent free from the
highly infectious, crippling virus.  The UN
children’s agency UNICEF, which plays a key
role in polio vaccinations, called it an “extra-
ordinary achievement” but warned it was
“not an end point”.

Success depends on the continuation of
vaccination campaigns and close monitoring
of possible cases, it said. “We have had no new
cases for a year despite all the challenges in
the country,” UNICEF’s chief for Somalia Steven
Lauwerier said yesterday. We never want to
see another Somali child being paralysed by
this preventable virus. That means we need to

continue to support the vaccination cam-
paigns to ensure polio is completely eradicat-
ed.” Nigeria marked one year since its last
recorded case of polio in July. It is one of only
three countr ies-along with Pak istan and
Afghanistan-where the virus remains endemic.

Nigerian health ministry spokesman Dan
Nwomen said Wednesday said the anniver-
sary was “welcome” but stressed the “momen-
tum should be sustained” through improved
immunization campaigns.  “Globally, we are
on the verge of totally eradicating a disease
for only the second time in history,” UNICEF
polio chief Peter Crowley said, referring to the
elimination of smallpox.

‘Africa now on track’ 
The rollback of polio is “a powerful symbol

of the progress that has been made on the
African continent over the past generation,”
Crowley said. A polio-free Africa would leave

only Pakistan and Afghanistan where the dis-
ease had not been wiped out, according to
the World Health Organization (WHO), which
said the one-year mark was a key signal of the
“impor tant progress toward eradication”.
However, it has also warned there may have
been cases that had gone unrecorded in
Africa. Polio is easily prevented through a vac-
cine, but there is no cure. Transmitted from
person-to-person, often through faeces, it
mainly affects children under five.

Initial symptoms can include fever and
pains in the limbs, and can lead to permanent
paralysis. “With Africa now on track, we are
left  with only two countries where polio
transmission has never been interrupted:
Pakistan and Afghanistan,” Crowley added.
“Here too, despite enormous challenges, com-
munit ies,  governments and par tners  are
working with courage and determination to
end polio once and for all.”—AFP

Africa celebrates one
year without polio 

‘Extraordinary achievement’ but ‘not an end point’

BALDWIN: Amish chicken farmer Ura  Gingerich
begins each day by lantern light, but his simple
life of tradition is threatened by a modern
scourge that has devastated the US poultry
industry. More than 48 million turkeys and chick-
ens have either died by the bird flu virus or been
killed to stop its spread since it emerged on the
west coast in December and swept across the
nation. Egg prices have doubled as farmers work
to rebuild their flocks in 20 states, prompting
some restaurants to take the breakfast favorite
off their menus.

Meanwhile, a handful of countries have
banned US poultry imports and rural life has
changed as farmers implement strict biosecurity
measures and state fairs cut back on exhibits.
While it’s been more than a month since the last
case was detected, Gingerich and other farmers
worry the outbreak could return with autumn’s
cooler temperatures and the migrating water
fowl that spread the virus.

‘Hoping God protects us’ 
“We’re just hoping God protects us from get-

ting it,” Gingerich said. Unlike most US poultry
farmers, the Amish won’t accept financial aid
from the government and don’t use insurance
programs that would help compensate for the
loss of their flock. Gingerich, 58, and his wife Mary
support 16 children by raising around 12,000
chickens and selling vegetables and flowers from
their farm in Baldwin, Wisconsin. He is an elder in
a group of 32 Amish families in the area.

The traditional Amish lifestyle-free of tele-
phones, electricity and other modern conven-
iences-also makes biosecurity more complicat-
ed. The best way to protect a flock is to keep
them away from wild birds and to make sure
people don’t carry the virus into the barn on
their clothes, shoes or equipment like cages. In
hardest-hit Iowa, farmers use disposable plas-
tic booties and coveralls and even hose off
trucks before allowing them onto their land to
make sure the virus doesn’t come in on mud
stuck in the tires.

Gingerich and his neighbors relied upon
the owner of a nearby live chicken market to
tell them when the flu struck nearby. Lam
Duong sells 850,000 chickens a year from
what’s believed to be one of the biggest live
bird market in the United States. His Concord
Poultry in South St Paul, Minnesota primarily
serves the region’s large immigrant community

of Hmong, a people from the highlands of
South East Asia. He has contracts with 35
Amish farmers in Iowa and Wisconsin who
breed chickens which are mostly black to
resemble the types of birds sold in Asia.

Duong jumped in his car when he heard on
the evening news that the virus had been
detected in a turkey flock in northern Wisconsin’s
Chippewa County, only 25 miles (40 kilometers)
from Gingerich’s community. “It took me all
night, but I had to warn all the farmers,” Duong
said, explaining how he’d toured suppliers with-
out telephones. “I have 35 farms, and we didn’t
get the bird flu.”

Work changes 
Duong helped the farmers establish hygiene

rules to protect their flocks while still maintain-
ing their traditional lifestyle. Because the Amish
don’t have electricity, they can’t use electric fans
in coops, so they have windows every five feet.
Duong asked them to put mesh over the open
windows to keep out wild birds and keep the
barn doors closed so the chickens don’t go out-
side.

“If they go to church, they have to change
their clothes when they get home before they
go to the chicken barn, and then change their
boots again at the barn,” Duong said. “Even a rel-
ative cannot go from farm to farm.” Duong’s work
has also changed. He used to load up to 4,500
chickens from a couple of farms at a time. Now,
Duong picks up one flock, drives it to his busi-
ness, disinfects his truck, then goes back for
another flock. He also stops two miles from each
farm, gets out, and sprays his truck tires and mud
flaps with disinfectant in case he may have
picked up germs while driving.

When chicks are delivered from the hatch-
eries, the truck driver now stays in the truck to
prevent spreading undetected bird flu from farm
to farm. Gingerich used to let private customers
into his barn to select their own chickens. Many
of those customers were Hmong and would go
from farm to farm, trying to find just the right
chickens, but also potentially tracking germs
from one barn to the next. Now he’s given up
completely on private sales. “We got a buck
apiece more but we didn’t want to take the risk
because there’s a chance of bringing in the bird
flu,” Gingerich said during a pause in his chores.
“The Hmong weren’t happy about it, but we said
we have to protect our farms.”—AFP

Devastating bird flu
threatens US poultry farmers

LONDON: Handwashing and giving out
soap in schools in Guinea, Liberia and
Sierra Leone have helped to keep class-
rooms Ebola-free this year but schools
need to remain vigilant after the summer
holidays, the UN children’s agency said yes-
terday. UNICEF said there had been no
reported cases of students or teachers con-
tracting Ebola at a school this year in the
three worst-hit countries in West Africa,
where the virus has killed nearly 11,300
people since the outbreak began in late
2013. In Liberia, where there have been as
many as 4,800 deaths, two schools were
decontaminated as a precaution after one
student died in June and another became
infected in July.

But Geoff Wiffin, UNICEF representative
in Sierra Leone, said a major drive to make
schools safe from Ebola appeared to have
paid off, with students not only safe at
school but also taking home the message
on how to protect oneself against Ebola.
Hygiene precautions included taking the
temperature of students and staff at the
school gate, installing hand washing sta-
tions, and distributing chlorine and mil-
lions of soap bars.

“Children learned in school how to pro-
tect themselves and others from Ebola,

and they passed on those messages to
their parents and their communities. This
played an important role in the battle
against the epidemic,” Wiffin said in a state-
ment. The World Health Organization said
earlier this month that there had been only
six cases of Ebola in Liberia in recent
months, and only two deaths, putting the
goal of ending the deadly epidemic by the
end of the year within reach.

Schools in the three countries were dis-
rupted due to the haemorrhagic disease,
and an estimated five million children were
unable to attend school from July 2014
until early 2015. UNICEF said these coun-
tries had poor education records prior to
the West African Ebola epidemic - by far
the largest ever seen. Only 34 percent of
children attended primary school in
Liberia, 58 percent in Guinea and 74 per-
cent in Sierra Leone. 

The UN agency stressed that maintain-
ing safe hygiene practices and standards
would be important in protecting chil-
dren from Ebola and other il lnesses.
“Major investments are needed to ensure
that schools have basic water and sanita-
tion infrastructure,” Sheldon Yett, UNICEF
representative in Liberia, said in a state-
ment.—Reuters

Handwashing in W African
schools protects children,

families from Ebola 

Drugmaker Glaxo shuts down plant over Legionnaires’ bacteria

AGBOVILLE: An Ivorian harvesting rice in a rice field near
Agboville.

AGBOVILLE: An Ivorian farmer working in a rice field near Agboville.—AFP photos

UNITED STATES: Chickens raised by Amish farmer Ura Gingerich of
Baldwin, Wisconsin, are let outside their barn briefly on the evening of
July 24, 2015. —AFP 

ICoast urging change: Cocoa 
pays but rice feeds the hungry

AGBOVILLE: White rice after
milling at a small processing
plant in Agboville.


