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NEW YORK: Drug overdoses rose
again last year, driven by surges in
deaths from heroin and powerful
prescription painkillers, according to
new federal  statist ics.  Overdose
deaths in the US surpassed 47,000 -
up 7 percent from the previous year.

Many of the deaths were due to a
group of powerful opioid painkillers,
long the leading cause of fatal over-
doses. But the number had been sta-
ble recently while heroin deaths grew.
Experts have speculated that addicts
migrated from painkillers to cheaper
and easier-to-get heroin. But last year,
the opioid toll rose to nearly 19,000
deaths, an increase of 16 percent.

Heroin deaths continued to climb,

by 28 percent to about 10,500. The
new government statistics also indi-
cate upticks in deaths from sedatives
and cocaine, but those numbers are
less than the deaths from the opioids
and heroin. The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention this week
posted the tally, which is based on
death certificates.

The federal agency is analyzing
the drug numbers to determine
what’s behind   last year’s increases,
said CDC Director Dr Tom Frieden.
But clearly, he added, the nation’s
drug overdose problem “is not get-
ting better.”

Opioid pain relievers, including
methadone, OxyContin and Vicodin,

have been the focus of a government
campaign. The CDC has urged doc-
tors to limit their use to the most seri-
ous forms of pain, such as cancer
patients and end-of-life care. But the
vast majority of prescriptions written
in the U.S. are for more common ail-
ments like arthritis and back pain. The
CDC is working on new guidelines for
doctors for prescribing such drugs.

CDC officials believe at least some
of the increase in painkiller deaths
last year may be due to illegally-made
fentanyl, which is a synthetic form of
morphine.  Fentanyl may also be con-
tributing to the heroin numbers, in
cases in which heroin is laced with
fentanyl, Frieden added. —AP

Painkillers drive raises
overdose deaths in US

ELVA, Italy: A photographer looks at the sky at night to see the annual
Geminid meteor shower on the Elva Hill, in Maira Valley, near Cuneo, north-
ern Italy. — AFP

RHONE GLACIER: From afar, the
Rhone glacier looks pristine, but on
closer inspection the surface is cov-
ered with white blankets to slow the
melting of the rapidly retreating ice.
The dusty, white fleece covers
stretch out over a huge area near
the glacier’s edge, some in rumpled
piles alongside sand, rocks, a few
wooden planks and a ladder on its
side.

With a red and white Swiss flag
providing the only dash of color,
they looks like tents in a vast desert-
ed refugee camp, out of place in the
Alpine setting. But hiding under-
neath the blankets is a Swiss tourist
attraction: a long and winding ice
grotto with glistening blue walls
and a leaky ceiling that has been
carved into the ice here each year
since 1870.

“For the past eight years, they
have had to cover the ice cave with
these blankets to reduce the ice
melt,” said David Volken, a glaciolo-
gist working with the Swiss environ-
ment ministry, poking at a piece of
cloth lying near the path that leads

to the cave’s opening.
The blankets, he told AFP during

interviews in August, reduce the ice
melt by as much as 70 percent,
explaining why the covered cave
towers far above the nearby centre
of the glacier tongue, which slopes
lazily into a pine-green lake. But
while the blankets help slow the
melting and allow the ice grotto to
remain open through the hot sum-
mer, they are a very temporary fix.

‘Dying mountain’ 
“It will slow things down for a

year or two, but one day they will
have to take away the blankets
because the ice underneath will be
gone,” said Jean-Pierre Guignard, a
76-year-old tourist from the Swiss
town of Lausanne.

He recalled seeing the glacier for
the first time in 1955. The tongue
then reached far down the steep
mountainside, which today is ham-
mered by a roaring waterfall pour-
ing from the glacier lake and mark-
ing the starting point of Europe’s
mighty Rhone river. “It has been

heartbreaking to see the glacier
shrink, and today it is really painful
to see it covered in blankets, to see
this vain battle to save a dying
mountain,” he told AFP.

A full 1,400 meters down the
mountain side, near the small village
of Gletch, a wooden post signals
where the glacier once ended back
in 1856. Since then, the Rhone gla-
cier has lost around 350 meters in
ice thickness around 40 meters in
the past decade alone.

It is not the only Alpine glacier
feeling the heat. Studies show that
around two-thirds of the ice volume
in the Alps has vanished since 1850.
“The Rhone glacier is quite typical of
what is happening in the Alps,” said
Matthias Huss, a glaciologist at
Fribourg University. “We are seeing
less new ice created in higher alti-
tudes even as the lower parts of the
glaciers are melting at an accelerat-
ed pace.”

World leaders will gather in Paris
later this year to try to agree to a
plan to restrict the global warming
blamed for the mass glacial melt

and other dangerous shifts in the
environment. The overarching goal
is to limit average warming to two
degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees
Fahrenheit) over pre-Industrial
Revolution levels. But for the Alpine
glaciers, it is likely already too late
since the Alps, like the Arctic and the
Antarctic Peninsula, are considered
hotspots that are warming at least
twice as quickly as the global aver-
age.

Wearing a t-shirt under the glare
of the sun, Volken said the Rhone
glacier loses between 10 and 12
centimetres (up to eight inches) of
ice thickness on a hot day. And the
new lake that has formed at the
edge of the glacier, as well the dark-
ening of the ice-a result of impuri-
ties mixing in as it melts and freezes
again-only speed up the process
since they help the glacier absorb
more of the sun’s radiation.

Blankets not enough 
“In the last three weeks, the gla-

cier has melted back six meters,” said
Volken, pointing to the rocky sur-
face recently covered in ice. Each
year, the glacier loses between five
and seven meters in ice thickness,
and within the next decade it is
expected to lose half of its current
volume.

“By the end of the century, only
about 10 percent of the current ice
volume will remain,” Volken said.
Unlike the melting in the Antarctic
and the Greenland ice caps that of
the Alpine glaciers will have little
impact on global sea-level rise. If all
of the region’s glaciers melted, this
would add only about 0.3 millime-
ters to ocean levels, Huss said. But
he quickly added that the local
impact will be dramatic.

The Alps function as a water tow-
er that stores water, releasing it
when it is most needed-in the hot
and dry summer months. As the ice
melt accelerates, Alpine glacier-fed
rivers that stretch across Europe, like
the Rhone, will initially see higher
water levels and more flooding,
though by the middle of the century
water levels will decline dramatical-
ly, Volken said.

Standing near the edge of the
Rhone glacier with its odd blankets
Christine Ouedraogo, a 37-year-old
tourist from Burkina Faso, listened to
the rapid dripping of the dissolving
ice. “It’s beautiful, but it is such a
shame that it is melting away,” she
said sadly. “I don’t think those blan-
kets will be enough.”  —AFP

Blankets cover Swiss glacier  
in vain effort to halt ice melt

This file photo taken on July 14, 2015 near Gletsch shows tourists walking to visit an ice cave
next to insulating foams wrapping up the Rhone Glacier which has been shrinking under the
summer sun. —AFP

MEXICO CITY: Mexican health authorities
issued Friday the first permit allowing four
individuals to grow and smoke their own
marijuana, but none actually plans to con-
sume the drug. While the permit opens a
crack in Mexico’s prohibitionist policies,
the government health watchdog Cofepris
stressed that the authorization is limited to
those four people only.

The foursome, who secured the authori-
zation in a historic Supreme Court ruling
last month, hope that their victory will
force Mexico to legalize marijuana. The
group, part of the Mexican Society for
Responsible and Tolerant Personal Use
(SMART), says decriminalizing pot will help
reduce the country’s relentless drug cartel
violence. “We didn’t do this to get the right
(to consume) for ourselves but to change a
public policy that has been extremely cost-
ly for the country,” said Armando
Santacruz, an accountant and one of the
four who won the case.

Their legal victory has prompted others
to seek similar permits while forcing
President Enrique Pena Nieto and
Congress to debate whether to change the
country’s marijuana laws. “The goal is to
change the policy, not to promote con-
sumption,” Juan Francisco Torres Landa, an
attorney and member of the foursome,
told reporters outside Cofepris’s office. “We
will set an example and we will not con-
sume (marijuana) because we have
enough information to take a responsible
decision. But it will be based on our own
conviction, not on threats from the state.”

Cofepris underlined in a statement that
under the current laws, marijuana “is still
an illegal substance” and its cultivation and
sale remain forbidden. But the four SMART
members are allowed to “sow, grow, har-

vest, prepare, possess, transport and con-
sume marijuana for recreational uses,”
Cofepris said.

National debate 
They are not permitted, however, to sell

it to other people or use marijuana in front
of children, pregnant women “or people
who do not give their consent.” Since the
court ruling, Cofepris has been flooded by
155 requests for permits to grow marijuana
for personal use, said the agency’s advisor
Patricio Caso, who expects all those
requests to be rejected under the current
laws. The goal for many applicants is to
challenge the rejections at the Supreme
Court because four more victories like
SMART’s will set a legal precedent.

While Pena Nieto has repeatedly voiced
his opposition to legalization, he has con-
vened experts to a national debate in sever-
al states between January and March to
decide potential new regulations. Congress,
meanwhile, is discussing a bill that would
legalize imports and consumption of med-
ical marijuana. But most Mexicans are
opposed to legalization. A poll by El
Universal newspaper following the court
ruling found that two thirds oppose it.

Legalization has caught on elsewhere in
the region. Uruguay has created a regulated
market for pot. In Chile, Congress is debat-
ing a law to legalize its recreational while
President Michelle Bachelet authorized the
sale of cannabis-based medication.
Colombia is also in the process of legalizing
and regulating medical marijuana. In the
United States-the biggest consumer of
drugs from Mexico — 23 states have legal-
ized medical marijuana use, while four
states plus the capital city have legalized its
recreational use. —AFP

Mexico issues first permit to 
cultivate and use marijuana

COLUMBUS: Planned Parenthood of Ohio did
not make money from the sale of aborted
fetuses, state Attorney General Mike DeWine
concluded Friday in an investigation that
instead criticized the agency for disposing of
fetal remains in landfills.

Planned Parenthood said DeWine, a
Republican, was making another politically
motivated attack on abortion and called the
report “inflammatory and false.” The agency
didn’t deny that remains went to landfills, but
said it followed Ohio law and uses the same
practices as hospitals and ambulatory surgical
facilities, which generally contract with out-
side companies to dispose of all medical
waste.

“We handle all fetal tissue respectfully,” said
Stephanie Kight, president and CEO of
Planned Parenthood of Greater Ohio. “That’s
our commitment to our patients.” DeWine said
the disposal practice is callous and violates
state rules requiring that fetuses be disposed
of in a humane manner. “It is important the
public be aware that these practices are taking
place at these Ohio facilities,” DeWine said. He
referred his investigation to the Ohio
Department of Health, which licenses abortion
facilities in Ohio.

Undercover videos 
DeWine announced an investigation in

mid-July after anti-abortion activists began
releasing undercover videos they said showed
Planned Parenthood personnel negotiating
the sale of fetal organs. Planned Parenthood
said some fetal tissue is donated for medical
research, but such donations are illegal in
Ohio. A Planned Parenthood state leader has
said no donation program exists here.

During DeWine’s investigation of the tissue
sale issue, he said his office found that
Marietta, Ohio-based Accu Medical Waste
Service Inc., a waste disposal company used
by Planned Parenthood affiliates in Cincinnati
and Columbus, sent the remains to a Kentucky
landfill. An Accu Medical official told DeWine’s
office that his company uses a standard treat-
ment for biological waste called “autoclave”
involving a high-pressure steam treatment to
kill infectious material.

The investigation determined that fetal
remains taken by Lake Forest, Illinois-based
Stericycle from a third Planned Parenthood
affiliate, in Bedford Heights in suburban
Cleveland, ended up in a different landfill.
DeWine’s office didn’t identify that landfill.

Kight referred questions on disposal to the

companies. A man who answered the phone
at Accu Medical Waste Service who wouldn’t
give his name said all employees had been
instructed not to comment. Stericycle said in a
statement it has a long-standing policy
against accepting fetal remains. DeWine’s
office said Planned Parenthood uses the com-
pany to dispose of its biological waste includ-
ing aborted fetuses. Kight said the agency
believes its Stericycle contract allows for the
removal of fetal tissue.

DeWine said he plans to seek an injunction
next week to prevent Planned Parenthood
from disposing of fetal remains in landfills.
Ohio Right to Life, which opposes abortion,
called on lawmakers to pass a bill ensuring the
aborted remains of babies are treated
humanely.

“We are disturbed and heartsick over the
attorney general’s findings,” said Mike
Gonidakis, president of Ohio Right to Life.
Republican lawmakers in the GOP-controlled
Ohio House announced a Monday news con-
ference to announce legislation. Republican
Gov John Kasich also called the findings dis-
turbing and ordered the Health Department
to work with DeWine to take appropriate legal
action. —AP

Official: Planned Parenthood 
at odds over fetus remains

VERMONT: This Feb 19, 2013 file photo shows OxyContin pills are
arranged for a photo at a pharmacy. —AP

PARIS: Fashion mogul Pierre Berge raised millions
for AIDS research Friday as the first part of his
renowned library went under the hammer in Paris.
The French philanthropist told AFP he had raised
nearly 11.7 million Euros ($12.8 million) from the
first of six sales of his collection of manuscripts and
rare books, one of the most valuable in private
hands. A small drawing by the French novelist
Victor Hugo of a ruined gothic tower at dusk was
sold for more than 400,000 Euros, five times its esti-
mated worth. Berge, the lover and business partner
of the late Yves Saint Laurent is putting almost his
entire library up for auction in sales that could raise
40 million Euros ($42 million) for the charitable
foundation he founded with the designer. Berge
sold the couple’s art collection for 342 million Euros
($361 million) in 2009 in what was dubbed “the sale
of the century”, then a record for a private sale.
Most of the proceeds of the sales are going to HIV
research, including to the Sidaction charity found-
ed by Berge. The manuscript of Gustave Flaubert’s
“Sentimental Education”-one of the most influen-
tial novels of the 19th century-also went for a
record price of 470,000 Euros. “I am very happy. It’s
marvelous,” said Berge after the three-hour sale,
organized by Sotheby’s.

Lost erotic romp 
One of the biggest surprises was a first edition

of Charles Baudelaire’s “Fleurs du mal” (The Flowers
of Evil) which sold for 225,000 Euros, four times its
valuation. However, one of the books closest to
Berge’s heart, a copy of Flaubert’s “Madame Bovary”
dedicated by the writer to “the master” Victor Hugo,

went for “only 368,000 euros”, when experts
thought it might make nearly double that.

But almost all of the treasures of the library
including the only pages of a lost erotic work by the
notorious Marquis de Sade, “The Days of Florbelle”,
to have escaped the censor’s flames, reached their
estimates. The most valuable item on sale, the origi-
nal manuscript of Andre Breton’s surrealist master-
piece “Nadja”-worth an estimated 3.5 million Euros-
had already been snapped up by France’s national
library. 

Berge told AFP that when he bought the book
in London “I felt that I had got hold of a fragment of
the True Cross”. The businessman began collecting
rare books after arriving in Paris as a teenager, “buy-
ing a book on the banks of the Seine in the morn-
ing and with a bit of luck selling it to a book dealer
in the afternoon.” He later befriended members of
the city’s literati, including Breton and Jean
Cocteau. Berge-who is the godfather of Cocteau’s
son-held back one of the writer’s books dedicated
to him from the sale. Another book by Jean Giono,
who was something of a father figure to him, and
who is best known outside France for the film of his
novel “The Horsemen on the Roof”, was also with-
held. Berge said that he intended to “replace all the
books in the library” with identical cheaper copies.
“A lot will probably be more fun to read in paper-
back.” “I came to love these books through reading,
the collector part only came later,” he said. “You
have to know how to get rid of things,” Berge, 85,
had earlier told AFP in his library on Paris’ Left Bank,
saying he had been planning the clear-out for years
and had even stipulated it in his will. —AFP

Fashion mogul raises millions 
for AIDS research with library


