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UNITED NATIONS: The presidents of Guinea,
Liberia and Sierra Leone come to the United Nations
yesterday hoping to raise $3.2 billion to put their
countries firmly on course for recovery from Ebola.
More than 11,200 people have died in West Africa
from the world’s worst outbreak of the virus, with a
few new cases uncovered in Liberia last month after
the country had been declared Ebola-free.

New infections in Sierra Leone and Guinea have
fallen dramatically amid indications that the epi-
demic is largely under control. At the UN conference
chaired by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, the lead-
ers will present their recovery plans for the next two

years and seek international pledges of financial aid.
“It’s all in an effort to get the countries to receive

the resources they need to go to zero, stay at zero
and recover,” said David Nabarro, the UN’s coordi-
nator for the Ebola crisis. Zimbabwe’s 91-year-old
President Robert Mugabe will attend as chair of the
African Union along with Guinea’s leader Alpha
Conde, Liberia’s Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and Ernest Bai
Koroma of Sierra Leone.

Liberia, the hardest-hit country, and Sierra Leone
have seen modest gains made after years of war
wiped out during the epidemic that brought their
countries to the brink.  Legions of health care work-

ers died from Ebola and field hospitals built at the
height of the crisis have since closed, leaving health
systems struggling.

The World Health Organization has said the three
countries are facing a funding gap of $700 million
just to rebuild their health systems and provide
services until December 2017. The three countries
will be seeking $3.2 billion to “cover the most essen-
tial needs” for their health and education systems
and the economy, said Sunil Saigal, an Ebola coordi-
nator for the UN Development Program (UNDP). A
separate regional plan requiring $4 billion will be
presented at the conference. — AFP 

Ebola-hit nations seek billions for recovery 

WASHINGTON: Pressed by industry
and patients’ groups, the House is near-
ing approval of a bipartisan bill that
would speed federal approval of drugs
and medical devices and boost bio-
medical research. Passage seemed like-
ly yesterday despite warnings from
consumer organizations and others
that the measure would weaken gov-
ernment safeguards against dangerous
or ineffective products.  Supporters said
that with genetic mapping, biologic
medicines produced in living cells and
other advances, it was time to stream-
line how federal regulators assure the
safety of new treatments and let them
reach market.

“We have a chance to do something
big, and this is our time,” said Rep. Fred
Upton, R-Mich., chairman of the House
Energy and Commerce Committee. He
and Rep. Diana DeGette, D-Colo., were
chief authors of the bill. Defenders of
the current system said the Food and
Drug Administration, which regulates
drugs and medical devices, already has
an efficient approval process.

Before stepping down as FDA com-
missioner earlier this year, Margaret
Hamburg told Congress that her
agency had approved the most new
drugs last year in nearly two decades.
She said two-thirds of the drugs
approved by the FDA last year had
gone through streamlined processes,
the highest proportion ever, and that
her agency’s typical time for approving
drugs was significantly faster than
Europe’s or Japan’s.

‘Lives at risk’
Public Citizen, a consumer group,

said the bill would trade increased fed-
eral research for “perks to the pharma-
ceutical and medical device industries”
and added, “Passage of this legislation
would put lives at risk.” The House bill
would increase spending for the
National Institutes of Health, which
finances much of the country’s biomed-
ical research, by $8.75 billion over the
next five years. FDA would get an addi-
tional $550 million over that period.

Other provisions would speed how
many drugs and devices reach con-
sumers, such as letting regulators

approve some medical equipment with
shorter studies using fewer people.
New uses of existing drugs could be
based partly on case studies and other
processes that are less rigorous than
traditional clinical trials.

In a boon for pharmaceutical compa-
nies, the bill would give producers of
existing drugs an extra six months of
protection from competition if their
drug is approved for use against rare dis-
eases.  There would be a streamlined
process for approving new antibiotics
for patients with resistant infections, and
hospitals could get extra payments as an
incentive for using some new drugs.

Conservatives unhappy 
The bill’s new spending would be

paid for, mostly by selling $7 billion
worth of oil from the Strategic
Petroleum Reserve, the government’s
emergency oil stockpile. Another $2.5
billion would come from trimming fed-
eral Medicaid reimbursements to states
buying certain medical equipment.

Conservatives were unhappy because
the NIH and FDA would get their addi-
tional research funds automatically and
because that money would be on top
of - not part of - the amounts Congress
spends annually on domestic pro-
grams.

Rep Dave Brat, R-Va, was pushing an
amendment under which the research
money would not be guaranteed. Brat’s
effort faced likely defeat, and among
those sending emails supporting the
original bill was former House Majority
Leader Eric Cantor, whom Brat ushered
from Congress by defeating him in a
Republican primary last year. The White
House gave the bill mixed reviews but
did not threaten a veto. In a letter, it
embraced the measure’s added
research funds and efforts to accelerate
drug development, but it criticized its
extension of competition-free periods
for some drugs and said some therapies
would be available before their safety
was proven. Similar legislation has yet
to be introduced in the Senate. — AP 

House bill will speed drug 
approvals, help research
Safeguards against dangerous, ineffective products 

WASHINGTON: In this file photo, Rep Fred Upton, R-Mich, speaks in
Washington. Pressed by industry and patients’ groups, the House is near-
ing approval of a bipartisan bill that would speed federal approval of
drugs and medical devices and boost biomedical research. — AP 

KUALA LUMPUR: Maternity trousers that seek to cov-
er Muslim women’s private parts during childbirth
have been heavily criticized by women’s groups in
Malaysia, who question their safety during pregnancy
and labor. Sales of the “Mamapride” trousers-which
look like jogging bottoms but have a flap in the crotch
area which can be removed for childbirth-have surged
according to online dealers.

Costing around RM100 ($26), the trousers aim to
protect Muslim women’s modesty but women’s rights
activists have questioned if they are medically safe.
“Most medical practitioners recommend clothing that
is loose-fitting, comfortable, and breathable which can
be easily removed by doctors if necessary,” said All
Women’s Action Society communications officer
Evelynne Gomez in a statement.

“The length of the pants may also pose a problem
during delivery as it may interfere in the process of
examinations. More pressingly, the fact that the pants
in question only provide a small opening for the baby
to ‘make its way out’ is a cause for concern as this may
compromise on a safe, unobstructed delivery process.”

The trousers also reflect a culture of body-shaming
in Malaysia, Gomez said, adding that how women per-
ceive their own bodies is intertwined with politicized
Islam. Masyitah Locman, a doctor and one of the many
online agents distributing the pants, said she believes
they offer choices to women.

Depends on individual 
“It depends on the individual women because some

women feel more comfortable wearing these pants
during childbirth while others don’t need them to be
comfortable,” she told AFP. “It’s not as if we are saying
every woman should wear them during pregnancy.”
Masyitah said the opening was big enough and safe
for childbirth and added that studies and trials had
been done on the trousers at private hospitals before
they hit the market a year ago.

Responding to an article on the Malaysian Insider
website, one reader said:  “Much ado about nothing. If
certain parts of the body were so ‘sinful’, babies would
be born fully clothed.” Another commented: “would
be much easier solution to switch off the lights ...
female nurses can use night vision to guide the doc.”

The subject of religion and women’s clothing came
under the spotlight in Malaysia recently after a spate of
incidents whereby women were not allowed into pub-
lic buildings because their skirts were deemed too
short. Islamic religious leaders in June heavily also criti-
cized Malaysian-Muslim gymnast Farah Ann Hadi for
her leotard during the Southeast Asian Games held in
Singapore. — AFP 
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