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MEKELLE: Three decades ago, the world looked
on in horror at images of dying famine victims in
Ethiopia, as musicians led the giant global
fundraising concert, Live Aid. Today, Ethiopia’s
northeastern Tigray region has changed, with
ambitious irrigation projects turning arid land
where as many as 400,000 people died of famine-
some say as many as a million-into valuable farm-
land. Tekie Hagos, 73, recalls the grim days of the
1984-85 famine. “The government would come
and pick up the bodies, piling them in cars to bury
them,” he said, adding that hyenas would scav-
enge for forgotten human remains. Today, the city
market is full of goods, fruits, vegetables and live-
stock.

The clean and orderly regional capital of
Mekelle reflects the progress made by the country,
Africa’s second most-populous, which has experi-
enced recent near-double-digit economic growth
and huge infrastructure investment. Malnutrition
and children in ragged clothes have not disap-
peared, but “things have changed,” said Tekie. “We
have enough,” he said. “You don’t see people dying
of hunger anymore.” Live Aid, held in simultaneous
concerts in Britain and the United States on July
13, 1985, as well as other concerts worldwide, was

watched by an estimated 1.9 billion people across
150 countries, according to its organizers. Irish
singer-songwriter Bob Geldof and Scottish musi-
cian Midge Ure led the efforts to raise millions of
dollars in aid.

Green lands and fruit trees
Ethiopia in the early 1980s was hit by extreme

drought, but that spiralled into famine as the
hardline Marxist government of Mengistu Haile
Mariam battled rebels led by Meles Zenawi who
went on to become the country’s leader. Tigray
was devastated, but has since made impressive
changes. Aba Hawi, the mayor of the village of
Abraha Atsbeha, 60 kilometers north of Mekelle,
mobilised the people to build an extensive irriga-
tion system. Fifty tanks were built to hold rainwa-
ter-in recent years increasingly unpredictable,
according to farmers-with the valuable stores
then used to irrigate farmland during the dry sea-
son.

“We built these so we can guarantee food secu-
rity,” said Aba, as a dozen men and women sweat-
ed with picks and shovels to help construct a new
irrigation ditch. “Those people who used to eat
only once a day, now have three meals a day.” The

results are impressive: through irrigation, agricul-
tural production in the village has quadrupled.
Farmers harvest not one but three crops a year.
Vegetation has reclaimed the landscape of sand
and stones. “All this greenery did not exist, the soil
was dry and barren,” Aba said.  “Everyone was try-
ing to leave, but now we have built an economy
that can withstand famine. Even with four or five
rainfalls we can collect enough water and can
keep away famine.”

Famine times ‘over’
For years, the simple village of Abraha Atsbeha

struggled to get by and was deeply dependent on
international food aid. Today the village is self-suf-
ficient, and the basic homes of mud and wood are
slowly being replaced with stone houses. Now
other villages in the region even send delegations
to see the progress. “We did not even have water
to drink, and now fruit grows,” Aba told visiting
farmers from the neighboring Amhara region, tak-
en by an aid agency  to see and learn from the vil-
lage’s success.

“Change comes from individuals, it is not
enough just to have land. You need to change
your methods,” Aba said, proudly showing off the

lush apple orchard that grows in the garden of his
house-along with mango, avocado, orange trees,
and coffee bushes-something never seen before in
these dryland areas. Tigray today is at the forefront
of Ethiopia’s efforts at agricultural transformation.
“Just 20 years ago, only a few hundred hectares
were irrigated in the region,” said Kiros Bitew, sen-
ior official in the agriculture ministry. “Now we
have 275,000 hectares (680,000 acres) of fully irri-
gated lands.” The government in Ethiopia, current-
ly rated by the World Bank as a low-income coun-
try, has set itself the goal of achieving the status of
a middle income country by 2025.

This means a gross national income of $1,045
(946 euros) per resident per year and would see it
join African countries including Cameroon, Kenya
and Senegal. “We are determined to eradicate
poverty,” says Kiros, a former rebel fighter who in
1991 helped to overthrow the Mengistu regime
that provoked the famine. Ethiopia has developed
an early warning system for identifying areas at
risk of hunger, as well as building up sizeable grain
reserves, currently standing at some 400,000 tons.
“When you looked for ‘Ethiopia’ in a dictionary, it
would also always mention ‘famine’,” added Kiros.
“Now that time is over.”— AFP 

Ethiopia, 30 years on from famine and Live Aid

UNITED NATIONS: International donors
pledged $3.4 billion in new funds  to help
Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone in their final
push to stamp out Ebola and get on the road
to recovery.  The latest promises would bring
the total amount of funds to help the three
countries rebuild after the killer epidemic to
$5.18 billion, said Helen Clark, head of the
United Nations Development Programme.  “We
consider this a very encouraging response,”
Clark told reporters at the end of the pledging
conference held at the United Nations.  “This
puts the recovery off to a very positive start.”
The leaders of the countries had appealed for
$3.2 billion to finance their national recovery
plans, along with an additional $4 billion for a
regional initiative.

The funds will help rebuild health care sys-
tems, reopen schools, support agriculture and
get government services fully up and running.
The world’s worst outbreak of Ebola has killed
more than 11,200 people in West Africa,
brought fragile health care systems to their
knees, rolled back economic gains and sent
investors fleeing.

Liberia, the hardest-hit country, suffered a
setback when a few new cases were uncovered

last month just after it had been declared
Ebola-free.  New infections in Sierra Leone and
Guinea have fallen dramatically amid indica-
tions that the epidemic is largely under control.
Opening the conference, Liberia’s President
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf said “the world has a great
stake in how we respond to the global threat
(of Ebola).” “We can and we must return to the
progress of our pre-Ebola trauma.”

Generous EU, Britain, US 
Among the new funds pledged were $450

million from the European Union, $372 million
from Britain, $266 million from the United
States and $5 million from China.

Germany pledged 196 million euros ($220
million) and France 150 million euros.

Around 30 people are still being infected
with Ebola every week, but the countries want
to turn their attention now on rebuilding
health care and restoring livelihoods.

Legions of health care workers died from
Ebola and field hospitals built at the height of
the crisis have since closed, leaving health sys-
tems struggling.  The loss of health workers
could lead to an additional 4,022 deaths of
women each year across Guinea, Liberia and

Sierra Leone as a result of complications in
pregnancy and childbirth, according to the
World Bank.  The World Health Organization
has said the three countries are facing a fund-
ing gap of $700 million just to rebuild their
health systems and provide services until
December 2017.

“Humanity sometimes displays a short
attention span and wants to move to other
issues because the threat of Ebola seems over,”
Sierra Leone’s President Ernest Bai Koroma told
the gathering.

“No, no, no,” he emphasized.
“The threat is never over until we rebuild

the health sector Ebola demolished, until we
rebuild the livelihoods in agriculture it compro-
mised, until we shore up government revenues
it dried up, and until we breathe life into the
private sector it has suffocated.”

Liberia and Sierra Leone have seen modest
economic gains made after years of war wiped
out by Ebola.

Growth rates in all three countries showed
that economic prospects were bright before
the outbreak that began in Guinea in
December 2013. — AFP
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for Ebola recovery

Funds will help rebuild health care systems

PUCHHEIM: A bee visits a sunflower in the sunset after a warm summer’s day on
July 10, at a meadow near Puchheim near Munich, southern Germany.
Meteorologists forecast temperatures around 30 degrees and further sun in the
region during next days. — AFP 

NEW YORK: Climate change is shrinking
the geographic range of many bumblebee
species in North America and Europe, put-
ting them in danger of future extinction,
scientists say.

In a study of 67 species, researchers
found that a geographic squeeze occurred
on both continents over the past 40 years:
While the northern borders of each species’
territory remained about the same on aver-
age, the southern borders generally moved
northward.

That shift, by more than 100 miles in
some cases, was most pronounced for
species in the southern parts of the study
areas. In North America, the study extend-
ed from the southern United States to
northern Alaska.

The range loss implies that populations
have declined and are on the road to disap-
pearing, said study leader Jeremy Kerr, of
the University of Ottawa in Canada. Results
were released Thursday by the journal
Science.

Analysis showed the changes were not
due to differences in land use or the use of
pesticides. “The only explanation we’ve got
is that it ’s too hot for them,” Kerr said.
Bumblebees are furry-looking and wild
cousins of honeybees. They play a crucial
role in nature by pollinating wild plants
and also some crops such as tomatoes and
blueberries.

Kerr said that because the geographic
ranges of species overlap, the new study
does not mean that vast areas of the con-
tinents have lost bumblebees completely.
Rather, it means that many areas host
fewer species than they used to. Such loss
of diversity can hamper an environment’s
abil i ty  to cope with changes l ike
droughts, he said in an interview.

The bee trend was surprising because
other land creatures like butterflies have
extended their range north while main-
taining their  southern boundaries,
researchers said.

Kerr’s study drew on museum records
of bumblebees captured by naturalists
and researchers over decades. It focused
on about 423,000 cases where the
species, location and year of capture were
known. Researchers set a baseline distri-
bution of the species found between
1901 and 1974, and looked for changes at
later time periods, most recently 1999 to
2010.

May Berenbaum, who heads the ento-
mology department of the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, praised the
scope of the study and said it shows bum-
blebees will not simply shift northward to
cope with rising temperatures.

“It’s not that simple,” said Berenbaum,
who didn’t participate in the study. “They
may be running out of options.”

WASHINGTON: The $1,000 pill for a liver-wasting viral
infection that made headlines last year is no longer the
favorite of patients and doctors.

The new leading pill for hepatitis C is more expensive,
and the number of patients seeking a cure has surged.
Sovaldi, last year’s wonder drug, has been pushed aside by
a successor called Harvoni, made by the same company.
The sticker price for Harvoni is $1,350 a pill.

The fast-paced changes in hepatitis C treatment are
being watched closely amid fears that breakthrough drugs
could reignite the rise of US health care costs. Other med-
ications that could turn into cost drivers include a new
treatment for melanoma and a cholesterol-lowering drug
awaiting approval. More hepatitis C drugs are also headed
to market.

Hepatitis C affects some 3 million people in the US and
claims more lives here than AIDS.  With the new drugs,
patients finally have a choice among highly effective cures
with minimal side effects. Previous treatments were hit and
miss, and many patients couldn’t tolerate the side effects.
But newfound choice doesn’t seem to have led to wide-
spread price competition.

“As a society we need a way of determining what is a
reasonable price at the time of introduction of a new drug,”

said Stephen Schondelmeyer, a University of Minnesota
professor who specializes in pharmaceutical economics.
“We have expanded coverage, but we haven’t done any-
thing to control costs on the pricing side.”

The Associated Press asked two companies that track
the prescription drug market for a hepatitis C update. IMS
Health collects data on pharmacy prescriptions and sales,
while DRX surveys prices paid by private health plans and
prescription benefit managers. What they found:

Surge Of Patients
The number of prescriptions filled for hepatitis C drugs

has more than doubled, from an average of 20,600 a
month during the first three months of last year to a
monthly average of 48,000 for the same period this year,
according to IMS.

“People are coming in who never wanted to be treated
before,” said Dr. Douglas Dieterich, director of outpatient
liver disease treatment at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York
City. “When I started in 1989, I used to have a 3 percent
cure rate. Now I have a 3 percent failure rate.”

Simplicity’s Appeal
Harvoni, the new pill from California-based Gilead

Sciences, accounted for about three-fourths of the pre-
scriptions filled for hepatitis C drugs in the first three
months of this year, IMS said.

A big part of the reason is simplicity, explained
Dieterich. Patients on Harvoni need only take a single pill
daily, for 12 weeks in most cases. Previously, patients took
combinations of drugs.

Harvoni quickly rose to the top after its approval last
fall, with monthly sales crossing the $1-billion mark by
January. Another new drug, Viekira Pak, is gaining market
share but appears to be far behind. It’s an equally effective
cure and priced lower.

Still, Viekira Pak is a four-pill daily combination, and
patients have to take another antiviral drug as well. It was
introduced late last year by Illinois-based AbbVie.

The extent of Viekira Pak’s inroads is hard to discern. The
company has not disclosed prescription volumes. And a
major pharmacy that promotes the drug does not report
hepatitis C data to IMS.

Not Many Deep Discounts
DRX’s analysis of prices paid by private health plans

shows the median discount for Harvoni was 13.7 percent
between April and June. That reflects a modest price break

for most insurers, including those delivering Medicare’s
prescription drug benefit, said DRX executive vice presi-
dent Jim Yocum.

“This sets the stage for some of the new cancer drugs
coming out, both in terms of a vast improvement in effec-
tiveness and a vast increase in prices,” said Yocum. “This is a
concern not only for commercial health plans, but for
Medicare.”

Medicare is barred from negotiating drug prices.
State Medicaid programs, however, and the federal

Veterans Affairs health system are legally entitled to deep
discounts.

Matt Salo, executive director of the National Association
of Medicaid Directors, said competition from Viekira Pak
has enabled states to win bigger rebates from the manu-
facturers. But Salo says cost remains a “major, major prob-
lem” because of the large number of people with hepatitis
C. At the median discounted price, a 12-week treatment
regimen of Harvoni costs about $98,000.

Gilead spokeswoman Cara Miller said the company is
working with public programs and private insurers to
broaden access. Gilead estimates that 80 percent of
insured people with hepatitis C have coverage for its med-
ications.—AP
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ASAHI: Visitors look at a sand sculpture during the Asahi Sand Sculpture exhibition at Yasashigaura beach in Asahi, Chiba prefecture, some 80
kilometres east of Tokyo on July11, 2015. The one-month-long exhibition started on July 6 with over 50,000 visitors expected. — AFP

$1,000-per-pill drug overtaken by pricier successor


