
VANCOUVER: Despite evidence that taking
powerful anti-HIV drugs can help protect
uninfected partners from contracting the
virus that causes AIDS, the therapy is far from
becoming routinely prescribed, scientists said
Monday. The practice, known as pre-expo-
sure prophylaxis, or PrEP, means that a
healthy person who engages in sex with an
HIV-positive partner takes anti-retroviral
drugs daily as a preventive measure to ward
off HIV.

Experts say the regime is effective, and
carries minimal side effects. “Pre-exposure
prophylaxis (PrEP) is a game changer” in pre-
venting the spread of HIV, said US researcher
Chris Beyrer, co-chair of the International
AIDS Society (IAS) science conference in this
western Canadian city. “The data is over-
whelming... it works when it’s taken.”

Sexual behavior 
At the conference, scientists released

results on PrEP in several small studies of peo-
ple at a high risk of contracting HIV, mostly
due to sexual behavior, in Brazil, the United
States, and Botswana. The research showed
that when PrEP is used correctly, it reduces
HIV infection and is well-tolerated. But several
scientists said use of PrEP is far from becom-
ing standard policy, and so remains an indi-
vidual decision for people considered at high
risk.  The therapy is also relatively new. The US
Food and Drug Administration in 2012
approved use of the drug tenofovir (Truvada)
for adults at high-risk, in combination with
safe sex practices.

A San Francisco study of 557 men having
sex with men, and transgender people,
showed most followed the drug regime,
while the two participants who did contract
HIV had very low levels of PrEP drugs in their
system, reported Albert Liu of the San
Francisco Department of Public Health. “Our
results support strongly the scale-up of PrEP,”
he told reporters.  “The drugs appear to be

well tolerated.”
A Brazilian study of 509 men from 2014 to

2015 showed PrEP was well-received by
recipients, “though more education is need-
ed,” said Beatriz Grinsztejn, Instituto Pesq
Clinica Evandro Chagas. She said the results,
which have yet to be finalized for publication,
will help Brazil decide whether to adopt PrEP
as a standard public health measure.

Risky lifestyles 
Adverse reactions in one study included

just three reports of nausea, a headache, and
weight loss, among 200 young men studied
in 12 American cities, said Sybil Hosek of
Stroger Hospital, Cook County, Illinois. Hosek
noted the men most likely to adhere to the
treatment regime were those with the most
risky lifestyles.

A study in Botswana of 229 heterosexual
people in high-risk lifestyles “observed no HIV
transmission in the study,” said Faith
Henderson of the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention. Some 87 percent of
the women on Botswana adhered to the
drug regime, she said, noting that is a high
rate compared to other measures aimed at
reducing HIV risk for women.

“Women and girls (constitute) half of all
people with HIV worldwide, and PrEP is much
needed,” Henderson told reporters. However,
cost is an issue, and the pills can be too
expensive for some.  Another key barrier is
making sure people take their pills daily,
which can be challenge to maintain over
time. “PrEP is not just for personal benefit,”
said Peruvian scientist Carlos Caceres, a guest
editor for Journal of the International AIDS
Society.  “We have to look at PrEP as a public
health consideration. Avoiding one infection
in somebody who might infect someone else
might avoid several (further) infections.”
Caceres added, “our (global) HIV response will
not be sustainable if the number of infections
is not significantly reduced.” — AFP 

STOCKTON: In this May 18, 2015 file photo, Gino Celli, who relies on senior water rights to water his crops, checks the moisture of land just
planted with corn seed he farms. — AP
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SEOUL: The recent outbreak of the deadly MERS
virus in South Korea has left the country’s tourist
industry in intensive care, with visitor numbers
plunging more than 40 percent in June, accord-
ing to data released yesterday. As the country
scrabbles to come up with promotional cam-
paigns to lure the tourists back, officials are
warning that the cost in lost revenue could be
close to $10 billion.

The year had started off well for the tourist
sector with the number of overseas arrivals in the
first five months up 10.7 percent from the same

period in 2014. But then May 20 saw the first
diagnosis of a case of Middle East Respiratory
Syndrome (MERS), kicking off an outbreak that
claimed 36 lives and triggered widespread panic
at home and mass tour cancellations abroad.

With 186 confirmed cases, it was the largest
MERS outbreak outside Saudi Arabia. The num-
ber of tourists in June plunged 41 percent from
a year earl ier to 750,925, the Korea Tourism
Organization (KTO) said. The number of main-
land Chinese-the biggest spending visitors-was
down 45 percent, while arrivals from Taiwan and

Hong Kong were down 76 percent and 75 per-
cent respectively. “Because of the MERS out-
break, foreign tourists, including those from
China, shunned visiting this country last month”,
a KTO spokesman said, adding that the 2015 tar-
get of 16.2 million tourists was in serious jeop-
ardy.

Unless the arrival figures are turned around,
revenue losses could amount to as much as 108
billion won ($9.3 billion). With no new MERS
infections reported in more than two weeks, the
state -run K TO and other  of f ic ia ls  have

announced a number of measures to re-boot
tourism, including waiving visa fees for group
travelers from China and Southeast Asia.

The mayor of Seoul, Park Won-Soon, will trav-
el to Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou early
next month to talk to major travel agencies and
persuade Chinese tourists that visiting South
Korea poses no residual health risk. The coun-
try ’s enormously popular K-pop industry has
also been recruited, with stars signing up for a
series of promotional concerts and performanc-
es both at home and abroad. — AP 

SACRAMENTO: California regulators on Monday
proposed a first-of-its-kind, $1.5 million fine for a
group of Central Valley farmers accused of illegally
taking water during the drought. It would be the
first such fine against an individual or district with
claims to water that are more than a century-old,
known as senior water rights holders. Entities with
those rights have long enjoyed immunity from cut-
backs.

The fine reflects the rising severity of California’s
four-year drought that has prompted the state to
demand cutbacks from even those who have been
historically sheltered from mandatory conservation.
The State Water Resources Control Board said state
data showed the Byron-Bethany Irrigation District in
the eastern San Francisco Bay Area diverted water
from a pumping plant even after it was warned in
June that there wasn’t enough legally available.

Running too dry 
The district serves 160 farming families in three

counties in the agriculture-rich Central Valley and a
residential community of 12,000 people. It has sued
the state over the board’s June warning to immedi-
ately stop taking water because the watershed was
running too dry to meet demand. The district esti-
mates its farmers will see a $65 million loss in crops
that include cherries, walnuts and grapes.

District general manager Rick Gilmore said he did
not know a penalty was coming and wasn’t aware of
the details. The water that the state believes was tak-
en might have been supplemental supplies pur-
chased by the district, he said. Andrew Tauriainen, a
prosecutor for the water board, said there was no
indication the district had been taking such supple-
mental water from other sources before the alleged
diversions began.

The board has sent out more than 9,000 notices
across the parched Central Valley warning of short
water supplies. Unexpected rainfall in Southern
California over the weekend hasn’t affected enforce-
ment. State inspectors have conducted about 1,200
investigations in the past year but only took action on
two. Officials say Byron-Bethany was targeted
because it was publicly defying the board and divert-
ing water.

State officials anticipate cracking down on more
districts and individuals this summer. “Our resources
are somewhat limited here, and we are taking our
cases as we can get them and as we can develop
them,” Tauriainen said. Byron-Bethany has 20 days to
request a hearing before the water board to contest
the fine, although it’s unclear how long it could take
to resolve the case. The maximum penalty the five-
member board could assess is $5 million, depending
on how the water was used.

Not retaliating 
The water board issued a cease-and-desist order

last week against the West Side Irrigation District to
immediately stop taking water. That district also had
filed a lawsuit challenging the board’s cuts, but the
state says it’s not retaliating against the agency.

Courts have not settled the question of whether
the board has authority to demand cuts from farmers,
cities and individuals with California’s oldest claims to
water. Until policy changes take effect next year, sen-
ior rights holders must only report water use every
three years and aren’t required to meter consump-
tion. They have strong incentives to fight any state-
ordered curtailments because they will likely see simi-
lar cuts in future dry years if they yield in this drought,
said Jeffrey Michael, an economist at the University of
the Pacific in Stockton.

Meanwhile, some users keep drawing water
despite warnings by the state board. The San
Francisco Public Utilities Commission intends to con-
tinue diverting water for city-operated Camp Mather
near Yosemite National Park unless it receives a cease-
and-desist order, spokesman Tyrone Jue said. Board
officials said they could not confirm if San Francisco
was under investigation over the matter. This story
has been corrected to show that Byron-Bethany
Irrigation District is in the eastern San Francisco Bay
Area, not Tracy. — AP 

California proposes historic 
$1.5m fine for taking water

Fine reflects severity of four-year drought

KOLWEZI: “I was already saying I’d go live
in the Congo when I was nine or 10,” says
Willem Boulanger, who after satisfying
that dream is embarking at age 83 on
another-founding a game reserve near
Kolwezi. Tall and tough, with a white
moustache but only the slightest stoop,
the crew-cut settler is full of tales of the
dramatic events that have taken place in
the Democratic Republic of Congo since
he made his home in southeast Katanga
province 56 years ago. Barely installed in
his adoptive homeland, Boulanger was
swept up in the unrest that followed
independence. He fought alongside
Katangese forces trying to secede from
the Congo in the 1960s, and in the 1990s
witnessed the ethnic troubles that shat-
tered Katanga, in the last years of Mobutu
Sese Seko’s long reign.

In Bermuda shorts and walking boots,
Boulanger spices his tales with humor,
recalling how as a boy in the Belgian city
of Mons he was captivated as Roman
Catholic missionaries recounted their
adventures in Africa’s exotic heart. His
African exploits began in 1959 when he
took a job with the Mining Union of
Upper Katanga (UMHK), a Belgian com-
pany exploiting the fabulous wealth of
the copper belt. By September, he and his
wife were setting up house in Kolwezi. He
learned Swahili fast. “You must take an
interest (in local people), how to live with
them, understand their customs, respect
their beliefs,” he says.

‘I was in heaven!’ 
He spent his weekends in the bush,

sitting by the fire “chatting about every-
thing under the sun” with friendly tribal
elders. “I was in heaven!” But when the
Congo won independence from Belgium
on June 30, 1960, riots erupted against

the nation’s former masters, in the capital
Kinshasa and elsewhere.

Boulanger was briefly evacuated to
Northern Rhodesia (today’s Zambia) but
was barely back in Katanga when provin-
cial leaders seceded from the newly born
nation. Their State of Katanga was sup-
ported by some Belgian politicians and
foreign firms keen to keep a hold over
the UMHK. Brussels never officially recog-
nized an independent Katanga, but pro-
vided assistance and sent troops. The
United Nations urged Belgium to with-
draw and sent its own peacekeepers to
help the Congolese army. A former para-
troop officer, young Boulanger was
tasked by the UMHK with “providing
security” by blowing up bridges and
fighting with Katanga’s army against the
UN troops.

Early in 1963, the rebel province’s
leader Moise Tshombe conceded defeat.
“The government soldiers came as con-
querors,” setting up roadblocks and fleec-
ing locals, Boulanger recalls. Determined
even then to relax at weekends, he
founded a water-sports centre near
Kolwezi that helped boost the local econ-
omy when wealthy Congolese poured in
to water-ski. By way of thanks, Boulanger
was made a “mwami”, acquiring the sta-
tus of honorary tribal chief. In May 1978,
Katangese Tiger rebels opposed to
Mobutu crossed from Angola to seize
Kolwezi at the cost of several hundred
civilian lives. “They wanted to take my
Peugeot 504, but I had disabled it,”
Boulanger says. “They took the
Gecamines car,” he adds, using the name
given to the UMHK once it was national-

ized in 1967. Within days, the French
Foreign Legion counter-attacked and
claimed the mining town back from the
rebels. Boulanger was evacuated to
Belgium but quickly returned-this time
without his wife, who wanted nothing
more to do with the Congo.

‘Blessed land’ 
“Congo has been a blessed land for

me,” says Boulanger, who in time had a
daughter with a Congolese wife and con-
siders himself “one of the last old
dinosaurs” to have stayed. Parked in front
of his home is his old Land Rover, which
sports a logo for the Manika wildlife
reserve, a pet project for Boulanger’s lat-
ter years. With a lease on 16,000 hectares
(39,500 acres) of savanna, the white
“mwami” plans to bring back a score of
mammals that once roamed the region,
including leopards, warthogs, giraffes,
zebras, gnus and cheetahs. A visitors’ cen-
tre was completed in 2010 not far from
Kolwezi airport, but much work remains.
Boulanger is fencing off a 4,000-hectare
part of the reserve with Guy Mukongi, a
young businessman who should succeed
him one day.

“We need 100,000 dollars” (91,700
Euros) to finish the enclosure so the ani-
mals can be brought in,” says Boulanger. A
small lodge to accommodate tourists had
been built beside an artificial pond, but
this guesthouse was recently razed in a
suspected arson attack.  Undaunted,
Boulanger plans to start over with fire-
proof materials. “We can do anything here,”
he says, imagining a terrace on stilts in the
middle of the little lake where visitors
might relax with a drink after a day in the
bush. Fired with enthusiasm, Boulanger
even envisages offering guests hot-air bal-
loon trips over the reserve. — AFP 

83-year-old Belgian strives to 
realize Congo wildlife dream

ZARNESTI, Romania: Circus bear Mura wound
up in the world’s biggest brown bear sanctuary
in the heart of Romania’s Carpathian Mountains
after refusing to perform any longer, following
five years of unbearable abuse. Caged, beaten
and starved by their owners, 80 bears rescued
from captivity have been taken in to be healed
of trauma at the “Libearty” sanctuary, but the
process can be slow.

Mura for instance instinctively begins to
dance at mealtimes. “She’s still afraid she won’t
be fed if she doesn’t dance,” Libearty guide
Paula Ciotlos told AFP. After doing tricks for the
Globus circus in Bucharest for five years, Mura
one day obstinately refused to keep perform-
ing and was finally handed over to the sanctu-
ary by her owner. Set up in 2005, the 69-
hectare (170 acre) complex was itself the result
of a storm of outrage caused by the plight of a
self-mutilating bear named Maia, who hurt her-
self in protest against the cruel conditions she
was kept in, and who eventually died of her
wounds. “The establishment of this sanctuary
was inspired by Maia,” said Cristina Lapis, presi-
dent of the “Millions of Friends” animal rights
support group. 

The first two bears at the sanctuary were
Lidia and Cristi, who for seven years shared a
small pen-measuring a mere five square meters
(yards) — by a restaurant whose clients
amused themselves by giving the animals beer.
Their paws still bear traces of cuts from the
glass bottles. All of the bears in the sanctuary
have a “sad but educational” story, said Ciotlos.

‘Ideal environment for bears’ 
By opening its doors to tourists, though for

no more than three hours every day, the sanc-
tuary hopes people will gain a new perspective
on animals in captivity. British tourist John
Hancock is one of the converted. He said he “no
longer wants” to see animals at the zoo after
seeing some of the effects of captivity first
hand. 

“This is the ideal environment for the bears,”

said Hancock. “They enjoy everything they
need here.” The land was donated by the city of
Zarnesti, and has ample forest and ponds for
the bears, who are fed once a day by staff. They
can never re-enter the wild because they’ve
lost many of their instincts and “would never be
able to survive alone in the forest, fight for a
female, or for food,” Ciotlos said. 

So far, two million Euros ($2.2 million) have
been invested in the sanctuary, which wel-
comed more than 20,000 tourists in 2014 —
about 60 percent of them foreigners.  Brown
bears are common in Romania, which has a
population of around 6,000.  In mountainous
areas, female bears and their cubs often wan-
der into villages to scavenge for food in trash
bins. 

A ‘nursery’ for orphan cubs 
In another path breaking project, cubs sep-

arated from their mothers due to accident or
human action are being lodged in a “nursery” in
the Hasmas Mountains, about 200 kilometers
north of Zarnesti. “A cub is very fragile and vul-
nerable until the age of two or three,” said the
project’s founder and animal lover Leonardo
Bereczky. He said they were protected but also
encouraged to fend for themselves, especially
to forage for food. “It is very important that the
cubs grow up far from human beings” before
resuming a life in the wild, he said, adding that
so far about 100 cubs had been successfully
released. Bereczky said the main threats for the
bears was the growing infiltration of man into
their habitat, and deforestation.

Ciotlos said some people also wanted to
turn them into pets. She said that between
1990 and 2000 a lot of restaurants in the
Carpathian region displayed caged bears to
attract tourists, but those establishments are
becoming rarer because Romania has passed
more restrictive laws in hopes of curbing
abuse. “Now there are no more than a dozen
bears waiting to be rescued in Romania,”
Ciotlos said.— AFP 

Circus bears offered shelter 
from suffering in Romania

Korea tourism fighting to recover from MERS 

KOLWEZI: Willem Boulanger, a Belgian living in Democratic Republic of
Congo, feeds a gazelle in his small zoo in the backyard of his house. —  AFP 

Success seen in HIV
prevention drugs 

ROMANIA: Bears are pictured at ‘Liberty’ bear rehabilitation center in Zarnesti city. —AFP 


