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NIAMEY: A worker fills a bottle with Butane gas at a gas factory in Niamey. — AFP photos NIAMEY: A truck loaded with wood seen near a pile of cut wood in downtown Niamey.

NIAMEY: Threatened by the advance of a
desert that already covers two-thirds of Niger,
the poor Sahel nation hopes to halt rapid
deforestation by promoting natural gas. Giant
billboards, media ads starring local celebrities
and door-to-door campaigns extol the virtues
of gas and alert people to the ecological dan-
gers of unchecked deforestation. What is
more, the government is offering financial
incentives to persuade people to drop age-old
energy habits.

The ecological stakes are huge. The wood-
ed regions of southern Niger have lost a third
of their area in the past 25 years, and now cov-
er only one percent of the country, according
to the UN Environment Program. More than 90
percent of households use wood exclusively
for lighting and cooking year round, and for

heating during the short but dry Nigerien win-
ter, the country’s environmental services say.
Currently, some 200,000 tons of wood are
burned for energy purposes annually in Niger,
“the equivalent of 100,000 hectares (250,000
acres) of destroyed forests”, notes forest ranger
Ibro Adamou.

That is more than four times the area of
Niger ’s capital Niamey. As a result of the
uncontrolled felling of trees, desert sands have
engulfed once arable land in the arid country
whose northern region lies beneath Sahara
desert sands. “Before we used to cut down
trees five kilometers outside Niamey,” says
wood vendor Mama Maigari. “Now you have
to go 200 kilometers, into neighboring
Burkina Faso.” Government incentives for peo-
ple to switch to gas, begun in 2012, include

subsidies that reduce the cost of a gas heater
by 35 percent and that of a six-kilo bottle of
butane by half.

More price cuts will be introduced soon,
sources involved in the drive say. Businesses in
the sector have meanwhile negotiated flexible
loan conditions with banks to help people buy
gas cookers, says Mahamoud Ali, director of
private gas distribution company Gani Gaz.
Without the incentives, most poor households
have previously been unable to convert to gas,
an abundant resource in Niger, which has pro-
duced 44,000 tons each year since 2011. “If
Nigeriens would consume all the gas the
country produces, it would easily offset envi-
ronmental damage from (continued) timber
cutting,” says a UN expert requesting anonymi-
ty. ‘Slowly swallowing fertile land’

Failure to convert to gas would have both
dire and unsustainable consequences, experts
agree. “We live at the desert’s doorstep, yet we
continue cutting down the little remaining
timber,” said Moustapha Kadi, who heads a
non-governmental organization that pro-
motes better access to energy resources. As
trees and entire forests disappear, l ittle
remains to prevent the desert from “slowly
swallowing fertile land... (when) the popula-
tion is getting bigger and bigger and needs it
for farming”, the UN expert warns. At an aver-
age of 7.6 children per woman, Niger has the
highest birthrate in the world, and its popula-
tion is forecast to triple to 56 million by 2050.
The population pressure makes arable land
even more precious to a country where food
shortages are as regular as droughts and other

adverse effects of global warming.
Exacerbating food insecurity is the fact that

80 percent of the population live off farms
using primitive farming methods. Faced with
“the alarming rate of productive land loss, the
battle against desertification has become
urgent”, said Environment Minister Adamou
Cheffou. The campaign to swap wood for gas
has borne fruit, with butane consumption
surging by a factor of more than five in three
years to 17,000 tons in 2015, according to gov-
ernment statistics. As a result, some 40,000
hectares of woodland are being spared each
year, according to forest ranger Amadou.
Nevertheless, Kadi says “a real change in men-
tality” is needed before habits can change for
good-especially when “some ministers still
cook with wood”.— AFP 

As desert encroaches, Niger turns to natural gas

Government urges people to drop age-old energy habits

PHILADELPHIA: Dr Scott Levin examines 8-year-old Zion Harvey of Baltimore, Maryland
who became the world’s youngest recipient of a transplant of both hands. —  AFP  

NEW YORK: An eight-year-old American
has become the world’s youngest recipi-
ent of a transplant of both hands,
Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia
announced Tuesday. Surgeons operated
for 10 hours to carry out the incredibly
complicated surgery on Baltimore native
Zion Harvey. He previously had both his
hands and feet amputated and had a
kidney transplant following a major
infection. The smiling, precocious young-
ster had learned to eat, write and even
play video games without hands.

Now he says he is looking forward to
being able to throw a football with his
own hands. It took a team of 40 doctors,
nurses and other staff from plastic and
reconstructive surgery, orthopedic sur-
gery, anesthesiology and radiology, to
pull off the pioneering surgery. Surgeons
first painstakingly attached bone, then
veins. Once the blood was circulating,

surgeons connected tendons, muscles
and nerves. “Zion’s kidney transplant fol-
lowing his infection made him a candi-
date for transplant because he was
already taking anti-rejection medication,”
said Benjamin Chang, co-director of
CHOP’s Hand Transplantation Program.

Harvey is receiving daily anti-rejection
medications. Doctors said he should be
able to return home to Baltimore in a few
weeks.”This surgery was the result of years
of training, followed by months of plan-
ning and preparation by a remarkable
team,” said L Scott Levin.  “The success of
Penn’s first bilateral hand transplant on an
adult, performed in 2011, gave us a foun-
dation to adapt the intricate techniques
and coordinated plans required to per-
form this type of complex procedure on a
child.” The first bilateral hand and forearm
transplant surgery was done in January
2000 in Lyon, France. — AFP 
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PHILADELPHIA: Surgeons operate on 8-year-old Zion Harvey of Baltimore,
Maryland. — AFP 

NEW YORK: When Matt and Jen Osmun opened
their vape shop in Bethel, Connecticut, last
December, they didn’t expect to get a boost
from the local medical marijuana outlet. “Sales
are going really well, and getting better every
month,” said Jen Osmun, who started the busi-
ness with her husband, a former plumber, after
he was injured in an accident. Most customers at
Grassy Plain Vape & Smoke buy electronic ciga-
rettes to help them quit smoking tobacco, but a
growing number are referred by medical mari-
juana commissaries in the neighborhood - the
nearest is about five miles away.

The Osmuns’ experience is becoming more
common as the number of US vape shops soars
and shop owners seek to capitalize not only on
the vaping trend, but on the more widespread,
and legal, use of medical marijuana. Since 2008,
the number of US vape shops has grown to
about 8,500, and the sale of electronic cigarettes
and supplies climbed to $3.5 billion, according
to Wells Fargo Securities analyst Bonnie Herzog.
She expects US use of e-cigarettes and vaporiz-
ers to overtake combustible cigarettes in 10
years.

Marijuana represents an additional lucrative
market.  IBISWorld, a market research firm, proj-
ects sales of cannabis for medical use to increase
to $13.4 billion in 2020 from $3.6 billion in 2015,
largely due to demand from an aging popula-
tion with conditions such as arthritis, Alzheimer’s
disease and glaucoma. GreenWave Advisors, an
industry research firm, estimates marijuana sales
could reach $35 billion in 2020 if all 50 states
legalize marijuana for both medical and recre-
ational uses.

Medical marijuana use is permitted in 23
states and the District of Columbia for a number
of conditions, including cancer, multiple sclero-
sis, severe pain and HIV/AIDS, according to the
Marijuana Policy Project. Another 15 states allow
patients - often with severe seizure disorders - to
use a few strains of cannabis for treatment.
Recreational use is legal in Colorado,
Washington, Oregon and Alaska. At many vape
shops, the new customers are typically older
nonsmokers suffering from serious illness,
according to vape shop owners, customers and
industry experts. Patients and medical marijuana

groups say they prefer the vaping device for
marijuana rather than smoking because they
believe there are lower risks. Some states, includ-
ing New York and Minnesota, prohibit patients
from smoking the cannabis. In a vape device, the
cannabis leaves or concentrate are heated to a
temperature that’s lower than required for com-
bustion. Vaping devices, which can be as small
as a ball point pen, also provide medical mari-
juana users with more privacy, since the vapor
released by the heating device is nearly odorless.
“Vaporized cannabis is a really significant trend
in both medical and adult use,” said Christie
Lunsford, a Colorado-based consultant who
focuses on issues involving cannabis. “It’s consis-
tent, it’s almost instantaneous, and it’s appropri-
ate for a wide variety of consumers.”

Not a smoking crowd
Tulsa, Oklahoma-based Palm Beach Vapors

has opened 14 shops and is in the process of
starting another eight, said Chip Paul, CEO and
co-owner. He told Reuters that 90 percent of the
franchisees eventually hope to capitalize on
marijuana-related sales. Individual stores pay a
$25,000 franchise fee and $50,000 for initial
stocking, while Palm Beach Vapors helps train
workers and set up the store. Franchisees are on
average grossing about $20,000 a month, Paul
said. “We think the cannabis market will mimic
and mirror the tobacco market,” he said. “We
think they will see this (vapor) as a safer alterna-
tive.” Patients need a doctor’s approval to get the
marijuana, which is typically available from state
approved dispensaries, private growers, and - in
some instances - their own plants if they can’t
afford the cannabis, which is not covered by
most insurance plans. At the same time, vaping
devices have gone mainstream as the industry
pushes them as an alternative to tobacco.
Marijuana dispensaries in some states also sell
the electronic devices. But vape shops, with their
larger selection of devices, have seen an uptick
in sales especially from consumers who don’t
want to shop at tobacco stores or head shops,
which cater more to recreational use.

“We try to steer our patients to someone who
will explain to them the different models and
find them the one that is right for them,” said

JoAnne Leppanen, executive director of the
Rhode Island Patient Advocacy Coalition. “You
don’t necessarily want to go into a place geared
for people who want a tie-dyed T-shirt.” The
process can be daunting for someone who is
seriously ill and struggles to even hold a device
because of tremors, arthritis or other medical
conditions. Leppanen said medical marijuana
patients “do not want to be associated with
recreational use.” They also want their privacy.
Some patients don’t even “want their cars to be
seen in a dispensary parking lot,” she said.

Early investment
Most investments in the future of legal mari-

juana have focused on growing, branding and
technology firms, especially those already pro-
ducing medical marijuana. A subsidiary of Scotts
Miracle-Gro Co, for example, purchased General
Hydroponics Inc, which is popular with indoor
marijuana growers. A small number of private
equity and hedge funds have invested in com-
panies that produce and market the cannabis.
Billionaire Peter Thiel’s Founders Fund, for exam-
ple, has invested in Privateer Holdings, which
has raised $82 million.  Privateer’s portfolio
includes companies like Tilray - a medical
cannabis company in Canada - which has
applied for a license in New York. Privateer has
also invested in Leafly, a tech company that
helps consumers find cannabis information, doc-
tors and stores.

By contrast, vape shops are still primarily
mom-and-pop operations. VaporFi, one of the
largest franchises, has grown in two years to 52
stores. Kevin Cintorino opened Elevated to sell
vaping equipment and snacks in Providence,
Rhode Island, where medical marijuana users
can gather to vape. He came up with the busi-
ness plan during a college class. “Why not open
a place where we could get the entire patient
community together?” he said. John Avey and
his father, Dillard, opened in May a Palm Beach
Vapors franchise in rural Council Bluffs, Iowa, to
supplement income from their seasonal cement
business. Sales have been so good that they’re
already planning more stores. “It’s like the cherry
on top,” said John Avey, 25, about the equipment
sales for cannabis. —  Reuters
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DAR ES SALAAM: When Halima Rahim became
a mother for the first time, friends and acquain-
tances in Tanzania’s commercial capital, Dar Es
Salaam, were quick to offer advice and help. Had
Rahim listened to them, she would have raised
her baby on porridge rather than breast milk,
not realizing the risk to her daughter’s health.

According to the World Health Organisation
(WHO), infants who are partly breastfed or not
breastfed at all may face a higher risk of death
from diarrhoea and other infections. The global
health body recommends exclusive breastfeed-
ing for the first six months of an infant’s life.
Breast milk not only protects newborn babies
from infection, it also lowers mortality among
malnourished children. Luckily, Rahim knew
better than her well-meaning friends, having
signed up to receive text messages on staying
healthy during pregnancy and after giving birth
as part of a government campaign to improve
maternal and newborn health in the east African
country. “Some people were telling me breast
milk is not enough for the baby, they even
advised me to give my baby porridge so that
she doesn’t feel hungry. They were wrong,”
Rahim, 28, told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation in Mbagala, a sprawling suburb

known for its dilapidated drainage systems and
clogged roads. Since the campaign, Wazazi
Nipendeni, “Parents Love Me” in Swahili, was
introduced three years ago, some 125,000 preg-
nant women have registered for the free text
messages. More than 5 million text messages
have been sent to subscribers, who get health
information and reminders for doctor’s appoint-
ments direct to their mobile phones - many of
them in distant parts of Tanzania.

Harnessing technology
Mobile phone technology in Tanzania, as in

other parts of Africa, has proved a powerful tool
in reaching the most remote populations. With
25 million subscribers, the country has the high-
est rate of text messages sent per month in east
Africa, according to the Tanzania Communi-
cations Regulatory Authority, a government
agency overseeing the communications sector.
Tanzania has made some progress in preventing
deaths from complications related to childbirth,
but has failed to meet a Millennium
Development Goal of reducing maternal deaths
to 193 per 100,000 live births from 454 per
100,000 by the end of 2015.

The government has blamed the failure on a

shortage of skilled health workers and well-
equipped clinics, the impact of HIV/AIDS, a lack
of funding and poor awareness of reproductive
health issues among women. Adelika Kessy
almost died giving birth three years ago after
developing anaemia weeks a few earlier. A lack
of awareness meant she did not have routine
check-ups. “I was feeling tired and weak. It hap-
pened so suddenly and I didn’t know what do,”
Kessy told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. “I
was too weak to give birth naturally, even after
undergoing several blood transfusions. In the
end, the doctors decided to carry out a
Caesarean section.”

The 36-year-old housewife is now expect-
ing her third chi ld,  and rel ies on SMS
reminders about her clinic appointments.
Pamela Kweka, an official from the Tanzania
Communication and Development Center,
which is also involved in the campaign, said
Wazazi Nipendeni initially targeted pregnant
women but has expanded to include men,
midwives and nurses. “We have realized that
engaging women alone is not enough.  We
need to involve all members of the society to
make the campaign more effective,” she told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation. — Reuters
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