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PORTLAND: People with disabilities shouldn’t
be turned down for homeowners insurance just
because they have pit bulls for service dogs, a
federal court lawsuit filed in Oregon says.
Undercover testers who told an insurance com-
pany they had disabilities and used pit bulls for
“assistance animals” couldn’t get a price quote,
even for animals a doctor had approved or that
had no history of aggression, the lawsuit says.
The lawsuit knits two strands in the stories of
Americans and their animals: the long-running
scrap over pit bulls and tensions over the evolv-
ing, expanding role of service animals.

Training dogs
Pit pulls, and some other breeds, have a rep-

utation for aggressive behavior and sometimes
are prohibited or restricted - one website lists
700 cities that do. In response, some states have
pre-empted local authority to pass “breed-spe-
cific legislation.” The American Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals lists 18 states.
Even the Obama White House has weighed in,
issuing a 2013 statement saying research shows
breed-specific bans are “largely ineffective and
often a waste of public resources.”

In recent years, there has been interest in
using dogs from the breeds under the umbrella
label “pit bull” for service to disabled people,
including training dogs from rescue shelters.
Generally, insurance companies are free in most
states not to insure houses with pit bulls. Some
don’t, some will, and some charge more. Pit bull
advocates have posted lists of companies
friendly to the dogs.

Insurers are wary because damage awards
for dog attacks “can get very expensive in a hur-
ry,” said Michael Barry, a spokesman for the
industry’s Insurance Information Institute. The
lawsuit in federal court in Portland says that
when it comes to making accommodations for
people with disabilities, the federal Fair Housing
Act prohibits providers of housing or housing
services such as insurance companies from
turning down a request for homeowners insur-
ance based on the breed of a service animal.

Unsuccessful calls
Instead, they have to show that the conduct

of the specific animal is a threat to humans or
property. A homeowner can be turned down
“because Spot is a bad dog,” lawyer Dennis
Steinman said. “But it has to be based on the
particular dog.” The lawsuit says testers from the
Fair Housing Council of Oregon made four
unsuccessful calls last year to the insurance
company Travelers and to a Portland agency,
Lloyd Purdy & Co.

The agenc y referred quest ions  to
Travelers, whose representatives had no
comment. The businesses have not made a
response in court to the lawsuit, which was
filed last month. A trial has not been sched-
uled. Steinman said the tester investigation
began after  the counci l  received com-
plaints. Some, he said, arose at training ses-
sions the council conducted with landlords,
who said they had sought to make accom-

modations but were thwarted by insurance
restrictions.

Citing attorney-client privilege, Steinman
said he couldn’t say whether other compa-
nies were tested or what other action might
follow. Although service animals usually are
dogs, the Fair Housing Act doesn’t preclude
other animals, according to a 2013 explana-
tion from the US Department of Housing
and Urban Development that Steinman cit-
ed.

A notable case
That’s in contrast to the 1990 Americans with

Disabilities Act, which covers government build-
ings and public accommodations such as stores
and restaurants. For years after the ADA passed,
there were news accounts of exotic animals such
as rats or kangaroos that their owners considered
service, comfort or emotional support animals. A
notable case from Washington state involved a
man who wore a boa constrictor about his neck,

saying it alerted him to oncoming grand mal
seizures. In 2011, the US Justice Department
sharply restricted the use of service animals
under the ADA: dogs only, and only those trained
for specific tasks, such as pushing a wheelchair or
alerting a person to the presence of allergens. In
some cases, miniature horses could also be serv-
ice animals, the Justice Department said. A third
law, the Air Carrier Access Act, spells out rules for
the animals that passengers bring aboard air-
planes. —AP

Suit asks insurance for disabled 
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NEW YORK: Zen, the pit bull assistance dog of former US Marine Joe Bonfiglio, with
Bonfiglio on the campus of Mercy College. —AP

GABON: People visiting the Societe Nationale des Bois du Gabon (National
Wood Company of Gabon) (SNBG) in Owendo, port of Libreville. —AFP

BITAM: “Nobody should sell this wood. It pro-
tects the forest. But those who sell it will be
hunted by the spirits of the forest,” warns
Daniel Messa-Abaga, a guardian of Gabon’s
Kevazingo trees.  The elderly man, born
around 1930, sits on his porch at
Bendoussang in the north of the densely
forested equatorial country, troubled when
fellow villagers sell the hardwood-sometimes
from trees five centuries old-to sawmills and
collectors.  Better known in the West as
Bubinga, Kevazingo is much sought after in
Gabon and Cameroon, but unlike the equally
prized and abundant Okoume, it is rare and
trees take many years to mature. They can
grow more than 40 meters (130 feet) tall, with
a trunk diameter the size of a man.  

Timber from Kevazingo trees is highly val-
ued in Asia. The Japanese and Chinese use it
to make chic tables and chairs, as well as
wooden bells, panels and specialty guitars,
which count among export products. The
wood is hard, heavy and dense. It ranges in
colour from a pinkish red through ruddy
brown with streaks of black or purple. One
connoisseur said that “Keva” is especially
appreciated for the lovely designs in the
grain. Compared with other tropical hard-
woods, Kevazingo comes at an astronomical
price. Cut into a single piece with sufficient
girth, a single cubic metre  (35 cubic feet) can
fetch between one and two million CFA
francs (1,500-3,000 euros, $1,700-3,400) in the
capital Libreville, a source close to the trade
says. But on average, a cubic metre sells for
300 to 600 euros.

“The leading buyers here in Bitam are
Chinese. ‘Keva’ sells according to its diameter.
The price can reach 200,000 CFA francs (300
euros) here if the diameter is large,” says
Jimmy Amnvene Nkounou, owner of a com-
pany in the town named “Respect du bois”
(Respect For Wood).  The business is totally
above board, Nkounou adds. “I acquire
Kevazingo with my permit and I do so in legal
fashion in the areas where I’m authorised to
operate.” He points out, however, that there
can be “disputes between villages.
Sometimes there are people who don’t want
any logging.”

‘Substantial trafficking’
Some trees are more than 500 years old,

according to Nkounou. To chop down the
biggest ones, the area around each tree must
first be deforested, then a ramp is dug into
the soil to hold the trunk when it falls. The
extremely heavy wood can then be loaded
on to a lorry. High demand for Kevazingo
wood has caused the rate of illegal logging to
rocket upwards, according to the non-gov-
ernmental organization Conservation,

Justice, Environment, which fears the conse-
quences. “We have seen that there is substan-
tial trafficking,” says the NGO’s legal advisor
Wilde Rosny Ngalekassaga.  Gabon banned
exports of untreated lumber in 2010. Every
tree chopped down should be locally
processed at least once before being shipped
abroad. When it comes to Kevazingo, these
provisions are not always respected, accord-
ing to an expert who asked not to be named.

“Today, villagers canvas for the sawmills
and the chain is quite organized. At the rate
we’re going, there’s a major risk that
Kevazingo will disappear in the next eight to
10 years,” Ngalekassaga says. “It really is a wild
hunt. Tracks, roads are specially opened to
bring down Kevazingo,” he adds, pointing out
that “pretty rich pickings get away from the 

Gabonese state”. Ngalekassaga acknowl-
edges that Kevazingo does not feature on the
official list of five threatened hardwood
species. “Cutting down the Kevazingo tree is
not banned, but loggers must declare when
they do so. They must respect the permitted
diameter. This is not always the case,” he
explains.

‘They thank the tree’ 
The ministry of water and forests says

that its personnel are doing all they can to
stop smuggling. “In every country in the
world where forests are exploited, there is
illegal logging,” says Landry Nkeyi, provincial
director of the town of Oyem, an administra-
tive hub. “When it comes to Kevazingo, yes,
illegal logging takes place, but our adminis-
tration moves heaven and earth to decrease
the amount of chopping down in our
forests. We deploy each day to cut back the
exploitation, which grows ever bigger,” he
adds.

“The more we think (how to catch them),
the more the thieves think to get around
the problem. We cooperate with NGOs and
locally elected officials who help us to track
down the illegal loggers,” Nkeyi says.
“Billions of CFA francs,” or millions of euros,
change hands every year in the illegal log-
ging business, according to an anonymous
source familiar with the trade. Near Oyem, a
forest warden, inclines himself respectfully
before a Kevazingo tree. The remains of a
ritual ceremony lie between its roots, with
two poles placed across the trunk. “People
come to take bark. Some pieces have thera-
peutic virtues,” he says. “Then they thank
the tree with ceremonies like this.” For elder-
ly Messa-Abaga, “the generation to come
after us will have difficulty understanding
that this wood is important, because it
might have disappeared by then. We need
to preserve it.” —AFP
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HONOLULU: Hawaii’s governor
has signed a bill to make his state
the first to raise the legal smoking
age to 21. The measure aims to
prevent adolescents from smok-
ing, buying or possessing both tra-
ditional and electronic cigarettes.
Gov David Ige signed it into law
Friday. Dozens of local govern-
ments have similar bans, including
Hawaii County and New York City.

“Raising the minimum age as
part of our comprehensive tobac-
co control efforts will help reduce
tobacco use among our youth and
increase the likelihood that our
keiki will grow up tobacco-free,”

said Ige, using the Hawaiian word
for children. In Hawaii, 86 percent
of adult smokers began smoking
before age 21, according to the
governor’s office.

“I think it ’s going to have a
tremendous impact,” said Jessica
Yamauchi, executive director of
the Coalition for a Tobacco-Free
Hawaii.  “By really limiting the
access it will really help to curb the
prevalence.”

But opponents say it’s unfair
that a veteran returning from mili-
tary service who risked his or her
life serving the country could be
prevented from lighting up. “I can’t

stand cigarette smoking. It’s dis-
gusting,” said Democratic Rep.
Angus McKelvey, who voted
against the bill. “But to tell some-
body you can go and fight for your
country and get killed but you
can’t have a cigarette, that’s the
thing. You can enter a contract.
You’re an emancipated adult in
the eyes of the Constitution but
you can’t have a cigarette any-
more.”

Those caught breaking the rules
would be fined $10 for the first
offense, and later violations would
lead to a $50 fine or mandatory
community service. The bill goes

into effect on the first day of 2016.
Until then, the state Department of
Health will reach out to retailers
and post signs to educate the pub-
lic about the law. According to the
state Department of Heath, 5,600
kids in Hawaii try smoking every
year. Meanwhile, 1,400 people die
from tobacco use or exposure in
Hawaii every year, according to the
Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids.
Ige signed another anti-smoking
measure Friday to make Hawaii’s
state parks and beaches smoke-
free. “This allows us to put one
more impediment to people smok-
ing too much,” Ige said. —AP
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