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NEW YORK: For decades, breast cancer has
been less common in black women than
white women, yet killed black women at a
higher rate. One of those gaps has finally
closed. Unfortunately for black women, it’s
the first one. A new report suggests black and
white women are now being diagnosed with
breast cancer at the same rate, because diag-
noses have grown more common in black
women while the white rate has leveled off.

Meanwhile, the death gap actually
widened. “It’s a terrible situation” for black
women, said the lead author of the new
report, Carol DeSantis of the American Cancer

Society. The article was published electroni-
cally Thursday in CA: A Cancer Journal for
Clinicians. The findings are based in part on
historical data from cancer case registries in
nine parts of the country. Together, the areas
represent about 9 percent of US population.

In 2012, the black and white rates con-
verged at around 135 cases per 100,000
women, the researchers found. A decade ear-
lier, the white rate was 132 and the black rate
down at 124. Experts think white women
have had higher rates for several reasons. One
is more white women waited longer in life
until they have children, and science suggests

earlier childbirth is associated with a lower
risk of developing breast cancer later on.

Stepped-up screening
But while the white rate leveled off, the black

rate continued to creep up. Researchers don’t
exactly know why. Stepped-up screening in
some parts of the country may be a factor. But
the researchers say the leading theory has to do
with obesity. In older women, being obese is
tied to a higher risk of developing breast cancer.
And obesity rates are higher in black women
and have been rising more dramatically.

The researchers looked at other data and

saw seven states where black women had
higher rates of newly diagnosed breast cancer
than white women. Nearly all were in the
South, where obesity rates are particularly high.
“I think (the obesity theory) makes sense,” said
Michelle Martin, a breast cancer researcher at
the University of Alabama at Birmingham. She
was not involved in the study.

As for breast cancer deaths rates, the good
news is they’ve been falling for both black
and white women, most likely due to earlier
diagnosis and better treatment. But the white
death rate has long been lower, and it’s been
falling for a longer time and at a steeper rate.

Over a decade, the white breast cancer
death rate fell from about 25 to 21 per
100,000. The black death rate dropped from
about 34 to 29 per 100,000. In other words,
there was a 38 percent difference between
white and black death rate in 2003, and a 42
percent difference in 2012. Again, researchers
aren’t exactly sure why, though they note that
higher proportions of black women are diag-
nosed with late-stage breast cancer and with
a particularly aggressive form of the disease.
Also, in the South at least, black women tend
to have more additional health problems at
the time they’re diagnosed, Martin said. —AP

Study: Racial gap in breast cancer diagnoses closed

ARLINGTON:  This photo taken Oct 5, 2014, apples are displayed at a farmers
market. —AP

DUQUE DE CAXIAS: The sign-”risk
of drowning”-outside one of Rio
de Janeiro’s freshwater reservoirs
looks like a joke: there’s no water
here left to drown in. Instead, the
Saracuruna reservoir near Duque
de Caxias, outside Rio, is an
expanse of sand, mud and vegeta-
tion. Four stray dogs scamper and

cattle come to drink from a stream
still running through the middle.
“It’s been a long time since there
was any water here,” said a security
guard walking up the dry bed to
order AFP journalists away on
Friday.

The scene at Saracuruna is
repeated across much of eastern
Brazil between Rio and the megac-
ity of Sao Paulo, with reservoirs
and rivers running dry and author-
ities scrambling to avoid having to
impose rationing. Rio de Janeiro
state’s environmental department
blames “the worst drought in 85
years” for the crisis, while inde-

pendent activists say decades of
bad policy is equally culpable.

Although the southern tropical
rainy season is just beginning, sci-
entists fear that the El Nino weath-
er phenomenon active this year
may disrupt that hoped for relief
from the sky, leaving tens of mil-
lions of people at risk. Daily water

access, potential disruption of the
2016 Rio Olympics, crop irrigation,
and the running of Brazil’s hydro-
electric industry, which provides
for 75 percent of the country’s
power, are all at stake. And with
dire water shortages also breaking
out as far afield as California and
China, the crisis could also be a
harbinger of wider trouble to
come.

‘We used to fish’ 
In Xerem, a neighborhood of

Duque de Caxias, about 31 miles
from Rio, locals talk in disbelief
about what remains of the river

that until about three years ago
rushed through to the Saracuruna
reservoir, which was built princi-
pally to serve a Petrobras oil refin-
ery.

“We used to fish there, take
swims,” said Renato Tomaz, 42.
“There was a lot of water.” Only a
shallow, almost motionless stream

between two-meter deep banks
thick with plants remains. “It’s not a
river anymore. It’s a forest,” Tomaz
said. Scale that havoc up on a
national level and you get the pic-
ture of what’s happening along
the huge system of reservoirs
stretching through Sao Paulo and
Rio states. 

The Paraibuna reservoir, biggest
in the chain serving Rio de Janeiro,
is heading inexorably to dead pool
status, meaning the remaining
water is not usable. In all, the four
main reservoirs of the Paraiba do
Sul network dipped this month to
less than six percent of active vol-

ume. The Cantareira system feed-
ing Sao Paulo is in only slightly
better shape, with 16 percent of
active water left. A graphic on the
water authority’s website shows
the dial hovering above the red
danger zone. And the southeast is
not the only area suffering. The
biggest reservoir of the northeast,
Sobradinho, is reported to have
fallen to less than six percent
active capacity.

Crisis? No, it’s worse 
The idea of drought in Brazil

might sound ridiculous. Latin
America’s biggest country is one of
the world’s great sources for fresh
water, accounting for about 12
percent of supplies. However,
much of that water is locked into
the mighty Amazon river in the
north, of little use to greater Sao
Paulo’s 20 million and Rio de
Janeiro’s approximately 10 million
people.

And even without the current
drought, environmental experts
say, government mismanagement
has been enough to bring Brazil to
the brink of disaster. “It’s much
more serious than a crisis. A crisis is
something that ends eventually,
but this is structural,” said Rio-
based environmentalist Sergio
Ricardo.  “You have a prolonged
lack of rainfall but also prolonged
bad management that has left Rio
completely vulnerable.”

Those mistakes range from inef-
ficient exploitation of water sup-
plies to relentless pollution of the
precious resource.  For example in
greater Rio, 80 percent of sewage
is dumped untreated, much of that
into rivers, Ricardo said. Mario
Moscatelli, another prominent
expert on water issues, said blam-
ing the drought alone misses the
huge man-made damage.

“Beyond problems linked to
global climate change and region-
al effects like El Nino, the domestic
causes for the degradation of our
bodies of water continue,” he said.
“Given the signs from nature, it’s
going to get much worse-and the
government response is always
timid and always reactive rather
than preventative.”  —AFP

Brazil, land of ample 
water going thirsty

No water here left to drown in

AMAZONAS: A stranded floating house is seen on the bed of the Aleixo Lake, in the rural area of
Manaus. —AFP

WASHINGTON: A common pesticide
used on citrus fruits, almonds and other
crops would be banned under a pro-
posal announced Friday by the
Environmental Protection Agency. The
proposal would prohibit use of chlor-
pyrifos, a widely used insecticide that is
sprayed on a variety of crops including
oranges, apples, cherries, grapes, broc-
coli and asparagus.

The pesticide, in use since 1965, has
sickened dozens of farmworkers in
recent years.  Traces have been found in
waterways, threatening fish, and regu-
lators say overuse could make targeted
insects immune to the pesticide. US
farms use more than 6 million pounds
of the chemical each year - about 25
percent of it in California.

The EPA said it will take public com-
ments on the proposal for at least two
months, with a final rule expected in
December 2016. 

The rule would not take effect until
2017 at the earliest. The EPA said in a
written statement that its current analy-
sis does not suggest risks from expo-
sure to chlorpyrifos in food. But when
those exposures are combined with
estimated exposure from drinking
water in certain watersheds, “EPA can-
not conclude that the risk from aggre-
gate exposure meets the Federal Food,
Drug and Cosmetic Act safety standard,”
the statement said.

‘No-spray’ 
The EPA banned home use of chlor-

pyrifos in 2000 and placed “no-spray”
buffer zones around sensitive sites,
such as schools, in 2012. But environ-

mental and public health groups say
those proposals don’t go far enough.
The Natural Resources Defense Council
and other groups filed a federal lawsuit
seeking a national ban on chlorpyrifos.
The advocacy groups say the pesticide
interferes with brain development of
fetuses, infants and children.

California’s agricultural industry has
pushed back against state restrictions,
arguing that misuse of the pesticide by
some groups should not lead to wide-
spread limits. Joel Nelson, president of
the California Citrus Mutual, a trade
association that represents citrus pro-
ducers, said regulators in his state want
to apply a “broad-brush approach” that
he called unfair. Alternative pesticides
exist, but Nelson said they’re not as
effective and are more expensive.

Veena Singla, a scientist with NRDC’s
health and environment program, said
farm workers and rural communities
“continue to be in harm’s way” from the
mill ions of pounds of chlorpyrifos
applied to agricultural fields in
California and other states.

The EPA’s announcement “is a huge
step in the right direction, but we think
there’s enough evidence to ban all its
uses now,” Singla said.

CropLife America, a trade group that
represents pesticide producers, called
the proposed ban a “drastic and unnec-
essary step that is caused by wasteful,
agenda-driven litigation” filed by envi-
ronmental groups. “We are confident
that due legal and scientific process will
make this proposed action unneces-
sary,” said Jay Vroom, the group’s presi-
dent. —AP

EPA might ban common 
pesticide used on food

CHICAGO: Standing at the meat counter at a
Mariano’s grocery store in Chicago, a half-
dozen customers bantered with the butchers
about the recent World Health Organization
report linking processed meat to colorectal
cancer. “Give me two pounds of bacon,” said
Roland Marks, 47, a software engineer, rolling
his eyes. “I’ll take my chances.”

It is too early for consumer or retail market
data to show what any longer term impacts of
the report will be in the United States, or
whether shoppers will shun the traditional
Christmas ham this year, say industry analysts.
So far, public reaction on social media has
been a clear vote in favor of all things sausage
and bacon, as hashtags #FreeBacon and
#JeSuisBacon joined the top-trending topics
worldwide on Twitter.

The WHO took to Twitter, too, and also
issued a statement to emphasize that its
International Agency for Research on Cancer
(IARC) review “does not ask people to stop eat-
ing processed meats,” but just indicates that
cutting consumption can reduce the risk of
colorectal cancer.

Monday’s WHO report is just the latest blow
to the US meat industry, which has seen a
years-long downward trend of general red
meat consumption in the country, despite the
booming popularity of high-protein trends
like the Paleo diet.

Stirring controversies 
Controversies over antibiotic use on farm

animals to fights over chicken cage sizes, have
also heightened public debate over how the
modern food system produces meat. Demand
for organic products is growing and chicken
sales are rising, in part due to lower retail
prices and public health warnings over high-
fat foods. Whether the WHO report will
prompt the meat industry - in particular,

bacon, sausage and other processed meat
makers - to shift their businesses going for-
ward remains unclear.

But there were some signs this week that
the WHO report has rattled livestock markets.
Lean hog futures prices on the Chicago
Mercantile Exchange fell almost 7 percent this
week in the heavily traded December contract.
Prices for pork bellies - the cut of a pig used to

make bacon - took a more dramatic tumble, to
their lowest level since July on Friday, at
$130.31 per cwt, or hundredweight, and a far
cry from this summer’s peak price of $175.55
per cwt, seen on Aug. 12.

Livestock analysts said part of the price drop
was seasonal following the end of the summer
bacon-lettuce-tomato sandwich demand.

Prices, too, are falling amid a glut of pork bel-
lies, partly the result of the industry aggressive-
ly rebuilding its hog herds after a deadly swine
virus killed approximately 10 percent of the US
pig population between 2013 and 2014, say
livestock analysts. But the severity of the price
drop had some livestock market analysts blam-
ing the downturn on the WHO report.

“This market was in solid shape a week ago,”

said Dennis Smith, a broker with Archer
Financial Services in Chicago, noting that by
Thursday wholesale ham prices had also
dropped, down 20 cents per pound since the
news came out. “The consumer maybe hasn’t
even reacted yet, but the futures market is
telling you the reaction is going to be a nega-
tive,” Smith said. —Reuters 

Meat fans embrace the hog on cancer report

MCLEAN: Steaks and other beef products are displayed for sale at a grocery store. —AP

WASHINGTON: Medicare said Friday it will
pay doctors to help patients plan what kind
of care they want at the end of life - an idea
more broadly accepted than six years ago,
when it touched off a political uproar about
“death panels.”

The policy change was urged by numer-
ous physician and health groups. Some
doctors provide this “advance care plan-
ning” to their patients without getting paid
for the counseling time, and some private
insurers already reimburse for it. But the
Obama administration’s policy change
could make the talks more common among
about 55 million Medicare beneficiaries.

The rule, proposed last summer and final-
ized Friday as part of broader doctor-pay-
ment regulations, takes effect Jan 1. The
counseling is entirely voluntary, and could
take place during seniors’ annual wellness
visit, or during regular office visits. “As a
physician and a son, I personally know how
important these discussions are for patients
and families,” Dr Patrick Conway, Medicare’s
chief medical officer, said in an interview.
“We believe patients and families deserve
the opportunity to discuss these issues with
their physician and care team.”

Free from pain
Most Americans say they’d prefer to die at

home, with treatment to free them from pain.
But the landmark “Dying in America” report
from the prestigious Institute of Medicine
found the reality too often is unwanted inva-
sive care and not enough comfort, in part
because too few people make their wishes
known to their doctors and loved ones.

The movement toward what’s called

advance care planning also reflects that this
isn’t just an issue for people who already are
seriously ill, but a process that may prompt
different decisions at different stages of life.
Involving a doctor in those decisions can
help people fully understand their options.
Relatively healthy people might want all-out
efforts to resuscitate them after an accident,
for example, but might make different deci-
sions as advanced cancer worsens.

Medicare decided not to limit how
often such counseling could take place,
Conway said, in part because of feedback
from doctors and the public that people
may need repeat counseling as their
health needs change. “If you made a
choice and you become more ill, you
might want to have the discussion again,”
Conway explained. “For some patients, it
may need to occur multiple times in a year
if they’re quite ill and their circumstances
may change. For other patients, they may
not need this service at all in a year.”

Medicare’s new policy “is a turning point in
end-of-life care,” said Oregon Democratic Rep.
Earl Blumenauer, a longtime congressional
proponent of coverage for such counseling.
He said next steps include helping ensure that
advance directives for all patients are easily
accessible and updated frequently, and that
doctors are trained to have these difficult con-
versations.

“Ultimately, the care provided must align
with the patient’s stated goals, values and
informed preferences,” Blumenauer said. About
three-quarters of the people who die each year
in the U.S. are 65 and older, making Medicare
the largest insurer at the end of life, according
to the Kaiser Family Foundation. —AP

Medicare to cover 
death counseling


