
PINGTANG, China: Humanity ’s best bet at
detecting aliens is a giant silver Chinese dish the
size of 30 football fields-one that simultaneously
showcases Beijing’s abilities to deploy cutting-
edge technologies and ignore objectors’ rights as
it seeks global prominence.

The Five-hundred-meter Aperture Spherical
Telescope (FAST) in the country’s southwest,
which was launched in September and cost 1.2
billion yuan ($180 million) to build, is the world’s
largest radio telescope. 

Once fully operational, FAST will be able to
peer deeper into space than ever before, examin-
ing pulsars, dark matter and gravitational waves-
and searching for signs of life. Authorities also
hope it will bring tourist dollars to the province of
Guizhou, one of China’s poorest regions. But it

comes at the cost of forcibly displacing about
9,000 villagers who called the site in Pingtang
county their home.  

Many were outraged at being forced to leave
the valley surrounded by forested karst hills and
hundreds of families are now suing the govern-
ment, with some cases being heard this week.

Octogenarian Han Jingfu drank pesticide days
after being made to sign a relocation contract
and died at his front door, neighbors and relatives
said.  China built FAST as part of efforts to take on
international rivals and raise its embarrassingly
low tally of Nobel Prizes, explained Peng Bo,
director of China’s National Astronomical
Observatories, which oversees the telescope.

The 500-metre-wide (1,640 feet) dish dwarfs
its nearest competitor, the US’s Puerto Rico-based

Arecibo telescope, which is only 305 meters
across. “We said we had to be a little more daring,
because we had to surpass the US no matter
what,” Peng said. “I think we can get a few Nobel
prizes out of it. We as Chinese people really want
to win them.”

The world’s most populous country and sec-
ond-largest economy has so far only won one sci-
entific Nobel, awarded last year to chemist Tu
Youyou for medicine. FAST’s receivers are more
sensitive than any previous radio telescope, and
its pioneering technology can change the shape
of the dish to track celestial objects as the Earth
rotates. It could catalogue as many pulsars in a
year as had been found in the past 50, Peng said.
But he acknowledged that FAST will be overtaken
by the larger Square Kilometre Array telescope in
South Africa and Australia, which will be built
over the next decade.

‘Pushed into a corner’ 
FAST needs a five kilometer-wide (three miles)

“radio silence” buffer zone around it with elec-
tronics banned in order to reduce interference
with the sky’s much fainter frequencies. Relocated
residents would “enjoy better living standards”,
the official Xinhua news agency said when the
dish was completed in July. “Villagers in nearby
communities admired their luck, saying they
should ‘thank the aliens’,” it added.

But villagers allege land grabs without com-
pensation, forced demolitions and unlawful
detentions, and up to 500 families are suing the
Pingtang county government. Lu Zhenglong,
whose case was heard Tuesday, said officials
demolished his house without warning or con-
sent when he was not even present, burying his
furniture. “What would have happened if I had
been inside?” he told AFP, adding that authorities
had “pushed ordinary people into a corner. It’s
really unbelievable”. A neighbor also surnamed Lu
said: “They’ve chased us all off to some wasteland
and ordered us to live there with no way to main-
tain our old standards of living. For 90 percent of
us, basic survival is a problem.”

The rubble of their homes now lies under soil
and new saplings in a tourist park just outside the
radio silence zone, with a museum, a space-
themed hotel and visitor reception facilities
which will sell tickets for nearly $100 each.
According to the Pingtang county government
website, the park was aimed at “high-end people
from developed cities” and cost more than 1.5 bil-
lion yuan-more than the telescope itself.

‘Eye to the sky’ 
Meng Xiujun, whose Elites Law Firm in the

southern city of Guangzhou is handling most of
the cases, said officials tried to intimidate him,
telling him he should “see the bigger picture for a
key national project”. But he told AFP: “This isn’t
just a matter of economic interests-once you start
asking average citizens to kneel down or beat
them, it becomes about human rights and prob-
lems with China’s rule of law.” The Pingtang coun-
ty government did not respond to requests for
comment by AFP. — AFP

INDIANAPOLIS: The architect of Gov. Mike
Pence’s Medicaid expansion in Indiana is
expected to play a key role in determining
how Republicans replace President Barack
Obama’s health care law.

Seema Verma, a consultant who helped
design Pence’s approach to the Medicaid pro-
gram for the poor in Indiana, was named
Tuesday as Donald Trump’s choice to head up
the federal Centers for Medicare and Medicaid
Services. Republicans praised her nomination.
President-elect Trump said in a statement that
her decades of experience “will transform our
health care system for the benefit of all
Americans.”

But supporters of the current health care
law were less pleased. They oppose require-
ments that poor people pay for medical care,
which is included in the Medicaid policy
adopted in Indiana and is up for consideration
by other Republican-led states. “We’re really
concerned,” said Judith Solomon, vice presi-
dent for health policy at the liberal Center for
Budget and Policy Priorities.

Prior to Pence, Verma was a consultant to
former Republican Indiana Gov. Mitch Daniels,
who pushed for a precursor to Pence’s current
Medicaid plan. Her firm, SVC Inc., has been
paid more than $6.6 million by the state of
Indiana since 2011 for her consulting work,
according to records.

In a 2008 blog post on the website
HealthAffairs, co-authored with a Daniels’
administration official, Verma outlined a phi-
losophy that “melds two themes of American
society that typically collide in our health care
system, rugged individualism and the Judeo
Christian ethic.”

Personal responsibilty
Indiana’s Medicaid program “combines

these diametrically opposed themes by pro-

moting personal responsibility while providing
subsidized health protection to those who can
least afford it,” she wrote. The nomination, if
approved, would give Verma a significant
voice in the policies Trump’s presidential
administration chooses to pursue if he makes
good on a campaign promise to repeal and
replace the ACA.

Under Pence, Indiana accepted federal
money made available for low-income heath
care under Obama’s law. But the state only
took the money after the Obama administra-
tion agreed to an added twist: requiring poor
people to pay nominal fees for the care they
receive. Those who don’t keep up on monthly
payments, which can be as low as $4, aren’t eli-
gible for as many services.

In most states, the poor are not required to
pay such fees. The Indiana program has
extended health care benefits to more than
300,000 people in the state.

In Kentucky, where Verma consulted for
Republican Gov. Matt Bevin, the state has
requested federal permission to require peo-
ple on the state’s Medicaid plan to pay month-
ly premiums, have a job or volunteer for a
charity to remain eligible for health benefits.

Pence has said that requiring the poor to
make payments for Medicaid means they are
taking personal responsibility and have “skin in
the game.”

But some Republicans in his home state dis-
agreed. Republican Indiana state Rep. Ed Clere,
former chairman of a health care committee in
the state’s General Assembly, said require-
ments other than fees, such as quitting smok-
ing or taking steps to improve personal health,
also demonstrate “personal responsibility” and
could be more cost effective in the long run. “In
my experience there was an unwillingness to
expand the conversation beyond financial par-
ticipation,” Clere said. — AP
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NEW YORK: The long decline in HIV infections
among white people who inject drugs has stalled,
another grim side effect of the nation’s drug abuse
epidemic.

Health officials released the news Tuesday, as part
of a call for more use of needle exchange programs.
“We really risk stalling or reversing decades of
progress on HIV transmission,” said Dr. Tom Frieden,
director of the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention.

The report comes as the nation is facing an ongo-
ing epidemic of opioid and heroin use that has led to
an increase in drug overdose deaths, particularly
among white people. The increase in drug abuse is
also hampering efforts to slow diseases carried in the
blood that can be spread when injection drug users
share needles.

The CDC previously reported a rise in new hepati-
tis C infections, which is tied largely to injection
drugs. Most cases of HIV, the virus that causes AIDS,
are transmitted through sex - only about one in 11
HIV infections diagnosed each year are among peo-
ple who inject drugs. But sharing dirty needles can
spread HIV much more quickly.

More than 100 injection drug users were infected
with HIV in early 2015 in rural Scott County, Indiana.
The state’s governor at the time - Mike Pence, now

the vice president-elect - declared a public health
emergency and authorized a limited need-exchange
program to prevent the virus from spreading further.

Until recently, HIV cases in injection drug users
had been falling for all racial groups. Cases still are
falling in blacks and Hispanics. But for whites they
stopped falling in 2012. In 2014, for the first time, a
larger number of white inject drug users were diag-
nosed with HIV than injection drug users in any oth-
er racial or ethnic group. Traditionally, far more cases
were seen in urban blacks.

At least part of the reason is that white injection
drug users are often younger and more likely to
share needles, according to a 22-city CDC study of
people who inject drugs. Nearly half of white injec-
tion drug users shared needles with other addicts in
2015, compared with a third of Hispanics and a fifth
of blacks. Needle exchange programs give out clean
syringe needles in exchange for used ones. Medical
experts have found that such programs cut down
transmission of HIV and do not cause increases in
drug use.

Congress, though, has gone back and forth on
allowing the federal government to fund the pro-
grams. For now, federal funds can be used for some
program costs, but not for the purchase of sterile
needles or syringes. —AP

Drug epidemic stalls HIV decline in whites who shoot up  

PINGTANG, China: This picture taken on September 24, 2016 shows the Five-hundred-meter Aperture Spherical Radio Telescope (FAST). — AFP

WASHINGTON: Sen. Elizabeth Warren has
delivered a ferocious attack on congres-
sional Republicans and Senate Majority
Leader Mitch McConnell over a medical
research bill, putting fellow Democrats on
the spot by pushing them to oppose a
measure she said “is corrupt, and it is very,
very dangerous.”

As Congress began the final stretch of
its post-election session, Warren said the
996-page measure - a top priority for GOP
leaders and backed by the biomedical
industry - was riddled with provisions
that she called “a bunch of special give-
aways” to big pharmaceutical companies.
“They didn’t send us here to whimper,
whine or grovel,” she said on the Senate
floor about Democrats, using the populist
rhetoric that has given her one of her par-
ty’s highest profiles. “They sent us here to
say no to efforts to sell Congress to the
highest bidder.”

All but taunting her own party, Warren,
D-Mass., said, “Republicans will control
this government, but they cannot hand
that control over to big corporations
unless Democrats roll over and allow
them to do so.”

She said the research bill would “legal-
ize fraud” by reducing the scientific evi-
dence the government needs to approve
existing drugs for new uses. She said it
would “cover up bribery” by exempting
medical companies from publicly report-
ing some payments they make to doctors.
Those provisions, she said, outweighed the
“tiny fig leaf” of additional money the bill
provides for biomedical research and com-
bating abuse of addictive opioid drugs. “I
cannot vote for this bill.  I  will  fight it
because I know the difference between
compromise and extortion,” said Warren,
who some mention as a potential 2020
presidential contender.

Warren’s comments came with
Democrats in the early stages of decoding

their lesson from this month’s elections.
Hillary Clinton shockingly lost her White
House bid to Republican Donald Trump
and Democrats remained in the House and
Senate minority, making only small gains
in each chamber.

Warren is expected to try tugging her
party toward more progressive policies,
while some more moderate Democrats are
emphasizing the need to appeal to the
type of working-class white voters who
helped Trump win Midwestern states car-
ried in recent elections by Democrats.

The House plans to vote on the
research legislation Wednesday, with
Senate consideration expected next week.

The measure calls for spending $6.3 bil-
lion over the next decade, including $4.8
bil l ion for research at the National
Institutes of Health. There is also $1 billion
for grants to states for drug abuse preven-
tion and research, and $500 million for the
Food and Drug Administration to acceler-
ate drug and medical device approval
processes.

To pay for that, the bill would cut a
public health fund in President Barack
Obama’s health care law, reduce some
payments made by Medicaid and
Medicare and sell oil held in the govern-
ment’s strategic petroleum reserve.

Warren said the bi l l  benefits  a
Republican donor who backs contentious
therapies that are supposed to regener-
ate cells. She did not name the donor dur-
ing her speech but said McConnell, R-Ky.,
has accepted contributions from him. A
McConnell spokesman declined to com-
ment.

No. 2 Senate GOP leader John Cornyn
of Texas, on the Senate floor as Warren
spoke, criticized her for making “a politi-
cal  speech” and launching “personal
attacks” on senators and called her com-
ments “beneath the dignity of the United
States Senate.” — AP
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Seeking global prominence 

LONDON: Swimming, racquet sports
and aerobics are associated with the
best odds of staving off death, and in
particular of reducing the risk of dying
from heart disease or stroke, scientists
said on Tuesday.

In a study of various types of exer-
cise and their risk levels, the researchers
found that participation in specific
sports showed significant benefits for
public health, and urged doctors and
policymakers to encourage people to
take them up.

While the research, published in the
British Journal and Sports Medicine,
showed no added advantage for peo-
ple who favor running and football or
rugby, independent experts said this
was purely due to the design of the
study. “This study must not be misinter-
preted as showing that running and
football do not protect against heart
disease,” said Tim Chico, a consultant
cardiologist at professor at Britain’s
Sheffield University who was asked to
comment on the findings.

The study analyzed data from 11

annual health surveys for England and
Scotland carried out between 1994 and
2008, covering 80,306 adults with an
average age of 52. Participants were
asked about what type and how much
exercise they had done in the preced-
ing four weeks, and whether it had
been enough to make them breathless
and sweaty.

Exercise included heavy domestic
chores and gardening; walking; cycling;
swimming; aerobics, gymnastics or
dance; running; football or rugby; and
badminton, tennis or squash. The sur-
vival of each participant was tracked for
an average of nine years, during which
time 8,790 of them died from all causes
and 1,909 from heart disease or stroke.

Overall, compared with respondents
who had not done a given sport, risk of
death during the follow up period from
any cause was 47 percent lower among
those who played racquet sports, 28
percent lower among swimmers, 27
percent lower among dance aerobics
fans and 15 percent lower among
cyclists. — Reuters

Want to delay death? Then swim, 

dance, or get on court, study shows

MANCHESTER, New Hampshire: In this Oct. 24, 2016, file photo, Sen. Elizabeth
Warren, D-Mass. speaks at a rally for Democratic presidential candidate Hillary
Clinton at St. Anselm College. — AP

AUSTIN, Indiana: In this April 4, 2015 file photo, a sign points to the entrance of the Community
Outreach Center. — AP

Trump nominates Pence ally 
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