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RECIFE: Three-month-old Daniel, who was born with microcephaly, undergoes physical therapy at the Altino
Ventura foundation in Recife, Brazil. — AP 

BANGKOK: Tropical Southeast Asian
countries said yesterday they were brac-
ing for the mosquito-borne Zika virus,
with Malaysia saying it could “spread
quickly” i f  introduced,  but Thailand
appeared to be bucking the trend with
just a handful of cases a year. Zika, linked
to severe birth defects including babies
born with abnormally small heads, is
wreaking havoc in Brazil where the gov-
ernment has deployed more than
200,000 troops to eradicate mosquitoes. 

The World Health Organization (WHO)
said on Thursday that the virus was
“spreading explosively” and could infect
as many as four million people in the
Americas. No treatment or vaccine is
available. In Thailand, where just one
case of Zika has been reported so far this
year, the likelihood of Zika spreading was
low, officials said, partly because of better

access to health care and because
Thailand was dealing with a smaller area.

“Thailand is a medium-sized country
with a good public health system and
easy-to-access medical  faci l it ies,”
Amnuay Gajeena, director-general of the
Disease Control  Department said.
Thailand detected its first Zika case in
2012 and has recorded an average of five
cases a year, according to the Ministry of
Public Health. Kriengsak Limkittikul, assis-
tant professor at the Department of
Tropical Medicine at Mahidol University
in Bangkok, said there was inadequate
information about Zika but that it was
“only a matter of time” before more cases
were reported. Thailand has confirmed
one case of the virus so far this year.
Earlier this month, Taiwan reported one
case of Zika infection in a man from
northern Thailand.

‘No evidence of immunity’
The WHO said on Sunday the rapid

spread of Zika in the Americas was due to
a lack of immunity among a population
that had not been previously exposed to
the virus. Amnuay said there was “no tech-
nical evidence” of widespread immunity in
Thailand but individuals exposed to the
virus would “of course develop” antibod-
ies as with other viruses. The Zika virus is
spread through the Aedes aegypti mos-
quito responsible for dengue, yellow fever
and other tropical diseases. The WHO’s
Western Pacific Region Office in Manila
said as long as Aedes mosquitoes circulat-
ed in the region “it can be anticipated that
the virus will emerge”. 

Malaysia’s Health Ministry said Zika had
not yet been detected. “If it is introduced
by an infected Malaysian or by a visitor to
Malaysia, it could spread quickly,” said
Lokman Hakim Sulaiman, Malaysia’s
Health Ministry deputy director-general.
Neighbouring Singapore has not detected
any Zika infections but the government
said there was a high risk of transmission if
cases were imported to Singapore, a
regional travel hub.

In the Western Pacific, Zika was first
reported in Micronesia in 2007. It was
reported in French Polynesia in October
2013, and since then, a number of Pacific
Island countries have reported cases,
including New Caledonia, Cook Islands,
Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji and Samoa.
In Australia, the foreign ministry’s travel
advice website said there had been no
reported cases of Zika. The New Zealand
Herald reported on Friday that one local
man had been admitted to hospital with
symptoms linked to the Zika virus. The
Ministry of Health said it had received nine
Zika notifications this year, the newspaper
reported. All of the travellers had been in
the Pacific Islands and eight of them had
recovered. — Reuters

Breast is best for babies, 

mothers and economy

PARIS: Breastfeeding more babies for longer could
save the global economy some $300 billion in a single
year, simply by yielding smarter and higher-earning off-
spring, researchers said yesterday. It would also pre-
vent more than 800,000 child deaths, and about 20,000
breast cancer deaths every year. “Breastfeeding saves
lives and money in all countries, rich and poor alike,”
said Cesar Victora from the Federal University of
Pelotas in Brazil, one of the authors of a research series
published by The Lancet medical journal. “There is a
widespread misconception that the benefits of breast-
feeding only relate to poor countries. Nothing could be
further from the truth,” he said in a statement.

The findings were based on analysis of 28 scientific
reviews and meta-analyses that looked at the proven
health and economic benefits of breastfeeding. The
authors said this was the largest and most detailed
analysis of its kind ever done. It concluded that breast-
feeding led to a “dramatic” improvement in life
expectancy. In high-income countries, it reduced the
risk of sudden infant deaths by more than a third. In
low-and middle-income countries, it could prevent
about half of diarrhoea episodes and a third of respira-
tory infections.

Altogether, about 800,000 children’s lives could be
saved every year-the equivalent of about 13 percent of
all deaths in children under two. “It also increases intel-
ligence,” said the statement. “Modelling conducted for
the series estimates that global economic losses of low-
er cognition from not breastfeeding reached a stagger-
ing $302 billion (276 billion euros) in 2012.” This was
about half a percent of the world’s gross national
income. Last year, a study in The Lancet Global Health
journal said breastfeeding led to increased adult intelli-
gence, longer schooling and higher adult earnings,
regardless of family background. 

That research had tracked the development of 3,500
people in Brazil over 30 years from birth. The new series
said boosting breastfeeding rates for children under six
months to 90 percent in the United States, China and
Brazil, and to 45 percent in Britain, would dramatically
cut treatment costs of common childhood illnesses
such as pneumonia, diarrhoea and asthma. In the US,
the saving would be $2.45 billion, in Britain $29.5 mil-
lion, in China $223.6 million and in Brazil $6 million. For
women, longer breastfeeding has been shown to
reduce the risk of breast and ovarian cancer, the study
authors said, and estimated that some 20,000 women’s
deaths could be prevented per year.

Rates are low 
Yet, one in five children in high-income countries

are breastfed to 12 months, and one in three in low-
and middle-income countries are exclusively breastfed
for the first six months of their lives. In Britain, about
one percent of children are breastfed until the age of
one, in Ireland about two percent and in Denmark
three percent-among the lowest rates in the world.
Breastfeeding is much more common in poor coun-
tries. Breast milk is free, nutritious and protective
against disease, but not always practical for women
who cannot be on call around the clock. In some soci-
eties, it is frowned upon to breastfeed in public.

And in some cases, it can be dangerous-breastfeed-
ing can pass on the HIV virus that causes AIDS from
infected mothers to their children. “Currently, breast-
feeding promotion focuses on encouraging women to
breastfeed without providing the necessary economic
and social conditions such as supportive healthcare
systems, adequate maternity entitlements and work-
place interventions, counselling and education,” said
co-author Nigel Rollins from the World Health
Organisation. Another problem was “aggressive mar-
keting” of breast milk substitutes-with global sales set
to reach $70.6 billion by 2019. The researchers called
for political commitment and financial investment to
make it easier for women to breastfeed, and tighter
regulation of the breast milk substitute industry. — AFP 

Tropical Asia braces for Zika as 

Thailand appears to steer clear

Virus could ‘spread quickly’ if introduced

MIAMI: Ringling Brothers, America’s best-
known circus, announced Thursday the
death of its youngest elephant at a conser-
vation center where it is retiring the ani-
mals after criticism from rights groups.
Mike, a two-year-old, died of a virus
“despite the heroic efforts of our veteri-
nary and animal care staff,” Ringling
Brothers said in a statement. Animal rights
group Peta said that the elephant’s death
was “no surprise.” Ashley Settles,
Ringling’s director of veterinary care, said
the illness progressed aggressively with
Mike beginning to show symptoms on
Saturday and dying by Monday. “No one
knows why the virus manifests this way in
some elephants, since most elephants
harbor the virus and never become ill,”

she said.
Mike was born in June 2013 at the

Ringling conservation center in Florida
and was the youngest elephant there.
Ringling Brothers announced two weeks
ago that it was relocating all its elephants
by May to the center, which develops
breeding programs and research aimed at
the animals’ protection. “Stressful condi-
tions have been linked to the highly fatal
disease that killed this calf, which dispro-
portionately impacts captive baby ele-
phants,” Rachel Mathews of Peta said.
Peta, which for years has criticized use of
elephants in circuses, repeated its call for
the company to end its breeding program
and put the animals in “a proper accredit-
ed sanctuary.” —  AFP 
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