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RIO DE JANEIRO: Companies and scientists are rac-
ing to create a Zika vaccine as concern grows over the
mosquito-borne virus that has been linked to severe
birth defects and is spreading quickly through the
Americas. Zika is now present in 23 countries and ter-
ritories in the Americas. Brazil, the hardest-hit country,
has reported around 3,700 cases of the devastating
birth defect called microcephaly that are strongly sus-
pected to be related to Zika. The Geneva-based World
Health Organization (WHO), stung by criticism that it
reacted too slowly to West Africa’s Ebola epidemic,
convenes an emergency meeting on Monday to help
determine its response to the spread of the virus.

The US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention has activated an emergency operations
center staffed around the clock to address Zika,
agency officials said. On Thursday, the WHO said as
many as 4 million people in the Americas may
become infected by Zika, adding urgency to the
research efforts. Vaccine developers made clear a
vaccine for widespread public use is at least months,
if not years, away. The closest prospect may be from
a consortium including drugmaker Inovio
Pharmaceuticals Inc that could have a vaccine ready
for emergency use before year-end, according to
one of its lead developers. Inovio’s share price gained
more than 15 percent in Friday trading.

Canadian scientist Gary Kobinger told Reuters on
Thursday the first stage of testing on humans could
begin as early as August. If successful, the vaccine
might be used during a public health emergency by
October or November, said Kobinger, who helped
develop a trial vaccine for the Ebola virus. Privately

owned vaccine developer Hawaii Biotech Inc said it
began a formal program to test a Zika vaccine last fall
as the virus started to gain traction in Brazil, although
it has no timetable yet for clinical trials. “Right now,
we are in the pre-clinical stage, as I suspect everyone
is,” Chief Executive Officer Dr. Elliot Parks said.

Another private vaccine developer, Boston-based
Replikins Ltd, said it was preparing to start animal
studies on a Zika vaccine in the next 10 days. Data
from the trials on mice and rabbits would likely be
out in the next couple of months, Replikins
Chairman Samuel Bogoch said. “No one has the $500
million on hand to take it (a vaccine) all the way to
human trials. Somewhere along the course we hope
to have big pockets join us,” Bogoch said.

‘Fight the mosquito’
Zika had been viewed as a relatively mild illness

until Brazilian health officials identified it as a matter
of concern for pregnant women. While a direct
causal relationship has not been established, scien-
tists strongly suspect a link between Zika and thou-
sands of children born in Brazil with abnormally
small heads, brain defects and impaired vision.

There is no treatment for Zika infection. Efforts to
combat Zika are focused on protecting people from
being bitten and on eradicating mosquitoes, a tough
task in many parts of Latin America, where people
live in poverty and there are plentiful breeding
grounds for the insect. “We do not have a vaccine for
Zika yet. The only thing we can do is fight the mos-
quito,” Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff said on
Friday, reiterating her call for a national eradication

effort. Rousseff said tests for the development of a
vaccine would begin next week at the Butantan
Institute, one of Brazil’s leading biomedical research
centers in Sao Paulo.

US President Barack Obama spoke on Friday with
Rousseff about the spread of the virus, the White
House said. “The leaders agreed on the importance
of collaborative efforts to deepen our knowledge,
advance research and accelerate work to develop
better vaccines and other technologies to control
the virus,” the White House said in a statement. Zika
has hit Brazil just as it prepares to host the Olympic
Games in Rio de Janeiro on Aug 5-21, an event that
draws hundreds of thousands of athletes, team offi-
cials and spectators. The International Olympic
Committee (IOC) assured teams on Friday the
Olympics would be safe from Zika, but urged visitors
to carefully protect themselves.

US lawmakers have begun to press the Obama
administration for details of its response to Zika. At
least 31 people in the country have been infected, all
of them after travel to affected countries. The US
Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions
Committee is planning a hearing on Zika “very soon,”
said Republican Senator Lamar Alexander of
Tennessee, who called the threat posed by the virus
to the United States a “big concern.” Dr Anthony
Fauci, director of the US National Institute of Allergy
and Infectious Disease, said he did not expect the
United States to be hit hard like other some coun-
tries in South America and the Caribbean. “We pre-
pare for the possibility of a major outbreak but we
believe it is unlikely to happen,” Fauci said. — Reuters 

SAN SALVADOR: Maria Erlinda Guzman
desperately wants a baby, and has been
undergoing fertility treatments at El
Salvador’s largest women’s hospital. But
now, she fears her dream of motherhood
may be dashed by Zika. After her country
took the extraordinary step of advising
women to avoid pregnancies for two years
due to concerns about the rapidly spread-
ing virus, the 34-year-old now plans to start
using contraception. She worries that she
may be too old to conceive by the time it is
considered safe to do so. “I’m going to be
left childless,” Guzman said.

While Zika’s exact link to the rare birth
defect known as microcephaly is still
unclear, warnings from El Salvador, at least
six other countries and health officials
across the Americas are raising anxiety for
millions of would-be and could-be mothers
in affected areas. For some it’s a dilemma
pitting religious beliefs about abortion
against the risk that their babies could be
born with abnormally small heads and a
short life expectancy.

World Health Organization officials said
Thursday the virus is “spreading explosively”
and the Americas could see up to 4 million
cases of Zika in the next year. And as it
expands to countries where abortion is
strictly limited or outlawed altogether, doc-
tors and health advocates fear that many
women could resort to back-alley proce-
dures that imperil their health. “What hap-
pens in a country where abortion is com-
pletely illegal?” said Angelica Rivas of
Acdatee, a Salvadoran nonprofit that advo-
cates for decriminalization of the procedure.
“What can be expected is an increase in the

rates of illegal abortions, unsafe abortions
and a mental health issue for women.”

At least 4.4 million pregnancies were
aborted in 2008 in Latin America, about 95
percent of them clandestinely and in unsafe
conditions, according to the Guttmacher
Institute, a US-based nonprofit that pro-
motes reproductive health rights. “When
women are desperate ... they will seek out
their own solutions,” said Carmen Barroso,
Western Hemisphere director for the
International Planned Parenthood
Federation. In El Salvador, she said, half of all
pregnancies are unplanned. So far, only
Brazil has seen a sharp rise in microcephaly
cases suspected of a link to Zika.

Rape, danger
Abortion is illegal in Brazil except in cas-

es of rape, danger to the mother’s life or
anencephaly, another birth defect involving
the brain. Authorities have said they don’t
plan to add a microcephaly exception,
though the Folha de S Paulo newspaper
argued in an editorial that Zika raises a need
to discuss decriminalization of abortion.
Microcephaly usually occurs because of
abnormal brain development that numer-
ous conditions can trigger: genetic abnor-
malities, disorders such as Down syndrome,
drug or alcohol use, other infections such as
cytomegalovirus or even serious nutritional
problems. WHO officials say it may be six to
nine months before a link between Zika and
microcephaly is established or dismissed.

Complicating the mystery is how to
detect which pregnancies really may be at
risk.  Microcephaly typically has not been
diagnosed in early pregnancy. One study

published in 2000 found it was diagnosed
on average at 28 weeks, although Dr. Jeffrey
Ecker, a maternal-fetal medicine specialist at
Massachusetts General Hospital, said it
sometimes may be detected in the second
trimester. “We don’t know as much as we
would like,” Ecker said. “That’s the caveat
that hangs over all of this.” In the United
States, if there’s concern that a pregnant
woman may have been infected by Zika
while traveling abroad, the American
College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists
is recommending ultrasound exams every
three to four weeks to evaluate the fetus.

No symptoms
Moreover, about 80 percent of those

infected with Zika present no symptoms,
according to the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention. “Zika does not pro-
duce effects in all pregnant mothers. ... It is a
rate that we don’t understand yet,” said Dr
Carlos Espinal of the American Health
Foundation. The type of mosquito that
transmits Zika, and also dengue and chikun-
gunya, is present in much of the Americas.
Even in countries where there have been no
confirmed cases of microcephaly, such as El
Salvador, nervous women are asking them-
selves tough questions.

“I can’t say what I would do. It’s illegal to
abort - they would throw me in jail,” said
Dinora Martinez, a 26-year-old Salvadoran
woman who is not pregnant but has a 5-
year-old son. But she noted that there are
clandestine clinics where her country-
women can terminate a pregnancy: “If I did,”
she added, “I wouldn’t tell anyone.” So far no
health agency has suggested abortion for

pregnant women who contract Zika. For
many who are already pregnant, reports
about Zika have injected fear into what
would otherwise be a joyous time.

“I’m afraid that my baby could have
some problem,” said Kerly Rocio Ariza, a 17-
year-old Colombian who is five months into
her first pregnancy and was recently diag-
nosed with Zika. “It terrifies me because I’ve
seen the symptoms I had on TV, and in truth
they told me it was dangerous.” In the

Ecuadorean capital of Quito, about 2,850
meters (9,350 feet) above sea level in the
Andes, Maria de Jesus Rivera said she will
put off trips to the beach for the five
months remaining before she gives birth.
The mosquito that transmits Zika is believed
to be unable to reproduce above 1,800
meters (5,900 feet). “We’re afraid,” the 26-
year-old woman said. “We want the child to
be born healthy with no problems of any
kind.” — AP 

RECIFE: Boys ride a scooter at a slum in Recife, Pernambuco state, Brazil. Brazilian officials still say they believe there’s a sharp increase in cases
of microcephaly and strongly suspect the Zika virus, which first appeared in the country last year, is to blame. — AP 

In face of Zika virus, women ponder abortion, childlessness

Race for Zika vaccine gathers 
momentum as virus spreads 
US CDC activates Zika emergency response center

BAHIA: Antonio  Bandeira, who was part of the team of researchers who identi-
fied the Zika virus in Brazil, talks by mobile in front of the Santa Helena hospital
in Camacari, Bahia, Brazil. Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff has vowed to “win
the war” against the Zika virus, but some experts criticized her government’s
response and warned the Olympics could fuel the disease’s spread.  — AFP 

CARACAS: Yurman Torres is standing in line at
the foot of Avila mountain, on the edge of
Caracas, to fill a large jug with water, a rare
commodity in crisis-hit Venezuela. The scarcity
of water is just one of a long list of headaches
for the struggling South American oil giant, but
it comes with a particularly nasty risk. As
Venezuelans stockpile water in their homes,
health officials warn, they risk fueling an
expansion of the mosquito population, and
with it the transmission of Zika, the mosquito-
borne virus blamed for causing brain damage
in babies. 

“What can we do? We have to come here
every day,” said Torres, 36, who fills two jugs
every morning before going to work-just one
of the daily hoops he jumps through to find
the basic necessities in a country reeling from a
deep recession and chronic shortages.
Venezuela, which hardly needed another prob-
lem to add to its triple-digit inflation and
plunging oil revenues, has registered 4,700 sus-
pected cases of Zika since the virus, which orig-
inated in Africa, began sweeping through Latin
America last year. 

And the official estimate for the number of
cases is probably far too low, according to Julio
Castro, a doctor and professor at the tropical
medicine institute at Central University of
Venezuela. He estimates the real number of
cases is at least 250,000.  The virus is transmit-
ted by the Aedes aegypti mosquito, the same
species that carries yellow fever, dengue and
chikungunya. It is relatively mild compared to
that trio, resembling a mild flu with a rash.

But since it arrived in Latin America there
has been a surge in babies born with micro-
cephaly, or abnormally small heads. Health
officials suspect the birth defect is being
caused by expecting mothers catching Zika
during pregnancy.  And the water crisis
increases the risk, said Castro: mosquitoes
breed in stagnant water, and the buckets and
cisterns Venezuelans are using to ensure their
water supply are ideal habitats within which

the insects multiply.  “My daughter-in-law
woke up this morning with what appear to be
the symptoms,” said Maryori Magallanes, a 50-
year-old teacher, as sanitation workers fumi-
gated her house for mosquitoes. “I have a niece
who’s pregnant. They say there’s a substantial
risk. They ought to fumigate constantly.”

More than just drought
The Venezuelan legislature, which the

opposition recently wrested from leftist
President Nicolas Maduro’s party after 17 years,
has passed a motion calling for increased
efforts to stem the crisis and warning that the
country’s 18 largest reservoirs are nearing mini-
mum levels. In Caracas, cistern trucks line up to
load water normally used for public parks and
deliver it to parched households. The govern-
ment has introduced rationing, blaming late
rains. 

“Since 2013, the rainfall volume has been
45 percent lower than in previous years,” said
Water Minister Ernesto Paiva. But the problem
is more than just a drought, said the former
president of Hidrocapital, the public water
management firm for the north of the country,
the area hardest hit by the shortages.
Venezuela is home to one of the largest rivers
in the Americas, the Orinoco, but has only built
two new reservoirs in the past 18 years-not
enough to keep up with population growth, he
said.  

Venezuela “has stopped making the neces-
sary infrastructure investments that would
guarantee water supplies,” he said. Meanwhile,
Venezuelans have little choice but to stockpile
water at home-one of the biggest problems in
the fight against Zika, according to one of the
researchers who first identified the disease in
Latin America, Brazilian virologist Gubio Soares.
“There’s no water so people keep containers
full of it, which is a breeding ground,” he said in
Salvador, in northeast Brazil, at the epicenter of
the outbreak. “Most mosquitoes today are
reproducing inside the home.” — AFP 

Venezuela water crisis 
increases Zika threat 

LIMA: A health worker fumigates against the Aedes aegypt mosquito, a vector of the
Dengue, Chikunguya and Zika viruses, inside a house in Lima, Peru. The Zika virus
causes only a mild illness in most people. But there’s mounting evidence linking it to
a birth defect, especially in Brazil. — AP 

BANGKOK: The Zika virus is spreading
rapidly in Latin America, and Asian gov-
ernments have issued advisories in a bid
to contain the spread of the disease,
which could be linked to birth defects
and can cause temporary paralysis. So
far, no Zika case has been confirmed
anywhere in Asia. A look at some of the
measures announced:

MALAYSIA
Health authorities have asked travel-

ers from South and Central America
who display symptoms such as fever
and rashes to immediately report to
health centers. Deputy Health Director
Dr Lokman Hakim Sulaiman said the
move was imperative as it was not prac-
tical to conduct public health screen-
ings at national gateways. “The virus is
difficult to detect and there is no quick
point-of-care test which can be used,”
he said.

JAPAN
Japan’s Foreign Ministry has issued a

safety advisory urging women to try to
avoid traveling to Brazil and other affect-
ed countries during pregnancy, and
advised all travelers to the area to use
caution. It suggested wearing long
sleeves and pants, using mosquito sprays
and avoid leaving out buckets, empty
gardening pots and other containers that
can catch water, and report to medical
institutions in case of developing sus-
pected symptoms. The health authorities
asked medical facilities to advise preg-
nant women not to visit the Zika areas,
conduct test on suspected patients
returning from the areas and send sam-
ples to the national lab.

AUSTRALIA
The Department of Foreign Affairs

and Trade is advising pregnant women to
avoid travel in areas where Zika is active.

The federal government is also asking
Australian doctors to look out for signs of
Zika infection in travelers returning from
affected areas. A spokeswoman said
Australian laboratories could diagnose
the virus if required.

INDIA
Health Minister Shri J P Naddahas has

stressed the control of the spread of
Aedes mosquitoes that transmit dengue
and the Zika virus and breed in clean
water. “Community awareness plays an
instrumental role in this regard. There is a
need for greater awareness amongst
community,” he said. India is also step-
ping up surveillance and has set up a
technical group to monitor the situation.

HONG KONG
Health officials are advising pregnant

women and those planning pregnancy to
adopt necessary anti-mosquito precau-

tions, and consider deferring trips to areas
with Zika virus transmissions. Secretary for
Food and Health Dr Ko Wing-man also
said that because only up to one quarter
of the infected persons might develop rel-
atively mild illness, “the attention was
therefore not too big.” Aedes mosquitoes
are currently not found in Hong Kong, the
Health Department said, but the secretary
said that other species of mosquito pres-
ent in the territory are also considered as
possible carriers of the disease.

VIETNAM
The Vietnamese health authority has

warned people coming from countries
with the Zika virus to monitor their health
for 14 days and if they develop fever to
report to medical facilities. The health
authority also warned people to empty
water containers and use mosquito nets
to prevent the possible spread of the
virus. — AP 

Asia urges sick travelers to report Zika symptoms

ASUNCION: Dengue fever patients are treated in a hospital in Asuncion. Health
authorities have issued a national alert against the Aedes aegypti mosquito, vec-
tor of the Dengue, Zika and Chukunguna. — AFP 


