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WASHINGTON: A senior senator is exam-
ining whether Medicare’s prescription
drug benefit is vulnerable to manipulation
by pharmaceutical companies that set very
high prices for medications. In a letter
Tuesday to Medicare’s top administrator,
Sen Charles Grassley, R-Iowa, said policy-
makers must ensure the Part D prescrip-
tion program serving some 38 million ben-
eficiaries “is free from exploitation,” and
asked if it meets that test as currently
structured. 

Grassley acted after The Associated
Press reported on Medicare data that show
spending for high-cost drugs covered
under the program’s “catastrophic” protec-

tion jumped by 85 percent in three years,
from $27.7 billion in 2013 to $51.3 billion
in 2015. The data include costs to taxpay-
ers, insurers and beneficiaries, as compiled
by Medicare’s number-crunching Office of
the Actuary.

Catastrophic coverage kicks in after a
beneficiary has spent $4,850 of their own
money. At that point, taxpayers cover 80
percent of the cost of medications. The
beneficiary’s share is limited to 5 percent,
while insurers pick up the remaining 15
percent.  The congressional Medicare
Payment Advisory Commission recently
warned that spending on the prescription
program is rising at an “unsustainable” rate,

singling out pricey specialty drugs covered
under Medicare’s catastrophic protection.

The commission urged Congress to
overhaul the benefit so that insurers bear
80 percent of the cost of catastrophic cov-
erage and taxpayers pay 20 percent. That
would give insurers more incentive to
negotiate lower prices with drug compa-
nies. Separately, the Obama administration
and Democratic presidential candidate
Hillary Clinton want to give Medicare the
legal authority to directly negotiate with
the pharmaceutical companies.
Republican Donald Trump has also sup-
ported opening the door to negotiations,
although GOP congressional leaders do

not. Polls show that regardless of political
affiliation, Americans want government
action to curb drug costs.

Medicare’s prescription program “is an
important part of the health care of many
Americans, but has recently seen an alarm-
ing trend in spending growth,” Grassley
wrote Medicare administrator Andy Slavitt.
“Do you believe there is potential for
exploitation of the catastrophic benefit as
it is currently framed?” Grassley asked.
Lawmakers who created the Medicare pre-
scription program in 2003 saw catastroph-
ic coverage as a way to protect seniors
with multiple chronic illnesses from the
cumulatively high costs of taking many

medications. The recent advent of drugs
that sell for $1,000 per pill is changing that.
Now some patients can land in the cata-
strophic benefit in short order.

An analysis of Medicare’s ten most
pricey drugs finds that the catastrophic
benefit is picking up an increasing share of
costs, meaning more exposure for taxpay-
ers. In 2013, there were four medications
among the top ten that had 80 percent or
more of their total costs covered by cata-
strophic protection. In 2015, seven of the
top ten priciest drugs had crossed that
threshold, according to Connecture, a
company that tracks drug prices paid by
health plans. —AP
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BANGKOK: A woman participates in daily exercise at the elderly day care center in Bangkok. —AFP 

LONDON: If you spend all day sitting, then you
might want to schedule some time for a brisk
walk - just make sure you can spare at least an
hour. Scientists analyzing data from more than
1 million people found that it takes about 60 to
75 minutes of “moderate intensity” exercise to
undo the damage of sitting for at least eight
hours a day. Not exercising and sitting all day is
as dangerous as being obese or smoking, they
found. And the added risk of parking yourself
in front of a television for 5 hours or more a
day after sitting at the office is so high even
the hour of exercise is not enough to reverse
the ill effects of sitting.

It has long been suspected that sitting a
lot ,  at  work  or  at  home,  i s  not  heal thy,
because it can weaken the heart, arteries,
bones  and muscles .  Be ing sedentar y  i s
known to be a risk factor for problems includ-
ing d iabetes,  hear t  d isease  and cancer.
Among other benefits, physical activity helps
prevent insulin resistance, keeps the brain
active and strengthens the heart, muscles
and bones. “We cannot stress enough the
importance of getting exercise, whether it’s
getting out for a walk at lunchtime, going for
a run in the morning or cycling to work,” said
Ulf  Ekelund of  the Nor wegian S chool  of
Sports Sciences in Norway, one of the study’s
authors, in a statement.

In the new research ,  exper ts  combed
through 13 papers with data on factors includ-
ing how long people spend sitting, their physi-
cal activity levels and their television-watching
habits. The majority of studies included people
older than age 45. All except one were done in
the US,  Western Europe and Austral ia .
Researchers found that people with the high-
est levels of moderate physical activity - 60 to
75 minutes daily- erased the higher risk of
death linked to being seated for more than
eight hours a day.  But even that exercise
regime was not enough to counter the hazards
of also watching more than five hours of televi-
sion a day.

The study’s conclusions suggest that cur-
rent guidel ines from the World Health
Organization - which recommend 30 minutes
of moderate exercise a day -  may not be
enough to offset the dangers of sitting. The
paper was published online Wednesday in the
journal Lancet. Lars Bo Andersen, who co-
authored an accompanying commentar y,
called the new research “very convincing.” He
said watching lots of television was probably
even worse than sitting at the office all day
because it likely includes other unhealthy
habits. “A lot of people don’t just watch TV,
they eat fatty snacks at the same time,” said
Andersen, of Sogn and Fjordane University
College in Norway.

Andersen said some cultures make it easier
than others to squeeze in an hour of exercise
every day, noting that in Denmark and much of
Scandinavia, about half of all people either
cycle or walk to work. But he said that getting
the recommended amount of physical activity
shouldn’t be overly arduous and doesn’t neces-
sarily mean going to the gym for an intense
workout. “If you are walking and can feel your-
self getting a little warm and your breathing is
a little heavier, that’s enough,” he said. “You
don’t have to be sweaty and out of breath to
get the benefits.”—AP 
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CHICAGO: The US Food and Drug
Administration has ordered blood banks in
Florida’s two most densely populated coun-
ties to stop collecting blood as health officials
determine whether Zika has begun transmis-
sion in the continental United States. Florida
has been investigating four possible cases of
local transmission in Miami-Dade County and
Broward County. It is the first US state to
report cases that may not be related to travel
to other countries with active outbreaks.

Zika has struck hardest in Brazil, where the
outbreak was first detected last year, and has
since spread rapidly through the Americas.
The virus can cause a rare birth defect, micro-
cephaly, in newborns whose mothers have
been infected, and is believed to be linked to
Guillain-Barre syndrome in adults. Zika most
commonly infects people via mosquito bite.
But reports of the virus being transmitted
through sex and blood transfusions has
prompted public health officials to recom-
mend additional precautions for sexual part-
ners and blood banks. In a statement posted
online on Wednesday, the FDA said blood
centers in the two Florida counties should
stop collecting blood until they can test each
unit or put in place technology that can kill
pathogens in the blood.

The FDA also recommended that nearby
counties implement the same measures as it
moves to prevent transmission of the virus
through the blood supply. OneBlood,
Florida’s biggest blood collection center, said
it will begin testing all of its collections for
Zika virus, effective July 29, using an investi-
gational screening test and that it is working
as quickly as possible to comply with the
FDA’s request. The FDA has authorized the
emergency use of several investigational Zika
screening tests, including products made by

Hologic Inc and Roche Holding AG.
The agency has also approved a pathogen

inactivation technology made by Cerus Corp
that kills the virus in blood platelets and plas-
ma. The company is conducting clinical trials
to show it can also kill pathogens in red
blood cells. The United States uses roughly 12
million units of red cells, four million plasma
units and two million units of platelets a year.
Unlike oxygen-carrying red blood cells, which
can be kept for 42 days in a refrigerator, or
plasma, which keeps for a year if frozen,
platelets have a shelf life of just four to seven
days. Platelets in general tend to be scarce
because there are fewer donors. It can take
up to two hours to extract platelets using an
apheresis machine, said Dr Richard Benjamin,
chief medical officer for Cerus. And because
of their short shelf life hospitals typically do
not keep much surplus. It can be hard to
source them from elsewhere, too. By the time
they are flown from one place to another
they may only have two days of life left. “All
we need is a few more Zika hotspots and
there will be a shortage of platelets across the
country,” Benjamin said.

The FDA’s action follows Florida’s
announcement that it had identified two
additional Zika cases - one more in each
county - that were not related to travel to an
area where the virus is being transmitted. A
CDC spokesman said on Wednesday that “evi-
dence is mounting to suggest local transmis-
sion via mosquitoes” in South Florida, noting
that the cases fit transmission patterns seen
with prior mosquito-borne outbreaks such as
Chikungunya. FDA said it will continue to
monitor the situation in Florida in coopera-
tion with the CDC and state public health
authorities and provide updates as additional
information becomes available.—Reuters
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CHOLUTECA, Honduras: Nurses take care of babies born with microcephaly in the
Intensive Care Unit of the South Hospital in Choluteca, 130kms south of Tegucigalpa.
Honduras authorities said that eight children were born with microcephaly, most cases
associated with Zika and called on the population to fight the mosquito that transmits
the disease. — AFP 

STOCKHOLM: Worried that Swedes aren’t
having enough sex, the government wants
to analyze the bedroom activities of its citi-
zens in a major new study.  It’s been 20
years since the last in-depth study of the
sex habits of the Scandinavian welfare
state, so Public Health Minister Gabriel
Wikstrom says it’s high time for another
survey. One of the goals of the investiga-
tion, set to be completed in 2019, is to find
out whether there’s any truth to Swedish
tabloid reports that Swedes are having less
sex than they used to. “It’s important to
investigate whether that is the case and if
so, what the reason is,” he wrote Friday in
an opinion piece in the Dagens Nyheter
newspaper.  

If stress and other health issues are
affecting Swedes’ sex lives, he said, “that is
also a political problem.” Morgan Eklund, an
official in Wikstrom’s office, said the minis-

ter was referring primarily to a 2013 survey
of 3,000 people by the Aftonbladet tabloid,
which found that lovemaking is on the
wane in Sweden, a country with a reputa-
tion of being sexually liberated.  Eklund
said the survey was not scientific enough
to be used as the basis of government poli-
cies “but it points in a direction that can be
interesting to follow up.” 

In a separate article on the govern-
ment’s website, Wikstrom said the Social
Democratic-led government needs better
information about people’s sex habits to
guide its policies related to sexual and
reproductive health. “Sex is an area that
strongly influences people’s health, so we
can’t just talk about things like, for example,
venereal disease, but also things that are
positive and lust-filled about sex,” Wikstrom
said. The study will be carried out by the
Public Health Agency of Sweden.—AP 
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‘Zika is here’ - mosquitoes 

now spreading virus in US

MIAMI: Mosquitoes have apparently begun
spreading the Zika virus on the US mainland
for the first time, health officials said Friday, a
long-feared turn in the epidemic that is
sweeping Latin America and the Caribbean.
Four recently infected people in the Miami
area - one woman and three men - are
believed to have contracted the virus locally
through mosquito bites, Gov. Rick Scott said.
No mosquitoes in Florida have actually been
found to be carrying Zika, despite the testing
of 19,000 by the state lab. But other methods
of Zika transmission, such as travel to a strick-
en country or sex with an infected person,
have been ruled out.

“Zika is now here,” said Dr Thomas
Frieden, director of the US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. Still, US
health officials said they do not expect wide-
spread outbreaks in this country like those
seen in Brazil, in part because of better sani-
tation, better mosquito control and wider
use of window screens and air conditioners.
The virus has triggered alarm across the
Western Hemisphere’s warmer latitudes.
While most people who get Zika don’t even
know they are sick, infection during preg-
nancy can cause severe brain-related birth
defects, including disastrously small heads.  

More than 1,650 people in the mainland
US have been infected with Zika in recent
months, nearly all while traveling abroad. The
four people in Florida are believed to be first
to contract the virus from mosquitoes within
the 50 states. “This is not just a Florida issue.
It’s a national issue - we just happen to be at
the forefront,” Scott said. Florida agricultural
officials immediately announced more
aggressive mosquito-control efforts, and
Florida politicians rushed to assure tourists
it’s still safe to visit the state.  Some medical
experts said pregnant women should not
travel to the Miami area, especially if the visit
involves spending time outdoors. The CDC is
not issuing such advice, however.  

Health officials said the US might see
small clusters of infections. But “we don’t
expect widespread transmission in the conti-
nental United States,” the CDC’s Frieden said.
The four Florida infections are thought to
have occurred in a small area just north of
downtown Miami, in the Wynwood arts dis-
trict, the governor said. The area, known for
bold murals spray-painted across warehous-
es, art galleries, restaurants and boutiques, is
rapidly gentrifying and has a number of con-
struction sites where standing water can col-
lect and serve as a breeding ground for mos-
quitoes.

People in Florida’s Miami-Dade and
Broward counties are being tested to learn
whether there are more cases, the governor
said. “If I were a pregnant woman right now, I

would go on the assumption that there’s
mosquito transmission all over the Miami
area,” warned Dr Peter Hotez, a tropical medi-
cine expert at the Baylor College of Medicine
in Texas. He said that there are probably
more cases that have not been diagnosed,
and that people should not be surprised if
mosquitoes are soon found to be spreading
Zika in Louisiana and Texas as well. Earlier
this week, federal authorities told blood cen-
ters in the Miami-Fort Lauderdale areas to
stop collecting blood until they screen it for
the virus. Zika’s symptoms can include low-
grade fever, rash, joint pain, headaches and
inflamed eyes and typically last seven to 10
days. None of the four people infected in
Florida are showing symptoms anymore, offi-
cials said. Frieden said the evidence suggests
that the mosquito-borne transmission
occurred several weeks ago over several city
blocks.

It’s not unusual that no mosquitoes have
tested positive for Zika, said C Roxanne
Connelly, a medical entomology specialist at
the University of Florida and a past president
of the American Mosquito Control
Association.  It can take a couple of weeks
before an infected person shows symptoms,
and by then the mosquitoes that transmitted
the virus are dead, she said. “Believe it or not,
it’s difficult to find positive mosquitoes even
when you’re in the middle of an epidemic,”
Connelly said. “Sometimes you don’t know
where these people were infected. At home?
At work? Where they were playing baseball?”

Zika primarily spreads through bites from
a specific species of mosquito that is found in
urban parts of the South and peaks in num-
ber in August and September. There have
been more than 4,700 cases of mosquito-
borne Zika in Puerto Rico and other US terri-
tories. The cycle of infection inside a country
can start when a blood-sucking mosquito
bites a traveler who has returned from
abroad with the virus in his or her blood-
stream. The mosquito then bites someone
else, spreading the virus.

Health officials have been long predicting
this would happen in the continental US
sometime this summer, probably in Florida
and Texas, because of the types of mosqui-
toes that thrive there and the large numbers
of people who travel back and forth to Latin
America. Orange County Mayor Teresa
Jacobs, whose jurisdiction includes Walt
Disney World and other Orlando-area theme
parks, said tourists shouldn’t think twice
about coming to the Sunshine State. Florida
had more than 106 million visitors last year,
and tourism is the state’s biggest industry.
Florida’s theme parks “have mosquito control
down like no place else I don’t think on the
planet,” Jacobs said.—AP 

FLORIDA: Photo shows Miami-Dade mosquito control worker Carlos Vargas pointing
to the Aedes aegypti mosquito larvae at a home in Miami, Florida. — AFP 


