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BARCELONA: In the Caribbean island state
of Barbados, rainwater collection has been
promoted as a way to boost scarce supplies
of fresh water.  But there’s a catch: environ-
mental health officers then reported an
increase in mosquitoes breeding in house-
hold water storage tanks.

In a country battling a high rate of
dengue fever and some recently detected
cases of Zika, controlling the population of
the Aedes aegypti mosquito - which trans-
mits both viruses to humans - is a high pri-
ority. Diarmid Campbell-Lendrum, team
leader for climate change and health with
the World Health Organization (WHO) in
Geneva, says there is a cheap and easy
answer: covering rainwater tanks with mos-
quito nets. But first the connection
between climate and health issues must be
made - and that doesn’t always happen.

In Barbados, it did. The country was one
of seven to take part in the first global proj-
ect on adapting public health systems to
climate change, launched by the WHO and
the U.N.  Development Programme in 2010.
Key aims of the work in Barbados were to
improve water storage facilities to eliminate
mosquitoes, give technical advice on build-
ing and maintaining water tanks, and raise
public awareness about safe ways to har-
vest rainwater.

“It is about healthy urban planning -
whereby your urban design, and your water
and sanitation services all take into account
the health risks and opportunities that
arise,” said Campbell-Lendrum. Pressure to
analyse the health impacts of climate
change and extreme weather - and to

explore how efforts to deal with climate
stresses could themselves shape health
risks - is increasing as Zika gathers pace.

WHO figures show that active Zika out-
breaks have been reported in around 40
countries or territories since the start of
2015, with three quarters of them in the
Americas. In that region, the Aedes mosqui-
to is found in all countries except Canada
and continental Chile, according to the Pan
American Health Organization (PAHO).

The Zika infection itself produces none
or only mild symptoms in many cases, but
scientists are trying to establish whether it
causes microcephaly in babies, a condition
in which infants are born with unusually
small heads and can suffer developmental
problems. Zika also has been associated
with Guillain-BarrÈ syndrome, a rare disor-
der in which the body’s immune system
attacks part of the nervous system. 

There is no treatment or vaccine for Zika
infection, and the WHO has said it will take
at least 18 months to start large-scale clini-
cal trials of preventative shots. That means
the focus for now is on understanding
where and how the virus is likely to spread,
eliminating mosquito breeding sites - from
water tanks to flower pots, gutters and used
tyres - and taking precautions against mos-
quito bites.

El Nino influence?
Climate scientists have a role to play in

the fight against Zika because mosquito-
borne infections are strongly affected by
weather and climate conditions, Campbell-
Lendrum said. It remains unclear if and how

climate change and the powerful El NiÒo
weather phenomenon that has brought
drought and floods to different parts of the
world in recent months may have influ-
enced the spread of Zika, he added.

“But it is certainly highly plausible that
these unusual weather conditions have
made it easier to transmit the virus,” he told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
Meteorologists have warned that El NiÒo, a
warming of Pacific Ocean surface waters,
could be succeeded later in the year by its
opposite - La Nina - which also causes
extreme weather around the globe.

That is something scientists will need to
monitor closely in the coming months,
matching projections of climatic conditions
that favour breeding of Aedes mosquitoes
with information on where people from
places with the infection are travelling.

Erin Coughlan de Perez of the Red Cross
Red Crescent Climate Centre said that as
knowledge grows about the links between
climate factors and Zika, it could be used to
target public health measures in at-risk
areas, to head off outbreaks.

Improving response
In a Januar y repor t  on the health

impacts of El Nino, the WHO warned that
above-average rainfall was expected in
parts of South America until May - partic-
ularly Ecuador, Peru, Paraguay, Uruguay,
Brazil and Argentina. That could cause
floods and increases in vector-borne dis-
eases such as malaria, dengue, chikun-
gunya and Zika, said the report - the first
of its kind.

“We are paying much more attention to
the links between climate and weather and
health, and trying to use this information
and this understanding to improve the
response,” the WHO’s Campbell-Lendrum
said. Madeleine Thomson, a senior scientist
with the International Research Institute for
Climate and Society, said it is now increas-
ingly accepted that climate factors need to
be a core consideration for the health sec-
tor, but the resources to put that into prac-
tice have yet to follow.

The fact that global warming will make
populations in some parts of the world
more vulnerable to mosquito-borne dis-
eases like dengue and Zika “is not rocket
science”, she said. “The key thing is how do
we use that knowledge to better control
Zika and other emerging infectious dis-
eases that will come down the pipeline?”

Thomson will attend a meeting called by
PAHO in Washington this week to define
the public health research agenda for Zika,
which is expected to include weather and
climate influences. The researcher noted
that scientists will have to draw on what
they already know about dengue, given
that Zika is likely transmitted by the same
mosquito species.

Urban slums
Dengue - which causes flu-like symp-

toms and can develop into the deadly
dengue haemorrhagic fever - is the world’s
fastest-spreading tropical disease, with the
annual number of cases increasing 30-fold
in the last 50 years, according to the WHO.
The failure to control dengue is rooted

partly in the fact that the mosquitoes
thrive in small amounts of stagnant water
in urban areas, and their eggs can survive
dry seasons.

Unplanned urbanisation favours the
transmission of dengue and Zika, experts
say. That’s a problem at a time when the
world’s cities are mushrooming, particular-
ly in poorer countries with slums that lack
a reliable water supply and decent hous-
ing. “It’s really a recipe for disaster, for
increasing disaster risk - and it reinforces
the need for us to get out ahead of this
with effective planning,” said Robert
Glasser, head of the UN Office for Disaster
Risk Reduction (UNISDR).

The spread of Zika has shown that the
emergence of a virus or disease can affect
all countries, including rich ones, making
international cooperation, early detection
and rapid response systems essential, he
added. A new global agreement to prevent
disasters, adopted in Sendai, Japan, last
March, included the need to address bio-
logical hazards such as pandemics - largely
in response to the outbreak of Ebola in
West Africa.

But efforts to join up ministries and
agencies working separately on health and
disasters are still at an early stage, with a
conference due to bring them together in
Bangkok next month. 

“ These viruses do not respect silos
within government, and they don’t respect
borders either across governments, and
this is the main reason we need to break
down the silos in almost every direction,”
Glasser said. — Reuters 

Climate data the key weapon in fight against Zika outbreak

HAWAII: Organic farmer Steve Mann wears mosquito netting while surveying the grounds on his Old Ways Farm in Captain Cook. — AP 

HONOLULU: On a farm in the heart of Hawaii’s
ongoing dengue outbreak, coffee grows wild
among the ferns, and vanilla vines climb guava
trees. It’s hard to know where nature ends and the
farm begins, and that’s the way organic farmers
there like it.

But state efforts to combat the outbreak - and
prevent the related Zika virus from making inroads
on the island - could put these farmers out of busi-
ness. Posting “no spray” signs on their properties,
they’re pushing back on the use of pesticides to kill
the mosquitoes that transmit both infections.

Global health officials have identified mosquito
eradication as the key to curtailing the Zika out-
break that has taken hold in Latin America and
been linked to birth defects in Brazil, as well as pre-
venting it from taking hold in other areas where the
Aedes aegypti mosquito is prevalent, including the
southern US.

Zika linked 
“Any place a dengue outbreak can occur, a Zika

outbreak could occur,” Lyle Peterson, director of
CDC’s division of vector-borne diseases, said in an
interview with The Associated Press. “Given the fact
that many affected travelers could be coming to
Hawaii as outbreaks occur around the Pacific, there
is always the possibility of infecting local mosqui-
toes.” But mosquito control is highly variable around
the US, and a chunk of the $1.8 billion in emer-
gency funding the Obama administration is seeking
for Zika would go to shoring up those capabilities,
Dr. Anne Schuchat, CDC’s principle deputy director,
told a Senate committee Wednesday. “In many
areas, there are big holes,” she said.

Plus, this mosquito species is particularly hard to
deal with, an aggressive daytime biter that can live
not just in the yard but inside the house. A little
water left in a flower pot is enough for its eggs to
hatch; they even can survive drought until rain
returns. Hawaii has had four cases of Zika, all in trav-
elers to countries with ongoing transmission,
according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. But local mosquitoes have infected 260
on the Big Island with dengue fever. And the CDC
reported active local Zika transmissions in Pacific
islands that have a fair amount of traffic to Hawaii,
including Samoa, American Samoa, the Marshall
Islands and Tonga.

In a report, Peterson said staff shortages in the
state Health Department and conditions on the
island make it difficult to fight mosquito-borne
diseases. The report cited abundant mosquito
breeding grounds, dense vegetation, unoccupied
homes and widespread use of cisterns to provide
water to households.

On Old Ways Farm, organic farmer Steve Mann

tends to his herbs with mosquito netting dangling
from his straw hat. Neighbors have been infected
with dengue, but Mann wouldn’t allow his home or
farm to be sprayed with pesticides. “It’s not organic,
and that would cancel our certification for a period
of three years,” Mann said. “That might well put us
out of business.” 

Organic farmers aren’t the only ones pushing
back. Hundreds of residents flock to the Legislature
annually decrying their use. Steve Okoji, supervis-
ing sanitarian for the state Department of Health,
said his teams ask permission before spraying at
homes and work with farmers on possible alterna-
tives. But they have reached only a quarter of
households in dengue-affected areas, instead of the
recommended 90 percent, the CDC report said.
Okoji says repeated visits have helped improve that
number.

Hawaii slashed its mosquito control and ento-
mology staff from 56 employees in 2009 to 25 in
2016. The state has redirected workers who usually
perform sanitation and radiological health roles to
help fight dengue. “We actually have an adequate
amount of people and resources to meet this
response ... but what we’re doing is we’re just pretty

much treading water,” Okoji said. “We need to actu-
ally try and get ahead of the disease.”

Breeding grounds 
After new cases of dengue cropped up in

touristy Kailua-Kona, volunteers fanned out to
educate the community and a team searched for
mosquito breeding grounds at the Courtyard
Marriott King Kamehameha’s Kona Beach Hotel,
dumping out buckets of water that had been set
out for feral cats. “It’s not a question of if, it’s a
question of when Zika comes here to this island,
and we have a very unique opportunity right
now to squash it,” said Karen Anderson, a Big
Island resident who started a Facebook page to
share information about the outbreak.

Anderson and other residents distributed thou-
sands of mosquito traps in their neighborhoods.
“We work three jobs, and now we’ve added this,
because nobody else is doing it,” said Krista
Johnson, 49, a commercial fisherman, estate care-
taker and researcher on the Big Island. In a previous
dengue fever outbreak in 2001 that sickened 122
people, the state hired more than 200 workers to
fight mosquitoes and other pests. —AP

Battling dengue, Hawaii faces

small staff, pesticide fears

Mosquito eradication the key to curtailing outbreak

CHICAGO: Young transgender children
allowed to live openly as the gender they iden-
tify with fared as well psychologically as other
kids in a small study that suggests parental
support may be the key. Rates of depression
and anxiety were equal in the study, which
compared 73 transgender kids aged 3 to 12
with 73 nontransgender youngsters. The trans
kids also fared as well on both measures as a
group of their nontransgender siblings.

Rates of anxiety among trans kids were “a
smidge higher” than national averages for chil-
dren of the same age, but otherwise they
matched national norms, said lead author
Kristina Olson, an associate psychology profes-
sor at the University of Washington. She said
it’s the largest study to examine the psycho-
logical health of transgender youth who have
socially transitioned. Parents recruited from
support groups, conferences and a special
website rated their kids’ well-being on a stan-
dard mental health scale.

The parents weren’t randomly selected and
Olson acknowledged that parents of kids who
aren’t well-adjusted may have opted not to

take part. The study “certainly suggests that
family support is linked to better mental
health,” although that idea wasn’t tested
directly and Olson said the results don’t prove
that is the explanation for the children’s well-
being. The results were published Friday in the
journal Pediatrics.

Suicidal behavior 
The findings are “truly stunning,” given pre-

vious studies showing high rates of mental
health problems including suicidal behavior in
transgender children, Dr Ilana Sherer, a Dublin,
California, pediatrician, wrote in a Pediatrics
editorial.  Most previous research is in children
who haven’t come out, Olson said.

Study children had not had any sex reas-
signment treatment, and some parents initial-
ly opposed letting their kids come out. Micah
Heumann, an academic adviser at the
University of Illinois’s Champaign campus, was
among study participants. His 10-year-old
child, Daniel, was born a girl and named
Naima, but has identified as a boy ever since
he knew about gender, Heumann said. —AP

AUCKLAND: New Zealander middle-dis-
tance runner Nick Willis and his wife
already have a toddler, and they’re looking
to add to their family. Concern over the
Zika virus is putting those plans on hold.
Willis, the 2008 Olympic silver medalist in
the 1,500 meters, hopes to compete this
summer at the games in Rio de Janeiro.
Wife Sierra is one of his coaches.

“We’ve had a lot of conversations about
the Zika virus. ... We have a 21/2-year-old
son, my wife and I, and we’d like to add to
that family and grow it,” Willis said. “The
biggest impact, I suppose, is we’ve decided
not to try to get pregnant now.” Willis, 32,
suggested that perhaps he’d consider
freezing his sperm until the couple knows
more about the virus. Like many athletes
headed to Brazil this summer, he is refusing
to let Zika derail his Olympic dreams. Most
say they are trusting federations to make
sure they are safe, although one medal
hopeful is warning a vulnerable relative to
stay home.

The husband of American Jenn Suhr,
who holds the world indoor record for the
pole vault and won the gold at the 2012
Olympics, said a cousin canceled plans to
go to Brazil this summer to watch Suhr
jump because the cousin has one child and
is expecting another. “We’ve never been to
South America. We don’t know what we’re
in for down there,” Rick Suhr said. “As long
as they keep putting these events in chal-
lenging cities, you’re going to have chal-
lenging issues come up. It seems like the
farther you compete from home, the more
challenging it is.”

Growing concerns 
The Zika virus - spread mainly by mos-

quito bites - is epidemic in Latin America
and the Caribbean. The virus causes mild
illness or no symptoms in most people. But
in Brazil, officials are investigating a possi-
ble link to babies born with unusually small
heads, a rare birth defect called micro-
cephaly that can signal underlying brain
damage.

In guidance issued Friday night, the US
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
addressed people planning to travel to
Brazil for the Olympics in August and the
Paralympic Games in September. The
agency again advised that pregnant
women consider not going and that their
male sexual partners use condoms after
the trip or abstain from sex during the
pregnancy. Women who are trying to
become pregnant should talk to their doc-
tors before making the trip, the CDC
advised. The CDC also recommends that all
travelers use insect repellent while in Zika
outbreak areas and continue to use it for
three weeks after travel in case they might
be infected but not sick.

The US women’s national soccer team
held two meetings to discuss the virus with
doctors while in Texas for its Olympic quali-
fying tournament. Two players, Amy
Rodriguez and Sydney Leroux, already had
planned to take a break from the team for

the Rio Games because of pregnancy.
Goalkeeper Hope Solo first raised questions
in an interview with Sports Illustrated, sug-
gesting she wouldn’t do anything to jeop-
ardize the health of her child if she were to
decide to start a family.

“If the Olympics were today, I would not
go,” Solo reiterated during the tournament.
“Fortunately, the Olympics are six months
away. So, I believe we have some time to
get our doubts and questions answered.”
The CDC says there is no evidence to sug-
gest that Zika poses a risk of birth defects
for future pregnancies. The virus remains in
the blood of an infected person for only
about a week.

Spanish wind surfing gold medalist
Marina Alabau believes she contracted Zika
while training in Rio in December. First she
came down with a fever, then other symp-
toms arose. “Then my whole body turned red
and everything itched. Two days later, my
joints started aching,” she said. “First it was in
the fingers, then my wrists and finally my
ankles. It was then that I decided to return to
Spain because I was a little worried.”

Flu-like symptoms 
Alabau can’t confirm her illness was Zika

because she wasn’t tested at the time. But
she says the painful symptoms she suffered
won’t stop her from competing in the
games in August. At an event this week in
Rio, 2012 Olympic diving silver medalist
Abby Johnston pointed to another con-
cern: The flu-like symptoms caused in some
who contract the Zika virus can impact per-
formance.

“That’s really not what you would want,
particularly for something you have trained
your whole life for. To think that that could
be taken away by a virus is pretty scary,”
said Johnston, a second-year medical stu-
dent at Duke University. The virus puts the
International Olympic Committee, as well
as national organizations and sports feder-
ations around the world, in the position of
being educators to make sure athletes are
armed with information about Zika and its
risks. They were in a similar position for the
2008 Games, when poor air quality in
Beijing raised concerns among athletes.

The Australian Olympic Committee has
advised athletes to wear long sleeves and
keep windows closed in the Olympic village,
among other precautions. US Olympic
Committee CEO Scott Blackmun sent a letter
to all possible Olympians, acknowledging
the growing worries over the virus. The
USOC will hire two infectious disease special-
ists to advise potential Olympians who are
worried about the Zika outbreak in Brazil.

“I want to emphasize that it is to us, as
well, and that your well-being in Rio this
summer is our highest priority,” Blackmun
wrote. The IOC has expressed confidence in
measures being taken against the virus in
Brazil - spraying and removing standing
water - and is following the advice of the
World Health Organization. The IOC has dis-
tributed the guidance to all  national
Olympic committees. —AP

Zika outbreak concerns some 

athletes planning families

ELIAT, Israel: In this Feb 19, 2016, file photo, Marina Alabau, a Spanish windsurfer
and a gold medalist at the London Olympics, stands by her equipment, as she pre-
pares for the RS:X World Championship. — AP 
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that live openly fare better


