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NEW YORK: If you’ve got a family - espe-
cially one with young kids - then you
know putting together healthy meals
every night can take more planning and
preparation than you have time and
energy. Could a subscription service that
delivers kits of pre-measured ingredients
and recipes be a cost-effective and
healthy solution? To find out, I spent a
month cooking meals created by some
of the biggest players in the industry:
Blue Apron, Plated, Purple Carrot, Hello
Fresh and Marley Spoon. Their taste, val-
ue and customer service varied. And ulti-
mately the question of whether these
kits might work for you depends a lot on
whether you’re a picky eater and how
much you value time. Each of my boxes
contained three dinners for two. My hus-
band and I tested out the services, since
my kids typically eat well before he gets
home anyway. Here’s what I found. 

Are they affordable?
At about $10 per meal, per person,

the services cost more than groceries,
but probably less than takeout or a
restaurant meal, depending on where
you live. I didn’t save money. The meal
kits don’t yield leftovers, so that meant
buying groceries for sack lunches or pick-
ing up takeout. Factoring out the sub-
stantial first-week discounts the compa-
nies all offer, my family’s weekly food
budget grew by roughly 60 percent to
cover the additional costs.

Yes, though not in the kitchen. I’m no
slouch at the stove, but all the meals I
made still took longer to prepare than
the kit recipes said. I did, though, save
time on grocery trips. And the boxes
minimized what I needed to pick up and
schlep back on the shopping excursions I
couldn’t avoid. 

Another time-saver: You don’t really
have to decide what you’re having that
night until  just before dinner time.
( Though you should probably make
seafood dishes sooner rather than later.)
And you can try out new dishes and fla-

vors without having to make the trek to a
specialty food store. Not having to lug
bags home on the subway, then drag
them up a few flights of stairs, was also
enticing. Suburbanites with SUVs may
not feel the same way. Knowing that
everything you need to make dinner is
waiting for you at home is a stress reduc-
er, but the boxes aren’t foolproof. A rock-
hard avocado in a Hello Fresh shrimp
recipe resulted in a last minute trip to the
store for a replacement.

Are they healthy?
It depends. All the companies provide

calorie counts; most of the meals come
in between 500 and 700 calories. After
that, it can get a little hazy. In particular,
Blue Apron fudges the numbers, labeling
some of its meals for two as actually
serving three. A dinner of Italian beef
sandwiches with cheese sauce and pota-
to wedges was listed at 590 calories per
serving. The kit made two sandwiches,
but said it served three people. My hus-
band and I polished off the whole thing
by ourselves, consuming a whopping
885 calories each in the process.

Blue Apron said the extra portion was a
result of large rolls that a supplier provided
for the dish, adding that the majority of its
meals do serve two people. Some of the
ingredients left a bit to be desired as well.
While Plated boasted wild Pacific salmon,
and Blue Apron supplied shrimp from the
Gulf of Mexico, Hello Fresh’s shrimp came
all the way from India. Marley Spoon takes
its focus on ingredients a step further by
including products from high-end suppli-
ers familiar to foodies.

But others included mystery ingredi-
ents. A Blue Apron kit came with a con-
tainer of “chicken demi-glace” and a bag of
“biscuit mix,” but didn’t list any ingredients
on the containers or on the company’s
website. Blue Apron said it provides cus-
tomers with ingredient lists on request,
but doesn’t list them on its website,
because they can vary by region. Plated’s
fancy salmon dish included hoisin sauce,
but didn’t say what was in it. 

A Hello Fresh dish also used hoisin
sauce, but it came in little takeout packets
with the ingredients printed on them. It
included artificial food coloring, some-
thing I try to avoid.

So how do they taste?
Healthiness aside, some meals were

really great, while others reminded me of
the hot lunches I ate in elementary school.
Meals from Purple Carrot, which are exclu-
sively vegan, may or may not be up your
alley.  Some were great, all were time con-
suming and, unlike with the other compa-
nies, there wasn’t an option to choose
dishes from a list. You’re stuck with the
three dishes Purple Carrot schedules for a
given week.

It’s worth noting that all the other
companies offer plenty of vegetarian
options. And Hello Fresh offers a vegetari-
an subscription that’s a little cheaper than
their regular one. I found the Blue Apron
dishes I tried a bit simplistic and bland,
prompting memories of lunch ladies in
hair nets. Plated gives you the option of
paying a little extra for more upscale food.
A wild Pacific salmon dish was worth the
extra $12 I paid on top of the company’s
regular $72 weekly price.  But with its
high-end ingredients, Marley Spoon offers
much of the same quality for a fraction of
the price. Hello Fresh fell somewhere in
the middle. Its dishes were the fastest to

prepare and tastier than Blue Apron’s,
though not as fancy as those from Plated
or Marley Spoon.

So what’s the bottom line?
These services are worth a try. All of

the companies I tried offer generous first-
week promotions. But if you think you
might drop them after that, go online and
skip your next few deliveries while you
make up your mind. Cancellations take
time to process and people have gotten
stuck paying for boxes they didn’t want
because they didn’t cancel them fast
enough. Whether something like this
could be worth it boils down to what your
time is worth. Cutting back on last-minute
grocery trips is nice, but is it worth $60 to
$72 a week? I grew tired of eating out of a
box after a couple of weeks and began
longing for fresh bread and my favorite
turkey chili - not to mention “Free Wine
Wednesday” at my neighborhood Thai
restaurant. While I’m keeping my Plated
and Marley Spoon subscriptions active, I
think it’s back to the grocery store for me.
Though that could change after I start
hauling bags up the stairs again. — AP 

Climate data the key weapon in fight against Zika outbreak

NEW YORK: Photo shows Hello Fresh’s Shrimp Taco Lettuce Wraps in New York.
An industry has emerged supplying home-delivered meals in a box. 

NEW YORK: Photo shows Blue Apron’s Chicken & Sage Biscuit Pot Pie, in New
York. — AP photos

WHIPPANY: File photo shows the North American headquarters of Bayer Healthcare in Whippany, NJ. The Food and Drug Administration
announced it plans to warn consumers more strongly about Essure, a contraceptive implant that drew thousands of complaints from women
reporting chronic pain, bleeding and other health problems. — AP 

WASHINGTON: Federal health regulators plan to
warn consumers more strongly about Essure, a con-
traceptive implant that drew thousands of com-
plaints from women reporting chronic pain, bleed-
ing and other health problems. The Food and Drug
Administration announced it would add a boxed
warning - its most serious type - to alert doctors
and patients to problems reported with the nickel-
titanium implant. 

But the FDA stopped short of removing the
device from the market, as favored by women who
have petitioned the agency in the last year. Instead,
the agency is requiring manufacturer Bayer to con-
duct studies of the device to further assess its risks
in different groups of women. “More rigorous
research is needed to better understand if certain
women are at heightened risk of complications,”
said Dr William Maisel, chief scientist for the FDA’s
device center.

The agency said in a statement that Essure is “an
appropriate option for the majority of women,” but
that “some women may be at risk for serious com-
plications,” including damage to the uterus and fal-
lopian tubes if the device shifts out of position.
Essure has been sold for more than a decade and is
frequently pitched to women as the only non-surgi-
cal option for permanent birth control. It consists of
two nickel-titanium coils inserted into the fallopian
tubes, where they spur growth of scar tissue and
block sperm from fertilizing a woman’s eggs.  Bayer
estimates 750,000 women have received the device
since 2002. 

The company sells the device as an alternative to
traditional surgical procedures used to “tie the
tubes,” via incision. But the FDA has received thou-
sands of reports of problems with the device from
women and doctors. While the product’s label
warns about pelvic pain and bleeding immediately
after the procedure, many women said these prob-
lems persisted and were so severe they required
surgery to remove the device. The FDA is requiring
Bayer to study various complications with Essure,
including unplanned pregnancy, pelvic pain and
surgery. Such studies generally take years to design
and complete.

The proposed warning label will also take time
to implement. The FDA is seeking public input for
60 days on the language for the warning and

another proposed “check-list” that doctors would
use to make sure patients understand the device’s
risks. “We strongly support a black box warning, but
it needs to be a very strong one,” said Diana
Zuckerman of the National Center for Health
Research. In September, dozens of women urged
the agency to recall the device at a public meeting
on problems reported with Essure. In recent
months they have been joined by members of
Congress, including Rep. Rosa DeLauro, D-
Connecticut, who said in a statement she would
monitor the FDA’s follow-up on Essure.

“The FDA cannot continue to drag its feet on
medical device safety when women are suffering,”

DeLauro said in a statement after the FDA’s plan
was announced. Essure’s warning label previously
noted that the device’s nickel can result in allergic
reactions, such as itching and hives. But many
women have attributed more severe problems to
the implant, including mood disorders, weight gain,
hair loss and irregular bleeding. Many of those com-
plaints have been shared through social media,
including a Facebook page called Essure Problems,
which has grown to over 27,000 members. “Essure is
an important permanent birth control option with a
positive benefit-risk profile,” Bayer said in a state-
ment. The German conglomerate said it would con-
tinue to work closely with the FDA. — AP 

Birth control warning  
that raises complaints

US health regulators to warn consumers about Essure

NEW ORLEANS: The nation’s boom in cheap
natural gas - often viewed as a clean energy
source - is spawning a wave of petrochemical
plants that, if built, will emit massive amounts of
greenhouse gases, an environmental watchdog
group warned in a report Monday. The
Washington-based Environmental Integrity
Project said hydraulic fracturing of shale rock
formations and other advances, such as horizon-
tal drilling, have made natural gas cheap and
plentiful - so plentiful that the United States has
begun exporting gas.

The watchdog nonprofit, which says its mis-
sion is to hold polluters accountable and cham-
pion environmental laws, is led by Eric Schaeffer,
former director of the US Environmental
Protection Agency’s Office of Civil Enforcement.
Thanks to this energy boom, the group calculat-
ed that if 44 large-scale petrochemical develop-
ments proposed or permitted in 2015 were built
they would spew as much pollution as 19 new
coal-fired power plants would. The report said all
these projects potentially could pump about 86
million tons of greenhouse gases into the
atmosphere each year.  That would be an
increase of 16 percent for the industry’s emis-
sions in 2014, the report found.

The report combined new natural gas, fertiliz-
er and chemical plants and petroleum refinery
expansions projects. Natural gas is a prime ingre-
dient in ammonia, a basic element in fertilizers.
Similarly, the report said natural gas is important
for chemical manufacturers of plastics and other
products. Seven refinery projects were included
because shale oil extraction has surged along
with fracking, the group said. A bulk of these
projects is in Louisiana, where 20 of the 44 proj-
ects were found. In recent years, Louisiana has
embraced a slew of new facilities. The state has
long welcomed the oil and gas industry.

The report found that Louisiana’s projects
would produce the equivalent of 68 million tons
of carbon dioxide a year, or as much as 15 new
coal power plants. The state has six coal plants in
operation today, the report said. If built, the
report found that Louisiana’s greenhouse gas
emissions would go up by about 30 percent. The
Environmental Integrity Project said this poten-
tial load of pollution needs to be considered in
efforts to curb greenhouse gases. “The numbers
are far too large to ignore,” the report said. The
report acknowledged natural gas developments
have been a benefit to the US economy and that
natural gas is cleaner than coal. —AP

Cheap natural gas leads to 
more plants and pollution

RIO DE JANEIRO: Global health officials are racing
to better understand the Zika virus behind a
major outbreak that began in Brazil last year and
has since spread to many countries in the
Americas. The following are some questions and
answers about the virus and current outbreak:

How do people become infected?
Zika is transmitted to people through the bite

of infected female mosquitoes, primarily the
Aedes aegypti mosquito, the same type that
spreads dengue, chikungunya and yellow fever.
The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO)
said Aedes mosquitoes are found in all countries
in the Americas except Canada and continental
Chile, and the virus will likely reach all countries
and territories of the region where Aedes mosqui-
toes are found.

How do you treat Zika?
There is no treatment or vaccine for Zika infec-

tion. Companies and scientists are racing to devel-
op a safe and effective vaccine for Zika, but the
World Health Organization (WHO) said it would
take at least 18 months to start large-scale clinical
trials of potential preventative shots.

How dangerous is it?
The PAHO said there is no evidence that Zika

can cause death, but some cases have been report-
ed with more serious complications in patients
with pre-existing medical conditions. It has also
been associated with Guillain-Barre syndrome, a
rare disorder in which the body’s immune system
attacks part of the nervous system.

Zika and microcephaly
Much remains unknown about Zika, including

whether the virus actually causes microcephaly in
babies, a condition defined by unusually small
heads that can result in developmental problems.
Research is under way in Brazil to confirm the sus-
pected link to microcephaly, with initial findings
expected within months, according to public
health officials. Brazil said it has confirmed more
than 580 cases of microcephaly, and considers
most of them to be related to Zika infections in
the mothers. Brazil is investigating an additional
4,100 suspected cases of microcephaly. Research
in Brazil indicates the greatest microcephaly risk is
associated with infection during the first trimester
of pregnancy. Recent studies from other countries
have shown evidence of Zika in amniotic fluid,
placenta and fetal brain tissue.

What are the symptoms?
People infected with Zika may have a mild

fever, skin rash, conjunctivitis, muscle and joint
pain and fatigue that can last for two to seven
days. But as many as 80 percent of people infect-
ed never develop symptoms. The symptoms are
similar to those of dengue or chikungunya, which
are transmitted by the same type of mosquito.

How can Zika be contained?
Efforts to control the spread of the virus focus on

eliminating mosquito breeding sites and taking pre-

cautions against mosquito bites such as using insect
repellent and mosquito nets. U.S. and international
health officials have advised pregnant women to
avoid travel to Latin American and Caribbean coun-
tries where they may be exposed to Zika.

How widespread is the outbreak?
Active Zika outbreaks have been reported in at

least 36 countries or territories, most of them in
the Americas, according to the US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Brazil has
been the country most affected. Africa (1): Cape
Verde; Americas (31): Aruba, Barbados, Bolivia,
Bonaire, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, CuraÁao,
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, French
Guiana, Guadeloupe, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti,
Honduras, Jamaica, Martinique, Mexico,
Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Puerto Rico, Saint
Martin, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, St.
Maarten, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, US
Virgin Islands and Venezuela Oceania/Pacific
Islands (4): American Samoa, Marshall Islands,
Samoa, and Tonga

What is the history?
The Zika virus is found in tropical locales with

large mosquito populations. Outbreaks of Zika
have been recorded in Africa, the Americas,
Southern Asia and the Western Pacific. The virus
was first identified in Uganda in 1947 in rhesus
monkeys and was first identified in people in 1952
in Uganda and Tanzania, according to the WHO.

Through sexual contact
On Feb 26, the US CDC reported six confirmed

and probable cases of sexual transmission of the
mosquito-borne Zika virus from male travelers to
female non-travelers. On Feb 23, the CDC had said
it was investigating 14 new reports of possible
transmission, in addition to a previous case in
Texas. In two of the suspected cases, the infection
was confirmed in women whose only known risk
factor was sexual contact with an ill male partner
who had recently traveled to a Zika outbreak area,
the agency said. The reports suggest sexual trans-
mission may be a more likely means of spreading
Zika than previously considered, the CDC said. All
cases involve possible transmission of the virus
from men to their sex partners.

On Feb 27, France said it had detected its first
sexually transmitted case of Zika in a woman
whose partner had traveled to Brazil. British health
officials reported Zika was found in a man’s semen
two months after he was infected, suggesting the
virus may linger in semen long after infection
symptoms fade. The WHO has advised women,
particularly pregnant women, to use condoms.
The PAHO said Zika can be transmitted through
blood, but this is an infrequent transmission mech-
anism. There is no evidence Zika can be transmit-
ted to babies through breast milk.

The WHO says because no big Zika outbreaks
were recorded before 2007, little is known about
complications caused by infection. During an out-
break of Zika from 2013-14 in French Polynesia,
national health authorities reported an unusual
increase in Guillain-Barre syndrome. —Reuters

JOAO PESSOA: Caio Julio Vasconcelos who was born with microcephaly undergoes
physical therapy at the Institute for the Blind in Joao Pessoa, Brazil. — AP 

Why Zika is causing alarm?


