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NEW YORK: Women in many US states are
given misleading information in state-
issued brochures when they seek abor-
tions, such as characterizations of fetal and
embryonic development, according to a
study released on Monday. Thirty-one US
states require women to be given informa-
tional packets ahead of getting an abortion
in a practice known as informed consent,
according to the study by researchers at
Rutgers University in New Jersey. Their find-
ings come just days before the US Supreme
Court is set to hear arguments in its first
abortion case in nearly a decade.

Looking at brochures issued in 23 of
those 31 US states, the researchers said
they found nearly a third of the information
to be medically inaccurate. The brochures
are authored by and required by the states.
Based on those findings, the researchers
estimated that nationwide, 35 percent of
women having abortions were given infor-
mation exaggerating the development of
fetuses and embryos. For example, a
Wisconsin brochure said a 20-week-old
fetus “may feel pain” and a North Carolina
pamphlet said fetuses between weeks 12
and 14 had fully formed lips and noses and
have fingernails beginning to form, the
study said.

Such characterizations are incorrect, the
researchers said. “Misinformation is a threat
to the integrity of the doctor-patient rela-
tionship and to the medical system as a
whole,” said Cynthia Daniels, the study’s
lead author and a professor who heads
Rutgers’s Informed Consent Project. “This
study shows the problems that occur when
politicians intervene into the doctor-
patient relationship,” she said. The nation’s
highest court on Wednesday is scheduled
to hear challenges to a 2013 law in Texas
that requires doctors at abortion clinics to
have admitting privileges at nearby hospi-
tals and for clinics to meet the standards of
ambulatory surgical centers.

Critics say the Texas law is unnecessary,
superfluous and expensive and creates an
undue burden on women seeking abor-
tions. Abortion has been legal in the United
States since 1973. The study found that the
US states with the worst records regarding
the medical accuracy of their brochures
were North Carolina, Michigan and Kansas.
Worldwide, about three in 10 countries
allow abortions on request or for any rea-
son, according to a 2015 Pew Research
Center analysis, although many prohibit
procedures after a certain point in the
pregnancy. — Reuters
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WASHINGTON: Photo shows the US Supreme Court in Washington, DC. The US
Supreme Court hears its most important abortion case in decades today, with all
eyes on the critical swing vote of Justice Anthony Kennedy. The case has huge impli-
cations on this hot-button issue that could determine the availability of abortion
services across the country, just as a highly polarized American electorate goes to
the polls in this election year. — AFP

ESTAYISH: When drought and pests decimated
their farm in Ethiopia’s northern Amhara region,
10-year-old Eseye Tiruneh and her family board-
ed a bus, fleeing the starvation all around them.
It was 1985 and Ethiopia was in the grip of its
worst famine, which killed around one million
people. Ethiopia’s communist regime resettled
Eseye’s family in Wollega, over 1,000 km (620
miles) southwest, as part of an ambitious plan to
move more than a million people from the
drought-affected north, where it was fighting a
rebellion, to the fertile west.

But they did not escape death. Eseye’s mother,
grandmother and two siblings died in an epidem-
ic of malaria and diarrhoea that killed about a
dozen people each day in the resettlement vil-
lage. “It was only my father and I who survived,”
said Eseye, now aged 40, wearing a black head-
scarf, dusty maroon dress and faded beige shawl,
her eyes fixed on her feet. “The main work of the
farmers was to bury people.” While no one is pre-
dicting famine in Amhara this year, drought is
once again casting a shadow over farmers ekeing
out a living on these rocky hillsides.

Precarious
Under a burning sun, hundreds of men and

women squatted in the dust outside a ware-
house, waiting to fill their plastic bottles with
cooking oil and their white sacks with wheat and
yellow split peas. Life is always precarious for
families in these densely-populated highlands,
who plough narrow terraces cut into steep
mountainsides. The poorest 10 percent receive
food aid from the government from January to
June every year, in exchange for digging ponds
or planting trees. It started distributing emer-
gency food aid in October after the strongest El
Nino on record triggered a drought which left
wheat shoots to wither in the fields.

The government and aid agencies have asked
for $1.4 billion to feed 10.2 million people-the
third largest appeal globally after Syria and
Yemen. All of the farmers at the food distribution
who remembered 1984-85 famine said the cur-
rent drought is worse, particularly as it came on
the back of a poor harvest in 2014. “We are hun-
gry, the children are hungry,” said Ayalew
Berihun, 51, a blue headscarf wound round his
head and a plastic sack stuffed into the pocket of
his faded turquoise jacket. “On good days, we
usually eat in the morning and evening. But now

it is difficult to even eat once a day.”
His family of eight did not harvest anything in

2015 from their half hectare plot. Every few days,
they make a three hour round trip to fetch water
from a spring with their donkey. Up to 30 people
can be in the queue ahead of them, quickly
washing their faces before filling their jerrycans
with water that will be reserved for drinking and
cooking at home. But help is at hand this time,
unlike in 1984, when the government hid the
hunger crisis until its had celebrated its 10th
anniversary in power, bombed markets in rebel-
held territory and blocked relief to areas con-
trolled by insurgents.

Children drop out of school
Yet with soaring rates of malnutrition, chil-

dren are dropping out of school and into menial
jobs to survive, robbing parents like Eseye and
Ayalew of hope for the future. “I wish God would
give us rain so that I can educate my children
properly and they could get government jobs,
live a better life and support me,” said Eseye,
who has a cross tattooed on her forehead and a
picture of the Virgin Mary on a black string
around her neck. Chances of that are slim.
Eseye’s daughter quit school at 16 to work in a
nearby town so she can send a couple of dollars
home to her mother each month.

Eseye’s 12-year-old son is still in school, but
his attention is waning as his body grows thin-
ner. “He is getting weak and tired,” she said. “He
doesn’t follow his lessons properly and he
doesn’t study.” Some 1.3 million schoolchildren
have been affected by the drought, the gov-
ernment says, either too hungry to concentrate
or dropping out to search for food or water. In
Eseye’s village, children aged 12 and above
have left home to work as shepherds, house-
maids, dish washers and porters while the
younger ones are sick with coughs and diar-
rhoea. “They try to help their younger siblings
not die from hunger by sending some money
back home,” she said.

Then and now
Hunger has not yet brought death in the

farming highlands, people said, unlike in 1984
when Derg junta forces and rebels battled on
the spectacular mountain paths. Hundreds of
thousands walked along hairpin bend roads
from rebel-held Sekota to government-con-

trolled Korem to get help. “We called it the road
of death,” said John Graham, country director for
Save the Children, who was a young aid worker
at the time. “It could have been 100,000 people
or more who died just along that road.”

Today, Korem is a bustling town, surrounded
by fields that turned green after a few days of
unseasonal rain in December.  Blue and white
tuk tuks vied with donkeys for space on its busy
roads, lined with buildings under construction. “I
can’t stress enough the difference in the situa-
tion between 1985 and 2015,” said Graham. “It
was already a full blown disaster by the time
Michael Buerk (of the BBC) got to a Save the
Children feeding camp in Korem and announced
to the world that this thing was happening.”

In contrast, the current government - which
ousted the Derg in 1991 and took power - has
been quick to acknowledge the crisis and has
put $380 million of its own money into the
emergency response since July. “Twenty years
ago, we had no such capacity,” said Mitiku Kassa,
head of Ethiopia’s National Disaster Prevention
and Preparedness Committee. “It has come
through the economic development that we
registered for the last 12 years.”

Vision
With double digit growth over the last

decade has helped Ethiopia to achieve many of
the Millennium Development Goals, slashing
poverty, hunger and child mortality rates. It has
a strong, if authoritarian, vision and is keen to
dispel the proud nation’s image as a poster child
for famine. There is a well-established health sys-
tem with staff in each local clinic routinely
screening children for malnutrition. Moderate
cases receive a fortified porridge and severe
ones get therapeutic food, with admission to a
stabilization centre if there are complications.

“This is not some independent, international
relief effort,” said Paul Handley, head of office for
the United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs in Ethiopia. “This is being
done not just together with but actually through
government systems.” But eight out of 10
Ethiopians are still dependent on rain-fed agri-
culture, leaving Africa’s second most populous
nation vulnerable to drought. “If the rain doesn’t
come and this support doesn’t come regularly,
what is going to happen to us?” asked Ayalew. “I
am scared for our lives.” —  Reuters

For Ethiopia’s famine survivors, 
new drought stirs hunger, fear

Govt, aid agencies seek $1.4 billion to feed 10.2 million 

LAS VEGAS: Nevada is experiencing the high-
est rate of syphilis in the West following an
outbreak in Las Vegas. Health officials say it is
part of a national spike in cases tied to
increased testing, a rise in anonymous sex tied
to social media, and a less consistent use of
condoms. Social media’s link to syphilis in the
gay community has prompted health officials
to take their educational outreach directly to
the websites and apps, in some cases creating
profiles or buying advertisements. Here’s a
closer look at what’s going on:

What is syphilis? 
Syphilis is a sexually transmitted disease

that’s been around at least since the Roman
times, said? Dr. Tony Fredrick, the Southern
Nevada Health District’s medical epidemiolo-
gist. It’s never really gone away - it just comes
in waves. It’s detected by blood testing, which
means it’s not a part of the “bundle” of STDs
found through urine screening. 

Caused by the bacterium Treponema pal-
lidum, syphilis spreads through skin-to-skin
sexual contact when there’s a sore or lesion,
typically in the genital or anal areas or mouth.
Symptoms aren’t always apparent and can

progress for years, even decades, without
treatment. In early stages, it’s highly treatable
with penicillin.

What’s going on in Nevada?
Clark County health officials declared an

outbreak in Las Vegas last week after noting a
128 percent increase in reported syphilis cases
since 2012 - with 615 of the 694 cases involv-
ing men diagnosed in 2015. This makes
Nevada’s rate of syphilis the highest in the
West. There’s been an uptick in other parts of
Nevada, too, but that could be tied to a popu-
lation increase, the state health department
said. Nevadan youth, meanwhile, are having
sex at younger ages and are using condoms
inconsistently or improperly.

Rest of the country
Syphilis outbreaks have appeared in pock-

ets of the US in recent years, including in
Kansas, Pennsylvania and Hawaii. The latest
available data, from 2014, showed a 15 per-
cent increase in cases overall, the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention said. There’s
been an increase in other STDs. The most com-
mon, chlamydia, has risen to record levels.

Blaming social media?
Health providers and officials have warned

publicly about the prevalence of anonymous
sex through social media, particularly with an

increase in the use of smartphone apps.
Elizabeth Adelman, a senior disease investiga-
tor for the health department in Las Vegas,
said young people dependent on their

iPhones can find quick, easy access to hook-
ups. Not meeting in person first can make it
harder to negotiate condom use, she said.

What’s being done?
Las Vegas officials have been working to

connect with various websites and apps.
Adelman said they’ve sought permission for a
passive presence on platforms such as the gay
website Adam4Adam, so users can reach out
to them for information. Other popular apps
officials are looking into include Tinder and
Grindr. Adam4Adam said through Twitter it
has live health counselors and tips available
on its website, and it counts some health
agencies among its advertisers. Tinder and
Grindr couldn’t be reached for comment.

How is LGBT responding?
The Gay and Lesbian Community Center of

Southern Nevada said the issue has been on
its radar, as a majority of the latest syphilis cas-
es have involved men having sex with men.
Educational outreach, destigmatizing efforts
and a push for testing are priorities, said Vince
Collins, the center’s HIV prevention services
manager. —  AP 

Vegas outbreak makes Nevada’s syphilis rate highest in the West

In this file photo, the organism treponema pallidum, which causes syphilis, is seen through
an electron microscope. — AP 


