
TAMPA, Florida : Winnie Money, 83, works at J.C. Newman on April 21, 2016, Money has worked at the factory for 42 years. — AFP
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SAN JUAN: Aedes aegypti mosquitoes are
seen at the Laboratory of Entomology and
Ecology of the Dengue Branch of the US
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
in San Juan, March 6, 2016.
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Health officials on Friday confirmed the
first US death of a patient infected with the
Zika virus in Puerto Rico. The man, who was
in his 70s, died from severe thrombocytope-
nia, a bleeding disorder caused by abnor-
mally low blood platelets, which are needed
for blood clotting.

Dr. Tyler Sharp of the US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention’s Dengue
Branch in San Juan told Reuters the patient
had Zika virus disease, which included
symptoms of fever, rash and body pain.

Shortly after those symptoms subsided,
the man developed “bleeding manifesta-
tions” which sent him to the doctor for
treatment. Sharp said the man was diag-
nosed with a rare Zika complication
known as immune thrombocytopenic pur-
pura or ITP, an autoimmune disorder in
which the immune system attacks blood
cells, called platelets.

Sharp said the ITP case followed the

same pattern as patients with Guillain-Barre
Syndrome, a paralyzing neurological disor-
der linked to Zika infections in which the
immune system attacks nerves. In both cas-
es, the autoimmune attack occurs after
symptoms of Zika have cleared.

Sharp said researchers are studying how
Zika causes these rare disorders, and are
looking to see whether they are caused by
the same mechanism.

Fact box: Why the Zika virus is 
causing alarm

“We are actively investigating that. It’s
very interesting scientifically. But this is
something that is a significant cause of
morbidity and now mortality here in
Puerto Rico, where I live. These are my
neighbors. It’s of high public health impor-
tance that we figure this out and as quick-
ly as we can design some interventions to
stop it,” Sharp said.

The death in Puerto Rico is the first US
Zika-related death. Previously, Colombia
reported three deaths among Zika
patients who had symptoms consistent
with ITP, Sharp said. Suriname has also
reported one case of Zika-related ITP, and
French Polynesia reported four such cases,
but all of these patients survived.

Although deaths from Zika are rare,
the Puerto Rico death “highlights the pos-

sibility of severe cases, as well as the need
for continued outreach to raise health
care providers’ awareness of complica-
tions that might lead to severe disease or
death,” researchers said in a report pub-
l ished in the CDC’s Morbidity and
Mortality weekly Report.

In addition to the Zika-related death,
Puerto Rico reported 683 confirmed cases
of Zika, including 65 pregnant women
with symptoms of the virus, the CDC said
on Friday.

Of the confirmed cases, five patients
developed Guillain-Barre syndrome and
were hospitalized. Zika, a virus known to
cause the birth defect microcephaly, first
began spreading in Puer to Rico in
December.

Zika’s origin and global spread
In Brazil, Zika has been linked to 1,198

confirmed cases of microcephaly, a rare
birth defect marked by small head size that
can lead to severe developmental problems
in babies. Zika has also been linked to other
severe birth defects and with stillbirth.

The World Health Organization declared
Zika a global health emergency on Feb. 1. In
addition to microcephaly, the agency says
there is a strong scientific consensus that
Zika can cause Guillain-Barre, a rare neuro-
logical syndrome.

US health officials said Zika remains a
public health threat in Puerto Rico, with
more cases expected throughout 2016.
Residents of and travelers to Puerto Rico
are urged to take steps to avoid mosquito

bites including the use of mosquito repel-
lent, take precautions to reduce the risk of
sexual transmission of Zika, and seek
medical care for any acute illness with
rash or fever. — Reuters

Puerto Rico Zika cases now include 65 pregnant women, one death
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PARIS: People over 54 who suffer from
steadily-worsening depression may run a
higher r isk of  developing dementia,
according to new research published
yesterday that suggested it may be an
early symptom.

Other types of depression, such as one-
off or recurring episodes, did not appear
to pose a similar threat. “Only the group
whose symptoms of depression increased
over time was at an increased risk of
dementia,” said a statement by The Lancet
Psychiatry, which published the results.

Doctors have previously noted a high
correlation between depression and
dementia in patients, though the nature
of the relationship is not known. The new
study claims to be the first to differentiate
between types of depression. Some peo-
ple experience a one-off depressive event
and others have regular relapses. Some
see their symptoms ease over time, others
worsen, and some are chronic sufferers. 

While some depressive events are a
response to an adverse life event, others
may be caused by a malfunction of brain
chemicals or signaling. For the latest
study, researchers analyzed data collect-
ed on 3,325 people aged 55 and over in
the Netherlands over an 11-year period,

from 1993-2004, and tracked them for 10
years thereafter.

When the  study star ted,  a l l  had
symptoms of depression but none of
dementia. By its end, 434 people had
developed dementia, including 348 cas-
es  of  Alzheimer ’s  disease.  The team
divided the participant data into five
different categories of depression. In
the group of 255 people whose depres-
sion symptoms worsened over time, 55
developed dementia.

At 22 percent, this was “significantly
higher”, nearly 1.5-times, than the other
groups-all of which had a dementia risk
of about 10 percent. According to the
World Health Organization, between five
and 8 percent of people aged 60 and over
are estimated to suffer from dementia at
any given time.

The findings suggested that one-off
severe  depress ion,  or  recurr ing
episodes, did not boost dementia risk,
the authors  said.  I t  a lso meant that
“increasing symptoms of depression in
older age could potentially represent an
early stage of dementia,” according to
the statement .  And i t  impl ied that
dementia and some forms of depression
may have a common cause. — AFP

BOGOTA: Colombia’s widespread illegal
mining is blamed for causing environ-
mental damage and holding workers in
slave-like conditions-and now is also
being blamed for a malaria outbreak.

Critics point to stagnant water
buildups at the clandestine sites and
poor sanitary conditions at the workers’
camps for an increase in mosquitoes
spreading the disease, which has
quadrupled in jungle regions of the
hard-hit and impoverished western
department of Choco.

“The country had more or less con-
trolled its malaria problem... the death
rate had dropped significantly,” Health
Minister Alejandro Gaviria said this week.
“But because of illegal mining... we’ve
had hotspots since last year and espe-
cially this year.”

Speaking on RCN radio, Gaviria said
that malaria was especially on the rise in
Choco-which stretches from the border
with Panama along a stretch of
Colombia’s Pacific coastline-as well as the
Bajo Cauca area to the east.

The National Health Institute counted
18,524 malaria cases and about 300 cas-
es of the disease’s more severe strain. A
year earlier, only 4,740 cases of malaria
were recorded.

Outbreaks of malaria due to clandes-
tine mining however is not new.
“Population displacement linked to the
exploitation of gold mines (and resulting
deforestation) has previously created iso-
lated epidemics of malaria” in Latin
America, the Health Institute said.

Mining is a major source of revenue
for Colombia.  In 2012, the last year for
which official figures are available, legal
mining accounted for 2.3 percent of GDP,
or $8.5 billion. But authorities say that
more than half of Colombia’s mining sites
are in fact illegal.

Mosquito breeding ground    
In these illegal mines, which help

finance illegal armed groups, “excava-
tors dig huge holes where water accu-
mulates, perfect breeding groups for
malaria-carr ying mosquitoes,” said
University of Antioquia researcher Ivan
Dario Velez.

And the sites where the miners set
up camp “usually lack public utilities
and have very poor hygiene conditions,
which encourages the spread of mos-
quito and thus the disease,” he said.

Malaria symptoms include feverish
headaches, chills, fatigue, nausea and
vomiting. Last year, some 214 million
people suffered from malaria, of which
438,000 died from the disease, accord-
ing the World Health Organization. 

Most of those who died were chil-
dren under five, the vast majority of
them in Africa. The malaria death rate
has dropped 72 percent in South
America since 2000,  and the WHO
expects to eradicate the disease in eight
Latin American countries by 2020.

The outbreak in Choco is also linked
to a shortage of medicine to fight the
disease, according to the health minis-
ter. Gaviria said about 7,000 doses of
needed medicine are being sent to the
department, the poorest in the country.

From 2015 to 2016, about 30 people
died of malaria, most in isolated com-
munities far from urban centers, accord-
ing to the Office of the Ombudsman,
which that warned this week of a “worri-
some increase” in cases.

Separately,  in Februar y off icials
launched an investigation into the
deaths of 37 children and the poisoning
of 64 others in the Choco region.  The
victims suffered from symptoms said to
be linked to mercury, which is common-
ly used in illegal mining. — AFP

Colombia’s illegal mining 
linked to malaria outbreak

Worsening depression
may be dementia cue 

TAMPA: Eric Newman eases into an armchair on
the top floor of his century-old factory, lights a
cigar named after his grandfather, and ponders the
prospect of his family legacy going up in smoke.

The 68-year-old Newman says new regulations
on cigars expected any day now from the US Food
and Drug Administration could snuff out his 130-
year-old business, the J.C. Newman Cigar
Company, by making it too costly and complicat-
ed to introduce new blends of cigars.

Health experts, however, welcome the govern-
ment’s plan to regulate a range of tobacco prod-
ucts for the first time, from tiny flavored cigars that
appeal to young smokers, to e-cigarettes, hookahs
and full-sized cigars.

“ These regulations are killing us,” says
Newman, who has spent the last few years lob-
bying politicians for an exemption for his factory,
the last making cigars in the Florida port city of
Tampa, once known as the cigar capital of the
world. “We are not the enemy. We are not the cul-
prit. Please leave us alone. That is our big mes-
sage to Washington.”

‘An art form’  
One floor below, the noisy din of vintage

machinery fills the factory, as workers flatten
tobacco leaves and feed a complex array of mov-
ing mechanical parts, resulting in piles of thick,
neatly stacked cigars. 

Newman’s grandfather, Julius Caeser Newman,

an immigrant from Austria-Hungary, started the
family cigar business in Cleveland in the late 1880s.
The company moved to the Tampa district of Ybor
City in 1953. Today, the factory is a rare relic in that
it still relies on the same machinery it has for years.
Some of the equipment is up to 90 years old.

Tobacco is shipped in from Connecticut,
Ecuador, Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic.
The factory strips and humidifies the leaves,
blends tobacco for various cigars, rolls them, pack-
ages them in cellophane and ships them.

About 65,000 cigars are rolled here every day
by a team of 130 workers who earn an average of
$17 per hour.  Newman says that of 13 billion large
cigars sold in the United States every year, about
320 million are considered “premium cigars” like
his. “We are like a fly on the elephant,” says
Newman. “But we are a craft industry. It takes a lot
of skill. We are an art form.”

History of challenges 
Tampa has been known as the world’s fine

cigar capital since 1886, though these days the
crown might belong to Nicaragua or Honduras,
according to Rodney Kite-Powell, curator of histo-
ry at the Tampa Bay History Center.

“At its peak in the 1920s around 500 million
cigars were produced in Tampa every single year,
by hand,” he says. “People coveted the Tampa cigar
because of the quality.” The industry suffered a
series of blows-the Great Depression, two World

Wars, and the Cuban embargo in 1961 which cut
off the source of its tobacco leaves.

Higher tobacco taxes and an increasingly
health-conscious public have also eroded the cig-
ar’s popularity.  Over time, the 150 factories that
dotted the streets of Tampa faded away, leaving
only J.C. Newman. 

“It certainly seems that if the FDA’s regula-
tions come to pass that it will be one last blow
to Tampa’s cigar industry,” says Kite-Powell. “The
financial impact of that might be just too great
to overcome.”

Appealing to young smokers    
Health experts say wider regulations are need-

ed to avoid a new generation of youth becoming
addicted to products like battery-powered vaping
devices, and cigars containing flavors like choco-
late and strawberry.

“There is a lot of marketing now of cigars to
younger people, and we are very afraid that that is
going to lead them to then start smoking heavily,”
says Olveen Carrasquillo, chief of the division of
general internal medicine at the University of
Miami Miller School of Medicine.

Even though people do not typically inhale
cigar smoke, he says they are known to be danger-
ous. “A lot of people have misconceptions that
cigars are somehow safer than cigarettes. They
actually have the same cancer-causing chemicals,”
Carrasquillo says.

“And many studies have shown that cigars are
also strongly linked to many types of cancer.” An
FDA proposal, announced in April 2014, consid-
ered including an exemption from the stricter
rules for the type of premium cigars J.C. Newman
specializes in, but exactly how “premium” would
be defined remains unclear. 

“Rulemaking is a complicated process and this
proposed rule resulted in more than 135,000 com-
ments,” an FDA spokesman told AFP, declining to
say when a final decision would be issued.

Once the rules are released, manufacturers
would have two years to apply for marketing
approval of their products. “Cigar manufacturers
have claimed that the sky is falling because of this
regulation,” says Vince Willmore, spokesman for
Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids.  “We think that
they greatly exaggerated the impact in their
efforts to weaken or avoid regulation.”

Fears of consequences    
Back at the factory, Newman expects that the

FDA will require tests on any new product made
after 2007, which could take up to 5,000 hours
and cost one million dollars. And even though his
firm markets its products on the basis of tradition
and quality, Newman says his business thrives by
constantly coming out with new blends.
Therefore, the rules could eventually force him
out of business. “We are not the problem,”
Newman says. “But we could very well become an
unintended consequence.” — AFP

Fears new rules could see US 
cigar factory go up in smoke

TAMPA, Florida: Workers at the J.C. Newman cigar factory, using vintage machines, some 90
years old, make cigars on April 21, 2016. — AFP

WASHINGTON: Federal health officials
have approved an experimental drug to
treat psychotic delusions and behaviors
that  of ten aff l ic t  pat ients  with
Park inson’s disease,  the debil itating
movement disorder.

The drug from Acadia Pharmaceuticals
Inc. is the first drug for the condition,
which affects approximately half of
Parkinson’s patients. An estimated 50,000
Americans are diagnosed with Parkinson’s

each year, making it the second-most com-
mon neurodegenerative disease in the U.S.

The company’s drug Nuplazid is part of
the antipsychotic family of medications,
including Abilify, Zyprexa and Seroquel,
which are used to treat schizophrenia and
bipolar disorder. Like those drugs, Nuplazid
will carry a boxed warning about the risks of
death when used in older patients with
dementia. The drugs are not approved for
that use. Acadia is based in San Diego. — AP

First drug for delusions in 
Parkinson’s patients approved


