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KATHMANDU: Nepal has successfully drained
part of a giant glacial lake near Mount Everest,
averting risk of a disastrous flood that could
have threatened thousands of lives, officials said
yesterday. Scientists say climate change is caus-
ing Himalayan glaciers to melt at an alarming
rate, creating huge glacial lakes which could
burst their banks and devastate mountain com-
munities. Imja Tsho, located at an altitude of
5,010 meters, just 10 kilometers south of the
world’s highest peak, is the fastest-growing gla-
cial lake in Nepal. The Himalayan nation was dev-
astated by a 7.8-magnitude earthquake last year,
raising alarm about the risks of flash flooding
from glacial lakes. 

“Draining the lake was on the priority of the
government because of its high risk. We have
successfully mitigated a disaster right now,” Top
Bahadur Khatri, the project manager of the
Community Based Flood and Glacial Lake
Outburst Risk Reduction Project said. Khatri said
that the lake, nearly 150 meters deep, had its
water lowered by 3.5 meters after six months of
rigorous work-draining more than five million
cubic meters of water. The Nepal government
worked together with United Nations
Development Program (UNDP) to drain the lake.
A team of 40 Nepal army personnel and more
than 100 local high altitude workers worked in
shifts since April to complete the project, airlift-

ing or using yaks to transport the equipment. 
“A 45-metres long tunnel was constructed to

aid outflow of the lake downstream. We have also
installed a mechanical gate to control the dis-
charge,” said Lieutenant Colonel Bharat Lal
Shrestha, who led the army team. “Because of the
wind, snow and thin air, we could work only two
or three hours a day. It was a challenging task,” he
said. The sur face area covered by the lake
expanded from 0.4 to 1.01 square kilometers
between 1984 and 2009, triggering concerns that
it may breach its banks and flood villages down-
stream. Experts say that a flood would have a cat-
astrophic impact on the lives of more than 50,000
people living in nearby villages and even in

southern districts of the country. 
As part of the project, early warning systems

have also been installed in villages downstream.
“Our plan is to now replicate the work in other
high-risk glacial lakes,” Khatri said. Nepal is home
to some 3,000 glacial lakes. In 2014 a major inter-
national study warned that glaciers in the Everest
region could shrink by 70 percent or disappear
entirely by the end of the century, owing to cli-
mate change. A study published by the
Kathmandu-based International Centre for
Integrated Mountain Development used satellite
imagery to show how Nepal’s glaciers had
already shrunk by nearly a quarter between 1977
and 2010. —AFP

Nepal drains risky glacial lake near Everest

ST LOUIS: When Deborah Giannecchini was
diagnosed with stage 4 ovarian cancer four
years ago, it didn’t make sense. She had no
family history, nor did she seem a high risk. But
months later, when her daughter saw a TV ad
for a law firm asking ovarian cancer victims
who used talcum powder to come forward,
Giannecchini realized a possible link: She had
been using Johnson & Johnson’s baby powder
for most of her life. “I used it for 45 years, from
age 15,” Giannecchini, now 63, said Friday. “I
was still using it.”

On Thursday, a St Louis jury awarded more
than $70 million to Giannecchini, of Modesto,
California, wrapping up a monthlong trial. It was
the third big verdict awarded by a St. Louis jury
against Johnson & Johnson in ovarian cancer
lawsuits this year. Combined, the three awards
amount to nearly $200 million. Giannecchini
said she was happy with the verdict, but it does-
n’t make up for the cancer fight and ongoing
health problems caused by chemotherapy.
“There’s not enough money in the world to pay
for fighting the cancer,” she said at a news con-
ference arranged by her lawyers.

A spokeswoman for Johnson & Johnson said
in a statement that while the company sympa-
thizes with women and their families impacted
by ovarian cancer, it will appeal the latest verdict
“because we are guided by the science, which
supports the safety of Johnson’s Baby Powder.”

About 2,000 women nationwide have filed simi-
lar suits over concerns about health damage
caused by extended talcum powder use.
Lawyers are reviewing many additional cases,
many of them generated by television ads by
law firms.

In February, a St Louis jury awarded $72 mil-
lion to relatives of an Alabama woman who died
of ovarian cancer. Another jury awarded $55 mil-
lion in May to a South Dakota survivor of the dis-
ease.  But two cases in New Jersey were thrown
out by a judge who said there wasn’t reliable evi-
dence that talc leads to ovarian cancer, an often
fatal but relatively rare form of cancer. Ovarian
cancer accounts for about 22,000 of the 1.7 mil-
lion new cases of cancer expected to be diag-
nosed in the US this year. 

Factors known to increase a women’s risk of
ovarian cancer include age, obesity, use of estro-
gen therapy after menopause, not having any
children, certain genetic mutations and personal
or family history of breast or ovarian cancer.  Talc
is a mineral that is mined from deposits around
the world, including the US. The softest of miner-
als, it’s crushed into a white powder. It’s been
widely used in cosmetics and other personal
care products to absorb moisture since at least
1894, when Johnson & Johnson’s baby powder
was launched. 

But it’s mainly used in a variety of other
products, including paint and plastics.  Much

research has found no link or a weak one
between ovarian cancer and using baby pow-
der for feminine hygiene, and most major
health groups have declared talc harmless. Still,
the International Agency for Research on
Cancer classifies genital use of talc as “possibly
carcinogenic.” Attorneys with Onder, Shelton,
O’Leary & Peterson, the firm that handled all
three St. Louis cases, cited other research that
began connecting talcum powder to ovarian
cancer in the 1970s. 

They cite case studies showing that women
who regularly use talc on their genital area face
up to a 40 percent higher risk of developing
ovarian cancer. The firm has also accused
Johnson & Johnson of marketing toward over-
weight women, blacks and Hispanics - the very
same women most at-risk for ovarian cancer.
Wylie Blair, an attorney for Giannecchini, said the
firm is working with about 1,700 additional
plaintiffs. Another trial is scheduled for February.

Blair said there has been no talk with Johnson
& Johnson concerning a class-action settlement.
“Acknowledging that a seminal product that
everybody identifies with the company has been
causing a horrible disease for all these years is
going to be a tough pill to swallow for them,”
Blair said.  Giannecchini said that as of now there
is no evidence of cancer, but she won’t know for
years if she is free of the disease. “One day at a
time,” she said. “Just stay hopeful.” —AP
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ST LOUIS: Deborah Giannecchini, of Modesto, Calif poses for a photo in St Louis. A jury
has awarded Giannecchini more than $70 million in her lawsuit alleging that years of
using Johnson & Johnson’s baby powder caused her cancer, the latest case raising
concerns about the health ramifications of extended talcum powder use. —AP

In this file photo, Johnson’s baby powder
is squeezed from its container in
Philadelphia. —AP

CALIFORNIA: Although the sale of
marijuana is a federal crime, the num-
ber of US banks working with pot
businesses, now sanctioned in many
states, is growing, up 45 percent in the
last year alone. Still, marijuana mer-
chants say there are not nearly
enough banks willing to take their
cash. So many dispensaries resort to
stashing cash in storage units, back
offices and armored vans. Proponents
believe the Nov 8 election could tip
the balance in favor of liberalizing fed-
eral marijuana laws, a move seen as
key to getting risk-averse banks off the
sidelines. Measures on ballots in
California, Florida and seven other
states would bring to 34 the number
of states sanctioning pot for medical
or recreational use, or both. That could
push annual sales, by one estimate, to
$23 billion.

The prospect for a market of such
scale is adding urgency to calls for a
national approach to marijuana that
expands banking options. Law
enforcement and Federal Reserve offi-
cials have expressed concern about
the fraud and crime associated with
un-bankable cash. Nearly 600 dispen-
sary robberies have been reported in
Denver since recreational pot was
legalized in Colorado three years ago.
“There’s not a single human being
who thinks there is any benefit at all in
forcing marijuana business to be con-
ducted on an all-cash basis,” said Rep.
Earl Blumenauer, a Democrat from
Oregon who has called for the decrim-
inalization of marijuana since coming
to Congress in 1996.

Money laundering
The US Justice Department said in

2014 it would not prosecute banks for
serving state-sanctioned marijuana
businesses. At the same time, the
Treasury Department requires banks
to report suspected drug crimes. At
last count, 301 banks were serving
marijuana businesses, according to
the Treasury Department. Many more
have avoided the sector out of fear
that making the wrong call could put
them at risk, said Robert Rowe, a vice
president at the American Bankers
Association. The National Cannabis
Association is pressing Congress for a
law that would hold banks harmless
for handling pot cash, said Michael
Correia, a lobbyist for the trade group.
If California legalizes recreational use
next week, the nation’s biggest
Congressional delegation will have a
big stake in the issue.

In lieu of federal action, some states
have tried their own fixes. Colorado
created a credit union system for
state-sanctioned marijuana business-
es. But it fell apart when the Kansas
City Federal Reserve denied a
Colorado pot credit union access to
the national payments system, which
distributes currency and clears checks
and electronic payments. California
has no such plans, said Tom Dresslar,
spokesman for the state’s Department

of Business Oversight. “This was a
problem created by federal law,”
Dresslar said, “and it needs a federal
solution.”

In northern California, where grow-
ers serve state-sanctioned medical
dispensaries as well as the black mar-
ket, the Community Credit Union of
Southern Humboldt stopped opening
pot business accounts because of the
red tape and uncertainty, said senior
vice president Janet Sanchez. “We’re
not being asked to go over to the gun
dealer and ask them if they’re making
appropriate background checks,” she
said. Dispensary operators unable to
find willing banks tell tales of sub-
terfuge, recordkeeping nightmares
and armies of security guards. Many
open bank accounts and submit cred-
it card charges in ways that obscure
their true enterprise, such as “spa
services.”

Susana de la Rionda has run a Los
Angeles medical marijuana dispensary
for 12 years and has had to find a new
bank about once a year and submit to
tax audits twice as often. “I feel like a
gangster,” she said. Denver Relief dis-
pensary founder Ean Seeb said opera-
tors always are trying workarounds to
get cash into banks, including wash-
ing bills in fabric softener to hide the
odor of pot. For a time, he said, one
automated teller machine near a
Denver mall drew lines every night of
marijuana merchants, each depositing
the maximum $500 in cash.

Weeding out risk
Partner Colorado Credit Union

began working with state-sanctioned
dispensaries two years ago and has
developed elaborate protocols to min-
imize risk, including an initial vetting
that can take three weeks. It uses
armored trucks to take cash deposits
directly from dispensaries to the
Denver branch of the Federal Reserve
Bank. When the credit union spots a
red flag, Chief Executive Sundie
Seefried dispatches employees to pay
the dispensary a visit, and she has
closed two accounts for compliance
problems. Seefried encourages opera-
tors to visit by keeping fine cigars in
her office, and she stays in touch with
regulators. “Our program is designed
with eyes on the business, eyes on the
owner, eyes on the money,” she said.

With 95 dispensary members,
Seefried said the credit union is at
capacity, and she hopes more bankers
will get involved.  She fields calls for
advice, speaks to industry groups and,
earlier this year, shared what she’s
learned in a book. Despite the safe-
guards, Seefried said she takes noth-
ing for granted. Every few months, she
said she drills her staff to make sure
they know what to do in the event of
her arrest. “What calls are you going to
make?” she said she asks them. “If you
don’t have a little fear going into this
because of the illegality at the federal
level, you’re probably not the person
to do this job,” she said. —Reuters
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MAINE: A marijuana bud is seen at a medical marijuana facility in Unity,
Maine.  —AP

NEW DELHI: New Delhi was shrouded
in a thick blanket of toxic smog yester-
day after millions of Indians lit firecrack-
ers to mark the Diwali festival, with
authorities reporting record levels of
pollution in parts of the capital. The
reading for pollutants in the atmos-
phere breached the 1,000 microgram
mark for the first time in one neighbor-
hood in south Delhi - 10 times the
World Health Organization’s recom-
mended level. 

It came on the same day that anoth-
er United Nations body reported how
some 300 million children live with out-
door air so polluted it can cause serious
physical damage, with the situation
most acute in South Asia. Gufran Beig,
chief scientist at India’s state-run System
of Air Quality Weather Forecasting and
Research (SAFAR), said needles on mon-
itors in the RK Puram neighborhood
had flickered briefly past the 1,000 level
late on Sunday night at the finale of a
frenzy of fireworks.

The levels had subsided through the
night but were still running at more than
500 in several districts across the capital
by afternoon. “Almost 60-70 percent of
the smoke came from the firecrackers,”
said Beig, who said the situation had
been widely expected given that Diwali
is always one of the worst periods for
pollution. “It was already predicted that
the levels would increase several notch-
es,” he said. In a health advisory on its
website, SAFAR said there was a “serious
risk” of respiratory problems for people
living in Delhi and all outdoor physical
activity should be avoided. People with
heart or lung disease, older adults and
children should stay indoors and keep
activity levels low, it added.

Levels of pollution traditionally
surge over Diwali but the situation this
year had been worsened by high levels

of moisture in the air and the burning
of agricultural residue by farmers on
the outskirts of the capital or in neigh-
boring states, Beig added. New Delhi’s
air quality has steadily worsened over

the years, a consequence of rapid
urbanization that brings pollution
from diesel engines, coal-fired power
plants and industrial emissions. It also
suffers from atmospheric dust, burning

of crop stubble in farms around the
city and pollution from open fires lit by
the urban poor to keep warm in winter
or to cook food.

Diwali effect
Delhi authorities have responded

with a series of measures, including
driving restrictions earlier this year that
took around a million cars off the roads
for two weeks and a ban on old trucks
from entering the city. Last week the
city government also announced plans
to install air purifiers and a mist-making
device at major intersections to curb
choking pollution. But expert Anumita
Roychowdhury said more needs to be
done to tackle Delhi’s post-Diwali air,
which is already saturated with the
onset of winter as cooler temperatures
trap pollutants. “Diwali’s effect will stay
for a while now thanks to all the fire-
crackers’ chemicals and heavy metals
released into the already-aggravated
air,” Roychowdhury, from the Delhi-
based Centre for Science and
Environment said.

“There’s been a decline in the use of
firecrackers and there have been meas-
ures to cut (smog) down, but the
change is not big enough. We need to
do a lot more,” she said, suggesting a
strict licensing policy on sales and a
gradual phase-out of firecrackers. A new
study by the UN’s children’s fund UNICEF
reported Monday that nearly one in sev-
en children around the globe breathes
outdoor air at least six times dirtier than
international guidelines. “Pollutants
don’t only harm children’s developing
lungs. They can actually cross the blood-
brain barrier and permanently damage
their developing brains and, thus, their
futures,” said Anthony Lake, executive
director of UNICEF. “No society can
afford to ignore air pollution.” —AFP

India capital chokes on toxic smog after Diwali

In this combination of two photos, traffic moves past the land-
mark India Gate monument on Friday, Oct 28, 2016 (top) and a
day after Diwali festival yesterday (bottom). As Indians wake
yesterday to smoke-filled skies from a weekend of festival fire-
works for the Hindu holiday of Diwali, New Delhi’s worst sea-
son for air pollution begins, with dire consequences. —AP


