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WASHINGTON: Scientists have the first major evi-
dence that blood tests called liquid biopsies hold
promise for screening people for cancer. Hong
Kong doctors tried it for a type of head and neck
cancer, and boosted early detection and one
measure of survival. The tests detect DNA that
tumors shed into the blood. Some are used now
to monitor cancer patients, and many companies
are trying to develop versions of these for screen-
ing, as possible alternatives to mammograms,
colonoscopies and other such tests. 

The new study shows this approach can work,
at least for this one form of cancer and in a coun-
try where it’s common. “This work is very exciting
on the larger scale” because it gives a blueprint
for how to make tests for other tumor types such
as lung or breast, said Dr. Dennis Lo of Chinese
University of Hong Kong. “We are brick by brick
putting that technology into place.” He led the
study , published Wednesday by the New
England Journal of Medicine. Lo is best known for
discovering that fetal DNA can be found in a
mom’s blood, which launched a new era of non-
invasive testing for pregnant women.

The study involved nasopharyngeal cancer,
which forms at the top of the throat behind the
nose. It’s a good test case for DNA screening
because it’s an aggressive cancer where early
detection matters a lot, and screening could be
tried in a population where the cancer is most
common middle-aged Chinese men. Also, the
Epstein-Barr virus is involved in most cases, so
tests could hunt for viral DNA that tumors shed
into the blood in large quantities, rather than rare
bits of cancer cells themselves. About 20,000 men
were screened, and viral DNA was found in 1,112,
or 5.5 percent. 

Of those, 309 also had the DNA on confirma-
tory tests a month later. After endoscope and
MRI exams, 34 turned out to have cancer. More
cases were found at the earliest stage - 71 per-
cent versus only 20 percent of a comparison
group of men who had been treated for
nasopharyngeal cancer over the previous five

years. That’s important because early cases often
are cured with radiation alone, but more
advanced ones need chemotherapy and treat-
ment is less successful. Screening also seemed to
improve how many survived without worsening
disease - 97 percent at three years versus 70 per-
cent of the comparison group.

Only one person who tested negative on
screening developed nasopharyngeal cancer
within a year. The researchers estimate 593 peo-
ple would need to be screened at a total cost of
$28,600 to identify one cancer case. It may be
worth it in Hong Kong, but maybe not in places
like the US where the disease is rare, and more
people would have to be screened at a greater

cost to find each case, said Dr. Richard Ambinder
of Johns Hopkins School of Medicine, who wrote
a commentary in the journal. Still, “this is showing
that liquid biopsies have great promise,” he said.
“This is an advance that will indeed save lives.”

The study was sponsored by an Asian founda-
tion and the Hong Kong government. Lo and
some other authors founded Cirina, a Hong Kong-
based company focused on early cancer detec-
tion, and get royalties related to DNA blood tests.
In May, Cirina merged with Grail Inc., a California
company working on cancer screening blood
tests with more than $1 billion from drug compa-
nies and big-name investors such as Jeff Bezos
and Bill Gates.—AP

Study boosts hope of ‘liquid 
biopsies’ for cancer screening

PHILADELPHIA: In this file photo, a patient has her blood drawn for a liquid biopsy
during an appointment at a hospital in Philadelphia. —AP

NAMUR: A picture taken in a the poultry farm in Hesbaye region near Namur
shows eggs being packed. —AFP

THE HAGUE: Years of cuts at the Dutch
food watchdog agency and a tendency
among politicians to put economics
ahead of public safety may be to blame
for the EU’s tainted-egg scandal that
has  spread as  far  as  Hong Kong.
Millions of eggs have been pulled from
supermarket shelves across Europe and
dozens of poultry farms have closed
since it emerged on August 1 that eggs
contaminated with fipronil, which can
harm human heal th ,  were  being
exported and sold.

Fipronil is widely used to rid house-
hold pets  such as dogs and cats  of
fleas, but is banned by the European
Union from treating animals destined
for  human consumption,  including
chickens.  The  Wor ld  Heal th
Organization says fipronil is “moderate-
ly hazardous” in large quantities, with
potential danger to people’s kidneys,
liver and thyroid glands.

Food safet y  author i t ies  in  The
Netherlands-where farmers are at the
epicenter of the row-this week admit-
ted they received an anonymous tip-off
last November about the use of fipronil
in chicken pens but refuted allegations
of negligence. “It’s mind-blowing that
there was no connection made then,
between the tip-off and the fact that
fipronil may have contaminated both
the chickens  and the  eggs,” Dutch
investigative journalist and food writer
Marcel van Silfhout said.

Had the NVWA, the Dutch food and
goods watchdog, acted at that point,
the latest trouble to hit the export-
dependent Dutch food industry could
have largely been avoided, said Van
Silfhout, who penned a critical book
about food safety and the NVWA in
2014. Martin van den Berg, a professor
and senior  tox icologist  at  Utrecht
Univers i t y ’s  I nst i tute  of  R isk
Assessment Sciences, added: “If there
were investigators who were experts in
this area and understood the impact of
fipronil, maybe there would have been
a different reaction.”

But after consultations following
the tip-off, the NVWA decided “there
was no reason to think that fipronil
would enter either eggs or chickens,”
two Dutch ministers said in a letter to
p a r l i a m e n t  o n  T h u r s d a y.  S a i d  v a n
Silfhout: “I can’t understand why the
alarm bells didn’t go off when a poi-
sonous substance has been found in a
chicken pen.”

Problem started with cutbacks
Much of the current problem can be

traced back to a growing loss of expert-
ise; the NVWA and its predecessors have
faced a series of cutbacks and trims
since 2003, experts say. The heavily-bur-
dened agency-which deals with food
security but also general  safety of
goods-saw its permanent staff shrink
from 3,700 full-time jobs in 2003 to
2,200 over the next decade, according to
the Dutch Christian-based daily Trouw.

Though the number is now back up
slightly to about 2,600, many employ-
ees  are  not  exper ts  in  their  f ie lds,
according to Van Silfhout. “There is no
doubt that the problem started with
the cutbacks since 2003,” he said. Since
then, a series of food scandals to hit
The Netherlands, including the out-
break of Q fever in 2007 which killed
dozens of people, firmly laid the blame
on the NVWA.

Although a 2013 scandal over horse
meat-when it was discovered that a
Dutch company was passing off horse
meat as beef to be used in burgers and
other meat products across Europe-had
no health implications, the NVWA was
cr it ic ized for  not  being str ingent
enough in its oversight.

Not a food watchdog
In 2003, the NVWA was moved from

under the Dutch health ministry to agri-
culture which then fell under the eco-
nomic affairs ministry. Over the years,
the farming industry started to largely
“regulate itself and agrarian motives got
the priority,” Van Silfhout wrote in his
2014 book “Deboned-how safe is our
food still?” “A culture of soft enforcement
took hold ... instead of clear independ-
ent inspections,” Van Silfhout wrote.

Pieter  van Vol lenhoven,  Pr incess
Margriet’s husband and a former Dutch
Safety Board chairman,  agreed.  “At
(farming) companies, economic consid-
erations quickly took the lead,” he told
the Dutch daily Algemeen Dagblad in a
recent interview. “The NVWA must stand
up for public interest, for food security.
Alas, the agency in reality is not a food
watchdog, but an extension of econom-
ic policy,” Van Vollenhoven said.

Dutch Health M inister  Edith
Schippers this week admitted that the
government had made “errors” but
denied any cover-up. “Once the crisis is
behind us, we will analyze the roles of
each of the players,” Schippers said, “and
we will draw our conclusions”.—AFP

Experts point finger at Dutch 
oversight agency in egg scandal

WASHINGTON: Scientists have
successfully edited the genetic
code of piglets to remove dor-
mant viral infections, a break-
through that could eventually
pave the way for animal-to-
human organ transplants. Their
work, documented in the US jour-
nal Science on Thursday, could
save l ives by reducing organ

donor waiting lists that have risen
over the years, partly thanks to
better road safety.  There are
some 117,000 people on the US
transplant waiting l ist  alone,
according to official data, while
22 people die each day waiting
for an organ.

Harvard University geneticists
George Church and Luhan Yang,

together with a team of Danish
and Chinese collaborators, placed
edited embryonic cells into a
chemical cocktail that encour-
aged growth and overcame the
destructive effect inherent in the
modification process. They then
used a standard cloning tech-
nique to insert the edited DNA
into egg cells that were placed

into a surrogate mother.
“Before our study, there was

huge scientific uncertainty about
whether the pig [produced after
this editing] is viable,” Yang said,
adding the team had now pro-
duced 37 piglets free of the
porcine endogenous retroviruses
(PERVs). “If this is correct, it’s a
great achievement,” said virolo-
gist  Joachim Denner of the
Robert Koch Institute in Berlin, an
expert in the retroviruses. It is not
clear whether PERVs would infect
humans who receive pig organs,
but lab studies have shown
human cells can be infected by
the viruses in a dish. 

Humans can already receive
pig heart valves and pancreases,
but scientists have long sought to
make their entire organs, which
grow to around human size, avail-
able for harvest. But the goal of
xenotransplantation remains
some way off. Researchers still
need to edit pig genes to avoid
triggering a human immune sys-
tem reaction and prevent toxic
interactions in blood. These steps
“are probably more challenging”
than removing the dormant
infections, said Yang.—AFP

Scientists gene-edit piglets, bringing 
organ transplants to humans closer


