
GENEVA: Nearly 500 sick and wounded patients still
await medical evacuation from the Damascus suburb
of eastern Ghouta, which the Syrian government has
not granted, the World Health Organization (WHO)
said yesterday. Malnutrition rates in the besieged
rebel-held area, about a 45-minute drive from the
capital, are now “the highest seen so far in Syria since
the beginning of the crisis”, WHO representative in
Syria Elizabeth Hoff said. A week ago the United
Nations called on world powers to help arrange the
evacuations saying eastern Ghouta had become a
“humanitarian emer-
gency”. Nine patients
have died in recent
weeks while waiting,
UN envoy Jan Egeland
said at the time.

“The Syrian govern-
ment has not approved
the medical evacuation
yet,” Hoff told Reuters
from Damascus. “There
has been no movement.
The l ist of priority
patients was provided
from the opposition-controlled area about four
weeks ago, she said. Almost 200 children are among
those on the growing but stalled UN list, who mainly
suffer from severe chronic diseases including kidney
failure, cancer and cardiovascular diseases, Hoff said.
Some war-wounded are among priority evacuees,
she said. More than 400 relatives are also seeking to

accompany the 480 patients for treatment in
Damascus hospitals.

Jets believed to be Syrian and Russian struck
heavily crowded residential areas in eastern Ghouta,
killing at least 27 people and injuring dozens in the
third week of a stepped-up assault, residents, aid
workers and a war monitor said on Monday. A nutri-
tional survey done in eastern Ghouta during the first
half of November collected data on more than 300
children between the age of six months and five years,
Hoff said. “The survey data results indicate a deterio-

ration in the nutrition
situation among children
under the age of five
years old,” the UN
Children’s Fund
(UNICEF) and WHO
said in the findings.

Some 11.9 percent of
the children examined
were found to have
global acute malnutri-
tion, including 1.6 per-
cent suffering from
severe acute malnutri-

tion, which can be life-threatening. Aid agencies are
providing life-saving curative and preventive nutrition
services in eastern Ghouta, through five health facili-
ties and seven mobile clinics in Douma, Harasta and
Kafr Batna, it said.  “We delivered 8 tons of medical
supplies to eastern Ghouta last month, but it is not
sufficient,” Hoff said. —Reuters
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TRENTON, New Jersey:   US regulators on
Tuesday approved a new diabetes drug that reduces
blood sugar levels and also helps people lose signif-
icant weight. Danish drugmaker Novo Nordisk said
the Food and Drug Administration approved its
once-a-week shot for people with Type 2 diabetes.
The drug, Ozempic, also known as semaglutide,
works by stimulating the body’s own insulin produc-
tion and reducing appetite.

In one big company-funded study, Ozempic, on
average, reduced long-term blood sugar levels at
least 2 1/2 times as much as a popular daily diabetes
pill, Merck & Co’s Januvia. It also helped study par-
ticipants lose two to three times as much weight as
those in the comparison group. Over 56 weeks,
patients who got a lower dose of Ozempic lost an
average of 9.5 pounds (4.3 kilograms) while those
who got a higher dose lost 13.5 pounds (6.1 kilo-
grams). The patients who took Januvia lost an aver-
age of 4 pounds (1.9 kilograms).

The 1,200 study participants were also taking
one or two standard diabetes medicines. Novo

Nordisk, a leader in diabetes care, has also been
testing the drug separately for weight loss alone.
Many Type 2 diabetes patients are overweight or
obese, and losing significant weight usually helps
them reduce their blood sugar and better control
their diabetes. Over time, too high sugar in the
blood can damage multiple organs and weaken cir-
culation.

The new drug comes in injector pens and costs
about the same as similar weekly drugs: $676 for a
four- to six-week supply without insurance. Novo
Nordisk already sells a similar once-a-day shot,
Victoza. Ozempic will compete with other popular
once-a-week drugs in the same class, including Eli
Lilly and Co.’s Trulicity and AstraZeneca PLC’s
Bydureon, which don’t produce as much weight loss.
However, they all carry warnings about possible
serious side effects, including kidney damage and
inflammation of the pancreas. They also may be
linked to thyroid cancer, so people taking all drugs
in the class are being followed via a patient registry.
Januvia is in a different drug class. —AP
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TRENTON, New Jersey:  This photo provided by Novo Nordisk shows an injection pen of the company’s drug
Ozempic. —AP

Australian dogs
trained to sniff out
endangered species
SYDNEY: Australian dogs are being trained to sniff out the
droppings of endangered animals in a scheme that offers
greater understanding of threatened species through the
less-intrusive method of canine tracking. Emma Bennett, a
PhD candidate at Monash University in Melbourne, is work-
ing with environmentally-conscious dog owners who have
volunteered their pets in a rainforest region of Victoria state

to track the scats, or droppings, of the endangered tiger
quoll, a small marsupial.

“Scats contain DNA, so you can identify the individual
animal,” Bennett told AFP yesterday. “They also contain
information about diet distribution.” The dogs-of varying
breeds, including border collies and german shepherds-have
been found to have “very high” early detection rates of 50-
70 percent accuracy in discovering the samples. “They are
working just as efficiently as you would expect a full time
working dog to do,” Bennett said. Using canines to obtain
the faeces sample is a “non-invasive” alternative to traps,
reducing the risk of injury or stress, the researcher added.
“When you collect scats you’re not impacting the threatened
species at all, but you’re still able to collect its DNA and a
whole range of other information about it, so you don’t have
to trap the animal” she said. —AFP


