
MIAMI: Burgers, fries, tacos and pastries
come wrapped in grease-proof paper and
boxes that often contain non-stick chemi-
cals that may be able to leach into food, US
researchers said yesterday. The study in the
journal Environmental Science and
Technology Letters tested more than 400
samples from 27 fast food chains in the
United States. Almost half of paper wrap-
pers and 20 percent of paperboard sam-
ples-such as boxes for fries and pizza-con-
tained fluorine, a marker for highly fluori-
nated chemicals used in stain-resistant car-
pets, non-stick cookware and waterproof
outdoor apparel.

“Wrappers for Tex-Mex food, desserts
and breads were the most likely to contain
fluorine,” said the report. The study did not
show any specific harm to human health
from exposure to these chemicals-known as
per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFASs)
— in food wrappers. But researchers
warned that exposure to some PFASs has

been associated with cancer, thyroid dis-
ease, immune suppression, low birth
weight, and decreased fertility according to
prior studies. “These chemicals have been
linked with numerous health problems, so
it’s concerning that people are potentially
exposed to them in food,” said lead author
Laurel Schaider, an environmental chemist
at the Silent Spring Institute.

“Children are especially at risk for health
effects because their developing bodies are
more vulnerable to toxic chemicals.” Six of
the samples contained a long-chain PFAS
called perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), also
known as C8, even though several major
US manufacturers agreed to stopping
using C8 compounds in food packaging
due to health hazards, after a 2011 US Food
and Drug Administration review.
Researchers also detected some shorter-
chain PFAS compounds, which have been
increasingly used as replacements for the
longer chain PFASs.  —AFP 

FLORENCE: It’s every stoner’s nightmare: marijua-
na plants as far as the eye can see and not a spiff in
sight. “No, I have never tried it, and I don’t have any
intention of trying it either,” says Antonio Medica,
the colonel in charge of the Italian military’s
cannabis laboratory in Florence. As he inspects
pristine plant buds destined to be cut and dried
into a version of the drug for medical use, the vet-
eran officer is nonetheless sure he is producing
some really good stuff.  “Absolutely yes, I can assure
you of that,” says Medica, who is wearing surgeon’s
scrubs over his uniform. “We have done the tests.”

In the doorway of a growing room that resem-
bles a cross between a science lab and a steamy
greenhouse, Medica explains how he ended up

producing top-grade weed for Italy’s health serv-
ice. “One of my colleagues was joking with me the
other day: ‘We spent 40 years trying to stop the
troops smoking it in the barracks and now we are
producing it ourselves’,” he said. In reality, it is a seri-
ous business. The quality has to be reliable because
the output from the military’s Cannabis Project
Team is destined for patients, not potheads.

Not so high    
“Producing in this sterile, sealed environment is

very important,” Medica explains. “That is the only
way you can ensure a consistent product and one
free from the toxic materials, particularly heavy
metals like mercury, that the plants can easily

absorb when grown in fields.” The first batches of
made-in-Italy pot have just arrived in pharmacies.
Its production is just one of the activities of the mil-
itary’s 164-year-old chemical and pharmaceutical
institute (ICFM). The body prides itself on the fact
that its cannabis was registered as a pharmaceuti-
cal product by Italy’s medicines agency in
September 2015.

As such, it is very different from most of the
cannabis consumed around the world. This is
because the component that gets recreational
users high, tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), is less use-
ful to doctors than another active ingredient, the
anti-inflammatory cannabidiol (CBD). In simple
terms, Italian military dope has less THC but more
CBD, compared to its street-bought equivalent, or
even when compared with the legal, Dutch-made
supplies on which Italian physicians previously
relied. An estimated 2,000-3,000 Italians currently
use medical cannabis for purposes such as relief
from multiple sclerosis pain or combating nausea
after chemotherapy.

Medical munchies   
Italy’s guidelines also highlight its possible use

for glaucoma and in helping to restore the appetite
of anorexia and HIV patients. The latter application
depends on the same reaction that recreational
marijuana users experience when they get the
“munchies.” Italy authorized the consumption of
cannabis for medical reasons in 2007. But take-up
has been slow with doctors reluctant to consider it
an option because of uncertainty over the circum-
stances in which it can be used, dosages and how
to administer it. “They were afraid of side effects,
afraid to take the responsibility, afraid about every-
thing,” said Pierluigi Davolio, a Florence pharmacist. 

Davolio estimates he is now dispensing around
300 cannabis preparations per year as awareness
and confidence grows amongst medics and
patients, some of whom would have previously
risked self-medicating with dealer-supplied or
home-grown stocks. He has no doubt that
cannabis has its place on his shelves. “One thing it
works well for is fibromyalgia, a condition for which
there is no really effective medicine,” he said, refer-
ring to a disorder that causes joint pain. “We had a
patient here who had sold her car because she was
in too much pain to be able to drive. As soon as she
started (taking cannabis), she was back at the
garage saying she needed it back.”

An experimental phase   
With 100 plants yielding eight kilograms of final

product, the ICFM plans to have four growth cham-
bers on stream soon and to produce around 100kg
(220 pounds) in total this year. Medica anticipates
being able to expand output and to produce dif-
ferent types of medical cannabis as demand grows
and feedback identifies which compound-mix
works best for specific conditions. “We are still in a
very experimental phase,” Davolio said. 

Growing each plant to the harvesting point
takes three months, compared to a year outdoors
in Italian conditions. Controlled cycles of powerful
artificial light accelerate the process. The growing
rooms are irrigated, kept between 20-28 degrees
Celsius and frequently resonate to the strains of
Mozart, thought to be helpful to plant growth.
After being processed into a texture resembling
dried parsley, the cannabis is treated with gamma
rays to kill off pathogens before being sold to phar-
macists at 6.8 euros ($7.30) per gram. —AFP 

NEW DELHI: India yesterday set deadlines
to eradicate a range of deadly diseases
that afflict tens of millions of its poorest
people, unveiling a major boost to health
spending in the annual budget. The gov-
ernment announced a 23 percent
increase in spending on its woefully
underfunded public health system,
including a pledge to eliminate killers like
tuberculosis, leprosy and black fever.
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley said cash will
flow particularly to poorer rural areas,
where healthcare services are few and
preventable illnesses are rife.

“Poverty is usually associated with poor
health. It is the poor who suffer the maxi-
mum from chronic diseases,” Jaitley told
parliament as he presented the budget.
He said black fever and filariasis, both
potentially fatal mosquito-borne illnesses,
would be stamped out by 2017, with lep-
rosy following a year later. The target for
measles eradication is 2020 and 2025 for
tuberculosis-a major killer with millions of
new cases every year. Jaitley also outlined
ambitious goals for reducing maternal and

infant mortality, which is nearly double in
rural areas compared to urban centers.

Additional funding in the budget will
also be used to transform 150,000 tiny
rural clinics into properly-staffed treat-
ment centers. India, home to one-seventh
of the world’s population, spends just over
one percent of its gross domestic product
on its healthcare system, far below the
global average. It is not the first time the
government has pledged to eradicate dis-
eases, rolling out mass vaccination pro-
grams and awareness campaigns. India
did stamp out the polio virus in 2014 but
millions still suffer from infectious dis-
eases and preventable illness, with poor
sanitation and lack of treatment options
exacerbating the problem.

There were 2.5 million cases of TB
reported in 2015, according to the World
Health Organization. An estimated
200,000 patients die every year from the
infection. India reported another
200,000 cases of leprosy in 2015 despite
an eradication program being in place
since 1955.—AFP 
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JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s poultry industry
says it is on the brink of collapse due to hotly-
denied accusations that the European Union is
dumping cheap chicken in the country in a dis-
pute over free trade. Workers, former workers and
company managers from the South African poul-
try sector will march on the EU headquarters in
Pretoria yesterday, furious over cheap imports and
mounting job losses. But the EU has accused the
industry of using it as a “handy scapegoat” for
domestic production problems, and said volumes
of EU chicken imported to South Africa were too
small to be responsible for the crisis.

Organizers of the march said that 4,000-5,000
jobs had already been lost, and that 110,000 more
were at risk in the industry, plus 20,000 in the feed
supply sector. RCL Foods, South Africa’s largest
poultr y producer,  last month laid off  1,350
employees — 20 percent of its workforce-and is
selling 15 of its 25 farms. “This issue has been

growing since the EU started to send more and
more leg quarters to South Africa at what we con-
sider dumped prices,” RCL Foods managing direc-
tor Scott Pitman, who will join the march, said.

“Not only have we taken a financial burden
over the last five years, but the loss has got so big
that we are going to go bankrupt if we don’t cut
the size of our business.” The South African poultry
industry alleges that the EU dumps off-cuts of
“dark meat”-chicken thighs and drumsticks-in
South Africa at below-cost prices because the
European market prefers breast meat.

Waste disposal   
“This is a form of waste disposal,” Kevin Lovell,

the boss of the South African Poultry Association
(SAPA), said. South Africa is struggling with slow
growth at just 0.4 percent last year and unemploy-
ment is stuck stubbornly high at 27 percent-pos-
ing a major challenge to the ANC government. On

Monday, ANC secretary-general Gwede Mantashe
suggested the government should intervene by
buying poultry farms that are closing down and
finding new markets for their produce. In the face
of damaging accusations of dumping, the
European Union has fought back, saying the South
African poultry industry was blaming others for its
own failures.

“When people are losing livelihoods, trade
deals can be a handy scapegoat,” EU Ambassador
Marco Cornaro told reporters on Tuesday. “It is a
distortion... to think that it is the EU trade policy
which is the origin, let alone the main source, of
the current woes of the SA chicken industry.”
According to EU figures, EU exports account for
less than seven percent of total South African
chicken consumption, and EU imports of “dark
meat” account for only 14 percent of local market
consumption. Cornaro said a lack of competition,
a severe drought pushing up feed prices; rising

electricity costs and injecting brine (salt water)
were causing South African industry’s problems
rather than EU imports. 

The EU said it would welcome marchers into
their delegation offices yesterday to discuss their
concerns. Brazil was the biggest poultry importer
to South Africa in the first half of 2016, followed by
Netherlands, Britain and Spain. Trade Minister Rob
Davies told Bloomberg News last week the poultry
sector was in “distress”, adding “we will not have an
industry to raise the competitiveness” if imports
continue to flood the market. On top of tough
avian flu restrictions, South Africa has imposed
anti-dumping duties on EU importers and, in
December, also introduced an extra “safeguard”
tariff to try to protect the industry. The EU is South
Africa’s biggest trading partner, and the dispute
marks a tricky start to the economic partnership
agreement (EPA) between the two sides that came
into force last year. —AFP 

PORTLAND: Some lobster fishermen
expressed skepticism Tuesday about a plan
to try to revive the dwindling southern
New England lobster stock through new
fishing restrictions. Lobster fishing in the
US is experiencing a boom that has lasted
several years, and prices have also been
high. But the population of the species has
diminished in the waters off southern
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut
and Long Island, New York, where it was
once plentiful.

The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries
Commission is considering a host of
options to try to rejuvenate the region’s
lobster stock, which scientists have said is
falling victim to rising ocean temperatures.
An arm of the commission voted Tuesday
to send the options out for public com-
ment. Fishermen and fishing groups at the
meeting said it might not make sense to
restrict fishing when the environment itself
is what’s hurting the lobster population.

George Dahl, a spokesman for the Long
Island Sound Lobstermen’s Association,
asked: “What good is it to penalize the fish-

ermen with more restrictions if the envi-
ronmental conditions are not good enough
for the lobster population to survive?” The
regulators could pick new restrictions for
the fishery by May. The selection of those
measures will follow public comments that
will be solicited in the coming months, the
commission has said. Possibilities for man-
aging the fishery include changing the
legal harvesting size limit for lobsters,
reducing the number of traps in the water
and enforcing seasonal closures.

Megan Ware, a fishery management
plan coordinator for the commission, said
it’s important to find a way to increase egg
production among southern New England
lobsters so the population can rebuild. The
new management options are geared at
accomplishing that, commission members
have said. Fishermen seek lobsters off of
New England and Canada, with the US fish-
ery based mostly in Maine. The southern
New England lobster fishery is a small
piece of a larger American lobster fishery
that was worth a record of more than $620
million at the docks in 2015. —AP
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cook up cannabis cures
Producing it in a sealed environment is very important

FLORENCE: Antonio Medica, the colonel in charge of the Italian military’s cannabis laboratory shows Marijuana produced at the military’s 164-
year-old chemical and pharmaceutical institute (ICFM), in Florence. — AFP photos
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WASHIGNTON: This file photo shows a fast food hamburger in Washington, DC. —AFP

KIBERA, Kenya: Abdullahi Ibrahim’s dream to
set up a fruit-juice business has so far been
thwarted by water scarcity in Kenya’s biggest
slum, Kibera. But the 19-year-old is confident
a reliable water supply - which he sees as a
basic need - will  be available one day,
enabling him to open up shop. His ambition
could get a boost as soon as March, when a
sewage treatment plant under construction in
the east of the slum, home to around a quar-
ter of a million people in southwest Nairobi, is
due to start operating. The plant is being built
by ASTICOM K Ltd, a Kenyan company that
specializes in waste recycling, with $12.7 mil-
lion in funding from the multi-donor Climate
Technology Initiative.

ASTICOM CEO Leah Tsuma said the plant
will be the first in Africa to both purify sewage
into clean water and convert solid waste into
power. “Accessing water and electricity is a big
problem for us slum dwellers,” said Ibrahim. “I
am looking to this recycling plant for things to
change.” In the absence of a water treatment
system, groups of traders have taken over
Kibera’s water supply. Even for those still con-
nected to the city council water network like
Robert Akim, a clerk at the Kibera Constituency
Office, unexpected rationing leaves them at

the mercy of the private suppliers.
“The whole slum is messy because the car-

tels do not do their job as expected,” said
Akim. “They control the supply of water, ener-
gy and waste management.” The new plant,
whose construction began in November on a
5-acre plot of land donated by a local housing
co-operative, could help bust their monopoly.
Two drainage canals running through the
slum will channel waste water to the plant,
while young people will be awarded contracts
to supply solid waste, said project leader
Tsuma. The plant’s planned power capacity is
8 megawatts of electricity, which will be gen-
erated using biogas from solid waste. 

I t also aims to produce 6,000 tons of
methane per year that will be sold for cook-
ing. Treated water will be provided free to
Kibera residents, Tsuma added. The plant’s
purification technology uses anaerobic diges-
tion where raw sewage is collected in a big
tank, and then filtered and taken through a
chemical process to remove harmful bacteria.
The solid waste in the sewage water will be
used to make biogas, while the liquid part is
purified, Tsuma said. “Even the bad smell is
removed, and so clean drinking water is gen-
erated,” she explained. —Reuters
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FLORENCE: A member of the Italian Military’s Cannabis Project Team works in the growing
room of Marijuana and inspects pristine plant buds destined to be cut and dried into a version
of the drug for medical use, at the Chemical and Pharmaceutical institute (ICFM) in Florence. 


