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NEW YORK: Your speech may, um, help
reveal if you’re uh ... developing thinking
problems. More pauses, filler words and
other verbal changes might be an early
sign of mental decline, which can lead to
Alzheimer’s disease, a study suggests.
Researchers had people describe a pic-
ture they were shown in taped sessions
two years apart. Those with early-stage
mild cognitive impairment slid much
faster on certain verbal skills than those
who didn’t develop thinking problems.

“What we’ve discovered here is there are
aspects of language that are affected earlier
than we thought,” before or at the same
time that memory problems emerge, said
one study leader, Sterling Johnson of the
University of Wisconsin-Madison. This was
the largest study ever done of speech
analysis for this purpose, and if more test-
ing confirms its value, it might offer a sim-
ple, cheap way to help screen people for
very early signs of mental decline.

Don’t panic: Lots of people say “um”
and have trouble quickly recalling names
as they age, and that doesn’t mean trou-
ble is on the way. “In normal aging, it’s
something that may come back to you
later and it’s not going to disrupt the
whole conversation,” another study
leader, Kimberly Mueller, explained. “The
difference here is, it is more frequent in a
short period,” interferes with communi-
cation and gets worse over time. The

study was discussed Monday at the
Alzheimer’s Association International
Conference in London.

Indicators of struggle
About 47 million people worldwide

have dementia, and Alzheimer’s is the
most common type. In the US, about 5.5
million people have the disease. Current
drugs can’t slow or reverse it, just ease
symptoms. Doctors think treatment
might need to start sooner to do any
good, so there’s a push to find early signs.
Mild cognitive impairment causes
changes that are noticeable to the person
or others, but not enough to interfere
with daily life. It doesn’t mean these folks
will develop Alzheimer’s, but many do -
15 to 20 percent per year.

To see if speech analysis can find early
signs, researchers first did the picture-
description test on 400 people without
cognitive problems and saw no change
over time in verbal skills. Next, they test-
ed 264 participants in the Wisconsin
Registry for Alzheimer’s Prevention, a
long-running study of people in their 50s
and 60s, most of whom have a parent
with Alzheimer’s and might be at higher
risk for the disease themselves. Of those,
64 already had signs of early decline or
developed it over the next two years,
according to other neurological tests
they took. —AP

Hearing is believing: Speech 
may be a clue to mental decline

LVIV, Ukraine: Ukraine’s western city of Lviv is
famous for its picture-postcard graceful domes
and cobblestone streets but it’s not such a pretty
sight in the back alleys, which are blighted by
growing mountains of garbage. Waste has not
been removed from some neighborhoods in the
city of 700,000 people since May, with the
stench scaring off tourists and a rat infestation
threatening public health. The trash piles have
built up due to an apparent political impasse
between the Ukrainian government and the
authorities in the city, arguably the most
European-looking in the post-Soviet nation.

Kiev accuses Lviv’s mayor of failing to handle
waste management but the mayor blames the
crisis on a “garbage blockade”. Last month, locals
took action into their own hands, blocking city
streets to protest about the situation, with some
even setting fire to the mounds of waste. Lviv
resident Mariya Sydorovych, 58, said that despite
summer heat of more than 30 degrees Celsius
she does not dare open the windows. “It’s just an
indescribable stink. Some rubbish piles have
reached the level of the second floor,” she said.

“We have garbage cans near the playground.
Children have not been playing there for weeks,
because they cannot stand it.” Doctors share resi-
dents’ concerns about the possible deterioration
of the health of the city’s inhabitants. “If we do
not ensure removal of garbage from Lviv in time,
we could face dangerous consequences for the
health of Lviv residents,” Volodymyr Zub, the city
council’s health department chief, said.

“Such a situation can lead to frequent and
prolonged outbreaks of intestinal infections.
Under such conditions, the number of rodents
that are carriers of dangerous diseases may
increase.” While many locals accuse city authori-
ties of causing the crisis, Lviv mayor Andriy
Sadovyi said that it was impossible to move the
rubbish out of the city because of a “garbage
blockade”.

Mismanagement or politics? 
He said the problem started in May 2016

when the main landfill for Lviv’s waste caught

fire and four firefighters died, prompting state
authorities to shut down the site. “But since then
we have a problem of where to move our 600
tons of garbage daily,” 48-year-old bespectacled
Sadovyi lamented. “With 5,500 landfills in
Ukraine, I thought that we would be able to
solve the problem but all these landfills began to
close to my city one after another.”

The embattled mayor went further, accus-
ing the government of pressuring landfill own-
ers across the country not to accept refuse
from Lviv in order to discredit him not just as
mayor, but also as leader of the Samopomich
political party. Sadovyi was once an ally of
Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko but
Samopomich (Self-Reliance) left the president’s
ruling coalition bloc last year, joining the
opposition. “The reason (for the blockade) is
that we prevent the authorities from realizing
undemocratic plans,” Sadovyi said.

“This is a political issue more than economic,”
Vadym Karasyov, the head of Kiev-based
Institute of Global Strategies, said. “If Sadovyi did
not pretend to be a politician of national scale
the problem would be resolved much faster.”
With Sadovyi and central authorities locked in a
war of words, the Kiev government has rejected
claims of a blockade, saying Lviv city hall is at the
root of the waste dilemma.

The conflict reached a new level last month
as three lawmakers from Sadovyi’s party went on
a six-day hunger strike to put more pressure on
Kiev to solve the problem. That pushed Prime
Minister Volodymyr Groysman to urge the coun-
try’s municipal authorities to help the western
city by accepting the city’s garbage at their land-
fill sites. Groysman said the government was
willing to allocate 50 million hryvnias ($1.9 mil-
lion, 1.7 million euros) for construction of a new
landfill in the Lviv region.—AFP 

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian authorities
have arrested a Vietnamese man and seized
a stash of elephant ivory worth almost
$70,000, an official said yesterday, high-
lighting the country’s role as a hub for the
wildlife-smuggling trade. The man was
detained Friday at Kuala Lumpur’s main
international airport after flying into the
country from Addis Ababa in Ethiopia, said
airport customs chief Hamzah Sundang.
Officials stopped the suspected smuggler-
whose identity was not revealed in the air-
port terminal as he was acting suspiciously. 

When they checked his luggage, they
found 10 packages containing elephant
ivory weighing 36 kilograms that had been
cut into small pieces, which activists said
was likely going to be fashioned into jewel-
ry. Authorities said the haul was worth
about 300,000 ringgit (almost $70,000). The
man had been due to travel on to Vietnam,
where there is high demand for ivory which

is prized locally for decorative purposes
and in traditional medicine.

The latest seizure underlines Malaysia’s
role as a transit point in the global wildlife
smuggling trade. Earlier this month, Hong
Kong customs officials discovered 7.2 tons of
ivory tusks in a shipment from Malaysia. The
global trade in elephant ivory, with rare
exceptions, has been outlawed since 1989
after populations of the African giants
dropped from millions in the mid-20th centu-
ry to around 600,000 by the end of the 1980s.
Anyone found guilty of importing rare ani-
mals or their parts into Malaysia can be jailed
for up to three years and fined.  Kanitha
Krishnasamy, acting regional director for
wildlife trade monitoring network Traffic,
hailed the latest discovery by Malaysian
authorities, which follows recent seizures of
rhino horns and pangolins. She said the oper-
ations were “crippling illegal traders from
profiting from this business”.—AFP

LOWELL: They hide in weeds along
hiking trails and in playground
grass. They wash into rivers and
float downstream to land on
beaches. They pepper baseball
dugouts, sidewalks and streets.
Syringes left by drug users amid
the heroin crisis are turning up
everywhere. In Portland, Maine,
of f ic ia ls  have  col lec ted more
than 700 needles so far this year,
putting them on track to handily
exceed the nearly 900 gathered
in all of 2016. In March alone, San
Francisco collected more than
13,000 syringes, compared with
only  about  2 ,900  the  same
month in 2016.

People, often children, risk get-
ting stuck by discarded needles, rais-
ing the prospect they could contract
blood-borne diseases such as hepa-
titis or HIV or be exposed to rem-
nants of heroin or other drugs. It’s
unclear whether anyone has gotten
sick, but the reports of children find-
ing the needles can be sickening in
their own right. One 6-year-old girl
in California mistook a discarded
syringe for a thermometer and put it
in her mouth; she was unharmed.

“I just want more awareness that
this is happening,” said Nancy
Holmes, whose 11-year-old daugh-
ter stepped on a needle in Santa

Cruz, California, while swimming.
“You would hear stories about find-
ing needles at the beach or being
poked at the beach. But you think
that it wouldn’t happen to you.
Sure enough.” They are a growing
problem in New Hampshire and
Massachusetts - two states that
have seen many overdose deaths in
recent years.

“We would certainly characterize
this as a health hazard,” said Tim
Soucy, health director in

Manchester, New Hampshire’s
largest city, which collected 570
needles in 2016, the first year it
began tracking the problem. It has
found 247 needles so far this year.
Needles turn up in places like parks,
baseball diamonds, trails and beach-
es - isolated spots where drug users
can gather and attract little atten-
tion, and often the same spots used
by the public for recreation. The
needles are tossed out of careless-
ness or the fear of being prosecuted

for possessing them. One child was
poked by a needle left on the
grounds of a Utah elementary
school. Another youngster stepped
on one while playing on a beach in
New Hampshire. Even if adults or
children don’t get sick, they still
must endure an unsettling battery
of tests to make sure they didn’t
catch anything. The girl who put a
syringe in her mouth was not poked
but had to be tested for hepatitis B
and C, her mother said. Some com-
munity advocates are trying to
sweep up the pollution.

Rocky Morrison leads a cleanup
effort along the Merrimack River,
which winds through the old milling
city of Lowell, and has recovered
hundreds of needles in abandoned
homeless camps that dot the banks,
as well as in piles of debris that col-
lect in floating booms he recently
started setting. He has a collection
of several hundred needles in a fish-
bowl, a prop he uses to illustrate
that the problem is real and that
towns must do more to combat it.

“We started seeing it last year
here and there. But now, it’s just
raining needles everywhere we go,”
said Morrison, a burly, tattooed con-
struction worker whose Clean River
Project has six boats working parts
of the 117-mile river. — AP

Kicking up a stink: Ukraine’s 
Lviv blighted by trash crisis

Mayor blames crisis on garbage blockade 

UKRAINE: A woman throws rubbish to a pile of garbage in the western Ukrainian city of Lviv.—AFP

Drug crisis creates pollution threat

MASSACHUSETTS: In this photo, activist Rocky Morrison, of the ‘Clean
River Project’, holds up a fish bowl filled with hypodermic needles,
that were recovered during 2016, on the Merrimack River next to
their facility in Methuen, Massachusetts.—AP

PORT DICKSON, Malaysia: This file picture shows seized ivory tusks kept inside a con-
tainer before being publicly crushed during an event at the Kualti Alam Waste
Management centre in Port Dickson, outside of Kuala Lumpur.—AFP

Malaysia arrests Vietnamese 
man for ivory smuggling


