
NEW YORK: Wanted: 10,000 New Yorkers interested
in advancing science by sharing a trove of personal
information, from cellphone locations and credit-
card swipes to blood samples and life-changing
events. For 20 years. Researchers are gearing up to
start recruiting participants from across the city
next year for a study so sweeping it’s called “The
Human Project.” 

It aims to channel different data streams into a
river of insight on health, aging, education and
many other aspects of human life.  “That’s what
we’re all about: putting the holistic picture togeth-
er,” says project director Dr Paul Glimcher, a New
York University neural science, economics and psy-
chology professor.  There have been other “big data”
health studies, and the National Institutes of Health
plans to start full-scale recruitment as soon as this
fall for a million-person project intended to foster
individualized treatment. But the $15 million-a-year
Human Project is breaking ground with the scope of
individual data it plans to collect simultaneously,
says Dr Vasant Dhar, editor-in-chief of the journal
Big Data, which published a 2015 paper about the
project. “It is very ambitious,” the NYU information
systems professor says.  Participants will be invited
to join; researchers are tapping survey science to
create a demographically representative group.

They’ll start with tests of everything from blood
to genetics to IQ. They’ll be asked for access to
medical, financial and educational records, as well
as cellphone data such as location and the num-
bers they call and text. They’ll also be given wear-
able activity trackers, special scales, and surveys via
smartphone. Follow-up blood and urine tests - and
an at-home fecal sample - will be requested every
three years. Participants get $500 per family for
enrolling, plus a say in directing some charitable

money to community projects. Researchers hope
the results will illuminate the interplay between
health, behavior and circumstances, potentially
shedding new light on conditions ranging from
asthma to Alzheimer’s disease. Their excitement
comes with the responsibility of safeguarding the
digital savings of a lifetime. Protections include
multiple rounds of encryption and firewalls.
Outside researchers won’t be able to see any raw
data, just anonymized subsets limited to the infor-
mation they need. They’ll take nothing with them
but their analyses - by hand, since the analyzing
computers aren’t connected to the internet,
Glimcher said.

Lee Tien, a senior staff attorney at the digital
rights group Electronic Frontier Foundation , credits
the Human Project researchers with taking security
seriously. But he wonders whether authorities
might seek to get at the information for investiga-
tions, though Glimcher maintains that the
researchers could protect it from anything but
major terrorism probes.  Glimcher knows The
Human Project aspires boldly. In fact, its frequently-
asked-questions list includes: “Is this possible? Are
you crazy?”

He points to one of medicine’s most storied
research efforts: The Framingham Heart Study ,
launched in 1948. Some 15,000 residents of
Framingham, Massachusetts, have been examined
over the years. The initiative has fueled more than
1,200 studies and revealed that blood pressure, cho-
lesterol and smoking were linked to heart disease
risk. “If we could be seen as having contributed to
American health care and well-being and education
in the United States in the way that Framingham
did, but magnified a hundredfold by the tools of
today’s data, what a fantastic accomplishment that

would be,” Glimcher says. Nancy Spinale knows
what it takes to be part of an accomplishment like
that.  Her parents joined the Framingham study in
1948, she in 1971 and her husband and four chil-
dren since then. Now 75 and living on Cape Cod,
the retired teacher still undergoes an hourslong fol-

low-up exam and interview every couple of years.
Her loved ones have gotten some personally useful
information from exams. And she’s gotten the pride
of seeing studies come out, with information that
could help everyone’s health. “That’s the ‘wow’ feel-
ing,” she says.— AP 

‘Human Project’ study - 10,000 to share life’s data
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ARIZONA: The Trump administration is
consider ing a  proposal  that  could
effectively let some plants and animals
become extinct so cash-strapped agen-
cies can use more of their funds to save
others. At a closed-door meeting last
month, Arizona State University ecolo-
gist Leah Gerber presented a plan to US
Fish and Wildlife Service officials that
would use a mathematical formula to
direct government money away from
endangered and threatened species
she calls “over-funded failures” and
toward plants and animals that can
more easily be saved.

Gavin Shire, a spokesman for the US
Fish and Wildlife Service, said in an email
to Reuters that the agency is examining
the controversial proposal. “We have
worked closely with this group of scien-
tists as they developed this new conser-
vation tool, and while we have not made
any determinations yet, are impressed
with its potential,” Shire said. “We will be
exploring further if and how we may best
use it to improve the effectiveness of our
recovery efforts.” Gerber’s May 5 meeting

with administration officials and their
stated interest in her proposal have not
been previously reported. The agency
would not comment further. The proposal
comes at a time when the Trump adminis-
tration is seeking to cut billions from the
budgets of the Environmental Protection
Agency and the Department of the
Interior, which oversees the US Fish and
Wildlife Service. The Endangered Species
Act bars the government from deciding
which animals and plants become extinct.
But funding one species over another
could let some decline or die out.

“I just don’t think it’s possible to save
all species even though I would like to,”
said Gerber, a self-described Democrat
and environmentalist. “That’s an uncom-
fortable thing to say and I don’t like it but
that’s the reality.” Gerber said as many as
200 additional species could be saved by
directing funds away from species such
as the iconic northern spotted owl -
whose numbers have declined despite
millions of dollars spent on conservation
efforts - and toward those with a better
chance of survival. — Reuters

How math formula could 
decide the fate of 

endangered US species

NEW YORK: People walk inside the Oculus, the new transit station at the World Trade Center in New
York. Researchers are gearing up to start recruiting 10,000 New Yorkers early next year for a study so
sweeping it’s called “The Human Project.” — AP 

BANGKOK: In Phrom Samrit, a squatter settle-
ment along a major canal in Bangkok, most of
the 300 households live cheek by jowl and have
become used to floods after living next to water
all their lives. But now their resilience is being
chipped away, says Adirak Sangnut, the slum’s
elected leader. “Before, it started flooding after
raining for three days. But now, it floods after
just three hours of rain,” the 47-year-old said. 

“After a while, if nothing is done, it’ll be less
than an hour before it starts flooding.” As
Thailand’s rainy season gets underway, residents
in and around Bangkok say they are experienc-
ing more intense and frequent seasonal floods
since 2011, when the capital was hit by its worst
flooding in half a century. That flood disaster -
caused by factors including an unusually heavy
monsoon, building on flood plains and changes
in water management - affected millions of peo-
ple and caused $45.7 billion in losses.

Experts do not expect floods of that magni-
tude again any time soon but say the city’s low-
lying location, continued urbanisation and
extreme weather linked to climate change are
raising Bangkok’s vulnerability to floods. The
Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) is
planning 28 flood protection projects worth
nearly 26 billion baht ($765.6 million). They
include dredging and expanding canals, and
constructing flood barriers and water retention
areas to drain and divert floodwater to Thailand’s
main conduit, the Chao Phraya River.

The budget for  four projects to build
embankments along canals has already been
approved, and an extra 2 billion baht from the
military government is being used to carve out
giant underground tunnels,  said Val lop
Suwandee, chairman of an advisory group to
the Bangkok governor. The city also issued a
resi l ience strategy earl ier  this  year that
includes improved weather forecasts and
drainage systems. Yet not everyone approves
of the BMA’s plans. Adirak says nearly half of
his neighbors, who live near Don Muang air-
port, disagree with the canal works, fearing
they will lose their homes.

Experts have criticized the plans for focusing
too much on hard infrastructure solutions which
they say are costly and will never be adequate.
Barriers such as flood walls could trap rainwater,
worsening flash floods, and create a two-tier sys-
tem where some areas are protected at the
expense of others, usually the urban poor and

those in neighboring provinces, they add. But
Vallop said climate change makes it imperative
for Bangkok to prepare. “It ’s necessary for
Bangkok and Thailand to invest in infrastructure.
If we do not do it now, the damage may cost a
lot more in the future,” he told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation.

The city government has warned investors and
home-owners whose properties are on major
floodways - spillover channels for floodwater - but
they have built there anyway, he added. Deputy
government spokesman Lieutenant-General
Werachon Sukhondhapatipak said Bangkok lacks
effective infrastructure to handle large-scale
flooding. Problems include inadequate town
planning, construction blocking waterways and
littering of drainage systems, he said by email.
“Effective flood management requires genuine
cooperation from all sides,” he added.

Uneven exposure
In the aftermath of the 2011 floods, the gov-

ernment unveiled a much-criticized $11-billion
flood prevention plan, which was scrapped after
the military coup of May 2014. Despite
Thailand’s frequent cycle of floods and droughts,
its approach to water management has always
been piecemeal, said Nipon Poapongsakorn of
the Thailand Development Research Institute
(TDRI). Whenever a disaster hits, committees are
set up, but they soon disappear, leaving no insti-
tutional memory. The absence of a single water
agency and a national water law are other major
challenges, he added.

In Siriwan Klai-iam’s neighborhood of Bang
Bua Thong market in Nonthaburi, a province to
the north of Bangkok, flooding has become
more common since 2011. Then water reached
chest height, and her home and workplace were
submerged for nearly three months. “It’s hap-
pening every monsoon,” said the 39-year-old,
pointing at the road outside that was flooded
again in early June. “The government helps
sometimes... but mostly after the floods.” Danny
Marks, a researcher on urban climate resilience
in Southeast Asia at the University of Toronto,
said neighborhoods like Siriwan’s could be
adversely affected by the BMA’s plans.

The main government response has been to
construct more and higher flood walls and other
infrastructure rather than significantly improve
water management, data collection and land-
use planning, said Marks, whose doctoral thesis

examined the authorities’ handling of the 2011
floods. Flood walls create uneven exposure to
future flooding, he added, with urban economic
areas protected while marginalized groups such
as farmers, fishermen and rural communities are
exposed to losses and damage. The TDRI’s Nipon
said Bangkok needs to become a “sponge city” -
a concept promoted by China where infrastruc-
ture, including pavements and green roofs, is
designed to absorb water.

Rising risks
When Bangkok became Thailand’s capital in

1782, it was a backwater village crisscrossed by
canals known as the “Venice of the East”. But
many were filled in to make way for cars, while
squatter settlements have encroached on oth-
ers. With that, Bangkok lost much of its drainage
capacity. “It ’s easier to fill canals instead of
appropriating land, but now we are paying a
very high price,” said Apichart Anukularmphai,
president of the Thailand Water Resources
Association. Many also blame slum residents for
throwing trash into the canals and blocking the
waterways, calling for them to be evicted.

There are hundreds of such communities in
Bangkok and they cannot all be dismantled, said
Thipparat Noppaladarom, advisor to the
Community Organizations Development
Institute (CODI), a government agency that
upgrades slums. CODI is currently working with
residents along a major canal that is being
expanded. They will be relocated to higher
ground but still live in the same area - a “win-
win” situation, said Thipparat. The complexity of
acquiring land for infrastructure projects is a
familiar challenge to Thongchai Roachanakanan,
an urban planning expert at the Department of
Town and Country Planning and Public Works.

He designed a floodway after 2011, but
almost all the governors he met rejected the
plan because much of the land was owned by
the rich and powerful. Meanwhile, Bangkok is
becoming more vulnerable each year, he added.
Thongchai is particularly concerned about flood
walls to the east of the ancient capital
Ayutthaya, north of Bangkok. 

Built after 2011, these walls - some as high as
6 meters (19.7 ft) - could cause problems should
a major storm hit central Thailand, he said. If that
happens, the water could flow south fast, threat-
ening Bangkok’s two international airports, he
warned. — Reuters

Bangkok struggles to protect 
slum dwellers; floods worsen

‘It’s happening every monsoon’

BEIJING: China said yesterday it
would ban a designer drug called
U-47700 and three others, follow-
ing US pressure to do more to con-
trol synthetic opioids blamed for
fast-rising overdose deaths in the
United States. In China, U-47700
has until now been a legal alterna-
tive to fentanyl and potent deriva-
tives like carfentanil. Its usage has
been growing among US opioid
addicts. Last year, the US Drug
Enforcement Administration listed
U-47700 in the category of the
most dangerous drugs it regulates,
saying it was associated with
dozens of fatalities, mostly in New
York and North Carolina. Some of
the pills taken from Prince’s estate
after the musician’s overdose death
last year contained U-47700.

The DEA has long said that China
is the top source country for synthet-
ic opioids like fentanyl and its pre-
cursors, assertions Beijing has said
lack firm evidence. Still, the two
countries have deepened coopera-
tion as the US opioid epidemic inten-
sifies. Deng Ming, deputy director of
the National Narcotics Control
Commission, said that U-47700 and

three other synthetic drugs - MT-45,
PMMA, and 4,4’-DMAR - would be
added to China’s list of controlled
substances as of July 1.

Yu Haibin, a division director at
the Ministry of Public Security’s
Narcotics Control Bureau, said

China was making “big efforts” to
deal with drugs known as new psy-
choactive substances. These sub-
stances are made by modifying the
chemical structures of controlled
substances in order to get around
the law, and China has now restrict-

ed 138 of them. However, as soon
as one substance is banned,
chemists create slightly different
and technically legal alternatives
and then market them online.

“My feeling is that it’s just like a
race and I will never catch up with
the criminals,” Yu told a news con-
ference. “Actually, we just want to
make a breakthrough in dealing
with this.” To counter the cat-and-
mouse game, Yu said authorities
had set up a system whereby infor-
mation on new types of drugs
gleaned during police investiga-
tions, customs clearances and med-
ical treatment would be transferred
to the national drug lab. An expert
committee would then assess this
information and send alert notices
to relevant agencies in order to
help speed up the control of new
substances, he said.

Yu said suspects use the internet
to communicate with customers
and use the anonymized digital
currency bitcoin to transfer money,
and that authorities were working
with internet companies to try to
stop such trade and the advertising
of drugs on websites. — AP

CLEVELAND: A wayward tortoise’s surpris-
ing trek around Ohio has ended happily for
its owner, whose two-week search, in a
twist of fate, might have saved her sister’s
life. Otis the California desert tortoise man-
aged to push open a sliding glass door and
escape from Kathie Heisinger’s home in
Sebring in Mahoning County on May 30.
Heisinger created flyers offering a $200
reward that was quickly matched by the
Sebring Volunteer Fire Department,
prompting her to make the reward $500
total.  Village residents soon joined
Heisinger in her search around Sebring.

“There are a lot of good people in the
world,” Heisinger said.  Otis quickly became
a minor celebrity. Facebook posts and
shares, newspaper and television stories
and the flyers led to more than 100 phone
calls from people who believed they had
spotted him. Heisinger then heard rumors
that employees of an amusement company
working the Sebring Fireman’s Festival the
weekend Otis went missing might have
scooped him up. She called the company
headquartered 20 miles away in Stark
County and the owner told Heisinger his
employees had indeed taken possession of
Otis - at least temporarily.

Otis had once again escaped after
knocking over the cardboard box the work-
ers thought would contain him. The owner
kicked in another $200 to make the reward

$700, and Heisinger, her sister and friends
resumed their search. But by this time, Otis
already had found another new home.
Tyren O’Steen spotted the tortoise on a
road near the amusement company and
thought it would make a good pet for his
three children. Then last week, after read-
ing a newspaper story about Otis, O’Steen
called Heisinger, who was reunited with her
beloved pet of 25 years.

“I could tell the tortoise meant a lot to her,”
O’Steen told another newspaper that publi-
cized Heisinger’s plight, The Alliance Review.
Heisinger said the ending was “heartfelt for a
lot of people.” She expressed her gratitude for
all who helped out in the search, which she
said might have actually saved her sister’s life.
Heisinger said it was uncharacteristic for her
sister, who lived alone, to have helped out.
One day, Dicko complained about her foot
hurting and returned to Heisinger’s truck. By
the time Heisinger drove her home, she had
lost all feeling in her leg.

Dicko underwent emergency blood clot
surgery that night. Doctors told her that if
she had delayed seeking medical help for a
couple of more hours, she would have lost
her foot - or even worse. Dicko spent time
in intensive care and is now on the road to
recovery.  “That’s God’s way of having a
plan,” Heisinger said. “I’m a Christian, and
nothing in this world will not convince me
that wasn’t meant to be.”—AP China bans synthetic opioids 

blamed for US drug deaths

BEIJING: Deng Ming, deputy director of the National Narcotics
Control Commission speaks during the National Anti-drug Committee
briefing at a hotel in Beijing yesterday. China has announced it is ban-
ning a deadly synthetic opioid called U-47700 and three other syn-
thetic drugs. — AP 

OHIO: Kathie Heisinger poses with her desert tortoise Otis after they were reunited
in Sebring, Ohio.— AP 

Ohio woman reunited 
with her lost tortoise 


