
KALASIN, Thailand: It wasn’t until he
got to medical school that Narong
Khuntikeo finally discovered what
caused the liver cancer that took both of
his parents’ lives: their lunch. Like mil-
lions of Thais across the rural northeast,
his family regularly ate koi pla-a local
dish made of raw fish ground with spices
and lime. The pungent meal is quick,
cheap and tasty, but the fish is also a
favorite feast for parasites that can cause
a lethal liver cancer killing up to 20,000
Thais annually.

Most hail from northeast, a large, poor
region known as Isaan that has dined on
koi pla for generations and now has the
highest reported instance of the
Cholangiocarcinoma (CCA) — bile duct
cancer-in the world. One of the major
causes of CCA is a parasitic flatworm-or
fluke-which is native to the Mekong
region and found in many freshwater
fish. Once eaten, the worms can embed
undetected in the bile ducts for years
causing inflammation that can, over time,
trigger the aggressive cancer, according
to the World Health Organization.

“It’s a very big health burden around
here... it affects families, education and
socioeconomic development,” said
Narong, who went on to become a liver
surgeon to battle the scourge. “But
nobody knows about this because they

die quietly, like leaves falling from a tree.”
After seeing hundreds of hopeless late-
stage cases on the operating table,
Narong is now marshalling scientists,
doctors and anthropologists to attack
the “silent killer” at source.

They are fanning out across Isaan
provinces to screen villagers for the liver
fluke and warn them of the perils of koi
pla and other risky fermented fish dishes.
But changing eating habits is no easy
task in a region where love for Isaan’s
famously chili-laden cuisine runs deep. 

Karma and convenience 
Many villagers are shocked to hear

that a beloved dish passed down for
generations is a danger rather than a
comfort. Others are wedded to the con-
venience of a thrifty lunch they can whip
up using fish caught in the ponds that
border their rice paddies. “I used to come
here and just catch the fish in the pond...
it’s so easy to eat raw,” said Boonliang
Konghakot, a farmer from Khon Kaen
province, licking his lips as he sprinkled
seasonings into a bowl of the finely-
chopped fish’s pink flesh.

Since learning of the cancer link he
has started frying the mixture to kill off
the parasite-a method doctors recom-
mend. Yet not everyone is as easily
swayed, according to Narong and his

team. Many villagers complain that
cooking the dish gives it a sour taste.
Others simply shrug off the dangers and
say their fate has already been fixed-a
common belief in the Buddhist nation
where karma can dictate decisions.
“They’ll say: ‘Oh well, there are many
ways to die,’” lamented Narong. “But I
cannot accept this answer.” 

Catch it early 
When it comes to changing eating

habits, health officials are pinning their
hopes on the next generation, targeting
children with a new school curriculum
that use cartoons to teach the risks of
eating raw. For the elderly, the target is
to catch infections before it’s too late.
Narong and his team have developed

urine tests to detect the presence of the
parasite, which has infected up to 80
percent of some Isaan communities.

They have also spent the past four
years trucking ultrasound machines
around the region to examine the liv-
ers of villagers who live far from pub-
lic hospitals.  The initiative, called
CASCAP (Cholangiocarc inoma
Screening and Care Program), started
as research at Khon Kaen university
but received full government backing
last  year-putt ing i t  on Thai land’s
national agenda. 

“I’ve never been checked before, so
I think I will probably have it because
I’ve been eating (koi pla) since I was
l i tt le,” said 48-year- old Thanin
Wongseeda, one of 500 villagers lin-
ing up for  a  recent screening in
Kalasin province.

The group ticked off a series of high-
risk factors: they were over the age of
40, had a history of eating raw fish and
had family members with the cancer. A
third of them showed abnormal liver
symptoms and four were suspected to
have cancer. Thanin was one of the
lucky ones, emerging from his ultra-
sound with a look of relief. “I don’t think
I will eat (koi pla) raw anymore,” he said
with resolve.  As for his neighbors?
“They will not quit it easily.”—AFP 
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THE HAGUE: Dutch police are looking for the owner of a
stray wallaby which made an unexpected appearance in a
small town over the weekend, disrupting rail traffic before
finally being lassoed by a local. Trains near Staphorst in the
northern Netherlands were delayed for at least half-an-
hour Saturday afternoon after a driver spotted the small
macropod hopping along the tracks before disappearing
into the small town, Dutch media reports said Monday.

The animal, by then christened “Skippy” by Dutch Rail’s
Twitter feed, was again spotted by locals who were having
an afternoon beer at a nearby cafe and who phoned local
resident Patrick Dunnik to come help trap the wandering
wallaby. “I live just around the corner, so I ran out to help,”
said Dunnik. “We failed several times to trap it, including
once when it jumped right over the outstretched arms of a
friend of mine,” he said.

Dunnik devised a lasso from rope and managed to snag

the animal round a leg before finally bringing it down. “It
took both me and my two friends to hold down the walla-
by because it was incredibly strong,” he said. Police and the
Dutch “animal ambulance” arrived a short while later to
take “Skippy” to an animal shelter. “We’re keeping it a few
days at the shelter so it can de-stress,” regional animal
ambulance coordinator Edwin Budel said.

“At the moment, we have no idea who the owner is
and how the animal got there,” added Budel, who urged
the owner to contact local police. More than 500 walla-
bies are known to be kept in The Netherlands mainly by
animal parks, according to the Dutch NOS newscaster.
Some have escaped from time-to-time. In a recent unfor-
tunate incident involving a wallaby escape, one of the
animals inadvertently hopped into a lion enclosure in an
eastern animal park in March where it was promptly
hunted and eaten.—AFP 

THAILAND: This photograph shows a farmer chopping fresh fish for lunch in the
northeastern Thai province of Khon Kaen. —AFP

PARIS: Ocean levels rose 50 percent
faster in 2014 than in 1993, with melt
water from the Greenland ice sheet
now supplying 25 percent of total sea
level increase compared with just five
percent 20 years earlier, researchers
reported Monday. The findings add to
growing concern among scientists
that the global watermark is climbing
more rapidly than forecast only a few
years ago, with potentially devastat-
ing consequences.

Hundreds of millions of people
around the world live in low-lying
deltas that are vulnerable, especially
when rising seas are combined with
land sinking due to depleted water
tables, or a lack of ground-forming silt
held back by dams. Major coastal
cities are also threatened, while some
small island states are already laying
plans for the day their drowning
nations will no longer be livable.

“This result is important because
the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC)”-the UN sci-
ence advisory body-”makes a very
conservative projection of total sea
level rise by the end of the century,” at
60 to 90 centimeters, said Peter

Wadhams, a professor of ocean
physics at the University of Oxford
who did not take part in the research.
That estimate, he added, assumes that
the rate at which ocean levels rise will
remain constant.

“Yet there is convincing evidence-
including accelerating losses of mass
from Greenland and Antarctica-that
the rate is actually increasing and
increasing exponentially.” Greenland
alone contains enough frozen water
to lift oceans by about seven meters,
though experts disagree on the global
warming threshold for irreversible
melting, and how long that would
take once set in motion.

“Most scientists now expect total
rise to be well over a meter by the end
of the century,” Wadhams said. The
new study, published in Nature
Climate Change, reconciles for the
first time two distinct measurements
of sea level rise. The first looked one-
by-one at three contributions: ocean
expansion due to warming, changes
in the amount of water stored on
land, and loss of land-based ice from
glaciers and ice sheets in Greenland
and Antarctica.

A major warning
The second was from satellite

altimetry, which gauges heights on
the Earth’s surface from space.  The
technique measures the time taken by
a radar pulse to travel from a satellite
antenna to the surface, and then back
to a satellite receiver. Up to now,
altimetry data showed little accelera-
tion in sea level rise over the last two
decades, even if other measurements
left little doubt that oceans were
deepening more quickly.

“We corrected for a small but sig-
nificant bias in the first decade of the
satellite record,” co-author Xuebin
Zhang, a researcher at the Centre for
Southern Hemisphere Oceans
Research in Hobart, Tasmania, said.
Overall, the pace of global average
sea level rise went up from about 2.2
millimeters a year in 1993, to 3.3 mil-
limeters a year two decades later. In
the early 1990s, they found, thermal
expansion accounted for fully half of
the added millimeters. 

Two decades later, that figure was
only 30 percent. Andrew Shepherd,
director of the Centre for Polar
Observation and Modeling at the
University of Leeds in England, urged
caution in interpreting the results.
“Even with decades of measurements,
it is hard to be sure whether there has
been a steady acceleration in the rate
of global sea level rise during the
satellite era because the change is so
small,” he said.

Disentangling single sources-such
as the massive chunk of ice atop
Greenland-is even harder. But other
researchers said the study should
sound an alarm. “This is a major warn-
ing about the dangers of a sea level
rise that will continue for many cen-
turies, even after global warming is
stopped,” said Brian Hoskins, chair of
the Grantham Institute at Imperial
College London.—AFP 

Stray wallaby has small 

Dutch town hopping

FRANCE: This file photo shows a one-month-old wallaby peek out of its mother’s pouch (Foreground) at the
Amneville zoo, eastern France.—AFP

Greenland ice sheet melt off 

quickens sea levels rise: Study

IN SPACE: This file photo provided by NASA Earth Observatory shows some
glaciers observed from the HU-25A Guardian aircraft, showing the
Bruckner and Heim glaciers where they flow into Johan Petersen Fjord in
southeastern Greenland.—AFP


