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Poland has emerged as Europe’s leader in stem cell
storage, a billion-dollar global industry that is a key
part of a therapy that can treat leukaemias but raises

excessive hopes. Submerged in liquid nitrogen vapor at a
temperature of minus 175 degrees Celsius, hundreds of
thousands of stem cells from all over Europe bide their
time in large steel barrels on the outskirts of Warsaw.

Present in blood drawn from the umbilical cord of a
newborn baby, stem cells can help cure serious blood-
related illnesses like leukaemias and lymphomas, as well as
genetic conditions and immune system deficits. Polish
umbilical cord blood bank PBKM/FamiCord became the
industry’s leader in Europe after Swiss firm Cryo-Save
went bankrupt early last year.

It is also the fifth largest in the world, according to its
management, after two companies in the United States, a
Chinese firm and one based in Singapore. Since the first
cord blood transplant was performed in France in 1988, the
sector has significantly progressed, fuelling hopes. 

Health insurance 
Mum-of-two Teresa Przeborowska has firsthand expe-

rience. At five years old, her son Michal was diagnosed
with lymphoblastic leukaemia and needed a bone marrow
transplant, the entrepreneur from northern Poland said.
The most compatible donor was his younger sister,
Magdalena. When she was born, her parents had a bag of
her cord blood stored at PBKM. 

More than three years later, doctors injected his sister’s
stem cells into Michal’s bloodstream. It was not quite
enough for Michal’s needs but nicely supplemented har-
vested bone marrow. As a result, Michal, who is nine, “is
now flourishing, both intellectually and physically”, his
mum told AFP. A cord blood transplant has become an
alternative to a bone marrow transplant when there is no
donor available, with a lower risk of complications.

Stem cells taken from umbilical cord blood are like those
taken from bone marrow, capable of producing all blood
cells: Red cells, platelets and immune system cells. When
used, stem cells are first concentrated, then injected into
the patient. Once transfused, they produce new cells of
every kind. At the PBKM laboratory, “each container holds
up to 10,000 blood bags... Safe and secure, they wait to be
used in the future,” its head, Krzysztof Machaj, said.

The bank holds around 440,000 samples, not including
those from Cryo-Save, he said. If the need arises, the
“blood will be ready to use without the whole process of
looking for a compatible donor and running blood tests,”
the biologist told AFP. For families who have paid an initial
nearly Ä600 ($675) and then an annual Ä120 to have the
blood taken from their newborns’ umbilical cords pre-
served for around 20 years, it is a kind of health insurance
promising faster and more effective treatment if illness
strikes. But researchers also warn against unrealistic
expectations.   

Beauty products 
Haematologist Wieslaw Jedrzejczak, a bone marrow

pioneer in Poland, describes promoters of the treatment as
“sellers of hope”, who “make promises that are either
impossible to realize in the near future or downright
impossible to realize at all for biological reasons”. He com-
pares them to makers of beauty products who “swear their
cream will rejuvenate the client by 20 years.”

Various research is being done on the possibility of using
the stem cells to treat other diseases, notably nervous disor-
ders. But the EuroStemCell scientist network warns that the
research is not yet conclusive. “There is a list of almost 80
diseases for which stem cells could prove beneficial,” US
haematologist Roger Mrowiec, who heads the clinical labo-
ratory of the cord blood program Vitalant in New Jersey,
told AFP. “But given the present state of medicine, they are

effective only for around a dozen of them, like leukaemia or
cerebral palsy,” he said. “It’s not true, as it’s written some-
times, that we can already use them to fight Parkinson’s dis-
ease or Alzheimer’s disease or diabetes.”

EuroStemCell also cautions against private blood banks
that “advertise services to parents suggesting they should
pay to freeze their child’s cord blood... in case it’s needed
later in life”. “Studies show it is highly unlikely that the
cord blood will ever be used for their child,” the network
said. It also pointed out that there could be a risk of the
child’s cells not being useable anyway without reintroduc-
ing the same illness. Some countries, such as Belgium and
France, are cautious and ban the storage of cord blood for
private purposes. Most EU countries however permit it
while imposing strict controls.

Rapid growth 
In the early 2000s, Swiss company Cryo-Save enjoyed

rapid growth. Greeks, Hungarians, Italians, Spaniards and
Swiss stored blood from their newborns with the company
for 20 years on payment of 2,500 euros upfront. When the
firm was forced to close in early 2019, clients were left
wondering where their stem cells would end up. Under a
kind of back-up agreement, the samples of some 250,000
European families were transferred for storage at PBKM.

The Polish firm, founded in 2002 with two million zlotys
(around $525,000), has also grown quickly. Present under
the FamiCord brand in several countries, PBKM has some
35 percent of the European market, excluding Cryo-Save
assets. Over the last 15 months, outside investors have
contributed 63 million euros to the firm, PBKM’s chief
executive Jakub Baran told AFP. But the company has not
escaped controversy: The Polityka weekly recently pub-
lished a critical investigative report on several private clin-
ics that offer what was described as expensive treatment
involving stem cells held by PBKM.  — AFP 

Europe’s guardian of stem cells and hopes

China’s zero-waste 
activists fight 
overconsumption 

Parcels piled high at sorting centres and drivers
speeding down bike lanes to deliver takeout
lunches are ubiquitous sights in urban China,

where e-commerce and delivery apps have taken over
everyday l i fe. But the growing embrace of con-
sumerism is generating mountains of waste: The nation
will produce as much as 500 million tons of waste
annually by 2030, the World Bank warns, up from just
30 million in 1980.

There are signs of a fightback against convenience
culture - this week the government announced plans to
ban plastic bags in major cities and single-use straws
from restaurants by the end of this year. The zero-waste
movement is also grabbing public attention as its vocal
followers try to spread the message of mindful con-
sumption. “Everything is wrapped with plastic, because
that’s convenient, but actually the cost of convenience is
tremendous,” says Beijing resident Carrie Yu, who has
committed to “zero-waste” living since 2016.

By recycling, repurposing and composting most of
their garbage, Yu and her British partner Joe Harvey, are

able to fit three months of household waste into just two
jars. Nearly every object in the minimalist apartment
they share was selected with reusability and low envi-
ronmental impact in mind. A cardboard egg carton sits
on a shelf waiting to be reused multiple times before
being recycled.

Cloth make-up remover pads are hung up to dry
after washing. Many of Yu’s clothes are second-hand or
refashioned from worn-out garments. She buys unpack-
aged groceries at a local market, and makes sure to
avoid restaurants that use disposable chopsticks.

Rivers of rubbish 
GoZeroWaste, an organisation set up by Beijing-

based activist Elsa Tang, has members in 19 cities across
China who meet to swap unwanted items and exchange
tips on living more sustainably. “If we make more respon-
sible choices, we’re not only acting responsibly toward
the environment, we’re also being responsible for our
lives and our health, and can actually make many
changes,” Tang said.

For decades, Chinese people lived in a planned
economy where everyday goods were rationed and
imported products were a luxury. Some aspects of
zero-waste living, such as reusing packaging, are famil-
iar to older Chinese people. It used to be common for
merchants in the country to require packaging deposits
for everyday goods like beer and yogurt, said Mao Da,
an environmental history professor at Beijing Normal
University and member of the China Zero-Waste
Alliance. “We used to think frugality was a glorious
tradition,” Mao told AFP.

In the past, people would catch fish from the rivers
and lakes near her village, but “you can see the pristine
water right now just full of rubbish,” explained Yu, who
grew up in rural Hubei province, near Wuhan. Growing
incomes and the rise of shopping and delivery apps like
Taobao and Meituan have now put impulse shopping and
next-day delivery within the reach of millions. Young
people who moved away to cities “just bring so many
things with packaging” whenever they return to visit, the
28-year-old said. — AFP

Ethiopians look for 
love during Orthodox 
epiphany celebration 

Getahun Fetana spent years admiring Emebet
Melaku from a distance before plucking up the
nerve to speak to her, taking advantage of a

chance encounter during Timkat, the Ethiopian
Orthodox celebration of epiphany. Breaking off from his
friends, the 37-year-old professor walked over to intro-
duce himself, and the sparks that flew led to their wed-
ding on the very same holiday one year later. “We got
married on Timkat because we wanted to remember it
as a breakthrough in our relationship,” Getahun told
AFP. “The day has a special place in our hearts.”  

It is far from the only Ethiopian love story closely
bound up with Timkat, which Orthodox Christians cele-
brated Monday with feasts and elaborate processions
across the country. The holiday, which commemorates
the baptism of Jesus in the River Jordan, was marred
this year by the collapse of a wooden seating structure
during a pivotal ceremony in the northern Ethiopian city
of Gondar, an accident that left at least 10 people dead.   

But it is generally a sunny and joyous affair - and one
that offers a choice meeting ground for young singles
on the hunt for romance. Multiple factors make Timkat
ideal for finding a partner, said Aschalew Worku, the
top tourism official in Gondar. First, the holiday comes
at the height of wedding season, meaning love is
already in the air. The fact that it’s also the dry season
means the country’s roads are in good shape, making it
easier to travel and meet new people. 

Finally, worshippers don their finest traditional cloth-
ing on Timkat, including pristine white robes and tunics
accented with the greens, reds and yellows of the
Ethiopian flag. There’s even a saying - “Let a dress not
meant for Timkat be shredded” - suggesting that
Timkat clothes are the only ones worth keeping.
“Everyone is dressed to impress,” Aschalew said.
“Everyone attends Timkat clean and fresh, and this cre-
ates an opportunity for dating.” 

Courtship customs 
The most famous Timkat celebrations take place

each year in Gondar, the former seat of the royal empire
located 700 km north of the capital, Addis Ababa.
Before dawn on Monday, thousands of people gathered
at stone baths constructed during the reign of 17th-
century Emperor Fasilides. The ceremony during which
the seating area collapsed - in which worshippers dive
into holy water to recreate Jesus’ baptism - was meant
to cap a weekend-long traditional celebration that last
month was inscribed on UNESCO’s list of Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity.

For many young people, though, the main event
came the day before, as tens of thousands of Ethiopians
and foreign tourists marched alongside priests carrying
cloaked tabots - replicas of the Ark of the Covenant -
amid a riot of song, dance and prayer.  This is when
young men and women have typically sparked up con-
versations that can lead to relationships.  

One Timkat custom calls for young men to throw
lemons at women they find attractive, aiming for the
heart to signal their intentions. But while lemon-throw-
ing is still common in rural areas, it is increasingly out of
fashion in Ethiopia’s fast-growing cities. A common joke
in Gondar is that instead of throwing lemons at their
crushes, young men today would do better to throw
iPhones.  

For Aschalew, the tourism official, this reflects a
broader shift away from traditional dating habits, as
Ethiopian youth explore new ways to meet partners.
“These days there are plenty of platforms for dating.
People meet at the workplace or in school, and techno-
logical advancements mean they can meet on
Facebook,” he said. Aschalew described this as an
“acceptable” result of modernity, but some Gondar res-
idents told AFP they believed the old customs should be
revived.  “People who find their spouse on Timkat are
getting a gift from God,” said Rahel Mola, a 37-year-
old Gondar native. — AFP

French campaigners 
highlight trawlers’ 
deadly toll on dolphins

Three knocks on the cabin door: “Half past midnight!”
It’s time for the team from Sea Shepherd, a group
dedicated to protecting the world’s marine life, to start

their nightly patrol. Six volunteers set out in a semi-rigid
boat to monitor and film the operations of a nearby fishing
fleet. They already know that increasing numbers of dead
dolphins are washing up on France’s Atlantic beaches. Their
mission is to document the damage these vessels are doing
to the local dolphin population.

Since Dec 22, Sea Shepherd’s Sam Simon, a converted
meteorological observation vessel, has been the base for
these nightly patrols in the Bay of Biscay off the southwest
coast of France. The volunteers can spend hours waiting as
the trawlers winch up their enormous nets. But their pres-
ence is not welcome. “Bunch of scavengers!” shouts one
crew member from a trawler just a few yards away. Although
the trawlers are fishing for sea bass, Sea Shepherd wants to
record whether dolphins - or other cetaceans - have also
been caught in their nets. Earlier in their campaign, they
posted a video of two dolphins being hauled aboard a fish-
ing trawler: one had apparently already drowned, but the
other, still alive, was struggling to escape the netting.

Dying in record numbers 
Operation Dolphin By-Catch aims to warn the public

about the issue - and pressure the authorities to take
action. They argue that industrial trawling is devastating the
local dolphin population, with hundreds washing up dead
on the west coast of France every year. “The problem has
been going on for 30 years, but there is a kind of omerta,”
says Lamya Essemlali, President of Sea Shepherd France.
And according to the experts, the numbers are rising.

“2019 was the year of all the records,” says marine biol-
ogist Helene Peltier of the University of La Rochelle on
France’s west coast. Between January and April, when the
toll is highest, 1,200 small cetaceans washed up dead on
the beaches of France’s west coast - 880 of them common
dolphins. Of those they autopsied, 80 percent showed
signs of collisions with fishing boats: cuts, broken teeth,
battered heads, asphyxia. And because most dead dol-
phins sink or are carried off to sea, they estimate that in all,
11,300 dolphins died in 2019. “The fishermen go to the
zones where there are fish - the dolphins too,” says Yves
Le Gall, head of the acoustic service at Ifremer, the French
oceanographic research institute.

The threat from trawling 
A 2016 report by University of La Rochelle’s Pelagic

Institute warned that fishing threatens the dolphin popula-
tion in the Bay of Biscay, estimated at 200,000. Peltier
says that human activity is already killing more than 1.7
percent of the population - the endangerment threshold.
“The animals that are killed accidentally are in good
health,” she noted. In the first decade of the century, scien-
tists and fishermen collaborated to develop acoustic
devices known as “pingers” to warn off dolphins. Although
they succeeded in reducing the accidental captures, the
pingers were not widely adopted.

The 2016 Pelagic Institute report appears to have
prompted a greater sense of urgency. “A real dynamic
developed, with concrete actions” that galvanised fisher-
men, says Thomas Rimaud of Pecheurs de Bretagne
(Brittany Fishermen). “It’s no fun for fishermen, capturing
dolphins,” says Hubert Carre, head of the National
Committee for Maritime Fishing (CNPMEM). Most
recently, the fishing ministry has been pushing to have all
trawlers in the Bay of Biscay fitted with the pinger devices.
France is in talks with the European Union to ensure that
all boats, not just French ones, must comply. — AFP

Members of marine conservation organization Sea
Shepherd Conservation Society hold a banner reading
“Thousands of dolphins like this one are massacred each
year in France so that you can eat fish”, as they stand
behind the bodies of two dolphins on the Trocadero
esplanade in Paris. — AFP 

In this picture taken on Dec 12, 2019, Carrie Yu and Joe
Harvey, founders of zero-waste shop The Bulk House, pose
with jars containing all of their personal waste collected
over three months at their home in Beijing. — AFP 

(Left) Umbilical cord blood and cord, collected from hospitals, are prepared for storage at the headquarters of the Polish umbilical cord blood bank PBKM/FamiCord on Nov 26,
2019 in Warsaw. (Right) Biologist Krzysztof Machaj shows stem cell samples stored in large liquid nitrogen freezers. — AFP photos 

Getahun Fetana and his wife Emebet Melaku pose for a
portrait in their home in Gondar, Ethiopia, on Jan 18,
2020. — AFP 


