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NEW DELHI: India’s filthy air is cutting 660 million lives
short by about three years, according to research pub-
lished yesterday that underlines the hidden costs of the
country’s heavy reliance on fossil fuels to power its eco-
nomic growth with little regard for the environment. While
New Delhi last year earned the dubious title of being the
world’s most polluted city, India’s air pollution problem is
extensive, with 13 Indian cities now on the World Health
Organization’s list of the 20 most polluted.

That nationwide pollution burden is estimated to be
costing more than half of India’s population at least 3.2
years of their lives, according to the study, led by Michael
Greenstone of the University of Chicago and involving
environmental economists from Harvard and Yale universi-
ties. It estimates that 99.5 percent of India’s 1.2 billion peo-
ple are breathing in pollution levels above what the WHO
deems as safe. “The extent of the problem is actually much
larger than what we normally understand,” said one of the
study’s co-authors, Anant Sudarshan, the India director of
the Energy Policy Institute of Chicago. “We think of it as an
urban problem, but the rural dimension has been
ignored.”Added up, those lost years come to a staggering
2.1 billion for the entire nation, the study says. While “the
conventional definition of growth has ignored the health
consequences of air pollution, this study demonstrates
that air pollution retards growth by causing people to die
prematurely,” Greenstone said in a statement.

For the study, published in Economic & Political Weekly,
the authors borrowed from their previous work in China,
where they determined that life expectancy dropped by
three years for every 100 micrograms of fine particulate
matter, called PM2.5, above safe levels. PM2.5 is of espe-
cially great health concern because, with diameters no
greater than 2.5 micrometers, the particles are small
enough to penetrate deep into the lungs.

System still sparse 
The authors note, however, that their estimations may

be too conservative because they’re based in part on 2012
satellite data that tend to underestimate PM2.5 levels.
Meanwhile, India sets permissible PM2.5 levels at 40 micro-
grams per cubic meter, twice the WHO’s safe level. India
has a sparse system for monitoring air quality, with sensors
installed in only a few cities and almost unheard of in the
countryside. Yet rural air pollution remains high thanks to
industrial plants, poor fuel standards, extensive garbage
burning and a heavy reliance on diesel for electricity gen-
eration in areas not connected to the power grid. Wind
patterns also push the pollution onto the plains below the
Himalayan mountain range.

Sarath Guttikunda of the independent air quality
research group Urban Emissions called the study a solid
effort to quantify some of the economic costs of pollution,
given “what information is available.” “Everything comes

down to a lack of monitoring data in India,” said
Guttikunda, who was not involved in the study. “If you
don’t have enough monitoring information, you don’t
know how much is coming out in the first place.” India
developed extreme air pollution while relying on burning
fossil fuels to grow its economy and pull hundreds of mil-
lions of people up from poverty. More than 300 million
Indians still have no access to electricity, with at least twice
that number living on less than $2 a day.

While India has pledged to grow its clean energy sector,
with huge boosts for solar and wind power, it also has
committed to tripling its coal-fired electricity capacity to
450 gigawatts by 2030. Yet there still are no regulations for
pollutants like sulfur dioxide or mercury emissions, while
fuel standards remain far below Western norms and exist-
ing regulations often are ignored. To meet its goal for coal-
fired electricity, the Power Ministry says the country will
double coal production to 1 billion tons within five years,
after already approving dozens of new coal plants. That will
have predictable consequences for the country’s already
filthy air, experts say.

The coal expansion plans through 2030 will at least
double sulphur dioxide levels, along with those of nitro-
gen oxide and lung-clogging particulate matter, accord-
ing to a study published in December by Urban Emissions
and the Mumbai-based nonprofit group Conservation
Action Trust. — AP 

Filthy India air cutting 
660 million lives short 

Hidden costs of reliance on fossil fuels

NEW DELHI: A thick blanket of smoke is seen against the setting sun as young rag pickers search for reusable material at a garbage dump. — AP photos 

UN probes surge of MERS virus cases in Saudi 
LONDON: An international team of United
Nations human and animal health experts has
flown to Saudi Arabia to investigate a recent
surge in cases of a deadly virus known as Middle
East Respiratory Syndrome, or MERS.

Speaking from Riyadh on Friday, a spokes-
woman for the World Health Organization-led
team said it was worried by a steep rise in cases
of MERS, which has infected some 50 people in
the Kingdom in February alone-one of the high-
est monthly rates since it first emerged in
humans in 2102.

“We are all very aware of this surge in cases,”
said the WHO’s Fadela Chaib, one of an 11-strong
international MERS expert team due to end a
three-day mission. “Although this is still a small
outbreak compared to last year, we still need to
understand more about what is happening.”

MERS is a respiratory disease that causes cough-
ing, fever and breathing problems, and can lead
to pneumonia and kidney failure. Initial scientific
studies have linked it to camels and it is known
to have infected close to a thousand people,
killing some 360 of them-the vast majority in
Saudi Arabia.

Virus kills 40 percent of victims 
First identified in humans in 2012, it is caused

by a coronavirus, from the same family as the
one that caused a deadly outbreak of SARS
(Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) in China in
2003. There is no cure or vaccine for MERS,
which kills around 40 percent of its victims. The
WHO said earlier this month it was concerned
about MERS and its potential to spread interna-
tionally. 

Chaib said the international team-including
experts from the WHO, the United Nations Food
and Agriculture Organization and the Paris-
based World Organization for Animal Health-
were talking to scientists and doctors, going to
hospitals and visiting the government’s MERS
command and control centre (CCC). Saudi Arabia
has been criticized by WHO and others for mov-
ing too slowly to conduct the types of scientific
study needed to pin down the source of the
MERS virus and to establish how it infects people
and passes from one person to another.

Many people sickened by the disease catch it
while in hospital, or after contact with another
case, and a few also report having direct contact
with camels. “They (the Saudi authorities) are
making progress, but there is a lot more work to
do,” Chaib said. — Reuters 

LONDON: A microscopic look at the deadly MERS
virus. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: Health trends come and go, but one post-
birth fad is gaining a foothold in the United States among
some new mothers who extol the benefits of eating their
own placentas. Convinced it helps to boost energy, pro-
duce healthy milk and ward off postpartum depression,
the practice is catching on among mothers who shun
modern medicine for natural care, or Hollywood celebri-
ties eager to adopt new-age trends.

It is called “placentophagy,” and entails eating the iron-
rich afterbirth in any form: liquid, solid or packed into a
pill. The bloody, spongy organ provides the fetus with
nutrients, oxygen and hormones via the umbilical cord
during the 40-week gestation period. Some midwives
promote its nourishing virtues for mothers too.

“Placenta helps to restore your body with vitamins,
minerals and hormones,” midwife Claudia Booker told AFP.

“Not rejuvenate you so you can go to parties... just
restore you when you feel like a used machine,” she said,
speaking over her kitchen sink in Washington where she
prepares placenta pills. For $270, Booker, a 65-year-old
with cropped hair and tattooed ears, processes and pre-
pares the vascular organ into a course of capsules lasting
several weeks. The process of turning placenta into pills is
perhaps more familiar to cooks than scientists: she cleans
it, presses the blood from it and steams it before placing it
in a dehydrator overnight. The dried placenta is then cut
into strips and put in a coffee grinder to turn into a pow-
der she puts inside small capsules, a technique she
learned from a Chinese acupuncturist. 

Placenta smoothie 
There are no scientific studies on the number of new

moms partaking in the practice and few on its effects, but
that has not prevented the trend from taking hold in
some circles, including among A-listers. “Clueless” star

Alicia Silverstone has tried it and swears by it. And “Mad
Men” vixen January Jones tried it too, earning her the
nickname “Mad Mom” in some American media. 

The trend has even spawned cookbooks and a devot-
ed army of recipe testers on mommy blogs who write
about placenta lasagnas, tacos or chocolate truffles.
Mother of seven Catherine said wanted to try it after giv-
ing birth to her last child. She chopped her placenta into
cubes and blended it with almond milk, honey and blue-
berries for an afterbirth smoothie.

She opted for a pureed version to “disguise the taste,”
she said, adding that she froze leftovers to be enjoyed lat-
er.  Placenta being a rare item, some mothers want to
make sure none goes to waste. For others, packing pla-
centa nutrients into edible treats like chocolate truffles is
preferable to taking vitamins. “It seemed to be a good
idea because I tend to forget to take my vitamins but I
don’t forget that I’m in the mood for chocolate!” mother-
of-three Melissa told AFP.

Emotional benefits 
Booker maintains that the benefits of eating the pla-

centa are also psychological, helping mothers to stave off
postpartum depression that affects up to 19 percent of
women in the United States, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.  

“It is one of the pieces of the puzzle that helps you to
decrease the emotional roller coaster of the early postpar-
tum period,” Booker said, the pungent scent of cooked
blood wafting through her house. It is also believed to
ease fatigue and anxiety in the tumultuous post-birth
period, she added.  But researchers are only starting to
conduct comprehensive studies on the practice, which
first emerged in the United States in the 1970s, according
to Daniel Benyshek, a medical anthropologist at the

University of Nevada. Americans are believed to be
among the first to eat their own afterbirth, he said,
though dried placenta has been long used in Chinese
medicine, prized by healers for its curative qualities. 

Others have examined the effect in mammals, most of
which eat afterbirth. Psychologist Mark Kristal from the
University at Buffalo found that mice experience less pain
in the post-birth period if they eat their placenta.  But
most studies about human benefits do not meet accept-
able scientific standards, Benyshek said. Instead, most evi-
dence is anecdotal.“There is a lot of positive feedback
from women, including women who experienced post-
partum depression,” he said.  Based on a survey of 189
women in 2013 conducted by Benyshek, 98 percent
reported the effects of eating their own placenta as “posi-
tive.” He is planning to release a full study this summer
based on research from 30 women.

‘Night-and-day difference’ 
Scientifically proven or not, many are embracing pla-

centophagy as an essential post-birth ritual. “The reason
that I chose to do that it is that there is a history of depres-
sion and one of the purported benefits of course is that it
helps bounce my hormones,” said Melissa. Fellow mother
Laura Ransom from Las Vegas, Nevada, said she wished
she had tried it earlier. She took placenta pills after the
birth of her third child and said it helped her manage a
hectic schedule. 

“I did not do this with my first two pregnancies and I
can’t express the night-and-day difference of my emo-
tional and physical recovery,” she said.“The pills gave me
energy, curbed my mood swings, actually made me really
happy, and helped me to handle things in the midst of
adding number three to our family after a move and my
husband starting a job.” — AFP 

Eating placentas: US moms swear by health benefits

CALIFORNIA: This illustration released by the Centers
for Disease Control depicts a three-dimensional (3D)
computer-generated image of a group of carbapenem-
resistant Enterobacteriaceae bacteria. — AP 

Blame game, 
to follow

‘superbug’ scare
LOS ANGELES: With an antibiotic-resistant “superbug” out-
break connected to its facility, Ronald Reagan UCLA Medical
Center stopped short of pointing a finger at the manufactur-
er of a medical instrument believed to have spread the dead-
ly germs. The maker of the product was careful not to blame
the hospital as it issued new cleaning instructions emphasiz-
ing meticulous manual sterilization.

Things may not be so polite once lawyers get involved.
Lawsuits are expected to follow the outbreak tied to two
deaths and several infections, with the hospital and manu-
facturer pointing fingers at each other. “That’s exactly the
kind of skirmishing you’re going to see,” said John Culhane,
co-director of the Family Health Law & Policy Institute at the
Widener University School of Law in Delaware. “The bottom
line is that the two defendants will be hauled into court, and
they’ll be trying to do two things: 

One, they didn’t do anything wrong; the second thing is
to pin the blame on the other defendant.” Two people have
died at UCLA, and five others have been infected with the
bacteria known as carbapenem-resistant Enterobacteriaceae,
or CRE, after undergoing similar endoscopic procedures to
diagnose and treat pancreatic and bile-duct problems
between October and January, hospital officials said. More
than 170 other patients also may have been exposed.

The family of an 18-year-old student in grave condition
from the bacteria is considering suing the endoscope’s man-
ufacturer, Olympus Corporation of the Americas, an arm of
Japan’s Olympus Corp, attorney Kevin Boyle said. That hard-
to-clean medical instrument used on more than half a mil-
lion people in the US every year has become the focus of the
investigation into the outbreak. Olympus emphasized in a
statement Thursday that meticulous manual sterilization is
needed. The company said it was issuing new instructions
and working with federal officials.

Infected by tainted scopes
The US Food and Drug Administration warned doctors

Thursday that the device’s complex design and tiny parts
make complete disinfection extremely difficult. Even when
cleaning instructions are followed, germs may linger, the FDA
said. Between January 2013 and December 2014, the FDA
received 75 reports involving 135 patients in the US who
may have been infected by tainted scopes. The blame game
has played out across the country where some patients are
believed to have died from infections and hundreds of oth-
ers have been shocked when notified they could have been
infected with bacteria or a harmful disease from a medical
instrument that was intended to help them.  In some cases,
patients who weren’t infected have sued for having to go
through the unnerving process of being screened over
months for diseases such as HIV and hepatitis they may have
been exposed to. Pittsburgh medical malpractice lawyer
Brendan Lupetin currently represents more than 200 patients
in a class-action suit against a Pennsylvania clinic that he said
didn’t properly clean its endoscopes.

“Proving causation is impossible’
He envisions lots of lawsuits coming from the UCLA out-

break, with lawyers targeting both the hospital and Olympus
and possibly third parties who may have been responsible
for maintaining equipment used for cleaning and steriliza-
tion. “It looks like someone dropped the ball,” Lupetin said.
“Whether it’s the manufacturer or UCLA, you can almost
guarantee there will be a number of lawsuits.”

UCLA said it doesn’t comment on litigation. A spokesman
for Olympus didn’t immediately return an email seeking
comment. Lawrence Muscarella, a health care and steriliza-
tion expert, said he’d be surprised if there’s litigation because
he doesn’t know of any lawsuits tied to outbreaks he has
closely followed at four other US hospitals. Few lawyers have
taken on the hospitals because it can cost hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars to prepare a case, and there’s no guarantee
of success when it’s hard to prove what caused an infection,
he said. Doctors rarely list the infection as the cause of death,
and some hospitals have said patients entered their facility
with the antibiotic-resistant bacteria, a notion he dismisses.

“Proving causation is impossible,” he said. “You can’t prove
you didn’t have that organism when you came into the hos-
pital.” Culhane, the law professor, said that if cases do pro-
ceed to court, defendants probably won’t blame the victim
for their role, as often happens in negligence cases. In these
cases, the patient was probably unconscious. — AP


