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AUSTRALIA

Researchers Find Bacterium 
to Trip Malarial Mosquitoes

Wolbachia, a bacterium from fruit 
flies, makes mosquitoes more 
resistant to infection by viruses, 
including those triggering dengue 
fever and Chikungunya, says a new 
study.

Previous studies had shown 
that Wolbachia can halve the lives of 
disease-carrying mosquitoes.

Once infected with Wolbachia, 
Aedes aegypti mosquitoes also 
become less suitable hosts for a form 
of malaria parasite that infects birds, 
said Scott O’Neill of The University 
of Queensland. The mosquitoes 
under study are not natural carriers 
of human malaria. The study could 
mean that Wolbachia could be a very 
powerful aid in reducing pathogen 
transmission by Aedes aegypti to 
humans, particularly for dengue and 
Chikungunya.

There is no vaccine or cure for 
dengue fever, which is a painful and 
debilitating disease suffered by some 
50 million people worldwide every 
year. Dengue hemorrhagic fever, the 
more severe form of the disease, kills 
more than 40,000 people annually. 
Chikungunya usually is not fatal, 
but can cause symptoms similar 
to dengue. Human epidemics of 
Chikungunya have been cited in 
Africa, Asia and more recently in 
Europe, according to the Centers for 
Disease Control (CDC).

Wolbachia is already rampant in 
nature; the bacterium is estimated 
to infect up to 60 percent of all 
insect species. Studies are currently 
underway to determine the ability 
of the Wolbachia infection to spread 
into natural mosquito populations. 

One Dose of H1N1 Vaccine 
May Provide Sufficient 
Protection for Infants and 
Children

One dose of vaccine may be effective 
to protect infants and children and 
reduce transmission of the H1N1 
virus, according to a study in JAMA, 
published online because of its public 
health implications. 

Initial reports of 2009 influenza 
A (H1N1) infection in many 
countries have largely involved 
children, especially those attending 
school. Reports have also indicated 
high hospitalization rates of children 
younger than 5 years of age in the 
current pandemic, according to 
background information provided by 
the authors. “The Advisory Committee 
on Immunization Practices also 
currently recommends that infants 
and children aged 9 years or younger 
receive two doses of H1N1 influenza 
vaccine at least 21 days apart, based 
on existing experience with seasonal 
trivalent influenza vaccines in this 
age group.”

Terry Nolan, M.B.B.S., Ph.D., 
from the University of Melbourne, 
Australia and colleagues assessed the 
effectiveness and safety of two doses 
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of a 2009 influenza A(H1N1) vaccine 
in 370 healthy infants and children 
ages six-months to less than 9 years 
living in Australia. The children were 
randomized into groups that received 
a two-injection regimen 21 days apart 
in doses of either 15-micrograms or 
30-micrograms of the vaccine.

“Following the first dose of 
vaccine, antibody titers of 1:40 or 
greater were observed in 161 of 
174 infants and children in the 
15-microgram group (92.5 percent) 
and in 168 of 172 infants and children 
in the 30 microgram group (97.7 
percent),” the authors report. “All 
participants demonstrated antibody 
titers of 1:40 or greater after the 
second vaccine dose,” [which means 
that every child achieved an antibody 
level considered high enough to 
protect against the H1N1 virus]. The 
researchers note that the majority of 
adverse reactions to the vaccine were 
mild to moderate in severity. The 
immune responses to the vaccine 
were strong regardless of age, baseline 
antibody status, or whether the child 
had received a seasonal influenza 
vaccination prior to this study.

“Our findings suggest that a 
single dose 15-microgram dose 
vaccine regimen may be effective and 
well tolerated in children, and may 
have positive implications for disease 
protection and reduced transmission 
of pandemic H1N1 in the wider 
population,” the authors conclude.

Cosmetic Therapy Uses 
Patient’s Own Plasma to Fix 
Wrinkles

Move over Botox, as a new cosmetic 
therapy has arrived - plasma 
replacement therapy. The therapy 
which has arrived in Sydney involves 
injecting patients with their own 
plasma to firm up saggy skin.

Dr Mariusz Gajewski, 39, known 
as Dr Mazza, of Star Cosmetic 
Medicine in Pyrmont, is pioneering 
the procedure Down Under.

“By spinning a patient’s blood 
down in a centrifuge, the blood is 
reduced to its plasma components 
that are rich in growth cells and 
are great for rejuvenating the skin 
when injected,” Dr Mazza said. The 
expert added: “If someone comes in 
and has sagging skin which has lost 
collagen around the neck, which they 
call turkey neck, this treatment will 
make the skin tighter and put more 
collagen in again.”

“This treatment does not replace 
Botox,” he said. “Botox relaxes the 
muscles that cause wrinkles. In this 
role there are few things better than 
Botox. Plasma replacement therapy 
allows further improvement in skin 
texture and tissue volume.”

Asthma Summer Warning

Summer in Austra l ia  can be 
particularly problematic for people 
with asthma.

The National Asthma Council 
Australia is urging people with asthma 
in bush fire zones - or those planning 
summer holidays in the country - to 
ensure they have considered their 
asthma as part of their total summer 
survival plan.

“People with asthma are at 
particular risk from bush fire smoke, 
especially the very young and 
older people,” warned National 
Asthma Council Australia Director, 

Associate Professor Peter Wark. “The 
best protection, where possible, is 
avoiding exposure to high levels of 
smoke and ensuring your asthma is 
well controlled from day-to-day. This 
means seeing your doctor to make 
sure you have an appropriate written 
asthma action plan to help you 
manage your asthma over summer 
as well as making sure you regularly 
take your preventer puffer,” Assoc 
Prof Wark advised. “If you live in 
a high risk fire zone, you should 
also ask for a prescription for a 
second emergency inhaler, which 
you should have ready to take with 
you if you evacuate. Keep your 
back up medication with your most 
precious papers or photographs to 
ensure it goes with you if you decide 
to leave.”

The National Asthma Council 
Australia also stressed the need to 
follow the manufacturer’s storage 
recommendations for medications 
during the hotter summer months.

“Keeping a back up inhaler in 
your glove box may seem like a 
good idea, but the extreme heat may 
render your medication ineffective, 
or worse still, some medication 
canisters could explode under the 
intense heat conditions that will 
occur in cars this summer,” Assoc 
Prof Wark warned.
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According to tests by the Royal 
Automobile Club Queensland cabin 
temperatures in cars can rise to well 
over 50 degrees - significantly higher 
than the under 25 - 30 degrees 
storage recommendation for some 
asthma inhalers. People who live 
in built up areas also need to plan 
for days of smoke haze as winds 
can move bush fire smoke and 
harmful airborne particles over great 
distances.

“In the wake of Victoria’s Black 
Saturday, Melbourne was smothered 
by smoke for days on end,” Assoc 
Prof Wark said. “So preparing for 
this summer is just as critical for city 
dwellers as it is for those likely to be 
at the front line.”  Bushfire smoke 
contains particles of different sizes, 
water vapor and gases, including 
carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide 
and nitrogen oxides, which can 
trigger asthma symptoms, such 
as wheezing, coughing or chest 
tightness. Larger sized air-borne 
particles, containing burning debris, 
contribute to the visible haze when a 
fire is burning. They are generally too 
large to be breathed into the lungs, 
but they can cause irritation to the 
lungs, throat and nose.

Finer particles and gases, 
however, are small enough to be 
breathed into the lungs. “This is why 
we are cautioning people with asthma 
across Australia to be vigilant about 
their health as the 2009/10 bushfire 
season unfolds and Australia heats 
up,” Assoc Prof Wark explained.

Link Between Sun Exposure 
and Food Allergies in Kids 
Revealed

Sun exposure is leading to food 
allergies getting more common in 
children as one goes further south in 
Australia, according to an expert.

Canberra-based allergy expert 

Dr Ray Mullins has constructed 
a national map of the allergy’s 
incidence, which shows a clear trend 
of it being “more common in the 
south than it is in the north. We’ve 
now got evidence that low vitamin D 
levels are associated strongly with the 
risk of developing it,” said Dr Mullins. 
“The only thing that really came out 
was latitude, which is distance from 
the equator,” he added.

The body’s major source of 
vitamin D is exposure to sunlight 
and a lack of it is known to heighten 
a person’s risk of multiple sclerosis, 
type 1 diabetes, cancer and even 
schizophrenia. Mullins collected data 
from three sources to produce a map 
of the allergy in Australia, starting 
with 36,000 children Australia-wide 
who were prescribed special allergy-
safe infant formula.

He also mapped the locations 
of 69,000 children prescribed an 
“EpiPen”, emergency adrenaline to 
be used in case of a food allergy 
event. Then he added the locations 
of 11,000 cases, over five years, 
of children who were rushed to 
hospital suffering an allergic reaction 
to food.

Considering factors that could 
skew the result, such as differences 
in population and access to doctors 
across the country, the study showed 
a significant clustering in Australia’s 
south. When it came to the difference 
between Cairns and Hobart, Mullins 
said incidences could be six times 
higher in the southern city.

“For EpiPens, there was a six-

fold difference from far north to far 
south. For infant formula it was three 
times more common (in the south) 
and for (hospital) admissions it was 
roughly two-fold,” said Mullins.

He advised however, that the 
research should not be seen as 
encouragement for Australians to 
stop wearing sunscreen, as a person’s 
required level of vitamin D could be 
obtained in just 20 minutes of mid-
morning sun exposure.

The research is detailed in two 
papers published in the journals 
Pediatric Allergy and Immunology 
and the Annals of Allergy, Asthma 
and Immunology.

Colon Simulator Reduces 
Cancer

Researchers at CSIRO have developed 
a simulator to help reduce the 
incidence of bowel cancer, one of the 
most common cancers in Australia.

According to Dr Trevor Lockett, 
CSIRO Preventative Health Flagship 
scientist, the colonoscopy simulator 
they have created will enable trainee 
surgeons to interact with accurate 
computer-based simulations of 
the human colon using a modified 
clinical colonoscope and realistic 
haptic (force) feedback device.

Josh Passenger, CSIRO project 
leader, said the simulator provides 
photo-realistic rendering using 
OpenGL - a 2D/3D graphics 
Application Progamming Interface 
(API) - and high-fidelity physics 
simulations.

‘We are currently developing 
a system that can produce realistic, 
randomized colons so that surgeons 
can be prepared for a wide variety of 
colonic anatomies,’ said Passenger.

The device was developed 
in  co l l aborat ion  wi th  Eco le 
Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne 
in Switzerland and has been 
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licensed to the Swedish company 
Surgical Science, which develops 
medical training tools using ‘virtual’ 
technologies.

The  s imula tor  ha s  been 
developed by the Preventative Health 
Flagship in conjunction with the 
Australian e-Health Research Centre 
- a joint venture between CSIRO and 
the Queensland Government.

Farmers Turn Organic for 
Personal Health

A report given to a recent health 
forum hosted by the Cancer Council 
of Australia supports the views of a 
large number of producers who have 
moved to organic production says 
the Biological Farmers of Australia 
(BFA).

The  Aust ra l i an  Nat iona l 
University’s Dr Liz Hanna told a 
major health forum that the health of 
Australian farmers is being subjected 
to serious risks by exposure to some 
of the most dangerous chemicals 
available.

Dr Hanna said the increase 
in the rate of cancers in farming 
communities has become dire, 
exacerbated by little training and 
regulation of chemical use. “The 
problem with most chemical exposure 
is that the human response is actually 
delayed many years and so the people 
that are exposed frequently and over 
many years often and usually don’t 
show signs until many, many years 
later,” Dr Hanna said.

The synergistic “cocktail effect” 
of many chemicals, albeit at legal 
limits, being combined in the 
environment and consumers’ diets, 
has long been a concern of the BFA. 
Particularly problematic substances 
include organophosphate insecticides 
and pesticides, which have been 
connected to several types of cancer, 
sterility and cognitive deficits.

The agrichemical endosulfan 
is one example of a highly toxic 
(organochlor ine  cyc lod iene) 
insecticide still in use in Australia. 
BFA interviews with organic farmers 
have disclosed that many producers 
opt to ‘go organic’ because of health 
concerns and to avoid exposure 
to synthetic pesticides which 
are prohibited for use in organic 
production systems. BFA standards 
convenor Dr Andrew Monk said 
similar stories tended to dominate 
the reasons why producers shifted 
from a conventional farming system 
to organic.

“Personal health is a major 
motivator as is making the connection 
with health of the soil as well as overall 
farm resilience and productivity,” 
he said. “It’s generally not until 
something goes wrong either at the 
farm or a personal level that people 
change their thinking. Moving into 
organic production often takes a 
major shift in mindset which is 
brought on by a major incident in 
peoples’ lives - for example cancer 
in the family.”

Rise in Dengue Cases 
Causes New Outbreak Fears

A spike in dengue fever cases in north 
Queensland has authorities fearing a 
bigger outbreak once the wet season 
begins.

Queensland Health announced 
there had been 10 confirmed dengue 
type-one cases in the latest outbreak, 
which began in Heatley, Townsville. 
Tropical Regional Services public 

health medical officer Dr Steven 
Donohue said dengue had now spread 
to Garbutt, Stuart and Wulguru, with 
some cases apparently unreported.

“We have had seven cases 
confirmed in just the past few days,” 
Dr Donohue said in a statement, 
adding, “I am also concerned because 
people contracted dengue from 
infected dengue mosquitoes in 
areas with no known link to earlier 
generations of transmission.”

This meant there were infected 
people that Queensland Health did 
not know about, he said. “Dengue 
cases could now occur anywhere in 
Townsville and beyond and could 
set us up for a bigger outbreak once 
the more intense rains arrive,” Dr 
Donohue said.

More than 1000 people across 
north Queensland were infected 
with the virus during the previous 
outbreak, which began in November 
last year, including an elderly woman 
who died due to complications in 
March. It was the largest epidemic 
for at least 50 years.

Dengue is not normally fatal 
on the first infection although its 
debilitating symptoms - which some 
have likened to being prodded with 
red hot pokers - can last for several 
weeks. But an infection with a second 
strain of dengue can lead to the more 
deadly dengue hemorrhagic fever.

The 931 people infected in the 
far north with strain three of the 
virus during last year’s outbreak are 
at risk of severe complications if 
infected this year. North Queensland 
residents have been warned to remove 
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potential mosquito breeding grounds 
by emptying containers holding 
water and clearing roof gutters. They 
have also been asked to discourage 
mosquitoes by using indoor surface 
spray, coils and zappers, and always 
wearing insect repellent, including 
during the day.

“We want to ensure people are 
as prepared as possible,” Dr Donohue 
said.

CHINA

Western Corporations Move 
Key Offices to China

A rising number of multinational 
corporations are moving their 
research and development centers 
as well as key representative offices 
to China, reported the Investor’s 
Business Daily.

Enveloped by the movement 
include U.S. and other foreign firms 
shifting key operations to China, like 
their R&D centers, regional offices 
and other corporate units. The idea 
is to move some key facilities and 
activities to take full advantage of 
what is going to be the world’s largest 
and fastest- growing consumer 
market, the report said.

Firms also want to tap China’s 
lower cost base and the rising 
expertise of Chinese scientists and 
engineers, the report said.

Tom Manning, a Hong Kong-
based private equity adviser, predicts 
Western companies might be doing a 
third to half of their R&D in China 
in 10 years as confidence in the 
country’s economy and talent base 
grows. Some U.S. and foreign drug 
giants have already made the move, 
the Investor’s Business Daily said.

New York-based Pfizer said last 
month it’s expanding R&D operations 
in Wuhan, China. At the same time, 
it’s closing a big R&D center in New 

London, Conn., and consolidating 
research at its Groton, Conn., lab. 
Pfizer is also sharply expanding its 
R&D facility in Shanghai and raising 
drug output in Dalian, in Liaoning 
Province.

Britain’s AstraZeneca said in late 
November that it’s moving all British 
production of “active pharmaceutical 
ingredients” to China.

Swiss drugmaker Novartis said 
it’s investing $1 billion in Shanghai 
to build what’s billed as China’s 
largest pharmaceutical research 
plant. Novartis also is investing $250 
million in a second R&D and drug 
production facility in Changshu, in 
eastern China.

Microsoft, Google, Motorola and 
other U.S. tech leaders already run 
large R&D centers in China. Big U.S. 
tech firms will likely keep expanding 
their China-based research.

The main reason to shift some 
operations to China is because 
the nation’s middle class of 300 
million already matches the entire 
U.S. population in size. If an annual 
income of at least $9,000 is considered 
middle class in China, then it could 
double to more than 600 million by 
2015, the report said.

Chinese are on track to buy 
more cars this year than Americans 
for the first time ever. They’re also 
buying more desktop PCs. This is a 
huge concentration of buying power 
that few companies outside China 
can afford to miss, the report said.

Salaries, wages and other 
operating costs also are lower in 
China. Like India, which has become 
a center for tech outsourcing, some 
U.S. firms will find it cost-effective to 
move some operations to China.

Matt Adler, a China M&A 
specialist, says U.S. firms can also 
hire Ph.D.s in China at one-tenth 
of what they cost in the U.S. “It’s 
the kind of technical development 

that can be done by highly skilled 
engineers regardless of what language 
they speak,” said Adler, who founded 
global law firm DLA Piper’s Beijing 
office and now works in its corporate 
and securities practice in Seattle.

Chinese outsourcers are growing 
quickly by doing R&D for U.S. 
software and drug firms, Adler says. 
He cites VanceInfo Technologies, a 
Beijing-based provider of outsourced 
software research that does contract 
work for Microsoft.

Real estate is also relatively cheap 
in China vs. more advanced nations. 
Though commercial property prices 
have surged in cities such as Beijing, 
property in prime economic areas 
near major cities is still cheaper than 
similar U.S. locales.

Expanding R&D and joint 
manufacturing in China also makes it 
easier for U.S. companies to develop 
products and services aimed at 
Chinese consumers. U.S. tech and 
drug firms do this by hiring Chinese 
staffers who have a home-grown 
sense of what local consumers want. 
Officials estimate about 600,000 
engineers graduate from Chinese 
universities each year, more than any 
other country in the world.

The upshot is China teems 
with graduates in computer science, 
robotics, genetic engineering and 
other fields. U.S. companies want to 
move closer to tapping this talent by 
opening research centers in China, 
the report said.

China Treating Severe Swine 
Flu with Blood Plasma

China has started treating severely 
infected swine flu patients with 
blood plasma donated by survivors, 
a therapy not yet proven to work 
but one that has shown potential to 
save lives.

In many parts  of  China, 
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government-run blood collection 
stations have been harvesting plasma 
from people who have high levels 
of swine flu-fighting antibodies in 
their blood, because they recently 
recovered from or were vaccinated 
against the virus. The plasma is being 
stored in preparation for transfusions 
for severely or critically ill patients.

The treatment is based on the 
principle that transferring antibodies, 
the immune system’s search-and-
destroy force, can help a patient fight 
the virus and recover faster. Because 
the approach is still being evaluated 
for safety and effectiveness, the 
World Health Organization has not 
recommended it.

Any therapy involving blood 
transfusions risks introducing new 
infections of blood-borne diseases 
such as HIV, hepatitis and syphilis. 
Some patients could also develop 
allergic reactions. Evidence from 
cases of bird flu and the 2002-03 
severe acute respiratory syndrome 
outbreak have shown promising 
results using plasma from recovered 
patients.

Plasma therapy is also used to 
treat Hepatitis B, rabies, and other 
infectious diseases. Concerns about 
resistance to antiviral drugs like 

Tamiflu have also driven interest in 
additional therapies, particularly in 
pandemic situations where hospital 
intensive care units come under 
strain from severe cases.

It is not clear how many Chinese 
have received the treatment. Media 
have reported at least 10 patients 
have been treated this way, including 
a baby and a pregnant woman.

Some health experts support 
China’s approach. Microbiologist 
Guan Yi of the University of Hong 
Kong co-authored a paper in the 
New England Journal of Medicine 
in 2007 about a bird flu patient who 
recovered quickly after being treated 
this way.

“I think it’s a good strategy,” 
Guan said. In severe cases, the virus 
penetrates deep into the lungs and 
replicates in great amounts, which 
Tamiflu is ineffective in limiting, he 
said. “The best way to treat the severe 
patients is with neutralized antibodies, 
which are only found in people who 
have accepted vaccination or in 
convalescent plasma,” said Guan.

Dr. Xu Zhenqiu, who has used 
the therapy, said plasma treatment 
offers some hope. “It provides us with 
an alternative treatment when saving 
patients, which gives us more hope of 
saving lives,” Xu said in a telephone 
interview.

The health ministry was cautious 
in stating its position on the therapy, 
saying more research was required. 
Other experts are not fully convinced 
of the treatment’s effectiveness.

“I think it needs careful study,” 
said Dr. Frederick Hayden, a virus 
expert at the University of Virginia 
and a World Health Organization 
flu consultant. “I think it’s a very 
potentially important intervention, 
but there is insufficient information 
... to make a routine recommendation 
for care in seriously ill patients.”

Chinese health authorities have 

appealed for donations of plasma and 
hundreds, if not thousands, of people 
have already done so, according to 
news reports. Blood supply safety 
is a perennial concern in China, 
where worries still persist despite 
strengthened controls in recent 
years on blood collection centers. 
China also banned blood sales in 
2003 after it was discovered unclean 
blood-buying businesses had passed 
the HIV/AIDS virus to thousands of 
people in the 1990s.

Guan said though he supports 
China’s treatment strategy, he has 
urged the government to strictly 
regulate plasma donations. “My 
concern is they have no standard 
protocol. Different regions and 
different hospitals may be screening 
the blood differently,” he said. “I 
urge them to standardize the whole 
procedure.

Traditional Medicine Beats 
H1N1 Virus

Based on the 7-month efforts, a 
group of Chinese research institutes, 
including Institute of Chinese Materia 
Medica, part of the China Academy of 
Chinese Medical Sciences (CACMS), 
Institute of Laboratory Animal 
Science under the Chinese Academy 
of Medical Sciences, and College of 
Life Sciences and Bioengineering at 
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Beijing University of Technology, 
has recently rolled out a traditional 
formula named Jinhuaqingganfang 
to alleviate the symptoms of the 
H1N1 virus. Study shows that the 
traditional formula goes along with 
the membrane protein of H1N1 
virus in vitro. In animal models, it 
effectively eased the symptoms 
caused by the H1N1 virus, and 
prolonged the survival of target 
animals. Researchers worked on 
H1N1 strains both in vitro and in vivo 
using internationally acknowledged 
assessment approaches.

 Clinical trials have been staged 
in 11 hospitals, including Beijing 
Chaoyang Hospital and Ditan 
Hospital. Meanwhile, the therapeutic 
effects have been evaluated using 
strict standards. Clinical trials show 
that the formula is able to shorten the 
fever duration and ease respiratory 
tract symptoms, without causing 
adverse effects among the patients 
treated with the formula. Researchers 
told reporters that it is an effective 
H1N1 formula with a cost that is 
only 1/4 of the Tamiflu.

Sars Victims Suffer  
After-Effects

About 300 survivors of a deadly 
outbreak of Sars in China in 2003 
are now suffering from serious after-
effects, possibly due to aggressive 
hormone treatment to save their 
lives.

Severe Acute Respiratory 
Disease, or Sars, was an unknown 
disease when it first struck in late 
2002. Initially covered up by the 
Chinese government, it spread rapidly 
from south China to other cities and 
countries in 2003, causing public 
panic. The most common complaints 
of the survivors are hip problems 
due to bone thinning, depression, 
and fibrosis of the lungs that makes 

breathing difficult. China’s Ministry 
of Health did not immediately 
respond to a request for comment, 
asking that a fax be sent.

The last human case of Sars was 
in June, 2003. Over 8,000 people 
came down with the disease, and 
775 died. The Sars experience has 
been credited with inspiring a more 
transparent health reporting system 
in China and prompting better 
emergency preparedness. 

Higher Lung Cancer Risk in 
Eastern China

People in eastern China are likely to 
have a higher risk of developing lung 
cancer than those in western China 
because of extensive burning of 
biomass fuels in homes and factories, 
according to a study.

The study, by researchers with 
Environment Canada’s air quality 
research division and Chinese 

scientists, based its findings on 
measured levels of polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) in 
different parts of China. PAHs are 
cancer-causing chemical compounds 
that are released into the air when 
fuels like oil and coal are burnt in 
factories and homes.

Although some Chinese families 
have switched to cleaner fuels, more 
than 70 percent of households 
continue to burn biomass fuels - such 
as coal, wood and dung - in open 
stoves in poorly ventilated homes 
for cooking and heating. That leads 
to severe indoor air pollution.

The study, published in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences of the United States of 
America, said PAH levels were higher 
in eastern China, particularly in the 
North China Plain, East Sichuan 
Basin and part of Guizhou province. 
Although these provinces only 
account for 12 percent of China’s 
land mass, they make up 48 percent 
of the nation’s biomass consumption 
and 66 percent of industrial-coking 
coal use, Ma Jianmin and the other 
researchers found.

While noting that there were 
pockets outside eastern China with 
high PAH levels, the researchers 
concluded that “the lung cancer 
risk in eastern China was higher 
than in western China.” They 
said rural dwellers, women and 
children appeared to be particularly 
vulnerable to inhaling cancer-causing 
PAHs. China’s northeastern Shanxi 
province, a major coal producing 
area, leads China in PAH emissions 
because of the presence of thousands 
of small-scale coke ovens that operate 
without any kind of restrictions, the 
researchers said.

By comparison, western China, 
from Tibet to Inner Mongolia, had 
far lower levels of PAHs, they added. 
China’s PAH emission was around 
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114,000 tonnes in 2004, or 29 
percent of the world’s total. The 
study was released as thousands of 
scientists and researchers gathered 
in Cancun, Mexico for a global 
conference on lung health.

HONG KONG

Experts Warn of Cancer 
Linked to Certain Herbs

The consumption of popular 
Chinese herbal products containing 
aristolochic acid is associated with an 
increased risk of urinary tract cancer, 
a study in Taiwan has found.

Aristolochic acid, known as Mu 
Tong in Chinese, is found naturally in 
some herbs that are used in Chinese 
herbal products to treat hepatitis, 
urinary tract infection, rhinitis, 
dysmenorrhea and eczema.

While studies in the past have 
linked urothelial cancer to the use of 
aristolochic acid, this is the first study 
to see if the same association can be 
made between cancer and herbal 
products containing aristolochic 
acid.

In the new study, researchers in 
Taiwan analyzed the medical history 
of 4,594 patients with urinary tract 
cancer and compared the findings 
with those of 174,701 other people 
without the disease.

In a paper published in the 
Journal of the National Cancer 
Institute, the researchers said those 
who consumed Mu Tong had a far 
higher risk of developing urinary 
tract cancer, and the level of risk rose 
the higher the dosages prescribed.

Led by Jung-Der Wang at the 
Institute of Occupational Medicine 
and Industrial Hygiene in National 
Taiwan University, the researchers 
called for a ban on products 
containing Mu Tong.

“In addit ion to a ban on 
products that contain any amount of 
aristolochic acid, we also recommend 
continued surveillance of herbs or 
Chinese herbal products that might 
be adulterated with aristolochic acid-
containing herbs,” they wrote.

“Finally, patients with a history 
of aristolochic acid nephropathy or 
consumption of Mu Tong or Fangchi 
before they were banned should 
be monitored regularly for urinary 
cancer.” The Journal of the National 
Cancer Institute is published by 
Oxford University Press.

INDIA

CSIR Completes First Ever 
Human Genome Sequencing 
in India

The Council of Scientific and 
Industrial Research (CSIR), India, 
has achieved completion of first ever 
human genome sequencing in India. 
Scientists of CSIR at the Institute of 
Genomics and Integrative Biology 
(IGIB), Delhi, have sequenced the 
human genome of an anonymous 
healthy Indian citizen.

Addressing a press conference, 
Union Minister for Science and 
Technology, Mr Prithviraj Chavan said 
that this feat is unique in the sense 
that it has been achieved by a team of 
very young scientists. CSIR has been 

endeavoring to nucleate such teams 
in different niche technological areas 
as per the directive of Dr Manmohan 
Singh, President of CSIR and Prime 
Minister of India.

 Elaborating the details of 
research on human genome, Mr 
Chavan said that the first human 
genome sequence in the world was 
a result of the International Human 
Genome Project comprising scientists 
from the US, UK, France, Germany, 
Japan and China. The project 
formally started in 1990 and the 
sequencing was completed in 2003. 
This spectacular feat at that time was 
hailed equivalent to the man landing 
on the moon. India could not be a 
part of this large initiative as in the 
early nineties it lacked the necessary 
resources. With the completion of 
the first human genome sequence 
in India, the nation is now in the 
league of select few countries like 
the US, China, Canada, UK, and 
Korea who have demonstrated the 
capability to sequence and assemble 
complete human genomes. CSIR 
could achieve this by adopting new 
technologies and by effectively 
integrating complex computational 
tools with high throughput analytical 
capabilities.

 The first human genome 
sequence in India took more than a 
decade with an expenditure of over 
one billion US dollars. CSIR scientists 
at IGIB finished the complete 
sequencing and assembly in much 
shorter time comparable with similar 
recent effort the world over. By 
using next generation technologies 
and skills, they successfully bridged 
the technological gap that existed a 
decade ago.

Mr Samir K Brahmachari, 
Director General of CSIR informed 
that the human genome has 3.1 
billion base pairs. The team at IGIB 
generated over 51 gigabases of data 
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using next generation sequencing 
technology, resulting in over 13x 
coverage of the human genome. 
This next-generation sequencing 
technology enables massively parallel 
sequencing of millions of genomic 
fragments of 76 base pairs, which are 
then mapped back to the reference 
genome. This humongous exercise 
was made possible with the CSIR 
supercomputing facility at IGIB.

 The  sequenc ing  o f  the 
first human genome in India in 
conjunction with Indian Genome 
Variation program opens newer vistas 
for low-cost affordable healthcare 
and predictive medicine in future for 
the masses. This also opens up newer 
possibilities in disease diagnostics, 
treatment and sustaining low-cost 
drugs in the market.

India among Top 5 
Government Funders of 
Neglected Diseases

India along with Brazil is among 
the top five government funders 
of neglected disease research and 
development, and two countries 
are taking the lead on diseases like 
leprosy and dengue fever, a new 
study revealed Tuesday.

The study by Sydney based 
George Institute for International 
Health said that nearly $2.96 billion 
was spent on making new products 
for neglected diseases in 2008 
globally.

“The survey report has put 
India as the fifth largest public 
funder of neglected diseases. Visceral 
leishmaniasis and leprosy are amongst 
most neglected diseases, and we must 
further improve our funding for 
research to find new tools to combat 
them,” said V.M. Katoch, secretary, 
Department of Health Research.

Doctors Use Stem Cells to 
Regrow Teeth in Children

Don’t worry about your child’s loss 
of teeth or if they have immature 
ones as doctors at AIIMS can regrow 
them using stem cell technique by 
just making a minute slit in their 
root.

“We at AIIMS are treating 
children with infected, immature 
teeth as a result of traumatic injuries, 
by using locally available indigenous 
stem cells,” Dr Naseem Shah, Chief 
of the Centre for Dental Education 
and Research, AIIMS said.

She explained that the root 
forms the most important part of 
the tooth. It anchors the tooth within 
the bone and houses the pulp (tiny 
blood vessels and nerves) which 
extends to the underlying bone and 
helps to nourish and give feeling to 
the tooth.

Any trauma to the teeth may 
lead to infection and death of the 
pulp, infection in the bone and arrest 
of the root development. Such roots 
are very fragile and may fracture, 
ultimately leading to loss of tooth.

Conventional treatment for such 
teeth involves removal of dead pulp 
from root canal, followed by sealing 
of the canal with an inert material 
that occupies the space vacated by 
the removal of the pulp (known as 
root canal therapy).

However, in the new treatment, 
after the infection in root canals 
is controlled, bleeding is induced 

in the root canal by intentionally 
puncturing the tissues at the root end 
and a clot is allowed to be formed in 
the root canal.

Delhi to Have First Govt-
owned Liver Institute

With the rising number of cases of 
the ‘killer disease’ Hepatitis, the 
Delhi government is all set to open its 
first world-class liver institute, giving 
respite to people from expensive 
treatment in private hospitals.

Delhi Health Minister Kiran 
Walia informed that the increasing 
number of liver diseases mostly 
included Hepatitis, which is 100 
times deadlier than HIV. So, the state 
government decided to open the 
Institute of Liver and Biliary Sciences 
(ILBS) in Vasant Kunj area here.

She noted that although there 
were private hospitals in the capital 
that cater to the treatment of the 
disease, “the expense incurred 
there added to the woes of the 
common man who cannot afford 
such expensive treatment.’’ However, 
this institute would provide proper 
treatment to the patients at minimal 
rates, she claimed.

The institute, that aims at 
becoming a dedicated international 
center of excellence for the diagnosis, 
management and advanced training 
and research in the field of liver and 
biliary diseases, will be opened early 
next year, she informed.

“Initially, 180 beds would 
become operational in the institute, 
of which 74 would cater as Intensive 
Care Unit (ICU) beds,’’ Deputy 
Director to the Health Minister MC 
Maurya told UNI. He informed that 
it would be run under the supervision 
of Dr Shiv Kumar Sarin, the project 
director. He is currently the head of 
Department of Gastroenterology 
in GB Pant Hospital. Along with 
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facilities of international standards, 
highest level of technical support 
and medical equipment would be 
available in the institute, he said. The 
Health Minister also emphasized 
on the need for distribution of free 
medicines to the Hepatitis patients.

In addition, she asserted that 
awareness and education was 
necessary at ‘green roots’ level. 
‘’Children should be made aware 
of the disease and its cure and 
precautions, who in turn will educate 
their elders,’’ she said.

Hepat i t i s  i s  a  disease of 
inflammation of the liver, which 
is most commonly caused by a 
viral infection. There are five main 
hepatitis viruses, of which type 
A and E are caused by ingestion 
of contaminated food and water; 
and type B, C and D occur as a 
result of parental contact such as 
blood transfusion. Hepatitis B is 
also transmitted by sexual contact. 
According to experts, the key to fight 
the virus is timely vaccination.

JAPAN

Israel, Japan Unite For  
First Time to Study Brain, 
Stem Cells

 
For the first time, top Israeli scientists 
will partner with Japanese scientists 
to conduct brain and stem cell 
research.

The research conducted over 
the next three years will be the fruit 
of a joint effort between Israel’s 
Ministry of Science and Technology 
and Japan’s Science and Technology 
Agency.

I s r a e l ’ s  r e s e a r c h e r s  a r e 
representatives of the Weizmann 
Institute, Haifa’s Technion, and Tel 
Aviv University. Their Japanese 
counterparts will join them for four 

brain and stem cell-related research 
projects – two on the brain, two on 
stem cells – in which each country 
will invest $600,000.

“Israel is one of the world’s 
leading countries in stem cell research, 
which is among the breakthrough 
fields in the medical world of today,” 
noted Israel’s Minister of Science 
and Technology, Rabbi Prof. Daniel 
Hershkowitz. “Utilizing stem cells 
allows us to grow new tissue in place 
of damaged tissue in any part of the 
human body, thus drastically reducing 
the need for organ transplants.”

R a b b i  D r. H e r s h k o w i t z 
emphasized that cooperation with 
Japan will even further increase 
Israel’s recognition as a pioneer in 
the field of stem cell research.

PHILIPPINES

Stem Cell Therapy as 
Rejuvenation and Other 
Disease Treatment

 
Asian Medical Tourism offers stem 
cell research and treatment for a 
wide range of degenerative disorders 
such as diabetes mellitus, arthritis, 
Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s 
disease and aging in itself. The most 
commonly studied and used method-
-autologous adult stem cell therapy-
-involves the use of bone marrow, 
blood, skin and most recently, fat.

This patented fat stem cell 
therapy makes use of the patient’s 
own fat cells usually from the 
abdomen, reinvigorated in the growth 

solution, and later on injected back 
into the body. It restores a youthful 
appearance, energy and vigor. This 
is pioneered by Dr. Florencio Q. 
Lucero, a US-trained and board 
certified Filipino plastic surgeon. 
He currently maintains a good 
practice both in the Philippines 
and Dubai, and holds the exclusive 
Philippine license to make use of the 
breakthrough technology, having 25 
years of medical experience under 
his belt.

Research in stem cells started 
in the 1960’s by Canadian scientists, 
Ernest A. McCulloch and James E. 
Till. Mammalian stem cells are multi-
cellular organisms and are classified 
according to two broad types. They 
are embryonic stem cells and adult 
stem cells. Embryonic stem cells 
are specialized embryonic tissues. 
Adult stem cells are different from 
embryonic stem cells since they 
act as a repair system for the body. 
Recently, stem cell research has 
found the potential for treating a 
wide range of disorders using adult 
stem cells.

Some of the degenerative 
disorders that can be treated using 
stem cell treatment are diabetes 
mellitus, arthritis, Parkinson’s disease, 
and Alzheimer’s disease. They are 
different from diseases like brain 
tumors since degenerative disorders 
cause the progressive deterioration 
of the body over time due to normal 
bodily wear or lifestyle choices. The 
most commonly used and studied 
method of stem cell treatment is the 
autologous adult stem cell therapy. 
The stem cell treatment usually 
involves the bone marrow, blood and 
skin. The most recently developed 
stem cell treatment involves the use 
of fat. The fat stem cell treatment 
pioneered by Dr. Lucero uses 
the patient’s owns fat cells in the 
treatment.
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The patient’s fat and peripheral 
blood is usually harvested from the 
body through liposuction, which 
usually takes an hour. After the 
liposuction, it takes three hours to 
incubate and stimulate the stem 
cells. The whole stem cell treatment 
has been known to be safe since the 
treatment only uses the patient’s 
own stem cells thus, there is no 
risk of rejection by the immune 
system. Medical tourism centers 
like WAHSA (Wellness and Health 
Services Asia Inc.) are fully equipped 
and trained for stem cell therapy and 
treatment. 

SINGAPORE

Scientists Discover Natural 
Compound in Palm Oil Kills 
Breast Cancer Cells 

 
Scientists from Davos Life Science 
Singapore have partnered with the 
Li Ka Shing Faculty of Medicine at 
the University of Hong Kong and the 
Australian Prostate Cancer Research 
Centre, to show that a compound 
found naturally in palm oil kills 
breast cancer cells. 

T h e  c o m p o u n d ,  c a l l e d 
gammatocotrienol is found at low 
levels in food sources such as palm 
oil, barley and rice bran. In this cancer 
cell line study, gamma-tocotrienol, 
which was extracted in its natural 
form from palm oil, demonstrated 
powerful cancer killing properties. 

During in vitro experiments, the 
natural compound demonstrated 
greater potency than Docetaxel, a 
commonly-used chemotherapy drug 
used to treat breast cancer. This is 
the first tocotrienol study to identify 
the key upstream regulators that 
mediate breast cancer progression 
and invasion.

 The research discovered that 
gamma-tocotrienol targets cancer 
cells by inhibiting Id1, which is a 
key cancer-promoting protein. This 
triggers cell apoptosis, causing the 
cancer cells to self-destruct. More 
importantly, the ability of gamma-
tocotrienol to inhibit Id1 was also 
observed in prostate cancer and 
melanoma in separate research 
studies conducted by Davos Life 
Science Singapore, in collaboration 
with the University of Hong Kong. 
This suggests a common mechanism 
for gammatocotrienol in reversing 
cancer growth. The compound was 
also found to suppress the invasive 
ability of breast cancer cells to spread 
to other organs via metastasis.

 While the doses of gamma-
tocotrienol showed positive anti-
cancer effects, they did not affect 
the normal cell functions of healthy 
cells. Furthermore, the same study 
showed that gamma-tocotrienol 
enhanced the cancer killing effect 
of Docetaxel.

More than 200 Scientists 
Attend A*STAR Biomedical 
Sciences Symposium

 
A*STAR’s 1st Singapore-Italy Joint 
Symposium on Biomedical Sciences 
attracted over 200 Scientists From 
Italy and Singapore. The 1st Singapore-
Italy Joint Symposium on Biomedical 
Sciences, organised by Singapore’s 
Agency for Science, Technology and 
Research (A*STAR) with support 
from Regione Lombardia in Italy, has 

attracted more than 200 scientists 
from both countries and the region.

Held at Biopolis, the two-day 
event (from 10 to 11 Dec) saw 
distinguished scientists from Italy and 
Singapore presenting groundbreaking 
findings in cancer, immunology and 
stem cell therapies.

This symposium, aimed at 
facilitating scientific exchange 
between scientists from the two 
countries and encouraging future 
research collaborations among 
them, is one of the outcomes of 
the Memorandum of Intent signed 
between A*STAR and the Region of 
Lombardy in Italy in April 2009.

Said Mr Lim Chuan Poh, 
Chairman of A*STAR, “This first 
Singapore-Italy Symposium provides 
good opportunities for researchers 
from the two countries to interact 
with one another, and to explore 
areas for scientific collaboration. 
For both the research communities, 
these collaborations will not only 
lead to impactful outcomes that are 
mutually beneficial, but they will 
also create opportunities for the 
cross attachments of post-docs and 
research students.”

Some  h i gh l i gh t s  o f  the 
symposium included lectures by 
renowned scientists such as:

• Dr Pier Giuseppe Pelicci, 
Chairman of the Department of 
Experimental Oncology at the 
European Institute of Oncology 
(IEO) and Scientific Director of 
the European School of Molecular 
Medicine (SEMM Foundation). 
Entitled, “Biological properties in 
Cancer Stem Cells”, Dr Pelicci’s 
lecture will examine how the 
different ways in which breast cancer 
cells divide could ultimately either 
promote or suppress tumour growth. 
The findings could potentially spell 
breakthroughs in cancer treatment.
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• Prof Alberto Mantovani, 
Scientific Director of Istituto 
Clinico Humanitas and celebrated 
immunologist. He spoke on the topic, 
“Pentraxins as a Paradigm of Humoral 
Innate Immunity, which touched on 
the intricate and complementary 
roles that ‘pentraxins’ or long proteins 
play in immunity, inflammation and 
even fertility.

• Dr Alan Colman, Executive 
Director of the Singapore Stem 
Cell Consortium and a Principal 
Investigator at A*STAR’s Institute of 
Medical Biology (IMB). Dr Colman 
was also known for his breakthrough 
work which resulted in Dolly, the 
world’s first sheep cloned from an 
adult somatic cell in 1996. His lecture 
on “Use of induced pluripotent 
stem cells to model human disease” 
described how stem cells could be 
used to study the development of 
specific genetic conditions, such 
as Hutchinson-Gilford Progeria  
(a premature ageing disease).

Said Prof Lee Eng Hin, Executive 
Director of A*STAR’s Biomedical 
Research Council (BMRC), “I am very 
pleased that the first Joint Symposium 
will bring scientists in various fields 
of research from the Italianresearch 
institutes to Singapore to share their 
knowledge and scientific findings. 
There are already several research 
collaborations between our A*STAR 
scientists and institutes in Milan, such 
as San Raffaele Scientific Institute 
closer links between our two research 
communities.” and IFOM-IEO, and 
I am sure the Symposium provide 
more opportunities for collaboration, 
and forge

Said Prof Roberto Sitia, Director 
of the Division of Genetics and Cell 
Biology at the San Raffaele Scientific 
Institute said, “I was most impressed 
by the quality of Science in Singapore 
and the efforts you are making in this 
respect, as exemplified through this 

joint symposium.
These are critical traits any 

country should strive to attain as, 
especially in periods of crisis, I am 
convinced that knowledge and 
education are the only insurance 
we can buy for our future. Given 
the vast potential of the future, 
curiosity-driven science is necessary 
to look with confidence at it.” Prof 
Sitia also spoke at the symposium 
on the topic of “Proteostasis in the 
Secretory Compartment as a Signal 
in Development and Disease”.

Global Phase III Clinical 
Trial to Treat Head and Neck 
Cancer Begins

A global clinical trial led by the 
National Cancer Centre Singapore 
(NCCS) has recruited the first 
patient, who is suffering from 
squamous cell carcinoma of the 
head and neck.

About 300 Singaporeans are 
diagnosed with head and neck cancer 
each year, the majority of which 
are squamous cell carcinoma. At 
present, 40 per cent of such patients 
will survive beyond five years after 
surgery with chemotherapy and 
radiotherapy but NCCS hopes to 
improve the survival rate with the 
global phase III clinical trial.

This study hopes to determine 
if the use of a promising new agent 
called Nimotuzumab can improve 
the survival outcome of patients 
with advanced head and neck cancer 
who had surgery. It is well-known 
that some patients after surgery 
exhibit radiologic and/or microscopic 
features that predict for a higher risk 
of recurrence even with adjuvant 
radiotherapy. It is now standard 
practice to prescribe radiotherapy 
and concurrent administration of a 
chemotherapy agent called Cisplatin 
after surgery for such high risk 

patients as studies have shown 
survival benefit with this approach.

However, despite the addition 
of Cisplatin to radiation, the risk of 
relapse is still significant. This global 
study hopes to improve upon the 
results of this standard treatment.

The global phase III study 
follows the on-going phase II study 
of Nimotuzumab in combination 
with chemoradiotherapy in NCCS, 
in which 14 patients have been 
treated or currently on treatment. 
The impressions and results gathered 
from this study and other completed 
studies conducted to date have 
shown that Nimotuzumab is a drug 
with low toxicity profile.

The successful completion of 
the global phase III study, which 
involves at least 22 institutions 
from 12 countries worldwide, will 
help to determine if the addition 
of Nimotuzumab can enhance the 
survival of patients who suffer from 
this cancer. In addition, this study will 
also help to firmly establish whether 
the addition of Nimotuzumab does 
add to the known toxicities of 
chemoradiotherapy in head and neck 
cancer patients.

Nimotuzumab and similar agents 
in this class deter tumour growth by 
binding to and disabling a protein 
known as Epidermal Growth Factor 
Receptor (EGFR) that spurs the 
spread of cancerous cells. It has been 
shown in previous studies that the 
use of such agents does not enhance 
the known significant side-effects of 
standard Cisplatin and concurrent 
radiotherapy on the lining of mouth 
and throat called mucositis.

Moreover, such agents have 
been shown in earlier experimental 
studies to enhance the therapeutic 
effects of Cisplatin and radiotherapy 
against the cancer cells. A large 
study using another similar agent 
has proven the enhanced efficacy in 
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patients when added to radiotherapy 
thereby confirming the findings 
in the laboratory. Nimotuzumab 
with its similar anti-cancer activity 
and seemingly lower skin toxicities 
has the potential of enhancing the 
efficacy of Cisplatin and concurrent 
radiotherapy without increasing the 
side-effect of mucositis.

Over 700 patients with locally 
advanced squamous cell carcinoma 
of the head and neck who have had 
surgery and at high risk of recurrence 
are expected to be involved. While 
other institutions are awaiting 
approval from their respective 
Institutional Review Board, NCCS 
has started the new therapy for its 
first patient.

“People tend to think that 
patients who volunteered for clinical 
trials are subjecting themselves to 
be treated like human guinea pigs. 
Contrary to that, volunteers often 
receive the best care possible as 
they are closely monitored by their 
doctors and research nurses,” said 
Prof Soo Khee Chee, Director of 
NCCS, who is also a specialist for 
head and neck cancer.

The global phase III clinical 
trial, which could take three or more 
years to complete, is a blinded study, 
where patients are administered 
weekly for an eight-week period with 
either Nimotuzumab or a placebo in 
addition to the best available standard 
therapy – Cisplatin and radiotherapy. 
Patients will then be followed up 
with scans once every three months 
where doctors look out for overall 
survival and recurrence rate.

EUROPE

 
Stem Cell Treatment Helps 
Regain Eyesight

 
A new stem cell treatment has cured 
eight people who had nearly lost 
their eyesight in the English city of 
Newcastle, according to news reports 
on Wednesday.

Russell Turnbull, one of the 
cured patients whose right eye 
was burned in an ammonia attack 
after intervening in a fight on a 
Newcastle bus 15 years ago, said, 
“This has transformed my life...I’m 
working, I can go jet skiing and also 
ride horses.”

Doctors experimented on a 
treatment at the North East England 
Stem Cell Institute in Newcastle, in 
which stem cells were taken from 
Turnbull’s healthy eye and grown on 
a layer of amniotic tissue. When the 
cells had covered the membrane, a 
piece of it was transplanted onto his 
damaged eye.

Seven to eight weeks later, the 
membrane had broken down, leaving 
his damaged eye with a fresh material 
of healthy stem cells, which repaired 
the cornea. Six months later, eye 
tests showed Turnbull’s eyesight 
was as good as it had been before 
the attack.

The scientist, Sajjad Ahmad, 
who developed the Newcastle 
method, said its success indicated 
the scope for using the patient’s own 
stem cells to cure his own eye. ■


