
HAURU evES WINDFALL 
fROM QENETIC TESEARCH 

by Kalinga Seneviratne 

S Y D N E Y , Sept. 5 (IPS) - Whi le many devel
op ing countr ies have denounced the Western 
pract ice of u s i n g their people as "guinea pigs", 
the t iny Pacific nat ion of N a u r u has signed an 
agreement on h u m a n genetic research w i th a n 
internat iona l scientif ic inst i tute . 

The agreement signed last mon th between 
the Republic of N a u r u and the Melbourne-based 
International Diabetes Institute (IDI) was hai led 
as a model for medica l research involv ing c i t i 
zens of developing countries. Royalties from any 
discovery as a result of the study and wh i ch 
would later be made avai lable to the market wi l l 
be shared w i th the N a u r u government, he said. 

In a n n o u n c i n g the agreement , N a u r u ' s 
President K i n z a C l o d u m a r said it "w i l l set new 
standards for popula t ion research, part icu lar ly 
in developing countr ies . " 

N a u r u is an isolated, coral-capped i s l and of 
21 sq. k m . i n the Cent ra l Pacific Ocean. The 
world's smal lest republ ic , it has a populat ion of 
5,000 people. 

V i r tua l l y free of diabetes un t i l 1954, N a u r u 
has the world's second highest prevalence of the 
d i s e a s e t o d a y . M o r e t h a n 32 p e r c e n t of 
Nauruans above 20 years of age suffer from d ia
betes, wh i ch is nearly eight t imes that for popu
lat ions in Europe and Aus t ra l i a . 

"A major reason for the h igh rate of diabe
tes i n N a u r u has been the change i n lifestyle 
from the former t rad i t iona l one," sa id Professor 
Z immet , head of IDI and medica l advisor to the 
N a u r u government since 1975. 

" The c h a n g e s i n N a u r u m i r r o r t h o s e 
throughout the Pacific as former t rad i t ional liv
ing populat ions become urbanized and modern

ized wi th more Western diet—of refined carbo
hydrate and high saturated fat—less phys ica l 
activity and increas ing obesity," he added. 

Nauru has not been able to develop an or
ganized agr icu l tura l economy due to the poor 
qual i ty of its soil and lack of water catchment 
areas. Large-scale phosphate m in ing this cen
tury by Western powers has also k i l l ed any 
chance of developing agr icul ture activity i n the 
is land. 

After su ing A u s t r a l i a for damages in the 
Wor ld Cour t , N a u r u s igned a n out-o f -court 
agreement wi th Canber ra in 1993 i n exchange 
for US$78 mi l l i on over the next 10 years to fix 
the environmental damage caused by phosphate 
min ing . 

Before m in ing operat ions began in N a u r u 
in 1906, the is landers ' t radi t ional diet consisted 
of coconut products, f ish and pandanus , w i th 
b i rds , ma in ly b lack noodles, p rov id ing extra 
protein. 

Bu t eating habi ts gradual ly changed to a 
low-fiber Western diet of imported food. It started 
wi th German traders opening a smal l store on 
the i s land i n the early 1920s, se l l ing canned 
sa lmon, sugar, rice, b iscu i ts , beer and tobacco 
i n exchange for copra. 

These products were affordable to many 
Nauru citizens, since royalties from min ing gave 
the country the world's highest per capi ta i n 
come by the '70s. 

"The increase i n diabetes and other West 
ern diseases' in populat ions s u c h as Nauru ' s 
has to be seen in the context of global izat ion of 
wor ld economies," argued Zimmet. He describes 
the global diabetes epidemic as "the New Wor ld 
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syndrome" and criticizes health agencies for giv
ing less priority in tack l ing the problem of d ia
betes, compared to the money poured in for com
bat ing AIDS and the Ebo la v i rus . 

The global diabetes epidemic is jus t the tip 
of a massive socia l problem now facing devel
oping countr ies , as well as the poorer sectors of 
the developed wor ld , Z immet warned. 

Very h igh rates of obesity, diabetes, hyper
tens ion and card iovascular diseases, coupled 
w i th cigarette smok ing and alcohol abuse, are 
j u s t part of the "Coca-colonizat ion" process, he 
noted , re ferr ing to the Western consumer i s t 
cu l ture foisted on native people. 

The professor believes that changes in diet 
and more exercise alone wi l l not prevent diabe
tes, but that improvement m the socio-economic 
s i tuat ion and cu l tu ra l status of the people in 
the developing wor ld is necessary. 

Thus , Z immet argues that the agreement his 
inst i tute s igned w i th Nauru recognizes such a 
process. It is i n no way designed to use the 
people of N a u r u as "scientif ic guinea pigs," he 
said. 

"The agreement wi th Nauru seeks to ensure 
that if any discovery is made from samples from 
surveys, the people of Nauru wi l l benefit", he 
told IPS. 

Many of the major diseases of Western life 
are due to genetic factors or mutat ions of genes, 
Z immet expla ined. "A disease like diabetes may 
be due to abnormalit ies at several different meta
bol ic sites in the body wh ich may be determined 
by different genes. Genome studies seek to find 
the gene or genes responsible for diseases such 
as diabetes." 

These studies could lead to the discovery of 
test ing methods to prediagnose diabetes. By lo
ca t ing genetic abnormal i t ies , it may be possible 
to develop specia l drugs wh ich target the meta
bolic react ions caus ing diabetes, he said. 

Z immet is confident that IDI's research wi l l 
y ie ld positive results in Nauru in five to seven 
years. Success would mean the abil i ty to not 
only help tens of mi l l ions of diabetes patients 
a r o u n d the wor ld , but also give N a u r u — w h i c h 
is fast exhaus t ing its phosphate depos i ts—a fi
n a n c i a l boost. 

Source ; Inter P ress Service, 5 September 1997. 

Genital Powders and Sprays: 
Greater Cancer Risk 

A r e c e n t l y - r e l e a s e d U . S . s t u d y s u g g e s t s t h a t 
w o m e n w h o r o u t i n e l y u s e g e n i t a l p o w d e r s 
a n d s p r a y s c o u l d be a t a g r e a t e r r i s k for 
o v a r i a n c a n c e r . 

R e s e a r c h e r s i n d i c a t e d t h a t e v e n a m o d e s t i n 
c r e a s e c o u l d h a v e a s i g n i f i c a n t effect o n the i n c i d e n c e 
o f o v a r i a n c a n c e r s i n c e , i n the U . S . A . , o n e - f o u r t h to 
o n e - h a l f o f a l l w o m e n u s e p o w d e r i n the g e n i t a l a r e a . 
H o w e v e r , t h e r e s e a r c h e r s d i d a d m i t the findings we re 
c l o u d e d by t h e l a c k o f s p e c i f i c b r a n d o f i n f o r m a t i o n 
a n d d e t a i l s a b o u t h o w m u c h p o w d e r w a s u s e d . 

T h e s t u d y s u r v e y e d 3 1 3 w o m e n , ages 2 0 to 7 9 
a n d l i v i n g i n t h r e e w e s t e r n W a s h i n g t o n c o u n t i e s , w h o 
h a d o v a r i a n c a n c e r . T h e y w e r e c o m p a r e d w i t h a c o n 
t r o l g r o u p o f 4 2 2 w o m e n w i t h n o h i s t o r y of the d i s 
e a s e . T h e r e s e a r c h e r s e x a m i n e d c o r n s t a r c h , t a l c u m 
p o w d e r , b a b y p o w d e r , d e o d o r a n t p o w d e r a n d s c e n t e d 
b a t h p o w d e r , a n d f o u r w a y s o f u s i n g i t : i n g e n i t a l 
s p r a y s , b y d i r e c t a p p l i c a t i o n a f t e r b a t h i n g , by s t o r 
i n g d i a p h r a g m s i n p o w d e r a n d by a p p l y i n g p o w d e r 
to s a n i t a r y n a p k i n s . 

W o m e n w h o r o u t i n e l y p o w d e r e d a f t e r b a t h i n g 
h a d a 6 0 p e r c e n t i n c r e a s e d r i s k . No r i s k i n c r e a s e 
w a s n o t e d a m o n g t h o s e w h o a p p l i e d p o w d e r to s a n i 
t a r y n a p k i n s o r w h o s t o r e d t h e i r d i a p h r a g m s i n p o w 
d e r . W o m e n w h o u s e d g e n i t a l s p r a y s we re f o u n d to 
h a v e a 9 0 p e r c e n t i n c r e a s e d r i s k . H o w e v e r , s o m e 
s p r a y s d i d n o t c o n t a i n p o w d e r a n d the s t u d y n o t e d 
t h a t u n i d e n t i f i e d c h e m i c a l s u b s t a n c e s a n d n o t the 
p o w d e r i t s e l f m a y be a t f a u l t . T h e s t u d y a l s o c a l c u 
l a t e d a 5 0 p e r c e n t i n c r e a s e i n r i s k for w o m e n w h o 
u s e o n e o r m o r e o f t h e m e t h o d s i n c o m b i n a t i o n . 

E p i d e m i o l o g i s t L i n d a C o o k i n d i c a t e d t h a t a t l e as t 
s i x o t h e r s t u d i e s h a v e c o m e to s i m i l a r c o n c l u s i o n s . 

"I c e r t a i n l y f i n d the r e s u l t s o f t h i s s t u d y s u g g e s 
t i ve , b u t t h e y ' r e n o t c o n c l u s i v e , " C o o k c a u t i o n e d , 
e x p l a i n i n g t h a t the s t u d y c o n s i d e r e d a w o m a n a p o w 
d e r u s e r r e g a r d l e s s o f h o w o f t en s h e u s e d it o r h o w 
s h e a p p l i e d it. 

O t h e r r e s e a r c h e r s a n d s p e c i a l i s t s s t r e s s e d the 
n e e d for l a r g e r , b e t t e r - d o c u m e n t e d s t u d i e s a n d c r i t i 
c i z e d the u s e o f q u a l i t a t i v e a n a l y s i s . W h i l e h e w a r n e d 
a g a i n s t j u m p i n g to c o n c l u s i o n s , D r . Gregor> ' S u t t o n , 
a t t he I n d i a n a C a n c e r P a v i l i o n , d i d n ' t h e s i t a t e to a d d : 
"If I w e r e a w o m a n , I'd h a v e s e c o n d t h o u g h t s a b o u t 
u s i n g a n y o f t h e s e p r o d u c t s . W h a t h a r m d o e s it d o 
to n o t u s e t h e m ? " 

Source : The Assoc ia ted Press, "Gen i t a l Powders , Sprays 
C a u s e Ova r i an Cance r , " 5 M a r c h 1997. The s tudy by the 
Fred H u t c h i n s o n C a n c e r Research Center a n d the Univer
sity' of Wash ing t on is reported i n the 1 M a r c h 1997 issue of 
the American Journal of Epidemiology. 
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