
THE health ministry has launched a new
cancer control initiative called OncoNET

India, under which 27 regional cancer centres
and 100 peripheral centres have been net-
worked to provide telemedicine services
and continuing medical education to
doctors. Health minister Ghulam Nabi
Azad has also set up the Health Minis-
ter's Cancer Patient Fund with seed
money of `100 crore to provide
chemotherapy for
poor cancer
patients. All this is

much needed in a country which reports nearly
one million cancer cases every year. 

But this also exposes Azad’s double stan-
dards on cancer. On the one hand, he is releas-
ing funds for cancer treatment, while on the
other he is shying away from taking concrete
steps to prevent it. One such is printing of
strong pictorial warnings on tobacco packs. It
was at the minister’s direct intervention that
harsher warnings have been postponed, time

and again. One expects the health ministry
to speak in one voice, at least, on a

grave subject like cancer control.
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HILE announcing the
moratorium on bt brin-
jal a year ago environ-
ment minister Jairam
Ramesh had said it
would remain in force

till independent scientific
studies establish safety of
its long-term use on
human health and envi-
ronment.  No new studies
have been initiated till
now. But independent
analysis of data submit-
ted by Mahyco to the reg-
ulator has raised new
questions. First it was Dr
David Andow of University
of Minnesota who had
pointed holes in environ-
ment risk assessment data
submitted by Mahyco.

Now Dr Lou Gallagher has
done the same with toxicity
issues. She has pointed out that
the toxicity data is full of holes,
inconsistencies and conclusions
that do not match raw data.
Sets of ten male and female rats
were fed with powder of Bt brin-
jal mixed with vegetable oil for
90 days (they could not have
been fed baigan bharta!). This

THE International year of
chemistry is inspiring new
educational tools to bring
in focus the role of chem-
istry in everyday life. Vigyan
Prasar, which is engaged in
science communication
activities, has published a
calendar that highlights 12
molecules which not only
helped in development of
chemistry but have become
part of our everyday life in
the past century. 

This list includes glycerol,
benzene, penicillin, glucose,
chloroform, aspirin, urea
and nylon. The calendar also
tells the story behind the
discovery of these mole-
cules many of which won
Nobel prizes for scientists
who either discovered them
or explained their action or
structure. A series of activi-
ties in schools in different
parts of the country have
also been planned to mark
the year of chemistry. Hope-
fully such efforts would help
take the fear of chemistry
out of young students and
attract them to further
studies in the subject.

AMONG the most basic neces-
sities of rural India are — elec-
tricity to light up homes, a pol-
lution-free cooking medium
and safe drinking water. If we
are able to tackle these prob-
lems, we will be reaping
tremendous environmental and
health benefits by avoiding use
of firewood for cooking and pre-
venting a host of water-borne
diseases. 

Dr Anil Rajvanshi — a com-
mitted engineer from IIT Kan-
pur who is engaged in develop-
ing technologies for rural India
for the past 25 years — has
developed a device which
addresses all the three prob-
lems in one go. Lanstove —
developed by his team at Nim-
bkar Agriculture Research
Institute at Phaltan in Maha-

rashtra — can provide simulta-
neously light, cooking energy
and clean drinking water for a
rural family of four or five. The
improved combustion system
and pressurised cylinder make
kerosene a clean fuel — almost
equivalent to LPG. 

One can switch it on and con-
trol the flame just like an LPG

stove since no pumping is
needed other than that
required to pressurise the cylin-
der once a week. 

The device is an example of
the efficient use of a dirty fuel
like kerosene. The only prob-
lem may be cost because the
unit (including a steam
cooker) fabricated in Rajvan-
shi’s workshop costs `6000. “It
can come down substantially
with large scale production.
Electricity boards which have
not been able to provide elec-
tricity in rural areas can also
provide subsidies for this or
provide finance to villagers”,
suggests Rajvanshi. Even if
there are no subsidies, he says,
people can get ownership of
the device with a contribution
of `20 a day for a year.

study, according to evaluation
of raw data by Gallagher,
revealed signs of inflammation,
allergy, tissue injury, liver dam-
age, reproductive toxicity and
chronic infection and even
blood cancer. 

Neurological functions, behav-
ioral effects, reproductive per-
formance and biological
resilience were not even tested.
Yet Mahyco concluded that Bt

brinjal produced no toxicity
and was safe for human con-
sumption.

In contrast, six science acade-
mies have cleared Bt brijal for
human consumption — like an
ostrich — even in their revised
report released recently. Now
Jairam has to make a choice —
between two independent
reports and one white washed

version of plagiarised report of
Indian academies. Don’t think it
is going to be tough for him. 

This also exposes how our reg-
ulators work. Many years ago a
medical expert familiar with
drug approval procedures nar-
rated to me how easy it was to
get new drugs approved in India.
Companies are supposed to con-
duct animal studies and human
clinical trials which generates
huge amounts of data, based on
which the drug controller takes
a decision. But many times, the
expert said, companies submit
old dossiers with just a few new
pages on the top because
they know that nobody
had time or expertise
in the government to
review raw data.
Now it seems the
same practice is
being followed for
approval of geneti-
cally modified
(GM) food
crops. 

The biotech-

nology regulator accepted com-
pany data without a rigorous
peer review and gave its go-
ahead. Everyone else – including
six hallowed science academies -
accepted this as Gospel truth. It
is a pity that no Indian scientist
cared to examine raw data —
available on the website of envi-
ronment ministry — before issu-
ing ‘safety certificates’ to Bt
brinjal.  This amounts to scien-
tific treachery of the highest
order. One wonders how can sci-
entists — who swear by truth
and experimental evidence —
can be so blind to stark reality. 

Meanwhile, have a sugges-
tion for disposal of Bt brin-
jal seed stocks — feed
them to rats and surely
rats would die given the
sickness they developed

on a miniscule dose. At
least this way, Bt brin-

jal will help in pest
control.

STRETCHING
RUBBER TO
MAKE IT GM 
WHILE putting Bt brinjal on
hold, environment minister
Jairam Ramesh had made it
clear that the moratorium
was specific to this case and
that he was not opposed to
GM technology as such. So,
when the issue of field trial of
GM rubber in Kerala came up,
he declared that he was not
opposed to it. The GM rubber
is being developed to spread
rubber cultivation  beyond
Kerala by making it drought
resistant. Ramesh has
declared that this rubber is
actually not transgenic — as it
does not carry any gene from
unrelated species (Bt brinjal
has a gene from a soil bacte-
ria) but just has additional

copy of a gene from rubber
plant itself. However, those
opposed to GM rubber point
out that though the gene —
MnSOD — is a rubber gene,
the ‘gene construct’ (func-
tional unit necessary to make
the gene work) introduced is
transgenic. It contains ‘Cauli-
flower Mosaic virus V35S’ as a
promoter, an antibiotic resist-
ance marker called Neomycin
Phosphotransferase and a
reporter gene from bacteria
E.Coli.  Moreover, it has been
pointed out that genetically
engineered drought-toler-
ance could have unpre-
dictable effects on traits like
yield and quality. The Rubber
Board, however, claims that
both the foreign genes used
in the gene construct are
used in several edible GM
crops and ‘no adverse effects
have been reported so far’.
Only time will tell if this is
another case of a research
dossier being cooked up. 

Jairam
must take
a call on
Bt brinjal
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The protests against Bt brinjal highlighted fears about its impact on human health and the environment 

The Lanstove in action

A molecule
each month

Six academies ignored
raw data on toxicity
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This stove can be a boon for rural India
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