
Steady Pay, Poisoned Land
Here in Alberta, Canada, the choice has 
been described as either starving to death 
or being poisoned to death. 

Large portions of the boreal forest 
have been peeled back by enormous strip 
mines. The tarry bitumen that is extracted 
is eventually shipped to refineries, many 
in the United States, to be processed into 
gasoline, diesel and other fuels. But the 
leftover polluted slurry remains in miles-
long impoundments above the banks of 
the Athabasca River. 

Recently, scientists reported that they 
had found high levels of mercury in the 
eggs of birds that nest downstream, and 
fishermen like “Big Ray” Ladouceur, 
71, say they’ve been catching fish with 
deformities, including bulging eyes, in 
Lake Athabasca. About 100 miles away, in 
Fort MacKay, the air smells like tar when 
when the wind blows from the south. The 
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Bitter Fight Over ‘Frankenfood’
On Kapule Highway, in front of the Lihue 
airport, Kauai’s battle lines are drawn.

On one side, native Hawaiians and 
second-generation Filipinos chant in uni-
son—dressed in sky blue “We Are Kauai 
Ag” T-shirts, and muddy work boots they 
wear in the cornfields, where they grow 
GM seed for four of the world’s largest 
chemical manufacturers. 

The rarely heard cheer, “G-M-O, G-M-O,” 
ruffles another pack of activists across the 
road, dressed in board shorts, flip-flops 
and fire-engine red “Pass the Bill” T-shirts. 
They support Kauai County resolution 2491, 
an attempt to cut the local seed industry 
off at the knees, which threatens the jobs 
of their rivals. Most of them are haole, or 
white, and live nowhere near the farms they 
hope to shut down. Inside the overflowing 
Kauai Veterans Center, tension is high. 

Proponents in Hawaii have argued that 
genetically modified seed saved the Big 
Island’s papaya growers. Opponents call 
it Frankenfood and say that the long-term 

Waging War on a Silent Killer
Determined to get rid of the hepatitis C 
infection that was slowly destroying his 
liver, Arthur Rubens tried one experimen-
tal treatment after another. None worked, 
and most brought serious side effects.But 
this year, Dr. Rubens, a professor of man-
agement at Florida Gulf Coast University, 
entered a clinical trial testing a new pill 
against hepatitis C. Taking it was “a piece 
of cake.” And after three months of treat-

ment, the virus was cleared from his body 
at last. “I had a birthday in September,” 
Dr. Rubens, 63, said. “I told my wife I don’t 
want anything. It would take away from the 
magnitude of this gift.” 

Medicine may be on the brink of an 
enormous public health achievement: 
turning the tide against hepatitis C, a silent 
plague that kills more Americans annually 
than AIDS and is the leading cause of liver 

A Student Takes On Alaska 
In remote northern Alaska, a college fresh-
man has taken fossil fuel divestment cam-
paigns a step further by suing the state 
for failing to adequately address climate 
change. University of Alaska Fairbanks 
freshman Nelson Kanuk is from Barrow, a 
small town at the top of the world where 
melting ice and permafrost are reshap-
ing land and life. Because of his grave 
concern for the impacts of climate change 
on his family’s homeland, Kanuk and six 
other young adults have sued the state of 
Alaska, arguing that the state has not ad-
equately addressed carbon emissions and 
global warming. Kanuk first sued the state 
last year when he was a senior in high 

A Better Life—Through HIV?

 Tye Fortner has fine, delicate ears, 
a newly pierced eyebrow and 

a trim beard. He’s wearing honey-
colored contact lenses and a Jimi 
Hendrix T-shirt. 

“I wanted to be presentable,” he 
explains as a photographer snaps his 
portrait. We are standing outside his 
apartment block in the Fordham area 
of the Bronx in New York City before 
he leads the way to the roof of his 
building, where he lights a cigarette 
and, perched high above the city, 
begins to tell his story. 

Fortner was 22 and homeless when 
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Video | Obamacare or Shut Up!

Actress Olivia 
Wilde knows a 
thing or two 
about health 
care—after all, 
she did play a 
doctor on TV. 
Here she gets 
into a crazy 
game called 
“Obamacare or 
Shut Up.”

Click on continued links to navigate to the rest of the story

http://www.facebook.com/hollywoodhealth
https://twitter.com/HollywdHealth
http://www.funnyordie.com/videos/af8af15b6c/obamacare-or-shut-up-with-billy-eichner-and-olivia-wilde
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Who We Are
Hollywood, Health & Society is a program 
of the USC Annenberg Norman Lear Cen-
ter, and is a free resource for entertain-
ment writers working on health and cli-
mate change storylines. We are funded by 
the CDC, the Bill & Melinda Gates Founda-
tion, the Grantham Foundation, the Barr 
Foundation, The California Endowment, 
the Energy Foundation, ClimateWorks 
and the Skoll Global Threats Fund.

school but the lower court dismissed the 
case, saying that policy decisions should 
be left to the legislative and executive 
branches. Kanuk and the others appealed. 
Recently the Alaska Supreme Court took 
up that appeal. 

As part of the educational outreach 
program Supreme Court LIVE, the court-
room was Barrow High School’s auditorium 
and there was a large audience composed 
mostly of students. 

At the hearing the prosecution and 
defense argued back-and-forth about 
Alaska’s ability and responsibility to man-
age a global-scale problem such as cli-
mate change. Kanuk is being represented 
in court by the organization Our Children’s 
Trust, an Oregon-based nonprofit that has 
filed lawsuits on behalf of young plaintiffs 
in nine states. 

The lawsuits ask governments to con-
sider the atmosphere a public trust, and 
to exercise their duty to protect it. The 
Arctic is especially sensitive to tempera-
ture fluctuations, and sea and glacial ice 
are melting at accelerating rates. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change estimates that by the end of the 
21st century, the area of permafrost near 
the surface is projected to decrease by 
between 37 percent and 81 percent. 

Alaska, continued

effect of eating it has never been studied. 
At the center, a parade of residents and 

a smattering of experts testify, blessing or 
cursing the bill in equal measure. Klayton 
Kubo, 47, a house painter and single father, 
gnashes his teeth in the rear of the hall 
as he suffers through hours of testimony, 
waiting for his three minutes at the mic. 

What worries him is not the crop, but 
the pesticides used to grow it. 

According to state records, 18 tons 
of restricted-use pesticides are sprayed 
each year on Kauai. Health organizations 
have linked 15 of those to cancer. In all, 63 
different pesticide compounds are used in 
the cornfields annually, and nobody knows 
their impact on nearby communities. To 
Kubo, and many others gathered here, 
that’s precisely the problem. After all, if 
the seed cannot be grown safely, what 
does it matter if the corn is safe to eat? 

In his right fist, Kubo clenches a crum-
pled Ziploc bag containing a rag coated 
with fine red soil—dust he wiped from 
his windowsill and that he insists comes 
from DuPont Pioneer’s experimental fields, 
which loom above his home. 

Dust that according to anecdotal 
evidence may be turning the enclave 
known as Lower Waimea into a sick ward, 
where asthma, severe skin rashes and 
nose bleeds, allergies and migraines are 
rampant, and where area residents claim 
there are 37 cancer cases in a neighbor-
hood of just 800 people; an alarming 
statistic that, if it holds up under scrutiny, 
is over 10 times the cancer rate statewide 
(Salon, 9.4.13). Read more on this story, 
GMOs, their possible impact on health, 
and the effects of pesticides

Robert Campbell, the only private 
practice lawyer north of the Arctic Circle, 
told a newspaper: “Generally, the consen-
sus is that the court’s going to find it to be 
a political question and not answer it.”

 In the same article, Kanuk said, “Well 
I’m keeping my fingers crossed. And, 
hopefully that we get moving forward with 
forming some kind of climate reaction 
policy” (Climate Progress, 10.04.13). Read 
more on this story, global warming’s effect 
on Alaska permafrost, and watch a video 
of the hearing

GMO, continued

Nelson Kanuk (left) with fellow 
environmental activists Kelsey 
Juliana and John Thiebes. Below, 
Kanuk near his remote hometown.

Photo from Our Children’s Trust
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Tye Fortner’s 
diagnosis of HIV 
brought him a 
place to sleep, 
regular meals and 
other New York 
City services.

village has reaped millions of dollars from 
oil sands production and is building a new 
youth center, church and amphitheater. 

The petroleum industry here employs 
thousands in places with few other jobs, 
but the oil sands boom—it’s expected to 
grow far larger if the Keystone XL pipeline 
is approved—may also be polluting the 
air and water, stoking fear that it is caus-
ing cancer and other illnesses. In tiny 
Fort Chipewyan, a village of 1,100 where a 
downtown youth center is named for one of 
the oil companies, cancer and autoimmune 
diseases such as lupus have taken a heavy 
toll on its mostly indigenous native people. 

Petroleum Industry and government 
officials have insisted that the chemicals 
detected in waterways are naturally occur-
ring, and say they are taking full safety 
precautions to protect communities. 

Still, Alice Rigney, 62, a lifelong resi-
dent of Fort Chipewyan, wonders whether 
her breast cancer a few years ago was 
related to pollution, and she’d like to see 
the waste ponds cleaned up. But the semi-
retired teacher is also realistic—the wages 
that the oil company offers are too good 
to turn down. “I don’t think we can win,” 
she said. “I don’t even know what winning 
looks like.” (Los Angeles Times, 10.21.13) 
Read more of this story, tar sands and 
the environmental impact on the health 
of nearby residents, and watch a video of 
Fort Chipewyan health concerns

transplants. If the effort succeeds, it will 
be an unusual conquest of a viral epidemic 
without using a vaccine. 

Starting soon, new drugs are expected 
to come to market that will cure most 
patients with the virus, in some cases with 
a once-a-day pill taken for as little as eight 
weeks, and with only minimal side effects. 
But the new drugs are expected to cost 
from $60,000 to more than $100,000 for 
a course of treatment. 

Access could be a problem, particu-
larly for the uninsured and in developing 
countries. And some critics worry that the 
bill will be run up when huge numbers of 
people who would have done fine without 
them turn to the drugs. That is because 

many people infected with hepatitis C 
never suffer serious liver problems. For 
Tom Espinosa, a building inspector in 
Oakland, Calif., the new treatments cannot 
arrive fast enough. 

Espinosa, 59, has advanced cirrhosis 
and some spots on his liver that might be 
cancer. He is so fatigued that he spends all 
weekend in bed. He has tried all available 
treatments and nothing worked, making 
him envious of other patients who were 
cured. 

“I became resentful for a little while, 
but I got over it,” he said. With time pos-
sibly running out, he plans to try the first 
new drug to hit the market (The New York 
Times, 11.04,13). Read more on this story, 
hepatitis C and its treatment

he started feeling weak, with crushing 
stomach pain and terrible headaches. A 
sex worker from the age of 16, sometimes 
too high on crack to remember to use pro-
tection, he had been putting off the inevi-
table before he finally decided to get tested 
for HIV. The result was positive. “My whole 
world changed,” Fortner says. He struggled 
to come to terms with his diagnosis, but 
then things changed for the better. 

After years of homelessness and a 
day-to-day existence, Fortner, now 28, 
was faced with the prospect of a place to 
sleep, regular meals and more thorough 
city services provided to people who reach 
a certain stage of the disease. Contract-
ing the virus has made life easier for other 
young homeless men, who in return for 
developing full-blown AIDS gain a roof over 
their heads and basic services.

 “It’s not just those who already have 
AIDS who view it as a lifeline; some young 
men who test negative aspire to contract 
the disease as a way out of trouble.” says 
Sage Rivera, a research associate at the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

Contact Us: For expert answers to ques-
tions on scripts, or a health-themed poster 
to help dress a set, contact hhs@usc.edu, 
(800) 283-0676, or visit www.usc.edu/hhs.  
 
Follow HH&S at www.facebook.com/ 
hollywoodhealth and @HollywdHealth 
on Twitter.

HIV, continued Oil sands, continued

who has worked with LGBT youth. Rivera 
knows at least one man who planned to 
have unprotected sex, an attitude he sums 
up thus: “My life is not getting better. I 
need a helping hand, and it seems like 
the only way I can get a helping hand is by 
getting sick” (Out, 8.08.13). Read more on 
this story, HIV/AIDS and its treatment

Hepatitis C, continued
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