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ANEMIA IN SONOMA COUNTY

High level of concern

‘Chemical
Ali’ stands
before Iraq
tribunal
Saddam aide gained notoriety
for crushing Kurdish resistence
By ANTHONY SHADID
WASHINGTON POST

CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / The Press Democrat

Enrique Sanchez and Judith Cornejo get their children, Eduardo Sanchez, 5, Karen Sanchez, 4, and Julissa Sanchez, 2, to the table for dinner. Judith Cornejo learned to
prepare nutritious and iron-rich meals at the Roseland Children’s Health Center after Eduardo was found to be anemic.

In affluent
county,
poorest kids
have an
alarming
anemia rate

By JEREMY HAY

T

THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

he Roseland Children’s Health Clinic staff
members double-checked their data, their
equipment, even the way they conducted routine medical tests.
But the disturbing numbers were correct: 50 percent
of their patients under age 3 were getting too little iron
in their diet and had suffered at least one bout of anemia.
It was 1999 and under federal guidelines, the acceptable rate of anemia among young children from poor
families was 9 percent.
“Disbelief.”
That’s how clinic director Elisabeth Chicoine, a soft-

spoken pediatric nurse practitioner, recalled her reaction to the findings.
She had suspected an anemia problem, and had
asked a Santa Rosa doctor who specializes in quality assurance to investigate. But nothing had prepared her
for those results.
The potential consequences were large — anemia is a
blood disorder that, especially in young children, can
permanently hinder mental development, impairing
memory, intellect and school performance.
“Just having one incidence of iron deficient anemia
affects your brain growth, even if it’s treated effectively,” said pediatrician Meredith Kieschnick, the clinic’s
medical director.
TURN TO ANEMIA, PAGE A9

WHAT IS ANEMIA?

THE SYMPTOMS

THE SCOPE

WHAT CAN BE DONE?

It is a decrease in the amount
of red blood cells that develops
when the body gets too little
iron. In kids, it can permanently
impair memory and intellect.

They include weakness,
fatigue, unusually rapid
heartbeat, behavior problems,
difficulty concentrating
and pale skin color.

17.1 percent of children under
age 5 from poor families had
anemia in Sonoma County
in 2002. That was up from
13.4 percent in 2000.

Children need 10 milligrams of
iron a day. Sources include
iron-fortified cereals, beans,
tofu, green vegetables, meats
such as liver, chicken and beef.
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Pain pills’
hope clouded
by hype
By BARRY MEIER and GINA KOLATA
NEW YORK TIMES

Culture clash: We wish
you a merry ... holiday?
By KATE ZERNIKE
NEW YORK TIMES

A pastor in Raleigh, N.C., took out a
full-page newspaper ad in November exhorting Christians to shop only at
stores that included “Merry Christmas” in their promotions.
In Mustang, Okla., parents last week
voted against an $11 million bond for
schools, after the superintendent excised a nativity scene at the end of the
annual Christmas play. They then
erected their own manger outside the

auditorium, with signs saying “No
Christ. No Christmas. Know Christ.
Know Christmas.”
And in Kansas, the Wichita Eagle
published a correction this month, noting that the tree lighted at Winterfest
was the “Community Tree” not a
“Christmas tree.” After protests, the
mayor last week declared himself “not
a politically correct person” and announced that next year there would be
a Christmas tree.
TURN TO CHRISTMAS, PAGE A8

Associated Press

Shelly Marino, parent of a student in
Mustang, Okla., is upset that a nativity
scene was taken out of a school play.
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BAGHDAD, Iraq — Appearing haggard and feeble, a former Iraqi general known as Chemical Ali appeared
before a tribunal Saturday at the
start of judicial proceedings against
former President Saddam Hussein
and 11 deputies in U.S. custody.
Ali Hassan al-Majid was one of two
former
officials
brought before the
hearing in a sparsely decorated room,
bare but for a chair
and a desk with a
green-wrapped Quran on it. He was Ali Hassan
joined by Sultan al-Majid
Hashem Ahmed, the Former Iraqi
former defense min- general known
ister. Ahmed’s testi- as Chemical Ali
mony is expected to is Saddam’s first
help build the case cousin.
against
al-Majid,
Saddam’s first cous- INSIDE
in and the man ac- Insurgent bomb
cused of instigating misses mark, hits
some of the former school bus / A11
government’s bloodiest episodes over two decades.
The hearing was closed to the public. In brief comments, the tribunal’s
chief judge, Raed Jouhi, said the proceedings would cover the Baath Party’s 35-year reign in Iraq. Despite criticism by some human rights groups
that the trials are being rushed, Jouhi promised a methodical investigation and due process for the defendants.
“Speed in the legal process is the
plague of the judicial system,” he
said.
The actual trials will not begin unTURN TO IRAQ, PAGE A9

By the mid-1990s researchers at the
Stanford University Medical School
monitoring a torrent of data on arthritis and rheumatism patient records
had reached an inescapable conclusion. Thousands of arthritis patients,
perhaps as many as 17,500, were dying annually from bleeding ulcers
caused by widely used painkillers
like ibuprofen.
Within a few years, a new class of
pain relievers, the so-called COX-2 inhibitors, burst onto the market with
the promise they might solve that
problem. Sales of the best known
products, Celebrex and Vioxx, quickly skyrocketed.
Now, though, the flight path of
these blockbuster drugs has been
aborted. On Friday, Pfizer, the maker
of Celebrex, which is expected to end
up with sales of $3.3 billion this year,
disclosed that a patient trial by the
National Cancer Institute had found
significant risks of heart attacks.
Vioxx, which was made by Merck
and had sales of $2.5 billion last year,
TURN TO DRUGS, PAGE A8
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Roseland clinic addresses anemia
els within various patient age
groups. Hemoglobin is the molecule that carries oxygen to the
body’s tissues and iron is essential to its creation.
By JEREMY HAY
Staff members at other proTHE PRESS DEMOCRAT
grams run by the Community
The Roseland Children’s Action Partnership of Sonoma
Health Clinic has developed County — the clinic’s operator
comprehensive teaching, di- — have been taught about aneetary and medical tracking ap- mia and asked to look for it in
proaches to address the anemia their clients.
problem.
Elisabeth Chicoine, the clinThe clinic teaches parents to ic’s director, also helped develcook with iron-rich foods and op “Bye Bye Bottle,” a class for
works to dispel a widespread mothers in the federal Women,
misconception that milk con- Infants and Children nutritiontains iron. It actually can pre- al assistance program for lowvent the body from absorbing income residents. The class eniron.
courages mothers to wean ba“Leche, leche, leche,” Judith bies from the bottle earlier.
Cornejo said, recalling her reliIn January 2003, the clinic beance on milk before. Now, she gan providing fluoride supplesaid, it’s “hierro, hierro, hier- mented by iron, a decision
ro,” or iron.
prompted by frustration that
The clinic’s medical staff progress wasn’t being made
now routinely checks patient di- more quickly, said Meredith Kiets for iron. Patient documents eschnick, the clinic’s medical
have been changed to take iron director.
and anemia screenings into reg“I didn’t want more kids getular account.
ting anemia while we’re waitA computerized system was ing for their families to
started to track hemoglobin lev- change,” she said.

Staff hopes new approach
will curb iron deficiencies

Associated Press

Ali Hassan al-Majid listens to judge Raed Jouhi of the Iraqi Special
Tribunal during his preliminary hearing in Baghdad on Saturday.

IRAQ: Career of al-Majid

mirrored rise, fall of Saddam
CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1

til next year in a process likely
to be dramatic and lengthy, rekindling memories of Saddam’s long and brutal rule. Jouhi stressed that the hearing
Saturday was part of a grandjury-like investigation of the
men, who are expected to eventually face charges of war
crimes, crimes against humanity and genocide. There was
no word on when Saddam
would come before the tribunal for a hearing.
“What happened today was
an ordinary investigative hearing for the accused,” Jouhi
told reporters afterward. “It
could be repeated many
times.”
In video without sound that
was released by the tribunal,
al-Majid, using a cane, was
shown being escorted into the
hearing room by Iraqi policemen. Wearing a dark suit with
a white shirt and no tie, al-Majid was helped to a chair and
his handcuffs were removed.
His hair was noticeably grayer
than when he last appeared in
court in July.
Ahmed, the defense minister during the U.S. invasion in
2003, was shown standing in
the room. At times, he looked
down at the floor and seemed
to be smiling wryly.
Ahmed surrendered to U.S.
forces in September 2003. Deputy Prime Minister Barham
Salih has said that Ahmed is
expected to testify against alMajid, who was taken into
U.S. custody in August 2003.
Al-Majid’s career mirrored
the rise and fall of the man he
served so loyally for 24 years.
A former motorcycle messenger in the Iraqi military, alMajid was said to have taken
part in the arrests and executions of 66 people accused of
plotting a coup just days after
Saddam’s 1979 inauguration.
At times interior and defense minister, he was appointed governor of Kuwait soon after Iraq invaded the neighboring emirate in 1990. After the
1991 Persian Gulf War, he was
instrumental in the brutal repression of the Shiite Muslim
uprising, and he personally reoccupied Basra, the country’s
second-largest city.
Famous video footage shows
a chain-smoking al-Majid,
paunch stretching his uni-

form, kicking prisoners on the
ground and, as was his habit,
hurling insults.
His role in crushing Kurdish resistance during the
1980-88 Iran-Iraq war earned
him his greatest notoriety, and
Jouhi said the episode was the
focus of the investigation.
In March 1987, Saddam appointed al-Majid, by then a general, head of his forces in
northern Iraq. Al-Majid soon
used chemical weapons in two
Kurdish cities, which was how
he came by his nickname. In
the ensuing months, he
launched a scorched-earth
campaign known as Anfal. In
all, 100,000 Kurds — perhaps
many more — were killed. Iraqi forces destroyed 2,000 villages, with mass transfers of residents, to create a cordon sanitaire.
In the most notorious episode, in March 1988, his forces
used mustard gas and nerve
agents against Halabja, a town
near the Iranian border, killing an estimated 5,000 people.
U.S. forces, then tacitly backing Iraq in the war, initially
blamed Iran, although the
Bush administration later
used the episode as part of its
justification for the invasion.
The proceedings come just
six weeks before Iraq’s Jan. 30
elections for a parliament, and
some critics of the interim
prime minister, Ayad Allawi,
have accused him of speeding
up the process to gain political
capital during the campaign.
In Baghdad, sentiments varied: Some people cited still
painful memories of Saddam’s
rule, while others spoke of the
crushing fuel crisis that has
fed disenchantment with the
interim government and its
U.S. allies.
“This is all for the elections,” said Abdel-Amir Muhsin, 38, a schoolteacher waiting in a two-mile line for gasoline. “Did they know that
while they were inside the
court I was waiting here in the
cold weather for fuel?”
Nureddin Ali, 54, a carpet
merchant, said that dealing
with today’s crime and insecurity was more important than
the trial, even though his memories remain painful. “They
must execute him,” he said of
al-Majid, sitting inside his
store. “We must never forget
Halabja.”

Haiti government ends
standoff with soldiers
agreed to accept the government’s “reintegration” offer,
said U.N. spokesman Damian
PORT-AU-PRINCE, Haiti — Onses-Cardona.
In a move applying both force
“This sends a very clear mesand appeasement, officials of sage to all armed factions that
the beleaguered interim gov- they can’t do anything they
ernment said Saturday that want,” said Onses-Cardona.
they had ended an armed
For months, the Brazilianstandoff with soldiers of the led U.N. peacekeepers have
disbanded Haitian army by been grappling with armed
promising them back wages pro-Aristide gangs in slums
and jobs in exchange for their here in the capital as well as
weapons.
the anti-Aristide former solWhile more radical ele- diers.
ments of the demobilized army
Hungry, exhausted and feelremained at large, the govern- ing betrayed by their self-apment of interim Prime Minis- pointed leader, Remissainthe
ter Gerard Latortue and the Ravix, the ex-soldiers traded
head of U.N. peacekeeping forc- their arms for temporary lodges cast the bloodless settle- ing at the National Police
ment of the latest security cri- Academy and assurances they
sis as a resolute display of com- would receive unspecified “admitment to disarm any faction vances” on their wage claims
menacing public order.
within a month, said interim
About 100 men in mis- Justice Minister Bernard
matched uniforms bearing an- Gousse.
tiquated rifles seized the
“We agreed to integrate
former residence of exiled them into current government
President Jean-Bertrand Aris- institutions — the police force,
tide on Wednesday and pro- customs, administrative officclaimed the sprawling com- es,” Gousse said, adding that
pound their new headquar- those of retirement age would
ters.
be paid their pensions.
Although
the
holed-up
Aristide disbanded the Haitroops had vowed via cell- tian army in 1995, shortly after
phone interviews to die rather a U.S. invasion restored him to
than surrender, they quickly power after three years in exgave up their weapons and ile following a military coup.

By CAROL J. WILLIAMS
LOS A N G E L E S T I M E S

It’s not clear what effect the
supplements,
which
Kieschnick terms a short-term solution or “safety net,” have had
in addition to education and
other clinic efforts.
That’s cause for caution, if
only because Medi-Cal, the
state insurance program for
low-income people, doesn’t cover such supplements, said
Chris Bekins, a nutritionist
and health information specialist with the county’s Department of Health Services.
In the long term, supplements may prove too costly a
way to address so widespread
an anemia problem, she said.
Still, she and others said, the
clinic’s successes show promise.
An ongoing clinic study
shows the anemia rate for patients between 6 and 23 months
old dropped from 21.4 percent
in 2001 to 12 percent in 2003.
“It’s not a research study, but
it’s very suggestive of the beneficial impact that effective education and effective screening
and treatment can have,” said
Mary Maddux-Gonzalez, the

county’s public health officer.
A separate analysis of clients
in the federal Women, Infants
and Children program also
shows progress.
From June to November, 34
of 422 children in the Roseland
zip code who are in the assistance program and were tested
had anemia, or just over 8 percent. Over the same period in
2002, 58 of 412 children had anemia, or just over 14 percent.
“It looks like she’s (Chicoine)
making inroads, she’s making
a difference,” said Carol Kronberg, who manages the WIC program in Sonoma County and developed the “Bye Bye Bottle”
curriculum with Chicoine.
In the zip code just to Roseland’s north, bordering West
College Avenue, the anemia
rate was 10.38 percent of 212
children tested in 2002, but
11.11 percent in the same period this year, when 261 children
were tested, Kronberg said.
“It’s getting better,” Chicoine
said. “It’s more in the ballpark
with other communities, but
it’s still too high.”

ANEMIA: County ranked ¯ºrd among 6¯ state jurisdictions
CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1
The discovery was an early
signpost in an evolving Sonoma County medical mystery.
“With rates as high as ours,
it was clear that we should be
screening not only high-risk
kids, as CDC guidelines suggests, but every child,” said
Dr. Ben Mills, the physician
whose 1999 research uncovered
the problem’s scope.
In a county with one of the
highest median incomes in the
state and one of the lowest
rates of children in poverty,
anemia has rapidly developed
into a health crisis for poor
children, particularly among
Latinos.
In 2002, 17.1 percent of children under age 5 from poor
families had anemia, one of the
worst rates in the state. That
was up from 13.4 percent in
2000, according to the federal
Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention.
That placed the county 53rd
out of 65 California jurisdictions (all 58 counties plus seven large city segments) and
well above the 13.1 percent national average.
“The exact reason for this is
not well understood at this
time,” said Mary MadduxGonzalez, the county’s public
health officer.
Latino children are disproportionately affected, but there
too, people working closely on
the issue aren’t sure why.
Of 9,762 Sonoma County children age 17 and under who live
in poverty, 44 percent are Latino, according to the 2000 U.S.
Census. But of the 2,316 anemia cases in low-income children under 3 reported in 2002,
75 percent, or 1,744, were Latino children.
“It’s really hard to speculate
on that one. We don’t know really why,” said Chris Bekins,
co-chairwoman of the Family
Activity and Nutrition Task
Force, a group of local private
and public health care organizations.
In Roseland, where the clinic
occupies a cottage-like building next to a Roseland Elementary School basketball court,
the 1999 findings led Chicoine
to mount an all-out anti-anemia effort.
Bolstered by $400,000 in
grants for research, outreach
and treatment, the program appears to have made significant
gains.
That’s caught the attention
of health care professionals
around the county, although
Chicoine and others caution
that it’s too early to know how
effective the approach will
prove in the long term.
At the clinic, success stories
are told by parents like Judith
Cornejo, whose infant son Eduardo was diagnosed as anemic
in 2001.
“I felt desperate as a mom because I wasn’t doing the right
thing for him,” she said.
Cornejo, a recent immigrant
from Mexico at the time, was
introduced to a balanced diet
with adequate iron — “hierro”
in Spanish — through classes
the clinic offers as part of a
multi-pronged program to detect and prevent anemia.
Today, Eduardo, 5, is a
healthy kindergarten student
at Sheppard Elementary
School, and Cornejo’s two
younger daughters have never
had anemia.
“I think they have done a tremendous job . . . addressing
the problem,” said Bekins, a
nutritionist with the county’s

C M Y K

HIGH NUMBERS
50 percent: The proportion of
Roseland Children’s Health Clinic
patients under the age of 3 who
in 1999 were discovered to have
suffered a bout of iron-deficient
anemia.
The discovery was made by a
Santa Rosa family practice
physician, Dr. Ben Mills, a quality
assurance specialist who
reviewed the files of all patients
who had started attending the
clinic before age 1.
9 percent: Federal standard in
1999 for an acceptable rate of
anemia among children under
age 3 from low-income families.
17.1 percent: The proportion
children under age 3 and from
low-income families who had
anemia in 2002. (A total of
2,316 children.) The rate rose
from 13.4 percent in 2000 and
15.7 percent in 2001, according
to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention.
1,244: The number of anemic
children under 3 in the county in
2002 who were Latino.
Sources: The Pediatric Nutrition Surveillance
System; the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention; Sonoma County Department of
Health Services.

NUTRITIONAL TIPS

CHRISTOPHER CHUNG / The Press Democrat

Julissa Sanchez, 2, eats a molasses cookie with her mother, Judith
Cornejo, at the Roseland Children’s Health Center. The molasses in the
cookie provides iron to help prevent anemia.
Department of Health Services.
Because the great majority
of anemic children in Roseland
were from Latino families,
many recently immigrated
from Mexico, the clinic’s efforts may offer pertinent clues
for attacking the problem countywide — as well as insight
into potential obstacles.
In Roseland the anemia rate,
while directly due to lack of
iron-rich foods in diet, was influenced by other factors, Chicoine said, which makes ensuring the long-term success of
the effort particularly challenging.
Poorer families have less access to iron-rich vegetables,
fruits and meats because of
tight budgets and sometimes
because, as in Roseland, big supermarkets aren’t nearby, she
said.
The high cost of housing is a
culprit too, one that affects
equally poor families of any
ethnic or racial group, Bekins
said.
“We suppose that it’s that
people are spending their money on housing rather than
food,” she said, noting a 2001
health survey by the University of California Center for
Health Policy Research that
found 21,000 Sonoma County
adults who earned less than
double the federal poverty
threshold of $9,310 a year were
considered “food insecure,” or
unable to afford enough food.
According to the study, the
California Health Interview
Survey, Sonoma County
ranked sixth in the state in the
percentage of poor residents
who were food insecure and
had also experienced hunger.
Poor families also rely on
cheaper foods, such as instant
noodles and fast food, which
are higher in fat, oil or sugar
and fill a person up but provide little or no iron or other
nutrition, Bekins said.
Where immigrant families
are concerned, other factors

may include a difficult transition to life in the United States
for the children’s parents.
“Life is more expensive
here,” said Alicia Martinez,
whose son Roberto’s anemia
was diagnosed at the clinic in
2000.
“It takes two people working, when we both get home,
it’s harder to get the meal started, it’s easier to get fast food,”
said Martinez, who moved to
Santa Rosa about five years
ago and works at an Occidental bakery.
Often, she and Cornejo said,
the crowded conditions in
which many new immigrant
families live place a premium
on quiet and limit the amount
of time and space for cooking.
“You rent an apartment with
maybe two or three families
and everybody has to keep in
their room,” Martinez said.
Part of the solution lies not
only in teaching parents what
foods are healthy, but also in
increasing their access to
those foods, Chicoine said.
But there, too, significant obstacles remain.
The federal Food Stamp program is intended to help provide that access, but in Sonoma County many poor families
don’t qualify for the benefits,
which reach a maximum of
$499 a month, said Linda Kalenik, director of economic assistance at the county’s Department of Human Services.
As an example, she cited a
typical family of four, with a
mother working 30 hours a
week for the $6.75 minimum
wage and a father working 40
hours a week, also at a minimum wage, for a combined income of $2,349 a month.
“That puts them over the
gross income test for the program,” which is $2,043, she
said. “That’s not very much.”
About a year remains in the
grant funding that Chicoine
has marshalled to cut Roseland’s anemia rates.

A child needs 10 milligrams
of iron a day.
Very good sources:
Ç Cereals like Total or Crunchy
Corn Bran, which are fortified
with 45 percent to 100 percent
of the daily iron requirement.
Ç 2 ounces of meat, especially
liver.
Ç Beans, especially if Vitamin C
or meat is included.
Other good sources:
Ç Chicken, turkey, fish, tofu.
Ç Enriched grains such as bread,
pasta, tortilla.
Ç Leafy greens such as chard,
collards, spinach, parsley and
cilantro.
Ç Prune juice.
Ç Peas and snow peas.
Ways to increase iron, which is
difficult to absorb:
Ç Add small amounts of meat,
chicken or fish to other dishes.
Ç Foods high in vitamin C such
as fruits and some vegetables,
including tomatoes and green
peppers, help the body use iron
and should be eaten with
iron-rich food.
Ç Use cast-iron skillets.
Ç Soak beans and drain off
water. Cook with the drained-off
water.
Source: Sonoma County Department of
Health Services; the Family Activity and
Nutrition Task Force.

Her progress will be closely
watched, and in the meantime,
Bekins said, if anemia rates
continue rising, the stakes will
continue to rise with them.
“It means there’ll be this
many more children that are
growing up with less ability to
perform in the classroom,
which means that those kids
will perhaps do poorly all the
way through school and have
higher drop out rates,” she
said.
“That leads to problems with
where do those kids go,” she
added, “with less employable
adults — it’s difficult for the
community.”

You can reach Staff Writer
Jeremy Hay at 521-5212 or
jhay@pressdemocrat.com.

