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President Sirisena of Sri Lanka has
ordered the execution of four drug
traffickers in the next two weeks,
ending a 43-year moratorium on the
death penalty.

“It will be implemented soon and we
have already decided the date as well,”
he told reporters in Colombo.

Mr Sirisena, who is seeking re-elec-
tion this year, said that the prisoners
had been chosen because they had con-
tinued to deal drugs in prison.

Despite the ban on capital punish-
ment, Sri Lankan courts are still able to
issue death sentences and 1,300 prison-
ers are on death row, including 48
convicted of drug offences. The coun-
try recruited two hangmen this year as
the president aimed to combat what he

TIMUR MATAHARI/AFP/GETTY

Vaping ban ‘will 
push smokers 
back to tobacco’

arettes that are proven to kill three in
five smokers prematurely to remain on
the shelves, while a product that elimi-
nates or dramatically reduces the tox-
ins ingested is banned, is a bizarre
public health act.” 

The use of e-cigarettes among teen-
agers has risen 30 per cent from 2017 to
last year, with about 3.6 million of those
aged 13 to 18 regularly vaping, accord-
ing to a study by the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention. 

“We spent a few decades fighting Big
Tobacco in the form of cigarettes,” Sha-
mann Walton, a co-author of the bill to
ban e-cigarettes, said. “Now we have to
do it again in the form of e-cigarettes.”

The popularity of e-cigarettes has
been attributed to the success of Juul, a
company in the city founded four years
ago. Juul makes up 75 per cent of the
e-cigarette market in the US.

Whether other cities follow the route
of San Francisco will depend a lot on
the data, according to Jidong Huang, an
associate professor at Georgia State
University who specialises in the eco-
nomics of tobacco control. Many offi-
cials will be waiting for the results of
this year’s National Youth Tobacco Sur-
vey, due out this summer, which moni-
tors tobacco use among teenagers.

“If the data shows the use of e-ciga-
rettes among high school and middle
school students continues to increase,
then there is going to be more of a push
from the parents and schools for more
stringent regulations and policies in
cities,” Mr Huang said.

“In that case I would think this com-
plete ban may be more palatable to a lot
more cities in the US and could be
adopted.”

Juul said it would continue to oppose
the legislation in San Francisco. Ted

Kwong, an official at the company,
said: “This full prohibition will
drive former adult smokers who
successfully switched to vapour
products back to deadly cigar-
ettes, deny the opportunity to
switch for current adult smok-
ers, and create a thriving black

market instead of address-
ing the causes of under-

age access and use.”
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House built from 600,000 plastic bottles 

Sri Lankan leader orders hangings
said was a rise in drug-related crime.
Mr Sirisena said that he wanted to
model his war against drugs on that of
the Philippines where thousands have
been killed in a crackdown by the
security forces under President Du-
terte. Mr Sirisena visited Manila in
January and heaped praise on his coun-
terpart, praising the crackdown as “an
example to the world”. Human rights
groups claim that Mr Duterte has un-
leashed a wave of extrajudicial killings
since he came to power in 2016.

Mr Sirisena must hold elections by
the end of the year and faces almost
certain defeat. An attempted coup to
oust his prime minister and rival, Ranil
Wickremesinghe, failed last year.

Then came the Islamist suicide
attacks on churches and hotels that
killed more than 250 locals and tourists
on Easter Sunday. Mr Sirisena’s govern-

ment was accused of failing to act on
intelligence that could have prevented
the bombings.

Critics claim that the move to resume
executions is an attempt to salvage the
president’s reputation before he calls
the elections. Mr Sirisena argues that
Sri Lanka is becoming a trafficking hub
for the Indian Ocean after a string of
huge drug busts in recent months.

“It looks like a cynical attempt to look
strong in front of a domestic consti-
tuency,” said Omar Waraich, the depu-
ty South Asia director for Amnesty
International. “It’s a political stunt, and
the most dangerous kind.”

The four prisoners will be permitted
a final appeal, Mr Sirisena has said.
Efforts by diplomats and rights groups
to discover the names of the
condemned convicts are said to have
been blocked.
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Forestry officials in eastern India are
tracking an elephant that has killed at
least eight people over three weeks as it
desperately seeks water. 

With India in the midst of a heatwave
that has killed scores of people over the
past month, the animal became
distressed after it was separated from its
herd in the state of Jharkhand and
roamed from district to district, attack-
ing anyone in its way.

Among the latest victims were two
women who went to relieve themselves
in fields behind their village after dark
and startled the elephant. 

Officials plan to tranquillise the
animal and return it to its herd but

Elephant in search of water 
tramples eight people to death

conceded that if it could not be sedated
they might have to shoot it. 

The long hot, dry spell has increased
clashes between elephants and
humans. “The water bodies have al-
most dried up and elephant herds move
towards human settlements in search
of water,” PK Verma, a chief wildlife
warden, told the New Indian Express. 

Jharkhand is home to a large popula-
tion of wild elephants. Though protect-
ed, they are considered a menace by
many villagers, dozens of whom are
killed in the state each year. 

At least 644 people are thought
to have been trampled by elephants
since 2010. Four people, including a
two-year-old boy, were trampled to
death by another elephant in the state
this month. 
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Medical experts have criticised the de-
cision by San Francisco to ban the sale
of all e-cigarettes, saying it could push
adults back towards smoking tobacco.

It will become the first big city in
America to ban the sale of e-cigarettes
as it tries to curtail a rise in “vaping”
among teenagers, which it calls an
“epidemic”.

The measure requires the approval of
London Breed, the mayor, but once im-
plemented it will outlaw their sale in
shops and by online delivery to ad-
dresses in the city.

Other cities and states have tried im-
posing their own restrictions. In Ne-
braska, the school district of Fairbury is
forcing its students to submit to random
nicotine testing if they want to take part
in extracurricular competitions.

Experts on nicotine addiction have
been left baffled by the San Francisco-
ban, which they point out does not in-
clude the sale of normal cigarettes or
even e-cigarettes filled with cannabis. 

Neal Benowitz, a leading expert on
nicotine and a professor of medicine at
UCLA, said he was “disappointed and
frustrated” by the decision. 

“While I am sympathetic with the
parents’ concerns, whether e-cigarettes
use among adolescents will persist, as
opposed to being a fad, and if there are
any long-term harms for e-cigarette
use in youth are unknown,” he said.
“On the other hand, we know that if a
smoker decides to quit smoking using
e-cigarettes, and uses e-cigarettes daily,
e-cigarettes can be very helpful in aid-
ing that quitting.” 

E-cigarettes, or vapes, contain high
levels of nicotine, but have just a
fraction of the toxins that make
conventional cigarettes so dan-
gerous. Vaping is even recom-
mended for adult smokers by
Public Health En-
gland, which says that
it is 95 per cent safer.

Lynn Kozlow-
ski, an expert on
tobacco use and nicotine
policy, and professor of
health behaviour at the
University of Buffalo,
New York, said: “For cig-

More than a thousand people gathered
on the southwest shore of Nova Scotia
this week to see what is thought to be a
world first: a house built of recycled
plastic bottles.

The house, a 2,000sq ft, three-bed-
room bungalow on a grassy plot by the
sea, used 612,000 water and fizzy drink
bottles. The builders plotted its con-
struction over a year, buying the build-
ing blocks from a company called
Armacell that turns plastic bottles into
lightweight foam board used to make
the blades of wind turbines.

“We asked to speak with their hous-
ing division,” said Joel German, 31, a
seafood entrepreneur who has set up a
bottle construction company called JD
Composites with David Saulnier, a boat
builder. “Their sales guy laughed and
said: ‘No one builds houses out of this.’ ”

Plastic bottles are reduced, in the re-

cycling process, into pellets. Armacell,
which is part-owned by Lego, takes the
pellets and turns them into a foam that
has the consistency of shaving cream
and expands and hardens as it comes
into contact with steel cooling plates.

Mr Saulnier had used the foam in
designing an unmanned boat called the
Hammerhead while working for a local

shipyard called AF Theriault & Son.
“They are drone boats that the navy
uses for targets,” Mr German said.
“They perform swarm exercises with
these boats, where ten or fifteen boats
swarm a big naval ship.”

He knew, therefore, that the foam
was light and tough. They bought some
panels and tested them in a wind tunnel
where they held up in a 326mph wind
— twice the speed of a major hurricane.

Mr German said that the building
costs were roughly the same as for a
normal house of its size but the foam
blocks, coated in a fibreglass skin, were
resistant to mould and rot and at least
twice as efficient at insulating the home
as ordinary materials. 

They held an open house this week,
attended by 1,200 curious locals. Mr
German is looking for investors so that
they can build more houses and in the
meantime they are listing the property
on Airbnb. 
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Desperate trade The search for recyclable plastic on the Citarum, the world’s most polluted river, in West Java, Indonesia 

Vapes contain fewer
toxins than cigarettes

The bungalow is at least twice as well 
insulated as one built in the usual way


