








National Geographic’ Spencer Wells discusses
the origin of us all. Photo by Travis Caperton.

Stephen Geist with the Alzheimer’s Associa-

tion tells just how expensive that disease is. Photo
by Travis Caperton.
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Genographic Project Traces the Family Tree Back to Africa

Many folks have traced their roots but not many
can go back 60,000 years.

That's something Spencer Wells and the National
Geographic Genographic Project are doing. Wells, a
population geneticist, discussed the project during
the opening plenary session Friday.

Genographic scientists collect DNA samples from
people around the globe to paint the picture of hu-
man migration. Wells said using the samples, scien-
tists are able to explain the pattern of human diversity.

His project goes much deeper than the average
person tracing his or her family tree.

“No matter how well you know your family his-
tory, everybody hits a brick wall," he said.

The Genographic Project has traced the human
origin back to Africa; in fact, to three potential an-
cestors living at the same place at the same time,
Wells said. For that reason, the project is keenly
interested in indigenous peoples, he said. But that

doesn't limit the project.

“It's the human story,” he said. “It's not just the
story of indigenous people but everybody alive!

Wells said humans share 99.9 percent of DNA.
“There’s a very low level of genetic variation," he
said.“There's hardly any variation at all”

In fact, Wells said while past anthropological
thought highlighted the differences in races, “we're
all much more closely related than anybody ever
suspected.

More than 320,000 people from 130 countries
purchased the DNA kits to participate in the proj-
ect, Wells said. Part of the money from the kit sales is
plowed back into the project’s Legacy Fund, which
benefits indigenous and traditional communities
around the world preserve their cultural legacy.

"Peel away the surface and we're all members of
an extended family,'Wells said.

—Mary Branham

Alzheimer’s, Diabetes Driving Health Care Costs

When it comes to expensive chronic diseases driv-
ing health care costs, the issue gets very personal with
Alabama Sen. Vivian Davis Figures. That's because her
mother is suffering from Alzheimer’s disease and her
mother-in-law died from Alzheimer’s disease.

Alzheimer's disease costs $148 billion in health
care every year, said Stephen Geist, regional direc-
tor for the California Southland Alzheimer’s Associ-
ation. That means someone will be diagnosed with
the disease every 70 seconds—and that’s going to
be an increasing burden for states to bear.

Geist said states—particularly in the North-
west—will experience an estimated 81 percent
to 127 percent increase in Alzheimer’s cases in the
next 15 years. Yet only 11 states currently have a
state Alzheimer’s plan, according to Geist.

Along with Alzheimer’s, diabetes is also driving
health care costs, according to Dr. Fran Kaufman,
chief medical officer with Medtronic Inc., an associ-

ate of The Council of State Governments.

Type 2 diabetes is increasing mostly due to obe-
sity, Kaufman said. And what's worse, it's a disease
that requires multiple interventions, making it
costly to manage.

“But if you don't control your diabetes, your com-
plication rate is significantly increased,” Kaufman
said. Even though Type 2 diabetes can be prevent-
ed through lifestyle changes, “if we can't prevent
this, then we've got to have better ways to effec-
tively manage it,'Kaufman said.

The money spent on diabetes between 2006 and
2007 nearly doubled, according to Kaufman. In 2007,
$174 billion was spent on diabetes in the U.S, she said.

“This is not about me alone in a room with a pa-
tient and a family,’Kaufman said. “It's about how to
manage (and) whether someone lives a healthy
lifestyle and has access to good health care!

—NMikel Chavers

States Tackle OPEB Obligations

California is facing massive budget problems
by any measure. And among the major problems
it faces is a $100 billion liability in its public retire-
ment plans, said Jason Dickerson, principal fiscal
and policy analyst, California Legislative Analyst's
Office.

The state has worked with the California High-
way Patrol union toward a plan in which officers
will pay into the California Public Employee Retire-
ment System—or CALPERS—trust fund in an effort
to address some of the unfunded liability for that
group. It won't cover all of the annual required con-
tribution, however, he said.

Many states face difficult decisions on how to
fund pension and other post-employment ben-
efits, known as OPEBs.

Utah, for instance, has addressed state employ-
ees’ OPEBs in an innovative way. The state uses a
formula to take an employee’s accrued sick leave
to come up with an amount that will go into a
health reimbursement account for that employee.
That plan replaces the previous benefit in which
the state paid the employees’ full monthly health
insurance premium.

—Mary Branham



