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ON a visit to the Kashin-Beck
Disease Foundation’s program
in the Tibet Autonomous Re-
gion last year, Dr Francoise
Mathieu, director of the medi-
cal humanitarian group,
brought her daughter to meet
the villagers suffering from a
mysterious bone affliction
called Kashin-Beck disease
(KBD) also known by Tibet-
ans as big-bone disease.

Flora is seven and stands as
tall as a big bone disease pa-
tient who is 47-years old —
her mother’s age.

“The worst form of KBD is
dwarfism,” says Dr Mathieu.
“This debilitating disease af-
fects the growth and joint car-
tilage resulting in deformed
joints, shortened limbs, and
stunted growth. This perma-
nent disorder can start as early
a s  f o u r  ye a r s  o l d  a n d
progresses until the age of 25.
Patients experience a lifetime
of pain and restricted mobil-
ity, which has social and eco-
nomic consequences.

“In the rural villages where
we provide assistance, you see
children not able to play like
normal and adults not able to
do the heavy farming work,”
observes Dr Mathieu.

Thirty million people live in

Foundation fighting KDB in China
KBD endemic areas in a cres-
cent shaped region from south-
east Siberia, sweeping through
13 provinces in Northwest
China, and ending in a large
swath of Tibet. Scientists have
not yet found its cause, but
some of the risk factors seem
to be selenium and iodine de-
ficiencies, fungal contamina-
tion of grains, and nutritional
deficiencies due to poverty.

Dr Mathieu has spent 15
years treating and researching
KBD. In 1992, she was work-
ing with Doctors Without Bor-
ders in Manila when she was
asked to travel to the central
Tibetan plateau to explore this
unusual disease. As a physical
therapist; she decided to start
a training program, to teach
the village doctors how to ease
the excruciating daily pain and
increase the mobility of the
patients. Ninety village and
community doctors were
trained in about 60 villages.
Intrigued intellectually about
this neglected and still un-
known disease, Dr Mathieu
wrote a doctorate thesis on
KBD.

In 2002, Doctors Without
Borders handed over the pro-
gram to Dr Mathieu, the team
of volunteer scientists mainly
from universities and other in-
stitutions in Belgium, and the

local staff to continue the work
under a new organization
called the Kashin-Beck Dis-
ease Foundation. Its mission is
to research the cause of KBD
in order to implement relevant
and quality treatment and pre-
vention programs with the
goal of improving the health
status of this population. Ap-
proximately two to three mil-
lion Tibetans live in endemic
areas.

“As far as we know, KBDF
is the only international group
working on this disease,” says
Dr Mathieu.

To date, experts believe that
the cause is multi-factorial,
including some linked to the
environment. Currently, the
program has three major inte-
grated components addressing
the major risk factors. Village
doctors continue physical
therapy to ease the pain and
improve the mobility of KBD
patients. Children are screened
for KBD and given minerals
and vitamins.  Lactating moth-
ers and pregnant women are
also given vitamin D at the
health clinics. In order to en-
courage the dressing of seeds
just before planting season,
KBDF designed a mobile
seeds dressing machine and
donated one to each of the 86
villages it serves. At harvest

time, KBDF’s f ield techni-
cians provide community
training on proper grain stor-
age, along with the distribu-
tion of shelves and storage
bags. These measures help
grain from becoming contami-
nated.

Owing to extreme poverty
and a basic diet, the rural
population is susceptible to
chronic malnutrition and an
increase risk of big bone dis-
ease. Long term progress de-
pends on finding the cause of
the disease, so research along
with prevention programs con-
tinue. All these activities are
done in collaboration with the
Centers for Disease Control
(CDC) and Prevention, Tibet
Autonomous Region, led by
Dr Shilo. KBDF and CDC re-
newed its partnership agree-
ment last July.

“We will have the results of
a three-year study covering
1,069 children in 51 Tibetan
villages at the end of October,”
says Dr Mathieu. “Also, agri-
cultural specialists and the lo-
cal staff are finding more ini-
tiatives to diversify the poor
diet.” KBDF also explores
other endemic areas to learn
more about the disease.

“I have been to provinces of
Heilongjiang and Gansu, and
Inner Mongolia Autonomous

Region. This year we hope to
go to another endemic area.
But all of this takes time and
sustainable funding, which is
what we are looking for now.”

Kashin-Beck Disease Foun-
dation is an international non-
profit organization that pro-

ANTWERP is the economic hub of
F l a n d e r s ,  B e l g i u m .  I t  i s  a
multicultural metropolis with about
half a million inhabitants and more
than 100 different nationalities.

With 20 percent of the Flemish
population, more than 25 percent of
paid employment, added value and
investments by the Flemish district
and 40 percent of Flemish exports,
the Antwerp area has an impressive
economic potential.

Also, Antwerp represents a thou-
sand years of architecture and five
centuries of music and artistic and
decorative crafts.

The metropolis shines as brightly
as the gems that made it the world’s
center of the diamond industry, trad-
ing 85 percent of all rough, 50 per-
cent of all polished and 45 percent
of all industrial diamonds.

The Antwerp World Diamond
Center stands for half of the world
trade. In less 2.6 square kilometers,
more than half of the total world pro-
duction passes through a network of
diamond bourses, workshops and
over 1,500 companies.

Antwerp buzzes with just as much
energy, since the port is one of the
busiest and biggest ports of the
world. It ranks number four in the
world (number two in Europe), and
harbors Europe’s largest chemical
industry.

Moreover, it’s one of the fastest
growing ports for both leisure
cruises and container transport.

Antwerp is also a university
town. Some 30,000 students gather
knowledge and wisdom in colleges

vides medical and humanitar-
ian assistance to 50,000 Tibet-
ans living in endemic areas
and those suffering from
Kashin-Beck disease.

For more information and to
make a donation, please visit
www.kbdfoundation.org.

The hub of flourishing Flanders
all  over the city.

Antwerp is also the cradle of mod-
ern business schools. The University
of Antwerp Management School —
UAMS (www.uams.be) is one of the
most dynamic and reputable busi-
ness institutions in Western Europe
and is quite unique in its strong po-
sition in both business management
and management in public and so-
cial profit. Its Euro-China Center is
officially recognized by the Chinese
Ministry of State Administration for
Foreign Expertise.

Furthermore, Antwerp is well-
known internationally for its nauti-
cal college and its Royal academy
of fashion.

If you haven’t yet heard of Walter
Va n  B e i r e n d o n c k ,  D i r k
Bikkembergs and Dries Van Noten,
who all used to study here, our brand
new fashion  museum MoMu
(25,899 square kilometer) will soon
bring you up to date with the city’s
haute couture. Antwerp also hosts
the Flanders Fashion Institute
(www.modenatie.com). Antwerp
has a rich cultural heritage with such
famous names as Rubens, Van Dijck
and many others. But the city is also
a center for contemporary cultural
creativity.

When it comes to shopping, f i-
nally, I’m sure you’ll f ind all the
flagship stores or antiques boutiques
your heart desires.

Our city’s center is largely a pe-
destrian zone, which makes the hunt
all the more pleasant. Because of its
geographical position, Antwerp is the
gateway to Europe.

Antwerp is a
cosmopolitan city,

Europe’s second largest
port, home to half of all

the world’s diamond
trade and a fantastic

place to shop.

Dr Francoise Mathieu with her daughter and a KBD victim.


