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GRENOBLE: As temperatures rise there is less
of it or sometimes even none at all-global
warming is forcing ski areas to think about the
once unthinkable, a future without snow. Some
in the French Alps have gone beyond thinking
and begun diversifying the activities they offer
visitors, particularly those at around 1,300
meters altitude. It’s this level-where ski lifts
sprouted like mushrooms in the 1960s and
1970s in what “democratized” winter sports in
France-that  scientists say will face “highly vari-
able annual “ fluctuations in snowfall.

According to the regional authority measur-
ing the impact of climate change, the Alps have
seen a 30 percent drop in the amount of snow-
fall in the past 30 years and the average tem-
perature has climbed 1.6 degrees Celsius (near-
ly 3 degrees Fahrenheit) since 1960.  “The rain-
snow line could climb by 450 to 600 meters,”
said Thierry Lebel, head of the Hydrology
Transfer and Environment Research Laboratory
in Grenoble, thus making the season a wash
out for ski areas at lower elevations.

Downhill for downhill 
At Drouzin-le-Mont, a small family-oriented

ski area in the Haute-Savoie at an elevation of
1,250 metres, the municipality took control in
2013 and launched a conversion project. Out
went the fixation with downhill, or alpine ski-
ing. In came a “mountain lite” project. Out went
the ski lifts and snow cannons. In will come
sledding and skijoring (where dogs or horses
pull skiers), snowshoeing and dogsledding.

“It has now been three seasons we haven’t
been open. It was no longer profitable,” said
Franck Vernay, first deputy mayor of the village
of Biot. The village, which counts 600 residents,
has an equal number of hotel beds. “We haven’t
given up on skiing but we’ve got to try to lure
people in other ways. Otherwise its certain
death,” he said.

Property prices have plunged, but the village
is still hoping to avoid the fate of Saint-Honore.
Launched in the 1980s, the ski area at 1,500
metres altitude in the Isere region had 1,400
hotel beds, but shut in 1993 due to a lack of
snow and an abundance of financial difficulties.
For two decades it looked like a ghost town and
only now is being rehabilitated.

Shorter seasons 
The Alps are not alone in being affected by

global warming. Swedish ski areas face seeing
their season cut down to two months by 2050,
according to their national association. In
Dalarna County northwest of Stockholm, seven
out of its 30 small ski areas have had to close
since 2008 as they couldn’t afford snow can-
nons.

The association of Swedish ski areas looks at
the glass as more than half full: snow-making
equipment had allowed 80 percent to open for
the past 30 years despite their low elevation.
The most frequented resort, Are at 1,300
meters, even hosted the alpine world ski cham-
pionship in 2007.

In France, the ski season risks being cut by a
month by 2040 and by two-and-a-half months
by 2080, according to Educ’Alpes, an associa-
tion ski instructors. Ski areas are doing more
than just install snow cannons. Removing
stones, replanting grasses and better grooming
methods have also helped them considerably
reduce the amount of snowmaking they need,
thus reducing the impact of weather.

Even Val Thorens in Savoie, with a base ele-
vation of 2,300 meters making it the highest ski
area in Europe, is adapting its practices.”We take
sun exposure much more into account, we
groom other slopes that are sheltered from the
prevailing winds and we use artificial snow to
make better use of natural snow, said Benjamin
Blanc, who is in charge of grooming Val Thorens’

trails. This year it will use a GPS program to help
determine which areas have received less snow
to better focus their grooming efforts, which
should result in fuel savings of 20 percent.

Shrinking glaciers 
Even if high elevation ski areas still have

plenty of the white stuff at the height of winter,
it’s the summer that’s worrying professional
skiers, the season when Alpine glaciers have
been receding. According to Educ’Alpes, the
glaciers have lost 26 percent of their surface
and a third of their volume over the past 40
years, leading ski areas like Val Thorens to close
its glacier to skiers a decade ago to ensure its
protection.

“Before we trained at a very low elevation,
around 2,400 meters, even in July,” recalled
Fabienne Serrat, who won two golds at the
1974 World Championships for France. “Today
many youths who compete go to South
America” to train. The situation has saddled Val
Thorens with a dilemma. It closed its glacier to
protect it, yet triggers avalanches to supply
slopes below.

“But in doing so we are taking away snow”
that feeds the glacier, said Blanc. For climate sci-
entist Lebel, the outlook for the glaciers isn’t
good. “With temperatures 2 or 3 degrees high-
er, those below 3,000 metres altitude will disap-
pear,” he said, although the rate at which they
recede will vary depending on topography and
exposition to the sun.

French Olympic gold skicross champion
Jean-Frederic Chapuis, who regularly trains on
glaciers, believes that a increasing the practice
of covering of glaciers with plastic sheeting to
slow their melting-as is already done in a few
places in Switzerland and Italy-may be an
answer. But for Lebel that “is a desperate, local
response that will only delay things. We need to
act on our carbon emissions.” —AFP 

BEAVER CREEK, Colorado: A racer descends the course during the second run of the giant slalom at the 2015 Audi FIS Ski World
Cup. —AFP

Slalom course for ski areas 
facing future without snow

MOSCOW: A three-person crew from the
International Space Station landed safely
Friday in the snowy steppes of Kazakhstan.
The US space agency’s Kjell Lindgren,
Russia’s Oleg Kononenko and Kimiya Yui of
Japan returned to Earth in their Soyuz TMA-
17M capsule after 141 days in space. They
touched down on schedule at 7:12 pm local
time (1312 GMT ) about 120 kilometers
northeast of Dzhezkazgan, Kazakhstan.

Kononenko reported to the Russian
Mission Control that the crew was feeling
fine as the capsule was descending by para-
chute in thick clouds before landing softly in
darkness on the wind-swept steppes.
Russian rescue teams in four helicopters
arrived quickly at the landing site to help the

crew get out of the capsule, which rested on
its side in the snow. Because of the cold tem-
peratures and strong winds, the crew was
quickly flown to Dzhezkazgan after a brief
inspection by doctors. In better weather, the
crew undergoes a post-flight medical check-
up in a tent at the landing site.

Expedition 46 Commander Scott Kelly
of NASA and crewmates Mikhail Kornienko
and Sergey Volkov of Russia remain on the
station. They will be joined by three new
crew members next Tuesday: NASA’s Tim
Kopra, Russia’s Yuri Malenchenko and the
European Space Agency’s Tim Peake. Kelly
and Kornienko are on the first joint US-
Russian one-year mission at the space sta-
tion.

Space station astronauts 
safely return to Earth

ZHEZKAZGAN, Kazakhstan: In this photo provided by NASA, members of
NASA and the Russian support teams who were unable to fly to the Soyuz
TMA-17M landing site due to weather, watch a live video stream of the US
space agency’s Kjell Lindgren, Russia’s Oleg Kononenko and Kimiya Yui of
Japan returning to Earth, outside . —AP

NEW YORK: The Food and Drug
Administration on Friday conditionally
approved an experimental Genentech
drug for patients with a certain type of
lung cancer who have few other options.
Alecensa won accelerated approval for
patients with advanced non-small cell lung
cancer with a mutation in a gene called
ALK who have relapsed after treatment
with Pfizer Inc.’s Xalkori or who could not
tolerate that drug. The mutation in ALK, or
anaplastic lymphoma kinase, indirectly
drives growth of tumors.

Accelerated approval is granted to med-
icines for serious or life-threatening condi-
tions that show an effect likely to benefit
patients. To maintain that conditional
approval, the drugmaker must then do fur-
ther testing to confirm that the medicine
improves patients’ condition. Genentech
has already begun a larger, head-to-head
study of how long Alecensa extends sur-
vival compared to New York-based Pfizer’s
Xalkori, in patients not previously treated
with either pill.

In one of two midstage patient studies
that led to Alecensa’s approval, the twice-
a-day pill shrank the lung tumors of 38
percent of the 87 participants, and that
benefit lasted an average of 7 1/2 months.
In a second study, also funded by
Genentech, tumors shrank in 44 percent of
the 138 participants, and that benefit last-
ed an average of about 11 months. All
those participants had previously taken
Xalkori, but it had stopped working.

Both studies also tested the effects of
Alecensa, known chemically as alectinib,
on tumors that had spread to the brain,
which often occurs in such patients.
According to the FDA, 61 percent of
patients in the two studies had their brain
tumors shrink or disappear, with the effect
lasting about nine months on average.

‘Important effect’ 
“In addition to the primary effect on

tumors in the lung, Alecensa clinical trials
provide evidence of an effect on tumors
that had spread to the brain, which is an
important effect,” Dr Richard Pazdur, direc-
tor of the FDA’s Office of Hematology and
Oncology, said in a statement.

Alecensa is the only drug shown to do
that,  according to a Genentech
spokesman. Genentech, the biotech unit of
Swiss drugmaker Roche Group, will have a
list price of about $12,500 per month
before discounts negotiated with insurers.
The company is offering patients financial
assistance, including copay cards that
enable patients with commercial insurance
to get the drug for a $25 monthly copay-
ment.

Lung cancer is the top cause of cancer
deaths in the US The National Cancer
Institute estimates it will kill about 158,000
people this year. About 85 percent of lung
cancers are non-small cell lung cancer,
which is usually diagnosed at an advanced
stage, and about 5 percent of that group
has the ALK mutation. —AP

FDA approves Genentech 
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