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SANTA CRUZ: The Galapagos Islands, celebrat-
ed for their breathtaking biodiversity, could face
a major threat from “El Nino,” the weather sys-
tem known to wreak havoc every few years. The
archipelago sustains a vast variety of plant and
animal life, and has been recognized as a
UNESCO World Heritage Site. But the fragile
Galapagos ecosystem may prove no match for
the strong winds, heavy rains and warmer than
usual ocean currents that accompany El Nino.
The dangers posed by those climatic changes
are particularly acute for marine iguanas-rep-
tiles found only on the Galapagos-which live on
land but get their food from the ocean. “Marine
iguanas feed only on algae,” Eduardo Espinoza,
46, director of marine research at Galapagos
National Park, explained to AFP. “During times
of El Nino, these algae may be scarce and many
begin to die,” Espinoza said.

“El Nino” refers to the abnormal warming of
surface waters in the tropical sections of the
Pacific Ocean every three to five years.
Climatologists began observing the most
recent El Nino several months ago, and fear that
because of global warming, the phenomenon
will hit the Galapagos with increasing frequency
and greater destructive potential in coming
years. Charles Darwin made the Galapagos
famous a century-and-a-half ago with research
here that led him to devise his theory of evolu-
tion. Since then, some of the wildlife he studied
on the Galapagos already has been wiped out
because of man’s encroachment, and other
species have been put at risk by climate
change.

Sharks, birds, iguanas
The Galapagos, one of the world’s great

protected nature reserves and one of its most

sensitive, hosts more endemic species than
anywhere else on Earth from the giant land tor-
toises that give it its name, to sharks, birds and
the marine iguanas. Espinoza is closely moni-
toring the impact of the current El Nino on
endangered species in the archipelago-espe-
cially on marine iguanas, which are particularly
sensitive to environmental change in the
nature reserve out in the Pacific, some 1,000
kilometers (620 miles) from the Ecuadoran
coast. It’s not the first time that wildlife in the
Galapagos was ravaged by El Nino. In 1997 and
1998, El Nino struck with devastating effect in

the Galapagos.  It wiped out corals, colonies of
penguins, sea lions, nests of the flightless
marine birds called cormorants-as well as
marine iguanas. Of the iguanas that survived,
many experienced severe weight loss, Judith
Denkinger, a biologist at the Institute of Ocean
Sciences at the University of San Francisco in
Quito said. It took several years, but the iguana
population eventually recovered. Their num-
bers by 2001 were back up to around 700,000.
The results of a census taken in 2014 will pro-
vide updated population figures any day now,
scientists here say. — AFP 

Mounting threat to
Galapagos from ‘El Nino’

BALTRA: Luggage is screened at the airport in Baltra, one of the 13 islands that
make up the Galapagos archipelago in the Pacific Ocean, roughly 1,000 km  off
Ecuador. Environmental laws protect the Galapagos from tourists that want to
take sand, rocks and shells as souvenirs of their visit to the archipelago that
inspired Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution.—AFP 

French doctors to
decide whether to
allow man to die

REIMS: French doctors will decide whether to allow a severely brain-
damaged man to die in the latest turn of a bitter legal battle over his fate
which ended up at Europe’s top rights court. The fate of Vincent Lambert,
38, who was left a quadriplegic with severe brain damage after a 2008
road accident, has torn apart his family, done a marathon tour through
the courts and ignited the euthanasia debate in France. The case has pit-
ted Lambert’s parents against his wife and six siblings who insist the for-
mer psychiatric nurse would never have wanted to be kept alive artificial-
ly. The Strasbourg-based European Court of Human Rights in June ruled
Lambert should be allowed to die, in a blow to his parents and two other
siblings who had launched a desperate attempt to stop doctors from cut-
ting the intravenous food and water keeping him alive. Doctors have
decided to carry out a new consultation process after the rights court’s
decision, this time including his parents. Lambert’s medical team had in
January 2014 taken the initial decision to stop keeping him alive in line
with a passive euthanasia law in France.

But this decision was taken without consulting his deeply devout
Catholic parents, who then won a court application to stop the plan, call-
ing it “akin to torture”. In an appeal, the French supreme administrative
court, known as the State Council, ordered three doctors to draw up a
report on Lambert’s condition and in June 2014 ruled that withdrawing
care from a person with no hope of recovery was lawful. Lambert’s par-
ents then took the case to Europe’s rights court which ruled the State
Council decision was “the object of a thorough investigation where all
points of view were expressed and all aspects weighed long and hard”.

Little doubt about decision
Medical experts have said Lambert is in an irreversible vegetative

state. But his mother Viviane believes her son is showing signs of
progress, including lifting his leg and swallowing, and just needs better
care. His parents want him moved to a new medical facility. Lambert’s
nephew Francois, who is among those in favor of allowing him to die said
there was “not really any doubt about the decision to stop treatment and
finally let Vincent go.” However the legal marathon will not end there if
doctors do decide to end treatment, as his determined parents plan to
take the decision back to court. A legal source close to the case said they
have little hope of victory in the lower court considering the previous rul-
ings of the State Council and European rights court. In practice, once all
legal avenues are exhausted, the palliative care unit where Lambert is
being held will stop artificial nutrition and hydration and sedate Lambert
to avoid discomfort and suffering.— AFP 


