
LOS ANGELES: Chuck McCarthy’s walking serv-
ice provides fresh air, exercise and companionship
for $30 an hour-but peeing on trees is an absolute
no-no. The Los Angeles-based entrepreneur
works with humans, not animals, and is striking a
blow for health and social inclusion as the founder
of the famously car-friendly city’s first people-
walking business. 

“I was thinking about becoming a dog walker.
But I’ve never had a dog in the city, so I’ve never
had to pick up dog poop,” McCarthy said on a
recent leisurely saunter in the Hollywood Hills. “I
was also seeing a lot of personal trainer ads. And
so I kind of said to my girlfriend, ‘Maybe I’ll just
become a people walker.’”

McCarthy was joking but the more he thought
about it, the more he realized there was a need for
the kind of comradeship he could provide. The
People Walker started as a one-man operation
two years ago. But demand was so high that
McCarthy now has a roster of 35 walkers, and a
website where people can choose routes and
walking partners.

Social disconnection has been linked in various
studies to depression, heart disease, diabetes and
cancer, and can shorten life as profoundly as regu-
lar smoking, according to some estimates. Eric
Klinenberg, a professor of sociology at New York
University, identified a major cause of loneliness in
a recent column in The New York Times: a grow-
ing global culture of individualism. 

‘Human connection’ 
It’s not that people have fewer friends, say

experts, but rather that the “gig economy” has
produced a generation of freelancers with none of
the routines or social bonds that traditionally con-
nected workers. “I’ve walked people that are mar-
ried with kids that have tons of friends.  It’s about
convenience and it’s about location and basically
having things your way,” McCarthy says.

Meanwhile smartphones and social media have
deepened divisions, replacing real human relation-

ships with the ersatz companionship of a social
media following. Instead of “screaming into the
void of Twitter or Facebook,” McCarthy’s clients
get to enjoy real human connections with people
that don’t know them and won’t judge or gossip.

“It seems like something new but it’s very simi-

lar to going to confession, to a bar, to a therapist,
or going to a hairstylist,” he said. McCarthy is an
aspiring actor, which makes him coy about reveal-
ing his exact age-”I guess I’m in my 30s,” he con-
cedes-but auditions have taken a back seat to the
business recently. “I still wouldn’t turn down a
starring role opposite George Clooney,” he adds,
just for the record. The business is on the cusp of
making the kind of money McCarthy could call a
living, with an app about to launch and grand
plans for expansion across California, the US and,
eventually, the world.

All shapes and sizes 
McCarthy has no idea how far his feet have

taken him in the last two years but he walks clients
four or five times a week, typically for an hour, and
describes himself as more of a listener than a talk-
er. “It’s less of a confession and more of a conver-
sation. So I wouldn’t say that I’m getting the deep-
est darkest secrets and nobody is breaking down
crying on our walks,” he says. McCarthy’s clients
come in all shapes and sizes, and walk for a variety
of reasons.

Anie Dee, a Wisconsinite in her late 20s who
decamped to LA seven years ago, had been driv-
ing for a ride share service, sitting down all day,
and decided last year to get out more. “I have
some health issues so walking long distances is
very difficult for me. And so having somebody
with me, we walk a lot further than I ever thought I

could,” she said. The freelance theater box office
manager noticed as she began going out with
McCarthy that her mood and outlook were
noticeably more positive. “When you’re working a

lot of desk jobs and you’re by yourself, you don’t
really have that social aspect,” she said. “So when
you go for a long walk it’s like, ‘I feel refreshed-
this is really nice.’”. — AFP 
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LA’s people walker is beating 
loneliness, one step at a time

Clients get to enjoy real human connections with people
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LOS ANGELES: Chuck McCarthy chats with his client Anie Dee (R) as they walk in the
Hollywood Hills, May 24, 2018 in Runyon Canyon Park. — AFP 

‘Little Jamaica’ 
coast struggles 
with climate storm
PLAYA COCLES, Costa Rica: As towering
waves smashed onto Costa Rica’s Cocles beach,
sucking away much of its sand, surf instructor
Leo Downer was scared the coastal road, along
with his Toyota car, would be washed into the
Caribbean by the ferocious February storm. Low
boulders now sit in place to help shelter Cocles,
with its reggae bar and cafes serving rice and
beans, where tourists cycle past fruit stalls sell-
ing lychees and soursop and signs warn of sloths
crossing the beach road.

But as rising seas threaten parts of the tropi-
cal eastern coast, dubbed “Little Jamaica”, many
worry that the visitors who generate numerous
jobs in the area - known for its palm-fringed
beaches and exotic wildlife - could go elsewhere.
“This year was the craziest I’ve ever seen... we
lost everything - there was no sand, there was
nothing, the water was hitting right here, all those
trees fell down,” said Downer, pointing to the
nearby road amid a torrential downpour. “I saw
the water come under my car, whoosh - it didn’t
take it, but... I’ve never seen that before. I think
everything is changing, it’s a little warning,” he
said, his family sheltering from the rain under
their beach shack surrounded by surfboards.

Global warming could cause sea levels
around the world to rise between 70 cm and 1.2
metres (28-47 inches) in the next two centuries,
ramping up pressure on the roughly half of the
world’s population who live near the coast, said
a German-led team of researchers in a study
published in February.  Scientists say parts of
Costa Rica’s Caribbean coast have lost at least
20 metres (66 ft) of beach in the past 15 years,
as creeping sea levels and changing wave pat-
terns cause coastal erosion, often exacerbated
by coral reef degradation.

They warn that higher seas and increasingly
unpredictable conditions could start to damage
infrastructure and take a heavy economic and
social toll. In addition to the creeping effects of
climate change, extreme events like hurricanes
are likely to worsen the impact on many coastal
communities, said Borja Reguero, a researcher at
the University of California, Santa Cruz.  Trees
are being replanted on parts of Costa Rica’s
coast to halt erosion and protect livelihoods.
But more extreme conditions demand hefty
spending on infrastructure such as wave breaks
and sea walls to delay mass relocations, some
experts say. “In 100 years, all of the villages in
Costa Rica’s Caribbean and Pacific coasts will
inevitably be flooded,” said Omar Lizano
Rodriguez, a University of Costa Rica oceanog-
rapher. “There’s not the resources or political

will to solve the problem. Costa Rica deals with
emergencies but not prevention.” Tourism is a
mainstay on the tropical coast, some 200 km
(125 miles) east of San Jose, where many are
descended from the Jamaicans who originally
came to work on a jungle railway, and English
mixes with Spanish and Patois. In Cahuita, where
the coastal national park draws tourists looking
for sloths snoozing in the treetops and howler
monkeys leaping through the forest, the sea has
already consumed slabs of beach and is starting
to menace the sleepy town. 

On the wooden veranda of Spencer Seaside
Lodging where she works, Araceli Huertas
explained storm waves are now much higher than
in previous years and sometimes crash over the
reinforced sea wall in front, soaking the hotel’s
rooms. “The tourists are frightened it’s a tidal
wave or a tsunami or something, as they don’t
see this very often,” said Huertas, who has lived
in the beach town for 15 years. “Now the sea is
calm but when the sea looks very high, they want
to leave.” Wild conditions are causing trouble for
fishermen who cannot go out in rough seas and
are landing smaller catches, said Jose Ash, as two
men dragged a boat out of reach of the high tide.
“People who live from the ocean can’t go any-
where - it’s too dangerous,” said the fisherman
and tour guide, whose own boat was moored off-
shore. “What I hear is they’re going to build a
dock right here for the fishermen, they’re going
to put some big stones and jacks out there by the
big breakers, but that’s just like blah, blah, blah
for the past 10 years.”

Cahuita’s national park regularly has to redraw
its coastal paths but an elevated wooden walkway
built after parts of the access road were washed
away now allows it to stay open even when the
sea washes ashore, helping keep local guides in
work. As rising waters push back the park’s

shorelines and reduce its trees, the animals that
tempt visitors to the area are also coming under
pressure, said park guard Mirna Cortes Obando.

“All the coastline inside the park has been
affected - for example, we’ve lost nearly 50
metres of beach over the last 10 years,” said
Cortes, on the veranda of the park’s headquar-
ters, which was surrounded by water during
recent storms. “We’re losing much of the trees
here, the almonds, the sea grapes, the coconuts
that the animals use for food.” Together with the
non-profit Talamanca-Caribbean Biological
Corridor Association, the park is now planting
more trees along the coast to limit erosion, while
a team monitors the coral reef that helps protect
parts of the shore.

Branching out
Some of the young trees such as coconut

palms have been wiped out by storms, but they
should eventually create a barrier to protect
against rising waters, said Julio Barquero
Elizondo, marine biologist at the association.
Educational programs are also crucial to better
prepare for climate change, said Barquero in
Hone Creek village, where hundreds of saplings
grow in the non-profit’s plant nursery.

“We have to have alternatives and not just
think about the beach and the sea - the guides
should also know about forest tourism and
indigenous communities, to have a broader
offering so that climate change won’t be so dam-
aging,” he said. Back in Cahuita’s national park,
wildlife guide Richard Hills-Wilson pointed to
the tangle of sun-bleached trunks that was once
a broad stretch of sand he played on as child. He
is bracing for the next storms, as he marks 33
years of working in the area next month.  “The
beach is going to go,” he said. “If there’s no
beach, then nobody comes.” — Reuters 

Araceli Huertas sits on the veranda of Spencer Seaside Lodging in Cahuita, on Costa
Rica’s Caribbean coast. — Reuters
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GENEVA: The World Health Organization has
received widespread praise for its quick
response to an Ebola outbreak in the
Democratic Republic of Congo, although
observers warn prevention and information to
affected communities remain insufficient. So far,
52 confirmed, likely or suspected cases of the
deadly virus have been registered in DRC,
including 22 deaths.

The UN health agency has been scrambling
in this outbreak to prove it has learned its lesson
after bungling the initial response to the 2013-
2015 Ebola epidemic in West Africa. WHO
underwent a massive reform after being
slammed for responding too slowly and failing to
grasp the gravity of that outbreak until it was
out of control. Ultimately, that outbreak claimed
more than 11,300 lives. So this time, the UN
agency jumped into action as soon as DRC on
May 8 officially declared that Ebola had sur-

faced in rural northwestern DRC in a remote
location called Bikoro. Peter Salama, WHO’s
head of emergency response, pointed out this
week that clinical care facilities have been set
up, an air bridge has been established to Bikoro,
emergency financing has been mobilised, pro-
tective gear and emergency medical kits have
been supplied. 

In addition, a targeted vaccination campaign
has begun and more than 120 WHO staff have
been deployed alongside numerous staff from
other organisations, under the leadership of the
DRC government.

‘Very confident’ 
“Certainly, in the first two weeks, an enor-

mous amount of activity has happened,” Salama
told AFP. Matshidiso Moeti, WHO’s regional
director for Africa, also told AFP she was “very
confident” the agency’s response this time was

robust and efficient. “The reform of the WHO
emergency programme is working extremely
well,” she said. Doctors Without Borders (MSF),
which was one of WHO’s harshest critics over
the West Africa outbreak, agreed that the
response this time was far better. “I think much
more has been done,” Jean-Clement Cabrol,
MSF’s emergency medical coordinator, told
reporters in Geneva on Thursday.

Last time, he said, it took WHO “a long time
to realize the extent of the epidemic... This time I
think the understanding of the risk and of the
need to respond is there”. The Gavi vaccine
alliance also hailed in a statement that “the
response this time has been stronger, faster than
four years ago in West Africa”. But it cautioned
there was “a need to strengthen further preven-
tive and control measures on the ground”.

Swiss medical charity FairMed agreed, point-
ing out that little had been done in advance to
prevent the tragedy. “If you compare to the epi-
demic in Guinea, and later in Liberia and Sierra
Leone, WHO has not missed the opportunity to
show it has recognized and applied important
‘lessons learned’,” Bart Vander Plaetse told AFP
in an email. — AFP

WHO gets kudos for Ebola action
in DRC, but prevention lags

ABIDJAN: Cheered on by the audience, a
young woman walks onstage in a glittering
gown, beaming as she addresses the jury. But
this is no ordinary beauty contest-all 10 con-
testants are disabled.  One partially sighted
contestant is accompanied by a guide, anoth-
er uses a crutch while a third sashays in wear-
ing orthopaedic shoes, one with a 15-cen-
timetre raised sole.  This is Miss Handicap
2018, Ivory Coast’s first beauty pageant for
the disabled with the aim of offering “a new
perspective on people with disability and
another definition of beauty”. 

For all of them, taking part in such a public
event requires courage in a continent where
people living with disabilities often face open
discrimination.  “Through this contest, all girls
with disabilities like me who have always just
stayed in their own corner and who haven’t
dared show themselves... will finally have the
courage and the strength to come forward,”
says the pageant winner, Loukou Getheme.
“The handicap is in your head, you have to
brave the storm and everything will work out,”
adds Getheme, a 25-year-old student who lost
an arm in an accident when she was a child. 

‘Shut up at home’ 
In Friday’s crowd is Victoire Yao, a masters

student studying geography in the capital
Yamoussoukro who whoops excitedly every
time one of her friends takes to the stage. “It’s
really difficult in Africa. Our universities, for
example, are just not built with the infrastruc-
ture to accommodate us,” says Yao, who was
born with a severe spinal injury and has spent
all of her life in a wheelchair, her head perma-
nently tilted at an angle. “And then there is the
way people look at you. It’s complicated, even
within our own families. Some reject us
because we’re disabled,” she says.  “Me, I was
lucky to have good parents.”

The pageant is one way to challenge such
longstanding prejudices, she says.  “The con-
test allows us to show that despite our handi-
cap, we are capable of appearing in public in
front of people,” Yao told AFP, saying that
“perhaps one day” she herself could partici-
pate. One of the event’s organizers is Nuella, a
33-year-old singer born with a congenital
deformity who cannot walk without pain,
despite undergoing 36 operations.  “The
beauty of the world is all about difference. We
belong to a minority and we must make our-
selves heard by the majority,” she said.  

But her daily struggle with pain has not

stopped her from winning two African talent
shows-Star Karaoke in 2007 and Africa Star
in 2010 — which transformed her into a
celebrity. Nuella complained of a lack of
funding to help those  with disabilities, who
also must cope with social problems. “The
unknown frightens people. Many disabled
people do not go to school and just remain
shut up at home... These people are just left
without any kind of education or training,”
she said. The situation is even worse in rural
areas, where “women are thought to bring
bad luck”.  

Some 450,000 people are registered as
having some form of disability in this West
African country with a population of 24 mil-
lion. But the number is probably far higher as
“many are not registered” as disabled at birth
because their parents have “a sense of
shame”, Nuella says.  The singer notes that
only seven of 200 disabled people who
sought “handicap kits” during a recent cam-
paign were officially registered. Ivory Coast is
the second African nation after Cameroon to
organize such contests, which are common in
the West and help fight a double discrimina-
tion against women and the disabled.  

‘So long marginalized’
Miss Handicap Cameroon 2018 Laura

Tchokotcheu, who lost an arm at the age of 11,
travelled to Abidjan for the event. She calls for
a Miss Handicap Africa contest to be organ-
ized as has been promised. “We have to pro-
mote disabled women in Africa. Disabled
women have been marginalized for so long,
we have to change that,” the television pre-
senter says. Fashion designer Danielle Krea,
who was in charge of the wardrobe for the
contest, says that “despite her handicap, a
handicapped woman is still beautiful and is
still a woman.” 

She adds: “The contest is an opportunity
to show everyone that the disabled have not
been left behind, are not on the sidelines of
able-bodied people.” In the front row of the
audience Astrid Sokouri, Miss Globe Ivory
Coast, keeps breaking into applause. “They
are beautiful. Just as much as me,” she says.
“There is solidarity between them and us. The
difference means nothing, it’s the beauty of
the heart that counts, not physical beauty.
“Having a handicap does not mean you can-
not succeed in life,” Sokouri insists. “This
competition will help to encourage women to
make their dreams come true.”— AFP 

ABIDJAN: A candidate of Miss Handicap Ivory Coast 2018 beauty pageant waves
on the podium during the Miss Handicap beauty pageant, aiming at changing
mentalities on handicap in Africa. — AFP 

Ivory Coast fights stigma with
beauty pageant for disabled


