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Deadly measles epidemic
leaves 25 dead in Samoa 

Slowing down to 
see Switzerland’s 
melting glaciers
GENEVA: Reuters photographer Denis Balibouse spent years
shooting fast-moving subjects in fast-breaking events - the
winning goal in a Europa League soccer clash, the confronta-
tion in an Extinction Rebellion street protest. Then he found
himself facing a different kind of challenge - how to capture a
much slower story, the century-long retreat of Switzerland’s
glaciers in the face of global warming.

“Everybody talks about the melting of the glaciers. But
visually how could we show that?” said the father-of-two
who works out of Reuters’ Geneva bureau. “You can go to a
glacier one day and maybe come back a few years later ... but
there is little in the landscape that tells you: ‘Oh the ice was
there in ‘83 or 2005.’” The solution came to him as he leafed
through a book of black-and-white 19th century photographs
of Switzerland’s Alpine heights and rivers of ice.

He decided to pick a selection of old vistas from online
public libraries, then head out and take a photograph from
the same spots, from the same perspectives. He would juxta-
pose old and new and show what had changed. The challenge
was to find those locations. He spent hours in the office look-
ing at online maps, wandering around in virtual reality, lining

up peaks with ridges and other landmarks. Then he went out
with his camera and tripod. Some of the glaciers were well-
known, a short walk from the road. Others could only be
reached by cable car and hours of hiking.

“The Aletsch glacier is 20km long. In two days and a bit of
walking I got four different pictures ... The rocks haven’t
moved, but the vegetation has changed quite a bit.” At the
Trient glacier, a forest had grown up where the original pic-
ture was taken. He tried to match lighting conditions to get as
close a match as possible. “Most of the old pictures were tak-
en in afternoon, or later afternoon. In the 19th century they
needed a lot more time to climb. They carried their equipment
on horses or donkeys.” 

He took to the skies in a light aircraft to capture the
Zanfleron glacier. There was no comparative shot from the
1800s, but it was the best way to see the vast plane of
polished flat rock left bare by the shrinking ice. More than
three years since he started his research, Balibouse’s
efforts produced 12 clear shots - some of them compos-
ites of old and new pictures, some of them showing him
holding up an old photograph in front of the modern day
landscape. He also shot video, with images morphing from
past to present.

All of his work brought the same unavoidable fact into
focus. Vast walls of ice had diminished or disappeared. The
glaciers had retreated, leaving the landscape scarred with
precarious hills of loose stone and scree. “One glacier had
dropped about 200 meters in depth and more than 3km in
length in 150 years. You can really see it,” said Balibouse. “It’s
mindblowing the amount of ice that has gone.” — Reuters

WELLINGTON: A measles epidemic in Samoa
has now claimed 25 lives, with children bearing
the brunt of the deadly outbreak, official data in
the Pacific island nation showed yesterday. The
government said they had registered 2,194 cas-
es of the disease - in a population of about
200,000 - with more than half those affected
aged under four years old. All of the recorded
deaths, barring a 37-year-old man, have been
toddlers in the same
age group. Officials
have declared a state
of emergency and said
a compulsory immu-
nization program was
making progress, with
more than 17,000 peo-
ple vaccinated in the
past five days.

The UN children’s
agency UNICEF has
sent than 110,000 dos-
es of measles vaccine and medical teams from
Australia and New Zealand are helping admin-
ister them to the population of about 200,000.
Tonga and Fiji have also experienced outbreaks
but Samoa has been hit hardest due to low vac-
cination rates estimated at 28-40 percent. The
country’s immunization program was briefly
suspended last year when two babies died
shortly after being given the measles vaccine.

Investigations revealed that hampered
nurses had accidentally given the infants the
wrong medication but the deaths left a legacy
of distrust that hampered immunization
efforts. The government this month made vac-
cination mandatory, with children and non-
pregnant women the priority groups. Schools
and kindergartens have been closed and chil-
dren banned from public gatherings such as

church services in a
bid to contain the
outbreak.

Aside from the
devastating human
cost of the epidemic,
the Samoa Tourism
Authority (STA)
expressed concern it
could hurt the coun-
try’s economy by
discouraging visi-
tors. STA chief

Faamatuainu Lenata’i stressed that the popular
tropical destination remained open for business
for travelers who had received vaccinations.
“Tourism is the mainstay of our economy with
so many families depending on this industry for
their livelihoods, and leading up to the holiday
season, we continue to advise everyone to sim-
ply take heed of the preventative health meas-
ures that are now in place,” he said. — AFP
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