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Fe a t u r e s

Abluish glow spreads across the snow as far as
the eye can see, a few bare trees dotting the
windy plateau. In this remote corner of

Norway’s far north, two French adventurers are train-
ing for their next big exploit. Next month, Matthieu
Bellanger and Loury Lag, both in their 30s, will leave
eastern Canada for Alaska in a 130-day expedition
passing through the famed Northwest Passage in the
Canadian Arctic Archipelago.

They also plan to climb Denali, the highest peak in
North America known formerly as Mount McKinley.
They have come to Alta, located at a latitude of 69.5
North, to seek out conditions similar to the extreme
latitudes where they’re headed, where temperatures

easily plummet to minus 25 or minus 30 Celsius.
Unfortunately, the Norwegian winter is a little mild
this year, with the mercury dropping to just minus 5
C during the day and minus 10 C at night. But at least
a snowstorm has brought a good dumping of the
white stuff.  

There are only four hours of daylight at this time
of year, in the morning. The sky is whitish-blue, the
sun barely managing to creep above the horizon. The
tattooed adventurers practice their routines over and
over again, so they can do them quickly in case of
extreme cold and strong winds. They set up and take
down their tent in a few minutes, and pack their sleds
meticulously, the same way every time.

The sleds, which they will pull with a harness
around their waists, will each weigh around 60 kilos
at the start of their journey, carrying everything
they need to survive. Their sleeping bags are
designed to withstand temperatures as low as minus
60 C, and they will mostly eat freeze-dried food
during the expedition. A friend, top chef Armand
Arnal, has also prepared a few sous vide (vacuum
sealed) dishes for when they need a special pick-
me-up. And to drink, they have as much snow to
melt as they could ever need. — AFP 

French explorers
Bellanger and Lag
drink a hot beverage
under their tent.

Jenny Collins holds her infant son Hayes, born two weeks early in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU) at the Intermountain
Healthcare’s American Fork Hospital on Dec 16, 2019 in American Fork, Utah.

A couple of
reindeers walk
in the highland.

French explorers at ski Matthieu Bellanger (ahead) and Loury Lag train in Alta, Finnmark Region, Northern Norway, on Jan 14, 2020, ahead of an expedition of 130 days planned at the
end of February, aiming at crossing the continent from East Canada to West Alaska through the North-West route, with 60kgs of survival equipment. — AFP photos 

Bellanger (left) and Lag.

French sewing
fans to the 
rescue of Aussie
kangaroos
The plight of baby kangaroos and koalas

orphaned by Australia’s bushfires has prompted
a sewing frenzy in France, where an appeal for

cloth pouches for the animals has reaped thousands of
contributions. The call for international help was first
issued by Australia’s Animal Rescue Collective Craft
Guild and promptly shared by the Australian Park, a
wildlife reserve in the southwestern French town of
Carcassonne.

Within a few days, schools, retirement homes and
sewing enthusiasts had begun churning out small bags
in which to swaddle the stranded creatures. “We were
completely surprised and overwhelmed by the out-
pouring of generosity that came from all parts of
France,” Carole Masson, the park’s director, told AFP.
The apocalyptic wildfires that ravaged vast tracts of
southern and eastern Australia over the past five
months have killed an estimated one billion animals, an
ecological disaster unprecedented in the country’s
history.

Rescue workers have been searching forests
strewn with charred animal corpses for creatures that
survived. Baby marsupials that lost their mothers to
the fires or fell out of the pouches in which they were
carried while fleeing the flames are seen as particular-
ly vulnerable. To continue developing they need to be
bottle-fed and placed in a surrogate pouch, which
needs to be regularly changed because it collects the
baby’s urine and feces.

“You need thirty per baby kangaroo,” said Masson,
a biologist who is herself rearing a six-month-old
kangaroo joey that fell out of its mother’s pouch in the
park in Carcassonne. On the day AFP visited the
reserve, her assistant Annia Aubry was giving sewing
instructions over the phone to a volunteer. “No, you
can’t use synthetic fabric,” she says, adding that a so-
called French seam that folds in all extraneous fabric is
required to avoid the young marsupials snagging their
claws on the stitching. Size also matters, with koalas,
possums, wallabies and other marsupials all requiring
pouches of different proportions.

Outpouring of donations 
Such has been the reaction to the appeal, which

was widely covered by local media, that the park has
stopped accepting pouches and is now recruiting vol-
unteers to sort all the donations. Masson attributed
the massive public response to a desire by people to
act in the face of disaster and “be part of the solution,
at their own level.” In the northern coastal town of
Boulogne-sur-Mer last week, a group of women
armed with sewing machines gathered in the social
centre to do their bit for Australia’s biodiversity. Over
the course of five days, they stitched a hundred
pouches, using fabric donated by local residents.

Francine, a volunteer in her sixties, told AFP that
the initiative had “restored my faith in human nature”.
“We’re living in an individualistic world where every-
one is focused on their phone. This was a nice project
that brought people together,” she said. In
Carcassonne, ten women aged 30 to 60 took part in a
pouch-making workshop. The French have also dug
deep to help ship the wraps to Australia in February,
with a crowd-funding campaign raising nearly
Ä13,000 ($14,400) towards the cost. —  AFP 

In a world where sharing is so popular it has its own
economy, women in Utah have a new item to con-
tribute: Breast milk. The Mountain West Mothers’ Milk

Bank is the first of its kind in Utah, the US state with the
highest birth rate and therefore great need, as well as a
wealth of potential milk donors. Since the bank began
operating late last year in Salt Lake City, more than 550
local women have volunteered.

Annette Thompson began donating in March after
giving birth to her third child, spending 10-15 minutes
every three hours pumping. “This is my little piece of
helping someone else. My body can do it, so I will do it,”
she said. Thompson had realized she was a prolific milk
producer when she had her first two children - she used
to pump excess milk and save it in her freezer, before
ultimately throwing it out as she ran out of space to store
food. 

A few years later, when her niece was in the hospital
and needed milk, she learned that donating was possible.
So when she had her daughter in March, she posted on
Facebook to inquire if anyone needed extra. She was
connected to the milk bank and after undergoing a health
screening, including a blood test, Thompson became a
donor.

Nearly 10 percent of babies born in the United States
are premature, and the bulk of the milk collected by the
bank goes to nourish infants in neonatal intensive care.
Often when a baby is born early the mother’s body is
unable to produce milk, or not able to produce enough,
so donor milk is sought. Breast milk is valued above for-
mula for newborns because it contains a range of vita-
mins, minerals, fatty acids, immune factors, antibodies
and stem cells. “It primes the gastro-intestinal tract, so
those babies get protections from infections from the
get-go,” said Mariana Baserga, who runs the University
of Utah’s neo-natal intensive care unit.

Saving lives 
Once the Utah bank receives milk from donors, it is

pooled, pasteurized and packaged in doll-sized three
ounce containers to be shipped out to hospitals across
Utah and neighboring Idaho. Ken Richardson, its medical
director, compares donating mothers to first responders

and the military. “That’s what they are doing, saving
lives,” he said. “It’s an act of selfless service to pump and
to provide breast milk and to do it for hours and days
and months. “They do it without any payment. It’s an act
of pure love.”

In the 1980s when the AIDS epidemic hit, it had a
devastating impact on milk banks in North America and
around the globe. “They closed overnight because peo-

ple were worried,” says Naomi Bar-Yam, formerly on the
board of directors of the Human Milk Banking
Association of North America (HMBANA). 

At the time there were between 50 and 60 milk banks
in the United States and Canada, but within a very short
time there were only a half dozen left. Those figures have
since partially recovered - with 26 accredited milk banks
now operating nationwide. That episode was the catalyst
for the founding of HMBANA, the professional organiza-
tion that sets guidelines for the safe collection and dis-
pensing of human milk - and whose standards are now
used across the globe. — AFP 

Human milk donor Annette Thompson poses with her baby,
Millie, the inspiration for her milk production at their home on
Dec 13, 2019 in Payson, Utah. — AFP photos 

Diego, a six-month old kangaroo who prematurely left his
mother, sits in a wool bag at the Australian Parc in the French
southern city of Carcassonne on Jan 20, 2020. — AFP photos

Masson selects bags for kangaroos she received from differ-
ent places in France before sending them to Australia. 

Carole Masson, director of Australian Parc, uses a mobile
phone while holding Diego.


