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FORT SIMPSON, Canada: Indigenous hunter Jim
Antoine has watched the decline of caribou herds
with alarm, convinced that global warming is at
least partially responsible for the crisis in Canada’s
far north. An important food source for the Dene
people, an indigenous group living in the northern
boreal and Arctic regions of Canada, as well as for
other northern communities, the caribou popula-
tion has crashed in recent years. Scientists, hunters
and government officials say there are several possi-
ble causes for the fall in numbers of the woodland
caribou but climate change is likely a significant
driver.

In parts of the Northwest Territories, average
annual temperatures have already risen more than 3
degrees Celsius in the past two decades, a local
politician said, impacting everything from housing,
transport to caribou numbers. This comes amid
fears the world may fail to cut greenhouse gas emis-
sions enough to meet a target of limiting a global
temperature rise to 2 degrees Celsius above pre-
industrial times - the focus of a major UN conference
in Paris in December where 193 countries will seal a
new deal to slow climate change.

“We live with (climate change) everyday,” Antoine
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation at his subur-
ban home in Fort Simpson, a mostly Dene commu-
nity of about 1,200 residents just over 500 km (310
miles) south of the Arctic Circle. “In the old days, it
stayed cold for a longer time and there was more
water on the land ... all of that will impact the ani-
mals,” said Antoine, who was the premier of the
Northwest Territories in the late 1990s, munching
on sauteed moose meat.

The caribou crisis is one manifestation of climate

change facing residents in a region considered the
“canary in the coal mine” by environmentalists, as
global warming is felt here first and often with more
intensity than other areas. The Arctic ecosystems,
Greenland ice sheet and tropical coral reefs are sys-
tems earmarked as particularly vulnerable to rising
temperatures. Scientists fear greenhouse gas emis-
sions from human activity are causing the Arctic to
warm twice as fast as the global average, according
to a Cambridge University study in September.

Crises Seen Moving South
Wildlife are particularly affected by the changes.

The number of breeding females in one major cari-
bou herd, a key population indicator, dropped by
half between 2015 and 2012, the territorial govern-
ment said in late September. In 1986, the herd was
about 470,000 strong. Now it’s 16,000. As warming
continues across the once frozen north, residents
worry the situation will get worse.

The Cambridge study warned of a possible $43
trillion hit to economic damage by the end of the
century as rising temperatures melt permafrost and
long-buried carbon dioxide and methane seep from
the ground, creating a catastrophic feedback loop.
With hunted meat drying above the stove, a roaring
wood fire keeping the place warm, and massive
hunting dogs roaming around, Joseph Antoine, a
relative of Jim’s with decades of experience on the
land, worries about the future. “This decline of the
caribou is not going to stop,” he told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. “Certain areas had a huge
amount of caribou at one time.”

While indigenous hunters are feeling the
effects of climate change first, the problems they

have faced over the past two decades with
increasing ferocity will invariably impact larger
populations further south, scientists said. Earlier
melts and later freezing of winter ice could also be
to blame for smaller caribou populations, disrupt-
ing migration routes to breeding grounds or win-
ter food sources.

The crash in the caribou population is not unique
to Canada with similar declines happening across
the north, said Nancy Maynard, an Emeritus
Scientist with NASA. The numbers of reindeer - a
cousin of the caribou - in Norway and Russia’s east-
ern regions are declining rapidly, she said, citing ice
melts, increased forest fires linked to warming, and
industrial development as possible causes. “The
changes are happening so fast and it’s dramatic
how people are forced to cope,” Maynard said. “The
rate of change has accelerated and it has been sur-
prising scientists.”

Healthy Eating at Risk
In northern villages like Fort Simpson, caribou

hunting isn’t just a cultural practice honed over gen-
erations, or a marker of indigenous identity, but a
key food source in a region where groceries normal-
ly cost more than double southern prices. The
decline in the caribou population is exacerbated by
high costs of trucking or flying food in the
Northwest Territories, an area larger than Egypt but
with less than 50,000 people. “People are nutrition-
ally affected by the caribou (decline),” politician Bob
Bromley told the Thomson Reuters Foundation in
the territorial capital, Yellowknife. “They have been
raised on caribou and their bodies are adjusted to
deal with that kind of food. Store-bought food is not

as healthy and usually has higher fat and sugar con-
tent than they are used to.”

With a growing reliance on shop food, obesity is
rising, physical activity declining and lifestyle-relat-
ed ailments like diabetes and cancer increasing
among indigenous people particularly, the govern-
ment said in a 2014 report. Across northern Canada,
the number of people depending on food aid more
than doubled between 2013 and 2008, according to
a report from Food Banks Canada. It said more than
3,500 people in Canada’s three northern regions -
the Yukon, Nunavut and the Northwest Territories -
now depend on food assistance in a “dire public
health emergency”.

The shift in the climate has also made hunting
less safe as the ice in some regions isn’t freezing as
deeply and melts earlier, said Jamal Shirley, a man-
ager at the Nunavut Research Institute in Canada’s
northernmost territory. Many residents hunt on
snowmobiles and rely on traditional knowledge of
ice thickness to navigate frozen lakes but a number
of younger people, without the traditional knowl-
edge of ice, have died in recent years by falling
through when fishing. “With all of these factors
occurring at the same time as climate change, it’s
hard to look at the challenges in isolation,” Shirley
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. “Ultimately,
nature is in control here and human beings are vul-
nerable.”

But few have faith that their situation will
improve following the climate talks in December
this year. “The countries doing the polluting aren’t
going to stop,” said Jim Antoine. “We aren’t the ones
causing climate change but we are the ones living
with it.” — Reuters 

Climate change threatens future of Canada hunters

Laos suffers

vaccine-linked

case of polio

GENEVA/LONDON: Laos has suffered a case of vac-
cine-derived polio, the World Health Organization
said yesterday, in a new setback to a global plan to
eradicate the crippling disease after the virus resur-
faced in Ukraine and Mali. The WHO said an 8-year-
old boy died of the disease on Sept  11, and genetic
sequencing suggested the virus strain has been cir-
culating in the area of Bolikhamxay province, which
has low immunization rates, for more than two years.

There is no cure for polio, which attacks the nerv-
ous system and can cause irreversible paralysis with-
in hours of infection. But a global vaccination cam-
paign has all but beaten the wild polio virus, with
only Pakistan and Afghanistan reporting cases of
wild polio virus infection this year. Specialists have
warned that vaccine-derived cases - such as this one
in Laos and previous ones in Ukraine and Mali - could
hamper progress towards global eradication.

The WHO stressed that “ending polio for good
requires eliminating both wild and vaccine-derived
polio”. It added, however, that because of relatively
limited travel to and from this area, and because of
extra immunisation campaigns planned in response,
the risk of international spread of this polio strain
from Laos is low. Laos has been free of the wild polio
virus since 1993, but poor immunisation rates mean
people are at risk of infection with strains of the virus
that can mutate in sewage after being excreted by
immunised children.

The risk of vaccine-derived polio cases can be
avoided by switching from using live oral polio vac-
cines (OPV) - which are highly effective, cheap, easy
to deliver but contain live virus, - to “inactivated” vac-
cines (IPV ), which are not effective for fighting
endemic disease but contain no live virus. The WHO
said the use of OPV is being scaled down in a phased
manner as countries eliminate circulating wild polio
virus strains. — Reuters 

GIRIDIH, India: Her face caked in dirt and hair matted with
sweat, eight-year-old Lalita Kumari hacks away at pieces of
rock containing an elusive mineral that adds a dash of sparkle
to lipstick and nail polish. While taking a breather in the hollow
of a shimmery sand hill, Lalita says she has not known any oth-
er way of life after toiling in the mines of India’s eastern
Jharkhand state since she was aged four. “I want to go to
school but there is never enough at home for us to eat. So I
have to come here and work,” said the pony-tailed youngster,
her blistered hands hid behind her back after laying down her
pickaxe.

Lalita is among hundreds of children who help their fami-
lies make ends meet by spending their day collecting mica,
their stomachs often hungry while the sun beats down on
their heads. Two decades ago the Jharkhand government shut
down the mines over environmental concerns but tonnes of
scrap left behind continue to lure impoverished villagers. The
mica adds glitter to powders, mascara and lipsticks of top
global brands although a complex supply chain makes pin-
ning down the exact origin almost impossible, say activists.

The families of the children who collect the mica often sell
it to small traders who in turn sell it to big suppliers. In 2009,
German pharma giant Merck was accused of using mica
mined by children and supplying it to brands such as L’Oreal
and Revlon. Merck has since implemented several measures to
make sure that “all mica used for the manufacture of our pig-
ments comes from child labour free sources,” the company
said in a statement to AFP.

Ugly Side of Beauty 
Activists however say remote areas make monitoring

impossible and there is no way to guarantee the mica is child-
labour free. “I think for companies the situation has become a
kind of passing the buck,” said Bhuvan Ribhu of Bachpan
Bachao Andolan NGO whose founder Kailash Satyarthi won
last year’s Nobel peace prize for his work combatting child
labour. “It’s a collective responsibility of anyone who is procur-
ing any mica from this region to come forward and ensure that
all the children are in school,” Ribhu told AFP.

Major companies insist their suppliers follow good prac-

tices. “Merck, our main supplier in India, only sources mica
from legal gated mines and has submitted proof that its entire
supply chain is secured,” a spokeswoman for L’Oreal said in an
email to AFP. Repeated mails by AFP to Revlon, which is also
supplied by Merck, went unanswered. Although child labour
below 18 is illegal with fines and jail terms for offenders, poor
enforcement means rules remain on paper.

Children like Lalita often injure themselves with the pickax-
es, while fine mica dust enter their eyes and chest, causing
chronic health problems. During the annual monsoon, they
risk snake bites and being buried alive by collapsing slag piles.
“In a place where poverty is so entrenched it is difficult to con-
vince parents to send kids to school,” said Ram Bachan Paswan,
a district labour superintendent. “Moreover these mines do
not exist on paper so that makes our task very challenging.”

Father-of-four Shibu Yadav acknowledges that his children
spend their days mining for mica to keep the family’s heads

above water. “This is the main source of livelihood for us,” he
said, pointing at glittering silver and red mounds outside his
ramshackle house. “If it had not been for the mica, we would
have starved to death,” said Yadav who says his family makes
about 1,000 rupees ($17) a month from mica gathering.

Back to School 
Cosmetic giants such as Estee Lauder and Chanel have

recently joined a scheme to help fund the education of chil-
dren going back to schools, working alongside Satyarthi’s
NGO. Thirteen-year-old Seema Kumari says she can now fulfill
her dream of becoming a teacher. But she is one of the lucky
ones and other youngsters see no end in sight to their labours.
“We know mica is used in powder and lipstick,” said Pushpa
Kumari, whose weathered features belie her 13 years. “It makes
women look prettier,” she said, balancing a tray full of mica on
her head. “But look what it does to us.” — AFP 

Indian children labor to 

bring sparkle to makeup

KODERMA, India: In this photograph taken on Aug 4, 2015, deaf Indian child labourer Nagina (center) and others collect
mica at a scrap mine in this district of the eastern Indian state of Jharkhand.  — AFP 


