
View of the former ski resort on the Chacaltaya mountain.
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Bernardo Guarachi’s eyes light up as
he reminisces about the glory days of
Chacaltaya-once the highest ski resort

in the world but now a crumbling relic to cli-
mate change in the Bolivian Andes. “Today,
it’s a cemetery,” said Guarachi, pointing to
the rusted poles and cables from the old
chair lifts. His eyes scan the 400-meter
slope he once shot down at speed on a
blanket of snow, now covered only in rocks.
“It used to be full of skiers on Saturdays and
Sundays,” said the mountaineer. Rising
5,300-meters above sea level, Chacaltaya
was a popular family weekend retreat for

inhabitants of La Paz, just 30 kilometers
away.

By 1998, the Chacaltaya glacier had
been reduced to just seven percent of its
size in 1940, while it disappeared entirely in
2009. Bolivia has lost around half of its gla-
ciers in the last 50 years and experts say
things will get worse as global warming con-
tinues. According to the Andean Glaciers
and Waters Atlas, published in 2018 by
UNESCO and the Norwegian foundation
GRID-Arendal, “the expected warming will
provoke the loss of 95 percent of the per-
mafrost in Bolivia by 2050,” including the
loss of almost all its glaciers.

Disappearing glaciers 
It is a familiar theme for Edson Ramirez,

a glaciologist at the Mayor de San Andres
University who conducted a comprehensive
study on the impact of climate change on
the Bolivian Andes. He was also the first
person to conduct an inventory of Bolivia’s
glaciers, including documenting their disap-
pearance. “All the similar glaciers to
Chacaltaya ... are suffering the same

process of melting, of death,” said Ramirez.
At the end of the 1990s Ramirez and other
scientists measured the thickest part of the
glacier: 15 meters. “We knew it could disap-
pear in the next 15 years,” he said. It took
only 11 years.

The glaciers are fed by an accumulation
of snow but “the planet’s temperature has
risen to a point where we already cannot

have snow in these places anymore,” said
Ramirez. According to some predictions, the
temperature in the Andes could rise by two
to five degrees Celsius by the end of the
21st century. “We need to take urgent action
between all countries to lower the planet’s
temperature,” said Ramirez, whose chal-
lenge is to preserve what remains of
Bolivia’s glaciers.
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View of the former ski resort on the
Chacaltaya mountain, located 5,421
meters above sea level in the Andes

mountain range, in La Paz department,
Bolivia. — AFP photos


