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In many religions, mountains hold a special place, often being the location where the divine 
and the human meet. In the Bible, Moses goes up the mountain to communicate with God. 
Similarly, Jesus is revealed in his godliness on top of the mountain. Tragically, these sacred 
places are also the scenes of disturbing ecological changes brought on by a warming climate. 
Harsh conditions at high altitudes make life difficult. Plants and animals have had to adapt by 
developing very specialized qualities and behaviours. Because higher altitudes are warming 
more quickly than the global average, these species do not have time to keep up with the new 
temperatures.

Added to this is the disappearance of the major glaciers, which are huge bodies of ancient ice 
that used to stay frozen all year long. Now they are melting very quickly and causing the water 
level in the oceans to rise. If you like oceans, this may not sound bad at first, until you realize 
that two thirds of all the larger cities around the world face flooding due to rising sea levels. At 
the same time, all this fresh water pouring into the oceans is moving away from people’s 
mouths. The Himalayan Glaciers provide fresh water for 1.4 billion people. Once they all melt, 
that tap is turned off forever.   

Alpaca/Llama: When it comes to members of the camel family living in South America, how 
do you tell them apart? First touch them: alpacas have soft, silky hair that is prized as material 
for weaving and knitting. Llama hair is rougher and makes for itchier sweaters. Then weigh 
them: llamas are much heavier than alpacas – and stronger. Llamas still provide much of the 
transportation of goods in rural, mountainous Peru. They are also more courageous and thus 
are kept by farmers to protect sheep and other domestic animals from predators. But llamas 
don’t suffer fools lightly. If you cross them or overwork them, they might turn around and spit 
in your face! We have to respect llamas for their honesty. Many other species probably would 
like to do the same to us abusive humans, but are too polite or scared to do so!  

Guinea Pigs: As is the case for humans, your fate as a guinea pig will differ greatly depending 
on where you were born. In North America, you would likely spend your life in a cage, either 
as a household pet or as a subject of laboratory experiments. Scientists use guinea pigs to test 
the safety of chemicals and medicines. This raises many ethical questions, as it often inflicts 
much suffering on the animal. In South America, on the other hand, as a guinea pig you might 
enjoy more freedom in your lifetime, running around the house of your human owner. In the 
end, however, you will end up feeding the human that fed you, as guinea pigs are a source of 
meat in Peru, Ecuador, Colombia and Bolivia. This is nothing new, as the Incas domesticated 
guinea pigs some 3,000 years ago for food. Today, there are no wild guinea pigs left.

Andean Spectacled Bear – One common stereotype is that people who wear glasses tend to 
be shy and retiring. When it comes to bears, this stereotype is in fact true. The Andean 
spectacled bear gets its name from the light-coloured markings around its eyes that give the
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impression of glasses. They keep to themselves, maybe because they are the only bears found 
in South America and are among the smallest bears in the world. Their favourite food is fruit, 
which, as expert climbers, they can pick right off the trees. Sadly, the population of this bear, 
now famous as the original Paddington, is declining due to habitat loss and hunting. Certain 
cultures consider the body parts of bears medicinal. One Andean bear gall bladder can fetch

$150, which is five times more than an average person in Ecuador makes in a full month. Poor 
people often end up destroying species and habitats because they have few other options for 
income. This proves once again that poverty is an ecological problem.

Peruvian Hairless Dog: Why a hairless dog? Well, in the days before furnaces, these canines 
seem to have served as heating pads for the Incas who owned them. Without hair, the dogs 
transferred more heat from their bodies to the human bodies huddled up with them. Dog 
breeds show a long history of genetic tinkering whereby humans have intentionally and 
systemically bred other species in order to emphasize certain traits and characteristics. The 
Peruvian hairless dog is a lovable example, but many cases are more troubling and raise serious 
ethical concerns. Certain varieties of chickens, for instance, have been bred to put on weight so 
quickly that, when full grown, they can barely walk. Now, with genetic engineering, scientists 
can install desirable genes from one species to another, such as a gene from a fish into a 
tomato. The question is, are we trying too hard to control creation without fully understanding 
it and respecting it?   

Tapirs come from quite a strange family: their closest relatives are horses and rhinoceroses. 
Yet they look more like pigs with an abbreviated elephant’s trunk! This agile snout can grasp 
leaves, grasses and shoots and deposit them in the tapir’s eager mouth. While four of the five 
species of tapir live in tropical areas, the individual pictured in Saint Martin’s story is a wooly or 
mountain tapir, covered with thick skin and hair to protect it from the sub-zero temperatures 
of the Andes mountains. Tapirs have survived several millions of years without major bodily 
changes, which makes them look like “living fossils” to the eyes of evolutionary scientists.  
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