Newsweek, Dec. 3, 2001. 

  

	Under the Hole in the Sky

	
	A modest city copes with harmful ultraviolet rays

	
	By Jimmy Langman
NEWSWEEK INTERNATIONAL


	Dec. 3 issue — Maria Alvarado can tell whether it’s a green-light day or an orange-light day or, as happens more frequently these days in the Chilean town of Punta Arenas, the world’s most southerly city, a red-light day. Alvarado, 35, works 12-hour shifts in the streets of Punta Arenas keeping track of parked cars. She knows what it means when the sky turns eerily white and the sun’s reflection off the surface of cars, windows and the sea becomes downright blinding. It means that the hole in the Earth’s ozone layer is right smack overhead: it’s a red-light day.



	  
	
	
	TO THE REST of the world, the ominously expanding Antarctic ozone hole was dispatched with the worldwide ban on the use of ozone-depleting substances in 1987— one of the 20th century’s biggest environmental victories. To the 120,000 residents of Punta Arenas, the ozone hole is a local nightmare. Each spring it still swells to about the size of North America, just nipping the southern coast of Chile. As variable as the weather, the hole makes sudden visits to the city. For days at a time, the sun’s harsh ultraviolet rays, with no ozone shield to stop them, beat directly down on residents. 
	

	
	To the 120,000 residents of Punta Arenas, the ozone hole is a local nightmare. 
	
	        A few decades ago sunburns and skin cancer were virtually nonexistent in this cloudy, windy region. The expanding ozone hole changed all that. Since 1986 Punta Arenas has had more than 150 days in which 25 percent or more of the ozone layer was absent and a handful in which the loss exceeded 50 percent. Scientists report an even higher intensity of so-called UV-B rays, a particularly carcinogenic frequency of UV radiation. Skin cancer has soared 66 percent in the past seven years. Since UV-related disorders take decades to surface, the true impact may not be known for years. “It’s like being placed on top of a high mountain without any time to acclimatize,” says Jaime Abarca, the city’s only dermatologist. “People living here just don’t have time to adapt.”
        For years the city was reluctant to take action, in part from fear of scaring away tourists headed to nearby penguin colonies and other attractions. In 1998 health department officials devised the “solar stoplight” to give residents warning of intense periods of UV radiation. From September through December (the spring months), they activate actual stoplights in schools and businesses, and issue updates to local newspapers, television stations and radio stations. The solar stoplight has four colors: green (normal), yellow (wear a hat and sunglasses), orange (apply sunscreen) and red (stay in the shade “as much as possible”). But the vast majority of residents ignore the color-coded warnings. Children play soccer underneath el agujero (the hole). A recent survey revealed that more than 60 percent of residents have never used sunscreen and only 42 percent even own sunglasses. Theories abound as to why people are so stubborn: they’re afraid to stand out from the crowd, they can’t afford hats or sunscreen, they don’t believe the problem is as bad as the government says.
        To raise awareness, local authorities have organized workshops for people who work outdoors. The health department’s ozone-education program tells citizens that they should learn to live with the ozone hole as if “it is our friend.” “There is nothing else they can do,” says director Lidia Amarales. More stoplights and education projects are planned, but resources are limited. 
	

	
	
	
	         Chilean government officials and environmental groups are calling on the international community to dole out funds for monitoring of and research on the ozone’s impact on the region’s people and ecosystems. “The world definitely owes some of these countries economic relief,” says Marco Aurelio Pinzon, coordinator of the United Nations’ Latin America ozone program. Industrial nations, after all, caused the ozone loss in the first place with their use of refrigerants, aerosol sprays, fire extinguishers and solvents made with chlorofluorocarbons, halons and other ozone-depleting substances. Although worldwide consumption of CFCs has fallen by 80 or 90 percent, the ozone hole won’t begin shrinking for at least another five years and won’t recover fully until 2050, scientists say. It may take longer still, say environmentalists, if the protocol isn’t modified to include new ozone-depleting substances not covered in the treaty, or if the worst-case predictions of global warming are true. “Concentrations of ozone-depleting substances have been reduced and are slowly coming down,” said Mario Molina, an MIT scientist who won a Nobel Prize for work on the CFCs and ozone, “but without attention to these other issues the recovery could be much slower.” For many residents of Punta Arenas, the damage is already being done.

	


