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ONE MAN'S QUEST TO FIND THE DEAD
AFTER DEVASTATING CYCLONE
Associated Press

He was haunted by the thought of a small child's skull, unburied
and lost in the debris of a cyclone that had claimed hundreds
of lives.
Stephen Fonseca stood in a field of ruined maize where a tiny
spine had been found, and he wanted to find the rest of the
body. But in every direction were scattered kernels and stalks
bleached by the sun. At a glance, much of the landscape looked
like bones.
The stark scene brought home the overwhelming challenge
faced by Fonseca, the only body recovery specialist to search
the rural Mozambique region struck by Cyclone Idai, since he
waded into the devastation nearly a month ago.
If a final death toll ever emerges — it is now more than 600 in
Mozambique alone — it will be strongly informed by Fonseca's
work in the field, and the quest to name the missing and the
dead.
The storm tore apart frightened families and swept whole villages away, with floodwaters as high as treetops rushing toward
the sea. Parents lost their grip on children. Exhausted people
clinging to branches for days fell into the waters and drowned.
For days on end, Fonseca followed the accounts of villagers
who spoke of seeing the dead floating by.
As the waters began to recede, he walked for miles through
mud so thick it sucked boots off feet. Crocodiles, hippos and
snakes posed threats but hungry dogs and pigs were a bigger
concern. Fonseca needed to find the bodies before they did,
and bury them well.
His search was guided by smell, and animal tracks, and flies.
It was uncomfortable but necessary work, as bare bones are far
more difficult to find, and time was running out.
"This is our one good opportunity to get as much as possible,"
said Fonseca, the South Africa-based forensic coordinator for
Africa with the International Committee of the Red Cross.
As he pushed through the rural farmland he met local people
who were just as concerned about the dignity of the dead.
Desperate for news of their missing family members, some communities sent out search teams.
Bodies that were found were given a quick but respectful
burial, even when they were strangers. Some of the dead wore
the uniforms of neighboring Zimbabwe's security forces, having
been swept down mountainsides some 60 miles (100 kilometers)
away by the raging waters.
Burials were difficult work. Shovels, like homes, had been
lost. Some people dug with their bare hands, then watched the

In one last try, Fonseca gravitated back to the maize field
holes fill with water from the still-sodden ground.
"They take the time because one day our time will come as where nine members of a single family had died.
Soon farmers would burn the fields to plant a short-term crop
well," Fonseca said. He found the community burials comforting, with people even pausing from handing out badly needed to help avoid months of hunger, as the cyclone had struck just
before the annual harvest. The fires would further complicate
humanitarian aid to take turns digging.
And yet he knew the burials almost certainly went unreported identifying the dead.
As people picked their way through the field salvaging maize
to authorities, meaning they would not be counted in the official death toll and families might never know their loved ones' kernels, resuming their lives, Fonseca resumed his search for
what he knew were now bare bones.
fates.
The farmers shouldn't have to discover them, he said.
Shallow graves were precarious, too, vulnerable to animals
"They've been through enough trauma."
and further floods, the possible scattering of bones.
He searched slowly. It took hours. "There's a little cranium
"You bury who you can but not always well," said Ibrahim
somewhere here," he said, half to himself, thinking of the child.
Ismail, a local farm manager. "So he's helping."
Fonseca offered to do exhumations and reburials but only "Someone's going to find it."
Finally he stopped and tied a blue latex glove to a stalk of
with permission. One family that had tracked down and buried
two relatives near a termite mound, a natural marker, decided maize, as a marker.
He had found a small shin bone, not much larger than a
to let them be. In their culture a person should not be dug up
pencil.
and moved, they said.
The bone likely belonged to the same child whose spine had
"I appreciate what he's doing. It's life-saving for some of us,"
said Manuel Joaquim Makanije, a community member who been found not far away.
In the end, the bones would be buried together.
nevertheless understood the family's decision.
There were no child-sized body bags. Fonseca improvised one
Relatives long for closure, but the bodies could be anywhere.
Fonseca came across the corpse of a young girl tangled high in using duct tape.
"Some people think it gets easier. I think it gets harder," he
a tree. A local man scrambled up the trunk and slowly lowered
said of his work. "Now I'm a parent. I start to relate to some
her to the ground, while children watched.
On another long hike Fonseca saw a boatman ferry a woman degree how absolutely devastating it is to lose a child. But I will
to a body found on an island. The face was missing, but the never say I fully understand what they are going through."
He and a local chief, Moises Mukoto, went to the burial site,
woman wept, certain it was her missing relative.
With forensic methods such as DNA tests, fingerprinting and a short walk through tall grass. Fonseca, sweating in the hot sun,
dental records almost impossible in rural Mozambique, Fonseca dug open a small grave as the chief wrote the time of day in a
respects what he called "cultural identification." Clothing, loca- notebook, and waited.
The bag with the shin bone was gently laid in the hole alongtion and other signs were considered in the interest of grieving
side the tiny spine, which had been buried there earlier. Then
relatives' peace of mind.
Without a mandate from Mozambique's government to issue the chief quickly hoed the earth back in place.
"Even one bone is important," Fonseca said. "It represents
death certificates or compile official figures, Fonseca instead
gave community leaders guidance on handling the dead. He someone special."
The wooden grave marker, written in permanent ink, said:
distributed wooden grave markers, body tags, gloves.
It reflected his wider work in Africa helping to strengthen "Don't touch. The body of a child."
It will take months, even years, to discover the cyclone's dead,
forensics awareness on a continent where people increasingly
Fonseca said.
seek accountability, and answers, over the dead.
Not everyone will be found.
Fonseca's time in Mozambique was ending and he would
soon head home to South Africa. The work, in very challenging
conditions, takes a toll, colleague Neil Morris said. "Stephen
knew when he needed to return."
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THESE 'EGGS' ARE SPYING ON WHOOPING
CRANES TO BOOST SURVIVAL
By Janet Mcconnaughey | Associated Press

Scientists are using fake eggs to spy on whooping cranes in hopes of
learning why some chicks die in the egg, while others hatch.
Data gathered by the spy eggs could help biologists in Louisiana and
Canada preserve the endangered long-legged birds, which have made a
tenuous rebound after dwindling almost to extinction in the 1940s.
"It's a fascinating way of spying on endangered species' reproduction
in a way that allows us to assist in the recovery," said Dr. Axel Moehrenschlager, the Calgary Zoo's director of conservation and science.
The Calgary Zoo lent eight of the spy eggs, more properly known as
"data loggers," to Louisiana researchers.
The Louisiana wildlife biologists swap the egg-shaped data loggers for
one of the two eggs that many cranes lay. The real eggs come to Audubon
Nature Institute 's Species Survival Center in New Orleans, where they're
incubated until they're nearly ready to hatch ... or not.
Then the biologists in Louisiana swap the real eggs back into the
nests .
The electronic data loggers use infrared connections to transfer information to nearby computers. It's sent for analysis to scientists in Calgary,
where the only remaining wild natural flock of whooping cranes is based.
Whoopers are the tallest birds and rarest cranes in North America.
They stand about 5 feet (1.5 meters) tall, with black-tipped wings that
span nearly 7 feet (2.1 meters).
Overhunting and habitat loss cut their numbers to 21 in the 1940s,
but with some help from humans the number had risen to about 850
at the end of 2018.
Louisiana is home to 74 whooping cranes in the wild.
"We've got some pairs that haven't been successful, and we want to see
if we could see what might be going on with them," said Sara Zimorski,
a biologist with the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries .
"In the bigger picture, we don't know a lot about wild nest incubation," she said. The new information may help improve provisions for
captive pairs and settings for incubators.
Richard Dunn, curator at the Species Survival Center, says he hopes

to learn if he needs to tweak incubator settings to more closely mimic
Louisiana's climate, which is hotter and damper than the northern settings where previous studies were done.
A crane expert who's not affiliated with the Louisiana effort said those
are entirely reasonable aims. Scott A. Shaffer, a San José State University
professor, has been working with data logger eggs since 2010 to study
a variety of birds in a number of places. He said the tiny, low-power
sensors that reorient tablet and smartphone displays as the devices are
moved have helped drive technology that checks for egg turning, allowing
second-by-second studies of eggs.
The whooping crane data logger eggs record temperature, humidity
and position once a minute. They can also detect when eggs are turned
— an important part of keeping developing birds healthy. They were
developed by a team of Canadian and U.S. scientists who compared
nests of captive whooping cranes and sandhill cranes at the Calgary
Zoo's Devonian Wildlife Conservation Centre to incubators, hoping to
improve the hatching rate of incubated eggs.
Their study, published in 2012, helped people raising the cranes in
Canada and the U.S. to adjust incubator temperature and humidity settings, Moehrenschlager said.
The Species Survival Center on New Orleans' west bank houses 36
of the 163 whooping cranes currently living in captivity, including 10
destined for a new facility under construction by the Dallas Zoo . None
of the birds at Audubon has yet begun nesting, Dunn said.
Zimorski and fellow Louisiana wildlife biologist Phillip Vasseur put
a few data loggers out last year to be sure the birds would tolerate the
intrusion of eggs being swapped in and out.
Zimorski said the birds decide much of the wild deployment, since
many this year are nesting in inaccessible swamps where biologists keep
tabs on them through airplane flyovers.
Both Zimorski and Dunn said there's nowhere near enough data yet
for any conclusions.
"We need a couple more years so we can get additional pairs and some
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