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There are places in the world where life, as we know it, is changing; 

where Nature instead of protecting Man, is pushing him away.  

 

Places like the swamps and glacial valleys surrounding the largest glacier 

in the tropics, where a handful of herders and farmers face the 

unfortunate and often devastating effects of global warming. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SYNOPSIS 

 

There is a society living at the top of the world -hundreds of men and 

women surviving at the very foot of the Quelccaya, the world’s largest 

tropical glacier, five thousand meters above sea level. Their existence 

depends on this body of ice, not only because of the water it provides, 

but because of the power of giving and taking life they believe the 

Quelccaya’s spirit possesses. 

 

Over the last few decades, however, the unfortunate effects of global 

warming have started to become apparent. Quelccaya’s snow-capped 

peaks have turned into bare, dark rock mountains, and entire beds of 

streams have dried up.  Locals believe the Quelccaya’ spirit is dying, 

angry at the indifference of men.  Once his spirit dies, they will follow- 

because without glacier’s runoff water, life in the Andes is impossible.  

And when they leave, a cherished part of the world, an entire culture, 

will be forever gone. 

 

The main storylines of the film will be established by following a group 

of three alpaca herders and a highland farmer living along the rivers 

born out of the Quelccaya, in the Southern Peruvian Andes. Each of 

those four stories is a snapshot of a larger human portrait. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

West side of the Quelccaya glacier.  According to Ohio State University researchers, between 1998 and 2001 global warming has forced the ice to retreat 155 metres per year. Photo: Gabriela Yepes 
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WHY MAKE THIS FILM? 

 

Tales from the Top of the World responds to a severe necessity. In 2003, 

the UK-based Tyndall Centre on Climate Change Research declared 

Peru the third riskiest country with respect to climate change, after 

Honduras and Bangladesh. The reason was simple: as greenhouse gas 

emissions continue to raise, meltdown of the Andes’ icecaps increase in 

intensity and speed.  Parts of the Quelccaya, Peru’s largest glacier, are 

retreating sixty meters per year –that is five meters per month, 

seventeen centimeters per day. In the last fifty years, Peruvian glaciers 

have lost 20% of their mass, and some could disappear by 2013.  

 

Without glaciers’ thaw water, thousands of farmers and herders will be 

unable to irrigate wetlands and fields, and forced to migrate to the 

already impoverished, overpopulated cities. In an ironic twist of fate, 

human groups that contribute the least to CO2 emissions will end up 

paying for the excess produced by richer, developed nations.   

 

Water has already become a subject of dispute in the region 

surrounding the Quelccaya glacier. In 2008, a foreign energy company 

started the construction a new hydro-electrical power station that 

would supply electricity to Bolivia and Chile by diverting a river born 

out of the Quelccaya. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fearing that their lands could dry up by reducing the available water 

even more, a handful of peasants asked the Mayor of the province to 

stop the construction of the plant. After facing nothing but the 

authorities’ contempt, protestors called for a general strike and a 

massive mobilization. In an unprecedented action, hundreds of farmers 

and herders answered the call, blocked all roads between Cusco and 

Puno -two major urban hubs of Southern Peru- for twenty days. The 

National Army was summoned, and many were beaten, arrested, or 

disappeared. Only after the death of three students and days of 

negotiations, the Peruvian government suspended temporarily the 

construction of the plant.  

 

If these conflicts are already rising, what will happen in five, ten years 

from now, when the retreat of the ice becomes critical and the 

glacier’s runoff water decreases even more? How will the country deal 

with a massive migration to the cities? Furthermore, over the last ten 

years the Peruvian government has granted miles of land surrounding 

the Quelccaya to international companies for mining exploitation. 

Mining requires massive amounts of water to operate. How much 

would be left for the local people to survive?  Can Andean indigenous 

communities resist the impacts of global warming? How much will they 

have to sacrifice and change? And who, at the end of the day, will be 

held accountable? 

 

 

Thousands of people live in the Quelccaya area. They are Andean highlanders –alpaca herders and farmers- who depend on the glacier’s thaw water to live. Photo: Gabriela Yepes 



Tales from the Top of the World                                                                                                                   A documentary film 

 

 

A Kunay Films Production                                           http://danzak.wordpress.com/2-new-projects/                                           Texas, New York, Peru  

PROJECT APPROACH 

 

Tales from the Top of the World is an HD documentary feature film to be 

shot on location in the Southern Peruvian Andes. It will combine 

unstaged, unrehearsed sequences with carefully prepared re-creations 

of authentic experience. That way, it will blend the best of fiction and 

documentary techniques. As Roger Ebert said when discussing “The 

Song of the Weeping Camel”, an Award-winning documentary that we 

are using as a model: “This is the kind of film that uses real people in 

real places and essentially has them play themselves in a story inspired 

by their lives: that is what makes it a "narrative documentary.” 

 

In order to obtain the trust of the film’s subjects and capture their 

actions with spontaneity and naturalness, a small, two-person crew will 

live on location in specific months throughout a full year (May 2010-

May 2011) in specific places (June in Marcapata and Phinaya, following 

the trading route; July, August, December in Pitumarca; the Sinakara 

Valley and Pitumarca in May), working with a portable, unobtrusive 

camera and professional audio recording equipment. Once the main 

storylines of the film are established and an assembly cut of the film is 

completed, we will return with a slightly larger crew to reenact certain 

scenes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No voice over nor talking-head interview is intended; only spontaneous 

conversations between the main characters with their relatives and 

friends  in Quechua and Spanish will be heard (and subtitled). 

Animations of the constellations of the night sky will also be included as 

transitions between stories. In the Andes, the sky reflects whatever is 

on earth, but also depicts stories of how the world was created and 

how it could end.      

 

In the long term I plan to make a series of three films about the impacts 

of climate change on the Andean region. Each film would be shot after 

a ten year period, following the same characters and showing how 

different generations are able to cope (or not) with the effects of global 

warming. 

Between 1963 and 1978, the Quelccaya glacier’s annual retreat rate was 4.7 meters (15.4 ft). Nowadays, the rate is 205 meters (672 ft), more than 40 times as fast. Photo: Gabriela Yepes 
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PROJECT AT-A-GLANCE 

 

PRODUCERS:  Kunay Films (Peru), Reversal Films (USA) 

 

ASSOC. PRODUCERS:  Mauricio Melzi  

WRITER/DIRECTOR:   Gabriela Yepes  

CINEMATOGRAPHER: Naiti Gámez, Antonio Rodríguez 

EDITOR:   Marianela Vega 

COMPOSER:  Daniel Willis, Julio Perez 

GENRE:   Documentary 

FORMAT: HD  

PROJECT STATUS:   Development 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PRODUCER’S CONTACT 
 
GABRIELA YEPES (director, producer), KUNAY FILMS   
 
In Peru     In the USA 
Maria Bellido 220    258 Wadsworth Av, Apt 4A 
Miraflores, Lima 18   NY, NY 10033 
Peru     USA 
Phone#: 511.445.5549   Phone#: 512.8250694 
 511.991.910577 
 
http://danzak.wordpress.com/2-in-development/ 
Email: buena_gaby@yahoo.com.ar 
 
 
NICHOLAS JAYANTI (producer), REVERSAL FILMS 
 

1702 W 6th St  

Austin TX 78703 

USA 

Phone:  512.3569071  

512.8019832 

http://www.reversalfilms.com 
 

Panoramic view of the Quelccaya glacier. Since 1978 it has lost approximately 20% of its area, but it is still considered the largest body of ice of the tropics. Photo: Gabriela Yepes 


