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How Real is the Threat of
Greenhouse Effect

by Mamunul Hague Khan

Il recent years. the term
effect” has

worked its way into our
environmental vocabulary
According to scientists. global
temperature depends on at-
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The current warming star-
ted before the greenhouse
effect could have begun. If the
warming had begun during the
course of data, we would see
the warming accelerate. No
acceleration appears in the
data. The curren! warming is
consistent with a mild post-

period, probably the
aftermath of the so-called
Tlittle ice age” that ended dur-
ing 19th century.

Co2 is a by-product of fossil
fuel consumption; its build -up
is a natural consequence of a
modern civilization's need for

more energy. According
US Department of Enrr.r th:
main users of fosstl fuel encrgy
arc industry, transportiation,
power production. and agricul-
hure

Data show that the amount
of Cog in our atmosphere has
been increasing ecvery year

about 4% (79F). Now we will
sec how increased will af-
fect agriculture. Nico T.de
Sansure, a French scientist,
first demonstraled in 1804
that peas exposed o high con-
centrations of Cog grew better

Greenhouse effect — a word that threatens our existence

since the industrial revolution
began. and the rate of increase
has accelerated mﬂlldtrlhly

in the last 30 L now
we arc al ‘:ru R‘g‘
(parts per million) mmpin.-d
o 315 ppm in 1958 (in 1860
it was 275 ppm). Many scien-
tists predict that at the cur-
rent rates of increase. the Cog
concentration will reach 550
Epm by the ycar 2050 and will
ke up the global “thermostart”

than peas in regular air. Since
then. numerous experimenis
have been pu‘h’rrnIcun other
crops showing that they o
thrive on a Co,y enriched envi-
momument.

On the otherhand. some
sclentists and experts predict
rise in the sea level caused by
ﬁhﬂ warmi over the next

decades will have a devas-

tating impact on densely popu-
lated coastal regions of Asia.

They further predict some
low-lying atolls in the Pacific
and Indian Ocean will be sub-
merged or made uninhabitable
causing thousands of people 10
move (o other countries as
“environmental refugees” Ja

pan, South Korea. Australia
Singapore and other industrial
nations in Asia and weplern
Pacific will have to spend bil-
hons of dollars on masstve em-
bankments, flood gates an
other structures to protect
ports, cities and farmlands
while many developing coun-
trics will be unable o aflord
the cost of holding back the
sca. According to a group of
sclentists large arcas of the

Ganges Deita in india and
Bangladesh. the I[rrawaddy
Delta in Burma. the

Dedta in Thatland. the

[Delta n southern Vietnam
Cambodia and the Yeliow River
in China are vulnerable (o
flooding by sea water due W
greenhouse effect

Mostala K Tolba Executive
Director of the United Nations,
Environmental Programme
(UNEP] said scientists now

ltl'H.‘rl“]f ¢ that the
Li was likely o

prnduu a mean temperature
increase of between 2.8 o 5.5
degrees Fahremhett owver the
next 30 to 40 years. He how-
ever says  despite grester re
scarch, understanding of the

global climate s in fts infancy

W. Dorml Kemper., head of
the ARS Climate Impact
Programme. in Beltsville,
Maryland. says: “While other
groups of sclentists arc writing
disaster scenarios about
drought. decreased ywids. and
rising sea levels, our data indi
cate benefits.

And there s In-
tle doubt that wheat. rice. and
cofn — the three major foods
for earth's population, — will
benefit from extra Coq.”

Thus from the differing
opinions of scientists and ex
perts. we may conclude in the
words of Andrew R.Solow, a
statistician at Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institute in
Massachusetts: "We cannol yet
make useful predictions about
climate and that existing data
show no evidence of the
greenhouse effect.”

Forests Burning in Kalimantan

IDELY varying estima-

tes of the extent of

the damage reflect the
dearth of reliable information
about the fires. During four
days in early October, for
instance. estimates of the
damage reported on three
international wire services
varfed from as little as |12 500
hectares to 100,000 hectares.
Throughout October. Indo-
nesian Forestry Minister
Hasjrul Harahap's estimate re-
mained at 50 000 hectares
while Malaysia's New Straits
Times put it 10 times higher
at more than 500,000
hectares.

Assesaments of the damage
have focused solely on the area
of forest destroyed. not on the
scale of human suffering the
fires have caused. Indeed offi-
cial statements could easily
lead o the jon that the
forests are devoid of human
beings. No attempts by the
government to assess the
damage caused to people's
. homes and lvelihoods

the Mahakam, had n
contaminated and was -
ing cholera. The [ires were
blamed for one plane crash
and an emergency landing in
Kadirmantan

Information about the im-

more easy to come
neighbouring Brunei.
Singapore and Malaysia were
eovered by a thick haze for
days at a time. causing respira-
tory problems and skin and
z: irritations. Many Mights to
in West and East
Kalimantan and Central
Sumatrs were cancelled. dis-
rupting communications and
dealing another blow to the
lourist rade.
Wildlife has also been

Intthe information has been
aboul the [ate of
the foresis’ rare species

Only freshwater dolphins (a
rolected species) in East
E.hnuan received inlerna-

and dried up rivers and dams
throughout Java and western

I'here are signs that the
drought. which has also al-
fected Australia for the past
four years. heralds the next El
Nino. a dramatic reversal of
wind and ocean currents off
the equatorial Pacifie Ocean. El
Nino can last up W a year. de-
stroying flisheries and causing
floods and crop faflures The
Inst was in |987, but more se-
vere was the one in 1982/3
triggering the great Kali-
mantan fires that destroyed an
area the size of Be
Indonesia. In East man tan.
the area worst affected by the
fires. [ive lakes dried up and
the water level In the
Mahakam River was three me-

tres below normal
There are sombre predic-

tions for the f[uture [rom
Ausiralia’s leading climate
modeler Barrie Hunt : "My fear
is that the greenhouse effect

by Carolyn Marr

pulice oflicer said Jocal farm-
ers were suspected of causing
the fire, and seven people who
had set [ire to [ields near by
were arresied carlier in the
month

Farmers have been using
controlled burning to clear
fields in primary and sec-
ondary forest for generations,
however, without sparking the
conflagrations witnessed dur-
ing the last decade

According to WALHI., the
Jakarta-based Indonesian
Environmental Forum., Lhe

governmen! 'unfairly’ blames
local farmers, who know wvery
well how (o iIsolate fires.
Instead, government officials
should learn from the f[ar
greater experience of indige-
nous people how to deal with
forest fires.

Migrants and reseittled
communitics are also high on

lecturer at the University of
Riau. Sumatra. an Indonesian
company licensed to clear
30.000 hectares of forest in
central Sumaltra, set fire 1o de-
bris on a 16 000 hectare area
it had cleared He warmed that
the haze created by the fires
could be worse this year if the
Astra Group [Indonesia's sec
ond largest conglomerate)
burnt and cleared a total of
770,000 hectares for another
proposed plantation scheme

Discussions on how to com-
bat the fires have also been go-
ing on among Indonesia s
neighbours. Malaysia has been
particularly badly affected by
smoke which has combined
with industrial pollutien and
traffic fumes to create a thick
smog hanging over Kuala
Lumpur and the Klang Valley.
in Oclober Malaysia called for
an emergency meeting ol the
Assont n of Southeast Asian

Almost 10 years after one of history's biggest forest fires devastated millions of
hectares of East Kalimantan's forest, the 1991 fires, which spread through parts of
Kalimantan, Sulawesi and Sumatra during August, September and October, are
believed to have destroyed hundreds of thousands of hectares of forest.

could drag the Pacific towards
an almost permanent El Nino.
That would be disastrous.”

One report in the
Indonesian Observer said fires
in the Bukit Socharto area
fwhere the first fires broke out
in Kalimantan) had left behind
a ‘gowing coalfield’. Coal de-
posits I_rlnglLDt beneath the
surface are ught to be one
of the main causes of the fires
in Kalbmantan.

According to Population and
Environment Minister Emil
Salim. the fires were fanned by
high winds carrying sparks
from burning coal deposits to
trees, dry from the drought
Satellite imaging showed 17
fire pointa In Kalimantan, he
sajd. which appear to match
up o the blazes of 1988. This
suggests that the underground
coal may have been smoulder-
Inp, since then, or in some ar-

ibly since the huge
1982/83.

H-I:I,!I,ltﬂrt carelessness
and human error, according to
President Suharto, are often
responaible for forest fires. But
negligence by whom? Official
blame is usually directed to-
ward local farmers, who bum
ficlds as part of thetr agricul-
tural activitics. As have no
political or financial L. they
are an casy scapegoal for the
authorities. Thus, when the
Ares started in Bukit Suharto a

the list of scapegoats. since
many resort to buming forests
to open new fields, when their
allocated plots fail to produce
enough for subsistence needs.
However, migrant [armers are
rarely the first to open up an
arca. Loggers. miners and
plantation developers clear the
forests and build roads. The
farmers follow their lead.

Much of the blame must lic
with the legion of loggers. who
leave trails of waste
wherever they go. As an
Indonesian Forestry Ministry
document pointed out In
1988, “The effects of ng
inchude the accumulation of Ht-
ter on the forest Moor which.
when it dries oul. Increases
the fire hazard. The possibility
of drying out is increased by
the fact that the forest canopy
has been partly cleared over a

Both Indonesia's prominent
environmental organisation’s
SKEPH! and WALHI. have
stated that ng is to blame
for the ra k?‘jpre-d of the
fires. A member ol WALHI who
went to Kalimantan said, 'Most
fires are ragl uf through log
ging arcas. Faulty management
in logging has worsened the
situation.

Companies clearing huge
arcas land for plantations
also bear responsibility for
spreading fire. Aecording o a

Nations [ASEAN)] to find a way
of combating the haze One
suggestion was o pool re
sources to buy or rent a water
bomber to put out the fires and
another. to sel up a joint
ASEAN fire-fighting force to
combat forest fire in the re-

on.

The question on everybody's
lips now is will there be a re-
peat performance this year?

If the El Nino prediction is
correct, there is a strong pos-
sibility that another drought
will create the right conditions
for more fres. An additional
problem is that the ruins alone
will not be capable of extin-
guishing the subterrancan fires
in Kalilmantan's coal deposits.
Some under-ground fires are
thought o originate from the
1982/83 Are and could well
re-emerge the next dry season.

Vartious suggestions for this
year have been pul forward in-
chuding a plan, coordinated by
the government, o regulate
burning activities. According to
the Director General ol Forest
Protection and Nature Con-
servation, Sutisna Wartapulra,
during the coming dry season,
land elearing activities will be
conducted in line with
government guidelines deter-
mining when and where fires
can be started and the extent
of lorested land which may be

cleared. There have been calls
for more equipment [currently
indonesia only has two
atrborne fire-fighting units| for
carly warning sysiema and for
more informaton during the
early stages of the fircs

All this creates a certain
sense of deja vu, however, as
many of the same recommen-
dations were made in the wake
of previous fires. A 1989
Ministry of Forestry and the
Food and culture Orga-
nisation (F paper describes
the lack of clarity over the
government's fire-fighting
capacity and admits @ ‘It ap-
pears that few of the fire-
walching towers have been
constructed and few of the
specified necessary items of
fire-fighting equipment have
been purchased.

The paper recommended
that ‘action be taken rapidly’ o
initlate training in fre control
in the outer islands and that
fire-fighting equipment be
purchased. There is no evi-
dence that these recommen-
dations were acted upon.

Is more equipment and ex-
pertise the answer anyway?
Once a fire is underway there
is littke to be done short of
praying for rain. Water
bombers, for Instance. cannot
operate effectively in the heavy
hiaze hanging over the burning
forests.

There is a ng convic-
tion that the problem of forest
fires must be tackled at a more
structural level. Some Ind-
snesian non-governmental org-
anisations (NGOs) now believe
that only when the gov-
ernment forestry policy is
radically changed can future
disasters be averted.

The relentless drive toward
commercialisation of the for-
ests by logging. pulp and
plantation companies shoves
aside the people with the tra-
ditional skills and knowledge
necessary to safeguard the for-
esl agains! man-made disaster,
Until this stop and the for-
esi is retu to the control
of local people. the techno
jcal Mixes will remain a cos
and inefllective exercise in
damage Hmitation

— Third World Network
Features
International Campaign for
Ecological Justice (n [ndo-
nesla, a prgject managed by
the Asia Pac{fic People's
Environment Network
(APPEN). She also works Jor
the World Rainforest Mouve-
ment.)
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Metal Pollution Alert in th; Ganges

HE Jlong-running dis
pute between Bangla
desh and India over the'
sharing of the waters of the
Ganges river is |litkely to
become even testier with the
finding that the walers arc
heavily polluted with metals
Rescarch carried oul by the
University of Rajshahi, Bangla-
desh's second largest institule
of higher learning. shows that
near the Bangladesh side of
the border the river contains
chromium concentrations of
scven parts per million (ppmi
compared with a permissible

level of 0.06 ppm.
After a series of tesis by

Fahmida Zerin of the depart-
ment of applied chemistry un-
der thg supervision of Profe
ssor Fokrul Islam, Prof Fnkrul
said the waler was unacce
table because of the difficu ty
of eliminating heavy melal
pollution.

He warned thal continuous
laking of Ganges water might
cause cancer, and that fish
caught in the river could
transmit toxins to the human
body PANOS
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Greens Get Victory
in Colombia

Peter Nares writes from Bogota

HE Bogota River, one of
the most conlanminated
waterways In Latin
America and long known as
Colombia's largest sewer. s
fAnally to be cleaned up atl a
cost of more than 8300
millhon
The project is an example
of the Colombians net- found
concern for their environ
ment, and the willingness of
international credit organisa

tions (o provide money for

trial waste it fMlows
through the capital of the
Andean republic, its water s
dead

Nearly | 500 noxtous sub
stances have been identified in
s foul-smelling current, af
fecting the health of Bogota's
five millbon restdents and the
villagers who bve downstream

In Bogola fisell, the stench
from the river aggravates the
contamination caused by (ac
tory chimneys and the city
traffic. Villagers downstream
wash their clothes and trrigaie
crops with the river's waler

Until recently, food and wa
ter supplies in some districts
were so contaminated that a
high proportion of the popula
ton had atiments attributable
o substances such as arsenic
and mercury in the river

Al its source, in the Andcan
highlands overiooking Bogota.
the river is pure and crys-
talline, but the industrial poliu-
tion begins only a few miles
downstream. Tanneriecs,
slaughterhouses, chemical
plants and hundreds of facto
rics all disc efMuents.
often untreated. into the river

The ecological havoc is not
restricted to the Bogota River
Its toxic waters flow into
Colombia's largest river, the
Magdalena, which is fished
extensively and also used o

te [armiand.
r the years. coniral and

local government authorities
have repeatedly promised 10
decontaminate the river, al-
though it will cost millions of
dollars to restore il to biolog
cal hecalth and to end the
pollution.

Money on this scale is
rardly available in a nation like
Colombia. whose authorites
are so hard-pressed for funds
that they can barcly provide
health services for low-income
families in urban rones. let
alone rural arcas

Despite their promises, the
enormous cosl meant authort-

had to contend with Col-
ombia’'s powerful industrial
lobby, which was reluctant 1o
install costly anti-pollution
plants and fllwers.

So the contamination of the
river continued. worscning
year by year. Scientific studics
of the problem also continued,
but most were shelved, with:
out action, for lack ol moncy

It was not until the Eighlics
that the situation finally
changed. Colombia's fledgling
ecological movement had be-
gun o gather force, and envi-
ronmentalists found they could
no longer be ignored.

For exampie, in one couniry
region contaminated by the
Bogota River, an cntire town,
Tocaima. went on strike be-
cause of the pollution of its
water supplies. The tion
was nol a health ﬂ:’d -
it also threatened the region’s
earnings from tourtsm.

The government was forced
o act and Tocaima today has a
ncw water nectwork. Water
supplies have also been up-
grldl:d in other downstream

istricts through which the

In the capital itsell, the

watcrway remains as fetid as
ever, but it is now hoped that

' Bogola River flows.

contamination will be reduced
within five years 1o an interna-
tionally acceptable level

he government., in re
sponse Lo pressure from ecol-
ogisls, ncgotiated multi mil
lhoni dollar loans from iInterna
Honal creditl organisations
More than 20 waler Lreatment
plants are o be constructed,
and a new system is o be In-
stalied for the safe disposal of
sewagr and industrial eMuents

The (act that international
bankers are now prepared to
finance such envireonmental

Ecuador

Peru
ki 2049

in addition, there is the ul-
thmate sanction @ factories that
persist in ecological offences
arc closed, ejther
or permanenily. in Bogola,
offending industrial plants
were shut last year

The authorities themaelves
these days practise what they
E!:lrh. When it was estab-

hed that a state firm, Alcalis,
was scriocusly contaminating
the Bogota River with s car-

bonate . the
e Jon plant, "even

¢ bosed

Brazi
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programmes. which yiclkd no
immediale cash gains, testifies
to the ever-growing influence
of ecologists around the world

For its part, the Colombian
governmenl. though neo-lib
cral in economic outlook,
cschews development at any
cosl. While actively secking in-

The Andean republic of
Colombia has abused ils
environment for years,

pumping toxic effluent
into ils rivers and sirip-

ping its foresis in the
name of development.

Now the couniry's envi-

ronmentalists, long ig-

nored, are finding they
have the international
elout to force change. The

fetid Bogota River is being

cleaned and, as Gemini

News Service reporis,

Colombians are finding

that it is possible —
though difficult — to pro-

tect and develop theiur nat-

ural resources.

dustirial investment, President
Cesar Gaviria |{s anxious Lo
avotd the mistakes of nations
such as Mexico, whose citics
have been polluted by uncon-
trolled development

In Colombia, the authoritics
are trying to reconcile the
conllicting demands ol ecology
and induastrialisation. Major
economic programmes arc
now endorsed only after con-
sidering their environmental
effect, and officials arg no
longer hesitant to take mean-
ingful action against offending
companics.

For years, fincs imposed on
offending firms were so le-
nicnt thdtl company exccutives
could simply shrug them ofl.

Today, fincs arc so still that no

company can afford to ignore
them.

though this led to the loss of
hundreds of jobs.

As for the future, a ministry
of Lhe environment SOO0N
be created to reinforce the
work of the natural resources
protection agency. Inderena
The agency ensures that
wildlife stays in Colombia, and
that the ecological balance of
Colombian parks is not upeet
by uncontrolled tourism.

The government, fn con-
junction with the private sec-
tor. is mow implementing
widescale reforestation pro-
jects. Millions of trees are be-
ing planted by government
agencies and commercial firms
in a bid Lo combat erceion,
which affects nearly half the
country's culttvatable land after
ruthless exploftation of the
lorest.

The private and siale sec-
tors are also cooperat o
protect the environment [from
the ravages of coalmining.
Colombia is one of the world's
largest coal exporters thanks
to its enormous deposits of the
mineral in the northern re-

re i , are
close to Colombia's Carfbbean
coast, whose beach resorts at-
tract thousands of vacationers
each ycar. New coal ports, it is
envisaged, will be situated only
in isolated zones, away from
tourist areas, and they will be
operated in strict conditions
that ensure there s minimal
environmental contamination.

In practice, It remains to be
seen il coalmining and tourtsm

can function harmoniously side
by side. But the programme, if
successful, could set a prece-
dent for other developing na-
tions which, like Colombia, are
trying to protect and develop
their natural resources. —
GEMINI NEWS

Peter Nares is a DBritish
Jreelance journalist based in
Colombia_
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Environment-friendly :

designed an eeological spray.
separates the contents from the propellant. Hair spray

-

Claus-Dheter Koetke, Ifrn-m lﬁm:mrf in north Germany, has

He has invented a plastic, thin-walled, inner bag which

and then sprayed by pressing a button

or deodorant is crushed in the bag
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