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Environmental Reporting in
Asta, held in Dhaka
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The organized by
the Asian Mass nication
Rescarch and Information
Centre (AMIC) and Devieature,

was supported by
the Foundation. As report-
ing on the environment is

become more technical, more
global, and certainly more
oliticized. At the coming
> Summit in Rio de
Janetro this June, optimists
hope that the North-South di-
vide will ., but in all
ltkelihood, borders will con-
tinue to create differences in
the way the rich and the poor
handle the world around them.
Two days ago, Malaysian Prime
Minister Dr. Mahathir
Mohamad accused the devel-
oped North of polluting the
environment indiscriminately.
At a conlerence of developing
countries on environment,
Mahathir said the North
should not dictate the conser-
vation policies of the South.
The earth may know no artifi-
cial frontiers, but ernwvironmen-
talism s becoming an increas-

ingly potent political weapon.

Poverty and population are
only two of the new [actors in

il

of the environment
Over-industrialization, too
many cars, and a hungry ocon-
sumer dictated West are also
factors.
Victor Valbuena, of
AMIC. “Theatre, traditional
entertainment media, all these
can have emormous impact on
the public mind. That's what
we have o aim for.” In order o
reduce pollution, halt defor
cslation, and clean up our
rivers, the media has to play a
very active role in first telling
people what their actions can
lead 0.

Governments can ofien have
different stakes in the game. A
recent example in Bangladesh
was a minister's visit to a
forested area, where he was
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presented with a cheetah. The

‘administration mouths a regu-

lar series of banalities on pro-
tecting animals, but violates its
pronunciations with equal
regularity. “In this case,” says
Nalaka Gunawardene, a science
and environment journalist
from Sri Lanka, "the press

T the source of the Ri-

ver Nile, decp in the

pearl of Africa, is a Uiny
heap of rusting bottlctops.

It was lelt there in March
by a group of journalists con-
‘cerned for the African envi-
ronment, too busy thinking
about invisfble holes in the
ozone layer to notice what was
gathering at their lcet.

We had stopped beside the
river for a drink, about 30 of
us, and popped open bottles of
Fanta and Pepsi. The lops fell
on the ground and lay among
the grass roots, where they
were ignored and left to rustL

No one will pick them up,
thosc bottictops, even though
thcy can slice a fatal tetanus
infection into any barc fool
that stumbles along. It's an
environmental story in its own
small way, but few pcople any-
where in the world would
think it important enough to
consider.

its a small example,
though, of how environmental
reporting in the Third World
is sulfering from mixed priori-
ties, apathy and

The drive to Uganda’'s
source of the Nile came on the
third day of a four-day work-
shop organised in Uganda by
GCemini News Secrvice. It was
intended to encourage and
improve environmental report-
ing in Africa, and was attended
by curious journalists [rom
across the continent.
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must expose the misdeeds of
the administration.” He ac-
knowledges the dangers of
such a stance in a region
where democracy s often just
another word, but fecls. “it is
our role to criticiee lack of ac-
tion or ilicgal actions on the
part of our governments.”

The next step for the me-
dia, Gunawardene recom-
mends, is to decide whether 1t
will take up advocacy journal-
ism. It is one thing to report
willful dumping of chemicals
or the killing ol elephants for
thetr tusks: it is quite another
to take a stance. The press in
our part of the world takes
stands on politics. economics,

-
.5

[

social issues, but there is little
condemnation of environmen-
tal vandals. "The majority of
the participants in this work-
shop agree that on environ-
ment issues the media should
advocale a certain view. The
missipn is conservation, there
is no right or wrong here,”

for example.

Similarly, the flood action
here was an cyc-opener for
mptrtﬁmtl from other na-

Obtaining the information

information. One cannot de-
pend on government depart-
ments to tell a journalist how
many lonnes ol garbage are

choking the sewers or
whether the new development
on the wetlands is actually a
death-trap. "Government
sources must be consulted, but

Environment 1s a Big Yawn

in the South

Such reporting, according
to Walula Oguttu, editor of
Kampala's influential Wecekly
Topic necwspaper, is often
considered “an unnecessary
fuss or, at best, mercly as a
western-inspired and boring
intellectual exercise.”

Femi Ajayi, science and
agriculture editor for the Daily
Times of Nigeria, was more
blunt. "Nobody wants to be an
environmental reporter in
Africa,” he said. "They want a
more important beat so they

. by Mark Richardson

as wcll as over-cultivating land
and draining wetland areas for
crops.

Such a massive task needs
the help of the media, but
readers arc not interested in
scemingly endless stories of
dcforestation, toxic waste and
invisible ozone  holes.

"Environment is still the most
boring topic in the Weekly
Topic,” said Oguttu.

The disappearance of the
forests, for example, is one of

es the World

you will find that other sources
will be much more

noversity, research

but in US a government
department can be

bound to reveal information.
“In Sn Lanka , activists have
agitated for years for a
Freedom of Information act,
which is now in Parllament
We don't yet know the exact
contents, but it's a first step,”
Gunarwardene encourages.
Such legal reforms can be
about with the active
support of the media.

At the »su stion of
wn-.agnm.
the dea of a South Asian
Forum of Environmental
Journalists was born. "This s
not to contest the Asian
Forum,” says Samad, “but per-
haps the Astan Forum fis just
too vast. It covers hall the
globe; with a smaller unit we
could be more effective.” Such
a group could well be the most
significant event to emerge

scen

. they haven't been
stuck Iin conlference rooms.
They ate traditional food, went
to intertor villages, saw our
rivers.” He believes this expe-
sure is essential for partici-

porung

from the quality of life
food we eat and the air we
breathe. Be careful not to cate-
gorize and label 1t." In a world
ol Increasing Intrrch'ddln
of disciplines, it is sell-defeat-
ing to compartmentalize is-
sucs. One issuc leads to an-

other; one cause can not be cul
ofl from other causes.

the radfo. And while “getting
down to the grassroots™ was
the most stressed catchphrase
of the workshop, few journal-
ists know what the grassroots
are.

Certainly none of the
reporters who took the drive
to the Nile's source gave a
second thought to buying goat
kebabs and roasted bananas
from the stalls we visited along
the way.

We tut-tutted at the char-

The hottest issue in the North is considered one of the most boring in
the South. Third World journalists have little interest in reporting
the environment because they know few people want to be lectured

about deforestration, or toxic waste, or holes in the ozone layer.

can change their cars every

three years.”
Unlike the North, where
grassrools organisations

pressure their governments to
change policies toward the
environment, the governments
of the South must take
responsibility for educating a
generally ignorant public.

In Uganda, 12 officers
travel to villages throughout
the country, attempling to
teach the 17 million people
about the dangers of cuttin
trees for clearance or charcoal,
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Bags of charcoal, protected by banana leaves
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the biggest stories in Alrica,
with repercussions around the
world. Few Aflricans want to
know. Millions of trees are
taken to fuel cooking fires, but
there is little point in produc-
ing articles that warn of global
climate changes when the only
alternative fucl, kerosene, is
scarce and expensive,

It s dillicult for people to
rclate to the big stories they
sce on television, read In the
newspaper or — most common

in the Third World — hear on
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coal vendor and took his pho-
tograph beside the sacks of
charcoal, quaintly (and practi-
cally) covered with banana
lcaves, but we were happy to
buy food cooked over that
charcoal.

And we bought
bananas [rom the stalls sct up
illecgally in the forest to cater
to tourists.

This was the grassroots, but
we couldn't see the trees for
the charcoal.

Journalists have the poten-
tial to be among the most in-
fluential people in society, yet
many are so preoccupied with
looking for corruption and
large-scale abuse that the
smaller abuses, including their

own, are ignored.

In the Third World, they
are given little encouragement
or initiative to become
environmentally aware. The
responsibility or their training,
says Oguttu, lies with the
industrialised Northern coun-
Lries.

"Forests in the Third World
are estimated to consume
about 50 per cent of the car-
bon dioxide produced in the
North. Without these forests in
the South, the North would be
heavily polluted by their nu-
merous vehicles and [actories,”

he says,

“It is therefore logical that

the North comes in and pays
for the preservation of

forests.

Such funds should
then be used to meet the costs
of training journalists and

other communicators in the
skills of reporting the enwvi-
ronment, and for preparation
and disscmination of all

of environmental education
material.”

There are many more envi-
ronmental stories than just
deforestation, of course.

Nerthern journalists consider
the environment to be perhaps
the biggest s on the planet,
yet few Th World press
agencies can afford the luxury

curs, such as at the source of
the River Nile, much of the
story is missed.

At the river, it was peossible
to wander out into some rusty
girders poking into the water
and place a hand in the Nile
and another hand in Lake
Victoria.

The waterfall that
John Speak saw when he ex-
plored the lake in 1860 was
flooded away when the Nile
was dammed.

The Owen Falls dam pro-
vides barcly :n::gh electricity
for the district power cuts
in Kampala are frequent. The
obvious, big story is that a
beautiful and historic site has
been sacrificed for an inefli-

cient government project. but
few would care.

Most U ans do not have
the luxury of an electrical

supply, and nor do they care
for the explorations of a
foreign adventurer. What they
do understand, though, is that
people will starve to death
when they cannot open their
mouths to eat after catching
lookjaw, or tetanus, from a
rusty wound,

The story — our bottletops
— was gathering at our feet,

but we were too busy peering
across the river to notice.

— Gemini News

Mark Richardson, a
Canadian journalist with the
Ottawa Citizen newspaper, at-
tended the Environmental
Reporting in Africa workshop
as a representative aof the
Gemini News Service. The

International Development

Agency, and Ml'rw
was yipun-nr by the

Commonwealth Secretariat.
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Environmental Conflict

N what experts be
to be a preview of a sho-
wdown at the Earth
Summit in Brazil this June,

| countries of the North and

South locked horns over the
environment during the
meeting of the 112-nation
Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species
ICITES) held here this month.
Two crucial decisions taken
during the two-week confer-
tween Llopd and de-
veloping world on the enwvi-
ronment — the ban on the
trade of blue-fin tuna and ele-
phant products.
Japan successfully blocked a
proposal to ban the trade in
the Atlantic blue-fin tuna after

tuna fssue was the classic ex-
ample of the North-South
problem,” said Michael Sution
of the Worldwide Fund for
Nature (WWF). “The rich North
cannot take what it expects
the poor Southern countries to
take -

Japan, the United States
and Canada strongly resisted
the imposition of controls on
the North Atlantic blue-fin
tuna (rade which has been
immensely profitable for them

Despite evidence
by environmentalists to prove
that the breeding of
the species has wwm

cent since 1970,
J ‘

the vory trade despite a
sionate plea by
Alrican states for
SAITIC FERSONS.
Downlisting the Alrican
elcphant from the CITES pro-
hibitions list would have al-
lowed Zimbabwe, Bolswana,

Bathtub Breeding Pro

The Alricans’ case has -
cused attention on a funda-
mental threat facing the global
environmental movement —
why the USSS billion annual
wildlife trade hardly benefits
the ucer countries.

issue had been dor-

mant for many years but sur-

Three months before the
Earth Summit in Brazil,

participants at a conser-
vation meeting in Japan
get an advance look at the
clash between the North
and South on environm-
ental issues.

faced at the Kyoto for
the first time when the r
South Alrican states asked 1o
resume a imited trade in ele-
phant products.

A Gail Amvot of the
Wildltle Society of Z.tﬂ-l::h
“Alrica s ured
successiul wildlife -
ment methods, based on
principle that wildlife can
support itsell, has proved that
foreign exchange can be
carned the carefy
monitored of wild
instead of depending on
Western aidd.”

Experts said the United
Nations Conference on Envir-
onment and Development
(UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in
June will ltkely be
down by a spiit into South and
North

“The C conference is a

'"-y-lm'lhl
Tm“.?hpﬂ'
oyota up In value cvery
mr-gn-thm-f
coflee or bananas have been
the same for decades.” Kramer
said

To blunt the eriticism,

some of the importing coun-

While the consumer ap-
petite of the North is the most

vistble obstacle to -
solution, the mn:ﬂn_ﬁvr

short-term economic and po-
litical benefits among develop-
ing countries has also proved
discouraging
media reports ac-

c the indonesian delega-
tion at the conference of
composed more of wildlife
traders than conservationists.

WWF criticised for
condemning a by the
Netherlands to ban the trade
of two highly traded species of
tropical timber, ramin and
merbau.

The recently-concluded

CITES mee saw over |,000
de environmental-
Ists about 2,500 an-
imals and 35,000 plant
specics. — IPS
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Venezuelas Crocodiles

IFE in the Blohm hou-
schold was ncver dull,
reflects Cecilia Blohm.

‘It was never casy laking a
bath at our house. Instead of
swect-smelling bath salts, our
bathtub was usually filled with
pungent sardines and several
lively baby crocodiles.
Sometimes we forgol lo take
them oul. For our unsuspecting
guests, Lthose were memorable
occasions.

What began as a bathtub ex-
periment, was devecloped by
Cecilia and Tomas Blohm into
the most success/ul Orinoco
crocodile breeding and rein-
troduction programme In
South Amecrica. Now, some of
40 years later, the Blohm's
private ranch — EI M ral
— is one of Lhrec breeding
centre involved in the pro-
gramme.

These centres, which now
breed crocodiles in concrele
tanks, provide hope for the
long-term survival of one of the
world's 12 most threatencd
animais.

A group ol spccialists in-
cluding the Blohms helped
establish an intcgrated conser-
valion programme for the

country's five crocodile
spccics.
The Orinoco crocodile

(Crocodylus intermcdius) was
sclected as the priority. Funds
were provided by the
Fundacion para la Defcnsa dc la
Naturaleza (FUDENA), an asso-
ciale of WWF — World Wide
Fund For Nature.

Venezuela’'s Orinoco River
basin is the last remaining
stronghold for the Orinoco
crocodile. Once numbering
several millions, the species
was hcavily hunted for com-
mecrcial trade from 1920 to
1950, reducing wild popula-
tions to around 2,000 animals.

Now, the greatest threat to
the crocodile is the destruc-
tion of its habitat. On the
Cojedes and Capanapara
Rivers, crocodiles [ace food
shortages as fish dic [rom too
much fertilizer in the water.
Dredgers damage the banks
and des crocodile nests.
Under these conditions, the
Orinoco crocodile is battling
for its survival,

In the state of Guarico, the
2,600-hectare El Masaguaral
ranch provides safe refuge to
crocodiles taken from the
Cojedes River. These animals
form the basis of the captive-
breeding programme and are
eventually released into suit-
able protected areas.

In 1992, 200 Orinoco
crocodiles were rcleased into
the wild. Last ycar's yield was
increased to 300 animals
which were released into the
Capanaparo National Park and
Cano Guaritico Wildlife Refuge.

Scientists are still experi-
menting with the best and
conditions for release.
Currently, the crocodiles are
relcased when they are around
three years old, and measure
one metre long. "As the design
and quality of our nursery

by Olga Sheean

lanks improve, we plan Lo re-
lease one-year-old crocediles
in increasing numbers,” said
FUDENA biologist Alfredo

Artcaga.

Hatchlings m::d'l in con-
crele pens and chopped
[reshwater fish and vitamin

supplements. By the time they
reach reproductive size, they

crocodiles. “In 1980, the uni-
versity’'s first captive adult
crocodile was killed by locals,”
said Andres Scijas, a biologist
from Venezuela's National
Experimental U of the

Western Plains (UNELLEZ).
"They did not want to eat the
animal or take its skin for
trade. Instead, they wanted its

Breeding and re-introduction sites for the Orinoco crocodile

arc moved to pools where they
thrive on live chickens. The
animals are regularly weighed
and measured and, before re-
lease, some are tagged with
radios for monitoring.

On Venezuela's northwest-
ern floodplains, in the state of
Apure, Hato El Frio — another
ranch — provides an ideal re-
lease site for the Orinoco
crocodiles. This 80,000-ha.
Ranch supports a variety of
wildlife.

Cono Guaritico, a tributary
of the Apure River flowing
through the ranch, is particu-
larly rich in wildlife. It is also
an important nursery for many
fish s and was declared a
wildlife refuge in 1989.

Mingling with the domestic
livestock raised on the ranch
are ca freshwater tur-
tles, deer, river dolphins, glant
otters and a small population
of jaguar.

"“The gencrosity and con-
servation cthnic of private
ranch owners have made it
possible to establish and
maintain such refuges.,” said
Jose Ayarzaguena Sangz,
Director of El Frio Bl::ﬁll
Station. They are now
closely with UNESCO =
ranch owner Dr Ivan Darlo
Maldonado, to declare the en-
tire ranch a biosphere reserve
by the end of 1992,

While such habitats are im-
portant, the Orinoco crocodile
is also threatened by poachers.
Guards regularly patrol the
ranch on the lookout for
wildlife poachers sneaking in
by canoe, or kidnappers -
ing to ransom a wealthy
rancher.

Traditional beliefs have also
led to the killing of Orinoco

teeth.”

According to local folklore,
crocodile teeth and ofls have
medicinal properties. “In this
case, the teeth were used to
treat a sick child,” said Mr

Traditional folklore now has
less of an im on wild popu-
lations than in the past. The
three breeding centres — El
Masaguaral, El Frio, and
UNELLEZ — now have a total of
400 Orinoco crocodiles of

varying ages.

Education programmes or-
ganized through FUNENA, and
a small-scale eco-tourism cen-
tre at El Frio, have hel dis-
sur-

"Through our eco-tourism
programme, we are trying to
make the b centre pay
for itsell,”" said Alcjandro
Arranz, manager of Frio
Biological Station. About 120
visitors visit El Frie each
month during the Peak Season.

Their payments, which
cover food, lodging, and
wildlife tours around the
ranch, help to offset the cen-
tre's costs.

With improved breeding
techniques, and more knowl-
edge of the crocodile’s ecology
and behaviour, FUDENA hopes
that the species can eventual
be harvested on a sustainab
basis, like the Nile crocoedile in
Zimbabwe.

This will a much-
needed source of protein for
the local people, giving them
the financial incentive to en-

the species’ long-term
:mu in the wild.



