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Plastic Wastes Exported to Third

AKARTA, Indonesia: In

Even though the women are
wor in a crowded slum
outside Indonesia's largest
city, much of the writing on
the plastic garbage is iIn
English.The women sort
through liquid soap bottles,

food wrappers, disposable dia-

the women pull them from the
pile.

The women sorting the
bags cannot read English, so
they do not know that the
white is titanium dix-

rashes they never had when
they only processed locally
produced tic waslte.

The health risks faced by
the Indonesian women— and
thousands like them through-
out Asia and elsewhere in the
Third World — are a direct re-
sult of the upsurge in plastic
use in the US — and of indus-
try efforts to quell public con-
cern in the US about the envi-
ronmental effects of increased

plastics use.
Plastic's New Image —
Biodegradable and
Recyclable

in 1989, US corporations
used more than 12 billion
pounds of plastic for packaging
designed to be thrown away as
soon as the package is opened.

In the 1990s, this figure is ex- .

pected to double. i
It was not untfl recently,

when people began to realise

Gree

.though corn

npeace H Waste Prevention Patrol
New York Harbour which is bound. for Asia.

that land filling plastic pre-
serves it for ever and bumning
it releases some of the most
toxic substapces known to sci-
ence, that the US public
started to question the coun
try's growing dependence on
plastics. Rather than address
thése serious environmental
problems, the plastics indus-
try focused its attention on ad-
dressing its public image.

A confidential 22 December

1989 letter from Larry
Thomas, president of The
Sociéty of the Plastics

Industry, invited stics man-
ufacturers to help develop a
$150 million public relations
campaign. The image of plas-
tics among consumers is dete-
riorating at an alarmingly fast
pace. Opinion research experts
tell us that it has plummeted
so far and so fast, in fact, that
we are approaching a point of
no return”, Thomas wrote.

"Public opinion polls during
the 1980s show that an in-
creasing percentage of the
general public believes plastics
are harmful to health and the
environment.That' percentage
rose sharply from 56% in
1988 to 72% in 1980. At this
point we will soon reach a
point from which it will be
impossible to recover our
credibility. (Witness what has
happened to the nuclear en-
ergy industry).”

The plastics industry devel-
oped a two-point plan to re-
store {ts image. First, by mix-
ing small amounts of corn
starch into plastic products,
the industry claimed its plastic
packaging garbage bags and di-
apers were 'biodegradable.’ It
did not take long for the US
public to figure out that al-
boidegrades,
plastic does not.

Next the fndustry jumped
abroad the recycling band-
wagon. Instead of
'‘biodegradable,” nearly every
plastic package on the super-
market shelf is now stamped
‘recyclable.’

If we can get our act to-

r and show the world just
how recyclable these valuable

. polymers are and that the in-

dustry stands behind the
commitment to prove it, then

hangs banner on waste-carrying ship in

by Ann Leonard

US companies are exporting over 200 million
pounds of toxic plastic wastes annually to Third
World countries, especially in Asia. The wastes
are recycled’ or discarded, posing sqfety risks for
workers, the public and the environment.

the mathematics will change.
‘explained Marty Forman, chair
of the Institute of Scrap
Recyeling Industries’ plastic
committee last June. "It won't
be a 60-billlon pound market
shrinking to 45 because 15
billlon pounds were recycled,
it will be an 80 or 80 or 100-
billion-pound market which
has expanded because those
plastics are led.”

Unfortunately, the plastics
companies' claims that their
plastics is ‘recyclable’ are badly
misleading. Plastic waste is
seldom if ever recycled into
the same product, so recycling
used plastic does not make a
dent in the amount of- plastic
needed to make the original
products.

Additionally, each time
plastic is heated, its chemical
composition changes and its
quality decreases, so the num-
ber of times it can be recycled
is very limited. The most dis-
honest aspect of plastic recy-
cling claims, however, may be
that many of the plastic
and bottles dropped ofl at lo-
cal recycling centres in the US
are shipped to Indonesia and
other Third World countries,
where much of it is not recy-
cled at all.

Plastic Waste Exports

The plastics industry is now
adopting the tried-and-true
practices of international
waste traders world-wide. By
exporting their wastes to less -
industrialised countries, US
plastics corporations have
lcarned, they can avoid do-
mestic regulations and com-
munity opposition to waste-
handling f(acilities, and pay
their workers wages far below
US levels.

It is increasingly likely that
the plastic bags and bottles

dropped off at a local recycling
centre in the US will end up in
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the countryside in China or in
an fillegal waste importer's
shop in Manila.

Last alone, over 200
million pounds of plastic waste
were exported from the US,
according to data from Port
Import/Export Rescarch
Service. This waste was sent to
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, China,
the Dominican Republie,
Ghana, Ecuador, Guatemala,
Hong Kong, Hungary, India,
Indonesia, Israel, Jamaica,
South Korea, Malaysia,
Morocco, Nigeria, Pakistan,
the Philippines, Russia,
Singapore, South Africa,
Tatwan, Tanzantia, Thaitland.
Trinidad and Tobago.

The primary target of US
plastic wastec exporters is Asia.
In 1991, more than 15 million
pounds of plastic wastes were
shi to the Philippines, 35
million pounds to Indonesia
and over 75 milllon pounds to
Hong Kong (much of which
was sent on the China).
Industry recycling coalftions
tout exports for diverting
waste from diminishing US
landfill capacity while provid-
ing much needed employment
in less-industrialised coun-
tries. In a September 1991 is-
sue of Plastics News, Gretchen
Brewer, a consultant with
Earth Circle in La Jolla,
California, justified plastic
waste exports to Asia because
‘they have an urgent need to
employ a lot of people, and it
also helps them get more raw
materials.’

The US Chamber of
Commerce also denies thal
there are any problems with
plastic waste exports. Hearvey
Alter, Manager of the
Chambers Resources Policy
Department, testified last f[all
in a congressional hearing on
the subject. There is no basis,’
he assured lawmakers ‘for ac-
cusations that the Untied
States is "dumping” hazardous
[or other waste) on unsuspect-
ing developing countries.
Materials for recycling, virtu-
ally by definition, are sold to
enterprises in countries with
sophisticated manufacturing
facilities.’

Since there are no federal
oversight mechanisms or stan-
dards for plastic waste ex-
poris, no one really knows
what happens to the millions
of pounds exports annually.
Harrie Cohen, chiefl executive
officer of Ontario Plastics
Recycling in California, admits
that he sends all of the plastic
collected by his firm to China.
'l don't know exactly what
they're doing with it,’ he told
a plastics News reporter last
year. Apparently, the US
‘cradle to grave' approach to
waste management which re-
quires tracking and monitor-
ing at all stages from waste
production to transport to dis-
posal, does not apply if the
grave is in another country.

A Greenpeace investi

of ‘recycling facflitics in Asia
reveals that plastic waste is
being shipped (o countries
which ban waste imports, that
recycling facilities are endan-
gering workers and the sur-
rounding environment and
that much of the plastic sent
te be recycled is simply
dumped in landfills or in ran-
dom locations.

Indonesia

US plastics recyclers’ sent
over 35 million pounds of
plastic waste to Indonesia last
year. The majority of the waste
was sent to two cities on the
island of Java—Jakarta and
Surabeya

Once the waste arrives in
Indonesia, it undergoes labour-
{ntensive sorting by hand.
First, workers scparate for
disposal the non-plastic
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. but a different
setting. Instead of the crowded
slums of Jakarta or the indus-
trial skyscrapers of Hon
Kong, the facility was lut:.-tJ
on a dirt road in the country-
side in :

A massive pile of discards-
unrecyclable plastics clothing,
scraps and other garbage-oc-
cupy the centre of the countr-
yard. The [acility ex-
plains that there is no cent

dump in which this material
can be disposed, so it |is
dumped in random locations
in the A

Last August, six containers
exported from New York

Imported plastic waste recycling company, Indonesia
— Photo: Ann Leonard

wasles— newspapers, clothing
scraps, metal scraps and mis-
cellancous other trash— that
are imported along with the
plastic cargo. Plastics that are.
either too contaminated or of
such poor quality that recy-
cling is not feasible are added
to the discard pile. The owner
of one Indonesian plastics re-
cycling ' company estimates
that up to 40% of the im-
ported waste is directly land-
filled at a local dump.

The plastic processing all
happens indoors, in hot,
crowded rooms with no venti-
lation systems. Recycling facili-
ties in the US, in contrast, are
cquipped with vacuum vents
over the plastic melting ma-
chines to immediately remove
fumes from the workers' envi-
ronment.

Hong Kong and China

Hong Kong is the largest
single importer of US plastic
waste. In 1991, it received
more than half of all US plas-
tics waste exports.

The recycling facilities in
Hong Kong look much the
samc as those in Indonesia.
The same plastic grinding,
melting and re-shaping ma-
chines are in use, rcleasing the
same strong noxious fumes. As
in Indonesia, the untreated
rinse water is discharged
down drains or out the win-

Harbour and supposedly carry-
ing plastic . waste arrived in
Shanghai, China. When the
Chinese plastic waste im

porters, opened the container,
they discovered a grisly con-
coction of US waste. Eight
months later, the Shanghai
City Environmental Protection
Bureau shambled the contain-
ers and reported: '556% are ...
mostly housechold garbage,
blood transfusion bags, and
tubes. In order to prevent pol-
lution, you must immediately
request a professional unit to
thoroughly sterilise the waste
plastic and houschold garbage.”

The Philippines
Although the Philippines
has a strict law banning waste
imports, US corporations and
waste brokers shipped over 15
million pounds of plastic waste

to the country in 1991. As is
the case in many wastc-im-
porting countries, under-
funded customs and environ-
mental agencies are unable to
detect and intercept incoming
waste shipments. And since
the shipments are arranged
covertly, the locations of the
importing companies are un-
known. —Third World Network
Features

About the writer. Ann
Leonard is a waste trade cam-
paigner with Greenpeace.
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Allegations of Rhino

I'rade Shock Nepal

by Jan Sharma

The Himnlw- kingdom. which has little re
sources other than scenic beauty and perennial
water resources, is using rhinos to win friends

and influence mqgjor donors

HERE have becn allega-

tons of trade in endan-

gered rhinos by Nepal's
agency created to protect and
preserve the kingdom's
wild life.

Nepal's vernacular tabloids
have alleged that the King
Mahendra Trust for Nature
Conservation (KMTNC), hea-
ded by Prince Gyanendra, King
Mrendra's younger brother,
has been setting “prices” and
recetving ‘donations” for the
rhinos given away to friendly
nations as "gifts".

The controversy surfaced
after a letter written by Dr Ong
Swee Law, chatrman of the
Singapore Zoological Garden,
and addressed to the Nepali
government, was obtained and
published by the vernacular
wee klies.

The KMTNC claims that "no
trade or exchange ol such a re-
source is possible without the
prior consent and permission
of the government.” 3

A spokesman for the agency
said: "The Trust, a non-gov-
ernmental organisation, selling
rhinos to any other country
simply does not arise.”

In the letter, Dr Ong had
requested for an “additional
pair” of the rhinos under the
"same terms and conditions.”

But an official of the
Department of Wildlife and
National Parks of the Ministry
of Forest and Environment in-
sists that the matter is not as
innocent as that because of the
allegations of "underhanded
exchanges” of bribe.

“We are grateful that your
government released a young
pair in April 1990. We recip-
rocaled with a donaltion of
USS$150,000 for the female
and US$100,000 for the male.
We arec, therefore, turning to
you to consider releasing an-
other female on the same
tcrms and conditions as the
previous pair,” Dr Ong wrote in
the letter dated July 18, 1991.

The previous deal was
struck immediately following
the success of the movement
for democracy that toppled
King Birendra's autocralic one-
party regime and gaye way to a
multi-party parliamentary
democracy |
monarchy in April 1990.

The forestry minister, who
{s in charge of the autonomous,
non-profit KMTNC, was Jhal
Nath Khanal whose United
Marxist Leninist (UML) [action
of the Communist Party of
Nepal, some Kathmandu news-
papers allege, has the backing
of Prince Gyanendra.

UML was the junior partner
in the interim coalition gov-
ernment headed by (former)
Prime Minister Krishna Prasad
Bhattarai, president of Lhe
ruling Nepali Congress Party.
His job was to draft a demo-
cratic constitution and have
free elections conducted to

and a constitutional

L}

clect a

Mr Bhattarai lost
eral clections, the
polls in 332 years, held in May
199]1. However, he continues
to be the president of the
ing party

Mr Khanal won the
tons but was dismissed as the
UML offictal spokeaman foliow-
ing the publication of the let-
ter. 71 really do not know what

happened then,~ sald Mr
Khanal, pleading innocence.
Rhinos tn Ne now csii-

tropical
soul of

centrated in the
Chitwan Valley,

1967 found only 90 rhinos in

Nepal's forest.
The animals have sullered
from wanton hunting and
ing for the horn which

Thanks to the conservation
efforts launched with the
technical assistance of the
United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), Nepal's
rhino population has increased
remarkably in recent years.
The Washington-based Smi-
thsonjan Institute has been
helping Nepal undertake re-
scarch on the animal's habitat
and )

Rhino hunting has been {l-
legal since 1847 but poaching
continued due to lack of en-
forcement of the decree. But
not Now.

Wildlife officials are now
translocating the rhinos to the
swampy Bardiya Valley in west
Nepal in order to promote the
scientific management of the
animal's habitat. About 40 rhi-
nos have been translocated
thus far.

One reason Jor such
lranslocalion was to ease the
“overcrowded” rhino pula-
tion concentrated in Chitwan,

perennial water resources, is
using rhinos to win friends and
inlluence major donors.

it has provided India four
breeding adult female rhinos
in exchange for 16 clephants.
A similar gift was sent to
Germany, the United States
and

Both Nepal and Singapore
are among the 118 countries
which are signatorics to the
Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species
(CITES) which lists endan-
gered and rare species of
plants and animals, including
the one-horned rhinos. |

Forestry Still Myanmar's)

Top Dollar Earner

ANMAR is spending a

lot of money to make

more money from its

chief foreign exchange earner
— forests.

The former Burma will in-
vest US $20.33 million on
forestry for the fiscal year
1992-93. In turn, it hopes to
earn

Critics are quick to point
out that it will mean more de-
struction of Myanmar's tropical
forests, including the world's
biggest teak forest. -

Forestry officials insist
Myanmar still retains 50 per
cent of its original forest cover
(crities have a much lower fig-
ure). And as a concession to
environment groups, the gov-
emmment has created a national
commission for environmental
affairs.

Myanmar has also been crit-
icised for granting logging
rights to Thai firms along the
Thai-Burma border. The gov-

ernment now has decided not.

to renew nor extend the con-
tract for Thai firms.

The ment also re-
ported t the area of re-
served forests has increased by
479 square miles — from
34,725 sq m in 1961-62 to
30,639 sq mp today.

Afforestation work is going
on with néew teak and hard-
wood being planted in areas
where extraction has occurred.
In 1991, some 22.261 million

teak trees were planted on
496,918 acres 26.1 mil-
llon hardwood trees on
580,039 acres.

Still, Myanmar is deter-
mined to earn more f{rom
forestry, its number one for-

exc earner. In fiscal
year 1991-92 which ended
March 31, forestry accounted
for US $202.8 million worth of
exports which included

up to US 8164.83 million.

by Minn Thu

36,000 cubic tons of sawn teak
and 160,000 cubic tons of teak

logs, 500 cubic tons of sawn |

hardwood and 454,945 tons of
hardwood logs. Forest prod-,
ucts represented 37.89 per
cent of total exports last ycar.

This fiscal year's investment
on forestry is actually lower
than the previous year's US 8
29.5 million. But its share of
the total public sector expen-
diture is higher.

Critics are wo over
the destruction of Mya-
nmar's_forests, including
the world's biggest teak
forest. Before controls
were made, teak pro-
duction in 1990-91 was
a record 440,000 tons

Last year, Myanmar hoped
to. earn US 8 175.5 million
from forestry but was able to
earn only US $ 163.33 million
— still a substantial 5.1 per
cent growth over the previous

8.
Myanmar has adopted a se-
lective felling system with a
30-year cycle. The system has
set an annual allowable cut
limit of 350,000 tons of teak
and two million tons of hard-
wood.

Before controls were im-
posed and with logging along
the country's borders allowed,
teak production in 1990-91

registered a record 440,000 .

tons, including 140,000 tons
from the border areas.

. Production dropped o
about 330,000 tons the follow-

ing year as logging from border
areas dropped. Logging arcas

were getting farther and far-
ther away and machinery and
equipment were unavailable.
Hardwood extraction rose
from 1.54 million tons to 1.89
million tons, which included
860,000 tons [rom border ar-
cas.

This year, Myanmar is aim-
ing for a teak production tar-
get of 350,000 tons including
90,000 tons {rom border arcas.
Production target for hard-
wood is 1,917 million, includ-
ing 304,000 tons from the
border. '

Myanmar is promoting
"participatory forestry” to help
farmers increase their in-
comes from forestry and to
improve land-use practices.
Conservation measures and
agroforestry are being pro-
moted. Indeed, a successful
watershed management pilot
project at the Kinda Dam is be-
ing extended to two critical
watersheds in the Pugyi and
Inke Lake areas.

Under the project, financed
by the UN Development
Programme (UNDP) and sup-
ported by the UN Food and
Agriculture O isation (FAO),
‘farmers will have access lo
credit and storage f[acilities.
They will be assisted in mar-
keting their crops.

Pugyi is a major source of
water supply for the Yangoon
area and the townships of
Hmawbi and Taikyi. Primary
forests in Pugyl have been de-
s for fuelwood and tim-
ber. Inke Lake, a prime high-
land tourist attraction, is lac-
ing serious environmental
degradation due to declining
fauna and increasing popula-
tion pressure.

— Depthnews Asia
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Project Tiger Claims its Tiger Widows
by Atiya Singh from Calcutta

INCE Project Tiger was

launched in 1973 to

save India's dwindling
tiger population, tigers have
killed thousands of people. In
Sunderbans, the biggest sanc-
tuary in the country, they have
killed 600 men.

How to reconcile the rights
of the native population with
those of the animals?
Opposition to Project Tiger in
Sunderbans is mounting.

People point out that while

. killing a tiger a legal offence

under the Wildlife Protection
Act inviting a fine of Rs 25,000
and two years' jail, the depen-
dents of a tiger's victim get a
mere Rs 7,500 as compensa-
tion.

Even this is given only if the
victim fell prey to the tiger in
the sanctuary's buffer zone —
an area of 1,225 sq km — and
has an official permit to got
there.

Radha Kirshna Mondol, Co-
ordinator of Sunderbans' Tiger
Society, says: "The law says
that a tiger is worth more than
a man. But tigers are a men-

The problem of tigers ven-
turing outside their reserves
and killing humans and cattle
is fast becoming a hot issue all
over India. It is an emotive is-
sue in Sunderbans — the natu-
ral habitat of the Royal Bengal
Tiger, India's prize animal.

Recently 13 tigers were
found dead in and around
Dubhwa National Park in
northern Uttar Pradesh stale,
all poisoned by the villagers.

are turning women,

and old, into widows. In

the mid-1980s, the media fo-

cused on a "village of widows"

in Arampur, near Gosaba, In

Sunderbans. It had more than

150 women who had lost their
husbands. '

At the turn of the century
India had 40,000 tigers. By
1072, their number had

In 1973, when a project to preserve the tigers
1,800 tigers in the country. Today,
gers. But there is a dark side. Tigers
living near the sanctuaries. The prob
how to reconcile the rights of the humans with

shrunk to 1,800. Alarmed at
this, India launched a eonser-
vation programme the follow-
ing year, _

Sunderbans then had only
120 tigers. Today it has 300
tigers and 50 cubs, the highest
concentration of tigers in a
sanctuary in the world.

The reserve, one of 17 such
sanctuaries in the country, has
a harsh and inhospitable eco-
system. Mangrove swamps
thrive across the delta of the
Ganga and Brahmaputra rivers,
between India and Bangladesh.
The delta has split the land
mass into 11 major islands,
each divided into myriad little
islands.

During high tide twice a
day, the forest is inundated by
the sea, making it slushy and
muddy. The drinking water is
saline. In a 1,330 sq km are of
the tiger reserve — designated
as the core area — the hun-
dreds of channels and mar-
itime backwaters are full of
fish.

area is illegal, farmers living on
the outskirts of the reserve en-
ter it to fish, collect honey and
cut wood. For many it is their
only source of livelihood since
they own little or no land.
Prithiviraj Sengupta, fleld
director of Project Tiger, says
the Royal M:lc'lw subsists
on deer and pigs. Its diet also
includes monitor lizards,

ng
in Sunderbans has
the tiger to adapt, but it is not

intrinsically a man-eater, says
Sengupta.

Through entry into the core

Ninety per cent of victims
are fishermen. Many reasons
are cited for the tigers turning
into man-eaters. Some say
drinking saline water raises
their blood pressure and
makes them aggressive.

In 1981, the reserve au-
thorities put clay dummies of
fishermen in an arca where
the tigers are active. They

oy i

Pakistan

of India started there were
Sunderbans, one of 17 reserves, alone has
have killed thousands of people
lem, reports Gemini News Service, is
that of the animals.

were wired to give a 300-volt
shock to a tiger pouncing on
them.

“Though never secriously
hurt,” says naturalist Zafar

Jordon, "Tigers receiving a joit
have been heard calling in pain
two days later.”

Other methods devised by
Project Tiger include: Solar
lights, masks and electrified

Icn::lnL

All: have proved ineflective.

Sengupta says that only in rare

cases do tigers stray into hu-

man settlements and kill peo-
le. According to him, the so-

" Jution to the problem lies in

abolishing the buffer zone of
the reserve.

People are officially allowed
into this area twice a year for
honey-collecting and woodcut-
ting. Fishing permits are |s-
sued all the year round.

Sengupta says no one
should be allowed into the
sanctuary. He adds: "Why
should we go on stealing honey
and fish, both of which the
tiger relishes, from his own
home, right under his nose?”

He believes people who go
into the sanctuary for their
livelihoods should be taught al-
ternative skills by the govern-
ment. If tigers are eliminaled
from Sunderbans, the people
would soon wipe oul the orest.
And once that happened the
denuded Sunderbans would
pose a climatic hazard to
coastal West Bengal.

Besides checking crosion,
the mangrove forests act as a
shield protecting the mainland
against cyclones. Ecologists
cite the once-forested areas of
Khulna and Chittagong 1In
Bangladesh where the Lrees
were indiscriminately cut for
human habitation.

Today, these coastal arcas
and their environs are regu-
larly devastated by cyclones.

Experts says the authorities
should periodically cull con-
firmed man-caters and old
tigers unable to hunt their nat-
ural prey. This would reduce
the number of tigers' victims
without int:ﬂt:ruﬂ the eco-

the people.
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