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HE evils of polythene'

have become a global

concern with new
findings about its dangers to
the environment and health
coming owt day. In
Bangladesh. many of us have a
vagire idea of the demerita of

polylhene, yet ( are not
deepseated enough us to do
wit hoat it

Polythene is used for wrap-
ping mainly food items such as
nmieat vegetables, bread, bis-
cutts etc. Not surprising there-
fore. that everyday. on an l:r

. a single family throws
l;‘:tythuu bags in Dhaka. With
half a milion families living in
the capital, this means the
number of palythene bags
thrown owl every day is lour
and a hall milhios. Only len per
cent of this obstene numigr is
thrown at a fixed place. The
remaining ninety per cent are
thrown randemly in drains,
manholes. canals or just in
open garbage dumps.

It does not take much imag-
ination to kmow what kind of
consequences follow after such
large scale dumping. Polythene
is not recyclable. it clogs the
drains making them overflow
and spread more germs, it
gives off harmful gases which
damage the environment and
plays havec with people’'s
health.

Yet this is just the tip ol the
iceberg. Recent studies in the
IS have found that continued
consumption of food wrapped
in polythene may cause a form
of blood cancer i laler years.

An American meallh magar
reports thatl paliciis ﬂ%ﬁ “af

ficial plastic hearts run a very
high risk of developing cancer.
Yet plastic hearts continue (o
he used tn transplants because
alternatives have not been in-
venited. Soil too. is adversely
affected by polythene that is
dumped in it. Polythene de-
stroys the baeteria in the soil
that helps in its fertility thus

causing agricultural problems.
It also disrupts the concentra-
tion of soil, making it weak

and so unsuitable as foundation
for buildings. Moreover in
Dhaka, some amount of poly-
thene is recycled to make
plastic moulds used as con-
tainer bottoms or soles of
shoes The hydrogen cyanide
gas given off when the poly-
thene is burnt for this purpose
causes all kinds of respiratory
diseases, some of them as fatal
as lung cancer.

All these facts point out to

one nagging question: why are
we still using polythene? The
answer is: a variety of reasons.
Apart from the convenience
that polythene offers in terms
of wrapping and packaging,
the factories making this
harmful substarice have been

allowed to thrive and prolifer-
ate indiscriminately. In 1983
(here were only two polythene
bag factories in Dhaka city. At
present this number has in-
creased to over two hundred.
Alternatives have not been
promoted and the ban on
polythene manufacture has not
been enforced. Public aware-
ness has still not reached a
level where a majority of peo-
ple refrain from using poly-
thenebags.

In this respect Hossain
Sharier. a journalist. through
his organisation Environment
and Social Development
Organisation (ESDO). has

Environment

DHAKA TUESDAY, JULY 26, 1994

- r— - R - B o m e —ReemR i S e

The Fight against Polythene

started a crusade against poly-
thene. ESDO's prime strategy
has been to reach oul to local
people. In 1992 apart from
circulating leaflets and posters
with information on the ill ef
fects of polythene, ESDO or-
ganized group meetings in 14
thana areas participated by lo-
cal people with the help of lo-
cal clubs. Operating centrally
from Dhaka. ESDO got a few
policy makers and the general
public together to disseminate
information on polythene and
discuss ways to stop its use. In

by Aasha Mehreen Amin

ESDO made some recommen-
dations: 1) _the government
would use the electronic me
dia that is TV for one whole
year (o creale awareness
among the people ii) no new
polythene factory would be al-
lowed to operate and the exist-
ing industries would gradually
phase out production from 10
per cent to 30 per cent reduc-
tion and a complete stop of
production within the two
years. iil) The Ministers of Jute

mid '92 Sharier and his col- and Textiles would take inftia-

leagues arranged a successful
rally that was participated by

women and children. Media
coverage was wide and even
the government showed its in-
terest. Before this, ESDO had
conducted a survey of 20.000
people in Dhaka to get statis-
tics on the manufacture, use
and effects' of polythene on
health and the environment.
The information was given to
Lthe Department of
Environment which had not
done any study on the subject.
In September 92 a meeting
took place between ESDO
members., environmental ac-
tivists and ment officials
including the Ministers for
Jute, Irrigation and Energy.

tives to replace polythene with

allernative materials such as
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cloth or jute which have natu-
ral fibres and so have no ad-
verse effect on the environ-
ment. The idea was that at the
end of two years these substi-
tutes would be available for the
public.

In '83 a Parllamentary
Committee on Polythene
Banning was formed chaired by
the Jute Minister. But instead
of adopting any of the ESDO
recommendations that pro-
vided practical, sustainable so-
lutions, the committee de-
cided on a complete ban on
polythene production from

i _

January '94. Needless io say.
this has not worked. With city
elections at the same time, the
government was probably re-
luctant to lose the 2600 votes
from workers at the polythene
[actories. The result was a de-
cision on January 14 to sus-

'nid the ban 'for the time be-
ing'.

This. hewever. has not
stopped ESDO from continuing
its work. With a fellowship
from Ashoka Foundation,

Shahrier and hf colleagues
have developed linkages with

other organizations engaged in
social deve'opment in other
parts of the countrv  "We have
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Hossain Shahrier
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Wl acareness workshops held in Vhunshwgarny organisaod by ESDO,

joint programmes with the
workers and field officers of
these organisations to give in-
formation to local people.” says
Shahrier, "We are also taking
the heify of the Press Clubs
around the country to create
dreater awareness and let peo-
ple decide whether they will
accepy polythene or not.” he
adds.

The government. says
Shahrier, has recently shown
suppert for the programmes
and people have had positive
responses. "We ask them says
ESDO's Executive Director.
what did we use 10 years ago
when we didn't have polythene
bags?" Why can't we go back te
jute, cloth or paper bags?
Shahrier explains that using a
cloth or jule bag is much more
economical since it will cost
about. Taka 450 and can be
used for at least six months
whereas if a single family even
rises just one bag a day and 20
bags for a month each for one
laka. it will be spending Taka
20 per month.

To practice whalt he
preaches Shahrier has stopped
nsing polythene in his own
household and has persuaded
many of his friends and rela-

_tives to do the same. "We use
cloth bags for keeping food in
the deep freeze with different
coloured cloth for different
food items and it works just as

good as polythene without its’

ESDO is aiso trying other
ways (o get the message
across. From January. it has,
started a Family Development
Programme targeting mainly
women and children of middie
class and poor. A health ser-
vice programme operating in
Tejgaon, Gulshan and Mirpur
gives free treatment to poor
residents each weak. On the
first visit each patient has to
buy a 5 taka card paying only 2
tuka for subsequent visits. In
exchange. the patients have to
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their parents. “We will
them to the Botanical
zoo, agricultural Oelds
give them a first hand
on nature conservation”,
Shahrier.

ESDO has certainly made a
difference in the way

peopie think about pelyt
use. Yet we are still
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Carry or
still eat bread wrapped
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there is no demand. there
be no supply.

Note: All information re-

garding the harmful effects of
polythene have been laken
from ESDO’'s report on the

subject.

Promotion of Ozone Layer Protection in|Indigenous Communities
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tion of laws, the recent
Conference highlighted the

— Custodians of the Earth's
" byJennySSantiago =

Doon Valley in India |
was recently she scene

by Karar Mahmudul Hassan °

'ANGLADESH i{s a country
of about 144000 sq
kilometres, mainly an

alluvial deltaic plain. It is
situated at the confluence of
three big rivers systems that
drain the southern mountain
massif of Asia. and carry the
world's largest sediment load
of 01-2.4 billion tons per an-
niim to form the world's
largest delta.

The country is in tropical
rlimate zone with annual aver-
ige rainfall of 120 to 345 cen-
Limetre a year. It is a develop-
g and still primarily an agri-
cultural country with about
23 5 million acres cultivable
lansd and 21.87 million acres
cultivated (1988-B9).

As the 10th populous coun-
irv of the world. Bangladesh
has the highest population
density (about 800 persons per

fuels consumed annually on an
average amounts to 3.37x109

cubic metres of natural gas,
11.7 million tons of crude oil
and 250000 tons of coal. The
country also consumes 23.4
million cubic feet (approx) of’
fire wood along with 21.3 mil-
lion tons of other biomass fuels
a year, Deforestation is of
course on increase because ol
population increase and re-
lated reasons.

It is also known that
Bangladesh does hardly pro-
duce any amount of CFC and its
imported use is also very lim-
ited in refrigeration, air-condi-
tioning, aerosols and elec-
tronic industries. Use of these
chemicals is very low and
much less than 0.3 kg/person,
— the Montreal Protocol speci-
fied level.

Though Bangladesh is not in
anyway a significant contribu-

desh along with mare than
hundred countries of the
world have adopted these con-

Wﬂ and protocol respec-

The present government of
the country feels that for an
eventual change in the tech-
nology as well as to cope with
the problem of global warming
vis-a-vis protection of Ozone

Layer as well, Bangladesh re-

- quires adequate financial assis-

tance from the international
community. Bangladesh also
requires to take part in the
International Geosphere Biosp-
here Programme (IGBPF) and
IPCC for which provision of
adequate funding arrange-
ments from the UN bodies and
other are necessary.
Bangladesh has always
called for a global action to
combat global warming and
protection -of ozone layer as
well. As to the cost of the mea-
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evenfual solution can, however, only be achieved through cooperation between
indusfrialised and developing counfries.

square kilomeire} on the
planet except some of the city
states. The population was es-
timated at 106,1 million in
1987 and was estimated at
| 14 million on February 1991].
A major challenge facing
our country is, therefore. to
meet basic human needs while
sustaining the very limited re-
sources base upon which these
needs generally depend. The
problems of population gro-
wth, regular natural disasters
like flood, cyclones, at times
droughts, the over exploitation
of natural resources like forest
trees etc, and trends of envir-
onmental degradation have
already complicated the overall
situation in Bangladesh. The
floods, cyclones and other
natural calamitie: which occur
more than once a ye T have
further damaged the country's
resource base substantiai, in-
cluding flora and fauna. In the
coming years, it is likely that
Bangladesh will be experienc-
ing more f{requent floods and
~cyclone ol severe nature, in-
creasing soil erosion, loss of
soil fertility, unusual droughts
and inundation of vast coastal
areas as a consequence of
global warming due to the
much talked "green house ef-
fect”. There is also possibility
of desertification of some
marginal areas which are sub-
jected to be increased ecologi-
cal plus social pressure. '
It is a fact that due to a
number of inherent limita-

tions, Bangladesh's contribu- .

tion to global warming is very
insignificant. And it will re-
main so for another couple of
years. Greenhouse

ports are also insignificant.
And the amount of methane
coming out from irrigated
paddy fields and Hvestock.
though not yet rly esti-
mated. should net be very
high. The total amount of fossil

gases emit-
ted from industries and trans- .

tor to global warming or
'‘Ozone Layer Hazards'. with a
sense of global partnership, it
has always supported actively
any move on global action for
control of substances con-
tributing to global warming or
protection of ozone layer in
Asian countries . It has partici-
pated in many international
diplomatic and technical areas
on these issues.

The history of Ozone Layer
protection is not very old. Pro-

fessor Takeshi Tominaga (De-

partment of Chemistry. Faculty
of Science, The University of
Tokyo, Japan) states that a
great concern has been indi-
cated for destruction, of the
atmospheric ozone layer by
very stable aulteropogenic
halocarbous, since the possible
depletion of stratospheric
_gzone by Chloroflusromethanes
was first pointed out by the
Rowland and Molina in 1974.
Extensive works have been ob-
served recently in glebal
trends of total ozone as well as
dramatic depletion of strato-
spheric ozone over Antarctica
{{.e. pzone hole).

United States of America
and Sweden — these two coun-
tries for the first time banned
the aerosol use of FCFs as
countermeasures for protec-
tion of ozone layer. Side by
side, UNEP all about the same
time, initiated the interna-
tional approach. to the ozone
layer protection, which ended
up with the adoption/rate of
the Vienna Convention for the
Protection of the Ozone Layer
in 1985 and the Montreal
Protocol on Substances that

the Ozone Layer pro-
tection, which ended up with
the ratification of the Vienna
Convention for the Protection
of the Ozone Layer in 1985 and
the Montreal Protocol on
Substances that Deplete the
Ozone Layer in 1987. Bangla-

sures for global action., Bang-
ladesh feels that the in-
dusirialised nations which
have contributed substantially
to these kind of global hazards,
should carry out a very special
and effective responsibility to
provide financial and technical
support in implementing the
global action plans. Its eventual
solution can, however, only be
achieved through cooperation
between industrialised and de-
veloping countries.

It is noteworthy that the in- |

ternational communities have
come up jointly to combat
ozone hazards-menance during
the last and preseni decades.
The first meeting of the ozone
research Managers of the par-
ties to the Vienna convention
for the protection of the ozone
layer (to which B was
a participant) held in Geneva,
13-15 March 1991, a number
of recommendations were
adopied on: Global Ozone ob-
serving system, long-term ob-
servations of Ozone-related
chemical constituents, process
studies and measurement
campaigns etc. The govern-
ment of Bangladesh is commit-

ted to adhere to these recom-
-mendations with its limitled

resources.

Bangladesh recognises the
ultimate need for regional and
international cooperation for
environmentally compatible

development and for efforts to
- protect and improve the pre-

vailing environmental condi-
tions in respective countries,
Our country shares the recog-
nition with other countries
and the international commu-
nity, of the importance and ur-
gency of promotion of ozone

layer protection in Asian

countries in particular.

The writer is Deputy Secrt*
tary. Ministry of Environment
and Forest.
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of a battle between villagers.
fighting to preserve their
dense forests and a private
group that has government
support to exploit these
genetic wealth.

indigenous people from 31
villages in Doon Valley
launched a non-violent resis-
tance against a commercial
venture of limestone quarrying
that would ruin their forest
and water resources essential
to their livelihood,

"A fight for life has bégun” —
so goes the last line of a song
by folk poet Ghanasyam Sailani,
which was inspired by the
struggle of local people to pro-
tect their environment.

The Doon villagers hugged
the trees to prevent big Lrucks
from clearing lhe area to give
way Lo the development of a
quarrving site. The siale and
the entrepreneur retaliated
wilh violent attacks.

The peuple of Doon Valley
sullered 1 silence Mt stood
their aronnd, In the end. Lhey
won Lhe siruggle to save their
natural wealth,

It was a repeat of the
Bishnois community's "Hug the

Tree Movement” under the

leadership of Amirita Devi seme
250 vears ugo in the Ratasihan
deseris ot india. More than
300 people were killed hetore
the slanghter of trees and Tl
marn beings stopped,

Stmilarlv. the Rajasthan
peuple protected the irees

{ with their own lives bv em-

bracing them when the king
sent troops to cut timber for
the palace he was building.
These anecdotes were re-
told by Assistant Director-
General A Z M Obaidullah Khan
of the UN Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAQO) at the re-

r.:nl.ll concluded Regional
Conférence on Biodiversity

Conservation in Manila, jointly
organized by the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) and
the IUCN-World Conservation
Union.

Khan made the narrative in
his keynote address to stress
the link between biological di-
versity — the various'species of
animals, plants and other life-
forms — and the survival needs
and spiritual sustenance of
indigenous people.

The FAO official aptly
pointed out: "For the commu-
nities in 31 villages in Doon:
Valley who have traditionally
managed their forest for fod-
der, timber, fiber and
medicine, -and tapped the
perennial water from the lime-
stone aquifer for their fleld
crops. what was at stake is life
itself and even mountains.”

The recent Conference em-
phasized, among other things,
the need for better involve-
ment of local or indigenous
communities in environmental

| decision-making.

The role of the indigenous
people in preserving the envi-
ronment could best be under-
stood by looking into the case

{ of tropical countries in the

Asia-Pacific reglon, which is
endowed with rich biodiver-
sity.

Majority of the population
in the region are indigenous
people. who maintain a strong
attachment to their lands and
biodiversity as their culiure
dictates. ’

"Indigenous people.” as de-
fined in a Conference, paper by

L e e e e e
Since they live closest o and, therefore, depend the most on areas of high blodiversity,
indigenous people are in fhe best position fo conserve these nalural resources
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to the United States Margaret
Taylor, "are those that have,
within a meaningful human
timescale, originated in. hav-
ing been living in or occurring
‘naturally’ in a particular region
or environment." °

Since they live closest to
and, therefore, depend the
most on areas of high biodi-
versity, indigenous people are
in the best position Lo con-
serve these natural resources.

Simply stated. they can act
as responsible stewards of bio-
logical resources if given ap-
propriate incentives, S Tahir
Qadri and Robert Dobias of
ADB told the Conference.

In a paper they presented,
they cited a study by the
Worldwide Fund (WWF-
Indonesial] on the Cyclops
Mountains Naiure Reserve in
Irian, Jaya. which shows that
"effeclive national .government
action in resource manage-
ment is severely limited with-
out strong local support and
participation.”

The WWF study contributed
to Indonesia's endorsement of
the use of bhuffer zones as a
management tool tv address
cieroachinent problems.

According to Theodore
Pﬁnayumu and David Glover,
imvolvement of local people is
also significant since it would
lower the cosis of efiective
protection,

In their paper. they gave
the following reasons for this:
1) indigenous people have in-
timate knowledge of the for-
est, its functions and the
threats it faces; 2) they are
continuously present and can
be motivated (o police them-
selves; and 3)}-being among the
lowest socio-economic groups,
they can do the job at the low-
est possible cost,

A community derives its
rich traditional or local knowl-
edge by using biodiversity. and
such knowledge is imporiant
to its survival and that 8f the
global community. Ambassador
Taylor pointed out in her pa-
per. "

"The recognition of intel-
lectual property rights (IPR)
SRR P EISa e R URP L SO
medicinal and agricultural
knowledge by giving indige-
nous peoples incentives to
maintain and disseminate tra-
ditional knowledge and prac-
tices in the face of financing

attractive, but destructive
modern alternatives,” she
maintained.

That local knowledge is a
considerable source of wealth
is an undisputed fact. For in-
stance, the annual world mar-
ket value for medicines
derived from medicinal plants
discovered by indigenous peo-
ple is US$43 billion. Yet, these
local folk virtually do not
derive any benefit from said
profits. :

Donna Craig, a senior lec-
turer in the Environmental
Law Centre in Australia, said
that intellectual property con-
ventions and laws have failed
to protect the rights of indige-
nous people. They were final-
fzed with almost no regard for
the needs of indigenous and
traditional peopiles for the
protection of their cultural and

intellectual property.

Despite considerable limi-
tations, she said there is a
growing su for the use of
IPR by indigenous and tradi-
tional people. |

The Convention on
Biological Diversity, she noted,
attemnpts t0o recognize some
rights of indigenous - people
but, at the same time, pro-
motes access and usé of their
knowledge and resources. The
Convention is one of the two
most important products of
the Earth Summit.

Principle 22 of the Rio
Declaration on Environment

Last year, a Draft Universal
Declaration on the Rights of
indigenous Peoples was pro-
posed by the UN Commission
on Human Rights Working

Group on Indigenous
Populations.

Almost all countries in the
Asia-Pacific region have ade-
quate legislation relating to
biodiversity conservation., ob-
served another Conference re-
source person John

M _
Wklﬂnﬂﬂ. in his pa-

per, noted that conflicts be-
tween national law, state or
provincial laws, and religious
<« laws, and local customs, have

need for community involve-
ment in this undertaking. It
called for comrsrted laws for
the protection of indigenous
knowledge and urged regional
action on selected issues such
as IPR. :

One of the conclusions of
the Confe was that max-
imum level 6f benefits derived
from biediversity conservation
must be reserved for lecal
communities local institutions,

indigenous groups, and the lo- -
cal economy.

Charles Barber, senior asso-
clate in the World Resources

Institute, concluded: "The bot-
tom line is that ment

must listen to the demands
and aspirations of the people

and Development. likewise, fo-
cuses on the concerns u_f

indigenous people.

POOR WATER,
POOR PEOPLE

by Shane Cave

"Nearly one out of every three people in
the developing world — some 1.2 billion
people in all — do not have access to a
safe and reliable [water] supply for their
daily needs. Often, they resort to shallow
wells or stagnant pools that are easily
contaminated with animal waste. As a
result, water-borne diseases account for
an estimated 80 percent of all illnesses in
developing countries. And women and
children walk several kilometres each
day just to collect enough water for
drinking, cooking and cleaning, a drudgery
" that saps time and energy from more
productive activities.' Sandra Postel, The
Last Oasis, Worldwatch, London, 1992. .

T is very simple really: the human body is |

mostly, made up of water. and without
water we will die. Getting enough clean
water to more than a billion of the world's poor
is going to cost more than they can afford. so
many of these people will die. In an ironic twist.
the United Nations' clean water decade, 1981-
1990, showed just how awesome the task of
providing clean water will be. The decade saw
considerable success: globally, the number of
people without safe water decreased from 1925
million to 1232 million, an improvement of 593
million, and the number of people without
adequate sanitation remained virtually the same.
But these global figures disguise the worsening
situation in some regions, especially Africa and
in cities throughout the developing world. A
combination of high birth rates and the drift of
rural people to cities during the 1980s meant
that, by 1990, there were 31 million more urban
dwellers without safe water than there had been
10 years earlier. The situation for urban
sanitation was even worse; Lhere were 85
million more people without adequate sanitation
in 1990 than there had been in 198].
Of course, the two are not unrelated: in de-
veloping countries, it is the inability to keep

human and industrial waste out of the water

supply that provides the single biggest problem
for urban dwellers. The consequences are hardly
surprising., as pointed out by Sandra Postel, ...
waterhorne diseases account for an estimated BO
percent of all ilinesses in developing countries.
The World Health Organization, using 1986 fig-
ures, has estimated that dirty water causes
27000 deaths a'day, and most of these are peo-
ple too poor to escape from the cycle of poor
waste disposal and dirty water.

For most rural dwellers, however, things got
better during the clean water decade. Globally,
the number of people in rural areas without safe
water decreased by 624 million. and those with-
out adeguate sanitation decreased by 79 million.
In fact, rather more was achieved than Lhese

added to the confusion.
For effective implementa-

and react accordingly. Too
often. it
around.”

is the  other

figures indicate, because the rural population
was increasing at the same time that total num-
bers without water and sanitation were decreas-
ing. Bul global figures are misleading; while
greal progress was being made in Latin Americs
and the Caribbean, and Asia and the Paeific,
especially China, Africans south of the Sahara
were increasingly worse off. Despite achieving
their targets for urban water and sanitation, the
number of people in sub-Saharan Africa withe

safe water and adequate sanitation increased b
about 30 percent.

While California can afford to pipe millions
upon millions of litres of water to its dry, but
populous, south where each uses hun-
dreds of litres every day, Africans can spend
more than an hour walking to get only as much
water as they can carry, and then spend the
same time walking back to where they started.

According to the report World Resources
1992-93, jointly published by The World
Resources Institute, UNEP .lm:}[ Utrfl:;nll'ﬁum
water shortages in many parts re-
quire solutions that will be costly, technically
difficult, and — in many regions —
sensitive’. For all that people of the industrial-
ized world have polluted and guzzied their wate
supplies, the reality is that they have the re-
sources and expertise to deal with the problem;
all too often, the poor do not

If trends like this continue, the availability e
drinkable fresh water promises to be one of
major limitations to futu:u&n'th and a con-

stantly growing source of UNEP



