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- In environmental bottleneck

For more than 40 years, through workshops, seminars and rallies, a group of
environmentalists has diligently voiced the plight of our ailing planet. What they
have prophesied — human activity can wound the earth and extinguish its crea-
tures — has become a rude reality. Dangers that seemed exaggerated a decade or
so ago — global warming, ozone depletion, drought, flood and storms and deser-
tification of once arable land — are now real, writes Md. Asadullah Khan

'O YEARS AGO, the world
witnessed the harrowing
scenes of misery in China

brought about by an
unprecedented flood, caused n
part by rampant deforestation,
which Killed 3,600 people and
left 14 million homeless.
Population pressure, squalor
and poverty raised Latin
America’s flood-deaths 1o
nearly 30,000 and created an
army of environmental
refugees. A cyclonic storm of
unprecedented magnitude
battered the Coastal belts of
Orissa in India late last vear.
With devastation and death fig-
ures rising up, Mozambique is
still struggling to cope with the
flood situation there. But the
situation either in China or
Peru or Indonesia or Mozam-
bique Is by no means unit|ut- ~ it
is mirrored in all developing
countries across Asia or Alrica
or Latin America.

"Economic euphoria may
lead us to ignore trends that
have the potential to reverse
progress - from HIV/AIDS in
Africa to falling water tables in
India and adjoining places.”
World Watch Institute President
Lester R. Brown, in a sobering
annual report card in early

this sald.

January year,

“Caught up in the growth of the

Internet, we seem to have lost
sight of the Earth’s deteriorat-
ing health. It would be a mis-
take to confuse the vibrancy of
the virtual world with the in-
creasingly troubled state of the
world.”

A comprehensive global sur-
vey has shown how damage to
one system is aflecting other
systems and made very clear
that the earth as a whole is los-
ing its ability to nurture the full
diversity of life and the
econonies of the nations.

Coastal/Marine damage: It
hhas now been seen that coastal
areas, home to two billion peo-
ple around the globe play a vital
economic role and feel the full
brunt of human impact. Two-
thirds of all fish harvested de-
yend at some point in their
ives on coastal wetlands, sea
grasses or coral reefs, all of
which are fast disappearing.
Reports have it that the collapse
of the North Atlantic Cod fish-
ery put 30,000 Canadians out of
work and ruined the economies
ol 700 communities. A closern
look at the trends is somewhat
disturbing,
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(Pilet Analysis of

Global Ecosystems) - a UN-
sponsored research group com-
prising the World Bank, the UN
Development Programme, the
UN Environmental Programii
and the World Resources Insti-
tute - points out that there is a
difference benveen current pro-
duction and capacity, Speaking
about the marine lile, one group
locates oceanic dead zones
caused by pollutants flowing to
the sea from rivers, another
shows the degree (o which pro-
ductive parts of the sea [loo
have heen destroyed by trawl-
ing, another highlights how
much humanity has altered
coastlines. Fishing fleet, the re-
port says. are 40 per cent larger
than the ocean can sastain, Al
that rate e hisheries are
bound to collapse as did the
North Atlantic cod ground.
Take the situation In
Africa's Lake Victoria. A close
look at production shows a rosy
pictureé of a glant lake produc-
ing 300,000 metric tonnes of
Nile perch and tilapia annually.
vielding roughly 300 million
US dollars in the export
market, The two species are not
native however, and introduc-
ing these species has jeopar-
dised the dynamics ol Alrica’s

largest lake. The invaders have
crowded out 350 species of na-
tive lish that used to support the
local fishermen, most of whon
cannot afford the equipment
necessary to fish for perch,
With the native population re-
duced more than 80 per cent,
malnutrition Is more evident in
surrounding villages, even as
the export market booms. The
perch-tilapia take-over has up-
set the system in other ways as
well. Without the cichlids type
of native brncies moving up and
down the lake and ulixinE wa-
ters, some layers of the lake are
becoming stratified and de-
leted of oxygen. Algal blooms,
ed by pollution and agricul-
tural run off, are Increasing.
Now they have reached a full
circle and the lake's (nstability
threatens the perch and tilapia
lisheryv. The report concludes
that collapsing fisheries will
directly hurt one billion people
particularly in Southeast Asia.
Lake Victoria is a sallent ex-
ample before us. As a matter of
lact. every ecosystem suffers
from the kind of unintended
consequences that jeopardise
Lake Victoria. What actually
happens Is. shrimp farmers cut
mangroves in Thailand,

Protected areas or paper parks?

The realisation that inspired efforts to protect what we have not yet destroyed is
itself a success story. Sadly, however, the gap between the aspiration behind
protected areas and the reality of their management is often embarrassingly wide,
writes Claude Martin from Gland, Switzerland

OST OF THE NEWS we
read about the
environment is bad

Almost every day, it seems,
conie reports ol disappearing
forests, destruction of wetlands,
death of coral reefs and so on.
We hear repeatedly of threats to
the tigers, the whales, the ele-
phants, this or that plant or
bird - and we know that every
year species most of us might
never have heard of fade into
extinction.

These are serious matters, of
course, and we need to be con-
cerned about them, to try to re-
verse unhealthy trends and to
stop the growing toll of damage
we so carelessly do to the world
about us. Yet when we look at
our planet, the news really is
not all bad. Sometimes, human
endeavour and intervention in
the natural world do vield posi-
tive results and - while we niust
never be complacent and al-
ways remain aware ol our de-
structive power — we could per-
haps once in a while allow our-
selves a little pat on the back
for the wonderful natural in-
heritance we are taking into the
new millenniumn '

During a recent visit to
Bangkok, | discovered for the
first time the magical wildlife
sanctuary of Huay Kha Khaeng,
in western Thailand. It is a
sizeable tropical moist forest
close to the Mvanmar border,
covering 2,500 square Kilome-
tres of hilly terrain that is
barely accessible by road. The
sanctuary, where the conserva-
tion organisation WWF ruus an
education project with young
Budchist monks, may well be
the only hope for the Indochina
tiger in Thailand. It also har-
bours a notable Asian elephant
population and, among much
other wildlife, no fewer than
three different large bovine
species: the gaur. the banteng
and the wild buffalo

Huay Kha Khaeng is a place
we can be proud of, a rare intaci
sample of the former jungles of
Indochina we have managed to
preserve, And it is not alone, At
this moment in history the

world has 44,000 protected ar-
eas, covering in all a surface
greater than the combined ter-
ritories of India and China. or a
total of almost 10 per cent of the
land area on the planet. What is
more. 45 per cent of this total -
that is. about six million
square Kilometres - is classi-
fied as nature reserves and na-
tional parks, which means it is
strictly protected.

Even during the past decade,
alongside steady growth in en-
vironmental anxiety and ac-
cumulating evidence of the
risks of climate change, the
area classified under the six
categories of protected areas
recognised by the World Con-
servation Union (IUCN]) has in-
creased exponentially. This fact
prompts two thoughts

First, it is a clear indication
of the increasing pressure on
land from agriculture, forestry,
mining and other forms of ex-
ploitation and of the multiply-
ing threats to ecosystems. Sec-
ond, though, comes the realisa-
tion that our efforts to protect
what we have not yet destroved
are something of a success
storv,. because they show a will-
imgness among many goveri-
ments to think of what we will
leave to future generations.

Of course, this does not mean
that everything in the garden is
lovely, so to speak. The %73]; be-
tween the aspiration behind
protected areas and the reality
of their management is often
embarrassingly wide - there is
ample evidence that many pro-
tected areas are falling far short
of the expectations placed upon
them. Economic and social
pressures, pollution, poor man-
agement techniques and some-
times a lack of political support
all continue to leave protected
areas vulnerable to degrada-
tion.

So even if we can celebrate
our relative success in estab-
lishing protected areas. we can-
not atford to be complacent
about their survival. And. such
places will be of greater impor-
tance in the future than tlllev
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Wildlife sanctuary of Huay Hang Khaeng in western

Thailand.

have been in the past, Protected
areas fulfil a crucial role in the
preservation of bio-diversity
and as a pool of animal and
plant species — not least those
species that have medicinal
properties. They also contribute
Freatl}' to the maintenance of
resh water resources and pro-
tection against flooding. with
even big cities relying on them
for the integrity of their water
supplies.

How often do you see the
practical services of protected
areas listed as assets in na-
tional accounts? Destruction is
often measured in terms of the
value accruing when, say, a for-
est is cut, but protected areas are
most commonly considered as a
kKind of sacrifice, a financial
burden on humanity rather
than an asselt. It is true that the
livelihoods of indigenous peo-
ple may be aflected by the es.
tablishment of a protected area
- and very many of them are in

Talking Movies (Presenter- Tom
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bastin) 9:00 BBC World News 9:30
Asia Today 10:00 BBC World News
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(Presenter- Tim Sebastin)
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2:30 Pinnacle 3:00 Larry King Re-
play 4:00 World News 4:30 Biz Asia
5:00 Asia Tonight 5:30 World Sport
6:00 World News 6:15 Asian Edi-
tion 6:30 Biz Asia 7:00 World News
8:00 Asia Tonight 8:30 World Sport
9:00 World News 9:00 American
Edition 10:00 World News 10:30
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imhabited regions — but this is a
difficulty that can be overcome
bv sensible management and
should not be seen, as it so often
is. as an argument against pro-
lection. There are plenty of ex-
amples round the world of con-
servation measures that actu-
ally improve the economic po-
sition and the livelihood of na-
tive and indigenous peoples.

We anay take comfort from
the fact that we have made a
gooad start, but if protected areas
really are to serve the purpose
for which they are intended. we
must learn to understand them,
promote them and care for
theni. In short, we need o see
them positively and value them
properly. Otherwise, we risk be-
ing left with nothing more than
“paper parks”, protected areas
that we piously declare but then
neglect. - WWF Feature

The author is Director Gen-
eral of WWF International
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The cause: unchecked land reclamation and disappearing

mountains

l.cuador, India, Bangladesh and
other tropical coastlines. -
aware that their increased pro-
duction comes at the expense ol
olfshore fishermen who catcl
fish nurtured In mangroves.
Since 1970, global food produc-
tion has doubled and livestock
production tripled. but the con-
sequences have been very
alarming: polluted water sup-
plies, exhausted soils and de-
stroyed habitats. On an exten-
sive and thorough survey, it is
now evident that one-third ol
global land has been converted
to food production, but three-
(quarters of this area has poor
soil. So far harvests outplace
population growth but the fu-
ture is clouded by loss of land to
urban development. soil degra-
dation and water scarcity. Ero-
sion. nutrient depletion and
walter stress now spell trouble
in many places of Latin Amer-
ica. Asia and Africa. Many ol
the statistics mentioned in the
study are staggering. In the past
century. half of the world's wet-
lands have been lost in the past
century. Fifty-eight per cent ol
coral reefs is mperilled by hu-
man activity. Eighty per cent of
grasslands are suflering from
soil degradation. Twenty per
cent of dry lands are in danger
ol becoming deserts. And. cru-
cially, groundwater is being de-
pleted evervwhere '

Coral reefs are more than
beautiful structures Under-
neath the sea underwalter crea-
[1ire~ t"-\ln'fl.!”‘a shielliisty
the carbon and caleivm in sea-
water to build their hard. exie-
rior skeletons. Over time, the
stony materials accumulate
giving rise to what is known as
corals. "Reefs are tough”, ob-
serves Clive Wilkinson, a biolo-
gist of the Anstralian Institute
of Marine Science. "You can
hamner them with cyclones.
and thevll bounce right back
What they can't bounce back
from is chronic, constant
stress.

1ise

Humans apply the stress.
More strikingly, coral reef's
stony ramparts serve as stori
barriers that protect shorelines
and provide ships with safe
harbour. Their nooks and
crannies accommodate fish and
shellfish especially that are
important sources of food and
livelihood for millions of peo-
ple. And like the tropical forest,
to which they are often com-
pared, reefs are vast biological
repositories as vet untapped -
for medicinal and industrial
use. In our region including
China. India and Bangladesh
excessive use of fertilisers and
pesticides has Kkilled species ol
lishh in rivers and sea, tainted
groundwater and created dead
zones in the oceans.

Scarcity of fresh water. or 1o
be precise, dearth ol adequate
water, thie most critical ol all
ecosvstems has broughit suHer-
ing on a wider scale. Undeni-
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ably true, all organisms need
water 1o survive. Experiences
and studies suggest that human
water consumption rose six-
old in the Jast two decades.
double the rate of population
growth. Experts fear that water
scarcity may soon limit eco-
nomic development in coun-
tries like China, India, Pak-
istan and Bangladesh. Because
of water scarcity, pollution load
has increased and now fertilis-
ers. silts, sewage and other ef-
fluents have killed lakes.
haors. baors and vast water
bodies. The rivers have not
spared either. Consequently.
agricultural lands have been
degraded vastly around the
world by the build-up of salts
and the loss of nutrients along
with oceanic dead zones caused
by pollutants flowing to the sea
fronn rivers.

Forests damage and loss of
bio-diversity: Home to two-
thirds of all species, forests
temper climate and capture and
store water. The timber col-
lected from the forests has beei
a uselul tool for economic de-
velopment. Forests store 40 per
cent of terrestrial carbon and
can slow the build-up of carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere.

Reports have it now that ex-
cept for Russia and Canada, in-
dustrial nations have cleared
almost all  their original
lorests. Rain for¢sts are also
rapidly shrinking. Tropical
rain forests are the site of the
mnost of the known damage. Al-
though they cover ounly six per
cent ol the land surface, they
contain more than half the
species of plants and animals of
the entire world. The alarming
magnitude of habitat loss spells
ironble for the planet’s reser-
voir ol hio-diversity. Experts
estithinde thet o vear about
0.25 per cent or more of the for-
est species is being doomed to
immediate or early extinction.
If there are 10 million species
in the still mostly unexplored
forests. which some scientists
think possibie, the annual loss
is in the tens of thousands. For
example, in Bangladesh. the
Sunderbans, the largest man-
grove ecosystemn in the world
covering originally an area ol
10.000 square kilometres, has
been reduced to half of what it
used to be 150 years ago. Home
to 330 species of plants, over
270 species of birds and 42
species of mammals including
the Royal Bengal Tiger and
spotted deer. this natural
ecosystem faces extinction be-
cause of over fishing, rampant
logging and over-exploitation
of plant and wildlife specics
Becanse ol coutinued assaunll,
the forest area in the country
has come down to 8.6 per cent
now from 25 per cent in 1947
Bangladesh has a land area ot
14,4 million hectares and the
forest land is estimated to be 2.2
million hectares covering only
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and the effect: more floods, the balance of nature

éistu rbed

15 per cent. But this figure has
now shrunk to eight per cent re-
sulting in a serious imbalance
in the ecosystem.

Country leaders and policy-
makers must try to understand
how various ecosystems inter-
act. Deforestation in moun-
tains can worsen floods in
grasslands or agricultural land
below. as was the case in China,
India and Bangladesh in 1998
and more recently in Madagas-
car Humans have hurt
coastal/marine ecosystems di-
rectly by draining wetlands.
Irawling oceans for fish and de-
stroving reefs and lagoons.
Nevertheless, we also damage
these ecosystems indirectly as
rivers transport to the coast et.
fluents and by-products of agri-
culture, industry, urban areas.
logging and dams. Now this
man-made climate
thireatens all coastal areas as
mehing glaciers send more wa-
ter seaward and the warming
and expanding of the ocean
cause sea levels to rise., Coastal
cities mayv someday be inun-
dated and islands miay be swepi
under waves of water.

The Earth’s most important
elements move in cycles, circu-
lating Irom shy to land and se:
and back again. Human pres-
ence has disrupted the most bis-
sic mechanisins of the planel
And the biggest assault Las
come on the carbon cvcle. We
are pumping carbon dioxide
into the atmosphere much
faster than land and seas can
absorb it. In consequence. the
accunnlating gas is trapping
heat and upsetting the climate
The result: apart from rising
seas and fiercer storms.
droughts aud floods in cvclic
ways, a new build-up of world's
ecosystens as the boundaries of
lorests and grasslands shift
Unlortunately, manv animals
and plant species mayv not be
able to adjust to sudden changes
in their habitats

On the other hhand. the havoc
caused by nitrogen cycle is also
laking its toll on humans. In
discriminate use of fertilisers
burninyg of fossil aels ol eling-
ination of forest zones has
doubled the levels of nitrogen
compounds that can be used by
living things. As our experi-
ences now suggest, these levels
are more than can be efficiently
absorbed by plants and animals
and recycled into the atmo-
sphere. These excess nitrogen
compounds wash into fresh-
and salt- water systems, where
they produce dead zones by
stimulating suffocating
growths of algae. Paradoxically,
since meeting the global food
gap is invariably linked with
the aggressive use of fertilizer
restoring the balance of ni-
trogen cycle poses a daunting
challenge.

In recent times around the
lobe water cycle poses a more
threatening prospect with in-
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change

creasing demand of freshwater
for humans. Even the large
rivers like the Yellow river in
China. the Nile in Egypt and
more so the Ganges, Brahmapu-
tra etc. in India and Bangladesh
continue to dry up before getting
to the sea. On the other hand,
waterways that still remain are
laden with noxious chemicals
and sewage. Because of the con-
struction of 40,000-plus large
dams and many more smaller
obstructions, the world's rivers
have now tumed into a series of
interconnected lakes making
life harder and spawning disas-
trous situation.

We are destroying part of the
creation, thereby depriving all
future generations of what we
ourselves were bequeathed. The
most unsettling prospect is that
even the planet's richest na-
tions may not have the where-
withal to restore a vital balance
in our ecosystems. That only
underscores the fact that it is
far less expensive to halt de-
structive practices before an
ecosystem collapses than it is to
try to put things back together
later. We must bear in mind
that the planet will let us know,
in the harshest possible man-
ner, if our words are not being
backed by action. Evidently, the
new kind of environmentalism
values the world's fauna and
flora not just aesthetically as
the natural heritage of huinan-
ity but also as a source of wealth
and economic stability. The
new approach uniting conser-
vation and economic develop-
ment may be far from perfect.
But it is a promising start. They
offer a way out of what will oth-
erwise be a biologically impov-
erished future. With the world
population at six billion and
sure to keep on growing rapidly
until well into the next century,
humanity may have entered a
dangerous environmental bot-
tleneck.

There is a silver lining be-
hind an enveloping dark cloud.
An infant bio-diversity indus-
try is now taking shape alon
several fronts. More than 2
pharmaceutical companies
have contracted with private
and national organisations to
push “chemical prospecting”
for new medicines in rain
forests and other habitats. Such
collaborative actions are now
most urgent and crucial. For
example. in Africa. the desper-
ate shortages of human and fi-
nancial capital ilmpoverish
both their pcoples — and their
land. The resulting loss of bio-
diversity carries a price for us
all. For instance, the rosy peri-
winkle, a plant native to Mada-
gascar, has proved potent
against childhood leukaemia.
Yet other rare species in this
small island country found
nowhere else in the world are
disappearing faster than scien-
tists can catalogue.

The author is Controller of
Examinations, BUET
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