
ENVIRONMENT IN THE ’80s 

levenyears afterthe mas.siveuN 
Conference on the Human En- 
vironment in Stockholm, Swe 

den, it appears that the environmental 
movement still has not gotten its mes- 
sage across. 

Simply put, that message is: all 
human economic and social stability 
rests on one base, the earth’s natural 
resources. Destroythem,and thefoun- 
dation for all life on earth is destroyed, 

The real tragedy of the environment 
movement is that for all its successes 
overthepastdecadeorso-aandthere 
have been many- it has not yet laid to 
rest the myth that environment and 
development necessarily conflict with 
one another. It is still widely held that 
the environment can be protected only 
at the expense of economic progress. 

There is a curious anomaly here. 
Over the past decade there has been 
ehormous growth worldwide in both 
environmental awareness and the num- 
berof organizations attempting to deal 
with environmental issues. A survey by 
the World Environment Center found a 
massive increase in global environ- 
mental concern, evident in thefactthat 
144 countries now have environment 
and natural resource management 
agencies. This is six times as many as 
there were just 10 years ago. 

In Third World countries alone, the 
number of agencies stands at 105, up 
from 11 at the time of the UN Con- 
ference on the Human Environment in 
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(Above) Planting a tree seedling at an 
experimental stabon in northern Tunisia. 
Economic development is nurtured, not 
hindered, by environmental conservation. 

1972. Of the industrialized countries at 
that conference, only 15 then had 
environment agencies. 

But as the 1980s began, and as the 
world economy went into a tailspin, 
many governments - particularly Third 
World governments - felt compelled 
to focus their decreasing financial 
resources on more immediate eco- 
nomic and political goals. 

The declining demand for exports of 
raw materials from developing coun- 
tries is now reflected in their inability to 
service their growing indebtedness. 
The spectre of these countries default- 
ing on their debts has shaken many of 
the world’s maior banks - and the 
industrialized countries that rely on 
“free trade.” 

RESOURCE FAILURE 

The executive director of the UN 
Environment Programme, Mostafa 
Tolba,saidayearago in Berlin thatthe 
rich nations “are turning their disad- 
vantaged trading partners into proxy 
victims. And be in no doubt, their 
economic collapse will drag the devel- 
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aped nations into the abyss with them.” 
Tolba’s belief is that the only path to 

permanent economic recovery lies m 
the overturn of the global economic 
system which, he said, is not only 
grossly unfair to developing countries, 
but also erodes their resource base. 

“Throughout the world,” Tolba said, 
“there is copious evidence of the 
carrying capacity of systems being 
overloaded to breaking point. Where 
life-support systems have already col- 
lapsed, the options for the poor are 
stark: either to flee or stay put and 
starve.” 

He cited as examples Haiti, now 
almostcompletelydeforestedand bar- 
ren, and the Sahel region of northern 
Africa, where desertification has led to 
prolonged, deadly drought. People 
have been forced out of these areas to 
join the growing legions of “environ- 
mental refugees.” 

Tropical forests, he also pointed out, 
are nowdisappearingatthe rateofone 
hectare every 2 l/2 seconds. Environ- 
mental diseases, such as malaria and 
bilharzia, are now more widespread 
than ever due to ill-planned develop- 
ment and the failure of authorities to 
provide their people with clean water 
anddecentsanitation.And,Tolbasaid, 
billions of tonnes of irreplaceable top- 
soil are blown away each year, with 20 
million hectares of productive land 
degraded annually “to a state of com- 
plete uselessness.” 



This last is not iust a Third World 
worry. The industrialized nations’ fo- 
rum, thewco, warned lastvearaqainst 
the dangers of the current.practices of 
converting farmland to nonagricultural 
uses and allowing soil to be degraded: 
“Within 20 years more than one-third of 
the world’s arable land could be lost or 
destroyed.” And this loss would take 
place during a period in which the 
earth’s population is expected to grow 
by two billion. 

Because soil conservation is essen- 
tial if the world is to feed the next 
generations, the UN Environment Pro- 
gramme,alongwithotheruNagencies, 
developed a”World Soils Policy.” Last 
year Tolba sent this document to all 
UNEP member governments asking for 
their comments. Not one responded. 

Perhaps one reason for this failure is 
that it is only comparatively recently 
that environmental issues have be- 
come critical. So much of what afflicts 
us today has happened in just two or 
three generations, a mere blip in hw 
man history. 

The Director of the World Bank’s 
Office of Environmental Affairs, Dr 
James A. Lee, warned recently: “If the 
development community perceives no 
need to pursue patterns of develop- 
ment that give promise of being sus- 
tainable, no need to reorder priorities 
concerning the exploit&on and con- 
sumption of the supporting environ- 
mental and resources substratum, it 
will do so at its own great risk and peril. 
Failure of our global environmental 
system means failure of our global 
econormc system.” 

FSK ASSESSMENT 

During the past few years, a number 
of people and organizations have 
outlined what they consider our great 
environmental, and consequently eco- 
nomic, risks. 

The threat of nuclear war perhaps 
tops the list. As Audubon Society pres- 
ident Russell Peterson said at the 
International Public Hearing on the 
Environment in London, England, last 
year, “In comparison, every other threat 
to the environment pales into insignifi- 
cance.” Not only would a nuclear war 
kill hundreds of millions of people, but 
it would drastically alter the earth’s air, 
soil, and water - and any surviving 
plant and animal life. 

The second greatest threat is prob- 
ably population growth. Most of the 
next two billion people will be born in 
Third World countries, many of which 
already have problems supporting 
their current populations. This means 
that mostofthe people born in this next 
generation will be born very poor. As 
Dr LeeoftheWorld Banksaid recently, 
// Soon, over 75 percent of the six 
billion inhabitants will swell the ranks 
of the poverty-stricken and intensify 
pressures on already severely de 
graded environments.” As long as 
peoplehavetostruggletosuwive,they 
will be forced to damage the very 
resources on which the improvement 
of their lives depends. They deplete 

their biological “capital,” clearing for- 
ests for fuelwood and to grow food, 
even if eventually the wood, land, and 
water they need are destroyed. 

A fourth environmental threat is the 
production and use of energy. Nearly 
halfofhumanityreliesonwood tocook 
food every day, and for many people it 
IS also the only source of warmth. 
Deforestation causes erosion, dam- 
ages watersheds, and destroys count- 
less species. The burning of fossil 
fuels-wood, coal, and oil -releases 
carbon dioxide, which may have ser- 
lous Impacts on world climates. Energy 
mining and drilling can damage the 
land and the oceans. Automobile and 
electric power plant emissions can 
cause acid rain. Oil spills foul coasts 
and kill marine life. Nuclear plants 
stockpile dangerous radioactive waste 
in the hope that a totally safe storage 
method will eventually be devised. 
And these same nuclear plants help 
accelerate the proliferation of nuclear 
weapons. 

Another increasingly serious envi- 
ronmental risk is toxic chemicals. Mod- 
ern science has created tens of thou- 
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sands of new compounds, many highly 
toxic and not readily recycled by na- 
ture. Some countries have passed 
laws to control toxic chemicals, but 
less has been done to enforce the laws 
or to come up with international stan- 
dards for the production, transport, 
trade and disposal of the chemicals, 

ACTION AND WILL 

During the past few years, studies 
and strategies have proliferated. The 
problems have been examined and 
calls-for-action made. There have been 
some notable successes: nine of the 
world’s biggest development agen- 
cies and banks (including the World 
Bank, the UN Development Program, 
and the Asian, African, Caribbean, and 
Arab development banks) three years 
ago signed a common Declaration of 
Environmental Policies and Practices, 
in which they agreed to incorporate 
environmental considerations into all 
their development projects. Bilateral 
development organizations are mov- 
inginthatdirection,spurredon,inpart 
by the fate of the U.S. Agency for Inter- 
national Develooment - it was suc- 

cessfully sued by four environment 
groups and now by law must make 
environmental assessments of all its 
development projects. 

The UN Environmental Programme 
has, over the years, provided useful 
data through its Global Environmental 
Monitoring Systems (GEMS). And it has 
managed to bring together politically 
disparate countries to cooperate on its 
RegIonal Seas Programs, which now 
operate in 10 marine regions. How- 
ever, the fragility of these agreements 
wasshownthisyearwhen PersianGulf 
nations were frustrated in attempts to 
stop an oil spill caused by the war be- 
tween Iran and Iraq. 

About 150 international treaties deal 
with enwonmental matters. What is 
necessary IS to institute a procedure to 
urge governments to implement them. 
Some treaties, according to Manfred 
Laths, a judge at the International 
Court of Justice in the Hague, may 
need revision and amendment. And 
others are urgently needed to cover 
such issues as the uncontrolled export 
of valuable primary resources, such as 
tropical woods, and the detrimental 
export of poisonous chemicals to de- 
veloping countries. 

Judge Laths makes a point that all 
concerned with these issues even- 
tually admit: there will never be the 
political will to confront and resolve 
these complicated, yet lifethreatening, 
problems until people understand them. 
Only then ~$11 they mobilize and de- 
mand action. 

This kind of environmental enlight- 
enment and popular call-to-action is 
not just theprovinceofthecomfortably 
well-off. In Malaysia recently, a nation- 
wide petition and publicity campaign 
mounted by environmental groups 
saved their only national park, Taman 
Negra, from a massive hydroelectric 
project that would have irreparably 
harmed it. Last year, environmental 
groups from around the world met to 
found the Pesticide Action Network to 
halt the indiscriminate sale and mis- 
use of hazardous chemical pesticides. 
The signing of the Cartagena Conven- 
tion for the protection of the sea 
environment (see story page 8) by the 
nations bounding the Caribbean is 
another hopeful sign. 

If peopleareaware, theywiIIact,and 
their leaders will have to react. Until 
government leaders see the environ- 
ment for what it is - the foundation of 
all economic development- they will 
continue to treat threats to the environ- 
ment, which are comparatively long- 
term, as less important than more 
immediately perceived threats. This 
habitwas perhaps bestexemplified by 
a remark Britain’s Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher made during the 
Falklands war: “When you’ve spent 
half your political life dealing with 
humdrum issues like the environ- 
merit.. ., it’s exciting to have a real 
crisis on your hands.” q 

Libby Bassett IS editor of World Environ- 
ment Report. 
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