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6a: Environmental Issues [Long]
Student Resource Sheet 9: Case Studies 1 and 2


Case Study 1: The Car – an enemy?

Car use has increased almost everywhere. Here at home, more heavy four wheel drives are found in urban areas than in rural areas. The fuel efficiency of bigger cars is poor. Fossil fuel use has many issues associated with it – and much of our use of fossil fuels is in relation to private cars. All cars produce exhaust emissions. These have local air pollution effects, as well as global effects as these pollutants are greenhouse gases contributing to global warming. Lead has been removed from petrol, but exhaust emissions still contain a multitude of potentially harmful chemicals. Getting the petrol from the oilfield to the engine also involves a long process of extraction and refinement – with the potential for all sorts of calamities along the way – from oil-spills at sea, to oil rig explosions. Many blame the international dependence on oil for many social problems. Some would argue that many recent world conflicts have been for little more than ensuring that oils stocks are preserved, and so is our car-dependent way of life. In car production, mammoth amounts of energy are used. This is also the case for car maintenance, where everything from spare tyres to de-icers can have significant environmental impact – even the humble car wash, when multiplied many times over can contribute to excessive energy use, a pollution of land, water and air. Even when a car has reached the end of its useful life, disposing of it can result in some environmental damage. None of this is to mention the car as a killer. Almost everyone knows someone who has been involved in a car accident. Worldwide, car accidents account for a staggering number of deaths every year. Of course, the car gets us where we want when we want, in the comfort and safety (?) of our own environment. It enables us to choose where to live in relation to our work and means we can get somewhere fast in a hurry. It has given us much freedom. But at what cost?

See: http://www.bikesatwork.com/carfree/automobiles-and-environment.html
http://www.epa.gov/otaq/transp/99indict.pdf        http://www.nutramed.com/environment/cars.htm
Case Study 2 – Antarctica wilderness mining treasure?

Antarctica has been described as one of the last great wildernesses. Known for its purity of air and pristine environment, it is currently home only to scientific research stations who follow strict regulations about what they can and can’t do. Any visitors to the area must ensure that they leave nothing behind – even their human waste has to go back with them when they leave.. The air and land have been seen as so pure for so long, that changes in them are used by scientists to measure climate changes on the planet generally. The area is divided amongst many nations, each of whom has strict rules ensuring the protection of this wild place, including its wildlife. However, all is not well. Climate change generally is having an impact upon this place. Weather systems far away are subtly changing the meteorological make-up of this environment. Pollutants from industrial countries many thousands of miles away are finding their way here. Global climate change is warming things up down here. This warms the ice, which melts. That’s a problem because the ice reflects sunlight. Less ice more sunlight, more warmth, less ice. A truly vicious circle. Sea-level rises could follow. But that’s not all. Some are suggesting that Antarctica is a treasure trove of natural resources. As we seem to run out of stocks of minerals and ores elsewhere (?) some governments are looking at their interests in Antarctica to make up what they see as the shortfall. Already mining companies have looked into the potential. Do we really want this last wilderness to become just another mine? What possible harmful effects could such industrial activity here have not only for the area, but for the planet as a whole? What about the wildlife? Do we really need more resources that desperately?

See: http://www.antdiv.gov.au/default.asp?casid=6561    http://archive.greenpeace.org/comms/98/antarctic/
http://www.antarctica.ac.uk/About_Antarctica/FAQs/faq_03.html
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