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6a: Environmental Issues [Long]
Student Resource Sheet 10: Case Studies 3 and 4

Case Study 3 – Paradise Pacific islands– who cares?

Many Pacific countries are tiny island chains. Some are coral atolls – effectively outcrops of coral rising out of the sea. Some rise no further than a few metres above sea level. Their physical beauty is often astounding – what we’d think of as a tropical paradise. They have been home to life for millions of years, and home to human life for many thousands of years in an unbroken chain. Many contain exotic species of plant and animal, found only there. The sea life around is harvested, but in a way which ensures its continued survival. Governing such vast expanses means that decisions are still very much local ones in many cases, and tribal systems with all their culture and tradition are still very important. The problem is that many of these islands are literally disappearing under the Ocean. Sea level rise, caused mainly by industrial activity in the developed world is flooding these small places. As the sea level rises, water sources on the islands can become brackish and therefore unusable for drinking. The rising salt water means that the land becomes useless for any crop-growing. When storms approach, their effects can be far more serious than they once were as bigger waves meet lower land. Who will listen? Many of these small nations have spoken at United Nations meetings and their representatives have travelled the world to out their case. But will the developed world really change its ways to help these faraway places? The evidence isn’t promising. Many of these areas, former colonies of European nations, have been used for all sorts of dubious purposes – nuclear testing for example, fishing using explosives for another. Even the collection of sea-life for European Aquariums in your home has had its impact. Is this just a case of the ‘strong’ taking advantage of the ‘weak’?

See: http://www.pcrc.org.fj/pcrc_environment.htm       http://devnet.anu.edu.au/db58pdfs.html
http://www.twnside.org.sg/title/levels.htm
Case Study 4 – Amazon Rainforest – plunder or preserve?

The Amazon rainforest is vast. So densely forested and sometimes impenetrable that there might still be places where no human has ever set foot. Some believe that in the plants which grow there, there are many thousands of species still undiscovered. Some believe that these plants may contain within them the answers to many of our most serious medical problems today. The sheer variety of life-forms is staggering. The area has been called ‘the lungs of the earth’, because the vegetation effectively scrubs the air of certain gases and gives others back. This helps keep the balance right, say between Carbon and Oxygen. Mess about with this and the balance changes with unknown consequences. Apart from this obvious usefulness, this is another area where nature still is in charge – at the moment anyway. Many believe that it should remain this way – a reminder to humans that there are forces greater than us. But perhaps if humans have their way, this won’t remain true for long. The Amazon rainforest is being plundered. Huge areas are cut down or burned away every day. Cleared for agricultural use or cleared for the resources which can be for wood products, fuel, paper… Large multinational corporations – with eyes on profit- work with governments to use what’s there. Slowly, but surely, the Amazon rainforest is shrinking. Burning areas can be seen from space. The local people as well as the wildlife are pushed into smaller and smaller areas. Species are lost before they are even discovered. People are displaced and whole ways of life disappear. But why shouldn’t a government use the natural resources its country has to make life better for people? Have countries like the UK –which has already done this kind of thing to its own land in the past – any right to interfere? Who has the right to stand in the way of progress?

See: http://forests.greenpeace.org/deni/part4/story.html 

http://www.pachamama.org/
http://www.ran.org/
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