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BIO-ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY HEALTH AND PEACE

 

Professor Lev Fishelson 
Department of Zoology
Tel Aviv University
Israel

We are living in exciting times when the real possibility for peace and prosperity are with us. I would like to present some points of view on
environmental problems, that should occupy our attention for the benefit of all peoples of the Eastern Mediterranean.

During the last decades, environmental problems that, up to then, had only concerned a small group of interested scientists, suddenly became
"hot topics" by the media, and the global concern of humankind, resulting in several summit meetings. This changeover was due to some very
frightening developments that, thanks to the media have become common knowledge.

First, the destruction of the stratospheric zone by gases of anthropogenic origin has become an environmental issue of the gravest importance,
primarily drawing attention to the potential alteration of the global environment by human intervention. For the first time a global response
was elicited before the effect could be observed de facto.

There is little doubt that even partial destruction of the ozone layer would constitute a biological catastrophe, destroying plant and animal life,
changing the climate and causing major health problems such as skin cancer. Public attention was focused on various propellants such as freon
in aerosol sprays. In this case, even before proof was provided, propellants were found "guilty," and industry carried the burden of proving
otherwise. A legitimate cause for concern, in 1975, it initiated a series of regulations and laws in the USA, aimed at curbing intrusion of
chemicals into the atmosphere.

The second global problem is acid clouds and rain. Acidity is produced by increased atmospheric levels of gases such as sulphide, carbon and
nitrogen oxides. These gases are the primary industrial pollutants and they combine with vapour to produce acid clouds that are borne by the
wind across the earth, damaging plants and acidifying the soil. Mountain forests at high altitudes, often proclaimed as nature reserves, get
embedded in these clouds and are destroyed; agricultural crops become endangered. Acid clouds travel around the earth, often resulting in acid
rain at sites many hundreds of miles away form the site of emission. The acid rain problem, like that of the ozone layer depletion, is getting
worse from year to year. Clouds with 2-2.5% acidity have been measured over the Mediterranean. Of course it would be good to know the
relative contribution of acid derived form each precursor. This would be of assistance to policy makers wishing to implement the most
efficient controls.

The problem of increasing CO2 emissions is the third major environmental concern. This gas is responsible for the so-called "greenhouse
effect," as its continuous emission, primarily through the heavy use of fossil fuels, causes a global rise in temperature of about 0.5oC over a
ten year period. The long-term effect could be melting of the ice-caps, rise in sea-level (with the flooding of human settlements situated low
on the shores), increase in evaporation and desertification of sub-arid zones, and changes in soil moisture.

These atmospheric air quality issues are some of the problems that the global community recognises as serious threats to bios. There are,
however, "minor" regional problems, lurking on our doorstep, causing deep concern to all who foresee what could be waiting around the bend.
I would, therefore, like to address the problems of urbanisation, since cities will be hosting the majority of the human population in the future.

The situation today is frightening and, the more we study it, the more frightening it becomes. Our region suffers from major pollution
problems, as do most industrialised regions in the world and, especially those in developing nations, where rapid population growth places
high demands for a parallel rise in production. This in turn elicits "short-cuts" from decision makers endangering both nature and humans.

It is well known that in most large cities, a build-up of copper, lead, chromium, mercury and toxic chloro-organic compounds is accumulating.
Polluted air also contaminates the waters, thus endangering plant and animal life, and jeopardising human health by increasing exposure to a
melange of toxins, carcinogens and other hazardous compounds. The earth is quickly becoming a human world of unperfected events. In such
situations the natural defence system of humans and other organisms cannot cope with these new stress-systems and becomes invaded by
toxins of immediate or delayed activity.

We should not forget that sewerage from large urban centres enters the rivers, lakes and seas, thus introducing sickness and disease into the
natural environment. At the same time, thousands of wells supply drinking water in Europe and the Middle East have been shut down because
of such pollution. Well-known examples are the occurrence of pollutants in tuna fish of the North, or carcinogen induced malformations in the
Elba eels.



L. Fishelson - BIO-ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY HEALTH AND PEACE

file:////SERVER/Current%20Work/DOROTHY/PUBS/proceedings/VOL5/html/fis_isr.htm[26/4/2013 3:17:16 μμ]

This is just a brief outline of the problem, from local to regional to global. We must realise that parents strolling with their children in large
cities are jeopardising their children's health by exposing them to all kinds of toxic gases that contain lead, magnesium and harmful organic
compounds. Ironically, the parents themselves are breathing different air, because their heads are about 1.5m higher.

From a socio-economic point of view, an uncontrolled population growth puts pressure on a country's decision makers, often resulting in a
reduction of democratic and civil rights. The environmental quality and the quality of the natural surroundings is particularly compromised,
since, in the endeavour to provide enough goods, more and more resources are aggressively taken, land is exploited and waste is produced.
This has led to the destruction of forests and soils, the overgrazing of land and the over-fishing of seas, not to mention the harsh reduction in
biodiversity with the extinction of species, which could be potentially vital for our own survival in the future.

These are only a few examples of the damage caused by oversight and neglect. They are not insurmountable problems. They only persist and
worsen because they are being ignored and not seriously addressed.

The search for easy solutions means that humanity is now living at the expense of the future. A small example of this is what is done today
with chemical industrial waste and ash, produced by the burning of fossil fuels at Power Plants. Each year, millions of tons of chemical waste
and ash are disposed of into the sea, at medium depths. Included in this tonnage are hundreds of kilograms of mercury, cadmium, arsenic,
chromium copper and nickel. It is expected that this amount will have doubled in the next 10-20 years. With our own hands we are building a
ticking time-bomb just 20-30 km off the Mediterranean shores!

Sea water is a well known solvent, and thus toxic materials can easily pollute the food chain and end up on our plates. Is there a solution to this
problem? Of course there is. For example, ships transporting coal could return the ash to the empty mines. Clean on both ends of the line.
Costly? Possibly, but much less hazardous and more positive for the future.

Our region is going through a dynamic period of growth and change, particularly since the efforts to restore peace and the predicted growth
and industrialisation of Mediterranean countries. A foreseeable population growth, coupled with increased industrialisation, can result in a
blatant disregard for the basic concepts of environmental quality, nature conservation and sustainability.

These stress-inducing factors appear negligible when one reflects on the numerous problems our region faces at the present time, but they will
eventually jeopardise the health of future generations and the stability of the bio-environment if not effectively countered.

It should be remembered that for many years, urbanisation was a mixture of housing and industrial development. Poor urban planning led to
sewage system inadequacies, overpopulated slum areas, and pollution of rivers and reservoirs by various organic chemicals. The picture is a
very depressing one and speaks for itself. And all this, while regulations and laws to prevent it are at hand.

With modern technology and know-how, it is possible to eliminate the majority of toxic emissions that are released into the environment.
However, it is essential to focus on the issue and to realise that tackling it plays a vital role for our existence. We do not have to drag the dirty
technology of the 19th century into the 21st century. If our decision makers and cabinet members consider this a duty and a major
responsibility, then we may begin to see a brighter tomorrow and a healthier life for future generations.

Presently, many problems can be solved and at a relatively low cost. These are the problems of environmentally oriented management; clean
air-oriented production and frugal use of resources, with a high recycling rate that was also found to be financially worthy. If implemented
today as a small investment, these plans can guarantee a better quality of life in the future. They will conserve the natural surroundings and
our bio-system. However, in order to achieve this, we need a more dynamic approach and a more energetic involvement of citizens in decision
making processes.

In industrialised nations living conditions are constantly improving. Despite troubles, we live in a very affluent society, that also produces
enormous amounts of discarded materials, which become unused resources. Current technological potential reveals again and again that there
is no inherent contradiction between development and conservation. The more we learn to recycle and manage our resources, the less
technological advancement will adversely affect the world around us and ourselves. In this light, we should consider the following: knowledge
as a way of living; awareness as a means of action; ethics as a way of decision-making.

Modern technology has allowed the worker of the 20th century extra time for recreation, but has also created the need to spend more time
outdoors. This is particularly important in small counties, where nature is essential to the country's cultural identity. This calls for sustainable
development, careful resource utilisation and management, and respect for biodiversity. Our subjective ethics must come to grips with the
subjective world around us.

The concept of sustainable development implies that the present use of the bio-environment and its resources will not endanger their use and
enjoyment by future generations. It is practices that neglect this principle that are the basic cause of current environmental crises.

Einstein once wrote about perfection of means and confusion of ends. I would like to conclude by saying that we are witnesses to the dawning
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of a new era: the era of transcending beyond our own solar system, our own world. May it be an era of preservation and recognition of the
beauty and bounty of our planet. Earth.

As written in the book of Genesis: "The Lord God planted man in a garden of delight, to dress it and to tend it." The basic questions human
society must confront are not scientific; they are concerned with socio-humanist ethics and economy that recognises the value of health as a
national resource. If we agree that humankind's potential is limited, and this potential is totally devoted to solving problems of energy and
resource utilisation, then nothing will be left for humanity - nothing but ignorance and political incompetence. The time is ripe, therefore, to
question whether it is in our best interest to continue pursuing policies of uncontrolled growth and over-exploiting dwindling natural
resources.

It would appear that humanity is now approaching a new era of civilisation. A society in which the most important values will be those of
health, safety and security. I shall conclude with a quote: "Man is but a small country; Man is just part of the land." 

 

Professor Lev Fishelson's areas of expertise include zoology, marine biology, parasitology and botany, on which he has published
extensively. A recipient of many academic and professional awards, he has held academic posts in Israel and the USA and currently teaches at
Tel Aviv University. A long-standing member of the International Ecological Society, the Israel Ecological and Zoological Societies, the
European Union of Ichthyologists and the Japanese Ichthyology Society, Professor Fishelson is also founding member of "Life and
Environment," an umbrella organisation of NGO's. He has been advisor to the Israeli government and member of the Environmental Quality
Steering Committee to the Prime Minister.
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