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AN EXTRAVAGANT PROMISE FOR THE FUTURE CLEAN AIR OVER CENTRAL AND
EASTERN EUROPE

 

George J. Kollmann
Chief Counsellor
Ministry of Welfare
Hungary

Prevention is Less Expensive than the Cure

This is my first trip to this beautiful country, but not my first meeting with the monuments and culture of ancient Greece. Every Hungarian
knows about the relatively distant, but strong, historical connections between Hungary and Greece. The blood of many different European
nations flows in the veins of Hungarians; Hungary has Greek churches, families and also settlements. After World War II, Hungary helped the
Greek people, especially the children.

I hope that those who are here in Athens, for the Sakharov International Conference, will have a real opportunity to try to change the clearly
recognised but very dangerous human practices, of this century and the present world society. Our common globe can be saved for the next
millennium and the best interests of its children can be served. The question is how and when?

Today the world is living through a stage of vigorous transition. The former structures of the Cold War have crumbled, and in their place new
kinds of international configurations are taking shape. These developments have created better conditions, than before, for solving acute
international problems such as poverty, destruction of the environment, the debt crisis, and infringements of human rights.

Here are some facts about conditions of life and the current Central and Eastern European situation: environmental pollution has spread
quickly throughout Eastern and Central Europe during the past decades, especially after World War II and the tragic Chernobyl catastrophe.
One of the greatest challenges to our present world is the possibility of the rapid and destructive transfer of air pollution also coming from the
East.

During the last two decades, I have visited every former socialist country of Central and Eastern Europe, with the exception of Hungary's very
close neighbour, Albania. For Central and Eastern Europe it will be hard to find a cheap and effective way to stop or minimise these
dangerous effects. One example is the very great danger from air pollution not only for the people of Europe but for the whole world. Because
of current conditions of life, Central and Eastern Europe will continue to struggle with weak economic conditions and other unfavourable
circumstances. As a result, the poor states will be unable to spend a higher percentage of their GDP on preventive goals, such as air-cleaning,
etc.

The transfer of any kind of pollution should be prevented, but there is clearly a price to be paid for these solutions? Eastern Europe conjures up
images of a grey, murky and lifeless land; of urban areas blighted by pollution, dying rivers and contaminated air. But that is not the whole
picture. These countries are rich in habitats and species of the kind the West has not seen for a long time. Undisturbed forests, quiet lakes,
green flood plains, high mountains and grassy steppes exist which are home to wildlife that is rare, endangered or even extinct in the West.
Since 1989, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) has been working in Central and Eastern Europe, currently with projects in 13 countries and
programme offices in Hungary and Latvia. According to studies sponsored by the European Union, pollution in Eastern Europe has already
had a high human cost, particularly for children. Here are some statistics about Hungary, with regard to air pollution: nearly 60% of children
in the centre of Budapest have dangerously high levels of lead in their blood. In Hungary, as there is no legal measure for children, only for the
adult workers, this data is very important.

According to statistical data, 3.9% of the present territory of Hungary is seriously polluted. Unfortunately, 28.6% of the population live in this
part of the country; 44% of inhabitants live in very heavily polluted territory. The exhaust-clogged streets of Budapest are evidence enough
that Hungary has too many older, heavily polluting cars. As of October 15, 1993, no privately owned car older than six years will be allowed
into Hungary, while the age limit for commercial vehicles is eight years.

Here is an example from the Czech Republic: high concentrations of dust and sulphur dioxide in the mining districts of the Northern Czech
Republic have increased the number of infants dying from respiratory causes by five to eight times. And the third and last example from
Romania: in the Romanian town of Copsa Mica, high lead levels have left as many as 70% of the children mentally retarded. This symptom is
also very well recognised in Hungary. But Hungary also has a huge national financial debt. By the end of 1993, the national debt had reached
more than 314.7 Trillion HUF.
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The Institute for Child and Youth Protection of the Capital is a hundred-year old building in a very old, central district of Budapest. Hundreds
of thousands of old cars drive through the neighbouring streets and roads, so what happens to its two hundred children, in the so-called, "fresh
air," can be imagined. There is much talk, but less action with regard to children's rights. Here are some short fragments from the Convention
on the Rights of the Child: 

1. Article 29:

1. Parties agree that the education of the child shall be directed to:

e. The development of respect for the natural environment.

2. Article 24:

2. Parties shall pursue full implementation of this right and, in particular, take appropriate measures:

c. To combat disease and malnutrition, including within the framework of primary health care, inter alia, the application of
readily available technology and the provision of adequate nutritious foods and clean drinking water, taking into consideration
the dangers and risks of environmental pollution.

The health of the environment cannot be left to technical specialists alone. The solution involves every social partner - the individual, family,
community, State, and region. The year 1994, was declared by the United Nations as the International Year of the Family. Priority for family
matters, including the welfare of children, has thus been recognised by the world community. The major part of this paper is devoted to one
main problem. What can be done about the badly contaminated air? Hungary is a country on the world map, but also, in reality, at the very
centre of the so-called "historical cross-roads" of nations, wars and, during the last few decades, air, land and water pollution. How can
Hungary answer these global challenges? How can it find the right solutions in the very near future, before the beginning of the 21st century?
What can the next step be?

To start from the third letter of the alphabet, c for cigarette: more than 90% of all smokers begin to smoke as teenagers. The results of anti-
smoking movements in the United States or Scandinavian states are very promising. But who will care about Central and Eastern European
children? Who will be concerned that foreign tobacco companies are, sometimes very aggressively, looking for new territories, and customers
in this region? Smoking cigarettes is one form of air pollution, as well as pollution of other areas of the human environment. It is possible to
take this comparatively "little step" today, not tomorrow, and stop smoking. The next step can be to give special financing, from an
international foundation for environmental studies, for studies of air pollution in the proximity of Central European children's homes and foster
families. This institute has already paid a considerable amount of money to find out more about the environmental condition. The cost of the
study was approximately 99,000 HUF.

To conclude with a short message to the children of the region: "Please have patience and wait a little while longer for our plan of action; we
can work it out." 

 

George J. Kollmann is Deputy Director of the Institute for Child and Youth Protection, Budapest, and Legal Advisor to the Hungarian
Ministry of Welfare. A lawyer by training, his career has focused on the legal aspects of child protection. His many publications include Street
Children (Children in Central and Eastern Europe) (1993) and Legal Background on the Foster Care System in Hungary (1994). He is a
member of several professional societies, including the International Federation of Educational Communities and Defence Children
International.
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