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ENVIRONMENTAL CO-OPERATION AND CHILDREN'S HEALTH

 

Sirje Loot
Legal Advisor
Estonia

The Estonian Republic is a small country; its area is only 45,200 square kilometres. At the beginning of 1993, 1.53 million people lived here
permanently, 71% of them in towns and 29% in the country. It is a maritime country in a temperate climate zone, having mutual borders with
Russia in the east, Latvia in the south, Finland in the North and Sweden in the West. Between Estonia and the last two neighbours lies the
Baltic Sea.

In spite of its small size, the level of pollution in Estonia is very different in different regions. The islands in the West are famous for their
unique flora, very clean drinking water and clean air. Most of the industry is in the North and North-eastern part of the country. In this region,
which is approximately 1/4 of the whole territory, live 60% of the permanent population. Of the industrial air pollution, 95% comes from this
region. Waste water from mines and local industry are the main polluters of surface and underground water.

Another major problem is pollution from the military bases of the former Soviet Union and their industry. The full extent of the pollution is
not known, but there are places in Estonia where fuel, from these bases, has polluted the wells of local inhabitants to such a level that the water
is inflammable.

The legislation of the Estonian Republic gives the government the right to establish a pollution tax, which goes into the Estonian
Environmental Fund and is used for the additional financing of State and regional environmental protection projects and measures.

The Estonian capital, Tallinn, is a seaside town where a third of the whole population lives. Although the waste water of the town has been
cleaned biologically since 1993, there are several institutions, however, which still divert their dirty water into the Gulf of Tallinn without
cleansing. An example is the pre-trial prison, that can hold 1,000 prisoners and which was built in the middle of the last century. There are
always about 20-30 persons with tuberculosis there, whose waste water flows directly into the sea. Some kilometres away lies the beach where
children bathe with their mothers. The number of tubercular cases in Tallinn has increased during the last years.

Dangerous chemicals have been dumped in the Baltic Sea and atomic submarines have been sunk there. This danger concerns all the countries
on the Baltic coasts; industrial waste materials are problems in every country and the preservation of nature should be one of the main areas of
international co-operation. Approximately 15 million tons of various, but mostly solid, waste products are created per year in Estonia. Ten
percent is waste from everyday living, the remaining 13.5 million tons are industrial, and of these almost 90% is considered dangerous.

During the unorganised period of "waste-management" by the Soviet occupation, there was an accumulation of 250 million tons of waste. The
"ash hills" of the oil shale industry in North-eastern Estonia are over 100 metres high. Those hills contain toxic heavy metals and phenols,
which are washed into the surface and underground water by rain. In the same region, in the town of Sillamae, radioactive waste from a former
military factory is a very serious problem. This factory concentrated uranium and its waste depository contains 1,200 tons of uranium, 750
tons of thorium, radium, etc.

It is logical that the concentration of waste products in the atmosphere is highest in Northeast Estonia. On one square metre 70 mg of ash falls,
200 mg lead, 135 mg of quicksilver, 115 mg of zinc, 80 mg of copper, per year. In addition, the waste that reaches Estonia from its neighbours
must be included. For example in Estonia in 1988, 27,000 tons of sulphur was precipitated which had come across its borders. The amount of
"local" sulphur was 30,000 tons. Finally, after the accident in Chernobyl in 1986 there was extensive precipitation of radioactive waste in this
region; even today the level of radiation is much higher in the Northeast than in the rest of Estonia.
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Table 1 shows statistical information from the Estonian Ministry of Health, collected in 1989 and 1990, comparing the instances of various
illnesses in children, between 0 and 14 years of age, in industrial North-eastern towns and the unpolluted South-eastern agricultural region.
The figures indicate cases per 1,000 children. This information should be assessed cautiously, as illness does not always imply turning to a
doctor. For example, the distance to the medical centre, as well as the parents' state of understanding of their child's condition should be taken
into account. Another piece of research, during which about 4,000 children were examined, shows that in the towns of North-eastern Estonia
the number of allergic, anaemic and alophaesic (hair loss) cases is higher, as is blood pressure. In 1989, 202 pre-school children suffered hair
loss. The disease affected 8.2% of kindergarten children in the region; for the rest of the Estonian population the number was only 0.7%.

The reduction of industrial waste and cleansing of waste waters requires a great deal of expense. Although the necessary equipment is being
built, there is not enough money for everything.

As has already been mentioned, one of the principal polluters in Estonia was the former Soviet Army and its military industry. A deadline for
them to leave Estonia was August 31st, 1994, but Russia delayed the final decision. Support for a solution to this problem came from all over
the world, as, for example, the USA made its support for Russia, dependent on the departure of Soviet troops from Estonia. With the departure
of Soviet troops from Estonia, many of the country's problems, including environmental pollution, will perhaps be solved more easily. 

 

Sirje Loot was born and educated in the Republic of Estonia, graduating in Law from Tartu University. She was a lawyer in The Copyright
Union, and, since 1989, has been working in the non-governmental Estonian Children's Fund, first as a lawyer and currently as Managing
Director.
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