ENVIRONMENT

bad health

One of the worst environmental
hot spots in the Balkan

In 2000 UNEP called the former Alba-
nian pesticide and chemical plant at
Durrés “an environmental disaster”.
The plant is responsible for acute hu-
man suffering.

after 40 years of government repres-

sion and poor people (mostly from
the mountainous north of the country)
left their villages in search of better
economic prospects near the two lar-
gest cities Tirana and Durrés. That year
the Durrés plant, which had manu-
factured pesticides such as the now
banned lindane and thiram, and sodium
dichromate for leather tanning, was
closed during an economic downturn.
Today thousands of people live on the
contaminated land surrounding the
plant.

I n 1990 Albania legalised migration

The area of greatest concern is the site
of the plant itself. The grounds are
contaminated with lindane and chro-
mium residues. Families have built
homes using contaminated bricks from
the disused factory; children play on
toxic soil; and cows, goats and sheep
that supply milk and food to residents
graze the contaminated grounds and
drink polluted well water.

Lindane (gamma-HCH) is one of the
most dangerous chemicals and is
associated with liver cancer. It persists
in the environment and accumulates
in the food chain. UNEP soil samples
at the Durrés site showed extremely
high HCH isomer concentrations, in
the range of 1,290 mg/kg to 3,140 mg/kg.
In Holland intervention is required
when soil concentrations of HCH
isomers exceed 2 mg/kg.

UNEP took a water sample from a well
at the site and found 4.4 mg/litre of
chlorobenzene, over 4,000 times the
acceptable level for drinking water in
some EU countries. Repeated exposure
to large quantities of chlorobenzene
can affect the nervous system, bone
marrow, and internal and reproductive
organs.

Chromium contamination of ground-
water supplies is another major con-
cern. Thousands of tons of soil contami-
nated by chromium and other waste
have been dumped near the former
factory, and there are no barriers to
prevent leaching of contaminants to
the water table below.

The situation at the Durrés site has not
improved since 2000 when UNEP called
it “one of the worst environmental hot
spots in the Balkans” (1). Although
UNEP called for an emergency respon-
se, evacuating the area and putting up
barriers to prevent inhabitation, the
authorities have taken no action, and
access to the site is still unrestricted.

Poverty remains a persistent problem
in Albania. The country’s 2001 Growth
and Poverty Reduction Strategy stated
that in 1998 nearly half of all Albanians
(46.6 percent) were living on less than
two dollars a day. One in six (17.4 per-
cent) were living in extreme poverty
on less than a dollar a day. Poverty in
Albania’s rural regions is twice that of
urban areas, and about half of the
country’s poor are self-employed in
agriculture. Not surprisingly the poor
- such as those living at the former
Durrés factory — have higher disease
rates and lower access to medical ser-
vices.

WHEN THE INDOOR AIR IS BAD

The real cost of fuel

The burning of biomass causes respi-
ratory diseases and problems related
to pregnancy, and results in illness
and premature death among poor
women and children.

electricity and its high cost (as well

as that of electrical appliances) force
many poor communities to use tradi-
tional biomass fuels such as wood, crop
residues and dung for cooking and
heating. Burning this biomass releases
harmful air pollutants (5O,, CO2, NOx,
hydrocarbons, soot particles) that are
associated with acute respiratory infec-
tions, chronic lung diseases, cancer
and pregnancy-related problems (1).

I n rural areas the lack of access to

Women are particularly susceptible to
the health consequences of indoor air

Indoor air pollution,
resulting from the
burning of wood and
other biomass fuels for
cooking and heating, is
estimated to kill two
million women and
children each year.

Smith, K., Pollution Management in Focus,
The World Bank, Washington DC,1999.

pollution since traditionally they do
the cooking - often in poorly ventilated
spaces. Babies and children, who spend
much of their time at home, are also
vulnerable to indoor smoke. In India,
three-quarters of all households use
traditional fuels and half a million wo-
men and children die each year from
related health problems (2). And in the
Gambia, children strapped to their mo-
ther’s backs during cooking are six ti-
mes more likely to develop respiratory
infections (2).

In addition to the severe health conse-
quences of indoor pollution, the gathe-
ring of traditional biomass (fuel, fire-
wood) has resulted in the degradation
of forests and woodlands, in turn
causing soil erosion and watershed
protection loss. The use of more effi-
cient stoves and alternative energy
sources (hydroelectric, solar, wind) are
ways to minimize the health impact -
and the ecological consequences - of
the gathering, use and burning of
biomass.
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“Chemicals stored, Durrés, Albania, 2000.”

There have, however, been some posi-
tive developments. In 2001 Albania
created its first environment ministry
and committed itself to meeting
poverty reduction targets and inter-
vening in key hot spots. And the World
Bank is considering a project to clean
up the Durrés site. With government
funds in short supply, the help of the
international community means fami-
lies in Durrés could look forward to a
brighter day.
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Sometimes... the water is brown, We
call it tea, but we drink it anyway

Anonymous, Cameroon (1)

Poor places keep people poor. And
poor places also kill.

Anonymous (2)

Everything is contaminated, land,
water, plants, and people.

A community member, Ecuador (2)
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Containing cholera

ata and maps on poverty, sanitation,
of cholera were used to help contain the spread of cholera in the Kwazulu

Natal province in January 2001. Poverty and cholera data sets showed that
the cholera outbreak followed a river flood plain and moved through and towards

poor areas (1).

The use of the data sets helped to produce a swift, well-coordinated response
from national to local government departments (health, water, etc.), who agreed

to:

provide safe water in tankers and

develop refresher epidemiology training and reassign health personnel to

affected areas;

develop health education and awareness of good hygiene practices in both
affected and other potentially high-risk areas;

provide health material and additional health services in affected areas.

This response led to the containment of the outbreak within three months. It
meant that fewer people died (the death rate was 0.22 percent among 100,000
cases) and helped prevent a massive outbreak across the country. The collation
and use of information from different research and administrative sources
encouraged collaboration between various institutions, provided an opportunity
to offer integrated services, and prompted calls for further research on social
and environmental data to help future planning and mitigation activities (to

respond to flooding, fires and drought).
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safe and clean water and the incidence

portable toilets in affected areas;
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FOREST FIRES IN INDONESIA

Health and haze

n 1997 and 1998 dry weather condi-
tions, coinciding with a severe El
Nino and land-clearing activities,

resulted in the most extensive forest
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fires on record in Indonesia.

In 1997 alone haze caused by air pol-
lutants from fire spread for more than
3,200 kilometers, covering six South-
east Asian countries. In the Malaysian
state of Sarawak, air pollution reached
one the highest recorded indices at
839 g/m3 (levels over 301 g/m3 are
equal to smoking 80 cigarettes a day).
The fires in Southeast Asia put 20
million people at risk of respiratory
problems and cost US$ 1,400 million
in healthcare (1).

In June 2002 the environment mini-
sters of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations signed the ASEAN
Agreement on Transboundary Haze
Pollution, providing the first regional
arrangement to tackle haze from land
and forest fires.
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