fewer choices

he destruction of the Aral Sea is a
T well-known example of unsustai-

nable development. Atlases used
to describe the sea as the world's fourth
largest lake, with an area of 66,000
square kilometres and a volume of more
than 1,000 cubic kilometres. Its waters
supplied local fisheries with annual
catches of 40,000 tons and the deltas
of its tributaries hosted dozens of
smaller lakes and biologically rich mar-
shes and wetlands covering 550,000
hectares.

In the 1960s, planners in the former
Soviet Union gave Central Asia the role
of supplier of raw cotton. Irrigation was
imperative, and the Aral Sea and its
tributaries seemed a limitless source of
water. Irrigated land was expanded from
about 4.5 million hectares in 1960 to
almost 7 million hectares in 1980. The
local population also grew rapidly, from
14 million to about 27 million in the
same period. Water withdrawal almost
doubled to an annual 120 cubic kilo-
metres, more than 90 percent of it for
agriculture.

The result was the collage of the prevai-
ling water balance in the basin. Water-
logging and salinization eventually af-
fected about 40 percent of irrigated
land. Overuse of pesticides and fertilizer
polluted surface water and ground-
water, and the delta ecosystems disap-
peared: by 1990 more than 95 percent
of the marshes and wetlands had given
way to sand deserts and more than 50
delta lakes, covering 60,000 hectares,
had dried up.

The surface of the Aral Sea shrank by
one-half and its volume by three-quar-

The disappearing Aral Sea

ters. The mineral content of the water
has increased fourfold and most of the
sea's fish and wildlife have died. Com-
mercial fishing ended in 1982. Former
seashore villages and towns are now
70 kilometres from the present shore-
line.

Communities face appalling health pro-
blems. In Karakalpakstan, Uzbekistan,
drinking water is saline and polluted,
with a high content of metals that cau-
ses a range of diseases. Over the past
15 years there has been a thirty-fold
increase in chronic bronchitis and in
kidney and liver diseases, especially
cancer and arthritic diseases have
increased sixty-fold. The infant morta-
lity rate is one of the world's highest.

Five newly independent Central Asian
states are jointly working on innovative
solutions through the International
Fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS).
Focus is currently on demand manage-
ment, such as through reducing water
withdrawal by raising irrigation efficien-
cy. While new approaches are being
used to manage the Aral Sea Basin, in-
creased water use in Afghanistan is an-
ticipated to encourage the Central Asian
states to revitalize old Soviet plans to
divert water from northward-flowing
rivers in Siberia toward Central Asia (1).
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Rough seas for Mauritania's fish

There is an acute need for safeguards
before foreign fleets are allowed into
developing countries waters. UNEP has
found that these countries which open
up their waters to foreign fishing fleets
may lose more than they gain.

revealed that trade liberalization

led to increased octopus and
shrimp exports to European and Japa-
nese markets. The fishing sector ac-
counted for around 54 percent of
foreign exchange inflows. But increased
trade and over-fishing have depleted
octopus and serranid stocks, which have
significantly fallen in 15 years, and saw-
fish have disappeared. Local direct em-
ployment in the artisanal octopus fi-
shery dropped from nearly 5,000 to
1,800 between 1996 and 2001.

a UNEP case study on Mauritania

The study shows that international
fishing agreements is one of the
primary causes. For instance in the
shrimps fishery, these agreements have
given foreign fleets the possibility of
using more productive equipment
(smaller mesh size) and have created
competitive pressures on Mauritanian
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producers. The study concludes that
strict safeguards must be in place before
fishing activities are increased. There
is an acute need for tighter controls on
subsidies and agreements that provide
access to foreign fleets as well as for
closer monitoring and enforcement of
existing regulations.

Other UNEP country studies, including
Senegal and Argentina, also indicate
that the eventual costs, in terms of loss
of income for local fishermen, environ-
mental damage and the depletion of
native fish stocks, can far outweigh the
short term financial gains generated
from foreign governments and fleets.

Anja Jaenz
UNEP, Geneva
anja.jaenz@unep.ch

1. Effets environnementaux de la libéralisation du
commerce et des measures liées au commerce dans
le secteur de la péche en République Islamique de
Mauritanie, Draft, UNEP, February 2002.

2. Well Managed Fisheries Vital for Environmentally
Friendly Development in Poor Parts of the Globe,
UNEP, Press Release 15 March 2002.

“Training how to catch fish” (1993) '7
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In 1989-1990 the Aral Sea
separated into two parts, creating
the “Large Aral” and the “Small Aral’.
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Between June 2000 and 2001,
Vozrojdeniya Island joined the
mainland in the south.
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In the ashes of conflict

than loss of life and destruction of

property. Wars can affect the air
we breathe, the water we drink, the soil
our agriculture depends on and the
biodiversity that sustains us. These
environmental impacts are felt parti-
cularly by the poor, especially poor
women in rural areas, many of whom
are the sole provider for families with
the loss of adult male members from
the conflicts.

T he effects of war can be greater

Unless the environmental damage of
conflict is acknowledged and remedied,
human health, welfare and sustainable
economic development will be threa-
tened long after peace agreements are
signed. The political and social stability
of a post-conflict country can be under-
mined in the long term if the links be-
tween poverty, sustainable resource
management and the equitable allo-
cation of resources are not taken into
account during the recovery process.
Recent experiences from Yugoslavia
and Afghanistan have shown that con-
flict can affect the environment in a
number of ways in both the short and
long term.The poor are particularly
affected due to their greater reliance
on environmental services, lack of
access to information and inability to
move from impacted sites or purchase
non-contaminated goods.

During the 1999 Kosovo conflict,images
of blazing refineries, toxic chemicals
leaking into the Danube River, and
bomb craters in protected areas began
to compete with those of thousands of
refugees fleeing their homes to escape
the crisis. Neighbouring countries in
the Balkans also began to fear the
effects of transboundary air- and water-
borne pollution. While some people
could move away from the sites, or buy
safe food and water, impoverished peo-
ple had no such option. And they lacked
the resources to call national attention
to the issues. Assistance was eventually
provided by UNEP by raising US$ 11.2

million for clean-up operations.

While Yugoslavia faced immediate
health threats from bombed industrial
sites, Afghanistan faces a legacy of
environmental neglect, over-exploi-
tation and an almost total lack of
natural resource management due to
thirty years of conflict. Loss of forests
reduces the availability of a range of
products. Deforestation also increases
soil erosion and affects the availability
of groundwater. Lack of sanitation and
waste management is polluting water
resources and causing serious epide-
mics and deaths. Overgrazing, soil and
water mismanagement and drought
are crippling the productivity of agricul-
tural areas and undermining the ability
of the country to feed itself. As Afgha-
nistan is a country where nearly 80 per-
cent of the population depend on the
environment for their daily survival,
assistance is urgently needed to address
these problems. Failure to do so will
exacerbate the extreme poverty faced
by the Afghan people. This is especially
true for the two million refugees that
are expected to return in 2002, who will

rely on managed sustainability to meet
their immediate and longterm needs.
Experience gained from Yugoslavia and
Afghanistan shows that post-conflict
countries share one predominant
characteristic: there are strong and
critically important links between envi-
ronmental damage, human health and
sustainable development. These links
must be made clear to the international
community, central and regional gover-
nment bodies and local communities
so that the environment will be firmly
placed on the recovery agenda and
integrated into the reconstruction
process.

Failure to do so will undermine sustai-
nable development in the long term,
create disputes over diminished resour-
ce bases and lead to greater poverty
and instability - the prerequisites for
further conflict.
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“The effects of war fall disproportionately upon the poor - rural farmer in Yugoslavia”



