S ——

Unit 2.2

OUR ENVIRONMENT
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The carth, water and air, once taken for gr;m{cd as a sort of
scenic backdrop for the human drama. have all become areas of

intense discussicn and worry.
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In the 1950s, only a‘few alert scientists were predicting
our present despair over what mankind 1s doing to the carth.
Resources scemed unlimited. the air was fresh and clean, and
rivers and oceans were seen as elements to be harnessed for power
and used to dispose of waste. But in a relatively short time, we
have seen the threat of a shift in the balance of nature away from
its cycle of use and renewal to one of abuse, decay, and if we are
not carcful, gradual collapse.
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Our environment is now a social problem, not just a
problem for the sciences with huge increase in air, water and land

pollution in the past quarter century, the world we now Iinve in



poses problems of health and welfare for a large portion o

pupul;llmn.
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A dirty lake or river not only affects those who live near 1t
but it also affects the entire ecosphere, nature's rhythms and
cycles. and the future functioning of man. A threatened
environment. hike a weak house close to crumbling, puts man in a
precarious position. The more he produces goods that do not fit
mto nature's cycle (DDT) for example, the more he pollutes and

thus undermmes his own health and well-being.
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Biologists refer to the intricate web of relationships
between all living things and the physical environment. They share
% the ecosystem. It has been shown that each living thing plays a
PATtin this ecosystem. There is a food chain, in which organisms
thay Produce their own food using the sun's energy (green plants)
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® Caten by small animals. which in turn are eaten by larger
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The food technology chain is closed by bacteria and fungi,
which decompose the vastes and eventually the dead bodies of all
living things, returning useful nutrients for the use of the original
producers or plants. Each clement necessary for life, such as
carbon, nitrogen and phosphorus goes through cycles of ‘use and
reuse.
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Although at certain periods in the cycle (if) the element is
not available for use, i1t eventually re-enters the cycle. Populations
of all animals in the ecosystem are adjusted through natural forces.

such as disease and predation, to a size in keeping with the food
supplies the environment can provide.
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A change in any part of the delicately functioning
ecosystem carries widespread and often unexpected repercussions.
An illustration can be seen in the outcome of the campaign waged
i South Africa against the hippopotami that used to graze on
agricultural land along the river banks. The hippo population was
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It turned out that the movement of the hippos through the

them, the rivers silted. up
and then overflowed their banks. The floods dam

rivers kept the channels open; without
aged crops and
homes; moreover, the resulting stagnant pools permitted a huge
increase in the population of water snails which served as hosts for

one stage the life cycle of a parasite that causes sometimes fatal
diseases, schistosomiasis. So the net result of the attempt to stop

the hippos grazing was a shortage of food and a disease epidemic.
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The damage to our environment and the harm it can bring
'0 humapn and animal life from injudicious alteration of the
“C0system are obvious, an ecosystem that took billions of years of
®Volution 10 establish. Areas devasted by one or more problems
Lo Angeles with its smog, west wirginia with its strip mining) are
trYing 10 correct the problem‘; other areas not yet polluted are -
t&king Measures to insure that the quality of their Evater, air and
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land is not degraded.
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Yet often it has taken either govenment or private

spokesman to point out the dangers; many communities were
unaware of the threat untill the late 1960, when in many cases the

problem had reached an almost irreversible point.
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The question before our society, bases on our new and
growing perception of the effects of human pollution of the
environment, is both elementary and monomental. Will we pay for
the clean up of rivers, oceans, the landscape and the air? How will

we pay? Can we simply pay cash, or must we give up some of our

now taken for granted machines and luxuries.
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The scope of environmental problems has be,'n well-
-stablished. The question is what can the citizens do about helping
o ease the burden? Action groups should be formed to ensure
passage of environmental legislation; ecology courses should be
given at many levels of the education system: and just plain
watching for one's own garbage and littering is a beginning. But

all of these and other measures assume a knowledge that the
ecosystem 1s in danger.
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Certainly not everyone knows it or agrees to the extent that
earth is scarred or the air polluted. Common public acceptance of
the problem, combined with real concern is the only way the
Society as a whole can deal with the costs and efforts of the clean
Up ahead. Just as the ecosystem is made up of thousands of
functiong 4 dependent in some way on each other, the society,
100, has tg depend on all its members to treat the problem with

flousness. The minority can not achieve a clean, healthy world:

1t w; I
re:l'.lll take a vast majority of the population to make that world a
ity,
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