Seven Environmental Threats

Threat: Deforestation

What it means: The elimination of billions of acres of trees around the world.

What causes it: The cutting down or burning of forests to clear land for  agriculture, settlements, or other uses. Particularly hard hit have been the rain forests in Brazil and Latin America generally. Typically, logging companies in those countries bulldoze the forests to extract timber, while landless farmers clear the land for farming and cattle grazing. 

Why it is dangerous: The reasons are numerous. Forests are viewed as the "lungs of the Earth" playing a crucial role in the world's oxygen balance. Tropical rain forests are also home to 80,000 species of plants and 20 million species of animals, many of which are now threatened with extinction. Some of those plants are valuable sources of medicine that may cure serious diseases. Forests also help protect the soil from erosion; without the protection of trees, exposed topsoil dries up and turns into desert. Those landless farmers clearing the forests for agriculture find that they're only able to till the land for two years; after that, they must raze more, perpetuating the cycle of destruction. More desert means less farm land for crops. The burning of rain forests also releases massive amounts of carbon into the air, contributing to global warming. 

What's being done: Many governments are paying Increasing attention to deforestation as an international cause, offering financial deals to developing countries in return for forest preservation. But enforcement has been difficult, and the economic incentive for poor nations to raze their forests remains powerful.

Threat: Acid Rain

What it means: Contaminated rainfall that poisons land and water.

What causes it: Pollutants that rise into the clouds and fall back to Earth through rain, sleet, snow, fog, or mist The pollutants, sulfur dioxide (SO2) and nitrous oxide, spew out of the smokestacks and exhaust pipes of coal- or oil-burning power plants, factories-, or cars. Once in the clouds, they convert to sulfuric acid

and nitric acid.

Why it is dangerous: An accumulation of acid rain ruins soil; destroys plants and forests; kills fish and water animals; and eats away at stones and metals, corroding many landmark buildings and statues.

Areas with heavy industrial concentration, such as the states east of the Mississippi River in the U.S., are particularly vulnerable. In Europe, the formerly Communist nations have been hard hit, with landscapes that look charred. And even in once-pristine Norway, some 80 percent of the lakes have been declared "dead." Wind patterns can carry the effects of acid rain across borders: Canada suffers an acid-rain problem from U.S. industrial pollution, and Britain and Sweden feel the effects of pollution from Eastern Europe. 
What's being done: Many nations have signed agreements to reduce their sulfur dioxide and nitrous oxide emissions, but environmentalists say that further cuts are needed. In Europe, new cars must be fitted with converters that reduce acid-rain-making pollutants.

Threat: Freshwater Pollution 

What it means: Contaminated rivers, lakes, and drinking water

What causes it: Municipal sewage; industrial processes that release oil, chemicals, metals, radioactive materials; agricultural runoff containing fertilizers and pesticides. 

Why it's dangerous: Freshwater is a scarce resource, and the most vital of all resources to the human race, since we need to consume several quarts of water a day to survive. (Only 3 percent of the Earth's water is freshwater, and three-fourths of that is frozen at the North and South Poles.) Pollutants in freshwater, such as dioxins, nitrates, and polychlorinated biphenils (PCBs), cause serious health problems: cancer, birth 

defects, blood poisoning, and diseases like dysentery and hepatitis. Many of these pollutants are biogenic, meaning they move up the food chain and take cumulative effect on the body. In other words, if a fish becomes contaminated and you eat the fish, you become contaminated too. With repeated intake over time, that poison can build up in your body. 

What's being done: Industrialized nations have had some success in regulating pollution at the source, outlawing certain chemicals and dumping practices. But the areas with the worst freshwater pollution— Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union, the Third World— still lack basic water legislation, or don't enforce their existing laws.

Threat: Air Pollution 

What it means: Breathing air fouled by contaminants hazardous to human hearth. 

What causes it: A combination of exhaust from motor vehicles, power plants, incinerators, and factories. The smoke from these sources contains the pollutants that form smog, including carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen oxides (NOx), and sulfur oxides [SOx]. 
Why it's dangerous: Smog-induced ailments run from watery eyes, clogged sinuses, and sore throats, all the way to lung cancer. Smog also creates acid rain and damages crops and vegetation. The problem afflicts urban areas in both the industrialized and developing world. Breathing the air in Mexico City is said to be equivalent to smoking two packs of cigarettes a day. In Budapest, Hungary, one out of every 17 deaths is attributed directly or indirectly to air pollution. In the Upper Silesia region of Poland, residents have a cancer rate 30 percent higher than the rest of the nation..
What's being done: Progress varies greatly from country to country. In the U.S., President Bush strengthened the Clean Air Act (see Government, page 14), while industry has been working on cleaner-burning gasoline. Other parts of the world have made less progress; particularly hard-hit areas are Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union, and nations of the developing world.
Threat: Global Warming

What it means: A steady increase in the Earth’s temperature, resulting from atmospheric gases that trap solar heat. (Also known as the greenhouse effect.)
What causes it: A buildup of "trace gases" in Earth's atmosphere. Surrounding Earth, these trace gases act like the glass on a greenhouse: they allow sunlight tо come in, then trap much of the heat so that it doesn't escape. Trace gases include carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (СH4) and chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs). In recent years, those gases have been accumulating from automobile exhaust, the burning of forests, and use of products containing CFCs such as aerosol sprays, refrigerators, and air conditioners. 

Why it's dangerous: If trace gases build up, more heat gets trapped, and Earth's climate gets wanner. Some scientists say that at current rates, the Earth's average surface temperature could climb by 9 degrees Fahrenheit over the next century. That could cause the world's oceans to rise and expand, as polar ice melts. A ris​ing sea level could flood the Earth's coastal areas, where more than half the world's population lives. Warmer tempera​tures would also increase the rate of evap​oration, leading to more droughts. 
What's being done: One of the goals of the Brazil conference will be to sign an inter​national treaty to control the emis​sion of green​house gases. Strategies center on reduc​ing the use of fossil fuels, which produce gasoline for cars, among other things, and replanting rain forests instead of burning them.
Threat: Ozone Depletion

What it means: A weakening of the layer of  atmospheric gas that blocks much of the  sun's harmful ultraviolet (UV] radiation  from Earth.
What causes it: the release of  chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) into the atmosphеге. CFCs come from households products like aerosol spray cans, Styrofoam, and the coolants for air conditioners and refrigerators. As they drift upward, they break down and release chlorine. Each molecule of  chorine destroy thousands o£ molecules of ozone, a pale-blue gas composed of  three oxygen atoms (О3) that rings the  Earth in layers about 12 to 20 miles up in  the sky.
Why it's dangerous: Depleting the ozone  layer increases the amount of UV radiation  that gets through from the sun to the Earth.  UV   radiation   causes   skin   cancer.
Researchers estimate that for every 1 per​cent decrease in the amount of ozone, the skin cancer rate will rise 5 percent in the U.S. alone. Increased UV radiation may also, increase the inci​dence of cataracts and blindness, dam​age crops, and destroy other plant life. 
What's being done: Nearly 100 nations have pledged to halt CFC production by the year 2000. Currently, more than 2 billion pounds of CFCs are pro​duced worldwide each year; one third of the total come from the U.S.
Threat: Hazardous waste

What it means: A buildup of poisonous garbage, dumped or stored in ways that threaten the environment and human hearth.                             '
What causes it: industrial processes that generate vast amounts of toxic byproducts. Dozens of industries, from plas​tics companies to nuclear weapons plants, produce these waste materials, with limited means of safe disposal. Hazardous waste may be radioactive, or contain such toxins as lead, mercury, peroxides, cyanide,  or acids used in the finishing of metals. Some gases escape into the environment through accidents, such as factory fires, but most of the contamination results from improper disposal of waste products. 
Why it's dangerous: Hazardous waste poi​sons the soil, groundwater, rivers, oceans, and air. Exposure to hazardous waste results in an increased rate of birth defects and cancer. For years, companies dumped their waste into landfills or settling ponds, buried it in fields, pumped it into rivers, burned it, or discharged it into the air. According to the U.S. Office for Technology Assessment, the United States alone has some 10,000 haz​ardous waste sites that need cleaning up. Other nations have thousands of sites—all of which will remain poisonous for dozens of years.
What's being done: Very little. Most countries, particularly those that are rapidly industrializing, continue to dispose of their haz​ardous waste indiscriminately. Even developed nations have no program for sound management of their waste. And the amount continues to grow year by year.
1. Find in the text the following words and word combinations:

Загрязненный (3); обуглившийся; накапливаться (2); осуществлять исполнение закона; загрязняющие вещества (2); вредный, опасный (2); поражать болезнью, пагубно влиять; удерживать, задерживать; излучать, выделять (2); уязвимый; испарение; сваливать; подвергать; угрожать вымиранием. 

2. Give definitions to the following words and word combinations:

deforestation, acid rain, biogenic, food chain, global warming, trace gases, landfill, runoff, ozone depletion, ozone.

3. What do we call:

 - a special device in cars through which waste gases are emitted?

 -  a tropical woodland that has an annual rainfall of at least 100 inches and often much more, is typical of but not wholly restricted to certain lowland areas?

- a company which harvests forests?

 - a resource which is deficient in quantity or number compared with the demand : not plentiful or abundant?

 - a furnace or a container for burning waste materials?

 - a fuel (as coal, oil, or natural gas) that is formed in the earth from plant and animal remains?

 - something produced (as in manufacturing) in addition to the principal product?

4. Answer the following questions:

1. What is the total amount of the Earth’s fresh water?

2. What health problems are caused by a) fresh water pollution; b) air pollution?

3. Where do trace gases come from?

4. What’s the estimated growth rate of the world temperature?

5. What harm does UV radiation do?

6. What actions of people lead to contamination by gases, rubbish, and other wastes?

7.Name the methods of waste disposal you know. Are they safe?

8. What is the role of forests on our planet?

9. Name the measures taken by governments of different countries to protect the environment.

