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Eco ■ catastrophe : 
the end of the ocean

came in 1979
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ameliorate either racial inequities or urban blight. Wel­
fare rolls grew as automation and general technological 
progress forced more and more people into the category of 
“unemployable.” Simultaneously a taxpayers’ revolt oc­
curred. Although there was not enough money to build the 
schools, roads, water systems, sewage systems, jails, hos­
pitals, urban transit lines and all the other amenities need­
ed to support a burgeoning population. Americans refused 
to tax themselves more heavily. Starting in Youngstown, 
Ohio in 1969 and followed closely by Richmond, California! 
community after community was forced to close its 
schools or curtail educational operations for lack of funds. 
Water supplies, already marginal in quality and quantity 
in many places by 1970, deteriorated quickly. Water ration­
ing occurred in 1,723 municipalities in the summer of 1974, 
and hepatitis and epidemic dysentery rates climbed about 
500 per cent between 1970-1974.

Air pollution continued to be the most obvious man­
ifestation of environmental deterioration. It was, by 1972, 
quite literally in the eyes of all Americans. The year 1973 
saw not only the New York and Los Angeles smog disas­
ters, but also the publication of the Surgeon General’s 
massive report on air pollution and health. The public had 
been partially prepared for the worst by the publicity giv­
en to the UN pollution conference held in 1972. Deaths in 
the late ’60s caused by smog were well know to scientists, 
but the public had ignored them because they mostly in­
volved the early demise of the old and sick rather than 
people dropping dead on the freeways. But suddenly 
citizens were faced with nearly 200,000 corpses and 
sive documentation that they could be the next to die from 
respiratory disease. They were not ready for that scale of 
disaster. After all, the UN conference had not predicted 
that accumulated air pollution would make the planet unin­
habitable until almost 1990. The population was terrorized 
as TV screens became filled with scenes of horror from 
the disaster areas. Especially vivid was NBC’s coverage 
of hundreds of unattended people choking out their lives 
outside of New York’s hospitals. Terms like nitrogen ox­
ide, acute bronchitis and cardiac arrest began to have real 
meaning for most Americans.

given to Drs. J. L. Radomski and W. B. Deichmann, who in 
the late 1960’s had pioneered in the documentation of the 
long-term lethal effects of chlorinated hydrocarbons. A 
presidential commission with unimpeachable credentials 
directly accused the agro-chemical complex of “condemn­
ing many millions of Americans to an early death.” The 
year 1973 was the year in which Americans finally came to 
understand the direct threat to their existence posed by 
environmental deterioration.

And 1973 was also the year in which most people 
finally comprehended the indirect threat. Even the presi­
dent of Union Oil Company and several other industrialists 
publicly stated their concern over the reduction of bird 
populations which had resulted from pollution by DDT and 
other chlorinated hydrocarbons. Insect populations 
boomed because they were resistant to most pesticides 
and had been freed, by the incompetent use of those pesti­
cides, from most of their natural enemies. Rodents 
swarmed over crops, multiplying rapidly in the absence of 
predatory birds. The effect of pests on the wheat crop 
especially disastrous in the summer of 1973, since that was 
also the year of the great drought. Most of us can remem­
ber the shock which greeted the announcement by atmos­
pheric physicists that the shift of the jet stream which had 
caused the drought was probably permanent. It signalled 
the birth of the Midwestern desert. Man’s air-polluting ac­
tivities had by then caused gross changes in climatic pat­
terns. The news, of course, played hell with commodity 
and stock markets. Food prices skyrocketed, as savings 
were poured into hoarded canned goods. Official assur­
ances that food supplies would remain ample fell on deaf 
ears, and even the Government showed signs of nervous­
ness when California migrant field workers went out on 
strike again in protest against the continued use of pesti­
cides by growers. The strike burgeoned into farm burning 
and riots. The workers, calling themselves “The Walking 
Dead,” demanded immediate compensation for their 
shortened lives and crash research programs to attempt to 
lengthen them.

r
mt TT...-

F:<a

In the following scenario, reprinted from tho Soptombor 
Ramparts, Dr. Raul thrlieh predicts what our world will bo 
liko in 10 yoars if tho present course if environmental de­
struction is allowed to continue. Dr. EhrBch is a prominent 
ecologist, a professor of biology at Stanford University, and 
author of Tho Population Bomb (ballantino).

to escalate sharply in a world where an estimated 50 mil­
lion people per year were already dying of starvation. The 
United Nations attempted to get all chlorinated hydrocar­
bon insecticides banned on a worldwide basis, but the 
move was defeated by the United States. This opposition 
was generated primarily by the American petrochemical 
industry, operating hand in glove with its subsidiary, the 
United States Department of Agriculture. Together they 
persuaded the government to oppose the U.N. move — 
which was nqt difficult since most Americans believed 
that Russia and China were more in need of fish products 
than was the United States. The United Nations also at­
tempted to get fishing nations to adopt strict and enforced 
catch limits to preserve dwindling stocks. This move was 
blocked by Russia, who, with the most modem electronic 
equipment, was in the best position to glean what was left 
in the sea. It was, curiously, on the very day in 1977 when 
the Soviet Union announced its refusal that another omi­
nous article appeared in Science. It announced that inci­
dent solar radiation had been so reduced by worldwide air 
pollution that serious effects on the world’s vegetation 
could be expected.

Apparently it was a combination of ecosystem des- 
tablization, sunlight reduction, and a rapid escalation in 
chlorinated hydrocarbon pollution from massive Thanod- 
rin applications which triggered the ultimate catastrophe. 
Seventeen huge Soviet-financed Thanodrin plants were 
operating in underdeveloped countries by 1978. They had 
been part of a massive Russian “aid offensive” designed 
to fill the gap caused by the collapse of America's bally- 
hooed “Green Revolution.”

—Courtesy The Globe and Mail
From the Steel Company of Canada — greetings to all the working people of Hamilton, Ontario

was

’60s. East Pakistan was next, followed by a resurgence of 
general famine in northern India. Other foci of famine rap­
idly developed in Indonesia, the Philippines, Malawi, the 
Congo, Egypt, Colombia, Ecuador, Honduras, the Domini­
can Republic, and Mexico.

the UDCs and the United States, came up with a solution. 
It had recently developed what it claimed was the ideal 
insecticide, a highly lethal chlorinated hydrocarbon 
plexed with a special agent for penetrating the external 
skeletal armor of insects. Announcing that the new pesti­
cide, called Thanodrin, would truly produce a “Green 
Revolution,” the Soviets entered into negotiations with 
various UDCs for the construction of massive Ihanodrin 
factories. The USSR would bear all the costs; all it wanted 
in return were certain trade and military concessions.

It is interesting now, with the perspective of years, 
to examine in some detail the reasons why the UDCs wel­
comed the Thanodrin plan with such open arms. Govern­
ment officials in these countries ignored the protests of 
their own scientists that Thanodrin would not solve the 
problems which plagued them. The governments 
knew that the basic cause of their problems was overpopu­
lation, and that these problems had been exacerbated by 
the dullness, daydreaming, and cupidity endemic to all 
governments. They knew that only population control and 
limited development aimed primarily at agriculture could 
have spared them the horrors they now faced. They knew 
it, but they were not about to admit it. How much easier it 
was simply to accuse the Americans of failing to give them 
proper aid; how much simpler to accept the Russian 
panacea.
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"^^6 end of the ocean came late in the summer of 

1979, and it came even more rapidly than the biologists had 
expected. There had been signs for more than a decade, 
commencing with the discovery in 1968 that DDT slows 
down.photosynthesis in marine plant life. It was announced 
in a short paper in the technical journal, Science, but to 
ecologists it smacked of doomsday. They knew that all life 
in the sea depends on photosynthesis, the chemical process 
by which green plants bind the sun’s energy and make it 
available to living things. And they knew that DDT and 
similar chlorinated hydrocarbons had polluted the entire 
surface of the earth, including the sea.

But that was only the first of many signs. There 
had been the final gasp of the whaling industry in 1973, and 
the end of the Peruvian anchovy fishery in 1975. Indeed, a 
score of other fisheries had disappeared quietly from over- 
exploitation and various eco-catastrophes by 1977. The 
term “eco-catastrophe” was coined by a California • 
ecologist in 1969 to describe the most spectacular of man’s 
attacks on the systems which sustain his life. He drew his 
inspiration from the Santa Barbara offshore oil disaster of 
that year, and from the news which spread among natural­
ists that virtually all of the Golden State’s seashore bird 
life was doomed because of chlorinated hydrocarbon inter­
ference with its reproduction. Eco-catastrophes in the sea 
became increasingly common in the early 1970’s. Mysteri­
ous “blooms” of previously rare micro-organisms began 
to appear in the offshore waters. Red tides — killer out­
breaks of a minute single-celled plant — returned to the 
Florida Gulf coast and were sometimes accompanied by 
tides of other exotic hues.

It was clear by 1975 that the entire ecology of the 
ocean was changing. A few types of phytoplankton were 
becoming resistant to chlorinated hydrocarbons and 
gaining the upper hand. Changes in the phytoplankton 
community led inevitably to changes in the community of 
zooplankton, the tiny animals which eat the phytoplankton. 
These changes were passed on up the chains of life in the 
ocean to the herring, plaice, cod and tuna. As the diversity 
of life in the ocean diminished, its stability also decreased.

Other changes had taken place by 1975. Most ocean 
fishes that returned to fresh water to breed, like the salm­
on, had become extinct, their breeding streams so 
dammed up and polluted that their powerful homing in­
stinct only resulted in suicide. Many fishes and shellfishes 
that bred in restricted areas along the coasts followed 
them as onshore pollution escalated.

By 1977 the annual yield of fish from the sea 
down to 30 million metric tons, less than one-half the per 
capita catch of a decade earlier. This helped malnutrition
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It was in the same speech in which President Ed­

ward Kennedy, after much delay, finally declared 
tional emergency and called out the National Guard to 
harvest California’s crops, that the first mention of popu­
lation control was made. Kennedy pointed out that the 
United States would not longer be able to offer any food aid 
to other nations and was likely to suffer food shortages 
herself. He suggested that, in view of the manifest failure 
of the “Green Revolution,” the only hope of the UDCs lay 
in population control. His statement, you will recall, creat­
ed an uproar in the underdeveloped countries. Newspaper 
editorials accused the United States of wishing to prevent 
small countries from becoming large nations and thus 
threatening American hegemony. Politicians asserted that 
President Kennedy was a “creature of the giant drug 
bine” that wished to shove its pills down every woman’s 
throat.

a na-
very where hard realities destroyed the illusion of 

the “Green Revolution.” Yields dropped as the progres­
sive farmers who had first accepted the new seeds found 
that their higher yields brought lower prices — effective 
demand (hunger plus cash) was not sufficient in poor coun­
tries to keep prices up. Less progressive farmers, observ­
ing this, refused to make the extra effort required to culti­
vate the ‘miracle” grains. Transport systems proved in­
adequate to bring the necessary fertilizer to the fields 
where the new and extremely fertilizer-sensitive grains 
acre being grown. The same systems were also inade­
quate to move produce to markets. Fertilizer plants were 
not built fast enough, and most of the underdeveloped 
îountnes could not scrape together funds to purchase sup­
plies, even on concessional terms. Finally, the inevitable 
happened, and pests began to reduce yields in even the 
most carefully cultivated fields: Among the first were the 
famous miracle rats“ fields early in 1969. They were 
quickly followed by many insects and viruses, thriving on 
the relatively pest-susceptible new grains, encouraged by 
the vast and dense plantings and rapidly acquiring resist­
ance to the chemicals used against them. As chaos spread 
until even the most obtuse agriculturists and economists 
realized that the Green Revolution” had turned brown the 
Russians stepped in.

In retrospect it seems incredible that the Russians, 
with the American mistakes known to them, would launch 
an even more incompetent program of aid to the underde­
veloped world. Indeed, in the early 1970s there were cynics 
in the United States who claimed that outdoing the stupidi­
ty of American foreign aid would be physically impossible. 
Those critics were, however, obviously unaware that the 
Russians had been busily destroying their own environ­
ment for many years. The virtual disappearance of stur­
geon from Russian rivers caused a great shortage of cav­
iar by 1970. A standard joke among Russian scientists at 
that time was that they had created an artificial caviar 
which was indistinguishable from the real thing - except 
by taste. At any rate the Soviet Union, observing with in­
terest the progressive deterioration of relations between

And then there was the general worsening of rela­
tions between the United States and the UDCs. Many 
things had contributed to this. The situation in America in 
the first half of the 1970s deserves our close scrutiny. 
Being more dependent on imports for raw materials than 
the Soviet Union, the United States had, in the early 1970s, 
adopted more and more heavy-handed policies in order to 
insure continuing supplies. Military adventures in Asia and 
Latin America had further lessened the international cred­
ibility of the United States as a great defender of freedom 
— an image which had begun to deteriorate rapidly during 
the pointless and fruitless Vietnam conflict. At home, ac­
ceptance of the carefully manufactured image lessened 
dramatically, as even the more romantic and chauvinistic 
citizens began to understand the role of the military and 
the industrial system in what John Kenneth Galbraith had 
aptly named “The New Industrial State.”

^^he ultimate horror was the announcement that 

chlorinated hydrocarbons were now a major constituent of 
air pollution in all American cities. Autopsies of smog dis­
aster victims revealed an average chlorinated hydrocar­
bon load in fatty tissue equivalent to 26 parts per million of 
DDT. In October, 1973, the Department of Health, Educa­
tion and Welfare announced studies which showed unequi­
vocally that increasing death rates from hypertension, cir­
rhosis of the liver, liver cancer and a series of other dis­
eases had resulted from the chlorinated hydrocarbon 
load. They estimated that Americans born since 1946 
(when DDT usage began) now had a life expectancy of only 
49 years, and predicted that if current patterns continued, 
this expectancy would reach 42 years by 1980, when it 
might level out. Plunging insurance stocks triggered a 
stock market panic. The president of Velsicol, Inc., a ma­
jor pesticide producer, went on television to “publicly eat 
a teaspoonful of DDT” (it was really powdered milk) and 
announce that HEW had been infiltrated by Communists. 
Other giants of the petrochemical industry, attempting to 
dispute the indisputable evidence, launched a massive 
pressure campaign on Congress to force HEW to “get out 
of agriculture’s business.” They were aided by the agro­
chemical journals, which had decades of experience in 
misleading the public about the benefits and dangers of 
pesticides. But by now the public realized that it had been 
duped. The Nobel Prize for medicine and physiology
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Among Americans, religious opposition to popula­
tion control was very slight. Industry in general also 
backed the idea. Increasing poverty in the UDCs was both 
destroying markets and threatening supplies of 
terials. The seriousness of the raw material situation had 
been brought home during the Congressional Hard Re­
sources hearings in 1971. The exposure of the ignorance of 
the cornucopian economists had been quite a spectacle — a 
spectacle brought into virtually every American’s home in 
living color. Few would forget the distinguished geologist 
from the University of California who suggested that 
omists be legally required to learn at least the most ele­
mentary facts of geology. Fewer still would forget that an 
equally distinguished Harvard economist added that they 
might be required to learn some economics, too. The over­
all message was clear: America’s resource situation was 
bad and bound to get worse. The hearings had led to a bill 
requiring the Departments of State, Interior, and Com­
merce to set up a joint resource procurement council with 
the express purpose of “insuring that proper consideration 
of American resource needs be an integral part of Ameri­
can foreign policy.”

t became apparent in the early ‘70s that the 
“Green Revolution” was more talk than substance. Distri­
bution of high yield “miracle” grain seeds had caused 
temporary local spurts in agricultural production. Simul­
taneously, excellent weather had produced record har­
vests. The combination permitted bureaucrats, especially 
in the United States Department of Agriculture and the 
Agency for International Development (AID), to reverse 
their previous pessimism and indulge in an outburst of op­
timistic propaganda about staving off famine. They raved 
about the approaching transformation of agriculture in the 
underdeveloped countries (UDCs). The reason for the 
propaganda reversal was never made clear. Most histori­
ans agree that a combination of utter ignorance of ecology, 
a desire to justify past errors and pressure from agro-in­
dustry (which was eager to sell pesticides, fertilizers and 
farm machinery to the UDCs and agencies helping the 
UDCs) was behind the campaign. Whatever the motiva­
tion, the results were clear. Many concerned people, lack­
ing the expertise to see through the “Green Revolution” 
drivel, relaxed. The population-food crisis was “solved.”

But reality was not long in showing itself. Local 
famine persisted in northern India even after good weath­
er brought an end to the ghastly Bihar famine of the mid­

raw ma-

were

econ-

Awas
t home in the United States the early ’70s were 

traumatic times. Racial violence grew and the habitability 
of the cities diminished, as nothing substantial was done to continued on next pagewas


