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Death of the oceans 1%
In the following scenario, Dr. Paul Ehrlich

predicts what our world will be like in ten years
if the present course of environmental destruc-
tion is allowed to continue. Dr. Ehrlich is a
prominent ecologist, a professor of biology at Stan-
ford University, and author of The Population
Bomb.
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Reprinted from Ramparts

The 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, in-
cluding the sea.

But that was only the first of many signs.
There had been the final gasp of the whaling in-
dustry in 1973, and the end of the Peruvian an-
chovy 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
Californian 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 naturalists
that virtually all of the Golden State's seashore
bird life was doomed because of chlorinated hydro-
carbon interference with its reproduction. Eco-
catastrophes in the sea became increasingly com-
mon in the early 1970's. Mysterious "blooms" of
previously rare micro-organisms began to appear
in offshore waters. Red tides-killer outbreaks of
a minute single-celled plant-returned to the
Florida Gulf coast and were sometimes accom-
panied by tides of other exotic hues.

The change was clear by 1975
It was clear by 1975 that the entire ecology of

the ocean was changing. A few types of phyto-
plankton were becoming resistant to chlorinated
hydrocarbons and were gaining the upper hand.
Changes in the phytoplankton community led
inevitably to changes in the community of zoo-
plankton, the tiny animals which eat the phyto-
plankton. 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 salmon, had become extinct, their breed-
ing streams so dammed up and polluted that their
powerful homing instinct 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
was down to 30 million metric tons, less than one-
half the per capita catch of a decade earlier. This
helped malnutrition to escalate sharply in a world
where an estimated 50 million people per year
were already dying of starvation. The United Na-
tions attempted to get all chlorinated hydrocarbon
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 per-
suaded the government to oppose the U.N. move
-which was not 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 attempted 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 modern
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 ominous article
appeared in Science. It announced that incident
solar radiation had been so reduced by worldwide
air pollution that serious effects on the world's
vegetation could be expected.
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Apparently it was a combination of ecosystem

destabilization, sunlight reduction, and a rapid
escalation in chlorinated hydrocarbon pollution
from massive Thanodrin applications which trig-
gered 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 ballyhooed "Green Revolution."

It became apparent in the early '70s that the
"Green Revolution" was more talk than substance.
Distribution of high yield "miracle" grain seeds
had caused temporary local spurts in agricultural
production. The combination permitted bureau-
crats, 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 optimistic
propaganda about staving off famine. They raved
about the approaching transformation of agricul-
ture in the underdeveloped countries (UDCs).
The reason for the propaganda reversal was never
made clear. Most historians agree that a combina-
tion of utter ignorance of ecology, a desire to
justify past errors, and pressure from agro-
industry (which was eager to sell pesticides, fert-
ilizers, and farm machinery to the UDCs and
agencies helping the UDCs) was behind the cam-
paign. Whatever the motivation, the results were
clear. Many concerned people, lacking the expertise
to see through the Green Revolution drivel, re-
laxed. The population-food crisis was "solved."

Hard realities destroyed the illusion
But reality was not long in showing itself. Local

famine persisted in northern India even after good
weather brought an end to the ghastly Bihar
famine of the mid-60's. East Pakistan was next,
followed by a resurgence of general famine in
northern India. Other foci of famine rapidly de-
veloped in Indonesia, the Philippines, Malawi, the
Congo, Egypt, Colombia, Ecuador, Honduras, the
Dominican Republic, and Mexico.

Everywhere hard realities destroyed the illusion
of the Green Revolution. Yields dropped as the
progressive 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 countries to keep prices
up. Less progressive farmers, observing this, re-
fused to make the extra effort required to culti-
vate the "miracle" grains. Transport systems
proved inadequate to bring the necessary fertilizer
to the fields where the new and extremely-sensi-
tive grains were being grown. The same systems
were also inadequate to move produce to markets.
Fertilizer plants were not built fast enough, and
most of the underdeveloped countries could not
scrape together funds to purchase supplies, 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" which invaded Philippine "miracle
rice" fields early in 1969. They were quickly foi-
lowed by many insects and viruses, thriving on the
relatively pest-susceptible new grains, encouraged
by the vast and dense plantings, and rapidly ac-
quiring resistance 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 could launch an even more incompetent pro-
gram of aid to the underdeveloped world. Indeed,
in the early 1970's there were cynics in the United
States who claimed that outdoing the stupidity of
American foreign aid would be physically impos-
sible. Those critics were, however, obviously un-
aware that the Russians had been busily destroy-
ing their own environment for many years. The
virtual disappearance of sturgeon from Russian
rivers caused a great shortage of caviar 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
interest the progressive deterioration of relations
between the UDCs and the United States, came
up with a solution. It had retently developed
what it claimed was the ideal insecticide, a highly
lethal chlorinated hydrocarbon complexed with
a special agent for penetrating the external skeletal
armour of insects. Announcing that the new pesti-
cide, called Thanodrin, would truly produce a
Green Revolution, the Soviets entered into negoti-
ations with various UDCs for the construction of
massive Thanodrin 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 welcomed the Thanodrin plan with
such open arms. Government officiais in these
countries ignored the protests of their own scien-
tists that Thanodrin would not solve the problems
which plagued them. The governments now knew
that the basic cause of their problems was over-
population, 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 develop-
ment 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.

The early 70's-traumatic times
And then there was the general worsening

of relations between the United States and the
UDCs. Many things had contributed to this. The
situation in America in the first half of the 1970's
deserves our close scrutiny. Being more depen-
dent on imports for raw materials than the Soviet
Union, the United States had, in the early 1970's,
adopted more and more heavy-handed policies in
order to insure continuing supplies. Military ad-
ventures in Asia and Latin America had further
lessened the international credibility of the United
States as a great defender of freedom-an image
which had begun to deteriorate rapidly during the
pointless and fruitless Viet-Nam conflict. At home,
acceptance 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


