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Machine Age or Pollution Age?

OR thousands of years the people of India held the river
FGanga sacred and worshipped her. The water of the Ganga

was considered so pure that our ancestors stored it in sealed
containers and, many years later, when a member of the family
was on his death-bed, the sealed vessel would be opened and a
few drops of the preserved Gangajal poured into his mouth.
Today drinking the waters of this river at certain places could
easily hasten one’s end, for the Ganga is no longer pure. Along its
long course from the Himalayas to the Bay of Bengal, numerous
factories have sprung up in the past few decades and many of
them throw their poisonous waste products into the sacred river.
This is also true of the Kaveri, the sacred river of the south. One
by one our rivers are becoming dumping grounds for poisonous
chemicals from factories, agricultural wastes, insecticides and even
acids.

But in even greater danger than our rivers are our lakes and
ponds. Srinagar’s famous tourist attractions, the Dal and Nagin
lakes, are rapidly being throttled by weeds—weeds that were not
there a few decades ago. The culprits for this state of affairs are the
hordes of tourists who throw the left-overs of their meals into the



lakes’ waters. Fed on this sumptuous fare, weeds have multiplied
abundantly. Worse still is the case of the Loktak lake in Manipur.
This lake is choked with vegetation so dense that one can walk
over it. Many others like the Chilka lake in Orissa too are
threateped.

Even oceans have not been spared. More than half the oil
produced in the world is transported across oceans by ships and
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oil-tankers. One part in a thousand of this is lost by spillage and
leakage. In fact, into the oceans encircling India alone is spilt
more than 1,000,000 tonnes of oil annually. Much of this oil will
not leave the ocean because unlike water it does not evaporate
easily and year after year it accumulates.

What is happening to the Ganga river, the Nagin lake and the
seas surrounding India, is typical of the fate of water resources all




over the world. This ‘spoiling’ of man’s water resources is called
‘water pollution’, :

- Water pollution is not the only serious problem facing
mankind. More dangerous is the poisoning of the atmosphere.
Take the example of Bombay, a heavily industrialised city with a
high concentration of factories. Every moment Bombayites




breathe air containing so many
poisonous chemicals that ten per
cent more of them suffer from
asthma, bronchitis, coughs, colds
and headaches than citizens of
almost any other city or town in
India. Air pollution is the greatest
threat to our health in the future.
Factories  with  chimneys
throwing out smoke into the air
are not the only sources of this
air pollution; a major offender is
the automobile—cars, vans,
lorries and buses. Smoke
belching from the exhausts of
lorries and buses is a familiar
sight, but did you know that the
vehicles of just five cities—
Bombay, Calcutta, Delhi, Madras
and Bangalore—spew daily into
the air we breathe more than
1,000,000  kilogrammes  of
smoke? How much is 1,000,000
kilogrammes of smoke? To give
you a rough idea, if 100 diesel
lorries throw out smoke for five -
minutes continuously, together
they would produce only one
kilogramme of smoke! You can

well imagine the damage to your



health caused by 1,000,000 times that amount of polluted air!

Civilized man has been in existence for several thousands of
years. Yet, it is only in the last few decades that he has been
throwing out garbage and solid wastes to an extent which pose a
threat to his well-being. Daily, at least half a bucket of garbage—
left-overs of cut vegetables, empty polythene bags, paper, worn-out
clothes and a variety of other rubbish—are thrown out from an
average Indian household. In India, there are more than
100,000,000 families. They account for as much as 50,000,000
buckets of solid waste every day. In a year, nearly 20,000,000,000
buckets of these wastes find their way to garbage yards. If such
garbage vards are not provided, people throw gartbage wherever it
is convenient for them. Just think how much filth we are spreading
around us.

We thus see that pollution has invaded all the three states of
matter we are familiar with—solid, liquid and gas. But new forms
of pollution are appearing. The most recent one is what is known
as ‘noise pollution’. If you live in a city, go to a nearby village. The
surroundings may appear to be too quiet. For those who have
lived in cities all their life, this silence may seem unnatural. If you
five in a village, take a trip to a crowded city. You will probably
feel strange because of the continuous noise everywhere. The
difference, in both cases, is due to the absence or presence of
noise pollution. A high level of continuous noise is harmful to our
Nervous system.

Not only human beings but even plants, trees and animals are -
affected by pollution. Petrol or diesel fumes from lorries, buses,
and cars contain certain chemicals which on coming in contact
with sunlight, are transformed into poisonous substances. These
poisonous substances can affect sensitive plants like tobacco, the
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tomato, and potato, some varieties of beans and spinach, some
cereal crops and certain flowers. Smoke from factories
manufacturing plastic produce chemicals which injure cotton and
rose plants. Factories processing metal ore produce silver dioxide
~ which has destroyed tens of thousands of hectares of timber |
plantations,

It is true that we have entered the glorious age of machines,
But unless we show more respect for the environment around us,
this may also turn into the dark age of pollution.




The Growing Ditch

take water for granted. We can get as much of it as

‘ x f we want by turming on a tap, drawing it from a well or
taking it from a river. But water is precious. History has

been shaped by water. No civilization has prospered without
ample water around it. The Indus Valley Civilization arose on the
banks of the river Indus. Indian kingdoms flourished along the
courses of the rivers Ganga and Kaveri. In ancient Mesopotamia,
people waged war for control of the life-giving rivers Tigris and

Euphrates. When water ran out or became unusable, civilizations
died.




Are we taking enough care of this precious commodity? We
waste water and we pollute it. The case of Malappadu, a village in
Guntur district of Andhra Pradesh illustrates this. This village is
situated on the banks of the river-stream Chappadibagu. Less than
1,000 people known as Lambadas live here with their cattle, The
cattle drink water from this stream. Around 1977, this peaceful
village became the victim of a strange disease. The cattle
developed diarrhoea and within a few days suffered paralytic
strokes. This was followed by more complications and ultimately
death. Scientists who investigated the disease found that the
stream was polluted with lead-based chemicals and the cattle had
died of lead poisoning. The Government of Andhra Pradesh
immediately ordered a nearby factory to stop poisoning the
stream.

The tragedy at Malappadu is a typical example of the poisoning
of rivers and lakes by irresponsible factory management. Industrial
waste products containing dangerous chemicals which may kill
cattle and even human beings are thrown into nearby lakes,
streams and rivers. 2

In Varanasi, a large oil refinery dumps into the sacred river
Ganga several tonnes of waste products. In addition, more than



































































































































































