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"There are places --
open water areas and
open lagoons -- that
you cannot go close to
without your eyes
burning."

BY COUNTRY / KYRGYZSTAN

CIS: Region Holds Four Major Environmental
Black Spots
October 24, 2006

By Julie A. Corwin

Four of the world's most polluted
spots are in the former Soviet
Union.

WASHINGTON, October 24, 2006
(RFE/RL) -- Three cities in Russia,
one in Kyrgyzstan, and Chornobyl in
Ukraine are listed among the 10
most polluted places in the world in a
report released last week by the
New York-based Blacksmith Institute
last week.

Richard Fuller, director of the Blacksmith Institute, says that Norilsk, a large
city in northern Siberia, has "almost no pollution controls" and that "even 10
or 15 miles away from the city" the landscape has been turned into "an
absolute barren moonscape, with no trees."

The trees have been cut down to feed the
furnaces of the city's nickel production
facilities, the largest in the world.

At times, the snow in Norilsk is black, and
the air tastes of sulfur. But the damage is
not just to the environment: The life
expectancy rate among workers in the
nickel factories is the lowest in Russia.
According to Fuller, official reports say it is 42 years of age for men but
others say 37 years old is a more accurate figure.

Dzerzhinsk, in the Volga region of Russia, is just as polluted. However, the
culprits here are not metal producers but old chemical-weapons plants.

"This is a place where anecdotally doctors talk about birth defect rates in
excess of 70 percent," says Fuller. "There are places -- open water areas
and open lagoons -- that you cannot go close to without your eyes burning."

The health problems in the Kyrgyz town of Mailuu-Suu are also profound.
The town is built around the waste from a former Soviet uranium plant, a fact
reflected in cancer rates that, according to Fuller, are twice the national
average.

With a population of some 23,000 people, Mailuu-Suu is far smaller than
either Norilsk or Dzerzhinsk. However, the uranium waste that is blighting the
health of its population is also a danger to a far larger number of people.

Mailuu-Suu lies in an earthquake zone, Fuller says, and there is a danger
that the uranium waste will run the river "and, from there, downstream into a
highly populated valley in Kyrgyzstan that is home to around 2.5 million
people."

Other places included in the list are in China, India, Peru, Zambia, and the
Dominican Republic. In all 10 locations, pollution levels exceed all local and
international standards for toxic substances.

The list is not exhaustive, and Blacksmith Institute researchers say that they
are many other cities in the world that could have easily made the list,
particularly in Russia, China, and India.
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A woman tries to protect herself from
dense smog caused by forest and peat
fires in Omsk (file photo) (ITAR-TASS)
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The Post-Soviet
Environment

The skull of a male saiga antelope in
Kalmykia. Saiga numbers have
collapsed disastrously over the last
decade. (shpilenok.com)

THE FRAGILE PLANET: Since
the collapse of the Soviet Union,
old environmental disasters have
come to light and new ones have
emerged. War, poverty, and weak
central-government control have
led to serious environmental
problems from Eastern Europe to
the Russian Far East. RFE/RL
has provided extensive coverage
of these important issues and of
efforts to cope with them.
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