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MEDIA INFORMATION

Top ten successful solutions against dangerous pollutants

Zurich, Switzerland – 28 October 2009 – Green Cross Switzerland and US-based Blacksmith Institute, two independent environmental organizations, are presenting ten of the most successful programs implemented to clean up some of the most polluted places. The overwhelming success of these remediation programs illustrates that the fight against pollution in developing countries can lead to dramatic improvements in human health and even save lives, especially those of children. These bright spots should persuade governments and non-governmental organizations to step up funding for similar remediation programs, concludes the independent environmental report issued today by New York-based Blacksmith Institute and Green Cross Switzerland.

”This year, instead of our annual listing of the world’s most polluted places or most dangerous pollutants, we are focusing on the positive and promising developments in the fight against life-threatening pollutants,” says Richard Fuller, president and founder of Blacksmith Institute. ”The takeaway here is that eliminating pollutants is difficult but not impossible. We just need to find the resources and the commitment to do it and to do it quickly,” adds Dr. Stephan Robinson, Unit Manager (Water, Legacy) at Green Cross Switzerland.

The 2009 Environmental Report about the world’s top ten successful clean-up solutions illustrates the current state of affairs at the most polluted places. It highlights strategies, projects and sites that have proven successful in addressing pollution that cripples and kills millions of children and adults in the developing world every year. They range from modest local projects - like the complete removal of toxic land from the site of a planned children's playground in the Dominican Republic - to sweeping initiatives such as a 12-year, multi-billion dollar overhaul of Shanghai's Suzhou Creek. In addition to the top ten sites, the report features two success stories with worldwide impact: the global phase-out of leaded gasoline and the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) seeking to eliminate all chemical weapons by 2012 in all member states. A copy of the report will be available for download as of 28 October 2009, 9:00 a.m. CET, at www.greencross.ch.

The top ten clean-up solutions 2009
The report includes the following ten programs, alphabetically listed and unranked, as examples of successful efforts to reduce the impact of pollutants on human health: 
-	Accra, Ghana: the broad communication and distribution of affordable cooking stoves to reduce indoor air pollution that causes respiratory illnesses among women and children;
-	Candelaria, Chile: comprehensive elimination of waste from copper mining and purification of surface and ground water; 
-	Dalnegorsk-/Rudnaya Pristan District, Russia: removal of lead-contaminated soil in children's playgrounds and replacing it with uncontaminated soil in order to lower blood lead levels in children;
-	Delhi, India: initiating highly effective public policies to reduce the vehicle emissions that cause urban air pollution responsible for respiratory illnesses; 
-	Bajos de Haina, Dominican Republic: removal of soil contaminated by the improper recycling of used car batteries to reduce alarming lead levels in children;
-	Kalimantan, Indonesia: new techniques to reduce mercury poisoning from artisanal gold mining; 
-	Suzhou Creek, Shanghai, China: 12-year program to clean up sewage in an urban waterway that supplies drinking water to millions;
-	Tanzania: removal of pesticide stockpiles (e.g. DDT) responsible for soil and water contamination that has caused poisoning among local residents;
-	Chernobyl-affected areas, Eastern Europe: medical, psychological and pedagogical interventions to improve the lives and livelihoods of those living in zones of radioactive contamination; 
-	West Bengal, India: reduction of arsenic poisoning through the removal of naturally occurring arsenic in well water.

Two additional initiatives with worldwide impact:
-	Leaded gasoline phase-out: global efforts by governments, multilateral agencies and the private sector to eliminate lead in gasoline and prevent neurological damage;
-	Elimination of chemical weapons: the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) seeks to eliminate 71,194 tons of declared chemical weapons in all member states by 2012.

End of pollution is possible
Some of these projects rely on new technologies and techniques, while others employ simple methods, such as soil removal. What they have in common is a multiplicity of partners, often combining local government and community stakeholders with international organizations such as the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, United Nations Environmental Program, and others that provide funding or technical expertise. The successful clean-up solutions featured in the 2009 environmental report show that the technology and know-how to eliminate toxic pollution in the developing world already exists. All that is needed are the financial resources to implement these clean-ups. ”While some of these solutions are based on innovation, many of the technical solutions to other problems have already been known for a while,” says Fuller. ”The hard part is getting all the stakeholders to agree on a course of action and to allocate funding,” as Nathalie Gysi, Executive Directorr at Green Cross Switzerland, points out. 

The World Health Organization estimates that 20% of deaths in the developing world are directly due to pollutants. And yet, all across developing countries environmental legislation, executive branches and even engineers specialized in hazardous and toxic waste removal are just beginning to address this problem. The purpose of this yearly report is to get the international community to support successful clean-up programs in order to eliminate the health impacts of environmental pollutants in developing countries.

Successful programs to eliminate environmental pollution use both well-known techniques (such as the replacement of contaminated soil with fresh, clean soil) as well as innovative new methods. In Indonesia, gold miners learn how to build a simple mercury-capturing device from cheap and readily available materials. In India, engineers have devised an alternative method to remove arsenic from drinking water without using chemicals and without producing toxic waste. 

Collateral benefits
One of the surprises in the report points to the ancillary benefits to the community of some of these remediation programs. A case in point is indoor air pollution. Caused by the burning of biomass for heating and cooking, indoor air pollution is responsible for nearly three million deaths per year. Research demonstrated that many stove designs deliver compelling results for the reduction of air pollution levels. The Gyapa cooking stove project in Ghana was selected for its focus on creating a system that was affordable for those involved – a necessity given the breadth of the problem – and for its reproducibility in other countries.

Capacity building is another positive side effect. In projects such as the DDT removal in Tanzania and the lead removal in Bajos de Haina, European and American experts trained local teams in toxic waste removal procedures, increasing the ability of these countries to manage future remediation efforts independently. 

Program selection criteria
The remediation programs described in the report were identified by international agencies as well as through independent Blacksmith research. From an initial list of 47 candidates, pilot projects were first excluded from the pool due to their limited impact and uncertain potential for reproducibility. Projects with highly controversial results were also eliminated from the pool because no reliable judgment could be made about their value within the scope of this report.  The remaining projects were reviewed by a panel of international environmental and health experts, including researchers from Johns Hopkins University, the Bloomberg School of Public Health, Mt. Sinai Medical Center, Emory University and City University of New York. These experts are members of Blacksmith Institute's Technical Advisory Board. Specialists from Green Cross Switzerland also contributed to the report.

Blacksmith Institute and Green Cross Switzerland have been partners since 2006. The two organizations jointly work on projects to eliminate pollution from former mining and smelting operations in Rudnaya Pristan in Russia’s far-east as well as to clean up the Marilao, Meycauayan and Obando river system in the Philippines, which is heavily contaminated with industrial chemicals and household waste.

About Blacksmith Institute and Green Cross Switzerland

Blacksmith Institute is an international non-profit organization dedicated to solving life-threatening environmental issues in the developing world. It works to identify and clean up the world’s most polluted places. Blacksmith focuses its activities on places where human health, especially that of women and children, is most at risk. Based in New York, Blacksmith works in partnership with governments, the international community, NGOs and local agencies to design and implement innovative, low-cost solutions to save lives. Since 1999, Blacksmith has completed over 50 projects and is currently engaged in over 40 projects in 19 countries.

Green Cross Switzerland is committed to overcoming consequential damages caused by industrial and military disasters and the clean-up of contaminated sites from the period of the Cold War. Central issues are the improvement of the living quality of people affected by chemical, radioactive and other types of contamination as well as the promotion of a sustainable development in the spirit of co-operation instead of confrontation. The environmental organization is internationally recognized for its professional work. Green Cross International with headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland, was founded by the former President of the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev, in 1993. The organization is composed of a global network of 30 affiliate organizations working to support peace and security as well as solve problems of poverty and the environment.

For additional information, please contact Dr. Stephan Robinson, Unit Manager (Water, Legacy) at Green Cross Switzerland, Mobile +41 079 625 64 67.

