Environmental Issues

Acid Rain

Acid deposition is a general term that includes more than simply acid rain. Acid deposition primarily results from the transformation of sulphur dioxide (SO2) and nitrogen oxides into dry or moist secondary pollutants such as sulphuric acid (H2SO4), ammonium nitrate (NH4NO3) and nitric acid (HNO3). The transformation of SO2 and NOx to acidic particles and vapours occurs as these pollutants are transported in the atmosphere over distances of hundreds to thousands of kilometers. Acidic particles and vapours are deposited via two processes - wet and dry deposition. Wet deposition is acid rain, the process by which acids with a pH normally below 5.6 are removed from the atmosphere in rain, snow, sleet or hail. Dry deposition takes place when particles such as fly ash, sulphates, nitrates, and gases (such as SO2 and NOx), are deposited on, or absorbed onto, surfaces. The gases can then be converted into acids when they contact water. 

Desertification

About 3,6 billion of the world's 5.2 billion hectares of useful dryland for agriculture has suffered erosion and soil degradation. In more than 100 countries, 1 billion of the 6 billion world population is affected by desertification, forcing people to leave their farms for jobs in the cities.

Desertification is devouring more than 20,000 square miles of land worldwide every year. Desertification affects 74% of the land in North America. In Africa, more than 2.4 million acres of land (73% of its drylands) are affected by desertification.

Desertification takes place in dryland areas where the earth is especially fragile, where rainfall is nil and the climate harsh. The result is the destruction of topsoil followed by loss of the land's ability to sustain crops, livestock or human activity. The economic impact is horrendous, with a loss of more than $40 billion per year in agricultural goods and an increase in agricultural prices.

Climatic changes can trigger the desertification process, but human activities frequently are the proximate cause. Overcultivation exhausts the soil. Deforestation removes trees that hold the soil to the land. Overgrazing of livestock strips the land of grasses. According to a UN study, about 30% of earth's land - including the 70% of dryland - is affected by drought. 

Rainforest Destruction

· Rainforests once covered 14% of the earth's land surface; now they cover a mere 6% and experts estimate that the last remaining rainforests could be consumed in less than 40 years.

· One and one-half acres of rainforest are lost every second 

· Nearly half of the world's species of plants, animals and microorganisms will be destroyed or severely threatened over the next quarter century due to rainforest deforestation.

· Experts estimates that we are losing 137 plant, animal and insect species every single day due to rainforest deforestation. That equates to 50,000 species a year. As the rainforest species disappear, so do many possible cures for life-threatening diseases. Currently, 121 prescription drugs sold worldwide come from plant-derived sources. While 25% of Western pharmaceuticals are derived from rainforest ingredients, less that 1% of these tropical trees and plants have been tested by scientists. 

· The Amazon Rainforest has been described as the "Lungs of our Planet" because it provides the essential environmental world service of continuously recycling carbon dioxide into oxygen. More than 20 percent of the world oxygen is produced in the Amazon Rainforest.

· More than half of the world's estimated 10 million species of plants, animals and insects live in the tropical rainforests. One-fifth of the world's fresh water is in the Amazon Basin. 

· One hectare (2.47 acres) may contain over 750 types of trees and 1500 species of higher plants. 

Soil Erosion

Erosion is the loss of soil from the land. It is a process that is always occuring but it can happen faster if we misuse the land. 

The rate of erosion can be increased by 

· removing plant cover by burning pasture or felling trees, shelter belts or forests and by having too many animals on the land 

· bad cultivation practices 

· wind 

· frost 

· rain and water runoff and 

· extreme climatic effects 

Erosion can damage roads, bridges and fences. It can cause pollution of waterways and destroy stock when it occurs rapidly.

Ozone depletion

The ozone layer is a protective layer around the earth that shield it, and us, from harmful ultra violet radiation. This layer is damaged by CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons), as well as exhaust gasses from jet planes.

Each year since the late 1970s, much of the protective layer of stratospheric 
ultraviolet radiation
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. The Antarctic hole now measures about 9 million square miles, nearly the size of North America. Less dramatic, still significant, depletion of ozone levels has been recorded around the globe. With less ozone in the ozone hole


above Antarctica has disappeared during September, creating what is popularly known as the 


 ozone 


, eye damage, and possible harm to crops. 
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strikes Earth, causing more 
Global Warming

Global warming is caused by the release of free carbon in the form of greenhouse gasses (CO, CO2, Methane, etc.) into the atmosphere, thus creating a “blanket” which inhibits thermal radiation from leaving the earth. As greenhouse gasses do not prevent radiation from striking the earth, there results an energy imbalance. This imbalance results in an increase in average mean temperature over the earth’s surface causing further changes to the earth’s physical systems. 

Global warming causes the polar caps and glaciers to melt, there by increasing the sea level, creating land loss and contaminating ground water. Weather patterns change as excess heat is transferred around the globe in earth’s attempt to reach a state of equilibrium. All of this severely affects the biological world.

