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1.Man and the Environment

AN 5 B 5

ecosystem aquarium ecologist
oxygen carbon dioxide nitrogen

bacteria lead

Although the world is large, man is able to live in only a small
part of it. The atmosphere is only about eleven kilometers thick.
The soil that supplies us with food is only about fifteen centimeters
thick and man can live on only about one eighth of the world’s sur-
face. In the past two hundred years man has greatly changed his en-
vironment. Water has been given to deserts. Roads have been built
across deserts and through forests. Cities have grown to an astonish-
ing size. Many scientists, however, are not happy about what mod-
ern man is doing to his environment. They think that man may not
find life pleasant in the world of the future. Some think that he may
not be able to live in it at all.

In recent years scientists have begun to study the environment
and what man is doing to it. Any closed world in which life exists is
called an “ecosystem'”. An aquarium?® containing fish, water plants

and so on is an ecosystem. The world, too, is a large ecosystem in
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which plants, animals, insects and humans all depend on one anoth-
er in some way. The people who study ecosystems are called ecolo-
gists .

There are two great cycles, as they are called, that make life on
earth possible. One is the cycle that keeps up our oxygen supply.
When we breathe in we use up the OX}"gen in the air. Carbon diox-
ide® is produced and is breathed out. Trees and plants breathe in the
carbon dioxide we produce. They then give out oxygen. This oxy-
gen returns to the atmosphere and the cycle repeats.

The other cycle is the nitrogen* cycle. A large part of the air
consists of nitrogen gas. This nitrogen gas joins with other sub-
stances to form nitrates’. The nitrates are taken in by plants. Ani-
mals then eat these plants. Their wastes return some of the nitrogen

_compounds to the soil. Later bacteria break down these compounds.
Simple nitrogen compounds are formed as well as free nitrogen gas.
The simple compounds are used up by plants again. The gas returns
to the atmosphere.

Thus, it is a curious fact that life on earth depends on living
things, on plants and animals. Can man destroy these cycles? Some
ecologists are afraid that if he is not careful in the furure, he may
destroy them. For instance, with the great growth of population
and industry the last of the world’s great forests are being cut down.
This is happening to the great forests of the Amazon® and of Indone-
sia. Crops are taking the place of trees. Crops do not produce as
much oxygen as trees. Trees also gather water, hold the precious
soil together and keep the atmosphere cool. In the sea the oxygen
making plants are being killed by the v% and dirt that man is

pouring into it. Even in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, Thor
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Heyerdahl, the traveler, saw oil floating everywhere around him. If
man continues to do these things, will he destroy the life-giving cy-
cle? Will the human race slowly die from @ of oxygen?

Modern man pours a lot of nitrates into the rivers, lakes and
seas. These come from the fertilizers used for crops and from the hu-
man wastes of the world’s growing population. In a lake, for exam-
ple, these nitrates cause a great growth in plant life. Soon there are
too many plants and they start to die. Bacteria eat the dead plants.
Then soon there are too many bacteria. They use up the oxygen in
the water. In time all the oxygen in the water i-sﬁg_gr;:. The bacteri-
a, plants and fish all die. The lake is now dead; no life will grow in
it. Parts of the great lakes, Michigan and Ontario, have died like
this. Ecologists are worried that seas such as the Baltic, the Caspian
and the Mediterranean’ may one day die.

Some scientists fear that the earth may quite suddenly become
colder. Dust from deserts, from the burning of wastes, from facto-
ries and from high flying jet planes is pouring into the atmosphere.
They say that thirty-four tonnes of dirt fall each month on every
square kilometer around Osaka and Tokyo®. All this is making our
atmosphere less transparent and is causing more cloud. This is mak-
ing the temperature drop. The fear is that the world may have to
face another ice age.

Other scientists, however, are afraid that the world may be-
come too hot for human life. The earth receives heat from the sun.
Much of this heat goes out into space again or is cooled by trees and
plants. The earth now has fewer and fewer trees and the big cities,
roads and airstrips take in more heat. Besides this, man is adding

heat to the atmosphere; heat from factories, from power plants and
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especially, from cars. Man is also pouring much carbon dioxide into
the atmosphere and this has the effect of preventing heat from escap-
ing out again into space. Even a rise of only five degrees in the earth’s
temperature would cause many problems. Much of the ice at the poles
would melt and the sea would rise. Cities, such as London and Singa-
pore, might be under water. People might not be able to live in the
world’s tropics because they would be far too hot. Scientists say that
changes like this could take place in fifty to a hundred years.

In modern industry many substances are used which have been
found to do great harm to man. One of these is lead. In the United
States of America, cars put a million tonnes of lead into the atmo-
sphere every year.” This gets into the soil, into plants and into hu-
man bodies. Lead causes damege to the brain and eventually death.
There are also the radio — active materials, such as strontium’® 90,
that have been put into the atmosphere by man’s ex;:eriments with
atomic devices. These materials do much damage to man.

However, some people are not frightened by the future. One
person has a plan by which the world could support 21, 000 million
people in another hundred years. He says that the earth’s surface
should be divided into three parts. Half the surface should be with-
out people and covered with trees. Another forty per cent should be
for industry and the growing of food. The rest would be covered by
a great city along the shores of the oceans, rivers and lakes. In this
city most of the world’s population would live,

There are signs of hope that man will be able to go on living on
earth. In 1972 a meeting was held in Stockholm!®. At this meeting
most of the world’s nations showed that they were worried about

what man was doing to his environment. Two of their most impor-
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tant decisions were: to form a new United Nations body to study
and 1o try to solve the problems of the environment; and to form a
body called “earthwatch” to measure and prevent pollution in the
air, on land and at sea.

Let us hope that in the world of tomorrow man will learn to
take care of his environment. Let us hope that he will not continue

to destroy it carelessly, as he seems to be doing today.

Notes:

1. ecosystem: HEREL,

2. aquarium: FFEMW, KKHE,

3. carbon dioxide: [ft] —®ALB.

4. nitrogen: [4L] &

5. nitrate: [{b] FERREL, FHRRER,

6. the Amazon; LS (BFEM KT,

7. the Baltic, the Caspian and the Mediterranean: i % ¥, H

WHiH P,
8. Osaka and Tokyo: KFRH &I,

9. strontium: £,

10. Stockholm: HT8EF/REE (FRAHH),

Comprehension Questions:

1. What do ecologists study?

2. What are the two great cycles that make life on earth possible?
3. What is an ecosystemn?
4

. Why do some scientists worry that the earth may become too cold
or too hot one day?

5. Are all the people frightened by the future of the earth?



2. Weather

PN

A

downpour frost hurricane typhoon
humidity meteorologist

weather balloon glacier predict

Weather is something which affects all of us. We may be af-
fected in small ways: for example, we are ready to go to the office
and suddenly a big black cloud moves over the sun and a heavy
downpour of rain starts; we have to change our plans and hastily
put on raincoats and hats and look for our umbrellas. But we may al-
so be affected in big ways. An unusually severe frost in a region
where the winter is normally mild and frost-free can mean financial
ruin for some farmers and even threaten a nation’s whole economy.
A severe frost like this ruined the coffee crop in Brazil a couple of
years ago. Not only did Brazil’s economy suffer, but much of the
world had to give up their favourite drink or else pay two or three
times as much for it. Perhaps if we could predict such unusual
weather we could also protect ourselves and our crops from damage.

Loss of life is the most terrible effect of extremes of weather.

Bangladesh!, on the delta of the Ganges, ? is a country which experi-
6



