
Repressive policies aggravate problems in Himalaya: UN expert 
Agence France Presse (English) 
Sunday, January 27, 2002 
Dateline: UNITED NATIONS 
Time: 16:51 GMT (11:51 Eastern Time) 
Priority: Urgent 
UNITED NATIONS, Jan 27 (AFP) - Military repression and the ill-conceived economic policies of south Asian governments are aggravating environmental and social problems in the Himalaya mountains, according to a UN expert. 

Jack Ives, a senior adviser to the United Nations University (UNU), said the HinduKush in Afghanistan, the Karakorum and western Himalaya in northern Pakistan, and the disputed territory of Kashmir were "near total disaster." 

Ives was interviewed by telephone from Washington ahead of the release Monday of a UNU report on the health of the world's mountain ecosystems. 

Military action in places such as Kashmir, divided between India and Pakistan, "overwhelm the already serious problems of poverty, drought and deforestation," he said. 

This is the International Year of Mountains, and the UN hopes to focus attention on the needs of 600 million mountain dwellers who make up 10 percent of the world's population. 

Launching the year last month, Jacques Diouf, director general of the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), said "armed conflict is the major obstacle preventing us from attaining our goals". 

Ives said Asia's mountain people were victims of other kinds of government abuse, including the "deliberate misconstruing" of data. 

"Farmers are political scapegoats for downstream siltation and flooding along the Ganges River in India and Bangladesh," he said, adding "there is no real link between deforestation in the Himalaya and flooding in Bangladesh." 

He asserted that "in 1979, the World Bank forecast that by the turn of the century there would be no accessible forest left in Nepal, but that hasn't happened." 

Inappropriate reforestation, along with logging and dam-building in areas of high seismic activity had caused "far more damage than so-called 'ignorant' subsistence mountain farmers." 

In northern Thailand, "there has been a tendency to plant fast-growing pine and eucalyptus species" to reforest areas denuded by the slash-and-burn methods of opium growers, he said. Such species are vulnerable to fire and were often lost to more burning. 

Policy-makers in developing countries often had to rely on data that "relates to mountain ranges in the developed world, inappropriately applied to developing countries," Ives said. 

But developed countries were not immune to "simplistic and often counter-productive remedies," and after the Himalaya the worst affected mountain range was the European Alps. 

"Two-season tourism has grown exponentially in the Alps since the 1950s, severely compromising traditional alpine culture and beauty," Ives said. 

Mass tourism also brought the danger of water pollution in a region which feeds four of Europe's greatest rivers -- the Rhine, the Rhone, the Danube, and the Po, he added. 

One optimistic sign was the designation last month of the Aletsch region of the Swiss Alps as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, which "should help protect the region from further inappropriate and damaging development." 

Similarly, the 1996 World Heritage Site designation of Lijiang city, the ancient capital of the Naxi minority nation, had helped to protect the mountainous region of Yunnan province in south-western China, he said. 
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