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Mission Statement 
Education brings choices. Choices bring power. 

World Information Transfer, Inc. (WIT) is a non-profit, non-governmental organi-

zation in General Consultative Status with the United Nations. WIT was formed 

in recognition of the pressing need to provide accurate, actionable information 

about our deteriorating global environment and its effect on human health 

through literacy.  

The Ecology Enquirer is a monthly publication by the summer interns of WIT to 

address critical international health and environmental issues.  

Note from the Editors 
Annie He and Deeba L. Zivari 

The tide is rising.  

This issue of the intern produced Ecology Enquirer highlights man-made situa-

ǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǇǳƴŎǘǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜŎȅŎƭŜΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǿŜ Ǉŀǎǎ 

on, Earth lives on. It is our responsibility to share the space and resources which 

we too often take advantage of; to be more conscious of that which we leave 

behind. Our well-ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ-being ς we must clean up 

after ourselves. As we race forth into the future in search for the truth, it is our 

responsibility to work with nature not against it.  

As citizens of a shared environment, we must consider our collective health and 

all living things. Each individual carries responsibility but it is the collective ef-

forts that tame the tide. We all need to be part of the solution because if we 

take, we must give back.  

As a young group, we recognize that Mother Earth and humans are intricately 

linked. We are on a humanitarian pursuit to build sustainable bridges between 

people and generations, in hopes of getting involved in matters that affect us all 

whether directly or indirectly. 

July 2009 

Deeba L. Zivari and Annie He 



Tar Sands in Alberta, Canada 
By Eddie Peslak 

Although the hazards and complica-
tions of diamond and coal mining 
have been well documented, due to 
ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ 
fossil fuel supply, the issue of tar 
sand mining is one that has been 
receiving more attention from envi-
ronmentalists, investors, and local 
officials.  
 Alberta, Canada is home to 
one of the largest tar sand oil depos-
its in the world. Expanding the tar 
sand mining operation in Alberta 
would be very beneficial. However, 
there are several potential environ-
mental hazards if the tar sand min-
ing operation expands. These haz-
ards include threats to the water, 
conifer forests, wetland terrain. 
 Tar sand is comprised of 
about 90 percent water, sand, silt 
and clay, and 10 percent bitumen - a 
viscous mixture of hydrocarbons 
resulting from petroleum distillation. 
In the tar sand mining process, hot 
water is used to separate the bitu-
men from the sand. The bitumen is 
then processed to resemble the light 
crude oil most people are familiar 

with. Only 20 percent of the bitumen 
deposits are located near the sur-
face. Extensive pit mining is neces-
sary to extract the majority of the 
bitumen. Tar sand has been deemed 
as uneconomical in the past because 
of the extensive process that must 
take place before usable oil can be 
created. However, recent innova-
tions have made tar sand mining far 
more profitable and many investors 
such as Bill Gates, have visited the 
city of Alberta. Canada has about 
55,000 square miles of tar sand area. 
An estimated, 175 billion barrels of 
oil are believed to be located in Can-
ada.1 The largest deposit of Cana-
dian tar sand is located in Alberta 
and is known as the Orinoco Belt. 
There is also a potential for the crea-
tion of 240,000 direct and indirect 
jobs if oil mining in Alberta expands 
to its full potential. 
 Although the economic 
benefits are undeniable, tar sand oil 
mining produces about 3 times as 
much air pollution as standard oil 
mining. Tar sand mining currently 
accounts for 12 percent of all of Al-
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Eddie is a senior at Rutgers Univer-

sity, NJ, with a major in Political Sci-

ence and a minor in Economics. He 

chose to write an article about Tar 

Sand Mining in Alberta, Canada be-

cause he finds it fascinating that Can-

ada is confronted with pollution is-

sues, despite the fact that it is a 

leader in environmental initiatives. 

The Canadian government and the 

city of Alberta are confronted with a 

tradeoff: economic profitability ver-

sus environmental preservation. 

While he strongly believes that a 

compromise will be reached between 

the two, he is intrigued as to how and 

when this will come about.  

Shown above, the corporations BP and the oil group Husky Energy, mining in Alberta, 

Canada. The two corporations agreed on a multi-billion dollar deal that will give the United 

Kingdom group a tactical advantage.  

Photo taken by Jeff McIntock2 

DID YOU KNOW? 
Americans use approximately 

2.2 billion pounds of pesticides 

every year. 41% of all insecti-

cides used in the US are used 

on corn, and 80% of the pest 

problem could be controlled by 

crop rotation. 
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ōŜǊǘŀΩǎ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ 
will surely grow. Gas flaring is the 
primary source of air pollution that 
results from oil mining. A gas flare is 
a vertical chimney that emits un-
wanted gases and liquids during the 
pressurization of oil plant equip-
ment. The released gases and liquids 
are burned as they exit the chimney. 
To keep the flare system operating, 
a small amount of gas is continu-
ously burned so that the system is 
constantly ready to disperse gas and 
liquid. Over time, the emitted gases 
build up and create harmful green-
house effects. 
  Climate change is a global 
issue.  On July 1st, 2007, the Cana-
dian Association of Petroleum Pro-
ducers assigned all larger oil produc-
ers a 12 percent target based on 
carbon intensity over the 2003-2005 
levels. Producers can meet this tar-
get by buying into a technology fund 
and making improvements around 
the work site. Canada's National 
Roundtable on the Environment and 
the Economy predicts that by 2050, 
the carbon- dioxide emissions will be 
1,300 megatons (mT) per year if no 
changes are made. In 2005, the gov-
ernment set an emissions target of 
60-70 percent below the  existing 
levels, which were reportedly 1,000 
megatonnes3. To achieve this goal, 
gas flaring in the Alberta oil mines 
were expected to not increase and 
significant technological innovations 
were to be installed and operated 
efficiently. 
 Another environmental 
aspect of Alberta that will undoubt-
edly be affected is the water. Water 
is an integral part of tar sand oil min-
ing. Although advances in technol-
ogy have enabled a great amount of 
water to be recycled in the process, 
much water is still wasted and 
turned into sewage. A new develop-
ment used in tar sand mining is the 
Toe-To-Heal Air Injection System 
(THAI)4. This system relies primarily 
on combustion rather than steam in 

the tar sand oil conversion process. 
The system is expected to  greatly 
reduce the amount of water used in 
the oil conversion process. A pilot 
system of the Toe-To-Heal process 
has been implemented successfully 
in some areas, and may be used 
more in the future. 
 The wetlands and conifer 
forests of Alberta are also at risk. 
Open pit mines and oil pipelines 
threaten areas that to this day re-
main relatively undisturbed. The 
Cumulative Environmental Manage-
ment Association (CEMA) is a multi-
stakeholder group in oil sand compa-
nies, Alberta agencies, NGOs and 
federal level agencies. CEMA has 
worked to establish the most effi-
cient processes, aiming to reestab-
lish landscapes that support wildlife 
and biodiversity in areas where tar 
sand mining has previously taken 
place. However, in such places nega-
tively affected by oil mining, it can 
take years before the area is fully 
restored to what it once was. 
 Although it is doubtful that 
/ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
leading figures in environmental 
initiatives is in jeopardy, somehow, 
the issue must still be resolved. If 
new technologies such as the Toe-To
-Heal Air Injection System are better 
researched and implemented and 
the Cumulative Environmental Man-
agement Association and other or-
ganizations like it are able to proac-
tively work together, much can be 
achieved.  

Mottos from the El Horno Region 
1. If we denounce all that destroys nature, we would not live in poverty.  
2. God shows us to Live, Create, Care for, and Work our Mother Earth.  
3. We protect our Environment because it gives us the ability to be human.  
4. In one organization we will defend all of this destruction.  
5. How lovely Nature would look with her sparrows flying, but, how horrible 
humans would look when they are ending her.     
6. If the trees spoke they would say do not cut me down, do not destroy me 
because I am part of your life.  
7. If we make a good selection of seeds, we ensure a good production.   
Translated From Spanish. A school poster from the rural regions of Nicaragua.  
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Ȱ0ÌÁÓÔÉÃ 3ÕÒÇÅÒÙȱ ÉÎ #ÈÉÎÁ 
By Rebecca Lau and Brian Siu 

There is an overwhelming consensus 
that plastic bags are a driving force 
behind land pollution, ecological 
degradation and green-house gas 
emission. An increasing number of 
countries and cities are restricting 
the production, sale, and use of plas-
tic shopping bags. The leaders of this 
ban include Ireland and San Fran-
cisco; meanwhile, China is in the 
midst of transition. As with all poli-
cies that aim to improve widespread 
practices, a complete transformation 
to sustainable practices has yet to 
take place in China even after the 
institution of the ban which took 
place about a year ago.  
 ²ƛǘƘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǘŀƪŜ
-off in the 1990s and the rise of con-
sumerism, plastic bags became 
widely available. The National Devel-
opment and Reform Commission 
όb5w/ύΣ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊΣ 
ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛǘƘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 
population of 1.3 billion, 5 million 
tons of plastic would be required 
every year to meet the daily demand 

of 3 billion plastic bags . Not only are 
plastic bags a waste of energy during 
production, but they also cause dis-
posal problems since they are usu-
ally non-biodegradable and are 
therefore, toxic to the environment 
during incineration.  
 On June 1, 2008, all stores 
in China ς from major supermarkets 
to small shops ς were banned from 
giving out free plastic shopping bags 
to customers; customers were there-
after, expected to pay per bag. 
While the production and sale of 
bags thinner than 0.025 mm are pro-
hibited, the production of thicker 
plastic bags is still allowed. This na-
tionwide ban is enforced and super-
vised by the National Development 
and Reform Commission (NDRC) and 
the State Administration for Industry 
and Commerce (SAIC).   
 The SAIC has employed 
600,000 regulators since March of 
this year to inspect 250,000 retail 
stores and markets for free plastic 
bags and non-eco-friendly bags. 
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Rebecca and Brian are college 

students from Hong Kong with 

academic backgrounds in global 

business, law and government. 

They chose to investigate the 

execution of the novel plastic bag 

ban in China and to look at how 

effective the top down approach 

in environmental protection is. 

They describe the one year induc-

tion as a plastic surgery to em-

phasize the flaws of the divided 

approach; while the law is real, its 

national implementation is not.  

According to official data, cities handed 

out 65 to 70 percent fewer plastic bags 

during the past year, compared to the 

66 percent nationwide. According to 

China Daily, most retailers obeyed the 

ban to avoid a fine of up to 10,000 yuan 

which is equivalent to US $1,464. It 

appears that local supermarkets have 

been more successful in their attempts 

to wean shoppers off plastic. The use of 

plastic bags at supermarkets fell from 1 

billion per day to 200-300 million per 

day after the ban (Zhang Boju).  

bags and non-eco-friendly bags. 
About 2,000 cases were investigated 
and 2 million yuan of fines imposed. 
The government's regulation forced 
the closure of many major manufac-
turers, including China's largest plas-
tic bag producer, Huaqiang, based in 
Henan. 
A Closer Look ς Remaining Flaws  
As with all plastic surgeries, a new 

face emerges. Yet, while on the sur-
face, the plastic bag ban is viewed as 
a success, the main problem remains 
to be the execution of the law.  
 Geographical differences 
account for large discrepancies in 
implementation.  Apparent reduc-
tion in the use of plastic bags is re-
stricted to chain stores and large-
scale supermarkets in the cities. In  

DID YOU KNOW? 
Plastic bags are often mistak-

enly consumed by animals. 

These plastic bags clog their 

intestines which result in death 

of the animal by starvation.  
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contrast, rural areas are occupied by 
numerous local stalls which pose 
great difficulties for inspection. 
Countryside stalls still provide cus-
tomers with the cheaper but 
banned, plastic bags. Furthermore, 
wet markets have seen little im-
provement, with owners asserting 
that charging 
even a few jiao 
(US cents) for 
each bag would 
increase the total 
cost, driving away 
customers and 
lowering their 
bargaining power. 
 Although 
major plastic bag 
producers have 
been forced out 
of business by the 
ban, the number 
of illegal produc-
ers has risen quickly. This is due to 
limited investments and few techno-
logical requirements met in the in-
dustry, as well as a wide supply gap 
following the closure of major facto-
ries. Henan, for example, is home to 
hundreds of underground bag facto-
ries.  To make matters worse, illegal 
producers usually produce even 
thinner and less eco-friendly bags. 
Local officials admit that wiping out 
illegal workshops which are often 
hidden in the countryside or subur-
ban areas is no easy feat.   
Going Further ς Reward, Rather 
than Punish:   
In conclusion, in order to achieve 
authentic transformation beyond a 

mere plastic surgery, the plastic bag 
ban should be accompanied by 
tighter enforcement, increased pub-
lic education, and complementary 
policies to change consumer behav-
ior.  The key is to provide incentives 
for consumers to reduce their con-
sumption of plastic bags.   Express 

lanes at super-
markets and 
free gifts are 
two of the 
ideas being 
considered by 
the Shanghai 
C o m m e r c e 
Commission to 
e n c o u r a g e 
shoppers to use 
recyclable bags.  
Offering gifts to 
those using 
recyclable bags, 
exchanging old 

bags for new ones without charge, 
and enhancing the style and design 
of environmentally friendly bags to 
attract users are ways to encourage 
consumers to use fewer plastic bags.   
 The plastic bag ban benefits 
supermarkets in the long run; they 
no longer have to stock up on plastic 
bags nor pay the extra price. Thus, 
earmarking some of the revenue 
shops generate from selling plastic 
bags to establish a green fund may 
help attain the future objective of 
environmental protection.  Larger 
corporations may also invest in a 
fund to support research on how to 
break down or dispose of plastic 
waste in an ecological manner.  

Alternatives to Plastic Bags 

  Energy consump-
tion in production 

Durability Toxicity after 
disposal 

Time to de-
grade 

Biodegradable 
Plastic Bags 

High Low Yes Medium 

Paper Bags High Low No Short 

Free, poor qual-
ity re-usable 
bag 

Low Medium Yes Very long ~ 
Unlikely 

High-quality 
reusable bags 

Depends on the 
material 

Very High Depends on 
the material 

Depends on 
the material 

 

Say no to plastic bags, paper bags, 
and poorly made reusable bags.  The 
smart choice is to bring along 
durable, practical and stylish bags so 
as to minimize waste and reduce 
consumption efficiently.  
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Ashes to Ashes; Dust to Dust: Practicing an Eco-
Friendly Afterlife 
By Deeba Lea Zivari 
   
A new movement is on the rise that 

seeks to destabilize the commerciali-

zation of death by personalizing the 

natural process and  focusing on the 

impact of the burial industry on the 

fragility of life and the environment. 

Pollution, land exhaustion, energy 

use, the Baby Boom and the deper-

sonalization of death are beginning 

to ferment concern among the 

masses. The traditional Western 

methods of burial and cremation are 

being questioned. The natural burial 

trend is becoming internationally 

recognized as a sustainable alterna-

tive. With the advent of traditional 

burial, humans  sought to preserve 

what is naturally meant to deplete 

and remain part of the lifecycle. Now 

that we have dug ourselves a grave 

and cannot reverse the harmful 

process of conventional burial,  

some are turning to natural burial 

and living by their eco-friendly con-

victions up to the last breath.  

 Dating back to the Stone 

Age (circa 3000 BC), cremation ς the 

incineration of a corpse ς  is a prac-

tice that today continues to be per-

formed cross-culturally. In America it 

is becoming increasingly more popu-

lar, not only because of the secular 

sentiment that has swept the nation  

but also because of the excessive 

expenses involved with conventional 

Western burial. In 2007, the Crema-

tion Society of North America re-

ported that 32 percent of corpses in 

the United States are cremated . This 

number is expected to rise up to 57 

percent by 2025. Internationally, the 

rates are comparably higher, reach-

ing as high as 70.8 percent in Great 

Britain and more than 91 percent in 

Japan.1 While cremation may be as 

much as five times cheaper than 

traditional Western burial, it is like-

wise taking its toll on the environ-

ment.  

 Modern cremation  began 

over a century ago,  in 1873. The 

process has been instigating the 

greenhouse effect,  releasing harm-

ful fossil fuels such as dioxin, hydro-

chloric acid, hydrofluoric acid, sulfur 

dioxide and carbon dioxide into the 
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Deeba is a rising junior at Welles-

ley College whose twofold fasci-

nation with Comparative Litera-

ture and Public Health has led her 

to investigate trans-cultural prac-

tices which affect health and the 

environment. In this article, she 

urges the reader to make healthy 

choices which will further sustain 

the earth and its people. While 

death may be perceived as a cul-

ture specific matter, it is also a 

universal truth which means that 

the decisions we make regarding 

burial affect us all.  

άΦΦΦǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ώŎǊŜƳŀǘƛƻƴϐ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ мул ƭƛǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƎŀǎƻƭƛƴŜ ǇŜǊ ŎƻǊǇǎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀ ƳƻƴǘƘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΦέ  

atmosphere.2 The toxic emissions 

are intensified by the composition of 

that which is cremated especially if it 

includes embalming fluids, a casket 

and dental materials (i.e. mercury). 

Heavy metals, hydrogen chloride 

and dioxins have been found lining 

crematorium chimneys. The Environ-

ment Agency finds cremation re-

sponsible for 16 percent of the 
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We thrive on the air that carries this 

preventable man-made burden.  

 Embalmment is performed 

in order to preserve and disinfect 

the body. Chemically, embalmment 

fluids usually  include formaldehyde, 

glutaraldehyde, phenol, methanol, 

antibiotics, dyes, and antiedemic 

chemicals which potentially lead to 

contamination of local water sup-

plies. Accredited organizations such 

DID YOU KNOW? 
In the US, a family of 4 uses 

on average 10,000 gallons of 

oil a year, which is equivalent 

to filling the family car with 27 

gallons of gas every day for a 

year.  


