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ABSTRACT
In our busy lives we hardly pay any attention to the issues pertaining to our environment; however there is a branch of
environmental philosophy as also of ethics, known as environmental ethics which deals with issues related to the
environment. There are several environmental problems which need special attention; these problems are not only severe
but also have far reaching consequences. Some of them are climate change and global warming, ozone depletion,
pollution, overpopulation etc. However we may be able to make a contribution towards saving our environment by
saving water and electricity, minimizing the release of greenhouse gases into the air, recycling, planting more trees etc.
More of such efforts need to be made by us. It is high time; we should act more responsibly towards our environment in
order to save it.

Certainly in the hustle and bustle of our lives we hardly pay heed to the issues concerning our environment, hardly do
we realize the damage that we incur to nature only to get it back in the form of global warming, ozone depletion, air-
water pollution etc. It’s time now to stop and think.

There is a branch of environmental philosophy as also of ethics, known as environmental ethics which deals with such
issues. Let us first see what is meant by environmental ethics. Ethics means a set of rules or principles followed by a
roughly recognized race or group. Thus environmental ethics means certain set of rules and principles which are to be
followed by the human beings with respect to the environment. In other words, environmental ethics is that branch of
environmental philosophy, which is concerned with the ethical relationship between human beings and the environment,
it a study of the human responsibilities and duties towards the environment and the distant future. Environmental ethics
also upholds the view that humans should act in accordance with a set of values that leads to an ethical approach
towards the other living beings in nature as well. Even considering the human race to be the primary concern of society
whatsoever doesn’t undermine the importance of other animals and plants. They too have a right to get their fair share of
existence. Human beings, together with other forms of life, build up the society and are in turn a part of the food chain
and thus closely related to each other. We have no right to break or disturb this food chain and destroy the whole
ecosystem. Thus, there is a mutual relation between man and environment, our subsistence depends on our attitude and
behavior towards our environment, human race will exist if we preserve our environment, or else will become extinct.

KEY WORDS - environmental ethics, global environmental issues, climate change, global warming, ways to save our
environment, act more responsibly towards our environment, mutual relation between man and environment.

INTRODUCTION
GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES
Talking about global environmental issues that the planet faces today, most people would simply stick to
global warming. People are oblivious to the fact that there are several other environmental problems which are
equally perilous; these problems are not only severe but also have far reaching consequences. Moreover these
issues are so related to each other in some way or the other that it is impossible to deal with them separately.
Though the list seems to be unending, in this paper I will try to enumerate some of them.
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CLIMATE CHANGE AND GLOBAL WARMING
Climate change and global warming are amongst the major concerns of the hour. Human activities are highly
responsible for climatic change like increase in temperature. This increase in temperature in turn leads to
Global warming. By Global warming is meant an increase in the atmospheric temperature near the earth's
surface, which makes the globe warmer. This happens due to greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide, water
vapor, nitrous oxide, methane etc, which trap heat and light from the sun in the earth’s atmosphere, thereby
increasing the temperature of the earth. It has been seen that in the last century, Earth's average surface
temperature increased by about 0.8 °C (1.4 °F), in fact about two thirds of the temperature increase occurred
over the last three decades. The reason behind this is mostly increasing concentrations of greenhouse gases
(GHG) produced mainly by human activities such as deforestation, burning fossil fuels etc. This increase in
global temperature has far-reaching consequences such as rise in sea levels, besides a probable expansion of
subtropical deserts, it also changes the amount and pattern of precipitation, (by precipitation is meant any
product of the condensation of atmospheric water vapor that falls under gravity. The main forms of
precipitation comprise of rain, drizzle, hail, snow, sleet, and graupel). Other possible effects of global
warming consist of frequent occurrence of extreme weather conditions like melting glaciers, tsunamis,
frequent storms, heavy rainfall, heatwaves, droughts, changes in crop yields, etc. This has lead to a drastic
change in the climate, as for e.g. those areas which used to be drought prone are now experiencing floods,
while the fertile plains used to having heavy rains are becoming dryer if not drought prone.

Due to the climatic change the entire balance of the planet has been disturbed. It will have or rather is already
having enormous impact on species extinctions, mainly due to changing temperature regime. Even so latest
studies hint at the fact that climate change may lead to human extinction even before 2100. In “Science”,
(January 2011), NCAR climatologist Jeff Kiehl emphasizes on the fact that when Earth's atmosphere hits 1000
ppmv (parts per million by volume) of carbon dioxide — which will happen somewhere around 2100— the
global average temperature will reach 30°C. Which is about twice as much as that of today's global average of
16°C. Kiehl’s findings seem to be rather alarming. If this continues then it is quite predictable that our planet
is speeding towards a cataclysmic change, in the near future.

OZONE DEPLETION
Apart from global warming, ozone depletion is also one of the major concerns of the hour. Ozone is a
triatomic form of oxygen (O3) which is found in Earth’s upper and lower atmosphere.  Ozone is present in
both the tropospheric and stratospheric layers of the Earth’s atmosphere. In the troposphere, ground level
ozone is a major contributor to air pollution and primary element of photochemical smog. In the stratosphere,
however, the ozone layer has a crucial role to play- that of a protector of life on earth as it protects living
organisms by absorbing harmful ultraviolet radiation (UVB) from the sun before it reaches the earth.

The term, ozone depletion, means a diminution in the quantity of the ozone in the Earth's stratosphere. The
loss of ozone in the lower stratosphere was first recorded in Antarctica in the 1970s. CFC
(chlorofluorocarbon) is considered to be the foremost reason for the depletion of ozone from the stratosphere.
CFC is an organic compound containing carbon, chlorine, and fluorine, produced as a volatile derivative of
methane and ethane. A common subclass is the hydrochlorofluorocarbon (HCFC), which contains hydrogen,
in addition. Chlorofluorocarbons or CFCs are used in aerosol sprays, air conditioners, as well as refrigerants,
propellants (in aerosol applications), solvents etc. When released into the atmosphere they lead to ozone
depletion. Although these chlorofluorocarbons are not harmful to humans, rather they are beneficial to us, but
once released into the atmosphere, they cause enormous harm to the ozone layer. These chlorofluorocarbons
when released into the atmosphere are bombarded and destroyed by ultraviolet rays. UV radiation from the
sun releases the radicals Cl and ClO. Chlorine atom then hits the ozone molecule, which being highly
unstable, readily donates its extra oxygen molecule to chlorine. Chlorine takes one atom of oxygen from
ozone to form chlorine monoxide and leaves one molecule of oxygen. In this manner the ozone layer is
destroyed.
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Ozone depletion raises problems for humans, plants and other species of animals alike. It exposes them to the
harmful effects of the UV rays there by leading to dire consequences like:

 Skin cancer
 Damage of immune system
 Premature aging (photoaging) of the skin (different from normal chronological aging)
 Eye disorders such as cataracts, corneal sunburn and blindness.
 Damage to the DNA in several life-forms
 Reductions in photosynthetic capacity in the plant - results in slower growth and smaller leaves
 Decrease in the diversity of aquatic organisms thereby affecting food stock as also destroying several
fishes and amphibians.

POLLUTION
One of the deadliest factors for the deterioration of the environment is Pollution. Pollution means the
introduction of contaminants into a natural environment that brings about damage, unsteadiness, disorder or
discomfort to the ecosystem i.e. physical systems or living organisms. Pollution may be in the form of
chemical substances or energy, i.e. noise, heat or light. Pollutants or the components of pollution can be in the
form of foreign substances and energies or naturally occurring contaminants.

Scott Forseman in ‘Effects of Pollution’ defines pollution as “the addition of any substance or form of
energy… to the environment at a rate faster than the environment can accommodate it by dispersion,
decomposition, recycling, or storage in some harmless form”. It is indeed a form of slow poison.

FORMS OF POLLUTION
Pollution can be in several forms; some of the major forms of pollution are enlisted below along with the
particular pollutants relevant to each of them.

AIR POLLUTION
In the language of Newton “Air pollution involves the release of gases, finely dissolved solids, or liquid
aerosols into the atmosphere at rates that exceed the capacity of the atmosphere to dissipate them or to dispose
of them through incorporation into solid or liquid layers of the biosphere (Newton 43).” It is caused by the
release of chemicals and particulates into the atmosphere. Air pollution may be caused due to both natural as
well as man made reasons¸ natural mode includes dust storms in deserts, smoke from forest and grass fires.
While the list of manmade air pollutants is quite a long one, Some of the primary contributors being carbon
monoxide, chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), sulphur dioxide, photochemical ozone, smog and nitrogen oxides.
These are the outcome of industry, motor vehicles, combustion, construction, mining, agriculture, warfare etc.
Air pollution is the root cause for respiratory disease, like asthma, congestion, cardiovascular disease, throat
inflammation, chest pain, etc. It is noteworthy that air pollution is extremely harmful and can also lead to the
destruction of many organisms including humans.

WATER POLLUTION
Another significant life sustainer is water. But hardly do we realise that we are headed for water crisis and that
too a very serious one. The abundance of water which we enjoy today is very soon going to turn into scarcity.
But we ourselves are polluting this life saver. The water pollutants of major concern include organic nutrients,
inorganic nutrients, infectious agents, toxic organics, toxic inorganics, sediment and heat. Most of the organic
nutrients are obtained from industry, municipal sewage treatment plants, and feedlots. Nitrogen and
phosphorus the key inorganic plant nutrients are the by-products of heavily fertilized crops, sewage treatment
plants, barnyards and septic tanks; these are the root cause of excessive plant growth which in turn is
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responsible for clogging navigable waterways. Again, water may even contain pathogenic bacteria, viruses,
protozoans, parasites (infectious agents); the main sources of which are untreated or improperly treated
sewage, animal wastes, meat-packing wastes, and some wild species. Toxic organic pollutants include non-
biodegradable or slowly degradable and carcinogenic chemicals such as pesticides and PCBs (polychlorinated
biphenyl). Toxic inorganic pollutants on the other hand are chemicals, such as metals and salts, from various
sources. Mercury in particular is a hazardous pollutant because in an aquatic ecosystem it is converted into
more toxic forms namely methyl and dimethyl mercury by aerobic bacteria. Methyl mercury is biologically
magnified in the food chain. Moreover, sediment, another significant water pollutant is caused primarily from
erosion due to ill managed mining, construction, timber cutting, ranching, and agriculture. The sediment in
turn destroys spawning and feeding grounds for fish, reduces fish and shellfish populations, destroys pools
used for resting, smothers eggs, fills in lakes and streams, and decreases light penetration, thereby
endangering aquatic plants. Again, thermal pollution which means heating or cooling of water, is another form
of water pollution which drastically alters biota in a body of water. Great quantity of heat can destroy heat-
sensitive organisms and also harm other organisms which are dependent on the aquatic ecosystem. Another
troublesome issue is that of groundwater pollution. Groundwater contains much higher concentration of
pollutants as compared to that of the most contaminated surface water supplies. Many of the chemicals like
chlorides, nitrates, heavy metals, toxic organics etc. being tasteless and odorless, presence of an alarming
concentration of the same goes undetectable, thereby posing a threat to human health. Approximately 14,000
deaths per day, is caused by water pollution alone, the major cause being contamination of drinking water by
untreated sewage. Again the marine creatures too are not spared; their habitat the oceans etc. are mostly
polluted by humans. Oil from oil well blowouts, tanker spills, and inland disposal of oil etc. are responsible
for this. More so, disposal of wastes like Plastic nets, plastic garbage, plastic medical wastes etc. into the
oceans and seas are killing millions of marine mammals, turtles, and fishes alike.

PLASTIC POLLUTION
Again plastic pollution too has a great impact on the environment; it is a major problem throughout the

world. The most common type of plastic shopping bag is made of polyethylene, a petroleum-derived polymer
that is not recognized by microorganisms as food and as such cannot technically “biodegrade.”
Biodegradation is defined by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency as “a process by which microbial
organisms transform or alter (through metabolic or enzymatic action) the structure of chemicals introduced
into the environment.” Plastic bags do not biodegrade; they photo-degrade and break down into smaller and
more toxic particles on a molecular level that contaminate both water and soil. Most of these plastic bags land
up in either landfills or water bodies, and as already mentioned above pose a severe threat to sea turtles,
whales and other endangered marine life that sometimes mistake the discarded plastic bags for food. Again, an
abundance of disposed plastic bags find their way into canals and narrow waterways, blocking the water flow,
and thereby contributing to the regular flooding of towns and cities and causing a havoc. The danger is quite
alarming; since everything is connected in a very fundamental way, these chemicals enter the food chain and
in due course poison the human body.

LITTERING
Have we ever thought how our careless behaviour of littering could adversely affect our environment.

The illegal throwing of inappropriate man-made objects, here and there, onto public and private properties
creates havoc to the environment.

Noise pollution

Hardly do we realise the impact of noise pollution on our environment. Noise pollution includes
roadway or traffic noise, aircraft noise, industrial noise as well as high-intensity sonar. It induces hearing loss,
high blood pressure, stress, and sleep disturbance.
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VISUAL POLLUTION
Visual pollution again includes the presence of motorway billboards, scarred landforms (as from strip

mining), overhead power lines, open storage of trash or municipal solid waste etc.

RADIOACTIVE CONTAMINATION
Radioactive contamination, ensuing from nuclear power generation and nuclear weapons research,

manufacture and deployment too has a great adverse impact on our environment; recently in Japan’s
earthquake incident, their nuclear power plant was damaged, thereby threatening the entire world of the
harmful consequences of the same.

Soil contamination

This occurs due to release of chemicals through spill or underground leakage. Among them hydrocarbons,
heavy metals, herbicides, pesticides and chlorinated hydrocarbons are the major ones.

OVER POPULATION
Overpopulation is one of the key environmental issues. The alarming rise in population is indeed a

matter of concern, as it is the main culprit in the over exploitation and thereby the depletion of natural
resources. Overpopulation also leads to various other demographic hazards. Incessant and unremitting
population growth not just results in depletion of natural resources, increase in the demand for water, food,
and land for agriculture and housing, but also causes a rise in demand of fuel which in turn means more
automobiles which again leads to more pollution.

WASTE MANAGEMENT
Increase in population increases human activities which in turn increases the quantity of waste produced. This
waste includes nuclear waste, e-waste, medical waste, harmful gases let out in the atmosphere, toxic waste
released in water bodies, as also waste from our homes. With most of the area on the planet being inhabited by
us, we are hardly left with any space to dispose this waste. And hardly are we able to match the rate at which
waste is being treated, to that at which it is produced thereby leading to a huge piling up of waste, which
pollutes the environment further.

EXTINCTION OF SPECIES
Another highly significant global environmental issue is extinction of species. Conservation of flora and
fauna is the need of the hour in order to check the extinction of species. Extinction of even a single species of
plant or animal leads to a striking imbalance in the ecosystem, thereby directly or indirectly affecting other
species dependent on it. innumerable plants and animal species have become extinct over the last century,
causing a great loss to the biodiversity of the planet.

EXPLOITATION AND DEPLETION OF NATURAL RESOURCES
Incessant use of natural resources is leading to a fast exhaustion of the same. Human activities such as
mining, agriculture, fishing and the like etc. have resulted in radical degradation of our natural resources.
Mining and agriculture are responsible for large-scale deforestation, at the same time forests are even being
cleared to meet the rising demands for paper, wood or even for land. Again, over fishing has resulted in the
decline in population of marine creatures of the planet so much so that many species have been pushed to the
brink of extinction. If we continue in this way then it will not be too far when we will succeed in exhausting
all our natural resources and thereby bringing an end to everything.
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These were few of the major global environmental issues which pose a great threat to our planet.
However, the environmental issues which the planet is facing for quite some time now is not restricted to
these alone. Numerous issues, including problems due to construction of dams, genetic pollution etc., are
coming up every other day, thereby lengthening the list of global environmental issues further. We should try
to come out of the serious threat staring us in the face in a not so distant future.

WAYS TO SAVE OUR ENVIRONMENT
It is time to stop and think; there are ways in which we can make a contribution towards saving our
environment. At least we can make an effort to slow down the process of deterioration of the planet, if not
stop it completely. The following are only some of the ways in which we can participate in the gigantic task of
saving our Earth.

SAVE WATER AND ELECTRICITY
One way in which we can help save the environment is to begin at home, the first thing that can be done is to
avoid letting water run continuously or leave taps partially open and unattended without use. This would help
greatly in conserving water. Again, in the greater perspective, water pollution can be controlled in multiple
ways, by controlling oil spills, by ensuring that the industries treat the water before discharging it into the
rivers and seas. Another way in which we can become responsible persons is by being cautious of not wasting
electricity. We must be careful about not leaving the television, computer, lights etc. turned on. A helpful way
to save energy is to use CFL bulbs, better still to use solar energy.

MINIMIZE THE RELEASE OF GREENHOUSE GASES INTO THE AIR
Another important way is keeping our automobiles under check for pollution control, even carpooling or using
public transport will help a great deal as this will minimize the amount of greenhouse gases released into the
air by automobiles. Other ways include choosing appliances that are non-CFC (which is a standard practice
now a days). In beauty care and grooming too, avoiding the use of CFC-based hairsprays, pressurized kits etc.
proves to be of immense help. Avoid the wastage of food, as this too contributes towards the emission of
green house gas such as methane.

RECYCLING – A MODE OF WASTE MANAGEMENT
Again recycling also helps. Recycling is process of transforming the disposed items into reusable

form. Hence disposed items like paper, tins, cardboard, glass etc. can be transformed and reproduced into new
products. Thus recycling reduces the amount of trash going to the dump, as a result less trash gets burned
thereby reducing the emission of greenhouse gasses into the atmosphere. However not all plastic is recyclable,
and so must be avoided. The environment cannot degrade plastic, so these are left to scatter and collect in
places. So the use of plastics must be avoided—some places have implemented rules which forbid the use of
plastics; Andaman islands for instance – specifically the virgin beach– strictly prohibits the use of plastics,
tourists are prevented from carrying any plastic bags to the island.

PROPER MODE OF GARBAGE DISPOSAL
It’s a pity that despite the presence of trash cans here and there we have the habit of littering our surroundings.
Careless dumping of garbage has become a common practice now. Instead of this making a conscious effort at
disposing garbage in the proper place might help. Thus it is worth keeping in mind that hence forth instead of
throwing our waste out the car or train window let us wait until we spot a trash can.
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Apart from these the following steps are worth practising for the conservation of the environment:

 Plant more trees.

 Reduce wastage of food and fuel.

 Use more renewable sources of energy like solar energy, wind energy and tidal energy.

 Establish sanctuaries for endangered species.

 Control overfishing.

 Shut down or modify polluting industries so that they cause less pollution; one way is by introducing
low smoke chimneys etc.

 Encourage family planning to control overpopulation.

 Control noise pollution.

 Stop poaching, hunting, and deforestation.

 Do not throw wastes into the sea.

...the list of solutions is unending as is that of problems…
Have we ever stopped to think about the environmental hazards caused by us and of the ways in

which we can at least control this if not stop it completely. We need to realize that a little effort made on our
part may take us a long way ahead in conservation of our environment. One good example is the city of
Bangalore in India; where non-degradable and recyclable garbage has been used to make an entire roadway.
Again, another example is the manufacturing of bio-gas from degradable kitchen wastes; this bio-gas is used
for manufacturing electricity and also for cooking purpose. More of such efforts need to be made by us. It is
high time; we should act more responsibly towards our environment. It is for us to choose between saving our
environment or being among those who silently bear with the progressive destruction of the environment, just
to leave our future generations face war over the control of plummeting natural resources like water etc. It is
up to us to either go on greedily enjoying the fruits of nature and continually harming the same or making an
earnest effort to save and preserve it for our future generations. The choice is ours - to use or misuse, to
preserve or destroy; so come let us rise and act before it is too late.
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