Global Perspective: Contaminated Soils in the Former Soviet Union

The independent republics of the former Soviet Union have inherited many kinds of environmental problems generated by the failed policies of the Soviet government.  One of these policies was a push for increased agricultural production.  New land was brought under cultivation, irrigation projects were developed, and extensive use of fertilizer and pesticides stimulated production.


This single-minded approach has resulted in serious environmental damage.  In many areas, the soil has been contaminated by excessive fertilizer and pesticide use, which has contaminated groundwater and food products.  It is estimated that 30 percent of the food produced throughout the former Soviet Union is contaminated and should not be eaten.  Forty-two percent of all baby food is contaminated by nitrates and pesticides.  Latvian ecologists estimate that excessive pesticide use currently results in 14,000 deaths per year and that 700,000 people become ill from pesticides throughout the former Soviet Union annually.  


One problem pesticide is DDT.  It was officially banned in the Soviet Union in the 1970s, but the drive to improve agricultural production allowed its continued use.  Waivers to the ban were allowed, or DDT was simply renamed by government bureaucrats and used under its new label.  It is estimated that 10 million hectares (25 million acres) of agricultural land in the former Soviet Union are contaminated with DDT. 

The widespread use of agricultural chemicals has also affected the groundwater.  Persistent pesticides, nitrates, and heavy metals have entered the groundwater, which many rely on for drinking water.  Some areas have cadmium levels three to 10 times higher than the amount permitted. 


It appears that the fall of communism in the former Soviet Union did not solve all the problems of the people.  These environmental problems are surfacing after years of secrecy and denial under the shortsighted production-oriented agricultural policy of the failed political system.  

