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ECOLOGY AND CLASS

Introduction - Ecological Crisis

Many people are aware of the worldwide problem of environmental pollution and destruction. Rainforests such as Amazonia are
being decimated, large areas of land turned into desert. Droughts, floods and earthquakes affect millions; large-scale pollution is

causing dangerous climatic change. Ecology (the science of living things and how they interact with each other), is therefore vital,
literally a matter of life and death. -

In Africa and Asia, deforestation and desertification reinforce the effects of grossly unfair land ownership, producing starvation and
malnutrition for millions of people. In Europe and North America, cancers from the environmental degradation caused by mass
industrial society affect tens of thousands; the death and injury toll from cars is huge and the resulting air pollution causes a wors-
ening asthma problem. Drinking water is becoming more polluted due to pesticides from farming, pollution from industry and, in
Britain, water suppliers may soon be compelled to add the harmful chemical fluoride to water because of its supposed benefits to

children’s teeth. Food is generally laden with chemicals (additives, pesticides, pollution, irradiation (to prolong shelf life), and is
increasingly genetically modified.

Ecological analysis needs to be part of a wider class analysis. For too many environmentalists however, green issues and politics
are “neither left nor right” or “beyond politics”. This is dangerous nonsense. It leads to flirtations (or worse) with paganism, east-
ern religions and mysticism. It encourages people-hating ideologies. Let's not forget the nationalism and racism of leading Ameri-
can Earth First! activists in the 1980s or links to neo-fascist ideas (David Icke, for instance, or the Third Stream groups in Britain
and elsewhere). On the other side, class analysis cannot ignore ecology, for instance by treating all technology as neutral. If it

does, it will be incapable of creating a future society that is free and equal (anarchist communism); such a society must be in har-
mony with the rest of nature.

This pamphlet is the result of the Anarchist Federation’'s commitment to developing a coherent ecological analysis and practice as
a vital part of our politics. It does not claim to be the last word, merely the start of the process. Ecology is an important strand in

anarchist communism through people who were both theorists and activists, such as Kropotkin, Mumford, and, in the present day,
Murray Bookchin’s description of ecologies of freedom.
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PART ONE: The Ecological Crisis We Face

Water is essential for all life on Earth. But one-third of the
world’s population do not have access to a supply of safe
drinking water (a situation that is worsening). A third of
all deaths in the world are the results of water-borne dis-
eases. Water is a limited but endlessly renewed resource;
its pollution, mismanagement and overuse by corpora-
tions, governments and people (turned into ‘consumers’
in a world that is not of their making) threaten to turn a
global crisis into a long-term planetary disaster. The
Vice-President of the World Bank, Ismail Seregeldin,
stated in 1995 that “the wars of the next century will be
over water... by the year 2025, the amount of water avail-
able to each person in the Middle East and North Africa
will have dropped by 80% in a single lifetime”.

Disputes and Wars

40% of the world’'s population depend on water from a
neighbouring country. Over 200 large rivers are shared by
two or more countries. In modern times the existence of vast
cities, irrigated agriculture and the demand for hydro-electric
power have led countries to claim or steal water resources
once used by others. The cutting up of river systems by state
boundaries has aggravated the problems of responding to
floods. The political and engineering structures that bring eco-
nomic power and political control to national and international
elites also threaten lives and livelihoods. One reason for Tur-
key's refusal to grant autonomy to the Kurds is the importance
of water resources in eastern Turkey. Attempts to divert the
sources of the River Jordan in South Lebanon and the Golan
Heights provoked the lIsraeli-Arab War of 1967. Following
this, Israel began to appropriate water supplies to support new
settlements and supply towns and industry in Israel proper:
Israel annually pumps 600 million cubic metres of water (over
30% of its supply) from aquifers that lie wholly or partly under
the West Bank. 115 million cubic metres are allocated to the
1.4m West Bank Palestinians and 30m to 130,000 Jewish
settlers; the rest (455 million cubic metres) goes to Israel.
West Bank Palestinians have been barred from digging new
wells or renovating old ones since 1967. Egypt offered Israel
400m cubic metres of fresh water a year to settle its conflict
and assist the Palestinians; but there is still no agreement
over water for the West Bank. There is a continuous threat of
water wars in South Asia between India, Bangladesh, Nepal
and Bhutan. Large-scale deforestation upstream results in
increasingly widespread flood disasters below. Punjab water
was an important contributory factor to the 1965 Indo-Pakistan
war. Hindu nationalism has been fuelled by the unfair distribu-
tion of India’s water to the Sikh Punjab and led to the storming
of the Sikh Golden Temple in Amritsar in 1984.

Modern wars depend on the destruction of the civilian popula-
tion’s means of life and livelihood. In 1991 in Iraq, for exam-
ple, the deliberate destruction of power supplies by bombing
and war created a huge health problem. Over 90% of sewage
treatment plants were disabled with huge amounts of un-
treated domestic and industrial sewage being pumped into
rivers, creating an increase in water-borne diseases. Agricul-
tural production was slashed by the breakdown of the electri-
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cally powered irrigation network. Before the Gulf War Iraq
produced 30% of its food. Prior to the US-UK assault on Iraq
in 2003, the figure was 10-15%.

What Was Ours Is Now Theirs

The huge increase in the urban population of 19" Century
Britain was accompanied by dysentery, typhoid and cholera.
The poor were blamed for cholera outbreaks, the result of their
‘ignorance’, lack of hygiene and general moral depravity. The
prevailing orthodoxy was that laissez-faire capitalism and the
management of water property for profit would provide solu-
tions. It didn’t, and both municipal and state solutions — public
ownership and management of water resources — were
needed to solve the problem. Eventually it was recognised
that easy access to a clean water supply was a basic human
need, via the Public Health Acts. But with the re-emergence
of neo-liberal and neo-conservative ideas about the role of the
state and the importance of market solutions to social prob-
lems, all this is changing.

Britain is water rich, with adequate rainfall and only occasional
water shortages. Until recently, water was generally seen as a
common good and water planners saw any form of supply
restriction, even a hosepipe ban, as an admission of failure.
Regional water authorities pooled access to water resources
and made long term plans for a London ring main, recharging
aquifers from winter river water. People and organisations co-
operated to manage water resources relatively effectively and
to save water when it was needed, such as during the drought
of 1975/76. However, water was privatised by the Tories in
1989, despite defeat in The House of Lords and the threat of
prosecution by the EU on water quality standards, attacks by
environmental groups over standards and questions about the
fate of water authorities’ huge land holdings. As a result, the
average household experienced an increase in water costs of
67% between 1989 and 1995. Company profits rose by an
average of 20% to 1993 and are still high. The highest charg-
ing area of Britain, South West Water, took 4.9% of income
from a household of 2 adults and 2 children, 7.6% from a lone
parent and child and 9.1% from single pensioners in 1994.
The profits of the water supply companies are being subsi-

dised by the poorest people in Britain, those least able to pay.
Thousands of households now regularly have their water sup-
ply cut off. In the Sandwell Health Authority area (in the West
Midlands), over 1,400 households were cut off in 1991/2 and
cases of hepatitis and dysentery rose tenfold. In 1994 2m
households fell into water arrears, with 12,500 disconnected.
Half of the water companies in England and Wales have selec-
tively introduced or are testing pre-payment meters. The in-
creased use of metering, most often in poorer households, has
either increased water bills or resulted in forced cuts in water
use by those who need it most. Non-payers are automatically
cut off and the supply is not restored until the debt is paid.
10,000 meters have been installed in Birmingham since 1992;
there have been over 2,000 disconnections. The water compa-
nies have responded to increasing criticism of their disconnec-
tion policies by devoting a tiny proportion of their profits to
charitable trusts that help the poorest customers. This is pure
PR and gives the corporations tax advantages. In the 1980s
and in 1994-96, community campaigns defeated attempts to
introduce water taxes in Dublin; see Issue 3 of ‘Red and Black
Revolution’ for an excellent analysis.

Encouraged by a surge of prosperity in the 1960s, the Spanish
have ignored the fact that they live in a semi-arid country prone
to periodic, lengthy droughts. Golf courses have been built for
tourists, swimming pools for themselves and there are many
lawns and gardens requiring daily watering. Farmers have
diversified from their traditional drought resistant produce such
as figs and olives into water-hungry crops like rice and straw-
berries. The result is that Spain is now the world’s 4™ highest
per capita consumer of water after the US, Canada and Rus-
sia. Now it has to build huge dams and pay the cost to divert
rivers to over-developed areas, amid growing environmental
and community opposition. Other factors (which apply else-
where) are laws giving producers the right to squander re-
sources so long as there is a consumer demand to be satisfied;
and the role of the centralised State (largely controlled by busi-
ness influences), with its control of revenue, command of re-
sources, expertise and power to enforce policy on citizens, in
arbitrating the management of resources. '

Water — A New Colonialism
Abroad, British water companies are hunting for contracts for
water supply and sewage disposal. A Thames Water spokes-
person said, “We are being too soft, and that is why our discon-
nection levels will rise” (Guardian, 1992). The company was
then part of a consortium re-organising the water supply of
East Berlin. Both the Suffolk and Essex water companies are
owned by the French Lyonnaise des Eaux ,which along with
the larger Compagnie Generale des Eaux, are the world’s larg-
est water distributors. In 1994 Thames announced that it was
teaming up with CGE to bid to maintain and expand the water
and sewage system of Lima. Here the poor can’t have mains
water, they must buy it by the drum. But the rich bribe the driv-
ers of the tankers servicing the slums to divert the water to
them so they can wash their cars. In 1993 Anglian Water was
part of a consortium led by Lyonnaise to modernise and run the
water and sewage operations of Buenos Aires. The chief ex-
ecutive of Thames Water explained its involvement in Latin
America: “The aim remains to expand non-utility businesses to
provide an earnings stream free of regulatory control”. Latin
America has a long tradition of ‘client-populist’ politics resulting
in the affluent areas of cities having a heavily subsidised and
regularly maintained water supply. In most cities the poor do
not have access to piped potable water, making them easy
victims of the private water sellers; in Guayaquil for example,
400 tankers service 600,000 people (35% of the total urban
population). Water customers who can afford large volumes
get it at a heavily subsidised price from the public water utili-
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ties. Profiteers then sell it on to people living in the slums and
shanties at 400 times what they paid. The cities have plenty of
water but appalling hygiene and sanitation problems: average
production and supply capacity would allow each inhabitant
220 litres a day; current consumption is an average of 307 li-
tres in affluent areas but less than 25 litres for the poorest.
Contemporary water imperialism is the result of the require-
ments of international water agencies that insist on interna-
tional tender. Bilateral loans are usually subject to buying
equipment and using engineering services from the lending
country. These arrangements privilege infrastructure invest-

ment over institutional or organisational improvements and
maintenance projects.

Where Water Does Not Flow
All over the world irrigation (especially for cash crops) has
reached the point of diminishing returns, where mineral salts
increase the salinity of water and decrease output: in 1990 30—
40% of the world’s irrigated cropland was estimated to be wa-
terlogged or suffering from excessive salinisation. 63% of
water used in 1991 was for irrigation, a figure projected to de-
cline to 55% by 2000. It is now generally recognised that irriga-
tion projects are most likely to succeed when fallow periods are
observed and when managed by local communities. The reli-
ance on large-scale irrigation has spread from luxury export
crops in dry climates to the production of ordinary crops for
supermarkets that account for most of British retail trade. Big
farmers are encouraged by the National Rivers Authority (NRA)
and the Ministry of Agriculture to build their own reservoirs and

are licensed to take water from rivers, despite the impacts on
other users.

Because it is fixed and stable, land can be divided by hedges
or walls and turned into private property, personal wealth and
inheritance. But water should be a communal asset, because it
will not stay still. For thousands of years legal and informal
systems have accepted and insisted that there can be no own-
ership of running water. There is a long history of human so-
cieties that have developed elaborate systems to ensure fair
access for all to water: the water communities on the Genil,
Segura and Ebro rivers are examples of solidarity and social
co-operation created by the Spanish on the foundations laid by
the Phoenicians, the Roman Empire and the Moors. The mod-
ern technology of pipes, pumps and motive power makes such
schemes easier. For irrigation, local control of water is all-
important and can be achieved in many ways. In a centuries
old system in Bali, all farmers taking water from the same
stream or river are members of a sebak organisation, meeting
every 35 days, with its own systems of law. It plans planting
days, distributes water equitably and fines cheats. In the small-
scale irrigation systems of eastern Spain under the Moors, wa-
ter belonged to the community and was sold with the land.
Continual disputes about its use in times of scarcity were regu-
lated by a communal organisation, the huerta in places such as
Aragon. Here water belongs to farmers and growers through
whose land it passes, each water user belongs to a comunidad
de regantes (association) that elects a sindico, the combination
of sindicos from each zone constitutes the Water Tribunal.
These meet to judge rations during scarcity; no lawyers or state

laws are involved, fines are sometimes imposed and always
paid.

Mega Schemes
Huge hydraulic schemes are made possible by advanced mod-
ern civil engineering techniques. They require vast interna-
tional contracts that are only possible at the level of central
governments, international free floating capital and supra-
national government organisations. The financiers borrow
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