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HAZARDOUS TRAVELS:
GHOST ACRES AND THE
GLOBAL WASTE ECONOMY
Dr. Simone M. Miiller

HOW RACHEL CARSON BROUGHT DEATH TO
EGYPT’S WATER BUFFALOES

Over the course of 1971, Egypt was struck by an epi-
demic of paralysis in water buffalos. The animals first
developed paralysis in their hindquarters. Then they
showed difficulty in breathing and trembling in the
forelimbs. Over time, they could no longer urinate or
defecate. After roughly two months of suffering, the
animals had to be put down or died. Approximately

1,200 to 1,300 water buffaloes succumbed to this
strange epidemic and many a family fortune vanished
with the animals.! At the time, water buffaloes repre-
sented one of, if not the most important farm animal
in Egypt. Farmers used them for ploughing and other
forms of labour as well as a source of meat, leather
and milk. Epidemiological investigations in 1971 and
1973, after a second smaller case of the same strange
epidemic, led to the suspicion that a new pesticide
used on cotton had caused the death of the water
buffaloes.? Supported from a financial loan from U.S.
AID, Egypt had bought the pesticide leptophos from
a company in the United States that had sought for-
eign markets for a product unsalable in the United
States. Now it seemed to be the cause for the death
of Egyptian water buffaloes.?
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Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the United States
had seen tremendous changes in their consumer
health and environmental protection legislation.
Through her 1962 publication “Silent Spring”, scien-
tist and writer, Rachel Carson, had alerted her read-
ers to the overuse and misuse of chemical pesticides
and herbicides with well-told tales of invisible chemi-
cal poisons pervading the world and contaminating
food.* The book brought to public attention concerns
over chlorinated hydrocarbons (such as DDT, Aldrin,
dieldrin, and chlordane), organophosphates (such
as parathion, malathion, or leptophos), and other
chemicals. Farmers, among others, had used these
substances in the post-World War Il decades to con-
trol mosquitoes, lice, and insect pests on crops, un-
derstanding little about the substances’ side effects
on human health and the ecosystem. Rachel Carson’s
Silent Spring pointed out to the public how organo-
phosphates bioaccumulated in the environment
and biomagnified in organic systems, until reaching
toxic levels in top predators such as the bald eagles,
and how exposure to organophosphates, a potent
nerve gas, resulted in cholinesterase inhibition by
disrupting the normal working of an enzyme critical
to normal nerve function.®* The book fundamentally
uprooted U.S. society in its relationship to pesticides
and other synthetic chemicals.®

Ironically, the book indirectly also established
the link between the environments of Egypt and the
United States. In the wake of Rachel Carson’s publi-
cation “Silent Spring”, U.S. environmental and con-
sumer health institutions, the EPA and the Consumer
Product Safety Commission, started to ban or sus-
pend a series of synthetic chemicals for national use.
Among them were the infamous pesticide DDT, but
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also less well-known substances such as Kepone or
Leptophos.” In 1975, the EPA ordered the suspension
of the sale of two agricultural pesticides, chlordane
and heptachlor, that had been widely used in certain
farm crops, including corn and tobacco.® Similarly to
the EPA, the Consumer Product Safety Commission
added more and more substances, such as the chem-
ical flame retardant TRIS, to its list of banned sub-
stances to use in consumer products. Over the course
of the 1970s, the list grew longer and longer.®

U.S. consumer health and environmental pro-
tection came with a hazardous twist, however. Little
did the U.S. agencies realize at the time, that their
bans also created a host of serious problems far ex-
tending beyond consumer health and environmental
protection. Stored in massive amounts all over the
United States, at farms, town shops, and within the
premises of the U.S. chemical businesses, synthetic
chemicals such as DDT, Aldrin, Dieldrin, but also
a full range of consumer products, such as TRIS
treated children sleepwear were no longer legal to sell
or use. The EPA and the Consumer Product Safety
Commission had turned a large number of chemicals,
drugs, pesticides, and consumer products techni-
cally speaking, into hazardous waste. At the same
time, legislation did not allow them to put a stop to
the production of these chemicals, let alone ban their
export abroad. As an immediate result, Leptophos, in-
stead of being disposed of as hazardous waste in the
United States, resurfaced in Egypt where less strict
laws were in place and where the pesticide was legal.
Meaning to protect U.S. consumers and environment,
the agencies were complicit in creating an unequal
system of global hazard distribution.”®
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THE MANY FACES OF “HAZARDOUS TRAVELS”

The story of Egypt’s water buffaloes is one of the
many faces of hazardous travels." It is the first epi-
sode in the history of the global waste economy and
the commodification of toxic waste material within
a global system of externalization and material mu-
tability that commenced in the 1970s. As industrial
nations strove towards greener and healthier environ-
ments, they unwittingly and yet acceptingly pushed
their hazards outwards. It is the paradox of modern
environmentalism that it created a world of global en-
vironmental inequity. To this day, the same materiality
is not hazardous waste everywhere around this planet
at the same time.”? Hardly a material does invite so
many different perspectives and practices as that
which we commonly call toxic. Hardly a material is
subject to so many territorial understandings of what
it takes to protect a country’s citizens’ health and
environment and at the same time so oblivious to the
political and scientific borders we erect and create.
The international trade with hazardous sub-
stances, to employ a broad term for a global trad-
ing network that moves globally items ranging from
hazardous waste to banned pesticides and non-
marketed consumer products, has received consider-
able attention from environmental, health and human
rights activists, investigative journalists, administra-
tors, and policy makers throughout the 1970s, 1980s,
and up to the mid-1990s. Initially, the focus lay on
the international marketing of restricted or banned
pesticides, such as Kepone, DDT, or Leptophos or
suspended consumer products, such as TRIS-treated
children’s sleepwear. Stories were driven forward
by high-profile US media actors, such as PBS or the
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Center for Investigative Reporting publishing award-
winning material.® Over the course of the 1980s, prac-
tices fabricating the global waste economy shifted
from out-dated pesticides and suspended consumer
products to actual waste coming from disposal sites."
Hazardous Travels took on another face, when
the ghost ships appeared.” As of the late 1980s, in
particular, a fleet of hazardous waste barges, such
as the infamous Khian Sea, the Bark, the Karen B., or
the Mobro, roamed the world’s oceans in search for
a dumping ground for their cargo. Ships and trucks
moved hazardous waste from the United States to
Haiti, Panama, the Bahamas, or Guinea, from ltaly
to Nigeria, from West Germany to East Germany,
Turkey, or Rumania.'® Given the differences in waste
regimes - a true cacophony of irreconcilable thresh-
olds, definitions, and visions of health, purity, and
safety - the material transformed once it crossed the
border. From incinerator ash to fertilizer. From haz-
ardous waste to brick building material. From waste
to recycling. From highly guarded toxic material to
anonymous barrels of unknown substances. Often,
the ships were turned away, however. The sentiment
spread particularly among African nations that they
would not accept the role as the world’s garbage
dump. They took up the fight against what they per-
ceived as garbage imperialism, a re-colonization of
the world through trash, or simply U.S. (and other na-
tions’) toxic terrorism.”

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Greenpeace
ran a big international campaign against the trade
with hazardous waste that was crucial for the “Basel
Convention on the Transboundary Movement on the
Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous
Wastes and Their Disposal”, a 1989 UN treaty that
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entered into force in 1992. Public, activist, and policy
attention faded after the negotiations of the “Bamako
Convention on the Ban of the Import into Africa
and the Control of the Transboundary Movement of
Hazardous Wastes within Africa” by the Organization
of African Unity in 1991, which entered into force in
1998.® Discussion resurfaced in the 2000s with a new
focus on e-waste and recycling. It received another
considerable push after China’s most recent ban on
plastic imports from abroad starting January 2018.°
Hazardous Travels, finally, is more than just the
movement of what one party in the transaction might
consider waste. Alongside actual trade in toxic mate-
rial, industrial countries relocated their hazardous
waste by re-labeling it according to different national
standards as a resource fit for recycling. Starting
in the 1970s, coastal regions in China, Taiwan, and
South Korea, and then in India and Bangladesh,
became the world’s largest shipbreaking yards.
At Alang, in Gujarat, India, for instance, the ships’
body parts, often containing toxins such as PCBs or
Asbestos, are reintroduced into the local economy.?
The amount of light dead tonnage in scrap metal
makes up over 10 percent of scrap for India’s emerg-
ing economy. Moreover, almost everything from the
ship’s steel to the fixtures and furniture, to pieces of
sanitary ware or kitchen utensils, ended up in local
markets.? Finally, multinational companies, like the
U.S.-based company Texaco, made millions by relo-
cating dirty technologies not complying with OECD
standards to non-OECD production sites. At their
oil-production site in Lago Agrio in the Ecuadorian
Amazon, Texaco left roughly 1,700 square miles of
rainforest said by environmentalists to be one of the
world’s most contaminated industrial sites. Since
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1993 30,000 Amazonian settlers and indigenous peo-
ple, the Huaorani, who call themselves Los Afectados
- the Affected Ones fight for clean-up and compen-
sation.??

Hazardous Travels has many faces and you can
find episodes of its stories all over the globe.

Hazardous Travels is the story of the global
waste economy as a system of global externalization
mechanisms through which one country dumps that
which it calls toxic, that which it deems unwanted on
another country. These externalization mechanisms
are integral part to an economic system that sustains
its growth through the appropriation of cheap waste
land - or ghost acres as we call these lands in our
research group - all around the world.? In the end,
Hazardous Travels creates a global geography of un-
equal valuations of environments and life.

BEARING WITNESS TO A WORLD OF EPISTEMIC
CONTRADICTIONS

Travelling with the hazards, if only with a finger on a
map, buried with one’s nose in books and articles, or
pulled in through the visuals of (moving) images from
far-away lands, is challenging - both systemically
as well as personally. Hazardous Travels lives in the
shadows and equally plays according to the rules of
out of sight - out of mind or NIMBY (not in my back-
yard), both standard attitudes in humanity’s dealing
with what we consider waste. The system banks on
the invisible - also because we are complicit.
Usually, scholars, journalists, or artists investi-
gating the international trade with hazardous waste
encounter several dead-ends. Potentially always on
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the verge of illegality, hazardous waste dealers avoid
opening their archives - if some of the small-scale
trading businesses kept one at all. In addition to such
oafishness from traders, trade data is also difficult to
compile otherwise. For the pre-Basel era, data on the
amount of U.S. hazardous waste produced let alone
traded, for instance, was lacking or inadequate. For
much of what was traded, contemporaries, ranging
from industry, the EPA, and the Department of Justice
to members of US Congress and administrators,
struggled whether to classify and regulate it as hazard-
ous waste or hazardous substance.?* The EPA and the
U.S. General Accounting Office each provide numbers
of hazardous waste produced in the United States
that differ by 150 million tons.?® Similarly, the EPA did
not start record keeping on U.S. exports of hazardous
waste prior to 1986; and unfortunately, they state, they
do not keep those records longer than five years.?®

It is when traders, such as the Colbert brothers,
are brought to trial or when a waste shipment gets
into the focus of activists, court proceedings, media
reports, EPA investigations, and NGO documenta-
tions bring to light what otherwise remains hidden.
The Greenpeace archive in Amsterdam, for instance,
hosts a multitude of material that only waits for us
to uncover its meaning - or at least acknowledge its
existence. Environmental journalism, witness’ inter-
views, and activists’ whistle blowing is also key for
scraping beneath the surface of macro analyses as
are more unusual avenues of inquiry, such as leaked
material or private photo collections on the web.
When we turn to our own body, finally, we might also
find traces of the hazard’s global travel.

In the end, each of the items that those search-
ing painstakingly uncover tells us its own narrative. It
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is imperative that we listen to all of them. Narratives
are important elements to order reality and they un-
fold the potential to frame the way members of an
organization or citizens of a nation see the world.? In
the case of the global waste economy, the existing
narratives create a system full of epistemic contradic-
tions. In 1991, for instance, word bank vice president
Lawrence Summers became infamous when he sug-
gested the World Bank support the movement of dirty
industries to Africa, since the continent was “vastly
under-polluted”. He violently clashed with those tak-
ing his views as the extreme economization of life.
At the same time, the controversy suppressed that
Summers’ proposal was legal given the territorial
legislation of labour, environment, and health. Waste
- whatever it may be - was and is still not conceptu-
alized on a planetary scale.”®

We find these epistemic contradictions not
only within the system of the global waste economy,
but - if we listen closely - also within us. For the con-
venience of our modern, western lifestyle, as well as
our health and environmental protection, we choose
to close ears and eyes on all the ties that we have
with people and environments beyond our borders.
Every time we fly, every time we buy a new electronic
gadget and discard the old one, we are making those
connections. We cannot untie the knot, but we can
choose the kind of quality these connections have.
In 1988, the U.S. Congress discussed the issue of the
waste barges, such as the Khian Sea. Bugged by the
legal limitations of U.S. hazardous export policy, con-
gressional representative John Conyers cried out: “We
know that you don’t have the power to stop a transac-
tion, but for goodness sake, we are all on the same
planet.”®
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