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ABSTRACT

Hhat hamans cannet exist withoat an environment makes it imperative for us (o be cawtious i wav(s) we

Hitera et sWifie environnient.

There is no doubt that an individual’s health, 1o a large exient, Is dependens on borit the

eueanitiey cind quality of the environmental resources. This point further unscores the need for individuaels o be careful on
hose they liaadte the environment (in ferms of the various aclivities the individuals engaged in). Consequenily, this paper
ighlights the yirions socio-cultural activities that impact on hman healih and further profer practical sieps that could
b suceessiuliv adopted in order toanaintain good environment and, by exteusion, good health.

INTRODUCTION

There is no gainsaying the lact
that human health is- intricately tied to
the environment (i.¢., natural and
man-macde).  In fact, the quality of
human life 1s, to a great exlent,
determined by the quality (Le., the
resources) of the environment.  The
quality ol land, water and the air,
cle. available in the environment for

Iniman  use  has  both direct and
indirect mfluence on health.
Althouph  the nawral  environment

tabours various  discase-causing,
pathopgens that aflect human health,
human direct  activities  (e.g., the
exploitation of the resources of the
environment for human survival and
advancement) have not oniy
contributed  significantly  to  other
agents (not necessarily pathogens) but
has also compounded human health
stalus.

Issentially, the environment
on which human depend has been so
polluted and degraded that it becomes
obvious that new strategies must not
only be adopted, but urgently be put
in place if the supportive role of
cnvironment is still to be maintained.
This is so because the development of
4 madan 18, -1 & great exient,
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dependent -on- the quality of life
(health) of the people populating that
geograpliical expression.

Indced, development implies
manpower. And when the manpower
is physically, -emotionally, socially
and psychologically afflicted, then
the nation’s development is bound to
sulfer - cven when such a nation is

materially (natural resources)
blessed. Indeed, bhuman :ctivities
(including those of self-enhancement)
have been identificd  as  major
contributors  to  the  threatened

environment, and by extension altect
healthi.  Therefore, this paper tries
not only to identify some of those
direct activities which are  socio-
cultural in origin that have adverse
impact on the enviromment and
human health, directly or indircctly,
but also on the developmental efforts
and associated strategies. ‘This paper
adopts a qualitative appreciation of
the effects of socio-cultural activities
on cnvironment and conscquently on
human health. It is instructive to also

cmiphasize that envirenmental
problems and their effects  are

interactive and integrated, sn also are
their solutions. -
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The Socio-Cultural Activities

One of the most effective ways of
making people to change their way
of lile, apart form constructive
persuasion, is by providing a suitable
replacement or aliernative (especially
those relating (o livelihood)., It s
therefore understandable when people
find it dilticult 1o cither accept new
ways of doing things or change their
previously held ways of doing things
to new ones. This is so because the
individual, apart from being
socialized over the years into, has
also been made (o internalize, all the
cultural values, norms, customs, cte,
of his environment. It is therelore
difficult for such an individual to
give up such enduring values.
Therefore the individual for example,
will not appreciate the need to stop
burning the bush - a veritable socio-
cultural activity which is the only
known way of getting meat supply or
replenishing  the  depleted  farmland
with  nutrients. But scientifically,
bush burning, apart [(rom polluting
the air, also depletes the environment
ol its wildlife.

Although the socio-cultural
activities addressed in this paper may
not be entircly new o many readers
their adverse  elfects on the
cnvironment and on human health
may not have been so appreciated.
Ilence, this paper discusses selecied
socio-cultural  activitics under the
known constituents of the
environment: Land, Sca and Air, and

their collective ™ effects on  health.
Table 1 shows specilic examples ol
occurrence " of environmental
problems ‘associated  with  socio-
cultural practices and their cllfect on
health and wellare of the people.

Land

Land 1s onc ol e myjor
resources of the environment.  lis
contribution to human survival on
earth cannot be over-emphasized. in
deed, its - life-supporting  role s
immense.  [Bssentially,  humans
depend on land for the cultivation of
food crops. And without food crops,
humans will be starved to death.
Unfortunately, the ability of land to

.produce, according to Anande-Kur

(1992), . is finite. This obvious
limitation of the land worsens when
land is not properly managed.

The first of the identified
socio-cultural activities under tand is
the various Traditionai-iarming
methods used by the rural people.
Although the essence of the varous
methods is to cultivate the land, these
various methods  (indeed  socio-
cultural) have degraded the land and
by implication the  cnviromnent
Writing in the same vein Anande-RKur

(1992), said  that  many  soils

cultivated by shifting cultivators and
subsistence  farners in rutiil
communitiecs in Nigeria are subjected
to fertility depletion through decline

_in soil organic mater, reduction in

nutrient resources by crop removal,

115



Ikpeme, B. E. & Inyang-Abia, b E. (2000
Enviromment and health: The socio-culturat dimension

wWest Africn Journal of Bdueational Rescarch 3(¢1) WAJER 3(1), 114 -123

TABLE 1

_ . Sclected socio-culturally induced environmental hazards and their damaging eflects.

’lace, Date,
_Source

‘Nature and Description

cstimated Damage

1 Coastal Flood in constal cities and other e Qver N100O  billion worth ol
setdements settdements in Nigeria arising from property destroyed.

1990 (May 1o global  warming and melting of Thousands of people died.
June). polar glaciers ‘as a consequence of o N1.35 bitlton needed o save
Souree: Cexcess burning and  green house Bar Beach.

Osifo-Whiskey ceffect.

etal Q990 e

2 Rivers State  Qil spillage hits Obio Akpor and «  Aquatic  animals  and  crops
1089 Sept., Bonny local government areas caused worth N5 million destroyed.
Source: by poor oil handling and pipe o ° All sources of fresh
NEST (1992). leakage. Water-born diseases result.

1 bela State  Thousands of tomes of toxic waste «  jligh level of radiation feared.
1998. dumped in Koko by an Italian firm. e«  Fear of genetic mutation.
Saurce: Nigerian students abroad stimulated International dispute.

Ipinmisho  and  urgent investigation by the Nigerian o  Probably facilitated the death of
Febabor 1990). press  which  publicized  the  true the landlord, Mr. Sunday Naua
situation. and others not identified.

4 Kuano 1Y88. Collapse of Bagauda Dam consequent e 146 deaths reported
Source: upon various  causes including e 1800 houses destroved.
Osifo-Whiskey  unprecedented rainfall and e 200,000 people displaced.
et al. (1990). Sunsustainable and Cll\'il‘()lll.‘lf.’lllﬂl . 7000 farmland damaged.

practices. - Over N20 million relief
materials required.

5 Nigerin:  Oil Cowntinuous  gas  flaring  in  the e«  16.8 billion M®> (75%) of
Towns 19806. Nigerian Flow stations. ‘ natural gas flared.

Source: e 2,700 tonnes of particulate
Osilowhiskey matter generated: also
e, al., (1990) . 160 tonnes of oxides of sulphur.
and NLEST « 5,400 tonnes  of  carbon
(1901) monoxide.
. 27,000 (onves of Oxides of
e Oxygen. =

6 bhadan: 1978 Ogunpa {lood disaster arising from e 330 deaths altogether.
and 1980. blocking of natural water channels by o 302 million worth of property
Source: construction and dumping of refuse. destroyed.”

Osifo-Whiskey ¢« 50,00 people rendered homeless
Op. Cit. . Miltions  of naria  spent for

rescttlement and aids.
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Table 1 continued

7 Nigeria: 1992,

NEST (1991)
among other

Continued deforestation arising from « 23,000 hectares  of - gazeued
Source: fuclwood, unsustainable agricultural
practices, and development projects

forest loss each year tor the past

30 years.

environmentally o - 22,301 hectares loss in Bauchi.
unsusttinable praciices.

. 14,650 hectares loss in Deha
and Edo Sues.

o 7,420 hectares Toss in Kaduna.

. 19,260 hectares loss in Kano,
clc. )

e Over 90% of Nigeria forest has
been cut down.

8 Idumota,
Source QOsifo- Lagos.

Whiskey ct.al.
(1990)

Human waste dump in the fagoon, e«  billions of tones of Nuiiain wasie
Lagos. from the million of the inhabitants of

mo
blocks free tlow ol water.

e Excess cutrophication or algae
boom. '
De-oxygenated marine lite.

e Spread of nalaria owing w0
exeess mosquito breeding

*  Spread of waer byacinth.

9  Nigeria:

Aina &  Salau  annum.
(1992).

fcaching and acidification.  He went
further 1o say that many rural
communities live on the extensive acid
sands of Southern Nigeria where yields
of cassava, maize, rice, and yam have
continued to decline, thereby creating
food insccurity. The apparent
implication of the above socio-cultural
activity is that the health of the people
may likely be affected: less food intake
from less food supply due to reduction
in available croplands.

Solid waste generated in Nigeria at o 2,53 million wnnes  of solid
Source: the _rate of 20kg per capital per

waste generated in 15 Nigeria
cities in 1982,

e Average of 108.4  thousand
wnnes  of soild  wasie  per
Nigeria city in 1982,

e 321 million tonnes fvom 15
cities  generwed  in 190
averaging 213,72 thousad
tounes per Nigerian city.

e 425 million twones from 13
cities  eapected by yoar 2000
averaging 283.04 thousand city.

o  Millions ol navia e bo
expended for waste cleming and
cleaning.

o Millions ol Nigerians aftected
healthwise.

The next socio-cultural activity
to be addressed is  overgrazing.
Overgrazing which is one ol the major
causes of devegetation  is  due 10
excessive use of the topmost part of
soil resulting in serious depletion ol
food crops on such aliccted lands.
Overgrazing is usually duc to the
activities of the caulde rearers.  This
socio-cultural activity, according 1o
Anande-Kur (1992) is most apparent in
Southern Kaduna State, Kachia 1o
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Kafanchan, Jos  Platcau  highland,
NMambilla Plateau, northern Niger State
and norithern Oyo State.  Essentially,
overgrazing results in the depletion of
vegetation leading to depletion of soil
nutrients ol such soils.  Indeed, no
tood crops can be produced on such
soils and the consequence may be food
searcity or famine. Al these have
serious  implications  on  the health
status ol the people.

The land can also be degraded
by bush burning - a socio-cultural
activity of the people of Nigeria.  So
also can land be degraded by. fuelwood
collection activity. Both socio-cultural
activities result in devegetation.

The overall effects of
devegpetation on the lifestyle of the
rural dwellers are numerous - wildlife
in these areas which used to serve as a
major source of protein necds, have
disappeared. So also is  the
disappearance  of  heybaccous  species
that used to serve medicinal purposes -
thus  rural  health  care  is - greatly
threacned by this disappearance.  In
addition is the disappearance of some
cdible herbs species.  Indeed, there is

2rowing, evidence that rural
communitics situated in devegetated

arcas are showing signs of poor health
and malnutrition (Anande-Kur, 1992)

The various excarvaling
activities across the country. must also
be addressed. This socio-cultural
activity leaves, in their wake, such
cnvironmental problems like
landslides, . ecrosion  and  flooding.
Apart from constituting serious threat
(o human  settlements,  landslides,
crosion and  flooding. result in the
reduction of available farmland meant
for cultivation thus resulting in scarcity
ol food, famine and under-nutrition.

In addition, (looding results in
filthy environment: breeding place for
mosquitoes  and  other  agents  of

infectious discases.  With regard to
erosion, focus of this paper is on shect
erosion, also called soil wash. It
occurs as a result of socio-cultural
activities - that  were  previously
highlighted  (farming activitics, bush
burning, overgrazing, fuclwood, cte).
Althouglt, it oceurs in varying degrees
throughout Nigeria, it is most severe in
Southern. - Kaduna  State  around
Sabongida, northern Cross River State,
Mambilla Plateau, around Kontagora

in Niger. State (Anande-Kur, 1992).

Sheet cerosion ‘results in the washing
away of the top soil leaving behind the
red lateritic subsoil which can hardly
support = grass vegetation  that is
shallow-rooted. The cffect of sheet
erosion is the silting of rivers, streams,
dams, lakes and other types of free
water bodies thus resulting in reduced
fish catch or no catch at all, reduction
in vegetative cover as streams dry up.
It is apparent from the proceceding that
the rural water supply of the affected
communitics is in serious danger. We
should not lose sight of the health
implication of the above mentioned
conditions of the environment to the
rural people '

Sca

Sea is another  important

environmental resource. that has both
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direct and. indirect effect on the heaith
status of the people.  Apart from being
a natural source of water supply for
domestic and industrial uscs, it also
supplies the people’s protein. needs -
through various aquatic lives - fishes,
crabs, crayfish, lobsters, etc.

JHowever,

the various socio-
cultural activities of the  coastal
dwellers such as the dwuwmping of

refuse info rivers, seas, cte., the wuse
of dangerous chemicals n catching
fish, defecation into the rivers and seas
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not only pollute them but also lead to
the destruction of aquatic lives.

Furthermore,  such  polluted
rivers  and seas  act as  veritable
reservoirs  of  agents  of infectious
discases - the water-borne diseases like
cholera, typhoid, dysentery and other
gastrointestinal complications. In point
ot fact, the coastal dwellers not only
depend on the streams, rivers and seas
tor their daily drinking water supply
but also for their protein needs. Thus,
when this environmental resource is
polluted, the apparent manifestation is
on the health of the people. A reduced
intake of proteinous substance (e.g.,
lishy due o polluted rivers, seas, ete
results in diminished body resistance to
invading pathogens.  Again, an intake
ol potsonous fish{es) as a result of
dangerous chemicals in river or sca
resalts  in gastrointestinal  and  other
organic complications, - An intake of
polivied water as drinking water (or
for domestic use),  from polluted
streams,  rivers, cte also  results  in
various infectious diseases.  However,
all of these have serious implication on
the health status of the people and
consequently on the
development, which indeed determines
any developmental  efforts  of  the
people. '

Air A

The atmosphere is made up of
gases. It is an important aspect ot the
environment. lis contribution to man’s
survival and wellbeing cannot be over-
emphasized. It is from the atmosphere
that an individoal gets his oxygen
supply through the respiratory
mechanism. A mechanism that is so
vital for all of life processes.
Unforwnately,  bush burning -a
veritable socio-culural activity of the
rural people has, in no small measure,
contributed (03} atmosnheric air

Manpower

pollution. = Specifically, the smoke
from such fires increases the amount of
carbon dioxide in the air. Since

carbon dioxide has the capacity to trap
heat, it results in an increased average
temperature  and  regional  climatic
changes.  The consequences ol global
warming are severe.  Firsy, the water
in seas will expand increasing the risk
for floods in  low-lying  arcas.
Secondly, . the redistribution ot
temperature  conditions  results  in

~droughts becoming even more {requent

in arcas living within narrow survival
margins.

Furthermore, the  contribution
of smoke and heat into the aunosphere
from bush burning also worsens the
Ozone depletion  situation. Ovong
layer is vital to life because tt Keeps
damaging  ultraviolet  light  from
reaching the surface of  the carth.
Therefore when the layer is depleted
through - our socio-cultural  activity,
man is exposed 0o damaging vliraviodet
rays which aftect not only man, but
also animals and plants.  In human, the
health consequences range  [rom
sunburn, cataract, aging of the skin,
suppressed  immune,  system,  skin
cancer (o numerous infectious diseases
including measles, chickenpox, herpes,

- tuberculosis and Ieprosy.

The ultra-violet rays not only ulfects
the ability of plants o capture light
energy in the process of photosynthesis
but also the nutrient content and the
reduction - in . plant  growth. The
implication of this to man’s survival is
obvious. Again, we should also not
lose  sight  of  the  indiscriminate
dumping of refuse (2 socio-culwral
activity) in the urban and rural centers.
The burning of such refuse heaps
contributes  signiticanlly 10 air
pollution. The smoke, heat and odours
emanating from  such  dumps  have
serious  health  1mplications. Apuart
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from the sites constituting breeding

places for various agents of infectious.

diseases. the polluted
and  other  nasal
complications.

A combination of these socio-
cultural activities conspire 10 produce
disastrous effect as tllusgrated on Table
1 The need for urgent attention
cannot therefore be aversoressed.

air causes cancer
and  respiratory

Strategies
Problems

1t should be borne in mind that
it s very difticult for people to change
casily their ways of doing things -
especially with those relating to their
livelihood and wellbeing. Be that as it
may. elforts must be mads to reach out
to ‘the  people by making them to
vnderstand  the health implications of
unguarded exploitation  of  the
covironmental  resources (though for
survivad and self-enhancement) through
the various socio-cultural activitics. . In

for Combating the

the same vein, the people should be

made o understand  the  relationship
that exists between environment, health
and development. For according to
1 o %
fmevbore (1990):
development is a  muli-
dimensional concept that encommpasses: -
not only economic and social aspects :
ol national activity but also ... the use
ol naturnl resources and  the
management ol the crivironment  (p.
5. :

Untortunately, some socio-cultural
activities  scem s o suggest  that
cnvironmental  resources  could b
exploited without restraint and wastes
could be discharged freely into air and
water,  which nobody owned.
course this is contrary to the new
concept of cnvironmental management.
Writing under this new concept,
Plinnani and  Hasmi (1982) maintzin

that although the natural resources of

Of

Bl-

the environment have the capacity for
regeneration the process is rather slow
and complicated.

If some - natural  resources  are
overexploited, the stock  will  tall
rapidly leading ultimately to  the
complete - destruction  of  those

resources. - Again, the air and waler
have limited assimilative and carrying

capacitics and  that pollution  control
measures muast - be  iostituted 1o
safeguard . the cenvironment  and  (he
quality of fife.

With (he above in mind, this
paper  recommends  the  {ollowing
strategics:

A I'nvironmental Education.

Since the paper is considering
activities that are socio-cultural in

nature, it is the contention of the writer
that thc most effective means o
address  the  problems  should  be
through a. well:panned environmental
cducation programme. ‘The objectives
of such a programme as cnunciated by
Johnson (1982), with some
modifications  should be  geared

_ towards:

120

i. Awareness. To sensitize the
people, especially -in the  rural
comtmunities, towards the appreciation
of the precarious nawre  of the
‘environment and of thosc. activities (Tor
whatever  reason)  that  endanger the
environment  and  conscquently  théir
health.

i Knowledge.
Jehnson  (1982), (his aspect of the
environmental cducation should help
individuals  and social groups acquire
basic understanding  of  the  total
environment, its associated problems and
humanity’s critically responsible
presence and role in it
iti Attitude.

According o

Indeed, when
knowledge of  the cnviromment  is
acquired, it could  help  in the
internalization or acquisition ol posilive
social values, “strong feelings  of
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concern for the environment and the
motivation tor actively participating in

ils  protection  and improvement”
(Johnson. 1982).
iv Skills. . For individuals,

cspecially in the rural areas, to change
their old ways of doing things may call
for the acquisition of new skills that will
help  them  to  adequately  cater  for
themselves (e.g., application of modern
witys of cultivation). :

v Participation. This  aspect
should be concerncd  with  the
Juvelopment in the people of a sense of
responsibility  and  urgency regarding
environmental preservation and
protection. , '

The paper calls for a
environmental  education

whereby various

practical
approach
environmental

organizations or institutions embark on

enlighteniment  campaigns  taken  to
specific areas of concern.  Although
the FFederal Ministry  of  the
Environment. and the Non-
governmental  organizations (NGOQOs)
such  as  Nigerian ° Conservation
Foundation (NCE), Nigerian
Cnvironmental  Study/Action Team

(NEST) and Nigerian = Environmental
Society (NES) are working in  this
direction, new approaches such as the
radical environmental cducation
curricutum at all levels, increased local
participation  through  neighbourhood
clubs and formation of local government
environmental committees  should be
adopted. The approach should be well-
planned and coordinated  with  twin
clements  of  aggressiveness and
persisience.
3 Alternative Means of Sustenance.
There is no way an individual
who has been used 1o a particular way
of catering for himsel! can be asked o
stop  using  that  approach  when  a
suitable  alternative  is not  made
avaitable (in spite ot the negalive
impuct  of the previous appro .h).

Until a suitable alicrnative in enns of
cost and time is made avatlable, very
little can be achieved through public
enlightenment campaigns.

Idachaba (1989), writing on the
need for suitable alternatives o rurai
people’s socio-cultural
maintains that:

To believe year after  year  and
regime alter reghme that farmers and
rural  people who set forest lives and -
burn bush do not know what they are
doing and that they are ireational and
stupid demonstiates the limited
understanding ol policy-makers of why
farmers and ruend people do what they

. 9. ;

Indeed, the farmers and rural
people not only know that forese fires
and Dbush :burning clear way dead
vegetation,:  encourage  new grass
growth for cattle grazing and drive
away wildlife for hunting but also
know that forest fires and bush burning
reduce the amount of plant residue on
farmland.

According to Idachaba (1989),
one way out of forest fires and bush
burning is the  availability ol cheap
labour, adequate credit facilitics and
the availability of labour substituting
farm machinery and cquipment o the
local environment for bush cleaiiig
and land development.  To these, one
~may add that relevant knowledge is
sine gqua non. In other words as long
as the constraints exist the farmers and
the rural . people will continue 10
engage in ‘the unsound environmental
practices. Indeed, all the other socio-
cultural activitics of the rural people
can only give wiy 0 sound
environmental practices it, and only it
guitable  allernatives  or - replacemeiids
are made available in the presence of
refevant knowliedgpe, skills aiield
ceolriendly values.,

activities,

i¥
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C.: Compliance
cnforcement.
Agreed that the FFederal Ministry
of LUnvironment has a compliance
.monitoring unit to ensure that the
various environmental regulations are
obscrved, the operation of the unit s
limited  to  cnsuring  coimpliance by
various industrics in urban centres.
Vhereas  such  compliance  monitoring

Monitoring and

activities are not extendaed o the rural
communitics.  Considering, the fact that
most  of the  urban  ioodstufls  are

praduced in the rural communities, such
monitoring becomes imperative, not only
for the safety of foodstuiss, but also for
the health of the rural people. IF by their
unsound environmental practices, they
<hould become ill, this condition could
result in a reduced amount of  food
supply available w0 the vrban dweilers.
The attendant  health problems  of
searcy of foud aie lamine,
nuitnurition, starvation and in extreme
cases death.

Therefore, whonever any
cnvironmental policy is put in place, it
should not only bLe linited o urban
centres,  but also o the  rmral
communitics as the illustration shows.
T'or elfectiveness, it might be necessary
for the compliance monitoring unit (0

work hand in hand with the various
village heads, comununity  leaders,

leaders of social groups in the villages or
communitics and the local government
environment committees.  However, it
should be noted that compliance and
enforeement can only become
meaninglul and clfective when there are
suitable  alternatives  or  replacemenis
-available to the people.

CONCLUSION
Indeed, concertea etforts must be

nmade o preserve  arcl proteet  the
Nigerian environment.  tlumans depend
on ithe cenvironment for continuous

survival and wellbeing.  ‘The envisaged
cftorts should be a colleciive one and nut

selective:  'This is so  because an
environmental ‘problem suffered by a
given community may have a spill-over
health cffect on another community.

The discussion on the ideéntified
socio-cultural activities of our people
shows t(hat they bhave made negative
impact on the environment and s
resources.  The question is: For how
long can  this trend  continue? An
obvious solution to the various problems
will  depend  on how  suitable an
alternative is found o the various socio-
cultural activitics necessary lor
sustenance.  When effective substitules
are found then the complementary roles
of cducation, compliaice and
endorsement may then become effective.

In conclusion, it must be re-
cmphasized that the health status of a
people and its level of development are
directly tied to the quality of the total
envirenment of that people.  Therclore,
we in Nigeria must collectively ensure
that the time has come for us (o take
environmental issues seriously,
particularly as they aftect the rural
communitics. - .
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