





[image: image]














What We Leave Behind


A Birdwatcher’s Dispatches from the Waste Catastrophe


Stanisław Łubieński


Translated from the Polish by Zosia Krasodomska-Jones


[image: image]












First published in the Polish language as Książka o śmieciach


by Agora SA, Warsaw, in 2020


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by


MacLehose Press


An imprint of Quercus Editions Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Stanisław Łubieński 2020


English translation copyright © 2022 by Zosia Krasodomska-Jones


Extracts on pages 99–100 and 108 from Invisible Cities (1972) by Italo Calvino, translated by William Weaver. Copyright © 1972 by Giulio Einuadi e Editore, S.p.A., Torino, English translation copyright by Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company and The Random House Group Limited.


The moral right of Stanisław Łubieński to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


Zosia Krasodomska-Jones asserts her moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52941 887 3


www.maclehosepress.com









Also By Stanisław Łubieński in English translation


The Birds They Sang









Introduction


It was the first day of our holidays: July 2, 2018. The summer season was gradually warming up, but the beach still seemed empty and untouched. Everything looked perfect. Sand – unique Baltic sand, the best in the world – and the calm sea. But wait. Something was amiss. Something was wrong. The camera panning slowly over the beach stops and backtracks abruptly. It zooms in. A single sock lying on the sand. A white sock, scruffily rolled up as if on a teenager’s bedroom floor. And with a dirty heel. That sock shattered at least two harmonies: the one reigning there on the beach, and the one within myself. I knew I couldn’t just leave it where it was.


I had never been enraged by the sight of rubbish before. It was as though it lay, slightly blurred, in the blind spot of my field of vision. I only saw it out of the corner of my eye. I passed it indifferently – in the mountains, in forests, in marshlands. I wasn’t the one littering, I didn’t see why I should clean up after somebody else. But this felt like a line had been crossed: what I was seeing was plain incivility. In that moment I understood those people who, overcome by righteous anger and muttering expletives, tear down adverts from bus stops and street lamps. Somebody had spoiled this beautiful, sacred place – my favourite beach – with their disgusting dirty sock.


Or maybe it didn’t happen so suddenly. Maybe this had been building up inside me for years? Maybe my anger at all those damned plastic bags we keep in endless bundles at home simply boiled over? My anger at the throwaway junk from “Everything for 0p” shops, the cheap, useless garbage sold at seaside kiosks. At the heaps of rubbish on roadsides or illegal dumps in forests we’re so accustomed to seeing they don’t even seem out of place.


But it was the sock that made my blood boil.


I didn’t spend the rest of that afternoon craning my neck to glimpse the sandwich terns that sometimes fly overhead. I set off, my eyes glued to the sand. I didn’t have a bag, so I stowed my grim harvest inside the sock. The first item was a braided fishing line. At the time, I knew very little about the tangles of nets that float around the world and catch whatever drift s past in their mesh. Next were a few balloons, partly buried, with just a faded ribbon poking out of the sand. It didn’t occur to me that they resemble squid, which is why many seabirds eat them. I didn’t realise they can easily cover up to a thousand kilometres on the wind. Over the next few weeks, I found dozens of balloons.


There was also an inoffensive plastic ball from a toy gun. There were sweet wrappers, a crisp packet, some cling film – in other words, food packaging, common beach waste. And a plastic fork, which only vaguely brought to mind the issue of the billions of disposable single-use products we use for a minute or quarter of an hour. I found bits of beach windbreakers, a wall plug, more fishing lines and a strand of material from one of those construction bags that disintegrate into thousands of threads. It was the first time I had studied every centimetre of the beach so closely, and I realised that mingling among the infinite grains of sand, there were equally uncountable specks of waste. I knew my spontaneous clean-up was pointless, that the rubbish was ubiquitous, but I couldn’t stop.


I dug up a plastic glove for prodding bread in shops, probably used only once. I found a wrapper from some pocket tissues. “Hygienic,” it read. “Thorough cleansing” – that was on a label for face wash. There was a pack of wet wipes, Moist Towelettes, that had come all the way from Florida. That sun-bather didn’t like having grimy hands. It struck me how many of those products said, “We want cleanliness, we don’t want dirt or bacteria”. As if we were trying to cut ourselves off from our surroundings with a sterile barrier. But the litter stayed behind long after we’d gone home. We wanted to be clean and free of germs; somebody else would clear up the leftovers, wouldn’t they? Or the sea would take them.


I managed to cram twenty-eight objects inside the sock. And each had its own story to tell.


In that short time, my eyes were opened to a whole new galaxy of topics. I felt slightly helpless – tidying up wasn’t enough. But one’s own powerlessness is hard to bear. I wanted to do something. Something within my capabilities. I felt I had to write about it. My “Litter of the Month” column in the online journal Dwutygodnik began with a piece about two of my finds: the sock and a bag from a Bulgarian duty-free shop I picked up the next day. After that I started seriously collecting rubbish and keeping the items I found most interesting. I litter-picked on beaches, but also in the Sudeten mountains, the Roztocze hills in central Poland and the Suwałki region in the northeast. And on it went.


On a bird-watching trip, we admired the western marsh harriers and struggled to free binder twine pressed deep into the surface of a dirt road. I brought back a licence plate from a visit to some ponds that are home to common goldeneye ducks. In Miedzianka we found an old basin, some bottles and a heap of mouldy sandwiches. We didn’t take those. They were surely the traces of the average hunter’s legendary concern for wild animals. Fortunately, apart from the sandwiches, we also saw some crossbills and a honey buzzard on our walk.


Over time, I discovered that, rather like birds, waste has its own favourite habitats; forest rubbish is oft en different from that found by rivers, on beaches or in meadows. I wasn’t naïve – I knew it hadn’t ended up there by itself.


Now and then, I came across exotic and unexpected rubbish. I noticed that the sea, following some algorithm known only to itself, sends forth Russian or Swedish or sometimes toxic waste – like a large tub of petroleum-based solvent. I read the sand-worn labels: “irritating to skin, respiratory system and eyes”; “may cause long-lasting harmful effects to aquatic environments”; “protective equipment must be worn when handling”. How did a bucket of this poison end up in the sea?


And socks? I discovered that they crop up quite regularly on beaches. But not as regularly as the objects I would find on a daily basis. Familiar items that I’d be known to use myself entirely unthinkingly, never wondering what lay in store for them next. Single-use cotton buds, for instance. The cotton vanished, leaving behind a blue, transparent tube rolling about on the strand line. What happens to a little stick like that when you throw it away? How was I supposed to know? I’d just hoped that someone out there would do something sensible with it.


I thought it was worth taking a closer look at all this. To take a look at myself. My rubbish. The things I would buy and throw away. I began to collect not just rubbish, but other intriguing objects I came across on my walks. Hipster teabags made of an unknown material, an earthenware owl found in a pile of burned cables, a box for pasta with a little transparent window, the fan from a Seat Ibiza, a biodegradable shopping bag from Italy, a coil of cords collected from the beach. I didn’t, however, take even one of the hundreds of funeral wreaths I found on the edge of a field outside Warsaw.


I acquired the habit of rummaging in my apartment block’s bins, patiently transferring dirty polystyrene trays and even snotty handkerchiefs to the black container for general waste. I started measuring and counting my own rubbish, without really knowing where it would lead. I looked at packaging. I wanted to learn something about the materials it was made from and what might happen to it next. I started reading about recycling, the history of consumerism, I spent hours poring over industry reports. I contacted experts. They told me about flint axes and which bottles are deadliest for forest beetles. They let me watch optical sorters in treatment facilities and study polymer ravines through a microscope. It felt like I was seeing the far side of the moon for the first time, a parallel world running entirely beyond my, or our, notice. A book was the only possible outcome.


With each day, the price of our ignorance, our insouciance, our thoughtlessness grows. Just as the natural odour of our bodies is masked by deodorants and our waste is flushed away down sewage pipes, our rubbish vanishes, carried off by dedicated services. We don’t give it much thought, we put it out of our minds. But what we’re creating isn’t mere untidiness, a mess we can clean up. Change won’t come from determined individuals, keen altruists who pick up three bottles on their morning jog. Earth Days won’t help, even if they were to happen every day. Our world is overrun by waste, which reaches virgin beaches and the most isolated corners of the planet. Change will only come from a profound shift in our awareness and our habits, and finally, bold legislation to force those who bury us in a daily avalanche of rubbish to face the consequences. There’s a lot of work ahead for our lazy, lumbering, convenience-driven civilisation. We can’t put it off any longer. Let’s get to work.


JULY 3, 2018


c.4.00 p.m., 54°49'55.4"N, 18°08'25.4"E


Wherever there’s rubbish, there’ll always be a plastic bag. Just take a good look around. But this one was special: not some ordinary, everyday bag, but a sturdy yellow specimen bearing the exotic words, “Duty Free Store Varna & Burgas”. Bits of waste can lead long and interesting lives, and many are well travelled. I found myself daydreaming about my Burgas bag’s numerous adventures on its journey from the Black Sea to the Baltic. What had its owner been up to on the Bulgarian riviera?


With regret, I’ve had to abandon my fantasy that the Burgas bag had circumnavigated Europe. Thick polyethylene bags like this one will sink, sometimes to quite remarkable depths. As I later learned, in April 2019, Dallas businessman Victor Vescovo descended about eleven kilometres deep in a bathyscaphe submersible, and at the bottom of the Mariana Trench he spotted what looked like a carrier bag.1


The Burgas bag became a key element of my litter-picking arsenal. I filled it repeatedly until, in the end, it fell apart, riddled with holes from plastic straws. It disintegrated but didn’t disappear – that’s what’s most precious and most terrifying about plastic bags: they’re indestructible. A polyethylene bag is sure to outlive us. In a way, it’s perfect: both light and extremely durable. Thirty years ago, the Burgas bag would have been treasure. Its owner would have washed it, ironed it, smoothed it contentedly, taken it to birthday parties. Today it’s worthless. Carrier bags are usually discarded after a single outing. It’s estimated that on average they’re used only for around a quarter of an hour. According to data cited by the United Nations, between one and five trillion polyethylene bags are consumed every year.2 The scale of production – and the resulting scale of pollution – is vast.


[image: image]


Carrier bags cause such widespread concern that they’ve even been banned by Al-Shabaab, a cell of Al-Qaeda. They are prohibited in many countries or subject to charges. I also try to avoid them, but it only takes a moment of inattention and I have another to add to my collection, from the pet shop, the bakery, or the vegetable stall. It feels stupid to throw it away so I stuff it inside another bag. Right now, we have fift y carrier bags in various cupboards of our kitchen.


Invented in the 1950s, plastic bags really took off in the middle of the following decade. That was when the Swedish firm Celloplast obtained a patent for the American market. In the 1980s, the major American supermarket chains started using them and they quickly supplanted the paper and re-useable bags of the past. Forty years later, in an era of growing environmental awareness among consumers, some chains have started abandoning them. The British supermarket Morrisons decided to replace plastic bags with paper ones in their fruit and vegetable aisles.3 For a time, Tesco stuck with plastic because it has a smaller carbon footprint.4 The debate over which is better, plastic or paper, is basically pointless. You don’t treat the plague with cholera. The best bag is one that doesn’t exist.
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1


Nineteen Cartridge Cases


The noise of Provincial Road 177 fades away. It’s a quiet single carriageway, but in the silence of the late-summer pine forest, the presence of every passing car is long felt. The russet tree trunks stand in ruler-straight lines. Orderliness reigns over the tree plantation. No shrubs, no glades, no crooked hornbeam. The most frequently sighted animal here is man, homo sapiens, in pursuit of macromycetes from the fungi kingdom, more commonly known as mushrooms. But not today, and nor tomorrow, because it hasn’t rained here for months. Twigs crunch underfoot, as do an old moss-covered umbrella and a rusty number plate. In the distance, where the sun is slowly setting, the forest thins. Through the trees I see sky, wind and space.


There’s a twenty-metre slope and a large pond encircled by reeds. Or rather, several ponds split by a causeway, which somewhat disrupts the well-ordered monoculture. I follow animal tracks down to an alder copse. There are traces of sharp little hooves in the mud – deer come here to drink. A goldeneye watches me suspiciously from the water. That eponymous eye stares unblinkingly: the duck is frozen, waiting for my next move. The alder trunks cast dark shadows over the water. Standing on the overgrown path, I bend to pick up a red object in the grass. An oval tube that looks like it’s made from low-density polyethylene (LDPE), with a metal base. It’s fresh and uncorroded. A cartridge for shooting ducks: 7-cm case, 3-mm pellets, 32-gram load. Manufacturer: Pionki Hunting Ammunition Factory. The goldeneye flies away.


*


The bird hunting season begins in mid-August. Experts say that’s too early, females can still be seen tending their young in September. Four duck species may be shot, and although the goldeneye is not on that list, its caution is warranted. Hunting not only means death and injury, it also brings stress, forced migration, interrupted feeding and the reduced immunity and reproductive capabilities that this entails.5 Every year, as the season begins, a cannonade erupts at ponds and lakes across Poland. It is permitted to kill the good-natured mallard that we know from parks, the timid Eurasian teal, the tuft ed duck with that fanciful crest on the back of its head, and the silvery pochard.


[image: image]


Let’s start with a clarification to avoid any misunderstandings: hunting ducks has no practical justification – it’s purely for sport. A display of dexterity, like shooting live clay pigeons. But what have the ducks done to deserve to die? Pond owners sometimes complain that they eat fish food. They certainly do. According to studies from the 1980s, they eat between 2 and 7.5 per cent of distributed feed. That’s not very much. Scientists say that the presence of many bird species at ponds brings advantages that outweigh the drawbacks. Ducks, coots, grebes and even herons prevent the surface water from becoming overgrown, they eat the larvae of predacious insects that feed on spawn and fry, and they clear sick or dead fish from the surface.6 Why do we kill ducks, then? Simple: it’s tradition.


And tradition – much like the fatherland – cuts short all discussion and clamours instead for war. This is what our forefathers did, don’t you dare question our forefathers, they couldn’t have been wrong. What does it matter that the world has moved on?


It’s no secret that most hunters know little about birds. Identifying flying ducks is a difficult task, particularly if you don’t have a pair of binoculars and a wealth of experience around your neck. Who’d want to patiently study bird atlases and then spend years laboriously acquiring knowledge on the ground? On a hunt you only have a few seconds to take your shot, a moment later the bird is too far away for the pellets to pierce its skin. On hunting forums and even in off icial reports of the Polish Hunting Association (PHA), you oft en come across the term “wild ducks”, usually without any mention of the actual species. A “wild duck” could be any duck. “Wild duck” ignores the fact that some of them are rare and endangered. “Wild duck” makes a mockery of conservation regulations.


Why would a hunter bother to learn how to spot a female of the protected and extremely rare ferruginous pochard species when it isn’t required for the exam?7 All that’s checked is theoretical knowledge. I did the test on the PHA’s website, and most of the hundred or so questions were about customs, jargon, dogs, organisational structures and the basics of using weapons. There was one question about ducks, but nothing on the identification of species. It was about game birds – as if the others didn’t matter, as if the pellets had no effect on them. No-one checks your ability to identify birds in practice. That’s probably why protected species, sometimes rare and endangered ones, are killed alongside game species. Not everybody wants to eat hunted ducks either – not everybody revels in the prospect of lead pâté. Many corpses and wounded birds that can no longer fly are left on the water or in the reeds, even though hunters have an obligation to find them, kill them if necessary and take them away.


In 2019, the Polish National Committee of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), which brings together governmental and non-governmental environmental organisations from one hundred and sixty countries, called on the Polish authorities to remove three duck and coot species from the list of approved game birds. Detailed analysis suggests that their populations in Poland are at risk of collapse. Some are near the point of no return, and not just in our country. The pochard, for instance, is a threatened species at global level. Only three other breeding birds with that status appear in Poland: the extremely rare greater spotted eagle, the European turtle dove, which is disappearing at an alarming rate, and the aquatic warbler, for which ornithologists travel to the Biebrza River from all over the world. All of them, except for the pochard, are protected species. Meanwhile, the number of hunted tuft ed ducks has declined by 75 per cent in the last three decades, while hunting the Eurasian teal may endanger the very similar but rare and protected garganey, leaving it in the same situation as the Eurasian coot, a bird from the rails family, whose Polish population has dropped by 90 per cent since the 1980s.


If the Environment Ministry, the Chief Nature Conservator and the Polish Hunting Association, to whom the appeal was addressed, had agreed with the experts’ conclusion, only the mallard would remain on the list of game ducks. The IUCN stresses the need to shift the hunting season so that shooting does not begin when adult birds are still tending their flightless young. This prolongation of the breeding season is the result of climate change and is a widespread and advancing phenomenon. The IUCN also recommends a ban on hunting after dusk when protected and game species are indistinguishable even for experienced ornithologists. The Union further calls for detailed registration of killed birds, and thus for an end to the imprecise concept of “wild ducks” and “wild geese”, as well as to the use of lead hunting ammunition on account of its toxic properties.8


Perhaps the Union should also call for cleaning up after oneself? Hunters enthusiastically claim that hunting puts them in touch with nature. So how are they not off ended by the sight of red and green fragments of plastic, the same mess their brethren left at the ponds by Provincial Road 177?


*


The Zatorskie Ponds near Oświęcim are famous for their fish farms, but they are also one of the most valuable bird hotspots in southern Poland. For this reason, the ponds and their surroundings, known as the Lower Skawa Valley Natura 2000 area, are protected. Rare duck species raise their young amid the extensive reeds; the overgrown islands are home to Poland’s largest breeding colonies of the small, nocturnal black-crowned night heron. But the Zatorskie Ponds, a true bird paradise, is also part of Hunting Zone No. 99. In recent years, around two thousand “wild ducks” and coots have died here annually.9 If we take a broader perspective, the Natura 2000 area is split between Hunting Zones Nos. 79, 100, 117, 123, 124 and to a lesser extent also 78, 80 and 116. A further one thousand eight hundred coots and “wild ducks” die in these zones every year. So, while most shooting takes place at the Zatorskie Ponds, ducks who flee in terror from the booming gunfire risk flying into the crosshairs of hunters in the surrounding area.


Between 2008 and 2014, studies were carried out at the Zatorskie Ponds into the causes of bird mortality. Two hundred and sixty shot birds were found in the reeds, on the water and on causeways.10 Almost 40 per cent belonged to highly protected species. Many of them bore no close resemblance to game ducks, coots or geese. The most frequently killed bird was the black-headed gull, but white-tailed eagle and black-crowned night heron were also found, as were swans. Relatively common birds and extremely rare ones died – in total, as many as eighteen protected species. Birds were killed all year round, although most fell victim during the hunting season. Who was doing the shooting? Poorly trained hunters or skilled poachers? Did their fingers tremble with excitement as they pulled the trigger, or were they calm and sure? Did they shoot for the adrenaline high or out of a sense of duty, a sincere belief that all pests and weeds, anything not subject to man’s control, must perish?


In Poland and many other European countries, anti-hunting movements are growing. During autumn hunts in the 2018 season, ornithologists observed hunters for the first time as part of a civic monitoring campaign. They managed to capture on camera the moment a protected garganey was shot down, but they weren’t allowed access to the hunting grounds, and by the time the police arrived the hunters had probably discarded the slaughtered bird, leaving them with nothing to do but seize the memory card containing the records of the event. By the end of the season, the birdwatchers had spotted eighteen discarded corpses in the area.


It’s very difficult to catch someone red-handed, as the fish-ponds where hunts take place are usually closed to outsiders. Witnesses say that in some locations, shots are fired at anything that flies. Social media provides some fragmentary evidence of the problem. In 2018, a photo of two smiling women posing with shot ducks in west Poland sparked controversy. One of them was holding a dead garganey, a protected species. The case was dismissed – apparently it was impossible to establish who actually killed the bird. Pellets can’t be attributed to a specific gun, so participants in group hunts can take aim with impunity.


In August 2019, a hunter from the province of West Pomerania posed for a photo with a shot gadwall. Once his friends had pointed this out, he deleted it from his profile. Clearly, he was unable to identify a protected species even when holding it in his hand. Following the appearance of compromising photographs and recordings (such as the abuse of a dying deer), the PHA called on its members to avoid publishing material from hunts on the internet, but in any case, hunters are more likely to brag about their achievements in closed groups and trusted circles.


*


In late summer and in autumn, the causeways between ponds are thick with cartridge cases. Many hunters don’t clean up after their visits, considering themselves guardians of a very different order. Guardians of tradition – and people with such a noble calling don’t need to bend down to pick up litter. A few steps from the red cartridge lies a green one. Italian Cheddite ammunition, 34 grams, 3.5 mm pellets. The metal is a bit rusty – it’s probably been there since last year. Who shot it? One of the good people of W. county town? Perhaps Mr. D., owner of a wholesale outlet? Or perhaps one of the foreign guests of Mrs. S., who organises the shoots? Or maybe the owner of company T., who bought his son H. an airgun for his birthday? Let the boy learn how to be a man. Did the hunter creep here at dawn or did he shoot in the evening, barely able to spot the birds as they took flight?


One thing is certain. A finger pulled the trigger, the firing pin hit the primer, the gunpowder caught fire, and the gas sent over one hundred and thirty pellets down the barrel. That’s how many are crammed into one of these Cheddite cartridges. At 35 metres, the pellets cover an area around 2.5 metres in diameter. Thirty-five metres is the maximum allowed distance to shoot at a target. But who’s so pernickety in real life, when the adrenaline is coursing through one’s veins? At 50 metres, the dispersion range is 4 metres. If a hunter shoots ducks as they take off from a pond or lake, he can hit several birds at once. One or maybe two will fall into the water, the rest will fly away, carrying bits of lead in their bodies. Dozens of little balls will sink to the bottom or fall on the bank or causeway. To kill one bird, a hunter needs on average between six and ten cartridges.11


Most of the time, the pellets remain in the breast and wings. Even a small amount is a death sentence. The bird will be unable to escape predators or it will simply be poisoned by the lead. But they don’t have to be shot to suffer lead poisoning. Waterfowl swallow pellets they find on the shore or at the bottom of lakes and ponds – they mistake them for small pebbles, known as gastroliths, that grind food in the gizzard like millstones. A study showed that, in the south of the continent, the highest number of pellets were eaten by pintails. They belong to a group known as dabbling ducks, which means they upend on the surface of the water to feed. Birds like pintails are particularly at risk in muddy, shallow waters, where the pellets remain within their reach. But swallowing lead is also a problem for diving ducks, since they look for food at greater depths and will pick up any pellets that have sunk to the bottom. Studies in Europe have shown that on average goldeneyes and tuft ed ducks have the highest quantities of lead in their guts – each accounting for around 12 per cent of birds examined. Record levels were found in tuft ed ducks – pellets were found inside 80 per cent of birds at one site in Spain and in 58 per cent in Finland.12


Some species are poisoned by lead “inadvertently”, so to speak. Predatory birds and scavengers swallow pellets lodged in carrion or the meat of their prey. The first article on this topic was published in the late nineteenth century, while according to the most recent findings, pellets are found in the stomachs of over one hundred and thirty bird species.13 Lead ammunition in carrion was the main cause of death for the critically endangered California condor, which was pushed to the brink of extinction in the late 20th century. In 2008, hunting with lead pellets was banned in the condors’ distribution area,14 and in 2019 the population of the species, in the wild and in captivity, stood at around five hundred birds.


*


Hunters oft en say that shooting ducks is a way for them to get healthy, “chemical-free” meat, proudly declaring that they feed their families with it. But studies of lead and cadmium concentrations in the bodies of mallards and Eurasian coots shot at the Zatorskie Ponds have provided an interesting counterpoint. In one third of birds analysed, the levels of both elements in their blood exceeded European Union limits for human consumption.15 The birds were poisoned by long-term contact with pellets. It’s hard to say if they were exposed at the ponds or if they consumed lead elsewhere before heading there during the autumn migration season. The study demonstrates that the poisoning of waterfowl with heavy metals is widespread, and while it’s estimated that there are roughly three pellets per square metre at the Zatorskie Ponds, that’s nothing compared to the extreme concentrations found for instance in Spain. At one site on the Ebro delta, almost two hundred and seventy pellets were counted per square metre. Mortality as a result of lead poisoning among mallards that wintered there was 37 per cent.16


*


It’s not only lead that poses a problem, but the very practice of bird hunting. In Poland in 2019, 183,000 birds were killed in compliance with the law.17 But these figures don’t cover the hundreds of thousands of injured birds that fell into the reeds and were left there by hunters. There’s no way of counting how many die from stress or are flushed out of bushes and killed by predators, or how many orphaned young don’t survive without their parents. The Polish Hunting Association asserts that hunting affects barely a thousandth of the population.18 In its report, it states that hunters care for game species and that their numbers recover each year.


It’s hard to say what indicators the Association is using for its claims. Hunters make no inventories and no local assessments of duck and goose populations, which are always presented without distinction between species. They don’t count coots or woodcocks. The Polish Hunting Association cannot state that the game population of the greater white-fronted goose recovers, because the bird’s nearest breeding area lies in the sparsely populated, remote forests of the polar tundra in Nenets Autonomous Okrug. Annual hunting plans are drawn up approximatively. The well-balanced idyll presented in the reports has nothing in common with reality.


For years, the impact of hunting on the environment was underestimated. Other ecological problems seemed more alarming: environmental transformation, destruction of habitats, the use of chemicals in agriculture. A few years ago, the organisation BirdLife International published a shocking report showing that poachers kill up to thirty-eight million birds every year across Europe, the Middle East and North Africa.19 It turns out this is just the tip of the iceberg. In 2018, the Committee Against Bird Slaughter (CABS) took a closer look at the data on legal hunting. They found that in EU countries (plus Norway and Switzerland) alone, in full compliance with the law and established limits, nearly fift y-three million birds are killed every year.20


Legal hunting goes largely under the radar of public opinion and nobody dares to question its legitimacy. Across the EU, a total of eighty-two bird species may be hunted. National regulations vary in this respect: in Poland thirteen species may be shot while in France that number is sixty-seven. Here’s one striking example of the harmful impact of hunting on bird populations: every year, one and a half million European turtle doves are killed, a species that the International Union for Conservation of Nature says faces a high risk of extinction in the wild. Over the last thirty years, the global population of European turtle doves has declined by 80 per cent.


A grave problem is the habitual infringement by certain Member States of Article 7, paragraph 1 of the Birds Directive. That provision warns that hunting must not thwart efforts undertaken to protect a species in its distribution area.21 These rules are inconsistently applied, however; EU money is spent on protecting the Eurasian curlew in Poland, but the bird can legally be shot in France. By way of example, in the 2013–2014 winter season, seven thousand curlews were shot on the French coast. That’s the off icial data, but of course many more may have fallen victim unnoticed.


In Poland, the population of these birds is declining, now estimated at two hundred and fift y pairs. And our curlews die in France, too. In late August 2019, the GPS tracker of a young curlew with leg-ring J64 stopped emitting a signal somewhere near Saint-Valery-sur-Somme. This area is equipped with highly developed hunting infrastructure, with hides and ditches dug to lure birds that feed near the sea. There is no doubt that the curlew was shot. It met with the same fate as other birds whose trackers fell silent in previous years. And only a small part of the Polish population is monitored in this expensive way. We don’t know how many curlews fitted with simple plastic leg-rings die in France every year.


I doubt French hunters realise how much trouble it takes to rear a single Polish curlew. Every year in early spring, ornithologists identify nests and enclose them in electric fencing. They ask farmers not to mow their meadows too soon. When eggs are laid, the ornithologists take them and place them in incubators. The real eggs are replaced with speckled, olive-green painted wooden dummies. If predators damage the fake eggs and the adult birds abandon the nest, the chicks are raised in aviaries and released once they are able to fly. Curlew J64, lost over France, was one of those reared in an aviary. He was released in the middle of July 2019, not far from his family nest in the Upper Biebrza valley. If the dummies aren’t disturbed, they are swapped for the real eggs just before hatching, so the chicks can be born in the wild. And then come six long weeks of crossing your fingers that the young, still flightless bird isn’t eaten by a fox. If it survives, it will spend its first winter on the coasts of Western Europe. All that’s left to do is pray it doesn’t pick the French coast.


*


I’m staring at the ground, so I’m not looking where I’m going. I keep walking into huge spider webs that stretch across the path. It seems no-one has come this way for several days. The feathers of a grey heron and a few bits of wing are scattered by the edge of the water. A fox must have got to the corpse, but who actually killed the bird? A dozen or so cartridges lie on the causeway between the ponds. They stand out because there isn’t really any other rubbish here. They’re marked FAM Pionki (Hunting Ammunition Factory); 28, 30, 32, 34 grams. Pellets in the reeds, in tree trunks or at the bottom of ponds will take up to three hundred years to disintegrate. Every year, hunters in the EU leave up to fift y thousand tonnes of lead in fields, forests and bodies of water. In the United States and Europe, hunting ammunition is considered the most significant unregulated source through which this toxic element is released into the environment.22 23


In the silence I hear the sound of a grebe’s maniacal cackle coming from the pond. Who knows, perhaps it too carries pieces of lead under its skin? Patient, relentless and lethal. Lead poisoning is not a new phenomenon – it was known to people in Antiquity. In the second century BC, Nicander,24 a Greek poet and doctor, described the effects of white lead: dry throat, paralysed tongue, shivers and colic (all symptoms of lead poisoning, also known as saturnism). Caesar’s architect and designer of siege engines, Vitruvius, warned that lead piping in aqueducts was harmful to public health.


In the 1980s, a rather daring hypothesis was posited, asserting that the fall of the Roman Empire was due to widespread lead poisoning.25 Defrutum, a grape syrup used to sweeten wine, was cooked in lead pots and the element was also used in cosmetics and medicines. According to Professor Jerome Nriagu, the Roman elite were particularly exposed to its effects. For many centuries, the substance impaired their reproductive capabilities and their intelligence, and was probably behind much of their strange behaviour. We’ve all read about the legendary perversion and pathological cruelty of Roman emperors. Were Caligula and Heliogabalus the victims of lead poisoning? Did Rome go soft in the head until it was conquered by barbarians? Professor Nriagu’s theory is nowadays treated more as a curiosity, but saturnism certainly was rife throughout ancient Rome and it is known to be heritable. Raised levels of the element have been found in the blood of newborn Inuits whose parents had eaten hunted birds.26


*


The World Health Organisation’s website says that lead attacks the central nervous system but also the liver and kidneys. It accumulates in bones and teeth, and during pregnancy it is released into the blood stream and influences the development of the embryo. It is especially dangerous for children, since the young body absorbs four to five times more of the substance than adults do. Lead poisoning in children impairs brain development and increases antisocial behaviour. These changes are oft en irreversible. In many countries, the predominant source of poisoning is the inhalation of fumes from smelting and improper recycling of lead. The element also enters the body through the digestive system – together with polluted soil and dust, through food containers and water supplied by lead pipes. The WHO considers it to be one of the ten most dangerous chemical substances. There is no level of lead in the blood that is considered safe. In 2016, the element caused the death of half a million people worldwide.27


*


The sun sets behind the trees. In the silence, a great egret flies slowly past like a ghost against the darkening forest. The ducks tuck their beaks beneath their wings and fall into a vigilant sleep. Centuries pass, the lead is still going strong. Pb, number 82 on the periodic table. Since I left secondary school, new exotic elements have been discovered, such as Copernicium, Moscovium and Tennessine. Leaded petrol and lead white paint have disappeared from our country but just like hunting, lead ammunition persists, even though there are equivalent, cheap, nontoxic substitutes, such as steel pellets.28 At those small, little-frequented ponds I found nineteen cartridge cases with pellets of different diameters and weights. Nineteen – it may not seem like a lot, but they contained around three and a half thousand lead balls. What is hunting with lead pellets if not the authorised pollution of the environment with a neurotoxin? That might sound like a provocation, but it’s the honest truth.


AUGUST 31, 2018


c. 2.00 p.m., 54°49'57.2"N, 18°08'49.8"E


I have a weakness for rubbish with Cyrillic lettering, so I was obviously delighted to spot a small black tube on the sand with the label “Penilux” – Интимная гель смазка [“intimate lubricant gel”] and a symbol representing a penis. It’s a gel that “guarantees comfort during intimate encounters”. Typical multilayer packaging, impossible to recycle. This wasn’t something the sea had picked out for me. Penilux hadn’t been carried here by ocean currents from the Curonian Spit or the Gulf of Bothnia. I found it lying by a sand dune – somebody out here in this secluded spot, far from the nearest resort, had enjoyed an active holiday. I read online that, in one month, Penilux increases the length of the penis by five centimetres and enhances sexual experiences, thanks to the beneficial extracts of horse chestnut, Japanese quince, ginseng and some kind of Amazonian shrub called Ptychopetalum.


I figured it must be effective since it costs more than the limited-edition “Rasputin” cream. Ultimately it was Alexei, age 34, who convinced me: “When I discovered that you could increase the size of your penis, I ordered the gel immediately! I applied it for one month, and though admittedly I sometimes missed a dose, the result was an extra 2.5 centimetres and a cast-iron erection”. I decided to find out where this revolutionary medicine was produced, but there were three different addresses on the tube. Penilux’s manufacturer is a company from Aprelevka outside Moscow, and as you can see on Google Street View, its headquarters are hidden behind a tall gate. Meanwhile, the ingredients are prepared in a grim, red-and-yellow, sixteen-storey block on a typical suburban housing estate. It’s hard to imagine a laboratory in Flat No. 6. But who knows, perhaps that’s where steel is tempered? And, if the need should arise, comments about Penilux can be sent to an apartment in central Moscow.


[image: image]


Just next to the intimate gel was its bashful counterpart, as pale as a eunuch – Бархатные Ручки, “Velvet Hands” cream made with olive oil and peach kernels. These fans of outdoor gratification really look after themselves. I find a lot of Russian rubbish on my holidays. Reading the addresses on the packaging and calculating the distances makes my head spin. Modern rubbish knows no borders. It travels at lightning speed, on ocean currents, on the wind, and in planes, trucks, articulated lorries and ships.


In the summer heat, rubbish multiplies like bacteria, especially at the seaside. All those dreadful beach resorts, off ering piles of single-use junk from makeshift tents and stands. Magnets, personalised pens, cuddly toy seals, balloons with LED lights, inflatable flamingos, bananas and dolphins. There are no toilets here on Dębki beach so the dunes perform that function. You can always find viscose tissues, toilet paper and bin bags torn open by foxes. At lunchtime the beach empties, and people only start to gather again in the evening. To talk about life, politics and work. To drink alcohol, laugh loudly, to sing campfire songs. To use Penilux.


[image: image]
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