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Panorama — 17 October 2002

International cooperation: towards a plastic-free world
The case of ICS: a centre of excellence in Trieste, Italy is dedicated to assist emerging economies
 through promotion of sustainable projects with affordable budgets.

The city of Trieste hosts a centre where scientists and technologists are working to provide assistance to countries with
emerging economies through sustainable projects with affordable budgets: UNIDO’s ICS, the International Centre for Science
and High Technology, is located at the AREA Science Park, Italy’s small Silicon Valley.
The Centre has set up a project for recycling the mountains of debris in Afghanistan – the remains of 80% of the urban
buildings left by 20 years of war. A break-up mill, conveyor belts, storage and recompacting system will allow production
of low-cost bricks for use in rebuilding urban areas. The project includes supply of Italian machinery to a pilot plant destined
for the city of Herat, and the training of local workers (cost US$ 1.25 million). If this pilot project is successful, it can be
replicated on a large scale and there is hope that 5 million Afghans living without a shelter will soon have housing. Applicable
also in Palestine, this project represents a brilliant combination of technologies compatible with local conditions.
Another project aims at solving what is known in Asia as “white pollution”: millions of discarded polystyrene lunch boxes.
ICS proposes to replace them with new biodegradable plastic boxes, made from both fossil and renewable resources. The
Republic of Korea is taking up this project: market survey, identification of suitable materials and building of a pilot plant are
already completed (estimated costs:  US$ 2.8 million).
The problem of plastics and the consequences for the environment are a priority for ICS. Their global use amounts to an
annual 200 million tons, and, moreover, plastic never degrades.  While burning it produces dioxin. Recycling it into other
products, where technically possible, is expensive and only delays the problem. New types of biodegradable plastics already
exist, but cost almost double of traditional plastics.
The developing world cannot repeat the mistakes of industrialized countries, where annual consumption of non-biodegradable
plastics is 100 kg per capita. Indonesia, with 215 million inhabitants and a plastics consumption increasing by 15% per year,
is the perfect country to take up the challenge: ICS has proposed a pilot plant for annual production of 8 tons of biodegradable
plastics (costs: US$ 4.5 million).
Another ICS project concerns waste from olive oil production, which contains minerals and inorganic phenols that cause
grave soil pollution: this waste is to be recycled, and the soil on which it is usually spread cleaned up. The project has been
proposed to countries in Northern Africa such as Tunisia, Morocco, Algeria and Egypt, where olive oil production is
increasing. Laboratories in Italy (Messina) and Tunisia, Egypt, Spain and France are already involved. (Costs:  US$ 3 million.)
There is also the issue of biodiversity conservation. Over 90% of medicinal and aromatic plants are collected from wild
resources and used in pharmaceutical and cosmetics industries, with a consequent unsustainable exploitation of natural
resources and risk of extinction. ICS has prepared a project, in particular for countries of the Balkans and Central Europe,
for surveying and mapping wild medicinal and aromatic plants with a view to conservation. (Costs: US$ 2 million.)
Other projects propose the recovery of spent oil in Russia and countries of Eastern Europe, the decontamination of wide
industrial areas in Eastern Europe and the industrial restructuring of entire countries, such as Indonesia.
ICS also works on the foresight of sustainable industrial development. This subject is of such interest to some developing
countries that Venezuela has proposed to host an associated centre of its own.
Italy is the main donor of ICS, and one of the main donors of UNIDO. Recently, some 50 Ambassadors to the United Nations
in Vienna visited ICS in Trieste, upon invitation of the Italian Ambassador, Claudio Moreno, who noted that “representatives
of both funding and receiving countries have been able to see for themselves how much Italy is doing to promote the positive
aspects of globalization”.

Interview:

The fight against poverty also defeats terrorism

… “but 50 countries, which are in need of technology, are still left out of globalization”

Carlos Magariños, argentine and 40-year old Director-General of the United Nations Industrial Development Organization,
is aware that the fight against poverty is a difficult war, as shown by the failure of the recent World Conference on
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg.
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Why are rich countries so indifferent to the fate of poor countries? This is not true for all countries. For Italy it
is not. Nor is it for Europe as a whole.
But the United States do not even support your Organization …In the US there is an open debate. The general
attitude will change when they will realize that poverty fosters terrorism both directly and indirectly, since it makes poor
countries less able to oppose violence.
Did September 11 also change the world of cooperation? It has upset the concept of national security. It was
suddenly clear that a very strong army and supremacy in military technology are not enough. The new concept of security
must include a strong component of cooperation and development.
Does globalization help? Globalization is still far from complete. It mainly concerns industrialized countries and a few
others such as China, India, Indonesia, Thailand, Malaysia, Philippines, Republic of Korea, Egypt, Nigeria, South Africa,
Chile, Argentina, Brazil and Mexico.
And the others? At least 50 countries are left out of globalization: 27 of which are still at the same level as they were
10 years ago, and 23 are at a level even lower than before.
After the failures and waste of the last decades, what are the new ideas for optimizing aid and assisting poor
countries? During the 1990s, it was thought that three main elements were necessary for the economic development
of a country: an open economy, a degree of macroeconomic stability and the presence of official institutions. The market
would do the rest. A kind of magic formula. UNIDO was the first one to say that this was not enough. A marked
increased of productivity is also needed, and this is reached through the transfer of compatible technologies within the
framework of sustainable development.
What does UNIDO do? Development of trade, access to markets for products from countries with emerging economies,
creation of compatible standards, transfer of sustainable technologies. These are some of our priorities.
Some examples? Uganda could not export its excellent perch fish from Lake Victoria because the product did not meet
the standards of Western markets in terms of preservation methods, packaging and sanitary requirements. These
standards were introduced and now Uganda does export its perch fish to Europe with a turnover of US$ 200 million per
year. The same has happened with shoe leather produced in Kenya, which now reaches Italian, Spanish and Japanese
factories.

By Alvaro Ranzoni
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