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When the simmering discontent among the peoples of Eastern Europe boiled over in the recent wave of democratic revolutions, it revealed almost as many repressed grievances as the number of parties and factions which emerged to address them. One grievance, in particular, made its way into the platforms of practically every movement and political party in the new Europe: the state of the environment. This is not surprising since environmental crises in Eastern Europe had grown so immense that their effects touched nearly everyone's life.

What fueled East Europeans' hatred toward their Communist rulers, a hatred that gathered an alarming momentum in the last decade, were the " official lies" propagated by these regimes. One of these lies was particularly galling: though the Communist regimes throughout Eastern Europe decried the exploitation of nature and pointed to their many constitutional and legal guarantees for environmental protection, the reality was that in their quest to conform with the Stalinist model of rapid industrialization, environmental statutes were repeatedly ignored. This was particularly true during the region's economic slowdown beginning in the 1970s. Not only was the regime's leadership willing to turn a blind eye to environmental protection, but state-enterprise managers were compelled to do so as well. Fulfillment of their production quotas took priority above everything else, even under hazardous working conditions and with appalling environmental sacrifices.

In the late 1980s, pollution problems reached intolerable levels throughout Eastern Europe, particularly in Bulgaria. The country's educational system was best known for its " green schools," instructional centers located in Bulgaria's few enclaves of relatively unpolluted air, where children had to be relocated periodically since the air in neighboring townships seriously endangered their health. Another example of the country's polluted environment was the town of Srednogorie, where high rates of birth defects and cancer cases were directly linked to a copper-smelting plant that regularly dumped arsenic and lead into the town's air and water supplies. It was estimated that infant-mortality rates in Srednogorie were three times higher than the national average.

As pollution and its attendant health problems reached alarming levels throughout Eastern Europe, the need to confront the conservative leaderships began to manifest itself among the East European peoples. While the communist regimes brooked no dissent on issues that were acquiring more and more popularity - such as human rights, emigration, and ethnic issues - environmental problems were the least controversial. Therefore, when people saw that pollution was seriously threatening their health, they felt it was possible to rally around environmental issues and demand change. Protests against the government's treatment of the environment broke out in many major cities throughout the region: 20,000 marched in Budapest in 1988, and thousands protested in Bulgaria's capital Sofia one year later. Newly formed environmental groups circulated petitions demanding governmental responses to the countries' severe pollution problems. In the case of Bulgaria, environmental activism was so successful that it opened an avenue for political change on a much wider scale.

In 1988, one of Bulgaria's first activist groups was organized to call attention to the serious pollution problems in Ruse, a city on the Danube River. Just across the river in Romania's city of Giurgevo, chemical plants were spewing out chlorine emissions, causing severe health problems for the residents of Ruse. Concerned and angry citizens joined forces and formed the " Committee for the Ecological Protection of the City of Ruse." Although the group's protests were sharply criticized and even suppressed by the government, an agreement was eventually reached with the Romanian government to correct the problem. This was an important victory since several members of the Ruse Committee saw their achievement as an opportunity to carry their message to the entire country. So began Bulgaria's first national environmental movement with the formation of " Eco-Glasnost" in 1989. Since its beginnings, " Eco-Glasnost" has drawn approximately 10,000 members into its ranks.

A significant event in " Eco-Glasnost's" early days was the international " Eco-Forum," sponsored by the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe and held in Sofia from October 19 to November 3, 1989. The " Eco-Forum" hosted many environmental groups from practically every country in Europe, and was no doubt a prime opportunity for Bulgaria's hard-line Communist leader Todor Zhivkov to put the best face on his empty promises of glasnost and reform, particularly in the environmental area. There were optimistic signs leading up to the conference that Bulgaria's environmental morass would soon receive international attention and possibly much-needed foreign assistance in cleaning up the nation's heavily polluted areas. The Zhivkov leadership had loosened some controls on " Eco-Glasnost's" activities, allowing the circulation of petitions and then-presentation to Bulgaria's National Assembly. But in a gesture that betrayed the regime's grudging attitude toward dissent, " Eco-Glasnost" was not allowed to present its platform at the international conference in front of so many journalists and environmentalists from abroad.

What followed the adjournment of the " Eco-Forum" indicated just how myopic the Zhivkov leadership had become on the country's severe pollution, and the extent of " Eco-Glasnost's" popularity in championing environmental issues. As word spread regarding the regime's ban on " Eco-Glasnost's" presentation, enraged Bulgarians took to the streets in the country's first major anti-government demonstrations on November 3, 1989. Within weeks, their cries were answered by Zhivkov's forced resignation and the promise of free elections - the first in 58 years. On June 10, 1990, the election resulted in a surprising victory for the Bulgarian Socialist Party (the re-named Communist Party). International observers of the elections claimed that the polls were not fair since the former Communists had rigged the vote and coerced voters in the countryside. More protests broke out soon afterwards in Sofia and other major cities demanding another vote and the resignation of other political leaders. Although there were further resignations, not all the protesters' demands have been satisfied, including the enactment of genuine reforms in the country's management of its economy and environment. The country is still in turmoil, with food and fuel shortages and continued political unrest.

Nevertheless, " Eco-Glasnost" has established itself as a national environmental movement which continues to push for corrective action, and aims to inform the Bulgarian people of environmental hazards. The group uses its own scientists and researchers to determine the extent of environmental disruption throughout the country. Information about polluting activities is distributed to community leaders, and protests are often organized to demand the closing of environmentally hazardous industrial plants. For example, the copper-smelting plant in Srednogorie was shut down in late 1990, according to " Eco-Glasnost" representatives.

In addition to " Eco-Glasnost," a new party was formed in 1989 - the Union of Democratic Forces, a coalition party including more than 14 groups, that stands in opposition to the Socialists. The Green Party of Bulgaria falls under this democratic umbrella organization and provides another pillar in the country's environmental movement.

It will require years of work to undo the environmental damage in Bulgaria. In most cases, resolving economic troubles will take precedence, although major progress has been made towards ensuring environmental quality.

More important, however, environmental activism in Bulgaria opened the door for major political change. After people recognized that it was their right to live in a clean environment, they were able to break through a wall of oppression and steer the country to a more responsive governmental system. Complete political reform cannot take place overnight; but by focusing on particular issues like environmental protection, a foundation has been laid which is likely to keep the country moving forward towards genuine democratic reforms.
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