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	The Devbed - one step to ecocatastrophe
	 


Source: GOLOS ARMENII: by Ruben Grdzelyan, 2007-05-05
The Devbed (also called Debed) – is not only the deepest river in Armenia but also the most contaminated one. In some areas of the gorge the river flows through, the maximum concentration limit of nitrate ions is exceeded 7.5 times and that of sulphate 6.5 times. On top of all, the river is literally under the threat of thousands tones of waste burdened with different metals.  The river basin which makes 13% of the territory of the Republic, inhabits 393 thousand people. The sources of the river industrial pollution are the following big enterprises: Vanadzor  "Prometheus Chemical Industry", Tumanyan Plant of Refractory Materials, Alaverdi   Metallurgical Plant now belonging to the Company "Armenian Coper Project" (ACP).[image: image1.jpg]



According to the National Report of Armenia on the Nature Protection of Armenia, ACP is registered as the plant which has the maximum emissions of harmful metals. Emissions of sulphur dioxide and silicon dioxide from this enterprise ten times exceed the admissible level. Sulphur dioxide or sulphuric anhydride are known  to finally oxidizes to sulphuric acid while reacting with atmospheric water. This very fact accounts for the evaluation of the Ministry of Health due to which the Lori Region stands out for the most cases of asthma and silicosis registered. 
It is strange but outside industrial cities the concentration of harmful substances in the Devbed decreases.  However if we take into account some physical-chemical properties of chemicals solution in nature, we’ll see nothing strange happening. Highland rivers are endowed with a special ability of quick selfpurification, the aeration process goes much quicker in highland rivers as in contrast to lowland rivers. The waters of the seething river continuously contact with oxygen and as a result toxic organic substances split and change into less harmful mineral substances.     
In the territory of Georgia the Devbed mixes with the Khrami, which on its part flows into the river Kour which is larger. There are 6 fish species living in transboundary waters of the Devbed, among them the Armenian Bystranka, the Kour Barbel, Trout, Murtsa and Gudgeon. Fish fauna of the Debed was adversely affected by the water contaminated with industrial, agricultural and domestic waste. Besides, during the implementation of small power stations construction activities, the routes to breeding grounds for migratory fish were partially and in some areas even completely blocked causing a dramatic population reduction of these species. Though Trout (Karmrakhayt) is far- famed among native gourmets, fishermen can hardly be seen at the banks of the Devbed. They are frightened by frequent cases of poisoning among swimmers. Some rare anglers sometimes witness an ordinary introduction of water fauna. Stone Moroco, a species not typical of the Southern Caucasus region sometimes serves as an object of amateur fishing.
The rivulet Akhtala is the tributary of the Devbed. Near the river  the Akhtalin Tailing Dump is located where the wastes of the nearby Ore Mining and Processing Plant are dumped. The leaden slush flows from the overfilled banks directly into the Akhtala and afterwards in the Devbed, as well. The reject materials of the Ore Mining and Processing Plant have flooded all the nearby trees of which now remind only their crowns emerging from under the mercury liquid.       
The Tailing Dump has been overfilled since the beginning of the 1990-s. Even 5 years ago the new owner of the plant promised to build a shield wall of concrete; however the only “shield” built was an unsafe, tottering and dangerous earth support.  It should be mentioned, that the construction work of the concrete wall which will allow to enlarge the Tailing Dump volume will cost maximum several thousand dollars which is a slight sum for the “Metal Prince” Company owner. There was a time the inhabitants of the Akhtala village were happy to have the Ore Mining and Processing Plant rerunning. In 2000 they met the news of the possible opening of new workplaces with enthusiasm, whereas presently they are waiting for the Plant Administration to build the promised concrete wall. The toxic liquid cuts its way through  the temporary supports which the plant workers have to guard in cold and hot weather, in rain and thunderstorm, getting for it only 50 thousand drams per month, since there is no job paid more than that in the region. Moreover, the workers try to fill up by hands the gaps of the Tailing Dump with dry waste remainders. Nevertheless, their efforts ended in failure. Not standing the heaviness of the blue leaden liquid, the temporary dams let more than 5 types of extremely toxic elements into the river. Meanwhile according to ecologists’ evaluation, the dam is on the verge of breaking. However the company exploiting the Tailing Dump keeps on ignoring this evaluation. The facts of diseases recorded among the inhabitants, mass death cases of domestic animals and birds living near the Akhtalin Tailing Dump were also ignored.
The breakage should be urgently prevented as the Tailing Dump is located on the hill just over the Devbed. In case of a slight earthquake shock or a long-lasting heavy shower, the thickened supports might break, and in case of complete breakage an ecocatastrophe will occur not only in Armenia but also in the whole region of the Southern Caucasus.  
It may seem an exaggeration, but it is not.  The facts in our article are as obvious as the nitrates and ions in the Devbed and the concentration of sulphuric acid in the air basin above the river.    
