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+  Environment

The 
Cleaner
Ron McDowall has escaped death by electrocution, poisoning, gunshot  
and lynching. But while he may be running out of lives, Joanna Wane  
reports, his dirty, dangerous work is cleaning up the world’s backyard.

joanna wane is North & South’s deputy editor. photography by adrian malloch.
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dragged out of a storage site with his nose 
and ears bleeding after being overcome with 
fumes as a result of faulty equipment. In 
parts of Africa, where daytime temp eratures 
reach the mid-50°Cs, it’s too hot to work af-
ter 8am because of the risk of over-heating 
in full-body protective suits.

“I can be quite brutal on site; I don’t come 
20,000km to be told what to do,” he says. 
“The UN people get a bit shocked by the way 
I behave but it’s immensely dangerous stuff 
and I’ve seen too many people die on sites 
because they haven’t put on the right gear at 
the right time and done what they’re told.”

Born with what a friend describes as the 
“bulldozer gene”, the irascible McDowall 
has risked jail by smuggling toxic waste and 
expensive equipment across borders without 
declaring it. Over the years he’s been mugged, 
shot at and caught up in riots. 

In 2006, he narrowly avoided being 
lynched in the Ivory Coast by an angry mob 
that dragged him and three other men from 
their car in an area where hangings had been 
reported in the days before. The group was 
rescued by an armed support car travelling 
close behind, but two young UN workers 
were so traumatised they had to be flown 
out. McDowall and a French colleague stayed 
on. “We just got on with it,” he shrugs.

That all five members of their UNEP team 
(two others died in a car crash in Ethiopia) 
are aged in their fifties is no coincidence; 
younger people have neither the appetite for 
the job nor the resilience to cope. 

“You see so many distressing things. The 
human condition is extremely frail and you 
can feel overwhelmed by the enormity of it 
all,” says McDowall, who often finds money 
in his UN budget for school supplies or even 
a new village water supply. “But the work 
we do is immensely rewarding. These are 

the satellite connection. “All that’s up there 
is a small clinic; it’s got nothing. But even a 
modern hospital couldn’t save him. With that 
level of poisoning, it’s fatal.”

Later that afternoon, McDowall receives 
a text from Helps: “The boy Khalid passed 
away at 0100am GMT. As he was Christian, 
I performed last rites and at request of his 
father I baptised him. He was in great pain 
at the end and we had nothing for that. Some-
times mate I hate this fkn job.”

F
ew of McDowall’s colleagues at 
Auckland University have any idea 
where he disappears to for weeks 
at a time when the “Gone Fishing” 

sign goes up on his office door. 
A senior lecturer at the business school, 

he has a reputation as a brilliant and radical 
thinker whose classes in leadership, decision-
making and sustainability attract students 
from all over the world. One of the require-
ments of his course is that all assignments 
must be submitted electronically – because 
he never knows where he might be when 
they need to be graded. 

This year, McDowall completed his 87th 
international mission as a consultant engi-
neer for the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), deactivating chemical 
“hot spots” in some of the poorest and most 
troubled parts of the planet. 

With his full, grey beard and sprawling 
belly, the 58-year-old has the look of a world-
weary Santa Claus, except his protective PVC 
suit is usually canary yellow.

One of only five experts in the field – and 
the sole New Zealander – his job is to analyse 
each site and work out how to safely eradi-
cate the toxins. McDowall reckons that, 
between them, he and Kevin Helps, who 
manages the Africa Stockpiles Programme, 
have cleaned up about half the world’s toxic 
chemical waste in developing countries. 

The scale of contamination is mind-numb-
ingly vast: some 100,000 tonnes of waste have 
been mapped in Africa alone. Most of the 
problems are caused by unwanted pesticides 
that have been banned from sale or are past 
their expiry date. Buried or left to seep 
through rotting storage containers into the 
soil and water supply, the chemicals wreak a 
silent path of destruction that often goes 
unchecked for years – until people start to get 
sick or give birth to deformed babies. 

Cleaning up the world’s backyard is highly 
skilled and dangerous work. McDowall 
doesn’t handle radioactive waste, but con-
stant exposure has left traces of chemicals 
such as dioxin in his blood. Once he was 
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based in Africa who’s reached out halfway 
across the world to one of the few people he 
knows will instantly grasp the desperateness 
of the situation. “Make sure his parents stay 
with him. He won’t survive the night.”

An insecticide once used throughout the 
continent to control locust plagues, dieldrin 
was removed from sale in the 1980s – leaving  
thousands of tonnes dumped in old store-
houses and farming sheds. The residue the 
boy had drunk from the bottle, where it had 
probably been mixed then abandoned years 
before, would have contained 10,000 times 
the lethal dose.

McDowall, who’s spent the past three 
decades working for the United Nations 
cleaning up stockpiles of toxic chemical 
waste, has seen it happen before. In Vene-
zuela, he watched a seven-year-old boy go 
into a coma and die after drinking from a 
Coke bottle filled with pesticide. 

“Kevin’s a mess,” he says, after breaking 

phone. From the tone of his voice, it’s clear 
the situation is grim. By the time I’ve ordered 
coffee, he’s tracked down a contact at Auck-
land University to confirm what he already 
instinctively knows. What, he asks, is the  
lethal dose of dieldrin?

Then we sit in the cheery, brightly lit cafe, 
among chattering suburban mums – their 
buggies loaded down with nappy bags and 
baby toys – and wait until the satellite phone 
rings again. 

“He’s going to go,” McDowall breaks the 
news bluntly to his friend and colleague 
Kevin Helps, a chemical-disposal specialist 

A 
half-empty bottle of Coke 
– like manna from heaven 
to the young African boy 
who found it and drank 
what was left. It must have 
tasted strange, but in his 

small village he might never have had Coke 
before; might just have thought that’s what 
it was meant to taste like. Until he started 
vomiting.

Ron McDowall is walking into the Auckland 
cafe where we’ve arranged to meet for this 
interview when an emergency call comes in 
from Mali, in West Africa, on his satellite 

Above: This year, Ron McDowall completed 
his 87th international mission as a consultant 
engineer for the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), deactivating chemical 
“hot spots” in some of the poorest and most 
troubled parts of the planet. 

“I can be quite  
brutal on site... It’s 
immensely dangerous 
stuff and I’ve seen too 
many people die on 
sites because they 
haven’t put on the 
right gear at the right 
time and done what 
they’re told.”



throw in climate change and there’s a perfect 
storm coming. “It’s going to be chaos; an ab-
solute mad house,” he says. “And people had 
better start getting themselves ready for the 
kind of corporation we’re going to have. None 
of the technology in use today is sustainable. 
But technology can save us as well. It has to. 
You can’t take 10 billion people and tell them 
to go and grow their own vegetables.”

McDowall’s vision is to establish an innova-
tion centre for sustainable design where 
futuristic ideas are developed outside the 
paradigm. Think a dishwasher that doesn’t 
use power, chemicals or water and produces 
no effluent; the invention of “digital ink”. In-
venting those technologies will take 20 to 30 
years and he thinks a small country like New 
Zealand is perfectly placed to get a headstart.

“It’s going to take the rest of the world a 
while to figure it out,” says McDowall, who 
believes supermarkets will disappear just as 
quickly as they arrived. “Whole industry sec-
tors will be wiped out. You have to enter a 
twilight zone and leave [traditional] notions 
of business at the door.”

Wilson, who was then head of the business 
school and looking for someone to teach 
complexity in the MBA programme. “I told 
her that was exactly what my PhD was 
about.” She hired him on the spot.

It’s been a fertile change of discipline for 
McDowall, whose commerce paper on sus-
tainability this year drew students from 
Europe, South America and the US. He is 
now writing an MBA unit on judgment and 
developing a new Doctorate of Decision, 
which he hopes to roll out next year.

Aimed at business leaders and top-level 
CEOs, the courses teach differential think-
ing, where high-stakes decisions have to be 
made with limited information, “no friends 
in the room and all hell breaking loose”. One 
of the challenges McDowall sets his class is 
to watch the TV show House, and text him 
their diagnosis – despite having no medical 
training – before Dr House works it out. 

It’s the kind of complex, intuitive thinking 
we’re going to need, warns McDowall. Take 
dwindling energy resources and a global 
population predicted to double by 2060, then 

formers throughout their Kawerau mill. 
“They asked me what I knew about PCBs. 
I told them ASEA made the stuff.”

Since 1989, the Basel Convention has re-
quired countries who sign the UN treaty to 
create inventories of hazardous waste and 
come up with a plan for its safe disposal. 
McDowall wrote the international standards 
for the decon tamination and destruction of 
PCBs and another group of chemicals known 
as POPs (persistent organic pollutants). 

Witnessing first-hand the harm caused by 
man-made chemicals to both nature and 
humanity left him ripe for conversion. For 
McDowall, the moment came when he read 
US environmentalist Rachel Carson’s 1960s 
book Silent Spring, about the lethal effects 
of DDT. “The spring was silent because all 
the birds had died,” he says. “She was the 
first to raise this spectre of the damage we’re 
doing to the world. That switched me on to 
the whole chemical thing and it just went 
from there.”

In 1997, he joined Auckland University’s 
faculty of engineering, where he lectured 
while continuing to take on large-scale UN 
missions – eventually adding a PhD (in com-
plexity management theory in business) to 
the degrees he’d completed in science and 
business studies. 

The disparate strands of his life began to 
draw together when he joined forces with 
environmental engineer Carol Boyle to set up 
a masters engineering degree in sustainability. 
The programme only lasted a year before 
funding was cut, along with McDowall’s job. 
But the concept had already attracted enough 
international attention that even last year four 
students from France turned up for the 
course, not realising it had been cancelled.

Boyle, a senior lecturer in engineering who 
emigrated from Canada and roller-blades to 
work, puts the lack of internal support down 
to a conservative faculty and scepticism to-
wards climate change. She still works with 
McDowall at the International Centre for 
Sustainability Engineering and Research, an 
independent body based in Auckland which 
last year co-hosted a major conference with 
Cambridge University. 

“Ron’s strength is the vision he has and his 
ability to attract really bright students who 
will actually think,” she says. “The challenge 
for the future is, how do we need to change 
our society to survive?”

M
cDowall was walking through 
the university carpark with his 
possessions packed into a box 
when he bumped into Marie 

Ohakune when he got too close to a live fuse. 
The current arced out to his hand and ripped 
through his body, blasting an exit hole in his 
stomach. The force of it threw him to the 
ground on fire and left him temporarily un-
able to see or hear. “It took me a year to get 
over that.”

The 11kg fuse sits on his desk at the uni-
versity next to a twisted metal con rod, the 
souvenir of another life lesson. “That one is 
‘Be careful,’” he says, pointing at the fuse. 
“This one is ‘Do it right.’”

McDowall was in the middle of a science 
degree at Waikato when he was hired as an 
electrical engineer by Swedish company 
ASEA after the New Zealand manager saw 
the work that he was doing in the university 
electronics lab and offered to take him on.  

Still new to the job, he was sent to fix a 
diesel generator in an Auckland factory but 
unknowingly fitted a wrongly labelled part. 
Eighteen months later, the whole building 
blew apart. 

With a gut feeling about what had gone 
wrong, McDowall fronted up to his boss. The 
damaged part was found and he expected to 
be fired on the spot. Instead, he was told 
learning from his mistake would make him 
one of the finest commissioning engineers 
on the planet. He spent the next eight years 
based at the company’s head office in Sweden 
proving that right. 

Returning to New Zealand in the mid-
eighties, he set up a consultancy partnership, 
specialising in large-scale power projects. 
When highly toxic industrial chemicals 
known as PCBs were banned from use, Tas-
man Pulp & Paper hired him to manage the 
removal of 46 contaminated power trans-

extremely toxic chemicals and most people 
have no idea what they are or the effects of 
being exposed to that crap. We go through, 
clean it up, and take it out of their lives.” 

Contaminated soil is sampled and analysed 
before McDowall reports back to the UN on 
the best possible courses of action. In some 
cases, sites are simply secured to allow the 
toxins to break down naturally, a process 
that can take decades. Where there’s a threat 
to the local community and water supply, 
tonnes of waste are dug up and shipped out 
to be incinerated at a special facility in France 
– all paid for by the World Bank.

After visiting Tanzania last year (where 
he covered 5000km in five days), he recom-
mended the onsite use of a bore-milling 
technique developed in New Zealand to 
crush and destroy soil laced with DDT.

Across Africa, the chemicals clean-up still 
has another 10 years to run, but most of South 
America, the Caribbean and Asia have now 
been cleared of known contaminated sites, 
along with Fiji, Tonga, Taiwan (“Boy, that 
wasn’t easy”) and vast expanses of Eastern 
Europe. McDowall’s been involved in all of 
them. Much less contamination has been 
found in the rest of Europe, where pesticides 
were made for export – often to nations with 
shambolic infrastructure and scant under-
standing of the dangers involved. 

McDowall remembers arriving at a small, 
isolated village in Mozambique to find a dust-
ing of white powder covering the ground. A 
quick search turned up sheds filled with hun-
dreds of bags of DDT, donated for pest eradi-
cation years before but never distributed. 
“After three years it’s ineffective [as a pesti-
cide] but it’s still as dangerous as hell.”

In Argentina, a shipment of insecticide was 
abandoned at a railway siding in Buenos 
Aires after being banned for sale before it 
could be delivered. It was eventually moved 
north and buried in the water table, causing 
an escalation of cancer deaths in the region. 

Even once the soil has been decontami-
nated, the damage can last for generations. 
In some parts of the world, crop circles 
where the soil has been “completely nuked” 
and nothing will grow are so large they can 
be seen from space.

T
he Ivory Coast incident 
shook McDowall, but one of 
the reasons he didn’t walk 
away from the job is that he 
already sees himself living 
on borrowed time. 

In 1985, he was nearly killed while working 
as an electrical engineer at the pulp mill in 
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“none of the 
technology in use 
today is sustainable. 
But technology can 
save us as well. It has 
to. You can’t take 10 
billion people and 
tell them to go and 
grow their own 
vegetables.”

Above: Therapy for McDowall is retreating to 
his home wood workshop, where he spends 
hours making Shaker-style furniture. 
Opposite: McDowall works at the University  
of Auckland Business School, changing the  
way our key decision-makers think.



her lap and a sign that read, “Help me or kill 
me.” Before he could get to her, they were 
hit by a truck.

“After Cambodia he had nightmares for a 
year,” says Carol Boyle. “I know that physi-
cally he’s been poisoned [by exposure to 
chemicals] to the extent of being violently 
ill at times. He’s very lucky he hasn’t put 
himself in hospital more than once. On the 
other hand, he loves cleaning stuff up.”

The closest McDowall comes to therapy 
is spending hours in his wood workshop at 
home on the Pukekohe lifestyle block where 
he lives with his wife, Lynda, who’s a music 
teacher. Three of their four children have 
made a career in music; daughter Sarah is a 
professional cellist in London. 

“When I get home from a difficult mission, 
the best thing for me to do is retire to the 
workshop until I’m out of project mode and 
have stopped barking at people and issuing 
orders. It takes a few days to unwind.”

He’s considering another trip to Ethiopia 
next year – “I loved the people” – but with 
his long-term vision for the business school 
taking off, he’s nearly ready to hang up his 
PVC suit for good. “It’s time to get out before 
my number finally comes up.” +

L
ast year McDowall told his Unit-
ed Nations bosses he’d done his 
last mission. A delegation from 
Geneva came over to convince 
him otherwise. In the past 12 

months, he’s been to Tanzania, the Philip-
pines and done a final trip to Vietnam, where 
he’s consulted on a multimillion-dollar 
project to remediate three sites contaminated 
by Agent Orange residue left behind when 
the US army withdrew at the end of the war 
more than 30 years ago. 

In Da Nang city, where the pesticide was 
dumped at a military airfield, dioxin had 
leached into the lake and poisoned the fish 
– a pathway into the local food supply that’s 
caused deformities across four generations.

Exposure to so much human misery has 
taken its toll on McDowall, who admits he’s 
suffered from battle fatigue. “They say you 
only get post-traumatic stress disorder after 
combat has finished. I’ve put off finishing 
for years because I know the cupboard is full 
of trauma and I’m quite worried about what 
will come out when I stop.”

One of his most haunting memories is 
seeing a teenage girl in Cambodia sitting 
cross-legged on a highway with a baby on 

He might occupy the “far right, radical 
end” of the sustainability spectrum, but Mc-
Dowall has a key supporter in the business 
school’s director of academic programmes, 
Peter Withers, one of McDowall’s closest 
childhood friends. Until 2007, the two men 
hadn’t been in contact since they were 
schoolboys in Taumarunui using kitchen 
lights to flash Morse code messages between 
their houses at night.

Not only did both of them come to academia 
through a less conventional route (Wither 
is a former career diplomat) but the pair still 
share a similar sense of humour – inventing 
a fake faculty member at the business school 
who was allocated an office and appeared in 
reports but was actually a sheep.

“People don’t know how to take Ron and 
me,” laughs Withers, who reckons growing 
up in a small-town environment taught self-
reliance but also the importance of looking 
to the wider good of the community. 

“He doesn’t fit and that’s a threat to a lot of 
academics. But he’s a very determined and 
extremely intelligent person with a wide-
ranging, inquiring mind. What we’re doing 
here is right at the cutting edge internationally 
and it’s really resonating with students.”
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