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Theimpact of toxic wastes on human rights

1. The Specid Rapporteur on toxic waste was appointed in 1995 to study and monitor the adverse
effects of theillicit transboundary trangport and dumping of toxic substances on the enjoyment of
human rights. The Specia Rapporteur has successfully brought internationd attention to the illicit
transport and dumping of toxic substances. However, the limitations of her mandate have
prevented her from engaging in acomprehensive study of the effects of toxics on human rights.

2. The Bureau on the Commission on Human Rights suggested in its 1998 Report that the mandate of
the Speciad Rapporteur on toxic wastes be expanded to include human rights and the environment.
1 Inits 1999 report, the Commission reaffirmed its earlier position by recommending a conversion
of the mandate of the Specid Rapporteur on toxic wastes into that of a Special Rapporteur on
humen rights and the environment. 2

3. Chemicd releases and the dumping of toxic wastes directly impact the human rights of individuas
throughout the world. Hundreds of millions of people are exposed to toxics through air, water and
land pollution related to industrid development and illicit waste disposa practices. High levels of
particulates have been associated with respiratory disease and increased mortdity. Alarmingly,
acute respiratory diseaseis now the leading cause of desth among children worldwide, killing an
estimated 5 million young children per year.®  Toxic exposure can impair the fulfillment of human
rights, including the right to life, family and privacy rights, and the right to hedlth. There-
gppointment of a Specia Rapporteur on toxicsis critica to continued progress in understanding
how toxics affect human rights. It isimpertive that the current mandate be clarified to include a
more comprehensive look at the effects of toxics on human rights.

Toxics generated during armed conflict and their effects on human rights

4. During the Gulf War, environmenta casudties included the burning of 600-700 oil wells and the
leskage of 6-8 million barrds of ail into the marine environment. During the bombings, many of the

missiles were coated with depleted uranium (DU), a nuclear waste that burns on contact, producing

afine dust which can be ingested and inhded, and which enters the food chain through water and
soil. 4

! Commission on Human Rights Res. 1998/12, U.N. Hum.RtsComm n, 54" Sess,, at 3, U.N. Doc. E/CN.4/1998/L.2
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(a8 Approximately 350 tons of DU wegpons were used by the dliesin the Gulf War. When
lodged in the body, DU particles emit damaging radiation indefinitely and can poison chemicaly
through their effect as aheavy metd. > According to the report from the DU Conference held
in Baghdad in December 1998, it is estimated that 5% of Iragi babies are born with congenita
anomalies, and over 2% are born dead. Iraqgi doctors aso report major increasesin every
form of cancer, induding childhood leukemia® Additionaly, a55% increase in cancer has
been reported in Iragq between 1989 and 1994  aresult of DU residues in the soil, air and
water. ’

(b) Inthe United States, many medica doctors and war veterans hold DU responsible for causing
Gulf War syndrome, the symptoms of which resemble radiation Sckness. There presently
exigts no effective trestment for those affected.

(c) Despite the known destructive forces of DU, it was again used in 1995 in Bosnia, where
cancers rose threefold by 1997. 8 According to a UN task force, US jets fired 31,000 DU
shells during thewar.® Radiation readings in Hungary, Bulgaria and Greece have since
recorded air samples exceeding 40 times the recommended safety limit of radiation associated
with DU. *°

Therole of multinational corporationsin gener atingtoxics which adver sely affect human rights

5. In May 2000, the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights addressed
the principles relating to the human rights conduct of multinationa companies. The Sub-
Commission sWorking Group on the Working Methods and Activities of Transnationd
Corporations produced a report™ stating that some multinational corporations do not respect
minimum internationa human rights standards, and can thus be implicated in abuses related to toxic
wastes. Due to these abuses and alack of oversight of multinationa corporations, many human
rights violations have occurred. To improve oversight of multinationa corporations and to protect
human rights, the Sub-Commission s report proposed a draft human rights code, under which
multinationals will be bound to assess the impact of their activities on the environment or human
hedlth.

6. The UN has played an active role in demanding corporate accountability, and in June 2000
the Economic and Social Council produced areport on globalization and itsimpact on
humean rights, urging reform in the rules of internationd trade, investment and finance.™
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However, there remains an urgent need for a Specia Rapporteur to monitor and eva uate the
practices of multinationa corporations that violate human rights. Toxic chemicas used in the
process and production of ail, if not handled properly, can have serious impacts on human
hedth, particularly the hedlth of children who are more sengtive to environmenta hedth
hazards.

a Oil exploration by multinational corporationsin Colombia has yielded environmental harms such as air
pollution, river, lake and soil contamination, death of wildlife, land degradation, and climatic change.™® The
unfettered dumping at the hands of multinational corporations has violated international standards, and
has had serious effects on human rights. Gas flaring has contributed greatly to air pollution, which
presents health hazards such asrespiratory disease, especially among children. In fact, exposureto
unclean air has emerged as one of the most serious threatsto achild s health, both in developing
countries and devel oped countries alike. **

b. On average, three major multinational corporation oil spills are recorded monthly in the Niger Delta.’® One
leak reportedly spilled more than 800,000 barrels of crude. *® In the Ogoniland district, the effects of oil
exploration are still vivid 7 years after its cessation: well water in many areasis unsafe to drink and crops
do not grow.

(i) Hundreds of gasflares burning steedily in the Niger Deltafor 30 to 40 years have polluted
the air with carbon dioxide and methane, contributing to therelease of  greenhouse gases
into the atmosphere, and also to acid rain. ® The acid rain has destroyed plant and wildlife,
and caused humans to suffer from respiratory diseases.

¢. From 1972 to 1992, multinational corporations built more than 300 oil wellsin the Oriente region of
Ecuador, and constructed a 300-mile trans-Ecuadorian pipeline that shipped 1.4 billion barrels of oil %
Between 1972 and 1990, more than 20 billion gallons of toxic waste water and 16 million gallons of crude ail
were dumped into the Amazon forest, contaminating the soil and groundwater.? As aresult, cancer rates,
spontaneous abortions and respiratory infections among local populations have dramatically increased.??
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Contaminated water and its effect on therightsto health and life

7. The Ad Hoc Committee of the Nineteenth Speciad Session of the General Assembly reported that
one-fifth of the world population does not have access to safe drinking water, and more than one
half lack adequate sanitation.® Over 1 billion people drink unsafe water, 2.3 billion have no
sanitation and 7 million die from water-related diseases each year.?* UN water experts estimate
that 5,000 children die every day from waterborne illnesses. %

8. By aresolution adopted in April 2000, the OECD sought to define the right to drinking water by
establishing as closely as possible its relationship to other human rights. The OECD proposed that
governments and internationa bodies explicitly recognize the right to water for dl persons.

(@ Inlsrad, dong the Gaza Strip, the poor water qudity severely affects the standard of living
of the residents and exposes them to serious health hazards. The only loca source of water
is the Gaza Aquifier, which provides 96% of the area s drinking water.® A 1995 water
quality study used for domestic purposes showed that, of al the water extracted from the
Aaquifier, only 7% met the World Hedlth Organization s (WHO) recommended standard. 2’

(b) The Danube River has become highly polluted since the Balkan War. NATO continuoudy
bombed the Petrohemija petroleum processing plantsin Pancevo. Fearing explosons,
workers at the plants released 1,400 tons of carcinogenic ethylene dichloride and 800 tons
of hydrogen chloride into the Danube River.® In addition, bombing attacks in the northern
Vojvondinaregion centered on oil refineries and storage facilities on the banks of the
Danube, and produced a nine mile long ail spill.

(c) The lower Danube s a source of drinking water for up to 10 million people. ¥ The
region sunderground water resources, which serve about 90% of Serbia sdomestic
and indudtria needs, are now at risk. Long term effects will likely include abuild up
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of toxinsin the food chain and inability to reproduce among some species, resulting in
further depletion of fish as asource of food in the region. **

Recommendations

9. HRA recommends the following actions.

(8 Re-appoint aSpeciad Rapporteur on toxics with a clarified mandate to investigate and report
on complaints and abuses involving chemicals and toxic dumping, particularly by multinationa
corporations, and their effects on human rights.

(b) Request better coordination with other UN bodies such as the Commission on Sustainable
Development to incorporate concern for the effects of toxics on humean rightsinto their
respective exigting efforts.

(c) Coordinate with the Sub-Commission’s Working Group,”** which focuses on the effects of
activities of multinationa corporations on the enjoyment of human rights.

*1d.
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