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HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

The e n v i r o n m e n t and the r i g h t t o f o o d 

1. The emphas is i n the work o f the Food f i r s t I n t e r n a t i o n a l A c t i o n Network 
(FIAN) on the r i g h t t o f o o d i s on the i s s u e o f l a n d r i g h t s o f p e a s a n t s , 
l a n d l e s s a g r i c u l t u r a l workers and i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e s . F o r t h e s e g r o u p s 
adequate l a n d p r o v i d e s the o n l y s e c u r e a c c e s s t o f o o d i n human d i g n i t y . Hence 
the r e a l i z a t i o n o f t h e i r r i g h t t o f o o d depends on t h e i r a c c e s s t o l a n d . 
Degraded l a n d and a p o l l u t e d a tmosphere i n t e r f e r e s w i t h t h e i r c a p a c i t y t o 
o r o d u c e adequate f o o d , as w e l l as w i t h o t h e r r i q h t s s u c h as the r i g h t t o an 
adeaua te s t a n d a r d o f l i v i n q q e n e r a l l y , t o h e a l t h o r t o l i f e . 

2 . The l a n d r i q h t s o f p e a s a n t s or i n d i q e n o u s p e o p l e s a re v i o l a t e d because 
t h e i r l a n d i s e c o l o g i c a l l y damaged o r d e s t r o y e d o r t a k e n away and e c o l o g i c a l l y 
d e s t r o v e d . F o r e x a m p l e , the l a n d r i g h t s o f i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e s l i v i n g i n the 
r a i n f o r e s t a r e v i o l a t e d , as i n the c a s e o f t h e H u a o r a n i s i n t h e E c u a d o r i a n 
Amazon, who are s u f f e r i n g f rom o i l e x p l o i t a t i o n and r a p i d d e f o r e s t a t i o n (as 
l a n d l e s s s e t t l e r s move i n , thev t h e m s e l v e s v i c t i m s o f the l a c k o f a g r a r i a n 
r e f o r m e l s e w h e r e i n E c u a d o r ) . The r i g h t s o f t r i b a l and r u r a l p e o p l e s a r e 
o f t e n v i o l a t e d by l a r g e dam o r o j e c t s (such as on t h e Narmada r i v e r , I n d i a ) . 
Land g r a b b i n g and e n v i r o n m e n t a l d e s t r u c t i o n a f f e c t s g r o u p s s u c h as the M 'Bya 
and Ache i n C a a z a o a , P a r a g u a v , whose l a n d i s b e i n a o c c u o i e d and t h e i r f o r e s t 
d e s t r o v e d a t an a l a r m i n a r a t e . 

3 . T h e r e a re a l s o v i o l a t i o n s o f the p e a s a n t s ' r i g h t t o ( e c o l o g i c a l l y s t a b l e ) 
l a n d t h r o u a h p r o c e s s e s o f m a r g i n a l i z a t i o n , l e a d i n q t o e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
d e g r a d a t i o n . D e s t r u c t i o n o f r a i n f o r e s t or m o u n t a i n s l o p e and o t h e r m a r g i n a l 
l a n d s by p e a s a n t c o l o n i z a t i o n i s t a k i n g p l a c e as a r e a c t i o n t o the a b s e n c e o f 
a g r a r i a n r e f o r m ( B r a z i l , Andean c o u n t r i e s ) . Good a g r i c u l t u r a l l a n d s i n 
e c o l o q i c a l l v s t a b l e r e g i o n s a r e o f t e n o c c u p i e d bv l a n d l o r d s (as a c o n s e q u e n c e 
o f c o l o n i a l h i s t o r v ) or r i c h f i r m s and l a n d s p e c u l a t o r s . A s a s t r a t e g y t o 
a v o i d a q r a r i a n r e f o r m i n t h e s e r e q i o n s , t h e s e i n t e r e s t g r o u p s somet imes 
oromote " c o l o n i z a t i o n i n s t e a d o f a g r a r i a n r e f o r m " , w h i c h l e a d s e v e n t u a l l y t o 
the d e s t r u c t i o n o f e c o l o g i c a l l y f r a g i l e l a n d s . 

Comments on the l i n k s 

4 . I t i s the p e a s a n t s and i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e s who s u f f e r a l r e a d y today f rom 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l d e g r a d a t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e i r human r i g h t t o f o o d , b e c a u s e 
thev are pushed t o the e c o l o g i c a l m a r g i n s o f s o c i e t y . As w e l l as b e i n g f o r c e d 
t o c a u s e e n v i r o n m e n t a l d e g r a d a t i o n , thev a r e the f i r s t t o s u f f e r f rom e f f e c t s 
wh ich w i l l make much l a r g e r s e c t o r s o f mankind s u f f e r i n the f u t u r e u n l e s s the 
e c o c i d e and c l i m a t i c h a z a r d s a r e p r e v e n t e d . They t h e r e f o r e f l a s h the warn ing 
l i g h t s f o r a l l o f u s . 

5 . Ext reme p o v e r t y has been r e c o g n i z e d by the. W o r l d Commiss ion on 
E n v i r o n m e n t and Development i n t h e i r r e p o r t "Our Common F u t u r e " as a main 
c a u s e o f e n v i r o n m e n t a l d e g r a d a t i o n . In d i s c u s s i n g the r i g h t t o a c l e a n 
e n v i r o n m e n t , one s h o u l d t h e r e f o r e t a k e i n t o a c c o u n t the r i g h t s o f the most 
v u l n e r a b l e s e c t o r s o f s o c i e t y . The a p p r o a c h a l o n g t h e s e l i n e s o f the 
Commit tee on E c o n o m i c , S o c i a l and C u l t u r a l R i g h t s , and o f the S u b - C o m m i s s i o n ' s 
s p e c i a l r a p p o r t e u r on the r e a l i z a t i o n o f e c o n o m i c , s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l r i g h t s 
i s t o be welcomed. 
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6. Poor p e a s a n t s , r u r a l w o r k e r s and i n d i q e n o u s p e o p l e s a r e " n a t u r a l 
e c o l o q i c a l a l l i e s " o f t o m o r r o w ' s humankind, b e c a u s e t h e y have a s t r o n g and 
immediate p e r s o n a l i n c e n t i v e t o d e f e n d t h e i r r i g h t s wh ich n a t u r a l l y i n c l u d e 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l p r o t e c t i o n ( the example o f C h i c o Mendes and h i s s e r i n g e i r o s 
( rubber t a p p e r s ) comes t o m i n d ) . 

7 . One c a n a l s o n o t e the e c o l o g i c a l a s p e c t s ( " s u s t a i n a b i l i t y o f a c c e s s " ) o f 
the r i g h t t o f o o d as d e s c r i b e d i n Asbj jarn E i d e ' s r e p o r t on the r i g h t t o 
adequa te f o o d . ( E / C N . 4 / S u b . 2 / 1 9 8 7 / 2 3 ) . 

The r i g h t t o a c l e a n e n v i r o n m e n t 

8. A s e n v i r o n m e n t a l d e g r a d a t i o n becomes more s e r i o u s , s o does c o n c e r n t o 
p r e v e n t i t . The S u b - C o m m i s s i o n i s no t the o n l y i n t e r n a t i o n a l body t o be 
d i s c u s s i n g e n v i r o n m e n t a l r i g h t s . I n d e e d , the r i g h t t o a c l e a n and h e a l t h y 
e n v i r o n m e n t has been more and more w i d e l y r e c o g n i z e d i n r e c e n t y e a r s . The 
A f r i c a n C h a r t e r on Human and P e o p l e s ' r i g h t s , i n f o r c e s i n c e 1986 r e c o g n i z e s 
t h i s . The p r o t o c o l on economic and s o c i a l r i g h t s o f the A m e r i c a n C o n v e n t i o n 
on Human R i q h t s c o n t a i n s c l a u s e s on the r i q h t t o a c l e a n e n v i r o n m e n t . The 
g r o u p o f l e q a l e x p e r t s on e n v i r o n m e n t a l law o f the W o r l d Commiss ion on t h e 
E n v i r o n m e n t and Deve lopment has as i t s f i r s t p r i n c i p l e the r i g h t t o a c l e a n 
e n v i r o n m e n t . The Haque D e c l a r a t i o n , a d o p t e d i n 1989 by 40 S t a t e s f rom a 
v a r i e t y o f p o l i t i c a l sys tems a l s o s t a r t s w i t h an acknowledgement t h a t a r i g h t 
t o a c l e a n e n v i r o n m e n t e x i s t s . 

9 . Most r e c e n t l y , i n t h e i r m i n i s t e r i a l d e c l a r a t i o n adopted i n B e r g e n i n May, 
M i n i s t e r s f rom E a s t and W e s t e r n E u r o p e and f r o m N o r t h A m e r i c a r e s o l v e d t o 
" . . . s a f e g u a r d the r i g h t s o f i n d i v i d u a l s and c o n c e r n e d g r o u p s t o have a c c e s s 
t o a l l r e l e v a n t i n f o r m a t i o n and t o be c o n s u l t e d and p a r t i c i p a t e i n the 
p l a n n i n g and d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g c o n c e r n i n g a c t i v i t i e s wh ich may a f f e c t h e a l t h and 
e n v i r o n m e n t , w i t h r e a s o n a b l e a c c e s s t o a p p r o p r i a t e l e g a l a d m i n i s t r a t i v e 
remed ies and r e d r e s s . " In t h i s c o n n e c t i o n , they r e s o l v e d t o c o n t r i b u t e t o the 
p r e p a r a t i o n o f a document o n e n v i r o n m e n t a l r i g h t s and o b l i g a t i o n s ( D r a f t 
C h a r t e r o f E n v i r o n m e n t a l R i g h t s and O b l i g a t i o n s o f I n d i v i d u a l s , Groups and 
O r g a n i z a t i o n s ) f o r p o s s i b l e a d o p t i o n a t the 1992 U n i t e d N a t i o n s C o n f e r e n c e on 
E n v i r o n m e n t and Deve lopment (UNCED). 

S u g g e s t i o n s f o r a c t i o n by t h e S u b - C o m m i s s i o n 

10 . Work i s a l r e a d y w e l l under way on the C h a r t e r o f E n v i r o n m e n t a l R i g h t s t o 
be s u b m i t t e d t o the 1992 UNCED. The S u b - C o m m i s s i o n has c l e a r e x p e r t i z e i n 
t h i s f i e l d f rom which UNCED and i t s P r e p a r a t o r y Commit tee c o u l d b e n e f i t . 
FIAN would t h e r e f o r e p r o p o s e t h a t : 

(a) The S u b - C o m m i s s i o n g i v e p r i o r i t y a t t e n t i o n t o work ing on a l e g a l 
i n s t r u m e n t o f e n v i r o n m e n t a l r i g h t s . We b e l i e v e t h a t t h i s i s n e c e s s a r y as the 
l i n k between the e n v i r o n m e n t and human r i g h t s a re c l e a r , and as many 
d e c l a r a t i o n s on e n v i r o n m e n t a l r i g h t s have a l r e a d y been made and i t i s now a 
l e g a l l y b i n d i n g i n s t r u m e n t t h a t i s n e e d e d ; 

(b) The S u b - C o m m i s s i o n d e s i g n a t e one o r two o f i t s members t o r e p r e s e n t 
i t a t the m e e t i n g s o f the g r o u p t h a t i s d r a f t i n g the C h a r t e r o f E n v i r o n m e n t a l 
R i g h t s and O b l i g a t i o n s , and r e q u e s t t h a t t h i s g r o u p f o r m a l l y i n v i t e t h e s e 
members t o p a r t i c i p a t e i n i t s work. 


