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u.s. environmental regulatory system tied to human rights abuses in a louisiana African American community

First Case on Environmental Human Rights Violations in the U.S.
Filed with the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 
Monday, March 7, 2005 (Washington, D.C.) . . . On behalf of African American residents in Mossville, Louisiana, lawyers with Advocates For Environmental Human Rights filed the first ever  human rights petition with the Organization of American States (“OAS”) Inter-American Commission on Human Rights located in Washington, D.C.  The human rights petition seeks health and environmental protections for Mossville residents suffering from massive amounts of toxic industrial pollution authorized by the U.S. government, as well as a human rights-based reform of the U.S. environmental regulatory system.
“We traveled from Mossville, Louisiana to Washington, D.C. to personally deliver our human rights petition to the OAS Inter-American Commission on Human Rights.” said Dorothy Felix, Vice-President of Mossville Environmental Action Now, a community environmental justice organization.  “For years we have been struggling to get the Environmental Protection Agency and other government agencies to stop the industrial poisoning of our historic community only to see our government issue more permits to the industrial plants in our community.  We believe that international attention on our government’s constant permitting of toxic plants in African American communities is very much needed,” said Ms. Felix.
Located in southwest Louisiana, the historic Mossville community is surrounded by 14 industrial facilities that emit millions of pounds of toxic chemicals into the air, water, and land each year.  The U.S. environmental regulatory system actually sanctions the dumping of these industrial pollutants, which have poisoned fish in local waters, contaminated waterways and groundwater, and have made the air unhealthy to breathe.  
(cont’d.)

The massive industrial pollution spewed by facilities clustered around Mossville are associated with the pervasive and serious health problems suffered by residents.  These health problems include cancers, respiratory ailments, reproductive disorders, and other diseases linked to industrial pollution.  In 1999, the U.S. Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry reported that people in Mossville have an average level of dioxin in their blood that is 3 times higher than ATSDR’s comparison group of people in different parts of the U.S.  Dioxin is a class of carcinogenic and hormone disrupting toxins that are persistent in the environment and bioaccumulative.  Although five industrial facilities admit that they release dioxin into the environment, federal and state agencies have failed to investigate the nexus between these emissions and dioxin exposures among Mossville residents.

“Unfortunately, Mossville is just one of the many communities of color across the nation that suffer from extraordinary pollution burdens as a result of serious flaws in the so-called environmental protection system,” said Monique Harden, an attorney with Advocates for Environmental Human Rights.  “These flaws are centered on the government’s failure to prevent or even ameliorate the aggregate, cumulative, and synergistic health impacts of toxic industrial pollution,” said Ms. Harden.

Advocates for Environmental Human Rights, a nonprofit public interest law firm, alleges in the petition that the unhealthy and hazardous conditions that result from the U.S. government’s authorization of industrial operations in communities like Mossville violate fundamental human rights to life, health, racial equality, and privacy as it relates to the inviolability of the home. 
The OAS Inter-American Commission on Human Rights investigates and renders decisions on human rights cases in the United States and 33 other member countries.  In prior cases, the Commission has ruled that a country’s failure to adequately protect the environment can constitute a human rights violation.
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Members of Mossville Environmental Action Now (MEAN) and Advocates for Environmental Human Rights (AEHR) in front of the Organization of American States Inter-American Commission on Human Rights building in Washington, D.C., March 7, 2005.

From left toright:  Carolyn Woullard, AEHR board member; Margie Richard, AEHR board member; Beth Zilbert, AEHR advisory committee member; Dorothy Felix, MEAN member; Nathalie Waker, AEHR attorney: Christine Bennett, MEAN member; Delma Bennett, MEAN member; Monique Harden, AEHR attorney; and Destinee Jackson, MEAN member.
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