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The Coalition for Environmental Justice is a network of non-governmental organisations in Central and Eastern Europe working on racial discrimination issues as they relate to matters of the environment (see www.cepl.ceu.hu for more information). The Coalition welcomes the opportunity provided by the Commission's Green Paper to suggest possible measures in the area of environmental justice for improving anti-discrimination work in Europe.

Environmental Racism, Environmental Injustice

In recent years, activists in a number of countries have begun to address phenomena known as “environmental racism” or “environmental injustice”.  These terms represent the observation that members of ethnic minorities often suffer from disproportionate exposure to environmental hazards, such as legal and illegal hazardous waste sites, incinerators, factories, and other sources of pollution.  Moreover, environmental abuses often result in various exposure-related illnesses, and bring about significant increases in the rate of cancer, asthma, chronic bronchitis, emphysema and other respiratory diseases, reproductive and birth defects, immunological problems, and neurological disorders.  These health risks are often coupled with limited access by minorities to adequate health care facilities that specialize in, or even recognise, health effects resulting from environmental exposure.  The “environmental justice” movement seeks to remedy these inequities. 

From documentation undertaken to date, it is evident that this issue is especially relevant for Roma in Europe.  For example:

· The very predominantly Romani settlement of Lower Hrusov, Ostrava, Czech Republic, is located over a former mine which continually generates methane gas; the settlement is in constant danger of exploding.

· The Romani settlement Georgwerderring, on the outskirts of Hamburg, is located on a former toxic waste dump. The site was reportedly considered uninhabitable in the mid-1970s. Nevertheless, in the mid-1980s the local authorities selected this plot of land for building homes for Sinti families and presently there are over 200 persons living in this area. There have been allegations that, despite the fact that the dump was levelled, ground water may have brought toxic waste to the surface, contaminating the land and air in the settlement. 
· In Greece, no fewer than four Romani settlements in the Athens suburb of Aspropyrogos live under extreme environmental threat, in close proximity to hazardous waste sites and without basic infrastructure such as sewage removal and potable water provision. The single Romani settlement in greater Athens to have been the target of a development project in recent years was actually moved onto a former landfill, now covered, but leaking liquid refuse.
· The Romani settlement in Berettyoujfalu, Hungary is located next to the town dump (on the one side) and an illegal, informal dump (on the other).    

· The Romani settlement of Patoracka, Rudnany, Slovakia, is located on the grounds of a former mercury mine.

Research being conducted by the Central European University indicates that these are not isolated instances of environmental injustice affecting the Roma, but represent widespread patterns linked to discrimination and social exclusion.

European Union Measures

The European Union has in recent years adopted a number of Directives setting guidelines for domestic law in the field of anti-discrimination, most notably Directive 43/2000, which sets standards under EU law in the field of banning discrimination on racial or ethnic grounds. Deadlines for transposition into domestic law came in 2003, and a number of EU Member States now have amended legislation to significantly strengthen domestic legal protections against discrimination on a number of grounds.  Other Member States have anti-discrimination laws for the first time.

The European Union is also in the process of adopting three Directives on access to information, public participation, and access to justice as they relate to environmental matters.  In recent years, the EU has already adopted Directive 2003/4/EC on public access to environmental information and Directive 2003/35/EC providing for public participation in respect of the drawing up of certain plans and programmes relating to the environment. In addition, the Commission has adopted a proposal for a Directive Access to Justice in Environmental Matters. 
Conclusion: Linking EU Anti-Discrimination and EU Environmental Law

The draft Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on Access to Justice in Environmental Matters provides a unique opportunity for the Union to begin to address environmental racism issues by linking its anti-discrimination work on the one hand with its efforts in the field of the environment on the other, two fields of EU policy and law currently undertaken in relative isolation from each other.
The Coalition for Environmental Justice believes that a first important step the European Union could take in addressing the problem of disproportionate impacts of environmental harms on minority ethnic groups would be the inclusion of the following text in the preabulatory and/or substantive provisions of the Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on Access to Justice in Environmental Matters: 

"In matters related to the environment as they pertain to racial and ethnic discrimination, this Directive should be read in conjunction with Directive 2000/43/EC 'implementing the principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin'."

The Coalition for Environmental Justice also believes that expanding norms on both combating all forms of discrimination on the one hand and access to justice in matters relating to the environment on the other provide the Union with a welcome opportunity to take stock of the intersections between these two areas by undertaking further study of the Union role in combating environmental racism.

Thank you in advance for your consideration of these matters.
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