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Municipal Laws In The Protection Of Women And Children:
A Shield For The Mother And Child

tis now established (at least in theory)

that every person imespective of

gender, age, religion or social class, has
a RIGHT TO LIFE. It is this fundamental
right, this individual inalienable right to
existence that forms the foundation upon
which the bulk of all other human rights
are built. Environmental rights  have
evolved as unique specie of human rights
and have been recognized and defined as
the right of individuals and peoples to an
ecologically sound environment and

sustainable  management of natural
resources conducive to  sustainable

development.! By this definition alone, a
particular region in the South would have the
gunpowder necessary for legal victory.
Unfortunately, though this right is supported
by Sec 20 of the 1999 Constitution (FRN)
which outlines provision for the state to
protect and improve the environment and
safeguard the water, air and land, forest and
wildlife in Nigeria, no one can take the State to
court for flouting it. This means it is not
justiciable.  Many international laws and
declarations (that have been adopted by
Nigeria) draw linkages between protection of
human rights and protection of the
environment. The 1972 United Nations
Conference on the Human Environment
declared that "man's environment, the natural
and man-made, are essential to his well-being
and to the enjoyment of hasic human rights--
even the right to life itself.” Such a guarantee to
a right to life or human dignity appears
hypocritical - to a child whose only source of
water supply is a well of brownish-yellow
water or a near contaminated river course
used for everything from laundry to drinking
and cooking; to a woman whaose farms have
heen torched by gas flares and fishes driven
away by toxins; or to a mother and her
children living around waste dumps and
stagnant  open gutters, in an apartment
building crawling with people, and in sanitary
conditions best imagined than experienced.
When it comes o environmental problems,
the most vulnerable and worst-hit are women
and children. Rapid, often unplanned
urbanization and industrial pollution has
become an affront to their existence and
survival, When the environment is degraded
in the rural, semi-urban communities and
even in the densely populated urban centers,
as is the current situation in Nigeria, women
are most affected because of their cultural and
socially defined roles and responsibilities, Due
to their low adaptive capacity occasioned by
poverty and their livelihoods are tied to the
environment. In sum, any damage to the
environment is damage to women as it affects
their potential and their productivity, while
their children are subjected to living under
conditions that are not only a threat to their
health but is unfavourable to them realizing
their potentials.

As it concems emvironmental sustainability
and protection, the problem is as much with
the impotency of existing laws as it is with the
ignorance of many people on environmental

laws and matters. It is the goal of this piece to
educate women, whose importance in nation
building and environmental remediation
cannot be downplayed; on current municipal
laws on the environment that protects women
and children.

The 1999 Constitution (FRN) is the apex law of
the country. Section 20 (mentioned above)
outlines the state policy on environment.
Chapter IV of the Constitution, especially
Sections 33 and 34 guarantee a right to life
(with some exceptions) and human dignity, It is
the opinion of this writer that no matter how
lofty these rights may sound, it will remain a
larce without a supporting healthy, sustainable
environment o give it genuine expression.

The National Environmental Standards and
Regulation Enforcement Agency(NESREA) Act
2007 is an embodiment of the rules and
regulations that pertains o environmental
protection and  pollution  prevention  and
control, particularly water pollution  with
effluent limitations for industries, and even
noise pollution.

In light of urbanization and industrialization
with all the hazards that follow, the
Environmental Impact Assessment Act
requires that the negative impacts that would
be occasioned by public or private projects like
constructions, drilling or mining on the
environment must be ascertained, and either
mitigated or the project be replaced or
forfeited,

The Harmful Waste (Special Criminal
Provisions) Act prohibits the dumping or
depositing of harmful waste in the water, air or
land; thus backing up the right to a healthy
environment.

The city of Lagos is densely populated as are
most Big cities in Nigeria. There are a lot of
slums and shanties with poor housing
structures and tyrannous landlords. Yet the
Urban and Regional Planning Act exists to
focus on a realistic planning to  avoid
overcrowding and poor emvironmental and
sanitary conditions, including tree planting for
environmental conservation.

Laws on the environment as it concerns oil
exploration and exploitation exists to preserve
and protect the land of its indigenous peoples.
The Petroleum Act and its regulations are to
ensure pollution prevention and control in oil
operalions, It places restrictions and obligations
on licensees for public safety and
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environmental protection. The
Associated Gas Re-injection Act prohibils
gas flaring subject to certain (permit)
conditions; the Oil in Navigable Waters
Act and The Sea Fisheries Act prohibits
the discharge of oil, poisonous or other
noxious substances that may contaminate
water sources and kill fishes. The Oil
Pipelines Act places liability on  the
owners or managers of pipelines to pay
compensation to anyone who suffers
injury (economic or physical) from a break
or leak in their pipelines.

The Water Resources Act is aimed al
improving the quality of water sources as well
as prolecting fisheries, flora and fauna. The
Agriculture (control of importation) Act and
Animal Diseases (control) Act is 1o ensure the
quality of food crops and the health and fitness
of animals brought into the country for
consumption.

These laws, at the federal level may not always
have been implemented to the latter but they
represent (at least) a theoretical commitment to
building an environment that encourages
development. In Lagos, solid waste
management systems and laws are being
enforced noticeably. Laws on environmental
sanitation al homes and streets (every lasl
Saturday of the month) and in the marketplaces
tevery Thursday of the week), including bylaws
on sewage disposal, covering of wells, cleaning
of gutters with fines for violation, is to protect
not just the environment but to facilitate health
and safety of us all, especially our children
whose future we must not compromise.

Beyond Feminism and beyond Child rights, we
must see, as the African Charter to which
Nigeria is signatory proclaimed, that the right to
a safe and healthy environment for
development is a human right; one that must
be truly recognized, respected and defended
by every machinery of the State. Every woman
and child has a fundamental right to freedom,
equality and adequate conditions of life, in an
environment of a quality that permits a life of
dignity and well-being. Howbeit, every right
has a comresponding duty. As women and
mothers, we must do our bit in the litthe ways
thal count 1o ensure a bhetter and healthier
environment, even as we expect the State to do
theirs. We must drop our nonchalance, and be
eager to know, learn, tell others and effectively
participate in healing and rebuilding our
environment for us today, our children
tomorrow and future generations.

Uzezi Umuokoro
Faculty of Law, LASU
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Social, Economic and Political Causes of
An Unhealthy Environment

ealth is often regarded as a by-

product of medical care. However

access to medical care alone can
nol guarantee good health, especially when
people leave the healthcare setting to return
back to the very environmental conditions
that contribute to their ill health. Such is the
plight of several milllions of people who
work and live in an unhealthy environment,
The root causes of an unhealthy environment
are quite numerous but they are all influenced
by social, economic and political factors.
Our understanding of the Environment is very
crucial as different people hold different views
about the environment and this could
contribute to the creation of an unhealthy
environment either consciously or
unconsciously.
Uchebu (2008) defines the Environment as
the nature in which people, plants and
animals live, which is divided into the
Physical Environment and the Non-physical
Environment. The physical  environment
includes Land, Air (Terrestrial), Water
(Aqualic) while the Non-Physical
environment refers to the Social environment
and Economic environment. Therefore we
must understand that our environment is
animate in the sense of being alive and
responsive Lo various human activities.
Man has doubtless been interfering with her
local environment over the years and her
influence is quite evident. According to
Crutzen (2002)"Human kind has emerged as
aglobally significant and potentially intelligent
force capable of reshaping the future of the
planel.” Furthermore, the Italian geologist
Anthonio Stoppanni (187 3) described Man's
activities as a “new telluric force, which in
power and universality may be compared to
the greater forces of the Earth,”
According to Awake magazine “Mankind is
currently sitting on a Time bomb on account
of environmental effects either in form of
weaponry and or pollutions and hazards such
as flooding ,drought, soil erosion,
deforestation, earthquakes, radio-chemical
hazards e.t.c. The activities of man continue
1o lead to an unhealthy environment this is
evident in the recent nuclear crisis that
accurred in Japan recently.

SOCIALFACTORS

Globally, socially disadvantaged people with
inadequate access to resources suffer more
health challenges and die younger than
people in more privileged social positions.
Though the greatest share of health challenges
is attributed o deplorable living conditions,
health policies are dominated by disease
focused societies that largely ignore the social
environment.

Social factors that lead to an unhealthy
environment include inadequate  housing,

rapid urbanization, low per capital income,
infrastructural decay and lack of basic access
lo quality healthcare delivery. These factors
place a heavy strain on the environment.

Any one is capable of creating an unhealthy
environment either as an individual through
wasteful private consumption or as an
organization through industrial pollution.
Though political regulations, laws and
pressure groups may try to safeguard our
environment, such measures may not be able
lo deliver the desired results as only a change
in attitude and actions towards a sustainable
environment which is based on the
understanding that whatever we do that
affects the environment ultimately affects us
can alleviate the situation.

POLITICAL FACTORS

Environmental issues have remained the
central issue of the Twentieth and Twenty-
first centuries. Given the level of information
available in public space, most Governments
seem to be aware of the underlying causes of
an unhealthy environment but very few have
put in place effective policies to provide and
sustain good health conditions for all.

Though most Governments have signed and
ratified various international Treaties and
Conventions, implementation has been quite
slow and given this pace, realization of the
United Nations Millennium  Development
goals may be unrealizable due to lack of
political will. The inability of government to
monitor the activities of industries and be firm
in implementing various environmental
policies is of great concern. It must be said
that the role of government is to provide
policies that encourage sustainable
development, enforce these policies, provide
good quality healthcare delivery, basic
infrastructures and enforce good working
conditions.

According to the World Health
Organization, In every Country, peoples
Health could be improved by reducing the
environmental risks including pollution,
hazards in work environment, ultra-violet
radiation, noise, agricultural risks e.t.c and In
over 23 countries worldwide, more than 10%
of deaths are due to just two environmental
risk factors: Unsafe water, including poor
sanitation and hygiene; and Indoor air
pollution due to use of fuel wood for cooking.
These are clearly avoidable situations if only
the government had the right political will.
This is corroborated by Susanne Weber
Mosdof, World Health Organization
Assistant Director General for Sustainable
Development and Healthy environments
who said that “One Sixth of Disease Burden
could be prevented by efficient
environmental improvements.”

ECONOMI

FACTOR

According to the World Health
Organization report (2007), Low income
countries suffer the most from Environmental
Health Factors, losing 20 times more healthy
years of life per person per year than High
income countries. Thus, we have citizens
with low per capita income resorting to
placing huge demand on environmental
resources without caring to sustain  the
environment. No matter the strength of
regulation by the government to curb
environmental abuse, if the standard of living
is not improved the burden on the
environment will continue to increase. For
instance, low houschold  would
continue to use fuel food for cooking,
fishermen would continue to utilize
dangerous chemicals like DDT due to lack of
access to soft loans to purchase fishing
trawlers, e.t.c

Nevertheless, Low income household could
still improve the quality of their environment
when the level of Environmental advocacy
and enlightenment is increased and the
government becomes more alive to its
responsibility.

Taking the case of Nigeria, there are several
distinct ecological zones. These ecological
zones range from the Savannah type in the
North to the Forest belt in the South. Each of
these Ecological zones reacts differently to
the activities of Man by virtue of their unique
slress capabilities,

The Sahelian Savanna is highly susceptible
to desert encroachment due to overgrazing,
by low income Nomads; the Sudan
Savannah can barely cope with human

income

pressures resulting from a rapidly growing
population, bad agricultural practices like
bush burning and utilization of fuel wood for
cooking by low income households.

The Guinea Savanna is not left out from the
pressure as it act as a buffer zone between the
encroaching desert and the forest belt due to
felling of trees by furniture makers,
ineffective legislation by government and
lack of government commitment in
establishing a green belt via tree planting to
resist the encroachment.

The Rain Forest is also under tremendous
pressure arising form overexploitation of
forest products and other economic activities
that result in large expanse of land being used
for building construction, plantations e.1.c.

To compound this further, the Niger Delta
region is experiencing large scale
exploration, exploitation and processing
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activities by Multinational Oil Firms, which
has left attendant impact on the
environment, Cases of Oil Spillage, Gas
flaring, depletion of arable lands, water
pollution, deterioration of the entire aquatic
habitat and prevalence of respiratory
induced infections and water diseases is on
the rise in the region.

The Eastern part of Nigeria is not left out as it
is plagued with heavy soil and gully erosion.
All solutions by government have proved
abortive in stemming the tide.

Flooding in the Low lying belt of the
mangrove and fresh water swamps is aided
by uncontrolled logging which results in loss
of biodiversity and ultimately creates an
unhealthy environment.

In conclusion, | am advocating for a paradigm
shift in the way we all perceive and treat the
environment and do argue that Government
policy and Leadership among stakeholders

continually remain innovative in improving
the quality of the environment.

In addition, Government must imbibe the
consciousness of saving humanity and
preserving the planet by being pro-active and
putting effective policies in place and
eslablish efficient monitoring mechanisms
Finally, an Unhealthy environment is
preventable if we all as individuals adjust our
attitude and behavior towards the
environment.
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Environmental Tit-Bits

ﬁsdhsandumsmﬂ\erdemmdfaww

increases 100 creates a need o make more
water available, Therefore water and the
inability to develop resources systems
sufiiciently and quickly are becoming increasing
constraings to urban development.
As water demand grows, water scarcity is becoming
an increasing constraint to urban water
management in many settings, Increasingly,
sustainable water management requires cities to
plan with the whole river- basin in mind. Lack of
treatment  of wastes results in increasingly
polluted water bodies downstream. This results in
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schemes and minimize environmental and
downstream pollution.
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