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Summary

From 2014 to 2016, a human-made crisis in Flint, Michigan in the United States led to twelve deaths from waterborne illness and thousands of cases of lead poisoning, and had a disproportionate impact on the women of Flint. The choice by officials to switch the local water supply to the highly polluted Flint River without sufficient treatment violated the people of Flint’s right to a clean and healthy environment and the right to safe and clean water. Flint women continue to be affected due to their greater responsibilities for domestic labor and childcare, and in their roles as leading activists responding to the crisis and seeking accountability. The environmental damage and lack of safe water had a grave and disproportionate impact on women’s physical, psychological, and reproductive health. Although the water crisis harmed all Flint residents, the disparate and continuing impact on women reveals how they may be particularly vulnerable to an unsafe and unhealthy environment.  This submission will provide a brief overview of the Flint water crisis, followed by more detailed analysis of its gender-specific human rights impacts.

History of the Crisis

Flint is a city in Genesee County, in the State of Michigan with a population of 102,434 in 2010.[footnoteRef:2] It was previously a center of the auto industry, but with the loss of factory jobs, the city experienced a financial crisis with 45% of residents living below the poverty line. Flint’s population is 38.4% White, 54% Black or African-American, and 4.6% of Latin-American background, with a median household income of $30,383 USD. [2:  2010 was the last official census before the Flint water crisis; the population was 80,628 in 2020.] 


To address the financial crisis, then-Governor of Michigan Rick Snyder appointed an emergency manager for Flint with “broad powers” over the provision of “necessary governmental services essential to the public health, safety, and welfare.” To save money, in April 2014, the emergency manager switched the source of Flint’s water supply to the nearby Flint River, a supply which was to be processed in water treatment plants.

This decision was catastrophic. The Flint River has been used for over a century to dispose of waste, raw sewage, runoff, and landfill toxins. The water was highly corrosive and not adequately treated. Within weeks, residents were complaining of foul-smelling and discolored water. The water corroded pipes, causing massive amounts of lead to leach into the water. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency requires state action when lead levels in water reach 15 parts per billion (ppb). In February 2015, the water in Flint contained 13,000 ppb of lead.

The water in Flint significantly harmed the health of Flint residents. Bacteria in the water led to 91 cases of Legionnaires’ Disease in 2014–2015, resulting in 12 fatalities. Symptoms associated with lead poisoning and mental health conditions became common.

Ingesting lead also caused lasting physical and psychological problems in children. A recent study of 170 Flint children revealed that 50% showed weaknesses in neurodevelopmental functioning. Similarly, a 2022 study of Flint students revealed that the proportion of children needing special education increased by 9%.

According to the Flint Water Advisory Task Force, “the Flint water crisis is a story of government failure.” State and federal officials repeatedly ignored citizens’ concerns, despite evident changes in water quality and signs of lead poisoning. Officials maintained the water was safe, even while directing residents to boil water due to dangerous levels of bacteria. State officials repeatedly downplayed residents’ concerns, stating that there was no imminent “threat to public health” and coloring complaints as a “political football.” Despite repeated testing showing high levels of lead in residential drinking water, Flint residents were only told to stop drinking the water after a group of local doctors found high levels of lead in children’s blood. Government officials finally told residents to stop drinking the water on October 1, 2015, 1.5 years after Flint residents first complained about water quality.

UN Response to the Flint Water Crisis

In 2016, the UN Special Rapporteurs on Extreme Poverty, Housing, and Water and Sanitation, addressed the Flint water crisis, calling on government officials to “map out a human rights compliant strategy to ensure that such events [as those in Flint] are not replicated in other parts of the country.” The Special Rapporteurs identified the Flint water crisis as a matter of human rights concern, noting that the water quality problems and lack of regular access to safe drinking water and sanitation, in particular, were human rights issues.

As the then-Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights said, “decisions would never have been made in the high-handed and cavalier manner that occurred in Flint if the affected population group was well-off or overwhelmingly white.”  Concerns about racial disparities were echoed by Catarina de Albuquerque, then-Special Rapporteur on the Human Right to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation following her 2011 visit to the United States, when she noted that the people “who are facing obstacles in their enjoyment of the rights to water and sanitation were disproportionately Black, Latino, [and] American Indian.”

These racial disparities were mirrored in Flint. It is likely that Flint’s racial demographics contributed to the decreased protection afforded to the population. However, equal attention must be paid to the gender-specific impact of the Flint crisis.


Disproportionate Impact of the Flint Water Crisis on Women

Research has shown that the Flint water crisis, which violated the right to a healthy environment of many Flint residents, disproportionately infringed on the human rights of women, including many from racial and ethnic minorities who faced intersectional disparities. The crisis caused them illnesses at higher rates, undermining their reproductive rights, and increasing burdens associated with domestic labor and childcare.

Flint’s water crisis created a dependence on bottled or filtered water. This transferred the burden of clean water provision to women in many households who continue to be responsible for a disproportionate amount of childcare and household tasks. Approximately 43% of households with children in Genesee County were single-parent households, most female-headed. Not only did women face physical strain associated with waiting in long lines for heavy cases of water bottles weighing 24–40 pounds each, but they often had to wake up early to obtain water before meeting other obligations. Water insecurity was a significant source of emotional harm to women, especially regarding concerns about how the water might affect the health of their children. Uncertainty and lack of trust have continued, and many residents still refuse to drink tap water.

Women’s childcare burdens also increased due to the crisis, as a direct result of the neurological and developmental problems caused by lead exposure in young children. Generally, parents of children with disabilities have a higher degree of difficulty finding childcare. Because caring for children with disabilities is often associated with increased medical needs, including but not limited to doctor’s appointments, hospital stays, and medication, mothers face additional financial and time burdens.

The contamination impacted women’s right to the highest attainable standard of health, and that of their children. A study on women’s fertility and childbirth before, during, and after the crisis found that fertility rates in Flint decreased by 12% and that overall health at birth decreased, with lower average birth rates and higher incidences of low birth weight. Researchers concluded that negative birth outcomes occurred because of lead contamination or acute stress caused by the crisis.

The aforementioned impacts reflect the recognition by the UN General Assembly that “the consequences [of environmental damage] are felt most acutely by women and girls…that are already in vulnerable situations.” Similarly, the Special Rapporteur on the Human Right to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation noted that “gender-based inequalities are exacerbated when they are coupled with other grounds for discrimination and disadvantages [such as] when women and girls lack adequate access to water and sanitation and at the same time suffer from poverty.” Of the approximately 40% of Flint residents who lived below the poverty line in 2010, over half of those were women.  Further, of the estimated 8,300 families living below the poverty level in Flint, roughly 6,500 of those were households headed by single mothers.

Seeking Justice and Accountability

Diverse Flint women have been at the forefront of efforts to raise their concerns before officials and seek justice for the violation of their human rights during and following the crisis. Flint residents such as Melissa Mays and LeeAnne Walters led advocacy groups to document the effects of the contaminated water on their children and the community, conducting water quality tests and proving high levels of lead contamination. Local pediatrician Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha raised the alarm about the unaddressed lead after she saw a tremendous deterioration in the health of her patients. Sasha Bell was the first parent in Flint to file a lawsuit against Michigan on behalf of her children, with over 200 actions following. Monica Lewis-Patrick co-founded “We the People of Detroit,” a grassroots civil rights group which delivered 125 tons of drinkable water to Flint residents during and after the water crisis. The actions taken by these women, and countless others, confirm the view of the U.N. General Assembly when it underscored “the role that women play as managers, leaders and defenders of natural resources and agents of change in safeguarding the environment.”

Despite all the actions taken by women human rights defenders in Flint, they are still struggling to access adequate remedies. In 2022, criminal charges against eight high-ranking officials in office during the crisis were dropped for procedural reasons, and a civil lawsuit against two private companies involved in the insufficient water treatment ended in a mistrial. The only civil settlement, in January 2021, resulted in the City of Flint and State of Michigan paying $626.25 million USD to those exposed to contaminated water. About 80 percent of the money was set aside for affected minors. The settlement is an important step; however, it is insufficient. It fails to adequately address the extensive physical and mental injuries caused to residents by exposure to contaminated water or gender specific impacts, and is inadequate in comparison to the significant damage caused. Flint city councilman Eric Mays has stated that the $1000 settlement cap applicable to adults significantly limits the compensation for many eligible recipients. 

United Nations bodies recognized that “the exercise of human rights, including the rights to seek, receive and impart information, to participate effectively… in environmental decision-making and to an effective remedy, is vital to the protection of a clean, healthy and sustainable environment.” The lack of effective remedy for the women of Flint is a continued violation of their human right to a healthy environment. 

Recently, Michigan has undertaken policy changes aimed at promoting the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment for state residents. The Clean Water Plan was introduced by current Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer in 2020 and apportioned $102 million USD to assist in replacement of lead service lines in disadvantaged areas. However, the policy makes no specific mention of women.

Conclusions and Recommendations

A short-term cost-saving measure in Flint caused grave harm and violated women’s rights to a healthy and safe environment and to water. Lessons must be learned from the disproportionate gendered impacts of this government-created crisis so as to prevent such harms to women and girls in the future. 

We recommend that:

· Women who seek justice for violations of the human right to a healthy environment should be recognized as human rights defenders.

· States’ crisis management planning, crisis response, and accountability mechanisms should fully take into account specific environmental harms to women and girls, including those resulting from or exacerbated by unequal burdens in the areas of childcare and domestic labor, and intersecting forms of discrimination.

· The gendered impact of environmental violations on women’s rights to the highest attainable standard of health, including reproductive health, should be recognized and remedied in all planning and accountability procedures, including through compensation.
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