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Bangladesh open-pit coal mine threatens fundamental
rights, warn UN experts

GENEVA (28 February 2012) - “The Government of Bangladesh must ensure that any policy
concerning open-pit coal mining includes robust safeguards to protect human rights. In the
interim, the Phulbari coal mine should not be allowed to proceed because of the massive
disruptions it is expected to cause,” said today a group of United Nations independent experts.
They warned that if this open-pit mine is permitted, it could displace hundreds of thousands of
people and lead to the violation of fundamental human rights.

“The Phulbari development would displace vulnerable farming communities, and threaten the
livelihoods of thousands more by doing irreversible damage to water sources and ecosystems in
the region,” the experts said, noting that an estimated 50,000 to 130,000 people would be
immediately displaced by the project, with up to 220,000 potentially affected over time as
irrigation channels and wells dry up.

A national coal policy is pending in a parliamentary committee, with early indications suggesting
that open-pit coal mining will be permitted and, thus, would allow development of the Phulbari
coal mine in north-western Bangladesh. The mine reportedly would extract 572 million tonnes of
coal over the next 36 years from a site covering nearly 6,000 hectares and destroy
approximately 12,000 hectares of productive agricultural land.

“"We welcome Prime Minister Hasina’s acknowledgement that coal extraction in Bangladesh would
threaten densely populated areas. Mixed messages, however, are emerging and investors
continue to push forward,” warned the independent human rights experts.

Food and water

“Nearly half the Bangladeshi population is food insecure, and nearly one quarter severely food
insecure. Local food production should be strengthened, not sacrificed for industrial projects,”
said the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter. The land under threat is
located in Bangladesh’s most fertile agricultural region where production of staple crops such as
rice and wheat allows subsistence farmers to feed their families, and supports the entire
country’s food needs.

In addition to the destruction of agricultural land, waterways supporting over 1,000 fisheries and
nearly 50,000 fruit trees may be destroyed. The water table may be lowered by 15-25 metres
over the life span of the mine. “Access to safe drinking water for some 220,000 people is at
stake,” stated Catarina de Albuquerque, the Special Rapporteur on the human right to safe
drinking water and sanitation.

Displacement and indigenous rights

Those likely to be affected include entire villages of Santal, Munda, Mahili and Pahan indigenous
peoples. “Displacement on this scale, particularly of indigenous peoples, is unacceptable without
the indigenous peoples’ free, prior and informed consent, and poses an immediate threat to
safety and standards of living,” warned the Special Rapporteurs Raquel Rolnik (adequate
housing) and James Anaya (indigenous peoples).



Democratic rights

Concerns have also arisen over repression of human rights defenders peacefully protesting the
Phulbari Coal Mine and other energy sector developments. “The legitimacy of the process is
highly questionable,” noted the Special Rapporteurs Frank La Rue (freedom of opinion and
expression) and Maina Kiai (freedom of peaceful assembly and of association). “People must be
informed throughout, and must not be intimidated out of exercising their rights to express their
opinions and peacefully assemble.”

“By incorporating human rights principles into the national development strategy and fulfilling
their human rights obligations, the Government is more likely to reduce poverty. Human rights
and development policies are mutually reinforcing,” noted the Special Rapporteur on extreme
poverty and human rights, Magdalena Sepulveda.

“The Phulbari coal mine may entice developers. But for many Bangladeshis the wholesale
environmental degradation of the Phulbari region will exacerbate food insecurity, poverty and
vulnerability to climate events for generations to come,” warned the UN independent experts.

END

For more information log on to:

Right to food: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Food/Pages/FoodIndex.aspx

Water and

sanitation: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/WaterAndSanitation/SRWater/Pages/SRWaterIndex.
aspx

Extreme poverty: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Poverty/Pages/SRExtremePovertylndex.aspx
Adequate housing: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Housing/Pages/HousingIndex.aspx
Freedom of opinion and

expression: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/FreedomOpinion/Pages/OpinionIndex.aspx
Freedom of peaceful assembly and of

association: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/AssemblyAssociation/Pages/SRFreedomAssemblyA
ssociationIndex.aspx

Indigenous

peoples: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/IPeoples/SRIndigenousPeoples/Pages/SRIPeoplesInde

X.aspX

OHCHR Country page -
Bangladesh: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Countries/AsiaRegion/Pages/BDIndex.aspx

For additional information and media requests, please contact Yoonie Kim (Tel: +41 22 917 9643
/ email: ykim@ohchr.org)

For media inquiries related to other UN independent experts:
Xabier Celaya (+ 41 22 917 9383 / xcelaya@ohchr.org)

UN Human Rights, follow us on social media:

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/unitednationshumanrights
Twitter: http://twitter.com/UNrightswire

YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/UNOHCHR

Check the Universal Human Rights Index: http://uhri.ohchr.org/en

UN News Centre: http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=41398&Cr=bangladesh&Crl=
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