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Internship – Centre for International Environmental Law, Washington DC
Having studied both human rights and environmental law at University, I became very interested in the overlap between these two fields. I was therefore very excited to discover the ‘legal fellowship’ programme offered by the Centre for International Environmental Law (CIEL). CIEL is an NGO based in Washington DC made up predominantly of lawyers who focus on using international law and institutions to promote human rights and protect the environment. CIEL’s specific goals include promoting sustainable societies through the use of law and incorporating fundamental principles of ecology and justice into international law. Their work is divided into different programme areas such as ‘Climate Change’, ‘Law and Communities’ and ‘Human Rights and the Environment’ (HRE) all of which invariably have a strong human rights/environment overlap. The HRE programme in which I mainly worked seeks to identify and develop connections between international environmental law and human rights law, integrating both the theoretical and advocacy approaches of the two movements. The activities I carried out, as detailed below, included providing legal and technical support to indigenous and other local communities and carrying out collaborative research to promote and strengthen the development of legal tools to protect both human rights and the environment.
From my very first day at CIEL I was given an insight into the inter-relationship between environmental and human rights issues as we were invited to attend a ‘brown bag’ (which I was informed was a lunchtime meeting to which you may bring your own lunch, though it need not necessarily be in a brown bag!) The meeting was held at the CIEL office by one of the staff attorneys who works on the HRE programme. She was representing a community of sugar plantation workers in the Chichigalpa region of northwestern Nicaragua who were dying of chronic renal insufficiency (CRI). It is widely believed that CRI can be directly linked to the chemicals used on the sugar-cane fields. Almost all of the sugar produced on these fields is exported to the United States. Former sugar mill and sugar-cane field workers, dismissed without compensation when their kidneys showed signs of failing, are unemployed and are too ill to be able to work and thereby support their families. CIEL was attempting to use the appeal mechanism of the bank which loaned money to the sugar company, as a means to attempt to redress this situation. At that stage the bank had sent an ombudsman to investigate the situation, and the appeals procedure was slowly progressing. Following the meeting I carried out some research on International Financial Institutions and their accountability mechanisms, and also helped to consolidate some of the information gathered from the affected parties. 

In my second week I attended (on behalf of CIEL) a series of meetings at the World Bank held by the appeal mechanism of the bank, the Inspection Panel. The Inspection Panel is a quasi-independent body created under pressure from NGO’s, CIEL being prominent among these, and also from donor governments concerned about the Bank’s history of policy violations. The Panel provides a forum for locally-affected people to request an investigation into the Bank’s role in projects, and the extent to which the Bank has complied with its social and environmental policies. Not only was CIEL involved in setting up the Inspection Panel, they also monitor and sometimes initiate these investigations. 
Another of CIEL’s attorneys was representing a community in India and we were asked to attend and contributed to a brainstorming session concerning how the people living in autonomous, community-owned forests could use legal mechanisms to prevent the state interfering with or destroying their homes. Along the same lines I was also involved in a case in which CIEL was looking into legal remedies on behalf of a Guatemalan NGO that was representing people affected by the drug trafficking trade from Columbia. The traffickers were using remote parts of Guatemala as outposts from which to arrange the onward transportation of the drugs into the United States. The lives of the local people in these areas had been severely affected by the presence of these drug traffickers, many had been killed and some forced into jobs providing ‘security’ for the camps. The environmental destruction resulting from the presence of these traffickers was also directly affecting the local communities. This was an issue that Amnesty International had also been working on. 
These are just some examples of the sorts of meetings that I attended and which often led to follow up work (predominantly research based) which I carried out on a day to day basis. I was also assigned various long-term projects during my time at CIEL. The most major of these and the project I spent the most time on concerned the link between human rights and climate change. I assisted one of the staff attorneys with some work he was carrying out on the relatively recent concept of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation, known commonly as REDD.  The basic principle behind REDD is a recognition of the value of present forests, particularly rainforests, as ‘carbon sinks’. Countries with high densities of rainforest such as Brazil and the Democratic Republic of Congo are given an amount of capital by developed countries to prevent deforestation of these forests. As a result the developed countries contributing to this capital sum offset their own carbon emissions. There are clearly many problems and flaws with this concept, but I was specifically asked to look into the impact that these REDD initiatives will have on the rights of the people and communities who live in or depend on the forests for their livelihoods. Amongst other things I looked into what mechanisms exist in developing countries for these directly affected people to have a say in the process, whether it be by prior informed consent or through active participation and representation.  My research was used at the recent United Nations Climate Change Conference which took place in Poznan, Poland. Some of the attorneys from CIEL attended the conference in order to broadcast the concept of incorporating human rights into international agreements and general environmental discourse.    
 I found it very interesting that there is increasingly recognition of a formal link between the environment and human rights. One of the cases I researched for a paper that CIEL was writing on this topic was the Heathrow Airport ‘night flights’ case which was being viewed as a rights/proportionality issue focusing on Article 8 rights and weighing up the general interest vs the private burden. I also looked into recent ECHR legislation which has started to suggest that the overall benefit of the environment is important enough to overrule private property rights in some cases where this is proportionate. 
Just before I left for my internship at CIEL I was offered a pupillage by a Chambers specialising in public and human rights law, which I commence soon. I know that the human rights law experience I gained working at CIEL will be very applicable to my work at chambers, and throughout my future career.  I am extremely grateful to the HRLA for providing me with the bursary without which I would not have been able to have this important, useful and memorable experience.  
