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REIMS: A Frenchman at the centre of a bitter
right-to-die legal feud that has raged for a decade
passed away in hospital yesterday after doctors
removed his life support, his family said. The legal
battle over whether Vincent Lambert, 42, should
die has divided the country as well as his own fam-
ily, with his parents using every legal avenue to
keep him alive but his wife and nephew insisting
he must be allowed to die.

Doctors removed his hydration and nutrition
tubes last week, following a final ruling by France’s
top appeals court. “Vincent died at 8:24 am (0624
GMT) this morning,” his nephew Francois Lam-
bert told AFP, expressing his “relief after years of
suffering for everyone”. “We were ready to let him
go,” he added, saying he had been notified about
his uncle’s death by the doctor treating him. “It is
not sad. It is rationality gaining the upper hand.
This was a human being who was suffering and
the various theatrical gestures did not mean
much,” he added.

Moment of remembrance
Lambert was involved in a near-fatal car crash

in 2008 that left him a quadriplegic with severe
brain damage which doctors had long said was ir-
reversible. Left in a vegetative state, the question
of whether to continue keeping him alive artifi-
cially triggered a years-long legal battle that raged
in the highest courts in France and Europe. On July
2, Dr Vincent Sanchez, head of palliative care at
the University Hospital in the northern French city
of Reims, had begun removing the life support
mechanisms in a process which was completed by
Wednesday evening. 

Although his feeding and hydration tubes were
removed, he was kept under “deep and continuous
sedation”.  Multiple medical assessments ordered
by the courts over the years found that the former
psychiatric nurse, who was poised to become a
father shortly before his accident, had no chance
of recovering. Jean Paillot, a lawyer for Lambert’s
parents, said it was “now time for a moment of re-
membrance”. He told AFP that the parents, who
had waged a high-profile campaign to keep their
son alive, would respond when they felt ready.

Family divided    
The case rekindled a charged debate over

France’s right-to-die laws, which allow so-called
“passive” euthanasia for severely ill or injured
patients who are being kept alive artificially with
no chance of recovery.  Even Pope Francis got
involved, tweeting in May that it was necessary
to “always safeguard life, God’s gift, from its be-
ginning until its natural end”.  Yesterday, the Vat-
ican expressed its “sorrow” over Lambert’s
death, expressing “solidarity with his loved ones
and with all those who helped them until the end,
with love and devotion”. 

And the Vatican’s Pontifical Academy said his
death and what happened in the run-up to it was
“a failure of our humanity”, in a posting on Twit-
ter.  France’s Catholic Church also expressed
sadness, with the spokesman for its Bishops’
Conference Thierry Magnin telling Le Croix
newspaper Lambert was “not at the end of his
life”. Over the years, Lambert’s deeply Catholic
parents, backed by two of his eight siblings,
managed to successfully challenge five different
attempts by doctors to halt his life-support.

The last time they tried to do so was in May,
but it was quickly overturned by a Paris appeals
court. That ruling was then taken to France’s top
appeals court, the Cour de Cassation, which on
June 28 said doctors could legally end his life
support in a definitive final judgment.  With their
cases rejected by the highest courts in France as
well as by the European Court of Human Rights,
Lambert’s parents on Friday filed a complaint for
“voluntary homicide” with prosecutors in Reims
opening a preliminary inquiry.

But his wife Rachel, his doctors, six other
brothers and sisters and a nephew have fought
for his right to die, arguing it was the more hu-
mane option. In early May, the UN committee on
disabled rights also asked France to keep Lam-
bert alive while it conducted its own investiga-
tion into his fate, but the government said it was
not legally bound to abide by its request. On July
1, his mother Viviane turned to the UN Human
Rights Council in Geneva in a last-ditch plea for
help, warning her son was about to “be eutha-
nized because of his mental handicap”. But by
Monday, just days after doctors removed his
tubes, the couple had accepted that his death
was now “unavoidable”, saying “we have
nowhere else to turn”.—AFP 

Mine waste,
sewage threaten
South Africa’s
worshippers
JOHANNESBURG: A group of congregants
dressed in long robes wade into the water of
Soweto township’s Fleurhof dam, some immers-
ing their entire bodies, while their pastors loudly
sing prayers and blessings. The dam is one of
many water sources across South Africa of spir-
itual significance for communities, although re-
searchers and scientists warn that contamination
from nearby open mine sewage and waste puts
worshippers at risk of water poisoning.

“We use water for healing purposes,” said
Pastor Isaac Bhekumuzi Nxusa, head of the
Igoba Healing Apostolic Church in Soweto’s
Meadowlands neighborhood, wearing a long
green robe. “So many churches come here for
baptisms. If there is contamination (from a mine)
our health could be in danger,” he said, gazing
at a yellow mountain of sand in the distance -
an abandoned mine dump. This is one of about
6,000 abandoned and derelict mines - mostly
gold, uranium and coal - across the country, ac-
cording to the South African Council for Geo-
science.

Soweto residents spoke of dust particles from
mine dumps - also called tailings - blowing into
their homes and over water sources during the
rainy and windy seasons, as well as open sewage
pipes flowing into dams. The dust contains a
mixture of chemicals like arsenic and cyanide,
which could expose worshippers bathing in
toxic water to all manner of health issues, from
brain damage to skin cancers, environmental and
health researchers said.

Under global development goals agreed in
2015, governments pledged to provide access
to water and sanitation for all by 2030. But
three in 10 people worldwide do not have a
water source free from faecal and chemical con-
tamination. “Any form of pollution is an issue for
us,” said Sputnik Ratau, a spokesman for South
Africa’s Department of Water and Sanitation.
“We need to follow up with the polluter and
bring people to book. We need to work with the
municipality to work at cleaning this water,” he
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation in a
phone interview.

Water toxicity
The mining industry directly contributes

more than 7 percent to the economy which has
been struggling with anemic growth over the last
10 years. Located in a basin and with an esti-
mated population of 1.5 million people, the
Soweto township is surrounded by hundreds of
unclosed mines, according to the Bench Marks
Foundation, a church-linked organization that
monitors corporate responsibility .

Across the road from Fleurhof dam, a tractor
excavates the base of a mine dump, leaving it
close to collapsing into the river flowing into the
dam. In June, David Van Wyk, a researcher at the
Bench Marks Foundation, tested the acidity of
the water being used for baptisms around the
dam. “The pH is measuring at a level of around
3.39,” said Van Wyk, dipping an electric metre
into water running from a mine dump towards
the dam. “This is highly acidic.”

“Normal water should be between six and

seven,” he added. Below a pH of 4, things should
not be living in this water. As you can see, there
are no insects.” Water at other parts of the dam
measured higher pH levels, “indicating possible
sewage contamination”, said Van Wyk. “If this
tailing collapses, even more toxic chemicals
could enter the water system than we are al-
ready seeing,” he added. South African environ-
mental groups confirmed that the city’s water
quality was of growing concern.

Precious Biyela, an environmental engineer
from the University of the Witswatersrand,
warned that toxic water could lead to skin and
stomach problems, and in more severe cases,
cancers or lead poisoning from mine drainage
seeping into water. Van Wyk said his organiza-
tion observed such symptoms across four com-
munities surrounded by disused mines in
Soweto, including high levels of children born
with cerebal palsy - which Bench Marks attrib-
uted to dust originating from the dumps.

“Government departments need to be doing
inspections here,” said Van Wyk, crouching over
a thin river stream running into the dam. “These
(toxicity) levels are problematic, I would be very
anxious to baptise here, or to drink this water.”
A spokesman for the Department of Water and
Sanitation said in a phone interview that it was
investigating solutions to cleaning the city water
supply, including working with the mining indus-
try to rehabilitate mines contributing to water
toxicity.

The Department of Mineral Resources said
that it had no control over mining dumps created
before the promulgation of the Mineral and Pe-
troleum Resources Development Act in 2004,
including the tailings near Fleurhof dam.

Born again in the water
At Fleurhof dam, children run along the water

carrying green and blue flags representing their
churches. A group of women laugh as they
change into dry clothes behind tall grasses, while
others slowly wade into the still water. For many
worshipping groups in South Africa, such as
Pentecostal churches, religious expression is
closely tied to water. At the Fleurhof baptism,
Pastor Nxusa paged through a weathered bible,
pausing to read: “Jesus said: Truly, truly, I tell
you, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless
he is born of water and the Spirit.”

“We believe that if you want to see the king-
dom of God, you must be born again in the
water, that is what the water means to us,”
Nxusa explained. But Fleurhof dam is not the
only water source with religious significance for
congregations. The Jukskei river, one of the
largest in Johannesburg, as well as the Natal-
spruit canal are also known for their spiritual
meaning to traditional healers and baptist
churches. Religious symbols - like crosses and
the Star of David - can be seen painted on dam
walls and rocks alongside rivers.

For Biyela, the engineer, both religious and
environmental rights are challenged in inner-city
baptisms. “My first response is to tell people to
desist from baptisms as it is risky,” she said. “But
at the same time our Bill of Rights says everyone
is entitled to a clean environment and religious
freedom.” Van Wyk said that further tests were
needed to monitor the toxicity of water used in
baptisms.

“These people have been practicing their re-
ligion for hundreds of years and their religious
practices should not end because other people
are irresponsible and polluting the water,” he
explained. Nxusa, the pastor, agreed, saying
that “government must make sure to keep the
water clean for us, for this is what we are sent
by God to do.”—Reuters 

REIMS: A picture shows the Sebastopol hospital in Reims, eastern France, on the
day Vincent Lambert, a quadriplegic man who has been in a vegetative state for
the last decade has died.—AFP 
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