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LILLE: A UN committee has asked France to
suspend any decision to withdraw life sup-
port for a man kept alive in a vegetative state
for a decade, weighing in on a bitterly-dis-
puted legal case which has torn his family
apart. The move by the UN committee on
disabled rights was the latest twist in a long-
running legal drama that has ignited a heated
debate in France on the right to die. The case
centers on the fate of Vincent Lambert who
suffered severe brain damage after a car
accident in 2008 which left him a quadriple-
gic. Since then, he has been kept alive
through artificial nutrition and hydration at a
hospital in Reims, northeastern France. 

In 2014, the doctors, backed by Lambert’s
wife Rachel, five of his siblings and his
nephew Francois decided to stop his nutri-
tion and hydration in line with France’s pas-
sive euthanasia law. But his parents, deeply-
devout Catholics, and his half-brother and
sister obtained a court order to halt the
move on grounds his condition might
improve with better treatment. Speaking to
AFP late Saturday, Jerome Triomphe, a
lawyer for Lambert’s parents, said the UN
committee had asked France to suspend a
decision to halt the intravenous food and

water keeping him alive while it conducts its
own investigation.

“The application has been filed and this
international committee has begun its inves-
tigation,” he said, indicating it could take
“several years”. With the inquiry under way,
the committee had asked France to ensure
that Lambert’s care was continued, in line
with the conventions on disabled rights,
Triomphe said. In response, Health Minister
Agnes Buzyn said although France would
answer the UN committee, it was not under
any legal requirement to abide by its
request.  “We are not legally bound by this
committee, but of course we will take into
account what the UN says, and we will
respond,” she told BFMTV yesterday. “All
the legal appeals have been exhausted and
all judicial bodies, both national and
European, confirm that the medical team in
charge of his case has the right to halt
(Lambert’s) care.”

Palliative care or specialized unit? 
“This is a great accomplishment: finally, a

specialized body will be able to consider the
merits of the case,” Triomphe said. “Is it right
for him to be in a palliative care service... or

should he be in a specialized unit?” Since
the legal battle first began, the French courts
have largely backed the doctors, upholding a
decision earlier this year to withdraw life
support for Lambert, a former psychiatric
nurse who is now 42. 

His parents then appealed to the Council
of State, France’s highest administrative
court, and when it confirmed the decision
late last month, they then turned to the
European Court of Human Rights and the
UN committee on disabled rights. In a rul-
ing issued on Tuesday, the European court
rejected their appeal for a suspension,
echoing a 2015 decision. But it was accept-
ed by the UN committee, which has given
France six months to present its observa-
tions on the case. 

Gerard Chemla, lawyer for Lambert’s
nephew Francois, described the latest twist
as “appalling”, telling AFP the UN commit-
tee’s intervention “in the name of human
rights, would violate the rights of a man who
has been suffering gratuitously for years”.
Active euthanasia, by which a person delib-
erately causes a patient’s death, is illegal in
France despite recent efforts to ease legisla-
tion dealing with the terminally ill. — AFP 

Curacao vows to 
end measles
spread from
Scientology ship
CURACAO, Netherlands Antilles: The Dutch
territory of Curacao said Saturday it would do
what was needed to prevent measles spread-
ing from a Scientology cruise ship, after a
crew member came down with the disease.
The Freewinds, which left the Caribbean
island of St. Lucia on Friday, arrived back in its
home port of Curacao Saturday. There were
about 300 people aboard the ship, according
to Saint Lucia authorities.

The Curacao government said it would
“take all necessary precautions to handle the
case of measles on board of the Freewinds,”
including vaccinations. “An investigation will
also be done to determine who will be allowed

to leave the ship without (posing) a threat to
the population of Curacao,” it said in a state-
ment. The vessel is moored in an area not
accessible to the public. Three health officials
had gone aboard to examine passengers,
Dutch broadcaster NOS said, quoting its cor-
respondent in Curacao.

Anyone who could prove they had been
vaccinated or who had contracted measles in
the past would be allowed to leave the ship
while the others would have to stay on board,
the reporter told NOS. “It is imperative to
make all efforts to prevent a spread of this
disease internationally,” the Curacao govern-
ment said. It said the risk of the disease
spreading was relatively low as many people
had been already been vaccinated in the past
but advised parents to make sure their chil-
dren were vaccinated.

The Church of Scientology says the 440-
foot vessel is used for religious retreats and is
normally based in Curacao. The vessel had
arrived in St Lucia from Curacao on Tuesday,
when it was placed under quarantine by health
authorities because of a measles patient, said
to be a female crew member.  —AFP
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