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Mombasa, Kenya (CNN)–On a hot afternoon at a sprawling settlement on the

outskirts of Mombasa, Phyllis Omido makes her rounds.



For close to a decade, Omido has been visiting the Owino Uhuru village,

monitoring the various illnesses, deaths, and miscarriages that have occurred

since a nearby smelter contaminated the village's air and water with lead.

She passes through the rows of small, mud-walled homes that make up this

densely packed village and pokes her head through the doorway of her first visit:

Catherine Okello, a small, sickly 35-year-old woman.

On the couch next to Okello, Omido listens to her say in a soft, quiet voice that

she's barely eaten in two weeks.

Adjacent to them are two framed photos: one of Okello's five-year-old son staring

into the camera, and another of his casket. Omido tells Okello to pack a few items

of clothing; she needs to go to the doctor, Omido says.

"Somehow, Catherine's whole family was exposed to very high lead levels," Omido

says of the ailing mother. "I haven't understood why, because they weren't the ones

living closest to the lead factory."

Before driving Okello to the hospital, Omido visits two other ailing villagers:

Robert Osieko, an elderly man who recently suffered a stroke, and David Mahala, a

middle-aged man whose kidneys are failing.

Omido takes Okello to the hospital and stays with her until she's admitted. She

then drives an hour north to a small coastal city, arriving at a walled compound

where she's taken refuge since November. She's hiding here, she says, while a

lawsuit she filed against the Kenyan government and the smelter owners works its

way through the court system.

She undoes the three locks on her front door and disarms the security system,

setting down her purse, which houses a small black GPS tracker resembling a

beeper; she carries it with her wherever she goes.

"There's been a lot of security challenges," she would later say. "Any time we go to

court, we come under attack."



Omido, 39, is one of Kenya's most outspoken environmental activists. She's been

dubbed the "East African Erin Brockovich," and her work has led to the shuttering

of 10 toxic waste smelters in Kenya in the past three years.

She received the 2015 Goldman Environmental Prize, awarded annually to six

people from six different continents who undertake "sustained and significant

efforts to protect and enhance the natural environment, often at great personal

risk."

Indeed, much of Omido's work has been at great risk–to herself, her family, and

her colleagues' families. She's been physically attacked multiple times and is

constantly threatened. She says she's been arrested on five different occasions, but

never convicted. Her colleagues' lives have also been threatened, their homes

broken into or burned.

"It's quite unfortunate that we have to go through all this," Omido says with a small

shrug.

In 2016, after Omido and a team of lawyers filed a class action lawsuit alleging the

government and the lead factory owners of violating Kenyan law and several

international treaties, the threats intensified.

The United Nations, through its Office of the High Commissioner for Human

Rights, issued a press release in April demanding the Kenyan government do more

to protect Omido and her colleagues, who are "facing a life-or-death situation."

"These human rights abuses undermine the ability of ordinary Kenyans to seek

environmental protection without fear," the UN statement reads. "It is vital that

the Kenyan Government takes effective actions immediately to protect these

environmental defenders."

Police in Mombasa began investigating the alleged threats in April, local media

reported. Police chief for Mombasa County, Peter Omwana, told CNN "the matter

had been dealt with," while declining to provide specifics.



Public prosecutors contacted local police three times to ask for any findings, said

Mary Wanjiru, a spokesperson for the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions.

They received no response, Wanjiru said.

Omido never dreamed of becoming an activist, but the issue of lead poisoning

became personal after her son was born.

She began work at the lead-acid battery recycling plant, Metal Refinery EPZ, as a

community relations manager in 2009, the second year of the plant's operation.

The smelter exported blocks of pure lead by taking used car batteries and

extracting the lead from them using a special furnace. In violation of Kenyan

environmental and human rights law, the factory's smelting process would emit

fumes, dust, and effluent laden with lead particles, according to a 2015 report by

the Ministry of Health.

Tasked with assessing the smelter's environmental impact, Omido made a grim

discovery: she found the factory's location–directly next to Owino Uhuru–left the

roughly 3,000 residents there vulnerable to lead exposure. She recommended to

management the factory be relocated, and was dismissed from the project, she

says.

Three months into her job, Omido's infant son, King David, starting vomiting

frequently, his fever spiking daily. Omido brought him to the hospital, where tests

for malaria, typhoid, and rotavirus all came back negative.

Stumped, Omido acted on a co-worker's recommendation she test her son for lead

poisoning. His blood came back positive for lead at a rate of 35 micrograms per

deciliter. Anything above 5 micrograms per deciliter is concerning, according to

the Center for Diseases Control. Her doctor told her King David had likely ingested

lead through her breast milk.



Omido showed her son's test results to a manager at work and was given a check

for her son's medical bills on the verbal agreement that she would not go public

with her findings, she says. She took the money and quit.

Concerned other children were being affected, Omido then tested the lead levels of

three children from Owino Uhuru. All tests came back positive for lead, at 12, 17,

and 23 micrograms per deciliter.

Meanwhile, villagers were suffering the smelter's toxic effects. At night, the factory

spewed thick, black smoke from its chimneys. Owino Uhuru residents said they

would sometimes have to sleep outside to avoid choking on the fumes that would

waft through their windows and become trapped in their homes. Factory

emissions would also cause acid rain, mixing into the soil and eating through

villagers' corrugated metal roofs.

"We used to get rain water from the roofs," explains Owino Uhuru resident Rose

Obuya. "We used to use it for domestic consumption–drinking, cooking, bathing–

but all of a sudden, we realized that the rain water has a bitter taste. It wasn't

normal."

Villagers also noticed a brown, cloudy effluent being released from underneath

the factory wall. The liquid would flow downhill through the village and gather at

a small body of stagnant water where children played and residents would draw

their water.

Abdominal pain, dizziness, diarrhea, coughing and fatigue became common

complaints among Owino Uhuru residents. Children and adults began developing

large, scaly skin rashes. Several women began to miscarry, sometimes repeatedly.

Linet Nabwire, a villager who spoke to CNN-affiliate KTN in 2015 for a

documentary about lead poisoning in Owino Uhuru, recalled suffering three

miscarriages after testing positive for lead.

"I am scared, I fear the same thing will happen again," Nabwire told the reporter.



Nabwire later died while giving birth to a baby boy. A post-mortem exam shows

her blood lead level was tested the year before at a startling 238 micrograms per

deciliter.

Others would also die. Catherine Okello, before falling ill, lost her 10-month-old

son Victor to lead poisoning. Her other son, five-year-old Sammy, also died; his

blood lead level was 13 micrograms per deciliter.

Altogether, Omido says she's recorded 79 deaths in Owino Uhuru from lead-related

ailments, including 46 children. She also recorded 124 miscarriages between 2010

and 2014, when the smelter was in operation.

CNN could not independently verify these numbers.

In 2015, the government conducted blood tests on 50 Owino Uhuru residents. All

residents tested positive for the presence of lead, and half of them had blood lead

levels deemed dangerous by the Center for Disease Control. According to the World

Health Organization, there is no known safe level of exposure to lead.

After leaving the smelter as an employee, Omido began urging Owino Uhuru

residents to write letters to public health officials. Their letters met with no

response, she says. To better organize her efforts, she created the Center for

Justice, Governance and Environmental Action.

In 2010, after a factory worker fainted and died, Omido organized a

demonstration. She stood with other villagers outside the gates of the factory,

hoisting signs and crying out "lead kills," when parliamentary member Ramadhan

Kajembe, then the Assistant Minister for Environment, arrived at the scene.

"He said the smelter had created jobs for the community," Omido recalls. She says

he publicly accused her of trying to incite community members. She threatened to

show him her son's lab test results, certified by the city's chief medical examiner.



"And at that point he ordered his bodyguards to clobber me," she says with a small,

amused smile. "So, I climbed on a motorbike and escaped."

Kajembe told CNN he did not remember the incident.

After the first protest, the National Environment Management Authority ordered

the smelter to close, citing the factory's lack of compliance with safety

requirements. The factory was shuttered temporarily, but quickly reopened after

the Municipal Council of Mombasa decided the factory had complied with its

requirements. The letter-writing campaign continued.

Omido decided to stage another demonstration in 2012. "By then, the number of

sick people had gone very high," she says. "People were not able to be productive

anymore, not able to go to work because they were exposed to very thick smoke all

night."

Omido was arrested early that morning before the demonstration could get

underway. She stayed in jail overnight and eventually stood trial, accused of

inciting violence and unlawfully assembling–"trumped up charges," according

to Human Rights Watch.

At trial, a prosecutor argued that Omido was carrying a firearm the day of the

demonstration, Omido claims. After police were unable to provide evidence of this,

an officer took the stand to testify. "He said the most dangerous weapon I had was

my mouth," Omido recalls with a laugh. "And that when I spoke to community

members, they would do what I said, so that should be considered a weapon."

Omido was acquitted. She would be arrested four more times. Each time, she was

held overnight, never charged, and eventually released.

Later that year, while still living in Mombasa, she returned home one evening with

her son to find two armed men at her gate. One of the men hit her in the back of

the head with the barrel of his gun, causing her to fall. King David, now a toddler,

began to cry. From the ground, she begged them to let her take her son inside.



They agreed. She came back outside and they hit her again, knocking her briefly

unconscious. One of her neighbors then pulled up to the gate in his car. In the

flash of his headlights, the men fled.

"The only thing I could remember they said was that I was an arrogant person and

that I was trying to stand up to men in the society," she recalls. "So that stuck with

me. I knew this was about Owino Uhuru. This was not a normal robbery."

She immediately fled Mombasa and relocated to a small coastal town, where she

continued her advocacy work.

Following a third demonstration in 2013, NEMA again ordered the smelter to be

closed. Three weeks after it shut down, smoke emissions again billowed from the

factory's chimneys. Only in 2014, after Kenya made exporting scrap metal illegal

did the factory permanently close.

"At least, now, the air was clean. But the soil and water were still contaminated,"

Omido said of the factory's closing. So began her mission to get the affected

residents of Owino Uhuru compensated for their suffering.

In 2015, a government taskforce concluded Metal Refinery EPZ "failed to balance

its economic interest against public health interest and environmental concerns."

"By releasing toxic fumes containing lead particulates and oxides of sulphur, trade

effluent, and solid waste into the neighboring Owino Uhuru village...the factory

primarily caused the myriad of problems threatening public health and safety of

Owino Uhuru," the taskforce report reads.

CNN's efforts to reach the factory owners were unsuccessful. Omido's lawyer went

to Mumbai, where Metal Refinery EPZ is based, and tried to serve both men with

papers, Omido says. He couldn't find either of them.



Hezron Awiti, a member of parliament who has admitted to owning the factory

premises to local media, refused to comment to CNN. An article in the local paper,

The Standard, says Awiti denied knowledge of the factory's activities, and has

blamed health officials for failing to enforce safety standards.

"As a landlord I was not involved in the day-to-day operations of the company,

neither did I have the expertise to determine, at the earliest stage possible, that

sinister activities, with highly dangerous outcome were going on in the premises,"

he said to The Standard.

The taskforce report found that "the situation in Owino Uhuru settlements and its

environs became what it is today because the various legislative frameworks were

not strictly adhered to."

"Lack of good waste management practices by both factory management and

relevant government agencies greatly contributed to lead exposure within the

factory premises and its immediate environs," the report adds.

The report recommends, among other things, cleaning up the environment of

Owino Uhuru and providing medical treatment to those affected. None of those

recommendations were implemented, Omido says. She felt the only option was to

go to court.

She gathered a handful of Owino Uhuru residents who were exhibiting signs of

lead poisoning. Such as Kelvin Musyoka, a young boy whose leg began to rot after

he stepped into a puddle of contaminated sludge, Omido says. She named them in

a class action suit against the government and the companies associated with the

factory. Once a public notice of the case was published in a local newspaper,

Omido says the threats increased.

She would receive text messages from unknown numbers, demanding she stop the

lawsuit from moving forward. Three Owino Uhuru residents who worked closely

with Omido–Anastacia Nambo, Wilifred Kamenchu, and Alfred Ogola, also were



threatened. Nambo says her home was broken into. Both Kamenchu and Ogola say

their houses were set on fire. Today, Nambo and Ogola both carry the same GPS

tracker as Omido.

Last year in April, as Omido was boarding a flight to Johannesburg to attend an

environmental summit, she received a phone call from an unknown number.

"Where is your son?" a strange voice on the other line demanded.

"Why do you want to know where my son is?" she asked the stranger.

"He's in danger," said the voice, and then a click. Silence.

Panicked, Omido called a friend and begged her to pick up King David from school

and take him to Nairobi, where he would be relatively safe.

The next day, Omido heard Kamenchu's son was kidnapped on his way home from

school. He turned up three days later, unharmed.

"But still the threats were still coming," Kamenchu said.

Presently, Omido has a variety of security precautions in place.

Her office and home are decked out with closed-circuit television cameras. She

owns 10 dogs, five of which she trains as attack dogs; the other five are trained to

detect explosives. She closely monitors her son's whereabouts. To keep her siblings

out of danger, she won't tell them where she lives. She's developed tracking and

evacuation procedures, signals, safe words to be used during emergencies.

"Mostly I pray, even though I take a lot of precautions," she says.

Mombasa Governor Hassan Joho admits the government needs to do more to

address the suffering in Owino Uhuru. He blamed the inaction on the country's

switch in 2013 from a municipal council to a county government system.



"There was a bit of laxity at that time," he said to CNN. "But now we can't blame

the municipality. It is no longer there."

To his credit, the county has covered some Owino Uhuru residents' medical bills

accrued from lead-related illnesses. For six months, the county offered village

members zinc and calcium supplement, which can decrease lead concentration in

the blood.

But many medical bills have gone unpaid, Omido says. And several Owino Uhuru

residents told CNN that Mombasa County's distribution of calcium and zinc, which

counteract lead toxicity, abruptly stopped in September 2016; the government

claims it is ongoing.

"They brought calcium and zinc for just a short period," said Anastacia Nambo, a

colleague of Omido. "Some were given maybe once. Myself, I got it once, but my

child never received it. Others have still never received it."

Lead-acid batteries–used in cars, energy supplies, and solar power storage–are

improperly recycled in many developing countries, according to environmental

non-profit Pure Earth.

In countries with strictly enforced regulations, special equipment must be used in

smelters to curb environmental pollution. At lead smelters in the United States, for

instance, filtration devices are required for pollution control. Kenyan law says it's

illegal to pollute the country's air and water, but it does not specify how a lead

smelter must comply with those laws.

In sub-Saharan Africa, collection and recycling of lead-acid batteries "lack even

basic precaution measures to prevent the emission of lead and battery acid to the

workspace and the environment," according to a report by German environmental

research firm Oko-Institut. Cases of lead-poisoning from unsound lead-acid battery

recycling have been recorded in Ethiopia, Tanzania, Cameroon, China, Vietnam,

the Philippines, the Dominican Republic, and elsewhere, the report adds.



In 2015, anti-pollution watchdog Pure Earth put out a statement that claimed the

improper recycling of lead-acid batteries to be one of the leading cause of lead

poisoning worldwide.

"Large as these numbers are, they are almost certainly underestimates," the

statement reads.

After Omido brought Catherine Okello into the hospital, doctors diagnosed the 35-

year-old mother with renal failure–a symptom of chronic lead poisoning,

according to the CDC–and prescribed kidney dialysis. In March, she died of organ

failure. David Mahala, one of the other villagers Omido visited that day, would also

die. His home shared a wall with the smelter.

As for the lawsuit, court proceedings have been delayed eight times. But Omido

keeps hope the judge will rule in their favor–and soon. She wants the residents of

Owino Uhuru to be compensated for their suffering. But she also wants to move on

with her life.

She's tired of living in hiding, she says, and would like to retire early. Maybe move

to a remote farm somewhere and raise goats and cows, she adds.

"My son hasn't had much of a childhood," Omido says somberly. "He can never be

alone; he can be pulled out of school at any minute. He doesn't have a normal life.

And isn't that what everyone deserves?"
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