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ABSTRACT

1. INTRODUCTION

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) help
address the environmental problems being faced by
the international community as a whole. The ultimate
goal of reaching MEAs is to realize sustainable
development across the globe. According to World
Bank (2006), Pakistan’s economy loses Rs. 365 billion
annually to environmental hazards. A key mechanism
available under international law for countries to work
together on global environmental issues is through
MEAs. Pakistan is signatory to several MEAs and has
acceded to other non-legally binding instruments,
such as Agenda-21, Rio Principles and Johannesburg
Plan of Implementation aiming at sustainable
development of natural resources. As a party to
various Conventions and Protocols, Pakistan has
been participating in different Conferences of Parties
(COPs), Meetings of Parties (MOPs), and
international consultative and technical meetings
regarding MEAs organized by the United Nations and
other international fora. Pakistan has been actively
participating in and keeping liaison with institutional
elements of each of these MEAs, i.e. COPs, the
secretariat, advisory bodies, subsidiary bodies,
clearing-house mechanisms, for effective decisionmaking regarding the overall implementation and
development of programme of work and strategic
plans, budget and the revision of annexes to the
treaties. Priorities and objectives of MEAs vary
significantly from one international instrument to
another while the common aspects include the
sustainable development and use of natural resources
and the protection of the environment in such a way as
to ensure its judicious use. Based on different stages
of implementation of these MEAs, the spectrum in
priorities of Pakistan has been quite broad. Pakistan
attaches greater emphasis to crosscutting themes for
MEAs that are primarily of a functional nature, such as
strengthening of the capacities to meet the country’s
obligations or responsibilities under these
agreements; enhancing coordination among
implementing agencies; public education and
awareness; strengthening scientific basis for decisionmaking; and strengthening international partnerships.

Environment related challenges and issues of
Pakistan are associated primarily with an imbalanced
social and economic development in the recent
decades. This challenge is further compounded with
rapid urbanization due to a shift of population from
rural to urban areas. Environmental problems are no
longer defined as discrete problems, but are
increasingly being understood as symptoms of
disorder associated with a particular development
path [1]. Climate change is really a problem of the
ecological burden of human activity [2]. Environmental
degradation is considered fundamentally linked to
poverty in Pakistan. Approximately one-fourth of the
country’s population, like that of most developing
countries, is poor and directly dependent on natural
resources for their livelihoods whether agriculture,
hunting, forestry, or fisheries. Poverty combined with a
rapidly increasing population and growing
urbanization, is leading to intense pressures on the
environment. This environment-poverty combination
cannot be ignored if effective and practical solutions
are to be taken to remedy environmental hazards. In
Pakistan, the deterioration of environment continues
to affect livelihoods and health, thus increasing the
vulnerability of the poor to disasters and environmentrelated conflicts. The current cost of environmental
degradation is considerably high. According to an
assessment made by the World Bank [3], the cost of
environmental neglect and degradation to Pakistan’s
economy amounted to Rs. 365 billion per year.
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Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs)
address the environmental problems being faced by
the international community as a whole. The MEAs
vouch for common responsibility among nations for
environmental protection. The ultimate goal for the
MEAs is sustainable development across the globe.
Most environmental problems have a transboundary
nature and often a global scope, and they can only be
addressed effectively through international cooperation. The main method available under
international law for countries to work together on
global environmental issues is to implement a
multilateral environmental agreement (MEA). The
importance of cooperation among countries to work
together in an integrated manner through various
conventions/protocols cannot be overemphasized.
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This research study aims to investigate the degree of
awareness about the environment related
international commitments and effectiveness of the
focal agencies regarding the execution of decisions on
various MEAs as a solution to problems encountered
by Pakistan in implementation of MEAs. Specific
objectives of this study were to: (i) evaluate the
coordination and cooperation between stakeholders
for compliance to MEAs; and (ii) make
recommendations for implementation of MEAs in
Pakistan.
2. METHODOLOGY
The survey was carried out using participants’
experience method, structured interviews and
informal discussion technique. International
experiences on information management in
implementation of MEAs were investigated through a
literature survey of various reports, record of the
Ministry of Environment and secondary data. Primary
data were collected from the focal points in the Ministry
of Environment, stakeholders of MEAs (twenty five
members), and another twenty from various
workshops organized by the Ministry from 2007-2010.
The functions, role and the institutional mechanism of

MEAs were analyzed in relation to their
implementation problems identified by previous
studies. Twenty potential stakeholders from the
private sector and NGO sector were also selected for
the survey. The private sector and NGO
representatives were selected from the participants of
workshops organized by the Ministry of Environment
during 2007-2010. The respondents of the survey
were asked questions regarding: i) Obligations of
Pakistan under various international conventions/
protocols and the purpose of MEAs ratification; ii) their
opinion on the effectiveness of MEAs Secretariat, and
iii) the problems faced by Pakistan in implementing
MEAs according to their perception and suggestions.
Interviews were carried out during two months period
from January to February 2011. The interviewees
were requested to make recommendations as a way
forward to improve information management of MEAs
in Pakistan.
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1 Multilateral Environmental Agreements
Ratified by Pakistan
Pakistan is signatory to several MEAs and has

Table-1: List of International Environment Conventions/Protocols Signed and Ratified by Pakistan
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acceded to other non-legally binding instruments,
such as Agenda-21, Rio Principles and Johannesburg
Plan of Implementation aiming at sustainable
development of natural resources. A detailed list of the
Conventions/Protocols related to environment signed
and ratified by Pakistan is given in Table-1. In this way,
Pakistan acknowledged that sustainable
management of environmental resources required
acceptance of relevant international treaties in the
field of the environment and the concurrent
development of effective legal, institutional, and
regulatory frameworks.
A review of MEAs shows that more than 120 global
conventions have relevance to the Asian countries.
Many of these have attracted significant levels of
ratification or accession by Asian States [4]. The
record of acceptance of MEAs (as given in Table-1) are
of particular significance to the Asian countries and
reveals that majority of the countries in South Asia has
ratified these.
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3.2 Key Obligations of Various Conventions/
Protocols
Multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) are
global treaties whose geographic scope varies widely.
Obligations in an MEA are considered to be legally
binding for the Parties to the international
environmental instruments. A legal obligation is
authoritative, prescriptive and binding under
international law. As a treaty, an MEA creates binding
international obligations between parties to it. All the
parties to an MEA perform their obligations in good
faith and no party may invoke the provisions of its own
domestic law to justify its failure to comply with an
obligation under MEA. A list of key obligations under
various Conventions and Protocols ratified by
Pakistan is given in Table-2.
In the Millennium Report, the Secretary-General of the
United Nations highlighted, “Support for the rule of law
would be enhanced if countries signed and ratified
international treaties and conventions”, but many
countries are unable to engage effectively owing to
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Table-2: Key Obligations of Various International Conventions/Protocols
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“the lack of necessary expertise and resources.”
The analysis revealed that as focal points are dealing
with these international environmental instruments at
domestic and international levels, they (60%) are
aware of major obligations under various conventions
and protocols (Figure-1). Provincial government
agencies are not as conscious of obligations under
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various international environmental instruments as
academic institutions. This may be due to lack of
access to information relating to MEAs at government
level. The higher awareness in academic institutions
may be attributed to emerging concepts of MEAs as
solution to environmental problems and queries posed
in brainstorming sessions in academia.
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MEAs Stakeholders

Figure-1: Comparison of Awareness of Stakeholders about their Obligations w.r.t Signed MEAs

3.3 Coordination and Cooperation between
stakeholders for compliance to MEAs
As a party to various conventions and protocols,
Pakistan has been actively participating in different
Conference of Parties (CoP), Meeting of Parties
(MoP), and international consultative and technical
meetings organized by the United Nations and other
international fora. In addition, Pakistan has adopted
major declarations in the field of environment (the
Stockholm Declaration; Dubai Declaration; Nairobi
Declaration; and the Rio-Declarations). Pakistan also
adheres to the Charter of the United Nations; the
Statute of the International Court of Justice (ICJ); and
the 1969 Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties.
Pakistan is an active member of the South Asian Cooperative Environment Programme (SACEP), South
Asia Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC);
Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) Plan of
Action; Strategic Approach to International Chemicals
Management (SAICM); and South Asia Regional Seas
Programme.
The Government of Pakistan accords high priority for
implementation of international legal instruments in
the country. National focal points which are
responsible for decision making on respective treaties
have been designated for each international treaty
ratified. Ministry of Environment, Government of
Pakistan is the focal Ministry to deal with 14
environment related conventions and protocols.
Respective focal points in the Ministry of Environment
have taken several important measures, such as
legislations, policies and action plans to implement
MEAs in Pakistan. However, the implementation of
these measures is not exemplary. The main problem is
the lack of access to technical information relating to
MEAs, understanding of the complexities of
mechanics of MEAs and lack of coordination among
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implementing agencies as faced by Sri Lanka [5].
The focal points are not able to meet their
commitments because obviously they do not know
what their commitments are and what benefits
Pakistan may derive out of compliance to the
particular MEA. This is a serious problem. Due to
frequent changes of the subject areas of government
agencies, focal points also change very often. In this
changing process, in some cases, the focal points of
some MEAs may not be clear about their role and
function. Another disadvantage of this phenomenon is
lack of networking with technical community of other
parties and secretariats of the conventions. If there is a
dedicated center for MEAs implementation, one can
find remedy for these issues.
Therefore, as a solution to these problems and to
serve the purpose of institutional memory of UN
meetings, high level segments and development of
Pakistan’s response to various issues, the National
MEAs Secretariat has been established at the Ministry
of Environment. It started functioning in April 2007. It is
the centrum/focal organization for major environment
and sustainable development related international
conventions and treaties for coordination and
enhancement of implementation of MEAs in the
country.
As strategy for management of information on MEAs,
the Ministry of Environment and Forestry, Government
of Bangladesh, planned to establish a MEA Cell in the
Ministry to coordinate the activities on MEAs [6].
National Environment Commission Secretariat
(NECS) is working in Bhutan for this purpose [7]. The
Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources of Sri
Lanka established the Environmental Treaties
Reference Centre (ETRC) as a strategy for
management of information on all MEAs [5].
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In Pakistan, the National MEAs Secretariat involves all
focal points of MEAs and stakeholders, such as
government agencies professionals, academics,
NGOs, CBOs and the public in updating Pakistan’s
stance and decision making. Through this Secretariat,
the government raises public awareness and consults
stakeholders on the legal instrument that the country
undertakes or plans to sign/ratify. It functions as a
related information source, which stores reference
materials and documents relevant to all MEAs, and
update them frequently for the benefit of the Federal
and Provincial partners.
3.4 Analysis of Policies and Strategies/ Action
Plans to implement MEAs
The analysis revealed that the area-wise key policies
and strategies/Action Plans have been developed to
implement MEAs in Pakistan. These policies include
National Environment Policy (2005); National CDM
Policy; National Forestry Policy (2011); National
Sanitation Policy (2006), National Drinking Water
Policy (2009); Pakistan Trade Control of Wild Fauna
and Flora Act (2010); Pakistan Energy Conservation
Bill (2010); National Rangeland Policy (2011);
National Wetlands Policy (2011); Climate Change
Policy (2011); Trade Policy (2009-10); Pakistan
National Policy and Strategy for Fisheries and
Aquaculture Development in Pakistan (2009) and its
derivative - Sindh Fisheries and Aquaculture Strategy
(2010-2013), as well as the Merchant Marine Policy
(2000-2001).
Major plans included National Land Use Plan (NLUP);
National Environment Action Plan (NEAP), which is a
multi-donor national level plan covering 4 core areas,
namely: Clean water, Clean air, Energy Efficiency,
Ecosystem Management; Forestry Sector Master

Plan (1995); Biodiversity Action Plan; National Action
Plan to Combat Desertification; the National
Environment Action Plan - Support Programme
(NEAP-SP); National Action Plan for Wetlands (2002);
Pakistan Clean Air Programme (PCAP); and Building
Energy Code of Pakistan for Energy Efficiency &
Conservation Measures.
Among the important strategies are Poverty
Reduction Strategy (2001); Mid-Term Development
Framework (2005-2010); Pakistan National
Operational Strategy for Clean Development
Mechanism (CDM 2006); National Conservation
Strategy (1992) and Provincial and District
Conservation Strategies, i.e. Sarhad Conservation
Strategy, Balochistan Conservation Strategy and
Northern Areas Conservation Strategy; National Biosafety Guidelines; WAPDA’s Vision (2025); and First
National Communication on Climate Change.
Pakistan has also developed National Standards for
Drinking Water Quality; and National Environmental
Quality Standards (NEQS) for Noise, Ambient Air,
Motor Vehicle Exhaust and Noise (Amended) to
protect public health through ensuring provision of
healthy environment to the people of the country.
Though some of these plans have been developed
before the establishment of National MEAs
Secretariat, the respondents have stated that all these
action plans have benefited in the implementation
phase and when they are updated.
The survey revealed that a large number of projects
and activities have benefited from the National MEAs
Secretariat. Such activities include preparation for
COP / MOP meetings of various Conventions and
Protocols; preparation for National Capacity Self
Assessment (NCSA); and preparation and processing

Figure - 2: Comparison of Benefits to Stakeholders from National MEAs Secretariat
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of GEF proposals and facilitation of project
implementation; enhancement/development of
Protected Area Management; and preparation of
concept papers / PIF for GEF Programme. It was also
revealed that the National MEAs Secretariat has
supported activities related to broad subject areas,
including desertification and land degradation,
biodiversity, forestry and chemical management [8].
Based on the respondents’ perception and inputs, the
National MEAs Secretariat benefited various
categories / groups as presented in Figure-2.
4. CONCLUSIONS
Priorities and objectives of MEAs vary significantly
from one international instrument to another, while the
common aspects include the sustainable
development focus of the three Rio Conventions
(CBD, UNCCD and UNFCCC), the sustainable use of
natural resources and the environment, and the
protection of the environment in such a way as to
ensure its sustainable use. Based on different stages
of implementation of these MEAs, the spectrum in
priorities of Pakistan has been quite broad. Pakistan is
attaching greater emphasis on cross-cutting themes
for many that are primarily of a functional nature, such
as strengthening of the capacities to meet the
country’s obligations or responsibilities under these
agreements, enhancing coordination among
implementing agencies, public education and
awareness, strengthening scientific basis for decisionmaking, and strengthening international partnerships.
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Main institutions of Pakistan have been participating in
MEAs activities include: Conference of the Parties
(COP), the secretariat, advisory bodies, subsidiary
bodies, and clearing-house mechanism for effective
decision-making regarding the overall implementation
and development of programme of work and strategic
plans, budget and the revision of annexes. The record
of Pakistan participation in MEAs has improved
significantly over the years. Environmental treaty
acceptance has been driven by Pakistan’s interface
with the global environmental institutions, the
demands of international financial and donor
institutions and states, and increasingly, the
emergence of local environmental actors and
interests.
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