Environmental responsibility 

By Dr Tariq Hassan 
Monday, 02 Mar, 2009 | 02:22 AM PST 

CLIMATE change is an inconvenient truth that we can no longer afford to ignore. It is causing widespread damage globally with an extensive impact on the environment. 

Environmental damage is being inflicted through greenhouse gases and the consequent depletion of the ozone layer. The resultant increase in ultraviolet radiation has added to the risk of global warming and contributed to the adverse socio-economic effects of climate change. 

Increase in the average global temperature of the earth and constant climatic variations are affecting human settlements and economies in Asia. Areas in South Asia, where large populations live in low-lying coastal areas or adjacent to river deltas, are vulnerable to a rise in the sea level and associated backwater flooding. Even in other areas, rising global temperatures are causing significant changes in crop yields affecting low-income rural populations that depend on traditional agricultural systems. 

Pakistan is among the top 20 countries in the world that will be affected by climate change. Its status as a developing country, dependent mainly on agriculture, makes it particularly susceptible to the effects of climate change. Agricultural productivity in Pakistan is being affected by the changes in both land and water resources. Dry land areas in arid and semi-arid regions are most vulnerable and are putting the country’s food security at risk. 

Climate change does not only affect agriculture and water regimes. It also affects urban centres, industry and human health. Urban centres and industry in Pakistan depend on hydropower for cheap electricity due to the non-availability of sufficient quantities of indigenous oil, gas or fossil fuels in the country. Therefore, depleting water resources are also putting the country’s energy security at risk with all its attendant consequences. 

These obvious threats notwithstanding, the issue of climate change, even though considered to be important, has not generated an urgent reaction in Pakistan. The reason is lack of awareness among the public and low priority given to environmental issues by the government. However, it appears that the government has started to communicate internationally on the subject and is keen to adhere to international legal instruments regarding climate change. Pakistan is a party to both the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 1992 and the Kyoto Protocol. 

It is therefore required to enact effective environmental legislation. As a result, the Pakistan Environmental Protection Act was promulgated in 1997. This enactment empowers the government to make rules for carrying out the purposes of the act and for implementing the provisions of various international environmental agreements specified therein, including the climate convention. As part of its environmental commitments, the government has also laid down various environmental regulations and standards. 

Furthermore, the government has taken major policy initiatives in the environment sector such as the enactment of a National Conservation Strategy in 1992 and the finalisation of a National Environmental Action Plan in 2001. Both the NCS and NEAP have indirect relevance to climate change issues. The NCS advocates conservation-based development. It envisages various training policies and measures. Government training policies and measures provide an opportunity for academic and training institutions to fulfil their social responsibility to enhance public awareness and provide education to the concerned policymakers. 

In addition to the government and academia, the largest share of responsibility for climate change mitigation falls on the corporate sector. It has, therefore, been recommended that the corporate and business sector should be mobilised to finance the transition to a low-carbon economy. The concept of corporate social responsibility can be used to promote the transition to a sustainable low-carbon economy. 

Businesses need to have a common vision centred on ‘enlightened self-interest’, a policy where companies would serve community-specific needs and safeguard the environment knowing that such actions generate greater well-being among existing as well as potential customers, and as a direct consequence generate greater business opportunities. 

It has been indicated that the energy sector is the single largest source of greenhouse gas emissions in Pakistan but that it is also the sector which is believed to have the greatest potential for devising solutions. Pakistan has vast potential for renewable energy development; three provinces of Pakistan — Balochistan, Sindh and the NWFP — provide vast untapped resources for hydropower, wind and solar energy. These sectors represent an added opportunity for the corporate sector to undertake viable investments that will also assist Pakistan in utilising its cleaner forms of energy. 

Management of climate change-related risks mostly involves measures to save energy. To the extent that these measures provide substantial energy cost savings, companies may find these to be good business practices and hence be drawn willingly into action against climate change.The climate convention has laid down the theory of “differentiated responsibilities” for the purpose of observing the principles and fulfilling the commitments thereunder. Article 3(1) thereof provides: “The Parties should protect the climate system for the benefit of present and future generations of humankind, on the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities. Accordingly, the de

veloped country Parties should take the lead in combating climate change and the adverse effects thereof.” 

The theory is based on the recognition of differences in capabilities and socio-economic conditions between developed and developing countries. It has been noted that: (i) the largest share of historical and current global emissions of greenhouse gases has originated in developed countries; (ii) per capita emissions in developing countries are still relatively low; and (iii) the share of global emissions originating in developing countries will grow to meet their social and development needs. 

These differences prevail in the context of different state actors in developing countries as well. Corporate bodies are by far the most capable and developed entities in developing countries. Furthermore, being the biggest energy consumers, they have the largest share of greenhouse gas emissions in the country. Consequently, they should bear the larger share of the commitment to preserve the climate within national boundaries. Within the corporate set-up, foreign companies in developing countries form the higher echelon of the corporate sector and should voluntarily aim to apply higher environmental standards prevalent in their home countries in order to set an example for others to follow.
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