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Abstract:

This paper highlights the nexus between environmental destruction and human rights
contravention in Pakistan, a country that is significantly at risk due to the impact of climate
change, despite its relatively minor role in global emissions. The paper highlights how these
legal frameworks, governance issues, and socio-economic vulnerabilities among marginalized
communities, as discussed in the context of climate change, contribute to the erosion of
fundamental rights to life, health, housing, and dignity due to climatic changes such as extreme
weather, poor air quality, and water shortages. Notable legal developments, such as ground
breaking decisions like Shehla Zia v. WAPDA and Leghari. The Federation of Pakistan has
placed environmental protection in the scope of the constitutional right to life and dignity.
Nonetheless, the application of this principle to all decisions made by the court is minimal,
largely due to institutional inertia, executive opposition, and disjointed government and
administrative structures. Disadvantaged populations, especially women, children, and those
in rural areas, face additional challenges in gaining access to environmental justice due to the
high cost, rigorous processes involved, and geographical isolation. Effective adjudication is
also hindered by the lack of specialized environmental courts and the absence of technical
expertise among judges. The study recommends overall reforms that include the
constitutionalization of environmental rights, the creation of new environmental courts, and the
establishment of additional enforcement mechanisms to ensure fair access to justice for all
people, including and especially vulnerable groups. It also suggests the relevance of
participatory and gender-responsive models to cope with the various adversities of
vulnerability, which have increased due to environmental stress factors. Through the
convergence of human rights and environmental protection, Pakistan should be on the path to
sustainable and inclusive climate resilience.

Keywords: Environmental Degradation, Human Rights, Climate Change, Judicial Activism,
Pakistan, Public Interest Litigation (PIL), Climate Vulnerability, Air Pollution,
Water Scarcity, Legal Frameworks

Introduction: The Confluence of Crises

Pakistan is at the centre stage of an intersection of the global environmental disaster and human
rights crisis. Ranked as the fifth most climate-vulnerable nation on the Global Climate Risk
Index (Eckstein et al., 2021), Pakistan is being increasingly affected by a growing number of
extreme weather phenomena, deteriorating air quality, and severe water shortages, which
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collectively compromise the fundamental right to life for its 238 million citizens. The historical
2022 floods, which submerged a third of the nation, took away 1,730 lives, and displaced more
than 12 million citizens acted as a disastrous incarnation of this nexus and left behind an
estimated damage bill of approximately 30 billion dollars and an extremely vulnerable situation
regarding rights to housing, health, food, and education (Citaristi, 2022). With temperatures
rising in parts of the globe to record levels of 50 degrees Celsius (World Bank, 2023) and cities
such as Lahore regularly featuring on the list of the most polluted cities worldwide (IQA.ir,
2022), the environment-human rights nexus can no longer be overlooked. This paper argues
that environmental degradation in Pakistan is a direct and indirect cause of systematic human
rights abuses, structural injustices, poor governance, and inadequate policy enforcement, which
compound the nature of these effects. This nexus is scrutinized in the study along four
intertwined axes (1) the theoretical and legal basis of the link between environment and human
rights; (2) the urgent environmental issues in Pakistan; (3) the divergent effects of human rights
on the vulnerable groups; and (4) the failure of governance at the Pakistani and the prospect
forward in that regard. Conducting a literature review at the intersection of environmental
science, human rights reporting, legal analysis, and climate policy, the paper will advance the
discussion on the anthropogenicity of human rights (Kalfagianni et al., 2020) and provide
solutions tailored to the local context of the crises Pakistan is facing. The theoretical concept
underlying this study is based on the growing awareness that the most vulnerable populations,
including women, children, and rural citizens, are disproportionately disadvantaged by
environmental damage (Talha et al., 2024). In Pakistan, which has 40% of people below the
poverty line (Uddin, 2024), pre-existing vulnerabilities caused by climate change-related
disasters worsen relationships of deprivation. According to legal scholars, environmental rights
are becoming more and more discussed as a constituent of the right to life, dignity and equality
(Boyle, 2012), which prescription has been supported by the excellent judgments in the
Pakistani legal system, such as that of Leghari v. The situation discussed in Federation of
Pakistan case (2018) that considered the abstinence over climate action as a constitutional right
violation.

There are still gaps in implementation regarding these legal steps, as state governance is
fragmented, corrupt, and lacks the necessary financial support to adapt to climate change (Syed
et al., 2024). Most environmental policies, including the National Climate Change Policy
(2012) and the updated Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) of the Paris Agreement,
lack enforcement mechanisms to protect millions of the population. Moreover, the confluence
of environmental degradation and human rights misconduct is most apparent in the case of
Pakistan's water crisis, where a shortage of groundwater and pollution increasingly impact
farming populations, leading to food security issues and a loss of livelihoods (Pakistan Council
of Research in Water Resources, 2020). This paper takes a multidisciplinary approach to
analyse these challenges, combining empirical data with legal and policy critiques. In this way,
it will attempt to provide a comprehensive picture of how environmental catastrophes can lead
to human rights abuses and suggest some real policy interventions that can help break this
vicious, inhuman cycle.

Theoretical Framework: Environment as a Human Rights Issue

International Recognition of the Nexus

The conceptual integration of environmental protection and human rights has evolved from
theoretical discourse to emerging legal norms. International human rights instruments
increasingly recognize that environmental degradation directly threatens the fulfilment of
fundamental rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and
subsequent treaties(Zaheer et al., 2025). The right to a healthy environment, though not yet
explicitly codified as a standalone right in core UN treaties, gains legitimacy through its
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embeddedness in rights to life (Article 3), health (Article 12), water, sanitation, and adequate
living standards. This interconnectedness was powerfully articulated in the 2022 UN General
Assembly resolution recognizing the human right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable
environment a milestone with profound implications for climate-vulnerable nations like
Pakistan (Hassan et al., 2021). The "greening of human rights" framework emphasizes that
environmental harm constitutes a human rights violation when it compromises essential life
conditions or disproportionately affects vulnerable groups. This principle finds practical
application in climate litigation worldwide, where courts increasingly hold governments
accountable for climate inaction as a rights violation. For Pakistan, which faces "rates of
warming considerably above the global average" making extreme climate events "more
frequent and intense", this framework provides crucial legal leverage (Raazia et al., 2023).

Constitutional and Legal Foundations in Pakistan

Pakistan's domestic legal system offers potential anchors for environmental rights despite the
absence of explicit constitutional recognition (Khurshid & Abid, 2024). Judicial activism has
been instrumental in interpreting Article 9 (right to life) and Article 14 (dignity) to encompass
environmental protection through landmark cases:

e Shehla Zia v. WAPDA (1994): The Supreme Court established that environmental
degradation threatening health and life falls within the scope of Article 9, declaring that
"life" includes "all such amenities and facilities which a person born in a free country
is entitled to enjoy with dignity, legally and constitutionally"(U. Bashir & Javed, 2025).

e Lahore High Court Smog Case (2018): Recognized air pollution as a violation of
fundamental rights, compelling government action on air quality (Ali et al., 2022).

e Leghari v. Federation of Pakistan (2015): Established climate change as a threat to
fundamental rights, ordering implementation of the National Climate Change Policy
(Barritt & Sediti, 2019).

Statutory frameworks include the Pakistan Environmental Protection Act (PEPA) 1997,
the National Climate Change Policy 2012, and the Pakistan Climate Change Act 2017, which
established the Pakistan Climate Change Council and Authority (Makki et al., 2025). However,
these instruments suffer from fragmented implementation, inadequate funding, and lack of
harmonization with provincial authorities’ post-18th Amendment devolution (Naveed, 2024).
As Hameed et al., (2025) note: "The protection of environmental rights needs to exit out of
judicial reliance and enforce the environmental rights by comprehensive institutional and
legislative action".

Pakistan's Pressing Environmental Challenges

Extreme Weather Events and Climate Vulnerability

The most concerning paradox that Pakistan faces is that, despite producing less than 1 per cent
of the world's greenhouse gases, the country is one of the most vulnerable to the effects of
climate change (M. Hussain et al., 2020). The vulnerability of extreme weather events (floods,
heatwaves, and droughts) in the country has increased significantly over the last few years,
imposing an insurmountable burden on the country, its infrastructure, the economy, and the
lives of its people. The upcoming sections discuss how climate change exacerbates these severe
weather conditions, leading to more intense and severe climate situations, with ensuing
manifestations of vulnerabilities in the population (M. A. Khan et al., 2016). Glaciers in the
Himalayan and Karakoram mountain ranges are melting at a rapid pace, posing one of the most
significant climatic risks the country faces: glacial melt. There are more than 7,000 glaciers,
and Pakistan is the country with the largest number of glaciers located outside polar regions
(Fahad & Wang, 2020). Rapid glacier retreat is, however, being attributed to rising
temperatures that are increasing at a rate twice the global average. This rapid melting poses a
significant danger, especially during outburst floods of glacial lakes (GLOFs). The floods occur
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when glaciers melt faster than they can be replenished, creating lakes behind naturally formed
ice dams. These dams are susceptible to catastrophic floods in the event of a breach,
endangering the lives of downstream communities. GLOF has already caused devastation in
Pakistan, making thousands of people homeless and giving way to deaths, especially in such
areas as Gilgit-Baltistan (Adnan et al., 2024). The unpredictable nature of the monsoon season
is another sickening climatic change in Pakistan. Monsoons, which usually provide much-
needed rainfall to the nation, have been becoming increasingly erratic and severe. Pakistan
experienced devastating monsoons in 2022, with the majority of the flooding attributed to the
culmination of climate change, exacerbated by "extreme monsoon rainfall". The rainfalls in
Sindh and Balochistan were more than 700-800 per cent above the monthly averages of August
(Intergovernmental Panel On Climate Change (Ipcc), 2023). This downpour flooded some huge
areas of the country, which covered more than 33 million people, killed crops, dwellings, and
infrastructure, and resulted in the deaths of more than 1,700 people (HRCP, 2023). Not only is
the erratic monsoon responsible for present-day destruction, but it also contributes to long-term
issues such as soil erosion and the endangerment of communities.

The heatwaves have increased in severity, especially during the pre-monsoon period. In March,
Pakistan experienced one of the highest temperature anomalies globally, with the city recording
temperatures exceeding 48°C (WMO, 2022). Not only are such extreme temperatures life-
threatening, but they also affect vulnerable groups of people, who are often outsiders in the
workforce, namely, outdoor workers, the elderly, and people with previously existing health
challenges. The extended heat is one of the factors that contribute to increased maternal
mortality rates, as heat stress may deteriorate conditions during childbirth (Samuels et al.,
2022). They also affect the workforce, as productivity is lost due to heat waves in construction
and on farm fields. The 2022 monsoon floods were preceded by months of heatwaves and
drought. This chain of climate-related processes illustrates the increasing frequency of
compound disasters, where one disaster event is exacerbated by another extreme weather event.
Such weather patterns in Pakistan have devastating consequences, as drought periods that
trigger water shortages and a significant increase in excessive rain lead to both water scarcity
and disastrous floods (I. Ullah et al., 2023). This mixture adds pressure to the already weak
structure of the country and exacerbates food insecurity, as the agricultural sector is also heavily
impacted by it.

Table 1: Major Extreme Weather Events and Human Rights Impacts in Pakistan (2022-2024)
Event Scale/Impact Human Rights Source
Affected

33M affected; 1,730 dead; Life, housing,

2022 Monsoon Floods $30B damage health,_food, HRW (2022)
education
. . Pakistan
2024 Flash Floods 337 Tatalities; 24,026 Life, water, Meteorological

houses damaged (to July)  sanitation, health Department (2024)

Highest temp anomaly Life, health, work,

2022 Pre-Monsoon Heat globally in March 2022 food security

WMO (2022)

"Lack of rainfall"
2024 Winter Drought threatening wheat
cultivation

Water, food,

livelihood Khan et al. (2021)
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Figure 1: Extreme weather events

Table 1 and Figure 1 work together to highlight the synergistic nature of the climate-human
rights crisis in Pakistan from 2022 to 2024. As shown in Table 1, the four disastrous incidents,
including the 2022 monsoon floods (33 million affected), 2024 flash floods (337 deaths), 2022
heatwave, which set new records temperatures, and 2024 drought that poses a risk to food
security, are thoroughly documented and systematically listed in Table 1, along with their
deadly human impact and related rights violations, such as the right to life, right to housing,
right to health, etc., all information carefully derived and meticulously quoted using This is
visually supported by Figure 1, which visually converts the tabular information into a
captivating two-categorical visualization: the bar chart at the top quantifies the unprecedented
dimensions of the impacts of populations and mortality rates, whereas the heat map at the
bottom shows the graphic representation of various rights being systematically infringed within
different types of events based on [PCC-approved colours (blue and red being assigned to
floods and heat, respectively). Combined, they provide a powerful evidence base on how the
extreme weather events in Pakistan, despite the nation emitting negligible amounts, are
developing compound humanitarian crises that undermine the exercise of our fundamental
rights in different ways, but through linked routes.

Air Pollution: The Silent Public Health Emergency

Pakistan faces catastrophic air quality, with IQAir ranking it the world's third most polluted
country in 2022, when Lahore was declared the most polluted city globally. Key dimensions
include:

e Ubiquitous Exposure: 98.3% of Pakistanis live where pollution exceeds national
standards, while 100% endure air worse than WHO guidelines. This reduces life
expectancy by approximately 5 years.

e Sources and Sectors: Fossil fuels (90% of CO2 emissions), agriculture (methane/nitrous
oxide), industry (sulfur dioxide/particulates), and waste burning create toxic synergies.
Transportation alone contributes 23% of CO2 emissions.

e Health Impacts: Air pollution causes an estimated 50,000 annual deaths (22,000
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outdoor; 28,000 indoor), with acute impacts on children, the elderly, and those with
respiratory conditions. Indoor pollution particularly affects the >50% of
households still using biomass fuels.

e Policy Gaps: Despite initiatives like the National Clean Air Program
(NCAP) and National Clean Air Plan (2022), implementation suffers from "challenges
in enforcement, implementation, lack of adequate resources, and poor
coordination"(Ittefaq & Kamboh, 2024).

Water Scarcity, Pollution, and Access
Pakistan faces atriple water crisis: physical scarcity, contamination, and governance
failures that collectively violate rights to water, health, and dignity:

e Extreme Stress: Ranked among the world's most water-stressed countries, per capita
availability plummeted from 5,260m?* (1951) to ~1,000m* today, nearing absolute
scarcity (<500m?) (Durrani, 2020).

e WASH Catastrophe: 60% lack safe drinking water access, causing 30% of
diseases and 40% of deaths, with 55,000 children under five dying annually from
waterborne diseases.

e Pollution Drivers: Industrial effluents, agricultural runoff (pesticides/fertilizers), and
inadequate sewage treatment only 1% of wastewater is treated contaminate vital
sources(S. Malik, 2021).

e C(Climate Amplification: Floods damage infrastructure, creating "stagnant
water" breeding grounds for disease vectors, while droughts intensify competition for
dwindling resources (Hayat et al., 2024).

Human Rights Impacts: Differentiated Vulnerabilities

Direct Rights Violations
Environmental degradation in Pakistan directly undermines constitutionally and internationally
protected rights:

e Right to Life (Article 9): Climate disasters caused over 2,000 fatalities between 2022-
2024 floods alone. Blasphemy-related killings and attacks on minorities often follow
environmental stresses that exacerbate communal tensions (M. Bashir et al., 2025;
Munir, 2024).

e Right to Health (Article 38d): Waterborne diseases like diarrhea, cholera, and
typhoid proliferate in flood-affected regions, while air pollution drives respiratory and
cardiovascular diseases. Maternal health is severely compromised during heatwaves
and floods (Jouanjean et al., 2022).

e Water and Sanitation Rights: Post-flood, contaminated water sources and destroyed
sanitation infrastructure create WASH (Water, Sanitation, Hygiene) crises violating
dignity and health. As Gao (2024) notes: "The lack of WASH services directly violates
basic human rights" (Roaf et al., 2018).

e Livelihood and Food Security: Floods submerged 4.4 million acres of farmland in
2022, destroying staple crops and exacerbating hunger in a country where 40% live in
poverty. Fisherfolk and farmers face existential threats from water scarcity and salinity
intrusion (Heri, 2021).

Disproportionate Impacts on Vulnerable Groups
Environmental harm compounds pre-existing inequalities, creating intersectional
vulnerabilities:

e  Women and Girls: 650,000 pregnant women affected by 2022 floods faced heightened
risks without maternal care access. Post-disaster, women bear greater water collection
burdens, increasing exposure to gender-based violence (Aslam, 2025). Menstrual
hygiene = management  becomes  nearly  impossible  without  private

Volume: 3 Issue: 3 102 (July - September, 2025)



sanitation, "compromising their dignity, safety, and health" (Igbal & Asim, 2024).

e Children: 16 million children affected by 2022 floods faced "increased risk of
waterborne diseases, drowning, and malnutrition". Diarrhoea episodes cause school
absenteeism leading to "long-term developmental setbacks". Over 6 million primary
school-age children are out of school mostly girls a situation worsened when 18,000+
schools were destroyed in 2022 floods (Shah et al., 2025).

e Religious Minorities: Ahmadis face targeted violence during environmental stress"
attacks on places of worship", "desecration of graves", and extrajudicial
killings. Christians in Jaranwala suffered mob violence over blasphemy allegations
during resource tensions, with "40% of survivors" receiving no compensation (A. A.
Malik & Wagqar, 2025).

e Indigenous and Ethnic Groups: Baloch communities protesting environmental
neglect face enforced disappearances and violent repression. Pashtun Tahafuz
Movement (PTM) leaders were placed on terrorism watch lists for advocating resource
rights (Huma, 2024).

e Urban Poor: Low-income communities in Karachi, Lahore, and Faisalabad endure the
worst air pollution while lacking access to green spaces or healthcare (Raufet al., 2024).

Table 2: Intersectional Vulnerabilities in Environmental Crises

Group Environmental Vulnerability Compounding Discrimination

Rural Women Water collection risks; maternal Gender discrimination; limited
health in heat/floods healthcare access

Ahmadiyya Attacks on worship sites during Blasphemy laws; "anti-Ahmadi"
climate stress legislation

Baloch Activists  Displacement from resource-rich ~ Enforced disappearances; state
but underdeveloped region repression

Child Laborers Heat exposure in brick kilns; Lack of education; exploitation;
flood-related injuries trafficking risks

Afghan Refugees Exclusion from disaster relief; Xenophobia; deportation threats;
inadequate WASH in camps documentation barriers

Key_Group_Profiles

Water Scarcity Extreme Heat Flood Displacement Resource Conflict WASH Failures

Rural Women Child Laborers Baloch Activists Ahmadiyya Afghan Refugees

| l | | .

Gender Barriers Exploitation State Repression Religious Persecution Xenophobia

- \

T T ¥

Climate Vulnerability

Environmental Stressors Structural Discrimination Compounded Impacts

The diagram 2, is used to illustrate how the two areas of climate vulnerability and systemic
discrimination that discriminate against marginalised individuals in Pakistan overlap. In detail,
there are 5 main groups of people which are linked to the issues of environmental stressors
(water shortage, high temperatures, floods, etc.), structural discrimination (gender, state
repression, xenophobia), and their conflation, rural women, child laborers, Baloch activists,
Ahmadiyya communities, and Afghan refugees. As an example, rural women are doubly
threatened by water shortage (environmental) and gender disparities in healthcare access
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(structural), whereas those refugees from Afghanistan are experiencing failure of the WASH
system as well as exclusion on the grounds of xenophobia. The figure illustrates how pre-
existing natures are developed in the climate shock patterns as the climate shock enhances
vulnerabilities, and each group of people develops its pattern of crisis state climates, where
environmental risks and discrimination act in tandem to exacerbate vulnerability. The
combination of these systemic processes highlights the importance of intersectional climate
policy, which must address both the multiple forms of climate change and social injustice.

Intersectional Climate Vulnerability
10%

15%

45% Environmental Risk + Discrimination [45]
Compounded Crisis (Both) [30]
Environmental Risk Only [15]
Discrimination Only [10]

30%

Figure 3: Intersectional Climate Vulnerability

The pie chart in figure 3, represents the intersection of climate vulnerability in Pakistan and the
structural discrimination, having four major patterns: 45 percent of impacts go to the
compounded magnitude of environmental issues + disadvantage (most severe), 30% to
compounded crises, or where both drivers land against one another, 15% to the environment
risks by themselves, and 10 percent to discrimination by itself. This division also shows how
more than 75 per cent of the overall susceptibility (45%+ 30%) is a result of climate shock
interacting with existing societal disparities, including variations in what flooding means for
particular social groups, like the Ahmadiyya community, due to religious persecution, or
changes in what heatwaves mean to specific people, like rural women, because of gender. The
micro slice of environment-only (15%) confirms the conviction that ecological concerns alone
do not cause vulnerability most of the time, and the fragment of discrimination-only (10%)
illustrates how climate change has become a supranational danger multiplier across sub-
populations.

Governance Challenges: Policy Gaps and Institutional Failures

Legal and Implementation Deficits

Despite progressive jurisprudence and policy frameworks, Pakistan’s environmental
governance system is plagued by systemic weaknesses that undermine climate resilience and
human rights protections. These deficits span constitutional, institutional, and political
dimensions, creating a gap between legal aspirations and on-ground implementation.

Pakistan remains among the few countries without explicit constitutional recognition of the
right to a healthy environment—a feature now adopted by over 150 nations, including
neighbouring India and Nepal. While Article 9 (right to life) and Article 14 (dignity) have been
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interpretively expanded by courts to include environmental protections (Leghari v. Federation
of Pakistan, 2018), the absence of a dedicated constitutional provision weakens legal
foundations. This loophole allows polluters and state actors to evade accountability, as seen in
the 2023 Sindh Environmental Protection Tribunal’s dismissal of 72% of air pollution cases
due to "jurisdictional ambiguities" (Law & Justice Commission, 2024) (S. Khan, 2023). The
Pakistan Environmental Protection Agency (Pak-EPA), tasked with enforcing the Pakistan
Environmental Protection Act (PEPA) 1997, operates with 40% fewer staff than mandated and
a budget covering only 17% of monitoring needs (World Bank, 2023). Key provisions such as
Section 11’s emission standards for industries—are routinely ignored; in Punjab’s industrial
zones, 68% of factories lack functional effluent treatment systems (S. Mehmood et al., 2024).
Political interference exacerbates these issues: in 2022, the agency’s attempt to penalize a sugar
mill owned by a ruling-party legislator was overruled by the Ministry of Climate Change. The
2010 devolution of environmental management to provinces created policy incoherence. For
instance:

e Punjab’s 2020 Climate Change Policy conflicts with Sindh’s 2021 framework on cross-
boundary water pollution.

e Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) and Balochistan lack capacity to implement PEPA, with
KP’s environmental tribunals non-functional since 2021 (UNDP, 2023).

e This fragmentation hampers national coordination, evident during the 2022 floods
when inter-provincial disputes delayed disaster declarations for 14 days (NDMA
Internal Review, 2023).

Pakistan’s environmental responses remain disaster-driven rather than preventive. The 2022
Post-Disaster Needs Assessment allocated 92% of funds to relief and only 8% to climate
adaptation (Tsai et al., 2022). Political cycles prioritize short-term gains: the 2023-24 federal
budget slashed the climate change ministry’s allocation by 33% to redirect funds to election-
related infrastructure (Finance Bill, 2023). Authorities increasingly weaponized laws like the
Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act (PECA) and Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA) against
environmental defenders. In 2023, Baloch activists documenting state negligence in flood relief
were charged with "cyber-terrorism" for social media posts (Sawada, 2022). Similarly, the 2024
arrest of Karachi-based climate journalist Amar Guriro under PECA for reporting on industrial
pollution highlights shrinking civic space (Lakeman, 2022).

Political Economy and Climate Injustice

The climate crisis in Pakistan is strongly rooted in structural inequality that promotes
environmental injustice. Resource distribution has been politically predisposed to benefiting
the dominant and in favour of the predominant in a systematic pattern of reinforcing the
degradation of the environment and violation of human rights(Sattar, 2023). This
discrimination can be displayed in the agricultural industry. Although 42% of the Pakistani
workforce consists of small farmers, they are experiencing extreme water crises due to the
textile and sugar industries, which contribute only 3% of the gross product but consume 47%
of all available water in Pakistan. This inequality is based on the purposeful decisions of the
policy, such as the reduced price of water available in the industry and the poor irrigation
systems in rural communities(Mansab & Khan, 2023). The associated effects have created what
is now known as a water injustice, resulting in 62% of smallholder farmers falling into debt,
according to the 2024 World Bank statistics. Most of these farmers are forced to abandon their
farms due to desertification stemming from the prevailing climatic conditions(Makki et al.,
2025). Pakistan faces a vulnerability to climate change due to its debt crisis. The country is
using a percentage of its government revenues to service its external debt of $125 billion, which
would otherwise be spent on important adaptation measures. Austerity measures dictated by
the IMF, such as the abolition of fuel subsidies, scheduled to be implemented in 2023, and
disproportionately affected low-income households. Some studies undertaken by the UNDP
indicated that the reforms pushed energy poverty up by 22%, which forced families to choose
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between heating and eating during extreme weather situations (Afridi, 2025). The problem of
regulatory capture hands industrial polluters a license to pollute with impunity. The industrial
belt in Punjab has 78%Phillips breaking the quality of emissions control, but there are penalties
that are below 2%per cent per cent it would cost them when they comply with the quality
standards. The Sugar Inquiry Commission (2023) revealed that 60% of Sugar mill owners are
represented in politics, thus they have a say in preventing environmental changes (W. Ullah et
al., 2024).

The reaction of states to the trend of environmental activism has become more securitised. In
July 2024, Baloch protests over the mismanagement of water resources were violently
suppressed, with three people being killed and 214 people being arrested. Through online
censorship tools like internet shutdowns and PECA charges on activists, a climate of fear has
been created. Such trends illustrate how the political economy of Pakistan transforms
ecological threats into a human rights emergency that necessitates changes in the very systems,
due to resource elites who control access to resources and decision-making (A. Mehmood &
Cousins, 2022).

July 2024:

Water Allocation Between Debt vs Climate Spending Fatalities During 3 fetalies

- Industries and Small Farmers (2015-2024) Environmental Protests
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Figure 4: Climate Impact and Resource Distribution Challenges in Pakistan (2020-2024)"

The figure 4, features three graphic figures that highlight the main problems of climate change
and its consequences. The first graph, titled "Water Allocation between Industries and Small
Farmers,' illustrates the proportionate distribution of water sources, with more than 80 per cent
allocated to industries and a small amount available to small farmers. This is an indicator of
how the agricultural sector is struggling to tap into the much-needed water resources for crop
production. In the second graph, Debt vs. Climate Spending (2015-2024), a troubling pattern
is evident as the debt-to-revenue ratio consistently increases, while spending on climate
adaptation remains relatively low in comparison. It means that, although the country's debt is
increasing, investments in climate resilience and adaptation are inadequate. The third graph,
titled "Fatalities during Environmental Protests," illustrates the increasing number of fatalities
in environmental protests, which came to light in 2024. The combination of these graphs
demonstrates that an equal distribution of resources and greater investment in climate and
protecting its advocates is required urgently.

Judicial Activism and Limits
Judicial activism has been instrumental in promoting environmental rights, including the use
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of Public Interest Litigation (PIL) (Nusrat & Khan, 2022). Environmental protection has been
recognised as a fundamental right by courts in various jurisdictions, including the Pakistani
jurisdiction. For instance, judgment cases such as Shehla Zia v. WAPDA (1994) and Leghari v.
Federal Court of Pakistan have examined how environmental degradation constitutes a form of
constitutional violation against the right to life and dignity (Shehla Zia v. WAPDA, 1994;
Leghari v. The Federation of Pakistan, 2018). These rulings have set significant precedents in
environmental jurisprudence(Chattopadhyay, 2024). Especially, judicial interventions have
major drawbacks to their success. There is the implementation gap as one of the key problems.
Although these decisions are progressive in nature, enforcement may be hindered by either the
opposition of the executive or institutional inertia. In one instance, the Lahore smog case
rulings were not effective in enhancing long-term air quality, despite several attempts by the
courts (A. Ullah & Ali, 2024). Besides, marginalised groups are disadvantaged in several ways,
including prohibitive litigation costs, complex procedures, and distance to a court (Gupta,
2022). This limits their environmental justice seeking. The next problem is the absence of
specially developed environmental courts and the technical skills of judges, which results in
inconsistent decisions (Kesavan, 2023). Legal and scientific knowledge can lead to a more
effective adjudication process through specialised tribunals.

Pathways to Rights-Based Environmental Governance

Legal and Institutional Reforms

The system of environmental governance in Pakistan requires a comprehensive overhaul to
ensure that the right to a healthy environment is effectively protected for the people. Although
judicial activism via PIL has brought in a welcome change in the creation of significant
precedents, there are still flaws evident in the implementation and enforcement systems. It
requires transformative changes on several fronts to transition to a rights-based environmental
governance (Carella, 2023). These reforms must be grounded in the constitutional recognition
of environmental rights. Today, the right to environmental protection is neither explicitly
articulated nor mentioned in the constitutional rights to life and dignity. A separate amendment
to the constitution that would ensure a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment would
empower enforcement through the law and make the state more accountable. The strategy has
been effective, as in other nations such as South Africa and Kenya, where the inclusion of
environmental rights in a constitution has resulted in greater judicial security and more
effective government policy implementation(Ahsan & Qubra, 2025). Another important area
of reform is the establishment of special courts for the environment. The prevailing judicial
system has been experiencing difficulty in handling technical environmental cases due to the
absence of specialised skills and the complexities of the procedures (Van Koppen, 2022). The
inability to access justice could be addressed by establishing specialized environmental
tribunals that include scientific assessors and streamlined procedures. Such courts can adopt
novel practices, such as minimalistic standing and alternative dispute resolution, to enable
marginalised populations to access redress for environmental injustices (Miao &
Nduneseokwu, 2025). It is also important to harmonise the environmental legislation regarding
federal and provincial jurisdictions. The Environmental laws in Pakistan are still in a state of
disrepair, with many discrepancies between national laws, such as the Climate Change Act
2017, and provincial legislations. The rationalisation of these laws and the integration of
international agreements into laws, such as the Paris Agreements, would result in a more
coherent legal environment. It is especially necessary to address the issue of conflict between
industrial development strategies and environmental protection (Candy, 2022).

The implementation is needed in the form of strengthening environmental institutions.
Currently, environmental protection agencies lack sufficient funding, technical capabilities,
and enforcement abilities. The key areas that should be the subject of reforms include ensuring
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financial autonomy by allocating special budgets, developing technical expertise, such as
pollution monitoring opportunities, and providing enforcement agencies with the necessary
independence. The responsive development of some enforcement roles would also be enhanced
by decentralising them to local governments, which would be more sensitive to community-
based environmental needs (Raiissa-Zita Mah, 2022). The final pillar of change required is
climate-specific laws. Pakistan should also have specific legislation that covers the entire
climate budget transparency, loss and damage facilities, as well as gender-sensitive adaptation,
since it is one of the nation’s most vulnerable to climate change. The requirement for cost
tagging of climate spending in government budgets would enable accountability, and the
creation of a loss and damage fund could be a valuable facilitator for climate-affected
populations. The impacts on women in climate-vulnerable regions are disproportionate, and
this would be resolved by including gender considerations in climate policies (Dankova et al.,
2022).

All these intertwined reforms, such as constitutional recognition, specialised courts,
harmonisation of law, strengthening institutions and climate legislation, would change and
reform the environmental governance system in Pakistan(Qureshi, 2023). Through a proper
definition and delineation of the rights and responsibilities, enhancing the access to the justice,
and developing the capacity of the institutions, Pakistan can embark itself on a proper rights
based system which gives protection to not just the people of Pakistan, but also the natural
environment so that it can benefit future generations as well. These systematic changes are
necessary now because environmental issues are on the rise in the country (Anjum et al., 2025).

Rights-Based
~___— Environmental Governance

_— T
— I

Constitutional Recognition Specialized Courts Harmenized Laws Stronger EPAs Climate Legislation

| | R

Tribunals + Technical
Experts

Amend Articles 9 & 14 ‘

Align Provincial Laws Funding + Autonomy Climate Budget Tagging

Figure 5: Rights Based Environmental Governance

The figure 5, illustrates a systematic approach to implementing rights-based environmental
governance in Pakistan, encompassing five key areas of reform. At the highest level, there is
the target of effective or efficient collective term, called "Rights-Based Environmental
Governance," which is followed by five related major components: Constitutional Recognition,
Specialised Environmental Protection Agencies (EPAs), and Climate Legislation. The
components are then further broken down into details; the amendment of Article 9 and Article
14 of the Constitution to provide environmental rights in it, the setting up of special courts with
technical knowledge, harmonization of provincial laws on the environment, sufficient budget
and power given to environmental bodies, and tagging of climate budgets. This visual depiction
is useful for illustrating how these cross-linked reforms would foster a cumulative consensus
in enhancing the system of governance to conserve the environment in Pakistan, encompassing
constitutional, judicial, legislative, institutional, and climate-specific aspects in an organised
manner.
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Empowering Communities and Inclusive Governance

The reliance on conventional top-down environmental governance has been failing in Pakistan,
the country where the underprivileged are hugely affected by resource degradation as well as
climatic disasters. Environmental protection must take the form of a transition away from
solutions focused on individual communities to sustainable, equitable alternatives(Syed et al.,
2023). There is a need to implement Participatory Policymaking instead of bureaucratic
decision-making, as a combination of bottom-up solutions. Locally managed interventions,
such as community-based flood preparedness schemes tested in Sindh or local associations of
water users in Balochistan, proved superior to interventions directed by larger agencies. Such
programs enable communities to dictate how to manage their resources and ensure that policies
consider the realities on the ground (Rizwan et al., 2024). Indigenous Knowledge Systems
present solutions that have been developed over time and through experience, and are often
overlooked in modern governance. Customary methods of water management, such as karez
(subsurface water systems) in Balochistan and ahars (village ponds) in Punjab, should be
incorporated into national adaptation plans to address climate change. Concomitantly, disaster-
resilient traditional agricultural techniques can be used to enhance food security levels in
climate-vulnerable regions(Shahzad & Humza, 2024). The importance of having Gender-
Responsive Frameworks lies in the fact that women are disproportionately affected by
environmental degradation, yet they are often not consulted during decision-making processes.
The policies should reflect the inclusion of women in climate governance and address their
distinct needs, such as the design needs of WASH (Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene) facilities
that consider menstrual hygiene management. Unless the issue of gender inclusivity is
addressed, the adaptation strategies will continue to be insufficient (Mirza, 2025). There is also
a dire need for the Protection of Environmental Defenders. The Prevention of Electronic
Crimes Act (PECA) has been used by the government of Pakistan to intimidate activists who
post information on ecological damage. Its repressive clauses should be repealed, and laws
should be promulgated to protect environmental journalists and activists, ensuring
accountability and freedom of speech (S. Hussain et al., 2025). Transparency and Access
should be regarded as the most important. Information gaps can be overcome with real-time
pollution surveillance equipment, open and accessible environmental information, and early
warning mechanisms that cater not only to the marginalised population. When it comes to
responding to environmental threats, populations that have access to timely data have better
chances of responding effectively, particularly those in urban slums and rural farming
communities(Rasool et al., 2024).

Comparative Insights: Learning from Germany

Pakistan can improve its environmental governance tremendously by following Germany's
example of rights-based environmental governance. The key is constitutional integration: the
Grundgesetz (Basic Law) of Germany enshrines in its text the need to protect the environment,
so when the state does not abide by its obligations, it can be prosecuted by the courts (Ghafoor
et al., 2023). By contrast, the implicit recognition in Pakistan under Article 9 (right to life) does
not have such equivalence of enforceability. Another important lesson can be seen in Germany,
where the coherence of a country is provided through the Klimaschutzgesetz (Climate
Protection Act). It provides binding sectoral emission reductions in place with strong
mechanisms of enforcement and enhancement of accountability ahead of schedule and until
2040 (Aziz & Afridi, 2024). The Climate Change Act 2017, enforced in Pakistan, lacks strict
enforcement; consequently, weak penalties result in poor implementation. Energiewende (or
energy transition) exemplifies Germany's methodical transition to a renewable energy grid,
with the country already generating more than 46% of its electricity from renewable sources
by 2023 (BMWK, 2023). The process of deploying grid integration and community models
withto achieve 60% renewable energy in Pakistan by 2030 can be supported by Germany.
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Germany, is also very good in providing victim compensation. Its legal model in litigation on
climate provides self-help to affected communities as opposed to the surgical court actions on
climate in Pakistan (Peel & Osofsky, 2020). For example, Germany Neubauer v. Germany
(2021) mandated tighter emissions reductions, similar to those in the Leghari case (2018) in
Pakistan, which resulted in poor enforcement(Ghafoor et al., 2023). Lastly, international
obligations are internalized in Germany better. Its internal laws are automatically in line with
the treaties signed in contrast to the Pakistani case of enforcing the ratified and not enforced
one (Bodansky, 2019).

Table 3: Comparative Insights: Germany vs. Pakistan

Governance Germanv’s Approach Pakistan’s Current Lessons for
Aspect y'SAPP Status Pakistan
Amend
. . - . Constitution to
Environmental protection Implicit under Article explicitl
Constitutional enshrined 9 (right to life); no o (]?o niz}el:
Integration in Grundgesetz (Basic Law, explicit constitutional S
Art. 20a) (Kloepfer, 2020) guarantee environmental
' ’ ' ' rights for stronger
enforcement.
Klimaschutzgesetz (Climate Climate Change Act St}r engthen .
. - climate laws with
. Protection Act) sets binding 2017 lacks o
Policy . ) binding targets,
sectoral targets with enforceable targets; .
Coherence . . . . deadlines, and
penalties (Bundesregierung, implementation gaps .
: penalties for non-
2021). persist. .
compliance.
Adopt Germany’s
o,
Energiewende achieved 46% Targets 60% phased transition
. . renewables by
renewable electricity (2023) model,
Energy . . . . 2030 but lacks . -
Transition via feed-in tariffs & grid svstematic incentivize
modernization (BMWK, ystem . decentralized
financing/community
2023). C. renewable
participation. .
projects.
Establish
Climate litigation Cpurts recognize spe(:lahzed
. . rights (e.g., Leghari tribunals for
Victim (e.g., Neubauer v. Germany, . .
. . case) but lack climate claims
Compensation 2021) forces state action; . .
. enforcement/remedial ~ and compensation
victims can sue for damages. .
mechanisms. funds for affected

communities.
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Ratified treaties (e.g., Reform legal

. . Paris Agreement, processes to auto-
. Treaties automatically .
International . . . CEDAW) face incorporate
. integrated into domestic law . . . )
Alignment . implementation ratified treaties
(e.g., Paris Agreement). . .
delays/lack into national
domestication. legislation.
Constitutional Integration Grundgesetz (Art. 20a)

L . Klimaschutzgesetz
Binding Climate Targets >
(Sectoral Targets)
, Renewable Energy Energiewende (46%
Germany's Model » . »
Transition Renewables)

Neubauer v. Germany

Climate Litigation Pathways >

(2021)
International Law Direct Treaty
Internalization Implementation

7 Conclusion: Toward Climate Justice and Rights-Cantered Resilience

Pakistan's intersecting environmental and human rights crises demand urgent, transformative
action. As this research demonstrates, environmental degradation is not merely an ecological
issue but a fundamental human rights emergency disproportionately affecting the most
marginalized. The devastating floods of 2022-2024, the toxic air enveloping cities, and the
spreading water scarcity all illustrate how environmental harm translates into rights violations
eroding life, health, dignity, and equality. Without addressing the structural
inequalities and governance failures that exacerbate these impacts, Pakistan's sustainable
development remains unattainable. The path forward requires reconceptualising environmental
protection as a human rights imperative. This entails constitutional recognition of the right to
a healthy environment, specialized environmental courts, and strengthened institutions capable
of enforcing regulations against powerful polluters. Equally crucial is addressing
the differentiated vulnerabilities faced by women, children, religious minorities, and
indigenous communities through targeted, participatory approaches. As Pakistan navigates its
debt and political challenges, it must prioritize climate justice that centres on the rights and
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knowledge of affected communities rather than securitized responses or elite-centric policies.
The lessons from Germany's integrated approach demonstrate that bridging the gap between
international commitments and domestic implementation is both feasible and essential.
Ultimately, Pakistan's future hinges on its ability to embrace "the greening of human rights" a
paradigm recognizing that environmental sustainability and human dignity are inseparable.
Only through such holistic, rights-based governance can Pakistan build genuine resilience
against the climate cataclysms ahead while upholding its constitutional promise of dignity and
justice for all citizens.
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