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Climate Change in Pakistan
A few months before the 2013 elections, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI)
unveiled its National Climate Change Policy amid much fanfare, and claimed
that they were the first political party in Pakistan’s history to formulate such a
policy aimed to limit the effects of climate change and preserve the
environment. Even though the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) had highlighted
the importance of protecting the natural resources at Pakistan’s disposal
during the 2008 election cycle, they made no practical moves in this regard,
and the subsequent Pakistan Muslim League Nawaz (PMLN) government failed
to achieve anything major either.
While Imran Khan has shared his own commitment to see that every effort is
made to mitigate the effects of climate change, the initiative itself is being led
by Malik Amin Aslam- the advisor to the Prime Minister on climate change. He
was a former State Minister for Environment under Gen Pervez Musharraf’s
regime, and a member of the PMLQ, before he joined the PTI in 2011. He has
a Masters in Environmental Management from Oxford University, and has
been the leading expert in the field of environment conservation in Pakistan
for over two decades. In this capacity, he has worked at the World Bank and
the UN, and was a member of the International Union for Conservation of
Nature. After joining Imran Khan, he spearheaded the PTI’s environment policy
mandate, and seems to be a competent and experienced candidate to lead
Pakistan’s green initiatives.
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During the PMLN’s tenure, the PTI introduced a few green programs in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) that were not only appreciated within the country, but
across the globe, primarily their Billion Tree Tsunami drive. Costing an
estimated $170 million, the project restored over 350,000 hectares of trees
through planting and natural regeneration, and more importantly for PTI and
Imran Khan’s political ambitions, showcased to the citizens of the country that
here was finally a political party that could fulfill its promises, and implement
actual change across the nation. It became a valuable component of PTI’s
election campaign in 2018, with the party promising to expand the program
across Pakistan, as well as introduce several new green initiatives that would
create jobs, and help fight the growing menace of climate change.
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The Threat
Climate Change is without a doubt the greatest threat facing mankind today.
Due to the destructive habits of human beings, like pollution, deforestation
and urban expansion etc., the Earth’s resources are finally drying up, and the
planet is fighting back. The rate of natural disasters like volcanic eruptions,
hurricanes and floods are becoming more common with every passing year,
with the World Resource Institute predicting that the rate of flooding might
increase threefold by 2030. Sea levels are rising faster than they have in the
last two thousand years, and starting from the year 2000, the record for the
hottest year in history has been broken with every subsequent year.
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The scale of this problem is incalculable, with the end result expected to be
certain human annihilation. Even though a majority of scientists and
environmental experts believe that the human race is beyond the point of
reversing the consequences of climate change, they do concede that certain
steps may limit its more destructive effects. In this vein, 196 countries from
around the globe came together during the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change to sign the Paris Agreement in 2016. As part of
this pact, every signatory has to formulate an effective plan to alleviate Global
Warming, implement it efficiently, and provide a comprehensive report on its
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Some time ago, scientists calculated the amount of resources that the Earth
provides per annum, with the aim to limit human consumption to this figure.
Yet, over the past few years they have been observing the Earth Overshoot
Day to mark when human beings exceed this figure. Back in 2000, this day was
on November 1, however, disturbingly, last year it arrived on August 2, with
the gap only expected to grow with time. This is not only projected to cause
over one million different species to go extinct (over one in every six of the
world’s total species), it is also predicted to lead to a worldwide migrant crisis.
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success or failure every year. While the goals of the accords do not follow a
specific timeline, every time a certain objective is achieved by a country, they
have to vow to keep improving on their performance with time. The ultimate
aim is to limit global average temperatures from rising more than 1.5 °C, which
will be optimal for combatting the effects of climate change, or a maximum of
2 °C, as anything beyond that could prove catastrophic.
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These erroneous comments came after he was widely criticized for pulling out
of the Paris Agreement only a few months after taking office. The agreement
was originally signed under Barack Obama’s administration, and he was highly
critical of his successor’s views on the subject, stating that “The single highest
priority that I see globally at this point is the issue of environmental
sustainability,” and that the global targets highlighted in the Paris Agreement
were “a first step in the right direction. But only the first step.” He added that
the achievements of these goals, especially in the US, would require “political
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One encouraging factor, particularly for Pakistan, is that a majority of its
citizens realize the great threat posed by global warming, and are willing to
back the PTI in their initiatives to minimize its effects. This is in stark contrast
to some countries in the West, primarily the US, where climate change has
been turned in to more of a political issue, rather than a scientific fact. In a
recent interview, Donald Trump, a long-time climate change denier,
commented on the issue saying “There is a cooling, and there’s a heating. I
mean look, it used to not be climate change, it used to be global warming. That
wasn’t working too well because it was getting too cold all over the place. The
ice caps were going to melt, they were going to be gone by now, but now
they’re setting records. They’re at a record level.”
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and social commitment” which unfortunately “right now is not forthcoming”.
In January, earlier this year, over 100 members of Congress sent a letter to
President Trump, saying “We have heard from scientists, military leaders and
civilian personnel who believe that climate change is indeed a direct threat to
America's national security and to the stability of the world at large”, and they
went on to implore him to reassess his decision to roll back many of the green
initiatives that had been introduced by the Obama administration.
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There is always a threat of a new government in charge turning back reforms
made by the previous administration, especially in a democracy, and this is a
risk that faces the current PTI government as well. However, if their proposed
plans do show some promise, as Imran Khan has assured the country that they
will, then there is a good chance that even if the PTI fails to retain their power
after the next elections, the new party in charge may continue with these
initiatives for years to come. In the end, it all depends on the practicality and
long-term benefits of the reforms that have already been implemented, and
the ones that have been recommended by the current administration.
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The Green Revolution
The green revolution in Pakistan is
expected to begin with the expansion of
the Billion Tree Tsunami drive that
proved to be so successful in KPK. While
the aim for the province was to plant a
billion trees, this has been extended to
the rest of the country as well, and the
target now is to plant 10 billion trees over
the next five years. As per the UN, every
country should have at least 12% forest
cover, while Pakistan currently has
somewhere between 2% to 5% cover,
and this initiative will go a long way in
ensuring the country meets this target
soon. It will also ensure that Pakistan will
not only meet its commitments to the
Bonn Challenge, but surpass them, as was
done by the PTI government in KPK.
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At the same time as the Billion Tree
Tsunami drive was being implemented in
KPK, the PMLN government in Punjab
executed a couple of environmentally
conscious programs in the Potohar region
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The Bon Challenge is a worldwide effort
to restore 150 million hectares of
deforested land across the world, and
according to their website ‘the KP pledge
has the distinction of being the first subnational pledge, the first pledge to be
fully implemented, and the first pledge to
be increased’. Inger Andersen, the head
of the International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the
organization in charge of administering
the Bonn Challenge, called it “a true
conservation success story”, while the
WWF also praised the KPK government’s
achievements.
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as well. They began by providing farmers saplings for over two million, good
quality and high yield olive plants, free of charge. According to Barani
Agriculture Research Institute Director Dr Muhammad Tariq, “the area of
Potohar region has suitable climatic conditions for olive cultivation, as wild
olives over a large area were already present in the region. This is what
prompted the government to decide to turn Potohar into an olive valley”.
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The rising population in the country, and the changing social dynamics, have
led to an increase in the number of vehicles on the road, which can be among
the biggest contributors of harmful gasses and heat in the environment. In
order to reduce their impact, the PTI will focus on improving affordable public
transport, and have pledged to introduce mass transport systems through
partnerships between the public and private sector. The new government also
promised to research and develop alternate forms of energy generation
methods, like wind farms and photovoltaic (solar) power stations, and
promote their use over traditional sources, like coal and oil. Furthermore,
there would be added emphasis on energy efficient building designs, which
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While the PMLN government’s primary purpose behind this move was to help
local farmers produce greater amounts of olive oil, by providing free saplings
and providing a 60% to 70% subsidy on irrigational resources, they also wanted
to curtail the rising import bill for the edible oil sector. Additionally, to further
facilitate the local farmers, as well as to improve water retention in the area,
the government also built over a hundred mini dams in the region, which are
much more beneficial for the environment than large dams. Under the
direction of the Directorate of Soil Conservation Punjab, as part of their ‘Punjab
Kissan Package’, the government further created 148 gabion spurs, 28 earthen
embankments, 39 water storage tanks, and 201 water ponds.
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focus on controlled ventilation, efficient building envelope and bioclimatic
architecture, and would include solar panels, air-sealed construction, glazed
windows, and mechanical insulation.
Due to climate change, the weather is becoming increasingly hard to predict
and this has had a disastrous effect on the country’s crop yields, and the local
farmers. In order to combat these challenges, the new government is looking
to invest in climate-resistant crop varieties, which will not be affected by the
expected rising temperatures caused by global warming, while many of these
crops have also been designed to require only a minimal amount of water to
survive. The agriculture sector accounts for almost 21% of Pakistan’s GDP and
employs over 45% of its entire labor force, highlighting the significance of
stress tolerant crop varieties for the country’s economy and future progress.
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Ultimately, the PTI plans on introducing and stressing on environmental
studies in the local educational institutions. Only with more research and a
better understanding of the issues related to climate change, can sustainable
solutions for this impending threat be determined. According to Malik Amin
Aslam the advisor to the Prime Minister on climate change, “The PTI policy
predicts the creation of five million jobs in five years as a result of turning the
economy green. The jobs will be created when different sectors adopt ecofriendly measures”. He cited the example of small scale sustainable farming,
which he expected to add over 600,000 jobs, disregarding the fact that such
farming systems have been suffering due to climate change, and fluctuating
dynamics in the agricultural sector, with the 2016 median farm income in the
US at an all-time low of negative $2,008.
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Other Considerations
Mangroves are different species of trees and shrubs that grow in coastal
swamps and saline water, and form heavy thickets that are essential for the
survival of fish and many other marine creatures. They form a natural habitat
for a wide variety of marine life, and are also a source for food and
nourishment. They can be found in abundance in the Indus River Delta, and
are the main resource for many fisheries in the area. Additionally, they offer
residents of the region firewood and animal feed, and protect against land
erosion, as well as floods and sea encroachment. Most importantly, they are
an essential defense against climate change, as they absorb over 18% more
carbon dioxide than any other plant in the world.
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Another consideration is regarding the significance of the Siachen Glacier, the
longest glacier in the Karakoram Mountains, and a major source for fresh
water for both Pakistan and India. Over 5000 meters in elevation and over
7000 kilometers in size, there is a risk that this magnificent ice mass might
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Unfortunately, while mangrove forests can thrive in salinized water, they do
need fresh water to survive as well, for which they depend on rivers and
streams, and the falling levels of the Indus river, as well as pollution and
deforestation, have had a detrimental effect on the mangrove population in
the Indus delta over the past few years. Conservation efforts have been
underway for quite a long time, with the Forest Department planting almost
850,000 trees back in 2013, as well as initiating a drive to pay locals in the area
for protection of the existing mangrove forests, yet the situation is still quite
dire, and requires comprehensive planning and effective strategies to counter
the issue; something that the PTI is yet to comment on.
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disappear altogether, mainly due to climate change and the heavy
militarization of the region. Ever since India deployed its troops there back in
the eighties, it has become the site of the highest battlefield in the world, and
many environmentalists fear that the continued construction of infrastructure
and fighting might have calamitous results for the army personnel and
communities living in the area.
Jennifer McKay, an Australian Disaster Management Consultant, published a
special report in the February 2016 issue of the Inter Services Public Relations
(ISPR) magazine Hilal, stating “The Gyari Avalanche in 2012, which took the
lives of 129 Pakistani soldiers and 11 civilians, is a reminder of the risks to those
who serve there”. Casualties occurred on the Indian side as well, as an
avalanche at their Sonam post near the LoC caused the deaths of ten soldiers,
with Lt Col S Sengupta, Commandant of the Siachen Battle School in India,
saying that “what happened in Sonam was that a hanging glacier stuck to the
ice wall had fallen off. That was just because in the last 15 or 20 days [prior to
the accident], the temperature had been rising” and that “the entire incident
[at Sonam] was only because of climate change”.
While both Pakistan and India are
wary of withdrawing its troops from
Siachen, especially considering its
strategic value, during a 2015 UN
assembly session, the then Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif called for
both countries to formulate a
strategy for the complete withdrawal of troops from the region. He made the
suggestion with a view to avoid further destruction of the glacier, yet, like their
reaction to the recent overtures of peace by the PTI administration, Sharif’s
proposal was turned down by the Indian government. Perhaps, it is time that
India should look beyond its regional rivalries and instead turn their focus on
saving the planet which we all share.
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Additionally, there is a need for sustainable mountain development, as their
ecosystem forms a vital part of the world’s ecology. Rising deforestation,
surface landslides, soil erosion, and a deteriorating habitat and genetic
diversity are some of the main issues facing Pakistan’s mountain ranges, and
they need more protection from the authorities in charge.
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Conclusion
Sustainable solutions are the need of the hour, and if the PTI is absolutely
committed to protecting the environment, then they have their work cut out
for them. Climate change is a threat that cannot be taken lightly, and should
take precedence over every other consideration facing the new government.
All over the world its devastating effects are clear to see, like the
unprecedented heat wave affecting Europe, hurricanes in the US, the dying
Great Barrier Reef in Australia, the excessive smog in South East Asia, and the
countless other such incidents that ensure that Earth is calling out for help. It
is high time that people everywhere set aside all their differences and unite to
heed our planet’s call. Otherwise this precious piece of space rock that we call
home, might not prove to be such a welcome place after all.

Former New York mayor Michael Bloomberg said it best: “In the end, it's not
governments that drive behavior, it's capitalism, it's the economic interest of
companies who want to be environmentally friendly because their employees
want it, their investors want it, their customers want it. And individuals who
want to breathe clean air today and drink clean water today want it”.

Page

10

We are making progress, China is making some progress, throughout Europe
they're making some progress.
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