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ABSTRACT

In recent years, Iraq’s environmental protection system has faced serious challenges due to population growth,
industrial activities, and the consequences of war and political instability. Although numerous laws and
regulations—such as the Environmental Protection and Improvement Law enacted in 2009—and Iraq’s accession
to international environmental agreements have been established, major deficiencies in legal and administrative
systems have made the achievement of essential environmental objectives difficult. From a legal perspective, the
principal challenges include weak coordination among legislative bodies, ineffective enforcement of laws,
incomplete regulations, ambiguous responsibilities, and overlapping mandates of key institutions. Using a
descriptive—analytical method, the author concludes that, at the macro-management level, factors such as
insufficient financial resources and human capital, weak oversight mechanisms, administrative corruption,
ineffective monitoring and evaluation systems, and limited public participation have severely constrained the
proper implementation of environmental laws and policies. Furthermore, Iraq’s unique political conditions—
characterized by frequent changes in leadership, persistent insecurity, and external influences—have created
significant obstacles to the development of stable institutions. Achieving effective environmental governance in Iraq
therefore requires comprehensive reform of legal frameworks, enhancement of institutional capacity, promotion of
transparency and accountability, and the establishment of strong coordination among key national and
international stakeholders.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
Environmental protection has become one of the most critical governance challenges facing

contemporary states, particularly those emerging from conflict and prolonged institutional
disruption. In the Iraqi context, environmental governance must be understood within the broader
framework of third-generation human rights, where the right to live in a healthy environment is
increasingly recognized as a fundamental entitlement that binds both the state and citizens to
reciprocal duties of protection, preservation, and sustainable use of natural resources. The concept
of “environment” itself has evolved significantly, transitioning from a purely linguistic notion of
surrounding physical space to a multidimensional construct encompassing ecological systems,
biodiversity, climate stability, pollution control, and sustainable development objectives (Khazaei,
2023; Sharifi et al., 2022). Since the 1960s, global awareness of environmental degradation has
accelerated the development of international environmental law and policy, compelling states to
adopt regulatory mechanisms at national, regional, and global levels (Rashid et al., 2021).
Foundational international instruments such as the Stockholm Declaration of 1972 institutionalized
environmental protection as a core legal commitment of states, establishing principles of resource
management, pollution control, and intergenerational responsibility (Mubarak, 2021). These
principles were subsequently reinforced through the establishment of the United Nations
Environment Programme, which coordinates global environmental efforts and promotes
environmentally compatible development strategies (Ibrahim Jaloud, 2021), and further
strengthened by the Rio Declaration, which emphasized public participation, preventive approaches,
shared responsibilities between developed and developing states, and financial cooperation to
address environmental degradation (Al-Batat, 2010). Against this normative background, Iraq’s
environmental governance system reflects both formal alignment with international standards and
deep structural deficiencies that undermine effective implementation. While Iraq has enacted a
series of environmental statutes and acceded to multiple international agreements, its regulatory
regime continues to suffer from fragmentation, outdated provisions, weak enforcement, institutional
overlap, and insufficient administrative capacity. These systemic weaknesses are compounded by the
country’s unique post-conflict political landscape, marked by recurring leadership changes,
persistent insecurity, and external pressures that complicate long-term institutional development.
The present study situates Iraq’s environmental regulatory system within this complex legal and
political environment and seeks to identify the principal legal and executive barriers that prevent the
realization of effective environmental governance.
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Iraq’s contemporary environmental regulatory structure is the product of successive legislative
reforms beginning in the mid-twentieth century and accelerating after 2003. Early efforts included
the establishment of the Supreme Commission for Human Environment in 1974, followed by the
enactment of the Environmental Protection and Improvement Laws of 1986, 1997, and most
significantly 2009. The 2009 statute remains the principal legal instrument governing
environmental protection in Iraq, replacing earlier frameworks and providing detailed provisions on
air and water pollution control, soil protection, biodiversity conservation, hazardous substances,
waste management, and oil-related environmental contamination (Jum'ah, 2019). This law also
defines the institutional responsibilities of the Federal Council for Environmental Protection and
Improvement and its provincial counterparts, embedding environmental governance across multiple
administrative layers. Complementing this framework, Iraq’s 2005 Constitution elevated
environmental protection to constitutional status by explicitly recognizing the right of every person
to live in a healthy environment and imposing a legal obligation on the state to safeguard
environmental integrity and biodiversity (Razmjoo & Razmjoo, 2018). The constitutionalization of
environmental rights theoretically strengthened environmental governance by transforming it from
a discretionary policy domain into a binding legal duty. In parallel, Iraq introduced mandatory
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) procedures through the 2009 law and subsequent
regulatory guidelines, requiring development projects to obtain environmental compliance
certificates before approval and classifying projects according to their potential environmental risk
(Al-Halfi, 2013; Suhail Omran & Al-Makhzoumi, 2021). The Kurdistan Region adopted a similar
framework under its 2008 environmental law, reinforcing regulatory harmonization across federal
and regional jurisdictions. Despite these formal advances, Iraq’s environmental governance
architecture remains highly fragmented. Overlapping competencies among ministries, provincial
councils, and regulatory agencies create ambiguity in authority, while excessive cross-referencing
between statutes and delayed issuance of implementing regulations generate legal uncertainty
(Buniya et al., 2021). This institutional congestion weakens accountability, complicates enforcement,
and fosters regulatory loopholes that undermine environmental protection objectives.

Beyond legal design, the most persistent obstacles to environmental governance in Iraq arise at the
executive and administrative levels. Environmental enforcement is systematically undermined by
insufficient financial resources, chronic shortages of trained personnel, inadequate monitoring
infrastructure, and pervasive administrative corruption. Regulatory bodies often lack the technical
capacity and logistical tools necessary to conduct inspections, enforce compliance, and respond
effectively to environmental violations. These operational weaknesses are exacerbated by weak
oversight mechanisms and the absence of reliable monitoring and evaluation systems, allowing
environmental degradation to proceed largely unchecked. The consequences are visible across key
environmental sectors: air, water, and soil pollution continue to intensify, hazardous waste remains
poorly managed, and ecological restoration efforts are sporadic and underfunded. Water resource
management is particularly affected by institutional fragmentation and weak coordination,
aggravating water scarcity and reducing agricultural productivity, thereby threatening food security
and rural livelihoods (Ameen et al., 2015). Furthermore, Iraq’s prolonged conflict history has inflicted
enduring environmental damage while simultaneously eroding administrative capacity to address it.
International assessments highlight how war-related infrastructure destruction, forced
displacement, economic crises, and the COVID-19 pandemic have intensified environmental
pressures and further strained governance institutions. The combined effect of political instability,
fluctuating leadership, and external influence has prevented the emergence of stable regulatory
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institutions capable of sustaining long-term environmental policy. These structural weaknesses have
transformed environmental regulation into a largely symbolic system: laws exist on paper, but
implementation remains inconsistent, selective, and vulnerable to political interference. As a result,
regulatory failure has become normalized, allowing environmentally harmful practices to persist
with minimal accountability.

The erosion of environmental governance in Iraq carries profound socio-economic consequences
that extend far beyond ecological degradation. Weak regulatory oversight allows polluting industries
to operate with minimal restraint, exposing populations—particularly vulnerable and displaced
communities—to serious public health risks (Ameen et al., 2015). Environmental mismanagement
undermines economic diversification by discouraging investment in sustainable industries and
reinforcing dependence on environmentally damaging sectors, especially oil extraction. The absence
of coherent waste management legislation and ineffective regulation of industrial pollution impose
enormous financial costs, with environmental damage estimated at billions of dollars annually and
representing a significant proportion of national income (Aziz Salih & Aso Ali, 2015). Moreover,
environmental insecurity fuels broader development challenges by degrading agricultural land,
reducing water availability, destroying biodiversity, and weakening the resilience of ecosystems upon
which communities depend. These impacts reinforce poverty cycles, exacerbate social inequalities,
and intensify political grievances. Weak institutions further compound these problems by limiting
the state’s ability to integrate environmental policy into national development planning. As a result,
environmental protection remains marginalized within broader governance priorities, leaving Iraq
vulnerable to escalating ecological crises that threaten long-term economic stability, social cohesion,
and public trust in state institutions (Al-Saedi, 2022; Alfaiz et al., 2021).

Addressing Iraq’s environmental governance crisis requires comprehensive and coordinated reform
across legal, institutional, and societal dimensions. Legal reform must prioritize regulatory
coherence, eliminating conflicting provisions, reducing excessive statutory cross-references, and
ensuring timely issuance of implementing regulations. Strengthening institutional capacity demands
sustained investment in human resources, technical training, monitoring technologies, and
enforcement mechanisms. Transparency and accountability must be reinforced through anti-
corruption measures, independent oversight, and public reporting systems. Crucially, environmental
governance cannot succeed without broad societal engagement. Public awareness, environmental
education, and community participation are indispensable for cultivating a culture of compliance
and stewardship (Al-Muqdadi et al., 2016). Iraq’s federal structure further necessitates the
development of region-specific environmental standards that reflect local ecological, economic, and
social conditions while maintaining national coherence. The state’s constitutional obligation to
protect the environment imposes a clear mandate for proactive governance, requiring the adoption
of integrated policy frameworks that align environmental protection with economic development
and social welfare (Al-Nuzal et al.,, 2018). Only through synchronized legal modernization,
institutional strengthening, and civic mobilization can Iraq transition from symbolic regulation
toward functional environmental governance capable of delivering tangible and sustainable
outcomes.

This study demonstrates that Iraq’s environmental regulatory system is constrained not by the
absence of law, but by structural deficiencies in governance, institutional fragmentation, and
persistent implementation failures. Although significant legislative and constitutional advances have
been achieved, they remain undermined by weak executive capacity, political instability, and
insufficient societal engagement. Without a fundamental reconfiguration of environmental
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governance—one that integrates legal reform, institutional reconstruction, and public
participation—Iraq will continue to face escalating environmental, economic, and social risks.
Sustainable recovery and long-term stability therefore depend on transforming environmental
protection from a formal obligation into an operational reality embedded within the core of Iraqi
governance.
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