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nderstanding of man’s impact
on the environment is increas-
ing dramatically. Environmental

matters are now of global concern, as
is environmental control itself. In
1987, the Report of the World
Commission on Environment and
Development – known as the
Brundtland Report – introduced the
principle of sustainable develop-
ment. Despite the
difficulties of legis-
lating and imple-
menting such a con-
cept, many countries
have attached great
weight to achieving
its aims. Today, sus-
tainable develop-
ment forms the poli-
cy context in which
much legislation is being drafted.

On the corporate level, many
companies are under pressure to
improve their environmental per-
formance. The motivation can arise
from legislation, corporate social
responsibility, customers and com-
mercial pressures, and public opin-
ion. What is clear from many industry
surveys is that the law remains the
single most important influence on
how environmental improvement
programmes are carried out.

Development of environmental 
legislation

Using the law as a means of pro-
tecting health and the environment is
not new. In the 1970’s, environmental
disasters such as the “ Love Canal” in
the United States and the Seveso
accident in Italy had a major impact
on public opinion, which ultimately

led to the develop-
ment of single-issue
laws. Subsequently,
law making evolved
into legislation that
focused on the con-
trol of industrial
pollution in each of
the three environ-
mental media : land,
air and water.

As a result, such problems were
defined not just in terms of localized
damage to property and health, but
also in terms of their effect on the
major ecosystems. Consequently, leg-
islation began to take an increasingly
holistic approach to environmental
issues. The concept of BATNEEC
(Best Available Technique Not
Entailing Excessive Cost) and BPEO
(Best Practicable Environmental
Option) were introduced. These were
embodied in legislation, for example,
in setting specific conditions (such as

Syrian ISO 14001 pioneers anticipate
growing pressure for environmental
legislation in developing nations

Two Syrian manufacturing companies have pioneered ISO 14001 certification in the absence
of national environmental laws, other than little-enforced “ end-of-pipe ” emissions reg-
ulations. However, Habi-Tex textiles and Al-Fares pharmaceuticals sought certification to
add credibility to their environmental efforts in the eyes of regulators, the community and 
policy makers in anticipation of tough new environmental legislation in developing 
countries like Syria.
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emission limits). Resulting legislation
covered a wide range of issues such
as atmospheric emissions, water pro-
tection, waste production, control
and disposal, noise, hazardous sub-
stances installations, site decontami-
nation, site redevelopment, and
transport of materials.

Today, it is recognized that regula-
tion by way of prescriptive standards
tends to be inflexible. To many, there
is no doubt that a mix of measures,
both administrative and market-
based, are needed to deal with the
full range of environmental prob-
lems. In fact, the influence of envi-
ronmental legislation on improving
corporate environmental perform-
ance is most effective when the fol-
lowing three issues are addressed
comprehensively :

! command and control legislation,
which prescribes or proscribes
conduct, often using a licensing
system with criminal and non-
criminal sanctions ;

! economic instruments, which per-
mit economic penalties and
rewards to modify conduct ; and,

! civil liability for the reparation of
damage, which may arise under
legislation or by the operation of
the law.

Industry response and 
ISO 14001

The industrial sector real-
ized that not only do current
legislative forces have most
influence on environmental
performance, but that future
environmental legislation
would be more strongly driv-
en by societal expectations
than almost any other, and
therefore would vary dramatically
from one country to another.

In the developed nations, compa-
nies responded by placing increasing
importance on implementing systems
that provide information on which to
base effective management deci-
sions. The implementation of an envi-

ronmental management system
(EMS) is a structured approach to
reviewing a company’s environmental
performance and minimizing its
environmental liabilities. Although
there are several ways to establish an
EMS, ISO 14001, published in
September 1996, is by far the most
widely implemented EMS standard
in the world.

Habi-Tex, the first ISO 14001-
certified company in Syria,
specializes in knitting, dyeing
and sewing cotton garments,
mainly for export to Europe
and the USA. Seen here is a
circular cotton knitting
machine.

The Damascus, Syria, 
headquarters of Habi-Tex

It is defined by an iterative loop of
key management activities starting
from the policy statement, objectives
and targets, planning, implementing
and monitoring environmental im-
provement programmes that can be
progressed as the EMS is implement-
ed. To be certified in conformance
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with ISO 14001, a company must sat-
isfy the standard’s requirements,
maintain regulatory compliance, and
provide evidence of continual EMS
improvement leading to improved
environmental performance.

In developing nations, where reg-
ulators are still struggling with the
adoption and enforcement of envi-
ronmental law, the situation is quite
different. In the absence of enforce-
able legislation, other factors come
into play. Following are examples of
two Syrian companies that achieved
ISO 14001 certification at a time
when the Syrian environmental law
had not been adopted nor enforced
by the national regulatory authori-
ties.

Improving environmental performance
in Syrian manufacturing industry

In 1999, cotton textiles manufac-
turer Habi-Tex 1) became the first ISO
14001-certified company in Syria
(audited and certified by BSI 2),
closely followed in 2000 by Zouhbi
Brothers Pharmaceuticals Company
(Al-Fares) 3) (audited and certified by
QMI 4).

Both organizations achieved certi-
fication in the absence of effective
national environmental legislation.
Current Syrian environmental laws

consist of guidance documents that
set specific limits on factory air and
water emissions (so-called “ end-of-
pipe ” regulations), but these require-
ments are not effectively enforced.
Economic instruments in the form of
penalties and rewards, and civil liabil-
ities for reparation of damage caused
by bad environmental practices are
non-existent.

So what inspired the two compa-
nies to implement ISO 14001, and
what difficulties did they experience
in effecting programmes for contin-
uous environmental improvement in
the light of that embryonic legislative
climate ? 

According to the chief executive
officers of Habi-Tex and Al-Fares, the
need to improve environmental per-
formance had arisen from the envi-
ronmental impact of their polluting
processes, the current level of envi-
ronmental deterioration and the use
of non-renewable resources in Syria.
In addition, there was a lack of envi-
ronmental awareness among the
workforces. The reasons given for
pursuing ISO 14001 were the follow-
ing :

! There is an urgent need to con-
serve non-renewable resources,
including energy, and to conserve
water especially in view of the
severe drought in Syria over
recent years.

1)  Habi-Tex, Al Kadam – Housh
Place, Damascus – Amman Highway
(opposite the glass factory),
Damascus, P.O. Box 5885, Syria.

Tel. + 963 11 373 90 01.
Fax + 963 11 373 88 01.
E-mail habi@syriatel.net 

2)  BSI, 389 Chiswick High Road,
London W4 4 AL, United Kingdom.

Tel. + 44 208 996 9001.
Fax + 44 208 996 7001.
E-mail standards.international

@bsi-global.com 
Web www.bsi-global.com

3)  Zouhbi Brothers Pharmaceuticals
Company (Al Fares), P.O. Box 33070,
Menin, Saydnaya Highway,
Damascus, Syria.

Tel. + 963 11 591 52 60.
Fax + 963 11 591 52 61.
Web www.alfarespharm.com 

4)  Quality Management Institute
(QMI), Sussex Complex, Suite 300,
90 Burnhamthorpe Road West,
Mississauga, Ontario L5B 3C3,
Canada.

Tel. + 1 905 272 3920.
Fax + 1 905 272 85 03.
E-mail malcolmphipps@qmi.com 

Headquarters
offices and
production
facility of 
ISO 14001-

certified Zouhbi
Brothers

Pharmaceuticals
Company 

(Al-Fares) in
Damascus,

Syria.

The company
develops and
manufactures

solid, semi-solid
and liquid-type

medicines for
local and export

markets.
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! Sound manufacturing practices
mandate that pollution resulting
from manufacturing processes be
minimized, including emissions to
air, aqueous effluents, and dispos-
al of hazardous wastes.

! There is an economic advantage in
maximizing the recycling or re-use
of generated wastes, which in turn
reduces the cumulative effects of
such wastes on the environment.

! Sound management tools are
required in applying systematic
methodologies to the most appro-
priate pollution prevention and/or
abatement techniques, and in uti-
lizing cleaner technologies.

! It is important to promote the
individual responsibility of
employees by environmental
education, raising awareness, and
encouragement.

! Industry has a moral responsibil-
ity to protect health by minimizing
risks to the environment arising
out of industrial activities, and
consequent human exposure.

! There is willingness for open com-
munication with national and
regional authorities and local
communities, especially to miti-
gate environmental incidents or
emergencies.

Both companies report that these
improvements in environmental per-
formance are being
achieved by apply-
ing sound environ-
mental management
practices and appro-
priate technology.
Management tools
such as waste mini-
mization and energy
management pro-
grammes, Good
Housekeeping Prac-
tices 5), impact assess-
ments and environmental auditing
are all incorporated in the EMS.

Specifically, their environmental
policy statements set the framework
for EMS objectives and targets.

Environmental impacts of site activi-
ties are evaluated and formulated into
environmental improvement pro-
grammes. Internal audits and manage-
ment review meetings are instituted
within the system
in order to ensure
that targets are
being achieved.
C o s t / b e n e f i t
analyses are used
in order to for-
mulate sound
m a n a g e m e n t
decisions as to
which resources
could be best uti-
lized.

The driving force

A c c o r d i n g
to Habi-Tex and 
Al-Fares, the
driving force
behind  these
programmes lies
in the fact that
tomorrow’s de-
mands for effec-
tive environment-
al management
will be even
tougher, with fur-
ther government and public pres-
sure to provide more detailed envi-
ronmental reporting. For that reason,

both companies
have discovered that
apart from facilitat-
ing good environ-
mental management,
a certified ISO 14001
EMS adds credibil-
ity to an organiza-
tion’s environmental
efforts in the eyes of
regulators, the com-
munity and policy
makers.

In view of the obstacles to contin-
uous environmental improvement in
the absence of an effective legal sys-
tem in Syria, both companies note

A certified ISO 14001 
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Blister packaging of capsules
under hygienically and 
environmentally controlled
conditions at Al-Fares 
pharmaceutical production
site.

(continued overleaf)

5)  Good Housekeeping Practices
are described as “practical meas-
ures that organizations can follow
to improve productivity, save cost
and reduce environmental impact ”.
They form part of the DELTA
Programme (Developing
Environmental Leadership Towards
Action) initiated in 1995 by
Sustainable Business Associates
(SBA) to promote such principles,
and foster business and environ-
ment networks in the Maghreb and
Machrek countries. 

For further information contact :
Sustainable Business Associates, 
60, chemin du Petit-Flon, 
1018 Lausanne, Switzerland.

Tel. + 41 21 648 48 84.
Fax + 41 21 648 48 85.
E-mail sba@planet.ch
Web www.sba.hello.to
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the following :
! Although end-of-pipe regulations

may be the most easily enforce-
able form of pollution control in
Syria, there are inherent structur-
al and institutional weaknesses
here that encourage operators to
discharge right up to the emission
limits set by the regulator.
Consequently, companies have no
financial incentives for reducing
emissions limits beyond those
stated, nor to continually improve
environmental performance.

! Pollution and environmental dam-
age arise from the fact that envi-
ronmental resources are “ free” in
Syria. By effectively “ pricing ”
environmental resources to reflect
the costs of pollution, users would
manage them like any other eco-
nomic resource instead of squan-
dering them. Companies and con-
sumers, rather than regulators, are
allowed to decide how best to meet
environmental needs, and continu-
ally improve environmental per-
formance. Pricing mechanisms
could take the form of tax reduc-
tions for lowering emissions below
specified levels, with subsidies for
employing cleaner and generally

more expensive technologies.

! The absence of civil liabilities for
environmental damage in the
Syrian legal system leaves indus-
try disinclined to commit to con-
tinually improving its environ-
mental performance. There is no
doubt that the extent to which a
polluter is financially liable for the
effects of his activities under both
criminal and civil law would influ-
ence his behaviour.

Conclusions

Regulation by way of prescriptive
standards tends to be inflexible. In
the absence of a mix of both adminis-
trative and market-based measures,
companies face tough decisions in
allocating resources for environmen-
tal performance improvement.

In response to developing trends
in legislation, industry in developed
nations has embraced EMS principles
within the company structure in
order to provide information on
which effective management deci-
sions can be based.

In developing nations, where reg-
ulators are still struggling with the
adoption and enforcement of envi-
ronmental law, the most environmen-
tally aware companies are already
well advanced in improving manufac-

turing efficiencies and minimizing
waste.

The driving force behind
these environmental improve-
ment programmes lies in
their belief that effective
environmental management
is crucial for survival in
response to mounting gov-
ernment and public pressure
for more detailed environ-
mental disclosure. In fact,
Habi-Tex and Al-Fares sought
ISO 14001 EMS certification
for precisely that reason – to
add credibility to their envi-
ronmental efforts in the eyes
of regulators, the community

The Omayade Mosque in
Damascus, the world’s oldest
continuously inhabited city,
and home to Habi-Tex and 
Al-Fares, the first ISO 14001-
certified companies in Syria. 


