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The conventional approach to environmental control and regulation is to establish laws. Voluntary regulation, 

by contrast, provides incentives – but not mandates – for this control. Voluntary Environmental Agreements 

(VEAs) are agreements among the corporate, government and/or non-profit sectors, not required by 

legislation, that aim to improve environmental quality or natural resource utilization. These agreements are 

diversified and incorporate various kinds of objectives, incentives and procedures.  

VEAs are widely applied to address the negative environmental impacts of industries, such as air and water 

pollution. In industrialized countries, regulators typically use voluntary programmes to encourage industry to 

comply with mandatory regulations, or to cut emissions of pollutants for which mandatory regulations do not 

exist. In developing countries, these agreements are more commonly used to remedy significant levels of non-

compliance with mandatory regulation, where non-compliance is typically associated with (i) weak/absence of 

infrastructure needed to enforce regulations (ii) incomplete, confused, or inappropriate regulations (iii) lack of 

local level monitoring and enforcement as a result of regulatory power being concentrated at the national 

level, and (iv) the influence of private-sector interest groups and lack the political will for strict enforcement. 

Unfortunately, the success of VEAs in developing countries is mixed. For example, many VEAs are ultimately 

ignored by the signatories.  

Industry associations frequently participate in and comply with VEAs in order to avoid more stringent 

mandatory regulation. Therefore the stronger this threat, the more effective the VEA is in abating negative 

environmental impacts. However in developing countries with weak regulatory capacity, threats of strict 

mandatory regulation are not credible. Secondly the small-scale and informal (unlicensed and unregistered) 

firms that are more prevalent in developing countries tend to be less susceptible to many of the regulatory and 

non-regulatory pressures that create incentives for compliance with voluntary initiatives. These failures raise 

the question of whether VEAs are likely to be an appropriate regulatory instrument for developing countries if 

they are not adequately matched with real incentives.  

Another application of VEAs is where they are being used to promote an ecosystems approach to resource 

management and environmental protection, which aims to consider the complex interrelationships of an entire 

ecosystem in decision making rather than simply responding to specific issues and challenges. These 

agreements may be entered into (i) between the state and individual land owners to protect sensitive habitats, 

ecosystems or biodiversity, and (ii) by countries to develop agreements that are signed by multiple 

governments to prevent damage or manage the impacts of human activity on natural resources. This can 

include agreements that impact factors such as climate, oceans, rivers and air pollution. These international 

environmental agreements are sometimes legally binding documents that have legal implications when they 

are not followed and, at other times, are more agreements in principle or are for use as codes of conduct. In 

the case of VEAs between the state and private landowners, the effectiveness of the agreements is usually a 
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VEAs were entered into between regulators and trade associations representing the leather tanning industry in Leo´n, 

Guanajuato, Mexico’s leather goods capital and a notorious environmental hotspot. In each of these VEAs, tanners 

agreed that within 2–4 years, they would cut emissions of organic and inorganic water pollutants by building in-house 

industrial wastewater treatment facilities, implementing pollution prevention measures, and in some cases relocate 

to industrial parks where common effluent treatment plants could be built. Tanners also promised to improve their 

handling and disposal of solid and hazardous tanning wastes. In return, local environmental authorities agreed not to 

fine tanners for violating mandatory emissions standards during a 2-4 year grace period. Federal and local regulators 

also agreed to fix longstanding problems with mandatory environmental regulations including a complete lack of rules 

governing wastewater discharges into local sewers, and the confused and inconsistent rules governing the handling 

and disposal of solid and hazardous tanning wastes.  

Source: Blackman et.al. (2006)  
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Morocco was facing severe problems in managing the increasing amount of solid industrial waste. In view of an 

unsatisfactory legal framework defining requirements and options for an environmentally sound management of 

industrial waste the Department of the Environment has since 1997 signed a number of voluntary agreements to 

allow processing of certain wastes in a defined way. The most advanced and successful agreements have been signed 

with Moroccan cement industry covering a sector policy for environmental protection, procedures and standards for 

co-processing of tyres and certain types of industrial waste in the cement kilns and a pilot scheme for the collection 

and valorisation of waste lubricating oil. In general, authorities consider that a positive balance has already be drawn 

from an environmental point of due to the increasing amount of industrial waste utilized and withdrawn from 

uncontrolled dumping as well as from an economic point of view due to the substitution of fossil fuels by waste in the 

cement factories.. 

 Source:  Pluschke et.al. (2005)  
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Biodiversity stewardship has been implemented in South Africa as a key mechanism to secure priority biodiversity 

on land outside of state-owned protected areas, i.e. on privately/communally. Biodiversity stewardship is voluntary 

and cannot be forced upon a landowner/user. Its implementation has occurred through partnerships between 

landowners, conservation NGOs and conservation agencies. Biodiversity stewardship incentivizes landowner/users 

to be custodians of their land (including natural resources and biodiversity) through the sustainable use, 

management and protection of resources. The biodiversity on this land is secured through a biodiversity stewardship 

agreement. Key benefits of biodiversity stewardship are that it provides a cost effective conservation mechanism for 

expanding protection over important biodiversity areas without taking land out of agricultural production. It also 

contributes to national targets for protecting threatened ecosystems, maintaining the diversity and integrity of 

natural systems and landscapes, and the provision of vital ecosystem goods and services. In addition it can provide 

political, social, economic and environmental benefits. A key incentive for the landowners/users of signing an 

agreement with the state is that this triggers certain fiscal incentives such as becoming exempt (or receiving a 

rebate) from property rates. A second set of fiscal incentives is contained in the Revenue Laws Amendment Bill 

2008, which allows for significant levels of tax relief to landowners by creating mechanisms to deduct specified 

management costs as well as the loss of the right of use of land from income tax.  

Source: Anon (no date)  


