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Rapid Environmental Appraisal of Developments in 
and Around Murree Hills 

 
1. Introduction 

 
The Murree Hills are studded with different types of buildings, including many multistoried structures. 
Industrial buildings include sawmills, small-scale cottage operations and medium to large-scale 
multistory poultry farms. There are also many shopping areas and a wide range of recreation facilities 
including golf courses that attract a large number of tourists. 
 
The number of houses in the area has increased partly due to the rise in local population and partly 
due to investments by government and private agencies in developing military colonies, offices, 
educational institutions, hotels and guesthouses, and residential areas. Many of these are occupied 
only seasonally. 
 
The number of tourists in the area has expanded quite significantly with the improvement of the roads 
and transport facilities. Other contributing factors include restricted international travel that has 
prompted many to spend vacations within the country, and improved national economy that has given 
a boost to domestic tourism. 
 
It is not uncommon to see kilometer long traffic jams on the roads of Murree Hills during the tourist 
seasons and on weekends and public holidays. Current estimates indicate the presence of about 
111,000 tourists in the area during the peak season. This number is expected to grow by 3.2 percent 
per annum. 
 
In view of the current situation it is natural to expect that investment will get channeled into further 
exploiting the tourist potential of Murree Hills. The cu
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At present there is no waste treatment facility in any of these housing schemes, or for that matter, in 
Murree Hills. Solid waste including plastic bags can be observed littered on slopes all over Murree 
Hills. It is not uncommon to see garbage being burned along roadsides, the fumes from which are 
detrimental to the air quality of the area. Rainwater runoff and sewage carry part of the waste down 
the slopes to Rawal Lake.  
 
The Murree District Government appears ineffective against controlling illegal constructions. There is 
a need to strengthen its capacity for managing the area appropriately. 
 
At Bhara Kahu, real estate agencies are promoting farmhouses. This would result in an increase of 
agricultural runoff. There is also a mushroom growth of residential and commercial buildings in the 
area all the way down to Banigala near Islamabad. The waste from these buildings is dumped into the 
channels that feed into Korang River, which eventually carries them down to Rawal Lake.  
 
Many housing schemes and independent buildings are also being constructed in the Chhattar area. 
The largest of these is the ‘Utility Housing Scheme’, spread over 261 acres, followed by ‘Silver Hills 
Housing Society’ that occupies 250 acres of land. There are also the much advertised ‘Sanam 
Garden’ (200 acre), ‘Doctors’ Housing Scheme’ (150 acres) and ‘Judicial Town’ (100 acres) etc., all 
located in the Rawal Lake catchment area. 
 

2.1 Rawal Lake: 
The Rawal Lake had a storage capacity of 47,230 acre-feet when it was developed in 1960. 
Sedimentation over the years has reduced its storage capacity to 31,000 acre-feet. This 
sedimentation originates from natural and human factors including many construction activities in its 
catchment area from Banigala up to Murree Hills. The sedimentation rate, water quality and quantity 
data already available with WASA need to be correlated with construction activities in the catchment 
area for ascertaining the real cost of these developments. 
 
 

3. Legal Action 
 
In July 2003, a group of concerned citizens filed a case in Lahore High Court to save the picturesque 
hills of Murree from a possible human catastrophe due to the growing danger of landslides that was 
haunting the locals owing to heavy constructions, ruthless deforestation and massive quarrying. The 
petition referred to the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) study of 1988 that had 
pointed out the high potential for landslides in the Murree Hills. The hearing of this case continues to 
date. However, the New Murree issue was not included in this lawsuit. 
 
The lead lawyer Mr. Ather Minnalla feels that not much headway is expected in this case, as many 
vested interests and huge investments are involved. Another factor, according to him, is that any 
judgment on this case will have a strong bearing on the development in New Murree. This, according 
to him, further reduces the chances of success of this lawsuit. 
 
 

4.  New Murree 
 
Four alternate sites were examined within the Murree Hills for developing a tourist city. These areas 
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Division. No acquisition of private land or relocation of the local population is planned, at least at this 
stage. 
 
Facilities developed at New Murree will include a five star hotel, 7 international standard hotels, villas, 
cottages, and a wide range of recreational and amusement facilities. Reportedly, New Murree will 
have a planned capacity for 50,000 visitors per day. 
 
A 43 kilometer long segment of dual carriage highway that links Murree Road from Satrameel to 
Lower Topa, is at an advanced stage of construction. This highway will eventually be extended to 
Muzaffarabad. The Islamabad-Muzaffarabad Dual Carriageway N-75 will provide easy access to New 
Murree. 
 
For managing the proposed developments, the Punjab Government established the New Murree 
Development Authority (NMDA) in January 2004. The government has since been inviting both local 
and foreign investors for different projects in New Murree that have an estimated total capital cost of 
Rs 8.2 billion. Technical services are being provided by NESPAK and Thailand's architectural and 
construction giant, the Federation of Design and Construction Services (Fedcon). 
 

4.1 New Murree Development Authority (NMDA) 
Under the NMDA Act 2004, the Authority is chaired by the Chief Minister of Punjab. Members include 
Chief Secretary, Chairman Planning and Development Department, and Secretaries of Finance; 
Tourism and Resort Development; Housing, Urban Development and Public Health Engineering; 
Forestry, Wildlife and Fisheries; Communication and Works; and Environment Protection. The 
Director General NMDA is the Member/Secretary. In addition to these, there are 5 non-official 
members. 
 
The Act gives NMDA the exclusive right to use water emanating from the main source situated 
outside the area and other supply resources within the area. 
 
Under the Indemnity Clause of the Act, “No suit, prosecution or other legal proceedings shall lie 
against the Authority, the Chairman, any member, officers, servants, experts and consultants of the 
Authority in respect of anything done or intended to be done in good faith under this Act.” 
 
Furthermore, “Notwithstanding anything contained in any other law for the time being in force, the 
Authority may exercise and perform any or all powers and functions of the local government as 
defined and provided under the Punjab Local Government Or





 



 

Rapid Environmental Appraisal of Developments in and around Murree Hills 
IUCN Pakistan 

6

erosion, destabilizing streambeds and banks, and developing tension cracks that lead to landslides. 
To reduce these risks, the report emphasized the need for a good and well-maintained drainage 
system. The New Murree plan appears to take stock of such reports and their suggestions, and thus 
includes an elaborate drainage system. 
 
According to the National Engineering Services Pakistan (Pvt.) Limited’s (NESPAK) feasibility report, 
most of the spots selected for New Murree development are located at or near the top of the ridge on 
thick sandstone beds that are quite stable. This area is mostly covered with moderately thick pine 
forest and is easily approachable from the Patriata Cable Car Terminal. Other New Murree blocks 
selected at the eastern side of the ridge facing the Jehlum River are located on alternating sandstone 
and shale beds, which are also stable in nature. This area is also mostly covered with thick pine 
forest. To deal with the geological instability factors, the existing land use plan is based on an area 
suitability map. The road alignment follows the existing tracks and building construction plans follow 
ground contours. The net building area is restricted to 10.5 percent of the total area. 
 
However, this apparent contradictions between this feasibility report and those of the earlier 
geological studies mentioned above, needs to be resolved. Given the availability of geological 
surveys and high level of investment, it is not likely that any block of New Murree will be developed on 
a known landslide prone area. Nonetheless, any secondary development, especially at the lower 
elevations in the area may not be that carefully planned. This could potentially increase risks to uphill 
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The natural gas supply to the area, including the old part of Murree, has been planned and will cost 
Rs 500 million. The provincial and federal governments will split this cost evenly.  
 
However, experience elsewhere shows that, there is always some unplanned development around 
any planned area. Nonetheless, the study did not find any local landowner willing to sell land to 
outsiders. This appears to be a community decision, which is so far discouraging any such move. On 
the other hand, one does find newspaper advertisements by real estate agencies luring prospective 
buyers in to purchasing plots of various sizes in New Murree. This can be taken as an indication that 
NMDA will definitely face secondary development problems like many other similar Authorities in the 
country. 
 
There is a need thus to examine the possible extent of secondary developments around New Murree 
and their possible impacts on water supply and sanitation in the area. Other related issues that need 
examination include increased risks of landslides due to unplanned construction around New Murree, 
and impacts of additional waste from the area on downstream water quality. This would in turn affect 
the quality and quantity of water coming into the Simly Dam with possible implications for users in 
Islamabad. 
 
 

5. Islamabad - Muzaffarabad Dual Carriageway N-75 
 
This Rs. 4815.394 million highway is of strategic importance and links the Pakistan’s Capital, 
Islamabad, with the capital of Azad Jammu and Kashmir, Muzaffarabad. Under the first phase, a 43 
km long four-lane divided carriageway is under construction by a local contractor HAKAS. It links 
Satrameel (Islamabad) and Lower Topa in Murree Hills. The scope of work includes the construction 
of five bridges and 200 cross-drainage structures. However, no EIA seems to have been undertaken 
for this project in clear violation of PEPA 1997. Such an EIA report also needs to be made public and 
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rainfall around Patriata is about 1770 mm per annum, 
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IUCN – The World Conservation Union
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