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ABSTRACT: 

Environmental protection is a major concern in India due to rapid industrialisation, urbanisation, and 

population growth. Constitutional mandates, statutory enactments, judicial interventions, and 

international obligations have all contributed to the development of the legal framework for 

environmental protection. This paper investigates the legislative framework, judicial interpretations, 

enforcement mechanisms, and challenges of enforcing environmental laws in India. The research 

focusses on significant statutes such as the Environment (Protection) Act of 1986, the Air (Prevention 

and Control of Pollution) Act of 1981, and the Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 

1974, as well as the judiciary's role in strengthening environmental jurisprudence. The study 

emphasises the importance of stringent enforcement and policy reforms for effective environmental 

governance. 
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METHODOLOGY: 

This study takes a doctrinal research approach, examining primary and secondary legal sources such 

as statutes, case law, scholarly articles, and international treaties. A comparative analysis of various 

legal provisions and judicial pronouncements was conducted to assess the effectiveness of India's 

environmental laws. To provide a comprehensive understanding of the subject, the study takes into 

account policy recommendations from government reports as well as academic discussions. 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

Environmental degradation in India is a serious threat to public health, biodiversity, and sustainable 

development. Recognising the importance of environmental protection, the Indian legal system 

includes constitutional provisions, legislative measures, and judicial activism. The Supreme Court of 

India has taken a proactive role in shaping environmental law by interpreting Article 21 of the 

Constitution to include the right to a clean environment. However, even with a strong legal framework, 

implementation challenges persist. This article examines the various legal aspects of environmental 

protection in India, assessing the effectiveness of existing mechanisms and proposing reforms to 

improve environmental governance. 

 

CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK: 

Directive Principles of State Policy (DPSP) 

The Directive Principles of State Policy (DPSP) are a critical foundation for environmental governance 

in India, particularly through Articles 47, 48A, and 51A(g) of the Constitution. Article 47 requires the 

state to improve public health and living conditions, which includes ensuring a clean and sustainable 

environment. This provision emphasises the link between environmental quality and public health, 

emphasising the state's obligation to prevent pollution and mitigate environmental hazards. Article 

48A, introduced by the 42nd Amendment in 1976, explicitly requires the state to protect and improve 

the environment, including the preservation of forests and wildlife. This article emphasises the state's 

responsibility to implement policies and measures that prevent environmental degradation and promote 

ecological balance. Furthermore, Article 51A(g) imposes a fundamental duty on all citizens to protect 

and improve the natural environment, which includes forests, lakes, rivers, and wildlife, as well as to 

have compassion for living beings. This provision reflects the principle that environmental 
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conservation is everyone's responsibility, not just the state's. These constitutional provisions serve as 

India's legal and moral framework for environmental protection, guiding legislative actions, judicial 

interpretations, and policymaking to ensure long-term development. 

 

JUDICIAL INTERPRETATION: 

The judiciary has broadly interpreted the Right to Life enshrined in Article 21 of the Indian 

Constitution to include the right to a clean, pollution-free environment. Over the years, the Supreme 

Court of India has played a critical role in strengthening environmental jurisprudence by recognising 

that environmental degradation has a direct impact on quality of life and thus falls within the scope of 

Article 21. One of the seminal decisions supporting this interpretation is Subhash Kumar v. State of 

Bihar, AIR 1991 SC 420, in which the Supreme Court declared that the right to clean water and air is 

inextricably linked to the fundamental right to life. Another significant case is M.C. Mehta v. Union of 

India, AIR 1987 SC 1086, which established the principle of absolute liability for industries that engage 

in hazardous activities. In this case, the Supreme Court ruled that any industry that engages in 

inherently dangerous operations must be held strictly liable for any environmental damage caused, 

regardless of negligence or lack of fault. This decision was instrumental in shaping India's 

environmental liability framework and ensuring that industries take greater responsibility for 

preventing environmental damage. Through these progressive judicial pronouncements, the right to a 

healthy environment has been firmly embedded within the constitutional guarantee of the right to life, 

obliging both the state and private entities to uphold environmental standards and development of the 

nation. 

 

PUBLIC INTEREST LITIGATION: 

The Indian judiciary has played a critical role in improving environmental protection through Public 

Interest Litigation (PILs) and progressive judicial interpretations. Over time, courts have established 

key environmental principles to ensure a balance between development and ecological sustainability. 

One such principle is the Polluter Pays Principle, which was established in the case of Indian Council 

for Enviro-Legal Action v. Union of India (AIR 1996 SC 1446). In this case, the Supreme Court ruled 

that those who cause environmental pollution must bear the costs of remediation, holding industries 

and individuals accountable for environmental degradation. This principle ensures that the polluters 

bear the financial burden of environmental damage, not the government or the general public. Another 

important doctrine is the Precautionary Principle, as upheld in Vellore Citizens' Welfare Forum v. Union 

of India, AIR 1996 SC 2715. The court ruled that environmental policies must anticipate, prevent, and 

mitigate harm even in the absence of scientific certainty. This principle requires that industries and 

authorities take a proactive approach to environmental management rather than waiting for irreversible 

damage to occur. The Sustainable Development Principle was also emphasised in Narmada Bachao 

Andolan v. Union of India, AIR 2000 SC 3751, in which the Supreme Court recognised the importance 

of balancing environmental protection and economic growth. The judgement emphasised that, while 

development projects are necessary, they must be carried out in a way that does not jeopardise 

ecological integrity or the rights of affected communities. Through these landmark cases, the Indian 

judiciary has reaffirmed the constitutional mandate for environmental protection, ensuring that legal 

frameworks evolve to effectively address modern environmental challenges. 

 

STATUTORY FRAMEWORK :      

Several key legislations aimed at protecting and conserving natural resources help to underpin India's 

environmental legal framework. The Environment (Protection) Act of 1986 is a comprehensive piece 

of legislation that empowers the Central Government to take proactive measures to protect the 

environment. It delegated authority to regulate industries, establish emission and effluent standards, 

and impose penalties for violations, resulting in stricter compliance with environmental regulations. 

The Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 1981 aims to control air pollution by 
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establishing the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) and State Pollution Control Boards (SPCBs), 

which monitor air quality, enforce pollution control measures, and regulate industrial emissions. 

Similarly, the Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 1974 addresses water pollution 

by prohibiting the discharge of untreated pollutants into bodies of water and establishing pollution 

control boards to monitor and enforce water quality standards. The Wildlife (Protection) Act of 1972 

plays an important role in biodiversity conservation by providing legal protection for wildlife species 

and habitats. It creates protected areas like national parks and wildlife sanctuaries to ensure the 

preservation of flora and fauna. Furthermore, the Forest (Conservation) Act of 1980 plays an 

important role in preserving forested areas by prohibiting the diversion of forest land for non-forest 

purposes. It requires prior approval from the central government for deforestation projects, thus 

preventing large-scale environmental degradation. These laws serve as the foundation of India's 

environmental governance, attempting to strike a balance between development and ecological 

sustainability. 

 

CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTATION OF LAW: 

Despite the presence of a strong legal framework for environmental protection in India, several 

obstacles prevent its effective implementation. One of the most pressing issues is a lack of 

implementation, as regulatory agencies frequently face a lack of resources, manpower, and technical 

expertise, making it difficult to monitor compliance and take appropriate action against violations. 

Furthermore, corruption and bureaucratic hurdles present significant challenges, with environmental 

clearances frequently delayed due to excessive red tape, inefficiency, and vested interests. These delays 

not only undermine regulatory enforcement, but also contribute to unchecked environmental 

degradation. Another significant challenge is industrial pressure, as powerful industries and corporate 

entities frequently lobby against strict environmental regulations, citing economic growth and job 

creation as justifications for leniency. This leads to diluted laws and weaker enforcement mechanisms. 

Furthermore, public awareness of environmental issues remains low, with many citizens and 

stakeholders lacking basic environmental literacy. The lack of widespread awareness and active public 

participation undermines accountability and weakens the call for stricter environmental governance. 

To ensure effective environmental protection and sustainable development, these challenges must be 

addressed through strengthened institutional capacity, policy reforms, greater transparency, and 

increased public engagement. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS : 

To improve environmental protection in India, a multifaceted approach involving legal, administrative, 

and societal reforms is required. One of the key measures is to strengthen environmental governance 

by increasing the capacity of pollution control boards, providing them with adequate resources, and 

improving coordination among various government agencies to ensure effective policy 

implementation. Furthermore, incentivising compliance is critical for encouraging industries to use 

green technologies and sustainable practices. Offering financial incentives, tax breaks, and subsidies 

for eco-friendly initiatives can encourage businesses to take environmental responsibility. Another 

important aspect is public participation, as community involvement in environmental decision-making 

promotes accountability and ensures that policies are in line with the needs of local communities. 

Educating citizens about their environmental rights and responsibilities can encourage them to take an 

active role in conservation efforts. Furthermore, judicial and administrative reforms, such as the 

establishment of specialised environmental courts or tribunals, are required to ensure the timely 

resolution of environmental disputes. Strengthening legal mechanisms and ensuring swift justice can 

act as a powerful deterrent to environmental violations. By implementing these measures, India can 

create a more effective and comprehensive environmental governance framework that balances 

development and ecological sustainability. 

 

https://doi.org/10.36893/JK.2025.V15I2.0375


Juni Khyat (जूनी ख्यात)                                                                                              ISSN: 2278-4632 

(UGC CARE Group I Listed Journal)                              Vol-15, Issue-02, No.02, February: 2025 
 

 
 

 

 

Page | 110                https://doi.org/10.36893/JK.2025.V15I2.037   Copyright @ 2025 Author 

CONCLUSION 

Environmental protection in India is governed by a comprehensive legal framework that includes 

constitutional provisions, statutory laws, and judicial interventions. However, implementation 

challenges remain due to institutional weaknesses, regulatory gaps, and industrial pressures. Improving 

environmental governance, public participation, and legal enforcement mechanisms is critical for long-

term development. The judiciary has played an important role in shaping environmental jurisprudence, 

and further legal advancements are required to ensure ecological conservation in India. 
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