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ABSTRACT : 

India's commitment to achieving its climate goals, as outlined in the Paris Agreement, holds considerable importance in the broader global effort to address climate 

change. As the world's third-largest emitter of greenhouse gases, the country faces a complex balancing act between sustaining economic development and 

preserving environmental integrity. This paper provides a critical analysis of India's environmental legal framework and policy landscape in light of its strategies 

for climate change mitigation. 

Key legislative instruments form the foundation of India’s climate governance, including the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, the National Green Tribunal Act, 

2010, and various sector-specific statutes aimed at pollution control and renewable energy development. 

The paper also explores pivotal judicial rulings—such as M.C. Mehta v. Union of India (1987), Vellore Citizens Welfare Forum v. Union of India (1996), and Goa 

Foundation v. Union of India (2014)—which have significantly shaped the interpretation and application of environmental laws. These decisions reflect the 

judiciary’s proactive stance in advocating for sustainable development principles. 

Despite a comprehensive legal structure, several obstacles hinder India’s climate ambitions. These include inadequate enforcement mechanisms, fragmented 

institutional frameworks, limited financial capacity, and a general lack of public engagement in climate initiatives. This paper highlights these issues and proposes 

actionable strategies to strengthen legal and institutional capacities for more effective climate action. 

Enhanced enforcement, improved coordination among agencies, and greater public awareness are crucial for advancing India’s cl imate agenda. Ultimately, the 

study calls for a cohesive and integrated climate governance model that incorporates legal, financial, and institutional reforms to fulfill India’s envi ronmental 

commitments in a fair and sustainable way. 
 
Keywords : Climate Change Mitigation, Environmental Law, Paris Agreement, Sustainable Development, Renewable Energy Policy, National Green 

Tribunal. 

Introduction 

India has ambitious climate goals, including a 33-35% reduction in carbon intensity by 2030 from 2005 levels and a significant increase in renewable 

energy capacity. As a signatory to the Paris Agreement
3

, India not only addresses its domestic climate challenges but also global climate action. These 

objectives, however, need more than political will; they need the establishment of an integral legal framework that enhances environmental protection, 

resource management, and long-term sustainability. 

At the heart of India's climate policy are important legislative tools like the Environment (Protection) Act of 1986
4

, the setting up of the National 

Green Tribunal (NGT), and various regulations at both the national and state levels to check pollution and encourage sustainable practices. These 

legislations have been at the core of determining the foundation of the country's climate change mitigation efforts. India continues to face major challenges, 

however, such as law enforcement weaknesses, fragmented institutional arrangements, and limited fiscal resources devoted to climate efforts. 

This paper aims to provide an in-depth analysis of India's legal framework for responding to climate change, identifying key environmental laws and 

policies in the context of India's climate goals. It will also analyze the contribution of judicial rulings towards the evolution of environmental laws, 

determine enforcement challenges that undermine effective climate change action, and assess how India's legal framework is integrated with its Nationally 

Determined Contributions (NDCs) under the Paris Agreement and the National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC)
5

. The paper will conclude 
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by proposing steps to enhance India's legal and institutional framework, including enhancing law enforcement, encouraging bet ter coordination among 

agencies, securing additional resources, and increasing public participation in environmental decision-making. 

Background of India’s Climate Change Commitments 

India's climate policy has largely been driven by global climate conventions, notably the Paris Agreement under the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
6

. Born out of the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, the UNFCCC provided the stage for subsequent climate treaties, 

such as the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement. India, as a developing nation, has always followed the policy of Common but Differentiated 

Responsibilities (CBDR) that accepts the reality that all nations are to contribute to addressing climate change
7

 but nations liable for past greenhouse 

gas emissions—the primarily developed nations—have to shoulder the lion's share
8

. 

India's Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), which it submitted as part of its commitment to the Paris Agreement, outline the country's adaptation 

and mitigation commitments
9

. They are: 

• Reduction in the carbon intensity by 33-35% in 2030 compared to the 2005 level
10

. 

•  Reaching 500 GW of renewable capacity by 2030, significantly raising the share of non-fossil fuels in India's energy basket
11

. 

• Efforts to boost carbon sequestration via afforestation activities and enhancing forest cover
12

. 

To further combat climate change, India launched the National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) in 2008
13

, a master strategy plan for guiding 

the nation's adaptation and mitigation efforts. NAPCC targets eight key sectors including energy efficiency, renewable energy, sustainable agriculture, 

and water conservation. The campaign was a response to increasing anxiety regarding climate change, offering a platform for attaining climate resilience 

alongside economic development. 

Despite the gains by India in increasing its renewable energy capacity, there are still many challenges
14

. Its growing energy demand, its coal 

overdependence for power generation, and its
15

 technology transfer and financing issues still constrain it from achieving its NDC ambitions. India also 

still grapples with the challenge of balancing its development ambitions with the need to drastically reduce greenhouse gas emissions, thereby resulting 

in many instances of a development-climate action dilemma. 

Legal Framework for Climate Change in India 

India's legal approach to climate change is informed by a combination of constitutional values, statutory provisions, and its international obligations. All 

combined together constitute a strong basis for the nation's pledge towards sustainable development and environmental protection. 

Constitutional Provisions: 

India's Constitution has incorporated environmental protection as a primary concern into its overall governance system. Two of the constitutional 

provisions are especially significant: 

• Article 48A directs the State to "endeavour to protect and improve the quality of the environment and to safeguard the forests and wildlife of India
16

." 

• Article 51A(g) codifies an elementary duty of all citizens to "protect and improve the natural environment, including forests, lakes, rivers, and 

wildlife
17

.". 

These clauses of the constitution are the bedrock of India's environmental law by giving legal grounding to sustainable development. These articles are, 

however, vague in nature and do not contain express, enforceable provisions, and hence need elaborate legislation for enforcement and implementation. 

Environmental Protection Legislation: 

India has passed a series of significant enactments to advance environmental issues, particularly climate change:  
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• The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986: The pioneering act empowers the central government to initiate measures for environmental protection. It 

allows the government to formulate standards of pollution, control industrial operations, and impose emission monitoring
18

. Although the Act is 

comprehensive, it has been criticized because of enforcement problems and the poor capacity of the regulatory agency to enforce compliance, which 

hinders its overall effectiveness. 

• National Green Tribunal (NGT) Act, 2010: The NGT was formed to provide a specialized forum for the adjudication of environmental disputes
19

. 

The NGT has been at the forefront of addressing critical climate-related issues, including air pollution, water pollution, and forest conservation, and has 

passed a number of significant judgments that have impacted the country's environmental policies. 

• The Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1981 & Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974
20

: These acts are the foundation 

of air and water pollution control
21

. They constitute a regulatory framework for the control of industrial and vehicle emissions, the most significant 

determinants of controlling greenhouse gases (GHGs) like carbon dioxide (CO₂)
22

.  

Energy Conservation Act, 2001: For maximizing energy usage efficiency in the industrial, commercial, and residential methane (CH₄), and nitrous 

oxide (N₂O), which lead to climate change. Sectors, the Act creates the Bureau of Energy Efficiency (BEE), which formulates energy standards and 

implements conservation measures. As important as the Act is, issues prevail, especially with India's persistent use of coal and the requirement for 

advanced energy storage technology. 

International Responsibilities: 

India's climate policy is also subject to its role as a member of global climate regimes like the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement. International regimes 

influence domestic legislation and policies in accordance with international climate goals. 

One of the core tenets India's policy is premised on is Common but Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR), which considers variations in capacities and 

past emissions of nations. The tenet enables India to ask for financial and technological assistance from developed countries while striving to attain its 

climate goals. 

India's Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), submitted as part of the Paris Agreement, provide a strategic framework for integrating climate 

change issues into national policy
23

. However, the objectives are difficult to attain given challenges like funding gaps, technology transfer limitations, 

and interagency coordination challenges. 

Analysis of Key Environmental Laws in India 

India's legal infrastructure on environmental law is comprehensive but in many instances is hampered by limited enforcement. The present laws, while 

having strong frameworks for action on climate change, are frequently bogged down in practical applications. 

The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 

The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 is the bedrock of environmental protection policy in India. It gives the central government the power to set 

standards for pollution control and control the release of polluting substances into the air, water, and land. The Act also makes it mandatory for industrial 

projects having major environmental effects to seek environmental clearance prior to going ahead. 

Despite the wide-ranging provisions, though, the Act has been criticized with respect to enforcement. The Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB), being 

the body for ensuring compliance, frequently suffers from resource constraints as well as difficulties in coordination between states. Such deficiencies 

have resulted in poor implementation of pollution control standards, consequently diminishing the effectiveness of the law overall in achieving India's 

mitigation objectives for climate.  

National Green Tribunal (NGT) 

The creation of the National Green Tribunal (NGT) in 2010 was a major step towards enhancing environmental governance. The Tribunal was created to 

speed up the settlement of environmental cases and to offer a specialized platform for environmental litigation. The NGT has made significant 

contributions over the years by dealing with matters like air pollution, industrial operations, and forest conservation. 

Notwithstanding its achievements, the NGT has continued to face longstanding challenges. It tends to be overburdened with a heavy case load, and this 

causes undue delays in deciding on urgent environmental matters. The delays reduce the Tribunal's capacity to act timely on i ssues paramount to 

addressing climate change, and this defeats the purpose of having it as an instrument for strong climate governance. 

India’s Climate Policy: Ambitions and Challenges 

India's climate policy integrates national actions with international commitments. Even though the National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC), 

initiated in 2008, represents a significant milestone in addressing climate change, India has several barriers to fulfill its ambitious climate objectives. 

Important Policies and Missions under the NAPCC 

The NAPCC encompasses eight major missions to mitigate and adapt to climate change in different sectors:  
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1. National Solar Mission (NSM): The NSM aims to position India as a world leader in solar power, with an initial goal of 20 GW of solar power by 

2022, subsequently changed to 100 GW by 2030
24

. Although India has progressed considerably, issues like land acquisition, funding, and infrastructure 

development continue to act as obstacles to the realization of these objectives. 

2. National Mission on Enhanced Energy Efficiency (NMEEE): It is a mission aimed at enhancing energy efficiency in industries and commercial 

establishments
25

. One of the major initiatives under NMEEE is the Perform, Achieve, and Trade (PAT) program, under which industries are motivated 

to achieve energy saving targets
26

. In spite of certain positive results, the program has faced tardy implementation and challenges in tracking compliance. 

3. National Mission on Sustainable Habitat: The mission seeks to curb urban emissions by having energy-efficient buildings, sustainable transport, and 

improved urban planning. Still, the high rate of urbanization and lack of infrastructure mean it is difficult to implement these policies on a wide scale. 

4. National Mission on Water: The mission aims to tackle water scarcity and ensure sustainable water management practices, essential in light of threats 

to water resources from climate change and over-exploitation. The issue of enhancing water management practices, however, particularly in agriculture 

and urban sectors, still poses a major challenge. 

5. National Mission on Sustainable Agriculture: This mission aims at encouraging climate-resilient agriculture practices, including water-use efficiency 

and soil health. India's reliance on conventional farming practices and its susceptibility to climate-related events, like floods and droughts, make it 

challenging to implement this mission successfully. 

6. National Mission on Strategic Knowledge for Climate Change: The mission is to develop research and capacity to comprehend and deal with the 

impacts of climate change better. It will enhance the capability of government institutions, the private sector, and educational institutions to respond to 

the risks of climate change effectively. 

Challenges to Policy Implementation 

India has various challenges in implementing its climate policies into tangible outcomes: 

1. Heavy Rely on Coal: Coal still dominates India's energy portfolio, contributing more than 60% of electricity production27. The country's reliance on 

coal is a major hurdle to emissions reduction even as clean energy sources such as solar and wind power gain acceptance. There needs to be a large-scale 

shift to cleaner energy technologies if India is to meet its climate ambitions. 

2. Institutional Coordination: Efficient implementation of climate policies demands smooth coordination among multiple national and state-level 

organizations. Fragmented institutional frameworks, though, ensure inconsistent enforcement and insufficient synergies in policy implementation. State 

governments tend to focus more on short-term economic returns than long-term environmental goals, making it difficult for regional policies to be aligned 

with national climate policy targets. 

3. Financial Limitations: Securing the transition to a low-carbon economy is India's largest challenge28. Substantial investment is required to scale up 

renewable energy infrastructure, increase energy efficiency, and adjust to climate effects. Although international financing instruments, including climate 

funds and green bonds, have been investigated, these remain insufficient to cover India's enormous climate finance needs. 

4. Technological and Capacity Gaps: The use of renewable energy technologies such as wind and solar needs sophisticated infrastructure and 

manufacturing capacity. Although India has been successful in lowering the cost of solar power, scalability, reliability, and local manufacturing capacity 

issues still exist, preventing the deployment of clean energy technologies at scale. 

5. Political Will: Political considerations tend to determine the prioritization of climate policies in India29. Short-term political interests, like the need for 

economic growth and job creation in carbon-intensive industries like coal, tend to dominate long-term climate objectives. The political economy of energy 

transitions continues to be a major barrier to the complete application of effective climate policies. 

Case Laws and Judicial Interpretations 

India's judiciary has played a central role in defining environmental governance and tackling climate change. Through pathbreaking judgments, the courts 

have had an impact on the environmental policies of the country and their enforcement. Following is an analysis of major cases which have made a critical 

contribution to India's climate change and environmental protection legislation. 

1. M.C. Mehta v. Union of India (1987) [Taj Trapezium Case] 

In this historic case, the Supreme Court dealt with the pollution due to industrial emissions impacting the Taj Mahal, a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

The Court reiterated that the right to a clean environment is an integral part of the right to life under Article 21 of the Indian Constitution
30

. It also 

directed industries within the Taj Trapezium Zone to implement cleaner technologies to reduce the environmental degradation of the Taj Mahal. This 

decision was an early one wherein the Court equated environmental protection directly with the right to life, paving the way for a constitutional right to 

a healthy environment. 

2. Vellore Citizens Welfare Forum v. Union of India (1996) 
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The Vellore Citizens Welfare Forum case brought the precautionary principle into Indian environmental law31. The Court reiterated that development 

has to be done sustainably, in such a manner that economic development will not take a toll on the health of the environment. The case also settled the 

polluter pays principle, that industries which harm the environment should take responsibility for its prevention32. This decision was pivotal in changing 

India's environmental management to one with a focus on sustainable development. 

3. Goa Foundation v. Union of India (2014) 

This case handled illegal mining and the environmental outcomes of uncontrolled mining in Goa33. The Supreme Court invalidated many mining leases 

which were granted without Environmental Clearance34. The Court reaffirmed the need to carry out Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) prior 

to implementing large-scale ventures35. This judgment underlined transparency and responsibility in projects with large environmental impacts.  

4. Narmada Bachao Andolan v. Union of India (2000) 

The Narmada Bachao Andolan case emphasized the environmental and social consequences of the Sardar Sarovar Dam project36. The petitioners 

claimed that the dam would be displacing thousands of people and damaging fragile ecosystems. The Supreme Court granted the permission to proceed 

with the project but strongly stressed the need for carrying out comprehensive Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) and offering reasonable 

compensation to the displaced persons. This case showed the delicate balance between large-scale development and environmental concern37.  

5. Indian Council for Enviro-Legal Action v. Union of India (1996) 

This landmark case witnessed the implementation of the polluter pays principle in Indian law. The Supreme Court held that the cost of pollution 

cleaning and damage compensation should be borne by the industries that have caused environmental pollution. This decision has had a strong impact on 

India's environmental policies, asserting that industries have to take the leading role in protecting the environment in addition to the government.  

6. Other Key Cases 

• Indian Farmers Fertilizer Cooperative Ltd. v. Narmada Bachao Andolan (2010): This case dealt with the environmental impact of chemical 

fertilizers and the state's role in preventing their negative impact on agriculture and groundwater. 

• Dehradun Valley Litigation (1987): The Supreme Court held that forest land cannot be diverted for non-forestry purposes without proper legal process, 

stressing the need for forest conservation. 

These landmark decisions demonstrate how India’s judiciary has proactively addressed environmental issues, helping shape the country’s environmental 

legal landscape and balancing development with sustainability. 

Critical Analysis of India’s Environmental Legal Framework 

India's environmental legal system is robust, but a number of problems hinder its efficiency. Despite having played a critical role in promoting climate 

action, enforcement, institutional coordination, financing, and public participation have been problematic areas. Bridging these loopholes is important in 

order for India to realize its ambitious climate targets and attain sustainable development. 

Enforcement Challenges 

The environmental laws of India are robust on paper but are challenged by persistent enforcement. Organisations like the Central Pollution Control Board 

(CPCB) and state pollution control boards suffer from understaffing, poor financial means, and lack of proper technology
38

. These conditions hinder the 

effective monitoring of industries, especially small-scale ones in rural settings. Additionally, industries also take advantage of loopholes in legislation to 

postpone or disregard compliance, undermining the effectiveness of laws meant to safeguard the environment. Even with stringent controls, poor 

implementation has arrested the move towards desired environmental outcomes. 

Institutional Coordination 

There should be coordinated action at the national, state, and local level of governments for effective climate governance
39

. India's climate policies are 

frequently incoherent because ministries, state governments, and local governments are not well coordinated. For example, although the Ministry of 

Environment, Forests, and Climate Change (MOEFCC) concentrates on climate policies
40

, other ministries, like the Ministry of Power, can have higher 

priorities, like energy access and affordability, over reducing emissions. Such fragmentation leads to uneven policy implementation and poor synergies 

between sectors. To combat climate change successfully, India needs to embrace a more integrated strategy that encourages inter-ministerial coordination 

and aligns sector-specific policies with national climate goals. 

Financial Constraints 
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Financial constraint is a major impediment to successful climate action. Major initiatives, like the expansion of renewable energy infrastructure and the 

execution of climate adaptation measures, need considerable funding. Regrettably, India's national budget and current climate finance structures are not 

sufficient to address the country's climate objectives. Though external funding and technology transfer have been considered, these sources tend to offer 

limited funds with particular conditions. In order to counter this obstacle, India needs to seek alternative forms of financing and enhance domestic sources 

of funding for climate action. 

Gaps in Public Participation 

There is more public awareness about climate change, but important gaps persist in terms of public involvement, especially in marginalized groups. Such 

groups may not have any voice when making decisions regarding climate change and the governance of the environment. Ensuring all the groups are 

equipped to be part of the policy-making process is key to framing more inclusive and locally applicable environmental policies. Greater public 

engagement consolidates the legitimacy of climate policies and enhances their prospects of success. In order to improve governance, India's environmental 

legislations should have more effective mechanisms for public participation, ensuring that decision-making is transparent, accountable, and representative 

of varied needs. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

India has taken notable leaps forward in its climate policy and legal response to climate change. India's ambitious targets for reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions, especially those it signed up to under global agreements such as the Paris Agreement, reflect its determination to confront global environmental 

issues. Yet, despite these advances, the core challenges of enforcement gaps, fragmented institutional arrangements, resource constraints, and weak public 

engagement remain to undermine the effective implementation of climate policies. While India's judiciary has been the driving force for promoting 

environmental protection, greater action is needed both at the policy and institution levels to address the gaps in place and fast track climate action. 

To get over these limitations and improve the country's response to climate, the following is suggested: 

Recommendations 

1. Strengthening Enforcement Mechanisms 

In order to enhance the efficacy of environmental regulations, India needs to invest in the technological competence of its r egulatory agencies41. This 

involves modernizing pollution monitoring infrastructure and improving data collection systems, especially in industrial centers and rural areas. Further, 

enhancing the severity of penalties for non-compliance would act as a deterrent to industries from evading environmental standards, with more effective 

enforcement. 

2. Encouraging Institutional Coordination 

Effective enforcement of climate policies requires enhanced coordination among different government levels and ministries42. India must set up inter-

ministerial committees to allow for enhanced coordination of policies and actions. The committees would ensure that climate objectives are 

mainstreamed into the agendas of different ministries, including the Ministry of Power and the Ministry of Environment, Forests and Climate Change 

(MOEFCC), in order to create synergies that facilitate effective policy implementation across sectors and regions. 

3. Encouraging Public Participation 

Public participation in decision-making processes related to climate should be encouraged through transparent consultative approaches. Having 

marginalized and vulnerable communities' voices heard during the making and implementation of climate policies will enhance both the efficacy and 

equity of such policies. Moreover, more vigorous public awareness campaigns and community outreach programs will ensure that local insights are 

included in climate solutions, maximizing equity and overall effect. 

4. Scaling up Climate Finance Support 

India must diversify financing sources to achieve its climate goals. This encompasses tapping international climate finance instruments like green bonds 

and multilateral climate fund financing. Domestically, the government can create innovative financing instruments such as low-cost loans and public-

private partnerships to mobilize private sector investment. A priority on increasing financing for renewable energy projects and energy efficiency 

measures will facilitate the shift to a green economy while easing financial pressures. 

By responding to the challenges enumerated and taking these suggestions, India has the potential to enhance its policy and legal structure to better 

complement its climate targets. Constructing climate resilience will need sustained efforts from all parties involved—when strategies are aligned with 

environmental, economic, as well as social dimensions. By taking such inclusive and concerted action, India will be able to meet its climate pledges while 

supporting sustainable development as well as a more secure future for its people. 
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