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ABSTRACT

Environmental law has undergone a significant transformation from a regulatory framework primarily concerned
with controlling pollution and conserving natural resources into a broader legal field addressing human rights,
climate change, environmental justice, sustainable development, corporate accountability, technological risks and
participatory governance. The contemporary environmental crisis is no longer limited to conventional forms of air,
water and land pollution. Climate change, biodiversity loss, resource depletion, rapid urbanisation, industrial
expansion and technologically driven economic development have created complex legal challenges that require
environmental regulation to operate across traditional institutional and disciplinary boundaries. At the same time,
emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence, big data, remote sensing and digital environmental
monitoring are creating new opportunities for environmental governance while also raising questions concerning
transparency, accountability, privacy, data ownership and regulatory capacity.

India provides an important jurisdiction for examining these developments because environmental protection has
increasingly become connected with constitutional rights and judicially developed principles. Article 21 of the
Constitution has been interpreted in environmental cases as encompassing protection against serious
environmental harm, while Articles 484 and 51A(g) provide an important constitutional foundation for
environmental protection. The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 and other sectoral environmental statutes
provide the principal legislative framework, supplemented by environmental impact assessment, regulatory
institutions and specialised adjudication. The Supreme Court has further developed principles such as sustainable
development, the precautionary principle, the polluter pays principle and the public trust doctrine. Recent
constitutional environmental jurisprudence has also recognised the relationship between environmental protection
and climate-change impacts.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Environmental protection has become one of the most significant legal and policy challenges of
the twenty-first century. The relationship between human development and the natural
environment has traditionally been addressed through laws regulating pollution, forests,
wildlife, water resources and hazardous activities. However, the scale and complexity of
contemporary environmental degradation have transformed the nature of environmental law.
Climate change, biodiversity loss, environmental pollution, rapid industrialization, urban
expansion, intensive resource extraction and technological development increasingly produce
interconnected environmental consequences. As a result, environmental law can no longer be
understood merely as a collection of rules designed to restrict particular forms of pollution. It
has evolved into a comprehensive framework concerned with the relationship between
environmental protection, human rights, economic development, public health, social equality,
technological innovation and intergenerational justice.

The contemporary environmental problem is particularly significant because environmental
harms are rarely distributed equally. Communities with limited economic and political
resources may experience greater exposure to polluted air, contaminated water, hazardous
industries, extreme temperatures, flooding and ecological degradation. Climate change
intensifies these inequalities because its consequences often fall disproportionately upon
populations with fewer resources to adapt. Environmental law therefore increasingly
incorporates the concept of environmental justice, which requires attention not only to
environmental quality but also to the distribution of environmental benefits and burdens and
to the participation of affected communities in environmental decision-making.

India presents an especially important context for examining these developments.
Environmental protection is supported by constitutional provisions, statutory legislation and
extensive judicial interpretation. Article 21 has played a central role in connecting
environmental quality with the right to life, while Article 48A directs the State to protect and
improve the environment and Article 51A(g) recognises a fundamental duty relating to the
protection of the natural environment. The Supreme Court has also developed substantive
environmental principles that influence administrative and judicial decision-making. The
statutory framework includes the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, which provides broad
powers for environmental protection and pollution control, together with legislation
concerning water, air, forests, biodiversity and environmental adjudication.

The role of courts, however, represents only one dimension of environmental governance.
Effective environmental protection depends upon accountable regulatory institutions,
scientific expertise, transparent decision-making, reliable monitoring and meaningful public
participation. The Supreme Court has recently emphasised that environmental governance
requires effective, accountable and transparent institutions and participatory decision-making
rather than reliance solely upon judicial intervention.

At the same time, digitalisation is changing the methods through which environmental
problems are identified and regulated. Artificial intelligence can analyse large environmental
datasets, satellite imagery and pollution patterns; digital monitoring can facilitate real-time
assessment of industrial emissions; and predictive technologies can assist governments in
identifying environmental risks. Yet technological governance also creates new legal concerns.
Automated environmental decisions may lack transparency, environmental datasets may be
incomplete or biased, and reliance upon privately controlled technological systems can create
accountability gaps. Consequently, the future of environmental law must address not only the
environmental consequences of technology but also the governance of technology itself.

This paper therefore examines environmental law as an evolving field situated at the
intersection of ecological protection, constitutional rights, climate governance, technological
innovation and social justice. It argues that the central challenge is no longer simply to create
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more environmental laws, but to develop an integrated legal system capable of translating
environmental principles into effective institutional action.

2. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The primary objective of this research is to examine the changing scope and function of
environmental law in response to contemporary ecological, climatic and technological
challenges. The study seeks to move beyond a traditional understanding of environmental
regulation as a mechanism for controlling pollution and instead analyse environmental law as
an integrated system involving rights, governance, accountability, participation and
sustainable development.

The first objective is to examine the constitutional foundations of environmental protection in
India and analyse the manner in which environmental protection has become connected with
fundamental rights, particularly the right to life under Article 21. The study also examines the
significance of Articles 48A and 51A(g) and the contribution of judicial interpretation to the
development of constitutional environmentalism. Particular attention is given to the role of the
judiciary in developing principles such as sustainable development, precaution, polluter pays
and public trust.

The second objective is to analyse the statutory and institutional structure governing
environmental protection. The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 provides a central
legislative framework for environmental protection and authorises the Central Government to
undertake measures for protecting and improving the environment and controlling pollution.
The study examines this framework alongside sector-specific environmental legislation and
regulatory institutions.

The third objective is to assess the relationship between environmental law and climate
change. Climate change has expanded the scope of environmental governance because
greenhouse-gas emissions, extreme weather events, sea-level rise, water stress and ecosystem
degradation create consequences that extend beyond traditional pollution-control models. The
research therefore considers whether existing environmental principles and institutions are
sufficiently capable of addressing long-term and cumulative climate risks.

The fourth objective is to investigate environmental justice and the protection of vulnerable
communities. The research considers whether environmental decision-making adequately
recognises unequal exposure to environmental harm and whether affected communities have
meaningful opportunities to participate in decisions concerning projects and activities that
may affect their health, livelihoods and ecological surroundings.

The fifth objective is to examine the emerging relationship between environmental law and
digital technologies, particularly artificial intelligence, big data, remote sensing and automated
environmental monitoring. The research seeks to identify both the regulatory opportunities
and legal risks created by technological environmental governance.

Finally, the study aims to propose a more integrated framework for environmental governance
that combines ecological sustainability, constitutional rights, climate accountability,
technological transparency, corporate responsibility, public participation and effective
enforcement.

3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study is guided by a series of interconnected research questions concerning the
contemporary development and future direction of environmental law.

The first question is whether the existing legal framework is capable of adequately addressing
the increasingly complex nature of environmental degradation. Traditional environmental
legislation was largely developed around identifiable sources of pollution and specific
environmental sectors. Contemporary environmental problems, however, frequently involve
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cumulative, transboundary and long-term impacts. The research therefore asks whether
existing laws and institutions require structural adaptation to address climate change,
biodiversity loss, cumulative pollution and ecological degradation in an integrated manner.
The second research question concerns the constitutional status of environmental protection
in India. The study asks how Article 21 and other constitutional provisions have contributed to
the development of environmental rights and whether judicial recognition of environmental
protection has resulted in effective institutional accountability. The question is particularly
important because constitutional recognition alone cannot guarantee environmental quality
without effective implementation by administrative and regulatory institutions.

The third question examines whether the principles of sustainable development, precaution,
polluter pays and public trust remain adequate for contemporary environmental challenges.
These principles have played an important role in Indian environmental jurisprudence, but the
study asks whether they should be reformulated or supplemented to address climate risk,
technological uncertainty, cumulative environmental harm and intergenerational obligations.
The fourth question concerns environmental justice. It asks whether existing environmental
decision-making processes adequately protect vulnerable communities and whether
procedural mechanisms such as environmental impact assessment and public consultation
provide genuine opportunities for affected populations to influence regulatory decisions.

The fifth research question addresses the relationship between environmental law and
emerging technology. The study asks whether artificial intelligence, big-data analytics, satellite
monitoring and automated compliance systems can improve environmental enforcement and
whether existing legal frameworks contain adequate safeguards concerning transparency,
accuracy, accountability and human oversight.

The sixth question concerns corporate responsibility. Modern environmental harm is
frequently associated with industrial production, resource extraction, infrastructure
development and energy consumption. The research therefore asks whether existing liability
and compliance mechanisms adequately internalise environmental costs and ensure
prevention, remediation and accountability.

Finally, the study asks what legal and institutional reforms are necessary to develop an
environmental governance system capable of responding simultaneously to climate change,
environmental inequality, technological transformation and sustainable development.

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The present research adopts a qualitative, doctrinal and comparative legal methodology.
The study is primarily based upon the examination and interpretation of constitutional
provisions, statutes, judicial decisions, regulatory frameworks, governmental policies,
institutional materials and relevant academic literature concerning environmental protection,
climate governance and emerging environmental technologies.

The doctrinal component of the research examines the legal rules and principles governing
environmental protection in India. Particular emphasis is placed upon the constitutional
framework, including Articles 21, 48A and 51A(g), together with major environmental
legislation such as the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986. The Act itself describes its purpose
as providing for the protection and improvement of the environment and contains provisions
empowering the Central Government to take measures for environmental protection and
pollution control. The study also examines relevant judicial decisions through which Indian
courts have interpreted environmental rights and principles.

The research employs a comparative legal approach where appropriate, particularly in
examining approaches to environmental governance, climate regulation, environmental
impact assessment, public participation, corporate responsibility and technological
monitoring. Comparative analysis is not used merely to identify differences between legal
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systems; rather, it is used functionally to understand how different institutional arrangements
respond to similar environmental problems and what lessons may be relevant for legal reform.
The study also adopts a normative dimension. Environmental law necessarily involves
questions concerning competing values, including economic development, ecological
conservation, public health, social justice and technological innovation. Accordingly, the
research evaluates existing legal arrangements against principles of sustainable development,
precaution, environmental justice, intergenerational equity, accountability, transparency and
meaningful participation.

The climate dimension of the research is examined through contemporary judicial and legal
developments. Recent Supreme Court jurisprudence has explicitly connected environmental
protection with climate-change consequences and recognised that climate-related
environmental impacts may disproportionately affect socially, geographically and
economically marginalised groups. This development is particularly relevant to the paper's
argument that environmental law must increasingly integrate climate justice into conventional
environmental governance.

The technological component examines emerging applications of artificial intelligence, data
analytics, digital monitoring and remote sensing from a legal-governance perspective. The
research does not attempt to undertake a technical assessment of individual Al systems.
Instead, it analyses the legal questions generated by their increasing use in environmental
decision-making, including transparency, accountability, reliability, human oversight and
access to environmental information.

The study is based on secondary legal and academic sources and does not claim to present
primary empirical findings. Its conclusions and recommendations are therefore derived from
doctrinal interpretation, comparative analysis and normative evaluation of the existing legal
framework.

5. EVOLUTION AND FOUNDATIONS OF ENVIRONMENTAL LAW

Environmental law has developed through a gradual transformation from a fragmented
collection of rules concerning particular natural resources into a comprehensive legal
discipline concerned with ecological protection, public health, human rights and sustainable
development. In its earliest form, environmental regulation was generally directed toward
specific problems such as protection of forests, regulation of water use, conservation of
wildlife or control of industrial pollution. Industrialisation and urbanisation subsequently
demonstrated that environmental harms could not be effectively addressed through isolated
sectoral regulation. Pollution generated in one location could affect communities beyond
administrative boundaries, while degradation of one ecological resource could produce
consequences for other components of the environment. This recognition contributed to the
emergence of an integrated approach to environmental governance.

International developments played an important role in this evolution. The 1972 Stockholm
Conference placed environmental protection firmly within international legal and policy
discourse and encouraged States to develop national environmental institutions and
legislation. The Rio Declaration of 1992 further strengthened concepts such as sustainable
development, precaution, public participation and the polluter pays principle. Subsequent
developments in international climate and biodiversity law expanded the understanding of
environmental protection from local pollution control toward global ecological governance.

In India, environmental law developed through constitutional provisions, legislation and
judicial interpretation. Although the original Constitution did not expressly formulate a
fundamental right to a clean environment, constitutional amendments introduced Article 48A,
directing the State to protect and improve the environment and safeguard forests and wildlife,
and Article 51A(g), imposing a fundamental duty upon citizens to protect and improve the

49



JLIS 4(3), 2026

natural environment. The Supreme Court subsequently connected environmental protection
with Article 21 and developed a substantial body of environmental jurisprudence. In recent
judgments, the Court has reiterated that Article 21 encompasses the right to a safe and
pollution-free environment and has recognised the continuing importance of sustainable
development, precaution, polluter pays and public trust principles.

The foundations of contemporary environmental law therefore rest upon several
interconnected ideas. First, environmental protection is increasingly understood as a matter of
human welfare and fundamental rights rather than merely administrative regulation.
Secondly, environmental governance must be preventive rather than exclusively remedial.
Thirdly, economic development must be reconciled with ecological limits. Fourthly,
communities affected by environmental decisions should have access to information and
meaningful participation. Finally, responsibility for environmental harm should be allocated to
those capable of preventing, controlling or remedying such harm.

The emergence of climate change has further transformed these foundations. Climate change
demonstrates that environmental harm can be cumulative, long-term and geographically
dispersed. It therefore challenges regulatory systems designed around individual sources and
immediate impacts. Environmental law must increasingly address systemic risks, resilience,
adaptation and intergenerational consequences.

The digital transformation of environmental governance introduces another dimension.
Artificial intelligence, satellite imagery, sensors and data analytics can improve environmental
monitoring and prediction, but their use raises questions about data reliability, transparency
and accountability. The foundations of environmental law must therefore evolve again,
incorporating technological governance while retaining the principles of precaution,
participation, justice and ecological sustainability.

6. CONSTITUTIONAL DIMENSIONS OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION IN
INDIA

The Indian Constitution provides a distinctive foundation for environmental protection
because environmental concerns have been progressively incorporated into fundamental
rights, Directive Principles of State Policy and fundamental duties. The constitutional structure
does not contain a single comprehensive provision declaring an independent fundamental
right to a healthy environment. Instead, environmental protection has emerged through the
interaction of several constitutional provisions and their interpretation by the Supreme Court.
Article 21, which protects life and personal liberty, has been particularly significant. Through
an expansive interpretation of the right to life, the Supreme Court has connected
environmental quality with the conditions necessary for a dignified existence. The Court has
repeatedly recognised the importance of clean air, safe surroundings and ecological conditions
for human life. In its recent environmental jurisprudence, the Court has reiterated that the
right to a safe environment is a facet of Article 21. This approach has transformed
environmental protection from a policy objective into an issue capable of attracting
constitutional scrutiny.

Article 48A strengthens this framework by directing the State to protect and improve the
environment and safeguard forests and wildlife. Article 51A(g), meanwhile, places a
fundamental duty upon every citizen to protect and improve the natural environment,
including forests, lakes, rivers and wildlife. The Supreme Court has treated these provisions as
important components of India's constitutional environmental framework and has read them
together with Article 21 in developing environmental principles.

The constitutional environmental framework has also facilitated the development of public
interest litigation. Environmental disputes frequently affect large populations and ecological
resources that cannot easily be represented through conventional private litigation. Public
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interest litigation enabled courts to consider environmental grievances brought by public-
spirited individuals and organisations, thereby contributing significantly to the development
of Indian environmental jurisprudence. This judicial approach has been particularly important
in cases involving industrial pollution, deforestation, hazardous activities and protection of
natural resources.

Another major constitutional contribution has been the development of substantive
environmental principles. The precautionary principle requires preventive action where there
is a reasonable possibility of serious environmental harm, even where scientific certainty may
be incomplete. The Supreme Court has expressly recognised precaution as part of Indian
environmental law. The polluter pays principle requires those responsible for environmental
degradation to bear appropriate costs associated with prevention, mitigation and restoration.
The public trust doctrine treats the State as trustee of important natural resources and
requires public authorities to protect such resources for present and future generations.
However, constitutional environmentalism also raises questions concerning institutional
competence. Courts may provide important remedies where executive authorities fail to
enforce environmental standards, but long-term environmental governance requires scientific
expertise, regulatory capacity, monitoring systems and democratic accountability. Excessive
dependence upon judicial intervention may therefore create institutional tensions.

The future development of constitutional environmental law should consequently focus on
converting judicially recognised principles into effective administrative standards.
Environmental rights become meaningful only when supported by accessible information,
transparent decision-making, effective regulatory institutions, adequate remedies and
meaningful community participation.

7. STATUTORY AND REGULATORY FRAMEWORK OF ENVIRONMENTAL LAW
IN INDIA

India's environmental regulatory framework consists of a combination of sector-specific
legislation, umbrella environmental legislation, subordinate rules, regulatory standards,
environmental clearance procedures and specialised adjudicatory mechanisms. The
Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 occupies a particularly important position within this
framework. Enacted following the international environmental developments associated with
the Stockholm Conference, the Act was designed to provide for the protection and
improvement of the environment and for matters connected with environmental protection.
Its definition of “environment” is deliberately broad and includes water, air, land and the
interrelationship among these elements and human beings, other living creatures, plants,
microorganisms and property.

The Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974 and the Air (Prevention and Control
of Pollution) Act, 1981 constitute important sectoral components of the regulatory structure.
They establish institutional mechanisms for pollution control and provide regulatory
standards concerning water and air pollution. Together with the Environment (Protection)
Act, these laws provide the foundation for regulating industrial and other activities capable of
producing environmental harm.

Environmental governance is also supported by legislation dealing with forests, biodiversity,
hazardous substances, environmental liability and specialised adjudication. The National
Green Tribunal Act, 2010 established a specialised forum for expeditious disposal of
environmental disputes and for providing relief, compensation and restitution in matters
involving environmental damage. The institutional development of specialised environmental
adjudication reflects recognition that environmental disputes often involve complex scientific
and technical questions requiring specialised expertise.
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Environmental Impact Assessment represents another important regulatory mechanism. The
EIA system attempts to introduce environmental considerations into development decisions
before potentially harmful projects are implemented. Ideally, this transforms environmental
law from a reactive system into a preventive system by requiring assessment of potential
environmental consequences before approval. However, the effectiveness of EIA depends
substantially upon the quality of scientific assessments, independence of experts, disclosure of
relevant information, consideration of cumulative impacts and meaningful public
participation.

The statutory framework nevertheless faces significant implementation challenges.
Environmental regulation may be weakened by inadequate staffing, fragmented institutional
responsibilities, limited monitoring capacity and difficulties in enforcing standards against
economically powerful actors. A strong statute cannot by itself guarantee environmental
protection if regulatory institutions lack the resources or independence necessary for effective
implementation.

The contemporary environmental context also requires the statutory framework to address
issues that were not central to earlier environmental legislation. Climate change, carbon-
intensive infrastructure, renewable-energy development, electronic waste, artificial
intelligence infrastructure and data centres can generate environmental consequences that
cross traditional regulatory categories. Environmental law must therefore increasingly
consider lifecycle impacts, cumulative effects, climate resilience and resource efficiency.
Another important development is the growing need for data-driven enforcement. Digital
sensors, satellite imagery and automated reporting can improve regulatory monitoring, but
legal frameworks should establish standards concerning the reliability, verification and
admissibility of digitally generated environmental evidence. Technological efficiency should
not undermine procedural fairness or public access to information.

The future of India's environmental regulatory framework therefore lies not simply in adding
new statutes but in improving coordination between existing laws, strengthening institutions,
integrating climate considerations and ensuring that environmental decision-making remains
transparent, scientifically credible and socially accountable.

8. PRINCIPLES OF ENVIRONMENTAL LAW

Environmental principles provide the normative foundation through which environmental
statutes and constitutional provisions are interpreted and applied. They are particularly
important because environmental disputes frequently involve scientific uncertainty,
competing economic interests, long-term consequences and irreversible ecological harm.
Indian environmental jurisprudence has developed several major principles that have
significantly influenced the country's environmental governance, including sustainable
development, the precautionary principle, the polluter pays principle, the public trust doctrine
and intergenerational equity.

The principle of sustainable development seeks to reconcile economic development with
environmental protection. It does not require development to stop; rather, it requires
development activities to operate within ecological and social limits. The Supreme Court has
repeatedly treated sustainable development as an important principle of Indian environmental
law. Its significance has increased with infrastructure expansion, industrialisation and urban
development because environmental governance increasingly requires balancing economic
benefits against ecological and public-health costs. The challenge is to ensure that “balance”
does not become a justification for systematically sacrificing environmental interests.

The precautionary principle addresses situations in which environmental risks may be
serious or irreversible but scientific certainty is incomplete. Instead of waiting for conclusive
evidence of harm, regulatory authorities are expected to take preventive measures where
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there is a reasonable basis for anticipating environmental damage. The Supreme Court has
reaffirmed that precautionary action can be justified even where direct scientific proof of harm
is unavailable. This principle is especially relevant to climate change, emerging technologies
and new industrial processes because their long-term consequences may not be fully
understood.

The polluter pays principle requires those responsible for environmental degradation to
bear the costs associated with preventing, controlling and remedying the resulting harm. The
principle is therefore both corrective and preventive. It seeks to prevent environmental costs
from being transferred to the public while private actors retain the economic benefits of
environmentally harmful activities. The Supreme Court has described the principle as
requiring polluters to bear mitigation and restoration costs.

The public trust doctrine provides another important foundation. Under this doctrine,
certain natural resources are treated as resources held by the State in trust for the public. The
State therefore has a legal responsibility to protect such resources from inappropriate
exploitation or transfer for narrow private interests. The Supreme Court has reaffirmed public
trust as part of Indian environmental jurisprudence.

Finally, intergenerational equity requires present generations to exercise environmental
resources in a manner that does not unfairly compromise the ability of future generations to
meet their needs. This principle has particular relevance to climate change, biodiversity and
irreversible ecological degradation.

Taken together, these principles demonstrate that environmental law is not simply a system of
prohibitions and permissions. It is a framework for managing risk, distributing responsibility
and reconciling development with ecological limits. Their continuing importance will depend
upon their integration into everyday administrative decision-making rather than their
invocation only after environmental disputes reach courts.

9. ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) has emerged as one of the principal preventive
instruments of modern environmental law. Its fundamental purpose is to ensure that
environmental consequences are considered before potentially harmful projects are approved
and implemented. The importance of EIA lies in its ability to shift environmental regulation
from a reactive model, in which authorities respond after environmental damage occurs,
toward a preventive model that seeks to identify, evaluate and mitigate risks before they
materialise. In this respect, EIA represents a practical application of the precautionary
principle and sustainable development.

In India, environmental impact assessment operates within the framework of the Environment
(Protection) Act, 1986 and the regulatory notifications issued under it. The EIA process seeks
to assess potential impacts associated with development activities and, depending upon the
category and nature of a project, involves environmental studies, appraisal and public
consultation. The basic legal philosophy is that development decisions should not be based
exclusively on economic or infrastructural considerations. Environmental consequences,
public health, ecological resources and the interests of affected communities must also form
part of the decision-making process.

The relationship between EIA and sustainable development is particularly important because
environmental law does not ordinarily prohibit all development. Instead, it seeks to determine
whether development can proceed in a manner that avoids unacceptable ecological harm and
incorporates appropriate safeguards. Sustainable development therefore requires decision-
makers to consider the long-term environmental costs of development rather than focusing
solely on immediate economic benefits.
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A major challenge, however, is the quality and independence of environmental assessments.
An EIA can become merely procedural if assessments are prepared without adequate scientific
information, if cumulative impacts are ignored, or if public consultation takes place after the
essential project decision has effectively been made. Environmental assessment must
therefore be treated as a substantive decision-making process rather than a formal
administrative requirement. Courts have repeatedly emphasised the importance of
environmental decision-making being based upon relevant information, scientific assessment
and procedural fairness.

The climate crisis adds another dimension to EIA. Conventional environmental assessments
may evaluate local air pollution, water consumption, land degradation and biodiversity
impacts without sufficiently considering greenhouse-gas emissions, climate vulnerability or
the resilience of infrastructure to future climate conditions. A modern EIA framework should
therefore examine both the climate footprint of a project and the impact of climate change
upon the project itself. This requires consideration of emissions, extreme heat, flooding,
water stress, sea-level rise and ecosystem vulnerability.

Cumulative-impact assessment is equally important. Several individually permissible projects
may collectively produce serious ecological consequences. The environmental significance of
industrial clusters, mining regions, transport corridors and rapidly urbanising areas cannot
always be understood by assessing projects separately.

Accordingly, future EIA systems should incorporate climate-risk assessment, cumulative-
impact analysis, biodiversity considerations, community vulnerability and lifecycle
environmental costs. Environmental assessment should also remain transparent, with
accessible information and meaningful opportunities for affected communities to participate.
EIA is therefore not merely an administrative mechanism for granting environmental
clearance. Properly designed, it is a central instrument for implementing sustainable
development, precaution, environmental justice and intergenerational responsibility.

10. CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL
LAW

Climate change has fundamentally expanded the scope of environmental law. Traditional
environmental regulation generally focused upon identifiable sources of pollution and
geographically limited environmental impacts. Climate change presents a different legal
problem because greenhouse-gas emissions accumulate globally, their consequences develop
over long periods and their effects are distributed unevenly across populations, ecosystems
and geographical regions. Environmental law must therefore respond not only to pollution but
also to systemic ecological and climatic risks.

The legal significance of climate change extends beyond atmospheric regulation. Rising
temperatures can affect public health, agriculture, water availability, biodiversity, forests,
coastal areas, infrastructure and livelihoods. Extreme weather events can intensify existing
inequalities because communities with limited financial and institutional resources may have
less capacity to prepare for or recover from climate-related disasters. The United States
Environmental Protection Agency has documented that socially vulnerable populations may
experience disproportionately severe impacts from climate change, including extreme heat,
flooding and air-quality effects.

In India, climate change increasingly intersects with constitutional environmental protection.
The Supreme Court has recognised the relationship between environmental protection and
climate-related harm and has treated protection from adverse environmental consequences as
connected with constitutional guarantees. This development is significant because it suggests
that climate change is no longer merely a matter of governmental policy but may also raise
questions of rights, equality and State responsibility.
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The principle of sustainable development becomes particularly important in the climate
context. Development decisions involving energy production, transport, industry, construction
and urbanisation may create long-term emissions and climate vulnerabilities. Environmental
law must therefore evaluate not only whether a project complies with existing pollution
standards but also whether it is consistent with broader climate objectives and long-term
ecological resilience.

The precautionary principle is equally relevant. Climate science demonstrates significant risks
even though the precise timing and geographical intensity of particular impacts may remain
uncertain. Waiting for complete scientific certainty before taking protective measures would
therefore be inconsistent with the preventive logic of environmental law.

Climate adaptation must also become an integral component of environmental governance.
Mitigation efforts seek to reduce greenhouse-gas emissions, while adaptation seeks to reduce
vulnerability to unavoidable climatic impacts. Environmental law should therefore require
climate-resilience  considerations in infrastructure planning, land-use decisions,
environmental impact assessment and disaster-risk management.

The climate dimension also creates questions of responsibility. Governments establish
regulatory frameworks, corporations produce or consume energy, financial institutions
finance environmentally significant activities, and consumers participate in resource-intensive
economic systems. Determining responsibility within such a complex system is legally difficult.
Nevertheless, environmental law increasingly requires mechanisms capable of allocating
responsibility according to contribution, control, capacity and benefit.

Climate change consequently transforms environmental law from a system concerned
primarily with local environmental protection into a framework addressing global risk,
intergenerational justice, resilience and systemic accountability. The future of environmental
regulation will depend upon its capacity to integrate climate considerations into ordinary
environmental decision-making rather than treating climate policy as a separate field.

11. ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE AND VULNERABLE COMMUNITIES
Environmental justice represents a fundamental transformation in the objectives of
environmental law. Traditional environmental regulation frequently concentrates on whether
environmental standards have been satisfied at a general level. Environmental justice asks a
more complex question: who receives environmental benefits, who bears environmental
burdens, and who has the power to participate in decisions affecting environmental
conditions? This approach recognises that formally equal environmental regulation may
nevertheless produce unequal outcomes.

Environmental burdens may be concentrated in communities located near industrial facilities,
waste-disposal sites, mining operations, major transportation corridors or heavily polluted
urban areas. Vulnerability can also arise from poverty, limited political representation,
inadequate access to healthcare, dependence upon natural resources, geographical isolation
and limited capacity to recover from environmental disasters. Climate change can intensify
these existing vulnerabilities. EPA research has specifically examined the cumulative health
effects produced where climate-related stressors interact with existing pollution and
environmental burdens in underserved communities.

Environmental justice therefore has at least three interconnected dimensions. The first is
distributive justice, which concerns the distribution of environmental burdens and benefits.
The second is procedural justice, which requires affected communities to have meaningful
opportunities to participate in environmental decision-making. The third is recognitional
justice, which requires law and institutions to recognise the specific circumstances,
knowledge and interests of communities that may otherwise remain invisible within
conventional regulatory processes.

55



JLIS 4(3), 2026

In the United States, environmental justice has become an important component of
environmental governance. The EPA defines environmental justice in terms of fair treatment
and meaningful involvement in the development, implementation and enforcement of
environmental laws and policies. Its approach emphasises that affected populations should
have an opportunity to participate, that their contributions should be capable of influencing
agency decisions and that decision-makers should actively facilitate participation.

The Indian legal framework does not necessarily employ the same institutional vocabulary,
but environmental justice can be derived from constitutional equality, the right to life,
environmental principles and public participation mechanisms. The concerns of tribal
communities, forest-dependent populations, coastal communities, farmers, informal workers
and residents of polluted urban areas demonstrate why environmental regulation must
consider social and economic vulnerability.

Environmental impact assessment provides an important mechanism for integrating
environmental justice. However, participation must be meaningful rather than symbolic.
Public hearings cannot achieve environmental justice if communities receive information too
late, if technical documents are inaccessible, if language barriers prevent understanding, or if
their objections have no demonstrable influence on the final decision.

Environmental justice also requires attention to cumulative impacts. A community may
already face industrial pollution, poor air quality, inadequate sanitation and climate-related
heat exposure. Evaluating each project independently can therefore underestimate the actual
burden experienced by residents.

An effective environmental justice framework should consequently combine environmental
data with demographic, socioeconomic and health information, while protecting privacy and
avoiding discriminatory profiling. It should identify overburdened communities before major
decisions are taken and provide stronger participation and mitigation mechanisms where
cumulative risks are high.

Environmental justice thus changes the central question of environmental law from merely “Is
the environmental standard satisfied?” to “Is the environmental decision fair,
participatory and protective of those most vulnerable to harm?”

12. CORPORATE ENVIRONMENTAL RESPONSIBILITY AND GREEN
GOVERNANCE

Corporations occupy a central position in contemporary environmental governance because
many significant environmental impacts arise from industrial production, energy
consumption, infrastructure development, mining, transportation, agriculture and large-scale
commercial activity. Environmental law has consequently moved beyond the assumption that
environmental protection is solely a governmental responsibility. Modern environmental
governance increasingly requires corporations to prevent environmental harm, disclose
environmental information, comply with regulatory standards, manage environmental risks
and contribute to remediation where damage occurs.

Corporate environmental responsibility begins with the principle of prevention. A corporation
should not treat environmental compliance merely as a cost to be managed after
environmental damage occurs. Environmental considerations should be integrated into
project design, supply-chain management, resource consumption, waste management,
emissions control and operational decision-making. This approach is particularly important
where environmental harm may be irreversible or extremely costly to restore.

The polluter pays principle reinforces corporate responsibility by requiring environmental
costs to be internalised rather than transferred to communities or the State. Effective liability
should therefore encompass not merely compensation for identifiable victims but also
reasonable costs of environmental restoration, monitoring and preventive measures. The
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challenge becomes more complicated when environmental damage results from cumulative
activities involving multiple actors or when harm becomes visible only after many years.
Corporate environmental responsibility has also acquired a climate dimension. Companies
increasingly face scrutiny concerning greenhouse-gas emissions, energy consumption, carbon-
intensive supply chains and climate-related financial risks. Climate accountability requires
corporations to consider both direct emissions and, where legally relevant, broader value-
chain impacts. Corporate disclosures can assist investors, regulators and communities in
evaluating environmental performance, but disclosure is meaningful only when information is
accurate, comparable and subject to appropriate verification.

The concept of green governance extends corporate responsibility beyond basic regulatory
compliance. It involves integrating environmental considerations into corporate governance
structures, risk management, board oversight, investment decisions and strategic planning.
Environmental risk should be treated as a governance issue rather than exclusively as a
technical issue delegated to environmental departments.

Technology can strengthen corporate environmental accountability. Digital sensors, satellite
monitoring, automated emissions reporting and data analytics can provide regulators with
information that is difficult to obtain through periodic inspections alone. At the same time,
reliance upon corporate-generated data creates a need for verification and independent
oversight. Companies should not be permitted to become the sole source of evidence
concerning their own environmental compliance.

Environmental transparency is therefore essential. Communities affected by industrial
operations should have access to relevant environmental information in a form that is
understandable and usable. Transparency also supports investors and regulators in identifying
environmental risks.

Corporate responsibility must additionally incorporate remediation. Where environmental
damage occurs, corporations should be required to restore affected ecosystems wherever
scientifically and legally feasible and to compensate affected communities where restoration
alone cannot repair the harm.

A modern corporate environmental framework should therefore rest upon five interconnected
obligations: prevention, compliance, disclosure, accountability and restoration. This
approach moves corporate environmental responsibility away from voluntary environmental
branding and toward enforceable legal and governance obligations.
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