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Abstract: Environmental policies in India have been evolved considerably over the past three decades. The 

policies have been responsive to the emerging concerns of both local and global origin.  Policies have covered a 

wide-range of issues such as air and water pollution, waste management, biodiversity conservation (The Policy 

Statement for Abatement of Pollution, 1992; The Forest Policy, 1988). However, the policies have traditionally 

been aimed at environmental protection and geared towards responding to local issues. India faces challenges 

in economic development, which is to be met from limited resources; with minimum externalities and in 

presence of an uncertain climate. One of the approaches to overcome this challenge is through the path of 

sustainable development (SD). Exclusive climate centric focus would lead to huge mitigation and adaptation 

costs whereas a sustainable development pathway results in lower mitigation costs, besides creating 

opportunities to realize co-benefits without having to sacrifice the national agenda of enhancing social and 

economic development. Sustainable development is the underlying development paradigm within which the 

climate action plan is operating and need to be sustained in the future. Policy entrepreneurs, focusing on the 

sustainable development agenda, would find more favor with the policy makers and the climate action plan 

would be favorably inclined to its logical conclusion. We need to stick to this basic philosophy and create a 

long-term solution framework to this effect. India is a complex, stunningly diverse country replete with seeming 

contradictions. It has a strong education ethic, yet also massive poverty and illiteracy. It is the world‘s largest 

democracy, yet weak implementation of laws and corruption are widespread. 
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I. Introduction 

        Environmental policies in India have been evolved considerably over the past three decades. 

The policies have been responsive to the emerging concerns of both local and global origin.  Policies 

have covered a wide-range of issues such as air and water pollution, waste management, biodiversity 

conservation (The Policy Statement for Abatement of Pollution, 1992; The Forest Policy, 1988). 

However, the policies have traditionally been aimed at environmental protection and geared towards 

responding to local issues.  

         The paper aims to discuss underlying India's response to the extant and emerging environment 

issues which provides the basis for integrating environmental concerns into policies of various 

sectors. This paper, against the backdrop of the policies around the environment sector, tries to 

identify the drivers behind changes in the climate change concerns onto the policy agenda by 

analysing the secondary source material.  

        India faces challenges in economic development, which is to be met from limited resources; 

with minimum externalities and in presence of an uncertain climate. One of the approaches to 

overcome this challenge is through the path of sustainable development (SD). Exclusive climate 

centric focus would lead to huge mitigation and adaptation costs whereas a sustainable development 

pathway results in lower mitigation costs, besides creating opportunities to realize co-benefits without 

having to sacrifice the national agenda of enhancing social and economic development. Sustainable 

development is the underlying development paradigm within which the climate action plan is 

operating and need to be sustained in the future. Policy entrepreneurs, focusing on the sustainable 

development agenda, would find more favor with the policy makers and the climate action plan would 

be favorably inclined to its logical conclusion. We need to stick to this basic philosophy and create a 

long-term solution framework to this effect. India is a complex, stunningly diverse country replete with seeming 

contradictions. It has a strong education ethic, yet also massive poverty and illiteracy. It is the world„s largest 

democracy, yet weak implementation of laws and corruption are widespread. 
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II. Legislative Framework 
The present legislative framework is broadly contained in the umbrella Environment Protection Act 

1986, the Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974, the Water Cess Act, 1977, the Air (Prevention 

and Control of Pollution) Act, 1981. The law in respect of management of forests and biodiversity is contained 

in the Indian Forest Act, 1927, the Forest (Conservation) Act 1980, the Wild Life (Protection) Act, 1972; and 

the Biodiversity Act, 2002. . There are several other enactments, which complement the provisions of these 

basic enactments. The present national policies for environmental management are contained in The National 

Forest Policy, 1988, the National Conservation Strategy and Policy Statement on Environment and 

Development, 1992, Policy Statement on Abatement of Pollution, 1992, Some sector policies such as the  

National Agriculture Policy, 2000 National Population Policy, 2000 and  National Water Policy, 2002  have also 

contributed towards environmental management. All of these policies have recognized the need for sustainable 

development in their specific contexts and formulated necessary strategies to give effect to such recognition. 

The National Environment Policy seeks to extend the coverage, and fill in gaps that still exist, in light of present 

knowledge and accumulated experience. It does not displace, but builds on the earlier policies. 

 
III. Drivers Behind Changes In  The Climate Change Concerns 

Across the political spectrum of the country there has been recognition of the vital role natural 

resources play in providing livelihoods, and securing life support ecological services. In this perspective a need 

for a comprehensive policy statement has been evident for some time in order to infuse a common approach to 

the various sectoral and cross-sectoral, including fiscal, approaches to environmental management. As our 

development challenges have evolved and our understanding of the centrality of environmental concerns in 

development has sharpened, there is also a need to review the earlier objectives, policy instruments, and 

strategies. This dynamic requires an evolving and flexible policy framework, with a built in system for 

monitoring and review, and where necessary, revision. Sustainable development concerns in the sense of 

enhancement of human well-being, broadly conceived, are a recurring theme in India's development philosophy. 

The present day consensus reflects three foundational aspirations: First, that human beings should be able to 

enjoy a decent quality of life; second, that humanity should become capable of respecting the finiteness of the 

biosphere; and third, that neither the aspiration for the good life, nor the recognition of biophysical limits should 

preclude the search for greater justice in the world.  National Environment Policy 

For this to occur there is a need for balance and harmony between economic, social and environmental 

needs of the country. India also plays an important role in several significant international initiatives concerned 

with the environment. It is a party to the key multilateral agreements, and recognises the interdependencies 

among, and transboundary character of, several environmental problems. The National Environment Policy 

(NEP) is also intended to be a statement of India's commitment to making a positive contribution to international 

efforts. The National Environmental Policy is a response to our national commitment to a clean environment, 

mandated in the Constitution in Articles 48 A and 51 A (g), strengthened by judicial interpretation of Article 21. 

It is recognized that maintaining a healthy environment is not the state's responsibility alone, but also that of 

every citizen. A spirit of partnership should thus be realized throughout the spectrum of environmental 

management in the country. While the state must galvanize its efforts, there should also be recognition by each 

individual - natural or institutional, of its responsibility towards maintaining and enhancing the quality of the 

environment. The National Environment Policy has been motivated by these considerations and is intended to 

mainstream environmental concerns in all development activities. It briefly describes the key environmental 

challenges currently and prospectively facing the country, the objectives of environment policy, normative 

principles underlying policy action, strategic themes for intervention, and broad indications of the legislative 

and institutional development.1 

 
IV. Green Economy For Sustainable Development 

A green economy values and invests in natural capital. Ecosystem services are better conserved, 

leading to improved safety nets and household incomes for poor rural communities. Ecologically friendly 

farming methods improve yields significantly for subsistence farmers. And improvements in freshwater access 

and sanitation, and innovations for non-grid energy (solar electricity, biomass stoves, etc) add to the suite of 

green economy strategies, which can help alleviate poverty. A green economy substitutes clean energy and low 

carbon technologies for fossil fuels, addressing climate change but also creating decent jobs and reducing import 

dependencies. New technologies promoting energy and resource efficiency provide growth opportunity in new 

directions, offsetting “brown economy” job losses. Resource efficiency becomes a driving proposition – both 

energy and materials use – be it in better waste management, more public transportation, green buildings or less 

waste along the food chain.2 

Regulations, standards and targets are important to provide direction. However, developing countries 

must be allowed to move at their own speed, respecting their development objectives, circumstances and 
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constraints. Developed nations have a key role to play in building skills and capacity in developing countries, 

and in creating international market and legal infrastructure for a green economy. Enabling conditions have to 

be managed and adequate finance provided for successful transitioning to a green economy, but both are 

eminently achievable. Environmentally and socially harmful subsidies are a deterrent, and they should be 

phased out.  

In select circumstances and over defined periods however, rational use of subsidies can facilitate the 

transition to a green economy. Taxes and other market-based instruments can be used to stimulate the necessary 

investment and innovation for funding the transition. And while the scale of financing required for a green 

economy transition is large, it can be mobilized by smart public policy and innovative financing mechanisms. 

A green economy can generate as much growth and employment as a brown economy, and outperforms 

the latter in the medium and long run, while yielding significantly more environmental and social benefits. Of 

course, there are many risks and challenges along the way. Moving towards a green economy will require world 

leaders, civil society and leading businesses to engage in this transition collaboratively. It will require a 

sustained effort on the part of policy makers and their constituents to rethink and redefine traditional measures 

of wealth, prosperity and well-being. However, the biggest risk of all may be remaining with the status quo.3 

 
V. Pathways To Sustainable Development 

A strategic policy agenda that integrates greening of a range of key economic sectors takes advantage 

of synergies and promotes long-term growth by mitigating scarcities. Policies that focus only on individual 

sectors will not benefit from linkages between them. Energy and GHG emissions reduction is a strong example 

where increasing the use of renewable energy on the supply side is reinforced by energy efficiency measures in 

key sectors, such as buildings, transport and manufacturing. Additional forestland can positively affect 

agriculture production and rural livelihoods by improving soil quality and increasing water retention. Integrating 

recycling and remanufacturing operations can reduce the need for expanding waste management, allowing 

investments in that sector to concentrate on areas such as waste to energy. Water demand is highly linked to 

energy use, and the reverse is also true.     

With the Rio+20 Earth Summit merely a few weeks away, „Green economy and inclusive growth‟ – the 

core agenda of the summit – is fast becoming a buzzword in India. In fact, post a lull that followed the UN 

Climate Change Conference (COP 17) in December 2011, there is a renewed enthusiasm over a green economy 

and its potential role in a better future for India. At a glance, India has a great profile for building a low-carbon, 

green economy. In 2012 it is rated by Ernst&Young that India is the fourth most attractive country for 

renewable energy investment. The country also has the world‟s second largest pool of scientists and engineers 

which has instilled confidence in the global investors looking for safe investment destinations. Also, India‟s 

achievements in information technology, professional services and communications in the past decade all added 

to its profile but India's ranking slipped from fourth position to eighth in 2013, due to several challenges, 

including high cost of finance, entry-barriers for external investors, among others.4  

The stronger argument, however, is that India can‟t afford not to move towards a green economy. The 

traditional form of economy has so far helped India perform well in the economic sector and amass wealth, but 

failed to bridge the gap between the rich and the poor. In fact, increasing industrialization has led to an 

increasing number of conflicts of different types. The most alarming of them is the conflict between 

farmers/forest dwellers and industrialists, especially the miners. This conflict has strengthened violent rebellions 

like the Maoist uprising which is now officially the biggest threat to India‟s internal security. If these are not 

enough reasons, the Climate Disclosure Project says that if the current business as usual scenario on climate 

continues, then, by 2100 India‟s GDP growth will be around negative 9-13 percent. This will be caused by the 

impacts of climate change affecting business and livelihood. Obviously, this isn‟t the desired future path for an 

emerging economic power. A path leading to sustainable development, therefore, is the urgent need of the hour 

for India. The level of environmental awareness will be raised, thus leading to the drafting of new legislations to 

support the environment. For example, India has just drafted two new legislations on mining (The Mines and 

Minerals Development and Regulation Act 2013) and land acquisition for industrial development (The Land 

Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act 2013) which are results of this increased environmental 

awareness.  However, despite these high expectations, it would be naïve to think that an enthusiastic 

participation in the Rio+20 conference or active engagement of its agenda alone will propel India into the league 

of developed nations.  The reasons are simple: green economy is but a greener option, but not a magic wand. 

And for India, where more than 300 million people live below the poverty line and where over 50 percent of the 

population does not have access to safe drinking water, medical care and basic amenities like toilets, the main 

challenge is not the development of a concept, but rather its systematic implementation at the ground level. One 

example of this is India‟s solid waste management (SWM) sector. According to the Government of India, urban 

India produces over 115,000 mega tons of solid waste each day. Currently there is a nationwide effort to better 

manage this waste and the government has roped in several private sector companies who have an impressive 
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pool of SWM experts. On the national level, the whole effort is focused on keeping the country clean and green, 

while generating jobs. Yet, at ground level this has threatened the livelihood of at least 15 million poor people 

who make a living by recycling the waste, but are not recognized for their skills. This is a case where the 

concept of green economy and inclusive growth is failing to tackle poverty or unemployment because there is no 

holistic approach to its implementation. 5 

This holistic approach is also something emphasized by Sha Zukang, Under-Secretary-General for 

Economic and Social Affairs and Secretary-General of the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development, 

who recently visited India: “By definition, sustainable development is about integration among the three pillars: 

social, economic and environmental and ensuring their consistency. But in practice, this is not easy because our 

problems and challenges do not specialize. At Rio+20 there is a need to practically bring these three pillars 

together, so countries are confident that the social agenda, the environmental agenda and economic agenda are 

mutually reinforcing.” Zukang also drew attention to another crucial point: the obvious discord between the 

„global north‟ and the „global south‟ which still persists – a reason why the consensus that the countries reached 

on sustainable development 20 years ago, is yet to be fully realized.6 

At a recent press meet in New Delhi, Indian Minister for Environment and Forests, Jayanthi Natarajan, 

stated that while India was highly interested in the issue of green economy and inclusive growth, three factors 

would be crucial for the agenda to work well on ground. These are: a. reaffirming the Rio Principles, b. striking 

a balance between the three pillars of sustainable development by building institutional capacities at all levels – 

global, regional and local and, c. prioritize programs for the inclusion and betterment of socio-economically 

weaker sections of the society. Also, according to the minister, if Rio+20 is to work, nations must work together. 

The minister‟s statement sums it up well for India: the country has a high level of interest and a need for a green 

economy, yet it should be realistic about how that might unfold on the ground. For example, India has 

apprehensions about the final outcome of Rio+20. It worries that developed countries may try to rewrite and 

renegotiate the Rio Principles, especially the principle of „common, but differentiated responsibilities‟ (CBDR), 

which would be unacceptable for India. It also worries that developed countries may try to impose tariff and 

non-tariff barriers on exports of developing countries, aid conditionalities and refuse to change their current 

consumption patterns, which India considers crucial for developing countries to achieve sustainable growth. But 

most important of all, at this moment, India isn‟t fully certain that a green economy will have absolutely no 

adverse impact on the livelihoods of its vast poor population. This is why India is strongly demanding that 

poverty eradication should be the overarching objective and the benchmark of the green economy approach, and 

that countries should have the sovereign right to define their paths towards sustainable development based on 

their national circumstances and priorities.
 
7 Clearly then, green economy , at this point, is the most sensible 

way forward for India, but not a miracle in itself. Regarding the environment (and many other things), all of the 

technology and knowhow in the world is useless without strong implementation of policies. In many ways, India 

should be poised for an effective environmental governance program. According to the World Bank, "India has  

strong environment policy and legislative framework and well-established institutions at the national and State  

level". Furthermore, democratic countries with strong public participation are often considered best at 

identifying and reacting to environmental problems. And, India's growing prosperity is leading to "an increase in 

public demand for better environmental quality from the growing and increasingly assertive urban middle class, 

as demonstrated by drastic measures to improve air quality in Delhi, which now has the largest compressed 

natural gas-driven public bus fleet in the world".  Despite the advantages of a functional democracy in the sense 

of holding regular elections, India lacks other widespread mechanisms for public participation. Poverty is one 

encumbrance to having a large, vocal public effectively able to make its needs known; combined with this is a 

lack of technological infrastructure. Moreover, "barriers of distance, language, literacy, and connectivity - all the 

factors of particular relevance to India due to the remoteness of many habitations, multiple languages, and 

significant illiterate population - can also prevent full participation" .8 In addition, corruption (often in the form 

of kickbacks to government officials) is seen as strongly hindering the implementation of environmental 

policies. According to one commentator, "Indian democracy permits great freedom of activity and association, 

and the pursuit of ddifferent ideas and interests. But rules and laws in this democracy are violated, or 

manipulated, perhaps as often as they are obeyed" . 9  Thus, the tension is growing between increased demands 

for environmental protection and lack of implementation. The World Bank sees a "growing dissatisfaction with 

the state of environmental management in India by an increasingly vocal, active and impatient 'green' 

constituency. Some successes notwithstanding, the situation on the ground is considered inadequate by a broad 

variety of stakeholders. Much of the problem is credited to weak implementation of laws and regulations" .  

One crucial instrument of environmental policy is Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) which 

analyzes the likely impact of various actions on the environment. EIAs originated in the United States in 1969 

and have become one of the most successful legal mechanisms for protecting the environment globally. At the 

heart of EIA is public participation, the belief that local people know best their own needs and understand the 

impact of environmental degradation upon their lives. With its democratic traditions, India would seem well 
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poised to enact EIA. Yet, local participation is limited; furthermore, like China, India's short-term economic 

growth often depends on ineffective local enforcement of environmental laws. In practice, economic growth is 

often seen as trumping environmental concerns.  Still, India has strong basic laws in place protecting the 

environment. Following the Bhopal disaster of 1984, when more than 2,000 people died and tens of thousands 

were injured by the accidental release of poisonous gas from a pesticide plant, the country enacted new 

environmental laws. In 1986, the Environmental (Protection) Act aimed at "protecting and improving the quality 

of the environment and preventing, controlling and abating environmental pollution". In 1994, the Ministry of 

Environment and Forests (MoEF), India's main environmental agency, enacted EIA to strengthen environmental 

protection. Initially, protection was weak, failing to cover numerous activities such as deforestation and waste 

disposal  and lacking in public participation. The law has been amended, however, to strengthen these areas. 10 

 

VI. Conclusion: 
Complicating matters is that India has often proved unable to enforce environmental policy through 

government institutions, leading to litigation as a primary means of enforcement. In 1985, the Indian Supreme 

Court ordered the closing of limestone quarries that were harming the water supply, setting a strong precedent. 

Consequently, "In most countries, the courts have been viewed as a last resort in resolving environmental 

conflicts. In India, however, it has often become the first resort because of the perceived inabilities or lack of 

political will of the regulatory agencies to enforce environmental laws and regulations".11  Another alternative 

used in India is informal regulation in which social pressures, such as negative media coverage or direct 

community action, enforce local environmental goals. Mechanisms of informal regulation include "demands for 

compensation by community groups, social ostracism of the polluting firm's employees, the threat of physical 

violence, and efforts to monitor and publicise the firm's emissions/discharges". Such tactics, while they may 

catch some of the worst offenders when it comes to local pollution, are obviously piecemeal. They do not offer a 

substitute for an effectively policed governance regime.12 

India's current environmental policy advocates local solutions that strong local governances and 

practices will tackle justice and environmental issues simultaneously. Yet, in a globalized world such solutions, 

while laudatory, can only be partial. Global technology sharing, for instance, is crucial, but localities will often 

resist new technology. The paradox is that economic growth should provide a growing population with an 

improved standard of living, yet environmental stress needs to simultaneously lessen. Social expectations 

regarding quality of life are certainly important, yet, given India's dilemma, these must be implemented in 

concert with technological change. Swelling population makes it an object of special global concern. Still, 

technology, good governance, and social practices offer at least the possibility of an escape from the seeming 

trap of growing population, growing expectations, and environmental degradation. "Green" solutions can be 

achieved partly through a feeling of moral obligation and even more through self-interest and commitment. 

Corruption can hinder environmental laws. 
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