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Abstract: An essential regulatory tool that promotes sustainable development while reducing ecological harm is the Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA), which incorporates environmental factors into development planning and decision-making. Rapid
industrialization, urbanization, infrastructure development, and increased resource exploitation in India have sped up economic growth,
but they have also made pollution, biodiversity loss, and climate-related issues worse. In light of this, the EIA framework uses scientific
evaluation, public involvement, and preventive decision-making to strike a balance between environmental preservation and
developmental goals. This paper explores the development of India’s environmental impact assessment (EIA) framework, beginning with
its legal basis in the Environment (Protection) Act of 1986, followed by the introduction of the EIA Notification in 1994, and the major
revisions brought by the 2006 Notification. It examines ongoing issues such as delays in approval processes, insufficient environmental
evaluations, limited public participation, poor monitoring after project clearance, and uneven enforcement of regulations. Additionally,
the study emphasizes how the Supreme Court of India and the National Green Tribunal have played crucial roles in advancing
environmental governance by upholding key principles like sustainable development, the precautionary principle, the polluter pays
principle, and the public trust doctrine. The paper concludes by examining current discussions on reforming environmental impact
assessment (EIA) in light of climate commitments, biodiversity protection, sustainable infrastructure development, and the Sustainable
Development Goals. It highlights the importance of establishing an environmental clearance process that is transparent, grounded in
sound science, and subject to accountability.

Keywords: Environmental Impact Assessment, Sustainable Development Goals, Environmental Sustainability, Pollution-free Environment,

Biodiversity Protection
1. Introduction

21st-century policy problems. India's economy has grown
greatly as a result of rapid industrialization, urbanization,
infrastructure development, and rising demand for natural
resources, but these factors have also increased pollution,
biodiversity loss, environmental degradation, and climate-
related concerns. Thus, one of the main concerns of
environmental governance is the necessity to achieve a
balance between economic development and environmental
sustainability. In this regard, one of the most crucial
preventive instruments for incorporating environmental
factors into the planning and approval of development
projects is the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
system. The methodical process of identifying, assessing, and
mitigating the potential environmental, social, and ecological
effects of a proposed project is known as environmental
impact assessment. This is done before any decision is taken
regarding the project's implementation. Through educated
decision-making, public participation, and scientific
assessment, the EIA process aims to prevent or mitigate
harmful impacts rather than addressing environmental
damage after it occurs. The precautionary principle,
intergenerational equity, environmental justice, and
sustainable development are all reflected in the EIA's guiding
principles.

Over the past thirty years, India's regulatory framework for
environmental impact assessments has undergone
tremendous change. The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986,
which was passed in the wake of the Bhopal Gas Tragedy and
the growing realization that extensive environmental
legislation was necessary, provides the statutory foundation
for EIA. In 1994, the first EIA Notification was released,

requiring environmental permission for certain types of
development projects. By classifying projects according to
their environmental impact, decentralizing the clearance
process, enhancing public input, and establishing specific
procedural standards, the EIA Notification, 2006
subsequently established a more organized regulatory
framework.

Notwithstanding these advancements, there has been ongoing
criticism of the EIA framework's application. Procedural
delays, insufficient environmental studies, subpar assessment
reports, little public involvement, shoddy post-clearance
oversight, and uneven enforcement by regulatory bodies have
all been criticized. Additionally, there has been much
discussion about whether the EIA process sufficiently
protects environmental interests while promoting economic
development as a result of subsequent changes and planned
reforms. The difficulties in striking a balance between
developmental aspirations and ecological conservation have
also been brought to light by the growing number of
environmental issues that appear in court. India's
environmental jurisprudence has been greatly influenced by
judicial intervention. The National Green Tribunal and the
Supreme Court of India have often stressed the significance
of environmental impact assessment as a crucial element of
sustainable development. The judiciary has upheld the
precautionary principle, the polluter pays principle, the public
trust doctrine, and the requirement of substantial public
consultation in environmental decision-making via a number
of significant rulings. The interpretation and application of
EIA regulations have been significantly impacted by these
court rulings. In recent years, reforms to the Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) process have gained increased
importance as India works to meet its commitments on
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climate change mitigation, biodiversity protection,
sustainable infrastructure development, and the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). With expanding renewable
energy initiatives, industrial growth, mining activities,
transportation networks, and urbanization, there is a stronger
demand for an environmental clearance system that is
efficient, transparent, and grounded in sound science. At the
same time, ongoing discussions about streamlining
regulations, improving the business environment, and
ensuring environmental responsibility are playing a key role
in shaping the evolution of EIA reforms.

Conceptual and Legal Framework of Environmental
Impact Assessment:

An Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is a structured
legal and administrative procedure designed to identify,
forecast, assess, and address the potential environmental,
social, and economic effects of a proposed development
project prior to its approval or execution. The main purpose
of an EIA is to incorporate environmental concerns into
planning and decision-making, supporting development that
is both sustainable and environmentally sound.
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is a proactive tool
designed to prevent or reduce negative environmental effects,
rather than dealing with them after they arise. It supplies
decision-makers with scientific insights into the potential
environmental outcomes of a proposed project, helping them

weigh development objectives against environmental
conservation.  Additionally, the process  supports
transparency, encourages public involvement, and

strengthens accountability in environmental decision-making.

In India, the legal foundation for Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) is established by the Environment
(Protection) Act of 1986, under which the Central
Government has issued multiple EIA notifications. The first
comprehensive notification came in 1994, requiring
environmental clearance for designated project types. This
system was significantly updated in 2006 with a new EIA
notification that introduced classifications for projects,
decentralized evaluation processes, and mandatory public
consultations for many developments. Since then, various
amendments and policy changes have aimed to enhance
procedural efficiency, though they have also sparked
discussion regarding their impact on environmental
safeguards.

The main goals of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
include identifying possible environmental effects prior to the
start of a project. It aims to support the sustainable
management of natural resources and to provide decision-
makers with the necessary information when deciding
whether to approve or deny environmental clearance. EIA
promotes development that is environmentally responsible
and encourages public involvement in environmental
decisions. It also involves proposing actions to avoid,
minimize, or offset negative environmental effects and
ensures adherence to applicable environmental regulations
and standards.

Environmental Impact Assessment is a key component of
environmental governance, serving several important
functions. It helps preserve ecosystems and protect

biodiversity, while also minimizing pollution and preventing
environmental deterioration. By encouraging sustainable
development practices, it balances economic growth with
environmental protection. The process increases transparency
and strengthens public oversight, which in turn can lower the
risk of disputes and legal challenges. It ensures that projects
meet applicable laws and regulations, and contributes to
lasting economic progress by conserving natural resources for
future use.

The legal foundation of Environmental Impact
Assessment is based upon internationally recognized
principles of environmental law-

Sustainable Development: Sustainable development aims to
harmonize economic progress, environmental conservation,
and social well-being. It emphasizes meeting current needs
while preserving the capacity of future generations to fulfill
theirs. Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) puts this
concept into practice by integrating environmental concerns
into the planning stages of development projects.

Precautionary Principle: The precautionary principle holds
that the absence of full scientific certainty should not delay
action when there is a risk of serious or irreversible harm to
the environment. Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
reflects this approach by mandating an evaluation of potential
environmental risks before a project is approved.

Polluter Pays Principle: According to this principle, the party
responsible for environmental pollution should cover the
expenses related to preventing, managing, and repairing
environmental harm. An Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA) helps pinpoint the environmental costs and necessary
mitigation actions that project developers are required to
implement.

Public Trust Doctrine: The public trust doctrine holds that
natural resources including forests, rivers, lakes, wildlife, and
coastal zones are entrusted to the State for the public’s benefit.
As a result, government bodies are responsible for making
sure that development initiatives do not undermine ecological
integrity.

Intergenerational Equity: This principle emphasizes that
present generations hold natural resources in trust for future
generations. Environmental Impact Assessment contributes
to long-term environmental conservation by considering
cumulative and irreversible environmental impacts.

Public Participation: Public consultation plays a vital role in
environmental impact assessment by allowing local
communities, individuals affected by proposed projects, and
civil society groups to voice their concerns. This process
enhances transparency and supports more inclusive and
democratic decision-making.

Constitutional Framework for Environmental Protection
in India

Article 21: Article 21, which ensures the right to life and
personal liberty, is the most important part of the constitution.
The right to live in a pollution-free environment with access
to clean water and air has been construed by the Supreme
Court as part of this article. Environmental preservation is a
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basic right, according to the Court's ruling in Subhash Kumar
v. State of Bihar (1991), which established that the right to
enjoy clean air and water is part of the right to life. In a similar
vein, the Court developed the Doctrine of Absolute Liability
in M.C. Mehta v. Union of India (1987), holding hazardous
enterprises fully accountable for environmental damage they
produced.

Article 48A: The guiding principles of public policy also play
an important role. Article 48A, added by the 42nd
Amendment, directs the State to protect and improve the
environment and protect forests and wildlife. Although it is
not enforceable in court, it serves as a guide in the
development of environmental law and policy. Sachidan and
Pandey v. In the State of West Bengal (1987), the Supreme
Court emphasized that environmental considerations must be
taken into account while approving development projects.

Article 51A(g): Article 51A(g) of the Constitution establishes
a fundamental duty for all citizens to safeguard and enhance
the natural environment, encompassing forests, lakes, rivers,
and wildlife. This clause encourages active public
involvement in environmental preservation and fosters
greater ecological awareness.

Articles 32 and 226: Articles 32 and 226 give the Supreme
Court and High Courts the power to protect environmental
rights. People can use writ petitions or Public Interest
Litigation (PIL) to take action. This has helped citizens and
groups fight pollution, tree cutting, and illegal factory work.
In the case M.C. Mehta v. Union of India, the Supreme Court
ordered steps to reduce factory pollution in the River Ganga.
This showed how constitutional tools can bring real change.

The courts have played a key role in shaping environmental
rules through major rulings. In the 1996 Vellore Citizens case,
India’s Supreme Court said that sustainable development, the
precautionary principle, and the polluter pays principle are
core parts of environmental law. In the M.C. Mehta vs. Kamal
Nath case, the Court used the Public Trust Doctrine, stating
that the government holds natural resources in trust and must
protect them for public benefit. Later, in the T.N.
Godavarman case, the Court broadened the definition of
“forest” and set tighter judicial control over forest protection.

India’s Constitution protects the environment through key
articles: 21, 48A, 51A (g), 32, and 226. Courts have played a
big role in shaping these rules. The Supreme Court, in major
rulings, made environmental protection a duty. It introduced
key ideas like sustainable development, the precautionary
principle, the polluter pays principle, and the public trust
doctrine. These laws and court decisions help balance growth
with nature. They aim to meet today’s needs without harming
the future.

The main legal framework for environmental impact
assessment (EIA) is the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986
(EPA), introduced in the aftermath of the Bhopal Gas
Tragedy. Section 3 of the Act grants the Central Government
broad authority to implement measures aimed at safeguarding
and enhancing environmental quality, as well as preventing
pollution. Exercising this authority, the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEFCC) issued

the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Notification of
2006, which serves as the principal regulatory instrument for
granting environmental clearances to development projects.
Under the EIA Notification of 2006, projects listed in its
Schedule must obtain prior Environmental Clearance (EC)
before commencing construction or operations.

These projects are categorized into two groups A and B
depending on their scale, capacity, and potential
environmental effects. Category A projects undergo appraisal
by the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change
at the national level, whereas Category B projects are
evaluated by the State Environment Impact Assessment
Authorities (SEIAAs). Within Category B, projects are
further subdivided: B1 projects require a full EIA study, while
B2 projects may be exempt from submitting a detailed EIA
report. The EIA process unfolds through multiple phases:
screening, scoping, drafting the EIA report, public
consultation, review, issuance or denial of environmental
clearance, and ongoing monitoring after approval. A key
component of this framework is public consultation, which
allows local communities and individuals impacted by a
project to voice their concerns prior to its authorization.

EIA implementation 1is reinforced by a suite of
complementary environmental legislations, such as the Water
(Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 1974, the Air
(Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 1981, the Forest
(Conservation) Act of 1980, the Wildlife (Protection) Act of
1972, and the Biological Diversity Act of 2002. These laws
work in tandem with the EIA process by enforcing standards
for pollution control, safeguarding forests, protecting
wildlife, and preserving biodiversity.

The judiciary has been instrumental in reinforcing the EIA
framework. In the landmark case of Vellore Citizens' Welfare
Forum v. Union of India (1996), the Supreme Court affirmed
sustainable development, the precautionary principle, and the
polluter pays principle as foundational elements of India’s
environmental jurisprudence. Later rulings have further
underscored the importance of transparency, rigorous
scientific evaluation, and genuine public involvement in
environmental governance.

Evolution and Reforms of the Environmental Impact
Assessment Regime in India:

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is a structured
procedure used to evaluate the potential environmental,
social, and economic consequences of proposed development
initiatives prior to their execution. It enables policymakers to
recognize environmental hazards, assess viable alternatives,
and implement measures to minimize ecological harm. Over
the past several decades in India, the EIA framework has
transformed from a narrow administrative tool into a robust
regulatory system designed to support sustainable
development. Environmental assessment in India originated
in the 1970s, especially following the 1972 United Nations
Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, which
prompted nations to strengthen their environmental policies.
At first, such assessments were not legally mandated but were
instead implemented administratively, primarily for major
river valley projects and large-scale infrastructure
developments.
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A major shift took place in environmental governance after
the Environment (Protection) Act of 1986 was introduced in
the wake of the 1984 Bhopal Gas Tragedy. This legislation
established a comprehensive legal foundation for
safeguarding the environment and granted the Central
Government sweeping powers to oversee activities posing
environmental risks. It also enabled authorities to implement
formal processes for environmental clearances and impact
evaluations. The initial formal framework for Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) was established by the EIA
Notification of 1994, issued under the Environment
(Protection) Act, 1986. This regulation mandated that specific
categories of industries, mining operations, infrastructure
developments, and other ecologically significant projects
obtain environmental clearance prior to commencement. It
required project proponents to submit EIA reports along with
Environmental Management Plans as part of the approval
process. Nevertheless, the 1994 framework encountered
numerous challenges. Assessments were frequently criticized
for relying on substandard reports, insufficient public
participation, prolonged approval timelines, and ineffective
monitoring after clearance. These deficiencies highlighted the
necessity for a more robust, systematic, and transparent
regulatory structure.

The 2006 EIA Notification superseded the 1994 version and
brought significant changes to the environmental clearance
framework. It implemented a more structured process
encompassing screening, scoping, and preparation of EIA
reports, public consultation, appraisal, and ongoing
monitoring after clearance. A major reform introduced was
the categorization of projects into two groups- A and B- based
on their potential environmental impact and size. Projects in
Category A undergo assessment at the national level by the
Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change
(MoEFCC), whereas those in Category B are reviewed by
State Environmental Impact Assessment Authorities
(SEIAAs). Within Category B, further differentiation exists:
B1 projects require comprehensive EIA studies, while B2
projects involve less rigorous evaluation requirements. The
2006 notification further enhanced institutional frameworks
by creating Expert Appraisal Committees (EACs) and State
Expert Appraisal Committees (SEACs). Comprised of
specialists from diverse disciplines, these bodies are
responsible for conducting scientific assessments of proposed
projects.

A defining aspect of today’s EIA framework is the integration
of public involvement. By enabling affected communities,
local populations, and key stakeholders to voice their
concerns about possible environmental and social
consequences, public consultation enhances transparency and
strengthens decision-making. Technological advancements
have also played a crucial role in refining the EIA process.
Online platforms now streamline application submissions,
proposal tracking, and compliance monitoring, making the
system more accessible and open. These digital tools have
minimized bureaucratic delays and expanded public access to
information on environmental approvals.

Indian courts have been instrumental in shaping and
reinforcing the foundations of environmental assessment. The
Supreme Court has consistently underscored the need to

balance environmental conservation with economic growth.
In the landmark case of Vellore Citizens’ Welfare Forum v.
Union of India (1996), it formally incorporated key doctrines
sustainable development, the precautionary principle, and the
polluter pays principle into the framework of Indian
environmental jurisprudence. Later, in A.P. Pollution Control
Board v. Prof. M.V. Nayudu (1999), the Court stressed the
critical role of scientific knowledge in guiding environmental
decisions. Through such rulings, judicial oversight has
promoted greater transparency, accountability, and a stronger
commitment to environmental principles within the
environmental impact assessment process.

Although substantial progress has been made, the EIA
framework still encounters a range of persistent challenges.
These encompass substandard quality of EIA reports, a lack
of comprehensive baseline environmental data, poor
enforcement of compliance monitoring, prolonged delays in
project assessments, and minimal involvement of impacted
communities.

To enhance the system, deeper reforms are necessary to
strengthen the independence and scientific integrity of
environmental assessments. Greater transparency in drafting
reports, stricter supervision of consulting agencies, more
effective post-approval monitoring, and the incorporation of
advanced technologies such as remote sensing and data
analytics would markedly improve the process’s overall
efficiency. India’s Environmental Impact Assessment regime
has undergone significant evolution, shifting from a limited
bureaucratic exercise to a comprehensive legal framework
designed to support sustainable development. This
transformation has been shaped by pivotal legislative
developments- the Environment (Protection) Act of 1986, and
the EIA Notifications of 1994 and 2006- alongside
progressive judicial decisions and technological advances, all
contributing to stronger environmental governance. Yet,
realizing genuinely sustainable outcomes demands more
stringent enforcement, enhanced monitoring systems, and
meaningful public engagement to ensure a balanced approach
between development and environmental protection.

Judicial Interpretation and Implementation of
Environmental Impact Assessment Laws:

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is a proactive legal
and administrative procedure designed to assess the potential
environmental effects of proposed development initiatives
prior to their authorization. Its primary objective is to embed
environmental concerns into the planning and decision-
making process, thereby promoting sustainable development
and reducing ecological harm. In India, the foundational legal
basis for EIA stems from the Environment (Protection) Act of
1986 and the EIA Notification of 2006. Nonetheless, the
judiciary has been instrumental in shaping the application of
these regulations interpreting legislative provisions,
reinforcing enforcement mechanisms, and ensuring that
environmental governance aligns with constitutional values.
The authority of India's judiciary to safeguard the
environment stems from multiple constitutional provisions.
Article 21, which guarantees the right to life, has been
interpreted by the Supreme Court as encompassing the right
to a clean, healthy, and pollution-free environment. Article
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48 A mandates the State to protect and enhance environmental
quality, while Article 51A (g) establishes a fundamental duty
for all citizens to conserve forests, rivers, wildlife, and other
natural resources. Together, these constitutional elements
have empowered courts to broaden environmental legal
principles and strengthen the enforcement of environmental
impact assessment regulations.

Indian courts have consistently maintained that
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is far more than a
procedural formality it serves as a critical safeguard for
sustainable development. The judiciary has underscored that
environmental clearance must follow a thorough, science-
based evaluation of a project’s potential environmental
consequences. Furthermore, courts have demanded strict
adherence to the procedures outlined in the EIA Notification,
such as the preparation of comprehensive EIA reports,
meaningful public consultation, rigorous expert appraisal, and
full compliance with stipulated environmental conditions.
One of the landmark rulings in Indian environmental
jurisprudence is Vellore Citizens' Welfare Forum v. Union of
India (1996). In this decision, the Supreme Court affirmed
that sustainable development, the precautionary principle, and
the polluter pays principle are fundamental components of
India’s environmental legal framework. The Court stressed
the need to balance environmental preservation with
economic growth, urging regulatory bodies to incorporate
these principles when issuing environmental clearances.
Later, in A.P. Pollution Control Board v. Prof. M.V. Nayudu
(1999), the Court underscored the critical role of scientific
knowledge in environmental governance. It noted that
environmental disputes often entail intricate scientific
questions, necessitating input from technical specialists. This
ruling reinforced the authority and importance of expert
appraisal committees within the environmental impact
assessment process. In Narmada Bachao Andolan v. Union of
India (2000), the Supreme Court reviewed the environmental
clearance for the Sardar Sarovar Dam. Although it allowed
the project to proceed, the Court underscored that
development initiatives must adhere to environmental
safeguards and ongoing monitoring. The ruling highlighted
the necessity of reconciling ecological preservation with
national progress. Similarly, in Hanuman Laxman Aroskar v.
Union of India (2019), which dealt with the environmental
approval for the Mopa International Airport in Goa, the Court
reinforced the importance of transparency, strict adherence to
environmental protocols, and genuine public involvement. It
ruled that environmental clearances must rest on
comprehensive data and decisions supported by clear, logical
reasoning.

The judiciary has played a pivotal role in reinforcing the
enforcement of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
regulations through Public Interest Litigation (PIL) and
judicial oversight. By mandating that environmental
clearances be secured prior to project initiation, courts have
invalidated approvals issued in violation of statutory norms.
Judicial actions have also promoted greater transparency,
compelling authorities to release environmental data and
carry out meaningful public consultations. Furthermore,
courts have directed regulatory bodies to actively monitor
adherence to clearance conditions and mandated remedial
steps in cases of non-compliance. These measures have

collectively strengthened accountability among both project
developers and environmental regulatory agencies. Although
judicial interventions have been made, significant obstacles
still hinder the effective enforcement of EIA regulations. Key
issues include substandard EIA reports, insufficient baseline
environmental data, ineffective post-approval monitoring,
prolonged delays in environmental legal proceedings, and low
levels of public awareness. Questions also remain about the
impartiality of consultants responsible for EIA documentation
and the overall transparency of environmental decision-
making processes. Moving forward, reforms should prioritize
building institutional strength, advancing scientific rigor in
assessments, guaranteeing independent environmental
evaluations, expanding public involvement, and leveraging
modern tools like remote sensing and digital monitoring to
verify compliance. Stronger collaboration among regulatory
bodies, expert panels, and the judiciary will be crucial to
enhancing environmental governance.

India's judiciary has been instrumental in reshaping the
interpretation and enforcement of Environmental Impact
Assessment regulations. By drawing on constitutional
principles, delivering pivotal rulings, and exercising robust
judicial oversight, courts have reinforced environmental
governance championing sustainable development, the
precautionary principle, the polluter pays principle, and the
public trust doctrine. These interventions have enhanced
transparency, accountability, and adherence to environmental
legislation, while safeguarding the environmental rights
enshrined in Article 21 of the Constitution. Despite ongoing
challenges, sustained judicial vigilance and institutional
improvements remain essential to ensuring that India’s
growth advances in a manner that is both ecologically
responsible and legally sound.

Legal And Policy Challenges in the Implementation of
Environmental Impact Assessment:

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) serves as a
proactive environmental management instrument, designed to
assess the potential environmental, social, and economic
consequences of proposed development initiatives prior to
their approval. Its primary objective is to incorporate
environmental considerations into project planning and
promote sustainable development. In India, the EIA process
is largely regulated by the Environment (Protection) Act of
1986 and the EIA Notification of 2006. Although the legal
framework has undergone significant development, practical
implementation still encounters numerous challenges legal,
institutional, and policy-related that frequently undermine the
effectiveness of EIA in safeguarding the environment and
advancing sustainable growth. One of the most pressing
issues lies in the substandard quality of Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) reports. Numerous reports rely on
insufficient field research, obsolete environmental data, or
incomplete evaluations of a project’s potential effects. In
certain instances, they have drawn criticism for reusing
content from earlier assessments without conducting
thorough, site-specific analyses. Because consultants
responsible for preparing these reports are typically hired and
funded by the project developers themselves, questions about
impartiality and conflicts of interest regularly emerge.
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Consequently, the true extent of environmental risks may be
overlooked or misrepresented.

Public involvement plays a vital role in the Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) process, enabling affected
communities and stakeholders to voice their perspectives
prior to the granting of environmental approval. Yet public
consultations frequently suffer from poor outreach, short
notice periods, and restricted access to relevant project
documentation. Compounding these issues, the use of
technical jargon and the absence of materials in local
languages hinder genuine engagement. As a result, the input
of impacted populations often fails to be adequately
incorporated into environmental decisions. The success of an
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) hinges not just on
obtaining environmental clearance, but also on enforcing
adherence to the conditions set forth in the approval. In
reality, monitoring after clearance is often ineffective,
hampered by a lack of skilled staff, insufficient funding, and
underdeveloped inspection systems. As a result, numerous
projects fall short of meeting environmental requirements,
with breaches frequently going unnoticed or being tackled
only after considerable ecological harm has already taken
place. The environmental clearance process frequently faces
criticism due to bureaucratic delays caused by incomplete
submissions, intricate procedures, and poor coordination
among regulatory bodies. At the same time, there is growing
concern that certain projects are approved quickly, often
without adequate scientific scrutiny. Both prolonged delays
and rushed approvals erode public trust in the EIA system,
generating uncertainty not only for project proponents but
also for environmental oversight agencies.

India's rapid industrial and infrastructure development creates
ongoing pressure to speed up environmental clearances.
Although large projects in sectors like mining, highways,
ports, power generation, and urban expansion contribute to
economic growth, they also carry substantial risks such as
deforestation, pollution, biodiversity loss, and the
displacement of local communities. Balancing development
goals with environmental safeguards remains a key challenge
in enforcing Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) rules.
The bodies responsible for implementing EIAs frequently
face shortages in skilled staff, scientific expertise, and
financial resources. Expert Appraisal Committees (EACs),
State Environmental Impact Assessment Authorities
(SEIAAs), and pollution control boards are often
overburdened with a high number of project applications,
which limits their ability to conduct comprehensive reviews.
These systemic constraints undermine both the initial
assessment process and ongoing compliance oversight after
approvals are granted. Robust environmental assessments
depend on reliable baseline data covering air and water
quality, biodiversity, climate patterns, and socio-economic
contexts. Yet, comprehensive and up-to-date environmental
databases are frequently lacking. The scarcity of sound
scientific information compromises the precision of impact
forecasts and diminishes the practicality of mitigation
strategies outlined in EIA reports.

Frequent revisions to environmental regulations and shifting
procedural demands generate uncertainty in the enforcement
of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) laws.

Environmental clearances are commonly contested before the
National Green Tribunal (NGT) and higher courts, often
citing procedural flaws, insufficient public consultation, or
failure to meet statutory obligations. While judicial scrutiny
enhances environmental accountability, extended legal
disputes can stall project timelines and create ambiguity for
all involved parties. To strengthen EIA implementation in
India, systemic reforms are essential. The credibility and
impartiality of EIA reports must be reinforced by tightening
accreditation standards and increasing accountability for
environmental consultants. Public engagement should be
deepened by disseminating project details in regional
languages and ensuring open, accessible public hearings.
Regulatory bodies need enhanced technical -capacity,
sufficient staffing, and stronger financial support. Integrating
advanced tools such as Geographic Information Systems
(GIS), remote sensing, drones, and real-time monitoring can
significantly improve compliance oversight. Additionally,
there is a pressing need for cumulative impact assessments,
broader transparency through proactive disclosure of
environmental data, and stricter enforcement actions for
breaches of clearance conditions. EIA remains a critical legal
mechanism for advancing sustainable development and
curbing environmental harm. Despite India’s robust
legislative foundation under the Environment (Protection)
Act, 1986, and the EIA Notification, 2006, practical
implementation faces persistent legal and policy hurdles.
These include substandard assessments, limited public
involvement, ineffective monitoring, institutional constraints,
insufficient environmental data, and tensions between
economic growth and ecological preservation all of which
undermine the EIA’s effectiveness. Tackling these issues
through more capable institutions, independent scientific
evaluation, greater transparency, genuine public engagement,
and rigorous compliance mechanisms will strengthen
environmental governance and ensure that development
unfolds in an ecologically sound and socially equitable way.

2. Findings, and

Conclusion

Recommendations,

A review of India’s Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
system from legal and policy standpoints shows that EIA has
become a key instrument in promoting sustainable
development and improving environmental governance. The
framework originated with the Environment (Protection) Act
of 1986, and was further developed through the 1994 EIA
Notification, later revised in 2006. These measures
established a structured approach for assessing the
environmental consequences of development projects before
they are approved. Judicial rulings, especially those
interpreting Article 21 of the Constitution as including the
right to a clean and healthy environment have significantly
strengthened the EIA framework. In landmark rulings, the
Supreme Court has embedded key environmental principles
into legal practice, including sustainable development, the
precautionary principle, the polluter pays principle, and the
public trust doctrine. These judicial contributions have
bolstered transparency, accountability, and procedural
integrity in environmental clearances. Furthermore,
institutional reforms such as the delegation of clearance
authority to State Environmental Impact Assessment
Authorities (SEIAAs), the formation of Expert Appraisal

Volume 15 Issue 7, July 2026
Fully Refereed | Open Access | Double Blind Peer Reviewed Journal
www.ijsr.net

Paper |D: SR26716155416

DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.21275/SR26716155416

1410


http://www.ijsr.net/

International Journal of Science and Research (IJSR)
ISSN: 2319-7064
Impact Factor 2025: 7.089

Committees (EACs), mandatory public consultations, and the
adoption of digital systems for clearance processing and
compliance tracking have enhanced administrative
effectiveness and expanded public access to environmental
information. Nevertheless, the study highlights persistent
weaknesses undermining the effective enforcement of EIA
legislation. The reliability of numerous EIA reports is
compromised by insufficient baseline environmental data and
consultants’ reliance on information provided by project
sponsors. Public involvement is frequently inadequate,
hindered by low public awareness, restricted access to project
documentation, and flaws in the conduct of public hearings.
Oversight after approval and regulatory enforcement remain
underdeveloped due to weak institutional frameworks, a
shortage of technical skills, and limited funding. Additionally,
repeated changes to environmental rules and prolonged
appraisal timelines generate legal ambiguity and complicate
administrative processes. These deficiencies collectively
diminish the EIA system’s ability to fulfill its core purpose:
preventing environmental harm.

To enhance the effectiveness of India’s Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) system, a series of legal and policy
reforms are essential. First, the credibility and impartiality of
EIA reports must be strengthened by enforcing rigorous
accreditation standards, tighter oversight, and greater
accountability for environmental consultants. Establishing
independent review bodies would help guarantee that
assessments are scientifically robust and insulated from
vested interests. Second, public engagement needs to be
substantially deepened by releasing project details promptly
in local languages, giving sufficient advance notice for public
hearings, and actively facilitating the involvement of local
communities, Indigenous groups, and other impacted parties.
Public consultations should evolve into authentic components
of decision-making, not merely ceremonial steps. Third,
regulatory bodies including the Ministry of Environment,
Forest and Climate Change, State Environmental Impact
Assessment Authorities, Expert Appraisal Committees, and
Pollution Control Boards must be reinforced through
enhanced technical capabilities, expanded personnel,
improved infrastructure, and greater financial support.
Regular capacity-building initiatives should be implemented
for environmental regulators and technical specialists to
ensure effective oversight. Fourth, monitoring after project
clearance needs substantial improvement, utilizing tools such
as routine environmental audits, on-site inspections, satellite
surveillance, Geographic Information Systems (GIS), remote
sensing, and real-time reporting of compliance data.
Violations of environmental clearance conditions must be met
with stringent penalties to enforce accountability. Fifth,
transparency must be strengthened by ensuring that EIA
reports, environmental clearance conditions, compliance
records, and monitoring data are readily available via digital
platforms. Providing open access to such environmental
information would enhance public trust and reinforce
accountability within institutions. Lastly, environmental
assessment should evolve beyond individual project
evaluations and progressively incorporate cumulative and
regional impact analyses especially in ecologically sensitive
regions where multiple development initiatives may
collectively exert significant environmental pressures.

The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) system in India
has evolved into a comprehensive legislative framework
intended to include environmental considerations into
development planning. This framework has been crucial in
promoting environmental protection and sustainable growth.
It is based on constitutional requirements, strengthened by the
Environment (Protection) Act of 1986, the EIA Notification
of 2006, and influenced by court decisions. However,
recurrent problems like poor evaluation reports, little public
participation, inadequate monitoring systems, institutional
limitations, and unclear regulatory enforcement continue to
hinder its efficacy. Strengthening scientific rigor, ensuring
regulatory bodies' autonomy, promoting openness, increasing
community involvement, and tightening compliance
following project approvals are all essential to boosting the
system's credibility and impact. A more resilient, transparent,
and accountable EIA process will not only protect ecosystems
and biodiversity but also help align India’s developmental
trajectory with constitutional principles, environmental
equity, and the long-term goals of sustainability.
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