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Abstract
Environmental pollution has emerged as one of the most serious threats to human health and dignity in contemporary India, directly affecting the
fundamental Right to Life guaranteed under Article 21 of the Constitution of India. Rapid industrialization, urbanization, population growth, and
unregulated exploitation of natural resources have led to alarming levels of air, water, soil, and noise pollution, thereby endangering the physical and
mental well-being of citizens. This study examines the impact of environmental pollution on the right to life by analysing constitutional provisions,
judicial interpretations, statutory frameworks, and environmental policies in India. The paper adopts a doctrinal and analytical research approach, relying
on constitutional mandates, landmark judgments of the Supreme Court and High Courts, and relevant environmental legislation such as the Environment
(Protection) Act, 1986, Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1981, and Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974. Judicial
activism has played a pivotal role in expanding the scope of Article 21 to include the right to a clean and healthy environment, safe drinking water, and
pollution-free air. Despite progressive legal developments, enforcement challenges, regulatory failures, and socio-economic disparities continue to
undermine effective environmental protection. The study highlights the direct linkage between environmental degradation and violations of the right to
life, particularly affecting vulnerable communities. It concludes by emphasizing the need for stronger enforcement mechanisms, sustainable
development practices, public awareness, and collective responsibility to ensure environmental justice and safeguard the right to life for present and

future generations.
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Introduction
The term "“environmental pollution” describes the way in which human
actions have harmed the planet's physical and biological components. Air,
water, land, noise, heat, radiation, and other forms of pollution fall into this
category. Consequently, environmental contamination is a major problem in
the modern world. This all began during the era of industrialization. As a
result, the Earth is suffering from ever-increasing pollution. Causes, impacts,
and remedies to environmental contamination are distinct. Pollution in the
environment affects the well-being of all organisms throughout time. Many
parts of the developing world are facing serious environmental issues due to
water contamination and toxic wastes, which have been exacerbated by the
fast industrialization (The Gazette of India Part I, Section 3). Everyone is
now aware of the environmental danger. Concerns about the environment
have long been present in Indian philosophy, and this is reflected in the
country's founding document (World Health Organization 2016)’
Water Pollution -Due to our reliance on potable water for daily needs like
drinking and agricultural irrigation, water contamination is another
environmental concern. The contaminated water has devastating effects on
our well-being. Poisoned water supplies the root cause of many diseases,
including:
(i) amoebiasis, typhoid, and hook worm; hormonal and reproductive issues;
and harm to the neurological system, kidneys, liver, and other organs.
(ii) Skin rashes, liver infections, kidney infections, gastrointestinal issues,
vomiting, encephalitis, and stomach aches are all symptoms of a
contaminated beach.
iii) Marine life, which provides us with food, is threatened by water
pollution .
Land Pollution
(i) Severe land contamination destroys soil.
(ii) Fertility declines, and native plants may not be able to flourish; also, this
disrupts an animal food web.
(iii) Excessive use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides eliminates beneficial
soil microbes, lowering biodiversity and having disastrous effects on soil
health, according to the FAO soil biodiversity document of the United
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization. For two things to happen,
microbes must be present in soil for it to be fertile.
(iv) Eating crops cultivated in soil that is polluted poses health risks,
including headaches, nausea, brain damage, liver problems, and more.
(v) Land contamination can also be caused by newly constructed sites.
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Air Pollution-Ingredients in Earth's atmosphere include gases, dust, and
water vapour. Gases like this contain elements including oxygen (Oy),
nitrogen (N.), carbon dioxide (CO,), hydrogen (H), and many more. Ozone
and inert gases including helium, neon, xenon, krypton, radon, and argon are
also present to varying degrees. The air quality takes a hit if the levels of
certain gases and other substances are too high. It is the root cause of many
skin and lung disorders as well as difficulties with breathing, blood,
eyesight, and a host of others (Shastri 2008) Air pollution may be defined as
the presence of any gas, liquid, or solid substance (such as noise or smell) in
an amount or ratio that is likely to cause harm to people, other living beings,
plants, or property. The definition of polluted air is not provided in the Act
(The Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 1981). Part 2(a) of the
Act provides a definition of air pollution (Supra note 19). A high
concentration of suspended particulate matter, or SPM, is the leading cause
of air pollution. Additional causes of air pollution include industrialization
and the exponential rise in human population (Tiwari. 1997). In the
preceding and next paragraphs, the term “air" refers to oxygen (02), a gas
that is healthy for human inhalation. Although there are several gases in the
air, the most essential one for all living things including people, animals, and
birds is pure oxygen. There is a very low amount of oxygen on Earth, both in
the air and on the ground. Insight into this basic idea of life would improve
our understanding of environmental protection, guaranteeing that life on
Earth will persist in the years to come. The present generation's wrongdoings
will have repercussions for generations to come. Now more than ever, there
must be unwavering commitment to environmental preservation and
sustainable development.

a. Ozone Level at Earth's Surface When compared to other gases, oxygen's
concentration in the atmosphere is rather low. Aerosols include around 78%
nitrogen, 21% oxygen, and 1% additional elements including CO,, neon, and
hydrogen, according to a NASA research. The air we breathe contains both
oxygen and nitrogen, a gas that is 3.5 times more abundant than oxygen. As
a cable, our body separates gases, with oxygen being the most important.

b. The Role of Every Citizen According to the sustainable development
goals, it is our responsibility as current and future citizens of our country to
ensure that the environment is safe for future generations. A requirement that
every individual should strive towards excellence so that the country might
be improved is contained in Art. 51A(g) of the Indian Constitution. We have
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an obligation to preserve the environment, not only as current generation
members but also as citizens of our nation.

c.The Environmental Vision of Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam We are all aware
that plants serve as natural oxygen concentrators; in addition to producing
pure oxygen, plants also absorb harmful carbon dioxide, clean the air we
breathe, and cover up greenhouse gas emissions. The primary objective of
our last Indian president, Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, was to improve the
likelihood of rainfall through environmental protection measures such as tree
planting, which contribute to oxygen generation. In addition to having a
vision, he inspired and motivated a number of young people to carry out his
mission of reforestation and climate change mitigation. The future of
sustainable development and the environment were both foretold by this
great visionary. He had great respect for trees for all they do, including
providing shade, removing pollutants from the air, creating oxygen, lowering
global temperatures, and protecting us from acid rain. Thus, it is imperative
that every citizen of our nation does their part to preserve the environment
and mitigate environmental damage.

How Polluted Is India? Air Quality and the Right to Life

The constitutional expansion of Article 21 to include the right to a clean and
healthy environment gains greater significance when examined against
India’s present air quality conditions. Air pollution has emerged as one of
the most severe environmental threats to life, health, and human dignity in
India. The Air Quality Index (AQI), a standardized indicator used to measure
air pollution levels, reveals persistent and hazardous exposure to particulate
matter (PMz.s and PMio) in many Indian cities. Prolonged exposure to such
polluted air directly undermines the right to life by increasing respiratory
illnesses, cardiovascular diseases, reduced life expectancy, and premature
mortality.

The following table highlights the AQI status of select Indian cities,
illustrating the gravity of air pollution and its constitutional implications
under Article 21.

Table:1 AQI Levels in Major Indian Cities (Indicative Annual Averages)

City Average Air Quality Health Implication
AQI Category
Delhi 320 Very Poor— Serious respiratory risk to
Severe all

Ghaziabad | 300 Very Poor Lung and heart ailments

Noida 285 Very Poor Increased morbidity

Kanpur 275 Very Poor Chronic exposure risk

Lucknow 260 Very Poor Reduced life expectancy

Patna 255 Very Poor Severe health stress

Kolkata 190 Moderate—Poor Discomfort to sensitive
groups

Mumbai 160 Moderate Breathing discomfort

Chennai 140 Moderate Mild health effects

Bengaluru | 125 Moderate Manageable but unsafe
long-term

Source: Compiled from CPCB and national air quality monitoring trends
(indicative values).

These alarming AQI levels demonstrate that environmental pollution in India
is not merely an ecological concern but a constitutional crisis. When citizens
are compelled to breathe air that is consistently classified as “poor,” “very
poor,” or “severe,” the State’s obligation under Article 21 is directly
implicated. Judicial precedents such as Subhash Kumar v. State of Bihar
(Subhash Kumar v. State of Bihar, 1991) and M.C. Mehta v. Union of India
(M.C. Mehta v. Union of India, (1987)) have clearly established that clean
air is integral to the right to life. Persistent air pollution, therefore, amounts
to a systemic violation of this fundamental right, particularly affecting
children, the elderly, and economically vulnerable populations.

The AQI data reinforces the judiciary’s stance that environmental protection
cannot be postponed or treated as a policy choice. Instead, it must be
enforced as a constitutional mandate, requiring strict regulatory compliance,
proactive governance, and sustainable development strategies to safeguard
the right to life for present and future generations.

Objectives

(i)Research the Indian government's environmental goals;

(if)Examine the Indian constitution and global viewpoints on environmental
protection

(iii)To clarify the Indian judiciary's stance on environmental protection
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Research Methodology
The researcher has utilized a type of research known as doctrinal research.
Make sure that you have cited original sources such as bare acts and case
laws, as well as secondary sources such as books, periodicals, articles,
journals, and online connections, among other things.
Preamble: An Important Step Towards Understanding the Goals of
Environmental Law
The framers of the Indian Constitution attached great significance to the
language of the Preamble, which reflects their concern for justice, welfare,
and the quality of life of the people concepts that today are understood to
include environmental protection. The Supreme Court has repeatedly
emphasized the importance of the Preamble, observing that it serves as the
“key to understanding the minds of the framers of the Constitution.” In
Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala (1973), the Court held that the
Preamble is an integral part of the Constitution and embodies its basic
structure. The Court further stated that “the Preamble must be read and
understood in the light of the noble and exalted ideals which it enshrines.”
This interpretation has given constitutional legitimacy to environmental
concerns within the broader framework of justice and welfare.
At the time of its drafting, the Indian Constitution did not contain any
explicit provision dealing directly with environmental protection or pollution
control. Nevertheless, the Preamble’s declaration of India as a sovereign,
socialist, secular, democratic republic is significant. The socialist orientation
of the Constitution emphasizes collective welfare and social justice over
purely individual interests. In this context, environmental protection
becomes a societal obligation, as pollution and environmental degradation
affect the community at large rather than isolated individuals
. With rapid industrialization and urbanization, pollution has emerged as a
serious social problem, directly impacting the quality of life. Consequently,
the concept of environmental justice has evolved as an essential component
of the constitutional promise of justice—social, economic, and political—
enshrined in the Preamble.
The Supreme Court has consistently interpreted the term “justice” in the
Preamble to include ecological and environmental justice, recognizing that a
polluted environment undermines human dignity and well-being. As noted
by K.S. Dakshinamurthy, the environment has emerged not merely as a
subject of regulation but as an integral part of the socio-economic and
political structure of the country. Environmental concerns now permeate
governance, policy-making, academic discourse, and judicial reasoning,
making environmental justice an indispensable element of contemporary
constitutionalism.
India’s environmental consciousness was further strengthened at the
international level following the Stockholm Conference on the Human
Environment, 1972, which marked a global commitment to environmental
protection. In response, India enacted several important environmental
legislations, including the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, the Water
(Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974, and the Air (Prevention and
Control of Pollution) Act, 1981. A major constitutional development
occurred with the 42nd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1976, which
explicitly incorporated environmental protection into the Constitution
through Avrticle 48A (Directive Principles of State Policy), mandating the
State to protect and improve the environment, and Article 51A (g)
(Fundamental Duties), imposing a duty on citizens to safeguard natural
resources (The Constitution of India, Articles 48A and 51A(Q)).
Despite these measures, India continued to face severe environmental
challenges, including catastrophic events such as the Bhopal Gas Tragedy of
1984, which exposed the inadequacy of existing legal frameworks. In
response, the government established institutions such as the National
Committee for Environmental Planning and initiated major environmental
programs, including the cleaning of the Ganga and Yamuna rivers.
Ultimately, to provide a comprehensive legal framework, Parliament enacted
the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 , empowering the central
government to take all necessary measures to protect and improve
environmental quality.
Alongside legislative action, judicial activism played a crucial role in
strengthening environmental governance. Through creative interpretation of
constitutional provisions—particularly Article 21 the judiciary expanded the
scope of the right to life to include the right to a clean and healthy
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environment, thereby harmonizing the ideals of the Preamble with
enforceable fundamental rights.

A Right to a Healthy Environment and the Indian Constitution

A culture that prioritizes compassion, peace, tolerance, and equity has been
passed down through generations in India. In the past, the environment was
deeply intertwined with religion and an integral aspect of daily life. Rather
than seeing man as the master or superior of nature, economic activities,
social and political traditions, and religious teachings all held this view. All
things, from air and water to land and plants and humans, were created by a
single, supreme power, God. Since it was recognized that everyone is reliant
on everyone else, that hurting another is the same as killing oneself, and that
people are mutually beneficial, coexistence became the fundamental rule of
conduct.  Citizens are granted authority and rights to safeguard the
environment in many constitutional provisions, including:

Concept of a Healthy Environment and Equality before the Law:

The Indian Constitution ensures that every individual has the "right to
equality" and is protected against prejudice. This means that the "State"
cannot do anything about the environment that violates the right to equality
as established by Article 14 of the Constitution. The Stockholm Declaration,
issued in 1972, recognized the need of fairness in environmental
management and called on all nations to follow its principles. The
environmental arbitrary government sanction has been repeatedly invalidated
by Indian courts because to its violation of Article 14, which guarantees
equality. Irregular lease awards and negligent mining activities pose a threat
to the nation's wildlife and natural resources on occasion. When matters
involve extreme arbitrary and perverse behaviour, the Court can only make a
written ruling to protect the public interest and stop harm from being done.
Article 21 of Indian Constitution

An individual's life or personal liberty must not be taken away from them
unless the process laid out by law is followed, as stated in Article 21 of the
Indian Constitution. (Government of India, 1948, Constitution of India,
1950, art. 21.)

Article 21 guarantees a fundamental right, one of the most important human
rights protected by the Constitution. As the "heart of fundamental rights"
according to India's highest court, this individual entitlement is paramount.
The right to exist and the right to liberty are both outlined in Article 21.
Nobody has the right to have their life or freedom taken away from them
unless it's done so legally. It appears that this privilege can only be used
against the state. When we talk about the “state," we're referring to more
than just the federal government; it can also include state agencies, local
groups, legislatures, etc. There is more to the right to life than simply the
right to exist. Being able to live a meaningful life to the fullest is also a part
of it. The Supreme Court has so upheld a wide range of other rights,
including the following: the right to privacy, the freedom to travel, the right
to housing, the right to be free from solitary confinement, the right to social
justice, and the right to economic empowerment, among many others. The
right to be free from pollution in one's water and air, the right of every child
to reach his or her full potential, the right to receive medical treatment, the
right to an education, the right to be protected while under trial, the right to
be free from handcuffs, the right to die in custody, the right to have one's
execution postponed, the right to medical assistance, the right to avoid public
hanging, the preservation of cultural artefacts, and more.

Air pollution is a violation of Article 21 in several ways, including the right
to life, the right to an environment free of pollution, the right to health care,
the right to an education, and the right of every child to reach his or her full
potential.

More importantly, Article 47 of the Constitution mandates that the state must
prioritize the improvement of the public's health, nutrition, and standard of
life in order to elevate the general level of living standards. Only by
providing a secure setting can the public's well-being be guaranteed. The
founders of our nation were able to address environmental concerns with
greater awareness because of this.

Protection and enhancement of the environment, as well as the preservation
of the country's forests and wildlife, are the stated goals of the state in
Article 48-A.

Avrticle 51 (A): Part IV-A, dealing with Fundamental Duties, was introduced
to the Indian Constitution by the Constitution (Forty-Second Amendment)
Act, 1976. Protecting and improving the natural environment, including
forests, lakes, rivers, and wildlife, and having compassion for all living
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beings, is a basic obligation of every citizen of India, as specifically
addressed in Article 51-A (g).

Judicial Approach Case study

Significant site Human Rights Cases in India Regarding the Right to a Safe
and Healthy Environment: The global ecological imbalance that we are
seeing now is directly attributable to industrialization. There has been an on-
going danger to the environment from companies, especially those that
produce toxic materials. In an effort to restore ecological harmony, India's
highest court has taken environmental health into consideration in its rulings.
In the landmark case of R.L.& E. Kendra, Dehradun Vs. State of U.P., the
court ordered the closure of limestone quarries, bringing environmental
concerns and ecological imbalance to the forefront for the first time.

In the 1985 case of Olga Tellis & Ors v. Bombay Municipal Corporation:
The right to subsistence is a part of the right to life as protected in Article 21.
The Supreme Court said in the case of Olga Tellis v. Bombay Municipal
Corporation, in which pavement dwellers challenged the BMC's decision to
force them out of their homes, that the right to livelihood is derived from the
right to life, as no one can exist apart from the means of subsistence.

In the case of Kinkari Devi Vs. State Justice (1988), Judge P.D. Desai made
the observation that the preservation and safeguarding of the country's
forests, flora, fauna, rivers, lakes, and all other water resources is both a
constitutional mandate for the state and an implied constitutional obligation
for its citizens. It would be the equivalent of betraying the basic law that the
state and every Indian is obligated to support and preserve if the marker or
obligation were disregarded or failed to be carried out.

Once again, the Supreme Court ruled in Subhash Kumar v. State of Bihar
(1991) that access to clean air and water is a basic right guaranteed by
Article 21. As a result of this ruling, all Indian courts were required to
uphold the right to a pollution-free environment as an element of the right to
life. As a result, environmental lawsuits in India were born.

Every individual has the right to breathe clean air and live in an environment
free of pollution, according to the Supreme Court's 1992 ruling in M C
Mehta Vs. Union of India , which highlighted the environmental damage
caused by stone crushing operations in and around the Delhi, Faridabad, and
Ballabhgarh complexes. Within six months, the court ordered the
government to repair the stone quarries in the crushing zone, and it also
ordered the quarries to cease operations in the affected regions.

The case of M. C. Mehta Vs. Kamal Nath (1996) took place in the Indian
state of Himachal Pradesh. Shri Kamal Nath, who is the minister of
environment and forests for the Indian government, and his family owned
the Span hotel, which had the river Beas diverted for aesthetic purposes and
had also infringed upon some forest property. The management of the Span
hotel was directed by the highest court to dismantle all forms of
encroachment and transfer forest area to the government of Himachal
Pradesh. In a historic ruling, the court became the first in India to use the
concept of exemplary damages. The court found the polluter financially
responsible for the harm he caused and fined the Span hotel ten million
rupees (Rs 10,00,000) as exemplary damages. Both the Polluter Pays
Principle and the Public Trust Doctrine were upheld by India's highest court,
the Supreme Court.

The 2014 case of Sher Singh v. State of HP: Everyone in the nation has an
inherent right to live in an unpolluted, respectable setting. The Indian
government has a constitutional duty to preserve and develop the country's
environment, as well as its forests and wildlife, according to Article 48A of
the Indian Constitution. With the intention of making people more aware of
their civic responsibility, the 42nd Amendment to the Constitution included
Article 51A, which states, among other things, that every citizen must have a
compassion for all forms of life and work to preserve and enhance the
natural environment, including forests, lakes, rivers, and wildlife. The
meaning of "environment" under the 1986 Environment (Protection) Act
takes into account the aims and purposes of the legislature as stated in
Articles 48A and 51A(g) of the Constitution. Legislators passed the Air
(Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1981; the Water (Prevention and
Control of Pollution) Act, 1974; the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972; the
Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980; the Indian Forest Act, 1927; and the
Biological Diversity Act, 2002, among other laws, primarily to broaden the
scope of laws pertaining to environmental protection and progress. The truth
is that the environment and its preservation do not receive any special
treatment under Articles Il or IV of the Constitution, which deal with
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fundamental rights. Nevertheless, the right to a clean and good environment
is now encompassed by Article 21 of the Constitution of India, thanks to
legislative developments and rulings from the Supreme Court of India. To
take into account the possibility of damage to human and environmental
health as a result of development, the scales should be slightly tipped in
favour of environmental protection and the greater public interest.
In Re: 2 Million Lives at Risk — Jojari River Pollution (2025) (2025 INSC
1341): In a landmark decision in 2025, the Supreme Court took suo-motu
cognizance of severe industrial pollution in the Jojari, Bandi, and Luni river
systems in Rajasthan, acknowledging the threat it posed to nearly two
million people’s health, livelihood, and ecological balance. The Court
reaffirmed that the Right to Life under Article 21 includes the right to clean
water, unpolluted air, and a healthy environment, compelling the State to
restore ecological integrity through a High-Level Ecosystem Oversight
Committee to supervise remediation and restoration efforts. The judgment
underscores environmental protection as a constitutional imperative, not an
administrative choice, extending Article 21°s protective scope to the
exigencies of pollution-driven public health crises.
Delhi Pollution Control Committee v. Lodhi Property Co. Ltd. (2025): In
August 2025, the Supreme Court affirmed the authority of Pollution Control
Boards (PCBs) under the Water (Prevention & Control) Act, 1974 and the
Air (Prevention & Control) Act, 1981 to impose restitutionary and
compensatory damages as preventive measures against environmental harm.
This ruling validates statutory powers to levy financial penalties before
pollution occurs, emphasizing proactive environmental governance to
uphold citizens’ rights to clean air and water—central components of Article
21’s environmental dimension.
Nitin Saxena v. Ministry of Environment, Forest & Climate Change
(2025):(Case relating to Article 21 and environment) In Nitin Saxena (heard
in 2025), the Supreme Court reiterated that any disturbance of basic
environmental elements—air, water, or soil—hazardous to life falls within
the ambit of Article 21. Relying on earlier jurisprudence (e.g., Virender Gaur
v. State of Haryana), the Court emphasised the constitutional duty of the
State to maintain ecological balance and a hygienic environment essential
for dignified human existence, reaffirming pollution-free life as intrinsic to
the right to life.
Aarya Shrivastava v. Union of India (2025): In Aarya Shrivastava (2025),
judicial pronouncements highlighted that the State has a constitutional
imperative to safeguard a healthy environment as part of the right to life. The
Court emphasized that a pollution-free atmosphere is essential for human
dignity and healthy living, underscoring that any contravention of this duty
by the State or its agencies would constitute a violation of Article 21.
Conclusion
The first step in cleaning up the environment is cleaning up your thoughts. In
that place, it all begins. A favourable shift has occurred in India's
environmental landscape as a result of the judiciary's lengthy history of
actively interpreting constitutional and legislative provisions and the fervent
efforts of a small number of environmentally conscious individuals. The
right to environment is now enshrined in Article 21 of the Indian
Constitution as a result of judicial environmental concern and subsequently
legislative initiatives. The Indian judicial system has stood out for its
involvement in and resolution of environmental protection cases, which has
led to an expansion of opportunities for a high-quality lifestyle. Therefore, in
order to safeguard the individual's intrinsic right to a healthy environment,
which is recognized by several legal and human rights instruments, activities
that were causing significant harm to the environment were limited.
Therefore, the successful completion of each individual's role and
responsibilities is critical to the achievement of the shared goal. Each
individual has responsibilities to himself, his loved ones, his community, and
the larger society in which he lives. Because it touches every single one of
our beings, the right to exist naturally ranks above all others. Living in such
a way as not to endanger the lives of others is the essence of this argument.
Preserving the environment and achieving the right to live with dignity is a
shared obligation of the state and its citizens. Establishing international
structures that will enable each country to contribute to achieving these
shared objectives and developing a unified worldwide vision for the future
are of the utmost importance. Environmental preservation and economic
growth should coexist. Only if consumption norms globally take long-term
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sustainability into consideration will living levels beyond the fundamental
minimum is sustained.
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