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Abstract— Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is a key legal and policy instrument for integrating
environmental considerations into developmental decision-making. In India, EIA functions as a preventive
mechanism under the framework of sustainable development, aiming to balance economic growth with
environmental protection. This paper presents a narrative review of the Environmental Impact Assessment
regime in India, examining its conceptual foundations, legal framework, procedural structure, and
implementation challenges. The study traces the evolution of EIA under the Environment (Protection) Act,
1986, with particular emphasis on the EIA Notification, 2006, and the role of judicial interpretation by the
Supreme Court of India and the National Green Tribunal. The review identifies critical issues such as
inadequate quality of EIA reports, limited public participation, requlatory dilution, and weak post-clearance
monitoring. Recent policy debates and proposed reforms are also analyzed to assess their implications for
environmental governance. The paper concludes that while India possesses a comprehensive EIA framework,
its effectiveness depends on stronger institutional capacity, transparency, scientific rigor, and meaningful
public engagement to ensure environmental justice and sustainable development.

Keywords— Environmental Impact Assessment, Environmental Law, Sustainable Development,
Environmental Governance.
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L. INTRODUCTION

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is a crucial
preventive legal and policy instrument designed to
identify, predict, and evaluate the potential
environmental consequences of proposed
development projects before their approval and
implementation (Lakshito et al., 2024). The core
objective of EIA is to ensure that environmental
considerations are systematically integrated into
decision-making processes, thereby reducing adverse
ecological impacts and promoting sustainable
development (Obudulu et al., 2024). In an era marked
by rapid industrialization, urban expansion, and
large-scale infrastructure development, EIA has
emerged as an indispensable mechanism for
balancing economic growth with environmental
protection and social welfare (Morgan, 2012;
Ndubuisi & Fnisafetty et al., 2025).

Globally, EIA is recognized as an essential decision-

making  tool that enhances transparency,

accountability, and public participation in
development planning. Its widespread adoption
across countries has been influenced by international
environmental commitments and policy frameworks,
including the Stockholm Declaration (1972) and
Agenda 21 adopted at the Rio Earth Summit (1992),
which emphasized the integration of environmental
assessment into national development strategies
(UNEP, 2002). Over time, the scope of EIA has
expanded beyond biophysical impacts to include
social, economic, and health considerations, reflecting
its evolving role in environmental governance.

In India, the formal adoption of EIA can be traced back
to the late 1970s, when environmental appraisal was
initiated for river valleys and major infrastructure
projects. However, the institutionalization of EIA
occurred with the enactment of the Environment
(Protection) Act, 1986, which empowered the central
government to regulate activities affecting
environmental quality (Divan & Rosencranz, 2001).
The issuance of the EIA Notification, 1994 marked the
first statutory attempt to mandate environmental
clearance for specified categories of projects, laying
the foundation for a structured EIA regime in the
country (MoEF, 1994). A significant transformation of
India’s EIA framework occurred with the introduction
of the EIA Notification, 2006, which remains the

cornerstone of the current environmental clearance
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system. The 2006 notification established a
formalized, multi-stage EIA process comprising
screening, scoping, public consultation, and appraisal,
while also decentralizing decision-making authority
between central and state-level institutions (MoEFCC,
2006). Judicial interventions by the Supreme Court of
India and the National Green Tribunal (NGT) have
further reinforced the importance of EIA as a tool for
sustainable development, precautionary
environmental governance, and public accountability

(Okafor & Onwurliri, 2025).

Despite the existence of a comprehensive legal and
procedural framework, the effectiveness of EIA in
India has frequently been questioned. Scholars and
practitioners have highlighted persistent challenges
such as procedural delays, inadequate quality of EIA
reports, limited and ineffective public participation,
and weak post-clearance monitoring and compliance
mechanisms (Rai, 2025). These issues have raised
concerns regarding the credibility of the EIA process
and its ability to function as a meaningful safeguard
against  environmental = degradation. = Recent
amendments and proposed reforms to the EIA
regime, particularly the Draft EIA Notification, 2020,
have further intensified debates on environmental
governance, development priorities, and
environmental justice in India. While proponents
argue that regulatory reforms are necessary to
streamline procedures and promote ease of doing
business, critics contend that certain relaxations dilute
environmental safeguards and undermine the
precautionary principle (Swargiary, 2025). These
contrasting perspectives underscore the need for a
critical and balanced evaluation of India’s EIA
framework. Against this backdrop, the present paper
offers a narrative review of the Environmental Impact
Assessment system in India, focusing on its legal
foundations, procedural mechanismes, key
implementation challenges, and emerging trends. By
synthesizing existing academic literature, policy
documents, and judicial pronouncements, the study
seeks to identify structural and operational gaps
within the current EIA regime and to suggest future
environmental

directions  for  strengthening

governance, transparency, and sustainable

development in India.
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II. CONCEPT AND EVOLUTION OF
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
ASSESSMENT

2.1. Concept and Objectives of Environmental Impact
Assessment:

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is a
systematic and anticipatory process used to identify,
predict, and evaluate the potential environmental
effects of proposed development projects prior to
decision-making  and  implementation. The
fundamental objective of EIA is to integrate
environmental considerations into development
planning at an early stage, thereby ensuring that
economic development proceeds in  an
environmentally responsible and socially acceptable
manner. By emphasizing prevention rather than
remediation, EIA serves as an important tool for
minimizing adverse environmental impacts and
avoiding irreversible ecological damage (Glasson et

al,, 2012).

EIA also plays a significant role in promoting
transparency and accountability in environmental
decision-making. It facilitates informed choices by
decision-makers, encourages public participation, and
enhances the quality of development planning by
considering alternative project designs and mitigation
measures. As a planning instrument, EIA supports the
broader goals of sustainable development by
balancing environmental protection, economic
growth, and social equity (Morgan, 2012).

2.2. Global Evolution of Environmental Impact
Assessment:

The concept of EIA originated in the United States
with the enactment of the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA), 1969, which mandated
environmental assessment for major federal actions
likely to have significant environmental impacts
(Canter, 1996). NEPA marked a paradigm shift by
institutionalizing the principle that environmental
protection should be an integral part of governmental
planning and policy formulation rather than an
afterthought (Mashi, 2025).

Following its success in the United States, EIA was
gradually adopted by several developed and
developing countries and later endorsed by
international organizations such as the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the World
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Bank, and the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) as a best-practice
environmental governance tool (Morgan, 2012). At the
international level, EIA gained recognition during the
Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment
(1972) and was further reinforced through Agenda 21,
adopted at the Rio Earth Summit (1992), which
emphasized the use of environmental assessment as a
key instrument for sustainable development planning
(UNEP, 2002). Over time, the scope of EIA expanded
beyond the assessment of biophysical impacts to
include social, economic, cultural, and health
dimensions. This broader and more inclusive
approach is often referred to as Environmental and
Social Impact Assessment (ESIA), reflecting the
growing recognition of the interconnected nature of
environmental integrity and human well-being.

2.3. Evolution of Environmental Impact Assessment
in India:

In India, informal environmental assessments were
undertaken for river valleys and major infrastructure
projects during the late 1970s as part of administrative
decision-making. However, the formal
institutionalization of EIA occurred in 1994, when
environmental clearance became mandatory for
specified categories of developmental projects
through an executive notification issued under the
Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 (MoEF, 1994).
This marked a significant milestone in India’s
environmental regulatory framework by introducing
prior environmental scrutiny into the project approval
process. A major transformation of the EIA regime
took place with the introduction of the EIA
Notification, 2006, which remains the cornerstone of
the current environmental clearance system in India.
The notification decentralized the clearance process
by categorizing projects at central and state levels and
introduced structured procedural stages such as
screening, scoping, public consultation, and appraisal
(MoEFCC, 2006). While these reforms were intended
to enhance efficiency, transparency, and stakeholder
participation, scholars and practitioners have raised
concerns regarding the dilution of environmental
safeguards, uneven implementation across states, and
limited institutional capacity at the regulatory level
(Menon et al., 2020; Soren and Singh, 2025).

Thus, the evolution of EIA in India reflects a gradual
shift from a narrow administrative exercise to a
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broader mechanism of environmental governance,
public participation, and regulatory accountability.
Nevertheless, the effectiveness of EIA continues to
depend on the robustness of legal frameworks,
availability of scientific expertise, institutional
capacity, and sustained political commitment to
environmental protection.

III. LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
ASSESSMENT IN INDIA

Environmental Impact Assessment in India operates
within a well-defined legal and institutional
framework aimed at integrating environmental
considerations into developmental decision-making.
This framework has evolved through statutory
enactments, executive notifications, and judicial
interpretation, reflecting India’s response to
increasing environmental challenges associated with
rapid industrialization and infrastructure expansion.
The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 serves as the
primary legislative foundation upon which the EIA
regime in India has been developed (Kritika &
Sharma, 2020).

3.1. Statutory Basis: Environment (Protection) Act,
1986:

The legal foundation of Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) in India is primarily derived from
the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 (EPA), enacted
in the aftermath of the Bhopal Gas Tragedy to provide
a comprehensive and umbrella framework for
environmental protection. The Act was designed to
enable the central government to take preventive and
remedial measures to safeguard environmental
quality and regulate activities with potential
environmental impacts. Section 3 of the Act empowers
the central government to take all necessary measures
for protecting and improving the quality of the
environment, including the regulation of industrial
operations and developmental projects. Section 6
further authorizes the government to frame rules and
issue  notifications  governing  environmental
standards and procedural safeguards for activities
that may pose risks to ecological balance (Divan &
Rosencranz, 2001). These enabling provisions
provided the statutory basis for introducing EIA as a
preventive regulatory tool, shifting environmental
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governance in India from a reactive approach towards
anticipatory and planning-oriented decision-making.

3.2. Introduction of EIA: EIA Notification, 1994:

Although environmental appraisal of development
projects existed in an informal and ad hoc manner
during the late 1970s and 1980s, Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) was formally introduced in
India through the EIA Notification, 1994, issued under
the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986. This
notification marked a significant transition from
discretionary environmental scrutiny to a mandatory
and legally enforceable clearance regime, thereby
institutionalizing ~ environmental  considerations
within India’s developmental governance framework.
The EIA Notification, 1994 made prior environmental
clearance compulsory for specified categories of
projects that were considered environmentally
sensitive or likely to have significant ecological
impacts. These included sectors such as mining,
power generation, river valley and hydropower
projects, ports, harbors, highways, and large-scale
industrial and infrastructure developments (MoEF,
1994). Project proponents were required to submit
detailed environmental impact assessment reports
outlining potential adverse impacts and proposed
mitigation measures before project approval.

Under the 1994 notification, the authority to grant
environmental clearance was centralized with the
Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF),
supported by expert appraisal committees. This
centralized approach aimed to ensure uniformity in
environmental decision-making and strengthen
technical scrutiny at the national level. However, the
notification did not clearly define procedural stages
such as scoping or public consultation, resulting in
limited transparency and inconsistent public
participation in the clearance process. Despite its
limitations, the EIA Notification, 1994 represented
India’s first structured and formal attempt to integrate
environmental safeguards into project planning and
approval processes. It laid the groundwork for
subsequent reforms by establishing the principle that
environmental clearance is a pre-condition for
development, rather than a post-approval formality.
The experiences and shortcomings of the 1994 regime
ultimately informed the more elaborate and
decentralized framework introduced under the EIA
Notification, 2006. Table 1 provides a comparative
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overview of the key features of the EIA Notifications
of 1994 and 2006, highlighting the evolution of project

International Journal of Advanced Engineering, Management and Science, 11(6) -2025

categorization, public consultation mechanisms, and
appraisal processes.

Table 1: Comparative Summary of EIA Notifications (1994 vs 2006)

Feature EIA Notification EIA Notification 2006 Comments
1994
Legal Basis EPA 1986 EPA 1986 Both under EPA
Project Categorization Centralized Category A (Central), Category B Decentralization in 2006
(State)
Public Consultation Limited Mandatory for most projects Enhanced participation
Stages Screening, Screening, Scoping, Public More structured in 2006
Appraisal Consultation, Appraisal
Authority MoEF MOoEFCC, SEIAAs, SEACs State-level authorities
introduced

3.3. Consolidation and Decentralization: EIA
Notification, 2006:

A major overhaul of India’s Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) regime occurred with the
promulgation of the EIA Notification, 2006, which
continues to serve as the cornerstone of the country’s
environmental clearance framework. Replacing the
earlier 1994 notification, the 2006 regime sought to
address procedural ambiguities, improve
administrative efficiency, and enhance public

participation in environmental decision-making.

One of the most significant features of the 2006
notification was the introduction of a decentralized
clearance mechanism. Projects were classified into
Category A, which are appraised and cleared at the
central level by the Ministry of Environment, Forest
and Climate Change (MoEFCC), and Category B,
which are appraised at the state level through State
Environment Impact Assessment Authorities
(SEIAAs) and State Expert Appraisal Committees
(SEACs) (MoEFCC, 2006). Category B projects were
further sub-divided into Bl (requiring detailed EIA
studies) and B2 (exempted from detailed EIA and
public consultation), reflecting a risk-based approach
to environmental regulation. The notification also
institutionalized a structured four-stage EIA process,
comprising screening, scoping, public consultation,
and appraisal. Screening determines whether a project
requires a full EIA study, while scoping defines the
terms of reference for assessment. Public consultation
was formally incorporated as a mandatory stage,

https:/ /ijaems.com/

providing affected communities and stakeholders an
opportunity to express concerns and participate in
decision-making. The appraisal stage involves expert
evaluation of the EIA report and public feedback
before granting or rejecting environmental clearance.

While the EIA Notification, 2006 was intended to

enhance transparency, accountability, and
stakeholder engagement, its implementation has been
subject to considerable criticism. Scholars and civil
society organizations have highlighted issues such as
uneven implementation across states, inadequate
technical and institutional capacity of SEIAAs, and
procedural delays (Kanchi Kohli & Menon, 2009).
Additionally, concerns have been raised that
administrative pressures to expedite project
approvals may lead to the dilution of environmental
safeguards, undermining the precautionary purpose
of EIA. Despite these challenges, the 2006 notification
represents a critical evolution in India’s
environmental governance framework by formalizing
procedures, expanding public participation, and
decentralizing  decision-making. However, its
effectiveness remains contingent upon robust
capacity, stakeholder

engagement, and consistent enforcement of

institutional genuine

environmental norms.

3.4. Role of Judiciary and the National Green
Tribunal:

Judicial intervention has played a pivotal role in
shaping, interpreting, and strengthening the
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) framework
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in India. In the absence of comprehensive legislative
clarity and effective administrative enforcement, the
judiciary has frequently acted as a guardian of
environmental protection by integrating
constitutional principles, international environmental
norms, and scientific reasoning into environmental
governance. The Supreme Court of India has
consistently emphasized EIA as an indispensable tool
for achieving sustainable development, balancing
developmental  imperatives  with  ecological
preservation (Lafarge Umiam Mining Pvt. Ltd. v.

Union of India, 2011).

In Vellore Citizens” Welfare Forum v. Union of India
(1996), the Supreme Court explicitly recognized the
precautionary principle and the polluter pays
principle as integral components of Indian
environmental jurisprudence. The Court held that
environmental protection is a constitutional
obligation under Articles 21, 48A, and 51A(g) of the
Constitution, thereby reinforcing the preventive and
anticipatory nature of EIA in environmental decision-
making. This judgment significantly strengthened the
normative foundation of EIA by emphasizing that
environmental harm should be prevented at the
planning stage rather than remedied post facto.

Similarly, in A.P. Pollution Control Board v. Prof.
M.V. Nayudu (1999), the Court underscored the
necessity of scientific expertise and informed
decision-making  in  environmental = matters.
Acknowledging the technical complexity of
environmental disputes, the Court emphasized that
adjudicatory bodies must rely on expert knowledge to
assess environmental risks and uncertainties. This
judgment laid the groundwork for the later
establishment of specialized environmental tribunals
and reinforced the role of EIA as a science-based
regulatory instrument. The establishment of the
National Green Tribunal (NGT) under the National
Green Tribunal Act, 2010 marked a significant
institutional development in India’s environmental
governance framework. Designed as a specialized
forum for the expeditious and effective resolution of
environmental disputes, the NGT has played a
proactive role in enforcing EIA norms. The Tribunal
legality — of
environmental clearances, examined procedural

has frequently scrutinized the

lapses in EIA processes, and stressed the importance
of meaningful public consultation, procedural
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compliance, and regulatory accountability (Muschott,
2024). Through its jurisprudence, the NGT has
strengthened the enforceability of EIA by ensuring
that environmental clearances are not treated as mere
administrative formalities but as substantive
safeguards against ecological degradation. However,
concerns have also been raised regarding inconsistent
enforcement, capacity constraints, and occasional
tensions between judicial activism and executive
discretion. Nevertheless, the judiciary and the NGT
remain central to upholding the integrity of the EIA
framework and advancing environmental justice in
India (Gill, 2010).

3.5. Assessment of the Legal Framework:

Despite the presence of an extensive statutory and
institutional framework, the Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) regime in India continues to face
significant challenges relating to implementation,
enforcement, and regulatory consistency. While the
Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 and successive
EIA notifications have provided a legal foundation for
preventive environmental governance, gaps persist
between formal legal provisions and their practical
execution on the ground.

One of the primary concerns relates to procedural
compliance and monitoring. Although EIA is
mandated at the pre-clearance stage, post-clearance
monitoring and enforcement mechanisms remain
weak, often resulting in non-compliance with
stipulated environmental conditions. Additionally,
capacity constraints within regulatory authorities —
particularly at the state level—have affected the
quality of appraisal, supervision, and decision-
making. The evolving nature of EIA notifications and
frequent amendments have further raised concerns
regarding regulatory dilution and legal uncertainty.
Critics argue that certain exemptions, fast-track
approvals, and post facto clearances undermine the
precautionary and preventive objectives of EIA. At the
same time, proponents of reform emphasize the need
for administrative efficiency, infrastructure
development, and ease of doing business. This tension
reflects a broader policy challenge in reconciling
economic growth with environmental sustainability.

Nevertheless, the legal architecture of EIA in India
demonstrates a sustained commitment to integrating
environmental considerations into development
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planning through a multi-layered governance
approach involving statutory provisions, executive
regulations, and judicial oversight. Judicial
interventions by the Supreme Court and the National
Green Tribunal have played a corrective role by
reinforcing procedural safeguards, public
participation, and accountability. However, the long-
term effectiveness of the EIA framework depends on
capacity,
transparency, and fostering genuine stakeholder

strengthening  institutional ensuring
engagement. Overall, while India’s EIA regime
provides a robust legal foundation, its success as a tool
of sustainable development ultimately hinges on
effective implementation, consistent enforcement, and
political will to prioritize environmental protection
alongside developmental objectives. Figure 2
illustrates the legal and institutional framework
underpinning EIA in India, showing the role of the
Environment (Protection) Act, notifications, appraisal
authorities, and judicial oversight.

Environment (Protection) Act, 1986

ElA Notifications
(1994 — 2006 — Amendments)

l

Project Categorization

category A

Appraisal et central Level
Projects (MOEFCC & EACS)

category B —.| Appraisal at State Level
Projects (SEIAAS & SEACS)

Environment Clearance

l

Judicial & Tribunal Oversight
(Supreme Court of India & NGT)

Fig.2 Legal and Institutional Framework of EIA in India

Iv. EIA PROCESS IN INDIA

The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) process
in India, as prescribed under the EIA Notification,
2006, follows a structured and sequential framework
aimed at identifying, predicting, and evaluating the
potential environmental consequences of proposed
developmental projects prior to the grant of
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environmental clearance. The process is designed to
operationalize the principles of precaution,
sustainable development, and informed decision-
making, and comprises four principal stages:
screening, scoping, public consultation, and

appraisal (MoEFCC, 2006).
4.1. Screening:

Screening is applicable primarily to Category B
projects and serves as the preliminary stage to
determine whether a proposed project requires a
detailed Environmental Impact Assessment. Based on
the nature, scale, and potential environmental
impacts, projects are classified into Category B1,
which necessitates a comprehensive EIA study, and
Category B2, which are exempted from detailed
assessment and public consultation. While the
screening mechanism is intended to streamline the
clearance process and allocate regulatory resources
efficiently, concerns have been raised regarding the
criteria used for classification and the risk of
underestimating environmental impacts, particularly
for projects with cumulative or site-specific effects.
4.2, Scoping:

Scoping involves the identification of critical
environmental concerns and the formulation of Terms
of Reference (ToR) that guide the preparation of the
EIA report. This stage is conducted by Expert
Appraisal Committees at the central or state level and
is crucial in defining the depth, focus, and relevance
of the assessment. A well-defined scoping process
ensures that significant environmental issues are
adequately addressed while avoiding unnecessary
data collection. However, studies indicate that
scoping in India often suffers from standardized ToRs
and limited site-specific considerations, which can
compromise the quality of subsequent EIA reports
(Glasson et al., 2012).

4.3. Public Consultation:

Public consultation constitutes a key participatory
component of the EIA process, aimed at incorporating
the views and concerns of affected communities and
other stakeholders into environmental decision-
making. It typically includes public hearings
conducted at or near the project site, along with the
submission of written responses from interested
parties. Meaningful public participation is widely
regarded as essential for enhancing transparency,
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accountability, and environmental  justice.

Nevertheless, in the Indian context, the effectiveness
of public consultation has frequently been
undermined by factors such as inadequate access to
project information, language barriers, limited
awareness among local communities, and procedural

constraints (Kanchi Kohli & Menon, 2009).
4.4. Appraisal:

Appraisal represents the final and decisive stage of the
EIA process, wherein Expert Appraisal Committees

examine the EIA report, outcomes of public

International Journal of Advanced Engineering, Management and Science, 11(6) -2025

consultation, and compliance with regulatory
requirements before recommending the grant or
rejection of environmental clearance. The appraisal
stage is expected to involve independent, objective,
and scientifically informed evaluation. However,
concerns have been raised regarding time pressures,
potential conflicts of interest, reliance on desk-based
assessments, and insufficient field verification,
which may weaken the rigor of the appraisal process

(Paliwal, 2006).

Project Proposal Submitted

Screening Stage

« Determines (fa Full EIA is required

Category A Category B:

Central Level Clearance |

State Level Clearance

No Full EIA Required }

Scoping Stage

*» Terms of Reference (ToR) Defined

3

EIA Study & Report Preparation

» Impact Assessment & Mitigation Plan

Public Consultation

* Public Hearing & Stakeholder Feedback

3

Appraisal & Review by Expert Committee

Clearance Rejected

Environmental Clearance

Granted

Monitoring & Compliance

Fig.3 EIA process in India under the EIA notification 2006

Overall, while the EIA process in India is procedurally

comprehensive and well-defined on paper,
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deficiencies in implementation, monitoring, and
enforcement continue to limit its effectiveness as a
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preventive tool of environmental governance.
Strengthening institutional capacity, improving
transparency, and ensuring genuine public
participation remain critical for enhancing the
credibility and outcomes of the EIA process. The
structured EIA process, including screening, scoping,
public consultation, and appraisal, is summarized in
Figure 3, which also distinguishes between Category

A and Category B projects.

V. MAJOR CHALLENGES IN EIA
IMPLEMENTATION

Despite the existence of a comprehensive legal and
procedural framework, the Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) system in India continues to face
multiple structural and operational challenges that
undermine its effectiveness as a preventive
environmental governance tool. These challenges
span across technical, institutional, participatory, and
regulatory dimensions, often resulting in a gap
between the objectives of EIA and its actual outcomes.

5.1. Quality and Credibility of EIA Reports:

One of the most persistent challenges in EIA
implementation is the poor quality and limited
credibility of EIA reports. Several studies have
pointed to deficiencies such as inadequate baseline
data, insufficient field investigations, lack of scientific
rigor, and reliance on generic or outdated information
(Paliwal, 2006). In many cases, impact assessments fail
to account for cumulative, long-term, and site-specific
environmental effects. Moreover, since EIA reports
are typically prepared by consultants engaged by
project proponents, concerns have been raised
regarding conflicts of interest, objectivity, and
professional accountability, which further erode the
reliability of assessment outcomes.

5.2. Limitations in Public Participation:

Although public consultation is a legally mandated
component of the EIA process, meaningful public
participation remains limited in practice. Public
hearings are frequently criticized for inadequate
advance notice, restricted access to project-related
information, and procedural barriers that marginalize
local communities, particularly indigenous and
vulnerable groups. Language constraints, technical
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complexity of EIA documents, and lack of awareness
further reduce effective engagement. As a result,
public consultation often becomes a formalistic
exercise rather than a substantive mechanism for
incorporating community concerns into decision-
making (Kothari et al., 2013).

5.3. Regulatory Dilution and Exemptions:

Another significant concern is the progressive dilution
of environmental safeguards through regulatory
amendments, exemptions, and procedural
relaxations. Over time, several categories of projects
have been exempted from public hearings or detailed
EIA requirements, while provisions for post facto
environmental clearances have raised serious
questions

regarding  compliance  with  the

precautionary  principle and  environmental
accountability (Dutta, 2020). Such regulatory trends
have been criticized for prioritizing administrative
efficiency and economic growth over environmental

protection and participatory governance.

54. Weak
Enforcement:

Post-Clearance ~ Monitoring  and

Weak post-clearance monitoring and enforcement
mechanisms represent a critical gap in India’s EIA
framework. Environmental clearances are typically
granted subject to specific conditions aimed at
mitigating adverse impacts; however, regulatory
agencies often lack the institutional capacity,
resources, and technical expertise required for
effective monitoring. Consequently, non-compliance
with clearance conditions frequently goes undetected
or unaddressed, reducing EIA to a one-time
procedural requirement rather than a continuous
environmental management tool (MoEFCC, 2020).

Overall, these challenges highlight systemic
weaknesses in the design and implementation of the
EIA regime in India. Addressing these issues requires
strengthening institutional capacity, enhancing
transparency, ensuring independent and high-quality
assessments, and reinforcing participatory and
enforcement mechanisms to restore the credibility and
effectiveness of EIA as an instrument of sustainable
development. Table 2 summarizes the major
challenges faced in EIA implementation and provides
enhance

corresponding  recommendations  to

effectiveness and credibility.
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Table 2: Major Challenges and Recommendations

Challenge Impact Recommendation
Poor EIA report quality Reduced credibility, weak Independent review, scientific rigor
mitigation
Limited public Undermines environmental Awareness programs, accessible info, digital
participation justice portals

Regulatory dilution

Weakened safeguards

Strengthen legal provisions, limit exemptions

Weak monitoring
execution

Non-compliance during

Post-clearance audits, real-time monitoring

VI RECENT REFORMS AND JUDICIAL
INTERVENTIONS

Recent years have witnessed intensified debates
surrounding  proposed reforms to India’s
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) framework,
particularly in relation to the Draft EIA Notification,
2020. Introduced with the stated objectives of
simplifying procedures, improving regulatory
efficiency, and promoting ease of doing business, the
draft notification proposed several structural and
procedural changes to the existing EIA regime.
However, these proposals attracted widespread
criticism from environmental scholars, civil society
organizations, and legal experts due to concerns over
the potential weakening of environmental safeguards
and dilution of participatory governance (Dutta,

2020).

One of the most contentious aspects of the Draft EIA
Notification, 2020 was the reduction in the scope of
public participation, including exemptions for certain
categories of projects from public hearings and
shortened notice periods. Additionally, the draft
sought to institutionalize post-facto environmental
clearances for projects that had commenced
operations without prior approval, raising serious
concerns  regarding  compliance  with  the
precautionary principle and the preventive intent of
EIA. Critics argued that such provisions could
normalize regulatory violations and undermine the

credibility of environmental governance mechanisms.

In response to perceived regulatory gaps and
administrative lapses, judicial bodies— particularly
the National Green Tribunal (NGT) —have played an
active corrective role (Vellore Citizens Welfare Forum v.
Union of India, 1996; Lafarge Umiam Mining Pvt. Ltd. v.
Union of India, 2011). The NGT has consistently

https:/ /ijaems.com/

emphasized the mandatory and non-negotiable
nature of prior environmental clearance, holding that
post-facto approvals are incompatible with the
objectives of environmental protection (M.C. Mehta v.
Union of India, 1988; Lafarge Umiam Mining, 2011).
Through various orders, the Tribunal has quashed
environmental clearances granted without due
process, inadequate public consultation, or proper
appraisal, thereby reinforcing procedural compliance
and accountability among regulatory authorities.

Judicial scrutiny has thus served as a critical
counterbalance to executive discretion in the EIA
regime. While courts and tribunals cannot substitute
policy-making functions, their interventions have
underscored the importance of rule of law,
transparency, and environmental justice in

development decision-making. Nevertheless,
continued reliance on judicial intervention also
highlights systemic weaknesses in administrative
enforcement, underscoring the need for stronger
institutional mechanisms and clearer regulatory

standards within the EIA framework.

VIL FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

To enhance the effectiveness and credibility of the
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) framework
in India, several strategic measures and policy
interventions are essential. These recommendations
aim to address persistent challenges in report quality,
participatory processes, regulatory compliance, and
institutional capacity.

7.1.  Strengthening  Scientific
Independence of EIA Reports:

Quality  and
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The reliability of EIA reports can be improved by
ensuring rigorous baseline data collection, use of
scientific

standardized methodologies, and

independent review mechanisms. Reducing
dependence on project proponents’ consultants and
promoting engagement of third-party accredited
experts can enhance objectivity, credibility, and

technical robustness of environmental assessments.
7.2.Enhancing Public Participation:

Meaningful public participation is critical for
transparency, accountability, and environmental
justice. Strategies to strengthen this component
include:

e Providing timely access to project
information in local languages and accessible

formats.

e Expanding digital platforms for submission
of public comments.

e Conducting capacity-building and

awareness programs for local communities.

e Ensuring representation of indigenous and
vulnerable groups in consultation processes.

7.3. Improving Post-Clearance Monitoring and
Enforcement:

Effective monitoring and compliance mechanisms are
essential for translating EIA recommendations into
real-world environmental outcomes. This can be
achieved through:

e Strengthening institutional capacity of
central and state regulatory authorities.

e Leveraging digital monitoring systems,
remote sensing, and real-time reporting.

e Enforcing strict penalties for non-compliance
and periodic audit of mitigation measures.

7.4. Institutional and Regulatory Reforms:

Future reforms should aim to balance developmental
priorities with environmental protection by:
e (larifying legal

provisions  regarding

exemptions and post-facto clearances.

e Standardizing procedures across states to
reduce uneven implementation.

e Promoting inter-agency coordination
between MOEFCC, SEIAAs, and sectoral
regulators.
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7.5. Promoting Transparency and Accountability:
Transparency can be enhanced through:

e Publicly accessible EIA databases with
comprehensive project reports and clearance
conditions.

e Regular reporting on compliance status,
environmental violations, and mitigation
outcomes.

e Encouraging independent audits and civil
society oversight to build public trust.

By adopting these measures, India’s EIA framework
can evolve into a more predictable, participatory, and
scientifically rigorous system, capable of effectively
integrating environmental considerations into the
developmental planning process while safeguarding
ecological sustainability and social equity.

VIII. CONCLUSION

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) has emerged
as a cornerstone of sustainable development in
India, providing a systematic and legally backed
environmental

mechanism to evaluate the

consequences of proposed projects  before
implementation. Since its formal adoption under the
EIA Notification, 2006, the process has sought to
integrate environmental considerations into planning
and decision-making, ensuring that developmental
activities are aligned with ecological sustainability.
The legal framework, underpinned by the
Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, combined with
the role of judicial bodies such as the Supreme Court
and the National Green Tribunal (NGT), has
established EIA as a critical instrument for promoting
environmental

preventive governance  and

safeguarding public interest.

Despite these achievements, the EIA system in India
continues to face significant challenges. The quality
and credibility of EIA reports often remain
questionable due to inadequate baseline data, limited
scientific rigor, and potential conflicts of interest
arising from project proponents” involvement. Public
participation, a key pillar of environmental justice, is
frequently constrained by procedural limitations, lack
of access to information, and socio-economic or
linguistic barriers. Moreover, regulatory amendments
and procedural relaxations have sometimes diluted
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environmental safeguards, while weak post-clearance
monitoring has undermined the enforcement of
mitigation measures, reducing the EIA process to a
formalistic exercise in some cases.

Addressing these challenges requires a multi-
pronged approach. Strengthening the scientific
quality and independence of EIA reports, ensuring
meaningful stakeholder engagement, and improving
post-clearance monitoring and enforcement are
critical. Institutional capacity building, digitalization
of EIA processes, and transparent public disclosure of
further  enhance
Additionally,
continuous judicial oversight and adaptive reforms

project  information can

accountability = and  credibility.
are necessary to maintain the balance between

developmental  priorities and environmental

protection.

In conclusion, while India’s EIA framework provides
a robust statutory and procedural foundation, its
effectiveness depends on consistent implementation,
vigilant oversight, and continuous evolution in
response to emerging environmental and
developmental challenges. By addressing systemic
weaknesses and fostering a culture of transparency,
scientific rigor, and participatory governance, EIA can
fulfill its promise as a dynamic and effective tool for
sustainable development, ensuring that economic
growth proceeds in harmony with ecological integrity

and social equity.
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