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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

India’s climate litigation docket remains relatively small, but climate arguments 
are increasingly appearing in environmental and regulatory disputes before 
the Supreme Court, high courts, and the National Green Tribunal. Recent cases 
illustrate a range of judicial approaches, from the Supreme Court’s recognition 
in M.K. Ranjitsinh v. Union of India1 of a constitutional right to be free from 
the adverse effects of climate change to youth-led litigation, court-initiated 
proceedings on heat waves, and judicial scrutiny of climate-relevant regulatory 
decisions.

Viewed from a democracy perspective, this emerging jurisprudence has the 
potential to broaden access to justice, strengthen government accountability 
and coordination, promote transparency and public participation, and 
institutionalize evidence-based, expert-led decision-making. At the same time, 
these developments raise important questions about the appropriate role of 
courts in climate governance, the extent to which liberal standing translates 
into inclusive adjudicatory processes, the reliance on expert-led processes, and 
the implementation and longer-term impact of judicial decisions.

The Indian experience therefore illustrates both the potential and the 
limitations of climate litigation as a component of democratic climate 
governance. Its significance lies not only in the outcomes of individual 
cases, but also in how litigation influences regulatory processes, governance 
mechanisms, institutional accountability, and public participation, while 

1	 M.K. Ranjitsinh v. Union of India (2024) 19 SCC 139.
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respecting constitutionally recognized roles of judicial, executive, and 
legislative institutions.

INTRODUCTION

As countries across the globe experience climate change impacts, India is 
particularly vulnerable, because of its varied topography, demography, and 
uneven levels of economic development across its population. Parts of 
the country are already experiencing the impacts, including more frequent 
extreme weather events, altered weather and precipitation patterns, changes 
in crop yields, and greater energy demand for cooling. India is now one of 
the world’s largest annual emitters of greenhouse gases (GHGs), while its 
per capita emissions remain well below the global average. Its historical 
contribution to global emissions is also substantially lower than that of 
many early-industrialized economies: India’s 2026 Nationally Determined 
Contribution (NDC) states that the country accounts for less than 4 percent of 
cumulative global carbon dioxide emissions since 1850 and that its per capita 
emissions remain significantly below the global average (Government of India 
2026). Given the country’s growing emissions and the urgent need to adopt 
adaptation measures and build a resilient economy, climate change presents a 
complex challenge for India as a developing nation.
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Figure 1. A species at the center of climate litigation

Source: Great Indian bustards in Desert National Park, Rajasthan. The protection of this critically endangered species and 
its habitat was central to M.K. Ranjitsinh v. Union of India, in which the Supreme Court of India recognized the right to be free 
from the adverse effects of climate change. Photo by Dr. Raju Kasambe/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0.
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India has been an active and vocal participant in international climate change 
negotiations since they began (Sengupta 2019: 114). Most recently, India 
has submitted its NDC under the 2015 Paris Agreement for 2031–2035 
(Government of India 2026). At the national level, the National Action Plan on 
Climate Change (NAPCC), described as India’s first climate policy instrument, 
was released in 2008. It espoused a “co-benefits” approach that promotes 
India’s development objectives while also addressing climate change 
effectively (Government of India 2008). The NAPCC led to the emergence 
of several national and subnational policy measures and institution-building 
initiatives in the climate sphere (Dubash and Ghosh 2019; Dubash et al. 
2024). India has yet to enact comprehensive legislation on climate change.2 
However, numerous laws, regulatory instruments, and policy measures relating 
to the environment, energy, electricity, agriculture, transport, construction, and 
other sectors support climate action by both the government and the private 
sector (Ghosh 2021; Varottil 2025). While some seek to mitigate emissions 
or facilitate adaptation, others seek to build resilience in a highly climate-
vulnerable country.

Current measures have had mixed outcomes. Climate Action Tracker rates 
India’s overall climate targets and action as “Highly insufficient,” while rating 
its current policies and action against a fair-share benchmark as “Insufficient” 
(Climate Action Tracker n.d.). One key factor has been the countervailing effect 
of policy choices that increase GHG emissions, reduce the country’s carbon 
sink, and lock in carbon-intensive infrastructure for the foreseeable future. 
For example, India continues to expand renewable energy capacity while also 
adding coal-fired power capacity, creating a tension between decarbonization 
objectives and continued fossil fuel dependence (Climate Action Tracker n.d.). 
It is also permitting the clearing of vast tracts of forest land for non-forestry 
activities, thus losing its natural carbon sink (Rajya Sabha 2026).

As climate considerations become more prominent in regulation and 
policymaking, and parts of India increasingly experience natural disasters and 
environmental degradation—exacerbated by the changing climate—questions 
of accountability for loss, regulatory failures, and future climate-related 
preparedness are becoming more salient.

Over the past four decades, the Indian judiciary has significantly influenced 
environmental regulation in the country and developed a rich environmental 
jurisprudence through its judgments and directions. While liberally interpreting 
constitutional and statutory provisions and referring to international and 
foreign legal instruments, it has recognized a large number of environmental 
rights—both substantive and procedural—and adopted key environmental 
legal principles (Bhullar 2019; Ghosh 2019; Rajamani 2007b). It has frequently 
intervened where executive or regulatory action has been challenged as 
inadequate—or even complicit—and has developed flexible remedies in 
response to environmental harm. One of the key aspects of the Indian 

2	 Bills have been proposed in parliament on the issue, such as the Council on Climate Change Bill, 2021. 
However, parliament has not passed a comprehensive climate law.
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judiciary’s response to environmental cases has been the relaxation of onerous 
procedural requirements, chief among which is the conventional rule of locus 
standi that allows only people who are directly affected to bring a case to the 
court.3

Against this backdrop, the willingness of the Indian judiciary to engage with 
climate concerns, and the nature of this engagement, becomes an important 
point of inquiry. Climate litigation in India is at a nascent stage. In fact, if one 
were to apply the more conventional definition of climate litigation, where 
climate change is the material issue (Sabin Center for Climate Change Law 
n.d.), only a small number of cases in India would qualify. However, adopting 
the broader definition of climate litigation, which encompasses cases in which 
climate concerns have arisen only peripherally (Peel and Lin 2019), helps 
identify a growing docket of Indian climate cases.

The first section of this case study maps the emerging climate litigation docket 
in India. The second examines how this jurisprudence may affect access to 
justice, existing governance mechanisms, accountability, public participation, 
and evidence-based decision-making. The final section considers both the 
potential and the limitations of climate litigation as a component of democratic 
climate governance.

1. CLIMATE LITIGATION IN INDIA: THE DOCKET SO FAR

The literature on climate litigation in India has identified several cases in 
which reference has been made to terms such as climate change, GHGs, and 
global warming, or to climate-relevant international legal instruments and 
negotiations (Ghosh 2020; Chaturvedi 2021; Ram Mohan et al. 2023). These 
cases have been adjudicated in a variety of forums, including the Supreme 
Court of India, high courts across the country, and the National Green Tribunal 
(NGT), a specialized statutory tribunal that adjudicates environmental issues.

In an earlier analysis (Ghosh 2020), 19 climate cases in India were classified 
into four categories based on how climate change was framed in documents 
before the court or in the final order, or on the nature of the forum’s 
engagement: (a) cases in which the litigant or the court referred to the climate 
change impacts of a particular government decision or the government’s 
inability to regulate certain activities; (b) cases in which litigants approached 
the court seeking proper implementation of a law or government policy; (c) 
cases in which litigants raised climate concerns while seeking the formulation 
of a new law or realigning existing processes or policies to accommodate 
climate concerns; and (d) cases in which the government defended its actions 
while referring to climate change.

3	 This approach finds its origin in the Indian Supreme Court’s broader move in the 1980s to increase access 
to justice for the marginalized and disadvantaged sections of society, leading to the creation of a form of 
proceedings called public interest litigation.
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Since that analysis, Indian courts have delivered a significant number of 
rulings that are likely to influence the future development of climate litigation 
and climate governance in the country. Some of these recent climate-relevant 
rulings are discussed below.

In a 2024 judgment, in a case seeking the protection of two critically 
endangered bird species—the great Indian bustard and the lesser florican—
and their habitat, the Supreme Court of India articulated a climate right for 
the first time.4 The case raised serious concerns about power transmission 
lines crisscrossing the great Indian bustard’s habitat. The government and 
power companies claimed that restrictions on the transmission infrastructure 
affected India’s renewable energy potential because the region hosted several 
solar and wind energy projects.

In its judgment, the court removed some of the previously ordered restrictions 
and directed the establishment of an expert committee to recommend the 
way forward. The court characterized the main issue as “a dynamic interplay 
between protecting a critically endangered species and addressing the 
pressing global challenge of climate change.”5 It recognized a new and distinct 
right held by the people of India—“a right to be free from the adverse effects 
of climate change” —and identified two fundamental rights protected by the 
Constitution of India (1950) as its source—the right to life (article 21) and the 
right to equality (article 14).6 

The judgment has been celebrated for its explicit articulation of a climate right, 
its acknowledgment that vulnerable communities will be unable to adapt to 
climate change and cope with its impacts, and the framing of climate change 
impacts as a violation of the right to equality as well as the right to life (Dutta 
2024; Kumar and Naik 2024). At the same time, critical commentary has 
identified the judgment’s blind spots, the arguably uncritical support for the 
expansion of renewable energy infrastructure in the country despite adverse 
impacts on local ecology and livelihoods, and the tenuous link between the 
factual matrix before the court and extensive use of climate change language 
(Dubash and Ghosh 2024; Naik and Kumar 2025; Patel 2025).

The proceedings in the case continued after the 2024 ruling. In its final 
judgment delivered in December 2025, the Supreme Court considered the 
reports of the expert committee established by its 2024 ruling and adopted a 
revised framework of conservation and mitigation measures for the protection 
of the great Indian bustard, the lesser florican, and their habitat.7 The 
judgment continued to frame the dispute as requiring reconciliation between 
biodiversity conservation and renewable energy development, but it did not 
further elaborate the constitutional “right to be free from the adverse effects 
of climate change” articulated in the 2024 judgment. The court’s extensive 
reliance on the expert committee’s recommendations is also relevant to the 

4	 M.K. Ranjitsinh v. Union of India (2024) 19 SCC 139.
5	 M.K. Ranjitsinh v. Union of India (2024) 19 SCC 139, para. 53.
6	 M.K. Ranjitsinh v. Union of India (2024) 19 SCC 139, para. 27; Constitution of India (1950), articles 14 and 21.
7	 M.K. Ranjitsinh & Others v. Union of India and Others, Writ Petition (Civil) No. 838 of 2019, 2025 INSC 1472 

(Supreme Court of India, 19 December 2025).
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democratic implications of expert-led decision-making discussed later in this 
case study.

The second case of significance is the Ridhima Pandey case.8 In 2019, the 
NGT had rejected a claim by the applicant, who was a minor at the time and 
is now a youth environmental activist, that existing environmental regulatory 
mechanisms needed to be adapted to accommodate climate concerns. The 
NGT ruled that there was no reason to presume that the Paris Agreement and 
other international instruments were not reflected in the Indian Government’s 
policies and regulatory processes.

At the time of writing, an appeal filed against the NGT’s order is pending before 
the Supreme Court. Through interim orders issued in February and July 2025, 
however, the court broadened its consideration of the case to questions of 
institutional coordination, power-generation emissions, and the regulatory 
framework for climate action.9 This is significant because the specific climate-
related claims in the petition are now being viewed in the wider context of 
governance challenges, institutional reforms, and sectoral contributions.

In another case, the Supreme Court referred to India’s NAPCC, its 2015 NDC 
then in effect, and its commitment to create an additional carbon sink by 
increasing forest and tree cover by 2030.10 The case was filed against the 
felling of trees in the state of West Bengal for the construction of railway 
overpasses. Significantly, the Supreme Court, through an interim order, set 
up an expert committee to look into the broader issues concerning the 
felling of trees for development projects, compensation, and compensatory 
afforestation. The court eventually permitted the tree felling for reasons 
of public safety but directed the union government to meet with all the 
stakeholders and present a unified proposal on the expert committee’s report.11 
At the time of writing, the case remains pending, and a final judgment has not 
yet been delivered.

In a 2023 judgment, the High Court of Bombay at Goa upheld the 
constitutionality of the Goa Cess on Products and Substances Causing 
Pollution (Green Cess) Act, 2013, a state law that imposed a so-called 
“green cess”12 on the handling, consumption, and utilization of products and 
substances that cause pollution.13 One of the main grounds justifying the 
legislation was that the cess would cover the expenditure incurred in taking 
measures to reduce the carbon footprint of the companies subject to the 
cess. The central question was whether the state of Goa could legislate on 
this issue. The court’s acceptance of the state’s competence to charge parties 

8	 Ridhima Pandey v. Union of India, Original Application No. 187/2017 (NGT, Principal Bench, order dated 15 
January 2019).

9	 Ridhima Pandey v. Union of India, Civil Appeal No. 388/2021 (Supreme Court of India, order dated 21 
February 2025; order dated 22 July 2025). 

10	 Association for Protection of Democratic Rights v. State of West Bengal (2021) 5 SCC 466.
11	 Association for Protection of Democratic Rights v. State of West Bengal, SLP(C) No. 25047/2018 (Supreme 

Court of India, order dated 8 February 2023).
12	 A cess is a tax or levy imposed for a specified purpose. 
13	 South Port Limited v. State of Goa, 2023 SCC OnLine Bom 1966.
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responsible for carbon emissions (and pollution more generally) a fee to cover 
the costs of necessary measures is significant for climate governance.

In a petition filed before the High Court of Delhi, the petitioner sought 
the formation of a committee that would recommend a roadmap for “all 
measures including any legislative amendments” necessary to implement 
India’s commitments under the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change.14 The court accepted the union government’s report 
filed in response and observed in its order that the government was moving 
on a “war footing” and taking a leading role on the issue.15 Notably, the 
court’s appreciation of the government’s “sincere efforts” was based on the 
government’s own report. The order records that the petitioner withdrew the 
petition after considering the government’s response. 

The final set of noteworthy cases consists of those in which the courts took 
cognizance of a climate change–related issue on their own (i.e., suo motu). 
The Rajasthan High Court, in 2024 and again in 2025, initiated suo motu 
proceedings concerning heat waves in the state and the development of a heat 
action plan as part of the state’s Rajasthan Climate Change Project.16 The court 
issued directions to state government departments and ultimately closed the 
matter.17

The NGT also took suo motu cognizance of a newspaper article that described 
the adverse impacts that the expansion of wind energy projects in the Thar 
Desert had on people’s livelihoods, including the disruption of traditional 
agriculture and grazing practices (AFP 2024).18 The NGT eventually closed 
the matter upon being informed by the government that a similar issue was 
pending before the Supreme Court in the M.K. Ranjitsinh case (AFP 2024).19

2. CLIMATE LITIGATION AND DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE IN 
INDIA

A report by the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance 
(International IDEA) provides a comprehensive account of current trends in 
climate litigation globally (Poletto and Hickey 2025). The report applies a 
democracy lens to identify dimensions of democratic governance that climate 
litigation engages. This engagement could take the form of providing a voice 
to sections of society that are underrepresented in electoral politics, making 
governments more accountable for their actions and transparent in their 

14	 Rohit Madan v. Union of India, W.P.(C) 6319/2022 (High Court of Delhi, order dated 4 August 2022).
15	 Rohit Madan v. Union of India, W.P.(C) 6319/2022 (High Court of Delhi, order dated 4 August 2022).
16	 Suo Moto – In Re – Beat the Heatwave and Climatic Change to Save the Life of Public at Large v. Union of 

India, 2025 SCC OnLine Raj 1193; Save the Planet Earth and the Future Generation of this Universe, In re, 2024 
SCC OnLine Raj 1329.

17	 Suo Moto In Re: Save the Planet Earth and the Future Generation of this Universe v. Union of India and Others, 
Civil Writ (PIL) No. 9470/2024 (Rajasthan High Court, order dated 30 June 2025).

18	 Original Application No. 1162/2024, 2024 SCC OnLine NGT 6023.
19	 Original Application No. 230/2024 (NGT, Central Zone Bench, order dated 12 November 2025).
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functioning, and integrating scientific expertise and long-term considerations 
into decision-making (Tigre 2025: 108).

The Indian cases reviewed suggest at least five ways in which climate 
litigation—read in light of other significant rulings by Indian courts—could 
affect democratic governance. These pathways could mainstream climate 
considerations and strengthen access to justice, accountability, public 
participation, and evidence-based decision-making, but they also raise 
questions about judicial authority, representation, expert-led decision-making, 
and implementation.

First, climate considerations can be mainstreamed within regulatory processes, 
particularly those relating to environmental impacts. India does not have a 
comprehensive climate law at either the national or subnational level. However, 
certain recent legislative measures have been justified on the basis of climate 
benefits, such as the 2023 Carbon Credit Trading Scheme and the 2023 Green 
Credit Rules. The Van [Sanrakshan evam Samvardhan] Adhiniyam, 1980—the 
primary forest conservation legislation—has been amended to include India’s 
target of net-zero emissions by 2070. This target was included in India’s 2015 
NDC, and India’s 2026 NDC places its 2031–2035 mitigation targets within this 
longer-term net-zero pathway (Government of India 2026). Climate litigation 
could contribute to the incorporation of climate considerations into existing 
regulatory and institutional frameworks, including environmental approval 
processes. Doing so would help India both curtail its emissions and make its 
economy and population more resilient. The Supreme Court’s orders in the 
Ridhima Pandey case are likely to provide important guidance in this regard.

Judicial directions on deforestation and protection of ecosystems are also 
crucial for protecting India’s carbon sinks. For instance, in a recent judgment 
on the illegal felling of trees in the state of Madhya Pradesh, the NGT referred 
to climate change and its impacts extensively.20 At the time of writing, the 
Supreme Court’s final directions are awaited in two matters: one concerning 
tree felling for development projects and compensatory afforestation,21 and 
another challenging the amendment to the forest conservation law (the Van 
(Sanrakshan evam Samvardhan) Adhiniyam) that narrows the definition 
of statutorily protected forest land in the country.22 These directions could 
potentially frame regulatory processes in a way that significantly limits the loss 
of forest cover (i.e., carbon sinks).

Second, Indian climate litigation illustrates several procedural routes through 
which climate issues can reach judicial forums. Liberal public interest standing, 
youth-led litigation, and suo motu proceedings can broaden opportunities for 
judicial review. However, procedural openness does not necessarily ensure 
direct participation by affected communities or overcome the practical barriers 
to litigation.

20	 Kishor Hasai v. State of Madhya Pradesh, 2025 SCC OnLine NGT 324.
21	 Association for Protection of Democratic Rights v. State of West Bengal (2021) 5 SCC 466.
22	 Ashok Kumar Sharma, Indian Forest Service (Retired) and Others v. Union of India and Another, W.P.(C) No. 

1164/2023 (Supreme Court of India).
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The judicial articulation of a climate right in M.K. Ranjitsinh could pave the way 
for underrepresented and vulnerable communities to seek judicial recourse 
for loss and damage suffered (or likely to be suffered) even if there is no 
clear statutory violation. Cases such as Ridhima Pandey and the suo motu 
cases initiated by the Rajasthan High Court and the NGT illustrate the diverse 
procedural routes through which climate issues in India can reach the courts.

While recognizing the power of the NGT to initiate suo motu cases (for 
example, by taking cognizance of media reports), the Supreme Court 
has discussed the impacts of climate change and the need for a flexible 
mechanism to address such issues. The court has specifically highlighted 
the disproportionate harm that will be suffered by certain sections of society 
due to climate change, thus justifying the need for the NGT to be more than a 
spectator in serving the ends of justice by going beyond cases filed before it.23

In public interest cases, Indian courts have been inclined to relax the traditional 
standing requirements. This means even people or organizations that are not 
directly affected themselves can bring a climate claim to court, as long as they 
have approached the court in good faith. While this makes Indian courts more 
accessible to those seeking to raise climate claims, it does not necessarily 
translate into a more inclusive adjudicatory process. Affected communities 
and marginalized voices may remain unrepresented. This has, in fact, been one 
of the critiques of the public interest litigation (PIL) jurisdiction exercised by 
Indian courts (Rajamani 2007a).

Third, climate cases could facilitate collaborative and coordinated executive 
action and promote responsive, transparent, and accountable governance. 
For instance, through its interim orders, the Supreme Court in Ridhima Pandey 
has used the proceedings not only to consider climate-related legal claims but 
also to require greater coordination among ministries, regulators, and other 
public institutions responsible for climate-relevant sectors. Directions from the 
Supreme Court in Association for Protection of Democratic Rights and from the 
Rajasthan High Court in the suo motu cases on heat waves further illustrate 
how Indian courts are requiring various government departments and agencies 
to collaborate and coordinate while dealing with issues of climate relevance. 
The NGT’s judgment concerning emissions of hydrofluorocarbon-23 (HFC-23), 
a potent GHG generated during the manufacture of hydrochlorofluorocarbon-22 
(HCFC-22), directed the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change 
and the Central Pollution Control Board to examine the regulatory regime and 
take appropriate measures. Subsequently, in October 2016, the government 
directed HCFC-22 manufacturers not to emit or vent HFC-23 into the 
atmosphere.24

23	 Municipal Corpn., Greater Mumbai v. Ankita Sinha (2022) 13 SCC 401, para. 95.
24	 Indian Council for Enviro-Legal Action v. MoEFCC and Others, Original Application No. 170 of 2014 (NGT, 

Principal Bench, order dated 10 December 2015) (hereinafter “ICELA case”); Government of India, “Control 
of Emission/Venting of Hydrofluorocarbon (HFC)-23, Produced as By-product While Manufacturing 
Hydrochlorofluorocarbon (HCFC)-22, in the Atmosphere,” Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate 
Change, order dated 13 October 2016, https://​ozonecell​.nic​.in/​wp​-content/​themes/​twentyseventeen​-child/​
Documentation/​assets/​pdf/​1482402725386​-ORDER​-13​-OCTOBER​-2016​.pdf.
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The Indian judiciary has emphasized the need for transparency, accountability, 
and public consultation in governance in several cases. Through a series 
of recent judgments, the Supreme Court has identified the features of 
environmental rule of law (EROL) in India (Ahlawat and Koonan 2022; Ghosh 
and Rajamani 2025) and has held that it fosters open, accountable, and 
transparent decision-making and participatory governance.25 The court also 
perceives its role as a constitutional court in undertaking judicial review to 
ensure that institutions and regulatory bodies comply with EROL principles.26 
Climate cases provide an opportunity for litigants—and the courts—to push for 
compliance with the features of environmental rule of law.

In its 2025 order on heat waves, the Rajasthan High Court observed that 
transparency and public participation are essential for ensuring that public 
resources are used effectively and in the public interest.27 In an important 
ruling on the powers of state-level environmental regulatory agencies, the 
Supreme Court specifically linked public participation and climate change, 
observing that “public participation in environmental protection has assumed 
great importance with climate change threatening to drastically disrupt our 
way of living.”28 The court held that environmental regulatory agencies must be 
easily accessible and encourage public participation in their decision-making 
processes.

Court-facilitated coordination can therefore strengthen accountability where 
responsibilities are fragmented across institutions. Court directions can also 
improve procedural safeguards such as transparent and participatory decision-
making. But sustained climate governance ultimately depends on executive 
and legislative institutions developing and implementing coherent policy 
frameworks.

Fourth, climate litigation can expand the role of scientific and technical 
expertise in environmental decision-making. This can strengthen the 
evidentiary basis of judicial and regulatory decisions, but it also raises 
questions about whose expertise is recognized and how affected communities 
participate in expert-led processes.

As part of the emerging jurisprudence on environmental rule of law, the 
Supreme Court has held that EROL seeks to “facilitate a multidisciplinary 
analysis of the nature and consequences of carbon footprints”29 and “to draw 
within the fold all stakeholders in formulating strategies to deal with current 
challenges posed by environmental degradation, climate change, and the 

25	 T.N. Godavarman Thirumulpad (Reconstitution of Central Empowered Committee) v. Union of India (2024) 15 
SCC 302, para. 26.

26	 T.N. Godavarman Thirumulpad (Reconstitution of Central Empowered Committee) v. Union of India (2024) 15 
SCC 302, para. 26.

27	 Suo Moto–In Re–Beat the Heatwave and Climatic Change to Save the Life of Public at Large v. Union of India, 
2025 SCC OnLine Raj 1193.

28	 Delhi Pollution Control Committee v. Lodhi Property Co. Ltd. (2026) 2 SCC 670, para. 42.
29	 H.P. Bus-Stand Management & Development Authority v. Central Empowered Committee (2021) 4 SCC 309, 

para. 49.
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destruction of habitats.”30 The court has called for an integrated approach that 
involves all stakeholders, including the scientific and legal communities.

In environmental cases, the Indian courts have often sought expert reports 
and been guided by their recommendations. Apart from the appointment 
of experts, the Supreme Court has, on various occasions, as in the Ridhima 
Pandey case, appointed an amicus curiae to assist it in navigating the issues 
before it. This assistance from experts and court-appointed lawyers can 
be useful in climate cases because the issues involved are complex and 
constantly evolving, and the parties are often unable to provide the court with 
appropriate assistance. The Supreme Court’s December 2025 judgment in 
the M.K. Ranjitsinh case illustrates the court’s extensive reliance on the expert 
committee’s technical assistance in developing a framework for reconciling 
species conservation with renewable energy infrastructure. Expert-led 
processes also provide an opportunity for deeper engagement with affected 
communities and other forms of local knowledge, which a courtroom-
centric decision-making process is not designed for. For instance, the expert 
committee formed in the M.K. Ranjitsinh case reportedly undertook field visits 
and consultations with relevant stakeholders, including local communities, 
before submitting its recommendations to the Supreme Court.31

While judicial decision-making can benefit from the appointment of expert 
committees, the selection of experts, the definition of the committees’ terms of 
reference, and the methodology followed by the experts can become contested 
issues (Choubey 2026; The Hindu Bureau 2026).

Fifth, judicial decisions can expose regulatory gaps and stimulate legislative 
action. India has yet to pass a climate law, although there are several 
provisions in existing laws that can support climate action. Climate rulings 
could prompt the government to expressly acknowledge and confront climate 
change and its risks, facilitate climate action, and establish legislative 
mechanisms for grievance redress. For instance, the Rajasthan High Court 
observed that “it is high time for the Governments to bring appropriate 
legislation” and enact a law arising out of the 2015 Prevention of Deaths 
Due to Heat and Cold Waves Bill that had been presented in parliament.32 
However, judicial calls for legislation raise separation-of-powers questions: 
the democratic contribution of litigation lies less in courts determining 
climate policy themselves than in prompting elected and publicly accountable 
institutions to address identified legal and regulatory gaps.

30	 H.P. Bus-Stand Management & Development Authority v. Central Empowered Committee (2021) 4 SCC 309, 
para. 49.

31	 M.K. Ranjitsinh & Others v. Union of India and Others, Writ Petition (Civil) No. 838 of 2019, 2025 INSC 1472 
(Supreme Court of India, 19 December 2025).

32	 Save the Planet Earth and the Future Generation of this Universe, In re, 2024 SCC OnLine Raj 1329; Prevention 
of Deaths Due to Heat and Cold Waves Bill, 2015, Bill No. XXXIV of 2015 (introduced in the Rajya Sabha, 
18 December 2015), https://​sansad​.in/​getFile/​BillsTexts/​RSBillTexts/​Asintroduced/​deatheat​-237w​-E​.pdf​
?source​=​legislation.
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3. CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

India is highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and, at the same 
time, is a significant contributor to GHG emissions. Climate change is an 
ongoing, pressing, and complex governance challenge for the country, a 
present challenge, not merely a future one. The Indian judiciary, which has 
long played a pivotal role in environmental governance in the country, has 
increasingly used climate change language (Ghosh 2020). Although climate 
litigation in India remains at a relatively nascent stage, the growing number of 
cases in which climate change concerns are raised suggests that the climate 
docket is likely to continue expanding (Ghosh 2020). As climate impacts 
become more apparent, attribution studies become more robust, and climate 
literacy increases, climate concerns may become more central to such cases 
in the near future. 

India’s multiple development priorities can create pressure for short-term 
policymaking at the expense of long-term, deliberative, evidence-based, and 
inclusive planning. In this context, judicial scrutiny of climate claims may 
facilitate the mainstreaming of climate considerations, strengthen procedural 
safeguards, and create pathways for marginalized voices to be heard, although 
the extent to which judicial rulings can democratize climate governance will 
depend significantly on their effective implementation—in letter and spirit.

At the same time, the significance of climate cases in India must not be 
overstated. There are several systemic issues affecting the Indian legal 
system, and these, quite naturally, will impact climate cases as well (Ghosh 
2020, 2021). Overflowing dockets lead to enormous delays in the hearing 
and disposal of cases, and there is a fair degree of inconsistency in judicial 
outcomes despite the theoretical importance attached to precedent (India 
being a common law jurisdiction). Furthermore, Indian courts have often 
adopted a hands-off approach while reviewing the government’s economic 
policies, and challenges to infrastructure projects have frequently failed (Parikh 
and Sahu 2023).

The outcome and impact of climate cases are often not easy to identify and 
assess. A court may reject a petitioner’s claim while executive measures are 
nevertheless introduced (the ICELA case), guidance is provided for future 
policies (Association for Protection of Democratic Rights), and awareness 
is generated around the issue—inside the legal community and beyond. 
Although the Supreme Court’s articulation of a constitutionally grounded 
climate right in the 2024 M.K. Ranjitsinh ruling is noteworthy, the absence of 
clear guidance raises the question of how such a right can be operationalized 
when constitutionally protected rights conflict. Significantly, the Supreme 
Court’s final judgment of December 2025 in M.K. Ranjitsinh identifies the 
need for companies to discharge their constitutional obligation to protect the 
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environment but does not further develop the constitutional “right to be free 
from the adverse effects of climate change.”33

While the climate docket is expanding, a large number of recent environmental 
judgments that could have engaged with climate issues have not referred to 
them. This is, of course, an outcome of both the cause of action, which may 
be a direct statutory violation unrelated to climate change, and the arguments 
before the courts in what is essentially an adversarial system. It is also an 
indication that although climate change is a very real issue and policymakers 
in India and around the world are grappling with its various facets, decisions 
are being made in India—both inside and outside courtrooms—that may 
compromise its future in a warming world.

The effectiveness of climate litigation in India will be defined not only by 
successful claims but also by the ability of judicial discourse to trigger 
more systemic reforms in governance, strengthen mechanisms for public 
participation, transparency, and accountability, and institutionalize evidence-
based, expert-led decision-making while respecting the foundational principles 
of a constitutional democracy.

ABBREVIATIONS
EROL	 Environmental rule of law

GHG	 Greenhouse gas

HCFC	 Hydrochlorofluorocarbon

HFC	 Hydrofluorocarbon

ICELA	 Indian Council for Enviro-Legal Action

NAPCC	 National Action Plan on Climate Change

NDC	 Nationally determined contribution

NGT	 National Green Tribunal

PIL	 Public interest litigation
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