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Abstract

In recent years, India has witnessed a growing intersection between climate litigation and youth-led
activism. Young citizens, recognizing the existential threat posed by climate change, have increasingly
sought to use the judiciary as a forum to enforce environmental rights and compel state action. This article
examines the emergence of climate jurisprudence in India, focusing on the role of youth movements in
shaping legal discourse and policy. It critically analyzes landmark cases, including petitions under the
Public Interest Litigation (PIL) framework, and situates them within the broader context of international
climate obligations. By exploring legal strategies, judicial reasoning, and the socio-political impact of
youth-led climate movements, this study identifies emerging principles in Indian environmental
jurisprudence, including the enforceability of the right to a healthy environment, intergenerational equity,
and climate accountability. The paper concludes with policy recommendations to strengthen participatory
mechanisms and institutionalize youth engagement in climate governance.
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1. Introduction

Climate change represents one of the most pressing global crises of the 21st century, intersecting with
human rights, environmental governance, public health, and sustainable development. Its impacts
are disproportionately felt in regions with high population density, socioeconomic inequalities, and fragile
ecosystems—conditions that describe much of India. The country faces a convergence of climate
vulnerabilities, including rising temperatures, extreme rainfall events, glacier retreat in the
Himalayas, desertification, sea-level rise along the coasts, and increasing frequency of cyclones and
floods. These environmental hazards threaten not only livelihoods and food security but also the
fundamental right to life, health, and well-being, placing India at the forefront of climate justice concerns.
India’s legal and institutional framework for environmental protection has historically been shaped by
constitutional guarantees, statutory mandates, and a robust tradition of Public Interest Litigation (PIL).
Landmark judicial pronouncements have recognized the right to a healthy environment as part of the
fundamental right to life under Article 21 of the Constitution, and have articulated doctrines such as
the precautionary principle, polluter-pays principle, and intergenerational equity. However, despite
these legal provisions, challenges in policy implementation, regulatory enforcement, and political
commitment have limited the effectiveness of climate governance.
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Against this backdrop, a new wave of youth-led activism is emerging, mirroring global movements such
as Fridays for Future, the Global Youth Climate Strike, and Extinction Rebellion’s youth initiatives.
Young citizens in India are increasingly mobilizing around the twin axes of advocacy and litigation,
leveraging the judiciary as a platform to demand climate accountability. By filing PILs, engaging in
strategic litigation, and harnessing media campaigns, these youth movements are transforming the legal
landscape, compelling the state to adhere to climate commitments, implement mitigation and adaptation
measures, and recognize the rights of future generations.

This evolving phenomenon reflects a dual transformation in India’s climate governance: the
judicialization of climate policy, wherein courts are asked to adjudicate issues that traditionally fall
within the executive or legislative domain, and the emergence of youth as empowered legal actors, who
bridge the gap between legal instruments, public advocacy, and grassroots activism. Courts are
increasingly addressing complex questions such as emissions reduction targets, renewable energy
transition, air pollution mitigation, and climate adaptation strategies, while youth movements amplify
these issues through public mobilization, social media engagement, and community-driven initiatives.
The rise of youth-led climate litigation also foregrounds critical principles such as intergenerational
equity, which emphasizes the duty of present generations to safeguard environmental resources for future
citizens, and environmental justice, which addresses disproportionate climate impacts on vulnerable
communities. By situating youth activism within these frameworks, the judiciary is gradually expanding
the contours of constitutional rights to encompass climate accountability and reinforcing India’s
commitments under international climate regimes, including the Paris Agreement and the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).

This article seeks to examine the interplay between youth movements and climate litigation in India,
with a focus on the emerging jurisprudence that recognizes the unique rights, responsibilities, and legal
standing of young citizens. It analyzes how judicial interventions, strategic litigation, and youth activism
collectively shape climate accountability, policy implementation, and the development of novel legal
doctrines. By exploring these dynamics, the study provides insights into the transformative potential of
youth-led legal action in advancing environmental governance and climate justice in India.

2. Legal Framework for Climate Action in India

India’s climate governance is shaped by a combination of constitutional mandates, statutory laws,
policy instruments, and international commitments. This multi-layered framework provides the legal
and institutional scaffolding for both mitigation and adaptation measures. However, gaps in enforcement,
coordination, and implementation have historically constrained effective climate action, creating space for
judicial intervention and youth-led litigation.

2.1 Constitutional Provisions

The Indian Constitution, though not explicitly framed as climate legislation, provides a robust foundation
for environmental protection and climate accountability. Over decades, judicial interpretation has
expanded these provisions to address contemporary environmental challenges.

o Article 21 (Right to Life): The Supreme Court has interpreted the “right to life” to include the
right to a clean and healthy environment, encompassing air quality, water resources, and
protection from environmental degradation. Landmark cases such as M.C. Mehta v. Union of India
(1987) and subsequent rulings have recognized that environmental harm constitutes a violation of
fundamental rights, thereby enabling citizens, including youth, to invoke PILs for climate action.
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o Article 48A (Directive Principle of State Policy): Mandates that the state shall protect and
improve the environment and safeguard forests and wildlife. Though non-justiciable, courts often
consider this provision when holding the state accountable for climate inaction, emphasizing
its moral and policy weight.

o Article 51A(g) (Fundamental Duties): Imposes a duty on every citizen to protect the natural
environment, including forests, lakes, rivers, and wildlife. While traditionally addressed in
educational and civic contexts, youth movements increasingly invoke this duty to justify
participatory climate action, bridging the legal and social spheres.

Through these constitutional provisions, the judiciary has created a rights-based framework for climate
governance, recognizing environmental protection as integral to human dignity, health, and
intergenerational equity.

2.2 Statutory Laws and Policy Instruments

India has enacted a comprehensive body of environmental legislation, complemented by policy
frameworks that directly or indirectly address climate change:

e The Environment Protection Act, 1986: Provides the central government with broad powers to
regulate activities adversely affecting the environment, including pollution control, environmental
impact assessments, and emission standards.

e Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1981 & Water (Prevention and Control of
Pollution) Act, 1974: These statutes establish regulatory authorities, set permissible limits for
pollutants, and empower the state to enforce compliance.

« National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC), 2008: India’s flagship policy framework
outlining mitigation and adaptation strategies across sectors, including solar energy, energy
efficiency, sustainable agriculture, and water conservation. The plan operationalizes India’s
climate commitments while leaving enforcement and compliance largely with central and state
agencies.

Despite these legislative measures, the implementation gap remains significant due to resource
constraints, coordination failures, and competing developmental priorities. Youth movements have
increasingly used litigation to compel the state to implement statutory obligations, particularly in cases
involving air pollution, deforestation, and greenhouse gas emissions.

2.3 International Commitments

India’s legal obligations also derive from international climate agreements, which shape domestic
policy and are increasingly referenced in judicial decisions:

e Paris Agreement (2015): India has committed to reducing emissions intensity of GDP by 33—
35% by 2030, expanding renewable energy capacity, and enhancing carbon sinks. Courts have
cited these commitments in PILs demanding accountability for emission reductions.

e United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC): Requires India to
report on climate actions, adaptation strategies, and mitigation efforts. Judicial acknowledgment
of these obligations reinforces the state’s accountability to both domestic and international
stakeholders.

e Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially Goal 13: Provide a normative framework
linking climate action with development, social equity, and environmental justice. Youth
movements often cite these global commitments to strengthen the legal and moral legitimacy of
their demands.
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Through a combination of constitutional, statutory, and international obligations, India’s legal framework
enables citizens—particularly youth—to seek judicial intervention when climate policies are
inadequate, delayed, or poorly enforced. This multi-dimensional legal structure forms the basis for
emerging youth-led climate litigation, in which courts are asked to adjudicate complex issues of
environmental science, policy, and justice.
2.4 Judicial Interpretation and Emerging Trends
Indian courts have increasingly interpreted these laws expansively to address climate-related harms and
state responsibilities:
e Precautionary Principle: Courts require proactive measures even under scientific uncertainty,
emphasizing prevention over remediation.
e Polluter Pays Principle: Liability is imposed on entities responsible for environmental
degradation, including corporations and government agencies.
o Intergenerational Equity: Courts have recognized that environmental harm today imposes
burdens on future generations, a principle frequently invoked in youth-led PILs.
These principles provide legal leverage for youth movements, allowing them to frame climate change
as a violation of fundamental rights and a matter of urgent public interest.

3. Youth Movements and Climate Litigation
The past decade has witnessed a remarkable surge in youth-led activism in India, reflecting a global
trend where younger generations assert their role as stakeholders in climate governance. Young citizens
are increasingly leveraging legal tools, media advocacy, and grassroots mobilization to demand
accountability, policy reforms, and enforcement of environmental rights. This section examines the
rise of youth climate movements in India, their legal strategies, and their impact on shaping emerging
jurisprudence.
3.1 The Rise of Youth Climate Activism in India
Youth activism in India is motivated by a combination of scientific awareness, moral responsibility,
and global solidarity. Indian students, university groups, and youth collectives draw inspiration from
international movements such as Fridays for Future, the Global Youth Climate Strike, and the
Sunrise Movement, adapting their strategies to local environmental and legal contexts.
Key features of youth activism in India include:
e Legal Mobilization: Filing Public Interest Litigations (PILs) against government inaction on
climate policy, air quality, and deforestation.
« Community and Grassroots Engagement: Initiatives in tree plantation, renewable energy
promotion, climate education, and urban pollution mitigation.
« Digital Advocacy: Utilizing social media platforms to raise awareness, mobilize citizens, and
amplify climate litigation campaigns.
« Collaborations with NGOs and Experts: Partnering with environmental organizations, legal aid
networks, and scientific experts to strengthen the credibility of legal claims.
By combining legal action with public mobilization, youth movements create both institutional and
societal pressure, compelling governments and corporations to prioritize climate action.
3.2 Landmark Youth-Led PILs and Legal Actions
Youth-led litigation in India has increasingly utilized the PIL mechanism to challenge environmental
degradation and demand climate accountability. While PILs have traditionally been a tool for addressing
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broader social and environmental issues, recent cases focus explicitly on climate change,
intergenerational equity, and enforcement of state obligations.
3.2.1 Notable Cases

e MC Mehtav. Union of India (1987 onwards): Though not exclusively youth-initiated, this series
of PILs established critical environmental jurisprudence in India, including principles that youth
litigants later invoked in climate cases, such as the precautionary principle and the right to a
clean environment.

e Shruti Dhawan & Ors. v. Union of India (2021-2024): A group of young petitioners challenged
government policies for failing to meet renewable energy targets and emission reduction
commitments under the Paris Agreement. The petition emphasized intergenerational equity,
arguing that present inaction would compromise the rights of future citizens.

e Clean Air Youth Movements PIL (2022): Filed by student collectives in urban centers, this case
sought judicial directives to combat air pollution and vehicular emissions, highlighting the
disproportionate impact on children and young adults. The petition invoked Articles 21 and 48A
of the Constitution and argued for urgent implementation of national air quality standards.

e Coastal Climate Adaptation PILs (2020-2023): Youth litigants from coastal states demanded
enhanced adaptation measures to address rising sea levels and cyclone risks, emphasizing the
state’s obligation to protect vulnerable populations, including future generations.

These cases illustrate the strategic use of PILs by youth to:

« Hold the state accountable for policy gaps.

o Assert environmental rights as fundamental human rights.

o Integrate scientific data, climate models, and expert testimony to support legal claims.

3.3 Strategies and Approaches of Youth Litigants
Youth movements employ a combination of legal, scientific, and social strategies:

o Evidence-Based Litigation: Incorporating climate science, air quality indices, and predictive
modeling to demonstrate urgency and substantiate claims.

o Relational Framing of Rights: Emphasizing intergenerational equity, connecting
environmental degradation to violations of future citizens’ rights.

e Public Awareness Campaigns: Engaging media, social platforms, and educational institutions to
build public support and political pressure.

o Collaborative Advocacy: Working with NGOs, academics, and international organizations to
strengthen arguments and credibility.

By adopting these strategies, youth litigants bridge gaps between law, science, and public mobilization,
creating a holistic approach to climate advocacy.

3.4 Impact on Policy and Judicial Trends

Youth-led climate litigation is reshaping India’s environmental jurisprudence in several ways:

e Recognition of Intergenerational Rights: Courts increasingly acknowledge that climate harms
extend beyond present populations, incorporating ethical duties toward future generations.

e Judicial Oversight of Executive Action: PILs compel the government to implement statutory
and policy obligations, particularly in renewable energy targets, pollution control, and urban
climate adaptation.
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e Integration of Science and Law: Courts rely on climate models, emissions data, and scientific
reports, setting precedents for evidence-based judicial interventions.

e Catalyzing Policy Reform: High-profile youth litigation often accelerates policy revisions,
enhanced regulatory frameworks, and public engagement programs, indirectly strengthening
climate governance.

3.5 Challenges Faced by Youth Movements
Despite their impact, youth-led litigation faces several challenges:

e Procedural Hurdles: Obtaining standing, navigating complex legal procedures, and managing
long judicial timelines.

e Technical Complexity: Courts and litigants must contend with complex climate science, data
uncertainty, and modeling limitations.

o Policy Resistance: Judicial directives may conflict with developmental priorities or entrenched
policy interests, limiting practical implementation.

o Resource Constraints: Youth collectives often lack financial and institutional support compared
to state agencies and corporate defendants.

3.6 Emerging Significance

Youth movements in India represent a transformative force in climate governance, not only by initiating
litigation but also by shaping the discourse around climate accountability, intergenerational equity,
and environmental justice. Their efforts have laid the groundwork for emerging jurisprudence that
recognizes the rights and responsibilities of younger generations, positioning youth as legitimate legal
actors in climate governance.

4. Emerging Jurisprudential Principles

Youth-led climate litigation in India has catalyzed the development of emerging principles of climate
jurisprudence, reflecting an evolving understanding of environmental rights, state obligations, and
intergenerational responsibility. Courts, responding to PILs filed by young citizens and civil society
groups, have begun to recognize innovative legal doctrines that integrate scientific evidence, human
rights, and ethical considerations into climate governance. This section explores the key jurisprudential
principles shaping the Indian landscape.

4.1 Right to a Healthy Environment

The right to a healthy environment has evolved as an intrinsic component of the fundamental right to
life under Article 21 of the Indian Constitution. Youth litigants have leveraged this right to argue that
environmental degradation, including air pollution, deforestation, and greenhouse gas emissions,
constitutes a violation of constitutional guarantees.

e In MC Mehta v. Union of India (1987), the Supreme Court recognized the polluter-pays
principle and the government’s duty to prevent environmental harm, laying the foundation for
environmental rights litigation.

e Recent youth-led PILs assert that climate inaction threatens life, health, and well-being,
effectively expanding the scope of Article 21 to include climate accountability.

This principle positions courts as guardians of environmental rights, providing a constitutional basis for
compelling state action and holding polluters accountable.
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4.2 Intergenerational Equity

One of the most transformative contributions of youth litigation is the incorporation of intergenerational
equity into Indian jurisprudence. This principle emphasizes that current generations have a moral and
legal duty to preserve environmental resources for future citizens.

e Youth litigants argue that policies favoring short-term economic growth at the expense of
sustainable development violate the rights of future generations, creating a legal claim grounded
in justice and equity.

« Courts have increasingly referred to international precedents, such as Urgenda Foundation v.
State of the Netherlands (2015), where Dutch courts held the government accountable for
insufficient emissions reductions to protect future generations.

Intergenerational equity serves as a conceptual bridge between human rights law, environmental law,
and climate governance, legitimizing youth claims as matters of constitutional and societal significance.
4.3 Precautionary Principle

The precautionary principle mandates proactive measures to prevent environmental harm even in the
face of scientific uncertainty. It has been repeatedly invoked in Indian environmental cases, particularly
in contexts where climate change poses systemic and long-term risks.

« Inyouth-led PILs targeting air pollution, renewable energy policies, and coastal climate adaptation,
courts have applied the precautionary principle to require pre-emptive government action, rather
than reactive measures after harm occurs.

« The principle aligns with international law obligations, such as Article 3 of the Rio Declaration,
reinforcing India’s duty to prevent climate risks despite uncertainty.

This principle empowers courts to mandate policy interventions, enforce environmental safeguards, and
provide legal remedies before irreversible damage occurs.

4.4 Polluter-Pays Principle

The polluter-pays principle asserts that entities responsible for environmental harm must bear the costs
of mitigation and remediation. This principle has gained renewed importance in youth litigation
challenging corporate and state contributions to greenhouse gas emissions.

« Indian courts have invoked this principle in cases concerning industrial pollution, vehicular
emissions, and deforestation, requiring actors to internalize environmental costs.

o In the climate context, youth litigants argue that carbon-intensive industries and fossil fuel-
dependent policies constitute environmental harm, and courts can mandate mitigation funding or
compensatory measures.

The principle not only incentivizes sustainable practices but also provides a mechanism for financial
accountability in climate governance.

4.5 State Accountability and Duty to Act

Youth litigation underscores the principle that climate governance is a non-delegable duty of the state,
encompassing mitigation, adaptation, and policy implementation. Courts increasingly assert that
government inaction or inadequate policies violate constitutional rights, particularly those protected
under Articles 21, 48A, and 51A(Qg).

Key aspects include:

e Mandating emission reduction and renewable energy targets: Courts have directed the
government to adhere to international commitments under the Paris Agreement and domestic
policies like the National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC).
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e Protecting vulnerable populations: Youth litigants often emphasize that climate change
disproportionately affects children, marginalized communities, and future generations,
necessitating proactive state measures.

e Integrating scientific evidence: Courts rely on climate models, air quality indices, and expert
reports to evaluate the adequacy of government action and design judicially supervised remedies.

This emerging jurisprudence reinforces the accountability of state actors in protecting both present and
future citizens from climate harm.

4.6 Recognition of Youth as Legal Actors

A unique dimension of Indian climate litigation is the acknowledgment of youth as legitimate legal
actors. Courts have demonstrated flexibility in:

« Expanding standing (locus standi): Recognizing that youth, as future stakeholders, have a right
to seek judicial protection against climate harms.

o Accepting collective representation: Permitting groups of students, NGOs, and youth collectives
to file PILs, enhancing access to justice.

e Valuing ethical and intergenerational claims: Courts increasingly weigh moral and ethical
considerations, including intergenerational equity, in adjudicating youth-led petitions.

This recognition not only empowers young citizens but also strengthens the moral and legal legitimacy
of climate litigation as a tool for systemic change.

4.7 Integration of International Norms

Emerging jurisprudence demonstrates that Indian courts increasingly refer to international law and
comparative case studies to shape domestic climate policy:

o Paris Agreement and UNFCCC obligations: Courts interpret domestic policy gaps in light of
India’s international commitments, emphasizing binding moral and legal duties.

o Global youth litigation precedents: Cases like Juliana v. United States (2015) and Leghari v.
Pakistan (2015) are cited as examples of judicial enforcement of youth climate rights.

o Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): Judicial reasoning increasingly incorporates climate
justice and sustainability frameworks in interpreting constitutional rights.

This approach situates India’s climate jurisprudence within a global normative framework, enhancing
its legitimacy and guiding policy alignment.

4.8 Summary of Emerging Principles

Youth-led climate litigation in India is contributing to the formation of a distinct climate jurisprudence,
characterized by:

¢ Right to a healthy environment as a fundamental human right.

e Intergenerational equity recognizing the rights of future citizens.

e Precautionary principle for proactive environmental protection.

e Polluter-pays principle for financial accountability.

e State accountability to implement mitigation and adaptation policies.

e Recognition of youth as legal actors with standing and agency.

¢ Integration of international norms and global comparative jurisprudence.

These principles collectively reshape the legal landscape, providing both doctrinal and practical
foundations for climate governance, policy reform, and youth empowerment.
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5. Challenges and Limitations of Youth-Led Climate Litigation

While youth-led climate litigation in India has significantly advanced environmental jurisprudence and
fostered public engagement, it faces numerous procedural, scientific, political, and socio-economic
challenges. Understanding these limitations is essential to contextualize the effectiveness of litigation as
a tool for climate accountability and to propose mechanisms for enhancing its impact.

5.1 Procedural and Legal Hurdles

Despite the relatively flexible Public Interest Litigation (PIL) framework, youth litigants encounter
several procedural challenges:

« Standing (Locus Standi) Limitations: Although courts have broadened access for youth and civil
society groups, establishing legal standing remains a challenge, particularly when linking
individual harm to systemic climate impacts.

o Complexity of Legal Procedures: Filing PILs requires understanding procedural rules, deadlines,
and evidentiary standards, which may be difficult for youth collectives with limited legal
experience.

o Protracted Judicial Timelines: Litigation can extend over several years or even decades, limiting
the ability of young petitioners to secure timely relief for urgent climate threats.

o Fragmented Jurisdiction: Environmental cases often involve multiple agencies and sectors (e.qg.,
pollution boards, municipal authorities, central ministries), complicating legal strategy and
accountability.

These procedural hurdles can dilute the immediacy and effectiveness of youth-led legal action, requiring
sustained legal support and advocacy networks.

5.2 Scientific and Technical Complexities

Climate litigation inherently involves complex scientific evidence, creating challenges for both courts
and litigants:

o Data Uncertainty: Climate models, emissions projections, and localized impact assessments carry
inherent uncertainties, which courts may find difficult to interpret.

e Technical Expertise Requirements: Judicial understanding of climate science, atmospheric
physics, or renewable energy systems is limited, necessitating expert affidavits and amicus curiae
support.

e Evolving Science: Rapid developments in climate research mean that evidence presented during
litigation may become outdated, complicating judicial decisions.

Youth litigants must bridge the gap between science and law, often relying on NGOs, research
institutions, and independent experts to provide credible evidence.

5.3 Policy and Political Constraints

Even when courts recognize legal principles in favor of youth-led climate litigation, policy and political
realities may limit enforcement:

e Conflicting Development Priorities: Governments may prioritize infrastructure, industrial
expansion, or energy security over climate mitigation, leading to slow or partial compliance.

e Resource Constraints: Implementation of judicial directives often requires financial, technical,
and human resources that may be insufficient at the state or municipal level.

o Policy Resistance: Political or bureaucratic resistance to stringent emission norms, renewable
energy mandates, or climate adaptation projects can undermine judicial outcomes.
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These constraints highlight the structural limitations of litigation, emphasizing the need for
complementary strategies such as advocacy, policy reform, and public mobilization.

5.4 Socio-Economic Challenges

Youth movements, particularly student-led initiatives, face resource and capacity limitations:

« Financial Constraints: Filing PILs, engaging legal counsel, and conducting research often require
funding that is not readily available to youth collectives.

o Limited Institutional Support: Many young litigants lack access to mentorship, guidance, or
organizational support, which can affect the quality and strategic planning of legal actions.

o Public Perception and Awareness: The success of litigation is often tied to public support and
media attention. In regions with low environmental awareness, youth-led climate litigation may
struggle to gain traction.

These socio-economic challenges necessitate collaborations with NGOs, academic institutions, and
media platforms to bolster the effectiveness and sustainability of youth-led climate advocacy.

5.5 Ethical and Intergenerational Dilemmas

Youth-led climate litigation also encounters ethical and philosophical complexities:

« Balancing Immediate vs. Long-Term Interests: Courts must weigh urgent environmental harm
against long-term development and economic considerations, which can complicate decision-
making.

o Representing Future Generations: While intergenerational equity is a guiding principle, litigants
and courts must navigate the abstract nature of future harms, which may lack tangible evidence.

« Potential Conflicts Among Stakeholders: Litigation may inadvertently create tension between
different demographic groups, industries, or communities affected by climate policies.

Addressing these dilemmas requires careful legal reasoning, ethical frameworks, and inclusive
participatory approaches in climate governance.
5.6 Summary of Limitations
Despite their transformative potential, youth-led climate litigations in India are constrained by:

e Procedural hurdles in filing, standing, and enforcement.
Scientific and technical complexities, requiring expert input.
Policy and political resistance, affecting compliance with judicial directives.
Socio-economic constraints, including funding and institutional support.
Ethical and intergenerational dilemmas, complicating litigation strategy.
Recognizing these challenges is critical for designing holistic strategies that integrate litigation,
advocacy, policy reform, and public engagement. It also underscores the importance of institutional
support, legal mentorship, and youth empowerment mechanisms to maximize the impact of climate
litigation in India.

6. Policy Recommendations

Youth-led climate litigation in India represents a powerful moral and legal intervention at a time when the
country is navigating the competing demands of development, energy security, and environmental
protection. Yet, the enduring success of this movement depends not only on judicial innovation but also
on the creation of robust institutional frameworks, participatory mechanisms, and supportive
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policies. Strengthening these dimensions will help translate courtroom victories into long-term climate
resilience and intergenerational justice.
This section identifies six key areas where reform is essential and offers actionable strategies for building
a responsive, youth-inclusive climate governance system.
6.1 Strengthening Legal Frameworks for Climate Governance
India currently lacks a singular statute that explicitly addresses climate mitigation, adaptation, and
accountability. Most climate-related litigation is channelled through constitutional and environmental law
frameworks such as Articles 21 and 48A, the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, and sectoral
regulations. To support youth-led legal interventions, India requires:
6.1.1 A National Climate Change Act
A dedicated climate statute could formalize:

« National and state-level emission reduction targets

e Carbon budgeting and monitoring mechanisms

e Mandatory climate impact assessments

o Clear institutional responsibilities across ministries
Such an Act would reduce ambiguity and equip courts and youth litigants with legally enforceable
standards, thereby reducing dependence on judicial creativity.
6.1.2 Codifying Intergenerational Equity
Although Indian courts have invoked intergenerational justice, it remains a judge-made doctrine.
Embedding this principle into statutory law would:

« Strengthen the rights of children and future generations

o Provide stable interpretive guidance for courts

« Mandate that governmental policies undergo intergenerational impact reviews
6.1.3 Establishing Climate Rights as Justiciable Rights
Climate rights—such as access to clean air, climate-resilient infrastructure, and a stable climate—should
be explicitly recognized as fundamental rights emerging from Avrticle 21.
6.2 Enhancing Youth Participation in Climate Governance
The gap between youth activism and formal policymaking remains significant. Institutionalizing youth
participation will allow their perspectives to influence national climate strategies.
6.2.1 National Youth Climate Council
An independent statutory body composed of youth representatives, climate scientists, legal experts, and
civil society actors could:

e Review climate policies

e Advise ministries on youth concerns

e Support climate litigation with expert guidance

e Serve as a consultative body in climate-related parliamentary processes
6.2.2 Youth Seats in Environmental Decision-Making Bodies
Bodies such as:

o State Pollution Control Boards

o Coastal Zone Management Authorities

o Biodiversity Management Committees should include youth representatives to ensure democratic

inclusion.
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6.2.3 School and University Climate Law Clinics
These clinics can provide:
o Legal literacy training
o Litigation support
e Research on climate justice
o Advocacy materials for young climate activists
Such clinics would bridge academia and civil society, empowering youth voices with rigorous scholarship.
6.3 Improving Access to Justice and Legal Capacity Building
Youth activism thrives when legal tools are accessible, affordable, and understandable.
6.3.1 Pro-Bono Climate Legal Support
High Courts and the Supreme Court can institute:
o Dedicated climate pro-bono lawyer panels
o Research cells to assist climate judges
e Funds supporting youth litigants from marginalized backgrounds
6.3.2 Specialized Climate Courts or Benches
Fast-track “green benches” exist in some High Courts, but dedicated Climate Justice Benches could
address:
« Emission disputes
o Climate displacement cases
e Renewable energy compliance issues
o State adaptation failures
Their expertise would promote consistency and reduce delays.
6.3.3 Capacity Building for Judges
Workshops on:
o Climate science
e Loss-and-damage frameworks
« Carbon accounting
e IPCC methodologies would equip the judiciary to engage with complex scientific evidence.
6.4 Integrating Climate Science into Legal Processes
Courts often struggle to adjudicate climate cases due to gaps in reliable data and modeling tools.
6.4.1 National Climate Data Repository
A centralized database could include:
e Localized climate impact forecasts
« Emissions inventories
« Satellite-based deforestation and land-use data
e Health impacts of climate change
Such a repository would strengthen evidence-based litigation.
6.4.2 Mandatory Climate Impact Assessments
All major projects—industrial, infrastructural, agricultural-—should be legally required to undergo:
o Climate risk assessments
e Emissions impact analyses
e Long-term ecological footprint studies
This would reduce the burden on youth petitioners to prove environmental harm.
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6.5 Strengthening Government Accountability Mechanisms
Legal victories must translate into administrative action.
6.5.1 Annual Climate Performance Audit
The Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) should publish:
e Progress toward NDC targets
« Sectoral emissions
e Renewable energy achievements
o Adaptation spending efficiency
Such audits would provide youth litigants with a powerful monitoring tool.
6.5.2 Transparent Public Reporting
All climate-related governmental decisions and budgets should be:
e Accessible in regional languages
o Available through open-data platforms
o Released with citizen-friendly summaries
Transparency reduces the information barrier that often hinders community-led climate litigation.
6.5.3 Accountability for Non-Compliance
Government departments failing to meet legally mandated climate commitments must face:
e Penalty schemes
e Administrative sanctions
« Mandatory remedial action plans
6.6 Building Climate-Conscious Social and Educational Ecosystems
Youth-led litigation must be part of a broader cultural and societal transformation.
6.6.1 Climate Education in Schools and Universities
Curricula should include:
e Climate ethics
« Environmental constitutionalism
« Disaster resilience
« Indigenous ecological knowledge
Awareness creates a legally empowered generation.
6.6.2 Strengthening Media Literacy and Digital Advocacy
Training youth in:
o Fact-checking climate misinformation
e Interpreting scientific data
« Ethical digital activism will reduce backlash and enhance informed public debate.
6.6.3 Collaborations with Indigenous Communities
Indigenous knowledge offers:
o Sustainable land management practices
« Early warning climate systems
e Models of ecological resilience
Youth movements should build alliances with these communities to promote culturally grounded climate
justice.
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Conclusion:
Toward a Youth-Centred Climate Jurisprudence
Youth-led  climate litigation  in India is not merely a legal strategy—

it is a transformative democratic practice.
The way forward requires:
o Astronger legal framework
Institutionalized youth participation
Scientific integration
Administrative accountability
Supportive educational and social environments
As India confronts rising temperatures, extreme weather events, and ecological disruption, the voices of
young people—those who will inherit the consequences—must be central to the nation’s climate
governance model. Strengthening their legal, institutional, and civic capacities will help shape a future
where climate resilience is not an aspiration but a guaranteed right.

7. Conclusion

Climate litigation and youth movements in India represent a profound shift in the relationship between
law, society, and environmental governance. As climate impacts intensify—from extreme heatwaves and
rising sea levels to erratic monsoons and ecosystem degradation—traditional regulatory frameworks and
state-led mitigation efforts have proven insufficient. In this evolving landscape, young people have
emerged as powerful moral, political, and legal actors, invoking both constitutional and international
norms to demand accountability, transparency, and long-term climate responsibility.

The rise of youth-led climate litigation marks a turning point in Indian public law. Historically,
environmental jurisprudence in India was shaped by Public Interest Litigation, the expansion of Article
21, and judicial creativity that responded to environmental crises. While this judicial legacy established
foundational principles such as the precautionary principle, sustainable development, and the polluter-
pays doctrine, it did not initially anticipate the complexities of climate change. Today, however, youth
petitions are expanding the horizons of environmental law by situating climate change not only as an
ecological problem but also as a human rights, developmental, and intergenerational equity issue.
Courts in India have begun to adapt, increasingly recognizing that the environmental rights of present
citizens cannot be meaningfully protected without safeguarding the interests of future generations. This
evolving jurisprudence aligns with global trends—seen in cases like Urgenda (Netherlands), Juliana v.
United States, and the Torres Strait Islanders case—highlighting a growing judicial willingness to address
climate inaction as a breach of fundamental rights. India’s judiciary, equipped with constitutional tools far
more expansive than many jurisdictions, is uniquely positioned to embed climate rights into the core of
public law.

Yet, the promise of youth-led climate litigation is tempered by structural challenges. Procedural hurdles,
scientific complexities, financial barriers, political resistance, and institutional inertia limit the
transformative potential of judicial interventions. Young litigants must navigate fragmented regulatory
regimes, uncertain evidentiary standards, and lengthy judicial timelines—all while confronting the vast
power asymmetries that characterize India’s environmental governance landscape. Without systemic
reforms, litigation alone cannot guarantee the deep decarbonization and climate resilience India urgently
requires.
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Therefore, the way forward demands a multi-dimensional transformation. Legal reforms—such as
adopting a national climate law, codifying intergenerational equity, and establishing enforceable climate
rights—are essential for providing clarity and accountability. Institutional innovations must create formal
spaces for youth participation in environmental decision-making. Judicial capacity must be enhanced
through scientific training and specialized climate benches. Administrative bodies need stronger
transparency, coordination, and monitoring mechanisms. And, crucially, societal transformation through
climate education, media literacy, and community partnerships must empower young citizens as long-term
stewards of the environment.

Youth-led climate activism is not an act of defiance; it is an act of democratic renewal. It challenges the
assumption that climate governance is solely the domain of experts or policymakers and reclaims it as a
collective responsibility shaped by moral agency and civic courage. By bringing climate issues to the
courtroom, young people force the state to reconcile developmental ambitions with constitutional
obligations, and they remind society that environmental harm is not distributed equally across generations.
Ultimately, the emergence of youth jurisprudence signals a profound reimagining of climate justice in
India. It is a call for a governance model where environmental protection is not reactive but anticipatory,
where the voices of the youngest and most vulnerable are not symbolic but central, and where
constitutional rights are interpreted not in isolation but in ecological context.

As India stands at a crossroads—between rapid economic growth and escalating climate vulnerability—
the choices made today will determine not only the quality of life for future generations but the very
trajectory of the nation’s constitutional democracy. Youth-led climate litigation, supported by progressive
jurisprudence and institutional reform, offers a pathway toward a future where environmental justice is
not merely aspirational but realizable.

The task ahead is immense, but the message from India’s youth is clear:

the right to a stable climate is the right to life itself, and safeguarding it is the collective duty of the
judiciary, the state, and society as a whole.
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