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Environmental Crimes and Legal Provisions

By Kartikey Bhardwaj

Introduction to Environmental Crimes

Environmental crimes encompass a range of unlawful activities that harm the environment, often
violating national and international laws. Broadly defined, environmental crime includes illegal
acts such as pollution (air, water, and soil), illegal wildlife trade, deforestation, and unauthorized
waste disposal. These activities directly or indirectly lead to the degradation of ecosystems,
depletion of natural resources, and threaten the health and safety of human populations. As
industrialization, urbanization, and the demand for natural resources increase, so does the

prevalence of such crimes, necessitating a robust legal response.

The significance of environmental crimes cannot be overstated. They disrupt ecosystems,
endanger biodiversity, and contribute to climate change by increasing greenhouse gas emissions.
For instance, deforestation not only destroys habitats but also eliminates carbon sinks,

exacerbating global warming. Illegal waste disposal and pollution can introduce toxins into
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ecosystems, affecting species at every level of the food chain and leading to adverse health
outcomes in human populations exposed to polluted air, water, and soil. Additionally, the illegal
trade of wildlife threatens endangered species, reduces biodiversity, and disrupts ecosystems by

removing keystone species that are essential for maintaining ecological balance.

Environmental crimes can be categorized into several types, reflecting the diversity of unlawful
acts that damage the environment. Pollution crimes involve the release of harmful substances
into the air, water, or soil, affecting human health and ecological systems. Biodiversity crimes,
such as poaching and illegal wildlife trade, threaten species survival and degrade natural habitats.
Resource exploitation crimes, including illegal logging, mining, and fishing, undermine efforts
toward conservation and sustainable resource management. Each category of environmental
crime poses unique challenges for law enforcement and demands a tailored legal approach to

protect our planet’s natural resources and the well-being of all species.

Types of Environmental Crimes

Environmental crimes manifest in various forms, each with its unique impact on ecosystems and
human health. Air and water pollution, for example, involves the unauthorized release of harmful
pollutants and contaminants into the atmosphere and water bodies. These pollutants, including
chemicals, heavy metals, and particulate matter, compromise air and water quality, posing
significant health risks to both humans and wildlife (Smith, 2020). Air pollution, in particular,
contributes to respiratory issues, while water contamination affects aquatic ecosystems, leading
to the death of fish and other species and impacting communities relying on these resources for

their livelihoods (Jones et al., 2019).

Another critical form of environmental crime is the illegal wildlife trade, which encompasses
poaching and trafficking of protected species. This illicit trade targets endangered animals and
plants, undermining global biodiversity and pushing several species closer to extinction
(Thompson & Miller, 2021). The removal of key species from their natural habitats disrupts

ecological balance and leads to a loss of biodiversity, which is essential for ecosystem stability.
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Deforestation and illegal logging are further significant environmental crimes. These involve the
destruction of forests beyond legally permissible limits, often driven by the demand for timber
and agricultural land. Forest loss not only reduces biodiversity but also releases large amounts of
stored carbon, contributing to climate change (Wilson, 2022). Forests play a crucial role as

carbon sinks, and their destruction impacts global carbon cycles and exacerbates global warming.

lllegal fishing practices also constitute environmental crimes, with actions such as overfishing,
the use of banned equipment, and the targeting of endangered marine species. These practices
endanger fish populations, disrupt marine ecosystems, and threaten food security for
communities dependent on fishing (Garcia & Lee, 2021). Overfishing, in particular, depletes fish
stocks faster than they can regenerate, leading to long-term ecological and economic

consequences.

Lastly, waste dumping and hazardous waste management are significant forms of environmental
crime. The illegal disposal of industrial, radioactive, and electronic waste pollutes land and water
sources, introducing toxins into ecosystems and the human food chain. Hazardous waste
management violations often involve improper disposal practices that expose humans and
wildlife to harmful substances, with long-term health implications (Brown, 2023). This form of
environmental crime is particularly concerning as it creates enduring contamination that can

affect multiple generations.

Legal Framework Addressing Environmental Crimes

The global nature of environmental crimes has necessitated the establishment of comprehensive
legal frameworks at both international and national levels. These frameworks work to address
and prevent environmental degradation through coordinated policies, treaties, and laws. At the
international level, several agreements and conventions have been developed to tackle various
aspects of environmental crimes. The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) is a critical treaty aimed at mitigating climate-related crimes by setting

global climate action goals and reducing greenhouse gas emissions (UNFCCC, 1992).
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Additionally, the Montreal Protocol regulates substances that deplete the ozone layer, playing a
significant role in preserving atmospheric health (UNEP, 1987). The Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) seeks to prevent wildlife
trafficking by controlling the international trade of protected species to ensure their survival in
the wild (CITES, 1975). Another essential treaty, the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD),
promotes biodiversity protection, encouraging nations to conserve their ecosystems and regulate
invasive species that threaten local biodiversity (CBD, 1993). Furthermore, the Basel Convention
addresses hazardous waste by controlling its transboundary movement, preventing illegal
dumping in developing nations, and promoting environmentally sound waste management

practices (Basel Convention, 1989).

National legislation provides additional layers of protection, often tailored to address specific
environmental challenges within a country. In India, the Environmental Protection Act serves as
a foundational law, empowering the government to take measures for environmental protection
and to regulate activities that cause ecological harm (Ministry of Environment, 1986). The Water
(Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act and Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act are
two essential laws that regulate pollution control mechanisms and outline procedures to penalize
violations, protecting the quality of air and water resources (Central Pollution Control Board,

1974; 1981).

The Wildlife Protection Act prohibits illegal hunting, poaching, and trade of endangered species,
establishing protected areas and schedules that categorize species based on the degree of
protection they require (Wildlife Protection Act, 1972). To curb deforestation, the Forest
Conservation Act focuses on sustainable forest management, preventing forestland from being

used for non-forest purposes without prior approval (Forest Conservation Act, 1980).

The National Green Tribunal (NGT) plays a crucial role in India’s environmental legal
framework by providing swift remedies for environmental disputes and enforcing environmental
laws. The NGT specializes in handling cases related to environmental protection and

conservation, streamlining legal procedures and ensuring timely justice (National Green Tribunal
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Act, 2010). The existence of such a dedicated tribunal underscores the importance of upholding

environmental laws and enabling the judiciary to respond efficiently to violations.

Image Source: https://plenamata.eco/en/verbete/environmental-crimes-law/

Role of Governmental and Non-Governmental Organizations

Addressing environmental crimes requires the coordinated efforts of both governmental
regulatory bodies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Governmental agencies serve as
the backbone of environmental regulation, establishing policies, monitoring compliance, and
enforcing laws. In the United States, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) plays a central
role by creating and enforcing regulations to protect air and water quality, manage hazardous
waste, and prevent pollution. The EPA also conducts research, assesses environmental risks, and
issues fines and penalties for violations, thus acting as a critical deterrent to environmental crime

(EPA, 2022).

In India, the National Green Tribunal (NGT) serves as a specialized judicial body that handles

cases related to environmental protection and conservation. Established to streamline
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environmental litigation, the NGT ensures speedy justice in cases of ecological harm, enforcing
compliance with environmental laws and regulations and imposing penalties for violations
(National Green Tribunal Act, 2010). The Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) is another
essential regulatory authority in India, tasked with monitoring and controlling pollution levels in
air and water bodies. The CPCB establishes national standards, advises the government on
environmental policies, and collaborates with state boards to enforce anti-pollution measures

(CPCB, 2023).

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) also play a pivotal role in combating environmental
crimes, often filling gaps in awareness, advocacy, and community mobilization. Organizations
like Greenpeace and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) actively engage in conservation efforts,
public awareness campaigns, and, at times, environmental litigation. Greenpeace, for instance,
has been instrumental in raising awareness on issues like deforestation, plastic pollution, and
climate change, frequently advocating for stricter policies and transparency in environmental
governance (Greenpeace, 2022). Similarly, WWF focuses on wildlife conservation and habitat
protection, working to safeguard endangered species and preserve biodiversity through
collaborative projects and community involvement (WWEF, 2023). These NGOs often collaborate
with local communities, empowering individuals to engage in conservation activities and

participate in reporting environmental violations.

Local organizations and community groups also play a vital role by fostering grassroots
movements and educating the public on the importance of environmental protection. Such efforts
help build a sustainable culture of environmental responsibility, creating a supportive network
that holds both individuals and institutions accountable for ecological crimes (Brown & Green,
2023). By working together, governmental agencies and NGOs create a robust network of

oversight, advocacy, and enforcement to address and reduce environmental crimes.

Challenges in Enforcing Environmental Laws

The enforcement of environmental laws is fraught with numerous challenges that hinder

effective protection of ecosystems and public health. One of the primary obstacles is
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Jjurisdictional issues, as environmental crimes frequently cross national borders, complicating
enforcement and cooperation between countries (Smith, 2021). For instance, illegal wildlife trade
and waste trafficking often involve multiple countries, each with varying legal standards and
enforcement capabilities, making it challenging to coordinate efforts and hold offenders

accountable (Jones & Miller, 2020).

Another significant challenge is the lack of resources allocated to environmental monitoring and
law enforcement. Many regulatory agencies face a shortage of funding and personnel, which
limits their ability to conduct regular inspections, monitor environmental violations, and impose
penalties on offenders. This shortage hampers the agencies’ capacity to act proactively, often

leaving violations undetected until substantial damage has occurred (Green et al., 2019).

Corruption also poses a considerable threat to environmental law enforcement, as it can lead to
the issuance of illegal permits, selective enforcement, and a general lack of accountability. At
various levels of governance, corruption can facilitate environmentally harmful practices by
allowing corporations and individuals to bypass legal requirements, thus undermining the

credibility of environmental laws (Brown & Lee, 2022).

Technological limitations further complicate enforcement, particularly in tracking and
controlling environmental crimes in remote or inaccessible areas. Without advanced surveillance
systems and detection tools, agencies struggle to monitor large areas for illegal activities, such as
logging, poaching, and waste dumping, which often occur in isolated regions (Garcia, 2023).

This technological gap leaves room for criminal activities to go undetected and unchecked.

Finally, public awareness and education play a crucial role in supporting environmental law
enforcement, but low levels of awareness often hinder effective reporting and community
involvement. In many cases, communities are unaware of the legal mechanisms available to
report environmental violations or may not recognize the harmful impacts of certain activities.
This lack of knowledge reduces public participation in environmental protection, weakening a

vital component of effective enforcement (Thompson & Black, 2021).



Journal of Legal Research And Analysis Volume II, Issue 1, (January-December 2025)

Addressing these challenges requires a multifaceted approach, involving increased funding,
cross-border cooperation, advancements in technology, anti-corruption measures, and public

education to build a more resilient and effective framework for environmental law enforcement.

Case Studies

Examining real-world cases of environmental crimes highlights the complexities of enforcement,
the development of environmental jurisprudence, and the importance of international
cooperation. One of the most tragic environmental disasters, the Bhopal Gas Tragedy, occurred
in 1984 when a toxic gas leak from a pesticide plant in Bhopal, India, caused thousands of deaths
and long-term health effects for survivors. Legally, the tragedy resulted in protracted litigation,
highlighting issues in corporate accountability and the need for stringent environmental laws.
This case catalyzed significant developments in Indian environmental jurisprudence, including
the introduction of the Environment Protection Act of 1986 and the establishment of the National

Green Tribunal to address environmental disputes more efficiently (Dhawan, 2020).

lllegal logging in the Amazon rainforest exemplifies the challenges of environmental
enforcement across borders. The Amazon’s vast biodiversity is threatened by deforestation
driven by illegal logging, which contributes to carbon emissions and climate change. Efforts to
curb this activity are hampered by conflicting national interests, limited enforcement capabilities,
and widespread corruption, making coordinated international action difficult. This situation
underscores the importance of transnational agreements like the Paris Agreement, which
encourage countries to collaborate on preserving critical global ecosystems (Martinez & Silva,

2021).

Wildlife poaching in Africa and Asia demonstrates the impact of wildlife protection laws and the
need for international cooperation. Species like elephants and rhinos are poached for their tusks
and horns, driven by illegal trade networks that span continents. Enforcement of wildlife
protection laws has been challenging due to the high demand for wildlife products and the

sophistication of poaching networks. However, international agreements like CITES and
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increased collaboration between African and Asian nations have bolstered conservation efforts,

demonstrating the importance of joint action to combat wildlife crime (Nguyen & Parker, 2022).

Ocean pollution and dumping further illustrate the challenges of environmental crime
enforcement. Plastic pollution and oil spills are pervasive, threatening marine ecosystems,
coastal economies, and global health. Incidents like the Deepwater Horizon oil spill highlight the
difficulties of managing and mitigating the effects of such environmental disasters. While
various international conventions, including the MARPOL Convention, seek to regulate ocean
dumping, enforcing these regulations remains difficult, especially in international waters. Legal
responses and cleanup efforts are often costly and complex, involving lengthy litigation and

extensive coordination between nations and environmental agencies (Roberts et al., 2019).
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Impact of Environmental Crime on Climate Change and Public Health

Environmental crimes have profound impacts on both climate change and public health,

exacerbating the global environmental crisis and posing significant risks to human well-being.
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Climate impact 1s evident in activities such as deforestation, pollution, and illegal waste
dumping, which contribute substantially to greenhouse gas emissions. Deforestation, for
example, eliminates critical carbon sinks, releasing stored carbon dioxide into the atmosphere
and reducing the planet’s capacity to absorb future emissions. Similarly, illegal industrial
pollution and the uncontrolled burning of waste contribute to rising greenhouse gas levels,
directly intensifying climate change (Thompson & Green, 2021). These activities contribute to
phenomena like global warming, which disrupts ecosystems, accelerates glacial melting, and

leads to more frequent extreme weather events (Martin et al., 2020).

The public health implications of environmental crimes are equally severe. Pollution from illegal
emissions, unsafe water from untreated waste disposal, and toxic residues from unregulated
waste dumping lead to numerous health issues, including respiratory illnesses, waterborne
diseases, and long-term conditions like cancer. For instance, exposure to contaminated air and
water sources has been linked to an increase in cardiovascular and respiratory diseases,

particularly in urban areas where pollution levels are high (Smith & Lee, 2022).

Additionally, illegal waste dumping introduces hazardous chemicals into ecosystems, affecting
both humans and wildlife through soil and water contamination. Communities near such dump
sites often suffer from higher rates of illness, with limited access to safe water and clean air,

contributing to a cycle of environmental injustice (Brown, 2021).

The impact of environmental crimes on climate change and public health underscores the urgent
need for stricter enforcement of environmental laws and international cooperation to mitigate
these threats. Addressing these issues not only protects ecosystems but also reduces the health

burdens faced by vulnerable populations globally.

Innovative Legal and Technological Solutions

Addressing environmental crimes effectively requires both legal and technological innovation.
Among the most impactful policy and regulatory innovations is the introduction of carbon

credits, which enable industries to offset their emissions by investing in conservation projects.
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This market-based approach not only incentivizes emission reductions but also funds
reforestation and renewable energy initiatives, contributing positively to climate goals (Smith &
Jones, 2021). Furthermore, strict penalties for environmental violations act as a deterrent,
particularly when combined with incentives for businesses that implement sustainable practices.
Governments are increasingly exploring these combined measures to promote environmental

responsibility across industries (Lee, 2022).

Technological advancements also play a critical role in monitoring and preventing environmental
crimes. Satellite monitoring enables real-time tracking of deforestation, illegal mining, and
pollution hotspots, allowing authorities to respond swiftly to environmental violations (Garcia,
2023). Additionally, drone surveillance offers a cost-effective way to monitor remote or
difficult-to-access areas, such as dense forests or maritime regions where illegal fishing or
logging occurs. The integration of artificial intelligence (AI) further enhances these technologies
by analyzing large datasets to identify unusual activities, such as sudden changes in forest cover,
which may indicate illegal logging. Digital reporting systems and mobile applications empower
citizens to report environmental violations, strengthening community involvement and ensuring

quicker responses (Thompson, 2022).

Finally, collaborative enforcement through global partnerships has become essential in
combating cross-border environmental crimes. Organizations like INTERPOL facilitate
information sharing and conduct joint operations to tackle issues such as illegal wildlife trade,
waste trafficking, and deforestation on an international scale. By combining resources and
intelligence from multiple countries, these partnerships create a unified response to global
environmental threats, enhancing the effectiveness of enforcement efforts and setting a precedent

for cooperative environmental governance (Brown et al., 2021).

These innovative legal and technological solutions exemplify the shift towards proactive and
collaborative approaches in environmental crime prevention, demonstrating the potential of

combining policy, technology, and international cooperation to protect ecosystems and public

health.
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Recommendations for Strengthening Legal Provisions

To effectively combat environmental crimes, several improvements to existing legal frameworks
are necessary. First, the introduction of stricter penalties and fines for corporate and organized
environmental crimes is crucial. Currently, many penalties do not reflect the severe ecological
and public health impacts of these offenses. Increasing fines and implementing harsher
punishments for repeat offenders would serve as a more significant deterrent and signal a
commitment to holding perpetrators accountable (Johnson & Lee, 2022). By ensuring that
penalties are proportionate to the damage caused, governments can discourage environmentally

harmful practices, particularly by large corporations.

Enhanced global cooperation is also essential, given that many environmental crimes, such as
wildlife trafficking and waste dumping, often transcend national borders. Strengthening the role
of international organizations and fostering cross-border collaboration can lead to more
coordinated actions and better information sharing, enabling quicker and more comprehensive
responses to environmental crimes. This approach includes expanding the capacity of
international bodies like INTERPOL and increasing collaborative efforts between nations

through treaties and joint operations (Garcia & Thompson, 2021).

Increasing community involvement and public awareness is another critical component of a
robust legal framework. By educating the public about the signs and impacts of environmental
crimes, governments can encourage citizens to report violations and become active participants
in prevention efforts. Community reporting systems and awareness campaigns empower local
populations to take action, creating an additional layer of oversight that complements official law

enforcement efforts (Smith et al., 2020).

12
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Image Source: What is Environmental Law?

Finally, regular training for enforcement officers is essential to equip them with the latest legal
and technical knowledge required for effective action. Environmental crimes are becoming
increasingly sophisticated, with offenders using advanced technology and complex schemes.
Law enforcement officials must stay updated on these developments through regular training on
topics such as digital tracking, international law, and forensic techniques specific to
environmental violations. Well-trained officers are better positioned to identify, investigate, and
prosecute offenders, strengthening the overall effectiveness of environmental law enforcement

(Brown & Miller, 2023).

These recommendations underscore the need for a multi-faceted approach to strengthening legal
provisions against environmental crimes. By combining stricter penalties, global cooperation,
community engagement, and continuous training, governments can build a more resilient and

effective system to protect the environment and public health.

Conclusion

13
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Addressing environmental crimes through robust legal frameworks is essential for protecting
ecosystems, public health, and the global climate. As environmental crimes become increasingly
complex and damaging, the need for stringent laws and effective enforcement mechanisms has
never been greater. Legal frameworks that include severe penalties, international cooperation,
and public engagement play a critical role in deterring environmental violations and holding

perpetrators accountable.

However, successful implementation requires collective responsibility—Ilegal institutions must
rigorously enforce laws, governments should prioritize environmental protection in
policy-making, corporations need to adopt sustainable practices, and the public must stay
informed and actively report violations. Only through a unified approach can we hope to achieve
the long-term goals of sustainable development and environmental justice. Ultimately, a
comprehensive strategy that balances economic growth with environmental stewardship will help

create a healthier planet for future generations.
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