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VELLORE CITIZENS’ WELFARE FORUM V.
UNION OF INDIA (1996)

Constitutional Interpretation & Basic Structure
PRELIMS SNAPSHOT

e 1. Prelims Snapshot (Fact Box)

e @ Year: 1996

e 2 Case: Vellore Citizens’ Welfare Forum v. Union of India

e ® Bench Strength: 3 Judges

[ Key Articles Involved: Article 21, Article 48A, Article 51A(g)

e @ Doctrine Evolved: Precautionary Principle and Polluter Pays
Principle as part of Indian law

e ® Famous Line: “Precautionary principle and polluter pays are
essential features of sustainable development.”

CONTEXT & BACKGROUND

The case arose from a PIL filed by the Vellore Citizens’ Welfare Forum
highlighting severe groundwater and soil pollution caused by over 500
tanneries operating in Tamil Nadu. The tanneries discharged untreated
effluents into the Palar River and surrounding agricultural land,
endangering public health and degrading ecosystems. 1
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The case questioned both industrial accountability and the State’s
failure to regulate environmental norms, demanding enforcement of
environmental rights under Article 21.

CONSTITUTIONAL ISSUES RAISED
e Does pollution from industrial activity violate the Right to Life under
Article 21?
e Should India adopt international environmental principles like the
Precautionary Principle and Polluter Pays Principle?

e Are these principles enforceable in Indian courts in the absence of
specific legislation?

VERDICT & RATIO DECIDENDI

The Supreme Court ruled in favour of the petitioners and held that:

e The Right to a healthy environment is an essential part of the
Right to Life under Article 21

e Introduced and formally adopted the Precautionary Principle
and Polluter Pays Principle into Indian law

e Directed that environmental harm must be anticipated and
prevented, not just remedied after it occurs
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e Ordered the tanneries to pay compensation for ecological
damage and set up an environmental protection fund.
This case elevated international environmental norms to the status of

binding domestic law.

DOCTRINE [ PRINCIPLE EVOLVED

e Precautionary Principle: Environmental measures must anticipate,
prevent, and attack the causes of environmental degradation

e Polluter Pays Principle: The party responsible for pollution must
bear the cost of preventing or remedying the damage

e Both principles now form part of Indian environmental law, even

without explicit legislation
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IMPACT & LEGACY

e Became a cornerstone case for applying international
environmental law principles domestically

e Enhanced the role of the judiciary in ensuring industrial
accountability and regulatory enforcement

e Guided future decisions involving toxic waste, mining, urban
pollution, and river conservation

e Reinforced the judiciary’s interpretation of Article 21 as

encompassing environmental rights
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RELEVANCE FOR UPSC
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e GS Paper 2:
o Environmental law, sustainable development, international
principles in Indian context
o Role of the judiciary in governance and regulation
e GS Paper 4 (Ethics):
o Environmental ethics, responsibility, sustainability
e Essay Paper:
o Apt for essays on Sustainable Development, Pollution Control
and Public Health, Industrial Accountability
e UPSC Interview:
e Useful in questions on ESG (Environmental, Social, Governance),
global standards, environmental jurisprudence
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