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Abstract Though there may be many definite definitions for the term ‘environment’, it can be 
briefly stated as the atmosphere we breathe, the surroundings we live and is inclusive of all 
those things which influence life on earth. Health and Environment can be said to be directly 
proportional to each other since robustness can be achieved only in a good environment. If the 
environment we live in is itself in a pathetic condition, the health of the biotic components is 
sure to worsen. At present, around the globe, one of the major problems is the health issues 
faced by the people due to the bad environment and ironically it is only the human behaviour 
which has led to the present condition of environment. This paper deals with the relationship 
between the environment and health and all those factors which affects the health of living 
things especially human beings. The paper also covers the details about all the initiatives 
taken to improve the present deteriorating condition of human health all over the world with a 
special reference to International measures. Different countries have reacted differently towards 
curbing pollution and preventing health hazards. Checking the food quality, making better 
waste disposal mechanisms including eradication of plastic items, making regular environment 
assessments etc. have been some of the common measures adopted throughout the world yet 
there are some major challenges in implementing the proposed measures towards achieving a 
completely clean and green environment. The paper also deals with all those socio-economic 
issues which affect the environment and as a result the effects of degradation affects the 
health of the living beings to a limit from where it becomes irretrievable and thus the paper 
concludes by putting forward some important suggestions to achieve peace at both ends. 
KEyWORDS: Environment, Air Pollution, Health Hazards, Waste disposal, Challenges, food 
quality. 

1. Introduction

The growing health concerns of human 
beings due to environmental hazards 
are an area which needs better atten-

tion. Health and Environment can be said to 
be directly proportional to each other since ro-
bustness can be achieved only in a good envi-
ronment. Though there may be many definite 
definitions for the term ‘environment’, it can be 
briefly stated as the atmosphere we breathe, 
the surroundings we live and is inclusive of 
all those things which influence life on earth. 
The importance of Environment and the need 
to preserve it was hidden from the eyes of 
the policy makers until the year 1972 when 

the First International Conference was held in 
Sweden, popularly known as “The Stockholm 
Conference.” Only then the initiatives in the 
field of environment began and countries paid 
heed to their national policies towards the 
protection of Environment. But yet the policy 
makers worldwide have realised the fact that 
the human activities until then especially the 
two world wars and other minor wars have led 
to the depletion of the natural resources and 
the deterioration of the environment and the 
damages caused could never be replenished in 
its original state. Many popular authors took 
to writings on the importance of environment 
and planted awareness on the minds of people. 
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Christopher D Stone, Professor in California 
University for instance, wrote about the role 
of lawyers in convincing the courts for grant-
ing legal personality to endangered objects 
such as river, meadows, mountains etc. and 
advocated for guardianship of natural objects.1 
Time and now there have been many initia-
tives taken towards the restoration of the en-
vironment and some of them have been very 
successful in their operations. 

In India, the environmental concerns came 
to light only after two decades of attaining 
independence. The first environmental law 
was the Water (Prevention and Control of 
Pollution) Act, 1974 which was inspired from 
the Stockholm Conference. Another major con-
tributor to the environment laws in India is 
the Courts which have frequently entertained 
environment cases and have made the Public 
Interest Litigations and Judicial Activism as 
tools for the protection of environment. In 
the recent past, increasing health hazards 
due to environmental pollution has come 
to light. Environmentalists have repeatedly 
stressed on the urgency of protecting life on 
earth from the various environmental pollu-
tions which are increasing day by day. State 
Governments have been actively taking part 
in the prevention measures but yet the need 
of the hour is the realization that protection 
of the state is the duty of state as well as the 
citizens and they both have to shoulder the 
burden equally. Equal contributions from both 
ends is the only way through which a healthy 
and hygienic environment can be maintained 
which in turn would lead to a quality and 
healthy life on earth. It was rightly quoted by 
the court in K.M. Chinnappa case2 that sav-
ing the environment from degradation is one 
of the main issues which if not done timely, 
could result in the quality of life of people 
which in turn will affect the economic develop-
ment of the whole nation.3 

2. Interdependence of Health and 
Environment

Health and Environment are very closely 
related to each other rather it could be said 
that it is directly proportional to one another. 
An unhealthy environment would lead to dan-
gerous health hazards and thus to preserve 
the quality of good health, it is mandatory to 
preserve the quality of environment. In today’s 
world, Environmental Health has emerged as 
a distinct branch in itself due to the growing 
awareness of the interdependence of Health 
and Environment. The term ‘Environmental 
Health’ comprises of all those factors wheth-
er physical, biological, social or psychological 
in nature which brings change in the qual-
ity of life in one way or the other. Even a 
small change in these factors could affect the 
quality of life tremendously and this fact has 
been established in the past years through the 
Environmental Health Impact Assessments 
taking place regularly. The human health par-
ticularly is greatly influenced by the environ-
ment we are surrounded by. In a day, every 
human being come across different surround-
ings like the workplace, household, outdoor, 
indoor etc. and each surrounding has differ-
ent environment conditions. Different environ-
ments may pose different threats in numerous 
ways. For instance, the air we breathe outside 
may be polluted, the water we drink may be 
contaminated, the surroundings where we live 
might not have an appropriate waste dispos-
al mechanism or the food we eat may not be 
of good quality. Thus in a single day, there 
are so many environmental hazards which 
could affect the health of human beings as 
well as the plants and animals. The effects 
of environmental problems have culminated 
into causing major health diseases like ma-
laria, dengue, respiratory tract infections etc. 
Various types of environmental pollutions have 
emerged and have caused irreversible harms 
to the existence of lives. Time and now assess-
ments have been made and conclusions were 
drawn upon. Government at both levels have 
enacted laws to protect Air pollution, Water 

 1. Christopher D Stone, “Should Trees have stand-
ing? Towards legal rights for natural objects”,45 
Southern California Law Review  450,p 460 (1972).

   2. AIR 2003 SC 724.
   3. ibid, p. 733.
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pollution, Forests. Indian legislators success-
fully enacted the Environment Protection Act 
in 1986 which was a very comprehensive act 
covering almost all the vulnerable areas of the 
environment.

Deaths due to 
pollution
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Figure 1: Number of deaths due to pollution of top 
5 countries in million (source: lancet commission 
on pollution and health 2015)

On observing the lancet commission report 
of 2015 it can be understood that out of the 
list of countries taken for survey, India stands 
at the top for the number of deaths due to 
pollution and approximately two and a half 
million people have died prematurely due to 
pollution based diseases. 

In Andhra Pradesh Pollution Control 
Board v. M.V. Nayudu4, Justice Jagannatha 
Rao placed the human rights issues and envi-
ronmental problems on the same pedestal. He 
has stressed that both the human rights and 
the environmental rights derive strength from 
the constitution of India especially article 21 
which provides for the right to life of individu-
als of the country.

3. Environmental Factors affecting 
Health

There have been numerous factors which 
have been identified to be causing drastic 
environmental degradation and the factors 

have a direct effect on the health of the hu-
man beings. The issues relating to the pollu-
tion of the environment is not contemporary 
rather as old as the birth of human beings. 
The graveness of the issues has been noticed 
from the times of Plato.5 Today’s World is very 
different from what it was a century back. 
Economic development and globalisation has 
led to world integration and a drastic develop-
ment in the fields of science and technology 
has taken place. And during these develop-
ments the environment has received a major 
setback since the developments in it have tak-
en place at the cost of our precious environ-
ment. In this regard, the observations made 
by the apex court in the case of MC Mehta v. 
Union of India6 are worth noticing. The apex 
court stated that the increasing use of sci-
ence and technology in manufacturing goods 
may have benefits but those benefits certainly 
comes with certain elements of risks and it is 
necessary to eliminate these elements of risk 
by taking the appropriate steps. This paper 
has dealt with the following important factors 
out of all the environmental factors:

A. Air pollution and its effects 
Air pollution is one of the most commonly 

found pollution throughout the major cities 
of the world. Air forms one of the most es-
sential requisite of life on earth. The quality 
of air determines the quality of life we lead 
since it is the air which all the living beings 
breathe directly. Air pollution has become 
very common in urban areas and the major 
reasons attributable for the same are the 
massive industrial development, population 
growth, deforestation, vehicle emission etc. 
The Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) 
Act 1981 is the primary law of our country 
for combating air pollution. The act provides 
for a Pollution Board which is responsible to 
check water pollution holds the right to check 
air pollution too. The power of the boards is 

   4. AIR 1999 SC 812. 
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   5. See Hombre E, “The human environment – 
Stockholm and after”, year book of world affairs, 
(1974) 20.

   6. AIR 1987 SC 965.
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same for the operation in both the acts. The 
courts have also passed judgments in favour 
of protecting the air quality through many of 
its famous judgments. For instance, In AFd 
& C Ltd. v. Orissa State Pollution Control 
Board7, Orissa High Court observed the vari-
ous factors for deriving powers under the Air 
Act. The Apex court without reluctance have 
entertained many PILs and one of the impor-
tant cases was the M.C. Mehta case8 where 
the question involved was the extent of deg-
radation caused by air pollution to the Taj 
Mahal. The apex court after studying the 
whole situation passed mandatory directions 
to be followed from then on based on the re-
port submitted by National Environmental 
Engineering Research Institute.

The health hazards due to air pollution 
has been on a rise and SPM (suspended par-
ticulate matter) a chemical component present 
in the air when breathed in lodge in our lungs 
tissues and cause lung cancer and respiratory 
problems. Further atmospheric changes lead 
to change to global warming which in turn 
lead to climate change. The extensive scien-
tific growth has resulted to a stage from where 
the earth cannot come back to its original 
state and the climatic changes happening has 
turned unavoidable. The concept of Climate 
change cannot be taken lightly as many a 
times such climatic changes can even lead to 
a stage of degradation of the whole human 
existence. And the places witnessing climatic 
change have to particularly in addition to 
other places have to take immediate actions.9

B. Food Safety and Environment
Food safety or food security is another 

primary area of concern in India. Food is 
the most basic need of human beings and 
thus it is necessary that the quality of food 

is maintained. The term ‘food safety’ or ‘food 
security’ thus means that the quality of food 
must be higher and it is safe to consume the 
food without sacrificing the food preferences 
of the human beings.10

Food security has always been the pri-
ority of the Government from the time of 
Independence. Article 21 of the Constitution11 
has time and again been interpreted by the 
Supreme Court and National Human Rights 
Commission and the apex court has stressed 
the fact that it not only contains the right 
to life but also includes within its ambit the 
right to live with dignity. The term ‘dignity’ 
not only includes the status within the society 
but includes the right to food and other basic 
necessities too. Every citizen of the nation has 
a right to eat quality food and avail basic fa-
cilities irrespective of the economic status of 
the person. Article 4712 of constitution places 
a mandate upon the State and provides that 
the state shall take steps to improve the level 
of nutrition and the standard of living of its 
people and the improvement of public health 
as among its primary duties. Agriculture in 
our country is still the most important sec-
tor as more than half of the population are 
still farmers. Even though the contribution of 
employees to agriculture is so high, the con-
tribution towards the GDP is a mere 17%. To 
add to the agony, this contribution is getting 
decreased from time to time. In 2013 India’s 
contribution of pulses was placed at 25%, 22% 
of rice production and has continuously been 
the second largest exporter of cotton for the 
past many years. Yet the profits have been 
low and the main reason behind the same has 
been the fact that that the yield or quantity 
of a crop produced per unit of land is lesser 
than as compared to other countries where the 
yield is much higher.

   7. AIR 1995 Ori 84.
   8. (2001) 9 SCC 235.
  9. Penny Lane – Beames & Shailey Hingorani, “The 

Human Impact on Climate Change in India”, 
Oxfam India Centre for Legislative Research and 
Advocacy, New Delhi (2009) P. 1.

  10. Report submitted by Food and Agriculture 
Organization, United Nations, 2009.

  11. INDIA CONST. art. 21.
  12. INDIA CONST. art. 47.
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Figure 2: Yield in different countries measured in 
tonnes. (Source: Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations; PRS) 

The major reasons affecting the agricul-
ture sector in our country includes the de-
creasing sizes of agricultural land holdings 
due to growth in population, over reliance on 
climatic conditions supporting agriculture, in-
adequacy of water resources for irrigation and 
even if accessed the high rates of water pollu-
tion causes damage to crops, loss in fertility 
of the soil, improper loan facilities, inefficient 
support of government agencies and failure in 
providing the basic economic support to the 
farmers. Another major reason for the deple-
tion of food security is the difference in the 
land tenancy laws throughout the country. 
Some of the states completely prohibit lease 
of agricultural land whereas some provide 
leases only to particular types of land own-
ers. This difference has rendered the agricul-
ture difficult to continue. The NITI Aayog in 
this regard had given a proposal to provide 
for the legalisation of land leasing.13 If the 
proposal is accepted, a security would be cre-
ated for both the land owners and tenants and 
the land owners could provide leases without 
worrying about the losses. Further it would 
also encourage the institutions to provide 
loan facilities to farmers so that the neces-
sary items such as fertilizers, machinery etc. 
could be bought. In India most of the farm 

areas have decreased drastically and thus the 
productivity has reached the saturation point. 
The only option left is the over dependence on 
the “National Food Security Act” for importing 
food grains but that would put extra burdens 
on the government and the feasibility of the 
same would nearly be impossible. Legislation 
in this regard would be fruitful for the farm-
ers, if it comes into play. Thus it is essential to 
safeguard the environment and adopt sustain-
able means of producing food so as to ensure 
appropriate protection of lives. 

C. Waste Disposal Challenges and 
Management

Waste disposal mechanisms are one of 
the most important sectors to be taken care 
of in the new industrialization era. The envi-
ronmental and ecological impact of hazardous 
wastes is quick to affect and many a times 
unforeseen. In Indian Council for Enviro 
Legal Action v. Union of India14, a writ peti-
tion was filed showing the plight of families 
living in and around the chemical industries. 
Many industries in our country are negligent 
about the waste disposal mechanisms and the 
result is the lives of many innocent people. 
In this instance one of the most important 
cases till date remains the ‘Oleum Gas Leak 
case15,’ where the apex court enacted the prin-
ciple of “Polluter Pays16” which means that 
the industry which causes the harm should 
be held liable to compensate the damages in 
total brought upon to the people. 

Out of all the waste one of the most haz-
ardous waste is the waste in solid form which 
can be understood as non-liquid in nature and 
arises mostly from activities such as mining, 
construction etc. Such wastes if not disposed 
of properly can lead to, a. Soil pollution, b. 
drainage blocking, c. combustion of meth-
ane gas causing global warming rise in the 
atmosphere. 

  13. Report of the Expert Committee on Land Leasing, 
NITI Aayog, March 31, 2016, http://www.niti.gov.
in/writereaddata/files/document_publication/Final_
Report_Expert_Group_on_Land_Leasing.pdf

 14. AIR 1996 SC 1446.
 15. M.C. Mehta v. Union of India, AIR 1987 SC 1086.
 16. The Polluter Pays principle secured international 

support for the first time in the UNCED Conference 
(Earth Summit) held in 1992.
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Figure 3: Challenges to Waste Disposal Mechanisms 
(Source: Primary Data)

The Figure 3 contains the list of challeng-
es to waste disposal mechanisms. The failure 
on the part of the government is the most 
important of all since it is the government 
which needs to mend its laws and make them 
strict. Waste disposal mechanism is very es-
sential to curb pollution from earth. It poses 
a mandate on the Government at all levels to 
impose strict laws since the companies tend 
to take advantage of the industrial develop-
ment and pay no heed to waste disposal. Such 
money minded industries dump their wastes 
in rivers, or other water bodies contaminating 
the same and causing harm to the livelihood 
in one or the other. Thus, it is essential to 
curb these activities and design an appropri-
ate waste disposal mechanism.

D. Socio Economic Factors 
affecting Environment

Environment is now not an individual 
branch. The factors which affect the environ-
ment also comprises of socio-economic factors 
with special reference to the Indian society. 
Today the social integration with the nature 
is so immense that the environmental factors 
affect the whole of human existence. Many 
factors such as the growth of industries, sci-
entific developments, inappropriate waste dis-
posal mechanisms, population growth leading 

to employment needs etc. has contributed 
extensively to the worsening of the environ-
ment. The court has rightly stated that where  
science and technology has given much  
development, the same remains as one of the 
important factor for rendering the environ-
ment polluted.17 Environmental pollution has 
not only covered the under-developed coun-
tries but also the developed countries. With 
massive industrialization countries pay less 
attention to the resource depletion that hap-
pens around. Where over resource spending is 
an issue in developed country, “poverty and 
lack of development” is the main cause of 
worry in under-developed countries. In fact, 
poverty can be said to be the worst form of 
pollution.18

The Courts have assumed greater respon-
sibilities in burdening the pressure of environ-
mental pollution. The Supreme Court has now 
implied greater meanings to ‘right to life’ in 
Article 21 and has added the concept of ‘liveli-
hood’ to it.19 The court expeditiously dealt with 
the question of livelihood in the Olga Telis20 
case where the pavement dwellers filed a suit 
to resist their eviction from their habitat by 
the Bombay Municipal Corporation and the 
court stood with the dwellers and conferred 
the importance of securing the necessities of 
life. In today’s time it is not only the exter-
nal factors but the most important factors 
have been the socio economic factors which 
have become the main cause of environmental 
degradation.

4. Conclusions and Suggestions
The importance of environmental law 

worldwide is of great importance. Awareness 
has now spread round the globe to protect 
the environment and keeping in mind this 

 17. Shri Sachidanand Pandey v. State of West Bengal, 
AIR 1987 SC 1109.

 18. Dr. Paramjit S. Jaswal, “Environmental Law” 
Allahabad Law Agency, 3rd ed., 2009. 

 19. M.P. Jain, “Indian Constitutional Law” Wadhwa 
Nagpur, 5th ed., 2005.

 20. Olga Tellis v. Bombay Municipal Corp., AIR 1986 
SC 180.
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view, UN has shouldered great responsibili-
ties in holding Conferences around the globe. 
Protecting the environment from degrading is 
an issue requiring both legislative and man-
agement support. There are some underlying 
factors for the very existence of life such as 
food, water, air etc. and these factors and its 
availability determines the quality of life in 
any country. Massive environment pollutions 
have led to a notable climate change around 
the world. Climate changes have an adverse 
effect over the lives of both animals and plants 
and poses great threat to the mere existence 
of life on the earth. 

The need of the hour is to educate and 
create awareness among people to shoulder 
the responsibilities towards the protection of 
their surroundings. There should be no bar-
riers among countries in this aspect as the 
earth as a whole is a place for all. The en-
vironment has to be given an equal status 
to that of the human rights throughout the 
world. There are still instances where devel-
oped countries are exploiting the natural re-
sources especially of the third world countries. 
These poor countries sell these resources for a 
mere amount without knowing the future con-
sequences. A country like India needs to focus 
on the renewable energy and energy efficien-
cy. Sustainable development should not only 
be in the papers but should also be followed 
in all the fields. The need of the hour is to 
establish a cohesive international legal order 
that would not only be conducive but also it 
would generate a sense of responsibility so as 
to make sustainable development a mandate 
in each and every state. The courts have re-
cently shown much interest in the protection 

of the environment and whenever the cases 
relating to environment has been filed, the 
judgments have always been in favour of the 
betterment of the environment. Such efforts 
by the courts are appreciable especially when 
the legislations for environment protection are 
still lacking behind.21 It is essential to under-
stand the importance of environment and val-
ue the same as our own. A sense of oneness 
should be adhered to environmental matters 
by the citizens and the activities should be 
undertaken keeping in mind that it is not only 
necessary to protect the houses we live, but 
also the environment where we survive. 
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