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Abstract: Environmental degradation is the disintegration of the earth or deterioration of the environment 

through consumption of assets, like, air, water and soil. The destruction of environments and the eradication of 

wildlife. Air pollution, water pollution, garbage, and pollution of the natural environment are all challenges for 

India. According to World Bank experts, between 1995 through 2010, India has made one of the fastest 

progresses in the world, in addressing its environmental issues and improving its environmental quality. Still, 

India has a long way to go to reach environmental quality similar to those enjoyed in developed economies. 

Pollution remains a major challenge and opportunity for India. Environmental degradation is one of the 

primary causes of diseases, health issues and long term livelihood impact for India. Present paper discusses 

about impact of environmental degradation in India 
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I. Introduction 
 Environment can be defined as the physical surrounding of man/woman of which he/she is a part and 

on which he/she is dependent for his/her activities like physiological functioning, production and consumption. 

His physical environment stretches from air, water and land to natural resources like energy carriers, soil and 

plants, animals and ecosystems. The relationship between physical environment and the well-being of 

individuals and societies is multi-fold and multi-faceted with a qualitative as well as a quantitative aspect to it. 

The availability and use of natural resources have a bearing on the outcome and the pace of development 

process. For an urbanized society, a large part of environment is man-made. But, even then the artificial 

environments (building, roads) and implements (clothes, automobiles) are based on an input of both labour and 

natural resources. The term ‘Environment’ is commonly restricted to ambient environment. The indoor 

environment usually is under the jurisdiction of the Public Health authorities. Health risks are mainly linked to 

space heating, cooking and lighting: low grade fuels, insufficient ventilation are often the main problems. 

Additionally, there may be problems connected with moisture, light, and incidence, hazardous substances from 

building materials, lacquers and paints. Problems with drinking water, sewage and waste are not linked to the 

dwelling as such but rather to lack of appropriate infrastructure. Statistics on indoor environment may be 

regarded as a subset of statistics on human settlements and the urban environment.  

 The sustainable management of the environment and natural resources is vital for economic growth and 

human wellbeing. When managed well, renewable natural resources, watersheds, productive landscapes and 

seascapes can provide the foundation for sustained inclusive growth, food security and poverty reduction. 

Natural resources provide livelihoods for hundreds of millions of people and generate sizeable tax revenue. The 

world's ecosystems regulate the air, water and soil on which we all depend. They form a unique and cost-

effective buffer against extreme weather events and climate change. Healthy ecosystems are essential for the 

long-term growth of economic sectors such as agriculture, forestry, fisheries and tourism. They already provide 

hundreds of millions of jobs.  

 In developing countries, forests, lakes, rivers and oceans provide a significant share of households’ 

diets, fuel and incomes and represent a precious safety net in times of crisis particularly for 78 per cent of the 

world’s extreme poor who live in rural areas. The integrity and functionality of these vital natural assets, 

however, are increasingly compromised. 60 to 70 per cent of the world’s ecosystems are degrading faster than 

they can recover.  

 There are many environmental issues in India. Air pollution, water pollution, garbage, and pollution of 

the natural environment are all challenges for India. The situation was worse between 1947 through 1995. 

According to data collection and environment assessment studies of World Bank experts, between 1995 through 

2010, India has made one of the fastest progresses in the world in addressing its environmental issues and 

improving its environmental quality. Still, India has a long way to go to reach environmental quality similar to 

those enjoyed in developed economies. Pollution remains a major challenge and opportunity for India. 

Environmental issues are one of the primary causes of disease, health issues and long term livelihood impact for 

India.  



Environmental Degradation in India: Causes and Effects  

Two-Day International Conference on “Materials for Energy and Environmental Protection”               7 | Page 

(ICMEEP-18) 

II. Objectives of the study 
1. To find out the causes for environmental degradation in India 

2. To study the effects of environmental degradation in India.      . 
 

III. Methodology 
 Secondary sources of data used for this study like national and international reputed journals, 

magazines, economic survey ,news papers and subject related internet search is also used. 

 

IV. Causes of environmental degradation 
  The major causes of the environmental degradation are modern urbanization, industrialization, over-

population growth, deforestation etc. Environmental pollution refers to the degradation of quality and quantity 

of natural resources. Different kinds of the human activities are the main reasons of environmental degradation. 

The smoke emitted by the vehicles and factories increases the amount of poisonous gases in the air. The waste 

products, smoke emitted by vehicles and industries are the main causes of pollution. Unplanned urbanization 

and industrialization have caused water, air and sound pollution. Urbanization and industrialization help to 

increase pollution of the sources of water. Similarly, the smoke emitted by vehicles and industries like 

Chlorofluorocarbon, nitrogen oxide, carbon monoxide and other dust particles pollute air.  

4.1. Social factors 

4.1.1. Population  

 The rapid population growth and economic development in country are degrading the environment 

through the uncontrolled growth of urbanization and industrialization, expansion and intensification of 

agriculture and the destruction of natural habitats. One of the major causes of environmental degradation in 

India could be attributed to rapid growth of population which is adversely affecting the natural resources and 

environment. The growing population and the environmental deterioration face the challenge of sustained 

development without environmental damage.  

 Population is an important source of development, yet it is a major source of environmental 

degradation when it exceeds the thresh hold limits of the support systems. Unless the relationship between the 

multiplying population and the life support system can be stabilized, development programmes, however, 

innovative are not likely to yield desired results. Population impacts on the environment primarily through the 

use of natural resources and production of wastes and is associated with environmental stresses like loss of 

biodiversity, air and water pollution and increased pressure on arable land.  

 The increase in population has been due to the improvement in health conditions and control of 

diseases. The density of population has gone up from 117 in 1951 to 312 in 2001 and further to 382 persons in 

2011 per square kilometer. Several push and pull factors are presumed to be operative towards distress out 

migration from rural to urban areas. This might be due to the declining resource availability per capita and 

shrinking economic opportunities in rural areas and better economic opportunities, health and educational 

facilities etc. in urban areas providing opportunities for higher level of human capital development could be the 

underlying factors for rural out migration. India supports 17 per cent of the world population on just 2.4 per cent 

of world land area. 

4.1.2. Poverty: Poverty is said to be both cause and effect of environmental degradation. The circular link 

between poverty and environment is an extremely complex phenomenon. Inequality may foster un sustainability 

because the poor, who rely on natural resources more than the rich, deplete natural resources faster as they have 

no real prospects of gaining access to other types of resources. As the 21st century begins, growing number of 

people and rising levels of consumption per capita are depleting natural resources and degrading the 

environment. The poverty-environmental damage nexus in India must be seen in the context of population 

growth as well. The pressures on the environment intensify every day as the population The unequal distribution 

of resources and limited opportunities cause push and pull factor for people living below poverty line that in 

turn overburdened the population density in urban areas and environment get manipulated by manifolds, 

consequently, urban slums are developed in urban areas.  

 Moreover, degraded environment can accelerate the process of impoverishment, again because the poor 

depend directly on natural assets. Although there has been a significant drop in the poverty ratio in the country 

from 55 percent in 1973 to 36 percent in 1993-94 and further to 27.5 per cent in 2004-05. The absolute number 

of poor has also declined from 320 million in 1993-94 to 301 million in 2004-05.  

4.1.3. Urbanisation: Urbanization in India began to accelerate after independence due to the country's adoption 

of a mixed economy which gave rise to the development of the private sector. Urbanization is taking place at a 

faster rate in India. Population residing in urban areas in India, according to 1901 census, was 11.4 per cent. 
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This count increased to 28.53 per cent according to 2001 census, and crossing 30 per cent as per 2011 census, 

standing at 31.16 per cent. According to a survey by UN State of the World Population report in 2007, by 2030, 

40.76 per cent of country's population is expected to reside in urban areas. As per World Bank, India, along with 

China, Indonesia, Nigeria, and the United States, will lead the world's urban population surge by 2050.  

 Lack of opportunities for gainful employment in villages and the ecological stresses is leading to an 

ever increasing movement of poor families to towns. Such rapid and unplanned expansion of cities has resulted 

in degradation of urban environment. It has widened the gap between demand and supply of infrastructural 

services such as energy, housing, transport, communication, education, water supply and sewerage and 

recreational amenities, thus depleting the precious environmental resource base of the cities. The result is the 

growing trend in deterioration of air and water quality, generation of wastes, the proliferation of slums and 

undesirable land use changes, all of which contribute to urban poverty.  

4.2. Economic Factors 
 Environmental degradation, to a large scale, is the result of market failure, namely the non-existent or 

poorly functioning markets for environmental goods and services. In this context, environmental degradation is 

a particular case of consumption or production externalities reflected by divergence between private and social 

costs/benefits. Lack of well-defined property rights may be one of the reasons for such market failure. On the 

other hand, market distortions created by price controls and subsidies may aggravate the achievement of 

environmental objectives.  

 The level and pattern of economic development also affected the nature of environmental problems. 

India’s development objectives have consistently emphasized the promotion of policies and programmes for 

economic growth and social welfare. The manufacturing technology adopted by most of the industries has 

placed a heavy load on environment especially through intensive resource and energy use, as is evident in 

natural resource depletion (fossil fuel, minerals, and timber), water, air and land contamination, health hazards 

and degradation of natural eco-systems. With high proportion fossil fuel as the main source of industrial energy 

and major air polluting industries such as iron and steel, fertilizers and cement growing, industrial sources have 

contributed to a relatively high share in air pollution.  

 Large quantities of industrial and hazardous wastes brought about by expansion of chemical based 

industry have compounded the wastes management problem with serious environmental health implications. 

Transport activities have a wide variety of effects on the environment such as air pollution, noise from road 

traffic and oil spills from marine shipping. Transport infrastructure in India has expanded considerably in terms 

of network and services. Thus, road transport accounts for a major share of air pollution load in cities such as 

Delhi. Port and harbor projects mainly impact on sensitive coastal eco systems. The iron construction affects 

hydrology, surface water quality, fisheries, coral reefs and mangroves to varying degrees.  

 Direct impacts of agricultural development on the environment arise from farming activities which 

contribute to soil erosion and loss of nutrients. The spread of green revolution has been accompanied by 

overexploitation of land and water resources, and use of fertilizers and pesticides have increased many fold. 

Shifting cultivation has also been an important cause of land degradation.  

4.3. Institutional Factors 
 The Ministry of Environment & Forests (MOEF) in the Government is responsible for protection, 

conservation and development of environment. The Ministry works in close collaboration with other Ministries, 

State Governments, Pollution Control Boards and a number of scientific and technical institutions, universities, 

non-Governmental organizations etc.  

 Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 is the key legislation governing environment management. Other 

important legislations in the area include the Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980and the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 

1972. The weakness of the existing system lies in the enforcement capabilities of environmental institutions, 

both at the centre and the state. There is no effective coordination amongst various Ministries/Institutions 

regarding integration of environmental concerns at the inception/planning stage of the project. Current policies 

are also fragmented across several Government agencies with differing policy mandates. Lack of trained 

personnel and comprehensive database delay many projects.   

4.4. Land Degradation 
 Land degradation is any change or disturbance to the land perceived to be undesirable. Land 

degradation can be caused by both manmade and natural reasons such as floods and forest fires. It is estimated 

that up to 40 per cent of the world’s agricultural land is seriously degraded. The main causes of the land 

degradation includes climate change, land clearance and deforestation, depletion of soil nutrients through poor 

farming practices, overgrazing and over grafting. In India, water erosion is the most prominent reason of land 

degradation. The growing trends of population and consequent demand for food, energy, and housing have 

considerably altered land-use practices and severely degraded India's environment. The growing population put 
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immense pressure on land intensification at cost of forests and grazing lands because the demand of food could 

not increase substantially to population. Thus, horizontal extension of land has fewer scopes and relies mostly 

on vertical improvement that is supported by technical development in the field of agriculture i.e. HYV seeds, 

Fertilizers, Pesticides, Herbicides, and agricultural implements. All these practices are causing degradation and 

depletion of environment.  

4.5. Air Pollution 

 Air pollution in India is a serious issue with the major sources being fuel wood and biomass burning, 

fuel adulteration, vehicle emission and traffic congestion. Air pollution is also the main cause of the Asian 

brown cloud, which is causing the monsoon to be delayed. India is the world's largest consumer of fuel wood, 

agricultural waste and biomass for energy purposes. Traditional fuel (fuel wood, crop residue and dung cake) 

dominates domestic energy use in rural India and accounts for about 90 per cent of the total. In urban areas, this 

traditional fuel constitutes about 24 per cent of the total. Fuel wood, agri-waste and biomass cake burning 

releases over 165 million tonnes of combustion products into India's indoor and outdoor air every year. These 

biomass-based household stoves in India are also a leading source of greenhouse emissions contributing to 

climate change.  

 On per capita basis, India is a small emitter of carbon dioxide greenhouse. In 2009, IEA estimates that 

it emitted about 1.4 tons of gas per person, in comparison to the United States’ 17 tons per person, and a world 

average of 5.3 tons per person. However, India was the third largest emitter of total carbon dioxide in 2009 at 

1.65 Gt per year, after China (6.9 Gt per year) and the United States (5.2 Gt per year). With 17 percent of world 

population, India contributed some 5 percent of human-sourced carbon dioxide emission; compared to China's 

24 percent share.  

 

V. Effects 
There are very adverse effects of environmental degradation. These effects can be enumerated as:  

5.1. Impact on Human Health  
 The greatest effects on the health of individuals and populations result from environmental degradation. 

Human health might be at the receiving end as a result of the environmental degradation. Areas exposed to toxic 

air pollutants can cause respiratory problems like pneumonia and asthma. Millions of people are known to have 

died of due to indirect effects of air pollution. Air pollution Indian cities are among the most polluted in the 

world. Air in metropolitan cities has become highly polluted and pollutant concentrations exceeds limit 

considered safe by the World Health Organization (WHO). Suspended particulate levels in Delhi are many 

times higher than recommended by the World Health Organization (WHO). The urban air pollution has grown 

across India in the last decade are alarming. Some of the most important air pollutants are residual suspended 

particulate matter (RSPM), suspended particulate matter (SPM), nitrogen dioxides (NO2), carbon monoxide 

(CO), lead, sulfur dioxide (SO2) etc. The main factors account to urban air quality deterioration are growing 

industrialization and increasing vehicular pollution, industrial emissions, automobile exhaust and the burning of 

fossil fuels kills thousands and lives many more to suffer mainly from respiratory damage, heart and lung 

diseases. In the countryside, nitrates from animal waste and chemical fertilizers pollute the soil and water, and in 

the cities, the air is contaminated with lead from vehicle exhaust. In India's largest cities - Mumbai and Delhi - 

about one-half of children under age 3 show signs of harmful exposure to lead, defined as to or more 

micrograms of lead per deciliter of blood (IIPS and ORC Macro, 2000). The illness and pre-mature deaths due 

to ambient suspended particulate matter (SPM) in the air in mega cities of Calcutta, Chennai, Delhi and Mumbai 

have risen significantly in less than five years. 

5.2. Loss of Biodiversity 
 Biodiversity is important for maintaining balance of the ecosystem in the form of combating pollution, 

restoring nutrients, protecting water sources and stabilizing climate. The main cause of loss of biodiversity are 

deforestation, global warming, overpopulation and pollution are few of the major causes for loss of biodiversity. 

In fact human beings have deeply altered the environment, and have modified the territory, exploiting the 

species directly, for example by fishing and hunting, changing the biogeochemical cycles and transferring 

species from one area to another.  

5.3. Ozone Layer Depletion  
 Ozone layer is responsible for protecting earth from harmful ultraviolet rays. The most important 

reason for ozone layer depletion is the production and emission of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs). This is what 

which leads to almost 80 percent of the total ozone layer depletion. There are many other substances that lead to 

ozone layer depletion such as hydro chlorofluorocarbons (HCFCs) and volatile organic compounds (VOCs). 

Such substances are found in vehicular emissions, by-products of industrial processes, aerosols and refrigerants. 

All these ozone depleting substances remain stable in the lower atmospheric region, but as they reach the 
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stratosphere, they get exposed to the ultra violet rays. This leads to their breakdown and releasing of free 

chlorine atoms which reacts with the ozone gas, thus leading to the depletion of the ozone layer. Global 

warming is another result of environmental degradation 

 

VI. Conclusion 
 The primary causes of environmental degradation in India are attributed to the rapid growth of 

population in combination with economic development and over use of natural resources. Major environmental 

calamities in India include land degradation, deforestation, soil erosion, habitat destruction and loss of 

biodiversity. Economic growth and changing consumption patterns have led to a rising demand for energy and 

increasing transport activities. Air, water and noise pollution together with water scarcity dominate the 

environmental issues in India. According to World Bank estimate, between 1995 through 2010, India has made 

one of the fastest progresses in the world, in addressing its environmental issues and improving its 

environmental quality. Still, India has a long way to go to reach environmental quality similar to those enjoyed 

in developed economies.  
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