
Overview of Environmental Law

(A concise, structured guide for quick reference)

1. What Is Environmental Law?

Aspect Description

Definition
A body of statutes, regulations, case law, and international agreements that govern

the protection of the natural environment and public health.

Purpose

• Prevent pollution and ecological damage

• Preserve natural resources for future generations

• Balance economic development with environmental stewardship

Scope
Air, water, soil, wildlife, hazardous waste, climate change, biodiversity, land use, and

environmental impact assessments (EIAs).

2. Key Sources of Environmental Law

Source Typical Content Examples

Constitutions

Fundamental rights (e.g.,

right to a healthy

environment)

Brazil’s Constitution, South Africa’s

Constitution

Statutes

(Domestic)

Specific rules, enforcement

mechanisms, penalties

U.S. Clean Air Act, EU Water Framework

Directive, India’s Environment (Protection) Act

Regulations &

Standards

Detailed technical

requirements issued by

agencies

EPA’s National Ambient Air Quality Standards

(NAAQS), EU REACH (chemicals)

Case Law
Judicial interpretation,

precedent?setting decisions

Massachusetts v. EPA (U.S. Supreme Court),

Urbaser v. State of Rio de Janeiro (Brazil)

International

Treaties

Cross?border commitments,

global standards

Paris Agreement, Convention on Biological

Diversity, Basel Convention (hazardous

waste)
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Source Typical Content Examples

Administrative

Guidance

Non?binding advice, best?

practice manuals

EPA Guidance Documents, European

Commission “Guidelines on Environmental

Impact Assessment”

3. Core Principles

Principle Meaning Typical Application

Polluter Pays
Those who cause pollution bear the

cost of mitigation or remediation.

Emission fees, liability for oil

spills.

Precautionary Principle
When scientific certainty is lacking,

protective measures may be taken.

Restrictions on genetically

modified organisms

(GMOs).

Sustainable Development

Development that meets present

needs without compromising future

generations.

Integrated Water Resources

Management (IWRM).

Public Participation

Citizens have the right to be informed

and to comment on environmental

decisions.

Public hearings on EIAs,

citizen lawsuits.

Inter?generational Equity
Fairness between current and future

generations.
Long?term climate policies.

Common?but?

Differentiated

Responsibilities

Recognizes varying capacities of

states in addressing global

environmental issues.

Commitments under the

Paris Agreement.

4. Major Domestic Legal Frameworks (Illustrative)

Country /

Region
Landmark Statutes Main Regulating Agency

United

States

Clean Air Act (1970), Clean Water Act

(1972), NEPA (1970)
EPA, Army Corps of Engineers
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Country /

Region
Landmark Statutes Main Regulating Agency

European

Union

Water Framework Directive, REACH,

Habitats Directive

European Commission (DG

Environment), European Chemicals

Agency

India
Environment (Protection) Act (1986), Air

(Prevention & Control of Pollution) Act (1981)

Ministry of Environment, Forest &

Climate Change (MoEFCC)

Australia
Environment Protection and Biodiversity

Conservation Act (1999)

Department of Agriculture, Water

and the Environment

China

Environmental Protection Law (revised

2014), Air Pollution Prevention and Control

Action Plan

Ministry of Ecology and Environment

(MEE)

5. International Environmental Regimes
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