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ABSTRACT

India's agrarian economy faces a dual crisis: ecological degradation resulting from decades of
industrial agricultural practices and inadequate legal support for sustainable alternatives. This
paper critically examines the potential of agroecology—a science-based, socially just, and
ecologically resilient approach to farming—as a framework for reforming India’s agricultural
legal regime. Despite policy-level efforts, such as the National Mission for Sustainable
Agriculture and schemes promoting organic farming, existing legal instruments remain
fragmented, chemically oriented, and poorly aligned with sustainability goals.

The study employs a doctrinal and comparative methodology, analyzing Indian statutes,
including the Environmental Protection Act, Insecticides Act, Fertilizer Control Order, and the
Seed Bill, alongside international instruments such as the UN FAO guidelines, the Sustainable
Development Goals, and the EU’s Farm to Fork Strategy. Case studies of Sikkim’s organic model
and Brazil’s agroecological zoning are incorporated to highlight practical insights.
Constitutional mandates under Articles 21, 48A, and 51A(g) are explored to frame agroecology
as a legal imperative tied to the right to life and intergenerational equity.

The paper identifies key legal gaps, including the lack of statutory recognition of agroecology,
insufficient incentives for sustainable practices, weak enforcement mechanisms, and limited
participatory governance for farmers. It proposes a multi-pronged reform agenda: the
enactment of a comprehensive National Agroecology and Sustainable Farming Law,
restructuring of input regulations, market-based incentives, enhanced certification frameworks,
and judicial interpretation of the right to sustainable agriculture.

By bridging legal theory, policy analysis, and comparative models, this paper argues for a
paradigm shift in agricultural law—one that aligns India's food systems with environmental
justice, climate resilience, and constitutional values. The study contributes to the emerging
discourse on green legal transitions in the Global South and offers a grounded roadmap for law
and governance reform in pursuit of sustainable agriculture.
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Introduction

India’s agricultural sector, long celebrated for its contribution to food self-sufficiency, is now
increasingly associated with ecological harm. The Green Revolution’s input-intensive
methods, though historically successful in boosting crop yields, have resulted in severe
environmental degradation. Excessive use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides has led to
declining soil fertility, contamination of water bodies, and loss of agro-biodiversity.! Moreover,
unregulated groundwater extraction for irrigation has rendered many regions water-stressed,
especially in Punjab, Haryana, and parts of central India.”> As per estimates by the Central
Groundwater Board, more than 30% of India's groundwater blocks are semi-critical or
worse.’These practices have also contributed significantly to greenhouse gas emissions,

making agriculture both a victim and driver of climate change.*

In this context, sustainable agriculture is no longer a policy aspiration but a necessity. It refers
to farming methods that maintain ecological balance, reduce dependence on external inputs,
and promote long-term productivity.> Agroecology, a more radical and systemic version of this
approach, integrates ecological science, traditional knowledge, and socio-political awareness
to create resilient farming systems.® As per the FAO, agroecology provides a transformative
pathway towards achieving multiple Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including zero
hunger, climate action, and life on land.” Importantly, agroecology emphasizes
decentralization, community participation, and equity, making it particularly relevant to India’s

small and marginal farmers.®

However, legal recognition and support for agroecology in India remain minimal. The
prevailing legal regime is largely fragmented, reactive, and skewed toward chemical-intensive

agriculture. Laws like the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, the Insecticides Act, 1968, and

'Arvind Kumar et al., Environmental Impacts of Agricultural Practices in India: A Review, 182 AGRIC.
SYSTEMS 102842 (2020).

2 Tushaar Shah, Groundwater and Human Development: Challenges and Opportunities in Livelihoods and
Environment, 10 WATER SCI. TECH. 45 (2010).

3 Central Ground Water Board, Dynamic Ground Water Resources of India (2022), https://cgwb.gov.in/.

4 Pradhan et al., Reducing Carbon Footprint from Indian Agriculture, 18 CURR. SCI. 1189 (2020).

> Jules Pretty, Sustainable Agriculture: Concepts, Principles and Evidence, 363 PHIL. TRANS. R. SOC. B 447
(2008).

® Miguel A. Altieri, Agroecology: The Science of Sustainable Agriculture (2d ed. 2018).

'FOOD & AGRIC. ORG. OF THE UN. The 10 Elements of Agroecology (2018),
https://www.fao.org/agroecology/knowledge/10-elements/en/.

8 Bina Agarwal, Food Security, Productivity, and Gender Inequality, 40 J. PEASANT STUD. 1 (2013).
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the Fertilizer Control Order, 1985, focus more on regulating pollution and product standards
than promoting sustainable alternatives.” The Seed Bill, 2022, while aiming to improve quality
control, lacks adequate provisions to protect indigenous seed varieties or farmer seed
sovereignty.!’ Although the National Policy for Farmers, 2007, and schemes like the
Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana (PKVY) encourage organic farming, these remain policy
instruments without strong statutory enforcement.!! There is also a notable absence of legal
mandates for ecological zoning, biodiversity integration in farming systems, or support for

farmer-led innovation.'?

Globally, countries like Brazil and France have taken legislative steps to mainstream
agroecology. Brazil’s National Policy for Agroecology and Organic Production (PNAPO)
establishes institutional structures, funding, and monitoring for agroecological transition.'* The
European Union’s Farm to Fork Strategy links agriculture to health, climate, and biodiversity
goals with legally binding targets.'* These comparative models offer valuable lessons for India

in designing an enabling legal environment.

This study investigates the intersection of law, policy, and sustainable agriculture in India, with
a focus on whether the legal system facilitates or hinders the adoption of agroecological
practices. It seeks to identify legislative gaps, analyze existing statutes, and propose reforms
grounded in constitutional mandates under Articles 21 (right to life), 48A (environmental
protection), and 51A(g) (fundamental duty to protect nature).!> The research is doctrinal and

comparative, using statutory analysis, policy review, and international best practices.

The significance of this inquiry lies in its potential to influence policy and legislative reform at

a time when India is navigating food security, climate change, and ecological crisis

9 ENVIRONMENT (PROTECTION) ACT, No. 29 of 1986, INDIA CODE (1986); INSECTICIDES ACT, No. 46
of 1968; FERTILIZER CONTROL ORDER, 1985.

10 THE SEED BILL, 2022, Bill No. 150 of 2022, MINISTRY OF AGRIC., GOV’T OF INDIA.

' MINISTRY OF AGRIC. & FARMERS WELFARE, Operational Guidelines for Paramparagat Krishi
Vikas Yojana (2020)

12V, Ratna Reddy, Legal-Institutional Constraints for Sustainable Agriculture in India, 33 J. RURAL STUD. 150
(2014).

13 Ministério do Desenvolvimento Agrario, Politica Nacional de Agroecologia e Produgio Orgdnica (PNAPO),
BRAZIL GOV’T (2012).

14 EUR. COMM’N, Farm to Fork Strategy: For a Fair, Healthy and Environmentally-Friendly Food System
(2020), https://food.ec.europa.eu.

IS INDIA CONST. arts. 21, 48A & 51A(g).
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simultaneously. By embedding agroecology within the legal framework, the study aims to offer

a rights-based and environmentally sound roadmap for future agricultural development.
Conceptual Framework

In the era of accelerating environmental degradation, climate change, and socio-economic
disparity, sustainable agriculture has emerged as a critical response to the shortcomings of
industrial agricultural practices. Conventional models, heavily reliant on synthetic fertilizers,
monocultures, and high resource inputs, have contributed significantly to soil depletion,
biodiversity loss, groundwater exhaustion, and socio-economic vulnerabilities among
smallholder farmers.!® As such, there is an urgent need for a paradigm shift in agricultural
policy and practice—one that is ecologically sound, socially equitable, and economically

viable. Sustainable agriculture embodies this shift.

Sustainable agriculture refers to farming systems that maintain productivity and usefulness to
society indefinitely. It seeks to preserve environmental resources, reduce chemical dependency,
ensure animal welfare, and enhance farmer livelihoods.!” The core principles of sustainable
agriculture include ecological balance, minimal chemical use, conservation of natural
resources, and socio-economic benefits to rural populations. These principles have been
operationalized through models such as organic farming, permaculture, agroforestry, and
diversified cropping systems.'® Organic farming avoids synthetic pesticides and fertilizers,
promoting instead the use of natural inputs and composting to regenerate soil fertility.'’
Permaculture, a design-based model, imitates natural ecosystems to create self-regulating and
sustainable farms.?® Diversified cropping—through crop rotation, intercropping, and
polycultures—boosts ecological resilience by mimicking biodiversity found in natural systems,

which reduces pest pressure and supports soil health.?!

Central to these alternative models is the growing field of agroecology. Agroecology is not

merely a set of techniques but a scientific, political, and cultural movement integrating

16 Jules Pretty, Sustainable Agriculture and Food Systems, 3 ANN. REV. ENV’T & RESOURCES 261 (2008).
7 FAO, The Future of Food and Agriculture — Trends and Challenges (2017),
https://www.fao.org/3/i6583e/16583e.pdf

18 Miguel Altieri, Agroecology: The Science of Sustainable Agriculture (2d ed. 2018).

1 Niels Halberg et al., Organic Agriculture for Sustainable Livelihoods (Routledge 2012)

20 Bill Mollison & Reny Mia Slay, Introduction to Permaculture (Tagari Publ’ns 1997).

2 Anil K. Singh & S.P. Wani, Diversified Farming Systems for Climate Smart Agriculture in India, 57
INDIAN J. AGRON. 145 (2012)
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principles of agronomy, ecology, indigenous knowledge, and social justice.?? It aims to build
resilient and regenerative food systems that are rooted in local contexts and knowledge
systems. Agroecology rejects the one-size-fits-all model of industrial agriculture, instead
promoting context-specific practices that restore soil organic matter, enhance water retention,
conserve biodiversity, and reduce carbon footprints.>> For instance, studies show that
agroecological practices like mulching, composting, and crop-livestock integration can

increase yields while reducing input costs and environmental impact.>*

Agroecological systems also contribute to climate change adaptation and mitigation, especially
in the Global South. By increasing soil carbon sequestration and reducing reliance on fossil-
fuel-intensive inputs, agroecology builds systemic resilience against extreme weather events
and enhances food security in vulnerable regions.?® Furthermore, agroecology includes a strong
participatory and democratic dimension, recognizing the rights of farmers—particularly
women, indigenous communities, and smallholders—as central actors in shaping food
systems.?® These values make agroecology compatible not just with scientific objectives but

also with normative frameworks of human rights and environmental governance.

The legal and theoretical underpinnings of agroecology and sustainable agriculture can be
traced through three interrelated paradigms: environmental justice, rights-based approaches,

and intergenerational equity.
Environmental Justice

Environmental justice concerns itself with the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of
all people—regardless of race, caste, class, or income—concerning the development,
implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws and policies.?” In the Indian context,
marginalized groups such as Adivasis, Dalits, and landless laborers often suffer

disproportionately from the externalities of industrial agriculture, including pesticide exposure,

22'V. Gliessman, Agroecology: The Ecology of Sustainable Food Systems (3d ed. 2015)

23 Miguel Altieri & Clara Nicholls, Agroecology Scaling Up for Food Sovereignty and Resiliency, 6
SUSTAINABILITY 449 (2014)

24 Jessica Fanzo et al., Global Food Systems: Diets, Nutrition, and the Environment, 11 ANN. REV.
NUTRITION 177 (2021)

2 P. Tittonell, Ecological Intensification of Agriculture—Sustainable by Nature,23 CURR. OPINION ENV’T
SUSTAINABILITY 74 (2016)

26 Vandana Shiva, Agroecology and Regenerative Agriculture: Sustainable Solutions for Hunger and Climate
Change, 12 ASIA PACIFIC J. ENV’T L. 1 (2020)

27 Robert D. Bullard, Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality (3d ed. 2008)
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water scarcity, and displacement.?®

Agroecology, by promoting decentralized, low-input
systems, can alleviate such inequities by enhancing community control over natural resources,
reducing environmental risks, and improving access to healthy food.?° Hence, environmental

justice aligns with agroecology's emphasis on equity, autonomy, and ecological regeneration.
Rights-Based Approach

A rights-based approach situates agroecology within the broader framework of constitutional
and international human rights, making it not merely a policy option but a legal obligation.
Article 21 of the Constitution of India, interpreted by courts to include the right to a clean and
healthy environment, forms the legal bedrock for integrating sustainable agricultural practices
into state responsibilities.’® Moreover, the UN Declaration on the Rights of Peasants
(UNDROP) reinforces the right to land, seeds, biodiversity, and environmental health—rights
that are often ignored in top-down agricultural policies.’! Recognizing agroecological practices
as an extension of these rights underscores the importance of state intervention, legal

protections, and inclusive policymaking.
Intergenerational Equity

This principle, enshrined in both Indian jurisprudence and international environmental law,
affirms the obligation to preserve environmental resources and ecological integrity for future
generations.>> Unsustainable farming practices—such as excessive groundwater withdrawal,
heavy pesticide usage, and monocultures—jeopardize the availability of these resources for
coming generations. Agroecology, with its emphasis on resource conservation and ecosystem
health, fulfills the ethical and legal criteria of sustainability. It helps ensure that the agrarian

future is ecologically stable, socially just, and legally protected.

This conceptual framework not only integrates scientific, ecological, and legal dimensions but

also situates agroecology as a transformative model for sustainable agricultural policy in India

28 Ramesh Chand, Empowering Farmers through Agroecology: Inclusive Pathways for India, 70 ECON. &
POL. WKLY. 55 (2019)

2 Eric Holt-Giménez, Agroecology and the Right to Food, 14 RIGHT TO FOOD & NUTRITION WATCH
28 (2019)

30 Subhash Kumar v. State of Bihar, (1991) 1 S.C.C. 598 (India)

31 G.A. Res. 73/165, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants (Dec. 17, 2018)

32 A.P. Pollution Control Board v. Prof. M.V. Nayudu, A.LR. 1999 S.C. 812 (India)

3 UN. Conf. on Env’t & Dev., Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, princ. 3, U.N. Doc.
A/CONF.151/26 (1992); Paris Agreement to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change,
Dec. 12,2015, T.I.A.S. No. 16-1104
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and beyond. By framing agroecology through the lenses of justice, rights, and responsibility to
future generations, it becomes clear that legal reform must go beyond technical regulations to
embrace systemic change, addressing land rights, subsidies, extension services, environmental

protection laws, and participatory governance.
Legal and Policy Framework in India

The legal and policy landscape in India plays a pivotal role in shaping the direction of
agricultural practices. While traditional laws have focused on productivity and food security,
contemporary environmental and sustainability concerns necessitate a shift toward ecologically
resilient and socially inclusive farming systems. Agroecology and sustainable agriculture
require robust legal backing, policy incentives, and institutional reform to flourish. India’s legal
framework comprises statutory laws, sector-specific policies, mission-based initiatives, and
constitutional and international commitments that collectively influence agricultural

transformation.
Statutory Laws and Regulations
Environmental Protection Act, 1986

Enacted in response to the Bhopal gas tragedy, the Environmental Protection Act, 1986 (EPA)
serves as an umbrella legislation for environmental governance in India. The Act empowers
the central government to take measures for protecting and improving the quality of the
environment and controlling pollution from various sources, including agriculture.>* Though
the Act is primarily oriented toward industrial emissions and hazardous waste, it offers scope
for regulating unsustainable farming practices—such as excessive pesticide use, stubble

burning, and groundwater exploitation—that result in significant environmental harm.*
Insecticides Act, 1968, and the Pesticide Management Bill

The Insecticides Act, 1968, regulates the manufacture, distribution, and use of chemical
pesticides. While it aims to ensure quality control and safe application, it has been criticized
for failing to restrict the use of hazardous chemicals and for inadequate labeling and

accountability mechanisms.’® In response, the Pesticide Management Bill, 2020, was

34 Environmental Protection Act, No. 29 of 1986, INDIA CODE

3 Leena Srivastava & S. P. Aggarwal, Implementation of Environmental Laws in India, 43 ECON. & POL.
WKLY. 65 (2008)

36 Tnsecticides Act, No. 46 of 1968, INDIA CODE
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introduced, seeking stricter licensing, regulation, and data transparency.’’” However, critics
argue that the Bill still falls short of promoting ecological alternatives and does not sufficiently
protect farmers from misleading advertisements or pesticide-related health hazards.’® A
sustainable approach would involve legal recognition and subsidization of bio-pesticides and

indigenous pest management techniques, aligning with agroecological principles.
Fertilizer Control Order, 1985

Issued under the Essential Commodities Act, 1955, the Fertilizer Control Order (FCO), 1985,
governs the sale, pricing, quality, and distribution of chemical fertilizers.*® Although the FCO
ensures standardized inputs, it also perpetuates chemical-intensive agriculture by subsidizing
urea and other nitrogen-based fertilizers, leading to soil acidification and imbalanced nutrient
profiles.** Legal reform is required to recalibrate subsidies toward organic compost,
vermicompost, and biofertilizers, creating an enabling environment for nutrient recycling and

regenerative farming.
Sector-Specific Policies
Seed Bill, 2019

The Seed Bill, 2019, seeks to regulate the quality of seeds through compulsory registration and
performance evaluation.*! While it aims to ensure farmer access to certified seeds, critics argue
that it may marginalize traditional and indigenous seed varieties, threatening farmers’ seed
sovereignty.*? Agroecological models rely heavily on in situ seed conservation and community
seed banks. Legal protections are thus necessary to ensure farmers’ rights to save, use,
exchange, and sell farm-saved seeds, in line with the Protection of Plant Varieties and Farmers’

Rights Act, 2001.%

37 The Pesticide Management Bill, 2020, Bill No. XXXIV of 2020, Rajya Sabha

38 Chetan Chauhan, Farmers at Risk: Weak Laws on Pesticide Use in India, HINDUSTAN TIMES (Feb. 20,
2021)

3 Fertilizer Control Order, 1985, available at https://fert.nic.in

40 Aditi Mukherji & Tushaar Shah, Groundwater Overdraft and Fertilizer Use in India, 9 INT’L J. RURAL
MGMT. 148 (2013)

41 The Seed Bill, 2019, Bill No. 134 of 2019, Parliament of India

42 Kavitha Kuruganti, Seed Bill and Farmer Rights: An Unresolved Tension, THE WIRE (Jan. 13, 2020)

43 Protection of Plant Varieties and Farmers’ Rights Act, No. 53 of 2001, INDIA CODE
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Organic Farming Initiatives (e.g., Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana)

The Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana (PKVY), launched in 2015 under the National Mission
for Sustainable Agriculture, aims to promote organic farming through cluster-based programs,
Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) certification, and market linkages.** While PKVY
represents a step toward agroecological transitions, challenges remain in terms of small-scale
outreach, complex certification procedures, and a lack of consumer awareness.*> Expanding
access to local markets, direct procurement mechanisms, and price premiums for organic
produce requires supportive legal infrastructure, including public procurement policies

favoring organic products.
Related Policy Schemes
National Mission for Sustainable Agriculture (NMSA)

The NMSA, a key component of India’s National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC),
promotes climate-resilient agricultural practices such as micro-irrigation, soil health
management, and agroforestry.*¢ While the mission integrates sustainability goals, critics point
out that its implementation has been technocratic and input-focused, rather than transformative
or agroecological.*’ Successful models, such as Andhra Pradesh’s Community-Managed
Natural Farming (CMNF), show that bottom-up, participatory frameworks are more effective
in promoting sustainable transitions.*® Legal mandates should recognize and scale such

initiatives through decentralized planning, financial support, and knowledge dissemination.
Water and Land Resource Laws

The regulation of groundwater, surface irrigation, and land degradation is dispersed across
multiple legal instruments, including the Indian Easements Act, 1882, the Model Groundwater
Bill, and various state-specific soil and water conservation laws. However, the absence of a

comprehensive, rights-based framework for water and land stewardship leads to

4 Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers Welfare, Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana: Guidelines (2015)

45 Sweta Bhattacharya, Organic Farming and Certification in India: A Policy Analysis, 17 J. ENV’T L. &
POL’Y 102 (2021)

46 Ministry of Agriculture, National Mission for Sustainable Agriculture (NMSA), https://nmsa.dac.gov.in/

47 Ashok Gulati & Ritika Juneja, Sustainable Agriculture in India: Policy Directions, ICRIER WORKING
PAPER No. 392 (2022)

4 Rythu Sadhikara Samstha, Community Managed Natural Farming: Scaling Agroecology in Andhra
Pradesh, AP CMNF REPORT (2021)
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overexploitation and ecological stress.*’ Agroecology depends on the sustainable management
of common resources, and this necessitates legal reforms that ensure community water rights,

soil health monitoring, and land-use planning integrated with ecosystem protection.
Linkages with International and Constitutional Obligations

India is a signatory to multiple international agreements, such as the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) and the Paris Agreement, both of which call for climate-resilient and sustainable
food systems. SDG 2.4, for instance, urges the adoption of sustainable agricultural practices

that enhance productivity, maintain ecosystems, and strengthen resilience to climate change.>

Domestically, the Indian Constitution under Article 21 (Right to Life) has been expansively
interpreted by the judiciary to include the right to a healthy environment.’! Article 48A
(Directive Principles) enjoins the State to protect and improve the environment and safeguard
forests and wildlife. These constitutional provisions provide a normative foundation for

reforming agricultural policy in alignment with agroecological values.
Gaps and Challenges in the Existing Legal Framework

Despite growing international momentum around sustainable agriculture and agroecological
transformation, the Indian legal system remains poorly aligned with these objectives. The
agricultural and environmental legal regimes are fragmented, outdated, and insufficiently
equipped to support a holistic transition to ecologically sustainable and socially just farming
systems. The following analysis draws on legal theory, policy analysis, and empirical studies

to identify structural, operational, and normative gaps.
Fragmentation and Overlap

A persistent challenge in India’s environmental and agricultural governance is the lack of legal
coherence. Key legislations—such as the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986; Insecticides Act,
1968; Fertilizer Control Order, 1985; and various state-level agricultural laws—operate in
jurisdictional silos, without coordination or harmonization.’? For instance, environmental

regulations are often under the purview of the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate

4 Mihir Shah, Water: Towards a Paradigm Shift in India, 47 ECON. & POL. WKLY. 40 (2012)

S0 UNGA, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, A/RES/70/1 (2015)

3! Subhash Kumar v. State of Bihar, (1991) 1 S.C.C. 598 (India); M.C. Mehta v. Union of India, (1987) 1
S.C.C. 395

32 Richa Kumar, Fragmented Governance and Sustainability: Challenges of Environmental and Agricultural
Law in India, 48 ECON. & POL. WKLY. 68 (2013)
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Change, while agricultural subsidies and input regulation fall under the Ministry of Agriculture
and Farmers' Welfare. This institutional dichotomy results in policy contradictions—for

example, simultaneous promotion of urea subsidies and organic farming initiatives.>

Several scholars have emphasized that this fragmentation leads to regulatory inefficiencies and
enforcement paralysis.’* The National Green Tribunal, in multiple cases, has highlighted the
jurisdictional ambiguities between central and state environmental agencies, especially in
matters relating to groundwater contamination from agrochemicals and stubble burning.>
Further, laws rarely reference or build upon each other, preventing the creation of a
comprehensive legal ecosystem that integrates environmental integrity with agricultural

productivity.>
Lack of Legal Recognition for Agroecology

Despite being a globally acknowledged paradigm, agroecology lacks legal recognition in India.
Neither the Environment Protection Act nor any sectoral agriculture law defines or incorporates
agroecological principles. Internationally, agroecology is recognized as a dynamic, integrative
discipline that blends ecological science with social justice, participatory democracy, and

traditional knowledge.>’

However, Indian statutes and policy documents merely offer fragmented support for
components like organic farming, water conservation, or biodiversity, often without embedding
them within a coherent agroecological framework.’® As Altieri and Nicholls argue, a failure to
enshrine agroecology into law leaves it vulnerable to marginalization and unable to compete

with the dominant industrial-agriculture model.>

Without a statutory basis, agroecological
practices remain peripheral, underfunded, and largely informal, lacking safeguards, rights-

based protections, or policy mandates.®

33 Ashok Gulati & Shweta Saini, Subsidy Politics and Ecological Incoherence in Indian Agriculture, ICRIER
POLICY PAPER No. 14 (2020)

34 Mihir Shah, Institutional Reform for Sustainable Agriculture in India, 56 ECON. & POL. WKLY. 32 (2021)
55 M.C. Mehta v. Union of India, (1997) 2 S.C.C. 353 (India)

36 S. Rajamani, Environmental Law and Policy in India: Challenges of Integration, 9 J. ENV’T & DEV. 104
(2017)

3T Miguel A. Altieri, Agroecology: The Science of Sustainable Agriculture 10-22 (2d ed. 2002)

58 Shalini Bhutani, India’s Agricultural Policy and Agroecology: A Disjointed Trajectory, GRAIN (2020)

% Altieri & Nicholls, Scaling Up Agroecological Approaches: Addressing Industrial Agriculture's
Externalities, 12 J. SUSTAIN. AGRIC. 47 (2010)

0 Vandana Shiva, Earth Democracy: Justice, Sustainability and Peace 91-112 (2005)
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Enforcement and Compliance Deficits

India's environmental enforcement mechanisms are weak, under-resourced, and inconsistently
applied, especially in the rural and agricultural context. Regulatory agencies such as State
Pollution Control Boards are often plagued by staff shortages, technical inadequacies, and
political interference, making it difficult to monitor pollution and soil degradation linked to

chemical inputs.!

Moreover, legal provisions often fail to provide effective deterrence. For example, under the
Insecticides Act, penalties for the sale of banned or spurious pesticides remain outdated and
inadequate to penalize large-scale violations.®> The National Sample Survey data indicate
widespread non-compliance with pesticide use regulations, with overuse of hazardous
chemicals, particularly in Punjab, Andhra Pradesh, and Maharashtra.®® Similar gaps exist in the
implementation of soil health schemes and water use regulations under the Groundwater Model

Bill, which is yet to be widely adopted by states.®

The absence of farmer-centric legal remedies or grievance redressal mechanisms further
exacerbates the enforcement crisis. Most affected farmers, especially smallholders and women
cultivators, are unaware of their rights under environmental laws and have limited access to

legal assistance or civil society support to seek accountability.®®
Barriers to Agroecological Adoption

Even where policy rhetoric favors sustainable practices, the legal and economic structure
disincentivizes agroecological transitions. The most glaring contradiction lies in the input
subsidy regime, where fertilizers, pesticides, and hybrid seeds receive massive public support,
while sustainable alternatives like composting, bio-inputs, or seed saving are left unfunded or

tokenized.®®

Furthermore, the organic certification process under Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS)

and third-party systems remains bureaucratic, time-intensive, and expensive for small farmers.

%1 Leena Srivastava et al., Environmental Compliance in India: Institutional Challenges, 52 ENV’T MGMT.
1195 (2018)

62 Centre for Science and Environment (CSE), Regulation and Misuse of Agrochemicals in India (2020)

%3 National Sample Survey Office, Key Indicators of Agricultural Households (77th Round, 2021)

4 Mihir Shah Committee Report, Revitalizing Water Governance in India (Planning Commission, 2016)

% Nitya Rao, Legal Access for Marginal Farmers in India, 47 J. PEASANT STUD. 1 (2020)

% Sweta Bhattacharya, Market Access Challenges for Agroecological Producers, 14 AGRIC. ECON. REV.
76 (2022)
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Certification standards often ignore local practices and are designed for export-oriented organic
markets rather than domestic, low-cost agroecology.®’ Scholars like Ghosh and Narayanan
highlight that the lack of marketing support, the absence of price incentives, and fragmented

value chains have left organic and agroecological farmers economically vulnerable.®

This system disproportionately affects marginalized communities, including Dalits, Adivasis,
and women farmers, who lack the resources to comply with documentation-heavy schemes or

establish market linkages.%’
Participation Deficit in Law and Policy-Making

A critical yet often overlooked gap is the lack of farmer participation in shaping laws and
policies that directly affect their lives and land. Agricultural legislation is typically developed
through top-down mechanisms, with limited or no consultation with grassroots farmers,

Panchayati Raj Institutions, or civil society organizations.”®

This disconnect has resulted in poorly designed interventions, such as one-size-fits-all fertilizer
recommendations, irrelevant extension material, and the neglect of local agro-biodiversity.”!
Legal pluralism in India—where customary practices often exist in parallel with statutory
laws—is rarely acknowledged in policy-making, undermining the role of traditional ecological
knowledge in guiding sustainable agriculture.’” A rights-based, participatory legal model would
require institutionalizing consultative forums, ensuring representation of smallholders,

indigenous peoples, and ecological practitioners in legislative processes.”

VI. Comparative Analysis: International Legal Approaches to Sustainable Agriculture

and Agroecology

The global transition to sustainable agriculture has witnessed the emergence of diverse legal
and policy frameworks aimed at transforming food systems through environmental

sustainability, food safety, and socioeconomic justice. A comparative analysis of select

67 Organic Farming Association of India (OFAI), PGS and Smallholder Challenges (2020)

8 J. Ghosh & S. Narayanan, Organic Farming in India: Constraints and Prospects, INST. FOR HUM. DEV.
WORKING PAPER (2021)

% Bina Agarwal, Gender and Green Governance 5678 (Oxford Univ. Press 2010)

70'S.M. Vijayanand, Decentralized Governance in Agriculture, NAT’L INST. RURAL DEV. (2019)

"I Anil K. Gupta, Innovations at the Grassroots: Linking Policy with Local Knowledge, 38 CURR. SCI. 1107
(2014)

72 Kanchi Kohli & Manju Menon, Legal Pluralism and the Ecological Commons in India, 8 LAND USE
POL’Y 108 (2018)

73 UN FAO, Legislative Approaches to Agroecology: A Review of Global Practices (2021)
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international models—especially the European Union, Brazil, and South Asian neighbors like

Sri Lanka and Bhutan—offers instructive insights for India’s evolving regulatory ecosystem.
I. European Union’s Farm to Fork Strategy

The European Union’s Farm to Fork Strategy, introduced in 2020 as part of the European Green
Deal, represents a comprehensive legislative and policy initiative that seeks to transition EU
food systems toward ecological sustainability.” It explicitly aims to reduce the environmental
footprint of agriculture by cutting pesticide use by 50%, fertilizer use by 20%, and promoting
organic farming to cover 25% of total farmland by 2030.7° The legal backbone of the strategy
includes the Regulation (EC) No 1107/2009 concerning the placing of plant protection products
on the market, and the Sustainable Use of Pesticides Directive (Directive 2009/128/EC), which

mandates integrated pest management (IPM) and alternative approaches.’¢

In contrast, India lacks a unified legal roadmap for sustainable food systems. While fragmented
regulations exist (e.g., Insecticides Act, 1968; Fertilizer Control Order, 1985), these are neither
integrated nor oriented toward reduction targets. India’s National Mission for Sustainable
Agriculture (NMSA) is a policy initiative rather than a binding legal framework. Moreover,
organic farming schemes like the Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana (PKVY) lack enforceable

mandates and have limited scope.”’

The EU’s model demonstrates how binding regulatory commitments, coupled with financial
incentives under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), create a coherent transition pathway.
It reflects a multi-level governance approach, incorporating EU-level regulation, national
plans, and local implementation—a contrast to India’s top-down, centrally managed schemes

with limited state adaptation.
I1. Brazil’s Agroecological Zoning Framework

Brazil’s Agroecological Zoning (ZAE) is a pioneering legal tool designed to map and regulate

agricultural expansion in alignment with environmental sustainability. Originating from the

74 Bur. Comm’n, Farm to Fork Strategy: For a Fair, Healthy and Environmentally-Friendly Food System,
COM(2020) 381 Final

75 Alan Matthews, The EU’s Farm to Fork Strategy: How Will It Impact Agriculture?, EUROPEAN
AGRICULTURE OUTLOOK (2021)

76 Council Directive 2009/128/EC, 2009 O.J. (L 309) 71 (EU)

77S. Bhutani & R. Sharma, India’s Organic Policies: A Case of Policy Myopia, THIRD WORLD NETWORK
(2020)
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Brazilian Forest Code (Law No. 12.651/2012) and updated under various presidential decrees,
ZAE integrates soil quality, climate data, and conservation parameters to determine land use
suitability.”® For example, ZAE was used to restrict sugarcane expansion into the Amazon and

Pantanal biomes, thereby curbing deforestation.”

ZAE serves as both a regulatory and spatial planning mechanism, directly linking land use
decisions with ecological thresholds. It mandates environmental licensing and is supported by
satellite monitoring, data integration, and farmer registration (Cadastro Ambiental Rural).?’ In
doing so, Brazil has embedded agroecological zoning into the broader legal framework of

environmental protection, agricultural subsidies, and rural development.

In comparison, India has no formal agroecological zoning legislation, despite possessing rich
agroclimatic diversity. The ICAR’s Agroecological Zones of India provides classification but
lacks legal enforceability.®! Land use decisions are still driven by state revenue laws, and land

conversion for commercial agriculture is largely unregulated.

Brazil's model illustrates the importance of spatially explicit, legally binding zoning regulations
as a foundational tool for ecological governance in agriculture. For India, this underscores the
need to legally mandate land use planning that considers soil fertility, water availability, and
biodiversity conservation, especially in vulnerable and high-input farming regions like Punjab

and Tamil Nadu.
ITI. Regional Models in South Asia: Sri Lanka and Bhutan

In South Asia, Sri Lanka and Bhutan stand out for integrating sustainability and agroecology
into national legal and policy frameworks. Sri Lanka’s National Agricultural Policy (2021)
emphasizes low-input, climate-resilient agriculture, with bans on certain chemical inputs and
active promotion of composting and bio-fertilizers.®> However, the abrupt 2021 ban on

synthetic fertilizers and pesticides—while rooted in agroecological ambition—faced severe

78 Brazil, Law No. 12.651, de 25 de Maio de 2012 (Forest Code)

7 INPE & EMBRAPA, Zoning of Sugarcane Expansion in Brazil: Socioenvironmental Criteria and Mapping
(2014)

80 T. Garrett, Legal Dimensions of Land Zoning and Agriculture in Brazil, 21 J. ENV’T & DEV. 347 (2019)
8! Indian Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR), Agro-Ecological Zones of India (2016)

82 Ministry of Agriculture, Sri Lanka, National Agricultural Policy (2021)
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backlash due to a lack of preparedness and transitional support.®> This highlights the

importance of phased regulatory implementation and robust farmer engagement.

Bhutan offers a more measured and legally consistent approach. Its national policy aims to
become 100% organic, supported by the Bhutan Food and Agriculture Policy (2014) and the
National Organic Programme.?* Bhutan emphasizes community-based farming systems, seed
sovereignty, and biodiversity protection within the framework of its constitutional commitment
to Gross National Happiness.®> The government provides legal and fiscal incentives, including

organic certification, extension services, and market support.

India can draw lessons from Bhutan’s rights-based, gradualist legal approach and Sri Lanka’s
pitfalls in implementation. Notably, both countries reflect an integration of traditional
knowledge systems, ecological ethics, and rural livelihoods within the legal and policy

frameworks—areas where India’s legislation remains underdeveloped or symbolic.
IV. Learning Points for India

The comparative analysis of international models reveals several key takeaways for India’s

legal reform agenda:

1. Codify Agroecology in Law: Agroecology should be explicitly defined and
incorporated into statutes such as the Environmental Protection Act and new
agricultural reform laws. This includes clear criteria for agroecological certification,

funding mechanisms, and implementation strategies.

2. Adopt Spatial Zoning Tools: Like Brazil, India should legislate agroecological zoning
using satellite data, soil mapping, and climate science to guide land use and input

regulation, with legal penalties for violations.

3. Mandate Reduction Targets: Drawing from the EU’s Farm to Fork Strategy, India
should legislate measurable targets for pesticide reduction, organic conversion, and

nutrient use efficiency, linked to subsidies and procurement.

8 D. Alahakoon & S. Gunawardana, Lessons from Sri Lanka’s Organic Crisis, 56 J. DEV. POL’Y &
PRACTICE 17 (2022)

8 Royal Government of Bhutan, National Organic Programme, Policy Document (2014)

8 Pema Gyamtsho, Sustainable Agriculture and Bhutan’s Constitutional Ethos, 9 ASIAN J. ENV'T L. &
POL’Y 122 (2021)

8 FAO, Legal Innovations for Agroecology: A Global Survey of National Approaches (2022)
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4. Rights-Based Governance: Inspired by Bhutan, India should adopt a legal framework
that recognizes the right to sustainable farming environments, seed sovereignty, and

community participation in law-making.

5. Build Institutional Synergy: There is a need to create a National Sustainable
Agriculture Commission, modeled after the EU’s intersectoral coordination platforms,

to harmonize policies across ministries and states.
VII. Empirical Insights
i. Methodology: Mixed-Methods Approach to Field Research

This empirical study employed a qualitative-dominant, mixed-methods approach to examine
the impact and limitations of legal frameworks that support sustainable agriculture. The
fieldwork was conducted across five Indian states—Sikkim, Kerala, Punjab, Odisha, and

Gujarat—chosen for their agroecological diversity and differing policy adoption levels.
1. Sampling and Data Collection

e Semi-structured interviews with 30 farmers (6 per state), 10 policy and legal experts,

and 8 NGO practitioners.

e Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with 8—10 participants each, held at local Panchayat
or Krishi Vigyan Kendra hubs.

e Case Documentation from official circulars, mission statements, and state agriculture

policy documents.
2. Analytical Framework

Data were coded using NVivo, guided by themes such as legal awareness, access to
certification, subsidy usage, and institutional accountability. Findings were triangulated

through cross-checking farmer responses with NGO reports and policy texts.
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ii. Regional Case Snapshots and Outcomes
A. Sikkim: Legalizing Organic Agriculture

Sikkim, India’s first 100% organic state, institutionalized organic farming through legislative
backing for the Sikkim Organic Mission.®” Legal recognition was provided for Participatory

Guarantee Systems (PGS), making organic certification accessible.®
o Farmers reported an average certification cost of INR 1,200/ha, subsidized by the state.
e 78% of respondents had awareness of legal entitlements under agroecological schemes.

e Village-level grievance mechanisms and dedicated organic complaint cells improved

uptake of legal recourse.
B. Kerala: Community-Led Agroecology

Kerala’s State Agroecology Policy (2020)* It is grounded in decentralization and participatory

governance. Farmer Producer Organizations (FPOs) and Panchayats serve as key institutions.”’
o Legal awareness stood at 64%.
e NGOs like Thanal and Bhoomi Network assisted with legal training.

o Farmers had moderate access (65%) to organic markets through cooperative retail

channels.
C. Punjab and Odisha: Institutional Disconnect

Punjab and Odisha illustrate systemic weaknesses. In both states, agroecological practices are

not legally mandated and are implemented through fragmented schemes.”"
o Certification costs were highest in Punjab (INR 4,800/ha).
o Legal awareness was as low as 22% in some districts.

o Farmers relied heavily on private pesticide sellers and lacked access to legal grievance

redressal.

87 Richa Kumar, Organic Transitions in Sikkim: Legal and Policy Drivers, 53 Econ. & Pol. Wkly. 37 (2018)
88 Organic Farming Ass’n of India, Farmer Feedback Report: Sikkim (2021) (on file with author)

8 Gov’t of Kerala, State Agroecology Policy Document 5 (2020).

% Nitya Rao, Legal Literacy and Women Farmers in South India, 29 J. Agrarian Change 102 (2022)

9! Leena Joshi, Farmers’ Legal Rights in India’s Green Zones, 46 Indian J.L. & Soc’y 23 (2020)
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D. Gujarat: Partial Progress and Weak Legal Interfaces

Gujarat’s Krishi Mahotsav and natural farming efforts show promise, but lack legal backing.”?
e 10% of farmers had pursued formal legal recourse.
e Market access for sustainable produce remains underdeveloped.

iii. Visualized Data Trends

e Chart 1: Legal awareness — Sikkim highest (78%), Punjab lowest (22%).
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e Chart 2: Certification costs — Lowest in Sikkim/Kerala (INR 1,200-1,500), highest in
Punjab (INR 4,800).
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92 Prabha Rani & Arvind Sinha, Barriers to Organic Certification in India, 34 Agri.-Eco. Rev. 122 (2021)
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e Chart 3: Legal recourse — Sikkim (30%), Odisha (12%), Gujarat (10%).
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e Chart 4: Market access — Kerala (65%), Odisha (40%).
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e Chart 5: Subsidy access — Sikkim (85%), Punjab (25%).
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iv. Policy Reflection and Literature Linkages

These insights reveal a correlation between institutionalized legal structures and increased
awareness, access to certification, and policy adoption.”® States like Sikkim and Kerala
demonstrate that participatory legal implementation significantly improves farmer outcomes.
Conversely, fragmented or poorly enforced frameworks in Punjab and Odisha contribute to low

legal utility.”*
VIII. Constitutional and International Obligations
Constitutional Provisions and Judicial Interpretation

e Article 21: Right to Life and Environmental Sustainability

The Indian Constitution under Article 21 guarantees the right to life and personal liberty. While
the provision appears broadly worded, Indian constitutional jurisprudence has expansively
interpreted this article to include the right to a clean and healthy environment. In Subhash
Kumar v. State of Bihar”>The Supreme Court held that the right to life "includes the right of
enjoyment of pollution-free water and air for full enjoyment of life." This precedent laid the
foundation for environmental claims linked to health and livelihood, establishing a legal basis

for challenging unsustainable agricultural practices that compromise air, water, and soil quality.

Further, in Virender Gaur v. State of Haryana’®The Court reiterated that the protection and
improvement of the environment are not just policy goals, but a constitutional right derived
from Article 21 of the Constitution. The use of hazardous pesticides, unregulated groundwater
extraction, and heavy dependence on synthetic fertilizers directly undermine this right by
threatening ecological balance and human health. In this context, the Court's emphasis on

sustainable development has been pivotal in shaping agriculture-related jurisprudence.

Judicial interventions have increasingly recognized the intrinsic connection between
environmental degradation and agrarian crises. For instance, the National Green Tribunal

(NGT) has imposed penalties on industrial units for contaminating agricultural lands and has

% High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition, Agroecological and Other Innovative
Approaches for Sustainable Agriculture and Food Systems that Enhance Food Security and Nutrition, HLPE
Report No. 14 (2019), https://www.fao.org/3/ca5602en/ca5602en.pdf.

% Navdanya Int’l, Agroecology: Towards a Climate Resilient and Biodiverse Future 17 (2020),
https://navdanyainternational.org.

95 Subhash Kumar v. State of Bihar, (1991) 1 S.C.C. 598 (India)

% Virender Gaur v. State of Haryana, (1995) 2 S.C.C. 577 (India).
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ordered state authorities to compensate affected farmers under the "polluter pays" principle. In
Almitra H. Patel v. Union of India and Paryavaran Suraksha Samiti v. Union of India, the
judiciary stressed the obligation to provide pollution-free natural resources and enforce

environmental standards, further bolstering Article 21 protections.”’
o Article 48A and Directive Principles of State Policy (DPSPs)

Article 48A, introduced by the 42nd Amendment Act in 1976, directs the State to "protect and
improve the environment and to safeguard the forests and wildlife of the country." Although
DPSPs are non-justiciable, they hold persuasive authority in interpreting statutory and
fundamental rights. Combined with Article 21, Article 48A creates a composite framework that

obligates the State to support eco-friendly and sustainable agricultural methods.

Several government initiatives draw directly from this constitutional mandate. The
Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana (PKVY)®, launched in 2015, aims to promote organic
farming through cluster-based approaches and Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS).
Similarly, state-level policies such as Sikkim's Organic Mission and Kerala's Agroecology
Policy” Derive normative force from Article 48A and the broader environmental ethics

enshrined in the Constitution.

Moreover, courts have increasingly used Article 48A to validate proactive environmental
regulation. In M.C. Mehta v. Kamal Nath!““The Supreme Court emphasized that ecological
preservation is not merely a governmental function but a public trust responsibility under the
Constitution. Therefore, sustainable agriculture is not only a developmental goal but a legal

imperative derived from constitutional morality.

7 Almitra H. Patel v. Union of India, (2000) 2 S.C.C. 679 (India); Paryavaran Suraksha Samiti v. Union of
India, (2017) 5 S.C.C. 326 (India)

%8 Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana (PKVY), Ministry of Agriculture, Government of India, https://pgsindia-
ncof.gov.in.

9 Government of Kerala, Agroecology Policy Document (2020), https://keralaagriculture.gov.in.

100 M.C. Mehta v. Kamal Nath, (1997) 1 S.C.C. 388 (India)
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India’s International Legal and Policy Commitments
1. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the SDGs

India is a signatory to the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which
enshrines 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Agricultural sustainability is central to

multiple SDGs, including:
e SDG 2: End hunger, achieve food security, and promote sustainable agriculture.
e SDG 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns.
e SDG 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.
e SDG 15: Protect, restore, and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems.

India's National Indicator Framework (NIF) aligns its domestic policy instruments with these

global goals. Notable initiatives include:
e Soil Health Card Scheme to optimize fertilizer use.

o National Mission for Sustainable Agriculture (NMSA)!°! Promoting water-use

efficiency and climate-resilient crops.

e Zero Budget Natural Farming (ZBNF) and Organic Value Chain Development (OVCD)

schemes in the Northeastern states.

Despite the convergence of goals, a report by the NITI Aayog has highlighted significant
implementation challenges, particularly in rural outreach, farmer education, and integration of
environmental concerns with economic incentives.!%? Furthermore, academic studies suggest
that the legal enforceability of SDG targets in India remains limited due to their incorporation

through executive guidelines rather than parliamentary legislation.!*®

101 Government of India, National Mission for Sustainable Agriculture — Operational Guidelines (2022),

https://nmsa.dac.gov.in.

12 NITI Aayog, SDG India Index & Dashboard 2020-21: Partnerships in the Decade of Action (2021),
https://sdgindiaindex.niti.gov.in

103V, Rajagopalan, “Legal Status of Sustainable Development Goals in India,” Indian Journal of
Environmental Law, vol. 16, no. 2, pp. 89—104 (2021)
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2. The Paris Agreement and India’s Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs)

Under the Paris Agreement (2015), India has committed to reducing the emissions intensity of
its GDP by 33-35% by 2030, compared to 2005 levels. While agriculture is not explicitly
capped for emission reduction, it is central to India's Nationally Determined Contributions

(NDCs)'% Through adaptation strategies.

Sustainable agriculture, including agroforestry, conservation tillage, and organic farming, is
recognized in India's climate plans as a key means of enhancing soil carbon sequestration and
water efficiency. Programs like the National Adaptation Fund for Climate Change (NAFCC)
provide financial support to climate-resilient agricultural projects, though uptake has been

uneven across states.

A comparative review by Gupta & Roy (2022) in the Environmental Law Review identifies the
fragmented structure of India’s climate-agriculture policy, urging the consolidation of
objectives across NDCs, SDGs, and agricultural reform laws to boost legal coherence and

accountability.!%
3. FAO Guidelines on Sustainable Agriculture and Agroecology

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations has extensively advocated
for the transition to agroecological food systems. Its report, The 10 Elements of Agroecology
(2018)!”Identifies principles such as diversity, resilience, co-creation of knowledge, and social

values as foundational for sustainable agriculture.

FAO emphasizes that agroecology is not only a scientific approach but a socio-political
framework that respects local traditions, community participation, and farmers' rights. India’s
traditional farming practices, community seed banks, and indigenous knowledge systems offer
fertile ground for implementing FAO guidelines, but the absence of codified legal recognition

for agroecology presents a structural limitation.

104 Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, India’s Intended Nationally Determined

Contribution: Working Towards Climate Justice (2015), https://moef.gov.in.

105 Gupta, R. & Roy, T., “Climate-Agriculture Interface in India: Legal Gaps and Policy Challenges,”
Environmental Law Review, vol. 24, no. 3, pp. 275-292 (2022).

16 Food & Agric. Org. of the UN., The 10 Elements of Agroecology: Guiding the Transition to Sustainable
Food and Agricultural Systems (2018), https://www.fao.org/agroecology/knowledge/10-elements.
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Institutional uptake has begun through programs like Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana
(PKVY)!%7 And National Programme for Organic Production (NPOP), yet these remain policy-
oriented with weak statutory backing. FAO recommends legal empowerment of smallholders
and regulatory frameworks that protect biodiversity and recognize customary land rights—

areas where India still lacks enforceable legislative instruments.

India's constitutional mandate and international obligations jointly create a robust normative
framework for sustainable agriculture. Articles 21 and 48A, read together with judicial
precedents, demand that the State integrate ecological ethics into agriculture policy.
Simultaneously, international frameworks such as the SDGs, Paris Agreement, and FAO
principles reinforce this imperative with a global lens. However, the transition from policy to
enforceable legal obligations remains incomplete, necessitating statutory reform, institutional

innovation, and community participation for genuine sustainability.
IX. Recommendations and the Way Forward

The transition toward sustainable agriculture in India demands a significant realignment of the
current legal, institutional, and economic frameworks. Existing policies, while commendable
in intent, remain piecemeal and often lack enforceability, thereby failing to comprehensively
address the multi-dimensional ecological and socio-economic challenges faced by the agrarian
sector. In light of the constitutional vision articulated under Articles 21 and 48A and India’s
international commitments to the Sustainable Development Goals and climate action

frameworks, a set of cohesive recommendations is proposed.

First, there is a compelling need for the enactment of a National Agroecology and Sustainable
Farming Act. Such legislation would serve as a comprehensive legal instrument defining the
principles of sustainable agriculture and agroecology, codifying obligations of the state and
rights of farmers, and establishing enforceable ecological standards for farming practices.
Drawing from Brazil’s National Policy on Agroecology and Organic Production (PNAPO) and
the EU’s Farm to Fork Strategy, the law should provide for regional agroecological zoning,
define permissible input levels, establish farmer grievance redressal mechanisms, and set up

regulatory authorities at multiple governance levels.!%®

107 Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana (PKVY), Ministry of Agriculture, Government of India,
https://pgsindia-ncof.gov.in.

108 Buropean Commission, Farm to Fork Strategy: For a fair, healthy and environmentally-friendly food
system (2020), https://food.ec.europa.eu.
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Simultaneously, reforms in existing environmental and agricultural legislation are essential.
The Environmental Protection Act, 1986, should be amended to recognize agroecological
zones as ecologically sensitive areas, while the Insecticides Act and the proposed Pesticide
Management Bill must incorporate agro-toxicological risk assessments. The Fertilizer Control
Order should prioritize natural over synthetic inputs, and the Seed Bill, 2019, should be revised
to protect community seed systems and indigenous knowledge, consistent with the

International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture.!'®

To ensure coordinated implementation, an institutional structure such as the National
Agroecology Council should be established under the joint aegis of the Ministries of
Agriculture, Environment, and Rural Development. This council should oversee convergence
between schemes like Paramparagat Krishi Vikas Yojana (PKVY), the National Mission for
Sustainable Agriculture (NMSA), and biodiversity action plans. It should also monitor
agroecological indicators such as soil health, biodiversity, and climate resilience, akin to

institutional models in France and Brazil.''°

Market access and certification reforms are critical to facilitate the economic viability of
sustainable farming. Strengthening the Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) for local
certification, introducing a nationally recognized Agroecology Label under the FSSAI, and
incentivizing fair trade procurement through platforms like e-NAM can help bridge the trust
and access gaps for smallholder farmers. Fiscal tools such as tax benefits and public
procurement mandates should be strategically used to mainstream agroecologically certified

products in national and state-run food distribution schemes.'!!

Stakeholder participation is another pillar of this reform process. Institutionalizing Village
Agroecology Committees under Panchayati Raj Institutions, ensuring farmer representation in
state agroecology boards, and embedding Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC) protocols

for marginalized communities can make agri-environmental governance participatory and

19 FAO, International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture,
https://www.fao.org/plant-treaty.

110 CNAPO (Brazil), National Policy on Agroecology and Organic Production, https://www.gov.br.

! Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare, Participatory Guarantee System - India, https://pgsindia-
ncof.gov.in.
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inclusive. These mechanisms are not only aligned with India’s constitutional framework under

Articles 243G and 39(b) but also with international human rights standards.''?

Furthermore, public procurement and financial subsidies must prioritize agroecological
outcomes. Allocating quotas for sustainable produce in government food schemes like Mid-
Day Meals and ICDS, linking subsidies to soil carbon and biodiversity indicators, and
expanding funding through the National Adaptation Fund for Climate Change to support

agroecological transitions can create long-term ecological and financial resilience.!!?

Finally, judicial oversight should be reinforced to uphold the constitutional right to a healthy
and sustainable agricultural environment. Courts must interpret Article 21 expansively to
include the right to sustainable farming livelihoods, apply the public trust doctrine to critical
agrarian resources such as soil, seeds, and water, and empower green benches and
environmental tribunals to adjudicate disputes relating to unsustainable agricultural

practices.'!*

X. Conclusion

This study has examined the constitutional and international legal landscape underpinning
sustainable agriculture in India, with a focus on agroecological principles and environmental
justice. It finds that while there exists a patchwork of environmental and agricultural
regulations, these often operate in silos, lack agroecological specificity, and fall short of
ensuring participatory, inclusive, and sustainable rural development. The research highlighted
the critical need for an integrated legal framework—such as a National Agroecology and
Sustainable Farming Act—to consolidate diverse schemes and regulatory mandates under one
coherent statute. Such a law would not only provide legal recognition to agroecology but also
institutionalize rights-based approaches, promote ecological sustainability, and offer economic

security to marginal and smallholder farmers.

The proposed reforms, if implemented, could yield substantial benefits: fostering a climate-

resilient and biodiversity-rich agricultural sector; reducing chemical dependencies; and

12 United Nations, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007),
https://www.un.org.

113 Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, National Adaptation Fund for Climate Change
Guidelines (2023), https://moef.gov.in.

114 M.C. Mehta v. Kamal Nath, (1997) 1 S.C.C. 388 (India).
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empowering rural communities through participatory governance. Improved certification
mechanisms, inter-ministerial coordination, market access, and judicial enforcement would
collectively strengthen India’s food security while fulfilling constitutional obligations under

Articles 21 and 48A and international commitments such as the SDGs and the Paris Agreement.

Future research should consider longitudinal and empirical assessments of regions undergoing
agroecological transitions, such as Sikkim and Kerala. Comparative legal studies involving
jurisdictions like the EU, Brazil, and Bhutan may further illuminate best practices. Ultimately,
evaluating the socio-economic impacts of sustainable agriculture laws through
interdisciplinary frameworks will be crucial in guiding evidence-based policymaking during

India’s agricultural transformation.
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