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Introduction 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has undergone significant evolution from its philanthropic origins to a 

formalized concept influencing modern business practices. In India, CSR has deep cultural ties to philanthropy and 

charity, influenced heavily by globalization and regulatory measures such as the Companies Act of 2013. The 

integration of CSR into corporate strategies has emerged as a vital component for ensuring long-term 

sustainability and ethical governance. This paper examines the legal framework governing CSR in India, its impact 

on environmental sustainability, and the challenges and recommendations for enhancing CSR’s effectiveness within 

the legal realm. The growing importance of CSR reflects a broader global trend where businesses are increasingly 

held accountable for their social and environmental footprints. This shift is not merely a regulatory requirement but a 

strategic imperative that aligns corporate success with societal well-being1. 

 

The objectives of this research paper are to explore the evolution and current state of CSR in India, analyze the legal 

provisions that shape CSR activities, assess the impact of these activities on environmental sustainability, and 

identify the challenges and propose recommendations to enhance the effectiveness of CSR initiatives. By providing a 

comprehensive overview, this paper aims to contribute to the ongoing discourse on corporate responsibility and 

sustainable development2. 

 

Globally, CSR practices have evolved significantly, with businesses across the world increasingly recognizing their 

role in addressing societal challenges. In developed economies, CSR is often driven by a combination of regulatory 

frameworks, stakeholder expectations, and the pursuit of sustainable business models. In contrast, emerging 

economies like India have witnessed a different trajectory, where traditional philanthropic practices are gradually 

being replaced by more structured and strategic CSR initiatives. 

 

Background of CSR in India 

 

The concept of CSR in India has transitioned from traditional philanthropy to structured corporate initiatives driven 

by globalization and heightened environmental awareness. Historically, Indian businesses engaged in philanthropy, 

guided by cultural and religious values that emphasized charity and social welfare. The Gandhian philosophy of 

trusteeship, which advocated for the ethical responsibility of businesses to act as stewards for societal wealth, 

significantly influenced early CSR practices. This ethos fostered a culture where businesses contributed to social 

causes such as education, healthcare, and community development3. 

 

 

 Research Scholar, Department of Law, Guru Ghasidas Vishwavidyalaya, Bilaspur (Chhattisgarh) 
1 Ministry of Corporate Affairs, Companies Act 2013, Government of India (2013). 
2 Ministry of Corporate Affairs, National Voluntary Guidelines on Social Environmental and Economic 

Responsibilities of Business, Government of India (2011). 
3 ITC Limited. (2022). Sustainability Report. Retrieved from [https://www.itcportal.com](https://www.itcportal.com). 

http://www.itcportal.com/
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The liberalization of the Indian economy in the 1990s marked a significant turning point for CSR. Exposure to global 

markets and best practices led Indian businesses to adopt more structured and strategic approaches to CSR. The 

growing awareness of environmental issues and the influence of international sustainability standards further 

propelled the evolution of CSR. Companies began to recognize the importance of integrating social and 

environmental considerations into their business models to achieve long-term success and resilience4. 

 

The enactment of the Companies Act of 2013 was a pivotal development that institutionalized CSR in India. The Act 

mandated that companies meeting certain financial thresholds allocate at least 2% of their average net profits towards 

CSR activities. This legislative requirement aimed to formalize CSR efforts and ensure that businesses actively 

contribute to societal and environmental well-being5. The Companies Act of 2013 represents a significant milestone 

in the evolution of CSR in India, transitioning from voluntary initiatives to a regulated framework that emphasizes 

accountability and transparency6. 

 

Legal Provisions Governing CSR in India 

 

The Companies Act 2013 serves as the foundation for India’s CSR regulatory framework. According to Section 135 

of the Act, companies with a net worth of INR 500 crore or more, or a turnover of INR 1,000 crore or more, or a net 

profit of INR 5 crore or more during any financial year are required to establish a CSR committee. This committee is 

tasked with formulating and recommending CSR policies to the board, ensuring that the company spends at least 2% 

of its average net profits from the preceding three years on CSR activities7. 

 

Schedule VII of the Act delineates the areas eligible for CSR activities, emphasizing environmental sustainability, 

conservation of natural resources, and ecological balance. These provisions aim to direct corporate resources towards 

addressing critical environmental challenges. The inclusion of specific areas such as combating climate change, 

promoting renewable energy, and conserving water resources highlights the strategic alignment of CSR with national 

and global sustainability goals8. The emphasis on environmental sustainability within the legal framework 

underscores the recognition of businesses as key stakeholders in the pursuit of sustainable development9. 

 

In addition to the Companies Act, the National Voluntary Guidelines on Social, Environmental, and Economic 

Responsibilities of Business (NVGs), issued by the Ministry of Corporate Affairs in 2011, provide a comprehensive 

framework for businesses to adopt responsible practices. The NVGs emphasize the importance of environmental 

sustainability and encourage companies to integrate social, environmental, and economic responsibilities into their 

core operations10. These guidelines serve as a 

 

 

4 United Nations. (2015). Sustainable Development Goals. United Nations. 
5 Section 135 of Companies Act, No. 18 of 2013, Acts of Parliament, 2013 (India). 
6 Carroll, A. B., & Buchholtz, A. K. (2014). Business and Society: Ethics, Sustainability, and Stakeholder 

Management. Cengage Learning. 
7 Sec 135, Supra 
8 Dirk Matten & Jeremy Moon, “Implicit” and “Explicit” CSR: A Conceptual Framework for a Comparative 

Understanding of Corporate Social Responsibility, 33 Acad. Mgmt. Rev. 404 (2008). 
9 Jamali, D., & Mirshak, R. (2007). "Corporate social responsibility (CSR): Theory and practice in a developing 

country context". Journal of Business Ethics, 72(3), 243-262. 
10 World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD). (2010). Vision 2050: The new agenda for 

business 
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valuable reference for companies seeking to align their CSR initiatives with broader sustainability objectives11. 

 

The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has also played a crucial role in promoting CSR and 

sustainability. SEBI mandates the top 1000 listed companies to include Business Responsibility Reporting (BRR) in 

their annual reports. BRR requires companies to disclose their CSR activities, including those related to 

environmental sustainability12. This initiative aims to enhance transparency and accountability in corporate 

reporting on sustainability issues. By requiring detailed disclosures, SEBI ensures that stakeholders have access to 

information about the environmental and social impacts of corporate activities13. 

 

Impact of CSR on Environmental Sustainability 

 

CSR initiatives in India focusing on environmental sustainability have yielded significant positive outcomes. 

Companies have undertaken various projects aimed at controlling pollution, conserving resources, and protecting 

biodiversity. These efforts contribute to enhancing air and water quality, reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and 

promoting sustainable resource management14. 

 

Pollution control measures have seen companies implementing technologies and practices to reduce emissions, 

manage waste, and treat effluents. For example, many companies have adopted advanced pollution control 

technologies to minimize their environmental footprint. These initiatives not only help in complying with regulatory 

standards but also contribute to improving public health and environmental quality15. The proactive engagement of 

businesses in pollution control reflects their commitment to sustainable practices and corporate responsibility16. 

 

Resource conservation initiatives are another critical aspect of CSR. Companies have adopted measures such as 

using renewable energy, water harvesting, and efficient waste management practices. The shift towards renewable 

energy sources, such as solar and wind power, helps reduce reliance on fossil fuels and mitigates climate change 

impacts. Water harvesting and recycling initiatives ensure the sustainable use of water resources, addressing the 

critical issue of water scarcity. Efficient waste management practices, including recycling and reuse, contribute to 

reducing landfill waste and promoting circular economy principles. 

 

Biodiversity conservation is also a key focus area for CSR initiatives. Companies have engaged in activities such as 

afforestation, wildlife protection, and habitat restoration. These efforts contribute to preserving ecosystems and 

protecting endangered species. By investing in biodiversity conservation, companies help maintain ecological 

balance and support the resilience of natural systems. The alignment of CSR activities with the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) further emphasizes the role of businesses in addressing global sustainability 

challenges17. 

 

11 United Nations Global Compact. (2015). Guide to Corporate Sustainability. United Nations. 
12 Securities and Exchange Board of India, Business Responsibility Reporting, SEBI (2012). 
13 Ministry of Corporate Affairs, Government of India. (2019). National Guidelines on Responsible Business 

Conduct 
14 Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI). (2017). Report of the Committee on Corporate Governance 
15 The Growing Importance of CSR in Business, Forbes (2021), https://www.forbes.com. 
16 Corporate Social Responsibility: A Way to Boost Environmental Sustainability, The Economic Times (2020), 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com. 
17 United Nations (2015), Supra. 

http://www.forbes.com/
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Several Indian companies have set benchmarks in CSR initiatives aimed at environmental sustainability. For instance, 

Tata Group’s initiatives in water conservation and renewable energy have significantly contributed to environmental 

protection18. ITC’s sustainability programs in agriculture and forestry have promoted sustainable farming practices 

and forest conservation. Reliance Industries’ efforts in waste management and emission reduction illustrate the 

diverse approaches and substantial impact of CSR activities19. These case studies highlight the potential of CSR to 

drive positive environmental outcomes and demonstrate the leadership of Indian companies in sustainability. 

 

Challenges in Implementing CSR for Environmental Sustainability 

 

Despite the positive impacts of CSR on environmental sustainability, several challenges hinder the effectiveness of 

these initiatives. One of the primary challenges is the resource constraint faced by many companies, particularly 

smaller ones. Implementing comprehensive CSR programs requires financial and human resources that smaller 

companies often lack. This resource gap limits the ability of these companies to undertake meaningful CSR activities 

and achieve significant environmental outcomes. 

 

The expertise gap is another significant challenge. Many companies lack the knowledge and skills required to design 

and implement effective CSR initiatives. This gap can result in poorly planned projects that fail to deliver the desired 

impact. Capacity-building initiatives, such as training programs and knowledge-sharing platforms, can help bridge 

this gap and enhance the effectiveness of CSR efforts. By investing in capacity-building, companies can develop the 

expertise needed to design and implement high-impact CSR projects. 

 

Compliance with the diverse and complex regulatory framework can also be challenging for companies. The varying 

interpretations of CSR activities and the bureaucratic hurdles in approving and monitoring projects can delay 

implementation and reduce impact. Streamlining regulatory processes and providing clear guidelines can help 

address these challenges and facilitate more effective CSR implementation. Simplifying compliance requirements 

and reducing bureaucratic red tape can encourage more companies to engage in CSR activities and achieve better 

environmental outcomes. 

 

The absence of standardized metrics for measuring CSR impact makes it difficult to assess the effectiveness of 

initiatives. Companies often use different indicators and methodologies to evaluate their CSR activities, resulting in 

inconsistent and incomparable data. Developing standardized metrics and robust evaluation frameworks can help 

address this issue and enable more accurate assessment of CSR impact. Standardized metrics can provide a common 

language for measuring and reporting CSR outcomes, facilitating better comparisons and benchmarking. 

 

Ensuring transparency and accountability in CSR activities is crucial for maintaining stakeholder trust. Instances of 

greenwashing, where companies falsely project an environmentally responsible image, undermine the credibility of 

CSR efforts. Implementing stricter reporting requirements and regular audits can help ensure greater transparency 

and accountability. By providing accurate and reliable information about their CSR activities, companies can 

build trust with stakeholders and demonstrate their commitment to sustainability. 

 

18 Tata Group, Sustainability Initiatives, Tata (2022), https://www.tata.com. 
19 Reliance Industries, Environmental Initiatives, Reliance Industries (2022), https://www.ril.com. 

http://www.tata.com/
http://www.tata.com/
http://www.tata.com/
http://www.ril.com/
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Recommendations for Enhancing CSR Effectiveness 

 

To enhance the impact of CSR on environmental sustainability, it is essential to strengthen legal provisions. Revising 

the Companies Act to provide clearer guidelines and priorities within environmental sustainability for CSR spending 

can help ensure that corporate resources are directed towards critical environmental issues. Including more specific 

requirements for environmental reporting and the introduction of mandatory environmental performance metrics can 

further enhance the effectiveness of CSR initiatives. 

 

Offering tax incentives or other benefits to companies that exceed mandatory CSR spending on environmental 

sustainability can encourage greater engagement. These incentives can motivate companies to invest more in CSR 

activities and achieve higher environmental standards. Providing training and resources to companies, especially 

small and medium enterprises (SMEs), can help them develop effective CSR strategies. Capacity-building programs 

can enhance the knowledge and skills of company staff, enabling them to design and implement impact CSR 

projects. 

 

Encouraging collaborations between the government, private sector, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

can extend the reach and impact of CSR initiatives. Public-private partnerships can leverage the strengths and 

resources of different stakeholders to address complex environmental challenges. These collaborations can facilitate 

knowledge exchange, resource sharing, and coordinated action, leading to more effective and sustainable outcomes. 

 

Developing standardized metrics and robust evaluation frameworks will aid in accurately assessing the impact of 

CSR activities. Standardized metrics can provide a common basis for measuring and comparing CSR outcomes, 

enabling better benchmarking and performance evaluation. Robust evaluation frameworks can help identify best 

practices, areas for improvement, and the overall effectiveness of CSR initiatives. By implementing these 

frameworks, companies can enhance the accountability and transparency of their CSR activities. 

 

Stricter reporting requirements and regular audits can ensure greater transparency and accountability. Companies 

should be required to disclose detailed information about their CSR activities, including their environmental impacts 

and outcomes. Regular audits can verify the accuracy of these disclosures and ensure compliance with regulatory 

standards. By enhancing transparency and accountability, companies can build trust with stakeholders and 

demonstrate their commitment to sustainability. 

 

Policy Recommendations 

 

Policymakers should consider revising the Companies Act to include more stringent penalties for non- compliance 

and clearer guidelines on permissible CSR activities. Strengthening enforcement mechanisms can ensure that 

companies adhere to their CSR obligations and contribute effectively to environmental sustainability. Introducing 

mandatory environmental reporting can enhance transparency and provide stakeholders with reliable information 

about corporate environmental performance. 

 

Establishing a central repository for CSR data can facilitate better monitoring and evaluation of CSR activities. This 

repository can serve as a comprehensive database of CSR initiatives, their impacts, and 
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best practices. By centralizing CSR data, policymakers, researchers, and other stakeholders can access valuable 

information for analysis, benchmarking, and policy development. This central repository can also promote 

transparency and accountability by providing public access to CSR information. 

 

Collaborations between industry associations, academic institutions, and regulatory bodies can foster a culture of 

continuous improvement in CSR practices. These collaborations can facilitate knowledge exchange, capacity-

building, and the development of innovative solutions for environmental sustainability. By working together, 

stakeholders can address common challenges, share best practices, and drive systemic change towards more 

sustainable business practices. 

 

Conclusion 

 

CSR plays a vital role in promoting environmental sustainability in India. The legal framework provided by the 

Companies Act of 2013 and other regulations has established a foundation for CSR activities. However, challenges 

such as resource constraints, lack of expertise, and issues related to compliance and transparency need to be 

addressed. Strengthening legal provisions, incentivizing CSR activities, building capacity, fostering public-private 

partnerships, improving monitoring and evaluation, and enhancing transparency and accountability are essential for 

more effective CSR practices. By doing so, companies can significantly contribute to environmental sustainability 

and help achieve broader sustainable development goals. 

 

This paper offers a comprehensive overview of the legal framework governing CSR in India, its impact on 

environmental sustainability, and the challenges and recommendations for enhancing its effectiveness. It aims to 

provide valuable insights for policymakers, corporate leaders, and researchers in the field of environmental law and 

corporate responsibility. As the global focus on sustainability continues to grow, the role of CSR in driving positive 

environmental outcomes will become increasingly important. By aligning corporate strategies with sustainability 

goals, businesses can contribute to a more sustainable future for all. 


