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The Centre for Policy Research (CPR)-Namati  
Environmental Justice Program

CPR-Namati’s Environmental Justice Program is an effort towards closing the 

environment regulation enforcement gap. The Program is presently operational 

in India, a country with robust laws but a very poor record of  compliance with 

environmental regulations. Violations of, and non-compliance with these laws 

have real and profound effects on the environment, the lives of  people directly 

dependent on it for their livelihoods, as well as the health of  all citizens. The 

Program pursues remedies for environmental impacts by bringing cases of  

non-compliance to the attention of  the concerned government agencies and 

institutions. It also aggregates the data from these cases to track the status 

of  compliance with environmental laws. This data is used to advocate for 

improvements in environmental law, policy and institutions. 

The objectives of  the program 

1. Improved environmental compliance 
2. Effective remedies for affected communities 
3. Robust institutional support for the conservation of  critical ecosystems
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Paralegals combine their knowledge of  the law, range of  skills and understanding 
of  local contexts to help resolve justice problems by empowering affected 
communities in the use of  law. They help communities gather and present 
evidence of  injustice and appeal to the institutions accountable to citizens 
within existing law. They focus on prompt local administrative actions rather 
than slow, distant and expensive litigation. They serve as a ‘frontline’ of  justice 
services to affected communities– they are an accessible, affordable, and 
speedy way to achieve justice.

With their focus on institutions of  the government, paralegals also help to 
engage large bureaucracies in solving citizens’ problems in creative and 
timely ways. By building the collaboration between affected people and the 
government in designing remedies, paralegals bring out the full benefits of  
public participation in governance. Their focus on building regulatory and 
legal institutions also ensures systemic and lasting change towards justice.

Paralegals may take a holistic approach, addressing a range of  justice 
needs, or focus on a specific issue, such as domestic violence or access to 
government welfare benefits. Paralegals can work in offices designated solely 
for their use or can be hosted in the offices of  service-oriented organisations, 
such as those focussed on legal aid, agricultural assistance or microfinance.

A community paralegal, also known as a grassroots legal 
advocate or a barefoot lawyer, is a community resource person 
and mobiliser, trained in basic law and legal procedures and in 
skills like mediation, negotiation, education, and advocacy.

part 1
who is a community paralegal?
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part 2
what do community paralegals 
for environmental justice do?

Advantages of  community paralegals

Community paralegals can engage administrative agencies and institutions in 
implementing laws meant to protect civic, environmental, social and economic 
rights. Some key advantages of  a model of  justice services that includes 
community-based paralegals are the following: 

victims become change agents

It increases legal awareness  
of  affected communities and their 
ability to influence decisions that 

affect their lives.

solutions for communities

It can find solutions  
not only for individuals,  

but also for entire affected 
communities. 

timely legal solutions

It can solve legal problems 
faster than formal courts by the use 
of  non antagonistic strategies and 

creative remedies.

cost-effective solutions

It can be more  
cost-effective and accessible  

than conventional  
justice services.

crucial link

It acts as a link between affected 
communities and formal/informal 

institutions, and other service 
providers such as lawyers. 

shape community perspective

It can shape/reshape  
communities’ perspective  

towards laws and help create  
public goodwill for them.  
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Know law 
Paralegals train communities in the use of  environmental laws and 
regulatory processes. This is with the understanding that communities 
that know environmental laws and constitutional remedies will be able 
to exercise their right to clean air, water, food, work and life. They 
are also able to exercise their right to participate in decision-making 
processes of  the government on projects involving land use change 
and extraction of  natural resources. Apart from exercising their rights, 
they can find creative ways to hold the government and other parties, 
such as companies, accountable to their obligations and commitments 
towards environmental protection and social justice. 

Use law
Paralegals upon receiving complaints from community members 
or individual families (referred to as community partners or clients) 
about impacts on forests, farmlands, water sources or fishing 
grounds, investigate their links to non-compliance with, or violations of  
environmental and other relevant regulations. These are brought to the 
attention of  concerned government agencies and institutions meant 
to protect the environment or that have administrative jurisdiction 
related to social welfare and justice. By activating legal procedures 
for enforcement and seeking effective remedies, they not only bring 
local communities and governments closer, but also bring those laws 
to life that help to protect the environment, affected communities and 
their livelihoods. 
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Paralegals, Community Partners and Legal Researcher discussing a case, Gujarat

Environmental justice is concerned not only with environmental 
protection and conservation, but more importantly with the 
distribution of conservation benefits and the burdens of pollution 
or other environmental problems. When these benefits or burdens 
are distributed unequally, some groups of people are made more 
vulnerable than others. Their lives are less valued than those of  
others and they are considered more expendable by society. 

Community paralegals focussed on environmental justice 
support communities that are burdened by environmental 
problems or those who bear the costs of decisions that lead to 
environmental impacts. They assist such affected communities 
to understand, use, and shape environmental regulation to 
reduce environmental impacts, improve their living and working 
conditions, as well as protect their livelihoods. In industrialised 
regions, "these paralegals and the communities they work with, 
hold governments and companies accountable to rule of law, 
environmental protection and social justice. Environmental 
justice paralegals help communities to know, use and shape law. 

Environmental justice is defined as the fair 
treatment and meaningful involvement of  
all people, irrespective of  differences in the 
development, implementation and enforcement 
of  environmental laws, regulation and policy. 
It also includes other laws that influence or  
can influence environmental, health and  
livelihood conditions.
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mineral handling guidelines in gujarat
The coastline of  the western Indian state of  Gujarat has several ports approved by the 

Pollution Control Board that handle a range of  minerals including coal, bauxite and limestone. 

Communities living around these sites have been complaining that dust from the mineral 

handling affects their living conditions, health and farms. When a community paralegal 

worked with the affected people to understand if  approval letters for mineral handling 

ports had any conditions that were being violated, they realised that the consent letter had 

safeguards only for coal handling. All other minerals that were stored and transported from 

these facilities were not covered or regulated by the measures for controlling dust pollution. 

There were at least 10 such ports where the above issue was identified by paralegals and 

their clients. While the state government had guidelines for coal handling, the other minerals 

had been missed out at the policy level, as well as in project level approvals. Based on this 

evidence collected by the paralegals and community partners, a submission was made to 

the state government to review all the consent letters for ports to address these lacunae. A 

separate letter was sent requesting the government to formalise Mineral Handling Guidelines 

for storage, handling and transportation of  all minerals across different kinds of  operations 

in the state, including ports, industries and power plants. Both these submissions used the 

case level evidence and invoked legal clauses, which give the government the authority 

to issue new policies. They also drew from research in scientific papers to draft specific 

recommendations. See Annexure1 for letter submitted to State Pollution Control Board.

Open pile of  bauxite causing air pollution in Okha, Gujarat

Shape law 
The case-work done by paralegals and affected communities is tracked 
and analysed carefully. The data from the cases is aggregated and used 
to seek evidence-based improvements in laws, policies, procedures 
and institutional structures. In situations where no laws exist to resolve 
or remedy impacts caused by certain types of  activities, the data from 
relevant cases is used to suggest or recommend the drafting of  new laws 
and guidelines. In this objective, paralegals play the role of  researchers 
by collecting data to develop administrative and environmental laws to 
deal with challenges faced by affected communities. 

Case data is used to generate evidence-based proposals for systemic 
change in laws and institutional practice. Support teams are employed to 
manage the database of  cases and provide regular reports and feedback 
to the paralegals on their case-work, document their experiences, and 
provide legal research support and other help needed. Community 
partners, paralegals and the support teams together draft policy 
statements based on their experiences and data collected and they 
engage in advocacy for better policies/implementation mechanisms.

Newsreport of  members of  
Aghanashini Bivalve Collectors 
Group submitting a memorandum 
to the District Collector Karwar, 
seeking their inclusion in 
fisheries schemes, Karnataka.
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Brief  case story/highlight to come here Brief  case story/highlight to come here Brief  
case story/highlight to come here Brief  case story/highlight to come here Brief  case 
story/highlight to come here Brief  case story/highlight to come here Brief  case story/
highlight to come here Brief  case story/highlight to come here Brief  case story/
highlight to come here Brief  case story/highlight to come here

In Uttara Kannada, Karnataka,  paralegals assisted communities 
dependent on the ecologically fragile and economically productive 
landscape  to understand the legal violations involved in the 
government's approval of  a port project in the region.

In Vapi, Gujarat, paralegals work with affected local 
residents to seek remedies and implement the state 
approved Action Plan to combat the chronic pollution 
from chemical industries.
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People affected by an environmental justice 
problem bring these cases to the paralegal.  
The paralegal helps to resolve them by using  
her/his legal knowledge and knowledge of  
institutions which can provide remedies. The 
paralegal also guides the affected people to 
approach the institutions with relevant evidence 
and creative and legally acceptable solutions. 

c
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1. selection and identification 

2. documentation 

3. analysis and action 

4. reporting and monitoring 

Solving cases involves four essential  
tasks. These may also be seen as steps  
in a process, except for case 
documentation which is carried out 
throughout the process. 

how do paralegals solve  
environmental justice cases?

part 3
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Identifying affected people and active  
clients/community partners

Getting to know the problem

A case is usually brought to the paralegal by a group of  people or an individual affected 
by a problem. Based on their description of  the problem, the paralegal probes further 
to draw information that helps him/her identify the underlying issues and causes of  
the problem stated. The paralegal reads official documents, news reports and other 
available material that may be related to the problem.

Identifying affected people 

The paralegal makes field visits to the site of  the problem and assesses the various 
constituencies affected by the problem. For this, the paralegal has discussions with 
different groups of  people in the area such as women, youth, members of  different 
castes, indigenous or tribal groups and different livelihood groups such as fishermen, 
farmers and forest dwellers. This helps the paralegal understand the problem from 
various points of  view.

Estimating the impacts

The paralegal estimates the total number of  affected people or beneficiaries who will 
stand to gain if  the problem is resolved. These calculations are complex. For example, 
river pollution potentially affects the entire population downstream from the source.  
It is useful to generate a rough estimate of  these numbers. This is crucial especially 
if  cases involve remedies at the individual or family level such as compensations for 
pollution impacts. In some cases, these numbers can also be separated as those 
directly affected and those indirectly affected, those already affected, those potentially 
affected and those likely to be affected.

Mobilising active clients/community partners

The paralegal speaks to all the affected parties and identifies who all among them is 
willing to actively work with the paralegal in solving the case. This group is identified 
as the community partner or client group. It is best to have a partner or group that 
represents the diversity of  people affected by the problem, especially women, caste/
community groups and livelihood groups.

case selection and identification 

Cases are brought to the paralegals by 
affected people. In some situations, cases 
are also selected by the paralegals who 
are familiar with the region. 

3.1 

The prioritising of  cases to work on can be done only by 
identifying what each case is about. Environmental justice cases 
are typically complex with multiple causes and sources of  impact, 
covering a wide area or large number of  affected people, and have 
varying impacts across communities and over time. They are not 
easy to understand or work on, unless the paralegal is thorough in 
collecting information that helps to identify the case well. At least 
three steps are involved in identifying a case. 

Identifying the groups of  people affected and the varied  
impacts they face

Gathering information on past efforts by those affected to  
resolve these impacts

Framing the problem statement of  the case by identifying  
a legal hook and attribution or source/cause of  the problem

1
2
3
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Gathering information on past efforts  

Most environmental justice problems that the paralegals encounter are 
old issues that have existed for several years. Through these years, 
affected communities may have engaged in many actions to resolve 
the problems they face. These actions usually include approaching the 
administrative head of  the region with their oral complaints, seeking the 
help of  a local politician, lodging complaints with the company or the 
industry causing the problem or then approaching the police in extreme 
cases. In some regions where mobilised affected people are involved 
in collective action, they may have the support of  NGOs or lawyers for 
litigation or high-level advocacy. Needless to say, paralegals should 
ideally prioritise those cases where these efforts have not resolved the 
problem(s), rather than accept the cases that may be on the verge of  
being resolved through these actions. 

The documentation generated from the past efforts of  affected people 
is very important for the paralegal to understand the main complaints, 
the evidence generated in the past, the institutions approached, the 
strategies used and the results. This data helps the paralegal to chart 
out a possible route to the remedy. It helps to understand what strategies 
worked in the past and which ones may or may not result in remedies in 
the present context. It also helps to avoid any duplication of  work and 
wastage of  resources. The paralegal can take advantage of  the work 
already done and efficiently use the relevant data and documentation 
generated in the past.

The paralegal gathers this information through site visits and by talking 
to the various actors involved in these past efforts.

garbage dumping in kumta

The Municipal Corporation of  Kumta town in north Karnataka in India has been dumping 

garbage collected from the municipality at the top of  Muroor hill. Three villages are located very 

close to the hill and about 50 families from these villages live with the stench from the dump. The 

garbage from the dump is carried by the wind and streams flowing nearby to their villages. If  the 

problem is not contained, the garbage load will continue to increase and may potentially affect 

200 families from more villages. In the monsoon the water from this garbage dump reaches all the 

wells located downhill. 30 people from the three villages closest to the dump, with a community 

paralegal, tried to get the Municipal Corporation to stop dumping waste on the hill and also find 

long-term solutions to garbage disposal in rural areas of  the region. The community partner in 

the case is the group of  30 affected people who worked with the paralegal to get the Municipal 

Corporation to stop garbage dumping. The people affected are the 50 families who live very 

close to the hill and the 200 families from other villages who would be affected in future if  the 

problem is not contained and resolved.id
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Paralegal in conversation with a leader of  the affected community in Vapi, Gujarat
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hazardous chemical storage  
in the coastal regulation zone (crz)

An environmental justice paralegal in Kutch has worked on a case for 

which the problem statement was “Upcoming storage plant for hazardous 

chemicals in CRZ-NDZ by a concerned company poses risk to life and 

health of  the residents of  Mitha Port.” This problem statement lucidly puts 

together the type of  project, its illegal location and its potential impact. 

The Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) is an area demarcated along the 

Indian coastline where development is regulated. The No Development 

Zone (NDZ) within the CRZ is the area where development of  any kind  

is prohibited. The statement points to the location of  this project in  

a legally prohibited zone and the community which will be most affected 

by this project. fr
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No Development Zone of  the coast, Gujarat

Paralegal project team members working on framing the problem statement, Myanmar

Framing the problem statement

The problem statement is the description of  the cause of  the case in  
a sentence or two. The paralegal drafts a problem statement that succinctly 
describes the specific impacts faced by the affected communities. With 
the help of  the legal knowledge available to the paralegal, s/he establishes 
the relationship between these impacts and one or more violations or 
environmental non-compliance. It also establishes who is violating a law, 
causing the impacts. 

The drafting of  this problem statement with a clear description of  the 
impact, and related non-compliance attributed to a specific entity upon 
whom administrative action can be directed, is very critical to move 
forward on the case. This statement helps to direct the paralegal and 
community partner to collect the necessary evidence in support of  
the problem, approach the most relevant institutions and seek the best 
possible remedy from them.
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Community partners or clients 

The case has community partners or clients.These are usually a group 
of  affected people aggrieved by a common problem. This group is 
committed to solving the problem jointly with the paralegal.

History

Primarily those cases are chosen where the affected communities 
have sought some kind(s) of  resolution by themselves. This could 
have been through a Non Governmental Organisation (NGO), using 
courts or any other means. Exceptions to this may be in situations of  
emergencies, disasters or particularly complex or exceptional cases.

Impact 

Cases that have a large impact in terms of  the number of  people 
affected or the number of  people likely to be benefited are prioritised.

Location

The cases chosen are in the paralegal’s vicinity or local area so that 
s/he can maintain contact with the affected communities through 
regular site visits and follow up meetings.

Legal hook

Cases that have a clear legal hook (such as those resulting from  
a violation of, or non-compliance with laws, administrative practice 
or judicial orders) to resolve the impact are prioritised over ones 
that do not have a direct legal clause supporting them. However, in 
some scenarios, cases that do not have a clear legal hook may be 
prioritised if  the objective is to use the evidence collected through 
these cases to recommend a new law/legal clauses or amendments to  
existing clauses. 

c
h
i
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Paralegals may prioritise cases for their work 
by using the ‘CHILL factor’ or a set of  five 
parameters that are important if  their efforts are 
to bear some success.

Documentation of  every case is a very crucial aspect 
of  the paralegal’s work. Every case has a case tracking 
form, in which paralegals document their cases and 
actions. Details of  the actions taken and justification 
are documented in the action log at the end of  the case 
tracking form. The case tracking form and action log 
are updated every time a step is taken to solve the case. 
The results of  the actions are also recorded. 

Ideally, there should not be delay of  more than a day 
between a step taken on the case and its recording 
in the case form and action log. Documentation is 
to be done from the time a case is selected until it is 
completed. Since it is crucial for their work, paralegals 
should systematically allocate enough time in their 
working hours to this task.

3.2 case documentation
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Case tracking form 

The case tracking form helps to record information about the affected 
groups, details of  the problem, of  the community partner or client 
group, information about what has been done so far in the case or 
actions taken by the paralegals and community partners or clients 
towards remedy. It also records how these actions are responded to 
by the concerned agencies and plans for their follow up. 

The case tracking form serves the following purposes

If  filled in the prescribed order, the case tracking form provides a step-
wise process for selecting and solving a case. 

It gives the paralegals the first set of  choices of  routes to be followed/
actions to be taken to resolve a case. 

At the time of  closing a case, the case tracking form helps the paralegals 
to reflect on his/her actions and its resolution. 

The case tracking form is the basis for the evaluation of  the casework 
by the paralegals and for continuous learning on how to do these cases 
better.

It has a wealth of  information related to the case that helps to build 
evidence for different kinds of  policy messages related to the law, its 
implementation, its results, as well as the impacts on communities and  
the remedies most needed by them.

1
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The Case Tracking Form is a document that holds all the relevant 
information to select and solve a case. One format of  a full case 
tracking form may be downloaded from  https://namati.org/resources/
case-form-environmental-justice-india/ 

This format may be revised to suit your work context and type of  cases. 
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Paralegal action log 

The paralegal fills out the case action log every time something has been 
done for the case. The log is best filled out in as much detail as possible 
and chronologically (date-wise). The actions to be recorded include 
collection of  documents, meeting with an official or a committee or filing of  
an application under the Right to Information (RTI) Act. (Laws governing 
access to government information are available in different countries and 
would have different titles and scope. India’s access to information law is 
called the Right to Information Act, 2005.) Along with recording the actions, 
copies of  documents like the minutes of  official meetings, copies of  RTI 
applications and the responses received should also be attached with the 
action log. This ensures that all the evidence about the actions taken for the 
case is available in one place for reference at any time.  

Case file 

The paralegal creates a file for each case to keep the case tracking form, action log, all 
the documentary evidence of  actions taken and other supporting documents related 
to the case. The case file is very important to study the case as it progresses and to 
understand the effort made for the case.  

In cases where information is sensitive and risks of  disclosing names or other 
details high, measures can be taken to code information or anonymise the 
case form.

If  there is any information for which there is no provision in the case tracking 
form, the paralegal could attach another sheet and write out that information 
in detail.  

The paralegal should collect as much information as possible in the form 
of  relevant documents like older petitions and complaints submitted by the 
affected communities, newspaper reports about the case or issue, proof  of  
permissions, notice of  eviction or rejection of  permission and court orders.  It 
is best to make photocopies of  all these documents and return the originals to 
the owner. The copies of  these documents could be kept along with the case 
tracking form. 

No question or column in the case form should be left blank. If  it is not relevant, 
it is best to mention that rather than leave it blank. If  it cannot be answered, it 
is best to mention “can’t say” or “not known”.
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Day-by-day action log of  a case in Gujarat maintained by a paralegal

Systematic documentation helps the paralegal teams present their cases and lessons whenever needed
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Through investigations and gathering relevant 
information, the paralegal develops an objective 
understanding of  the case. It may involve making 
multiple visits to the site of  the problem, talking to 
other communities and individuals who may know 
of  the situation or details of  the problem, scanning 
through local newspaper and television reports and 
reading the relevant laws and policies. 

In some cases, with more information becoming 
available at this stage, the problem statement may 
need to be revised. Review and revision of  the 
problem statement based on new information is 
a good practice and does not in any way suggest 
failure on the part of  the paralegals or community 
partners/clients. Based on all the gathered 
information, the paralegal develops strategies and 
identifies the institutions that would need to be 
approached for remedies in the case.

3.3 case analysis and action

hazardous chemical storage  
in the coastal regulation zone (crz)

Following up on the paralegal's case referred to on page 19, when he 

interviewed, he found out that the construction of  the storage plant was 

going on in the CRZ area and was affecting the local people. On the site 

visit he found out that a school was also in the vicinity of  the plant and 

therefore it posed a risk to the life of  the school children along with the 

Mitha Port residents. This increased the impact of  the case significantly. 

He also learnt that the locals had raised their concerns before the District 

Collector in the past.

One important lead in this case came through information gathering on 

the project. When the paralegal went through the environment clearance 

letter issued to the project, he found out that the location of  the project as 

mentioned in the project application and subsequent clearance letter was 

different from where the project was actually coming up. Hence, now the 

case was not only about a CRZ violation, but also the faulty information on 

the basis of  which the environment clearance was granted to the project.
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The chemical storage plant in the No Development Zone in violation of  the CRZ law, Gujarat
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Paralegals use many strategies to resolve cases and may 
use more than one strategy in one case. These strategies 
involve the knowledge of  facts, notifications, government 
circulars/orders and court judgments/orders  that may 
be relevant to the case. The paralegals are trained to 
advise the community partners/clients on the law, legal 
processes and options for handling their problem, based 
on the nature of  the case. The paralegal discusses with the 
community partners/clients the laws that have a bearing on 
the case, the institutions that can be contacted and ways 
to resolve the problem. 

Following these discussions, they jointly develop a plan of  
action for the commonly desired outcomes of  the case. 
This plan of  action includes a combination of  several 
complementary strategies that are described in this section.

A paralegal investigates the impacts of  dust from a coal plant on vegetable farms, Gujarat

Paralegal pasting posters explaining laws, Karnataka

Awareness building on laws

Legal trainings are particularly useful in identifying and addressing 
the root causes of  justice problems as well as in generating informed 
participation from the affected community in seeking remedies. Building 
the knowledge of  communities in relevant laws that are meant to prevent 
or remedy injustice is at the heart of  legal empowerment. For instance, 
paralegals in Uttara Kannada, Karnataka (India) were approached by 
many individuals from the local fisher community. They sought the help 
of  the paralegals in obtaining permissions for the construction of  their 
homes on coastal lands. For the first five to six cases, the paralegals helped 
their community partners or clients in filing applications and getting the 
required CRZ clearances. Upon realising that many in the community 
face/may face the problem, the team decided to raise awareness about 
the law. The paralegals distributed reading material to make the fisher 
community aware of  the procedure of  procuring a CRZ clearance for 
a house. As the legal awareness about these procedures was raised, 
the paralegals did not need to take up any more house clearance 
cases. Instead, they telephonically advised new community partners or 
clients and referred them to the printed material. The paralegals also 
accompanied the community partners/clients to the CRZ offices only if  
their case involved other complications.
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Deliberative discussions

The paralegal works with affected communities rather than 
for them. The goal is not only to help find remedies to their 
problems, but also to generate learning of  laws and skills of  
problem solving in the communities. This learning is achieved 
only by working on the case jointly. Every action on the case 
is discussed through a deliberative process, such that the 
deliberations result in decisions on how to move forward  
with the case. 

For effective and relevant deliberations, the paralegal provides the community partners 
or client groups all the necessary background information on the case, all the new 
information s/he has been able to access and potential routes to different remedies. The 
client group or community partners deliberate on the information presented and discuss 
the pros and cons of various actions. These deliberations are held in a neutral place, in 
a manner that allows maximum participation of most, if  not all, members affected by the 
problem. Debates and well thought out arguments are encouraged over monologues, 
commands or rhetorical lectures. These discussions are crucial to build community 
knowledge as well as capacity to discuss problems, potential solutions or remedies and 
the costs and benefits of the options available. Through these discussions, paralegals 
demonstrate the workings of deliberative or participatory democracy.

Information collection and evidence building

An important task for paralegals dealing with cases is collection of  information and 
evidence building. A paralegal and the community partners will be taken seriously 
by the government bodies, the erring party, media or the community if  they have 
detailed information of  the case and evidence of  violation/non-compliance. They can 
collect information and evidence in the form of  photographs, maps, Global Positioning 
System (GPS) coordinates, government circulars, newspaper/television reports, and 
academic/government papers/studies/reports. The evidence gathered should be able 
to prove that the impact is caused due to non-compliance or violation of  a particular 
law. The causal relationship should be depicted. Groundtruthing is a method by which 
clear evidence can be built to support environmental justice complaints. 

In some cases where there is no compliance or legal 
standard against which to show impacts, evidence of  harm 
or damage should be presented with as many factual details 
as possible, so that a complaint may be registered with the 
respective institution. 

Woman showing the effect of  
effluent from an iron ore mine on 
the riverbed, Odisha

Paralegal and community partners meeting with people affected by mining impacts, Odisha

For more information on evidence building, download the Groundtruthing Methodology 
Note: https://namati.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Groundtruthing-methodology-note.pdf
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Approaching authorities and institutions

Paralegals assist their clients or community partners in reaching out to institutions 
such as the Environment Department, Revenue Office, District Collector’s office or 
Fisheries Department. This assistance may mean finding out the location and office 
timings of  these offices or their contact details. It could also involve drafting letters, 
writing complaints, filing RTI applications, making office visits and phone calls. With 
time and building of  skills and knowledge, the need for this assistance could reduce 
and mere referral and providing contact details may serve the purpose. In general, 
resolution should be attempted (if  not already tried) at the nearest possible institution. 
For example, village level/local level bodies such as the panchayat (village council) 
and the municipality should be contacted first, followed by block, district, state and 
then national level. However, depending on the impact and scope of  the problem or for 
certain strategic reasons, sometimes it might be more useful to contact the institutions 
higher up in the line. 

Resolution is possible even through those institutions 
and laws which may not be the obvious choice or directly 
responsible for the problem or its remedy.  For example, in a 
case of  securing insurance for estuarine bivalve collectors, 
besides the State Fisheries Department, those departments 
dealing with human resources, minorities and child and 
women development were approached. Similarly, in a case to 
address the impacts of  a pipeline, a specific land acquisition 
law pertaining to pipelines was brought into effect.

Identifying institutional allies

At the initial stages of  the case resolution it is useful to identify institutions that could 
help in the resolution of  the case. These institutions are different from the ones that 
are directly responsible for causing/overlooking a problem. However, these could be 
responsible for the welfare of  a particular community or group of  people (e.g., the 
Fisheries Department, Women and Child Development Department, or the Ministry of  
Tribal Affairs. There could also be times when an institution can be brought onboard as 
the case has an impact on the area of  its jurisdiction. For instance, an illegal garbage 
dump by the municipality on forest/ coastal land may, besides causing inconvenience 
to the people of  the nearby villages, be a problem for the Forest Department or the 
Coastal Zone Management Authority under whose jurisdiction the site of  the illegal 
dump falls. Such institutions could work as allies on the case and help in faster and 
easier resolution of  a case.

While some institutions that have been used in the work done 
in India are the following, there are many more institutions that 
can be used by paralegals. 

Paralegal with Pollution Control Board officials inspecting a pipeline leakage, Gujarat

Panchayat

Mamlatdar (local land revenue officer)

District Collector 

District Level Coastal Committee 

Forest Department 

Fisheries Department

Regional or State Pollution Control Board 

Regional or State Coastal Zone Management Authority 

Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change 
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Drafting petitions/complaint letters

Another important action is drafting petitions/letters with the 
clients or community partners. This action could also be seen as 
a precursor to approaching institutions. It may require more work 
from the paralegals in the initial stages. However, once the clients 
or community partners pick up the skills for drafting letters, the 
paralegals may only have to advise them on the contents or legal 
information that forms the basis of  the letters. In Uttara Kannada, 
with the help of  a paralegal, residents of  a village submitted a 
petition to the municipality with regard to the dumping of  solid 
waste atop a nearby hill. This dump had polluted  the nearby areas 
and water source and posed a risk of  a disease outbreak. 

The letters drafted to resolve cases or problems affecting communities typically involve 
the problem statement, the details of  the nature and history of  the problem and of  
those who are impacted by it. It also includes the evidence generated or collected 
to establish these observations. Finally, it may also include details of  what actions 
are sought from the concerned institution to resolve the problem. In many situations, 
the paralegal and clients or community partners may decide to pursue a case just to 
establish the problem or get the institution to recognise the problem as a first step, and 
only then include recommendations, demands or remedies in the subsequent stages 
of  the case. See Sample Complaint Letter in Annexure 2.

Reporting in the local media

Paralegals may report cases of  violation and associated impacts to the 
media. However, the decision to take this action should be taken based on 
the context. Sometimes, reporting to the media prematurely may irritate or 
put off  the concerned department and cause it to become antagonistic. 
In other situations, the media is useful to exert pressure on behalf  of  the 
affected people on the concerned institution and lead to speedier and better 
remedies. Contacting the media is also useful in situations when they are 
willing to sustain media attention on the problem rather than a one-time 
coverage of  the issue. Paralegals are also very well-placed to write about 
their cases for the media.

Paralegal working with community partners to draft a complaint on air pollution, Chhattisgarh Paralegal and community partner reading an official letter sent by the local authorities in response to their complaint, Karnataka

Newsreport of  a landfill site case, Karnataka
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Mediation

Paralegals can help two or more parties that are in disagreement/conflict to reach a 
resolution. Mediation is different from the strategy of  negotiation or representation. 
While mediating, one does not take sides but tries to offer a fair and balanced solution 
to both the parties. In negotiation or representation, one has already selected the 
side one is on and offers a solution to the other party on behalf  of  the selected party. 
Mediation can be a cheap and quick way to a remedy if  it appears that the party 
causing the impact is amenable to resolve the matter. It gives the erring party the 
benefit of  doubt and an opportunity to restore or rectify the situation or problem. In 
Uttara Kannada, a hatchery construction had blocked a creek. This was in violation 
of  the CRZ law and the construction had restricted the entry of  water in the nearby 
fields. A paralegal got the hatchery owner and the farmers whose fields were getting 
affected to have a meeting. The hatchery owner had not expected the farmers to raise 
any concerns in the matter. On learning that farmers were contemplating complaining 
to the CRZ office, he agreed to demolish the construction and clear the creek.

In exceptionally difficult or serious cases, a paralegal  
can refer a case to a lawyer, who can use litigation to obtain  
a solution. There are also many other strategies that 
paralegals use based on their creativity and what  
the context allows. 

Complete understanding of  the problem or nature of  impact, what all has 
already been tried to address it and the reasons for its failure is a prerequisite 
to plan the steps for every case.

Paralegals should ensure that the plan of  action (and any changes to it during 
the course) is decided in discussion with the clients or community partners.  

Combination of  strategies or trying multiple strategies simultaneously is 
advised instead of  relying on just one strategy to show results. However, at 
times the given bureaucratic and political scenario may demand otherwise.

As far as possible, communication with the institutions should be done with the 
full involvement of  the clients/community partners. For example, draft letters/
petitions should be discussed with them before finalising and should be sent 
by them, phone calls should be made in their presence, and gradually the 
community members should take charge of  all visits and phone calls related 
to the case. 

The plan of  action should be nimble and flexible; strategies that put the 
paralegals, clients, community partners and colleagues at risk should be 
avoided.

The community partner or client’s involvement at each and every step of  
problem solving is obligatory.

Paralegal convenes a meeting of  the newly formed bivalve collectors group, Karnataka

Paralegals working 
on thier field notes 
to develop case 
strategies, Odisha
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The efforts of  community partners and paralegals in Keonjhar, Odisha have resulted in an 
improvement in the transportation of  minerals that cause air pollution.

Paralegals and Community partners in Uttara Kannada, Karnataka have been successful in obtaining 
the clean up of  landfill sites through carefully drafted complaints brought to the Municipal Authorities
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1.	 What is the problem the case is addressing?  Who is affected by 
the problem and in what ways?

2.	 Who identified this case? Who are the clients in this case? How 
many of  them are men, how many of  them are women?  

3.	 Who is the violator (government/contractor/project authority/
individual/not clear yet)? What laws/clauses/court orders are being 
violated?  

4.	 Why is this case important? Or, if  this case is solved, how many 
people will benefit? How many men, how many women (closest 
approximate numbers are okay)? What benefits will they enjoy (e.g., 
clean air, representation in decision making, access to public space 
like beaches, livelihood benefits, etc.)? Please specify clearly and 
as far as possible, with evidence.

For the purpose of  reporting accurately on each 
case at any forum or meeting, preparation of  case 
details on the following lines is useful. These are the 
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) to paralegals by 
anyone interested in their cases or their methods 
such as government officials, potential supporters of  
their work or the media. 

th
e

 b
a

si
c

s

3.4 case reporting

th
e

 m
e

th
o

d
s

5. What action have others/clients taken in the past to solve the 
problem?

6. Why were they not able to solve the problem?  

the remedy 

7. What is the remedy sought in this case? 

8. Which all officers/departments did you approach for the remedy? 
Please give the full list, their responses and the time they took to 
respond.

9. Among the officers/departments approached, who do you think is 
directly responsible for the remedy you sought?  

10. What kinds of  evidence did you prepare for the case? Please list 
clearly (e.g., photos of  slurry dumping site on three continuous days, 
newspaper articles about complaints by locals on dumping, Google 
Map with coordinates of  dumping sites and National Park boundary 
marked to show that dumping is taking place inside the Park).

11. How did you communicate with the officers/departments (e.g., 
letter/RTI application/phone call/in person visit)? How many times 
did you communicate in these ways for this case? How many clients 
joined you in these processes?  

12. What other methods did you use? Please mention clearly (e.g., 
media reporting/community meeting/petition by community/other).

13. Why do you think you were able to solve the case (e.g., good 
evidence, clear legal hook, responsive officers, community strength, 
etc.)?	

the benefits

14. What did you learn from this case?

15. If  this problem occurs again, will the clients or community partners 
be able to solve the problem on their own? Why/why not?  
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part 4
setting up a paralegal programme 
through legal empowerment

Any organisation dedicated to the goal of  bringing justice to 
communities affected by socio-economic problems and environmental 
harms, and marginalised by official decision making processes could 
set up a programme by employing paralegals or community legal 
advocates. 

The implementation of  a paralegal programme requires at the very least, 
careful selection, training, on-going support and evaluation of  a team of  
community-based paralegals. These aspects of  the programme need to 
be developed and revised keeping in mind the changing political and legal 
context in which the paralegals work. So, it is useful to recognise these as 
elements that go into building an effective paralegal programme, rather than 
fixing them together as a ‘model’.

Creating leaders through legal empowerment.
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The success of  a paralegal programme depends on its team of  
paralegals. Carefully chosen and trained paralegals help to build 
trust among affected people and develop healthy relations with 
them to carry out joint work. 

Paralegals use their teaching skills to empower communities 
and communicate with the wider world about what problems 
communities face and how they can be resolved. They are 
committed people with leadership qualities, respectful to all and 
always hungry to learn. They not only work for the communities 
that they belong to, but also as public-minded individuals who 
act against injustice.

Volunteers are crucial for any legal empowerment effort, but some 
form of  compensation is crucial for paralegals. It is difficult and/or 
unreasonable to ask people to undertake the rigorous work of  an 
environmental justice paralegal without some reimbursement for 
their expenses and some compensation for their time.

4.1 selection of  paralegals

The following steps could be 
part of  a process for the selection 
of  paralegals.

Job announcement
An announcement mentioning the required qualifications and skills, terms of  reference, 
employment period and other details would need to be prepared. The announcement 
can be circulated widely in colleges and universities, including the departments of  
social work, law and social sciences. Other ways of  putting the word out are distributing 
pamphlets in colleges, speaking to university students and asking existing paralegals 
to spread the news. Interested candidates could be asked to share their curriculum 
vitae, a cover letter and references. 

Shortlisting
In order to shortlist candidates, applications can be assessed on the basis 
of  the candidate’s experience, educational qualifications, writing ability 
(assessed through the cover letter), location (with respect to the field site), 
references and work interests. 

Test and interview
Shortlisted candidates may be called for a test. In a first round, there could be a 
written test in which they are asked to draft an RTI application and maybe write an 
essay regarding an environmental justice concern in their area. While writing about the 
concern, they could be instructed to frame a problem statement, identify a law through 
which the solution can be sought and the possible remedies. In the written test they 
may also be asked to draft a complaint letter to a concerned government department 
about a problem affecting the residents in their area. The RTI application, letter and 
essay could be assessed for logic or arguments, language and clarity of  expression. 

The second round could be an oral test. This could include a group discussion and an 
interview. This is an opportunity for the candidates to be scored on their confidence, 
knowledge of  current affairs and the geographical area of  their prospective work. All 
these scored could help to arrive at the final selection. The process of  selection from 
the day of  job announcement could take up to 45 days.
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Training
The candidates, after selection, should be trained in the paralegal 
methods, problem solving strategies and important environmental laws. 
The initial training period could include a series of  classroom sessions 
that incorporates lectures, presentations and exercises. The training 
period could also include ‘on-the-job’ learning. The new paralegals could 
accompany senior paralegals while they visit government offices, meet 
their clients and community partners and assist them in solving their on-
going cases. These on-the-job trainings could take up to 90 days, post 
which the new paralegals can open their cases.

In addition, the paralegals may be invited to a refresher programme at 
least once a year to update their knowledge of  laws, discuss cases and 
methods of  casework, build capacity in community mobilisation, use 
tools for evidence gathering or developing a greater understanding of  
specific environmental topics. TThese refresher trainings are important 
to ensure that the paralegals are constantly learning and improving their 
knowledge and capacity to undertake casework. 

Training modules can be prepared based 
on the case lists of  the paralegals, the 
types of  cases and the kinds of  institutions 
they are working with. Training methods 
should ideally include readings and 
case exercises, group and individual 
presentations, legal quizzes and debates, 
all with ample opportunities for the 
paralegals to demonstrate their learning. 

It is useful to prepare and use legal handbooks, methodology notes or 
guides and hand-outs at these training sessions which the paralegals 
can use as reference material for their work on cases. It is most effective 
to print or publish such material in simple and easy to read formats and 
which can be updated periodically. This is to accommodate changes in 
laws and revisions in paralegal methods based on new types of  cases 
or other considerations. The paralegals should ideally be supervised and 
supported by a coordinator or coordinators through weekly check-ins and 
monthly update meetings. Each coordinator could supervise up to six to 
eight full-time paralegals.

See Annexure 3 for Sample Agenda for Paralegal Training
Team level training based on the cases of  the paralegals in Orissa

Meeting to launch the association of  community partners in Saurashtra, Gujarat
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The coordinators of  the programme are well versed in laws, research 
methods and in community building. In cases where they are located far 
away from the paralegals, the coordinator could conduct weekly check-ins 
telephonically. In other cases, the coordinator and paralegals could meet on 
a weekly basis. When possible, the coordinator could also conduct site visits 
and community meetings with the paralegals. In essence, the three main 
roles of  the coordinators are to support paralegals with legal information, 
with strategies to achieve remedies and aggregation of  case data. These 
may be done through weekly and monthly reporting processes. 

Weekly reporting 

The paralegals could report to their supervisor or coordinator once a week 
on the progress of  their cases. Strategies, actions by them and responses to 
them by government institutions may be discussed along with the planning 
of  next steps. Weekly reports may contain the following: 

Summary of  ongoing cases, highlighting work done  
in the previous week and the work planned for the upcoming week 

Details of  new or potential cases 

Updates on resolved/closed/inactive cases 

Other activities undertaken 

4.2 supervision and support

Along with serving the obvious purpose of  monitoring the progress, 
this is also an opportunity for the paralegals and the coordinator to 
brainstorm together about next steps and creative remedies to be 
tested in tough cases. The feedback generated by this process is 
quick and could help to move forward on cases in a timely manner  
so that the remedy can be achieved as soon as possible.

Monthly meetings 
It is useful for the coordinator to hold a meeting with all the paralegals at 
one place every month. This will serve as a platform for the paralegals to 
share and learn from each other’s cases and to brainstorm collectively 
on possible solutions and monitor the progress on all their cases. These 
monthly meetings would essentially help to build peer learning and 
capacity in holding meetings and talking about their cases. The case 
forms and case files could be used in these discussions.

Besides these weekly and monthly discussions, paralegals can get in 
touch with the coordinator more often to seek advice on resolving the 
cases. This is particularly advised when restrategising is required if  an 
earlier planned action is not working out. 

 Regional training on the use of  the compliance crowdsourcing website, a tool to track non compliance of  projects
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Research support

It is extremely valuable to have the coordinators and their 
team of  paralegals supported by a research team, which 
analyses the cases and how they are progressing. The 
research team may receive the weekly reports from the 
paralegals and also attend the monthly meetings. By  
tracking data from the cases rigorously, the information 
collected in the case tracking form and action log can be 
compiled in a case database. This database can provide 
valuable information. 

For example, using the database of  cases in 2014, it was found that one 
paralegal team showed a 33 per cent success rate. The database also 
revealed that cases to help coastal dwellers to submit the required papers 
for the CRZ permission were the most successful case type. it also showed 
that atleast two or three relevant institutions have to be approached for the 
successful remedy of  cases.

Information from the cases could be used to improve the paralegal 
methodology and performance. Additionally, it could be used to 
generate evidence-based proposals for systemic changes in laws and 
institutional practices.

For example, in India, case data showed that paralegals were encountering many 
cases in which fisher people and farmers were affected by non-compliance 
with conditions of  environment clearances. Based on that information, the 
programme designed and delivered a training module for the paralegals on 
the Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) process. Since then, there have 
been improved outcomes in cases when governments or firms have breached 
environment safeguards listed in these conditions. Using the database, such 
reports can be generated at regular intervals as it helps to aggregate information 
on several parameters in each case.  

Paralegal supervisor supporting a paralegal to document case information into an online database of  cases, Gujarat

Database tracker for paralegal cases in India
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Building allies and associations
It is crucial for paralegals to develop their client groups or community partners into 
associations. These can be forums to discuss case challenges, understand trends in case 
resolution, exchange lessons on strategies and even take up groups of  cases for collective 
action. It is also important to engage with people who can act as a catalyst in their cases. 
These people could be lawyers, scientists, activists, journalists, social workers, politicians, 
local elected representatives or NGO representatives. These are essentially the individuals/
organisations whose support can be drawn into the case to arrive at resolutions. Besides 
increasing the likelihood of  case success, access to these people will add to the credibility of  
the paralegals. The programme can provide opportunities and forums where the paralegals 
meet experienced lawyers, subject specialists, scientists and NGOs working on similar 
issues. Paralegals, in consultation with their coordinators, could approach such individuals 
in instances like the following:

The paralegal is not able to solve the case on his or her own

The impact of  the case is particularly severe

The case involves an emergency situation

The case has a potential of  widespread legal impact

Help from these individuals can be sought even at the time of  setting up of  the programme, 
for training the paralegals or as an advisory group that meets periodically. They are not 
only valuable to support the paralegals in their work, but are also ambassadors for the 
programme and create avenues for greater outreach of  the programme within government, 
among donors and other institutions.

Evaluation

Evaluation or assessment of  effectiveness 
is an important aspect of  the paralegal 
programme. This is for continuous 
improvement in the performance of  all 
those involved in the programme, as well 
as to communicate to others what such 
a programme has achieved and how. 
Evaluation methods may be built into 
every case form or can be undertaken by 
a research team as a separate project, or 
both. Evaluation needs to be periodic and 
regular so that it provides feedback that is 
timely and relevant. 

Street play by paralegals and a local drama troupe on how the Coastal Regulation Zone law can help the fishing communities, Karnataka

Meeting to launch the association of  community partners in Saurashtra, Gujarat

A handmade chart of  results of  the mid-term 
assessment of  paralegal cases in India



54 55

Finally every case needs to be assessed at three levels.

Remedies

The paralegal could work on each case to achieve a clear compliance related 
remedy to address the present source of  impact. For example, the paralegal 
ensures that trucks carrying coal are covered in compliance with the norms 
so that impacts caused due to the dust in the air are reduced. However, in 
order to ensure that past harms are addressed, the paralegal and affected 
communities could also pursue additional remedies such as compensation. 
In order to ensure that compliance is guaranteed in the future too, they could 
pursue remedies such as penalty clauses for all truck companies who run 
uncovered trucks or the setting up of  a community managed check-point 
where all the trucks are covered before they begin their journey. 

Whatever the compliance and additional remedies the case pursues, they must be 
assessed for whether they have stopped the non-compliance and addressed the past 
and/or future burden of  the harm. Environmental justice cases are of  recurrent nature 
and even the remedies to these could be transient. For instance, after the efforts of  the 
clients and paralegals, illegal sand mining or ground water drawl may stop. However, 
there is a possibility that it could resume some time. Hence, having a specified time period 
to consider a remedy stable will be useful. To close a case, it is required of  the paralegals 
and the clients to have a relook at the site of  problem at the end of  a specified period. IIf  
the illegal activity resumes within the period, the same case is reopened. But if  the activity 
resumes after this period, a new case is opened.

In most contexts, even achieving partial remedies requires considerable effort, time, legal 
knowledge and institutional navigation. Therefore, partial remedies are acknowledged as 
positive developments. 

Actions

At this level, what contributed to the case resolution is assessed. While a 
number of  factors affect the resolution of  a case, it is important to ascertain 
the paralegal’s role in it. At the time of  closing the case, the paralegal should 
make sure that there is evidence of  his/her contribution to the successful 
resolution of  the case. This may be obtained through the testimony of  the 
client, the government officer/s involved in the remedy, media reports or a 
government circular/order/reply to an RTI application/etc. 

1
3

2

Legal empowerment

The main goal of  a legal empowerment programme is the building of  capacities 
of  communities and affected people in understanding and using the law. So an 
evaluation of  the work of  the paralegals or the programme should involve some 
mechanism to assess the legal knowledge and capacity of  those whom they 
work with. This can be done either at the level of  individual cases or for a sample 
of  cases. It can be assessed by identifying if  the clients or community partners 
know about the laws and institutions involved in the case as well as if  they are 
able to help others who face similar issues with this information. A useful way to 
conduct these assessments is to involve members of  the community in training 
programmes organised by the paralegal. 

Keeping in touch with the clients even after the resolution 
of  cases is highly recommended. This will help in recording 
instances (if  any) of  clients resolving similar cases in future 
or clients themselves becoming or working as paralegals. 
Narratives of  such instances would enrich the evaluation 
exercise.  

For evaluation to be a regular and useful part of  the programme, 
it is best done periodically (based on practical considerations 
such as staff  and resources available for this) through meetings 
with community partners/clients. Evaluation through third-party 
groups, by administering interviews and questionnaires among 
the served clients or communities can also be carried out to 
study the ‘empowerment effect’. 

actions

legal empowerment

remedies
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annexure 1

Sample Letter on Policy Recommendation
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annexure 2

Sample Complaint Letter
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annexure 3

Sample Agenda for Paralegal Training
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   				     					            a practice guide
	

The fishing jetty at Tadadi, Uttara Kannada, where the Karnataka government 
proposes to set up a large commercial port.
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