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Abstract

Green Social Work (GSW) is an emergent and increasingly vital field that synthesizes
environmental stewardship with the pursuit of social justice, aiming to confront the
multifaceted crises posed by climate change, ecological degradation, and deep-rooted
inequalities. In the context of contemporary India—marked by rapid industrialization, urban
expansion, environmental vulnerability, and persistent socio-economic disparities—the
relevance of GSW has never been more critical. This paper delves into the transformative
potential of Green Social Work in India, highlighting its capacity to empower marginalized
communities, advocate for climate-resilient policies, and bridge the gap between
environmental sustainability and human rights. It critically examines the systemic and
structural barriers impeding the growth of GSW, including policy neglect, limited awareness,
and insufficient institutional support. By shedding light on innovative practices and
grassroots interventions, the paper underscores the imperative for social workers to assume
proactive roles as ecological justice advocates, community mobilizers, and policy influencers.
Ultimately, it calls for an interdisciplinary, inclusive, and decolonized approach to social
work that places environmental justice at the heart of sustainable development agendas.

Introduction

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by the United Nations in 2015,
provide a global framework for achieving a more equitable and sustainable future by 2030.
These 17 goals emphasize the interconnectedness of social, economic, and environmental
dimensions, urging nations to address pressing challenges such as poverty (SDG 1), climate
action (SDG 13), sustainable cities (SDG 11), and clean water and sanitation (SDG 6). In
India, the integration of SDGs into policy frameworks has highlighted the urgency of
addressing environmental degradation and its impact on vulnerable populations.

Green social work aligns with the SDGs by advocating for inclusive and sustainable
solutions to environmental crises. The discipline emphasizes the principle of "leaving no one
behind," focusing on marginalized communities that are disproportionately affected by issues
such as deforestation, air and water pollution, and climate-induced disasters. Social workers
play a pivotal role in advancing the SDGs by fostering community resilience, promoting
sustainable practices, and advocating for policy changes that prioritize environmental justice.
In the Indian context, green social work provides an essential framework for addressing the
dual challenges of development and environmental sustainability, ensuring a balance between
economic growth and ecological integrity.

Key areas where green social work plays a critical role include
1. Advocacy for Environmental Justice: Social workers can amplify the voices of
marginalized communities affected by land acquisition, deforestation, and industrial
pollution.
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2. Disaster Preparedness and Response: Climate-induced disasters such as cyclones,
floods, and heatwaves necessitate community-based interventions to build resilience.

3. Promotion of Sustainable Livelihoods: Social workers can collaborate with NGOs
and local governments to develop eco-friendly livelihood opportunities, such as
organic farming or waste recycling.

4. Education and Awareness: Green social work involves educating communities
about sustainable practices, environmental conservation, and climate adaptation
strategies.

5. Policy Influence: By engaging with policymakers, social workers can contribute to
drafting and implementing environmentally sustainable policies.

Challenges Faced in India

Despite its transformative potential, the actualization of Green Social Work (GSW) in
India faces entrenched structural and systemic challenges that limit its reach and efficacy.
These hurdles reflect deeper issues of governance, education, cultural complexity, and policy
inertia:
Lack of Awareness and Professional Training

Environmental issues remain marginalized within the mainstream social work
curriculum in India, with limited academic discourse or field exposure. As a result, many
social work professionals enter practice ill-equipped to understand or intervene in
ecological crises. The lack of interdisciplinary education hinders the development of critical
ecological consciousness, leaving a void in skills related to climate adaptation, disaster risk
reduction, and sustainable development.
Limited Institutional Recognition and Support

Green social work still operates in the peripheries of India’s social welfare agenda.
The absence of dedicated institutions, formal recognition, or funding mechanisms
prevents its integration into national frameworks. Without strong institutional anchoring,
GSW remains isolated to scattered pilot projects, lacking the systemic support needed to
scale impactful interventions.
Severe Resource Constraints

Community-based environmental programs often struggle under financial, human
resource, and infrastructural limitations. Funding for sustainability initiatives is typically
sporadic and donor-dependent, while rural areas especially face a dearth of trained
professionals, technical support, and long-term planning. These constraints severely
compromise the ability to implement, sustain, and replicate innovative green practices.
Cultural and Social Resistance

India’s cultural diversity, while rich, also presents complex challenges in aligning
traditional beliefs with modern environmental strategies. Green interventions that ignore
local values, spiritual ecologies, or indigenous knowledge systems may face distrust or
rejection. Social workers must adopt culturally nuanced, participatory approaches to
bridge this gap and foster genuine community ownership.
Policy Gaps and Governance Deficits

While India has a broad legal framework for environmental protection, policy
enforcement remains weak, fragmented, and often subordinate to economic interests.
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The prioritization of industrial growth, extractive development, and urbanization often comes
at the expense of ecological balance and marginalized communities. The lack of synergy
between environmental policies and social development frameworks undermines the
pursuit of environmental justice.

Urban-Rural Disparities in Implementation

The urban-centric focus of environmental programs leaves rural populations—
often the most affected by climate change and resource degradation—Ilargely unsupported.
Infrastructural inequalities, digital divides, and uneven access to services exacerbate existing
socio-ecological inequities, making it difficult to implement GSW uniformly across diverse
geographical contexts.

Case Studies and Best Practices

Several real-life movements and grassroots interventions across India exemplify the
transformative power and critical relevance of green social work in addressing the
intersection of environmental justice and community well-being:

Chipko Movement (1973)

Originating in the Himalayan region of Uttarakhand, this iconic movement saw
villagers—especially women—physically embracing trees to prevent commercial
deforestation. It wasn’t merely a protest; it was a revolutionary act of environmental
resistance that underscored the intrinsic connection between ecological protection and
indigenous rights. The Chipko Movement became a symbol of eco-feminism, decentralized
governance, and local resilience, setting the foundation for future environmental activism in
India.

Plachimada Coca-Cola Struggle (2002—-2006)

In the village of Plachimada, Kerala, the local community rose in defiance against
groundwater exploitation and toxic pollution by a Coca-Cola bottling plant. Social workers
and civil society actors played a strategic and mobilizing role in uniting the community,
conducting environmental audits, and leveraging legal frameworks to demand justice. The
eventual closure of the plant stands as a landmark victory for environmental justice,
proving that collective resistance supported by professional advocacy can challenge even
multinational giants.

Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA)

Spearheaded by Medha Patkar and rooted in Gandhian principles of non-violence, the
NBA opposed the construction of massive dams on the Narmada River, which threatened to
displace thousands and devastate ecosystems. Beyond highlighting the human and ecological
cost of “development,” the movement forged a powerful critique of neoliberal policies,
forcing national and international conversations on rights-based development. Social workers
involved in the NBA emphasized holistic rehabilitation, policy reform, and legal
advocacy, demonstrating the profession’s potential to influence macro-level change.
Sundarbans Mangrove Restoration Post-Cyclone Aila (2009)

After Cyclone Aila wreaked havoc in the ecologically fragile Sundarbans delta, local
communities, aided by social workers and environmental NGOs, embarked on mangrove
reforestation efforts. This initiative was not just about ecological recovery—it was about
rebuilding community resilience, restoring livelihoods, and preparing for climate-
induced disasters. By integrating environmental regeneration with income generation (e.g.,

httpsy//doi.org/10.26524/royal.228.57 282 | Page



Emerging Trends in Social Work Profession: Navigating Challenges and Seizing Opportunities
ISBN:978-93-48505-71-2

eco-tourism, sustainable aquaculture), the effort showcases how green social work bridges
ecological and economic sustainability.
Alappuzha’s Decentralized Waste Management Model
Once burdened with mounting garbage and health hazards, the city of Alappuzha in
Kerala underwent a green transformation through decentralized waste management.
Recognized by the United Nations as a model city, this initiative was built on community
ownership, behavior change, and social mobilization. Social workers played a pivotal role
in community education, policy advocacy, and system implementation, proving that
sustainable urban living is achievable through inclusive, bottom-up approaches.
Towards a Sustainable Future : To enhance the impact of green social work in India,
several steps must be taken
1. Incorporating Environmental Topics into Social Work Education: Academic
institutions should include modules on climate change, environmental justice, and
sustainable development in their curricula.
2. Strengthening Partnerships: Collaboration between social workers, environmental
organizations, and government agencies can create synergies for impactful action.
3. Capacity Building: Providing training and resources for social workers to engage in
environmental initiatives is crucial.
4. Advocacy for Policy Reforms: Social workers must push for stricter environmental
regulations and the integration of social justice principles into climate policies.
5. Promoting Community Participation: Empowering communities to take ownership
of environmental initiatives ensures long-term sustainability.

Suggestions for Green Social Work Development
1. Integrate Green Social Work in Policy Frameworks
Advocate for the inclusion of green social work principles in national and state
policies. Initiatives like Swachh Bharat Abhiyan and MGNREGA can incorporate
social workers in environmental projects such as afforestation and waste management.
2. Promote Interdisciplinary Collaboration
Facilitate partnerships between social work professionals, environmental
scientists, urban planners, and policymakers. These collaborations can lead to
innovative and community-specific solutions to environmental issues.
3. Capacity Building through Education and Training
Introduce dedicated environmental courses in social work programs. Regular
workshops and field training sessions on topics such as ecological restoration, disaster
response, and community-based sustainability initiatives can empower social workers.
4. Encourage Grassroots Innovations
Document and scale local practices that align with green social work, such as
organic farming, water conservation, and renewable energy projects led by rural
communities.
5. Leverage Technology for Green Social Work
Use digital platforms, apps, and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to
map environmental challenges, create awareness, and mobilize resources for local
communities.
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6. Strengthen Funding and Resources
Advocate for increased allocation of funds from government and private
organizations to green social work initiatives. Social impact investors could be
encouraged to support community-driven environmental programs.
7. Raise Public Awareness
Conduct nationwide campaigns to educate citizens on the role of green social
work in tackling climate change, pollution, and ecological degradation. Use social
media and storytelling to showcase success stories.
8. Localize SDG Implementation
Align green social work programs with the SDGs by tailoring them to regional
environmental and social issues. For example, promote sustainable agriculture in
drought-prone regions or focus on mangrove restoration in coastal areas.
9. Institutional Support and Recognition
Establish dedicated institutions or departments within government bodies to
support and recognize the contributions of green social workers. Creating awards and
certifications can incentivize involvement.
10. Advocate for Community Leadership
Empower community leaders and indigenous groups to lead green social work
initiatives. This approach can ensure cultural sensitivity and long-term sustainability.

Conclusion

Green Social Work is no longer an optional or peripheral dimension of practice—it is
a moral, ethical, and professional imperative in an era where environmental destruction
and social injustice are deeply intertwined. In the Indian context, where climate change
intensifies poverty, displaces vulnerable communities, and erodes traditional livelihoods,
social workers are uniquely positioned to act as frontline responders, systemic change
agents, and powerful advocates for ecological justice.

The challenges are indeed formidable—ranging from institutional apathy and policy
silos to the lack of integration between environmental and social sectors. Yet, the potential is
equally vast. With robust capacity-building, interdisciplinary collaboration, and the political
will to prioritize sustainability, Green Social Work can become a transformative force in
reshaping India’s development trajectory.

The profession must evolve beyond conventional boundaries, embracing
intersectional, culturally rooted, and decolonized approaches that honor indigenous
knowledge, prioritize grassroots resilience, and fight for climate equity. Social workers must
not only support communities in crisis but also intervene in systems that perpetuate
environmental harm, holding corporations and institutions accountable.

By boldly embracing the green social work paradigm, India’s social work community can
play a historic role in shaping a just, inclusive, and sustainable future—not only for
current populations, but for generations yet to come.
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