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THE ERA OF CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY CLAIMS
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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the structural evolution of corporate environmental governance in India,
from a discretionary, reputation-driven Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) framework to a
legally binding, dual-track regulatory enforcement regime. Central to this change is the
Securities and Exchange Board of India’s (SEBI) codification of the Business Responsibility
and Sustainability Reporting (BRSR) framework, complemented by the introduction of the
“BRSR Core” mandate. Regulators have effectively altered the evidential bases for corporate
sustainability disclosures by mandating phased, reasonable third-party assurance for key
intensity-based sustainability metrics, and extending these obligations into transnational

corporate value chains.

At the same time, the rise of "greenwashing," which involves misrepresenting or exaggerating
corporate environmental claims, has led to new enforcement actions under consumer protection
laws. This paper offers a critical look at the Guidelines for Prevention and Regulation of
Greenwashing or Misleading Environmental Claims, 2024, issued by the Central Consumer
Protection Authority (CCPA). It details the strict legal responsibilities and criminal penalties
set up to maintain market integrity. In addition to regulatory frameworks, this study explores
how innovative companies turn compliance metrics into reputational assets. This approach
helps them reduce their cost of capital, gain access to green financing options, and improve
employee retention. Lastly, the paper addresses significant obstacles to this new era of
compliance. These include a serious fragmentation of value-chain data among unlisted Small

and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), a shortage of qualified sustainability assurance providers,
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and ongoing conflicts between following compliance checklists in boardrooms and making real

investments in net-zero initiatives.

I. INTRODUCTION: THE CODIFICATION OF CORPORATE
CONSCIENCE

The traditional reliance on market-driven, voluntary ESG disclosures has shifted to strict, state-
mandated legal frameworks worldwide. Historically, corporate sustainability reporting
primarily served as a public relations tool, allowing companies to share selective environmental
or charitable efforts without facing legal consequences for omissions or data inconsistencies .
However, the growth of institutional ESG-led asset management, cross-border carbon
adjustments, and commitments under the Paris Agreement have pushed for standardization,

verification, and enforcement?.

In India, this shift in corporate law is happening quickly. As a significant emerging economy
hoping to attract global investment while dealing with severe climate challenges, India has
created a dual-system regulatory structure. Financial market disclosures fall under the oversight

of SEBI, while consumer claims are monitored by consumer protection authorities.

This changing landscape must confront "greenwashing," which involves overstating,
fabricating, or misrepresenting environmental benefits to gain competitive advantage. As
regulators move from simple reporting mandates to verification and punitive measures, Indian
corporate law is undergoing a structural change: sustainability® is no longer just about

managing corporate reputation, but a legal obligation.

II. THE ARCHITECTURE OF MANDATORY ESG DISCLOSURES: FROM BRSR TO
BRSR CORE

A. The Structural Shift from BRR to BRSR

India began its sustainability disclosure journey in 2012 with SEBI’s Business Responsibility
Report (BRR), initially aimed at the top 100 listed companies. The BRR was mostly qualitative,
descriptive, and lacked standardized metrics, making comparisons difficult for institutional

investors. Recognizing these issues, SEBI incorporated sustainability into the formal corporate

! Monica Kharola, Surbhi Goyal & Surya Saxena, Mandatory ESG Reporting in India: Legal Obligations and
Management Strategies, J. Mgmt. Stud. & Res. 61, 6668 (2024).

2 Albrecht Weber, The Convergence and Divergence of Mandatory ESG Disclosure Regimes: A Comparative
Analysis of Corporate Law Frameworks Across Major Jurisdictions, 2026 Int'l & Comp. Corp. L.J. 106, 108.
3 International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB), IFRS S1 General Requirements for Disclosure of
Sustainability-Related Financial Information (2023).
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governance framework by launching the Business Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting

(BRSR) framework in May 2021.

By amending the SEBI (Listing Obligations and Disclosure Requirements) Regulations, 20154,
the BRSR made sustainability reporting mandatory for the top 1,000 listed companies by
market capitalization. The BRSR's structural matrix aligns with the nine principles of the
National Guidelines on Responsible Business Conduct (NGRBC) set by the Ministry of
Corporate Affairs. In contrast to its predecessor, the BRSR requires detailed quantitative data

reporting, organized into two levels:

1. Essential Indicators:Required quantitative disclosures that all covered companies must
report. These cover metrics on energy use, Scope 1 and Scope 2 greenhouse gas
emissions, water usage, waste production rates, and demographic data on gender
representation®, wage equity, and workplace safety.

2. Leadership Indicators: Voluntary disclosures that promote better sustainability
practices. These include reporting on Scope 3 value-chain emissions, product life-cycle

assessments (LCAs), and investments in emerging carbon reduction technologies.
B. The BRSR Core: Mandatory Assurance and Regulatory Verification

To tackle data reliability issues, SEBI updated the disclosure framework in July 2023 by
introducing the BRSR Core. Regulators found that unverified self-reporting often led to data
discrepancies, intentional omissions, or subtle misrepresentations. The BRSR Core addresses
these concerns by identifying nine key performance indicators (KPIs) that require reasonable

third-party assurance before submission.

The metrics in the BRSR Core focus on intensity ratios, which assess resource use in relation
to corporate output’ to prevent companies from obscuring high emissions with production

volume changes. These essential metrics include:

1.GHG Footprint Intensity: Total Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions relative to annual corporate

revenuc.

4 Securities & Exchange Board of India, Circular on Business Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting
(BRSR) Core—Framework for Assurance and ESG Disclosures, SEBI/HO/CFD/CFD-SEC-2/P/CIR/2023/122,
at 3-8 (July 12, 2023).

3 Ministry of Corporate Affairs, National Guidelines on Responsible Business Conduct (NGRBC) (2019).cs

¢ NITI Aayog, Scenarios Towards Viksit Bharat and Net Zero—Financing Needs vol. 9, at 44-46 (2026).

7 Jill Solomon, Corporate Governance and Accountability 332-38 (5th ed. 2020).
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2. Water Footprint Intensity: Total water use and high-risk discharge volumes adjusted for net

revenue.
3. Energy Footprint Intensity: Total direct and indirect energy consumed per unit of growth.

4. Workforce Well-being & Gender Diversity: Exact retention rates, frequency of safety
incidents, and the specific percentage of wages paid directly to female employees in leadership

and operational roles®.

SEBI organized the transition to mandatory third-party verification through a phased timeline,

allowing assurance providers and corporate compliance teams to prepare”’.

1.Phase 1: FY 2023-24 Integration:Top 150 Listed Entities. Mandatory disclosure and
reasonable third-party assurance of all BRSR Core KPIs for the top 150 listed companies by

market capitalization.

2.Phase 2: FY 2024-25 Expansion: Top 250 Listed Entities. The mandatory assurance
requirement extends to the top 250 listed companies, alongside the adoption of specialized

verification standards developed by the Industry Standards Forum (ISF).

3.Phase 3: FY 2025-26 Scaled Compliance Top 500 Listed Entities. Mandatory third-party
verification applies to the top 500 listed firms. At the same time, value-chain ESG reporting

becomes voluntary for the top 250 entities.

4. Phase 4: Y 2026-27 Universal Mandate: Top 1,000 Listed Entities. Full implementation
across the entire top 1,000 listed market capitalization spectrum requires unified, verified

disclosures across both baseline and core sustainability reports ',
C. The Transnational Value Chain and Scope 3 Paradigm

A key operational update came when SEBI expanded the BRSR Core beyond corporate
headquarters to include supply chains. Under the new guidelines, value chain disclosures cover
all key upstream and downstream partners that each account for 2% or more of the listed

company's purchases or sales by value.

8 Institute of Chartered Accountants of India, Background Material on Sustainability and Business
Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting (BRSR), at 18-22 (Sustainability Reporting Standards Board, rev.
ed. 2024).

° Laxmi Mani, Enhancing the Interoperability of India's Business Sustainability Reporting with International
Standards, Observer Research Foundation Policy Brief, at 4-8 (2024).

10 Gurpreet Kaur, Deceptive Sustainability and the Taxonomy of Green Lies, J. Heritage India 14, 18 (2025).
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Listed companies must report the environmental impacts of these value-chain partners. To
support this requirement, SEBI introduced a specific leadership indicator in Principle 6 that
mandates disclosures on Green Credits—showing exactly how many credits were created or
purchased by the listed company and its ten largest value-chain partners. This measure aims to
track supply-chain emissions, requiring large public companies to audit the sustainability'!

records of their suppliers.

III. ANTI-GREENWASHING ENFORCEMENT AND CONSUMER PROTECTION
REGIMES

A. The CCPA 2024 Guidelines: Deconstructing Deceptive Sustainability

While SEBI oversees capital-market disclosures, consumer-oriented environmental claims fall
under the Central Consumer Protection Authority (CCPA)!'2. In October 2024, the CCPA
released the Guidelines for Prevention and Regulation of Greenwashing or Misleading
Environmental Claims, 2024. These guidelines set clear boundaries between acceptable

corporate marketing practices and illegal greenwashing'.

According to Section 2(f) of the Guidelines, greenwashing is defined as any deceptive practice
that involves hiding relevant information, exaggerating, or making vague, false, or unsupported
environmental claims. This covers the use of misleading terms, symbols, or images that

highlight positive environmental aspects while minimizing negative effects.
The CCPA has established strict rules for corporate advertising, including:

1. The Absolute Prohibition of Unqualified Buzzwords:General terms such as "clean,"

nn nn nn nn

"green," "eco-friendly," "eco-conscious," "minimal impact," "cruelty-free," "organic,"
"pure," and "sustainable" cannot be used without clear, accessible qualifiers and
verifiable proof.

2. The Anti-Cherry-Picking Rule: Companies are not allowed to cherry-pick data from
corporate research to spotlight positive findings while obscuring negative

environmental impacts.

W International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB), IFRS S2 Climate-Related Disclosures (2023).

12 Central Consumer Protection Authority, Guidelines for Prevention and Regulation of Greenwashing or
Misleading Environmental Claims, 2024, F. No. CCPA/28/2023-CCPA (Reg), paras. 2—6 (Oct. 15, 2024).

13 Robert G. Eccles, loannis loannou & George Serafeim, The Impact of Corporate Sustainability on
Organizational Processes and Performance, 60 Mgmt. Sci. 2835 (2014).
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3. Component Clarity: Any environmental claim must clarify whether it applies to the
product as a whole, a specific manufacturing step, packaging, or disposal methods.

4. The Corporate Mission Statement Safeguard: The guidelines state that a general
company mission statement claiming that "growth is based on sustainability principles"
is not an actionable environmental claim. However, if the company claims that "all its
individual products are made sustainably," the statement is subject to tight regulatory

verification'.
B. Statutory Penalties and Enforcement under the Consumer Protection Act!®, 2019

The CCPA Guidelines operate under the enforcement authority of the Consumer Protection
Act, 2019, which considers unverified green claims to be false and misleading advertisements.

The financial and legal risks for non-compliance are considerable:

Infraction Severity | Maximum Operational
Statutory Fine Liabilities &
Restraints
First-Time Infraction | Up to 10 Lakhs | CCPA can issue
(INR 1,000,000) mandatory  product

recalls and order

public retractions.

Subsequent / Repeat | Up to 50 Lakhs | Endorsers or
Infractions (INR 5,000,000) executives can be
banned from issuing
public

advertisements  for

up to three years.

Criminal Non- | Under Section 89 of | Criminal liability

Compliance the Act resulting in prison

terms of 2 to 5 years

“Monica Kharola, Surbhi Goyal & Surya Saxena, Mandatory ESG Reporting in India: Legal Obligations and
Management Strategies, J. Mgmt. Stud. & Res. 61, 63-65 (2024).
15 Consumer Protection Act, No. 35 0of 2019, §§ 2(28), 21, 89, India Code (2019).mi
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for corporate

officers.

C. The Self-Regulatory Layer: ASCI Evidentiary Standards

This legal enforcement works with the Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI), the
country’s main self-regulatory advertising body. ASCI requires companies to provide complete,
up-to-date Life-Cycle Assessments (LCAs) or independent lab certifications to support any
environmental claims on product packaging. If a company fails to produce this data within set
timelines, ASCI flags the advertisement to consumer protection regulators for an official

investigation'®.

IV. THE STRATEGIC UTILITY OF ESG COMPLIANCE IN CORPORATE
REPUTATION MANAGEMENT

ESG disclosure has historically been seen as a compliance-driven cost center. However,
corporate leaders have reshaped it into a key tool for managing reputation and building brand
value. In a time when physical assets make up a smaller portion of corporate market value
compared to intangible assets (like intellectual property and brand goodwill), ESG metrics act
as indicators of trust, operational strength, and progressive leadership. Companies actively use
their BRSR alignments and sustainability certifications in three key areas: attracting capital,

building consumer loyalty, and retaining talent'”.

A. The Financial Reputation: Lowering the Cost of Capital

In capital markets, a strong ESG profile signals lower perceived investment risk. Indian blue-
chip companies, especially in high-emission sectors such as infrastructure, manufacturing, and
energy, use top BRSR scores to attract global institutional asset managers who follow strict

rules for sustainable investing.

By promoting high compliance ratings from registered ESG Rating Providers (ERPs),

companies not only protect their reputation but also reduce their cost of capital. For example,

16Sanya Darakhshan Kishwar, Vasatika Saraswat & Roshni Agarwal, Exploring the True Shade of Green: A
Critical Examination of the Central Consumer Protection Authority's Guidelines on Corporate Greenwashing,
12 Int'l J. Consumer L. & Prac. 45, 4749 (2024).

\7 Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), Recommendations of the Task Force on
Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (2017).
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strong ESG credentials allow firms to tap into growing pools of global and domestic green

finance by issuing structured instruments:

1. Social and Sustainability Bonds: Debt securities where proceeds are designated to fund
projects that deliver measurable social or environmental outcomes (like affordable
housing or clean water infrastructure).

2. Sustainability-Linked Bonds (SLBs): Instruments where the interest rate is linked to
achieving specific sustainability targets, such as reducing carbon intensity by a set

percentage by a certain fiscal year.

A reputation built on verified BRSR data enables compliant firms to secure loans at better rates

than those who do not comply %,
B. Consumer-Facing Goodwill and Premium Branding

In the consumer market, corporate reputation strongly influences brand value and pricing
power. Companies showcase their verified environmental performance to attract a growing

"19 willing to pay more for ethical and sustainable products.

number of "conscious consumers
High BRSR scores and verified carbon reduction statistics are often turned into consumer-

facing messages, product labels, and marketing campaigns.

Additionally, a solid ESG reputation serves as a strategic safeguard against operational crises
and activist pressures. When a company has a verified track record of strong labor standards,
community engagement under mandatory Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) laws, and
environmental mitigation, it builds "reputational capital." This capital acts as a protective
measure, minimizing public backlash, media scrutiny, and consumer boycotts during inevitable

supply chain disruptions or localized operational issues®.

C. Human Capital Optimization: Talent Attraction and Retention

The benefits of strong ESG compliance reach deeply into corporate governance and human
resource management. In India’s competitive knowledge-driven sectors, such as information
technology, pharmaceuticals, and financial services, a company’s commitment to social justice,

gender equality, and climate action helps attract top talent?!.

18 Albrecht Weber, The Convergence and Divergence of Mandatory ESG Disclosure Regimes: A Comparative
Analysis of Corporate Law Frameworks Across Major Jurisdictions, 2026 Int'l & Comp. Corp. L.J. 106, 110.
1 R. Lyon & J. Montgomery, The Means and End of Greenwash, 28 Org. & Env't 223 (2015).

20 Deloitte India, The Future of ESG Compliance in India (2024).

2! Paris Agreement, Dec. 12, 2015, T.1A.S. No. 16-1104.
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Companies that highlight their BRSR Principle 3 (Workforce Well-being) and Principle 5
(Human Rights) metrics—Ilike documented equal pay structures, zero-tolerance harassment
policies, and robust professional development budgets—experience noticeably lower
employee turnover. By turning mandatory compliance reports into public-facing "Impact
Reports," companies build an employer brand that resonates with younger professionals. This

approach reduces recruitment costs and fosters a more motivated, stable workforce??.

V. STRUCTURAL AND OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES IN ESG
IMPLEMENTATION

The shift from general sustainability reporting to strict legal enforcement has revealed serious
operational weaknesses in the Indian corporate landscape. While regulatory requirements are
clear, putting them into practice faces major obstacles related to data quality, supply chain

issues, talent shortages, and regulatory conflicts?.
A. Value Chain Data Fragmentation and the SME Capacity Crunch

The biggest challenge in India's ESG framework is the need to track, report, and verify value
chain data. While large public companies have the resources to collect ESG metrics, their
supply networks are often fragmented and rely heavily on unlisted Small and Medium

Enterprises (SMEs).

Under SEBI’s rules, listed companies must gather sustainability metrics from suppliers that
account for 2% or more of their transactions. This requirement creates severe operational

bottlenecks:

1. The Resource Gap: Most local SMEs operate with slim margins and lack dedicated
compliance staff, environmental consultants, or digital carbon-accounting tools.

2. The Cost Barrier: Forcing small manufacturers to undergo independent third-party
audits for metrics like greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions or water discharge adds high
compliance costs, potentially making them financially unfeasible®*.

3. The Disruption Risk: This situation forces large companies to choose between

absorbing the high costs of auditing their suppliers or ceasing to work with local SMEs

Monica Chhimwal, India's ESG Rules Are Redefining Corporate Accountability, Down to Earth, Feb. 18,
2026, at 14.

23 United Nations, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, U.N. Doc.
A/RES/70/1 (Sept. 25, 2015).

24 Confederation of Indian Industry (CII), ESG Reporting in India: Trends and Challenges (2024).
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in favor of larger, tech-savvy vendors. This trend risks harming smaller businesses and

increasing market concentration?.
B. The Technical Data Deficit and Scope 3 Ambiguity

Even among the top listed companies, tracking Scope 3 emissions (indirect emissions from the
supply chain and product lifecycle) is a significant technical hurdle. Unlike Scope 1 (direct
factory emissions) and Scope 2 (purchased electricity), which can be verified through local
records and utility bills, Scope 3 data largely relies on external estimates and industry

averages-°.

There is currently no unified National Lifecycle Assessment (LCA) database tailored to India’s
unique industries and energy situations, forcing compliance teams to use international emission
factors designed for Western economies. This gap causes data inaccuracies and creates a legal
risk: companies risk sharing data that could be seen as non-compliant or greenwashing?’ under

strict regulatory scrutiny.
C. The Structural Net-Zero Deficit

Despite having solid disclosure frameworks, there is a notable gap between corporate reporting
and long-term sustainability planning. Research shows that many companies treat BRSR

merely as a compliance requirement rather than a core business strategy.

In a detailed study by the Indian Institute of Management (IIM), Ahmedabad, which analyzed
1,012 major listed firms under SEBI's disclosure mandates, only 179 companies had set clear

net-zero or carbon-neutrality targets?®.
D. The ESG Talent Deficit and Assurance Constraints

The rapid introduction of mandatory "reasonable assurance" under the BRSR Core framework
has outstripped the number of certified professionals available in India. Conducting a proper
ESG audit requires a unique combination of skills, blending financial auditing experience with

in-depth environmental engineering, labor law, and carbon management expertise®.

25 Securities & Exchange Board of India, Industry Standards on BRSR Core Disclosures and Assurance
Requirements (2024).

26 Cary Krosinsky & Nick Robins, Sustainable Investing: The Art of Long-Term Performance (2d ed. 2012).
27 TerraChoice Envtl. Mktg., The Sins of Greenwashing: Home and Family Edition (2010).

28 Andrew Crane, Unpacking the Ethical Product, 18 J. Bus. Ethics 361 (2001).

2 George Serafeim, Social-Impact Efforts That Create Real Value, Harv. Bus. Reyv., Sept.—Oct. 2020, at 26.
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This mismatch creates several practical challenges for the market:

1.

Capacity Bottlenecks: There aren't enough qualified accounting firms, sustainability
consultants, or environmental engineers to conduct thorough audits for hundreds of
major listed companies at the same time.

Rising Costs: This shortage has driven up audit fees significantly, placing a heavy
financial burden on mid-cap listed companies trying to avoid regulatory penalties.
Audit Quality Risks: The pressure to meet strict deadlines with limited staff increases
the chances of incomplete or rushed audits, which may overlook important errors in

corporate reporting.

E. Regulatory Overlap and Legal Ambiguity

Companies also face a complicated web of overlapping regulations, creating legal uncertainty.

Securities regulators (SEBI

3% and consumer protection authorities (CCPA) enforce different

standards, which can confuse corporate management.

1.

Differing Standards of Proof: SEBI’s BRSR Core emphasizes specific quantitative
ratios and financial disclosures. In contrast, the CCPA’s 2024 Greenwashing Guidelines
focus on qualitative marketing messages.

The Compliance Trap: This split means a company might be fully compliant with
SEBI's quantitative rules but still have its marketing flagged by the CCPA for using
vague environmental terms that are considered "unqualified" or "misleading" under
consumer protection laws. Managing these conflicting frameworks requires significant
legal and operational resources, leaving companies open to unexpected regulatory

penalties or reputational harm?'.

VI. CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The evolution of ESG regulation in India is one of the most important changes in modern

corporate governance. What started as mostly voluntary corporate social responsibility and

sustainability disclosures has grown into a complex regulatory system with mandatory

reporting requirements, independent verification needs, and strict enforcement processes.

30 Securities & Exchange Board of India, Consultation Paper on ESG Rating Providers for Securities Markets
(Jan. 24, 2022).

31 Securities & Exchange Board of India, Master Circular for ESG Rating Providers,
SEBI/HO/DDHS/P/CIR/2023/001 (2023).
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With the introduction of the Business Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting (BRSR)
framework and the BRSR Core regime, the Securities and Exchange Board of India has
shifted sustainability reporting from a matter of reputation to a legally required duty for
companies. At the same time, the Central Consumer Protection Authority’s Greenwashing
Guidelines, 2024 have improved consumer protection by ensuring that environmental

claims in ads and product marketing are clear, verifiable, and based on evidence.

India has developed a strong ESG regulatory framework. By combining SEBI’s data-driven
BRSR Core with the CCPA’s strict guidelines against greenwashing, the system covers both

securities disclosures and consumer marketing.

To progress from basic regulatory compliance to a truly sustainable economy, India’s policy

ecosystem should focus on three main areas:

1. SME Compliance Support: The Ministry of Corporate Affairs and SEBI should create
subsidized, open-source carbon accounting tools and standard templates for small
enterprises in global supply chains.

2. Unified Auditing Protocols: Regulators should align the verification standards used by
the Industry Standards Forum (ISF) under SEBI with the requirements set by the CCPA
to cut duplicate auditing costs for businesses.

3. Linking Disclosures to Sustainable Capital: Policymakers should offer clear incentives,
such as priority processing or tax benefits for green bond issuances to companies that

achieve high compliance scores under the BRSR Core.

The study shows that India has adopted a dual-enforcement model that addresses
sustainability accountability from two related angles. SEBI’s disclosure-focused approach
aims to improve transparency in capital markets, allowing investors to make informed
choices based on standardized ESG metrics. Meanwhile, the CCPA’s anti-greenwashing
framework shields consumers from misleading environmental claims and requires
companies to back their sustainability statements with credible proof. Together, these
measures reduce information gaps, strengthen market integrity, and encourage greater

corporate responsibility.

However, the effectiveness of this regulatory setup depends on how well it is put into
practice. There are still significant challenges in collecting and verifying value-chain data,
especially among small and medium enterprises that may not have the technical or financial

ability to keep up with changing reporting standards. The lack of a complete domestic
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framework for measuring Scope 3 emissions, along with a shortage of qualified ESG
assurance professionals, undermines the consistency and reliability of sustainability
disclosures. Additionally, overlapping regulations between securities and consumer
protection laws may create confusion for businesses trying to meet various reporting and

evidence standards.

Ultimately, the future of ESG regulation in India will be judged not by the amount of
disclosures produced, but by how much those disclosures promote real environmental care,
social responsibility, and ethical governance. The shift from voluntary sustainability
narratives to enforceable accountability is a significant change in Indian corporate law. If
implemented well, India’s ESG framework could serve as a global example of how to
balance economic growth, investor protection, consumer welfare, and sustainable

development in the twenty-first century.



