Indian Journal of Law and Legal Research Volume VIII Issue III | ISSN: 2582-8878

WORKPLACE SAFETY FAILURES IN INDIA: A CASE
STUDY OF THE R.G. KAR MEDICAL COLLEGE TRAGEDY

Jaya Singh, Amity Law School, Lucknow

ABSTRACT

Significant gaps in workplace safety were revealed in 2024 by the tragic rape
and murder of a postgraduate trainee physician at R.G. Kar Medical College
and Hospital in Kolkata. The incident is examined in this essay from a legal,
social, and policy perspective, emphasizing procedural errors, the need for
gender sensitive safety precautions, and the institutional duty to provide care.
The study assesses systemic flaws in administrative procedures, security, and
infrastructure in addition to the establishment of a National Task Force on
Healthcare Safety.! The study emphasises the necessity of proactive
legislative and policy changes to guarantee safe working conditions,
especially for institutionalised women.
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! Supreme Court of India, Suo Motu Writ (Criminal) No.2 of 2024, concerning the R.G. kar Medical College
Case, Order dated 16 August 2024
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Introduction

In India, workplace safety is a major concern, particularly in settings like hospitals and medical
schools. Incident continue to highlight serious weaknesses in safety procedures even in the face
of laws like the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and
Redressal) Act of 2013 (POSH Act) and the Occupational Safety, Health and Working
Conditions Code of 20202, This problem is highlighted by the horrifying rape and killing of a
31 Year old postgraduate doctor at R.G. Kar Medical College and Hospital in Kolkata in
August 2024. The horrific nature of the crime and the fact that it took place in a government
run hospital make this case especially noteworthy. It exposes deficiencies in safety regulations,
accountability from leadership, and infrastructure that fails to address gender related concerns.
The Supreme Court Of India(SCI) took cognizance of the matter independently?, highlights the
implications for Workplace safety and the obligation of their employees. The incident ignited
national outrage, led to protests from healthcare professionals, and initiated widespread
dialogue regarding essential reforms needed to enhance the safety of those working in the
healthcare sector throughout India. This research paper delves into the specifics of the case,
scrutinizes the institutional failures, evaluates legal responses and policy impacts, and

discusses crucial lessons for advancing workplace safety in India.
Literature Review

One of the most important issues in legal studies is ensuring protection and safety at work. The

vulnerabilities present in Indian workplaces are highlighted by a multitude of research findings.

1. Gender related risks in professional environments: Studies show that women working
in field like healthcare and law enforcement face a higher chance of violence* because

of poor safety measures, long working hours, and unsafe facilities.

2. Laws about workplace safety: The POSH Act of 2013 and the occupational Safety,
Health and Working Conditions Code of 2020 require workplaces to have protective

actions in place, including ways for employees to voice their complaints and safety

2 Ministry of Law and Justice, The Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace( Prevention, Prohibition and
Redressal) Act, 2013

3 Supreme Court takes Suo Motu Cognizance of R.G. Kar Doctor Rape- Murder Case

4 S. Bhattacharya Gendered Violence and Workplace Safety in India's Health Sector
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features. However, these laws are not always enforced properly.

3. Responsibility of institutions: Researchers say that failures in workplace safety often
happens due to careless administration, lack of proper supervision, and weak adherence

to legal requirements.

The R.G. Kar case highlights these issues by showing what can happen when institutions

fail in a risky work setting.

Facts of the case

* Victim Profile: The victim was a 31 year old female postgraduate medical trainee

working a 36 hour shift at R.G. Kar Medical College and Hospital in Kolkata.

* Incident: On August 9, 2023, the he victim was discovered dead in a seminar room at

the hospital. The autopsy showed signs of sexual assault and strangulation.

» Investigation: The local police first reported the case at Tala Police Station, but due to
mistakes in procedure, the Calcutta High Court moved the investigation to the Central

Bureau of Investigation (CBI).

* Accused: Sanjay Roy, a civic volunteer linked to the hospital, was arrested and found
guilty by the Sealdah Sessions Court in January 2025 for both rape and murder. He

received a life sentence.

* Judicial Oversight: The Supreme Court of India took notice of the case on its own and
oversaw the investigation. Additionally, the directive called on the West Bengal
government to enhance doctor safety procedures by putting in place measures like
installing CCTV cameras, settings up safe rest areas, and limiting access to particular

arcas.

Legal Issues
The R.G. Kar Case brings forth numerous legal and institutional inquiries:
Responsibility of Institutions

In compliance with existing laws and regulations, hospitals and educational institutions have
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an obligation to safeguard their staff’. The Supreme Court underlined that these businesses
must guarantee safe working conditions, especially for vulnerable workers like female

physicians.
Constitutional Aspects

Article 21 (Right to Life and Personal Liberty)® :This case highlights the state’s duty to
safeguard life in workplaces within institutions. Article 14 (Equality Before Law): Making
Sure Women employees are safe in public institutions is part of promoting equality and

preventing discrimination.
Procedural Mistakes

There was a delay in filing the FIR and an initial mistake by labelling the case as a suicide.

Security measures were not adequate in a setting known to be high-risk.
Legal Responsibilities

POSH Act, 2013: This law requires actions to prevent and address sexual harassment at work.

Not protecting the victim shows a failure to comply with this law.

Occupational Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code, 2020: This law requires employers

to create a safe working environment.
Judicial and Administrative Response

1. Supreme Court Action: The Supreme Court of India in SMW(Crl) No 2/2024 ordered:-
The setup of CCTV cameras and secure access systems in hospitals’. The formation of

a National Task Force on Healthcare Safety to oversee compliance by institutions.

2. CBI Investigation: Transferring the investigation to the CBI ensured it was fair. This
investigation resulted in Sanjay Roy’s conviction and improved the guidelines for

handling crimes in institutional environments.

5 Nilabati Behera V. State of Orissa (1993) 2 SCC 746
® Francis Coralie Mullin V. Administrator, Union territory of Delhi, (1981) 1 SCC 608
7 Supreme Court Orders Safety Audit of Hospitals Nationwide
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3. State Government Steps: The West Bengal government was instructed to put safety
measures in place for doctors in hospitals, which included rest areas, security staff, and

structural protections.

Institutional and Workplace Safety Analysis

1. Infrastructure and Security Issues

There are no secure access points or restricted areas.

Sensitive areas lack CCTV cameras.

There aren’t enough staff members on duty during night shifts.

2. Administrative and Cultural Problems

The slow process of registering FIRs shows a lack of care.

* Long work hours without breaks create safety risks.

(O8]

. Policy Recommendations

Safety audits are required in work environments that pose serious risks.

Medical colleges should include safety regulations in their guidelines.

Employees ought to receive emergency procedures training and awareness campaigns.

Discussion

The complex interaction between institutional regulations, legal duties, and societal
expectations is exemplified by the R.G. Kar case. Here are a few important things to think

about.

Systemic Weaknesses: Even reputable organizations may experience structural and managerial
problems that lead to dangerous circumstances. Gendered Workplace Risk: Women who work
in these institutions with insufficient protection are at higher risk. Legal Policy Gap: Despite

the existence of laws, not enough is being done to enforce them or guarantee that institutions
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are following them. Judicial Activism: The Supreme Court’s participation highlights the
judiciary’s function in resolving problems resulting from institutional neglects and in

advancing legal enforcement.

Suggestions

f—

. Legal Changes:

Improve POSH compliance by requiring mandatory reporting audits.

Set legal requirements for security in hospitals and colleges.

2. Administrative Actions:

Place security guards in all important areas.

Install CCTV cameras and enforce limited access rules.

Provide enough rest areas for staff working long hours.

(O8]

. Cultural Shifts:

» Raise awareness about workplace safety rights.

* Support whistleblower system to report any issues.
Historical Context of Workplace Safety in India

Decides of social change, industrial growth, and an increasing consciousness of workers’ rights
have all influenced the development of workplace safety in India. Reviving the economy and
providing basic labour protections for factory workers were the government’s top priorities
after India gained independence in 1947. The first significant piece of laws to address
workplace safety and health was Factories Act of 19488, which targeted industrial settings like
factories, mines, and textiles mills. This law laid the groundwork for physical safety measures

like proper ventilation, equipment safety features, and work hour limitations. But when it came

8 Ministry of Labour and Employment, The Factories Act of 1948, Government of India
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to worker well being, it mostly ignored the emotional aspects and gender related concern.

A considerable number of professionals, many of whom were women, were employed in new
industries like healthcare, education, and services as India’s economy shifted from an
agricultural to a mixed one. Unfortunately, these developments were not reflected in the legal
frameworks. In the past, workplace safety was narrowly viewed as a technical issue focused on
industrial regulations rather than as a way to protect people. Women were exposed to
harassment and hazardous working conditions due to the lack of gender sensitive policies,

especially in occupations that required long or night shifts, like those in the healthcare industry.

Labour movements and public discourse during 1980s and 1990s greatly increased awareness
of workers’ right, especially in the wake of events like the 1984 Bhopal Gas Tragedy®. This
disaster revealed serious flaws in safety procedures and corporate responsibility. Although
environmental and industrial safety were the main topics of discussion, many people learned
that safety is a basic human right rather than just a privilege. The idea of workplace safety has
been broadened over time to include mental health and gender related issues by laws like the
Occupational Safety, Health, and Working Conditions Code of 2020 and the Sexual
Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act of 2013
(POSH Act).

However, in spite of these progressive laws, different states and industries have quite different
approaches to enforcing them. Important safety procedures and accountability measures are
still absent from many public institutions. The regrettable circumstances at R.G. Kar Medical
College serves as an example of how years of policy inaction have made employees especially
women are more vulnerable to avoidable risks. This historical backgrounds highlights and
important fact; workplace safety in India is more than just a matter of following the law; it is
reflection of institutional priorities, social values, and the country’s dedication to maintaining

dignity at work.
Psychological and Emotional Effects on Medical Personnel

Unsafe work environments have a significant and often overlooked emotional and
psychological impact on healthcare workers. As they deal with human suffering, put in long

hours, and make important decisions everyday, doctors, nurses, and medical students face

® Union Carbide Corporation V. Union of India, AIR 1990 SC 273
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tremendous pressures. The stress of an already difficult role is increased when their safety at
work is jeopardized, whether by violence, harassment, or neglect. The regrettable incident at
Kolkata’s R.G. Kar Medical College serves as a reminder of how these kinds of incident not
only impact individuals but also erode the unity of the medical community. Many doctors,
especially women, feel uneasy during night shifts, while others suffer from emotional
exhaustion because they endure unsafe conditions without saying anything. This ongoing stress
can lead to burnout, depression, and even post-traumatic stress disorder(PTSD) in serious

situations!®

The emotional burden also affects those around them colleagues and students may feel
survivor’s guilt, helplessness, and disappointment in a system that has let one of its own down.
Over time, this situation harms morale and lowers the quality of care that patients receive. The
absence of support systems for mental health makes the situation worse Few hospitals in India
offer counseling services or peer support groups for their staff. Often, Victims or witnesses of
workplace violence are reluctant to speak up due to fears of professional consequences of social
judgment. Instead of getting support and understanding from institutions, many people
experience indifference or even blame for their situation. These are their trauma may be
exacerbated by responses, which may also promote a culture of silence and People consider
suffering to be normal. Healthcare organizations need to address this issue by doing more than
just making sure that security; as a basic component of workplace safety, mental health should
be given top priority. Normal mental Standard services should include health evaluations, stress
reduction seminars, and private counseling. Reducing stigma and fostering a supportive
environment in medical settings can be achieved by promoting candid conversations about
mental health. Additionally, leaders who view emotional safety as essential to maintaining their
professional integrity must show empathy and sincere concern. Feeling emotionally safe not
only makes medical professionals more resilient, but additionally show more empathy for their
patients. Therefore, ensuring psychological safety is not only beneficial for employees; it also

fortifies the entire healthcare system.

Public Reaction and the Media

The public and media’s responses are crucial in influencing the conversation about workplace

safety, especially when it comes to gender based violence or institutional negligence. Because

10'World Health Organization, mental health and Psychological well being of Health workers, WHO report, 2022.
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it was widely covered by traditional and digital media, the event at R.G. Kar Medical College
in Kolkata marked a turning point in the national dialogue about safety in healthcare settings.
Social media, newspapers, and television movement. Students, physicians, and citizens from
all over the nation came together to demand justice and systemic changes!!, and the response
was swift and extensive. In these situations, media coverage serves two crucial purposes; it
highlights institutional shortcomings and inspires the public to call on authorities to act. Early
reports in the R.G. Kar case emphasized how poorly the Supreme Court and the Central Bureau
of Investigation handled the investigation. Due to societal silence and bureaucratic
indifference, many cases of workplace violence particularly those involving women frequently
go unreported in the absence of media attention. Journalism, then, is a vehicle for justice as
well as a source of information. Some media outlets run the risk of sensationalizing tragedies
in an effort to engage the public, which could violate victims’ privacy and dignity. Systemic
problems should take precedence over personal sensationalism in ethical journalism. Rather
than simplifying complicated social issues into attention grabbing headlines, coverage should
highlight the need for accountability, compassion, and reform. Involving the media
constructively can turn stories from temporary outrage into changing making forces.
Maintaining the momentum for reform also depends on public response. Following the R.G.
Kar incident, healthcare professionals, students, and activists all voiced their outrage and
solidarity, demonstrating how special pressure can force governments and institutions to take

action.

Online campaign, nonviolent demonstrations, and candlelight vigils have all been instrumental
in transforming sorrow into meaningful action. However, these movements must endure
beyond times of crisis if real progress is to be made. When public awareness turns into
persistent advocacy for safety checks, policy changes, and accountability from those in power,
lasting change occurs. Strong democratic pressure is created by the combined efforts of
responsible media and engaged citizens, guaranteeing that institutional safety takes precedence

over idle discourse.
Institutional Accountability and Cultural Change

Building a secure and moral workplace requires institutional accountability. Even the best laws

can fail in the absence of strong internal governance. The regrettable event at R.G. Kar Medical

1 Doctors Across India Protest over R.G. kar Case, Demands Safer Hospitals
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College brought to light serious accountability problems on several levels, such as security
breaches, administrative carelessness, and a complacent culture. Deflecting blame instead of
confronting failures head on is a common practices in many Indian workplaces, especially in
public institutions. Because of strict hierarchies, a lack of transparency, and a fear of the
consequences, this avoidance culture frequently thrives. Real accountabilities necessities
introspection, candor, and the courage to difficult truths. The normalization of risky behaviour
is a major obstacle to institutional accountability. Employees and management eventually come
to view security issues, delays in procedures, or inadequate infrastructure as normal aspects of
business operations. These problems become ingrained in organizational procedures when
audits and independent assessments are not conducted on a regular basis. Because they hold
the public’s trust, hospitals and educational institutions need to be especially vigilant. These
consequences of their systems failing go beyond personal injury; they undermine public trust.
This breakdown of trust was best illustrated by the R.G. Kar incident, which showed how years
of institutional neglect can be revealed by a single violent act!2. Organizational cultural change
must start at the highest level. Administrators and leaders need to set an example of moral
behaviour and safety awareness. It is clear that safety and respect are of utmost importance
when those in leadership roles accept responsibility by admitting mistakes, applying the law
fairly, and protecting whose who come forward with information. On the other hand, when
managers put their reputation before equity, it creates a culture of fear and silence among
employees. All employees must be able to express their concerns without fear of reprisal in
order to promote an accountable culture. Building this trust can be greatly aided by establishing
transparent complaint handling protocols, establishing independent internal committees, and
having outside parties conduct routine evaluations. Furthermore, organizational culture needs
to change beyond simply fulfilling legal requirements. Safety should be viewed as a shared
moral responsibility rather than as a yearly reporting requirement. This means involving
everyone in safety related decisions, encouraging open communication between management
and staff, and providing ongoing training on workplace ethics. Only when accountability is
accepted as a shared duty rather than just an administrative task can there be true
transformation. In addition to averting catastrophes, based on mutual respect, empathy,

support, and values that are central to a fair and caring organisation.

12N. Menon, “Institutional Negligence and Gendered Risk in Indian Public Health Systems”
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Role of Technology and Innovation in Workplace Safety

These days, technology plays a key role in improving workplace safety in a number of
industries, such as healthcare and education. Recent developments make it possible to identify
threats quickly, respond to emergencies quickly, and monitor continuously with little assistance
from humans. For instance, installing CCTV cameras, biometric access controls. And Al driven
surveillance greatly lowers the possibility of criminal activity and illegal access in hospitals.!3
When used properly, these technologies not only improve physical security but also give
workers in remote or dangerous areas a sense of security. Applications for mobile safety have
become essential for protecting employees. Employees, especially women who work late
shifts, are empowered by features like direct alert systems, GPS tracking, and panic buttons to
promptly contact security or law enforcement if they feel threatened. Wearable technology
allows for real time monitoring in certain developed countries, tracking the movements of
employees and detecting distress signals from unusual physical changes like elevated heart
rates or signs of anxiety. Similar tactics could be used to greatly address present security flaws
in Indian workplaces. However, relying solely on technology does not ensure security.
Effective managements techniques and strong ethical standards must underpin these
instruments. Unconsented, expressively intrusive surveillance can raise privacy issues and
increase employee mistrust. As a result, technological systems ought to operate openly, putting
safety first while respecting individual dignity. Programs for employee training must also
guarantee that staff members are prepared to use these systems efficiently in an emergency. In
the end, technology should complement human awareness and empathy, not take their place.
Workplaces can become safer, more inclusive, and more self assured by incorporating digital
innovation, responsive leadership, and frequent assessments. In this way, Technology is an
empowering partner that aid’s organizations in creating environments where each workers feels

safe, appreciated, and safeguarded.
The Ethical and Legal Aspects of Workplace Safety

Workplace safety is more than just a set of rules; it is a core moral and legal responsibility.
Important rules to protect employees are outlined in laws like the Occupational Safety, Health
and Working Conditions Code, 2020, and the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace

(Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013. However, constant enforcement and a

13 World Health Organization, Health Worker Safety: A priority for Patient S
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genuine dedication to moral behavior by organizations are necessary for true safety. The justice
and care that these laws were meant to uphold are not reflected when businesses treat them as
mere formalities. Every employee’s right to safety and dignity must be given top priority by
organizations in order to be ethical. It is only illegal but also morally repugnant to ignore
warnings, disregard safety precautions, or silence whistleblowers. It is the moral duty of all
managers, administrators, and leaders to promote fair and courteous work environments.
Conducting legal awareness sessions, establishing transparent reporting procedures, and
enforcing severe penalties for carelessness should all be standard operating procedures. In the
end, workplace safety is a moral requirement as well as a fundamental right. It displays an
organization’s and its leaders’ basic beliefs. Laws become more than just compliance when
they are applied with compassion and responsibility; they become tools for fostering equality,

human dignity, and trust.

The Way Ahead and Strategic Suggestions

In India, establishing a safer workplace requires collaboration, capable leadership, and a shift
in how institutions are thinkers. Safety ought to be viewed as a primary duty rather than merely
a formality. Regular audits, employee training can all help to foster trust and responsibility
within organizations. It’s critical to prioritize preventative actions like safe break areas,
adequate lighting, and entry systems as opposed to merely responding to issue after they take
place. By promptly resolving complaints, leaders can play a significant role in establishing
ethical standards. And enforcing a rigorous zero — tolerance policy for inappropriate conduct.
Collaborating with Social, Professional associations and groups can raise awareness and
advance the best Safety procedures depend on everyone taking responsibility. When
compassion and Every level of an organization is guided by awareness, and safety is ingrained
in its culture. In addition to protecting workers, these settings also uphold the equality, dignity,

and justice that all organizations should strive for.

Conclusion

The horrifying rape and killing of a medical student at Kolkata’s R.G. Kar Medical College
has shocked the country and revealed serious problems with Indian workplaces and institutions.
This tragic event is not an isolated instance; rather, it is a sobering reminder of the ongoing
problems that put professionals especially women at risk while they work for the general

public. It demonstrates how societal indifference, careless management, and legal
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shortcomings combine to produce dangerous conditions in settings meant for care and healing.
The highest levels of the judiciary took action in responses to the public outcry that followed
this incident. The central Bureau of Investigation’s (CBI) transfer of the investigation and the
Supreme Court’s involvement highlight the seriousness of this case and the public’s desire for
justice. Nonetheless, this situation prompts more general inquiries concerning the underlying
circumstances that allow such catastrophes to transpire. It goes beyond a single hospital or
state; rather, it exposes a widespread deficiency in safety procedures, gender — related
awareness, and accountability in India’s educational and professional systems. According to
the Constitution, workplace safety is a basic necessity that goes beyond following rules or
making management’s job easier. According to Article 21 of the Indian Constitution, everyone
has the right to life, which includes the freedom from fear, dignity, security. Additionally,
gender based discrimination is prohibited and equality is guaranteed by Article 14 and 15. An
organisation is not just disregarding its policies when it fails to protect its members particularly
women from sexual violence and workplace hazards; it is violating their constitutional rights.
Therefore, maintaining safety is a moral and democratic necessity in addition to a legal one.
We need to advocate for meaningful changes in the way institutions view safety and
accountability while also working toward justice in the specific case. Universities and hospitals
must have strict zero tolerance policies against violence and harassment that are supported by
clear disciplinary procedures. Frequent gender sensitivity workshops for staff and students
should be held as sincere efforts to raise awareness of consent, respect, and professional ethics
rather than just as token gestures. Furthermore, preventing these crimes requires the
establishment of safe environments, such as secure dorms, CCTV in public spaces, and
effective complaint procedures. The government should not wait for tragedies to happen;
instead, it should actively monitor compliance. Reforming the law is important, but so is
changing culture. Misogyny and victim blaming, which often follow instances of gender based
violence, must be stopped by society. Without worrying about reprisals, women’s opinions
should be heard, valued, and promoted in the workplace. To hold institutions responsible and
provide survivors with compassionate, just focused support, civil society organizations, the
media, and professional associations must work together. Instead of being merely another
outrage, this tragedy ought to spark real change. In order to achieve true justice, offenders must
be punished as well as future safety and dignity violations must be avoided. Schools and
rehabilitation facilities ought to develop into places based on kindness, equality, and trust. Only
then will India be able to fully embody the values that are essential to its democracy: namely,

justice, freedom, and equality.
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