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ABSTRACT

Industrial disasters in India have repeatedly exposed the vulnerability of
communities to corporate negligence. From the catastrophic Bhopal Gas
Tragedy (1984) to the recent Vizag Gas Leak (2020), hazardous industrial
operations have caused loss of life, environmental damage, and socio-
economic disruption. This paper critically examines Indian case law on
corporate accountability, focusing on the role and responsibility of directors
in ensuring industrial safety.

Through a doctrinal analysis of landmark cases—including Bhopal Gas
Tragedy, Oleum Gas Leak, Sterlite Copper Plant, and Vizag Gas Leak—the
study highlights the evolution of judicial doctrines such as absolute liability
and the polluter pays principle. The paper identifies gaps in the current legal
framework, particularly the absence of comprehensive provisions addressing
corporate manslaughter, and evaluates the effectiveness of civil and criminal
remedies in holding corporations and directors accountable.

The study concludes that Ilegislative reform, coupled with stricter
enforcement and judicial vigilance, is necessary to prevent industrial
disasters and ensure that corporations prioritize human life and
environmental protection alongside economic growth.
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Introduction

Industrialization has been a major driver of economic growth in India, but it has often
been accompanied by severe risks to human life and the environment. Hazardous industrial
operations, if inadequately managed, can lead to catastrophic accidents, as evidenced by the
Bhopal Gas Tragedy (1984), which claimed thousands of lives and affected over half a million
people (Union Carbide Corporation v. Union of India, AIR 199 0 SC 273). Such disasters raise
fundamental questions about the liability of corporations and the responsibility of directors in

ensuring safe industrial practices.

Indian courts have progressively developed legal doctrines to hold corporations
accountable for industrial accidents. The doctrine of absolute liability, laid down in M.C. Mehta
v. Union of India (AIR 1987 SC 965), asserts that enterprises engaged in hazardous or
inherently dangerous activities owe a non-delegable duty to the community. Similarly, the
polluter pays principle (Indian Council for Enviro-Legal Action v. Union of India, 1996 3 SCC
212) emphasizes that companies must bear the cost of environmental damage resulting from

their operations.

Despite these legal principles, gaps remain in India’s framework for addressing
corporate manslaughter. Most industrial disasters result primarily in civil compensation, while
directors and top management often evade criminal liability. Recent incidents, such as the
Sterlite Copper Plant closure (2018) and the Vizag Gas Leak (2020), highlight the continuing
challenge of ensuring corporate accountability in hazardous industries (7Tamil Nadu Pollution

Control Board v. Sterlite Industries, 2019 20 SCC 17; NGT Order, 2020).

This paper examines landmark Indian case law to explore the extent of corporate
liability and directors’ responsibility, analyzes the effectiveness of judicial remedies, and
identifies gaps in legal provisions. It aims to contribute to the ongoing discourse on
strengthening legal mechanisms to prevent industrial disasters and ensure accountability for

corporate negligence.
Research Objectives
1. To examine the concept and scope of corporate manslaughter in India.

2. To analyze the legal framework and punishments prescribed for corporate negligence
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leading to death.

3. To undertake a comparative study with other jurisdictions and suggest reforms for

India.

Review of Literature

It has extensively examined the challenges and gaps in India’s legal framework on
corporate manslaughter and corporate criminal liability. Aishwarya Pandey (2021) in JJLMH
explores corporate crime and penal policy in India, highlighting persistent challenges in
prosecuting corporate offenders and the pressing need for stronger punitive mechanisms.
Similarly, Unnati Khanna (2021) in IJLMH analyzes the doctrine of vicarious liability in
corporate law, emphasizing the difficulties courts face in imposing sanctions on corporations
and their directors under existing jurisprudence. Building on this, Gaurav Mitra and Lavanya
Pathak (2023) in /JJLMH trace the judicial evolution of corporate criminal liability, noting that

while courts have gradually expanded liability, enforcement challenges remain unresolved.

Abhishek Chatterjee and Laxmi Kumari (2024) in IJLMH assess judicial approaches to
directors’ accountability, pointing out inconsistencies and underlining the need for clearer
statutory provisions. In a comparative vein, Adarsh Kurian (2024) in IJRESM highlights how
India lags behind the United Kingdom’s Corporate Manslaughter and Corporate Homicide
Act, 2007, stressing the importance of enacting a similar framework. Complementing this, Ruth
Vaiphei (2024) in NLS Business Law Review underscores the role of governance mechanisms
and regulatory oversight as crucial tools to bridge gaps in India’s corporate manslaughter laws.
More recently, Anshul Bhatt and Abhiranjan Dixit (2025) in IJLR explore the link between
corporate criminal liability and corporate manslaughter, arguing that judicial doctrines in India
need to be strengthened to ensure effective prosecution of corporations. Finally, Ram R. R.
Shivanesh (2025) in the Indian Journal of Legal Review critically examines the absence of a
dedicated corporate manslaughter statute, strongly advocating for statutory reforms to hold

companies criminally accountable for industrial disasters.

Conceptual Framework: Corporate Manslaughter and Directors’ Liability in India

1. Meaning of Corporate Manslaughter in India

Corporate manslaughter refers to the unlawful killing of individuals caused by gross
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negligence, systemic safety failures, or reckless corporate practices. Unlike individual
homicide, liability in such cases attaches to the corporate body and its decision-makers for

failing to ensure safe operations.

In India, corporate manslaughter is not expressly recognized under a separate statute.
Instead, liability arises under general provisions of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) (e.g., Section
304 — culpable homicide not amounting to murder, and Section 304A — causing death by
negligence), environmental laws, and the Companies Act, 2013. However, courts face
difficulties in attributing mens rea (guilty mind) to corporations, resulting in rare convictions

and limited accountability of directors.

2. Directors’ Liability

Directors, as the decision-making authority and “mind and will” of the company, are
responsible for ensuring that business operations comply with statutory obligations and safety
norms. Their liability may be civil or criminal, depending on their role in the negligent act or

omission.

3. Nature of Liability in India

In India, corporate accountability for negligence leading to death is largely limited to
civil liability, where companies are required to pay compensation or damages to victims. While
criminal liability is theoretically possible under the Indian Penal Code—particularly Sections
304 and 304A—as well as under the Companies Act and environmental statutes, actual
prosecutions remain rare. One of the key obstacles lies in the difficulty courts face in attributing
mens rea (the guilty mind) to a corporation, since it is an artificial legal entity that acts through
its directors and employees. This challenge often weakens the prospects of securing
convictions, leaving many cases of corporate negligence inadequately addressed within the

current legal framework.

4. Relevance

In light of repeated disasters such as Bhopal, Vizag, and Sterlite, the concept of
corporate manslaughter and directors’ liability is essential to ensuring industrial safety,

protecting communities, and balancing economic growth with social justice.
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Analysis of Corporate Manslaughter in India

The Bhopal Gas Tragedy remains the most infamous industrial disaster in India. On the
night of 2-3 December 1984, a leak of Methyl Isocyanate (MIC) gas at the Union Carbide India
Limited (UCIL) plant killed over 3,000 people immediately, with subsequent deaths exceeding
15,000. Long-term health consequences were suffered by more than half a million individuals.
In Union Carbide Corporation v. Union of India, AIR 1990 SC 273, the Supreme Court
directed Union Carbide Corporation (UCC) to pay USD 470 million as full and final settlement.
Although relief was provided, the settlement was widely criticized as inadequate. The Bhopal
disaster reinforced the principle of absolute liability, requiring enterprises engaged in
hazardous activities to bear non-delegable responsibility for harm caused. It also led to the
enactment of the Environment Protection Act, 1986. However, criminal proceedings against
company executives were diluted from culpable homicide (Section 304 IPC) to causing death
by negligence (Section 304A IPC), resulting in only minor punishments decades later,

highlighting India’s weak framework for prosecuting corporate manslaughter.

Following Bhopal, the Oleum Gas Leak in Delhi (1985) involved the escape of oleum
gas from the Shriram Food and Fertilizers plant, causing one death and several injuries. In M.C.
Mehta v. Union of India, AIR 1987 SC 965, the Supreme Court articulated the doctrine of
absolute liability, distinguishing it from the English principle of strict liability in Rylands v.
Fletcher (1868). The Court held that an enterprise engaged in hazardous activities has an
absolute and non-delegable duty to the community, regardless of precautions taken. This case
laid the jurisprudential foundation for holding corporations strictly accountable for hazardous

operations and is often seen as a precursor to Bhopal’s legal reasoning.

In contrast, the Sterlite Copper Plant in Thoothukudi, Tamil Nadu (2018), operated by
Vedanta Ltd., illustrates modern industrial conflict between economic activity and public
safety. Protests by local residents culminated in police firing that resulted in 13 deaths. In Tamil
Nadu Pollution Control Board v. Sterlite Industries, 2019 20 SCC 17, the Supreme Court
upheld the closure of the plant, citing environmental non-compliance and public health risks.
Although criminal liability was not imposed on directors, the case reinforced the principle that
corporations can face the ultimate sanction of losing their license to operate when they

endanger public safety.
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The Vizag Gas Leak (2020) further underscores India’s persistent legal gaps. On 7 May,
a styrene gas leak from the LG Polymers plant killed 12 people and injured more than 1,000
residents. The National Green Tribunal (NGT) intervened and ordered the company to deposit
%50 crore as interim compensation, reiterating the principle of absolute liability. Despite this,
focus remained on civil remedies, reflecting the continuing inadequacy of India’s framework

to prosecute corporate executives for manslaughter.

Other notable industrial disasters highlight these systemic weaknesses. The Chasnala
Mining Disaster in Dhanbad (1975) killed 375 miners due to flooding of a coal mine operated
by the Indian Iron and Steel Company; compensation was paid, but little accountability for
negligence was imposed. In Indian Oil Corporation v. Consumer Protection Council, 1994 1
SCC 397, the Supreme Court held Indian Oil Corporation liable for an LPG explosion caused
by negligence, extending corporate accountability to state-owned enterprises. Similarly, in
Indian Council for Enviro-Legal Action v. Union of India, 1996 3 SCC 212, hazardous
chemical industries were ordered to pay for groundwater pollution, reinforcing the polluter
pays principle. More recently, the Ennore Oil Spill (2017) disrupted marine life and local
livelihoods, and the NGT mandated compensation and clean-up operations. Collectively, these
cases demonstrate India’s reliance on compensation-based remedies, exposing the absence of

a statutory framework to hold corporations criminally accountable.

Critical Analysis

Indian case law consistently prioritizes civil compensation and closure of hazardous
operations. Doctrines of absolute liability and polluter pays have strengthened environmental
accountability, yet criminal liability of corporations and directors for industrial deaths remains
underdeveloped. Unlike the United Kingdom, which enacted the Corporate Manslaughter and
Corporate Homicide Act, 2007, India relies on IPC provisions such as Section 304A,
insufficient for large-scale corporate negligence. The recurrence of Bhopal-like disasters, from

Oleum (1985) to Vizag (2020), emphasizes the need for legislative reform.

Currently, punishments in India are largely derived from general statutes rather than a
dedicated corporate manslaughter law. The IPC prescribes Section 304 for culpable homicide
not amounting to murder (punishable by life imprisonment or fine) and Section 304A for death
by negligence (up to two years’ imprisonment or fine). The Companies Act, 2013, imposes

penalties for violations but does not directly criminalize corporate manslaughter.
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Environmental laws such as the Environment Protection Act, 1986, primarily regulate and
impose fines for environmental harm rather than loss of life. Courts and tribunals, including
the NGT, often enforce compensation and closure orders; however, criminal convictions
remain rare. As a result, India’s punitive regime is inadequate compared to jurisdictions with

dedicated corporate manslaughter statutes.

Punishment Prescribed in India

At present, punishments for corporate negligence leading to death in India are largely
derived from general laws rather than a dedicated corporate manslaughter statute. The Indian
Penal Code provides two main provisions: Section 304, which deals with culpable homicide
not amounting to murder and prescribes punishment up to life imprisonment along with fines,
and Section 304A, which covers causing death by negligence with a maximum of two years’
imprisonment or fine. The Companies Act, 2013, while imposing penalties for various
violations, does not directly address corporate manslaughter or provide adequate criminal
liability mechanisms. Similarly, environmental legislations such as the Environment Protection
Act, 1986 and related statutes prescribe fines, operational restrictions, and closure of units for
environmental violations, but they are primarily regulatory in nature rather than punitive for
loss of life. Judicial remedies through courts and tribunals, including the National Green
Tribunal (NGT), have often imposed compensation, closure orders, or operational restrictions;
however, criminal convictions against corporations remain rare. As a result, the punishments
prescribed under the existing framework are inadequate to address the gravity of harm caused
by industrial disasters, making India’s legal regime weaker compared to jurisdictions with

specific corporate manslaughter provisions.

Comparative Insights

India currently lacks a dedicated statute addressing corporate manslaughter, which
creates a significant gap in ensuring accountability for corporate negligence leading to loss of
life. In contrast, other jurisdictions have taken proactive measures. The United Kingdom,
through the Corporate Manslaughter and Corporate Homicide Act of 2007, clearly establishes
liability for companies and their directors in cases of fatal corporate negligence. Similarly,
Australia and Canada have introduced provisions on “industrial manslaughter,” explicitly

criminalising corporate acts or omissions that result in death. These legal frameworks serve as
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useful models for India, highlighting the urgent need for statutory reform to strengthen

corporate accountability and safeguard public welfare.

Conclusion

The analysis of industrial disasters in India illustrates a persistent tension between
corporate interests and public safety. Landmark cases such as Bhopal Gas Tragedy, Oleum Gas
Leak, Sterlite Copper, and Vizag Gas Leak demonstrate that while Indian courts have
progressively reinforced absolute liability and the polluter pays principle, the legal framework

remains insufficient for addressing corporate manslaughter.

Directors and parent companies often evade criminal liability, with courts relying
primarily on civil compensation or administrative sanctions. This exposes a critical gap in
Indian jurisprudence, emphasizing the need for robust statutory provisions that clearly define
corporate manslaughter, impose stringent penalties, and hold directors accountable for

managerial negligence leading to mass harm.

Strengthening corporate accountability is essential not only to prevent future industrial
disasters but also to ensure that economic development does not come at the expense of human
life, health, and the environment. Only a combination of judicial vigilance, legislative reform,
and strict enforcement can make corporations and their leadership truly answerable for disasters

under their control.
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