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EDITORIAL SUMMARY

The Hindu, April 21, 2026 — A devastating explosion at a firecracker manufacturing unit in Virudhunagar

district, Tamil Nadu has killed multiple workers, adding to a grim decade-long toll from recurring cracker

factory accidents. The editorial examines how systemic negligence — weak enforcement by the Directorate of

Industrial Safety and Health (DISH), inadequate compliance with the Explosives Act, 1884 and

Factories Act, 1948, and the informal employment structure of the cracker industry — repeatedly sacrifices

workers’ lives. The piece argues that regulatory reform, not post-disaster condolences, is the only meaningful

response.

VIRUDHUNAGAR — INDIA’S FIRECRACKER HUB

Virudhunagar district (formerly Virudhunagar, part of the larger Sivakasi region) is the epicentre of India’s

firecracker and match manufacturing industry:

PARAMETER VALUE

Sivakasi cluster ~800 registered firecracker factories; thousands of unlicensed units

Industry turnover ~₹6,000-8,000 crore annually

Employment ~3-4 lakh workers (formal + informal)

Child labour history Historically significant — now legally prohibited but enforcement challenges remain

Accidents Recurring — multiple major explosions per decade
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The Sivakasi cluster supplies approximately 90% of India’s firecrackers and a significant share of safety

matches — making it economically important to the state and the country while simultaneously posing severe

occupational hazards.

THE REGULATORY FRAMEWORK — AND ITS FAILURES

LAW RELEVANCE

Explosives Act, 1884 Governs manufacture, possession, use of explosives

including firework compositions; licensing of factories

Explosives Rules, 2008 Detailed rules under the Act; factory safety standards

Factories Act, 1948 General industrial safety; applicable to registered factories

Code on Occupational Safety, Health and
Working Conditions (OSH Code), 2020

Labour code replacing Factories Act; not yet fully notified

Manufacture, Storage and Import of

Hazardous Chemicals Rules, 1989

Hazardous substance management

The problem: multiple overlapping jurisdictions with no single accountable authority create enforcement

gaps.

WHY ACCIDENTS KEEP HAPPENING

Many firecracker units in Sivakasi operate as unlicensed or under-declared units — registering fewer

workers and lower production volumes than actual operations to evade compliance requirements:

Applicable Laws

Who Enforces?

Chief Controller of Explosives (CCE) under the Petroleum and Explosives Safety Organisation

(PESO) — under Ministry of Commerce — licenses and inspects explosive manufacturing sites

Directorate of Industrial Safety and Health (DISH) — state-level body — inspects registered

factories for Factories Act compliance

District administration — licensing and local oversight

Police — enforcement of unlicensed operations

1. The Licensed vs. Unlicensed Divide
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The workforce is predominantly:

Complying with PESO/DISH standards (proper magazine construction, ventilation, fire suppression, mixing

room separation, safety distances) requires significant capital investment. For small-to-medium cracker units

operating on thin margins, non-compliance is economically rational as long as enforcement is weak and

penalties are low.

The cracker industry employs lakhs of workers and generates revenue for thousands of families in a relatively

poor region. Politicians from Virudhunagar/Sivakasi constituencies across party lines are reluctant to impose

enforcement crackdowns that would temporarily close factories and generate unemployment.

THE PATTERN OF POST-DISASTER RESPONSE

India’s recurring industrial accidents follow a predictable cycle:

This cycle repeats because structural incentives for compliance are not created, and deterrence from

penalties is minimal.

Licensed capacity is inspected; actual production often far exceeds it

Explosives storage limits are formally maintained on paper but exceeded in practice

DISH inspectors are outnumbered — Tamil Nadu’s hundreds of hazardous factories cannot be

physically inspected regularly

2. Worker Vulnerability

Women and Dalit workers from surrounding villages — economically dependent and with limited

bargaining power

Informal/contract workers — not on official payroll, hence outside Factories Act protections

Migrant workers — no local networks to advocate for safety

Home workers — the “home-based work” model spreads explosive materials into residential areas,

further expanding blast radius

3. The Economics of Non-Compliance

4. Political Economy

Explosion → deaths → headlines1

Immediate response — FIR, factory sealed, compensation announced2

Commission/inquiry — appointed; report rarely acted upon3

Resumption — factories reopen; unlicensed units resurface4
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Sivakasi has witnessed multiple major explosions across decades — each followed by the same cycle. The

pattern is so established that the Supreme Court has at various points intervened to mandate safety audits and

licensing reforms.

REFORM AGENDA

Major Sivakasi/Virudhunagar Accidents (Illustrative)

Short-Term (Immediate)

Suspend all unlicensed units pending PESO/DISH physical inspection

Enforce magazine separation requirements — explosives storage away from production areas

Mandatory worker registration — no informal/unlicensed employment at licensed factories

Medium-Term (Structural)

Rationalise the regulatory architecture — single licensing and enforcement window (PESO +

DISH integrated inspection)

Increase inspector-to-factory ratios — DISH is chronically understaffed

Upgrade penalty structures — current fines under Explosives Act are inadequate deterrents

Mandatory insurance — factory owner liability insurance covering worker compensation

Long-Term (Systemic)

Cluster modernisation — shift industry toward safer, centrally monitored production zones

Diversification support — state-assisted economic diversification for Sivakasi region to reduce

mono-industry dependence

OSH Code notified regulations — the Code on OSH, 2020 has been passed but sector-specific

standards (including explosives manufacturing) remain unnotified
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UPSC RELEVANCE

PAPER ANGLE

GS2 —

Governance

Industrial safety regulation, DISH, PESO, enforcement failures

GS3 — Labour OSH Code 2020, Factories Act, informal workers, occupational safety

GS2 — Social

Justice

Dalit/women workers, unorganised sector vulnerability

GS4 — Ethics Government failure to protect citizens; regulatory capture

Mains Keywords Sivakasi, Explosives Act 1884, PESO, DISH, OSH Code 2020, Factories Act 1948, industrial

safety, informal workers
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📰 RELATED DAILY ARTICLES

21 Apr Current Affairs Today — April 21, 2026

Sivakasi cluster: ~800 registered factories; ~3-4 lakh workers; ~90% of India’s firecrackers

Explosives Act, 1884: Primary law governing explosive manufacturing; licensing via PESO

PESO: Petroleum and Explosives Safety Organisation — under Ministry of Commerce; CCE licenses

explosive factories

DISH: Directorate of Industrial Safety and Health — state-level Factories Act enforcement

Factories Act, 1948: Governs registered factories; safety, health, welfare provisions

OSH Code, 2020: One of four Labour Codes consolidating Factories Act and other laws; sector

rules not yet notified

Workforce profile: Predominantly women, Dalit, informal workers — highest vulnerability

Regulatory gap: Multiple overlapping authorities (PESO + DISH + district) → accountability

diffusion

Recurring cycle: Explosion → FIR → inquiry → report shelved → recurrence
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