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Industrial Disasters in India — The Regulatory
Gap That Keeps Killing

#: The Hindu 23 April 2026

TH The Hindu 5 tags v

INTERVIEW ANGLE

"India averages 40+ major industrial accidents per year. With weak regulatory enforcement,

self-certification loopholes, and informal contract labour bearing most risk, what structural

reforms are needed — and what lessons from Bhopal remain unlearned?"

THE CORE ARGUMENT

India’s pattern of recurring industrial disasters — from Bhopal (1984) to Vizag (2020) to the latest incidents —
reflects not random misfortune but systemic regulatory failure: weak enforcement capacity, self-
certification loopholes that allow companies to declare themselves safe, and a workforce of informal contract
labourers who bear the greatest risk while having the least legal protection. The editorial argues that robust
industrial safety requires three structural reforms: independent safety inspectorates separated from
revenue-collecting departments, criminal liability for corporate executives (not just companies), and
mandatory third-party safety audits for hazardous industries. Economic growth cannot be built on worker

lives.
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INDIA'S INDUSTRIAL ACCIDENT RECORD

Scale of the Problem

INDICATOR FIGURE

Major industrial accidents (NCRB 40-50+/year

data)

Worker deaths in factories ~1,800-2,000/year (reported; actual likely 5-10x higher)

Unreported accidents Vast majority (informal sector, contract labour)

Major incidents (2020-26) Vizag LG Polymers (2020); Dahej chemical plant (2022); Mumbai refinery
(2023)

Bhopal gas tragedy anniversary 1984 — worst industrial disaster globally; ~15,000+ deaths

Sectors with Highest Risk

SECTOR KEY HAZARDS

Chemical/petrochemical ~ Toxic gas leaks, explosions, fires

Mines (coal, iron ore) Roof falls, gas explosions, flooding
Construction Falls, crane/scaffold collapse
Boiler operations Steam explosions

Textile (dye chemicals) Chemical exposure, fire
Fireworks/explosives Blasts, fires
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THE REGULATORY FRAMEWORK — GAPS AND FAILURES

Key Laws Governing Industrial Safety

LAW YEAR COVERAGE

Factories Act 1948 Manufacturing facilities; inspection framework
Mines Act 1952 Coal and metalliferous mines
Public Liability Insurance Act (PLIA) 1991 Post-Bhopal; compulsory insurance for

hazardous industries

Environment Protection Act (EPA) 1986 Hazardous chemical handling (Schedule to EPA)
Occupational Safety, Health and Working 2020 Labour code reform — consolidates Factories
Conditions Code Act, Mines Act + others

Hazardous Wastes Management Rules 2008/2016 CPCB/SPCB oversight

Disaster Management Act 2005 NDMA coordination

Structural Failures

|1. Inspector Raj to Self-Certification — A Swing Too Far

Post-2014 “ease of doing business” reforms reduced factory inspections through third-party self-
certification — allowing companies to declare their own compliance. Result: inspection rates collapsed;

violations unreported; accidents increased in some sectors.

|2. State Capacity Deficit

INDICATOR FIGURE

Factory inspectors (per factory) 1 inspector per ~2,000 factories in many states
Annual inspection coverage <20% of registered factories inspected

Vacancy in inspectorates 30-40% vacancy in state factory inspector posts

|3. Contract Labour — The Hidden Victims

Most industrial accident victims are contract/casual labourers:

e Not directly employed by the company; employed through contractors
® Minimal training on hazardous processes

® No/inadequate Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
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e Contractor “liability insulation” — companies deny direct responsibility
e Under Contract Labour (Regulation and Abolition) Act 1970 — principal employer liability
provisions exist but weakly enforced
|4. Criminal Liability Gap

Under current law, companies pay fines (often 50,000-5 lakh) for worker deaths — amounts that are negligible

for large corporations. Directors and CEOs rarely face personal criminal liability:

o Bhopal precedent: Union Carbide executives fled; Indian executives received 2-year sentences only

in 2010 (25 years after the disaster)

¢ Corporate manslaughter as a criminal category does not exist in India

BHOPAL GAS TRAGEDY — LESSONS STILL UNLEARNED

DETAIL FIGURE

Date December 2-3, 1984

Location Union Carbide plant, Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh
Cause Methyl Isocyanate (MIC) gas leak

Immediate deaths ~3,787 (official); estimates up to 15,000-25,000

Long-term health impact 500,000+ people affected; multigenerational effects

Settlement (1989) $470 million — widely criticised as inadequate
Criminal verdict 2010 (26 years later); executives convicted of negligence
Lessons unlearned Third-party liability, criminal accountability, community right to know

National Green Tribunal and Industrial Safety

The NGT (National Green Tribunal Act 2010) handles environmental violations from industrial accidents
— but its jurisdiction is environmental damage, not worker safety per se. The NDMA (National Disaster

Management Authority) coordinates response but not prevention.
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REFORM RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Independent Safety Inspectorate

Separate factory/industrial safety inspection from commerce/revenue departments — create an independent

National Industrial Safety Authority (NISA) on the model of UK’s Health and Safety Executive (HSE).

2. Corporate Criminal Liability

Introduce corporate manslaughter provisions — where gross negligence causes worker death, senior

executives face mandatory imprisonment (not just fines).

3. Mandatory Third-Party Safety Audits

For Category A and B hazardous industries (under EPA schedules), annual audits by accredited independent

agencies — not self-certification.

4. Community Right to Know

Require hazardous facilities to publicly disclose chemicals stored, quantities, and emergency response plans —

as under the U.S. Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA).

UPSC ANGLE

PAPER ANGLE

GS3 — Environment Industrial pollution, hazardous chemicals, Bhopal, PLIA 1991
GS2 — Polity/Governance  Factories Act, labour codes, regulatory enforcement, NDMA
GS3 — Economy Labour safety, industrial growth vs. worker rights

GS2 — Social Justice Contract labour rights, informal workers, occupational health

Mains Keywords: Bhopal gas tragedy, MIC, Factories Act 1948, PLIA 1991, self-certification, contract labour,
Occupational Safety Code 2020, NGT, NDMA, corporate liability, HSE (UK), industrial safety

Probable Question: “Industrial safety regulation in India suffers from a fundamental conflict between ease of

doing business and worker protection. Examine the structural causes and suggest reforms.” (GS3 Mains)

PRACTICE TODAY'S QUIZ

Take the 23 April 2026 Quiz —
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