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Supreme Court Declares Right to Trauma Care
an Integral Part of Article 21

28 May 2026 - 6 minread - 2tags v

WHY IN NEWS:

On May 27, 2026, in Savelife Foundation v. Union of India, a Supreme Court bench of Justices J.K.
Maheshwari and Atul S. Chandurkar held that the right to road-accident trauma care is integral to
the right to life under Article 21. The Court directed all States/UTs to integrate every
emergency/ambulance helpline into the unified Emergency Response Support System (ERSS)
Helpline 112 within three months, establish Good Samaritan grievance-redress systems, and

operationalise the Centre’s medical-rescue protocol.

THE VERDICT — KEY HOLDINGS

ISSUE COURT’S RULING

Right to trauma care Integral to Article 21 — right to life includes the right to timely emergency medical care
Multiplicity of All emergency/ambulance helplines (108, 102, 1099, 100, 101, etc.) to be integrated into
helplines 112 within 3 months

Good Samaritan States must operationalise the Good Samaritan rules (2016, revised) under MoRTH;
protection set up grievance-redress mechanisms

Medical-rescue Centre’s Standard Operating Procedure on emergency response and “golden hour” care to be
protocol enforced by all hospitals

Compliance reporting States/UTs to file affidavits in 3 months on integration, training and protocol adoption
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THE CASE TRAJECTORY

YEAR MILESTONE

2012 SaveLife Foundation files PIL on accident victim assistance

2014 Centre notifies Good Samaritan Guidelines (Ministry of Road Transport & Highways)

2016 Parmanand Katara-derived directions reaffirmed; Good Samaritan SOP notified

2019 Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Act, 2019 — Section 134A on Good Samaritan protection added
2021 MoRTH revised Good Samaritan Scheme — 5,000 reward per case

May 27,2026  Current verdict — declares trauma care a Part III right; helpline integration ordered

ARTICLE 21 JURISPRUDENCE — EXPANSION TO HEALTH

CASE RIGHT EXTENDED

Parmanand Katara v. Union of 1989 Doctors must provide immediate medical aid to accident

India victims; cannot wait for legal formalities

Paschim Banga Khet Mazdoor 1996 State has constitutional obligation to provide emergency

Samity v. State of WB medical care; delay = violation of Art 21

State of Punjab v. M.S. Chawla 1997 Right to health under Article 21

Common Cause v. Union of India 2018 Right to die with dignity (passive euthanasia) under Article
21

K.S. Puttaswamy 2017 Right to privacy under Article 21

Savelife Foundation v. Union of 2026 Right to trauma care under Article 21

India

The verdict is the latest in a continuing line that has read Article 21 as a positive obligation — the State must

actively provide conditions for a dignified life, not merely refrain from depriving life.
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INDIA'S ROAD-ACCIDENT BURDEN

Annual road-accident deaths ~1.7 lakh (MoRTH, Road Accidents in India 2022)

(India)

Global rank Among the highest in the world in absolute terms

Share of global road deaths India accounts for ~11% of global road fatalities but only ~1% of motor
vehicles

Economic loss ~3% of GDP (MoRTH estimate)

Golden hour outcome gap India loses ~50% of trauma victims due to no/inadequate care in the first
hour

THE EMERGENCY RESPONSE SYSTEM (ERSS) — 112

PARAMETER DETAIL

Launched February 19, 2019 by MHA (Nirbhaya Fund)

Number 112 — pan-India unified emergency number (akin to US 911, EU 112)
Coverage All 36 States/UTs (rollout 2019—21)

Services unified Police (100), Fire (101), Ambulance (108), Women (1091), Child (1098)

Tech GIS-enabled despatch, integration with state police control rooms

Despite the unified architecture on paper, ambulance helplines (108, 102) often run on parallel state

contracts with no live integration. The SC verdict mandates the missing operational integration.
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GOOD SAMARITAN FRAMEWORK

ELEMENT DETAIL

Constitutional Article 21 (right to life of victim + protection of bystander)

anchor

Statutory anchor Section 134A, Motor Vehicles Act, 2019 — Good Samaritan protection

Scheme MoRTH Good Samaritan Scheme (2014, revised 2021) — 5,000 reward per case
Protections No civil/criminal liability; no compelled disclosure of identity; no compelled witness in

court (unless voluntary)

The Court has repeatedly noted that fear of police harassment is the biggest deterrent to citizen rescue —

and ordered States to publicise the Good Samaritan protections.

WHAT HOSPITALS MUST DO

Per the directions:
e Trauma care without preconditions — no demand for police FIR, no demand for advance
payment in the golden hour.
o PM-RAHAT-like cashless coverage to be operationalised for accident victims.
e Trained ER personnel at all hospitals on national highways.

e Linkages with PM-JAY (Ayushman Bharat) where applicable.

COMPARATIVE ANCHOR — GLOBAL MODELS

COUNTRY SYSTEM

USA 911 unified emergency, EMTALA Act (1986) compels stabilisation regardless of payment
UK 999/112; NHS A&E mandate

EU 112 since 1991

Germany Pre-hospital emergency physician (Notarzt) system

India has the legal architecture (112 + Good Samaritan + Art 21) — the SC verdict pushes the

enforcement layer.
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WIDER SIGNIFICANCE

® Article 21 deepening — health and trauma care confirmed as positive Part III obligations.
¢ Federal-state cooperation — Centre’s framework; states’ implementation; SC’s enforcement.
e Citizen-state contract — clarifies State’s positive duty in the seconds after an accident.

® SDG link — SDG 3 (Target 3.6 — halve road traffic deaths by 2030).

WATCHPOINTS

e Implementation capacity — 112 integration of 108/102 needs state-level political will and IT

budgets.
e PMU at state level — the MoP-equivalent for emergency response is missing.

e Vehicle and infrastructure layer — speed cameras, divider standards, helmet/seatbelt

enforcement remain the upstream lever.

e Brain-drain in ER medicine — qualified emergency physicians are scarce.

WAY FORWARD

e National Road Safety Authority — long-proposed; build into a Section-3-style statutory

regulator.

o Trauma care network — 24x7 trauma centres every ~100 km on national highways (currently

~30% of needed coverage).
e Air ambulances — MoCA’s Heli-Seva scheme to be paired with NHAI for highway operations.

e Driver and bystander education — basic first-aid + 112 awareness mandatory in driving licence

renewal.

UPSC RELEVANCE

GS Paper 2 — Polity & Governance:

® Indian Constitution — Fundamental Rights, Article 21 jurisprudence.

® Government policies and interventions for development in various sectors and issues arising out of

their design and implementation.

e Issues relating to development and management of Social Sector relating to Health.
GS Paper 4 — Ethics:

® Public-spirited action (Good Samaritan).
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® Doctor’s duty and the ethical hierarchy in emergencies.

Analytical hooks for Mains:

® Article 21 — from negative right (against deprivation) to positive right (healthcare).
® Federal architecture of emergency response.

e Behavioural economics of bystander intervention.

FACTS CORNER

Case: Savelife Foundation v. Union of India (2026).

Bench: Justices J.K. Maheshwari and Atul S. Chandurkar.

Verdict date: May 27, 2026.

Ruling: Right to trauma care is integral to Article 21.

Direction: Integrate all emergency/ambulance helplines into Helpline 112 within 3 months.
ERSS Helpline 112: Launched February 19, 2019 (MHA, Nirbhaya Fund).

Good Samaritan statute: Section 134A, Motor Vehicles Act, 2019.

Good Samaritan reward: 35,000 per case (MoRTH scheme, revised 2021).

Annual road deaths in India: ~1.7 lakh (MoRTH 2022 report).

Economic loss: ~3% of GDP.

Earlier landmark: Parmanand Katara v. Union of India (1989) — doctors’ duty to provide immediate
care.

SDG link: SDG 3 (Target 3.6) — halve road traffic deaths by 2030.

Sources: LiveLaw, The Hindu, MoRTH
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