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This case is highly relevant as it directly addresses the Delhi Jal Board's liability for a fatal road accident caused by a misaligned manhole.
The court explicitly applied the principle of strict liability, citing M.C. Mehta v. Union of India, extending it to public utility undertakings for
hazardous activities. This directly aligns with the user's query regarding the application of strict liability principles to municipal authorities
for manhole-related injuries.

Facts

Vikas Gupta died on 20.4.2003, when his scooter struck a manhole three inches below the road surface at night, allegedly without
caution signs . The Delhi Jal Board (DJB) admitted the manhole's misaligned surface level caused the fatal accident . DJB is responsible for
the construction and maintenance of sewer systems, including manholes . This appeal challenges a Single Judge's decision upholding
DJB's liability for the incident .

Issues

Is the Delhi Jal Board liable for a fatal road accident caused by a misaligned manhole under its maintenance responsibility? What is the
applicable legal standard for liability concerning public utility infrastructure and hazardous conditions? Does strict liability apply to public
bodies for accidents arising from their statutory functions? What is the scope of a public authority's duty in maintaining infrastructure
like manholes?

Petitioners Arguments

The petitioner, Delhi Jal Board (DJB), is responsible for sewer system construction and maintenance, including manholes . The accident
resulted from a manhole not being aligned with the road, indicating a breach of duty . The court considered the principle of strict liability,
tracing its evolution from Rylands v. Fletcher to M.C. Mehta v. Union of India . Statutory provisions implying strict liability were also
noted .

Respondents Arguments

The respondent argued the accident was directly caused by DJB's negligent maintenance of the manhole . The manhole's significant
depression below the road surface created a hazard, especially at night without warnings . DJB's admission confirmed the misaligned
manhole as the cause . The respondent likely contended for liability based on DJB's statutory duty and the strict liability principle for
hazardous conditions.

Section Analysis

Sections 9(e) and 14 of the Delhi Water Board Act, 1998, establish DJB's function in laying and maintaining sewer systems, including
manholes . These sections imply a duty to perform these functions properly . The analysis references social welfare statutes like the
Workmen's Compensation Act, 1923 (Sec. 3), Railways Act, 1989 (Sec. 124), and Motor Vehicles Act, 1988 (Sec. 140) as examples of
statutory strict liability .



Courts Reasoning

The court reasoned that statutory power granted to a public authority implies a duty to exercise it properly . DJB's admission confirmed
its responsibility for the accident caused by the misaligned manhole . The court applied strict liability, citing M.C. Mehta v. Union of India,
stating hazardous activities require absorbing accident costs . This principle was extended to public bodies, arguing it's fairer to spread
costs than leave individuals bearing losses from non-negligent accidents .

Ratio Decidendi

Public authorities undertaking functions like sewer maintenance have a duty to perform them properly. Failure to maintain infrastructure
safely, leading to an accident, incurs liability. The principle of strict liability, especially for hazardous situations or compromised public
safety, applies to public utility undertakings, requiring them to absorb accident costs as overheads, irrespective of fault .

Summary

This case holds the Delhi Jal Board liable for a fatal accident caused by a misaligned manhole, affirming public bodies' duty to maintain
infrastructure properly. The court applied strict liability, referencing M.C. Mehta v. Union of India, to hold DJB responsible for the
hazardous condition. Key concepts include statutory duty, public authority responsibility, strict liability, hazardous activities, and welfare
state principles. Relevant laws include the Delhi Water Board Act, 1998, and tort principles from Rylands v. Fletcher. Search terms: Delhi
Jal Board, manhole accident, strict liability, public authority duty, hazardous activity, road safety, tort liability, M.C. Mehta, statutory duty,
negligence, fatal accident, infrastructure maintenance.
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