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Introduction

In the landmark case State of U.P. v. M/S. Lalta Prasad Vaish and Sons, the Supreme Court of

India addressed whether state legislatures can regulate industrial alcohol.

A nine-judge bench led by Chief Justice Dr. D.Y. Chandrachud, with Justice Nagarathna providing

a dissent, ultimately ruled in favor of the state’s authority. This decision overruled the Court’s

prior judgment in Synthetics & Chemicals Ltd. v. State of U.P. (1989), broadening the scope of

“intoxicating liquors” to include industrial alcohol.

Facts of the Case

In 1989, the Supreme Court of India ruled in Synthetics & Chemicals v. State of U.P. that

“intoxicating liquor” referred only to drinkable liquor. As a result, state legislatures were deemed

unable to regulate industrial alcohol.

The Court also stated that the Industries (Development and Regulation) Act of 1951 (IDRA)

provided the central government with exclusive control over industrial alcohol. Under Section 18G

of the IDRA, the Union Government was given the power to regulate trade and commerce in

industries, ensuring fair distribution and prices.

In 1999, the Uttar Pradesh government tried to impose a licensing fee on specially denatured

spirits, a type of industrial alcohol. This led to a challenge in court, arguing that the state lacked

the authority to regulate denatured spirits based on Section 18G of the IDRA. The Allahabad High
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Court agreed, striking down the state’s notification in 2004.

However, in 2007, the Supreme Court recognized that the earlier decision in Synthetics needed to

be reexamined. A larger bench of nine judges was convened to reconsider the regulation of

industrial alcohol, indicating a potential shift in legislative power and the authority of states over

alcohol regulation in India. This ongoing legal debate highlights the complexities of federalism

and regulatory authority within the country’s legal framework.

Key Legal Questions

The Court was presented with two primary questions:

1. Does the term “intoxicating liquors” under Entry 8 of List II in the Seventh Schedule of the

Indian Constitution encompass industrial alcohol?

2. If so, does a state legislature have the competence to enact laws regulating industrial alcohol?

Background and Earlier Precedent

Alcohol is categorized into two primary types in India: potable (intended for consumption) and

industrial (non-consumable). Misuse of industrial alcohol for producing illegal, potable liquor has

prompted states to attempt regulation.

The power to regulate “intoxicating liquors” lies with state legislatures under Entry 8 of List II

(State List). However, the Supreme Court’s 1989 ruling in Synthetics & Chemicals determined

that “intoxicating liquors” only included consumable alcohol, excluding industrial alcohol from

state regulation.

It held that under Section 18G of the Industries (Development and Regulation) Act, 1951 (IDRA),

Parliament had exclusive control over industrial alcohol under Entry 33 of the Concurrent List.

However, in 1999, Uttar Pradesh attempted to impose a licensing fee on specially denatured

spirits, a type of industrial alcohol, leading to challenges over the state’s authority.

The Allahabad High Court struck down this notification in 2004, leading U.P. to appeal to the

Supreme Court. By 2007, a three-judge Supreme Court bench suggested that Synthetics required

reconsideration, referring the matter to a larger bench.

Read & share online: https://new-clatalogue-web.vercel.app/state-of-up-v-lalta-prasad-vaish-and-sons

https://new-clatalogue-web.vercel.app/state-of-up-v-lalta-prasad-vaish-and-sons


The Supreme Court’s Decision

In an 8:1 majority opinion, the Supreme Court ruled that states do have legislative competence

over industrial alcohol, overturning Synthetics. Chief Justice Chandrachud, writing for the

majority, concluded that “intoxicating liquors” under Entry 8 of the State List could include both

consumable and industrial alcohol. Since the term is inclusive of alcohol that can harm public

health, the states’ regulatory scope was expanded.

Majority’s Reasoning

1. Interpretation of “Intoxicating Liquors”: The Court adopted a broader interpretation, asserting

that “intoxicating liquors” includes substances like denatured spirits, which can be converted

into consumable alcohol. The majority argued that regulating the production, manufacture,

and sale of such alcohol falls within the state’s purview to protect public health and welfare.

2. Parliamentary Competence and Harmonious Interpretation: The Court emphasized that when

interpreting conflicting legislative powers, the state’s special authority under Entry 8 of List II

should prevail over the Union’s more general control over industries. The Court found that,

unlike other industries regulated under Entry 52 of List I (Union List), intoxicating

liquor—including industrial alcohol—required special attention to prevent public health

hazards, thus warranting state regulation.

3. Effect of Section 18G of the IDRA: Having ruled that industrial alcohol falls under the purview

of the State List, the Court concluded that Section 18G of the IDRA did not exclude state

authority over denatured spirits.

Justice Nagarathna’s Dissent

Justice Nagarathna dissented, arguing that industrial alcohol is fundamentally distinct from

“intoxicating liquors” as it is intended for industrial, non-consumable purposes. She maintained

that the state’s regulatory authority should only cover alcohol explicitly meant for consumption.

Additionally, she argued that Section 18G of the IDRA empowers the Union to control industrial

alcohol through Entry 52 of the Union List, and states should not have authority over non-

consumable alcohol. She stressed that the 2016 IDRA amendment excluded potable alcohol from

regulatory scope, reserving industrial alcohol for central regulation alone.
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Implications of the Judgment

This ruling has significant ramifications for federal and state legislative power in India. By

including industrial alcohol within the definition of “intoxicating liquors,” states now have greater

autonomy to regulate, impose taxes, and issue licenses on industrial alcohol. This could pave the

way for stricter state control over the alcohol industry, potentially curbing illegal practices that

convert industrial alcohol into consumable liquor.

Additionally, the ruling showcases the Supreme Court’s evolving stance on federalism, granting

states wider regulatory latitude. This decision reflects an attempt to maintain a balance between

federal oversight and state autonomy, especially on issues with immediate local health and safety

implications.

Conclusion

The Supreme Court’s decision in State of U.P. v. M/S. Lalta Prasad Vaish and Sons marks a pivotal

shift in the balance of legislative powers, significantly broadening states’ authority to regulate

industrial alcohol. The Court’s ruling not only reinforces state power in areas impacting public

health but also demonstrates a willingness to reinterpret statutory definitions to adapt to

contemporary issues. This landmark judgment is likely to influence future debates on federalism

and regulatory competence in India’s legal landscape.
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