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Despite this awareness, General Motors did not recall 
2.6 million affected vehicles for nearly two years.

These cases illustrate that a corporation may 
be held liable for corporate murder in those cases 
in which conduct is performed or approved by cor-
porate managers or officials. Of course, individual 
managers and executives may also be held criminally 
responsible. The extension of criminal responsibility 
to corporations is based on an interpretation of the 
term person in homicide statutes to encompass both 
natural persons and corporate entities. Other states 
have homicide statutes that extend liability for murder 
to corporations. In Illinois, a corporation is criminally 
responsible for offenses “authorized, requested, com-
manded, or performed by the board of directors or by 
a high managerial agent acting within the scope of his 
employment.” A corporation “is responsible whenever 

any of its high managerial agents possess the requisite 
mental state and is responsible for a criminal offense 
while acting within the scope of its employment.”

A corporation clearly cannot be incarcerated and, 
instead, is punished by the imposition of a fine. It is 
reasoned that the threat of a fine will motivate corpo-
rate officials and individuals owning stock in the firm 
to ensure that the corporation follows the law. On the 
other hand, some would argue that criminal responsi-
bility is properly limited to the individuals who commit 
the crimes. A fine on a business hurts only the work-
ers and stockholders who depend on strong corporate 
profits and creates a poor business climate that leads 
corporations to move their factories to other countries.

Ask yourself whether it serves any purpose to hold 
the corporation liable or whether responsibility should 
be limited to corporate officials.

ENVIRONMENTAL CRIMES
At times, the drive for corporate profit may lead business executives to disregard their legal obliga-
tion to protect the natural environment. There are considerable costs involved in environmental 
safety and clean-up that can absorb a significant percentage of corporate revenues. The FBI notes 
that environmental crimes threaten the health and natural resources of the United States and 
that such crimes range from air and water pollution to the illegal transportation and disposal of 
hazardous waste.

Americans were exposed to the potential danger that illegal business practices pose to the envi-
ronment when a public health emergency was declared at Love Canal in Niagara Falls, New York. 
In 1978, a local paper reported that in 1953, Hooker Electrochemical Company had buried more 
than twenty-one thousand tons of toxic waste on land that the company and city government 
knew was now the site of a housing development and school. Studies revealed that women living 
nearby experienced an excessive rate of miscarriages and that children suffered high rates of birth 
defects and disorders of the nervous system. The state and federal government ultimately evacu-
ated the area at a cost of over $42 million, and the area would not be reclaimed for housing until 
1990. A second well-known case in Woburn, Massachusetts, in 1979, involved the pollution of 
the water supply by industrial waste. The industrial firms responsible for the pollution ultimately 
agreed to a clean-up that cost more than $70 million.

In 1980, Pennsylvania authorities discovered that Hudson Oil Refining Corporation of New 
Jersey had been dumping waste down an old mine shaft. The waste accumulated and, in July 
1979, began pouring out of the mine tunnel into the Susquehanna River. Millions of gallons of 
toxic waste linked to cancer and birth defects formed an oil slick that threatened the water supply 
of Danville, Pennsylvania. The company was fined $750,000, and the president of Hudson Oil, 
the first corporate official imprisoned for illegal environmental dumping in U.S. history, was sen-
tenced to one year in prison. In the mid-1980s, Pennsylvania convicted a corporate executive of 
illegally dumping ten thousand drums of waste in a Scranton, Pennsylvania, landfill.

In 1989, Rockwell International, a company that had managed the Rocky Flats nuclear weap-
ons plant since 1975, pled guilty to ten federal counts and paid $18.5 million in fines stemming 
from its mismanagement of the 6,500-acre site fifteen miles northwest of Denver, Colorado. The 
plant was described as being littered with over 12.9 metric tons of dangerous plutonium, asbestos, 
lead, and other toxic chemicals.

On March 24, 1989, the oil tanker Exxon Valdez ran aground in Alaska, spilling eleven million 
gallons of oil into Prince William Sound and polluting roughly 1,300 miles of Alaskan shoreline. 
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