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Migrant Workers:

“They are always treated like this!

Now it happens before the cameras!”

      The images are no more copied from the Bollywood movies; they are real stories of the

modern India. A migrant woman gave birth to a child on the roadside while walking from

Maharashtra to her home in Madhya Pradesh, with other women covering the space with

sarees around her.  The lady and her family walked 150 kms after the delivery of the baby. The

other day a migrant worker pulled a cart along with an ox, while his family members and

belongings sitting on the cart. Just a day before the above incidence a train rammed over and

killed 16 migrant workers in Aurangabad when they were exhausted and resting on the railway

track while walking back to their homes. It gives you a glimpse, but only a glimpse, of the scale

of what is going on. We do not know how many millions more are trying register for travel on

those trains. We do not know how many millions are on the highways. We do know they

desperately want to go home and they are still on the road, walking, cycling, and going by an

auto rickshaw or by a truck.

       As Jean Dreeze aptly said, “They are always treated like this…” - in this degrading manner.

The powers that be at the helm of affairs always considered them as subjects whose labour

power can be exploited cheaply. This policy of forcing the people into migration - the policy of

relegating vast regions in the country as chronically drought prone and limiting the

industrialization around a handful of metropolitan cities - was inherited by the Indian rulers from

the British colonial rule.

       Migration is of three types: across the borders to foreign countries, and inter-state and intra-

state. Millions of workers had migrated to foreign lands, particularly the Gulf, and sending

their hard earned income back to their families in India. These remittances in foreign exchange

are substantial - at one time Indira Gandhi government could pay back the IMF loan only

because of these remittances. Even today, these remittances are equal to the earning of the

much pampered IT sector. Yet the government had never paid attention to the problems faced

by the migrant workers in foreign lands. Modi government charged air fare from the workers

stranded due to Covid pandemic in the Gulf and others like students. Such is the callous attitude

of the rulers towards the migrant workers.

        The inter-state migration existed long ago in India. With the implementation of New

Economic Policies in early 1990s, inter-state as well as intra-state migration grew rapidly. Under

NEP, a set of policies that decimates the rural economy and consistently neglects the

agricultural sector were implemented, so as to supply cheap labour. Even after three lakh poor

peasants committed suicides, the successive governments had not changed their policy and

continue to push in the same direction. The wretched conditions under which migrant workers

live, toil and die were reported several times on the pages of this magazine.

       The FM Nirmala Sitaraman put the figure of migrant workers at 80 million while announcing

‘one nation-one ration card’ scheme as a part of Civid package. According to the World Bank

economist Supriyo De, “the number of internal migrants in India was 450 million as per the most

recent 2011 census. This is an increase of 45% over the 309 million recorded in 2001. This far

exceeds the population growth of 18% across 2001-11”.
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       This figure of 450 million is more than the population of Bangla Desh; it is around half the

population of Europe and more than that of the US. It means one in every three Indians are

internal migrants. All these figures do not differentiate among the inter-state and intra-state

workers. These are the people who with their blood, sweat, hands and tears create the wealth in

the country.

       The inter-State migration indicates the relative regional poverty in India. Outward migration

from four States—Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan—accounts for half of

India’s inter-State migration. On the other side, Maharashtra, Delhi, Gujarat, Haryana and Uttar

Pradesh account for half the inward migration.

            As stated earlier in this piece, the government’s lethargic response to the need for transport

for these workers is deliberate. The government and the industry and trade lobbies want migrant

workers at their disposal once the spread of Corona virus contained as a reserve army of cheap

labour. On May 21, the Confederation of All India Traders, a lobby that has unabashedly backed

Modi for six years, demanded that migrant workers be brought back immediately so that businesses

could resume. It highlighted its own plight, blamed State governments for having sent back these

workers and demanded that the Centre ask the States to get these workers back. Not a word in the

statement referred to what triggered the biggest wave of mass migration in Independent India. The

Modi regime planned to keep them locked in cities without any support until the peoples protests in

various forms assumed such proportions that the government had to at least appear to be doing

something.

      The central government grandly announced the running of Shramik Specials to ferry migrant

workers to their native places. The State governments asked migrant workers who wish to travel

to register. Although these are known to be restrictive in practice, even a compilation of a partial list

of States reveals that at least 55 lakh workers registered by mid May.  The Stranded Workers

Action Network (SWAN), pointed out that the registration process was so deeply flawed that it had

resulted in a thriving black market for tickets issued for such workers. Poor migrants are paying as

much as Rs.8,000 per ticket to travel by bus or train, SWAN stated recently. The railway minister

boasted that the railway carried 15lakh workers. May On 28, the government told the Supreme

Court of India that 9.1 million labourers have been shifted to their native places since the Shramik

Special trains started on May 1.

     It is the individuals, communities, non-profit charitable organizations and migrant workers

themselves had spent more than what the government has done to them in fighting corona virus.

The wider and instant response from the various sections of the people is always part of our Indian

culture and one should always appreciate this.

       In contrast, between March 19 and May 12, Prime Minister Narendra Modi addressed the

nation five times on television. He called on us to bang pots and pans, light diyas, shower flower

petals to honour the ’frontline warriors’ against Covid-19. Only in the fifth speech did he

mention labourers at all. ‘Migrant labourers’, just once.

      Then came out man ki baat.  The Prime Minister announced in a Mann ki Baat broadcast

recently the setting up a Migration Commission for the employment of migrant labourers. It will

map the skills of these labourers to provide employment by setting up small-scale industries in

villages.

     This announcement came a time when many state governments curtailed the labour laws

with the blessings from Modi and after three decades of destroying millions of livelihoods. The

labour laws does not   apply to more than 90% of work force of which migrant workers are major

part. These workers are forced to migrate as their livelihoods were destroyed.  Many of them will

return over time for lack of opportunities in their villages. The migration commission is only a ploy



cs-jun-2020-commentary-“They are always treated like this!now it happens before the

cameras!

to hoodwink and create illusions among the toiling masses. Some state governments have already

engaged in divisive politics of ours vs others.

     The government of UP state, which sends out the largest number of migrants, says that its

permission would be needed before “our” workers are taken by “other” states. This received a

prompt reply from forces in the destination states, saying that the workers would have to seek

permission to enter these states.  Apart from creating a fear of losing opportunity among the

migrants, this tantamount to trampling of the constitutional rights of these workers to move freely

in the country without seeking permission from either state government.

     The crux of the problem of migrant workers is this: denying all the rights they are entitled as

citizens of India and so-called labour laws.

The ordinary citizen on the street expresrses his sympathy about the wretched conditions of

migrant workers and wants to help them. Sure, it is correct. But the migrant labourers do not need

our sympathy, concern of all workers in India for their rights. or compassion. They need justice.

They need their rights to be enforced. We must support and organize the struggles.

* * *


