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MIGRANT WORKERS in COVID-19 CRISIS  
Challenges, Concerns and Recommendations  

Challenges: 

Migrant communities and marginalised tribal workers are the poorest of the poor and they face 
varieties of discrimination and human rights violations in all phases of their life. Internal migrants 
in India number more than 454 million that is 37 per cent of the population. The internal 
migration almost doubled in the past 20 years—from 220 million in 1991 to 454 million in 2011 
and currently it could be over 540 million. For the first time in the history of the country, the 
Economic Survey of India 2017 stated that an average of nine million people migrated between 
States every year. Women, children and adolescent migrants are particularly more vulnerable at all 
time. During COVID-19 crisis, these migrants people became most vulnerable due to national-
wide lockdown. Starvation, hunger, uncertainty, anxiety, homelessness pushed them into darkness 
and they are in jeopardy of being trafficked for forced labour and contemporary slavery. 

With over 40 million people worldwide trapped in modern slavery, the current pandemic will 
further worsen living situations for months to come and this is going to be big challenge to end 
modern slavery, forced labour, human trafficking, child labour and to sustain human rights. 
Bonded labour system and labour exploitation is a product and manifestation of power 
imbalances. We know that those who are marginalised, discriminated against and impoverished 
are at  greater risk of exploitation.  Those people are now at even greater risk, as they are 
vulnerable to exclusion from adequate healthcare, basic needs and restricted further into labour 
rights. Vulnerability to enslavement will increase due to workers’ situation, poverty, financial crisis, 
threat and legal restrictions on economic activity may increase exploitation which is already seen 
in some of the Indian States and it will generate adverse effect on sustainable development. 

Unorganised workers who are 40% of the population are vulnerable and they are outside of the 
socio-economic security protection. Current crisis makes them the easiest target for the organised 
crime network of human trafficking. Deprivation and hunger await them before and after they 
reach their villages across several states. They will be forced into debt and predatory interest rates 
even for their daily subsistence. This will trigger decades of inter-generational bondage and wage-
less labour. Hundreds of thousands of children will be enslaved and their rights will be crashed.   

Collapsing economic demand and the lockdown of key industries in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic is increasing the supply of vulnerable populations in search of work and economic 
opportunity. This is exactly the type of vulnerability that traffickers and fraudulent employment 
contracts seek to exploit. Increasingly, desperate and vulnerable populations of unorganised, who 
are in no position to negotiate wages or their rights, will be a massive pool for cheap labour and 
workers’ bargaining power will be blocked. This is going to be violation of International Labour 
Organisation’s (ILO) convention on labours’ rights.   

Migration is a social phenomenon caused by a broad variety of reasons including displacement, 
discrimination, poverty, search of employment, desire for family improvement, indebtedness, 
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climate change or disasters. However, migration that is not safe, orderly and regular results in 
problems that we are currently seeing in COVID-19, like the thousands of migrants are walking on 
road to reach their homes, many have died or gone missing and got into human trafficking. 
Duty-holders should not keep salient and must play an efficient role in ensuring constitutional 
rights to every citizen. State government should promote safety, stability, security for the migrant 
workers and central government must allocate adequate budget with decentralised power to 
implement effective plan to protect health, employment, education and essential services to ensure 
inclusive and sustainable growth.  

Concerns: 
Migrant workers’ needs and rights are classified into six segments. They are… 

1. Immediate Needs: 
• Related to food, shelter, clothing, medicine, and safety. 
• Encourage participation and direct access to basic needs. 

2. Health Needs: 
• Fear of getting infected or spreading the infection. 
• Lack of healthcare and absence of PPEs and awareness. 
• Cramped accommodations in relief camps with lack of social distancing.  
• Unavailability of their own regional food. 

3. Economic Needs: 
• Loss of wages, anxiety about providing support for the family, stress due to joblessness. 
• Indebtedness, starvation, and hunger.  
• Lack of transport support, and inability to afford hefty costs for travel. 
• Lack of recognition for the contribution of migrants in national growth. 
• Ineffectiveness and improper management among coordinating units. 

4. Legal Needs: 
• Lack of identity proof, issue of citizenship, denationalisation.  
• Non-registration under the Inter-State Migrants Workmen Act. 
• No record under Building and Other Construction Workers Act. 
• Non-implementation of Unorganised Workers’ Social Security Act. 
• Harassment and atrocities by some of authorities (some into death). 
• Some negative reactions of the local community. 

5. Psychological Needs: 
• Unpredicted health emergencies and no resources for preparedness. 
• Psychological and emotional trauma in COVID crisis situations. 
• Spread of COVID pandemic causing fear and distress. 
• Stranded at District and State Borders without support. 
• Establish counselling centers and helplines with languages.  

6. Needs of Special Categories: 
• Exacerbate the risk of violence on women and girls. 
• Growing risks of enslavement and need of anti-slavery efforts. 
• Eliminate child labour and protect rights as per UNCRC. 
• Guarantee food, health and basic services to the elders.  
• Provide health facilities and ensure safety with dignity.  
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Recommendations: 
1. Immediate response and measures to be taken for ensuring food, shelters, safety, relief 

support and protection with participation.  
2. Emphasis on social distancing, identification infection and adherence to protocols, 

putting up mechanisms to enable migrant workers reach to their home safely.  
3. Respect and treat every migrant worker with dignity, respect, empathy and compassion.  
4. Understand their problems and needs with a perspective on their rights, because they 

are the important contributors for national growth. 
5. Provide support for psychological training and increase mental support for staying in 

present location and plan for safe movement to stop spreading of coronavirus to the 
society. 

6. Reassure that even if their employer fails them, local administration and state 
institutions would extend all possible help as their rights not as charity.  

7. Effective plan and coordination between Central Government, State Governments, 
NGOs, Media for health care systems, transport arrangements and for local support 
service. All line departments must come together and do their responsibilities.  

8. Activate government system to collect data, facts about migrant workers and start 
rigorous enforcement of the labour rights legislations with judicial intervention.  

9. Promote “one-ration in one nation” and create food security by endorsing “universal 
PDS” for socio-economic and legal rights as per constitution. 

10. Conduct review and complete application of the Inter-State Migrants Workmen Act 
1979, Building and Other Construction Workers Act 1996, Unorganised Workers’ 
Social Security Act 2008, Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act 1976, Legal Services 
Authorities Act 1987 and ensure the benefits of these laws reaching to poor.  

11. Ensure legal support service to the migrant workers to end violence, harassment, 
discrimination and injustice in all aspects (wage, shelter, transportation, security). 

12. Most of the migrant workers are from SC/ST communities, backward communities’ 
rural landless poor, urban slums and addressing root-causes is most important for which 
land rights, employment guarantee, budget share, infrastructure, power to panchayats 
and forest rights need to be restored by developing village republic. 

13. Prevent forced labour exploitation by preventing the increase of working hours from 8 
to 12, which is violation of u/s 51 of the Factories Act 1948 and re-establish "application 
of 8-hours day or of the 48-hours week" as per ILO Convention 1919 (No-01) and 
promote safe-working conditions with non-discrimination approach.  

14. Deposit Rs.6000 to the bank account of all migrant and unorganised workers for the 
next 6-months as per Article 46 of the Constitution and ensure sufficient jobs under 
NREGA in their villages and revive Gandhi’s principle of village republic that will 
address the root-causes of migration. 

15. Implement pro-poor legislations–especially the National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Act 2005, Forest Rights Act 2006, National Food Security Act 2013, Right to Education 
Act 2009 and other laws.  

16. Activate role of the district, state and national vigilance and monitoring agencies with 
increased responsibilities and demonstrate accountabilities. 
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17. Empower the most marginalised and migrant communities to assert 
their fundamental rights in health, education, social protection, financial inclusion, 
food security, livelihood rights and control over local natural resources through 
bargaining power of the unorganised workers. 

18. Campaign to activate a system of accountability and transparency in crisis management 
at all level and implement the plan at district, state, national level with efficiently and 
realistically. 

19. Provide cost free telephone connection to all the migrant labourers and create helpline 
with support of multiple languages.     

20. Establish inter-state help desks at the headquarters of every State with capacitated staff 
and adequate budget along with decision-making powers. 

Conclusion: 

The above 20 recommendations are fundamental solutions for protecting migrant workers’ rights. 
Majority of the inter-state migrants are uneducated and forced labourers’ due to displacement and 
poverty. 90% of migrants are poor and most of them are rural and tribal background. Hence, their 
first preference is earning wages to fulfil their day-to-day needs and to overcome difficulties of 
debt and dearth. Government should strengthen local self-government with sufficient budget 
allocation and empower panchayats on all aspects of their development.  

Compiled by: 

Dr. K. Krishnan and Team,  
Foundation for Sustainable Development (FSD) 
Email: fsdkrishnan@yahoo.com 
Mobile: 8144170046 
WhatsApp: 8300003900 
Web: www.fsdindia.org 
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