Statement by the Hon. Minister for Labour 
on the 
Study on the Domestic Migrant Labour in Kerala
Domestic Migrant Labourers (DML) has become one of Kerala’s wealth creators. While their numbers have grown in recent years, we in the State know little about them, care little for them, and do little for them.

Concerned on the need to know more about the DML in Kerala, the my Department of Labour and Rehabilitation entrusted a study on the DML in the State to the Gulati Institute of Finance and Taxation.

The study adopted a unique methodology, namely a train-based survey of Domestic Migrant Labour to estimate their numbers and their annual inflow into Kerala. The train-baed survey covered all the 63 long distance trains entering Kerala through Kasaragod and Palakkad. This survey generated estimates of the number of DML in Kerala. It is estimated from the Survey that there are over 25 lakh Domestic Migrant Labour in Kerala today with an annual arrival rate of 2.35 lakhs. The remittances to their home states by the DML are over Rs. 17,500 crores.

The study shows that over 75 per cent of the DML come from five states, namely West Bengal, Bihar, Assam, Uttar Pradesh and Orissa. It is a work force consisting almost entirely of Single Males aged between 18 to 35 years and is highly mobile within Kerala. While friends and relatives are the main channel of migration, they mostly work under contractors and get employment for six and at times even seven days a week. Whereas 60 per cent of them work in the construction sector, they also work in the hospitality, manufacturing, trade and agriculture sectors. Their skills range from unskilled to skilled carpenters, masons, electricians and the like. Over 70 per cent of them earn wages above Rs. 300 per day. On an average, they remit Rs. 70,000 per person annually and the remittances are almost entirely through banking channels.

DML work long hours, often 8 to 10 hours per day. They are generally very dedicated and sincere to their work; there are hardly any complaints from their employers.

However they do not get the benefits of social security schemes. Many of them have worked outside their States of Origin before coming to Kerala. What has attracted them to Kerala is the relatively high wage level here and prompt payment at the end of the week. They are unaware of their labour rights and obligations. They are not unionized.
The housing and living conditions of the DML are abysmally poor. They often live in the worksites and factories itself, in crowded rooms with poor water supply and sanitation facilities. Only few of the rooms have proper kitchens. Cooking, bathing etc. takes place mostly in the open. The poor living conditions have raised fears of the spread of diseases among the local people.

Leaving the housing of DML to vagaries of the market forces leading to crowding and unhygienic conditions has compromised not only the health of the DML but also that of the local populace. The rising house rents have turned many local small enterprises uneconomic because they are forced to pay higher rents. Poorer local people are also finding the renting of houses unaffordable.

The large army of highly mobile DML has provided a supply of cheap labour to the productive sectors in Kerala. The very ‘formal’, labour-intensive sectors like infrastructure and manufacturing have found a way through DML to ‘informalize’ the labour. Since social security benefits are often not borne by the employers, the cost of production is brought down.

The recommendations of the study are the following:

1. A voluntary registration of DML based on which all benefits to the DML will converge. A Common Single Point One-Time Voluntary Registration System led by the Department of Labour but implemented at the Local Self Government level is proposed. The benefits of all Government schemes will be conditional on registration. 

2. Improving Housing and Living Conditions of the DML should be the priority of the state government. Provision of affordable housing to the DML may be done by the State Government. Private enterprises with public support could be encouraged to build clean hygienic rooms etc. for the DML to be given out on rent to them. 

3. It is important for the state government to provide a social security net for the DML. Health coverage through national programmes such as the RSBY or special schemes may be thought of. 

4. Steps may be taken to make the DML aware of their rights and obligations by undertaking awareness programmes in their languages (Bengali, Hindi, Assamese, Oriya etc.) Awareness may be carried out over TV, Radio, Long Distance Train and on Railway Platforms. 

5. Sustaining good relations between the DML and the local population in Kerala is important. This is important to prevent social tensions in future. Dispelling the unfounded fears of both the DML and the local population should be the top priority. Local population may be made to realize that the DMO create wealth for the State. 

6. A Help-line staffed by people speaking different languages and with separate numbers for different languages should be a top priority. 

 

Summary and Recommendations
From the results emerging from the Study, there is clearly a need to address the following issues urgently:

1. A voluntary registration of DML based on which all benefits to the DML will converge. 

2. Improving Housing and Living Conditions of the DML 

3. Social Security and Health issues 

4. Employment Issues 

5. Sustaining good relations between the DML and the local populations in Kerala. 

6. Help-line in different languages 

It is therefore suggested that Government may be pleased to consider taking the following steps and if found appropriate and feasible take measures to implement them expeditiously.
1. 1. Registration on Arrival in Kerala: 

 1.1   The issue of Domestic Migrant Labour concerns the domain of many Departments of Government including Labour, Health, Social Welfare, Police, Education, Local Self Government etc. Departments. It is therefore important to link the provision of all government benefits to the Domestic Migrant Labour through a common single point one-time voluntary registration system. It is therefore recommended that the Government may put in place a computerized common system of voluntary registration of the Domestic Migrant Labour in Kerala.

1.2   The procedure for this voluntary registration would have to be a simple one with a registration form that can be filled up in a few minutes. Only the basic details including the DML’s place of origin, names of next of kin to be contacted in an emergency, copy or details of any identity card they are carrying, the place of work in Kerala, name of contractor if any, nature of contract, nature of work etc. need to be entered onto the Register.

1.3   Thereafter a unique Registration Number needs to be generated and the given to the DML along with the Registration Card.

1.4   This voluntary registration would be a valid for availing benefits of all the Schemes that the different Departments of the State Government has to offer the DML including the benefits and services indicated in these Recommendations below. This would avoid duplication of registration of DML by different departments.

1.5   While the lead for the voluntary registration may be taken by the Department of Labour, the facilities for registration should be available at all the offices of the Local Self Government Offices. The format for the Registration may be developed by the Labour Department in consultation with all the relevant Departments such as the Health Department etc.

1.6   It may also be examined if the Registration can also be made available on-line.

1.7   Wide publicity on the benefits of the voluntary registration may be given through TV, press etc. in Kerala in the different languages of the DML and in their States of Origin and on trains coming into Kerala. Every encouragement may be given to the DML to register themselves upon arrival in Kerala.

1. 2. Housing and Living Conditions: 

2.1   Leaving the housing of DML to local market forces has led to the DML having to live in highly crowed and unhygienic conditions. It is important that the State Government initiate steps to provide affordable group housing and associated services (provision of water, electricity, sanitation, toilets, washrooms, ensuring a green environment etc.) to the DML in the state. It is also important that the Government provide subsidies in the State’s Budget for such an Affordable Housing Scheme for DML.

2.2   It is also suggested that the provision of affordable housing and associated services (water, electricity, sanitation, toilets, washrooms, ensuring a green environment etc.) to the DML may be done by the State Government through the formation of a non-profit Company under section 25 of the Companies.

2.3   Private enterprises with public support may be encouraged to build and provide hygienic accommodation with electricity, running water, sanitation facilities, sufficient toilets, washrooms etc. on reasonable rent to DML especially in the major cities and towns or near areas of major concentration of DML.

2.4   The benefits of these Schemes may be limited to those who register as per Recommendation 1 above.

1. 3. Social Security and Health Schemes for the DML: 

3.1   There being a total lack of Social Security for the DML in Kerala, it is important for the State Government to have a Social Security Net for the DML in the State. It is therefore strongly recommended that the Government introduce appropriate Social Security Schemes for the DML, taking into consideration that the period of their stay in the State is usually very long. The Social Security Schemes should include provision for payment of lump sum to take care of in cases of accidents and serious illness, death, loss of limbs etc.

3.2   The Social Security Scheme may also consider the setting up of a Provident Fund for the DML with contributions from the employers in the case of those who work under a contractor, and a non-contributory scheme fully paid by the DML in the case of those who work on their own.

3.3   The Social Security Schemes may be implemented by one of the Existing Welfare Boards now under the Labour Department of the State Government.

3.4   The Social Security Schemes may be limited to those who register as per Recommendation 1 above.

3.5   The DML are at times a health threat to the local community with reported cases of Malaria and AIDS. Therefore wherever the DML is eligible to be brought under the National Health Insurance Scheme, the Rashtriya Swasth Bhima Yojana (RSBY) (ie. if the DML is from a BPL family), the DML may be encouraged to do so.

3.6   However in view of the relatively high levels of income that the DML are earning in Kerala, it is quite possible that a large number of the DML working in the State do not fall within the eligibility criterion of RSBY. It is therefore suggested that the Government of Kerala design a Kerala State Health Insurance Scheme specifically targeting DML, most of whom may be above the poverty line. The scheme may be on a contributory basis and with subsidies from the Government of Kerala. Being an issue of inter-state migration, both the Government of India (and the Government of the States of Origin that are willing to do so) may also be encouraged to contribute to the Scheme.

3.7   The Health Schemes may be limited to those who register as per Recommendation 1 above.

1. Employment Issues: 

4.1   While there are only very isolated cases of exploitation of DML by employers in the reported, it is yet important that steps are taken to make employers and the DML aware of the Labour Laws and their rights and responsibilities. Towards this it is suggested that the State Government undertake awareness programmes both amongst the employers and amongst the DML, the latter in their languages. The State Government may seek the support of the States of Origin of the DML in these awareness campaigns.

4.2   While no cases of payment of wages below the Minimum Wages have been reported, efforts need to be taken that over-time etc. are given for work over 8 hours.

4.3   Similarly while there have been only very few reported cases of serious accidents at the work-place involving DML, yet efforts need to be taken to ensure sufficient minimum levels of Occupational Safety at the workplace for the DML. This may also have to begin as an awareness drive amongst both the employers and the DML and later as an enforcement effort.

4.4   The employers should also be encouraged to restrict employment only to DML who have registered themselves as above.

1. 5. Sustaining Good Relationships between the Local Populations and the DML: 

5.1   While as noted in the Sections above, there is at the moment fairly good relations between the local population in Kerala and the DML, it is important that this healthy relationship is sustained over time. Towards this it is important to integrate the DML by developing common platforms of interaction, through cultural exchange programmes, specific schemes dedicated to the socio-educational and cultural development of DML population; this needs to be a participatory programme with the active involvement of peer leaders/activists from amongst them

5.2   It is also important for the Government and the people of the state to make the DML feel welcome, wanted and at home in the State. It is recommended therefore that the Department of Public Relations of the State Government in conjunction with the Department of Labour to put out advertisements in papers, local TV channels as well as Bengali, Assamese, Odiya etc. TV Channels that explain the State’s Schemes for DML and encourage them to get themselves registered etc.

5.3   Similarly advertisements and programmes targeting the local population in the state and encouraging them to sustain the good relationships that they have with the DML may also be telecast.

5.4 Wide publicity for ongoing schemes for DML may be given in TV channels in their States of Origin as well in TV channels in Kerala in Bengali, Hindi, Assamese, Oriya etc. Such publicity may be also given on long distance trains coming into Kerala and on Railway Platforms etc. 
5.5   There is also need to initiate programmes at the level of the Local Self Government to address location specific and industry specific issues relating to the DML.

1. 6. Help-line in Different Languages: 

6.1 It is recommended that the Government (either on its own or in partnership with Voluntary Agencies, NGOs etc.) set up a help-line for the DML with different numbers for DML speaking different languages (particularly Bengali, Hindi, Assamese and Oriya). The help-line may be manned by persons who understand and speak these different languages and are fully conversant and trained to respond to and guide the DML on all matters including labour laws, health issues, social security, emergency issues etc.

