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Introduction

In  2020,  India  witnessed  both the  coronavirus  pandemic  and  one  of  the  most  terrible
outcomes of  the  resulting lockdown -  the  exodus of  lakhs of migrant  workers,  walking
hundreds or thousands of kilometers in a desperate effort to get home. This human tragedy
grabbed headlines across the world and was said by many to have exposed the terrible
conditions of migrant workers’ lives. In the months that followed there has been a greatly
increased level of policy and political discussion on the realities faced by these workers,
extending  to  new  policy  initiatives  by  the  Central  government  and  by  various  state
governments (Chandran 2020).

But of course the insecurity and precariousness of workers’ lives is not a new situation. The
pandemic only highlighted one particular aspect of that precarity - the conditions under
which these workers live - as one commentator put it, the reasons for them to “leave and
stay gone” (Hatekar 2020). Indeed, in a cycle of three studies between 2017 and 2019 - in
which we sought to explore the conditions of male and female daily wage migrant workers
and their children, respectively - we repeatedly found that the issue of housing emerged as
an integral part of the violence, insecurity and poverty that these workers experience (see
Gopalakrishnan et al. (2017), Gopalakrishnan et al. (2018) and Gopalakrishnan, Chauhan,
et al.  (2019)).  Far too many policy and public discussions address housing merely as a
question of shelter and sanitation, without considering how deeply it contributes to the
overall superexploitation of daily wage and casual workers.

In the introduction to a set of essays in the Economic and Political Weekly in 2015, Ranabir
Samaddar argued that migrant workers are a ‘critical  element’  in the transformation of
present day Indian cities into a ‘site of extraction’ (Samaddar 2016). We postulate here that
housing is a central part of this dynamic. This is not merely an academic question. It also
opens the possibility that addressing housing, either from a policy or from a community
organisation perspective, can be a key step towards addressing exploitation in general. But
in  order  for  that  to  happen,  we first  have  to  identify  exactly  how the current  housing
situation  -  or  more  accurately  the  current  ‘system  of  provision’  for  shelter  for  these
workers (Fine and Leopold 1993) - contributes to their exploitation. That is our goal in this
study.

Policy Questions and Background

The  “slum  issue”  has  been  central  to  India’s  urban  politics  for  a  large  part  of  post
independence history. This is not surprising, considering that a quarter of India’s urban
population was estimated to live in slums as of 2014 (United Nations 2015). Focusing on
workers  specifically,  Majid  (2020)  uses  2018  NSSO  data  to  estimate  that  32.5  million
workers are living in “adverse accommodation” (which, in his definition, is limited to those
living in rented homes without written agreements).

However, not all those who live in slums are migrant or daily wage workers, and indeed the
majority of  slum rehabilitation policies have often bypassed such workers by including
long term settlement or permanent settlement requirements (Deshingkar, Khandelwal, and
Farrington 2008) - a point we return to below. In that sense slums and the full dynamics of



the issues around them are out of our scope here, and also have been discussed extensively
in the literature.1 But there are three specific dynamics that arise in Indian urban contexts
that are specifically of relevance to the exploitation of workers, which we seek to explore
here. These are: the question of legality; the question of rental housing and policies; and the
provision of urban infrastructure.

Legality

The vast majority of casual and daily wage workers live in areas that form part of slums or
‘unauthorised’ developments - where house owners do not have legal title to the land on
which their  houses  stand.  In  most  cases  this  land belongs to  one or  the  other  level  of
government,  such as the municipal corporation or the state government,  or to a public
sector corporation or central government agency. The lack of legal title renders vulnerable
to eviction whenever public authorities decide to remove “encroachments,” in particular as
the  lands in  question are  often of  high value.  The situation in  this  regard has  become
particularly dire in the last two decades, as these periodic eviction drives have shifted from
being initiated by executive  authorities to initiation from within the judiciary.  This has
been enabled by a sharp tilt of the higher judiciary against the right to housing, exemplified
by  the  Supreme  Court’s  infamous  observation  in  the  Almitra  Patel case  (2000)  that
“rehabilitating an encroacher is like rewarding a pickpocket.” Indeed, two of the sites of our
study have seen recent judicial mass eviction orders, in Dehradun in 2018 (TNN 2018) and
on railway lands in Delhi as recently as August of this year (Venkatesan 2020). The latter
case in fact had nothing to do with slums or habitations at all - it was concerned with waste
removal from railway tracks. In both cases popular protest forced political authorities to
intercede  and  either  request  the  Court  to  hold  off  its  order  (in  Delhi)  or  to  pass  an
emergency ordinance providing a temporary reprieve to slums (Dehradun).2

These periodic eviction drives and the often blunt language of judicial eviction orders has
given rise to an illusion that the urban poor - and in particular casual workers and short
term migrants  -  have  no  rights  in  law at  all  to  their  homes,  and  that  they are  simply
‘squatting’ on public land (a term of which the courts have become very fond). This would
be a bad enough reflection of the state of housing provision if it was true, but as we see in
our  discussion  of  our  findings  below,  the  situation  is  not  quite  so  straightforward.  In
reality, there are overlapping regulatory regimes that apply to these lands that produce
what can at best be called legal confusion.

First, at the level of the workers and their families themselves, a significant proportion of
house owners hold some piece of paper that establishes some form of right over their home
- including, as we note below, sale deeds that record the purchase of the land or house itself
(this situation is possible given that in India registration of a sale deed is not sufficient to
establish conclusive title to the land that was purchased).

1 For instance, there are detailed studies on particular slum areas - such as Weinstein (2014) - or on urban
policy in general - such as Patel and Goyal (2018).

2 Disclosure:  four  of  the  authors  of  the  present  study,  Shankar  Gopalakrishnan,  Trepan  Singh  Chauhan,
Ramendra Kumar and Anita Juneja, were involved in the protests against these demolition orders.



Secondly, various laws and policies provide for emergency reprieves against eviction, such
as the ordinance passed in Uttarakhand (set to expire in 2021) or the Delhi Laws (Special
Provisions) Act of 2006, or - with even less legal force - “requests” to courts to hold off on
their eviction orders, as in the Central government’s recent intercession regarding railway
lands in Delhi.  All of these measures lead to a kind of limbo situation where security is
provided for some very limited period of time, after which the sword of eviction comes into
action again.

Finally, there are policy measures that aim to establish either a method for house owners
to receive title or for them to be granted rehabilitation. As far as we are aware, only Delhi
has a clear policy entitling slum dwellers to  in situ rehabilitation in case their slums are
demolished.3 However,  numerous  state  governments  have  at  various  times  instituted
schemes for providing housing and/or land titles to slum dwellers, and this applies to all
three  of  the  states  in  our  study  as  well  as  to  the  Central  government.  Typically  the
performance of these schemes is abysmal.  In the case of Uttarakhand, the “Uttarakhand
Reforms, Regularisation, Rehabilitation, Resettlement and Prevention of Encroachment of
the Slums Located in Urban Local Bodies of the State Act” (2016) - a fair contender for the
prize  of  having  the  longest  and  most  meaningless  title  of  any  law  -  has  not  been
implemented at all. In Delhi, rehabilitation has not occurred in the vast majority of slums
and informal settlements, and the same applies to Tamil Nadu. Furthermore, all of these
schemes have one fatal flaw as far as migrant workers are concerned - their entitlements
apply only to those who have resided in these slums prior to a certain cut off date (January
1, 2015 in the case of Delhi, March 11, 2016 in the case of Uttarakhand, and so on). This
automatically excludes seasonal migrants and those who have recently arrived.

As we discuss below, this state of legal uncertainty contributes in no small measure to the
extraction of value and the exploitation of workers.  In our 2017 study of male migrant
workers, we noted that in the daily wage and casual labour sectors, there are broadly four
‘stages’ of ‘settlement’ that daily wage migrant workers can be categorised into:

 Stage 1: Single men, often young, who live on rent several to a room and often seek
work as unskilled workers from the ‘labour chowks’ where workers gather at urban
roadsides. The majority of these workers seek employment on construction sites.

 Stage 2: Workers learn the skills of a local trade or acquire some assets (such as a teli),
and stop seeking employment at labour chowks.

 Stage  3:  Families  join  male  workers  in  their  work  cities,  and  often  stay  in  rented
accommodation.  Women either  join in  construction and daily wage work or,  more
commonly, enter home based work, ragpicking, or domestic work.

 Stage 4: Workers purchase land - we emphasise that this land is most often purchased,
not simply occupied - and build their own homes for their families and them to stay.

It  is  important  to  note  that  we  use  the  term  ‘stages’  here  very  loosely  -  there  is  no
implication that  every worker  goes through some kind of  linear  process.  Workers  may

3 See  Delhi  Slum  and  JJ  Rehabilitation  and  Relocation  Policy,  2015,  available  at
https://delhishelterboard.in/main/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Policy-2015.pdf.



proceed straight from stage 1 to stage 3, never leave stage 1, fall back from stage 2 to stage
1, etc. Moreover, this only applies to some unorganised migrant flows into daily wage work;
in other movements entire families migrate together, women may (more rarely) migrate
first, and so on.

However, considering this process does highlight one very important fact - the purchase of
land and the construction of a house is often the culmination of decades of work and by far
the  single  biggest  investment  or  asset  that  many  of  these  families  have.  Eviction  or
demolition  destroys  the  one  form  of  security  that  many  families  possess.  As  a  result,
protecting these homes is a burning priority for those workers who manage to build them -
but the state machinery provides no effective way of doing so (as Samaddar (2016) puts it,
“[the city] has a permanent problem posed by the anomalous figure of the migrant, the
migrant labourer, who cannot be dispensed with and who cannot be settled”). As a result,
except in the rare circumstances where popular organisations are active in these areas,
workers  turn  to  locally  powerful  interests  -  local  politicians,  slum  pradhans,  municipal
councillors,  and so on -  to provide them some kind of protection.  In turn,  these power
centres are in a position to extract value from workers. We return to this dynamic and what
it means for workers in the conclusion.

It  may  seem  that  all  of  these  points  apply  only  to  those  workers  we  have  loosely
categorised into stage 4 - namely those who own a house. What about those even more
vulnerable,  who live in rented accommodation? As we shall  see,  the problems faced by
those  renting  accommodation  are  distinct,  but  not  entirely  separate,  from  those  of
houseowners.

Rental Housing

Naturally, renting is the way many migrant and daily wage workers find shelter - indeed, all
of those in stages 1 to 3 in our classification do so. According to the 2011 Census, 27.5% of
India’s urban households lived in rented housing, with this proportion rising to 38.5% in
large cities (Kumar 2016). But renting creates three challenges for workers: availability;
insecurity; and unfair terms.

In terms of availability, as noted by Kumar (2016), “governments over the years have done
little to support the improvement of existing rental housing avenues or the expansion of
affordable renting housing.” There is a popular theory among ‘reformist’ economists and
other public commentators that there is a shortage of rental housing as a result of rent
control  laws,  but  while  that  may be the case  for  some segments  of  the  rental  housing
market in some areas, it is certainly not the case for the vast majority of daily wage and
casual  workers  (as  we see  below,  barely  2% of  our  surveyed sample  had any form of
written rental agreement at all). A far larger source of restriction for migrant workers, as
we see below, is discrimination. The data below shows the realities of rental markets in
more  detail,  but  in  summary,  the  rents  paid  by  many  daily  wage  workers  are  often
comparable or only slightly lower than those in much better serviced parts of the city - but
workers are forced to live in unsanitary, crowded and inhuman conditions simply because
they would never be allowed to rent homes in these other areas (see Gopalakrishnan et al.
(2017) for a more detailed discussion on the kinds of discrimination that workers face).



Besides, even if landlords are wiling to entertain the idea of workers as tenants, as pointed
out in our field survey,  they are often required to deposit high levies of advance rent -
which simply is not feasible for them.

The insecurity of rental housing is a further problem in these areas, and by this we do not
only mean the threat of eviction by landlords. Rather, insecurity comes in multiple forms.
First there is the threat of eviction by the state, since the rented housing is within the same
‘encroached’ settlements discussed above. Second, there are problems around documents
and insecurity, including the requirement of ‘police verification’ (discussed in more detail
below). All of this impedes the ability of workers to rely on any future security of their
shelter.

Both of these factors in turn feed into the third factor - unfair terms of rent. We note what
we found in this regard in our discussion below. It is notable, in turn, that practically no
state  policy seeks to  address  this  issue at  all.  In  contrast,  state  policy has  consistently
shifted  towards  empowering  landlords  above  their  tenants.  Indeed,  the  Central
government’s Model Tenancy Act includes an absurd provision that any tenant who fails to
reach a written agreement with their landlord within twelve months of the Act coming into
force  can  be  evicted  (as  Patel  (2016)  dryly  observes,  “How  much  more  explicit  a
declaration  can  there  be  that  this  is  an  act  aligned  perfectly  and  exclusively  with  the
interests  of  landlords?”).  The  Central  government’s  new  Affordable  Rental  Housing
Complexes (ARHC) policy,  enacted this  year explicitly  in  the name of migrant  workers,
follows the same pattern (we discuss this policy further in the conclusion).

In this sense, the rental housing market also contributes to the exploitation of workers and
the  extraction  of  value  from them.  The coupling  of  insecure  housing environments  -  a
context that applies both to rented and to owned housing - with either a policy vacuum or
an  anti-worker,  anti-poor  policy  environment  produces  a  markedly  exploitative
environment. This outcome is then compounded by the effect this has on the provision of
the third essential requirement for most workers, namely basic infrastructure.

Urban Infrastructure

Infrastructure is commonly construed to mean roads, sanitation, water supply and so on -
the capital investment aspects of service provision, in other words - but here we mean the
term somewhat more expansively, as including the provision of food, groceries, education
and health care as well. It’s well known that sanitation and water supply are in poor supply
in areas where migrant and daily wage workers stay, but it’s not often noted that other
aspects of infrastructure are also, if not in short supply, distorted in the areas where these
workers live.

What  do  we  mean  by  this?  In  the  survey  research  below,  we  explore  the  economic
implications of service provision in these areas. The lack of basic service provisions has
obvious impacts on disease, for instance, which in turn imposes both extra expenditure and
shortfalls in income. We did not examine disease in this survey, but in 2017 and 2018 we
surveyed disease prevalence among male and female daily wage workers and found very
high levels of illness in our survey participants. For instance, 94% of male workers in Delhi
in 2017 reported facing health issues, most commonly headaches and fevers as well as back



and leg pain (Gopalakrishnan et al. 2017). Among women workers, all of our participants in
Dehradun and Tamil Nadu in 2018 reported that they had faced health issues in the past
year (Gopalakrishnan et al. 2018). This mirrors the findings of other studies. In a detailed
random survey of slums in Mumbai, Karn, Shikura, and Harada (2003) found that 30%-
60% of households in slums get affected by water borne diseases every year.

Furthermore, even where services are provided, there is discrimination in their provision.
This applies both to public and to private provision. For instance, in an earlier survey, it
was found that the Greater Mumbai Municipal Corporation (as it was then called) had a
policy of providing 45 LPCD (liter per capita per day) to slums - but 135 LPCD to flats
(Karn, Shikura, and Harada 2003). We could not confirm similar biases in our study areas,
but  it  is  likely they exist.  Private discrimination is  perhaps somewhat more difficult  to
trace, but as detailed in our survey findings below, it certainly exists - across all of our sites,
the majority of survey participants reported that they were being charged higher rates by
traders and shopkeepers close to their bastis than were charged elsewhere.

Why does this happen? The combination of insecurity of residence with the high levels of
vulnerability of these workers results in a situation where state agencies feel entitled to fail
in service provision, while private providers feel able to turn the terms of trade against
these workers. The elite stereotype of the urban poor as “freeloaders” is hence not only
cruel and unfair, it is the exact opposite of the truth; for almost every service, workers in
fact pay more and receive less than their elite and middle class counterparts. This fact is
dramatically illustrated by our survey findings below.

Methodology

As in our previous study, in this study we conducted field surveys in Delhi, Dehradun and in
four sites in Tamil Nadu (near the cities of Erode, Kotagiri, Tirupur and Coimbatore). The
diversity of sites in Tamil Nadu was accompanied by an effort to focus on women, as a
result of which all of our participants in the state were women. This was something of a
pilot by our Tamil Nadu team for future work.

As with our previous studies, our aim with this survey was a qualitative discussion of the
dynamics and experiences of people who broadly fit into the category of precarious and
casual  migrant workers.  Given this,  we did not attempt a statistically random sampling
strategy, which would have been unlikely to yield useful results at such sample sizes in any
case. Instead we used a ‘snowball’ method of identifying survey participants, based on each
participant’s own contacts as well as the researchers’ own prior contacts. Given the nature
of  our  sample,  the  findings  of  this  study  should  not  be  taken  to  be  quantitatively  or
statistically precise, and our focus will be on qualitative findings.

The overall breakup of participants across the three states was as follows:

Sample size across survey states

Location Participants

Dehradun 100

Delhi 147



Tamil Nadu 102

The caste profile across our sample reflects a majority of Dalit families in Dehradun and
Delhi, but a higher proportion of OBCs in Tamil Nadu. It was only in Dehradun that families
belonging to the ‘general’ castes were also present in significant numbers in our sample.

Caste profile of sample

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

General 11.11% 1.38% 3.76%

Muslim 10.10% 0.69% 19.61% 8.96%

OBC 9.09% 22.07% 55.88% 28.32%

SC 69.70% 75.86% 16.67% 56.65%

ST 7.84% 2.31%

All of our sample were daily wage workers. The exact form of daily wage employment was
unfortunately  omitted  from our  survey  in  Dehradun,  but  the  researchers  were  able  to
confirm that the majority of those interviewed were working in construction. In Delhi, 38%
of the participants were in construction and 33% in domestic work; 10% reported casual
factory employment and the remainder were hawkers, drivers and so on. In Tamil Nadu
families with construction workers formed 22% of  the sample,  but unlike in Delhi and
Dehradun, estate and plantation workers formed roughly one third each of the sample as
well.

In terms of states of origin, in Dehradun, 60% of our sample was from Bihar and another
37% from UP - reflecting the fact that migrants in the city are overwhelmingly from these
two states. The samples in Delhi and Tamil Nadu were considerably more diverse; Bihar
and UP both accounted for roughly one third each of participants in Delhi, with Madhya
Pradesh accounting for another 20% and Rajasthan, Bengal and Haryana for the remainder.
In Tamil Nadu, as we also found in prior studies, migration from Bengal, Odisha and Assam
is considerably more present than in Delhi or Dehradun. These three states accounted for
34%, 20% and 21% of our sample respectively, with Bihar accounting for 11%, UP for 6%
and Kashmir, Jharkhand and Rajasthan for the remainder.

In  the  absence  of  other  sources  of  data  it  is  difficult  to  confirm  precisely  how
representative these samples are, but they do concur with observation and what appears to
be the broad composition of the migrant and daily wage workforce in these areas. There
are two caveats, however. Firstly, the majority of our sample - roughly 90% or more in all
three  areas  -  lived  with  their  families,  and  in  that  sense  young  workers  without  their
families were underrepresented (in order to fill in this gap, we will draw on data from our
prior studies in this respect). Secondly, our survey was primarily focused on those with
some form of shelter,  and not on those who are entirely homeless.  The issues affecting
those who are completely homeless seemed to us to be quite distinct and would be better
served by a separate study.



While all of our Tamil Nadu participants lived in cement structures, the profile across the
other two sample sites was as follows:

Types of housing lived in by our survey participants across states

Dehradun Delhi

Pucca 25.97% 27.87%

Jhuggi/Tent 7.38%

Kuccha 74.03% 64.75%

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Finally,  in  Delhi  and  Tamil  Nadu,  we  also  carried  out  a  supplementary  survey  on  the
impacts of the coronavirus pandemic and the lockdown on incomes. We summarise those
findings near the end of the study.

Survey Findings

We now turn to what we found in our survey of this sample.

Adequacy of Shelter and Sanitation

Unsurprisingly,  most accommodation was small and crowded. The majority of families -
54% in Dehradun, 62% in Tamil Nadu and 92% in Delhi - had only one room in their home
or shelter. In our entire sample only one family reported having more than four rooms and
only 3.1% reported having more than two rooms in their accommodation. On the question
of  toilet  facilities,  there  was  a  marked  difference  between our  sites.  Almost  all  of  our
participants - 92% - in Dehradun had toilets, but only 39% of those in Delhi and one family
in Tamil Nadu had toilets in their homes. This may in part due to a difference in the nature
of our samples in each site, which we return to in the conclusion below.

Within these small rooms, a significant number of our participants - nearly 10% in Tamil
Nadu and around 5% in Dehradun - shared their rooms with people outside their family as
well as their own family. In our 2017 study on male migrant workers, we found that male
workers living with their families often shared the room they slept in with more than four
people and at times more than seven (11% of our interviewees in that survey in Dehradun,
for instance, reported sharing their room with more than seven people). As we noted in
that study:

Urban  and  semi-urban  slums  of  the  kind  where  migrant  workers  stay  are
extraordinarily poorly served by basic infrastructure, lacking piped water, sewage
connections,  cleaning services or proper streets.  While toilets are considerably
more common than is often realised by non slum-dwellers, living conditions are
very unsanitary as  a  result  of  the  lack of public  garbage collection.  For single
migrant workers… the standard accommodation is to have anywhere from three
to ten men sharing a small brick room with a tin roof, with a kerosene stove in a
corner for cooking (in the case of Tamil Nadu, migrant workers used large shared



pots to cook rice). Fans are a rarity in such rooms, which become unbearably hot
in  the  summer.  Moreover,  the  average  rents  of  such  accommodations  are
considerably higher than they are in other parts of the city. In Dehradun, it is not
unusual for a worker staying in a shared room of this kind to be paying Rs. 600 or
even  Rs.  700  a  month.  Multiplied  by  eight  men,  this  adds  up  to  an  amount
sufficient to rent a one or two bedroom flat (with piped water and electricity) in
the cheaper parts of the city.(Gopalakrishnan et al. 2017)

Indeed, it is difficult to capture the space constraints of these houses with statistics alone.
In our 2019 study on the children of migrant workers, we found children being forced to
use communal toilets that had no doors, and even, in some locations in northwest Delhi,
being forced to provide labour to landowners who gave them ‘free’ accommodation in the
form of tents or sheds on their lands (Gopalakrishnan, Chauhan, et al. 2019). In that study,
82% of the children who participated in Delhi and 99% in Tamil Nadu reported that they
did not believe the girl children in their families had safe places to bathe (the proportion in
Dehradun was markedly different, consistent with the higher prevalence of toilets in our
sample this year as well).

Further,  as  would  be  expected,  the  quality  of  housing  is  also  so  poor  that  it  is  often
vulnerable  to  damage  or  destruction  during  inclement  weather.  Fully  25%  of  our
participants in Delhi said that their areas of residence were flooded during the rains every
year, 7% said their homes had been damaged by floods, and 1.5% said they had lost homes
to floods. In Dehradun, 4% of our respondents similarly said they had lost their homes to
floods at least once.

Meanwhile, provision of sanitation services was, as expected, far from universal. When we
asked if the government cleans the area within which people live, these were the responses
we received:

Does the government clean within your basti or area of residence?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu

No 60.00% 72.41% 99.00%

Yes 40.00% 27.59% 1.00%

Similarly,  we asked if  the government vehicles pick up garbage within the areas within
which workers live. Here state support was somewhat better than in basic cleaning - in
Tamil Nadu 23% of our respondent families said garbage was collected, and 74% of those
in Dehradun said so as well. Nevertheless the absence of consistent sanitation is an obvious
and major problem in almost all such settlements.

Legality and Security of Tenure

As noted in the previous section, insecurity and lack of rights over housing is a major issue
for daily wage workers. We sought to explore this first by asking the most basic question -
is  the  house  in  which  the  family  lives,  whether  rented  or  not,  on  land  for  which  the
houseowner had a patta? Unsurprisingly, the answer as overwhelmingly negative. In Tamil



Nadu, all families answered in the negative. In Delhi, none of those staying in their own
home was on land that had title, and only 8.3% of those staying in rented accommodation
were on land with titles. A similar pattern was observed in Dehradun, where only 14.29%
of  home  owners  were  on  land  with  title,  while  27%  of  those  staying  in  rented
accommodation were on land with pattas.  In other words,  those who owned their own
house were less likely to be on land from which the house might be demolished than those
living on rent.

A similar pattern was observed on caste lines. A caste breakdown in Tamil Nadu and Delhi
is  not  very  illuminating  since  the  number  of  those  on  land  with  titles  is  so  small.  In
Dehradun, however, we found the following:

Is your house on land that has a patta? As answered in Dehradun, by caste

Dehradun Total

General Muslim OBC SC

No 81.82% 80.00% 55.56% 83.33% 79.38%

Yes 18.18% 20.00% 44.44% 16.67% 20.62%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

It’s important to note that in our sample more than half of the families represented were
Dalit.  Hence,  while  the  variations  between  the  other  communities  may  not  be
representative (the mere presence of two Muslim families living on land with titles skews
the figures for that community, for instance), it is interesting that the proportion of SCs
with titles is the lowest among all four categories.

However, as noted above, a patta for the land on which a house resides is only one form of
legal  document  relating  to  house  ownership.  Out  of  those  in  our  Dehradun  and  Delhi
samples who owned their house (none of our TN participants owned their houses), we
asked how many had a sale deed for their house:

If you own your house, do you have a sale deed?

Dehradun Delhi Total

No 83.67% 71.43% 81.82%

Yes 16.33% 28.57% 18.18%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

While by no means the majority, it is clear that a significant proportion of house owners do
have sale deeds. Unfortunately, this piece of paper has almost no value when it comes to
protecting people from eviction - at most it only serves to help if a person faces a dispute
with a prior owner. But it does, again, serve to challenge the idea that the urban poor are
simply “squatters” who occupy random pieces of land.



It is particularly ironic that this is the case considering that written rental agreements -
which,  as  we  saw  above,  many  government  policies  assume  will  exist  -  are  far  less
prevalent than sale deeds:

If you are in rented accommodation, do you have a written rental agreement?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

No 96.00% 100.00% 95.83% 97.91%

Yes 4.00% 4.17% 2.09%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

If documentation of houses and the land on which they fall is poor, what happens in the
case of documentation of the people who reside there? Do they have documents that show
that address as their own? In the case of house owners, the answer is yes. All of the owners
in Dehradun and Delhi (again, no owners in TN) had some document that referred to their
present address - most commonly an Aadhaar card, but in the case of Delhi, construction
worker registration cards and electricity bills as well for some participants (13% and 20%
of house owners in Delhi, respectively).

As might be expected, the result was significantly different in the case of those living in
rented accommodation:

For participants living in rented accommodation - do you have any document that refers to
this address?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

Aadhaar Card 31.37% 48.48% 30.05%

No document 37.25% 45.45% 100.00% 59.62%

Voter ID 5.88% 3.03% 2.82%

Worker 
Registration

25.49% 3.03% 7.51%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

In Tamil Nadu, none of our participants had any documentary proof of the address they
were staying at - a point we return to in the conclusion. In Dehradun, construction worker
registration is unusually high, but this may primarily be the result of looser regulations -
until  2018 or so,  no documentary proof of  address was required when registering as a
construction worker. Nevertheless, in both Delhi and Dehradun, high proportions of those
we surveyed also had no documentary proof of address.

The overall  picture that emerges from this data is one,  as we might expect,  of extreme
insecurity.  A  significant  proportion of  daily  wage workers  living  on rent  are  in  shelter
vulnerable to state eviction and have no documentary proof of either their tenancy or their
address. A far smaller minority of ‘settled’ workers, in turn, has title to the land on which



they live and their house, or a written rental agreement, and documentary proof of their
residence.  Yet  the  vast  majority  of  government  policy,  whether  housing  schemes,  rent
control laws, and welfare schemes, assumes at least one of these documents exists - and
sometimes assume that all of them exist. As a result a very large number of workers are
automatically excluded from any of these protections and schemes. We return to this point
in the conclusion.

Rent and Rent As Compared to Income

Given that a significant proportion of our participants stayed in rental housing - more than
70%  overall,  particularly  because  our  entire  sample  in  Tamil  Nadu  lived  in  rental
accommodation  -  a  question  arises  about  conditions  in  rented  housing  specifically.  As
noted in the previous section,  almost no tenants have written rental agreements, and a
large proportion of those staying in rented accommodation do not have any documentary
proof of their address.  However,  we also sought to examine other aspects of the rental
housing situation.

First,  we  attempted  to  evaluate  how  insecure  rental  contracts  are.  The  result  was
somewhat  unexpected,  namely  that  the  threat  of  eviction  by  private  landlords  is  less
prevalent  than  one  might  assume.  In  Delhi,  a  significant  15%  of  respondents  living  in
rented accommodation reported that they had been threatened with eviction - indeed, 3%
reported  that  they  had  been  threatened  with  eviction  more  than  twice.  But  in  both
Dehradun and Tamil Nadu, none of our respondents reported ever having being threatened
with  eviction  by  their  landlords.  While  this  marked  difference  would  require  further
exploration  to  explain,  the  lack  of  prevalence  of  eviction  threats  in  Tamil  Nadu  and
Dehradun, coupled with the lack of secure title to land, does indicate that often it is the
state itself - not landlords - that may be the primary threat for eviction.

We also sought to evaluate how much rent is paid by the people who participated in our
survey. The results were as follows:

Rents paid by participants in the survey

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

500-699 1.96% 0.46%

700-999 1.96% 1.59% 0.92%

1000-1499 9.80% 2.91% 1.59% 4.15%

1500-1999 29.41% 16.50% 96.83% 42.86%

2000-2499 49.02% 55.34% 37.79%

3000-3999 7.84% 20.39% 11.52%

4000-4999 0.97% 0.46%

More than 5000 3.88% 1.84%



Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

It is notable that in all three states, a significant chunk of people fall into the same relatively
narrow rent range (in Dehradun, between Rs. 1500 and Rs. 2500; in Delhi,  between Rs.
2000  and Rs.  3000;  and in Tamil  Nadu between Rs.  1500 and Rs.  2000).  This  pattern
becomes  more  striking  if  we  break  up  the  rents  paid  against  the  reported  incomes  of
participants prior to the lockdown (i.e., at the time that the choice of residence was most
likely made):

Rents paid against pre lockdown monthly incomes reported (as noted in the Methodology
section, question about pre-lockdown income was not asked in Dehradun)

Delhi
Tamil 
Nadu Total

Less 
than 
5000

5000 - 
7999

8000-
9999

10000 - 
11999

12000 - 
14999

15000 - 
16999

more 
than 
17000

Less 
than 
5000

5000 - 
7999

700-
999

1.69% 0.60%

1000-
1499

4.76% 7.14% 1.69% 2.41%

1500-
1999

4.76% 17.86% 19.05% 26.67% 33.33% 100.00
%

96.61% 46.99%

2000-
2499

57.14% 53.57% 52.38% 60.00% 87.50% 16.67% 34.34%

3000-
3999

33.33% 17.86% 23.81% 6.67% 33.33% 100.00
%

12.65%

4000-
4999

6.67% 0.60%

More 
than 
5000

3.57% 4.76% 12.50% 16.67% 2.41%

We find  that  rents  to  some extent  fall  with income,  up to  a  kind of  floor  rent  level  of
approximately Rs. 2000-2499 in Delhi and Rs. 1500-1999 in Tamil Nadu (as noted in the
Methodology section, the vast majority of our respondents stay with their families). We
also find that the majority of people, regardless of their income bracket, stay within this
rent level. Below this level, presumably, accommodation is less available. In this sense, rent
forms a massive part of the expenditure of those with lower incomes, and affordable rental
housing remains a problem.

Moreover, one might hope that there would be relief from this major expenditure during
the lockdown, particularly as various state governments announced that they would not
allow landlords to evict poor tenants during the lockdown period. That may have been the
case during the lockdown itself,  but when we asked about whether there had been any
relief from rent itself, this was the response we received:

Did you receive any relief from rent payments for the lockdown period?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total



No 66.00% 69.70% 32.29% 57.62%

Somewhat 5.00% 28.03% 12.80%

Yes 29.00% 2.27% 67.71% 29.57%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

So  while  a  significant  proportion  of  landlords  seem  to  have  provided  some  relief  -
especially in Tamil  Nadu -  this  was not the case for many workers (over two thirds in
Dehradun and Delhi).

As such, the lack of affordable, available, quality rental housing forms one direct method by
which value is extracted from many workers. But according to our findings, that is far from
the end of the story.

Urban Infrastructure and Basic Services

The ostensible illegality of settlements where workers live contributes, as we noted above,
to discrimination in provision of basic facilities. But the absence of sanitation and piped
water supply is only the beginning of the problem. There are several indirect consequences
that in turn lead to other problems for workers.

The  lack  of  sanitation,  infrastructure,  cleanliness  and  appropriate  accommodation
automatically means that facilities such as schools and clinics are typically located outside
the areas where workers live. We asked about the location of hospitals and schools, and the
responses were as follows:

How far away is the doctor that you go to?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

Far away 38.00% 60.42% 36.23%

Outside your 
area but close

57.00% 31.94% 100.00% 29.86%

Within your 
area

5.00% 7.64% 33.91%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

Is the school you send your children to far away?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

No 34.67% 48.05% 97.75% 62.24%

Yes 65.33% 51.95% 2.25% 37.76%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%



Outside of Tamil Nadu, distance to medical and educational facilities is clearly a significant
problem for many daily wage migrant workers. This imposes a cost on workers in terms of
time as well as, particularly for health care, transport expenses.

The  data  from  Tamil  Nadu  seems  distinct  on  these  questions,  however.  From  our
discussions with workers it appears that the widespread presence of active and functional
primary health care centres (PHCs) meant that everyone felt they had a doctor close by.
The same appears to be true insofar as schools are concerned. On a side note, this relative
lack of distance to schools in Tamil Nadu may be accounted for by the fact that all of our
participants who sent their children to school (87% of sample) sent them to a government
school. This may seem very surprising for a migrant population that does not even speak
the dominant language of the  state,  but as we noted in  our 2019 study on children of
migrant worker families, Tamil Nadu appears to have been surprisingly effective at least in
terms  of  opening  schools  that  cater  to  migrant  children  in  our  study  areas  (the
effectiveness  and child-friendliness of  those schools  is  a  different matter,  as  that  study
discusses in more detail - see Gopalakrishnan, Chauhan, et al. (2019)).

The lack of effective infrastructure and supplies throws up a particularly stark problem
when it comes to rations and daily groceries. The majority of our participants conformed to
the well known reality - also confirmed in all three of our previous studies - that most daily
wage migrant workers are unable to access the Public Distribution System (PDS).

Out of our three sites, only in one - Dehradun - did roughly half of the participants have
local ration cards. In Tamil Nadu, none of our participants had local ration cards, and in
Delhi 82% did not.  Even those who did have ration cards,  moreover,  often had trouble
accessing  rations  for  other  reasons.  While  those  in  Dehradun  with  ration  cards  were
relatively satisfied with the timings of their ration shops, 81% of our participants in Delhi
said that the ration shops were not open at times convenient for them (i.e. after working
hours). 15% of ration card holders in Dehradun and fully 60% of holders in Delhi reported
that  they felt  that  the  ration  dealers  cheated  them.  Approximately  40%  of  ration  card
holders in both Delhi and Dehradun reported that the ration shops were far away from
their bastis.

In other words, the majority of our participants cannot access the PDS at all, and even those
who can face a range of issues that restrict their access to rations or to ration shops. This
then forces them to rely on private shops for most of their supplies - indeed, except for 8%
of our Delhi participants who said they only needed to access local vendors for fruits and
vegetables, all of our participants said they had to rely on private vendors for all types of
rations. These shops themselves are not necessarily easy to access. While our participants
in Tamil Nadu and Dehradun were satisfied with the timings of local vendors, in Delhi 35%
of our respondents said they were not.

Further, the reliance on private vendors opens yet another route for extraction of value
from workers. We asked our participants if  they felt that private vendors close to their
bastis charged them higher rates than they did other customers (since the vendors are
aware that the workers both cannot access the ration system and have a limited range of



vendors to choose from, since most of  them lack transport).  We were surprised by the
extent to which this was reported:

Do you feel that private shopkeepers and vendors charge workers more?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

No 41.00% 20.45% 20.48%

Yes 59.00% 79.55% 100.00% 79.52%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

In other  words,  majorities  in  all  three sites  -  and particularly in  TN -  agreed with the
proposition that they were charged more. We are not aware of this form of discrimination
being reported elsewhere, but it was clearly present across all three of our widely varying
sites and samples. The cumulative damage caused by continuous overcharging for basic
supplies is a huge form of value extraction - one whose impact can only be imagined.

Conclusions and Ways Forward

We conclude by attempting a synopsis of our findings, looking at the variations between
our  samples,  and  asking  what  implications these  findings  have  for  both current  policy
initiatives and for policies that should be attempted.

The Overall Picture: A Dismal, Inhuman, Exploitative Situation

The overall conditions under which daily wage migrant workers live in India, at least as
revealed  by this  study,  are  atrocious.  They live  in  cramped,  uncomfortable,  unsanitary
buildings  in  settlements  deemed  ‘illegal’  by  the  administration  and  denied  both  basic
services and security against eviction. On top of this, this situation makes them vulnerable
to  other  forms  of  extraction  and  exploitation.  Some  of  those  that  this  study  identified
include: client-patron relations with local politicians as a result of insecure tenure; poor
documentation of residence; house rents as a large proportion of income; inability to access
the ration system; and overcharging for supplies.

In sum, in addition to the direct physical consequences of poor shelter, the poor housing
situation  directly  contributes  to  the  continuation  and  exacerbation  of  poverty  and
exploitation - by subjecting workers to extraction of value from them by multiple avenues.  In
this sense, the hypothesis we began this study with was, sadly, proven correct.

Variations Between Our Samples

Within  this  overall  picture,  of  course,  some  variations  between  our  sample  sites  also
emerged.  We  note  that  these  sample  populations  differ  not  only  in  their  geographic
location but in other characteristics as well. As noted in the methodology section, and as in
our previous studies, our Dehradun sample covered a more ‘settled’ population - including
some who had lived in their present sites of residence for over a decade - while our Tamil
Nadu sample represented a younger, far more mobile one. The Delhi sample fell between
these two extremes.



As a result, some of the variations in the samples are to be expected - the Dehradun sample
showed a far higher number of people with documentation for both their homes and for
themselves  (including ration  cards and  proofs  of  residence).  However,  the  Tamil  Nadu
sample also showed some ‘advantages’,  seemingly derived in large part from the better
public infrastructure in Tamil Nadu, including much better access to doctors, schools and
sanitation, which seemingly reach migrant workers as well. We noted these distinctions in
our previous studies as well.

However,  the  most  striking  feature  across  our  samples  is  perhaps  how  little these
differences  actually  mattered  -  in  terms  of  reducing  vulnerability.  However  ‘settled’  a
migrant  population  may  be,  they  remain  subject  to  almost  the  same  levels  of  tenurial
insecurity,  lack of documentation and lack of access to public services.  Better access to
documentation  is  helpful,  but  it  does  not  ultimately  provide  security  from  eviction,
overcharging or rent problems. As we noted in our earlier studies, in this sense there seems
to be no easy exit from ‘migrant’ status in India for daily wage workers, however long they
may stay in one location.

Current Policy Steps by the Government

As we noted in  the  Introduction,  the  pandemic  and the lockdown exposed the terrible
situation of migrant workers across the country, and triggered a level of policy discussion
about their issues which almost certainly has never occurred at the national level. The issue
also  came  up in  the  Bihar  state  elections  (which are  about  to  conclude at  the  time  of
writing). This human tragedy was also splashed across the national media for weeks and
months after the lockdown.

One might expect that this would result in policy steps at either the Central or the State
level in response to this crisis. While a number of States which are the sources of migration
- such as Bihar, Uttarakhand and Jharkhand - have announced various measures, mostly in
the form of credit assistance or MNREGA expansion, to provide employment to migrant
workers, only one real policy has been announced that seeks to address the housing crisis.
This is the Central government’s Affordable Rental Housing Complexes (ARHC) scheme.

The ARHC scheme was announced in July of  this  year and,  according to  the guidelines
released by the Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs (MoHUA), the scheme is “a pro-poor
and significant step for urban migrants/ poor… This initiative is being taken up for the first
time in the country to improve their living conditions and obviate them from staying in
slums,  informal  settlements  or  peri-urban  areas  …  ARHCs  aim  at  creating  vibrant,
sustainable and inclusive affordable rental housing avenues for urban migrants/ poor by
‘aggregation of their demand at a given site’” (Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs 2020).
The scheme is part of the Pradhan Mantri Awaas Yojana (PMAY).4

As we noted in the section on background above, it is true that prior schemes, including the
PMAY, paid very little attention to rental housing. But it is equally unclear whether the
ARHC scheme is going to actually help migrant and daily wage workers in a significant way.
On the contrary, it seems more likely that the scheme will lead to speculation and wastage
4 The  ARHC  scheme’s  operational  guidelines  are  available  at
http://arhc.mohua.gov.in/filesUpload/Operational-Guidelines-of-ARHCs.pdf.



of public resources. While a detailed critique of the scheme guidelines is out of our scope
here, some key features will impede the effectiveness of this scheme, particularly based on
what we have found in this study. Some of these key impediments are:

 Handing over existing ‘vacant’ public housing: The scheme postulates two “Models” of
providing housing - one is to re-purpose vacant housing built under the PMAY or the
JNNURM  (Jawaharlal  Nehru  National  Urban  Renewal  Mission,  the  PMAY’s
predecessor), and the second is to build new housing for the purpose of this scheme.
Model 1, the re-purposing of vacant housing, does not ask  why this housing was not
used and instead simply assumes it  can be placed under the new scheme with no
alterations. In many cases JNNURM and PMAY housing has not been occupied because
it was either unfit for habitation or not suited to the needs of daily wage workers. It is
not clear why re purposing this as rental housing will ensure it is occupied, especially
given the other factors noted below. The Model 2 route - construction of new housing -
might appear a better route, but this appears to be no more than a pious statement of
intention (as noted in the next point).

 No actual new introduction of funds: while this is a Central scheme, it relies entirely on
State  government  expenditure.  The  scheme  does  not  propose  any  provision  of
financial support from the Centre (on the contrary, it requires States to return unspent
funds under the PMAY / JNNURM). The only Central support that is offered is in the
form of tax exemptions - but here too, as discussed below, it is expected that States will
also  exempt  these  projects  from  many  taxes.  At  a  time  when  State  government
finances  are  themselves  in  a parlous state,  it  seems unlikely  that  this  scheme will
achieve much when there is no actual expenditure involved.

 No stipulated provisions for infrastructure or support: The scheme only stipulates floor
areas but provides no clear stipulation of other services, other than vague references
to “green areas” and so on. As we noted above, the absence of such facilities is itself a
major route for extraction of value from workers.

 Regulatory and tax concessions that massively favour private developers: As has become
the pattern in many such schemes, the scheme guidelines massively favour the private
‘concessionaires’ who will be running these ARHC’s. The scheme guidelines empower
concessionaires  to  evict  tenants  (providing  only  that  tenants  must  “abide  by  the
contract terms and vacate premises without any dispute”). The Model Tenancy Act,
discussed above,  will  apply,  and these facilities will  be  kept out  of  the purview of
“existing  State  Rental  Laws.”  In  the  name  of  incentives,  the  scheme  offers  near
complete exemption from both income tax and GST to concessionaires. Moreover, the
scheme requires that  “Necessary trunk infrastructure facilities like road,  sanitation
services, water, sewerage/septage, drainage, electricity etc. up to project site will be
provided by States/UTs/Parastatals  without any additional cost  to Concessionaire.”
But, as we know, in many of these areas the state government has in any case not
provided these ‘trunk infrastructure facilities’ and there is no reason to believe they
would now do so, at their own cost, merely to facilitate a private developer.



 Relatively  high  rents:  Annexure  5  of  the  Operational  Guidelines  has  the  financial
projections the Ministry used in framing the scheme. Under ‘Model 1’ (re-purposing
existing government provided housing) the scheme has assumed a rent of Rs. 2,500 for
dwelling unit in Dehradun and Rs. 3,500 per unit in Delhi. As we saw above, this is at
the upper edge of the rental band that most of our participants in Dehradun fell into,
and well above the band that most of our participants in Delhi fell into. In other words,
the scheme seems to be planning to provide housing that is not any more affordable
(and in Delhi’s case, significantly less affordable) than existing housing, at least insofar
as  our  participants  are  concerned.  Further,  under  ‘Model  2’  (construction  of  new
housing),  the scheme’s projections assume a  per bed rent of Rs.  3,000 a month for
dormitory style facilities - an amount that is likely to be well beyond the affordable
level for most single workers, considering it is higher than the rent that many families
pay.

Overall,  it seems more than likely that this scheme will achieve little in terms of on the
ground changes. Facilities that it does provide are more likely to be used by people in a
higher income bracket than migrant and daily wage workers - repeating a pattern seen in
many of India’s housing schemes, which tend to prioritise “older and more well established
residents” (Deshingkar, Khandelwal, and Farrington 2008).

Ways forward

Given what we have found in our survey, we believe it is important to address the housing
crisis among daily wage migrant workers with the full awareness that precarious housing
is not only a threat to workers’ safety, but also a major enabling factor in the continuation
of poverty and exploitation. Given this, we make some preliminary recommendations here
for short-term, medium-term and long-term measures that need to be taken into account.

Short-Term Proposals
 Institute rehabilitation policies: In the short term, the ever-present threat of eviction

and removal that hangs over the heads of workers needs to be removed if insecurity is
to be addressed. Hence we suggest that all states should consider a variant of Delhi’s in
situ rehabilitation  policy,  and  the  Central  government  should  do  the  same  for  its
landholdings across the country. While this may appear a ‘major’ step, it is important
to note that all we are proposing is a policy change that will in itself do little other than
be the first step towards a more secure future. We recognise that this move would
meet considerable resistance - not least from builders who desire the lands on which
workers currently reside - but if that resistance is not confronted, other measures are
unlikely to succeed in any case.

 Avoid  encouraging  giant  ‘multi  story’  accommodations  and  similar  builder-oriented
schemes in the name of rehabilitation: As noted in the experience of two of the authors
of this study5, multi-story, large apartment buildings are unsuitable for daily wage and
casual workers because they require regular maintenance which these workers find
unaffordable. Similarly, as Patel (2016) notes, these schemes exacerbate overcrowding
and create ghettos of the urban poor, who in any case face discrimination.

5 Ramendra Kumar and Anita Juneja.



 Utilise construction worker welfare funds to provide cheap hostels for workers:  Workers
who have recently migrated and who are alone are among the most vulnerable. Many
construction  worker  unions  have  hence  demanded  that  funds  collected  under  the
Building and Other  Construction Workers  Welfare  Funds of  various states  -  which
have now been subsumed in the new Social Security Code 2020 - should be used for
this  purpose.  However,  no  state  government  appears  to  have  undertaken  the
construction of such hostels.

 Utilise welfare distribution mechanisms created during the lockdown to universalise food
support: During the lockdown, most state governments attempted to provide migrant
and daily wage workers with some kind of ration support (though these schemes had
many,  many  implementation  problems).  These  mechanisms  created  at  least  some
levels  of  infrastructure  and  institutional  support,  however  ad  hoc,  for  welfare
measures to reach these populations. These should be utilised at present, when the
impact of the lockdown is continuing, to provide emergency food support and other
forms of support to these families.

 Ensure  universal  provision  of  all  basic  services,  including  rations  and  health  care:
Building on the previous step, the universalisation of benefits, especially in these times
of pandemic and lockdowns, is a vital step that is more urgently required than ever.

Medium-Term Proposals
 Institute  policies  for  public  construction  of  affordable  housing,  particularly  rental

housing:  Contrary  to  previous  housing  schemes,  which  focused  on  housing
construction  for  ownership,  rental  housing  schemes  need  to  be  instituted,  with
provision for transformation into ownership for long term residents. As noted above
the current ARHC scheme does not serve this purpose.

 Encourage construction worker producer companies and cooperatives for this purpose:
The Companies  Act  2010  provides  that  construction workers  can create  ‘producer
companies’,  a form of company that resembles a cooperative (these companies are
discussed further in Gopalakrishnan, Gupta, et al. (2019)). Construction schemes can
be routed through such producer companies in a manner that will increase security
and welfare.

Long-Term Proposals
 Institute legal protections for the right to housing: The ‘right to housing’ is not limited

to the right  to not be  evicted.  Instead,  legal  measures that  encourage and provide
financial  support to cooperative-oriented building schemes with a specific  focus on
affordable  housing  need  to  be  instituted.  Part  of  this  needs  to  be  supported  by
statutory law, including on the right of workers to be housed in the cities that they
help build.

 Revise master plans to ensure mixed neighbourhoods and school and medical facilities in
every neighbourhood: Urban planning that caters to the requirements of all citizens is a
long-noted requirement in  India,  and also the only sustainable way to address the
rampant discrimination faced by workers. We hope that the above steps might help



catalyse a shift  towards this,  if  only in order to address the long standing,  terrible
injustices inflicted on millions of our fellow citizens.



ANNEXURE: The Pandemic and the Lockdown

In addition to the main questions of our survey on housing, we also asked a few questions
in our survey relating to the pandemic and the lockdown (this  is  also the subject  of  a
separate, more detailed survey currently being carried out by the Research Collective in
Delhi and Dehradun).

We first sought to know the general response of our participants to the pandemic itself
(this question was asked in all three sites). Our responses diverged significantly by site:

Do you feel you are at risk from the coronavirus?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

No danger because our 
bodies are strong

9.22% 1.00% 4.11%

No danger because we are 
taking precautions (or 
being careful)

97.00% 30.50% 41.06%

We are at risk but cannot 
do anything

3.00% 55.32% 99.00% 52.79%

We are at risk but 
government is taking 
steps

4.96% 2.05%

Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

Casual observation of streets and bastis in Dehradun would certainly give the lie to the
claim that “precautions are being taken”, and the apparent relative security felt by people
in  Dehradun  certainly  is  not  echoed  by  their  counterparts  in  Delhi  and  Tamil  Nadu.
However, in Delhi as well it is notable that nearly 40% of our respondents felt they were
not in danger. It is also striking that this sense of security is not based on whether or not
people had been made aware of how to tackle the virus - if anything, in Tamil Nadu, where
people felt most insecure, they also claimed to have received the most information:

Have you been told about steps to be taken to counter the coronavirus?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

No 72.00% 12.59% 3.96% 27.33%

Yes 27.00% 86.71% 96.04% 72.09%

Meanwhile, the government’s own response leaves much to be desired. If we take sanitiser
distribution as a proxy for state action, this seems to have happened to a limited extent in
Dehradun but is all but non-existent in the other two locations:



Have sanitisers been distributed in your area?

Dehradun Delhi Tamil Nadu Total

Government 19.19% 4.95% 7.12%

No one 73.74% 99.27% 95.05% 90.50%

Politician 1.01% 0.30%

Private NGO 4.04% 0.73% 1.48%

Private 
Volunteers

2.02% 0.59%

We also asked about mask distribution, and received a similar set of responses.

Finally we come to the lockdown. In the section on rental housing we have already noted
that a large proportion of workers (the majority in Delhi and Dehradun) did not receive
relief from rental payments for the lockdown period. We also tried to get a sense of overall
income changes in Delhi and Tamil Nadu (this question was not asked in Dehradun). As
noted, this is preliminary, and we are carrying out a more detailed survey on these lines. If
we compare income prior to the lockdown period with income after it, this is the response
we received:

Reported monthly income prior to the lockdown (columns) compared to reported monthly
income after the lockdown (rows)

Delhi
Tamil 
Nadu Total

Less 
than 
5000

5000 - 
7999

8000-
9999

10000 - 
11999

12000 - 
14999

1500
0 - 
1699
9

more 
than 
17000

Less 
than 
5000

5000 - 
7999

Less 
than 
5000

92.59% 84.00% 47.06% 20.00% 11.11% 85.71% 98.81
%

75.63%

5000 - 
7999

3.70% 12.00% 41.18% 30.00% 22.22% 14.29% 1.19% 11.68%

8000-
9999

4.00% 11.76% 45.00% 22.22% 50.00
%

100.00
%

8.63%

10000 - 
11999

5.00% 0.51%

12000 - 
14999

44.44% 2.03%

15000 - 
16999

3.70% 50.00
%

1.52%

As  we  can  see,  almost  all  workers  experienced  a  massive  fall  in  their  own  estimated
monthly income. In Delhi, for instance, only half of the already small number of participants
earning more than Rs. 12,000 really managed to maintain their income. In Tamil Nadu, with



a few exceptions,  almost everyone lost  income.  This  huge blow to incomes and,  hence,
savings, is likely to take a very, very long time to repair.



REFERENCES

Chandran, Rina. 2020. “India Plans Rental Homes to Entice Migrant Workers Back to Cities.”
Reuters.

Deshingkar,  Priya,  Rajiv  Khandelwal,  and  John  Farrington.  2008.  “Support  for  Migrant
Workers: The Missing Link in India’s Development,” September, 4.

Fine, Ben, and Ellen Leopold. 1993. The World of Consumption. Routledge.

Gopalakrishnan, Shankar, Trepan Singh Chauhan, Ramendra Kumar, Anita Juneja, and MS
Selvaraj. 2019. A Daily Tragedy: The Lives of the Children of Migrant Workers. Aakar Books.

Gopalakrishnan, Shankar, Abhinav Gupta, MS Selvaraj,  and Trepan Singh Chauhan. 2019.
“Building  Cooperatives  or  Collective  Production  in  India:  A  Guidebook.”
https://srcindia.wordpress.com.

Gopalakrishnan, Shankar, Anita Juneja, Trepan Singh Chauhan, Ramendra Kumar, and MS
Selvaraj. 2018.  Migration and Women Casual Workers: A Study in Superexploitation. Aakar
Boooks.

Gopalakrishnan, Shankar, MS Selvaraj, Ramendra Kumar, and Trepan Singh Chauhan. 2017.
Conditions  of  Work  and Political  Consciousness  Among Migrant  Workers  in  Three  States .
Aakar Books.

Hatekar,  Neeraj.  2020.  “Why  It  Makes  Sense  to  Leave  and  Stay  Gone.”  Economic  and
Political  Weekly 55  (38):  23–26.
https://www.epw.in/journal/2020/38/commentary/why-it-makes-sense-leave-and-stay-
gone.html.

Karn,  Sunil  Kumar,  Shigeo Shikura,  and Hideki  Harada.  2003.  “Living  Environment  and
Health  of  Urban  Poor.”  Economic  and  Political  Weekly 38  (34):  3575–86.
https://www.epw.in/journal/2003/34/special-articles/living-environment-and-health-
urban-poor.html.

Kumar, Arjun. 2016. “India’s Residential Rental Housing.” Economic and Political Weekly 51
(24):  7–8.  https://www.epw.in/journal/2016/24/special-articles/indias-residential-
rental-housing.html.

Majid, Nomaan. 2020. “How Many Casual Workers in the Cities Have Sought to Go Home?
The  India  Forum.”  https://www.theindiaforum.in/article/how-many-casual-workers-
cities-have-sought-go-home.

https://www.theindiaforum.in/article/how-many-casual-workers-cities-have-sought-go-home
https://www.theindiaforum.in/article/how-many-casual-workers-cities-have-sought-go-home
https://www.epw.in/journal/2016/24/special-articles/indias-residential-rental-housing.html
https://www.epw.in/journal/2016/24/special-articles/indias-residential-rental-housing.html
https://www.epw.in/journal/2003/34/special-articles/living-environment-and-health-urban-poor.html
https://www.epw.in/journal/2003/34/special-articles/living-environment-and-health-urban-poor.html
https://www.epw.in/journal/2020/38/commentary/why-it-makes-sense-leave-and-stay-gone.html
https://www.epw.in/journal/2020/38/commentary/why-it-makes-sense-leave-and-stay-gone.html
https://srcindia.wordpress.com/


Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs. 2020. “Operational Guidelines for Affordable Rental
Housing  Complexes.”  Government  of  India.
http://arhc.mohua.gov.in/filesUpload/Operational-Guidelines-of-ARHCs.pdf.

Patel, Shirish. 2016. “Housing for All by 2022.” Economic and Political Weekly 51 (10): 38–
42. https://www.epw.in/journal/2016/10/perspectives/housing-all-2022.html.

Patel,  Sujata,  and  Omita  Goyal,  eds.  2018.  India’s  Contemporary  Urban  Conundrum.
Routledge India.

Samaddar,  Ranabir.  2016.  “Migrant  and  the  Neo-Liberal  City.”  Economic  and  Political
Weekly 51  (26-27):  52–54.  https://www.epw.in/journal/2016/26-27/migrant-and-neo-
liberal-city.html.

TNN. 2018. “Clear Encroachments in 24 Hours, Says Uttarakhand Government; Demolition
to  Start  Today.”  Times  of  India,  June.
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/dehradun/clear-encroachments-in-24-hours-
says-govt-demolition-to-start-today/articleshow/64768487.cms.

United Nations. 2015. “Millenium Development Goal Indicators - Slum Population as Urban
Percentage.” http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Data.aspx.

Venkatesan, V. 2020. “Justice Mishra’s Last Order: Eviction of Slum Dwellers Along Railway
Tracks in 3 Months.”  The Wire,  September.  https://thewire.in/law/justice-arun-mishras-
last-order-eviction-jhuggies-railway-tracks.

Weinstein, Liza. 2014.  The Durable Slum: Dharavi and the Right to Stay Put in Globalizing
Mumbai. University of Minnesota Press. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctt6wr7v5.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctt6wr7v5
https://thewire.in/law/justice-arun-mishras-last-order-eviction-jhuggies-railway-tracks
https://thewire.in/law/justice-arun-mishras-last-order-eviction-jhuggies-railway-tracks
http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Data.aspx
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/dehradun/clear-encroachments-in-24-hours-says-govt-demolition-to-start-today/articleshow/64768487.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/dehradun/clear-encroachments-in-24-hours-says-govt-demolition-to-start-today/articleshow/64768487.cms
https://www.epw.in/journal/2016/26-27/migrant-and-neo-liberal-city.html
https://www.epw.in/journal/2016/26-27/migrant-and-neo-liberal-city.html
https://www.epw.in/journal/2016/10/perspectives/housing-all-2022.html
http://arhc.mohua.gov.in/filesUpload/Operational-Guidelines-of-ARHCs.pdf

	Precarious Housing and Migrant Workers in Urban India - An Enabler of Poverty and Superexploitation
	Acknowledgements
	Introduction
	Policy Questions and Background
	Legality
	Rental Housing
	Urban Infrastructure

	Methodology
	Survey Findings
	Adequacy of Shelter and Sanitation
	Legality and Security of Tenure
	Rent and Rent As Compared to Income
	Urban Infrastructure and Basic Services

	Conclusions and Ways Forward
	The Overall Picture: A Dismal, Inhuman, Exploitative Situation
	Variations Between Our Samples
	Current Policy Steps by the Government
	Ways forward
	Short-Term Proposals
	Medium-Term Proposals
	Long-Term Proposals



	ANNEXURE: The Pandemic and the Lockdown
	REFERENCES

