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Flourishing Cement Industry! Cement Workers in Agony! 
Cement is one of the basic elements for setting up strong and healthy infrastructure. It is extensively used in construction – be it a small house for a worker to live in or a mammoth multipurpose project. Cement manufacture in our country started around 130 years back, in 1889.

Public Sector Cement Industry Under Attack
Earlier, cement was a controlled item. The public sector ‘Cement Corporation of India (CCI)’ was in dominant position in the manufacture of cement. Decontrol of cement was initiated in 1982. The industry was totally decontrolled in 1989. It was removed from the purview of licensing in 1991. With the official advent of neoliberal policies in 1991, the government started withdrawing from the cement business. 6 out of the 10 plants of CCI- in Mandhar, Kurkunta, Nayagaon, Akaltara, Charkhi Dadri and Bathinda grinding units were closed down in 2008 during the regime of the Congress led. UPA II. Another, in Adilabad, was closed down in 2017, after the BJP led Modi government came to power. At present only 3 plants are in operation. CCI earned net profit of Rs 42.33 crores in 2016-17 though the profit has come down from Rs 53.51 crores the previous year. But the NITI Ayog directed disinvestment of 5 out of the 7 closed plants without any effort for their revival.
As per the available data, at present there are a total number of 230 large cement plants in the country. These account for 97% of the total installed capacity. Of these large cement plants, more than 100 mega plants are located in Andhra Pradesh, Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu, Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat where the basic raw material- lime stone - is available in abundance. Cement has to be transported from these plants to the other states, which means incurring huge transport costs. To reduce this cost of transportation, grinding units have been set up in areas close to the thermal power units and steel plants where the other raw material, fly ash or blast furnace slag is readily available. ‘Clinker’, the intermediate product of the mega plants is transported to these grinding units to produce cement. Thus, at present there is no state in the country where cement is not produced.
The thrust on infrastructure development has accelerated the demand and consequently the production of cement in the country. By March 2017 India had a production capacity of 420 million tonnes of cement per year. It is the second largest producer of cement in the world accounting for 6.8% of world’s cement output. The housing sector is the biggest driver of demand for cement in our country accounting for 67% of the total consumption. This is followed by infrastructure (13%), commercial construction (11%) and industrial construction (9%). The industry is set to grow at a decent rate of 8%. 
Private Sector Monopoly

At present, the cement industry in our country is dominated by a few private cement companies. Neoliberal regime laid the way for monopolisation of the cement industry by the private cement manufacturing giants. Today, the private manufacturers are virtually dictating the government, to formulate policies that enable them garner huge profits. The top 10 cement companies include Ultra Tech cement (Aditya Birla Group), Shree Cement (Bangur Group), Ambuja Cement (Holcim, Switzerland), ACC (now also a part of Holcim), Ramco Cement (Ramco Group), Prism Cements (Rajan Raheja Group), Dalmia Cements (Dalmia Group), JK Laxmi Cement (JK Organisation), Orient Cement (CK Birla Group) and Birla Corporation (MP Birla Group). Because of the growing demand for cement, the gypsum and cement products sector in the country has also attracted foreign investment worth over 3 billion USD between April 2000 and September 2016.
Mini cement plants & the plight of the workers
In addition to the big plants, there are hundreds of mini cement plants, spread across the country. A cement producing unit having a capacity of not more than 66000 tonnes per annum is defined as ‘mini cement plant’ according to the Arbitration Awards of 1982. Basically all these are grinding units which get clinker from the integrated cement plants. Today, there are 365 mini cement plants, each employing 30-50 workers.
Employment In The Industry 

Cement industry is highly labour intensive. Thousands of workers are employed in the cement factories, in lime stone quarries, in the transport of lime stone from the quarries to the factories, in the collection of calcareous sand or shells, in the collection of fly ash from thermal power plants, of the furnace slag from the steel plants, in the excavation of clay and in the transportation of these raw materials to the factories. Large numbers of workers are also employed, either directly or through contractors, in loading and unloading of coal, for transporting clinkers and other material to the grinding units and finally in the transportation of the final product, cement, to the consumption points. It is estimated that more than 10 lakh workers are directly or indirectly employed in the cement industry. 
So, yes, the industry generates ample employment. But what are the conditions of the workers employed in the sector?

The Cruel Face Of Employment 

In the then prevalent situation in the country, the industry decided against large scale employment of contract labour. In fact, the cement industry was the first in the country to adopt the policy of abolishing engagement of contract labour. In the 1960s, the first wage board passed a unanimous resolution allowing engagement of contract workers only in loading of cement, packing and unloading of coal. This was much before the enactment of the Contract Labour (Abolition and Regulation) Act in the country in 1970. Any contract worker employed in other occupations had to be regularised as departmental employees of the concerned employer and paid the same wages, Dearness Allowance, bonus and other allowances as regular employees.
All contract workers employed in the permitted occupations of loading (including packing) and unloading operation, also had to be given the same wages, DA, bonus and other allowances as the regular employees of the company.

However, this was, more often than not, flouted in practice, despite the fact that the cement companies were bound by this agreement. The situation has become worse with the advent of neoliberal policies. Employment of contract workers has become rampant in the plants set up since the adoption of these policies. Today, hardly 25% - 30% of the total workers in the industry are permanent workers; the rest are all contract workers. The system of outsourcing the entire plant operation is also in vogue in many of the plants. 
The condition of workers in the mini cement plants is pathetic. They are paid paltry wages and subjected to inhuman service conditions. They are not provided statutory benefits like PF, ESI, gratuity etc. There is no minimum wage notification for them. The demand to enlist them in the Scheduled Employment has not been given any heed till today, despite the consistent persuasion by the CITU and its representative in the government’s Minimum Wage Advisory Board. Much more pressure needs to built up by organising the workers in the mini cement plants and strengthening the trade union movement. 
National Tri-partite Wage Settlements In The Industry
The industry has a six decades’ history of national level settlement of disputes. In the beginning, wage boards were established. Then national arbitration mechanism was set up. After the failure of the third arbitration in 1989, the system of national level tripartite settlement between the Cement Manufacturers’ Association and the central trade unions was initiated. This is continuing to date. But these agreements are confined to the permanent workers only. With the huge increase in the number of contract workers and the system of outsourcing the entire plant operation in many plants, the national wage settlements have become a farce.  
In view of the increase in the numbers of contract workers, the demand of ‘equal pay for equal work’ is being emphasised by CITU and other central trade unions in the ongoing wage negotiations in the industry. The CITU and all the other central trade unions have been demanding implementation of the Supreme Court judgment in October 2016 that reiterated equal pay and benefits for contract workers doing the same job as the permanent workers. The demand of payment of minimum wage in the industry, to which the workers are entitled as per the Contract Labour (Regulation and Abolition) Central Rules, 1971, is also being emphasised by the trade unions. 
Strengthening the organisation and development of a countrywide united movement is necessary to achieve these genuine demands of the cement workers. At the same time it is also necessary to note, that rampant contractorisation and outsourcing etc, are a feature of neoliberal agenda which is being followed by successive governments at the centre, led by the BJP, Congress or coalition of non left parties. Thus it becomes essential that the struggle to achieve these most genuine demands is also targeted against the neoliberal policies. 

The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ before Parliament on 5th September is to raise the demand of “Equal Pay for Equal Work”. It is for the reversal of the neoliberal regime that promotes rampant contractorisation and exploitation of the workers. Thus, it is a struggle of the cement workers.
Unite! Fight! 

· Against governments that work for the 0.1%
· For policies that benefit the 99.9%
