Talking Point – 26

Mazdoor-Kisan Sangharsh Rally

CITU-AIKS-AIAWU

5th September 2018

Before Parliament
Migrant Workers
Local workers have some sort of support systems. They speak the same language as the local people; they share the same cultural practices; they have relatives and friends among the locals. Generally, even the local contract workers can look forward to support and solidarity from the local people in case of any confrontation with the employers. They are usually in a position to sustain themselves at least for some time, on such occasions. 
Not so the migrant workers. They don’t speak the local language; they don’t understand the local customs and practices; they are often looked with suspicion by the local people who see them as stealing their jobs. Thus they are highly vulnerable and totally dependent upon the middle men or contractors who bring them or hire them from far off states. They cannot dare to raise their voices or question the employers. Even the permanent workers from outside the state rarely get support from the local people when they confront the employers to assert their rights, as was seen in the case of the Maruti Suzuki workers’ struggle in Manesar. 
In a situation of agrarian crisis and rural distress, high levels of unemployment among the educated youth, lakhs of people are compelled to leave their places in search of work and livelihood. This situation is exploited by the employers including big corporates, domestic and foreign, and the contractors. Increasingly large numbers of migrants from distant states are being recruited in industrial establishments, both as permanent as well as contract workers. Even in states from which there is large scale out migration, large numbers of migrant workers from other states are seen working as contract workers. 
Although all workers face exploitative working conditions in industrial units or service sector establishments, migrant workers are even more exploited. Most of them are contract workers. They are paid, often, one third or one fourth of the wages paid to the permanent workers, even though they do the same job. They do not have any job security or social security. They are completely at the mercy of the employers and contractors. In several industrial establishments they are secluded within the compound. The employers provide accommodation, which is often cramped and without proper facilities. An employer, owner of a prawn processing unit in Andhra Pradesh has even constructed an open auditorium within the complex and arranged for the daily requirements of the workers like vegetables and other provisions to be brought inside the compound for them to purchase, just to prevent them from going outside! Employers are ready to spend money to keep the migrant workers isolated but not to pay them minimum wages and provide their statutory rights. Money is, of course, deducted for the accommodation, electricity, water etc from their meagre wages.
Most of the migrant workers are unaware of their rights. Even when they are unhappy at their miserable conditions, they are afraid to question the employers and contractors or voice their demands lest they might lose their jobs.
Organising migrant workers is a big challenge for the trade union movement. It is very difficult for the trade union cadres to approach them. Then there is the problem of language. Permanent workers often do not take adequate initiative or interest in organising the migrant workers.  It is necessary to break these barriers and organise the migrant workers.
The capitalist system needs cheap labour. It creates conditions where and more and more people could be compelled to work under highly exploitative conditions. To meet this requirement, agriculture is deliberately being made unremunerative, particularly for the poor and marginal farmers. Thus conditions of rural distress are being created. Agricultural workers, poor and marginal farmers are being forced to migrate to the cities and in search of jobs. Land is being snatched away from peasants. Adivasis are being displaced from their traditional habitats. The displaced peasants and adivasis etc are compelled to seek work elsewhere. They become the fodder for exploitation by the capitalist class. With the increasing use of high technology, automation etc, they are deployed to do the unskilled and low paid jobs under highly exploitative conditions so the big corporates can maximise their profits. The numbers of permanent jobs, jobs for the local people are being deliberately brought down and the number of highly vulnerable contract and other types of workers is being increased. This is the cruel and inhuman face of the present capitalist system in our country.
Organising the migrant workers, thus, is essential, not just out of sympathy for the migrant workers. It is crucial even to protect the existing rights of the permanent and local workers. The artificial non class barriers being placed between the local and migrant workers, between the permanent and contract workers have to be broken by the class conscious trade union movement; otherwise, all will suffer. The fight against the present phase of capitalist system, neoliberalism, requires utmost unity of all sections of workers. The onslaught of neoliberalism on the hard won rights of workers cannot be defeated without building such unity and intensifying the struggles. This attains all the more importance under the BJP led Modi government which is fully committed to the neoliberal policies and in fact has fast tracked their implementation. In addition the BJP and its mentor and guide the RSS seek to divide the workers and the people on the basis of religion, caste, region, language to disrupt their unity, divert their attention and weaken united struggles against the neoliberal policies. Thus they want to serve their corporate masters.
Thus, it is imperative for trade unions to take the necessary initiative to build such unity and develop strategies to organise the migrant workers overcoming the difficulties. Yes, in some states such conscious initiatives are already being taken by CITU to organise the migrant workers; but we have a long way to go.  
In addition to industries, lakhs of women and men migrant workers are employed in the unorganised sector - construction, brick kilns, small hotels and restaurants, shops, as rickshaw pullers and auto drivers etc in the cities and towns. Lakhs of women migrants work as domestic workers in the cities. In addition to such interstate migration, lakhs of workers are also seen to migrate from villages to town within the state in search of work, particularly as construction workers, daily wage workers. The conditions that these migrant workers face are horrendous. Both the working conditions and the living conditions are inhuman. Most of them live in slums in inhuman conditions and unhygienic surroundings; many of them do not have ration cards and no access to the public distribution system.

CITU has decided to organise workers in their residential areas. These efforts should include organising the migrant workers also. Addressing their local issues can be the starting point to organise them on the basis of their trades/ work related issues.
The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ on 5th September 2018 is part of the efforts to strengthen such unity and intensify the struggle against the anti worker anti peasant and anti people neoliberal regime that enriches a few big corporates and landlords at the cost of the vast majority of the people.

Unite! Fight!

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

