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Before Parliament
Decent and dignified life for Safai Karmacharis
Almost all the safai karmacharis are dalits; maybe there are a few OBCs. Most of them are women. They are all from poor families. Thus they are among the most economically exploited and socially oppressed sections of the society.

Cleaning human and animal shit, removing rotten flesh and food, and whatever is thrown on to the streets, cleaning and unclogging the drains, often filled with human excreta and such things are their job. They do not take up this job to derive any ‘experience in spirituality’, as once Prime Minister Modi said when he was chief minister of Gujarat. Modi said that he does “not believe that safai karmacharis have been doing this job just to sustain their livelihood’. But the reality is that it is the only reason that compels them to do ‘this type of job generation after generation”. Modi also said that at some “point of time somebody must have got the enlightenment that it is their (people of valmiki caste) duty to work for the happiness of the entire society and the Gods’’, that this job was “bestowed upon them by the Gods”. Of course, being the swayam sevak that he once was, this reflects the thinking of the mentor and guide of BJP, the RSS, about dalits and the work destined to them in the social hierarchy as per the manusmriti.
Not only have the safai karmacharis employed in the municipalities and corporations to handle dirt and waste, they are not even provided with any safety and protective gear like gloves, masks or gum boots while they work. Even those who have to enter the sewers to clean them are also not provided safety measures. Though the municipalities and corporations have to provide them with soap and oil etc to wash themselves after work, generally it is not done. Even the big municipal corporations do not honour the Court orders related to this.

The state governments, under the neoliberal regime, are not providing adequate funds to the local bodies - the nagar palikas, municipalities and corporations. On the pretext of lack of funds, the safai karmacharis are not even paid their wages regularly; they are kept pending for months at a stretch. 
Recruitment of safai karmacharis is not done as per norms. The work load on the workers has increased. Permanent posts are being brought down. With the advent of neoliberal regime, work is being outsourced. Today, most of the safaia karmacharis, in municipalities, municipal cororations or panchayats are supplied by the contractors to do the work. The main contractor hands over the work to a sub contractor. He in turn gives it to another subcontractor. In some places there are several sub contractors in between. The contract workers and the outsourced workers are not paid even the minimum wages. Commissions are deducted from their meagre wages. They have no provident fund or medical facilities; no pension or social security. Many people boss over them to enforce work. But nobody takes the responsibility of paying their wages. Isn’t it strange and cruel? In some cities the contract workers are forced to fill up forms saying that they will not demand PF, ESI, will not join any union, will not demand any compensation in case of accidents etc. 
In addition, some of the political leaders try to take advantage of their vulnerability. Often they are forced to work at the houses of the officers, municipal corporators etc without any pay. Women safai karmacharis are harassed including sexually.

For most of the safai karmacharis, their family members have been doing this work for generations. Their grandparents, their parents have been doing the same job, which has been handed over to them. They try to get their children educated to get better opportunities, better jobs. Though many of their children do get education utilising the reservations provided under the Constitution, they do not find jobs. Strangely, people from other castes who are appointed as ‘sweepers’ in municipalities and corporations are often allotted work like tax collection, office assistance etc. But, even a highly qualified dependent, of a dalit sweeper who dies in service, is given the job of a sweeper only. Under rehabilitation of manual scavengers, the government schemes offer loans to manage toilets! That is the general attitude of those in power towards dalits! 

Governments talk about eradication of manual scavenging. They have been talking about this since many decades but nothing has been done concretely to eradicate this scourge. The first law to abolish manual scavenging was passed in 1993; two decades later another law was passed in 2013. Manual cleaning of unsanitary latrines, septic tanks and some railway tracks was abolished as per this law. In 2014, the Supreme Court added cleaning of sewer lines also to this list. But even today lakhs of workers are engaged in manual scavenging in many cities including in the national capital. In many states – Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Gujarat, Bihar, and in the railways across the country, manual scavengers are still employed.

In many states, the administration just denies existence of manual scavenging. Even when concrete evidence is given, the dry latrines are demolished and those who complain are accused of giving false affidavits; action is demanded against them. Is it not a common sight - manual scavengers cleaning the railway tracks, in almost all major railway stations?

Incidents of death of manual scavengers while cleaning sewers and septic tanks are frequently reported in the media. According to one estimate, 754 workers died while cleaning sewers and septic tanks in the last few years. 84 of them died in the national capital, Delhi, 10 of them in just 34 days. Supreme Court ruled that the families of these workers should be paid a compensation of Rs 10 lakhs. Very few of them got this compensation. Majority of those who died while cleaning the sewers and hydrants are deployed by contractors. Their families got nothing. The contractors flatly deny that they were their employees. Even their names are not recorded in the employment registers of the contractors. That is how pro worker orders of the Supreme Court are being implemented in our country! 
Rs 40000 are provided for those who are liberated from manual scavenging. Is this adequate for taking up any self employment? Deductions are made even from this meagre amount. The budget allocation for rehabilitation of manual scavengers is being slashed. The budget estimate for 2013-14 was Rs 557 crores. The allocation in 2016-17 was Rs 10 crores; and this was cut down to Rs 1 crore in the revised estimate. The allocation in 2017-18 is just Rs 5 crore. 

The BJP led government under Prime Minister Modi has taken up the ‘Swatch Bharat’ abhiyan with much fanfare. Improving the conditions of safai karmacharis, who actually clean our cities and towns and make them ‘swatch’ should have been an important component of the programme. But No! It was mainly confined to photo ops of the Prime Minister and other leaders of the ruling parties. Thousands of crores of rupees of public money were spent on advertisements. But there is no improvement in the conditions of crores of people, particularly the poor living in slums. This campaign was neither for the safai karmacharis nor for the crores of poor workers, migrants and others who continue to live in unhealthy surroundings, small congested houses surrounded by open filthy drains with mosquitoes and cohabiting with dogs, pigs and other animals.  Instead of improving their conditions, the government authorities are reported to be ‘naming and shaming’ them and punishing them in the name of open defecation. Can there be a ‘Swatch Bharat’ without improving their conditions?
In several states the safai karmacharis have united and have been fighting on their demands – regularisation, better wages and working conditions etc. They have been able to achieve some of their demands in some states. However as long as the neoliberal policies that drastically reduce the number of regular workers and promote outsourcing and contractorisation are in place, it will not be possible to achieve a decent and dignified life for the safai karmacharis. 

The BJP led Modi government, as are the other governments led by the non Left parties, are fully committed to the neoliberal agenda that seek to enrich the contractors and the various strata of middle men by increasing exploitation of the poor workers. In addition, the BJP guided by the RSS and committed to the retrograde and regressive ideology of manusmriti seeks to further perpetrate the hierarchical order that subjects dalits to inhuman social oppression. The opinions expressed by the Prime Minister himself are clear proof of this. Every day one or the other leader of the BJP or RSS expresses such ideas at one or the other corner of the country. The attacks on dalits on the pretext of ‘cow protection’, on the excuse of marrying the so called ‘upper caste’ girl or boy have increased during the last four years of BJP led government. 
The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ on 5th September 2018 is to unite the entire working class and all other sections of the toiling people, the peasants and agricultural workers and intensify the struggle against the neoliberal policies. It is to defeat the divisive agenda of the RSS and BJP that seek to disrupt the unity of the toiling people to perpetrate the rule of the ultra rich corporates, contractors and landlords. It is to pave the path for more united struggles for social justice, for decent and dignified life for all workers and for alternative pro worker, pro poor and pro people policies.

Unite! Fight!

· Against the governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%
