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Kerala’s Guest Workers Amid Covid-19 

Anjana Sreelakshmi1 

Abstract 

The Covid-19 pandemic has exerted its forces not just as a health 
emergency but also as a social and economic crisis which held striking 
influence on the marginalised sections of society and such an attack was 
seen in India among the migrant workers during the lockdown period. 
However, Kerala, an attractive destination state, didn’t witness such a 
migrant crisis through their multi-pronged approach. This article tries to 
understand the policy initiatives that Kerala has implemented for migrant 
worker’s welfare and how the state managed the migrant crisis amid Covid-
19. Also, to analyze the future implications of the crisis on the state’s 
functioning and suggest a few measures that can be implemented to avoid 
such a crisis in the future. The article has tried to analyze this content 
through secondary sources like published articles, newspaper reports, 
government orders and official reports. 
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Introduction 

The year 2020 jeopardized our life with the outbreak of novel coronavirus. The 
pandemic situation followed by lockdowns in countries has just aggravated its 
impacts. Above all the pandemic brought out the grimiest attack on the 
marginalized sections of society and the migrant crisis witnessed in India during 
the lockdown period is an example of such an attack. 

Over 450 million of the population of the India are internal migrants, a figure 
which obviously have increased over the years (Census, 2011). These migrants 
move from rural areas to urban or peri-urban abodes out of distress and lack of 
opportunities in their source states and the major areas of work they are involved 
in are in construction, brick kiln, unskilled work in industries, domestic work or 
road side businesses. These works come under informal sector which implies 
that they are bereft of any form of social or financial security. They have become 
the pillars of functioning of urbanized Indian cities and it is surprising that they 
have not been given adequate importance. However, with the massive on start of 
reverse migration, cities are now muddled over the huge shortage in labour force 
and hence suddenly this invisible workforce have come to spotlight. 
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Kerala’s guest workers 

Kerala is a state that holds a large part of internal migrants of India as well as a 
state where more of their population migrates to other countries in search of 
work. Thus, this void of labour force is filled by the internal migrants. This concept 
came to be known as “Replacement migration‟ (Mishra and Rajan 2018) and 
over the years, the internal migrants were not just a mere replacement. They 
became the drivers of Kerala‟s economic activities. Apart from immigration, the 
improvement in the education levels of the youth population in the state created 
an aversion towards blue collar jobs and this dearth is covered by the increasing 
number of internal migrants. 

An estimate of 2 million domestic migrant labourers were submitted in the state in 
2013, with an expected increase of 1, 82,000 per year (Narayan et al 2013). The 
main source states from which the migrants arrive are Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, 
Bihar, Orissa, Jharkhand, Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal and Assam and also from 
Nepal and Bangladesh (Peter and Narendranath 2017). Over 60 per cent of 
migrant workers are employed in the construction sector followed by 
manufacturing, hotels, restaurants, trade and other unskilled works. They were 
also employed for skilled work such as masonry, electricians and carpentry. Thus 
this showed that they were occupied in most sectors in the state. (Narayan et al 
2013). 

Why is Kerala a humble abode for the migrants? There are both push and pull 
factors involved. One of the major pull factors for the migrants is the higher wage 
rate provided in the state. Other pull factors include higher demand for labour, 
demographic structure etc. Added to this, are the policy initiatives and schemes 
for the welfare of the migrant workers in the state. According to Interstate 
Migration policy Index 2019, which aimed to measure the role of state policies on 
integration of migrants, Kerala topped in the index with a score of 62 among the 7 
destination states that were surveyed on. Thus the model of policies included in 
the state for migrant workers is surely something to look into. 

Social Security Schemes 

Kerala is the first state in the country to introduce a social security scheme for the 
migrant workers, created under the building and construction worker‟s welfare 
board. Migrant workers between the age of 18-60 and those with monthly income 
less than ₹7500 can register under the scheme. Such registered workers are 
provided four benefits: accident or medical care up to ₹25,000; in case of death 
₹1 lakh to the family; for members registered for more than a year receive 
education allowance for two children pursuing higher education that is beyond 
10th standard in government in institutions. The scheme also includes terminal 
benefits of ₹25,000 after five years of work. It also provides death or accident 
insurance where in fund is provided for preserving the body and air 
transportation. 
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Health and Medical Benefits 

The state introduced Awaz Health Insurance Scheme for migrant workers under 
which each registered migrant workers receives free medical care up to ₹ 15,000 
from government hospitals and empaneled private hospitals and death insurance 
of 2.5 lakh. The Kerala state AIDS control society along with OISCA implemented 
the Migrant Suraksha Project for HIV prevention, care and support system 
among migrant workers mainly in construction sector. The department of labour 
and skills organizes health camps at main migrant residence (Peter and 
Narendranath 2017). 

Residential Scheme 

Residential project called „Apna Ghar‟ under which construction of dormitory and 
kitchen facilities for migrant workers is taken by the state government in 
collaboration with Bhavanam foundation, a public sector, non-profit company 
owned by the state. The first facility was built in Palakkad district on February 
2017. These hostels are made available to the migrants for monthly rent ranging 
from ₹750-₹1000. 

Education of Migrant’s Children 

Another pilot project called “Roshini‟ was introduced for the educational 
development of the children’s of migrant workers. It was officially conducted from 
2017-2018 in 4 schools in Ernakulam district which occupies the largest share of 
total migrant workers in the state. 

Later with its success was expanded to 14 other schools in the district. Under the 
programme the children is helped in boosting their educational performance and 
proficiency with the help of Sarvashikha Abiyan volunteers who knows the 
children‟s mother language. The children are also provided breakfast, workshops 
and study tours to enhance their performance. 

Social Inclusion 

Most migrants often feel as an outcast among the natives of the state to which 
they migrate. Christening migrant workers as „Guest workers‟ of the state, Kerala 
is integrating migrants into their society. The Kerala State Literacy Mission 
Authority pioneered “Changathi‟, a literacy programme for migrant workers with 
the aim of teaching them to read and write Malayalam and Hindi within four 
months. Also, the programmed aimed to end the feeling of social exclusion felt by 
migrant labourers. It was launched in Ernakulam district and the state is planning 
to expand the programme to one Panchayat in one district. 
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Non-State Initiatives 

There are other non-state initiatives hosted in the state by cooperatives and 
NGO‟s. Uralungal Labour Contract Cooperative Society (ULCCS), one of the 
oldest cooperatives in India also provide work to migrant workers and also 
entitled with financial and medical benefits. There are non-profit organizations in 
the state such as the CMID, which studies the migrant issues in state and 
formulate policies for their development. 

Though there are certain limitations involved in policy implementations which 
surely have to be revised by the State of Kerala, this is a well-constructed model 
of policies and schemes for migrant workers in the state that can be applied in 
other destination states as well. 

Managing the Migrant Crisis 

Kerala was able to avoid an exodus of migrant through a multi-pronged 
approach. This section tries to understand the actions taken by the government 
in the state to mitigate the challenges faced by the migrant workers during 
lockdown period. 

Safety 

The first and foremost priority for migrants during such a pandemic is their safe 
rehabilitation. According to a report submitted to Supreme Court by Ministry of 
Home Affairs on April 8th, 22,567 active government relief camps were set up all 
over the country and out of these 15,541 relief camps are set up in Kerala that is 
68.8 per cent of the total relief camps set up. Also the state ordered the 
employers of migrant workers to make sure their employees are made available 
safe stay, food and essential needs in the relief camps in every district and to 
inform to labour department of any shortage. 

Setting up of war room 

The state set a war room available 24*7 to monitor the covid-19 containment 
activities and also to address the grievances of the migrant workers. 

Transportation 

With the fear of losing jobs and not been with their families in these 
circumstances, migrant workers were in a hurry to return to home. The Shramik 
special trains operated by the Indian Railways for the stranded migrant workers, 
students, foreigners and others have been effective from May. According to the 
status report submitted to Supreme Court in response to the Public Interest 
Litigation on June 3rd, Kerala‟s counsel submitted that 1.53 Lakhs workers 
returned to their homes through 100 Shramik trains and 1.2 Lakh workers did not 
want to return. 
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Health Care Supports 

First ever active mobile screening unit for testing Covid-19 among migrant 
workers and catering to their medical needs called „Bandhu Clinic‟ project was 
implemented by CMID in the state from March 28. The clinic is minivan equipped 
with technology sufficient for a mobile medical unit. Also the government have 
assigned a team to inspect and maintain social distancing protocol and medical 
needs in relief camps. Also, the state has also taken into consideration the 
psychological needs of the migrant workers isolated in the relief camps. The state 
assigned counsellors from Tata Institute of Social Sciences to provide mental 
support and care. A quick response team comprising of labour department 
member, panchayat and village office members and police department together 
was set up to address the grievances and queries of the migrant workers in every 
relief camps. 

Spreading Awareness 

The migrant workers were made aware of the current situation and what are the 
protocols and safety measures to be followed in the camps and other places 
through different media such as posters, announcements, video messages in 
various Indian Languages understood by the workers. Thus, they were very 
aware of the present situation in the country and what to measures to be followed 
during the lockdown. The quick response team constituted by the state was also 
made to go to every relief camp and make them aware of the schemes put 
forward by the state for the migrants as well as about the regulations to be 
followed during the lockdown. 

Supply of Food and Other Essential items 

For the provision of food to different labour camps, community kitchens were set 
up with the help of Kudumbashree, a self-help group run by women across 
Kerala. The food is provided according to the tastes of the migrant workers or 
provided raw materials such as rice, grams and flour. All relief camps receive 
milk supply from MILMA, a cooperative producing and marketing milk and milk 
products across Kerala. 

Recreational Measures 

The workers were expected to be jaded sitting idle in labour camps and this can 
only affect their mental health even more. Realizing these facts the state 
provided TV and different indoor games such caroms, chess etc. Apart from the 
state even provided free mobile recharge so that they could be connected with 
their families. 

These measures show the state‟s attentiveness towards the safety and needs of 
migrant workers in the state. Hence with the help of different government 
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departments, NGO‟s and cooperatives the government was able to ease the 
challenges faced by the migrant workers. 

Future Implications of The Crisis 

The reverse migration to rural areas will have far-reaching effects on cities and 
on states dependent on these workers. Economic activities and development will 
remain standstill. Not just Kerala but other destination states would face a 
deficiency in supply of labour for blue collar jobs. As in the case of Kerala, the 
state is also witnessing counter-migration that is migrant returnees from abroad. 
The effect of the same is reduction in flow of remittances in the state. With the 
low labour supply and lower rates of remittances and income to the state, 
Kerala‟s future development is in a shady plot. There are two ways in which the 
situation could be controlled: first to make use of the migrant worker returnee 
from abroad to fill the gap in labour supply. However, this is a far-fetched concept 
since the migrant residents are not always ready to do blue collar jobs in the 
state due to differences in wages and also status plays a role. Another hope for 
the state is that the migrant workers would return to the state. 

This hope is rational since the migrant workers are content about their work and 
livelihood in the state. However, this won’t be the situation in other destination 
states as the migrant workers faced their worst during the lockdown period. 

Suggestions 

There is a lack of data on migrant workers in India and an issue which was 
strikingly pointed out by many academicians during this migrant crisis. Hence, 
this is the issue that has to be resolved first. Setting up a labour bank, that is a 
system of registering migrant workers according to their skills, is one way to 
address the issue of deficient migrant data. A labour bank holds the working 
capacity of employees and they can be provided for work according to their skills 
and to the place of work where they are required. This process if implemented at 
the state level would have three benefits; firstly, it provides a correct database of 
how many migrant workers are entering the state for work or leaving the state for 
work. Secondly, when employment is provided through labour banks the issue of 
middlemen is avoided. And thirdly, all migrant workers would receive the benefits 
from the schemes and policies implemented in the state for the migrant workers. 
The idea of labour bank is already been executed in the sector of agriculture in 
Kerala. The same idea could be extended for the migrant workers. 

Many migrant workers employed in industries lost their jobs during the pandemic. 
This can be avoided by creating a support system for the industries during a 
crisis. This form of incentivization for the industries can indirectly benefit the 
workers with security of jobs during a crisis. 
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The reverse migration has shaken the downtrodden rural economy. Creating jobs 
for returnee migrant in a place which lacks resources is a major hurdle. The idea 
of model villages is one that can be applied. The idea behind model villages is 
that analyzing the employment opportunities of a village or rural economy and 
executing measures to enhance these opportunities with the help of cooperatives 
and self-help groups. In case of Kerala, this idea could be utilized for the migrant 
returnees from abroad. 

There is need to plan a safe mobility for the workers to return after pandemic. Not 
just creating a planned mobility, but the most important measure to be 
undertaken by states as well as the central government is to recognize the 
migrant workers and their issues. A prerequisite for the same is inclusion migrant 
worker’s welfare and addressing their issues in the state and central 
development policies. 

Conclusion 

We witnessed an exodus of migrant workers during this pandemic. However, we 
saw some positive reactions from the state of Kerala in mitigating such a crisis. 
There is a need to hold the same level of attentiveness towards migrant worker’s 
welfare and issues in other destination states. The question for tomorrow is how 
these big cities thriving on the manpower of these migrant workers are going to 
survive without them. The pandemic will have influential effects on migration in 
the future. The center and state governments need to understand and 
incorporate migrant worker’s welfare in their development policies and avoid such 
an exodus in any future crisis. 
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