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Covid-19 Crisis in India and the Reality of Migrant Workers 

Chinmay Chakravarty1 

Abstract 

India had responded to the worst-ever crisis faced by humanity with a timely 
national lockdown from 25th of March, 2020. However, a series of 
compromises, primarily in its approach to tackle the issue of migrant 
workers, and in the strategies of lockdown and unlock, have diluted India’s 
fight against coronavirus. This has disturbed the COVID19 behavior 
trajectory and made its spread haphazard and unpredictable. The handling 
of the migrant workers, a huge chunk of the Indian population, has created 
unending painful scenes across the nation and it can be called as one of the 
black chapters of Indian history. With more than 90% of India’s workers 
being engaged in the unorganized sector and unemployment rate going out 
of control India faces a huge socio-economic challenge at the present 
juncture. Much needs to be done in preparing the country to adapt to the 
new normal, till a safe and effective vaccine arrives. 

       Keywords: Migrant workers; unorganized sector; unemployment. 
 

The world knew nothing about the novel Coronavirus when it hit mankind in the month 
of December 2019, first striking Wuhan in China, and by the time the world managed to 
have some idea of how to tackle it the virus was spreading at an incredible rate 
throughout the globe. The supreme body in international health matters, the World 
Health Organization (WHO), had got the first intimation from China on 31st December 
2019 about a mysterious viral disease slowly spreading there. The virus was similar to 
the Coronavirus that caused SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) disease in 
2003-04 and MERS (Middle East Respiratory Syndrome) disease in 2012, both of which 
were limited to a few regions with infections less than 10,000 in each case, although the 
fatality rates were quite high around 11% in SARS and about 35% in MERS. A few days 
after the mysterious outbreak China confirmed this as a novel strain of the Coronavirus 
or SARS-CoV-2. The WHO took more than a month to formally name the virus as 
COVID-19 after maintaining constant association and consultations with China. Some 
reports said that WHO had been under tremendous pressure from China to not name 
the virus as ‘Wuhan Virus’ or any other name related to China. Since only a few stray 
cases were found in countries like USA, Europe and India during January-February 
2020 which was mostly traced to travelers from China, the health body was still not 
convinced about a possible human-to-human contagion. Confirmed deaths from the 
virus were fewer. 

                                                             
1 Former Director, Press Information Bureau, Calcutta, India 
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When, in early March 2020, the Corona cases crossed the hundred thousand mark 
globally, WHO began to take it seriously and asked the nations to start developing 
strategies to fight it. With the cases escalating further all around, the virus spreading to 
over 100 countries now, the secretiveness of China on its ‘successful’ methods to 
contain the virus and a total inaction on the part of other nations, WHO had announced 
the viral outbreak as a Pandemic on 11th March 2020, emphasizing the fact that the 
novel Coronavirus is very contagious, but is very controllable too if proper measures of 
testing, detection, containment and isolation are adopted. Significantly, the WHO did not 
say that the virus was ‘very clever and dangerous’ as yet. 

The objective behind narrating this scenario is just to underline the fact that humankind 
did not have much knowledge about the possible implications of the new virus, and 
accordingly most of the nations, except China and perhaps South Korea, Japan, Taiwan 
and Singapore, failed to take appropriate measures on time. Soon, Europe became the 
epicenter of COVID-19 with fatality rates as high as 14-15% in Italy, Spain, France and 
United Kingdom, and then the US, India, Brazil, Russia and other nations came under 
the stranglehold of the virus. Desperate measures began to be adopted by the affected 
nations in terms of lockdowns, aggressive testing and contact tracing, containment and 
isolation strategies. Therefore, it is clear that the lack of knowledge about the 
Coronavirus behavior along with a false sense of safety is responsible for the failures of 
various nations in fighting the virus effectively, in the initial stages. This applies to India 
too, apart, of course, from its own set of realities. 

Stray COVID-19 cases started appearing in India from the month of January 2020, first 
in the state of Kerala, and all of such cases were traced to travel history. For reasons as 
cited above, such cases and occasional deaths did not impel the government of India to 
impose restrictions on international flights and stringent checking and quarantine of the 
passengers. The month of March saw two states, Kerala and Maharashtra (primarily 
Mumbai), competing with each other in terms of rising infections. The WHO declaration 
of COVID-19 as a pandemic finally propelled the union and state governments in India 
to consider taking restrictive measures such as closure of schools and colleges and 
places of heavy public congregation like the malls, cinema halls, entertainment parks 
and places of religious worship. 

The final warning bell came from the experience of the European nations. The Prime 
Minister of India, Narendra Modi, made the first emergency address to the nation on the 
evening of 19th March 2020. The objective of the address was clearly to prepare the 1.3 
billion citizens of the country for the coming challenging days. In the way of a dress- 
rehearsal the Prime Minister appealed to them to observe Janata Curfew (a kind of 
curfew enforced by the public which was practiced regularly during the Assam 
movement 1979-85) on the coming Sunday, that is the 22nd of March. To enthuse the 
people Modi also asked them to observe a blackout by lighting diyas and candles in the 
evening of that day, and to sound bells of various sorts as a good omen, which was, in 
fact, inspired by Spain, where people paid tributes to the medical fraternity by way of 
clanging bells. Several states including Maharashtra imposed restrictions on movement 
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of people from that day itself, and the Indian Railways too stopped its operations 
henceforth. 

The Prime Minister was to address the nation again on the evening of 24th March, and 
this was seen by most citizens as the final call on lockdown. There had been panic 
buying and stocking of rations throughout the nation on the days after Sunday. Modi 
addressed the nation on the evening of 24th March, and declared national lockdown for 
21 days from midnight, that is to say, from 25th March onward. The Prime Minister 
defended this decision in view of the world-wide unprecedented crisis and appealed to 
all to cooperate in a united fight to defeat the virus. He also said that the national 
lockdown signified a most timely response in which many other countries faltered. ‘Stay-
at-home’ was the clarion call, along with the adoption of other norms such as wearing of 
masks, hand hygiene, work-from- home and social distancing. However, the ‘stay-at-
home’ was not an ideal state to be in for millions of Indians thanks to the country’s 
realities, as we mentioned earlier. Stark economic inequalities that kept on increasing 
since Independence always meant that the poor in India gets hit the hardest under any 
calamity or disaster or emergency, and the ‘national lockdown’ was not an exception. 
Whether the government knew about this or anticipated this or ignored this will be 
clearer as we go on with our story. 

A study by Oxfam International in 2017 reveals that about 1% of the Indian population 
held 73% of the national wealth generation while the wealth of 670 million people, the 
poorest half of the population, increased by just 1%. More than 90% of the Indian 
workforce was employed in the unorganized sector as per the Economic Survey of 
2007-08. Then, a NSSO (National Sample Survey Organization) study in 2009-10 
reported that the total employment in the country was 465 million out of which only 28 
million worked in the organized sector and the remaining 437 million in the unorganized 
sector. Out of the unorganized sector workforce about 246 million worked in the 
agricultural sector, 44 million in construction and the rest in manufacturing and service. 
With growing urbanization, a world trend, the scenario changed only a little over the 
past years and more than half of the Indian workers still remains a floating population—
trying to earn as agricultural or construction workers in their home terrain or migrating to 
other states in search of better livelihoods. Add to this the rising unemployment figures 
due to the economic downswing witnessed since the last two years. Therefore, the stay-
home was not an option at all for a vast chunk of the Indian population; this implied slow 
starvation, and death at worst. If we assume that the agricultural laborers in the rural 
areas are a little better-off having at least ‘homes’, the urban poor including the self-
employed and the migrants just did not have a clue as to what they were supposed to 
do next. 

There were questions in the minds of many after the announcement of national 
lockdown. Had the government completed the preparations or done the homework 
before resorting to a humongous step that was a never-before situation in the country, 
not even during wars? However, in view of the worst ever crisis faced by humankind, 
the spirit of cooperation and support prevailed at that time with even opposition political 
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parties lauding the government’s objectives and efforts. As the socio-economic realities 
of the second-most populous country of the world with bursting population density 
began to reveal themselves the bonhomie was fast declining, and dissenting voices and 
protests were fast emerging. Although the union government kept on chest-thumping for 
months on the righteousness of its lockdown decision to contain the virus and save 
lives, the debate over ‘livelihoods’ became stronger by the day with the scenario 
involving the poor and the shelter-less getting starker. The community of the migrant 
workers was in dire straits and this ‘crisis within crisis’ began to dominate the 
proceedings thus diluting the lockdown gains which, in turn, made the COVID-19 
trajectory in India haphazard and unpredictable. 

Migration is a historical process and an integral part of human civilization. People 
always are in search of greener pastures or better livelihood opportunities from the 
ancient ages. Here our focus is on the internal migration in India, particularly in the post- 
independence period. Internal migration implies inter-district and inter-state migration, 
and this is basically linked to uneven economic growth nationally and state-wise, 
economic disparities, development of special zones of economic growth and the level of 
urbanization. Independent India adopted the policy of a ‘mixed economy’ to allow the 
participation and the promotion of the private sector leading to rapid urbanization and 
high rate of growth in certain states and pockets. Mega cities began to be seen as major 
centres of economic growth, and Mumbai, Delhi, Kolkata, Chennai, Ahmedabad and 
others started emerging as major growth zones in terms of industry and economic 
activities. The rate of urbanization rose from around 10% in the fifties to nearly 40% at 
present, which is, of course, still much lower than the global rate. The mega cities and 
special zones of growth became attractive targets for the surplus population of the 
agricultural sector, the landless labourers of the rural areas and the urban poor. In view 
of the lopsided and uneven development across the states, Maharashtra, Gujrat, 
Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Delhi Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and West Bengal became the 
major ‘destination’ states while Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Odisha and the North Eastern 
states became the major ‘source’ states. In 2019 almost one-third of the total population 
of India lived in the cities. 

It is unfortunate that this major chunk of migrant workers, a floating population, was 
almost an ‘unaccounted for’ segment in India with no data available as to their real 
numbers, their rights, the facilities that are available to them, their employment 
conditions & security and their economic condition. There has been only one legislation 
in the decades after independence concerning the migrant workers which is, ‘Inter-state 
Migrant Workmen (Regulation of Employment and Conditions of Service) Act 1979’ 
promulgated by the Government of India. Although the Act makes it legally binding for 
employers/contractors to pay wages regularly to migrant workers at equal or higher than 
the minimum daily wages set by the government for skilled and unskilled labour, to 
provide suitable residential accommodation, to provide prescribed medical facilities, to 
provide protective clothing and to notify accidents/casualties to proper authorities, the 
special provisions/relaxations provided to the employers/contractors made the Act 
ineffectual, and it remained on paper only. In fact, the first-ever realistic estimate of the 
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work-related internal migrants was done only in the Economic Survey for 2016-17. The 
estimate yielded a staggering figure of nearly 140 million or 14 crores of migrant 
workers, out of which 80 million were inter-district and 60 million inter-state migrants. 
The Survey showed a marked rise in the number of migrants during the period from 
2011 to 2016 at an annual average of 9 million while it had been around 4 million per 
year as suggested by earlier census reports. Accounting for the average outflow from 
each of the destination states and the better-off among them with monthly salaries there 
were at least 40 million migrant laborers at the time of the announcement of national 
lockdown. Most of these workers had no access to Aadhar or ration cards, neither at the 
destination states nor at the source states. 

It seems apparent now that the government, though it must have been aware of the 
magnitude of this problem, was not prepared for the logistical implications. The 
authorities must have thought too that taking the necessary steps to tackle the problem 
would have delayed the lockdown indefinitely, thus negating the imperative need to 
contain infections and to save lives. Besides, PM Modi perhaps hoped that everyone 
would stay wherever they were for the lockdown period and employers would continue 
paying the workers despite shutting down, as he appealed in his address. However, one 
possible approach could still have been realized. The Prime Minister addressed the 
nation first on the 19th of March. Instead of going for the rather gimmicky Janata-Curfew 
or Candles & Bells events the Prime Minister could have declared lockdown that same 
day, with effect from the 25th of March. That would have given at least a week for the 
migrants or the stranded people anywhere in the world to arrange travel home. 
Perhaps, one week was too little time for such a huge magnitude of population, but it 
would have far better than the 3-4 hours finally provided before locking everything 
down. And, a black chapter in Indian history was thus created. 

Immediately after the imposition of lockdown all employers/contractors, except for major 
industries/factories, shut down their business/shops/factories/workshops and dismissed 
their daily wage workers, asking them to vacate the business premises. Even most of 
the workers on monthly emoluments lost their jobs due to lack of employment contracts 
or job security. Majority of the workers with rented accommodation could not afford it for 
long due to stoppage of all wages/salaries. With no income and no shelter and then no 
food, they had no option but to head back home. At that time nobody would know for 
sure for how long the lockdown would continue, and when the lockdown was extended 
from the 14th of April to the 3rd of May the workers became restless and desperate. 
Humanitarian organizations, NGOs, a few state governments and even individuals 
offered food and shelters for the hapless mass of humanity, but that too was not 
enough. A realistic economic package was expected urgently from the union 
government, but it was held up indefinitely. When it did finally come, no assistance in 
terms of cash transfers to the migrants was provided, and the free rations only which 
were arranged for the poorest of the poor reached, if at all, the kin of some of the 
migrant workers only at their home states, but not the suffering souls stranded 
hopelessly. In fact, bank transfers to most of the migrant workers would not have been 
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possible even otherwise, because as we indicated earlier, they were not listed or 
accounted for in official records. 

The huge protests on the streets and at the railway stations of the main destination 
states made a mockery of the social distancing norm, and the stay-home got reduced to 
an irony. They demanded to be sent back home, and failing to get any response from 
any government they decided to undertake the journeys on their own: many started 
walking on the highways in scorching heat for days; some on their bicycles or cycle-
rikshaws or on pulling carts; some others bundled into any form of transport available or 
affordable, tempos, trucks or buses. Many of them perished on the way home, some 
just a few miles away from home. The scenes were starkly painful, with even pregnant 
women and mothers with babies on their arms trudging along the merciless concrete 
highways where no help of any kind was available. In the recent years, female migrant 
workers increased significantly, accounting for almost half of the total migrant workers. 

As the situation threatened to get out of control and pleas reached the Supreme Court, 
the Indian Railways finally started its special operations for migrants across the nation 
from 11th of May 2020. That was also not easy as many state-centre quarrels broke 
out, at the cost of the suffering humanity only. The union government defended itself by 
saying that they notified the states in the beginning of the lockdown to take steps for 
transporting the migrant workers home and they produced some documents in support. 
However, the Railways being a central public utility the states had no say over its 
operations. The crux of the matter was that no sincerity had been shown at that time by 
any government. At a later stage, as per the Supreme Court directions states arranged 
public buses for the migrants, and free meals were provided on trains and buses. 

By running hundreds of trains every day, the Railways saw an opportunity to earn some 
revenues, and so, it started to operate a few pairs of special trains on the excuse of 
helping other stranded people. Once the decision to run trains was taken, the hard-hit 
aviation sector cried for reopening domestic flights operations, and the government had 
to allow domestic flights from 25th of May. Social distancing was enforced strictly only 
up to the boarding, both in trains and flights. Once inside, even the middle berths or the 
middle seats were allowed to be occupied. The point being made here is that due to 
lack of proper planning or vision the government was forced to open up the trains and 
other forms of public transport too soon, thus allowing the virus to travel to small towns 
and interior areas of the country. Further, in the wake of the ‘economy & livelihood’ 
pressure and the ‘unlock’ spirit, more and more facilities were reopened contributing to 
the COVID-19 surge. While lockdown is only a measure to buy time for strengthening 
the health infrastructure and to contain the spread of the virus and keep it limited to 
containment zones only, like China showed, it must be strictly implemented for the 
period required and then only the exit strategy should be thought out and put into action. 
The series of compromises in India throughout the lockdown duration made the process 
diluted, almost beyond repair. 

https://jsd.damdamacollege.edu.in/


Journal of Social dialogues 
Vol. 1, Issue 1, April 2021 

ISSN: XXXX-XXXX (Online) 
Journal URL: https://jsd.damdamacollege.edu.in/  

Bi-annually Published By: Damdama College  
(Affiliated to Gauhati University), Assam, India 

 

92 | P a g e  
 

The state of Kerala is an example. The state had shown exemplary containment 
strategy from the beginning and reduced the spread spectacularly; but the unfortunate 
compromises across the nation put paid to all its efforts, and the killer virus invigorated 
itself again. To make matters worse, there was lot of disparity in measures adopted by 
different states. Lockdown has been reduced almost to a plaything: surge in new cases 
means impose lockdown again; it can be two-day long, weekend one, week-long or 
anything as desired by the concerned state; throw everything open on other days, and 
resort to lockdown again as deemed required. Some states also enforced full-
attendance in offices which is really flawed, because without ensuring a fully-operated 
public transport system, particularly the metro railway, people cannot be forced to crowd 
the limited options available and thus invite the virus to attack. At the international level, 
Russia at one stage was having huge spikes of new cases like India, but it controlled 
and contained the disease with effective measures and planning. Whereas in case of 
India, the flattening of the Corona curve became unpredictable with lows and highs 
displayed repeatedly, not yielding the expected peak. While one state capital flattens 
the curve, the virus invades other regions of the state. 

There has been lot of talk and discussion regarding the ‘new normal’, experts across the 
globe have emphasized the importance of adapting to it. This is of special importance 
for an over populated country like India where social distancing under normal 
circumstances is almost impossible. So, the central and state governments must go on 
ensuring that the least number of people leave their homes on a day which means 
encouraging online classes, online shopping & marketing, online entertainment and 
work- from-home norms, instead of reopening educational institutions and other public 
places too soon, and demanding all to attend offices. The authorities must encourage 
people to fully adapt themselves to the new normal, at least till a safe and effective 
vaccine arrives. 

World Health Organization has long revised its warning about COVID-19 to a ‘very 
clever and dangerous virus’ from the earlier ‘very controllable’ one. Besides, this strain 
of the Coronavirus can be dormant, and then can resurface again several countries 
including the worst-affected European ones have been experiencing a second wave. 
India cannot afford to have a second wave, and so, should prepare very well for the 
future. Fortunately, the COVID-19 strain in India has proved to be less virulent and the 
death rate here has come down from around 3-4% to around or less than 2%, thanks 
primarily to improved treatment methods like the repurposed drugs, plasma therapy and 
so on. However, with a population of well over a billion, even a 1% fatality rate can 
result in a huge number of deaths, if the virus is allowed to infect people at will. 

Of course, there have been also a few positive developments and takeaways from the 
COVID-19 experience in India. India’s health sector was always described as weak and 
inadequate. But during the lockdown period the health infrastructure has been 
strengthened to a large extent across states. We must laud the apex health body, Indian 
Council of Medical Research (ICMR), All India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS), the 
medical fraternity, the Union Health Ministry & all state health ministries and the 
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hospitals for their round-the-clock dedicated duty. Thanks to their efforts testing labs 
have been increased significantly across the country and tests including the RT-PCR 
and rapid antigen tests have increased from mere hundreds to over 7 lakhs per day. 
They have also been the most reliable source of correct and genuine information and 
advisories for the larger public amid a sea of misinformation, fake news and scepticism. 
We must also appreciate the hard work and dedication of the municipal authorities, the 
police, the officials of all essential services and the media. All of them are the true 
COVID warriors in India’s fight against the Coronavirus. 

The challenge of the COVID-19 crisis in India is far from over. Bigger challenges wait at 
every stage in near future. Migrant workers are said to be the ‘builders of modern India’ 
which is rightfully so. However, the treatment meted out to them is far from desirable. 
With micro, small, medium and major industries/factories/construction/businesses 
opening up, the question is how are they going to operate without the migrants and how 
the migrants are to be brought back. Schemes like a revamped MNREGA has been 
helping some of them while at their respective native places, but the number of persons 
losing their jobs has reached almost 20 million. A well-crafted socio-economic strategy 
with vision is the need for India at this hour with more public cooperation than 
governmental control. 
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