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ABSTRACT 

This article explores the predicament of the informal and migrant workers during COVID19 

pandemic in India in 2020-2021. The article is based on the extensive field surveys carried 

out by author and also draws on the existing studies on the subject. COVID pandemic 

exposed the precarious condition of the migrant and informal workers. The situation could 

have been avoided with proper planning by government and civil society. These workers 

suffered losses of livelihoods (78%) and incurred debts to meet their needs. Nearly 80% of 

these workers were unemployed during the lockdown. Although the unemployment reduced 

by 50% people remained underemployed and getting lesser work and wages. Among the 

social security schemes, free rations were the source of sustenance. The situation worsened 

with the coming of natural disasters in 2020 and 2021. There is need for a comprehensive 

plan to tackle this situation to avoid any repetition of this. This means we have to ensure 

land, livelihood and social security of these workers. Skill building trainings, encouraging 

self-employment is absolutely essential. Also we need to facilitate safe migration and ensure 

workers are safe at their worksites. Lastly, we need to provide special support for the 

disaster affected states. 
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Predicament of migrant and informal workers 

 The distressing footages of lakhs of migrant workers stranded and walking back to 

their villages which were flashed in media still concern many of us. There were several 

casualties in the entire process but the main learnings from this crisis is perhaps still going 

unnoticed as this news is no longer in the media. And the migrants have started returning to 

their workplaces without the registration and without safeguards which led them to such 

crisis few months before. 

 

 While it is a question of very survival for many of the migrants, the government at 

large and CSOs should rise to the occasion to ensure no repetition of the crisis. This time 
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almost all were taken aback by the crisis. Government later extended support of transport 

and food grains to the migrants. But this was largely inadequate.1 

 

 As per 2001 census, 307 million (or 30%) were reported as migrants by place of birth 

while in as per 2011 census, the number of migrants is 455.8 million (37%). These people 

are basically informal labourers engaged in work like the construction sector, domestic work 

and so on. Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Odisha, Punjab, Rajasthan, Uttarakhand, 

Jammu and Kashmir and West Bengal are some of the source states of interstate migration; 

the major destination states are Delhi, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, Andhra Pradesh 

and Kerala. There is also huge number of intra state migrants. The conditions that these 

migrant and informal workers live in the cities is inhuman with has no minimum health and 

basic amenities at the work place. The social security schemes including PDS are not 

accessed by these migrants due non portability of the schemes beyond their source states. 

Also, the education of children is also heavily affected by this migration. 

 

Studies on migrant and informal workers during COVID 19 pandemic 

 There have been numerous reports on the plight of informal workers during COVID19 

pandemic like Aga Khan Rural Support Programme (India) and their partners in 2020, 

Centre for Economic Performance at the London School of Economics, 2020, ActionAid in 

2020, 2021 and so on. Most of the reports except that of, ActionAid are one time surveys.  

The main findings of Aga Khan supported survey of 4835 households was returnee migrants 

are mainly engaged in labour work and more than 25% of them are still searching for work. 

Women in households where there are returnee migrants have greater workload and 29% are 

who migrated to villages are back in the cities while 45% want to move into cities.2 (NDTV, 

August 2020) 

 

 Centre for Economic Performance at the London School of Economics conducted a 

survey of 8530 young urban workers (18 to 40 years) between May-July 2020 attempted to 

understand their plight in COVID19 pandemic. Main findings were 52 percent of urban 

workers went without work or pay and received no financial assistance to tide over the 

crisis, earnings fell by 48 percent on average in April and May, but those in the top quartile 

of pre-Covid income saw their share in total income increase by 16 percentage points within 

three months and 70 percent of urban workers have no guarantee of a minimum number of 

days of work in the year. So COVID 19 also widened the preexisting income disparities.3 

(Bhalotia et al. 2020, page 2). 

1 Debabrata, Patra. Outlook, October, 2021. https://www.outlookindia.com/website/story/india-news-as-
labourers-return-to-cities-is-govt-ready-to-avoid-future-migrant-crisis/358956. This article was written by 
author of current paper. I have taken some of the ideas given in the article. 
2 Two-Thirds Of Migrants Have Returned To Cities Or Wish To Do So: Survey, August 2020. https://
www.ndtv.com/india-news/two-thirds-of-migrants-have-returned-to-cities-or-wish-to-do-so-survey-2273343 
3 Bhalotia, Shania, Dhingra, Swati and Kondirolli,Fjolla, 2020 City of Dreams no More: The Impact of Covid-
19 on Urban Workers in India CEP COVID-19 ANALYSIS. London. https://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/
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 ActionAid and its partners carried out a longitudinal survey on the migrant workers all 

over India in two phases – one in May 20204 (ActionAid India, 2020, Chap.3, page 30) and 

other one in December 2020.5 (ActionAid India, 2021, Chap.2, page 7) Overall, we 

interviewed over 11530 workers across 21 states in the first phase and 16961 workers in 23 

states and 5 union territories in the second phase (unlock 3 and 4 phase) through a network 

of more than 270 partners and volunteers. We were able to cover 293 source and 393 

destination districts. In the second phase we repeated 4,818 – 41.7% of the respondents to 

understand whether the situation is changing better for them. 

 

Detailed findings of ActionAid Study 

 The findings were startling in the first phase: 78% reported a loss of livelihood but 

more importantly over 48 per cent of respondents did not receive any wages after the 

lockdown and 17 per cent received partial wages. The condition of housing was pitiable, and 

most workers lived with 6-10 people and 60% workers had to vacate their housing post 

COVID primarily because of livelihood loss. More than 50 per cent migrants reported that 

they were stranded for over a month, yet more than 70 per cent migrants said that they did 

not receive any transport assistance.6 (ActionAid India, 2020, Chap.6, page 69) 

 

 In the second phase, among the revisited workers, more than 80 per cent were 

unemployed during the lockdown. In the unlock phase, around 40 per cent remained 

unemployed, whereas 52 per cent were employed part-time, that is they were either working 

fewer hours than the pre-lockdown level or getting work occasionally. Although the 

unemployment is reduced people are underemployed and getting lesser work and wages and 

slowly moving to agriculture sector from construction and manufacturing. Also the recovery 

level of migrant workers was much less than the non-migrants.  There has been an 

unwelcome shift from regular work to casual work and casual workers have reported lower 

protections at work. In our sample, 60 per cent of respondents were working as casual 

workers and 22.5 per cent as regular workers. Notwithstanding their hardships, most 

returnee migrants in our sample (more than 50% of migrants said so in Odisha) were 

unwilling to migrate for work again, which was hardly surprising given the continuing 

economic uncertainty. Moreover, the opportunities for better prospects are negligible 

because nearly 93 per cent of the workers we interviewed have had no technical education 

or training. Overall, wages have remained lower than minimum wage, particularly for 

women, during the unlock phase. More than 26 per cent of the revisited workers had no 

income during the unlock phase. The majority of workers, nearly 29 per cent, were earning 

4 ActionAid India, Workers in time of COVID-19, Round 1 of National study on informal workers, August 
2020. https://www.actionaidindia.org/publications/workers-time-covid-19/  . The author participated in both 
the longitudinal studies carried out by ActionAid colleagues. 
5 ActionAid India, Workers in time of COVID-19, Round 2 of National study on informal workers, February 
2021. https://www.actionaidindia.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/WORKERS-IN-THE-TIME-OF-COVID-
19-I-Report-of-Round-2_Final-V2.pdf  
5 ActionAid India, Workers in time of COVID-19, Round 1 of National study on informal workers, August 
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between Rs 2,000/- to Rs 5,000/- per month.7 (ActionAid India, 2021, Chap. 2, pages 7 -13, 

xviii, xix) 

 

 In the first phase of study in May 2020, after coming home, 60% percent had taken 

loans to meet the family emergencies and healthcare as for most of the workers the savings 

were not enough. For more than 80% of the workers the food consumption was not 

sufficient and around 38 per cent of respondents said that their access to water was 

insufficient or barely sufficient. Only 28 per cent of workers were able to access public 

healthcare during the lockdown.8 (ActionAid India, 2020, Chap 6, pages 70 -71) 

 

 In the second phase of the study, around 39 per cent of respondents have reportedly 

borrowed money in the unlock phase. The incidence of debt was markedly higher for 

women, for workers in urban areas, and for non-migrant workers when compared to men, 

workers in rural areas, and returnee migrants. Regarding the access to welfare schemes, in 

Andhra Pradesh, Odisha, West Bengal, and Assam more than 87 per cent of the respondents 

could access free rations but in Manipur, Rajasthan, Delhi, and Punjab less than 55 per cent 

respondents reported access. This meant migrant were forced to take debts mostly through 

money lenders with a high rate of interest.9 (ActionAid India, 2021, Chap 5, page 45, Xviii 

In the first phase of the study however, the enrolment and access to Entitlements was low 

across schemes such as Antodaya Anna Yojana (27 per cent), PM Kisan Samridhi (5 per 

cent), ICDS (7 per cent), Jan dhan Yojana (23 per cent), Ujjwala Yojana (23 per cent), and 

pension schemes (6 per cent). The level of enrolment/access in PDS/Antodaya/PM Kishan 

was the highest – more than 50%.10 (ActionAid India, 2020, Chap 6, page 71) 

 

 In 2020, apart from COVID19, India also faced several natural disasters- Cyclone 

Amphan in Odisha and West Bengal, Floods in Assam, Bihar, Hyderabad, Cyclone Nisarga 

in Mumbai and so on. This proved to be double jeopardy for the 55 lakh people who were 

already reeling under the impact of COVID19. A vast majority of respondents, over 63 per 

cent, said that their houses had been damaged and close to 53 per cent respondents reported 

loss of their livelihoods. Food and water shortages were reported by 49 per cent and 28.5 per 

cent of the affected workers, respectively.11 (ActionAid India, 2021, Chap 6, pages 53-54) 

 

A case study of distressed worker in Odisha from Nabarangpur, Odisha: Danara Kalari, 

7 ActionAid India, Workers in time of COVID-19, Round 2 of National study on informal workers, February 
2021. 
8 ActionAid India, Workers in time of COVID-19, Round 1 of National study on informal workers, August 
2020. 
9 ActionAid India, Workers in time of COVID-19, Round 2 of National study on informal workers, February 
2021. 
10 ActionAid India, Workers in time of COVID-19, Round 1 of National study on informal workers, August 
2020.  
11 ActionAid India, Workers in time of COVID-19, Round 2 of National study on informal workers, February 
2021. 
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25 years from the village Koilari in Nabarangpur district belong to the 

most backward community. He lives with his father Hari kalari, 61; 

mother Dishiri Kalari, 55; younger sisters Bhanumati Kalari, 23 and 

Kunti Kalari 21. His farther own two acres of land and he grows 

agriculture crops in that land without any irrigation facility. Whatever 

her produces that only cater the needs of the family for 8 months only. 

Besides agricultural farming the family members are engaged in 

collection of uncultivated forest produces from the nearby forest to meet the needs of the 

rest of the period. Her mother is the only member in the family who gets entitlement of 25 

Kg rice per month with subsidized price of one rupee per Kg. 

 

 Like his parents Danari had the equal burden to marriage off two sisters hence he 

migrated to Telengana and worked as carpenter in B N K Club of Rangareddy district for 14 

months. He could manage to do the savings of Rs. 5000/- only per month after meeting all 

his expenses for survival. Due to the COVID 19 lock down everything was closed there and 

in the month of April 2020 he managed to return Nabarangpur along with his friends with an 

expense of Rs. 3000/-. After reaching Nabarangpur, he was quarantined for 17 days (April 

21-May 7) in the Temporary Medical Centre (TMC) at Government Girl’s Hostel, 

Dabugaon. He is back to home now after the quarantine period is over but till today, he 

hasn’t got the entitlement (Rs 2000 per migrant) meant for the people undergone quarantine. 

He has given written complaint to the Sarpanch time and again. But the Sarpanch says that 

your entitlement will be given when the money reaches form the State Government. 

 

 Since the parents are aged and not in a position to do the hard-manual work hence job 

cards have not been issued in their name. Despite of several requests made in the Gram 

Sabha; his family has not been provided with a concrete house under any scheme of the 

Government. Now Danara is helping his parent in the agricultural work. Danara Says, “I 

don’t know much about agricultural wok. If Government will provide me any carpentry 

work in my district I wouldn’t migrate outside. I would go back to work in Ranagreddy once 

the communication is opened and normal.” At present Danari is back in Rangareddy district 

in Telangana district. 

 

 The level of recovery of livelihoods for returnee migrants has been lower as compared 

to non-migrants. Amongst returnee migrants, 83 per cent were unemployed during the 

lockdown and 43 per cent were unable to resume work in the unlock period, whereas for 

non-migrant workers, the unemployment level was 73 per cent during the lockdown, which 
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fell to around 36 per cent in unlock. In case of women workers, the recovery has been 

seemingly greater when compared to male workers. Around 77 per cent of the women we 

spoke to were rendered unemployed during the lockdown as compared to 81 per cent of the 

men. The low levels of employment and low and unpaid wages have greatly impacted the 

economic security of households, manifested in both dropping consumption levels and fast 

disappearing savings. During the lockdown, food security rapidly fell due to people’s 

inability to access or buy food and food rations. Of the workers we revisited, only 18 per 

cent reported that their food consumption was sufficient during the lockdown, a massive 

decrease from before the lockdown when 86 per cent of them believed that their food 

consumption was sufficient. In our sample, of those who had migrated for employment 

before the lockdown, 54 per cent want to remain in their source area and not return to the 

place where they were working. Both for people who wish to go back and for the ones who 

want to stay in the villages there needs to be specific measures to avoid such a catastrophe 

in future.12 (ActionAid India, 2021, Chap 2, page 8, Chap 6, 53-54) 

 

Way forward: Land, livelihood and social security for the migrant labour is badly needed: 

Those who stay back need to have a good piece of land where they can cultivate crops and 

they need good access to the social security entitlements like PDS, Antodaya and so on 

including MGNREGS. They need a comprehensive livelihood plan. There should be 

procurement of Non-Timber forest produces  by Government cooperatives on urgent basis 

as many of the migrant families also depend on forest. Special agriculture credit and input 

support to engage the migrant workers in Kharif operations. Government should ensure 

selling of agriculture produces with fixed MSP, proper facility of storage and mandi. This 

especially important for the disaster prone states like Odisha where these support is badly 

needed for people to recover from the double jeopardy of COVID19 and disasters. 

 

A case study of livelihood support to 

single woman in Kandhamal: Sebi Nayak, 

a 45-year-old single woman from Partamaha 

village in Daringbadi block of Kandhamal, 

depends on collection and sale of forest 

produce, such as siali leaves and other non-

timber forest produce. Leaf plate-making 

and vegetable and turmeric cultivation are the major sources of income for her. She also 

works as a daily wage labourer, basis the availability of work. However, due to the 

lockdown, she could not sell her leaf plates and turmeric and did not even have access to 

12 ActionAid India, Workers in time of COVID-19, Round 2 of National study on informal workers, February 
2021. 
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any daily wage work, thereby badly hitting her income. During this time, she was provided 

with seed support to cultivate in the next Kharif season and a pair of goats to support her as 

well. This was a small support given by ActionAid and the local partner in Kandhamal but 

this went a long way to revive the livelihood of this woman. Similar such small support is 

required for such vulnerable households of single women, migrant labourers, persons with 

disability, uncared aged and so on. 

  

Expanding social security programmes - Pradhan Mantri Gareeb Kalyan Ann Yojana 

and Universalise Public Distribution System and Expand Mahatma Gandhi National 

Rural and Urban  Employment Guarantee Act: There is an urgent need to extend the 

PMGKAY scheme. The extra free food grains being provided under the PMGKAY are thus 

vital, considering people’s purchasing capacity remains low. The Government should also 

diversify the PDS basket to include salt, oil, and millets to meet people’s nutritional 

requirements. There is a need to universalise PDS so that migrant workers and people from 

marginalised communities and urgently allow for portability of ration cards for migrant 

workers, but even in the absence of ration cards, subsidised food grains should be given at 

fair price shops to anyone who demands them. There have been efforts in this direction by 

central and state governments. Migrant workers should get Antodaya ration (35 kg food 

grain) wherever they are located. Similarly all migrant workers should get health insurance 

cover while the recently introduced Biju Swasthya Card by Government of Odisha only 

provides these cards to people having a ration card. 

 

 The Government must urgently allocate fresh funds for the MGNREGS scheme. It 

should increase funding, double the days of guaranteed work from 100 to 200 days, ensure 

payment of unemployment allowance, and allow for issuance of separate job cards for all 

adult members in a family. It should also diversify the kinds of work provided under the 

programme to strengthen critical infrastructure in health, education, and agriculture 

including markets, storage spaces, and warehouses. However, in some states like Odisha, 

average days of employment has never crossed 50 days (currently 38.08) in Odisha and only 

7% received 100 days of employment. Workers surveyed complained about less wage rate, 

lack of continuous work and delay in wage payment in MGNREGA. The widespread loss of 

work and wages in urban areas has led to many votaries of an urban employment 

programme, and State Governments in Odisha, Himachal Pradesh, Kerala, and Jharkhand 

have already introduced such programmes but there is a need to systematise these 

programmes to avoid the loopholes of MGNREGA. 
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 E shram portal recently launched by Ministry of Labour and Employment in August 

2021, Government of India is a welcome move to create a national database of unorganised 

workers including the migrants and link them to different social security schemes like 

pension, medical insurance and so on. The workers need to have an Adhar card and should 

not be income tax/ provident fund payee. More than 4o million people have registered in the 

portal and among them 48.5% are women.13 (As of 22nd October, E shram portal shows 

4.65 crore unorganised workers have been registered). The only concern is not all 

unorganised workers have a proper Adhar card with their address and mobile numbers 

properly updated. 

Ensure Livelihood plans including support to Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises 

 

 The Government must take stronger measures to support the MSME sector, which is a 

significant job generator, especially for informal workers in urban areas. It should expand 

access to credit under the Aatma Nirbhar Bharat package and adopt mechanisms to ensure 

that loans are reaching smaller units. Also state governments of migration prone districts 

should prioritise skill building of youth in various institutes like Industrial training institutes 

(ITI) and so on. 

 

Ensure Women’s Access to Safe and Decent Work  

 Women’s participation in the labour force has declined. Thus, we need to create 

formal jobs for women, create self-employment opportunities and enable women to join the 

labour force. This would entail providing access to public services, including affordable 

transport, creches, and elderly care homes, and expanding the network of frontline health 

workers and care providers such as ASHA workers and anganwadi workers. The 

Government should urgently identify those sectors where women workers are most 

vulnerable due to the complete absence of any protections and recognition as workers, such 

as home-based petty manufacturing and domestic work. Girls who have the minimum 

education should be encouraged for skill trainings in various Industrial training institutes 

and other centres so that they get employed or can start their own enterprise. 

  

 Implement and Enforce Minimum Wages: Workers have reported wage violations 

including delayed payments, non-payments, or wage cuts. In the unlock phase, there have 

been additional reports of people having to accept work at much lower wages than the 

wages they were earning before the lockdown, and mostly below minimum wages. The 

Government must announce a floor wage based on the demands of trade unions and 

workers’ collectives and strengthen its implementation and enforcement mechanisms. This 

12 E Shram Dashboard, Government of India (https://app.powerbi.com/view?
r=eyJrIjoiYTJiNzY2NDQtMTZjOS00MDBiLWE1ZjAtMmMyMDkxY2NhZTM0IiwidCI6IjE1NjUyNDgwL
TA3MjUtNDk2Yy1hOTg0LWRlYjFlZGExNjFhMCJ9&pageName=ReportSectionbd48c2da2b3071d24036) 
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is essential to maintain a minimum living standard for the workers – both informal and 

formal and for this the employers should be made responsible. Some groups including trade 

unions demand that wages should be no less than Rs 18000/- per month provisions of 

indexation. 

 

Facilitate Safe Migration  

 For the people who want to go back, Government should put the strict guidelines this 

to avoid the crisis again. We need a thorough mapping of the returnee migrant workers and 

vulnerable left behind family members. Those who wish to go back also they need to 

register themselves under district administration in the source and destination districts. 

There should be proper contract at the workplace and the employers should provide good 

quality housing support and should also commit to arrange for the travel back home at the 

end of the contract. There should portability of the social security schemes including PDS 

especially for the people who travel with the families. There should be provisions for 

children to attend schools in the destination areas and they should not be treated as 

workforce by the employer. The provisions in interstate migrants act should be strictly 

enforced in this case. 

 

 There is an urgent need to ensure implementation of the district action plan for 11 

migration prone districts in Odisha. This includes identification, tracking providing social 

security to migrant worker’s families, protection at destination states, seasonal hostels and 

so on as per the letter (No 17 – STGR -22-4151- 21028/PR, dated the 17th December, 2014) 

by Panchayati Raj Department Government of Odisha addressed to the Collectors). This 

government order has given necessary direction for the registration of labourers going 

outside the state – Migration of workers for search of work and better wages in 11 districts 

of Odisha – Bolangir, Bargarh, Subranapur, Kalahandi, Nuapada, Gajapati, Ganjam, 

Koraput, Nabarangapur Rayagada and Khurda. Similar such proactive measures are 

essential to combat the distress migration and its effects which we have seen in the country 

since last one and half years. 

 

Special support for disaster prone states 

 As we have seen, impact of natural disasters in times of COVID pandemic has been 

devastating for the people in many states. Government and CSOs need to come up with 

special relief measures for the same.  
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Reviving after Cyclone Yaas: 

Mangalata Barik 

 Mangalata Barik, 65, lives in 

Para Pokhari village under Sana 

Krushnapur block. She is a widow 

surviving on a widow pension for over 

six years. She has two sons but lives 

with her younger son who is 

unemployed. She had already been 

going through a lot of hardship due to the COVID-19 pandemic and when Cyclone Yaas hit 

Bhadrak in late May 2021, she was completely devastated. The high-speed winds broke her 

home and her kitchen. She and her son went hungry and homeless for days and sought 

shelter in their neighbour’s home. They struggled to put their lives together from scratch 

once again. 

 

 She received Rs.4,000 in cash support from ActionAid. She spent a major part of it on 

treating her medical ailments; she has a chronic respiratory condition. She visited the doctor 

and purchased medicines with the money. With the rest of the cash support, she fixed a part 

of the thatched roof of her hut. However, the roof still leaks when it rains heavily. The water 

in the house causes repetitive infections and she falls sick continuously. She invited the 

volunteers to show the condition of her house after repairs. “The labourer’s wage is as much 

as Rs.600 per day. How can a poor person like me rebuild the house if it is affected by rain 

and cyclone so frequently?” she says. She has not got any support for housing scheme from 

state government.  

 

Some of the suggestions to tackle this crisis are: 

1. Ample provisioning of cyclone/flood shelters before any cyclone. Maintain adequate 

stock of food in the cyclone shelters to provide cooked food. 

2. Inspection of the cyclone/flood shelters and repairing and cleaning cyclone shelters 

before the disaster season would be a great help. The toilets need to be cleaned and 

made usable before the cyclone otherwise people are forced to go out for open 

defecation. 

3. Assist people as per the State Disaster Response Fund and National Disaster Response 

Fund norms of assistance within a stipulated time limit, say two months. This is 

essential at this stage as people are reeling under the impact of the cyclone and 

COVID19 pandemic and have lost their livelihoods. 
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4. Provide adequate social security and housing support to the affected population so that 

they can tide over the crisis of cyclones and pandemics. These schemes will help 

people to recover faster. The schemes like Antodaya Yojana, PDS schemes, pension 

schemes, and housing schemes and so on will help the vulnerable people in these 

trying times.  

5. Livelihood support to revive agriculture (credit, seed support and so on) and other 

livelihood options are critical.  

Lets not push our workers - nation and city makers to the brink of despair and destitution 

again and lets come forward for our nation builders. 
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