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The present government of Kerala have tangible idea about the labour 
sector of Kerala. Major steps and plans have been already initiated for 
the upliftment of this sector. Kerala Institute of Labour and Employment 
(KILE) is an autonomous body constituted by the Government of 
Kerala for the purpose of training and research in labour and allied 
subjects. KILE being the first State Level Labour Institute has a vital role 
in educating and empowering the labourers in Kerala.

The Memorandum of Understanding signed between KILE and 
International Labour Organisation (ILO) serves as a significant milestone 
in the labour history of Kerala. KILE is expanding its reach and activities 
for the improvement of the labour sector in Kerala.Along with that the 
International labour conclave organised by the Kerala State Planning 
Board and the Labour department  was a successful event that brought 
about 150 distinguished delegates from around the world to discuss 
the challenges and solution in the global labour sector. 

We believe  that KILE play an important role in Kerala’s labour sector and 
we are doing our best to raise our activities and expand our horizons. 
It is with great pride and pleasure that we announce the publication of 
the new volume of KILE News.

K. N. Gopinath
Chairman
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It is with a deep sense of happiness that we publish the English 
Edition of KILE NEWS. This edition of KILE News mainly focuses 
on KILE’s collaboration with the International Labour Organization 
and the International Labour Conclave that happened in Trivandrum. 
Being the first State level labour Institute, it was indeed a proud 
moment to collaborate with the ILO.

The Institute conducts careers and skill development courses, 
various training for the workers as well as research. The Research 
wing of the institute carries out regular and important studies that 
help in the upliftment of the labourers.

With huge pride, I bestow this issue to the public with satisfaction.

Authors are solely reponsible  
for the content

KILE NEWS | DECEMBER 2023 5

KILE   NEWS
PUBLISHED BY KERALA INSTITUTE �OF 

LABOUR AND �EMPLOYMENT (KILE)

2023 DECEMBER

EDITORIAL



Government of Kerala

KILE NEWS | DECEMBER 20236



Declarations
The Conclave recognises that labour rights are an inalienable part of the struggle 
for economic and social justice, and the progress of society as a whole. The rights 
of workers are recognised as fundamental rights under the Constitution. India’s 
workers have to face conditions of deprivation concerning livelihood, regulari-
ty of employment, and assurance of dignified working conditions. Decent and 
healthy conditions of work, social security, and an absence of precarious em-
ployment are essential components of a just society.

As an important location for the ILO, Kerala has been playing a pivotal role in 
uploading ILO’s values and principles throughout its journey over the past years. 
The International Labour Conclave 2023 was an excellent platform to share 
knowledge, ideas, and best practices through different technical sessions. ILO 
and the Government of Kerala look forward to continued and strengthened col-
laboration.

As the Chief Minister of Kerala noted at the inaugural, workers’ rights must be a 
part of public discussion everywhere, as they are in Kerala. We have pledged to 
remove extreme poverty by 2025. In Kerala, our path of development is distin-
guished by concern and care for all people, regardless of gender, caste, religion, 
or social group. We are proud of that tradition of inclusiveness and of secular, 
democratic advance in the world of work and labour. No person must be left be-
hind in the cause of economic development.

The Conclave noted that the Government of Kerala is nearing completion of a 
specific bill for the protection of domestic workers’ rights, the first of its kind 
in India. The Conclave discussed the move by the Government of India to enact 
four labour codes with the declared objective of “rationalising” existing labour 
legislation. These codes will shrink the worker’s hard-won rights and displace 
many judicial interpretations now favourable to workers.

The Conclave underlined the value of the convention of discussing such codes in 
tripartite labour conferences before bringing it to Parliament. The exclusion of 
different types of employment from the purview of the Industrial Relation Code 
will leave whole categories of workers without alternative legal relief and will 
increase social and economic problems among working people.

LABOUR  
CONCLAVE
International Labour Conclave
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Care work, paid and unpaid, is one of the main drivers of our economics and so-
cieties. Women dominate in care work. Scheme workers are all considered volun-
teers, honorary workers, social workers, or activists, and denied what is their due 
in terms of status and income. The Conclave is of the view that scheme workers 
or community workers, who are part of the various Government programs, must 
immediately be recognised as workers. A suggestion long overdue is the need 
for constituting a mechanism for fair remuneration to care and scheme workers. 
The Conclave recognised the need to put traditional industries on a new tech-
nical footing and to abolish conditions of drudgery. Workers’ rights to healthy, 
well-remunerated work in traditional industries were emphasised.

Recent developments in digital technologies are fundamentally altering many 
of the traditional forms of work as well as creating new forms of work. Kerala 
will work with ILO to understand the emerging global regulatory and welfare 
framework to develop a path forward for the rights of gig and platform workers, 
and to ensure them just and dignified conditions of work. Kerala will take up this 
matter at the national level to ensure a consistent all-India framework for the 
future of work.

The Conclave recognises the critical importance of human resource development 
to create a knowledge economy with science and technology as the foundational 
base. In addition to strengthening the current program of job-responsive skills 
in traditional job categories, efforts must be made to develop sector-specific 
knowledge workers with interdisciplinary knowledge.

Every Government has to protect the rights and livelihoods of migrant workers 
and invest in the infrastructural requirements of migrant workers at their place 
of work. The State must provide welfare benefits including access to health facil-
ities and decent housing. The details of migration and migrant workers must be 
the subject of regular statistical study.

The Labour Conclave recognised the importance of reliable and scientifical-
ly-generated labour statistics as a tool to ensure the social and economic de-
velopment and progress of the working class. The Conclave stressed the impor-
tance of learning from worldwide experience and of international working-class 
solidarity. This Conclave will generate a series of policy recommendations for 
workers’ rights and welfare for different governments.
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In 1956, after independence, 
language became a cohesive 
factor and led to the formation 
of United Kerala. In 1957, the 
first ever democratically elect-
ed communist government led 
by EMS Nambudripad became 
a model to India and the world 
by drawing and implementing 
policies that brought develop-
ment to the work environment, 
work, and workers. On the 
sixth day that they came into 

TRUMPING  
KERALA'S LABOUR  
SECTOR 

power, the EMS government 
passed the Agrarian Reforms 
Bill, conferring a massive blow 
to feudalism. In 1958, the Min-
imum Wages Act ensured min-
imum rates of wages in various 
occupations. As we come to the 
state’s present Chief Minister 
Pinarai Vijayan’s Ministry, the 
government has brought out 
policies that have refined, re-
formed, and redefined the em-
ployment sector. Kerala stands 
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alone as the sole state in the 
country that ensures minimum 
wages across 84 sectors.

The ingenious income support 
scheme further enhances this 
progress by guaranteeing fixed 
wages for a minimum of 100 
days to workers in traditional 
fields like handloom, cashew, 
coir, fishing, and more. Kerala’s 
employment sector is under-
going remarkable growth by 
creating appropriate jobs for 
skilled youth.

Kerala shines as the state with 
the finest working environ-
ment in India, along with be-
ing the frontrunner in paying 
the highest wages to labourers. 
The influx of guest workers 
from all parts of India to Ker-
ala in search of employment 
stands as living proof of this 
distinction. Sramik Bandhu 
Facilitation Centres operate 
in every district, providing as-
sistance in the labourer’s lan-
guage, fostering a sense of be-
longing and support. The Awaa 
Scheme is specifically designed 
to facilitate the registration 
and insurance of guest work-
ers. Under the leadership of 
the Pinarai government, Kerala 
has emerged as a shining ex-
ample of prioritising women's 

safety. Women workers have 
been granted the right to sit 
in the workplace alongside a 
range of other benefits, includ-
ing essential provisions like 
maternity leave. In a thought-
ful initiative, the Department 
of Vocational Skills runs the 
Sahaja Call Centre, offering 
vital interventions to address 
workplace challenges faced by 
women. Through Kerala Sa-
vari, the government has intro-
duced the nation's first online 
taxi system.

This pioneering initiative has 
revitalised the once-monopo-
lised sector. To ensure conve-
nience and security, dedicated 
studio apartments have been 
arranged to provide working 
women with comfortable over-
night accommodation. Trade 
union activities, which contin-
ually expanded the bargaining 
power of workers, served as a 
constant catalyst for renewing 
class-based political interven-
tions.

The Apna Girl project focuss-
es on constructing apartment 
complexes for unorganised 
sector workers and provid-
ing hostel facilities for guest 
workers. These initiatives aim 
to provide safe and affordable 

housing options catering to 
the needs of workers in differ-
ent sectors. Kerala is the first 
state in the country to honour 
organisations that provide a 
safe and friendly working at-
mosphere, as well as employ-
ees that showcase excellence 
in their field of work.

Eleven organisations are 
awarded these Excellence 
Awards. The Best Employee 
Award is given to 19 employees 
of varied fields who show ex-
emplary talent and skill. Under 
the leadership of Chief Minis-
ter Pinaray Vijayan and Labour 
Minister Sivan Kutty, we are 
ready to face the challenges in 
the labour sector during these 
changing times.

By leveraging the Industrial 
Relations Committees under 
its purview, effective inter-
ventions are made to address 
and resolve issues arising in 
labour-employer relationships. 
The most significant change 
brought about by the Govern-
ment of Kerala is the establish-
ment of a non-discriminatory 
work environment that pre-
serves the dignity and self-re-
spect of workers.
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"Kerala at the forefront 
of workers' rights"

Since 1957, when Kerala’s first 
State Government came to 
power, we have implemented 
a rights-based strategy to ac-
commodate the requirements 
of workers in the formal and in-
formal sectors. By passing the 
Kerala Minimum Wage Rules 
in 1958, Kerala’s first ministry 
showed the world how workers’ 
rights can be protected by en-
suring minimum wages. Kera-
la is the first State in India to 
establish welfare fund boards 

for its workers, beginning with 
the Toddy Tappers Welfare 
Fund Board in 1969. It was in 
the same year that the Kerala 
Dinesh Beedi Workers Cooper-
ative Society was also formed. 
Both experiments triggered the 
formation of a large number of 
welfare boards and workers’ 
cooperatives all over the state, 
across various sectors. 

A significant turning point 
in the welfare of the workers, 
however, was the Kerala Wel-

Pinarayi Vijayan
Chief Minister, Kerala
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fare Fund Act which ensured 
financial contributions by the 
government, employers, and 
employees. As a result, a large 
number of Welfare Boards were 
set up to serve workers - in-
cluding women - in the infor-
mal sectors. The coverage of 
traditional industries such as 
coir, handlooms, cashews, and 
so on is worth citing. In total, 
there are 24 Welfare Boards in 
the State which play a crucial 
role in reducing the livelihood 
crisis of informal workers. It 
was especially evident during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. A 
pathbreaking effort of the State 
Government came in 1980 with 
the implementation of the ag-
ricultural workers’ pension 
scheme. It was the first major 
social assistance scheme in In-
dia.

Kerala is well renowned for its 
tripartite mechanism which 
operates in nearly all of its tra-
ditional sectors. The govern-
ment, the employees, and the 
employers reached an agree-
ment on the issues of bonuses, 
Onam and Christmas advances, 
and so on, thanks to the tripar-
tite process. The tripartite sys-
tem is strengthened through 
the Industrial Relations Com-
mittees which are functional in 
not less than 12 sectors. 

An important dimension of 
Kerala’s labour policy is that 
it is integral to the reforms 
initiated in the industrial sec-
tor. For instance, the tripartite 
system in the plantation sec-

tor has been strengthened by 
introducing a new plantation 
policy and also by strength-
ening the welfare measures of 
the plantation workers, includ-
ing an increase in the pension 
age from 58 to 60. This is apart 
from the benefits from the Es-
tate Workers Distress Relief 
Fund. New management sys-
tems are being introduced into 
the estates as well. 

The Income support scheme to 
provide financial support of Rs 
1,250/- to workers engaged in 
the traditional sectors like bee-
di, khadi, fisheries, coir, etc., 
has been progressing over the 
years with increased budgetary 
allocations. The scheme is im-
plemented through the respec-
tive departments. Also, the 
Kerala Unorganised Social Se-
curity Scheme has been formu-
lated by amalgamating various 

schemes specifically aimed at 
artisans, barbers, beauticians, 
temple workers, and so on. As 
rapid urbanisation is taking 
place in the State, we have also 
come up with a new scheme of 
Affordable Housing for Unor-
ganised Poor Urban Labourers.

The recognition of the rights 
of domestic migrant workers 
is an integral aspect of the la-
bour policy in Kerala, with a 
slew of measures in place to 
support them. We honour them 
as guest workers. Kerala is one 
of the most migrant-friend-
ly States in the country. They 
were especially aided during 
the COVID-19 pandemic with 
free accommodation, food, and 
medical care. 

The Interstate Migrant Work-
ers Welfare Scheme was intro-
duced in 2010. It established a 
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welfare fund for migrant work-
ers in Kerala under the Kerala 
Building and Other Construc-
tion Workers Welfare Board. 
Interstate migrant workers in 
the age group of 18 to 60 could 
enroll in the scheme. It provid-
ed them with financial support 
in the event of accidental or 
natural death. Aawaz, a health 
insurance scheme, was imple-
mented for them in 2017. Apna 
Ghar envisages providing safe 
and hygienic accommodation 
for them. 

During the COVID-19 crisis, 
many Labour Welfare Boards 
announced ex gratia financial 
assistance to workers. Besides 
the direct financial assistance, 
certain Welfare Boards also 
offered workers interest-free 
loans. The Government took 
steps to ensure food for all 
during the lockdown, by setting 

up community kitchens and 
people’s restaurants. Distribu-
tion of free food kits through 
the ration shops continued 
even after the lockdown. We 
even put up shelter homes for 
the homeless. 

All the social security pensions 
were distributed two months in 
advance to around 5.4 million 
people. An economic revival 
package which included the 
distribution of interest-free 
loans amounting to Rs 2,000 
crore through Kudumbashree 
was rolled out. Welfare Fund 
Board assistance, social secu-
rity pensions, food kits, eco-
nomic revival package, and 
interest-free loans were main-
ly intended to ensure the so-
cial security of informal sector 
workers and other vulnerable 
sections of the society who lost 
livelihoods during the lock-

down.

Through this conclave, we will 
be commemorating the centu-
ry-old history of the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation’s 
association with India and Ker-
ala’s contributions in uphold-
ing the objectives and princi-
ples of the ILO. We will discuss 
workers’ rights and labour 
practices in Kerala as well as in 
India, in the larger context of 
the world. 

The ILO came into being at the 
end of the First World War as a 
response to workers’ struggles 
against the oppressive condi-
tions of work and deep income 
inequalities. It has served and 
continues to serve as a plat-
form for workers, employers, 
and governments across the 
world to come together and 
strive to create a legal archi-
tecture for the governance of 
the world of work.

India is one of the founding 
members of the ILO and be-
came a permanent member 
in 1922. India has maintained 
a special bond with the ILO 
over the last 100 years. The 
Government of India, national 
trade unions federations, and 
major employers’ associations 
are constituent parts of the 
ILO. India has ratified six of 
its eight fundamental conven-
tions. The Employee State In-
surance was enacted in 1948 by 
the Government of India which 
ensures state insurance to all 
employees with equal contri-
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bution from employees and 
employers. 

As far as Kerala goes, we have 
one of the best records con-
cerning workers’ rights in the 
global south. Kerala is excep-
tional in protecting and ad-
vancing workers’ rights at a 
time when workers’ rights are 
waning worldwide. In terms of 
providing decent employment, 
forming unions, workers’ co-
operatives, welfare boards, and 
pension schemes, and ensur-
ing inclusivity and the protec-
tion of migrant rights, Kerala 
has evolved as a role model. We 
comply with the main princi-
ples of the ILO, including the 
tripartite structure, in which 
the government, employers, 
and employees meet to resolve 
disputes. 

The right to work is upheld. 
Child labour has been out-

lawed. We affirm protection 
against discrimination. Social 
security is ensured particular-
ly for women workers. Wage 
protection is offered. Workers’ 
grievances are resolved. They 
have the right to organise and 
form trade unions. Collective 
bargaining and management 
participation are also available 
to our workers. All these are 
guaranteed by the State’s safe-
ty net.

Now, we are on the path of 
transforming Kerala into a 
knowledge economy and in-
novation society. We intend to 
reap the benefits of technolog-
ical advancement and modern 
management. As part of this, 
the Labour Department is in-
creasingly being digitised and 
modern methods of governance 
are being practiced. An app has 
been created for guest workers 
to make their social protection 

foolproof. Schemes like Aawaz 
can be more efficiently applied 
once this app is completely 
functional. Transparency in 
the payment of wages to em-
ployees in the private sector is 
crucial. An e-payment system 
has been introduced to ensure 
the same. This is in addition to 
the minimum salaries that are 
set in different sectors, which 
are the highest in the country. 

We have recently created a 
programme called Karmachari 
which allows students to earn 
while they learn. Students in 
higher education who enjoy 
working along with studying 
are urged to take part in the 
project that will be run by the 
Higher Education Department. 
A Digital Workforce Manage-
ment System has been devel-
oped by the Kerala Knowledge 
Economy Mission to enable 
students to sign up for the pro-
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gramme and earn while they 
learn. We are giving impor-
tance to skills convergence, 
and for institutional strength-
ening at the national, state, 
and district levels. The Kerala 
Academy for Skills Excellence 
(KASE) has been designated as 
the torchbearer for the State’s 
skill development mission. 

Various departments have their 
skilling programmes, which in-
advertently result in duplica-
tion. This emphasises the need 
for convergence across the 
departments under a mission 
at the state level. This mis-
sion would guide, coordinate, 
monitor, and evaluate skilling 
initiatives and bring all skill 
development activities of the 
state under a single umbrella. 

The question of skill gaps and 
skill convergence are ade-
quately addressed through the 

initiatives of KASE, iSTEP (In-
ternational Skill Training and 
Employability Programme), 
and ASAP (Additional Skills 
Acquisition Programme). Addi-
tionally, Centres of Excellence 
are being set up in various sec-
tors and in higher education 
institutions to address this 
question. The Pradhan Mantri 
Kaushal Vikas Yojana and the 
Skills Acquisition and Knowl-
edge Awareness for Livelihood 
Programme are also being im-
plemented in the state.

Self-employment and other 
employment opportunities are 
made possible in Kerala by sup-
porting MSMEs (Micro, Small 
and Medium Enterprises). In 
the last financial year alone, we 
have been able to set up close 
to 1.4 lakh MSMEs with a total 
investment of around Rs 8,500 
crore which in turn generated 
employment for more than 3 
lakh people. The government 
pays special attention to the 
rights of workers as well as the 
IT sector and other closely re-
lated technology-oriented sec-
tors as part of the development 
of the knowledge economy. 

Workers in the unorganised 
sector have access to several 
benefit programmes including 
pensions. The State has given 
special attention to women 
workers with a focus on their 
health, nutrition, working con-
ditions, and other rights. Their 
‘right to sit’ in the shops they 
work in has been legally as-
sured. 

Given the fact that as many as 
84 sectors have minimum wag-
es fixed and revised timely, Ker-
ala stands ahead of many other 
States with respect to wages 
and benefits. The highest dai-
ly wage rate for male non-ag-
ricultural workers in rural In-
dia is in Kerala at Rs 677.6/- in 
2020-21. It is more than double 
the India average at Rs 315.3/-.

The Government of India has 
introduced four new labour 
codes. Draft Rules appropri-
ate for Kerala have already 
been prepared for discussion 
in the State Legislature. Work-
ers’ rights are part of Kerala’s 
public discourse and ensuring 
them is part of our legacy. We 
will continue to uphold them. 

We have pledged to remove 
extreme poverty by 2025. We 
believe that Kerala can be as 
prosperous as an advanced 
middle-income country in the 
next 20 to 25 years, with the 
qualification that no one will 
be left behind. Our path of de-
velopment is distinguished by 
our concern and care for all 
people regardless of gender, 
caste, religion, or social back-
ground. We are proud of our 
tradition of inclusiveness and 
of secular, democratic advance, 
especially in the world of work 
and labour.
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The International Labor Con-
clave is a significant event that 
will bring together 150 distin-
guished delegates from around 
the world to discuss the chal-
lenges and solutions in the 
global labor sector.  

The conclave will focus on the 
plans and policies of Kera-
la, which can serve as a mod-
el for labor welfare activities 
worldwide. The conclave will 
be attended by workers’ repre-

"Fostering a cordial 
work culture"

sentatives, employers, admin-
istrators, legal experts, and ILO 
representatives.  

They will discuss the chal-
lenges and potential solutions 
faced by various professions 
globally.

Kerala has always been com-
mitted to the social and eco-
nomic upliftment of work-
ers, prioritising their welfare 
through legislation and poli-
cies.  

V. Sivankutty
Minister for General Education & Labour, Kerala
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The conclave will address var-
ious issues, including workers’ 
rights and duties, through sev-
en sessions.

The Kerala government empha-
sises the protection of work-
ers’ rights and socio economic 
security.  It has implemented 
numerous schemes and pro-
grams to maintain healthy la-
bour-employer relations.  

The Labor Department over-
sees 16 Welfare Fund Boards, 
benefitting over 7 million 
members. These boards pro-
vide support through pension 
schemes, educational benefits, 
and assistance funds during 
periods of unemployment. 

Kerala is at the forefront of 
ensuring minimum wages in 
84 sectors. In cases where em-
ployers struggle to meet the 
minimum wage, the state gov-
ernment provides income sup-
port.  

Our guest workers, who are 
treated as guests, are bene-
ficiaries of schemes such as 
health insurance, facilitation 
centers, and housing schemes. 
Through schemes like Kera-
la Sawari, an online auto and 
taxi system, Kerala has demon-
strated excellence in seasonal 
job changes.  

The government’s Karmachari 
project offers employment op-
portunities alongside studies, 
enabling students to gain ex-
perience and secure better job 
opportunities.

Kerala strives to create 
non-discriminatory and wom-
en-friendly workplaces. It has 
implemented various schemes, 
including maternity benefits, 
night shift safety provisions, 
and call centers to address 
workplace issues. Skill devel-
opment programmes cater to 
traditional occupations and 
technical jobs, such as porter 
training.

Kerala is known for its high 
wages with workers earning 
over twice the national aver-
age in sectors like agriculture, 
non-agriculture, and manu-
facturing. Furthermore, the 
state has instituted awards for 
labour excellence, recognising 
outstanding workers in organ-
ised and unorganised sectors.

This conclave serves as a 
platform to foster a develop-
ment-friendly work culture, 
treating workers and employ-
ers as complementary. It en-
courages effective interven-
tions, ideas, and suggestions 
that can equip educated job 
seekers to face the challenges 
of the new employment era. 

The government will careful-
ly consider all the ideas and 
suggestions put forth during 
this conclave. It will follow up 
diligently, announcing new 
policies and schemes that ef-
fectively cater to the needs of 
workers and the public.
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The three-day international 
labour conclave is coming to a 
close today. Noted economists, 
trade union leaders, scholars, 
and other dignitaries from dif-
ferent parts of the country and 
abroad deliberated on major 
themes including: 

1.	 Rights, legislation, and so-
cial protection

2.	 Traditional industries: 
Problems of transition

3.	 Internal migration and mi-
grant workers’ rights

4.	 Care workers, scheme 
workers, and domestic 
workers

5.	 Skilling and future forms of 
work

6.	 Gig and platform workers’ 
welfare

I am sure that the pioneering 
roles played by Kerala in terms 
of forming unions, worker co-
operatives, welfare boards, 
pension schemes, and the pro-
tection of migrant rights have 
been discussed and marked in 
this conclave. 

"Bolstering workers' part 
in Digital Economy"
K. N. Balagopal
Minister for Finance, Government of Kerala
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We are currently experienc-
ing the digital and artificial 
intelligence (AI) revolution, 
which has brought about pro-
found changes in industries 
and economies worldwide. The 
advancements in technology 
have completely transformed 
our way of life, work, and inter-
action. 

These developments will con-
tinue to disrupt traditional 
work patterns but present op-
portunities and challenges. 
Industries such as manufactur-
ing, healthcare, finance, trans-
portation, and communication 
have been greatly influenced 
by the digital revolution and AI. 
Companies across various sec-
tors are now leveraging these 
technological advancements 
to enhance efficiency and offer 
innovative products and ser-
vices. Consequently, the skills 
required in the workplace have 
undergone a significant trans-
formation. It is crucial that the 
workforce must adapt and be 
prepared for these changing 
dynamics. The government 
of Kerala recognises the im-
portance of embracing these 
advancements and taking ap-
propriate measures to leverage 
their positive effects on the 
economy while minimising any 
adverse consequences.

We do acknowledge that the 
skills that were valuable in the 
past may not be sufficient in 
the context of digital and AI 
revolutions. Therefore, we are 
committed to upskilling and 
reskilling workers in various 
sectors, including both Kerala 
workers and domestic migrant 

workers, to ensure their com-
petitiveness in the evolving job 
market. Identifying the skill 
gap and addressing it is a pri-
ority for us. We will take proac-
tive steps to equip people with 
the necessary skills and abili-
ties in Kerala. Our focus will be 
on providing 100% basic com-
puter literacy and promoting 
advanced computer literacy, 
especially among the youth. 
Upskilling and reskilling pro-
grams are already implement-
ed to bridge the digital skills 
gap among the current work-
force and empower individuals 
to actively participate and con-
tribute to the digital economy.

As part of the government of 
Kerala’s policy framework, we 
will promote digital and AI 
literacy. We advocate for the 
establishment of collaborative 
platforms involving govern-
ment, industry, and education-
al institutions. This will facil-
itate skill development and 
ensure that digital and AI-re-
lated skills are integrated into 
the formal education system 
and vocational training pro-
grams. Additionally, we em-
phasise the importance of cre-
ating a supportive ecosystem 
that fosters entrepreneurship, 
innovation, and the creation of 
new job opportunities.

Through these initiatives, we 
aim to harness the potential of 
the digital and AI revolutions, 
equip our workforce with the 
necessary skills, and create 
an environment that nurtures 
growth and economic prosper-
ity for the people of Kerala.
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I want to consider first the ma-
terial basis of workers’ rights 
at the present stage of capi-
talism as a world system. Karl 
Marx wrote: “Right, law, etc. 
are merely the symptom, the 
expression of other relations 
upon which State power rests”. 
The class relations of capitalist 
states today are characterised 
by a general crisis of economic 
stagnation, inflation, and fall-
ing wages.

Emerging from the global eco-
nomic shutdown in 2021, some 
of Britain’s largest employers 
embarked on a radical restruc-
turing of workers’ wages and 
conditions, exploiting the lack 
of protection for workers’ col-
lective conditions and employ-

ment rights in UK legislation 
by imposing ‘fire and rehire’ 
and wage cuts. As inflation 
and interest rates rose sharp-
ly in the post-pandemic era, 
trade unions in Britain resist-
ed attacks on their members’ 
living standards by organising 
the largest strike wave in thirty 
years. This strike wave devel-
oped from defensive actions 
against attacks on jobs and 
wages into a broad united front 
of organised labour across both 
private and public sectors, de-
manding real wage increases. 
The UK government respond-
ed by legislating to ban the 
right to strike in six key sectors 
(health, education, transport, 
fire and rescue, border securi-

Alex Gordon
President  

National Union of Rail, UK

Building 
back better: 
Towards 
a socially-
responsible 
capitalism
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ty, and nuclear waste manage-
ment). 

In June 2020, as global eco-
nomic activity atrophied un-
der the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic, the World Bank 
forecast a 5.2 percent annual 
contraction in global GDP — 
the deepest global recession 
since the Second World War. 
Global per capita income con-
tracted in the largest number 
of countries since 1870. How-
ever, the Bank’s warnings for 
the future of capitalism itself 
were starker yet. 

“Over the longer horizon, the 
deep recessions triggered by 
the pandemic are expected 
to leave lasting scars through 

lower investment, an erosion 
of human capital through lost 
work and schooling, and frag-
mentation of global trade and 
supply linkages.”  

Despite such pessimism, the 
World Bank did not anticipate 
the inflationary crisis that 
gripped global economies two 
years later. By January 2023, in 
a foreword to ‘Global Economic 
Prospects’, World Bank Presi-
dent, David Malpass wrote: 

“Our latest forecasts indicate a 
sharp, long-lasting slowdown, 
with global growth declining 
to 1.7 per cent in 2023 from 
3.0 per cent expected just six 
months ago.  … Median income 
levels, moreover, are being 
eroded significantly—by in-
flation, currency depreciation 
and underinvestment in peo-
ple and the private sector.” 

Back in September 2020, 
as global economic activity 
plunged by 7 per cent across 
all advanced economies, a new 
initiative entitled ‘The Great 
Reset’ was unveiled in Davos 
at the World Economic Forum. 
Its authors’ idealistic call to re-
invent capitalism as a system 
aligned with the needs of na-
ture and humanity was an ad-
mission of global capitalism’s 
crisis and the reality of its fail-
ure.

“A true recovery from 
COVID-19 will not be about 
putting things back together 
the way they were: we need to 
‘build back better’, to ‘reset’, 

if we are to address the deep 
systemic vulnerabilities the 
pandemic has exposed. For 
businesses, building back bet-
ter is about much more than 
corporate social responsibil-
ity: it is about truly aligning 
markets with the natural, so-
cial and economic systems on 
which they depend. It is about 
building real resilience, driv-
ing equitable and sustainable 
growth, and reinventing capi-
talism itself.” 

Under the slogan ‘Build Back 
Better’, world leaders from 
Washington to London to Ber-
lin proclaimed the need for a 
socially responsible capitalism.

However, this language of so-
cial responsibility was rapidly 
abandoned as capitalist econ-
omies emerged from the shut-
down that commenced with 
the World Health Organisa-
tion’s official announcement 
of the pandemic on 11 March 
2020, which lasted over 22 
months with varying levels of 
restrictions through to Decem-
ber 2021.

As publicly funded furlough 
schemes tapered off in 2021, 
UK employers turned to tactics 
of mass ‘fire and rehire’ to drive 
down wage costs, casualise and 
outsource employment con-
tracts, and in some cases end 
collective terms and conditions 
of employment altogether. In-
stead of corporate social re-
sponsibility, aligning markets 
with nature, and building equi-
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table and sustainable growth, 
central banks began to unwind 
Quantitative Easing, the long-
term assistance to the financial 
and corporate sectors put in 
place in 2009 in the aftermath 
of the global financial crisis. 

Britain and ILO Conventions: 
the importance of workers’ 
rights 

The ILO itself was, to a large 
extent, designed and originally 
created in 1919 as part of the 
Treaty of Versailles by British 
civil servants and trade union-
ists . Significant ILO figures 
include Director, Harold But-
ler (1932-38), Director-Gen-
eral, Wilfred Jenks (1970-73) 
and most recently Guy Ryder 
(2012-22). 

UK was the first state to rati-
fy core ILO Conventions CO87 
(Freedom of Association and 
the Right to Organise, 27 June 
1949) and CO98 (Right to Or-
ganise and Collective Bargain-
ing, 30 June 1950), but the UK 
government adopted no new 
legislation because it regarded 
itself as already in compliance . 

ILO C087 includes: 

	► Art.2: Right of workers 
to establish and join or-
ganisations ‘of their own 
choosing’

	► Art.3: Right of organisa-
tions to ‘draw up their con-
stitutions and rules, elect 
their representatives in full 
freedom, organise their ad-
ministration and activities 

and formulate their pro-
grammes’. ILO superviso-
ry bodies – the Committee 
on Freedom of Association 
and the Committee of Ex-
perts – derive from this 
provision the right of trade 
unions to take industrial 
action

	► Art.11: requires states to 
take ‘all necessary and ap-
propriate measures to en-
sure that workers and em-
ployers may exercise freely 
the right to organise.’

ILO CO98 includes: 

	► Art.1: Protection against 
acts of anti-union discrim-
ination 

	► Art.2: Adequate protection 
from ‘acts of interference’ 
designed to promote the 
establishment of workers' 
organisations under the 
domination of employers’ 
(‘Yellow unions’)

	► Art.4: Measures to ‘pro-
mote the full development 
and utilisation of machin-
ery for voluntary negotia-
tion…with the regulation 
of terms and conditions of 
employment by collective 
agreements’. 

Since ratifying CO87 (1949) 
and CO98 (1950) UK govern-
ments have refused to respond 
to questions from ILO Com-
mittees regarding UK laws that 
breach ILO core conventions. 
Early cases brought by the ILO 
concerned UK attacks on work-
ers’ rights in occupied or co-
lonial territories (Guyana, the 
Gambia, Honduras, Rhodesia/
Zimbabwe, Malaysia), rather 
than the treatment of trade 
unions in Britain itself. 

A general tactic of UK govern-
ments is to promote ILO con-
ventions on standards where 
these are already established 
in UK legislation or practice 
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so as to impose them on other 
countries and thereby protect 
the UK comparative advan-
tage. Such standards relate not 
only to collective bargaining 
but also to individual workers’ 
rights such as CO105 Aboli-
tion of Forced Labour (1957). 
The UK took 20 years to ratify 
CO100 Equal Remuneration 
(1951) - delayed until 1971 
when the UK enacted its own 
Equal Pay legislation (Equal 
Pay Act, 1970), which was 
forced on employers and the 
government by a campaign of 
strike action by women work-
ers demanding equal pay with 
male workers. 

The British Trade Union Con-
gress submission to ILO’s 
committee of experts in Sep-
tember 2022 stated: “The UK 
government has shown a con-
sistent record of failure to re-
spect labour rights conferred 
by ILO CO87 (freedom of asso-

ciation and protection of the 
right to organise) and CO98 
(right to organise and collec-
tive bargaining).”  Unions in 
the UK are highly regulated to 
an extent that infringes these 
rights. Conservative govern-
ments from 1979 to 1997 and 
since 2010 placed restrictions 
on trade unions to hinder the 
right to strike and to interfere 
in unions’ internal affairs.

These restrictions include a 
ban on unions lawfully taking 
protest strikes against a gov-
ernment (‘political strikes’), a 
total ban on solidarity action 
(‘secondary action’) and bal-
loting thresholds in educa-
tion and transport in the 2016 
Trades Union Act. In 2022, new 
laws to facilitate strike-break-
ing by agency workers were 
introduced and proposals for 
new laws to enable Serious 
Disruption Prevention Orders 
(by which people who have not 

been convicted of any offence 
can be made subject to re-
strictions on liberty backed by 
criminal penalties) were to be 
imposed on trade unionists.

Unions in the UK are high-
ly regulated to an extent that 
the British TUC (Trade Union 
Congress) believes that it in-
fringes their rights. Conserva-
tive governments from 1979 
to 1997 and since 2010 placed 
restrictions on trade unions 
through the Trade Union Act 
2016 which hinder the right 
to strike and ensure state in-
terference in unions’ internal 
affairs. Currently, the Strikes 
(Minimum Service Levels) Bill 
2023 enacted on 22 May 2023 
gives the government power 
to set minimum service levels 
during strikes in six key eco-
nomic sectors (health, fire and 
rescue, education, transport, 
nuclear energy, and border se-
curity). If unions or workers 
fail (or refuse) to comply, they 
lose legal protections against 
being sued or dismissed. 

UK anti-union legislation is 
antidemocratic, authoritari-
an and a fundamental attack 
on democratic rights. Trade 
unions in Britain are building 
a mass movement of opposi-
tion to such laws, that makes 
the law unworkable through a 
strategy of non-compliance to 
defeat this attack on working 
people.
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Q: How was the Amazon La-
bour Union called into action? 
What made you think about 
forming this union? 

A: It started in response to 
COVID-19. At the beginning of 
2020, the company was refus-
ing to give time off to workers. 
They were refusing to imple-

Justine Medina

Unionising the 
e-com giant 
Amazon
Justine Medina, member of 
the organising committee 
of Amazon Labour Union 
talks to KILE on the histor-
ic achievement of forming 
a union of workers at the 
e-commerce behemoth Am-
azonMember

Amazon Labour Union, USA

Intervew by Jasmi Begum & Surya Heman
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ment safety measures like en-
forcing distancing or providing 
masks. There were some work-
ers, including Chris Smalls, 
who is the current president 
of the Amazon Labour Union, 
who were agitating and urging 
workers to go to the manage-
ment and demand fair treat-
ment. But, nothing was hap-
pening. So they did a walkout. 
And, then in response to the 
walkout, some of the work-
ers were fired, illegally. They 
thought that this would stop 
the agitation. But all it did was 
raise the agitation. So, that was 
sort of the genesis of it. But, 
it just continued because the 

general treatment of Amazon 
workers is really bad. You're 
working these 10 to 12-hour 
shifts and you have to stand 
the entire time. If you take a 
break to go to the bathroom, 
you could get in trouble. Some-
times, you hurt yourself. A lot 
of injuries happen during your 
shifts. An ambulance comes to 
the warehouse almost every 
day to take someone to the hos-
pital. There are casualties and 
so many other problems. And 
even the young people who 
work there, like 20-21-year-
olds, have back problems. 
There were very serious inju-
ries and safety concerns, which 

was why we started the drive 
for a union and created one.

Q: At first, when you formed 
the union, what was the re-
sponse from the management?

A: It was horrible. They started 
doing propaganda against the 
union to the other workers who 
were not part of the union. Be-
cause in the United States, to 
have a union recognised by the 
government, you have to hold 
an election. And to hold that 
election at your workplace, you 
have to petition enough work-
ers to sign to say they want to 
have an election. And so, Ama-
zon started firing workers who 
were signing the petition. And 
then they started threatening 
the leaders of the union, send-
ing the police after them and 
arresting them. And then there 
would be surveillance, video 
and audio surveillance on all of 
us at all times. That was their 
response. But every time they 
attacked us, we were just em-
powered by it. 

Q: What is the vision of this 
union? Is it labor welfare? 

A: Well, yes, that is the start. 
But, we stand in solidarity with 
other unions and other strug-
gles. We really do see that peo-
ple are fighting against police 
brutality and we know that all 
of these struggles are intercon-
nected. 

Q: Did the management give 
any weightage to the union? 
What was the attitude of the 
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management after the union 
election? 

A: They said that we didn't 
win. There are records. And 
they even sued us and we went 
to court and the court was like, 
no, they won. Even though the 
Labour Department and the 
National Labor Board are on 
our side, they don't have much 
money. Amazon has tons of it 
and they can just ignore them. 

Q: We see in the news that Am-
azon is supporting its workers. 
If, as you said, people are get-
ting spine and back issues, is 
Amazon not doing anything for 
their health? Don’t they have 
any health policies?

A: No. If they say they are, 
they're lying. 

Q: What are the welfare activi-
ties in your union? 

A: The union helps get work-
ers food and groceries. That is 
one of the things we like to do 
to help people. We don't have 
a ton of money ourselves be-
cause we're still a new union. 
But we do what we can to help. 
There are a lot of homeless 
workers at Amazon. And we try 
to help give them some fund-
ing and help them find shelter 
and things like that. If a worker 
comes to us with a problem, we 
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force masking and implement 
social distancing. And, Ama-
zon, sort of, followed this; but 
they also tried to not do as 
much as they could.

Q: Even when the court and 
other labor institutes sup-
ported you and accepted your 
union, why could the govern-
ment still not do anything 
against Amazon?

Because Amazon just has that 
too much money and that 
much power. The consequenc-
es of breaking the law are very 
minimal. The fines are so small 
that for a company like Ama-
zon, it's nothing. 

Q: What made you come into 
this? What is your background 
and why did you initiate this 
from your side? 

A: I'm a member of the Com-
munist Party in the United 
States. We have been trying to 
look for initiatives to help the 
workers at Amazon because 
it's such an important struggle. 
And so when I heard about the 
union efforts on Staten Island 
and because they had reached 
out to ask if any of our mem-
bers wanted to get jobs at the 
warehouse to help build the 
union, I decided to do that. 

Q: How many members are 
currently part of your union 
there? 

A: That is hard to answer. At 
my warehouse, there are about 
8,000 workers. Every worker at 
my warehouse, according to the 

government, is covered by the 
union. But a lot of them are not 
active in the union. And then 
also, there are other warehous-
es where people are organising 
with the Amazon Labor Union, 
but they have not yet won gov-
ernment recognition. So that is 
why it is sort of tricky to know 
how many members are there.

Q: How did you get people to 
register in the union? Did you 
conduct any campaign of some 
sorts? 

A: Yes, we did. It is very sim-
ple to register, especially right 
now. Dues are completely vol-
untary, because we have not 
won a contract yet, and Am-
azon workers are very poor. 
So, we promised that until we 
win a contract, members don't 
need to pay dues to partici-
pate. So it is very easy, but it is 
also hard as there are so many 
hassles. There is not so much 
time as workers have these 10 
to 12-hour shifts and a lot of 
workers live 2 to 3 hours from 
the warehouse. So it is very 
hard for them to find the time 
to participate in union work. 
But many of us who are organ-
isers with the union, almost 
all of us, work there. So we try 
to hold meetings in the break 
room, and thus try to allow 
for more participation and get 
people more active. 

Q: What are the major threats 
against organising such a 
union? Have you faced any-
thing personally?

try to help them solve it. 

Q: During this COVID-19 out-
break, did the management 
help workers in any way? 

A: They only helped after the 
agitation started; and only 
because of government in-
tervention. So, in response to 
COVID and workers’ agitation, 
the government implement-
ed some laws mandating that 
businesses be required to en-
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Well, they are, sort of, always 
threatening. There is this 
looming threat of being fired 
from work anytime; so we 
have to keep up with our own 
jobs and our own rate. And of 
course, during the election 
campaign, all of us who were 
the primary organisers were 
threatened and we received 
such write-ups at work. So the 
hardest thing actually, is mak-
ing sure that the main leaders 
don't get fired. Because as long 
as we're in there fighting, we're 
good. If we are kicked out, then 
we have no access to the work-
ers, because you are not al-
lowed to enter the warehouse 
unless you work there. 

Q: So after firing those work-
ers, did the management reap-
point them?

A: No. Even though the gov-
ernment said that they have to, 
they did not. 

Q: Were the fired workers giv-
en any settlement amount? 
Why are they not hiring them 
back when the government has 
asked them to do so?

A: That is the crazy thing. De-
spite the government interfer-
ing in the matter, they don’t 
comply and they don't really 
have to give a reason.

Q: Do you think the govern-
ment can do something more 
than this? 

I think they could. But it would 
take political will. There are a 
few politicians who are very 

strong and who fight for work-
ers. But the majority is not so 
strong at fighting for workers. 
It will help to have more allies 
in the government. Because 
they could absolutely do more. 

Q: What are your plans for the 
future? Are you expanding the 
network?

Yes, we are working towards 
that. We are currently building 
towards a strike to force man-
agement to the table. Which is 
why we are trying to get more 
workers involved and partic-
ipating. We are also trying to 
organise to have internal union 
elections and increase partic-

ipation as well so that people 
feel more ownership towards 
the union. We are always in 
touch with Amazon workers all 
over the country and all over 
the world. Anytime, people can 
reach out to us. We may not be 
able to provide financial sup-
port, but we are happy to pro-
vide advice and we are happy 
to talk. We are always encour-
aging people, like communists, 
socialists and other allies of 
workers, to get jobs at Amazon 
warehouses to help with the 
union drive. That is what it will 
take. 

Q: How periodically do you 
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convene? Are there regular 
meetings?  

A: It is not legal. So it is diffi-
cult to organise. But, we try.

Q: What is the medium of 
communication like? How are 
meetings organised then? 

A: We have an office where we 
meet in person. But we also do 
a lot of online meetings and 
Zoom meetings, so that way, 
there can be more participa-
tion.

Q: So, is the digital platform 
mainly used for communica-
tion?

A: Absolutely. We use 
WhatsApp groups and such 
groups are really important for 
our union drive. They were very 
important for people to stay 
connected and to help spread 
information.

Q: So, about finance, how are 
you financed? Where does the 
union get money for protests 
and other union work? 

A: Once in a while, we win a 
contract and then there are 
also dues from the workers, 
and that helps. Other unions 
donate to us and there are pro-
gressive organisations who of-
fer help. 

Q: Who are the main sponsors? 
Who gives you more money?

A: For instance, the postal 
workers’ union; they gave a big 
donation. The Teamsters have 
helped and given us money. 
Primarily, other logistics work-
ers help us. The logistics sector 
is so interconnected, and we 
understand that the capitalists 
in the logistics sector are try-
ing to take over. Even though 
the government runs a lot of 
the logistics, the capitalists are 
trying to privatise more and 
more of it. So we're all trying to 
team up to stand in solidarity. 

Q: How are communists sup-
porting your union or your pro-
test?

During the union drive, the 
Communist Party was really 
helpful in providing resources, 
printing out flyers, and help-
ing with propaganda materials. 
And this was very necessary 
because we had no money un-
til we won our elections. Once 
we won our elections, we start-
ed getting donations from the 
public. But before that, it was 
very small. As per US law, you 
cannot conduct a public pro-
test without any permission. 

Q: So can you conduct a public 
protest? 

A: Yes. It's very common in the 
US to do unpermitted protests. 

Q: Do you have a flag or any 
emblem for your union, a sym-
bolic representation? 
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A: Yes, we do have a symbolic 
representation and it is a  little 
box with the fists. That is our 
symbol. And for a lot of people 
in the US, it's just ALU or Ama-
zon Labour Union. 

Q: What is the proportion of 
men and women participating 
in union protests? 

A: It is mostly 50-50, repre-
senting how it is in the work-
force as well. There is a 50-50 
gender split. At my warehouse, 
it's predominantly black and 
brown workers. So, we make 
sure that the union represen-
tation reflects the workforce.

Q: Earlier, you said that you do 
not have many active mem-
bers. So, who are more active 
in the union, males or females? 

A: It's about 50-50.

Q: Do female activists fear re-
percussions from the manage-
ment? Are they threatened or 
sexually abused? 

A: Yes, they are, and that is 
common. One of our protests, 
even before we won our elec-
tions, was against sexual ha-
rassment. And even when it is 
not the management and when 
it is other workers who abuse 
women, the management cov-
ers for such workers just to 
keep their good name. We pro-
tested against that and got the 
management to fire some of 
the workers who were harass-
ing women. 

Q: How often is an upskill-

ing program conducted? Does 
the management provide any 
training? Do you provide any 
training from your side to the 
participants? 

A: There's no training. Train-
ing is minimal and there is 
none from the management 
side. But, we do try to provide 
training and education on the 
systems, upskill them, and 
teach how to work with human 
resources to get what you need. 
We try to provide training, not 
only on things that will help 
people to do their work bet-
ter but also help them keep 
their jobs. Training on labour 
unions and the history of la-

bour unions and your rights as 
a worker in a union and such 
things are also taught by us.

Q: Can we say that Amazon is 
an iceberg and we are just see-
ing the tip of it and behind that, 
a lot of things are happening?

A: Yes absolutely. Absolutely. 

Q: Do they talk about being a 
communist?

A: It can be dangerous. They 
reached out to me, knowing 
that I was a communist. I've 
been very open the entire time. 
But at the same time, I'm not 
sectarian.

Q: So there are other commu-
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nists in the union, but there 
are also people who voted for 
Trump, right? 

A: Yes, and we all work to-
gether. We stand in solidarity, 
honestly. I was about to talk on 
that point.

Q: What was Trump’s reaction 
towards your protest? And how 
was Trump towards the man-
agement? 

He will obviously be support-
ing the management. He didn't 
make one comment. I see him 
as a joker, to be frank. Biden 
did make positive comments 
about us and that is good. Even 

though he made positive com-
ments, he has not taken any 
action to help. That's the thing.  

Q: So what is the current pres-
ident Joe Biden’s attitude to-
wards the union? 

He did make positive com-
ments and was entirely the op-
posite of Trump. Entirely the 
opposite. But the thing about 
Biden is that there is no action 
regarding any good thing he 
says. It just stops verbally. 

Q: So what can you do more 
in the future to empower your 
union in your State?

Well, we are going to keep do-

ing what we're doing. The thing 
is, you have to be present. You 
have to be there every day. As 
an activist, one has to be there 
every day. Even if one day goes 
by, and there is not an ALU per-
son around, the workers notice. 
And then they are like, ‘Oh! 
The union has abandoned me.’ 
So you have to show up and 
show that you are present and 
that you care. Then that pres-
ence makes the workers trust 
us. And then they get more in-
volved. 
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KILE-ILO MOU:  
A leap for Kerala's  
labour sector

Kerala Institute of Labour and 
Employment (KILE), which is 
the first state-level labour in-
stitute in the country, mainly 
focusses on capacitation pro-
grammes for the labour sector 
with special emphasis on the 
unorganised sector. The Mem-
orandum of Understanding 
inked between KILE and the 
International Labour Organ-
isation (ILO) serves as a sig-

nificant milestone for KILE in 
expanding its reach and activi-
ties for the improvement of the 
labour sector in Kerala. During 
the meetings held on 3rd April 
this year with ILO officials, the 
partnership was endorsed, rec-
ognising the potential benefits 
it can bring to the partners, 
particularly at the State level.

One of the key objectives of 
this partnership is to enhance 
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KILE-ILO MOU:  
A leap for Kerala's  
labour sector

the competencies of KILE in 
organising various programs, 
specifically focusing on the 
southern states. By leveraging 
the international expertise of 
ILO, KILE aims to improve its 
capacity to deliver effective 
programmes in all mandates. 
This is particularly relevant in 
emerging domains where prac-
tical experiences and insights 
are valuable, such as Labour 
Dispute Resolution and Social 
Dialogue, which is a priority for 
the ILO. The two-day workshop 
on Labour Dispute Resolution 
for Labour Administrators was 
conducted successfully on the 
19th and 20th of June.

Diploma in Social Dialogue 
and Labour Relations

The KILE-ILO-ITC partnership 
plans to start an online course 
on ‘Labour Relations and Social 
Dialogue’ for labour adminis-
trators, workers’ organisations, 
employers’ organisations, law 
researchers, and academicians 
as well as students of labour 
relations. This course will pro-
vide a sound foundation in 
theory, principles, and practice 
of Social Dialogue as defined 
by the ILO. On successful com-
pletion of the Diploma in La-
bour Relations and Social Dia-
logue, the participants will be 
able to analyse labour relations 

and social dialogue topics, in-
cluding practices, trends, and 
methodologies. It will enable 
them to explain and compare 
international labour standards, 
how they are adopted, promot-
ed, applied, and supervised, 
as well as learn their content, 
reasons for their development, 
and how they are used today. 

The course will detail and il-
lustrate the fundamental 
principles and benefits of 
the implementation of col-
lective bargaining, grievance 
handling, and workplace co-
operation. The diploma will 
be awarded after satisfactory 
completion of the course.
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V. Sivankutty

The collaboration with Kerala’s 
first State level Institute, the 
Kerala Institute of Labor and 
Employment and the Interna-
tional Labor Organization is a 
significant milestone, as it is 
the first time in India that the 
International Labor Organiza-
tion has entered into a memo-
randum of understanding with 

Minister for General Education & 
Labour, Government of Kerala

a labor institute under a state 
government.

This partnership signifies a 
powerful alliance aimed at ad-
vancing social dialogue and 
industrial relations. The diplo-
ma course in Social Dialogue 
and Industrial Relations is a 
testament to our commitment 

"Equipping Labour  
Sector with  
Social Dialogue"
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to fostering harmonious rela-
tionships between employers 
and workers. It emphasizes the 
importance of effective com-
munication, collaboration, and 

understanding in the work-
place.

Through this course, we seek 
to enhance the knowledge and 
skills of participants in the 
field of labor relations, equip-
ping them with the tools nec-
essary to navigate the com-
plexities of the labor sector in 
Kerala. By providing relevant 
and up-to-date education and 
training, we aim to create a 
highly skilled workforce that 
can effectively address the 
challenges and opportunities 
in the world of work.

This course holds immense 
significance for the Kerala In-
stitute of Labor and Employ-
ment, as it adds a new dimen-
sion to our involvement in the 
labor sector. It reinforces our 
commitment to promoting in-
clusive and sustainable growth, 
where the welfare and rights 
of workers are safeguarded. 
By aligning ourselves with the 
International Labor Organiza-

tion, we are setting a precedent 
for other labor institutes in the 
country to collaborate with in-
ternational organizations, fos-
tering greater synergy and ex-
change of best practices.

The benefits of this partnership 
extend beyond the classroom. 
The knowledge and expertise 
gained through this diploma 
course will not only enhance 
the careers of the participants 
but will also have a ripple ef-
fect on the labor sector in Ker-
ala as a whole. By equipping 
our workforce with a deep un-
derstanding of social dialogue 
and industrial relations, we are 
empowering them to contrib-
ute to the growth and develop-
ment of our state. It is through 
partnerships like this that we 
can create a brighter future for 
our workers, where their voices 
are heard, their rights are pro-
tected, and their aspirations 
are realized.
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Satoshi Sasaki
Former Deputy Director/OIC

ILO DWT/CO New Delhi

Through our Decent Work 
Country Programme for India 
(2023–2027), the ILO is com-
mitted to “[Strategic priority 
1] Promote International La-
bour Standards and the Funda-
mental Principles and Rights 
at Work, strengthen social di-
alogue, and support constit-
uents for effective policy re-
sponses”. We want to ensure 
that “workers and enterprises, 
including those in the informal 
economy, are effectively repre-

sented through strengthened 
social dialogue and tripartism”

The Diploma Course being 
launched today is part of this 
endeavour of the ILO DWCP. 
This course is a response to 
the findings of a research study 
undertaken by the ILO’s De-
cent Work Team for South Asia 
in 2020, on the status of social 
dialogue in South Asia. This 
research involved employers’ 
organizations, trade unions 
and the ILO Country Offices in 

Social Dialogue to boost  
KERALA'S LABOUR 
SECTOR
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South Asia.

A key finding of the research 
was that social dialogue prac-
tices are weakening across 
South Asia. There are various 
reasons for this, including the 
capacity of the ILO constitu-
ents in respect of labour rela-
tions and social dialogue, in-
adequate functioning of both 
tripartite and bipartite social 
dialogue mechanisms, limited 
participation of women and 
informal economy workers in 
social dialogue processes, and 
weak labour dispute resolution 
mechanisms that are unable to 
adequately support social di-
alogue processes; particularly 
collective bargaining.

You would agree that this does 
not bode well for social and 
economic development in the 
sub-region. It also poses a risk 
to an effective recovery from 
the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic, which many devel-

oping countries are still strug-
gling to overcome. The pan-
demic has had a severe impact 
on people and economies glob-
ally. South Asia has sadly not 
been spared. The pandemic has 
resulted in job losses, a dispro-
portionately harsh impact on 
women and informal econo-
my workers, sharp declines in 
international tourist arrivals, 
as well as high MSME output 
losses.

An effective recovery from the 
pandemic cannot be achieved 
by any one constituent alone. 
Achieving a “better normal” 
will require a robust partner-
ship, built on social dialogue, 
and based on joint action and 
commitments.  The ILO has 
therefore initiated a package 
of interventions that aims to 
build more resilient social di-
alogue systems in South Asia. 
These interventions include 
identifying tools that would 
assist (Employer and Business 

Membership Organisations)  
and trade unions to strengthen 
their representation in the in-
formal economy. 

A further intervention aims to 
strengthen labour dispute res-
olution systems in South Asia. 
In this regard, I am pleased 
that the ILO is also working 
closely with Kerala’s labour de-
partment to assess its labour 
dispute resolution system, and 
to develop steps to strengthen 
this system.

We are all aware and appre-
ciative of Kerala’s pioneer-
ing efforts in multiple areas 
of workers’ welfare. The state 
government has been provid-
ing strong support on crucial 
issues of freedom of associa-
tion, social dialogue and social 
security –including for migrant 
workers. Kerala also leads the 
way with a forward-looking 
vision for a sustainable future 
and just transition. 
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In the context of European his-
tory, Charles Tilly (1975:42) as-
serts that "war made the state, 
and the state made war." This 
remark needs to be rephrased 
in light of current events, Kera-
la's historical backdrop in gen-
eral, and interstate migration 
in particular: "Right making is 
state making; the state ensures 
the rights of the guest workers." 
As a symbol of appreciation 
and esteem for their contri-
bution to the state's economy 
and society, we refer to them as 
guest workers.  

Given the fact that the labour 

migration in India is largely 
circular, an extensive analysis 
of the magnitude of workers’ 
migration becomes difficult. In 
addition, there isn’t a scientific 
method to assess the data ac-
cumulation upon the migrant 
workers, who move at regular 
intervals. One of the earlier 
studies estimated that there 
were 2.5 million migrant work-
ers in Kerala in the year of 2013, 
with a net annual addition 
of 1,82,00 workers every year 
(Narayana and Venkiteswaran 
2013). However, this study was 
based on the long distance 
trains which could have missed 

Dr. K. Ravi Raman
Member, 

Kerala State Planning Board

“Right-making /
State-making”
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out the workers from the 
neighboring states like Karna-
taka and Tamilnadu, who usu-
ally rely upon other modes of 
transportation. In a study car-
ried out by Parida and Raman 
(2020), the size of the migrant 
labour was figured out around 
3 million during the pre-Covid 
period of 2017-18. In this way, 
the outward migration of la-
bourers from Kerala to the 
Middle East and elsewhere is 
counterbalanced by the inflow 
of guest workers to Kerala. The 
author has depicted this migra-
tion process through the met-
aphor of currents and eddies 
(Raman 2012). Here, the cur-
rents signify the trans-nation-
al migration while the eddies 
indicate the intra-national mi-
gration cycles. This migration 
process states that this move-
ment from one place to other 
creates subsequent emigration 
as well a flow of people from 
peripheral sub-national states 
who occupy the niches vacated 
by the transnational migrants. 
In this way, these migrants are 
producing a new sense of social 
and economic inclusion/exclu-
sion patterns. Being the ‘wel-
fare magnet’ state in the na-
tion as well, Kerala is flagging 
a net in-migrant state. 

Given that a net in-migrant 
state is in the making as the 
outcome, the migration shifts 
would have  far reaching con-
sequences in the labour mar-
ket. In addition to the demo-
graphic factors such as decline 
in the growth of population, 

the increasing urbanisation 
has also played a crucial role 
in attracting workers to the ur-
ban centres in India and Kera-
la. The rate of urbanisation in 
the country is only increasing. 
During the period of 1971-
1981 and 1981-1991, the urban 
migration growth rate was 4.5 
per cent and 3 per cent respec-
tively. However, there was a de-
cline in the growth rate of -1.4 
per cent during 1991-2001. 
Since 2001, the growth rate 
was increased by 11 per cent, 
indicating a sudden structural 
transformation and intensified 
urbanisation-migration dy-
namics (see Parida, Jajati and 
Raman, Ravi 2018; 2021). The 
declining population and in-
creasing urbanization will only 
catalyse the process of in-mi-
gration, which would make 
the state’s task of creating a 
welfare system for the workers 
more taxing and imaginative. 

Right-making is state- 
making. State-making is 
right-making

The idea of migrant rights as 
a standalone notion does not 
exist in the broader Indian 
context because becoming a 
migrant often robs people of 
their rights. Most often in the 
context of India, greater mech-
anisation, structural change in 
rural areas, and employment 
losses are blamed for rural-ur-
ban migration. A sizable por-
tion was also brought on by 
rural strife, notably those in-
volving caste and religion. We 

are forced to map the labour 
market migration corridors as 
a result, and we discover that 
there are multiple migration 
channels from the rest of the 
nation to Kerala. The majori-
ty of the workforce, however, 
travels along the Assam, West 
Bengal, Jharkhand, Bihar, and 
Uttar Pradesh corridors. These 
states, which are lagging be-
hind in terms of human devel-
opment, are where more than 
half of the migrants living in 
Kerala from. A few of the guest 
workers who were asked about 
their motivations for travelling 
from Jharkhand and Odisha 
to Kerala said that in addition 
to the high pay, the rationing 
system (public distribution 
through ration shops) and the 
state's high standards of educa-
tion also attracted them. This 
supports the "welfare mag-
net hypothesis" (Borjas 1999), 
which holds that generous 
welfare systems abroad would 
draw immigrants. The afore-
mentioned anthropological 
insight offers a special start-
ing point for comprehending 
the welfare programmes Kerala 
offers temporary employees. 
Now we focus on the same.

The state of Kerala sees it as 
its responsibility to uphold 
migrant rights. The 13th Five 
Year Plan document (2017–22) 
specifically states this, and ac-
cording to the writers, Kerala is 
the first Indian state to adopt a 
social security programme for 
migrant workers (Srivastava 
2020). The state has also estab-
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lished a Working Group on La-
bour Migration as part of put-
ting them under the planning 
process for the 13th and 14th 
Five-Year Plans (2022–2027). 
Kerala is the only Indian state 
that has regularly created wel-
fare laws solely for the benefit 
of temporary employees. This 
is a direct result of the state's 
historically developed political 
will. Instead of state resources, 
it has more to do with the egal-
itarian and moral nature of the 
state. The guest workers in the 
state are being organised by al-
most all the mainstream trade 
unions. The left wing trade 
unions take the lead. 

Kerala’s best Practices

In India, Kerala is the only state 
which considers the welfare of 
migrants as the “duty of state”. 
In 1979, the Inter-state Mi-
grant Workmen (Regulation of 
Employment and Conditions of 
Service) Act was passed by the 
government. Two of the prima-
ry objectives of this act was to 
create a registry of the persons 
who brings the migrant work-
ers to the state and to provide 
comprehensive packages to 
these workers. Apart from this, 
in 2010, Kerala Migrant Work-
ers Welfare Scheme (KMWWS) 
was also launched which initi-
ated several social protection 
policies catering to the guest 
workers. These projects are of-
ten collaboratively executed by 
the Kerala Building and Other 
Construction Workers’ Welfare 
Board (KBOWWB) and the La-

bour Department.

The 2010 scheme can be availed 
by any guest workers with a job 
in Kerala who is between 18 
and 60 years of age. As of now, 
55,319 workers have registered 
under the scheme. However, 
given the huge population of 
migrant workers in the state, 
this number is relatively less. 
The voluntary nature of the 

scheme and the ambiguous 
definition of who constitutes 
migrant worker are often cited 
as the primary reason for the 
lower participation of the guest 
workers.  For instance, it was 
specified that only contractors 
who employ at least 5 workers 
could be registered under the 
scheme. As per the data, 25,979 
workers from West Bengal have 
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registered under this scheme, 
which is the highest, followed 
by 8,529 workers from Odisha, 
6,036  workers from Assam and 
5,263 workers from Bihar.  

The scheme provides financial 
assistance for medical needs of 
the workers, school education 
of their kids in Kerala and also  
retirement benefits to those 
who have finished five years 

under the scheme. For those 
who have enrolled, the scheme 
provides compensation in the 
case of injury, monetary aid 
to the family of the worker 
upon death and for the repa-
triation of the dead body. The 
government would cover up to 
Rs25,000 as the medical ex-
penses for those who ail chron-
ic diseases and up to Rs10,000 

for the immediate family mem-
ber in case of death. If the death 
is caused during work, an acci-
dent death benefit of Rs50,000 
would be given to the imme-
diate dependant. Moreover, 
depending on the distance to 
their native place, an amount 
between 5000-15000 would be 
given to the immediate family 
members for the repatriation. 
However, several reports show 
the poor living conditions of 
the guest workers without 
proper sanitation facilities and 
lack of unpolluted drinking 
water, which expose them to 
diseases such as cholera and 
malaria. Taking these issues 
into account, the government 
has launched a new scheme 
called Aawaz, a comprehensive 
health insurance scheme.

Aawaz and Apna Ghar 

Kerala maintains excellent per-
formance in terms of health in-
dicators, especially in compar-
ison with the states from which 
the guest workers come from. 
Under the Aawaz scheme, more 
than 2 lakh guest workers have 
registered with the LD. This 
health insurance scheme aims 
at a cashless medical treatment 
using bio-metric cards in em-
panelled hospitals, including 
private hospitals. Since there 
are more than 300 empanelled 
hospitals across the state, this 
becomes a major welfare aid. 
This is in addition to an acci-
dental death insurance of Rs.2 
lakh. As this scheme comes un-
der Rashthriya Swasthya Bima 
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Yojna (RSBY), the Government 
of Kerala has requested the 
federal government to share 60 
per cent of the total expendi-
ture. 

The scheme is being imple-
mented through digital tech-
nology which helps with cov-
erage and identification and 
access to health facilities. For 
this purpose, separate portal 
has been created by the gov-
ernment in order to improve 
the functioning of the scheme. 
The enrolment of guest work-
ers in the scheme commenced 
from November 1 (the forma-
tion day of the state in 1956), 
2017 and is operational in all 
districts with enrolment of-
fered round the clock. The task 
of enrolment is made simpler 
with any of the identity cards 
recognized by Central/State 
Government such as Aadhar, 
Passport, Election ID, or Driv-
ing License being acceptable 
as evidence of identity. As of 
now, more than five lakh guest 
workers have enrolled under 
this scheme (Economic Review 
2022: 335). 

In Kerala, the scheme Aawaz 
has changed its policy of health 
insurance to provide an As-
surance model to guest work-
ers. In the earlier scheme, the 
guest workers had to pay first 
and then claim reimbursement 
from the government. Howev-
er, considering the incapacity 
of the guest workers to pay for 
their medical needs, the As-
surance model provides free 

treatment up Rs 15,000 across 
56 identified general hospitals. 
The state encourages the trade 
unions in helping the guest 
workers to enrol in these wel-
fare schemes as many can be 
ignorant of the schemes and 
its significance. Mobile apps 
are being put to use to locate 
and identify those workers who 
have not yet registered and to 
bring them under the welfare 
schemes. 

There are two major schemes 
aimed at the education of the 
guest workers and their fam-
ilies. They are provided edu-
cation benefit in the range of 
Rs1000-3000 for school admis-
sion and for other associated 
expenses. The State Literacy 
Mission has launched a pro-
gramme with the aim of in-

cluding the migrant workers in 
the state literate in Malayalam 
and Hindi (Kerala Development 
Report 2021); interestingly 
enough, the Malayalis who are 
otherwise reluctant to speak 
Hindi, now learn the language 
from the migrants through 
their everyday interactions. 
The cultural exchange that 
has taken place in the migrant 
dominant regions is particular-
ly conducive for the Malayalis 
to learn Hindi. Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan has also addressed the 
issue of language barrier by ap-
pointing volunteers in various 
places. It has been pointed out 
that the in-migrants are at the 
greatest disadvantage when 
they consult doctors and nurs-
es, owing to language barriers, 
an aspect that the government 
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agencies have taken into con-
sideration.  

Accommodation for the guest 
workers is another major issue 
being addressed by the govern-
ment. Apana Ghar is an ambi-
tious project launched by the 
government of Kerala towards 
the resolution of the accom-
modation crisis of the workers 
(see Economic Review 2022; 
Kerala Development Report 
2021: 252-255). The communi-
ty housing project is aimed at 
catering decent hostel facili-
ties at affordable rates basis to 
migrant workers while working 
in the state. The hostel will 
have proper beds, cupboards, 
kitchens, dining rooms, clothes 
washing area, bathrooms and 
toilets all within the building. 
This project is being imple-

mented in various phases. In 
the first phase, a flat complex, 
with the capacity to accommo-
date 620 residents, has already 
been completed in Palakkad 
in the Kinfra Industrial Area 
at Kanjikode. In the second 
phase, the LD intends to de-
velop similar flats in Kochi fol-
lowed by Kozhikode and Thi-
ruvananthapuram. The project 
has been implemented by the 
Bhavanam Foundation of Ker-
ala which also intends to im-
plement such housing projects 
in the plantation belts. 

Assurance of legal provisions is 
significant for the implemen-
tation these welfare schemes. 
Although  the labour laws un-
der the state and central gov-
ernments are equally valid 
and applicable to the migrant 

workers, Kerala has stressed on 
the well-being of its migrant 
workers through the Kerala Mi-
grant Workers Welfare Scheme. 
The Central Government Act 
1979 covers only the interstate 
migrants who are recruited 
through licenced contractors 
under a registering authority 
and whose establishments that 
employ five or more such work-
ers on. The Contractors are re-
quired to issue a passbook to 
every worker, giving their ba-
sic details including payments 
(see Surabhi and Ajith Kumar 
2007). There are several In-
spectors recruited by LD, and 
Task Force consisting of rep-
resentatives from Health, Fac-
tories and Boilers, SG depart-
ments and so on to oversee the 
implementation of the Act and 
provisions assured through the 
Building and other Construc-
tion Workers’ (Regulation of 
Employment and Conditions of 
Service) Act 1996. The Act 1979 
assures basic rights and facil-
ities such as drinking water, 
sanitation and safety measures 
as mandatory. 

In addition, the Labour Depart-
ment has also initiated a Legal 
Awareness camp, the first of 
its kind in India. This com-
prehensive programme aims 
at the legal empowerment of 
the migrant workers through 
various awareness programs 
regarding the government 
schemes available to them. 
The first such camp conducted 
by the District Legal Services 
Authority (DLSA) was held in 
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Thiruvananthapuram district. 
On a single day, 916 migrant 
workers registered for the 
awareness camp which shows 
the fact that workers are sen-
sitised and interested in get-
ting enrolled in the schemes. 
In addition to these awareness 
programmes, a complaint re-
dressal cell was also formed 
at the venue which helped the 
workers to express their own 
concerns and complaints. The 
same camp was also notable 
for the higher enrolment of 
workers in the Aawaaz health 
insurance scheme. 

The state has also set up Fa-
cilitation Centres in various 
districts. Centres are aimed at 
assisting the migrant workers 
with their everyday grievanc-
es, and they are further assist-
ed through direct contact with 
the Labour Department via the 
Labour Call Centre at Thozhil 
Bhavan in Thiruvanantha-
puram and in the KSRTC Bus 
Terminal Complex to make 
them easily accessible for the 
workers. The Government has 
also formed monitoring com-
mittees which would work as 
grievance redressal mecha-

nisms in various districts.  The 
Labour Department has also 
been actively involved in or-
ganising medical camps, in as-
sociation with the Health De-
partment and the Kerala Legal 
Aid Centre.

Covid-19 Pandemic and 
Guest Workers 

During the pandemic period in 
Kerala 4,34,280 guest workers 
lost their jobs and income, as 
estimated by the Department 
of Labour. The state launched 
a helpline cell along with call 
centres run by the Labour Com-
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missionerate in every district, 
working round-the-clock to ad-
dress guest workers' grievances 
with the help of interpreter 
services in several languages 
such as Odiya, Assamese, and 
obviously Hindi. the Depart-
ment of Labour  estimated that 
the number of guest workers 
who lost their jobs and income 
would be 4, 34,280. These 
workers were sheltered in 
21,556 camps all over the state. 
Food, water and recreational 
facilities, including television 
and indoor games were pro-
vided to them in these camps. 
These pro-active interven-
tions from the Labour Depart-
ment made sure that no guest 
worker was deprived of food, 
drinking water or other physi-
cal amenities. Building owners 
and landlords had been warned 
strictly against any kind of un-
lawful eviction of guest work-
ers. Another welfare program 
by the State was the supply of 
food to workers through ‘Com-
munity Kitchens’, the first of 
its kind in India, managed by 
Kudumbashree women. During 
a crisis period especially for 
migrant workers, thanks to 
pandemic, (see Rajan S.I., Siv-
akumar P., Srinivasan A 2020), 
Kerala set an example for others 
by providing the guest workers  
with decent accommodation, 
health care and all the oth-
er needs during the lockdown 
period. In certain cases such 
as plantation sector, work was 
reinstated immediately after 
the quarantine period; other 

sectors also provided employ-
ment on a part time, like the 
case of fish peeling factories. 
The workers were also provid-
ed 10 kg rice and 2 kg pulses 
under the ATMA NIRBHAR 
BHARAT initiative which was 
executed through the state civ-
il supplies department in the 
state, which later implemented 
portable rights with respect to 
public distribution of rations. 
The Labour Commissioner had 
issued circulars which direct-
ed the employers that wage 
reduction should not be made 
upon the absence from duty 
during the period of lockdown 
and no worker should be dis-
missed from work as a result of 
lockdown. During this period, 
around 4,34,000 guest work-
ers in the State were shifted to 
21,556 relief camps with bed-
ding and basic facilities and 
the necessary arrangements 
were made to ensure social 
distancing and other adequate 
safety measures.  For this pur-
pose, adequate budgetary allo-
cations were also made. 

Concluding remarks

The Kerala model of manage-
ment of migrants, applaud-
ed by several scholars can be 
called as the Kerala Model of 
Migration and Development 
(KMMD). This Kerala Model of 
Development has undergone 
two stages, first, a significant 
human development experi-
ence and second, the consis-
tent democratic processes for 
right-making. The third stage 

is still in process, the Kerala 
Model of Migration and Devel-
opment (KMMD). By recogniz-
ing, honouring and protecting 
the rights of guest workers, 
this state-making stage is ad-
vancing, which makes Kerala as 
India’s welfare magnet state. 
Here, the process of right-mak-
ing becomes state-making and 
conversely. This is what I call 
as the democratisation of de-
mocracy. Here, the modern 
welfare state isn’t reduced to 
a state-machine which brings 
growth and development, but 
one that erases spaces of mul-
tiple exclusion, which is also 
constantly conscientised from 
below.  

*Expert Member, Kerala State 
Planning Board, Thiruvanan-
thapuram. He is a former pro-
fessorial fellow at the Nehru 
Memorial Museum and Library 
in New Delhi and visiting fel-
low at Oxford, Cambridge, and 
Manchester. He has published 
extensively in top journals in-
cluding Harvard-Cambridge 
journals and is the author of He 
is the author of Global Capital 
and Peripheral Labour (Rout-
ledge, 2010b/2012/2015), ed-
itor of Development, Democ-
racy and the State (Routledge, 
2010) and Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility (with Ronnie Lip-
schutz) (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2010) and Political Ecospatiali-
ty: Protests and Power in Kera-
la, Cambridge University Press, 
forthcoming. 
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The International Labour Or-
ganization (ILO) was estab-
lished to be at the forefront of 
promoting social justice and 
fair labour practices globally. 
Its Decent Work Agenda, es-
tablished in 1999, aims to en-
sure that all individuals have 
access to quality employment 
that respects their rights, pro-

Adv. P. Satheedevi
Chairperson

Kerala Women's Commission

The Decent Work 
Agenda of ILO and Its 
Impact on Domestic 
Workers

vides fair remuneration, and 
promotes social protection.

The Decent Work Agenda en-
capsulates four pillars that 
contribute to the overall goal 
of providing decent work op-
portunities. These pillars in-
clude creating employment 
opportunities, guaranteeing 
fundamental labor rights, pro-
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moting social protection, and 
fostering social dialogue. The 
ILO aimed to achieve these 
goals by 2015. How deeply they 
failed in that is brazenly clear 
to whoever observes the global 
labor market.

The Decent Work Agenda em-
phasises the need to protect 
domestic workers’ rights, in-
cluding the right to fair wages, 
reasonable working hours, and 
safe working conditions. But, 

the changing global conditions 
and the emergence of the gig 
economy have dampened the 
progression of the labor mar-
ket. A majority of low-wage 
workers, especially in the do-
mestic work field, are deprived 
of the basic right to equal wag-
es and a safe work environ-
ment.

Domestic work refers to the 
range of tasks performed with-
in households, such as clean-
ing, cooking, childcare, and 
eldercare. Now, the need to 
broaden the definition is be-
ing raised by organisations 
and workers’ movements. His-
torically, this sector has been 
characterised by informality, 
low wages, long working hours, 
and limited legal protection. 
Domestic workers often face 
exploitation, discrimination, 
and hazardous working condi-
tions due to their vulnerable 
position within the informal 
labor market. It is high time 
to assess whether the Decent 
Work Agenda of ILO has made 
any impact on the domestic 
work industry.

Currently, there is no form of 
government-level agency to re-
cruit home nurses and domes-
tic workers. The fundamental 
rights of an employee are reg-
ularly violated in the case of 
care/domestic workers. Most 
of the time, the house owners 
where domestic workers work, 
do not come under the defini-
tion of employers, which gives 
them leeway in exploitation. 

The unorganised nature of the 
job makes the workers vulnera-
ble to exploitation.

The government should take 
the initiative to create aware-
ness about healthy employ-
ee-employer relations in the 
domestic working field. There 
should be a functioning com-
plaint redressal mechanism 
exclusively for domestic work-
ers. It should cover workplace 
harassment as well as their 
concerns about their rights.

Currently, there is no concrete 
framework regarding leave and 
health benefits for domestic 
workers. They are being over-
worked most of the time. Ma-
ternity benefits and even leave 
for pregnancy are denied in the 
majority of the cases. The gov-
ernment or local bodies have 
to intervene and be more in-
volved in the registration and 
regulation of these workers.

Government intervention by 
implementing rules and regu-
lations in this field will reduce 
the nature of exploitation. 
Implementation of minimum 
wages and labor laws can im-
prove the earnings of women 
workers. It should be insist-
ed upon by the authority that 
payment should be done only 
through a bank account. A wel-
fare board should be made ex-
clusively for domestic workers. 
The formation of labor cooper-
ative societies can ensure the 
upliftment of workers from the 
care/domestic sector.
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Training for Asha Workers, 
Ernakulam

Training for Coastal Workers
Kollam

Training for Unorganised 
Workers registerd under 

Kerala State Unorganised 
workers Social Security 

Board, Thrissur 
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Training for Anganwadi 
Workers, Ernakulam

Training for Women Trade 
Union Leaders, Idukki

Participants at KILE 
Traing for  Asha Workers, 
Ernakulam
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