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XLRI DUO’S CORONA GAME HAS 1.36 LAKH USERS

Bang-bang! Shoot the germ

ANTARABOSE

Jamshedpur: Bored or
stressed by thelockdown?
You can shoot at the novel
coronavirus.

Two human resource
management at XLRI, Akram
Khan and Anushree Warade
of (HRM), have developed a
browser-based game, Bhag
Corona, that’s notjust a pas-
time but a source of informa-
tion on the pandemic.

Launched on March 25, the
game was played 2lakh times
on Tuesday. Starting with just
4,000 users on the first day, it
has 1.36 1akh users from
across the world, said
Anushree, who'snow at home

in Mumbai as XLRI is closed.
“We are using Google ana-
lytics to monitor how the
game is doing and we've been
surprised. It isnot only Indi-
ans who are playing it but
eventhe Croatians and many
more,” shesaid over phone.
Thegame’s title is arefer-
ence to Unionminister Ram-
das Athawale’s chant “Go
Corona” that did the rounds
onsocial media a couple of
weeks ago. The game features
PrimeMinister Narendra
Modi and has the “Corona
Go”chant set to a beat play-
ingin the background.
Thedevelopers said they
have inculcated World Health
Organisation guidelines for

personal protective measures
to combat Covid-19.

Anushree said the idea
was to find an entertaining
way to educate people.

“Often, awareness on seri-
ous platformsis taken lightly,
but an engaging game helps
peopleunderstand thegravity
of the situation,” she said.
“Children and youmgsters
needed to be educated on
Covid-19 and this was the best
platform. We used social
media to promote the game,”
Anushree said.

Akram, who isnow in
Delhi, added: “Weused the
face of the Prime Minister be-
causeheis also the face of the
lockdown.”

Inthegame, a player has
toshoota vaccine on viruses
that popup onthe screen. The
shooter is Modi. The game be-
comes tougher with viruses
moving faster. The player has
to score higher to reach the
higher levels. Each time he or
she fails, a message —such as
“usemasks”, “don't touch
your face” and “wash your
hands often” — pops upn.

Asked if they wanted to
commercialise the game, both
Anushree and Akram said no.
“This was created with a sole
purpose to make people
aware,” Akram said. Added
Anushree: “We are now work-
ingon amobile application of
the game.”
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Joblessness Infects Bharat

CMIE reportsays uncmployment rate in rural India has surged as lockdown forced migrant farm labourers to flee to their homes ahead of harvest scason
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The pain around joblessness
in urban India has just begun

Contract workers in hospitality and retail businesses have been hit by a drop in discretionary spending

Coutam Das
goutam.d@livemint.com
NEW DELHI

here are no jobs in key

sectors in urban India,

from restaurants and
hotelstoretailand auto-

mobiles, and thisis just

the beginning. Most contract
workers in these industries have
noincomeand the few whodoare
also likely to lose their source of
livelihood as many small busi-
nesses, linked to discretionary
consumption, shut shop. Di:
tionary consumptionin travel, for
instance, may not revive before
October 2020. The bump up in
unemployment following the
national lockdown is reflected in
datareported by Minton Tuesday.
Urban India’s weekly unem-
ployment is trending at more than
30% since 29 March, up from
about 9% in the first week of
according to the Centre for
Monitoring Indian Econor
Staffing firm Adecco Group
India had forecast job cuts in the
automotive industry to

“

“Veryfewwillbuy cars this year.
Entertainmentand organized retail
will also be impacted. It is possible
that people will visit malls afterthe

-
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Teaml.ease.
Thesituationisnot likely to get

better anytime soon. This is

reflected in jobs site Naukri.com’s

hiring activity in March 2020 fell
26%in Delhi, 24% in Chennai and
18% in Hyderabad.

But there is a spurt in the
demand for pickers, pack-

total 1 million in the

ers and delivery boys in

dealer ecosystem, front-

linerolesandamongthe OVER30%urban 600,000 ground
semi-skilled. Some India’s weekly and support staff

S - N unemployment working on contract
600,000 ground and  figyre since inaviation risk losing

support roleson contract
in the aviation industry

29 March, says CMIE

their jobs

urban India. Grocery

26% declinein hiring ~ IN2018-19, the companiesare struggling
activity in Delhiseen  unorganized food to mact home delivery

in March 2020 as
per ajob hiring
portal'sindex

services industry
employed 3.6 million
workers

demands and are willing
to pay 3500 or more aday
for these jobs. However,

are at risk while the

media and entertainment indus-
try, dominated by temporary
workers, could shed about 30% of
its workforce in the short term.

lockdownbut these may not getthe
footfall that they used to earlier,”
said Rituparna Chakraborty,
co-founder at staffing company

many job seekers are, for
now, willing to work forafraction
of that pay. Some of them worked
in small restaurants and with the
closure of eateries, they have no

JobSpeak index, amonthly index
that records hiring activity based
onnewlyaddedjob listingson the
portal. Compared to March 2019,

income, said a restaurant owner
whodid not want to beidentified.
The food servicesindustry in India
staffed 7.3 million in 2018-19. Of
this, the unorganized secctor
cmployed 3.6 million.
“EvenifIcan’t pay my employ-
ees, I can help them withdraw
money from their provident fund
accounts, which is now permitted.
However, the informal sector does
not have that [; id Anurag
Katriar, president of industry body
National Restaurant Association
of India (NRAI) and chief execu-
tive officer of deGustibus Hospi-
tality ile the organized sector
deals with banks and investors, the
informal sector borrows from
moneylenders whoare moreruth-
less.” Informal sector restaurants
are, therefore, more likely to shut
down and sack workers.
Labourmarket expertssee high
urban unemployment rates contin-
uing. Newsocial distancing norms
will impact jobs, too. “I expect the
industrytoadopta 1:3 formula—in
ashop floor, for every three work-
erswhonormally work, oneworker
may be recalled after the factory
starts in order to maintain social
distancing,” said K.R. Shyam Sun-
dar, labour economist and profes-
sor of human resources manage-
ment, XLRI, Jamshedpur. “To that
extent, the remaining two workers
would either have tobe paid wages
or given a layoff compensation.
Permanent workers would join
back at work: informal workers
(those on contract and daily
wagers) may remain unemployed.”
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Govt grant to industry for

paying

SOMESH JHA
New Delhi, 8 April

ack of fiscal space will pose
L a big hurdle for the Centre

to announce grants for
industries to pay wages of employ-
ees unable to work because of the
coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic,
according to multiple people in
the know. In the past few days,
industry representatives have had
meetings with top government
officials to deliberate upon an eco-
nomic package, said sources.

“The government lacks the fis-
cal space. It will not be feasible to
give grants to the industry to take
care of its wage bills,” one of the
two persons said.

The government has set up an
empowered group of officials, led
by Economic Affairs Secretary
Atanu Chakraborty, to finalise rec-
ommendations on economic and
welfare measures. The committee
has taken inputs from the indus-
try, said sources.

“The fiscal situation is not
good, with economic growth hurt-
ingand revenues drying up. Even
the fiscal deficit of state govern-
ments is high. India cannot afford
to have a downgrade from rating
agencies. Grants to support the
wage bill look unlikely,” the sec-
ond person said. The fiscal deficit
of the Centre for 2019-20 (FY20)
has already surpassed the Revised
Estimates (RE) by 35 per cent till
February 2019. The RE was higher
at 3.8 per cent of gross domestic
product (GDP), against the Budget
Estimate of 3.3 per cent.

For the current fiscal year, the
government has pegged the deficit
at 3.5 per cent of GDP, whereas the
fiscal consolidation road map had
pegged it at 3 per cent. The gov-
ernment has taken the escape
clause of 0.5 percentage points for
both FY20 and 2020-21.

m Assocham hasdemanded a
$15-23 trillion package

m Sayseconomywould need
$200-300 billion overthe
next12-18 months

m Ofthis, $50-100 billion (¥3.8 -
7.6trillion)infusion needed over
3monthstoarrestjob loss

 Ficci has called for¥9-10trillion
stimulus

® PHD Chamber of Commerce and
Industrywants¥9trillion

m SBI group's Chief Economic Advisor
Soumya Kanti Ghosh says
6.6 trillion would be needed

= (llwantssupportofabout 2% of GDP

PHOTO:PTI

m Saysgovtshould setasideafund of
30,000 crore, which could be
used by banks

mtcalled for providing ¥ 2 trillionto
JAMaccount holders

m Banks should provide additional
working capital limits, equivalent
toApril-Junewage bill of the
borrowers, at4-5 percent

m Says MSMEs should get additional
loanswith govtguarantee upto
20%of default

= Wants Covid insurance scheme for
migrant workers, with govtand
industry sharing cost

INDIVIAL DHASMANA

The country’s sovereign ratings
areat the lowest investment grade
by Standard & Poor’s and Fitch.
Moody’s assigned India a notch
above the lowest investment
grade. Some countries have
announced financing the wage bill
of industries to avert job losses in
the economy through grants. For
instance, the UK announced a
bailout package for businesses
worth 0350 billion, under which
the country would be financing
80 per cent of salary of workers
earning wages of up to 02,500 a
month. After informal discussions
with the government, industry
bodies have sought help from the

government through banking
channels to support the workforce.

For instance, the
Confederation of Indian Industry
has asked banks to allow providing
additional working capital limits,
equivalent to April-June wage bill
of borrowers, backed by a govern-
ment guarantee, with a refinance
guarantee from the Reserve Bank
of India. What has been particu-
larly worrisome for the industry is
the diktat issued by the govern-
ment through a Ministry of Home
Affairs (MHA) notification dated
March 29, asking all employers to
make payment of wages of work-
ers ‘without any deduction’ and

salaries unlikely

on the ‘due date. This is meant to
be for the period during which
establishments were under clo-
sure during the lockdown.

“Even after the government’s
directives, the workers are not
being paid wages. The difficulty
of the employers, particularly
micro, small and medium enter-
prises and the start-ups, are com-
pletely understandable. The gov-
ernment should provide financial
support to the industry and ensure
workers are paid their dues,”
labour law advocate Ramapriya
Gopalakrishnan said. Before the
MHA's March 29 directive, the
labour and employment ministry
had issued multiple advisories to
the industry to not lay off or
retrench workers during the lock-
down and asking them to deter
from deducting wages.

Notably, the MHA order, which
was issued under the Disaster
Management Act, says the state
governments have to issue their
separate orders to implement the
diktat. The district magistrates and
the local police are the authorities
toenforce the orders. But the firms
have the right to lay off workers,
under the Industrial Disputes Act,
through which they can pay 50 per
cent of the wage to workers for
three weeks. But companies
employing less than 50 workers
do not have to pass on this com-
pensation. “The government
should address the lacunae in the
law. Though it has rightly exer-
cised the power under the Disaster
Management Act, it should also
make suitable amendments in the
Industrial Disputes Act, which is
the appropriate labour law to deal
with such matters, to allow the
pandemic to become a reason to
lay off workers,” said K R Shyam
Sundar, professor of human
resources management, XLRI,
Jamshedpur.
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LABOUR RELATIONS

‘PM must sound out trade unions for labour revival package’

CHITRA NARAYANAN

The Prime Minister should consult with
representatives of trade unions and
industry associations to deal with the
implications of Covid-19 on workers, says
labour economist KR Shyam Sundar,
Professor, Human Resources Management
Area at XLRI, Jamshedpur. Excerpts from an
interaction:

CMIE’s report shows a big spike in
unemployment to 23 per cent in
March, from 8 per cent earlier. Are we
headed for steeper increases?

I feel that the CMIE rate could well be an un-
derestimate as they may not have been able
to capture the status of the stranded mi-
grant workers. It could well be in the range
of 35 per cent to 40 per cent.

What are the implications? Are we
going to see a period of huge unrest?

The exodus of migrant workers itself was a
form of unrest, the first manifestation. Mi-
grant workers are neither here nor there —
with no livelihood security in their origin
State or host State. When a crisis strikes
they look for social capital (support from
kith and kin), which may be available in the
origin place. Most reports show that mi-
grant workers repatriate money to origin
place. So the net savings in pocket is
very less.

If the lockdown continues or
even if staggered lifting of lock-
down takes place, the labour mar-
ket works against the worker. The |
first ones to be sacked and first

ones to be employed are migrant %

workers. This is done in order to
break the regular workers’
bargaining power. This was
seen in the past and is a
well-known practice of

employers.To prevent po- LGSINEN SUndar

tential unrest, the Centre must consider
poverty-level wages in Jan Dhanaccounts of
all people of a minimum of 6,000 for a
period of time.

What about the relief packages
announced by States?

State finances are far more vulnerable as
GST refunds have not taken place. So the
question is: are these promises going
to be delivered? Upfront direct cash
benefit through Jan Dhan is better
than uncoordinated State an-
nouncements Three measures [
®i/ would suggestare:

~ © 1) Centralised coordinated meas-
ures of providing cash benefits
through Jan Dhan accounts.

2) Effectively implement-
% ing PDS. Open State borders
and allowing movement of
vehicles. 3) Sprucing up
MNREGA scheme could

Nelther here nor there Migrant workers have no livelihood securlty in origin or host State

soften the blow of unemployment. It
should be aligned with the CPI for agri
workers which, at basic levels, was at 300
for unskilled and over %400 for skilled
workers. Also, the relief measures for work-
ers must be in consultation with trade uni-
ons. The government has been speaking
with industry associations, but trade uni-
ons and employer organisations must be
involved too, in a social dialogue. After all,
India has ratified ILO Convention C 144,

which requires the government to hold tri-
partite consultations. For the disburse-
ment from PM-Cares fund, trade union rep-
resentatives must be there. Trade unions
will be able to offer credible field-based in-
puts for any government revival package.
And their support will be crucial both at
macro and micro level.

For full interview log on to https://
bit.ly/2)0X2Mb
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Need for consultation with trade unions
to deal with COVID-19 crisis : Shyam Sundar

Kolkata: K R Shyam Sun-
dar of XLRI emphasizes
that “The PM should in-
volve and consult with
representatives of trade
unions and industry as-
sociations to deal with
COVID-19 crisis and to
layout plans for lifting
lockdown. Trade unions
are doing essential and in-
valuable fieldwork relat-
ing to the migrant workers
and their inputs to deal
with migrant workers’ is-
sues will be relevant and
crucial. Trade unions and
industry need to work to-
gether as social partners
and they should consider
as vital stakeholders.”
“ILO has advocated the
use of social dialogue to
deal with the Covid-19
crisis. Social Dialogue on
a continuing basis at the
macro level through Tri-
artite consultations (The
sovernment, Industry and
Trade Unions) is urgently
required. This will facilitate
response of vital informa-
tion relating to the Indus-
try’s concerns. Taking the
Social Dialogue principle
forward the Prime Minister
should nominate represen-
tatives of trade unions in
the Board of Trustees or in
the Advisory Board relating

to PM-CARES Fund.”

K Shyam  Sundar,
Eminent Labour Econo-
mist and Professor, HRM
Area at XLRI - Xavier
School of Management,
Jamshedpur.

According to him, The
PM should involve and con-
sult with representatives
of trade unions and indus-
try associations in several
ways to deal with the im-
plications of Covid-19 in
the world of work wherein
around 465 million work-
ers work and ﬁossibly 30-
50 million workers are ei-
ther rendered unemployed
due to Covid-19 and/or al-
ready unemployed.

In fact, the “ILO Monitor
2nd edition: COVID-19 and
the World of Work” (April
7, 2020) talks of four pil-
lars of policy response and
Social Dialogue figures
amongst them. Social di-
alogue could involve both
tripartite consultations
and discussions between
the representatives of the
covernment (Central or
the State), representatives
of employers’ organiza-
tions and of trade unions
at the macro level and
bipartite discussions be-
tween management and
trade unions (collective

bargaining) to a) help the
government to dissemi-
nate the relief measures
and the dire need for
maintaining Covid-19 hy-
giene such as social dis-
tancing, etc. b) secure in-
formation on the impact
of Covid-19 on the world
of work and the compli-
ance with the govern-
ment’s advisory regarding
non-termination of em-
ployment and government
order relating to payment
of wages and the reasons
for non-compliance c) as-
sess the reach of the relief
measures and seek the
concerns of the Industry
and Trade Unions, d) the
role that trade unions
and employers’ organiza-
tions could play in soft-
ening the shocks caused
by Covid-19, e) seek sug-
estions to improve upon
the relief packages, f)
help trace the migrant
workers and taking care
of their welfare, g) take
their suggestions regard-
ing the plan for lifting of
the lockdown and seekin
their assistance in smoot
return to normalcy. Tak-
ing the Social Dialogue
grmciple forward the
rime Minister must seri-
ously consider nominating

representatives of trade
unions and the employers’
organizations in the Board
of Trustees and/or the Ad-
visory Board relating to
PM-CARES Fund.

At the firm level, man-
agement and trade unions
can discuss the issues
cnncerning employment,
wages and social securi-
ty and depending on the
economic capacity of the
employers can talk of con-
cessions such as reduced
pay or considering the
period to be lay-off” peri-
od and accept 50% pay in
lieu of statutory full pay
and pay cuts on the part
of highly paid manage-
ment officials, health is-
sues concerning the main-
tenance staff, etc. during
the Covid-19 lockdown
period. Bipartite social
dialogue will be essential
in planning and executing
staggered or universal lift-
ing of lockdown as it will
be  well-nigh impossible
to provide employment
to all the workers imme-
diately. Put simply, joint
consultations will help
smooth and caring work-
place revival which will at
once take care of business
imperatives and workers’
welfare.
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Firms keen to
resume work

OURSPECIAL
CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi: Industry has
sought an urgent relief pack-
age from the government as it
warned of job losses and high-
Tighted the plight of medium
and small enterprises
(MSMESs) because of the lock-
down, which has now been ex-
tended till May 3 even as the
Centre said the economy
would gradually open from
Monday.

“It is expected that close to
40 million jobs are at risk dur-
ing the April-September peri-
od of 2020. Hence an urgent re-
lief package is also critical,”
Sangita Reddy, president of in-
dustry chamber Federation of
Indian Chambers of Com-
merce and Industry (Ficci)
said .in a statement after the
PM’s address to the nation.

Reddy said a gradual open-
ing up of the economy from
April 20 (Monday) would en-
sure there would be no short-
ages in the économy when the
lockdown was over.

“Even in case of essentials,
we are seeing that supplies
have started to get impacted
and so the easing of lockdown
may help ramp to up produc-
tion,” she added.

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in his televised speech
on Tuesday morning said
some restrictions on critical
activities would be lifted in
districts not designated as
virus hotspots from April 20.

¥ The Prime Minister said
detailed guidelines would be
issued on Wednesday.

“The PM could have
utilised this golden opportuni-
ty to announce relief meas-
ures for the millions of precar-
ious daily-wage workers and

the migrant workers who will
now be potentially unem-
ployed for 40 days rather than
issuing another moral adviso-
ry to the employers not to ter-
minate the employment of
workers,” according to K. R.
Shyam Sundar of XLRL

“He could have also sent
signals to the MSME sector
who will equally be vulnera-
ble due to the extended lock-
down. Both precarious work-
ers and small industries need
solid legal and financial sup-
port. The livelihood of work-
ers and the sustainability of
small businesses are seriously
atrisk,” he said.

The Confederation of Indi-
an Industry (CII) pitched for
measures tailormade to sup-
port MSMEs, considering they
are the backbone of the manu-
facturing and export sectors.

“With limited resources,
MSMES do not have the capac-
ity to withstand massive
shocks like Covid-19. In addi-
tion, many MSMEs are an im-
portant part of larger supply
chains.

“The health of these
MSMEs will have a bearing on
the entire supply chain, in-
cluding the large corporate,”
CII director-general Chandra-
jit Banerjee said.
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Guidelines on resumption may
raise cost of operations: Experts

SOMESH JHA

New Delhi, 15 April

The government may have allowed
industries in rural areas, special eco-
nomic zones, and export-oriented

units to resume operations from

April 20 with some health riders,
but experts say these conditions
have the potential of increasing cost
| of operations.

~ “Protecting health will come at
acost for firms, as they have to pro-
vide for all necessary measures,
including dormitory and trans-
portation. The cost to company will
considerably rise,” said K R Shyam

Sundar, professor (human
resources management), XLRI
Jamshedpur.

Guidelines released by the
Union home ministry, on
Wednesday, mandate firms to fol-
low astandard operating procedure
for social distancing at offices, work-
places, factories and establish-
ments. For starters, all premises

have to be disinfected. Wearing of
‘masks has been made compulsory.

Companies will also have to pro-
vide transport to employees, with
“30-40 per cent passenger capacity”
in each vehicle.

Workers will have to go
through mandatory ther-
mal screening at their
workplaces. Medical
insurance for all workers
is mandatory.

A top executive of the

Confederation of Indian

Industry said ensuring

health insurance for all

workers would be major

challenge for the industry

that is already grappling

with cash crunch, and the govern-

ment should have borne the cost.
According to the guidelines,

there should be no overlap in shift

timing, though this might not be a

big issue as it is already a mandate

under the Factories Act 0f 1948.
“Large gatherings or meetings

of 10 or more people to be discour-
aged. Seating of at least 6 feet away
from others on jobsites and in gath-
erings, meetings and training ses-
sions to be ensured,” the guidelines
read.

Sundar said this would lead to
one-third of workers in a
unit being left out,
according to back-to-the-
envelope calculations.
“But with negotiations
between employers and
trade unions, there could
be an arrangement by
which all workers are
called, but in rotation,” he
added.

Importantly, employ-
ees who have children below the
age of 5 and those with co-morbidi-
ties will be encouraged to work from
home.

The government has provided
relief to self-employed workers such
as electricians, mechanics,
plumbers, and carpenters by allow-

THE

ing them to go to work. :

“There measures are largely tar-
geted at reinstating the informal
sector economy. It will certainly -
support the workforce that has left -
cities and returned to villages,

whether itisin the constructionsec-

tor or tea and plantation industry,”
said Rituparna Chakraborty, senior
vice-president, Teamlease Services. -
- She said that though the order -
also helps the e-commerce sector -
in some ways, the real challenge

would be to find workers because |

most have already left for home. :
While she agreed that cost of

companies will riseintheshortrun,

she said it would become the new -

normal. “You cannot afford to -
restart work at the cost of health,”

she added.

Sundar said that since the cir-
culargivesa lot of leeway toopenup
the rural economy, governments -
should make an effort to transport -
migrants stuck in urban areasback
to their villages.
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INTERVIEW

PROFESSOR SHYAM SUNDAR

Unorganised labourers need union and legal cover: labour expert

Lockdown means loss of income for 400 million informal workers which will push them into deeper poverty, he says

NISTULA HEBBAR

Professor Shyam Sundar is an eminent labour economist
teaching at the Xavier Labour Relations Institute (now called
Xavier Institute of Management, Jamshedpur) and is on the
editorial board of the Indian Journal of Labour Economics.

In an e-mail interview, he speaks in detail about the impact of

the COVID-19 lockdown and on migrant and organised la-

bour. Edited excerpts:

How do you see this
extended lockdown
affecting labourers across
the country considering
the majority of them hail
from the unorganised
sector?

m The national lockdown now
is potentially for 40 days and
this means loss of income for
more than a month for 400
million informal workers
which, according to the ILO,
will push them into deeper
recesses of poverty. The in-
formal workers are reported
to be not able to avail even
the additional free foodgrains
and pulses since they do not
have necessary documents

such as the ration card.

The issue of employment
security will be a limited pri-
vilege to the labour aristo-
crats, i.e. permanent and
skilled workers, and unem-
ployment will be much high-
er than around 24% estimat-
ed by the CMIE. The absence
of decent income flow, inac-
cessibility of foodgrains, etc.,
and absence of any social
protection mean starvation
and livelihood threats for
these millions of unorganised
workers.

What steps can be
undertaken, within the
lockdown period itself, to
take care of migrant

labour?

m One, in each State a multi-
partite special task force or a
board should be constituted
to take stock of stranded mi-
grant workers, constitute
more relief/settlement
centres, ensure compliance
of basic needs, provide
psychological counselling,
etc. Two, establish helplines
through social media, FM and
other radio channels, etc. to
connect with the unidentified
migrant workers. Three, em-
power the tehsildars to issue
temporary ration cards valid
for 2-3 months. Four, infor-
mation regarding the origin
States of migrant workers
could be built. Five, most im-
portantly, they should be test-
ed if they have travelled and/
or living in congested places.
Six, welfare of construction
workers can be taken care of
from the Construction Cess
Fund. Seven, strictly imple-
ment the orders of the Su-
preme Court and High

L,

Courts.

Employers are worried
about the absent labour.
What is the way out once
the lockdown ends?

m If long-distance migration is
weakened, then there could
be changes in the geographi-
cal composition of migrant
workers in the sense that
“neighbourhood migration”
might replace “long distance
and indiscriminate migra-
tion” as a solution which, if it
succeeds, could change long-
term migration effects.
Post-lockdown, the market
wage is likely to be revised

downwards till recovery and
then revival phases which are
going to take some time and
hence the naturally migrant
workers who are used to un-
der-bidding will be even
more needed. But what will
surely happen is the streng-
thening of legal and institu-
tional frameworks concern-
ing them, including portable
ration cards and EPF ac-
counts, etc.

How can one use this as an
opportunity to organise
the hitherto unorganised
labour?

m If there is any powerful les-
son from this entire dreadful
COVID-19 context, it is that
unorganised labourers need
two kinds of cover, viz. union
organisation cover and legal
Ccover.

In a sense the “market” for
unionism is quite high in In-
dia as 85-90% of the 470 mil-
lion workers are not organ-
ised by any trade union.

Mainstream trade unions will
have to adopt unconventional
organising strategies and
adopt sector-specific employ-
ment relations strategies to
organise the workers, though
some work has already begun
in this direction and hence
India has witnessed rising un-
ionisation unlike in the West-
ern countries.

Trade unions need to work
hard and persistently to en-
sure large-scale registrations
of unorganised workers un-
der the Unorganised Work-
ers’ Social Security Act, 2008
and pressurise the govern-
ment to issue smart portable
electronic chip-based regis-
tration-cum-identification
cards as envisaged in the said
Act. Direct benefit transfer
(DBT) to these millions of
workers would have been ea-
sier. If the union coverage is
larger then trade unions
could not have been ignored
by the government in the de-
sign and delivery of relief
measures.
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On Impact on
NBEFC of the
RBI Policy

™

-

HK Pradhan, Professor of
Finance & Economics, XLR

Kolkata: With the RBI cut-
ting the reverse repo rate by
25 basis point this time, and
a 90 basis point cut already
on March 27, the signalling
is for the banks not to in-
vest excess funds with the
RBI, but engage in business
loans. There is also an addi-
tional mandate for the banks
to utilise 50 per cent of their
borrowing from RBI through
TETRO (targeted long term
repo operations) for lending
to SMEs and NBFCs. Better
and bigger NBFCs should be
able to issue bonds where
banks can utilise this money.

Further, the banks can
also grant moratorium to
NBFCs on their repayment
obligations, subject to ad-
ditional provision of 10 per
cent at the moment. All
these are very welcome
steps, taken together will
have a positive impact on
the NBFCs resource posi-
tion, thereby credit flows to
SMEs and microfinance bor-
rowers. RBI is proactive and
progressing in a measured
direction at a time when the
economy is tail spinning into
deeper recession
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MHA asks stranded migrant workers to get back to work

Prashant K. Nanda

NEW DELHI

he Union home ministry
on Sunday provided

relief to thousands of
stranded migrant labourers
across India, paving the way for
them toreturn to their placesof
work within the city that are
non-containment zones, if they
were found to be asympto-
matic. State borders will, how-
ever, remain closed, according
to the ministry.

“In the event that migrants
wish toreturn to their places of
work within the state where
they are located, they would be
screened and those asympto-
matic would be transported to

The movement of workers, however, is subject to strict screening

and checks.

their respective places of
work,” the ministry said. How-
ever, “there shall be no move-
mentoflabour outside the state
or Union territory where they
are currently located”.

MANOJ DHAKA/HT

The Union government has
made it clear thatall social dis-
tancing norms will continue to
be observed when the migrants
are being transported to their
placesof work and they will be

given proper food during their
journey. Workers employed in
industry, agriculture and con-
struction, among othersectors,
who have moved from their
place of work toreliefand shel-
ter camps run by the state and
central governments, could
again be engaged in “industrial,
manufacturing, construction,
farming and MGNREGA
works... since additional new
activities outside containment
zones have been permitted in
the consolidated revised guide-
lines after 20 April”, it said.
However, the movement of
workers is subject to strict
screening and checks. Besides,
labourers housed in relief
camps will first have to register
with the local authorities. Skill
mappinginitiatives will also be

carried out on the basis of the
suitability of their jobs.

The order, however, implies
additional expenditure and use
of resources by states. This is
particularly so as it is now
incumbent on states to orga-
nize thermal testing of
migrantsto clear asymptomatic
cases. Experts, however, said
the decision was poorly struc-
tured. “It looks like a half-
thought through order from
the Centre. You are asking for
near universal opening of the
rural economy...which will
have huge costs and logistic
involvement at district levels
that will shift focus from man-
aging the healthcare crisis,”
said K.R. Shyam Sundar, a
labour economist.

shaswati.d@livemint.com
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Gujarat, Punjab increase limit on
work hours for factory employees

Wages will be in proportion of¥80 for 8 hrs; AP asks firms to not lay off contract workers

SOMESH JHA
New Delhi, 21 April

Gujarat and Punjab have become
the latest states to increase
working hours for factories, even
as Andhra Pradesh has issued a
strict directive to employers to not
lay off contract workers during the
lockdown period.

The governments in Gujarat and
Punjab followed the footsteps of the
Rajasthan  -government  and
increased the working hours limit
allowed in a day to 12 hours in man-
ufacturing units. Earlier, while
Punjab had allowed a maximum of 9

* hoursin aday per worker, Rajasthan
and Gujarat had a provision for a
maximum of 8 hours.

However, unlike Rajasthan and
Punjab, workers in Gujarat will not
be paid double the normal wages for
the increased working hours.

“Wages shall be in proportion of
the existing wages (e.g. if wages for
eight hours are %80, then propor-
tionate wages for 12 hours will be
%120),” the Gujarat labour depart-
ment said in an order dated April 17.
These provisions will be valid for
three months beginning April 20.
The Gujarat government said shifts
should be finalised in a way that
workers be given rest of half-an-hour
after six hours.

The states have invoked special
powers under the Factories Act of

B

Unlike Rajasthan and Punjab, workers in Gujarat will not be paid double
the normal wages for the increased working hours

1948, which could be used during a
public emergency, to make these
changes, without taking the
legislative route.

The move by the state govern-
ments is seen as a way to ensure that
to ensure production in factories
doesn’t take a hit with a limited
workforce as social distancing meas-
ures have to be put in place during
the operations. These changes to
the labour law will be applicable for
all the exempted categories of
industries that will be allowed to
work through notifications issued
by the central and the state govern-

ments in the safe zones. According
to sources, Maharashtra is also
looking to raise the working hours
in factories.

XLRI Jamshedpur ‘professor
K.R. Shyam Sundar termed these
measures as violations of the
International Labour Organisation’s
norms and said that the move could
be counter-productive as it will lead
to reduced efficiency in cases where
workers need to perform multiple
functions.

Some states such as Madhya
Pradesh already have a provision
for 12 hours work day in their labour

Need to open industry
across zones: Cll to govt

Industry should be allowed to
operate across the country and
notjust outside ‘red zones', the
Confederation of Indian Industry
(Cll) told the governmenton
Tuesday, a day aftersome
segments were allowed to
resume work. The Home Ministry
order classifies areas of large
outbreak, or clusters with a
significant spread of the virus, as
'hotspots' or red zones. The ClI
has pointed outthe need to
define hotspots clearly and
publish the liston a real-time
basis. SUBHAYAN CHAKRABORTY

laws. Labour falls under the con-
current list of the Constitution. The
states can make their own legisla-
tion, but with the approval of the
Central government.

In Andhra Pradesh, Special
Commissioner of Labour Rekha
Rani issued an order on April 18
directing the employers to pay
salaries during the lockdown peri-
od to all employees without any
deductions and not to “remove any
contract or casual labour” which
will be seen as a violation of the
order and punishable under the
Disaster Management Act.
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K.R Sh Sundar,
XLRI on MHA
orders on movement
of stranded
migrant workers

Kolkata: MHA’s order on movement of stranded migrant
workers within the States and Union Territories as a response
to the tremendous pressure exerted hy the industry and other
hodies who have heen lamenting of labour shortages and suf-
fers from several infirmities. The circular is unclear and may
cause confusion. The order stated skill mapping of migrant
workers in the relief camps for the suitable deployment of
their skills and Transporting the groups of migrant workers
who wish to return to their places of work would be moved
back after limited testing and those who are asymptomatic will
be transported duly.

It 100]25 like a Kalf—thought through order from the cen-
tre. It is based on the unfounded assumption that intra-state
movement is less risky than inter-state movement. Allocation
of workers to “suitabf:a laces” is a bigﬂtask apart from skill
map]gilng and getting skill demands. All in all, this measure
is a knee jerk reaction by the ministry and creates additional
headaches for all stakeholders and this is not needed especial-
lﬁ when the government needs all their energies to monitor
the implications of substantial covid-liberalization in the rural
areas and limited liberalization in the urban areas. The order
implies additional expenditure and use of resources by states.
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Subhro.Niyogi
@timesgroup.com

i Kolkata: Labour economists
: have questioned the rationa-
i le behind the ministry of ho-
i me affair’s order that allows
: movement of migrant wor-
i kers within the state but bars
: interstate movement. They
i saytheorderisaknee-jerkre-
i action to industry’s lament
: on labour shortage that will
i do little to solve the festering
: crisisthatmigrant workforce
i are currently facing across
i thecountry.

“The order appears to be

i based on unfounded assump-
¢ tion that intrastate travel is
i lessriskythaninter-statemo-
: vement. It talks of skill map-
i ping of migrant workers in
i relief camps for suitable de-
: ployment and transporting
i groups of migrant workers
: who wish to return to their
i places of work after limited
: testing. Allocation of wor-
: Kkerstosuitable places is abig
i task apart form skill map-
¢ ping and getting skill de-
i mands. This will only create
: additional headache for all
i stakeholders, something that
: isn’t needed when all energi-
: es need to focus on monito-
i ring the implications of sub-
: stantial Covid-liberalization
i inrural areas and limited li-
: beralization in urban areas,”
i said labour economist K R
: Shyam Sundar, who teaches
: atXLRI.

Therearearound6-7crore

Stranded labourers from Malda dist

rict at a camp in Mumbai

Economists question curb on
interstate migrant movement

migrant workers in India,
mostly from West Bengal, Bi-
har, Jharkhand, Odisha and
east Uttar Pradesh, engaged
invarious construction sites,
including infrastructure and
real estate projects. Post-Co-
vid though, they have been
branded infection carriers
and have either been driven
out of the host state or decli-
ned by the home state. The si-
tuation has put the spotlight
on the Interstate Migrant
Workmen’s Act, 1976, that has
been rarely implemented.
Praveen Jha, who teaches
labour and development eco-
nomics at Jawaharlal Nehru
University, too, questioned
the logic of not allowing mig-
rant labourers who have rea-
ched state borders from cros-
sing over, pointing out that
the demarcation was admini-
strative and not medical. “Set
up camps on the other side
and keep the workforce qua-
rantined for the specified pe-
riod instead of barring their

entry. We have turned mig-
rant labourers who keep our
citiesand townsmovingtore-
fugees in their own country.
Many of these people are
migrant agricultural wor-
kers worried about the fate of
crops back home,” said Jha.

They also felt the order
was confusing and lacked cla-
rity on key issues like provi-
ding food, shelter and subsis-
tencemoney. “Theyneedtobe
legitimately treated as unor-
ganised workers and provi-
ded portable biometric ID
cards. If they are not in relief
centres, the local administra-
tion must provide temporary
ration cards so that they get
the rice/wheat and pulses till
the Covid-led dislocation is
over. And thirdly, they need to
be provided cash relief by the
Centre at the rate of mini-
mum wages in MNREGA, i.e,
Rs 202 per day or Rs 6,000 a
month  till this health
emergency ends,” Sundar
suggested.
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RBI'S FUND INFUSION FOR NBFC,
BUT WILL BANKS OBLIGE?

The system has roughly Rs 7-trillion of excess liquidity that’s parked at RBI’s reverse
repo window; Even though, the central bank seems well-intentioned, it’s still somewhat
underestimating the real problem i.e. inadequate availability of ‘risk capital’

Need Of The Hour: Liquidity Regulation
RBI aims at improving liquidity for NBFCs/ MFls

Relaxing NPA norms on accounts availing
moratorium

Providing exemption to NBFCs on Commercial Real
Estate (CRE) projects

Eased Liquidity Coverage Ratio (LCR) requirement
for banks

Special refinance via NABARD, SIDBI and NHB to
help lenders meet their sectoral credit needs

i;i 4
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FINANCE COLLECTION / BANKNOTE

Kumar Shankar Roy

Reserve Bank of India (RBI) unleashed a second

round of measures on April 17, 2020, to boost the
economy. In a series of steps, the RBI has aimed at
improving liquidity for non-banking financial com-
panies (NBFCs)/ micro finance institutions (MFIs),
relax non-performing assets (NPA) norms on accounts
availing ium, providi to NBFCs on
Commercial Real Estate (CRE) projects (due to delay in

I n continuation with its earlier announcements, the

date of ¢ ement of ial operations) and
relaxed Liquidity Coverage Ratio (LCR) requirement for
banks. A i long-term repos op: i (TLTRO)

2.0 has been announced for an amount up to Rs 500 bil-
lion (Rs 50,000 crore) with at least 50 per cent toward
mid-sized NBFCs and MFls. Special refinance facilities
through NABARD, SIDBI and NHB to help lenders meet
their sectoral credit needs have been provided as well.
Banking, Financial Services and Insurance (BFSI) sector
Allin all, RBI Governor Shaktinkanta Das has tried to
unveil measures to ease liquidity and bank credit, to
support the economy and enable normal functioning of
markets, as part of the economic relief to offset the fall-
out of coronavirus (covid-19) lockdown. However, don’t
you for a moment think that all this lead to the prob-
lems vanishing for NBFCs. The money availed by banks
under TLTRO-1 got largely invested in PSUs and other
top-tier corporates and not getting adequately chan-
nelized in NBFCs. Yes, the RBI makes lending money
available for NBFCs, but banks don’t seem in the mood
for lending to all. Experts say that while RBI is treating
the problem as inadequate availability of capital, actu-
ally the problem seems to be lack of risk capital in the
system. Read on to know more.
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NBFCs, MFis reeling from liquidity squeeze

 From Page 2

weaker credits under the new TLTRO
since the dispensation is on marke risk
and nat credit risk. As another, while
the loswer reverse repo is a good push
incentive, a more powerful one could
have been general time-bound HTM
(Hold-"To-Maturily) relaxations for
banks investment in gavernment bonds.

Small-sized NBECs/MEIs Need All
The Tlelp

The RBI's measures would give some
Tiquidity relief to the mid and small
sized NBFCs/MEFIs swho were other
wise likely to face a liquidity squeeze
as most of the previous TLTRO was
taken up by PSUs and AAAFAA raled
private companies,

Banks, meanwhile, continue to play
hard ball. *...for this money to flow
down to the micro-and-small busi-
nesses, smaller NBECs have 1o be
considered bevond their ratings. Banks
should review NBFCs on a case by
case basis and not on the basis of rat-
ings because this excludes many of the
Tast-mile NB
small business entrepreneurs.” argues
Aiswarya Ravi, CFO, Kinara Capital,

Another thing that will help last-mile
and retail NBFCs is if the RBI can
clarify the Moratorium issue which

>s who are serving the

was not touched upon so far. While
many NBECs have already passed on

TLTRO of INR1t has been conducted since 27"

the al to their custamers,
Banks are unable to extend the same to
due to lack of clarity from RBI,
Adswarya said.

While RBI's measures score high on
liquidity, the question whether the
banking system/financial markets will
Tave the appetite to take credit risk re-
mains open. This is particularly so now
that the lockdown has been extended.
It's worth emphasizing that even before
COVID-19, risk appetite of the bank-
ing sector and NBI'Cs was low and
aggregate credit growth was at decadal
lows of ~6-7%. uthorities also
initially started with liquidity support,
but soon expanded their programmes
to cover credit risk.

“The question of credil riskiguarantee
perhaps falls in the government’s do-
main, and therefore, coordination be
tween monetary and fisc
needs Lo step up in scope a
caver maximum ground in ring-fenc-
ing the prablem. Globally also, au-
thorities have coordinated to create
structures that could take credit risk or
provide guarantees to ensure defaulls
and layolfs risk ate minimised. ven on
the issue of supporting incomes, fiscal

“Tieauy,
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translers need to expand, beyond what
has already been announced especially
as lockdawns are getting extended”
notes Kapil Gupta of Edeliveiss

Need For Closer Monitoring
While everyone agrees that the Reserve
Bank of India has shown its ‘do whatev-
er it takes' to support growth while
suring sustained health of the financi
system, it is important 1o Jet NBEC:
survive, TLTRO-2 needs to put money
in the hands of fund-starved NBFCs.
“The money availed by banks under
TLTRO-1 were getting largely invested
in PSUs and other top-tier corporates
and not getling ade qu.ml» channel-
ized in NBECs. ‘Ihis is critical to en-
sure liquidity issue doesn't transform
into a solvency crisis for the sector,”
says Navneet Munot, ED & CIO, SBI
Mutual Fund.

Ranen Banerjee, Leader Economic
Advisory Services, PwC India, ex:
pects the RBI moves to allow the MFIs
and NBFCs 10 extend lending to the
MSNIES that need the warking capi-
tal badly. “However, it has to be seen
whether the NBFCs and MFIs will
have the risk appetite to lend under
current scenario 1o the MSMEs in the
absence of any credit guarantee or first
loss guarantee or interest subvention,”
Banerjee remarks,

With the onset of COVID-19 and the
unprecedented uncertainty it brings,
cven private banks scem Lo be shying
away from credit risk, Ris]

aversion is

reflected in many areas of the financial
markets. Banks are parking record
amounts of money with the RBI daily

%) is going
to change this mk averse behavior of
the banks in continuing lo park large

Source: MOFSL,RBI

amounts with the RBI despite carning a
negative return on the same.

“The stressed corporates/NBFCs
aven't seen benefits of the rate cuts
and liquidity infusions by the RBI and
the latest announcement specifically for
NBECs may have some impact; but it is
anlikely to resolve the entire issue.’ says
Arvind Chari, head (fixed income &
alternatives) al Quantum Advisors,

Despite the RBI being pro-active
and using non-traditional measures
to counter the impact of COVID and
even before that the general economic
slowdown and financial market impact,
can't do it alone. In fact, Chari
that much of the confidence bus
measures, sentiment boosting steps are
dependent on what steps the govern
ment takes to stabilize the economy.

Horw much money will the govern-
ment put in the hands of the common
‘man to alleviate their income loss and
to drive consumption? How much
support will the farmer gef in manag-
ing the harvest season and sowing for
the new season? How well does the
government manage the migrant labor
issue? Will the governmenl provide risk
capital to SMs, NBECs, to help them
tide over this period?

The answers to these will hold the key
to whether the unprecedented a
by the RBI bear fruit in resolving the
lack of confidence and lack of certainty
that prevents financial market players
from taking on more risk.

Lack of liquidity has been one of the
muosl critical issues facing the NBFC
sector and the real estate sector, even
before the pandemic. Any measure to
boost liquidity is, therefore, a welcome
move, But it is equally, if not more,
imporlant lo ensurc the proper imple-
mentation of announcements,

tions.

es of experiencel
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Financial institutions looking to panacea from RBI

* From Page 1

Faltering Economic Conditions

The impact of a 40-day national
lockdown may have slowed down the
spread of coronavirus infection, but
there is massive collateral damage.
Economic aclivity is down Lo a trickle.
Over 6( per cent of the economic out
put is unused. Only essential activities
are somehow continuing, IMF has
pm,ecved India’s GDP growth for FY
1.90 per cenl. IMF has been
kind. With the fluidity of the situation
thwarting precise forecasts, domeslic
rating agency ICRA currently projects
Indian GDP to contract in a range

of 10-15 per cent in Q1 FY2L, which
would translate to a bleak full year
growth band of +/-1% in FY21.

Barclays emerging markets research
has also cut India’s 2020 GDP growth
forccast to zero from 2.5 per cent earlier.
The British brokerage has also revised
down its FY21 GDP growth forecast
further to 0.8 per cent from 3.5 per cent
earlier. These projections indicate the
slowing cconomy phenomenon.

Under these conditions, the ball
has, time and again, gone to the RBI's
court. Financial institutions expect the
central bank to give the panacea. Yet,
RBI's posilion in the financial system
is not supreme. The central govern
ment’s finance ministry has to perform
many things. As a central bank, the
RRBI has tried to announce measures.
But it would be fool-hardy Lo assume
that the central bank can alone man

age the situation. In this backdrop, the
RBI has announced the second round

cor Lo financial companics. 1t is
when the economy is tail spinning into
deeper recession.

‘What RBI Has Done

argeted Long-Term Repo Oper-
ations (TLTRO) 2.0: The RBI has
announced TLIRO 2.0 for an amount
of up to Rs30,000 crore for easing
liquidity constraints toward impacted
businesses such as small and mid-;
corporates, including NBFCs/MFIs due
10 the COVID-19 disruptions. Banks
would have to buy investment grade
bonds, CPs and NCDs of NBFCs with
at least 50 per cent musl-go loward
mid-sized NBFCs/MFIs. Further, banks
would need to invest the amount with-
in a month of availing the facility from
the RBI.

* Special re-finance facility through
SIDBI, NHB and NABARD: The

RBI would provide special refinance
facilities to the tune of Rs 50,000 crore
to NABARD, SIDBI and NHB to help
their sectoral credil needs. Advances
under this facility would come at the
prevailing repo rate.

* Reduction in Reverse Repo Rate by
25bp to ¥: To encourage banks to
deploy surplus funds in loans and in-
vestments in the economy, the RBT has
further reduced the reverse repo rate by
25bp to 3.75% vis 4.0% earlier.

* Relaxation of NPA norms toward
moralorium accounls: For standard
accounts (as of 29th Feb'20) that have
availed moratorium, the RBI has
excluded the moratorium period from
90-day NPA recognition norm.

* RBI extends timeline for resolution of
large accounts by 90 days: The RBI has
Turther extended the timeline for reso-
lution of large accounts under the June
2019 circular by 90 days to 270 days
(vfs 180 days earlier), which would also
extend the period for making addition-
al provisioning of 20 per cent on such
delayed accounts.

* Dispensation on asset classification
due to delay in DCCO of commercial
real estate projects: In February 2020,
the RBI came out with a guideline
that provided an extension DCCO

of CRE projects, by one year without
nge in asset classification for the
bank for reasons beyond the promort

er’s control. 'This guideline is now
applicable to NBFCs too. The RBI has
further reduced the LCR requirement
for banks to 80% v/s 100% at present.
Further to preserve capital position of
Dbanks, the RBI has mandated banks to
not declare dividends for FY20 until
September 2020.

* Also, Ways and Means Advances
(WMA) limit of states has been in-
creased by 60 per cent over and above
the level as on March 31, 2020, to
provide greater comfort to the states for
underlaking COVID-19 containment
and mitigation efforts and to plan their
market borrowing programme betler.
The increased limit will be available till
September 30, 2020

All Eyes on Banks® Move
‘Lhe announcement by the RBI has,
like always, led to a bevy of reactions
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from the top-level of the government
to the corporates. The stack market was
thrilled and gave a 3.2 per cent rally for
the key indices - the BSE Sensex and
the NSE Nifty last Frida;

‘The Prime Minister, Narendra Modi
lauded the announcements made
Dy RBI and said these measures will
enhance liquidity and improve credit
supply. In a tweet, PM said: “Today's
announcements by @RBI will greatly
enhance liquidity and improve credit
supply. These steps would help our
small businesses, MSMESs, farmers and.
the poar. It will also help all states by
increasing WMA limits.

But, banks have a mind of their own
While the RBIL and the Central Govern-
ment wants banks to be more cred
it-friendly in terms of loans to NBT¥
banks have so far displayed a high
regard of conservatism. This lending
prudence is double-cdged, some would
say. NBFCs don't have access to depos
its that banks have. So, if banks turn
ultra-conservative about lending to
NBFCs, it's a slow death for NBFCs that
have little funding access.

has cautioned about
“with the RBI culting reverse repo

rate by 25 basis points this time, and
290 basis point cut already on March
27, i’ signalling for the banks not (o
invest excess funds with the RBI, but
engage in business loans. There is also
an additional mandate for the banks Lo
utilise 50 per cent of their borrowing
from RBI through TLIRO (l.uguul
long term repo operations) for lending
1o SMEs and NBICs.”

Better and bigger NBECs should be
able to issue bonds where banks can
utilise this money.

The RBI Governor announced a new
set of measures in respanse to the
current growth and financial market
stress. These measures are mostly
aimed at casing some pressures on the
lower rated / smaller participants of
the financial markets.

“The new set of measures is welcome,
and will serve to ease financial con-
ditions on the margin. However, it is
possible that the RBI s still somewhat
underestimating the fact that the real
problem (in our view) is that of inade-
quate availability of risk capital in the
system. 'Lhus, some of the ‘push’ mea-
y have limited impact”
says Suyash Choudhary, head (fixed
income), IDFC AMC.

Suyash cites an example. He points out
that banks may still hesitate to lend to
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As incomes dry up, workers dip into their EPF savings

Prashant»Kv. I\{anda

prashant.n@livemint.com
NEW DELHI '

ore than 650,000
M people have dug into
theiremployee provi-

dent fund (EPF) savings to off-
set the income loss caused by
the lockdown imposed to
check the spread of the coro-
navirus.

Asmany as 30,000-35,000
people are withdrawing their
provident fund savings on an
average working day in April,
an indication of the hardship
the working classis facing.

Around 2,700 crore has
already been withdrawn under
the newly-facilitated pan-
demicrules, according to data
from retirement fund manager
Employees’ Provident Fund
Organisation (EPFO).

“This includes both goney

e, A 0. N 00

withdrawn from the retirement
fund corpus directly under
EPFO and the corpusmanaged
by company PF trusts. These
are not just workers from small
firms, butalso those from blue-
chip companies,” said a gov-
ernment official, who declined
tobe named.

According to EPFO data,
exempted PF trusts or those
managed by companiesunder
overarchingrulesof the retire-
ment fund manager, have
facilitated the withdrawal of
almost 500 crore for their
employees.

Neyveli Lignite Corp. in
Cuddalore has seen its
employees withdraw I84.4
crore of provident fund
money, followed by Visakha-
patnam Steel Plant in Vizag
(%¥40.9 crore), and NTPC Ltd
(X28 crore).

“The exempted provident

e %

Around %2,700 crore has been withdrawn under the newly

facilitated pandemic rules.

fund trusts have risen to the
occasion amid the covid-19
pandemic...some of the
exempted establishments
have done exemplary work,”
EPFO said in an email.

“The income loss is real.
When businesses have suf-
fered a massive setback

PRADEEP GAUR/MINT

because of the lockdown, peo-
pleare also bound to have lost
income. However, we did not
think that so many people will
withdraw money under the
new rules. The trend we are
observing is not confined to
one state or a few industrial
locations. Itisacrossstates and
atiiigrr: A

sectors,” said the official men-
tioned above. In the next 10
days, cumulatively, at least a
million subscribers may with-
draw money from PF
accounts, said the official.

“Construction, road trans-
port, logistics, IT,

economist.

The Union government has
allowed EPFO subscribers to
withdraw up to 75% of their PF
savings or three months of
basic wages and dearness
allowance, whichever islower,

under a new rule

manufactur- As many as promulgated to
ing..all have lost 35000 peopleare deal with hard-
businesses. The withdrawing their ships during the
income loss is PF savings on an crisis. .
huge and people average workin “It's not just
must havedipped vl g il sh € confinedtoDelhi.
into their PF ayg;;:grzj'aiaows ItisacrossIndia. It

money. It’s not
theidealssituation
and will hamper
their retiremehnt corpus, but
when thereisincome loss, peo-
plewilldo whatever possible. It
also shows that governments
have not reached out to the
working classthe way it should
have during a pandemic,” said
K.R. Shyamsundar, a labour
F vV Y

is time the gov-
ernment reaches
out to the working
class which pays tax, helps
industries gain productivity,
but suffers most when situa-
tionsturn bad. Theirjobsare at
stake and millions are facing a
wage cut,” said Shyamsundar,
explaining that povertyisareal
threat for millions of Indians.
i,
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Reminder: Not by bread alone

BASANT KUMAR MOHANTY

New Delhi: Nearly one crore workers
are being given food by the government,
NGOs and private employers across
India, the government has told the
Supreme Court, but academics and ac-
tivists said the labourers needed in-
come support apart from food.

Two labour economists told The

- Telegraph that most of these workers
would have lost their jobs and the gov-
ernment should provide them the daily
minimum wage throughout the lock-
down period.

The government’s claim came in an
affidavit filed on April 7 by Gyanesh
Kumar, additional secretary in the
home ministry.

It said the government (Centre and
state governments) was providing food
to 54 lakh people, the NGOs to 30 lakh
people and industry and employers to
15 lakh people.

The affidavit came in response to a
petition from activist Harsh Mander,
who had contended the government
should pay the minimum wage and de-
liver free rations to the stranded migra-
nt workers during the lockdown period.

The apex court later dismissed the

from their homes.

“Of those receiving food, the majori-
ty are out of job, They need protection
in terms of income support,” Srivastava
said.

He said most migrant workers get
an advance from the labour contractors
and receive the balance pay after the co-
mpletion of the work assigned to them.

During this lockdown period, the la-
bour contractors would not be in touch
with the workers, so the Centre must
pay them their wages, Srivastava said.

The Centre has allowed the migrant
workers to work within the states
where they are now located but contin-
ues to ban inter-state travel.

“If a worker can travel from western
Maharashtra to Konkan, why not allow
them to travel from Mumbai to Andhra
Pradesh with social-distancing meas-
ures?” Srivastava said.

“The central government has al-
lowed some states like Uttar Pradesh,
Madhya Pradesh and Haryana to bring
back their workers. The same should be
allowed to all the states.”

K.R. Shyam Sundar, professor of la-
bour studies at the Xavier Institute of
Management, Jamshedpur, said that

ing feeding centres alone would

case after the Centre said it was provid-
ing the workers food and taking measu-
res to protect them from the coron-
avirus.

Labour economist Ravi Srivastava
told this newspaper that these 99 lakh
people who were being fed would only
make up 30 to 40 per cent of the mi-
grant workers stranded in places away

not solve the problems of the migrant
workers.

“The State’s job is not only to feed.
In these extraordinary times, the migr-
ant workers and their families must be
treated with dignity and provided with
income support, which is equivalent to
the minimum wage or poverty-line wa-
ge, whichever is higher,” Sundar said.

Labour secretary Heeralal
Samariya had last week told a delega-
tion of industry body Ficci that the gov-
ernment was trying to map the skills of
the stranded workers so they could be
offered jobs.

“We are issuing directions to the
states to do a matching of skills and the
jobs available, and offer jobs to the
stranded workers,” he said.

Mander, however, told this newspa-
per that it was not possible for a govern-
ment in a free market economy to do
such matching and offer jobs.

“This is not only an un-imple-
mentable idea, it still looks upon the
workers as an economic resource — to
be used opportunistically — rather
than rights-holders who have the right
to wage payments throughout the lock-
down (in the way formal workers are
being paid),” Mander said.

Another labour economist, who did
not wish to be quoted, said the labour
ministry lacked the wherewithal to find
out which jobs were available in the
market.

“This is not Lenin’s Russia where
all the jobs were under the State’s con-
trol. In India, demand and supply
decide job availability. There is no
need for prospective employers to
tell the government whether jobs
are available,” the economist
said.

He said the workers had all these
days sought jobs but were not provided
any. Now they would prefer to return
home to take care of themselves and
their families.
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OUR CORRESPONDENT

Jamshedpur: Educational in-
stitutions and alumni associa-
tions in the steel city have
come forward to help needy
rural and wrban families with
food in bulk amid the nation-
wide lockdown to contain the
novel coronavirus pandemic.

From the start of this
month, premier B-school
XLRI has donated around
3,000 food packets, including
rice, pulses, soy nuggets, cook-
ing oil, salt and sugar, and in
some cases wheat flour and
soap, to families in rural and
urban areas to poor families.
Of the 3,000 packets, the Loy-
ola Alumni Association has
donated 1,200.

With skeletal staff on cam-
pus now, the B-school has
managed to collect around Rs
12 lakh to help the needy dur
ing the pandemic. However,
XLRI partnered with nonprof-
it organisations who have ex-
perience on the field for the
distribution of food.

NGO Kalamandir and the
Jamshedpur Jesuit Society
have been distributing food in
rural areas while Adarsh Seva
Sansthan and People for
Change are helping urban
slums and transgenders re
ceive food.

Educational
hubs pitch
in with food

distribution at XLRL
Telegraph picture

“We were told by the ad-
ministration that there is need
in rural areas too. People asso-
ciated with us, including the
faculty, alumni association
and individuals have gener-
ously donated for the cause.
However, we kept ourselves
away from distribution as itis
better done by organisations
who work on the field,” said
senior faculty member of
XLRI, Madhukar Shukla.

Besides giving food pack-
etsto XLRI, the Loyola Alumni
Association on its own has
concentrated on children’snu-
trition. The outfit has so fardo-
nated 3,760 half-litre packets of
milk since the start of the
month.

The distribution was being
done twice a week but now on
therequest of the East Singhb-
hum DC Ravi Shankar Shukla
it will be done thrice a week.

The Loyola Alumni Associ-
ation has collected more than
Rs 5 lakh from its members.
Teachers of Loyola School
have also agreed to donate a
day’s salary for at least two
months to support the cause.

“Nutritionis a key need for
children between six months
and three years, as the district
administration said,” said
Loyola Alumni Association
vice-president Rajiv Talwar.

Last week, officials of pri-
vate schools in Jamshedpur
handed over a consignment of
7,200 packets of 500gm of a
branded malt health drink to
East Singhbhum district ad-
ministration for poor preg-
nant and lactating women.
About 16 schools in Jamshed-
pur had collected Rs 14.5 lakh
for it and handed the consign-
ment to the government offi
cials at the Red Cross Bhavan.
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INPERSPECTIVE
Precarious workers:
Leftinthelurch
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ASHA, Anganwadi workers deserve pay, social security, not just applause

KR SHYAM SUNDAR

he government has been utilising
the services of millions of frontline

healthworkerstodeal with Covid-19.
Of them, the *volunteers' employed under
the Integrated Child Development Servic-
es (ICDS) which has been in vogue since
1975, namely anganwadi workers (AW),
anganwadihelpers(AH)and the Accredit-
ed Social Health Activist (ASHA) workers,
employedunder the National Rural Health
Mission (NRHM) in existence since 2005
(hereafter ‘community health service
workers,or CHSW), deserve specialatten-
tion. According to the government, there
are 1.33 million anganwadi workers and
1.05 million ASHA workers. Under their
respective schemes, they provide multiple
functions, such as child physical (includ-
ing nutrition) and emotional and mental
healthcare, maternal care,immunisation,
family planning, reducing gender-based
violence, etc.

The Ministry of Healthand Family Wel-
fare, Government of India, gave special
trainingtothe CHSW to help them provide
avarietyof servicesinthe Covid-19 context,
suchastospreadsafe practices, identifica-

tionofavirussuspect/contact,etc. TheTel-
angana government has additionally asked
thetrained AWstoassess the psychological
impact of lockdown on women, children
and the aged. Thus, we see that they per-
form multiple valuable functions and are
warriors in humanity’s fight against Cov-
id-19. Theirwork assumesvitalimportance
as they have astrong and institutionalised
community presence. However, their ser-
vices are hardly mentioned, though they
suffer from existential and identity crises.
Infact,a PILlodged in the Supreme Court
seeks directions for protective measures
for nurses, which is a welcome move as
nurses are a highly exploited lot. The Su-
preme Court must suo motu include the
CHSW alsoinitsdirections.

However, news reports reveal many
bad experiences of these workers. For ex-
ample, they have not only been subjected
to undesirable treatment (like heckling,
physical assaults) insome places, inothers
theyhave not been provided withadequate
and fresh personal protective equipment
like masks, gloves and sanitisers. In some
places, they continue touse oft-used masks
or even their dupattas and pallu (end of
the saree) as substitutes. They work for

long hoursastheinfectionincidencesrise,
oftensacrificing their family time. Insome
states, they did not receive their meagre
income even during this tough period.

At the sametime, pressreportsdemon-
strate unguestionably theirselfless, untir-
ing and invaluable frontline work, often
risking infection as some of them have
health deficiencies like diabetes, etc.,
which make them morevulnerable. While
state governments have possibly settied
the issues mentioned above arising out of
the Covid-19 crisis, these workers suffer
fromsome fundamental and long-pending
labour market deficits that merit serious
andconsiderateactionbythegovernment.

These workers are women who hail
from low-income families, not well-edu-
cated, some of them widows, join the com-
munity health service at a young age and
continue without any career prospects.
There is a formal recruitment process
and the ASHA workers receive rigorous
training. Giventhekind of extensive com-
munity health services they perform, it
cannot be dismissed as unskilled work by
any stretch of imagination.

However, the government has always
maintained thatsince theyare ‘volunteers/
honorary workers', it will only pay hono-
raria as determined from time to time.
Their honorarium is a consolidated pay
withno cost-of-living allowance and there
are no structured guidelines for their pe-
riodic revision as would be the casein any
kind of employment. Hence, in several
regions, their honoraria are less than the
nmunimum wages of unskilled workers.

Then, any rise in them is advertised by
the ruling party as a large welfare meas-
ure. For example, the honoraria for AW
and AHwere revised from 3,000to 4,500
and 1,500 to 2,2,50, respectively, in Oc-
tober 2018 - after seven years! The hono-
rariaof these workers are shared between

the centraland the state governmentsand
hence their incomes show regional varia-
tions. The ASHA's compensation systemis
rather complex, comprising variable com-
ponents that are linked to defined tasks
(e.g. 100 for full immunisation; 50 for
reporting child death; 1,000 for 42 con-
tactsover 6-7 months of TB treatment). It
isnotable that the scheme-based workers
work under poor conditions, are given
meagre insurance cover and not entitled
to social security.

The CHSW have conducted numerous
struggles for many years on several de-
mands and won several rights, like even
the minor rise in their honoraria. The core
demandsare: fixed and higher wage, social
security, the status of ‘workers' and, since
they work under government schemes,
theyshould betreated as‘governmentem-
ployees”. Theseissues were discussed in the
tripartite body, Indian Labour Conference
(ILC)in2015and the Conference Commit-
tee in which government representatives
were present endorsed all their demands.
However, the government rejected them
on specious grounds. Since they are vol-
unteers and performing part-time work,
they cannot be termed as workers nor

as government employees. On technical

ounds. itdeclared that theyare not eligi-

e to cover under ESIand EPF schemes.
They cannot be paid the minimum wages
as they do not hold any civil post per the
Supreme Court judgement in 1998. And
since the government deems them to be
‘volunteers’, their trade union and collec-
tive bargaining rights issues do not exist.

The Finance Minister announced 50
lakh insurance cover for 90 daysto health
workers, including community health
workers, and Maharashtra hasannounced
a 25 lakh insurance cover for anganwa-
di workers. While these are laudable, if
the applause by the political leaders is
genuine, then a befitting reward to these
precarious workers would be conferring
‘workers'and ‘government employees'sta-
tus on them, withattendantbenefits. Itwill
notonlyupliftmillions of families as these
workers hail from low-income families, it
will also enhance gender justice as they
arewomen workers. Does the government
have the heartand thewilltodoso, atleast
after having used their services extensively
ata fime of national crisis?

(The writer is Professor, XLRI, Xavier
School of Management, Pune)




