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ABSTRACT
Manual scavengers, or ‘Safai Karamcharis’, as they are 
known in India, are sanitation workers who manually 
clean human waste for a living and face considerable 
occupational health risks. They are subject to deep- seated, 
caste- based stigma associated with their perceived 
‘caste impurity’ and lack of cleanliness, which result 
both in consistently dangerous substandard working 
conditions and lack of social mobility, with women facing 
greater hardships. The COVID- 19 pandemic has further 
exacerbated their plight. Despite the considerable efforts of 
social advocates, organised movements and government 
institutions, reforms and criminalisation have produced 
mixed results and campaigners remain divided on whether 
banning manual scavenging is an effective solution. 
This article reviews the history of attempts to address 
scavenging in India. Starting in the colonial period and 
ending with the current government’s Swachh Bharat 
Mission, it highlights how attempts to deal with scavenging 
via quick- fix solutions like legal bans criminalising their 
employment, infrastructure upgrades or paternalistic 
interventions have either failed to resolve issues or 
exacerbated scavengers’ situation by pushing long- 
standing problems out of view. It argues that meaningful 
progress depends on abandoning top- down modes of 
decision- making, addressing the underlying sociocultural 
and infrastructural factors that perpetuate the ill health 
and social conditions of manual scavengers, collecting 
data on the true extent of scavenging, and investing in and 
providing political agency to communities themselves.

INTRODUCTION
Across Indian cultures and communities, 
sanitation work has been the responsibility 
of the lowest castes.1 The Hindi term ‘Safai 
Karamcharis/Karmacharis’ (cleaning worker 
or staff) is commonly used to refer to sanita-
tion workers and sweepers. The term ‘Karam-
chari’ is also used in current legal lexica when 
referring to manual scavengers,2 who engage 
in manually cleaning, carrying, handling or 
disposing of human excreta in specifically 
insanitary conditions, such as open drains, 
pits or railway tracks.3 This dangerous work 
is overwhelmingly performed by people from 

Scheduled Castes, who face resulting serious 
health risks from faecally transmitted infec-
tious disease, noxious chemicals, asphyxia-
tion and injury, as well as substantial social 
discrimination due to the ‘polluting’ nature 
of the work.4 To address the demeaning 
nature of manual scavenging, its health 
risks and the social stigma experienced by 
scavenging communities, numerous Indian 
administrations have resorted to interven-
tions ranging from upgrading sanitary infra-
structures to passing paternalistic legislation 
designed to protect scavengers while perpet-
uating their status, to rendering the employ-
ment of manual scavengers illegal.

This paper assesses the impact of these 
reforms on Safai Karamcharis and their 
communities. Following an overview of the 
significant health costs communities incur, we 
conduct a historical survey of legal arrange-
ments from ca. 1900 onwards. We draw on 
published literature in peer- reviewed journals 
in medicine, humanities and social sciences. 
We complement this review of published 
academic material by analysing newspaper 
reports, grey or non- academic literature 
(mostly from between 1990 and 2021), legal 
and policy documents, and detailed accounts 
of the experiences of the workers themselves 

SUMMARY BOX
 ⇒ According to labour standards, Indian Manual 
Scavengers face considerable social stigma and oc-
cupational health risks.

 ⇒ Laws banning manual scavenging have not eradi-
cated manual scavenging in India.

 ⇒ Skill upgradation schemes, sanitation infrastructure 
development and social welfare measures for man-
ual scavengers have been attempted over the years 
by several governments in India.

 ⇒ Despite various substantive reports, government 
and municipal agencies deny the existence and em-
ployment of manual scavenging.
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to create a multiperspective analysis of the extent and 
evolution of Safai Karamcharis’ legal and social status.

Our findings highlight that shifting political priori-
ties, technocratic optimism, paternalism (defined here 
as top- down restrictions on the freedoms of subordi-
nate peoples under a governance structure that simul-
taneously provides limited protection and support), and 
neoliberal attempts to serve market- based supply and 
demand of scavenging labour, have repeatedly prioritised 
quick- fix legal and technological solutions over struc-
tural interventions. We argue that improvement of Safai 
Karamcharis’ situation depends not only on upgrading 
sanitary infrastructure, but also on empowering commu-
nities by collecting data on the true extent of scavenging 
and ending their economic, sociocultural and political 
obfuscation.

THE OCCUPATIONAL AND COMMUNITY HEALTH RISKS OF 
SCAVENGING
Manual scavenging is an extremely dangerous occupa-
tion. According to the Press Trust of India, 115 manual 
scavengers died while cleaning sewers and septic tanks 
in 2019.5 This figure is likely an underestimate due 
to the illegal nature of scavenging, and the fact that it 
only captures on- the- job deaths due to asphyxiation or 
drowning in sewers and septic tanks, excluding deaths 
that take place offsite due to infections and respiratory 
or cardiovascular incidents, among many other causes.6 7 
According to social activists from the state of Maharashtra, 
the average annual death rate among Safai Karamcharis 
was estimated to be 9 per 1000 in 2016, nearly a third 
higher than the 6.7 per 1000 found among the general 
population. Deaths also appear to occur at a younger age 
among Safai Karamcharis, with their mean life expec-
tancy at 58 years compared with 68.3 years in the general 
population.8

Gender plays a significant role in the degree of occupa-
tional health risk that scavengers face. Women reportedly 
comprise over 95% of all manual scavengers in India and 
tend to be charged with cleaning human excreta from 
dry latrines as it is the lowest paid job.9 10 Although they 
also face stigmatisation and prejudice, rehabilitation and 
occupation mobility are comparatively easier to access for 
male scavengers as they have fewer ‘household respon-
sibilities’ or ‘demands of childcare’.1 In addition, men 
often perform the more skilled work of waste removal 
involving machinery and transport.1 Working without 
personal protective equipment (PPE) and legal protec-
tion, Karamcharis describe various afflictions resulting 
from chronic exposure to pathogens and the toxic, 
carcinogenic and teratogenic pollutants commonly found 
in sewage. Problems include aggressive itchy patches, 
rashes, boils and other skin infections. Physiological 
damage also results from carrying heavy, leaky baskets 
on their head, including hair loss, postural problems and 
miscarriages.11 Reduced general immunity, indicated by 
falling sick constantly, was also stated as common.11

Occupation- related poor nutrition may exacerbate 
health problems. Scavengers also report an aversion to 
eating dal (an important source of protein in India) and 
other foods after handling faeces all day. Despite thor-
ough washing of hands, a female scavenger stated that 
her own hands and nails repulsed her, claiming “Cleaning 
the shit of these people is bad enough. I don’t want to put 
that in my mouth.”12 Mental health and addiction prob-
lems resulting from precarious and illegal employment, 
and social stigma are also reportedly common among 
these communities.13

Scavenging communities face additional secondary 
health risks by directly or indirectly exposing family 
members to pathogens via touch or food preparation.11 
Exposure is increased due to a lack of appropriate 
cleaning facilities. In a survey conducted during the 
2020 COVID- 19 lockdown, the non- governmental organ-
isation (NGO) WaterAid found that 40% of sanitation 
workers, who were pressured by the national govern-
ment to remain on the job, lacked handwashing facili-
ties at their workplace. Similarly, the informal and often 
crowded settlements that many workers live in often lack 
access to appropriate water and sanitation infrastructure 
as well.14 Meanwhile, potential long- term intergenera-
tional impacts of mothers’ exposure to various chemical 
substances (including endocrine disruptors like endo-
sulfan or ‘forever chemicals’ like high performance poly-
amides/ Polyphthalamide or PPAs) on unborn children 
remain understudied.15

A SOCIOCULTURAL HISTORY OF SCAVENGING
The disproportionate mortality and morbidity faced by 
scavenging communities has deep roots in Indian society 
and history. Understanding the extent of these roots as 
well as political path dependencies created by previous 
administrations’ attempts to address scavengers’ plight 
is important when it comes to developing more robust 
interventions moving forward. Looking back at the past 
century of reform efforts, what emerges is a complicated 
history in which a long- term mix of socioeconomic, 
cultural and biological precarity has only ever been 
partially addressed by regulatory interventions.

The caste system in India has long divided commu-
nities into a distinct social hierarchy based on concepts 
of cleanliness embedded in Hindu philosophy.16 While 
commonly used in India today, the word ‘caste’—derived 
from the Latin ‘castus’ meaning ‘chaste’—was initially 
used by the Portuguese in the mid- 16th century to 
denote Hindu societal stratification17 into four primary 
groups with distinct social privileges and duties.18 
Concepts of purity and pollution play an important 
role in these divisions.19 Bodily fluid, faecal matter and 
carcasses are deemed pollutants, both in terms of clean-
liness and holiness.20 While occupation is no longer as 
rigidly assigned as it was centuries ago, workers tasked 
with cleaning and disposing pollutants are still predom-
inantly recruited from the lowest castes and continue to 
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be labelled as polluted themselves, both physically and 
spiritually. Estimates suggest that today roughly 95% of 
manual scavengers belong to the Scheduled Castes.4 
Historically, this caste- based division of labour has been 
justified with a doctrine of responsibility to the commu-
nity (chaturvarna), which sees the role of Karamcharis as 
providing an essential community service by taking up 
‘polluting’ work and allowing members of higher castes 
to maintain their purity. This concept of service includes 
aspects of social and spatial segregation such as expec-
tations for Karamcharis to mark themselves, announce 
their presence and physically exclude themselves from 
areas designated for ‘purer’ members of society to avoid 
‘polluting’ vital elements such as air or water.1 21 Prior to 
the use of the term ‘Safai Karamcharis’, manual scaven-
gers were identified by their caste title, such as ‘Methar’, 
‘Bhangi’, ‘Balmiki’ or ‘Dalit’. Many of these terms, 
such as Dalit, which means ‘broken identity’ or ‘broken 
people’, were used as a derogatory epithet, although anti-
caste advocates have recently begun to reclaim them.11 22 
Using these terms, especially to cause insult, was made 
punishable under Section 3(1)(x) of the Scheduled 
Castes (SC) and the Scheduled Tribes (ST) (Prevention 
of Atrocities) Act of 1989, which introduced the labels 
SC and ST as non- derogatory umbrella terms to refer to 
these communities.23

The deep- rooted cultural and social discrimination 
against manual scavengers has been exacerbated by a long 
history of using scavengers to compensate for deficient 
sanitation infrastructure. During the colonial era, sanitary 
and public hygiene interventions were frequently piece-
meal, lacklustre and concentrated on British residences 
and cantonment areas.24 25 Preconceptions of lower- caste 
Indians as being ‘savage’ and ‘dirty’ perpetuated negli-
gence of proper sanitation systems in native quarters. 
This forced local communities to continue to rely on 
manual scavengers to maintain sanitation, but also exac-
erbated pre- existing social divides within the new urban 
order.26 27 Residential street waste was managed by either 
‘hereditary sweepers’, who were assigned the occupa-
tion by birth, or ‘municipal sweepers’, who were govern-
ment employees but were still predominantly recruited 
from manual scavenging communities.28 29 Occupational 
hazards were compounded by social discrimination. Scav-
engers’ work was classified as an essential public service, 
thereby prohibiting them from taking up other employ-
ment or unionising to demand better pay.26 28 Beholden 
to housing supplied by municipal corporations, commu-
nities were also often forced to live in the most crowded 
and unsanitary regions of a city and were frequently 
subjected to eviction and displacement during urban 
renewal projects.30

Resistance by scavengers, including strikes in Bombay, 
Delhi and Haridwar, was met with punitive legislation like 
the Municipal Act of 1900 in Haridwar, which specified 
that hereditary sweepers could be fined for neglecting to 
clean private residences or required to forfeit rights to 
cleaning the building.29 In Bombay, the 1890 Municipal 

Servants Act prevented sanitation workers within the Pres-
idency from leaving their work without 2 months’ notice, 
punishable by imprisonment, fine or both.31 Many urban 
settlements also tried to pass legislation to municipalise 
scavenging and to prevent scavengers from earning addi-
tional income by selling night soil.32

This binary logic of simultaneously acknowledging the 
need for manual scavenging and disciplining scavenging 
communities accelerated during the first half of the 20th 
century. Some states tried to stifle scavenger agency by 
restricting collective action with laws like the Punjab 
Municipal Act No. 3 of 1911 or the Uttar Pradesh Act 
No. 2 of 1916, which remain in place to this day. Mean-
while, leading figures within Congress tried to reconcile 
nationalist ideals of democratic enfranchisement with an 
idealised paternalist vision of the caste system.

During the interwar period, Mahatma Gandhi repeat-
edly described India’s caste system as an organic hier-
archy underpinning the smooth running of society in 
which all factions played an important role and should be 
respected and developed.33 He condemned the practice 
of untouchability, yet simultaneously glorified the caste- 
based work of manual scavengers as a ‘sacred’ form of 
public service—akin to a mother washing dirt off their 
baby.34 Following Gandhi, the essential nature of this 
service accorded dignity to scavengers but simultaneously 
denied them the right to strike or challenge their place 
in society. Although Gandhi’s beliefs evolved, his caste- 
based idealisation of scavenging led to clashes with the 
pioneering social reformer and anticaste activist, Dr Bhim 
Rao Ambedkar, a dalit himself.35 In contrast to Gandhi, 
Ambedkar identified scavenging as a forced caste occupa-
tion and thereby without choices, resources or dignity.24 
He claimed that much of Gandhi’s statements were an 
attempt to use tokenism to appease scavengers to continue 
their work with minimum resistance.36 The dispute came 
to a head in 1932, when Ambedkar’s demand for a sepa-
rate electorate for the ‘Depressed Classes’ was granted, 
and Gandhi announced that he would fast unto death to 
protest the division of Hindu society.37

POST-INDEPENDENCE
Clashes about the status of scavengers and how to improve 
their condition continued after Independence. Driven by 
activist protest and government attempts to gain electoral 
favour, a series of expert commissions were installed. 
Resulting reports recommended a mix of technological 
interventions and social reforms, which were intended to 
reduce the need for scavenging and turn it into a regu-
lated service with employee protections. Results were 
mixed.38 39

In 1949, the Government of Bombay’s Barve Committee 
enquired into the living conditions of local scavengers 
and minimum wages.40 At the national level, the first 
so- called Backward Classes Commission was appointed in 
1953 and described the condition of sweepers and scav-
engers as subhuman while emphasising that mechanical 
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and up- to- date methods of cleaning latrines were needed 
to end the inhuman practice of doing this work by 
hand.40 Published in 1961, the much- cited Malkani et 
al’s41 report recommended implementing technical 
improvements such as underground drainage, improved 
latrines and addressing the lack of human dignity at all 
stages of scavenging. Unfortunately, resulting investment 
and reform efforts proved insufficient to end demand for 
manual scavenging and did little to empower communi-
ties themselves.

During the late 1960s, the newly formed ‘All India 
Safai Mazdoor (Cleaning Workers) Congress’ and its 
various political affiliations launched campaigns for 
renewed action. Spurred by labour movements and the 
shift towards emphasising antipoverty measures under 
the new Congress Leader Indira Gandhi in 1968–69, the 
National Commission on Labour recommended compre-
hensive legislation to regulate the working conditions of 
‘sweepers and scavengers’ alongside effective enforce-
ment.40 Several government schemes also attempted to 
improve toilet sanitation technology.40 However, once 
again, investment proved too patchy to meaningfully 
alleviate the need for scavenging. Meanwhile, official 
enforcement of worker protection proved inadequate. 
Despite the paternalist language employed by regulators, 
scavengers continued to work in precarious environ-
mental conditions with little opportunity to escape the 
cultural and socioeconomic confines of their caste- based 
profession.

In view of these failings, 1990s Indian governments 
changed tack by moving away from paternalist measures 
designed to protect scavengers with legal safeguards to 
market- based interventions aiming to serve the supply 
and demand dynamics perpetuating the scavenging 
sector. In 1993, the Rao administration tried to address 
both the supply and demand for scavenging labour by 
outlawing the employment of manual scavengers with the 
Employment of Manual Scavengers and Construction of 
Dry Latrines (Prohibition) Act.42 Breaking with Inde-
pendence leaders’ justification of scavenging as a valu-
able ‘service’, the 1993 Act described manual scavenging 
as undignified and inhumane work and criminalised 
the employment of manual scavengers rather than manual 
scavenging itself.43 While labour demand was outlawed, 
labour supply was to be addressed by investment in alter-
native skilling and trades through the National Scheme 
for Liberation and Rehabilitation of Scavengers in 1992 
and the National Safai Karamcharis Finance and Devel-
opment Corporation or NSKFDC in 1997.3 The Low- Cost 
Sanitation Scheme, sponsored by the central govern-
ment, was launched to further reduce demand for scav-
enging and share the cost of conversion of dry latrines.2 
Meanwhile, protection of transitioning scavenging 
communities was to be addressed by the 1994 formation 
of the National Commission for Safai Karamcharis as a 
governmental watchdog to investigate all maltreatment 
of sanitation workers.42

Neither illegalisation nor incentivisation succeeded. 
By targeting employers and failing to address the lack 
of regular water sources driving ongoing reliance on dry 
latrines, the 1993 Act did not end demand, but drove it 
underground. Meanwhile, deep- seated caste and socio-
economic deprivation meant that manual scavengers 
continued to provide labour to unblock drains and clean 
latrines, but now lacked legal protection. Cloaked in 
the language of ‘liberation’ and ‘development’, the new 
economic schemes failed to address the structural barriers 
preventing Karamcharis from accessing the reskilling 
schemes promised by the government. Literacy require-
ments, bureaucratic hurdles and the need for authorisa-
tion by local governments meant that many applications 
for loans and self- employment projects failed or were 
never attempted.1 In 2020, a public forum acknowledged 
that allocated funds towards rehabilitation efforts had 
been underutilised, that the identification of manual 
scavengers or their families for skill development training 
was low, and that the impact of funds that had been spent 
could not be tracked because of poor follow- up.44

NGOS, COURTS AND CONTINUING MANDAMUS
With 1990s reforms stalling, the new millennium saw 
NGOs and courts emerge as drivers of change. Lawsuits 
challenged the legal status quo and highlighted how 
pushing scavenging underground had obfuscated rather 
than solved problems. Grassroots data gathered among 
manual scavenging communities on otherwise hidden 
activities proved vital in both defining the goals of legal 
action and forcing government authorities to address 
existing gaps in official data collection.

Beginning in 2002, a coalition of 30 non- profit volun-
teer organisations led by the group Jan Sahas began a 
campaign to inform and encourage manual scavengers 
to leave the practice of their own volition with activist 
and legal support.11 Titled the Rashtriya Garima Abhiyan 
(National Dignity Campaign), the organised effort saw 
approximately 15 000 manual scavenging women boycott 
their work and enter alternative employment. Parallel 
surveys significantly improved public understanding 
of the health and safety risks incurred by manual scav-
enging communities,45 but also highlighted resistance 
towards allowing local manual scavengers to leave their 
occupation, with multiple recorded incidents of scaven-
gers being met with verbal and physical abuse, against 
which constabulary bodies did little.11

In 2003, Bezwada Wilson, founder of the non- profit 
Safai Karamchari Andolan and a member of a manual 
scavenging caste community, tried to force official recog-
nition of ongoing problems by petitioning the Supreme 
Court for measures to protect manual scavengers across 
India.43 Lasting for 11 years, the case (Safai Karamchari 
Andolan and Ors vs Union of India and Ors) was viewed 
as a ‘Continuing Mandamus’, which meant that the court 
could be moved to order state and regional authorities 
to appear, to provide information on current conditions 
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and the status of implementation of previous rulings over 
a long period of time.43 The primary goal of this form of 
public interest litigation was to pressure central and state 
governments to both admit to and account for manual 
scavenging activity occurring within their wards and 
develop a register of individuals involved in the activity 
or affected by it.

Court proceedings revealed deeply flawed estimates 
regarding the total number of manual scavengers. Anal-
ysis of the 15th Census of India (2011) indicated that 
millions of households still had dry latrines with entire 
communities openly defecating, requiring workers to 
manually scavenge after them. This number far exceeded 
decades- old official estimates of between 400,000 and 
500,000 scavengers.42 Additional findings showed that 
the government- owned Indian Railways was the single 
largest national employer of manual scavengers and 
that the national commission (National Commission for 
Safai Karamcharis) had only surveyed some districts of 
India in its national census of Safai Karamcharis.2 42 46 
The damaging judicial proceedings, surveys and publica-
tions resulted in the 2013 passage of the Prohibition of 
Employment as Manual Scavengers and their Rehabilita-
tion Act (PEMSR), which stipulated the identification of 
all manual scavengers and dry latrines in India.

Although the PEMSR Act of 2013 has been the back-
bone of many appeals, institutional reforms and advocacy 
movements, scavenging and caste- based discrimination 
persist. According to recent reports, there have been no 
convictions under the 2013 law.47 Activists also complain 
that acquiring data on the illegal employment of scaven-
gers is often circumvented, as law enforcement and judi-
ciary members are more likely to discriminate against 
manual scavenging communities than against wealthier 
and often higher- caste employers.48 Meanwhile, PEMSR 
rehabilitation efforts have also been ineffective due to 
unclear legal stipulations regarding funding sources, 
land allocations for housing, etc.46

While the mixed outcomes of the PEMSR Act highlight 
the limits of legal reform alone, the parallel intensifica-
tion of technocratic initiatives to improve India’s sanitary 
infrastructure has similarly failed to resolve the challenge 
of manual scavenging. In 2014, the newly elected govern-
ment under Narendra Modi announced an ambitious 
Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM) or Abhiyan (‘Clean India 
Campaign’) to eradicate open defecation by building 
approximately 10.4 million toilets for individuals and 
50.8 million community toilets nationwide. Toilet designs 
chosen were either pit latrines, which collect human 
faeces in a hole in the ground, or pour- flush latrines, 
which manually or mechanically use water to push faeces 
to a collection unit.49 The SBM also saw the Indian Rail-
ways launch an ambitious bio- toilets programme (which 
biologically treats waste using bacteria) in an attempt to 
ensure that no human waste is discharged onto railway 
tracks.50 Despite achieving substantial sanitary gains and 
some success in reducing child mortality,51 SBM schemes 
have, however, mostly sidelined issues related to the rights 

and protection of manual scavengers. Scavengers remain 
in demand when toilets fall into disrepair or lack access 
to sustained water sources and regular maintenance.52 
The SBM ‘Practitioner’s Guide’ condemned the continu-
ation of manual scavenging but offered no steps for how 
to eradicate it.53 In 2017, the central government reacted 
to criticism of its sidelining of scavengers by claiming to 
have tackled the issue by identifying and providing 91% 
of scavengers with a one- time aid payment of ₹40,000 
(roughly equivalent to £485, factoring in inflation)—a 
claim that was soon disputed after human rights advo-
cates showed that only approximately 7% of the actual 
population of manual scavengers had been identified.54

Given the failure of legislation, technocratic invest-
ments and piecemeal executive interventions to resolve 
the structural barriers faced by scavengers, pressure for 
further action continues to emanate from Indian NGOs, 
international organisations and India’s judiciary. In 2019, 
the World Bank and others issued a critical report on the 
criminalisation of manual sanitation work.55 That year, 
the Indian Supreme Court, too, questioned the central 
government on why PPE, such as masks and gas cylin-
ders, which help to prevent asphyxiation in closed sewers, 
were not provided to sanitation workers, especially those 
hired to clean manholes. The sitting judge expressed that 
despite the abolition of untouchability in the constitu-
tion 70 years ago, it continued to shamefully perpetuate, 
expressing that “…In no country in the world, people are 
sent to gas chambers to die.”56

A STATE OF LIMBO
As the long list of only partially successful—and occa-
sionally counterproductive—reform efforts shows, it is 
unlikely that manual scavenging will disappear from 
India anytime soon. Successive administrations have tried 
to solve problems with quick fixes like review commit-
tees, retraining, outlawing employment and calling for 
more data. However, there has been little political appe-
tite to address the underlying environmental conditions, 
entrenched social attitudes, economic precarity and 
gender biases that have been driving manual scavenging 
and the marginalisation of scavenging communities. 
Although it would be wrong to romanticise the paternalist 
worker protection offered by post- Independence admin-
istrations, the increasing neoliberalisation of India’s 
economy and concomitant focus on labour competition 
have exacerbated the condition of low- cost, lower- caste 
workers.18

In the absence of an overarching strategy of tackling 
the identified structural conditions, headlines of scaven-
gers’ deaths spark explosive yet fleeting outrage before 
returning to the margins of public awareness. Mean-
while, reformers themselves remain divided about the 
basic question of whether to reformalise or continue to 
outlaw manual scavenging. In 2020, the judiciary tabled 
an amendment to the 2013 PEMSR Act, which mandated 
the development of sanitation technology, while also 
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introducing stricter punishments for offenders.57 By 
contrast, NGOs highlight how bans predominantly 
harm labourers and not employers by leading to more 
precarious working conditions.47 Instead of bans, some 
campaigners therefore call for a reformalisation of the 
scavenging workforce, which would provide legal cover 
via labour and human rights and—at least theoretically—
provide access to health insurance, protective equipment, 
vaccines and regular health check- ups.11 55 By contrast, 
prominent campaigners like Bezwada Wilson maintain 
that legalisation would be returning to the paternal-
istic approach of formalising discriminatory caste- based 
labour and that manual scavenging needs to be eradi-
cated in its entirety.1

In the absence of agreement on how to proceed, scav-
engers remain stuck in a dangerous state of legal limbo, 
which has been further exacerbated by the COVID- 19 
pandemic. Recent reports reveal that the highest 
percentage of cleaning staff who died of COVID- 19 in 
Delhi consisted of municipal sanitation workers tasked 
with cleaning streets and handling contaminated mate-
rial from health centres.58 While these data reflect the 
lack of protection for municipal workers, the extent of 
the burden on manual scavengers specifically remains 
difficult to assess due to the ongoing lacuna of data. In 
addition to the risk posed by infection, the first nation-
wide lockdown of 2020 meant that many manual scaven-
gers, like the majority of informal workers in India who 
often migrate from rural to urban areas in search of work 
in the past,59 60 were left with no transport, access to ration 
houses or food vendors, and daily wages. Without permis-
sion to leave their homes, they could not go out looking 
for work without risking fines, arrests or violent constab-
ulary. Reports of starvation were widespread. Although 
municipal and contract sanitation workers continued 
to work during the lockdowns, illegitimate manual scav-
engers were a part of the resulting mass exodus of the 
majority informal workforce. Travelling hundreds of kilo-
metres to their hometowns and villages on foot, there 
were numerous deaths en route from starvation, dehydra-
tion, exhaustion, fatal accidents, police brutality, suicide 
or COVID- 19 itself. However, no official death tolls have 
been released.61 Under pressure to find new employment 
and repay predatory loans, some manual scavengers also 
shifted to alternate illegal and socially ‘impure’ occupa-
tions, such as ‘bone scavenging’ (the illicit sourcing and 
trading of calcium from the bones of buried corpses).62 
Far from being over, scavenging thus continues across 
India.

CONCLUSION
This article does not make for light reading—nor is it 
meant to. Looking back on 120 years of attempts to regu-
late manual scavenging in India reveals a fundamental 
tension in addressing the entangled problems of caste- 
based discrimination and dangerous labour conditions. 
The interconnection between caste station and impurity 

has perpetuated an apathy among the public towards 
manual scavengers and an indifference towards their 
occupational safety and well- being. Depending on the 
political Zeitgeist, officials employed various strategies to 
deal with the vicious cycle of demand for manual scav-
enging due to inadequate sanitary infrastructure and 
its supply through caste- based labour pools. During 
the colonial period, British and municipal authorities 
allowed discriminatory ‘traditional’ practices to continue 
and expand. Scavenging communities’ attempts to assert 
agency were met with crackdowns. Following Independ-
ence, political acknowledgement of scavengers’ plight 
sat uneasily with a romanticisation of caste- based notions 
of Safai Karamcharis’ service to higher castes. A series 
of paternalist interventions attempted to formalise and 
regulate work practices not only remained ineffective 
due to lack of investment and enforcement, but also 
continued to lock communities into a broader exploit-
ative setting. The 1990s reformers moved away from 
this paternalistic model of reform and instead followed 
contemporary neoliberal thinking by attempting to 
tackle scavenging as an issue of supply and demand. 
Demand was made illegal, while supply was to be dried 
out via retraining. What might have been promising 
policies and schemes, however, tottered due to apathetic 
enforcement, failure to make support schemes accessible 
to scavenging communities and the obfuscation of scav-
engers from official statistics. Since 2013, the most recent 
wave of legislative reform and technological investment 
in sanitary infrastructure has gone some way towards 
reducing the need for scavenging, but has failed to elim-
inate it or address the entrenched discrimination scav-
enging communities face.

In many ways, the Swachh Bharat Mission’s official logo 
of Gandhi’s spectacles perfectly symbolises the ongoing 
disenfranchisement of scavengers. For over a century, 
Safai Karamcharis have variously been prosecuted, 
‘protected,’ ‘liberated’ or seemingly ‘made redundant’ 
via technology. However, Karamcharis largely remain 
spoken for by political elites, yet continue to fight for the 
agency to speak for themselves.

Regardless of which party leads India over the next 
decades, manual scavenging and the wider provision of 
sanitation and sanitary labour need to be seen not as 
paternalist or purely market- based policy problems, but 
as collaboration with affected communities requiring an 
amalgamation of technical, environmental, social and 
cultural interventions. In view of ongoing demand for 
sanitary labour, reforms not only need to end exploit-
ative informal employment of scavengers—especially 
by public bodies—but also address the desires and 
needs of the broader sanitation worker communities 
for accessible, safe and dignified housing and working 
conditions, as well as affordable healthcare, insurance, 
employee benefits and children’s education. A nation-
wide census and record of all manual scavengers as well 
as surveys of scavengers’ aspirations alongside proper 
representation in decision- making bodies are important 
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first steps towards achieving a more participatory form 
of engagement.
Twitter Claas Kirchhelle @Kirchhelle
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