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The Covid-19 lockdown led to large-scale unemployment,

especially amongst people earning daily wages. The

unemployment rate saw a sharp spike from 8% in March

2020 to 23.5% in April and May according to the Centre for

Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE). This led to distress for

40 million migrant workers who were now stranded in urban

centers without a source of income with their expenses

increasing. 

Digital Empowerment Foundation did an ethnographic study

on the migrant crisis in the month of June. Two team

members travelled to the states of Haryana, Uttar Pradesh,

Bihar and Jharkhand to speak to migrant workers who had

returned to their homes. They met 200 migrant workers from

17 villages in 4 states and had in-depth conversations with

60 of them. The statistical data is based on these 60

migrant families.



One of the reasons for the reverse migration was non-

payment on the part of employers. The government asked

employers to continue paying wages to their employees

however 74% of the interviewees said their employers did

not pay them anything since the lockdown was announced.

Only 10% said they got sufficient help from their employers,

the remaining 16% said the employers tried to help but it

wasn’t enough for them to survive and support their

families. Mohommad Arbaaz Khan from the village of

Bhitiarwa in the district of West Champaran in Bihar said

“They were giving me food, but I had to support my family

back home. They survive on the money I send them every

month. How could I not return? I had to do something for

them.”

74% EMPLOYERS DIDN’T PAY



Hirawan Kumar from Dhanauji, Bihar said “the company

would give me 1,000 rupees and take a picture, then once

the picture was taken the money was taken away. This is the

support we got.” In fact, Hirawan was also beaten up by his

employers because he asked for the help of the district

collector to return home and told her that he wasn’t getting

enough from his employer to continue staying there. Amit

Kumar from the village of Bansa in the district of Barabanki

in Uttar Pradesh expressed his disappointment with his

employer “we are there for them always, we serve them day

in and day out and when we were in trouble they refused to

even listen to us. I am never going to go back to the same

person.”



However, the employers were only one of the factors that

pushed the migrant workers to leave the cities, the

landlords were also strict with their demands. 

80% LANDLORDS DIDN’T WAIVE

THE RENT

Ram Kripa Kumar from Gonauli, Bihar said “the landlord

would cut the electricity supply or he wouldn’t start the

motor that ensured we got water supply. He did all this so

that I would pay him. But I had absolutely no money, what

could I do?” His story was not very different to most of the

other interviewees; 80% of them said their employers

refused to waive the rent. In spite of these difficulties 63%

of the interviewees still stayed for more than two months in

anticipation of work restarting.



When they saw the number of cases rising and the

subsequent lockdowns coming they realized this was a long

haul and they could no longer continue.

Pahlaj Patel from Bhitiarwa, Bihar said “I waited, I knew this

virus was dangerous. But then the second lockdown was

announced, then the third, then the fourth. When the fourth

one was announced I decided to go home.

35% MIGRANTS TRAVELLED

FOR MORE THAN A WEEK TO

REACH HOME



And since there weren’t any transport services I cycled back

home.” Dharmendra Mahto also went through a similar train

of thought and finally decided to leave from Nellore, Andhra

Pradesh on his cycle and made his way to his village

Khakhra in Jharkhand, a staggering 1,600 kilometers away.

The journey was extremely difficult; he chose to travel

mostly at night to avoid the  blistering heat. It took him

eleven days to reach his village, he was part of the 35%

interviewees who took longer than one week to reach their

homes. In the age of airplanes that transport people across

the world in less than 24 hours, these migrant workers took

several days to travel within their own country to return to

their homes from a land that they would now call cursed.



The journey in itself was arduous but the police added to

their problems; 25% of the migrant workers interviewed said

they faced brutality from the police. Arjun Paswan was

travelling back to his village Bhitiarwa in Bihar through Uttar

Pradesh when the police stopped him at various places, he

said “We were stopped at four check posts, at two of them

the police officers were understanding; they understood our

plight and let us go through. However, at the other two

check posts we were beaten up. One was especially bad,

they beat us with lathis, we begged them to stop and let us

go but they wouldn’t. They were just doing their duty

though. We broke lockdown rules so we were punished. And

we had to break the rule otherwise we would die. So we did

what we had to and the police did what they had to, I don’t

blame them.”

25% EXPERIENCED POLICE

BRUTALITY



With limited information and a lot of fear, the migrants

didn’t want to infect their family members and neighbours

so they wanted to quarantine. About 45% were not able to

go into institutional quarantine because the facilities were

unavailable; they then quarantined in a separate room at

home. 

The sudden lockdown had led to a lot of panic amongst

people and 42% of those interviewed said they don’t know

anything about the virus and the other 58% believed they

had a minimal amount of knowledge. Mohommad Aadil from

Saidanpur, Uttar Pradesh said “I know what happens if you

get the Coronavirus- you die.”

45% DIDN'T FIND A

GOVERNMENT QUARANTINE

FACILITY



However, the 55% that did quarantine at a government

facility did not have a pleasant experience. Harinder

Paswan from Jogapatti, Bihar said “I got food twice a day,

that is ok because we are used to that. But there wasn’t any

water.

We went four days without water and that’s when I

protested. I along with other people at the quarantine

center made noise and asked for water. Some government

officials came and they started beating me up. They twisted

my arm and it is still hurting, but it was worth it, I got water

after that.” Umesh Munda from Khakhra, Jharkhand also

expressed his disappointment at the situation in his

quarantine center “there was no cleanliness. There was one

toilet for forty people and there weren’t any cleaning

facilities either. I asked them to give one broom for four

people which would mean twenty brooms for the whole

center. But they said they didn’t have funds for it.”



After finishing their quarantine, the migrant workers

returned to their homes, happy to be with their families. But

their happiness was short-lived. 

65% HAVEN’T FOUND ANY

EMPLOYMENT

People migrate to cities in search of job opportunities to

better their quality of life but the lockdown led them back

to their villages that have fewer employment opportunities

and this was evident in the study; 65% of the interviewees

said they hadn’t found any form of employment while 16%

said they were able to earn some money by farming on their

land. The remaining 19% said they found some labour work

however it wasn’t paying them enough. Harinder Paswan

from Jogapatti, Bihar said “Now that I have come back

there are few opportunities. The rate is 200 rupees per day

but there is hardly any work. I have been home for a month

and have found work on ten days, so just 2,000 rupees in

one month as compared to the 25,000 I would earn

outside.”



50% WANT TO GO BACK

In spite of facing hardships at home 50% of the

interviewees don’t want to go back yet. Tijabul Ansari from

Awharshekh, Bihar said “I will not go back until we find a

cure for the virus. I don’t want to go through the problems I

faced while I was in Jammu and even on the way back. I will

wait, even if it takes a year.”

Tijabul was fearful of what was to come but that was not

the only factor, Niyaz from Bansa, Uttar Pradesh said “I will

never go back. I don’t want to be mistreated and my

employers whom I served like family have broken my trust. I

can’t go back now.” Pain was another major factor. But the

other half of the interviewees wished to go back as soon as

things start to re-open. Kamlesh Kumar from Bhitiarwa, Bihar

said “How will my family survive if I don’t go back? Everyone

is scared of the virus, even I am. But if I stay fearful my

family will go hungry, so I must go back.”



Digital Empowerment Foundation is using this research to

make policy changes in their projects in rural India. With a

network of 10,000 people across 1,000 locations, DEF will

implement programs for the benefit of people who have

returned home from the cities. A few steps that will be

taken are to enable them with digital skills to increase their

employability and also spread awareness amongst them

about the various programs that the government has put in

place for them. This will add to their skill set and make them

aware of their rights and entitlements so if they return to

the cities they will be in a position to demand what they

deserve, not only from the government but also their

employers. According to the International Labour

Organisation nearly 81% of those employed in India are in

the informal sector, the aim of this program will be to raise

awareness amongst them about their rights as employees

and also as citizens of this country.

Conclusion: The Way Forward



“The Migrants” is a research project done by Digital

Empowerment Foundation on the migrant crisis during the

Covid-19 lockdown under the “Migrants: Connecting,

Tracking, Serving” program that seeks to help migrant

workers affected by the Covid-19 pandemic by providing

access to basic information and digital skilling.




