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Abstract

This report is to make Asha volunteers aware of the issue of 2700 bonded laborers struggling for their rights, locked up in the rice mills of Red Hills, Tamilnadu, and take action in defense of children and their education. 105 children have been rescued so far by the Irula community from rice mills in Red Hills, Tamilnadu, operating on bonded labour. The children are sheltered in the Asha school built for Irula children, first generation learners, at Manellure. Short term and long term solutions are proposed and wide participation invited from Asha chapters and volunteers.
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I. Introduction


About 1000 rice mills are operating across Tiruvallur District of which around 150 is functioning in Red Hills alone.  Each of them employs 40 to 50 bonded labourers residing in the mill premises.  Almost 90% of the workers are illiterate and do not even know their age. They, men, women and children, work 19 hours a day without holidays. The work consists of soaking paddy, boiling it in a boiler, drying it on the floor, and packing into bags. Three generations have lived, worked and died in the same mill. Their wages are 0.79 Rs/hr (33 cents for a 19 hour work day), far below the legal minimum wage rate conditions of 10 Rs /hr, ($1.8 per 8 hour work day). Being illiterate they do not know how much money they get, though they are told by their rice mill “owners”, they owe Rs 40-50,000 each for past “loans” which keep growing with double interest. Females have had to work immediately after childbirth and some have perished. 
II. Bonded Laborer’s seek help from the Irula Sarpam Sangam

One worker was “sold” to another owner while his wife was “sold” to another rice mill owner. He escaped and walked all the way to Tiruvallur office office of Sarpam organization as it has been working on the rights of 10,000 irula’s who had been working in different rice mills for past 30 years.

On 2nd August, about 250 victims marched to the Tiruvallur Revenue Divisional Officer’s office and submitted memorandums containing complaints against their employers about the “bonded labor system” being practiced by the mill.  There are families groaning under the weight of an exploitative system.
Till now 600 laborers have approached and wanted the support from Sarpam to get relief from this situation.  More laborers are coming out of the rice mills slowly and approaching the Sarpam organization.  They are expecting 2000 more laborers within 15 days from the rice mills.  
III. Case Histories

Case 1:
Balu, a 27-year-old worker at the R.R rice mill at Palavoyal in Redhills, was assaulted and knocked unconscious by henchmen of his angry employers after he lodged a police complaint against “bonded labour system” being practised by the mill.  Balu sought police help.  Promptly, the mill owners launched a road roko, saying they were being harassed unnecessarily!  The result was no FIR was registered.

Case 2: Karthik who has been working in a rice mill at Palavoyal as bonded labourer for about 20 years now, said his owner never allowed him to go out. “If I want to go out of the mill, I must give an undertaking to the owner that my family will not go out till my return.  Even pregnant women are not allowed to go to hospital on their own”, he charged.  Many labourers said in one voice, “If any one demands for wage increase, they would be abused if not assaulted.

Case 3:“We experienced a jail Life. It is similar to jail because people are working as slaves for the owners. There are no holidays even to visit our parents’ place. If at all we go during occasion people in rice mill come to search for us to take back us for work and add the traveling charges in our account. The whole day is meant for work without any wages”, Murugesan

Case 4: Nagamma expressed that the women are affected more than the men, because of sexual abuse by the owners inside the rice mill. The affected women wouldn’t be able to express to their families. So there is no proper safeguard for the women folk to get protection.

Case 5:“no permission given to take my wife for family planning. No one was allowed to go out, even to the hospital for getting treatment in case of fever or any other problems. They should work in the mill without taking rest also in time of unwell”, Kumar

Case 6:“We were treated as animals by the owners. No time to eat and sleep. There is no peacef of mind. Even when we work hard and the rice comes out well, the owners show their anger to us”, Ramesh

Case 7: Mariyammal a small girl said “when I was going to school, the owner of the rice mill rudely behaved by beating me and said “you think you are going to become an I.A.S officer by going to school?!”. He made me work in the mill stopping from school. Most of the children are working in the mill without going to school. I will become an I.A.S. officer one day”.

Case 8: Kannan explained “my wife was asked to work in the mill after five days of delivering a baby. We both completed the work of 50 sacks of rice leaving the child behind crying. If a death occurs in the family, the work has to be completed before doing the rituals for the dead person”.

IV. Irula organization leads struggle to raise awareness about bonded labor
After the intervention of Sarpam, the laborers started questioning the owners for their rights. Sarpam Irular Thozhilalargal Sargam” presented petitions to Tiruvallar District Collector, Kumar Jayanth, citing by name the employers who have been practicing bonded labour for years.

The laborers complained to several govt officials (including the Revenue Divisional Officer )that they are made to work at least 16-19 hours a day, but paid only Rs 15 to 25.  Children like Mala and Manimekalai working in a rice mill at Gandhi Nagar in Redhills, said their owners forced them to discontinue their studies and made them work in the mills. The situation only turned worse thereafter for the hapless workers. The govt officials are in support of the rice mill owners saying the laborers must work to pay back the loans. The rice mill owners are threatening the employees for seeking the support of Sarpam Sangam. The R.R mill management has denied the allegations and declined to speak further. 
The Sarpam organization has planned to create awareness among the people through road roko with the victims, while articulating the following demands of the bonded labourers to the govt:
1.
Settle wages for the period laborers were with the rice mill owners.

2.
No families should reside locked up inside the rice mill.

3.
Immediately release all the bonded labourers from all the rice mills.

4.
Follow the minimum wage labour Act - pay Rs 80 for 8 hours of work per person
5.
Take actions against the explotative rice mill owners.

6.
Provide schooling for all bonded labour children.

7.
No restriction for visitors entering the rice mill.
600 persons, inclusive of 105 children (mostly girls) are now at the Sarpam organization sheltered at and near the Manellure Irula school Asha has built and has been supporting over the past several years.

As govt officials have not been supportive of their cause, the Sarpam organization is presently escalating the matter for legal settlement in the court. A special court for handling bonded laborers cases, it is hoped, will help resolve the matter in weeks and months ahead. 
V. Proposal from Asha Fellow Siddhamma 
Meanwhile, Siddhamma, an Asha Fellow, a member of Bharathi Trust, an adviser of the Sarpam organization, has proposed the following priorities for Asha’s consideration:
SHORT TERM SOLUTION

1. Provide rice bags to avoid starvation

$667 (Rs 30,000) needed for 20 bags of rice to feed 600 people, including 105 children for 15 days (75kg X  20 sacks X  Rs 1350 per sack).   
2. Begin schooling for 105 children
Detailed proposal is being written now.
LONG TERM SOLUTION

3. Provide permanent solution for education

Plan to educate 2700 children that will ultimately be recovered from the bonded labour system of the rice mills.

4. Help with Survey & Documentation

Help conduct detailed surveys to find out the conditions of rice mill workers.

5. Support lobby on behalf of bonded laborers with govt officials
Help take the message to the govt departments responsible for legal protection of bonded laborers.

VI. Quotes Form Asha Volunteers

“Meeting the depressed and emotionally affected bonded laborers was a touching experience for me. The world is moving faster with advanced technology but some human beings are still being treated as slaves. This needs to end”, M. Sathya Priya 

“Children and human life are gifts of god. I feel the pain of these people who have been treated like slaves. The mission of Asha is to catalyze socio-economic change in India through education of under privileged children. Asha must support bold action now to implement the mission in the case of bonded laborers.”, L. Dhanalakshmi

“It’s a heartfelt saddening experience for me to see so many children without education. It pulls my heart out hearing their stories of poor treatment.  Asha should give them a taste for education and help them improve their lives”, N. Raj Jeba Durai
Asha Honor Focus Group 
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