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BANNED BUT PERSISTENT: UNDERSTANDING THE

CONTINUATION OF MANUAL SCAVENGING IN INDIA

BY MANSA SHRIVASTVA AND SAMRA NOOR!

ABSTRACT

Manual scavenging was declared unlawful in India with the passage of “The
Employment of Manual Scavengers and Construction of Dry Latrines (Prohibition)
Act, 19937, Despite available technology, the practice ensues due to the lack of
political and administrative commitment to implementing existing reformative laws

in practice.

The cleaning of human excreta continues to be practiced by the people of
communities traditionally associated with feudal and caste system occupations of
‘manual scavenging’. The particular social group (mostly Dalits), mainly tied to
the unappreciated task of cleaning, regrettably has not advanced much further in

overcoming their traditional caste role (Joshi & Ferron, 2007)°.

There have been government reports of deaths that were a direct consequence of
the practice of manual scavenging. As a consequence, the government has recently
created an application that allows citizens to report instances of this practice,
called “Swachhata Abhiyaan” on 24.12.2020, however, not a single reported
instance has been verified so far.? Additionally, another government report on how
many of these manual scavengers exist in each state sheds light on the nationwide

spread of the extensive problem.’

Legislation to protect the marginalized community from this exploitation exists,
however, the state shall invoke the law and work towards eradicating the practice.

1t is a matter of public policy and is imperative that the government takes further
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accountability. The authors maintain, that if such discrimination continues, the
practice will continue and will lead to many more deaths. It will also ensure the
Dalits involved in such practices never get a chance to escape the generational

curse.

Previously acquired data on the issue draws attention to the detrimental effects this
practice has on the community at large and illustrates how the practice can be
eradicated by enacting existing legislation. Additionally, there have been many
research papers written on the subject that extensively talk about the issue at large

and provide solutions.

This paper utilizes techniques of quantitative and qualitative research to analyze
raw data and writings on the subject. The authors intend to build upon the previous
research and provide additional insight into how this issue affects various states of
India. The authors also intend to provide solutions that shall aid the

implementation of legislation that deals with the issue.

This paper will illustrate how the government’s inaction has been detrimental to
the community and how society must evolve to protect the interests of affected

communities.
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Introduction

In India, the caste-based, inherited occupation of manual scavenging primarily involves forced
labor. It has been more than a job since it has been a tradition or practice that has continued
uninterrupted despite all the available options and technologies. Dalits make up the majority
of its participants®. Up to the early 20th century, this practice was allowed and even considered
a usual privilege for manual scavengers’. According to the 1966 Malkani Committee Report,
the customary right in question was identified by a number of designations, including Dastoori,
Virat, Jijmani, Jagirdari, Gharaki, and Gharagi. Caste discrimination has long been ingrained
and institutionalized within the Dalit community, which includes people who scavenge by

hand.

These discriminatory practices encompass various aspects, such as the enforced segregation of
Dalits in remote villages and settlements, the denial of their right to utilize water sources and
enter Hindu temples, enforcing bonded or forced labor, and denying people access to
education®. Those who work in the manual scavenging industry are frequently recognized by

their caste-specific names.

In Andhra Pradesh, they are called Phakis, while in Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh, they are called
Bhangis. Arunthathiyar, commonly known as Chikkaliars, are the name given to the manual
scavengers in Tamil Nadu®. This particular social group is situated at the lowermost stratum of
the social hierarchy, thereby rendering them subject to societal perceptions that continue to
classify them as untouchable. Scavenging is an expression of the way Indian society is
culturally disposed to handle and view human waste. The word "faeces" has a negative meaning
in the context of ritual purification, which is consistent with the idea of profanity in Hindu
culture and customs. The lowest caste group is tasked with moving human waste from
residential areas to a more remote place. Cleaning septic tanks, gutters, and sewage lines, as
well as removing human waste from public streets and dry latrines, are three different types of

manual scavenging, according to the International Labour Organization (ILO).

The Indian government has implemented legal and policy measures to eradicate the practice of
manual scavenging since the nation achieved its independence in 1947, with the aim of

resolving these concerns. The nation has effectively banned the reprehensible practice of

¢ (Darokar, 2018)
7 (Koonan, 2021)
8 (Walters, 2019)
9 (Singh, 2009)
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manual scavenging with the passage of two significant pieces of legislation: the Prohibition of
Employment of Manual Scavengers and Their Rehabilitation Act and the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act. Empirical evidence indicates a conspicuous
absence of enforcement mechanisms for the Acts, notwithstanding the numerous shortcomings
that have been identified'.It has been quite rare for both governmental and private
organizations to arrest and prosecute manual scavengers !!. It has been quite rare for both
governmental and private organizations to arrest and prosecute manual scavengers. The 2013
Prohibition of Employment of Manual Scavengers and Their Rehabilitation Act, as well as
significant rulings from the Supreme Court and High Courts requiring local governments to
implement particular measures to end scavenging. These actions have proven to be somewhat

successful. But in spite of these initiatives, this practice is still very common!2.,

Therefore, the continued existence of the manual scavenging problem can be ascribed to the
lack of technological developments as well as the lack of political and administrative will to
implement effective laws. A unique interpretation of manual scavenging is promoted by the
Indological discourse, and it forms the basis for the continuation of caste-based beliefs and

related social practices.

The current paper endeavors to examine the formation of discourse and spotlighting the issues
of manual scavengers during the post-independent eras, by delving into its historical
underpinnings. The article in question explores the legislative and administrative actions done
by the Government of India in this specific area, and the current discussion focuses on the
implementation of the constitution. It is argued, meanwhile, that these choices have had little
effect on actual application. The argument further asserts that an intervention is necessary to
bring about a change in practice, and that the use of technology offers chances to help bridge

the gap between issues and practice.

10 (Wankhede, 2021)
1 (Siddharth, 2020; Khan, 2018; National Campaign for Dignity and Eradication of Manual Scavenging, 2013)
12 (Kahle & Kumbhare, 2023)
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Historical and Legislative Background

The Protection of Civil Rights Act of 1955 demanded that sweeping and scavenging be
prohibited due to untouchability. In 1977, this was changed to be more strictly enforced. The
Liberation of Scavengers (ILCS) centrally supported low-cost sanitation program started in
1980-1981 with the goal of converting dry toilets into pit toilets through an integrated low-
cost sanitation program'® called for the abolition of scavenging or sweeping on grounds of

untouchability.

The National Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes Finance and Development Corporation
(NSCSTFDC) was established by the government after nearly eight years, and it took several
more years for the organization, which is now called the National Scheduled Castes Finance
and Development Corporation (NSFDC), to develop into a comprehensive platform that offers

financial assistance to manual scavengers'4.

More than 90% of those working as manual scavengers were members of the Scheduled Caste
when the Prevention of Atrocities Act was incorporated into the law in 1989. This turned into

a significant turning point in the liberation of manual scavengers from traditional vocations.

India's sanitation system became more tangible with the 74th Amendment Act, 1992, which
classified urban local governments and granted constitutional status to municipal governance
in India. A stronger prohibition on the use of manual scavengers was only implemented in 1993
with the passage of The Employment of Manual Scavengers and Construction of Dry Latrines

(Prohibition) Act. But the Act had its limitations.

The National Commission for Safai Karamcharis (NCSK), a statutory organization established
by the same Act of Parliament in 1993, was established in 1994 and remained in effect until
1997. Later on, however, it was extended indefinitely. According to NCSK's initial assessment,
which was issued in 2000, there was a significant gap in the 1993 Act's actual implementation'.

Since then, a number of organizations have been trying to end manual scavenging, including

13 (tribal.nic.in/actRules/, 1955) https:/tribal.nic.in/actRules/PCRAct1955.pdf/last (accessed on 20th October,
2024)

14 (nstfdc web site, n.d.) https:/nstfdc.tribal.gov.in/(S(sr0jcOwo0eSuadbv 1 gptswom))/default.aspx/last (accessed
on 20th October, 2024)

15 (national commision of safai karamchari, n.d.) https://ncsk.nic.in/last (accessed on 20th October, 2024)
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the National Campaign for Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR) and the Safai Karmachari Andolan

(SKA). But because of gaps in how these rules are being applied, the practice persists!®.

According to a 2002 estimate by the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, more than
79 million people were involved in this activity. The 1993 Act "has failed to achieve its
objectives even after 10 years of implementation involving investment of more than Rs. 600
crores," according to the CAG's 2003 report on the review of the "National Scheme for

Liberation and Rehabilitation of Scavengers and their Dependents."

Together with other organizations, SKA took up this issue and filed a writ suit to strictly enforce

the 1993 Act's execution.

The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) demanded in 2007 that all Indian states
adopt the Act through national coordination. Government and civil society organizations
conducted a number of assessments for the quantitative establishment of manual scavengers

during the course of the following ten years.

Associations like Garima Abhiyan have advocated on numerous occasions for the definition of
manual scavengers to be expanded to include sanitation workers who perform the same task on

the railway platforms.

The Prohibition of Employment as Manual Scavengers Act, 2013, which placed more of an

emphasis on rehabilitation, was passed!’, by the Parliament in 2013.

Proposals to mechanize sewer cleaning have been included in bills on manual scavenging
before; in 1956, the Kaka Kalelkar Commission emphasized the need for quick mechanization

to end the "sub-human" level of practice.

This came seven years after the Barve Commission recommended that steps be taken to

enhance the conditions of India's manual scavengers.

Similar elements of earlier frameworks and schemes have been demanded by numerous
significant policy and regulatory frameworks in India. Due of the limited availability of
resources, this has led to a few comparable plans that have not been successful in accomplishing

their goal.

16 (national campaign on dalit human rights web site, n.d.) https://www.ncdhr.org.in/last (accessed on 20th
October, 2024)

7 THE EMPLOYMENT OF MANUAL SCAVENGERS AND CONSTRUCTION OF DRY LATRINES
(PROHIBITION) ACT (1993)
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As an illustration, consider the Kashi Ram Shahri Awas Yojna, a politically driven extension of
the central idea of the Valmiki Ambedkar Malin Basti Awas Yojna in Uttar Pradesh, which
sought to give those living below the poverty line alternatives for housing.
Redefining manual scavenging with a focus on sanitation worker classification is urgently
needed.

The term "manual scavenging" must be expanded to include "manual collection, source
separation, storage, transportation, transfer, processing, treatment, and disposal of solid waste
and the proper handling, treatment, and disposal of liquid waste / wastewater or sewage," rather

than just cleaning human excreta by hand.

The amendment bill ought to take into account the makeup of hazardous waste, including
biomedical waste, which the various sanitation workers are compelled to scavenge "manually"

and which is equivalent to scavenging human excrement.

It should be mentioned that a proper framework for the elimination of manual scavenging can
only be developed after sanitation workers have been categorized, including fecal sludge
handlers, sewage treatment plant sanitation workers, toilet sanitation workers, sewer and drain

sanitation workers, etc.

The gap between the integration of cleanliness campaigns and schemes that emphasize the
infrastructure portion and workers' front, which results in the total neglect, is another reason
why the current regulations pertaining to manual scavengers are not being implemented of the
rights of the workers. The construction of toilets and the declaration that a city or settlement is
free of open defecation are given more importance than an understanding of the full integration
of the sanitation system, which includes the structural maintenance of these toilets, even though
these campaigns (like Swachh Bharat Abhiyan) have enormous budgets.
Some rural communities in India still lack adequate water supplies, forcing residents to
manually empty the toilets—which have come to represent a symbol of "good hygiene" and

"successful sanitation"—of waste.

The goals of skill development and financial aid are combined in the National Scheme of
Liberation and Rehabilitation of Scavengers (NSLRS, 1992) and the Self Employment Scheme
for Rehabilitation of Manual Scavengers (SRMS, 2001)'8.

18 (Self Employment Scheme for Rehabilitation of Manual Scavengers (SRMS, 2001), n.d.)
https://nskfdc.nic.in/en/content/revised-srms/self-employment-scheme-rehabilitation-manual-scavengers-
srms#:~:text=The%200objective%200f%20SRMS%20is/last (accessed on 20" October, 2024)
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According to the Rehabilitation Research Initiative (2015), these rehabilitation plans do not
make reference to an integrated rehabilitation methodology that incorporates objective,
subjective, and evaluative rehabilitation. Because there is no sporadic hand-holding during the
proper rehabilitation phase, the entire process of teaching a manual scavenger skill sets and

entrepreneurial knowledge becomes a drawn-out process®.

Additionally, the difficulty of obtaining a loan through the various NSKFDC programs makes
them even less inclined to take out loans for rehabilitation and rebuilding. Additionally, the
rehabilitation program SRMS "has had significant gaps noted between budget estimates,

revised estimates, and actual expenditures," according to the findings.

To create specific measures for the protection of manual scavengers' health, the Amendment
Bill should refer to the numerous public health assessment reports of sanitation workers and
manual scavengers (Human Rights Watch, WaterAid, etc.). Appropriate rules are urgently
needed to address the '"health of a manual scavenger in its centrality."
In addition to the testing and trials of protective gear, this should also include provisions for
improved healthcare facilities, insurance coverage, pension plans, and rules pertaining to social

medicine and preventive education for manual scavengers.

A couple of the compensation-related criteria that were included in earlier bills ought to be

reviewed with more stringent enforcement of their practical application.

The Amendment Bill should also highlight the importance of trade unions, self-help groups,
co-operatives and pressure groups in the fight against eradication of manual scavenging by

giving incentives to the sanitation workers who are a part of an umbrella of protection.

This will help in safeguarding the interest of the workers as they will understand their rights,

fair wage structures, policies, entitlements, restoration and rehabilitation measures, etc.

By offering incentives to sanitation workers who are covered by a protective umbrella, the
Amendment Bill should also emphasize the value of trade unions, self-help organizations,
cooperatives, and pressure groups in the battle against the elimination of manual scavenging.
Employees will be better able to protect their interests since they will be aware of their rights,

equitable pay structures, policies, benefits, restoration and rehabilitation efforts, etc.

19 https://www.downtoearth.org.in/rural-water-and-sanitation/banning-manual-scavenging-in-india-a-long-
complex-passage-73441/last (accessed on 20th October, 2024)
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The Prohibition of Employment as Manual Scavengers and their Rehabilitation (Amendment)

Bill, 2020, includes a lot of demands. The primary reason is that it has been a "discreet bill."
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Current Status and Continuation of the Practice

The practice of manual scavenging has been banned in many states and all UTs since 1993, and
the provisions of the constitution have declared the practice unconscionable since before the
act ever came into existence. There has additionally been a new act reiterating the prohibition
and creating a blanket ban across the nation which came out in 2013. Despite this, there are
still thousands of Dalits employed by the state and private entities to clean sewers that contain
human excrement, syringes, broken glass and various types of garbage, all over India. These
cleaners are often seen doing the same openly in broad daylight while government officials

stand over their heads scrutinizing their every move.

These scavengers are not provided with any personal protection equipment and often fall ill or
even die due to exposure to used syringes, broken glass, or the deadly methane and carbon
monoxide fumes found in these constrained sewers. These people are made to crawl into
manholes and stay in there for several minutes at a time while they peruse through human
excreta with their bare hands to fish out obstructions. The sight of them conducting this work
is heart-wrenching to say the least; and an added insult is the wages they get paid to do this

work.

The International Dalit Solidarity Network mentions in a webpage that a Dalit worker may earn
as much as Rs.1 per day on average. It also mentions that if workers refuse to take on the task,

their employers threaten to beat them up, or even end up doing s0.2°

While the centre maintains that the practice is banned, in a ‘reply to part (¢) of the Rajya Sabha
Unstarred Question No. 3169 for answer on 30.03.2022°, the centre annexed a report that stated
there have been over 325 deaths as a result of manual scavenging from 2017 to 2021.2! The
fact that despite the ban on the practice the government had collected data of how many manual
scavengers are employed and how many of them died during work goes to show how little has

been done to implement the prohibition.

There have been over 46 reported deaths of manual scavengers in the NCT of Delhi in the past
5 years; while the NCT claims they have eradicated the practice altogether and refuses to set

up rehabilitation programs for a problem it believes ‘does not exist in Delhi’. Additionally, an

20 ‘Manual Scavenging - International Dalit Solidarity Network’ (International Dalit Solidarity Network -
Working globally against caste-based discrimination, 7 January 2022) https://idsn.org/key-issues/manual-
scavenging/ (accessed 19 October 2024)

2L «Scavengers in the Country’ (Press Information Bureau)
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaselframePage.aspx?PRID=1811403 (accessed 24 September 2024)
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article by Newslaundry reports that “Delhi has around 30,000 sanitation workers, who clean
sewers, septic tanks, public toilets, and others. Ninety percent of them, according to officials,
belong to the Valmiki community, a Dalit sub-caste.” The article also follows a case study about
a scavenger named Rohit Kumar who died as a result of cleaning a sewer, subsequent to which
an FIR was lodged under section 304A (death by negligence) of the IPC to which DDA replied
they never instructed Rohit to enter the manhole. However, the article further iterates that his
death among many others may not be counted as one to happen from manual scavenging since
the state suggests that ‘cleaning sewers and septic tanks’, from which around 971 workers have

died since 1993, is not the same as ‘manual scavenging’. >

When municipalities find it difficult to employ these scavengers themselves, they resort to
employing them through private organizations. The same has been revealed when a petition
was filed in the Madaras High Court by the Safai Karamchari Andolan in 2017 titled Safai
Karamchari Andolan v. Union of India and Others.?® It was reported herein that 15 deaths took
place as a result of the actions of the municipal corporation. The petitioners sought relief by
way of completely prohibiting the practice and setting up of a vigilance committee as provided
under the Prohibition of Employment of Manual Scavengers and their Rehabilitation Act 2013.
The court reiterated the fact that the practice should not have been taking place and that the
heads of the Corporations and Municipalities shall be held personally liable for any deaths that

ensued.

There sure are initiatives in the technology sector that are innovating machines to replace the
task of picking out the waste by hand to machines. However, turns out the lower caste

scavengers whose only way to earn a living is this inhuman job are scared of being left jobless.?*

The fact that these workers believe they have no other alternative to earn a living after these
machines become widespread leaves a new question to be answered; how big of a role does

caste play into this problem?

The Varna and Jati system of India still plays a huge role in how people choose their
occupations even today. While the government has tried its best to eradicate the influence of

these systems, the societal norms are hard to do away with. For example, in the Shamshan

22 Deep P, ‘Delhi Says It Has No Manual Scavengers. How Have Over 45 of Them Died in 5 Years?’
(Newslaundry, 27 September 2022) https://www.newslaundry.com/2022/09/27/delhi-says-it-has-no-manual-
scavengers-how-have-over-45-of-them-died-in-5-years (accessed 19 October 2024)

23 WP No. 17380 of 2017 (accessed 19 October 2024)

24 ‘Can Robots Clean Sewers Better Than People? | World Wide Waste | Insider Business’ (YouTube, 31 May
2023) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CLGECtXRz3A (accessed 19 October 2024)
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Ghats of Varanasi where millions of pyres are ignited, the Doms are still the only ones
responsible for conducting the cremations, and they hold the occupation in high regard due to

its religious significance.

Similarly, while manual scavenging is an inhumane task, many Hindus continue to believe that
gods have assigned the Dalits the occupation and there is nothing wrong with expecting them

to carry it out exclusively.

While Dalits recognize the nature of this discrimination, it is hard for them to fight against it
due to the compounded effects of years of discrimination against them leading to a lack of

resources like education.

The Dalits who do fight against it are often ostracized, exiled from their communities, or even

physically abused by members of higher castes.

According to India Today, “Some 43,638 cases of Dalit atrocities have been registered in
Gujarat in the past 34 years, ending 2022, including 755 murders that average to 22 annually.
“An average of 46 rapes are committed every year on Scheduled Caste women, including gang-
rapes, and an average 1,283 people fall victim to atrocities every year—about four a day,” said
Kantilal Parmar, a Dalit activist.” This article came out just a year ago, illustrating how the

problem continues to perpetuate to date.?’

In the same article and another one by the Gujarat Samachar, there is mention of a Dalit worker
named Dalsaniya who was beaten up, forced to lick the sole of the shoe, and keep the shoe of
Vibuti Patel in his mouth when he asked for his salary that was due. This young man worked
for Vibhuti, and upon asking for a salary and receiving such treatment, he started apologizing
profusely but to no avail. After the incident, when he filed a police complaint. Since the incident
gained media traction, a chargesheet was filed by the Morbi police. Vibhuti, also famously

known as Raniba, surrendered. 2¢

25 Shah J, ‘Why #DalitLivesMatter Is Trending in Gujarat Again’ India Today (Gujarat, 28 November 2023)
https://www.indiatoday.in/india-today-insight/story/why-dalitlivesmatter-is-trending-in-gujarat-again-2468702-
2023-11-28 (accessed 20 October 2024)

26 ‘Dalit man beaten by employers, main accused surrender in Morbi” Gujarat Samachar (Gujarat, 28 November
2023) https://english.gujaratsamachar.com/news/gujarat/dalit-man-beaten-by-employers-for-asking-15-day-
salary-in-morbi (accessed 20 October 2024)
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There are a multitude of such incidents that illustrate how Dalits are socially trapped into
submitting to the whims of upper-caste individuals. Another case to mention before ending this

section is that of State vs Anang Pal & Others.?’

Herein, the prosecution alleged that on 15.04.2003, a group led by the accused, including
Anang Pal and his family members, attacked Dhanpal and his sons Rajender and Ravinder in
Gokal Puri village, Delhi. The incident followed a caste-based conflict, where the accused
allegedly insulted the victims with derogatory caste remarks and physically assaulted them
using weapons like lathis, soda bottles, and guptis (sharp objects). Dhanpal and Rajender
succumbed to their injuries, and the prosecution argued that the attack was premeditated, driven

by caste hatred, and involved the use of deadly weapons.

The defence claimed that the altercation was a spontaneous fight, not a pre-planned assault.
They denied the allegations of caste-based insults and argued that the injuries sustained by the
victims were either accidental or resulted from a mutual quarrel. They contended that the
prosecution witnesses, particularly Ravinder and Surender, exaggerated the incident, falsely
implicating the accused due to previous enmity over local issues. The defence also pointed out
discrepancies in witness statements and contradictions in the evidence provided by the

prosecution.

The court examined the testimonies of 33 prosecution witnesses and 32 defence witnesses. It
noted inconsistencies in the prosecution's case, particularly regarding the sequence of events
and the extent of the involvement of certain accused individuals. However, it found that the
primary facts of the attack, including the injuries leading to the deaths of Dhanpal and Rajender,
were sufficiently corroborated. The court also acknowledged the caste-related aspect of the
attack, given the repeated use of derogatory caste remarks as described by the witnesses, though

there were contradictions about specific details.

The court convicted the main accused, including Anang Pal, Kailash, and others, under sections
related to murder (302 IPC), attempt to murder (307 IPC), unlawful assembly (147/148 IPC),
and provisions of the SC/ST (Prevention of Atrocities) Act. However, some of the accused
received lighter sentences due to lack of direct involvement or weaker evidence linking them
to the core crime. The exact sentences for each accused were to be determined based on the

final judgment.

27 IN THE COURT OF MS. ANURADHA SHUKLA BHARDWAJ, ASJ-02 (EAST), SPL. JUDGE, NDPS
KKD COURTS, DELHI. Unique ID No. 02402R0867472008 (retrieved: 16™ November 2024)
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These cases illustrate, that while the government maintains that the practice of manual
scavenging and caste-based discriminations have been banned completely, these instances still
take place. The societal emphasis on caste-based occupations makes it hard for Dalits to

overcome their situations and better their lives.
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Government Initiatives and Shortcomings

The necessity of justice as well as empowerment at the eighth meeting of the Central
Monitoring Committee, which took place at the Dr. Ambedkar International Centre, the Union
Minister for Social Justice and Empowerment, Dr. Virendra Kumar, presided as the meeting's
chairman. Review of the execution of the "Prohibition of Employment as Manual Scavengers
and their Rehabilitation Act, 2013" (MS Act, 2013) will take place in New Delhi on July 5,
2023. This significant Central Act was approved by the Parliament in September of 2013, and
it has only recently begun to take effect as of December of 2014. It seeks to accomplish the
total eradication of manual scavenging in all of its myriad forms as well as the all-
encompassing rehabilitation of the people who have been identified as manual scavengers. The
National Commission for Safai Karamcharis's chairman, Shri Ramdas Athawale, the Union
Minister of State for the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, the Secretary of the
Department of Social Justice and Empowerment, various Principal Secretaries and Secretaries
of State, and representatives from various Central Ministries, Departments, and Commissions
were present at the meeting. During the review conference, discussions were taken on the
mobile app "Swachhata Abhiyaan," which was introduced on 24.12.2020 by the Ministry of
Social Justice and Empowerment?®. The app's purpose is to collect data on insanitary latrines
that are still in existence as well as the manual scavengers linked with them. The application
can be obtained without cost by visiting the Google Play Store and downloading it there. The
Committee observed that everyone has the ability to contribute information about cases of
manual scavenging or the availability of unsanitary latrines. The Committee took note with
satisfaction of the fact that each purported incident of such a thing that had been uploaded on
the App during the course of the previous three years had been individually investigated, and
that there had been no evidence uncovered of the presence of any insanitary latrines or manual
scavenging. The problem of manual scavenging was eradicated, according to the Committee's
findings, as a result of the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan's conversion of the majority of the
unsanitary latrines into sanitary latrines. At the present time, there is no evidence to suggest
that the activity of manual scavenging is still taking place. Every state and district have been
given the instruction to announce that their area is no longer subject to manual scavenging. As

at this moment, such confirmation has been obtained from 520 of the 766 districts that make

28, Govindaswamy and Hans, V. Basil, A Socio-economic Study of the Scavengers: Their Current Situation and
Ways to Help Them Get Better (October 1, 2023). Available at

SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4589266 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4589266 (retrieved: 16" November
2024)
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up the country. The Committee recommends doing further investigation into the matter with
the remaining districts. The Committee was informed that the primary focus would now be on
ensuring that all actions linked to the cleaning of sewers or septic tanks are carried out with the
use of protective gear and mechanical cleaning machines while ensuring that the necessary
safety precautions are observed. In order to accomplish this goal, the National Safai
Karamcharis Finance and Development Corporation has already conducted 1,177 workshops
up to this point. These workshops were aimed at the personnel of municipalities as well as
contractors, and their purpose was to educate them on the mechanical cleaning of sewers and
septic tanks as well as the provisions of the Municipal Services Act of 2013 and the Municipal
Services Rules of 2013. Additionally, the National Action for Mechanized Sanitation
Ecosystem (NAMASTE) is a plan that was developed in partnership between the Ministry of

Housing and Urban Affairs and the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment.

This plan is intended to eradicate hazardous cleaning, put an end to the deaths of sewer and
septic tank workers, and guarantee the workers' safety as well as their dignity. An expenditure
of Rs. 349.70 crore would be used to put the plan into action throughout the country's more
than 4800 urban local bodies (ULBs) during the course of the next three years, up until 2025-
26. The following steps need to be completed by states, union territories, and urban local bodies

in order to put the NAMASTE scheme into action:

1. raising awareness among ULBs in preparation for the implementation of

NAMASTE and the subsequent steps.

2. Make sure that each District has a Responsible Sanitation Authority (RSA) that has

been nominated.

3. Ensure that a Sanitation Response Unit, also known as an RSU, is established in

each significant ULB.
4. Activate the designated number for assistance in each SRU.

5. Through the MIS portal, a profiling of Sewer and Septic Tank Workers (SSWs) was

conducted.

6. SHG formation for personnel in the sewage and septic tank industries for initiatives

relating to sanitation.
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7. Providing work guarantees to workers in the sanitation industry for projects related

to sanitation.
&. Nomination of officers and State Mission Directors at the ULB and state levels.
9. Training for professionals who enter sewers and for SRU employees.

10. Personal Protective Equipment, or PPE, is required for professionals who enter

sewers.
11. Increasing people's awareness in ULBs.

12. The NAMASTE initiatives will be assessed as part of the Swachh Servekshan

program.

13. The process of uploading information on the machinery and specialized people

available for hazardous cleaning onto the ULBs' online portal.

The Committee took note of the aspects of the NAMASTE project and proposed that the
activities be pursued with energy in order to guarantee that every local authority makes use of
the suitable technical appliances for efficient cleaning of sewer and septic tanks. The
Committee was informed that whenever any tragic death occurs as a result of the non-
observance of safety precautions, the matter regarding payment of compensation to the families
of victims is handled expeditiously, and the filing of FIRs against agencies responsible for such
negligence is regularly pursued with the States. This information was provided to the
Committee. According to the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment (2023), the
Committee observed that such incidents have been decreasing and directed that the target of

Zero deaths in such sanitary cleaning efforts be realized as soon as possible.

Valmiki Malin Basti Awas Yojna (VAMBAY) was launched by Government of India during
2001 with the aim to provide shelter and upgrade the existing shelter for people living below

poverty line in urban slums that contributes to the eradication of slums in cities.

The scheme is shared on 50:50 basis with states. Preference is given to women headed

households. The Government releases subsidy on a 1:1 basis with loan®.

The Total Sanitation Campaign is a comprehensive Programme to ensure sanitation facilities

in rural areas with broader goal to eradicate the practice of open defecation. When the Central

29 https://ncsk.nic.in/last accessed on 16th November, 2024
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Rural Sanitation Program was reorganized in 1999 to become demand-driven and people-
centered, TSC was born. It operates on the "low to no subsidy" premise, which provides
impoverished rural households with a nominal incentive to build toilets. With the help of
Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs), Community Based Organizations (CBOs), Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs), and others, TSC places a high priority on information,
education, and communication (IEC), capacity building, and hygiene education for successful
behavior change. According to Annexure-V, the main areas of intervention are Individual
Household Latrines (IHHL), School Sanitation and Hygiene Education (SSHE), Community
Sanitary Complex, and Anganwadi toilets that are aided by Production Centers (PCs) and Rural
Sanitary Marts (RSMs)*°.

The Government of India launched the "Nirmal Gram Puraskar," an incentive program for
completely sanitized and open defecation-free Gram Panchayats, Blocks, and Districts, in June
2003 to give the TSC more energy. See Annexure-VI for the incentive provision for Panchayati
Raj Institutions (PRIs) as well as individuals and groups that are spearheading the push for

complete sanitation coverage’!.

In order to give scavengers and their dependents other jobs, the government introduced the
National Scheme of Liberation and Rehabilitation of Scavengers (NSLRS) in March 1992.
Scavengers and their dependents are trained in trades that suit their skills under the NSLRS,
which may lead to other work opportunities. A stipend of up to Rs. 500 per month and a toolkit
allowance of up to Rs. 2,000 are provided to trainees during the training period. For
rehabilitation, financial aid up to Rs. 50,000 can be given through a prescribed financial
package for certain trades. The Indian government has developed and distributed guidelines
under the NSLRS for all States and their Special Central Assistance (SCAs) to organize groups
of five to twenty-five scavengers and establish a production, trading, and service center for the
large-scale conversion of dry latrines through Sanitary Marts. The National Safai Karamcharis
Finance and Development Corporation (NSKFDC) will provide the loan component of this

project®2.

30 https://nhre.nic.in/last accessed on 16th November, 2024

3! https://ssvk.org/pdf doc_files/Manual_Scavenging_in_India-October%202013.pdf/last (accessed on 16th
November, 2024)

32 hitps://nskfdc.nic.in/last (accessed on 16th November, 2024)
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Impact on Affected Communities

The Dalits face immense social and economic distress which is directly traceable to their
occupation as manual scavengers. The task of picking up human excreta from people’s houses
is dealt with by predominantly women whereas entering manholes or bigger sewages is often

a man’s task.

The government acknowledges these women to be manual scavengers by definition. However,
when it comes to the task of entering manholes and cleaning septic tanks, the government
refuses to categorize them as manual scavengers. Hence it is hard to quantify the impact the

practice has had on them.

Many women manual scavengers state, that no one other than their families even comes near
them, let alone touch them. People treat them like they are the manure they are forced to clean.
These people are outcasted by the society they live in. Despite living right among members of

other castes, no one dares to enter their vicinity.

The dehumanizing nature of the task has caused grave social out casting of the community. In
a report by the Human Rights Watch?3, multiple case studies illustrate how the community is

socially ostracized because of being manual scavengers.

Ashif Shaikh, a member of the Rastriya Garima Abhiyan explains how discrimination is
entrenched in the practice “The manual carrying of human faeces is not a form of employment,
but an injustice akin to slavery. It is one of the most prominent forms of discrimination against

Dalits, and is central to the violation of their human rights.”

Munnidevi, a manual scavenger from Uttar Pradesh, who stopped working, reported that she
resumed her work after the community leaders warned her; “If I miss a single day, I am
threatened... I would not be able to enter the community land to collect firewood or graze

livestock.”

Another woman, Bimal from Maharashtra, expressed fear of eviction if she pursued other work,
telling the HRW “If I go for farming work, I get threats from the Panchayat — ‘if you don’t

work, empty the house’”

33 ‘Cleaning Human Waste’ (Human Rights Watch, 28 March 2023)
https://www.hrw.org/report/2014/08/25/cleaning-human-waste/manual-scavenging-caste-and-discrimination-
india (accessed 15 November 2024)
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Manisha, a manual scavenger for dry toilets in Uttar Pradesh shared her intense aversion to her
work stating “I clean toilets in 20 houses every day. I use a tin plate and a broom to remove the

excrement... This work is so awful I don’t feel like eating afterwards.”

Areport by the United Nations Development Programme and UN Solution Exchange illustrates

the problem further, showing how there is no escape when it comes to caste in India.**

Gangashri, a manual scavenger, shares that when any woman refused to clean dry toilets, they
faced threats from upper-caste men; “if you don’t start sending your women to clean our toilets,

we will beat them up.... We will not let you live in peace.”

These workers and their families are highly dependent upon the work and the community for
their sustenance. Even those with higher education, like Kailash in Nhavi village, Maharashtra,
are often restricted to manual scavenging due to their caste. Despite a college education,
Kailash was employed as a scavenger, he told the UNDP — “even though I am educated, the

Panchayat hired me to clean toilets because I am from this community”

The psychological toll this occupation has on the community reinforces the social dialogue
they have been forced to live through generations that they are the worst, and they do not
deserve to live better. Along with it, the fact that they barely make any money goes to show
how desperate they are. The occupation has additionally resulted in various health risks, even
leading to death. Manual scavengers often suffer severe health consequences due to a lack of
protective gear. Direct contact with excrement inherently exposes them to various pathogens,
leading to respiratory and skin infections. Moreover, it has been a huge aggravator of
alcoholism among the men who are forced to enter manholes, who state they cannot stand to

do their job without being intoxicated.

The Observers is a collaborative site run by France 24 that covers international current affairs
by using eyewitness accounts from ‘Observers’. An article®> published on their website about
the practice of manual scavenging taking place in Mumbai illustrates all that has been
mentioned above and more. The fact that the article was published in 2023 further goes to show

how the practice prevails even today despite the government’s apparent will to shut it down.

3% ‘Social Inclusion of Manual Scavengers’ (United Nations Development Programme and UN Solution
Exchange, 21 December 2012) (retrieved: 16" November 2024)

35 Thomson, Derek and Brody, Pariesa, ‘India’s manual scavengers: ‘They drink because they can’t stand the
smell” (The Observers, France 24) (14" April 2023) https://observers.france24.com/en/asia-pacific/20230414-
india-manual-scavenging-alcohol-mumbai-municipality (retrieved: 16" November 2024)
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The ‘Observer’ who reported this to the organization, Yashodhra Salve, told the organisation —
“I saw nine to 10 men doing what’s called “manual scavenging”: picking up human excrement
with their bare hands, with no protective clothing. It was very hot; they were in their underwear.
They had protective gear with them — helmets, rubber gloves and rubber overshoes — but they
were not using it. They told me the equipment provided by the BMC is not very strong, that
the gloves are not thick enough to protect their hands from hazards like broken glass so they

prefer not to wear them.”

The fact that these men were totally exposed to the waste makes it obvious that their health

will be at risk.

Yashodhra further stated “I could tell from the way they were talking that they had been
drinking. They were slurring their words and could barely stand up... I believe they drink
because they have to go down inside gutters with human waste. They drink because they can’t

stand the smell.?”

Anyone could guess why the men were drunk; smelling and handling tons of human excreta
all sober is not an easy task. There are various documentaries on YouTube where all these
statements can be corroborated. These stories are not confined to the events that these reports
and articles speak of; this is a much more general description of the reality that Indians face

every day, just because these specific Indians that face it are lower caste individuals.

The various government schemes and NGOs are yet to reach these downtrodden people. They
live in the India we do not see; it is rural and backward and is yet to be connected to the India

we know.

The generational occupational curse has left most of them wondering whether they are even
worth anything, they often find themselves to believe they are the lowest of the low - that they

truly are untouchable.
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Quantitative Analysis

The data surrounding the practice of manual scavenging is scarce and ambiguous, to say the
least. Government reports specifically are lacking since the last survey conducted by a
government organization was in the year 2021. At present, we cannot be certain to about the
number of such individuals employed as manual scavengers or affected by the vocation.
Neither can we simply accept the government’s insinuation that the practice is no longer
prevalent since it happens all around us on a daily basis. The same has been iterated by the
Centre for Law & Policy Research, wherein a data review’® on the issue, the author,
Jayalakshmi, clearly states “The data provided reflects a disproportionately low number of
manual scavengers, in comparison to the number of insanitary latrines... It is inconceivable
that 13,000 manual scavengers can excavate 26 lakh insanitary latrines.” Not to mention the

lakhs of open sewers and manholes that the government forgets to account for.

Jayalakshmi further iterates “The Indian government’s statistics on manual scavengers are
grossly inadequate. There is a mismatch between independent studies that surveyed the number
of manual scavengers and the number of manual scavengers identified by State Governments.
The National Crime Records Bureau does not publish distinct data on manual scavenging due

to ‘low numbers of cases reported’.”

Socio-Economic and Caste Census 2011 (SECC-2011), data of which was referred to by Shri
Vijay Sampla in a written reply to a Lok Sabha question on 08 December 201537, was
conducted at the initiative of the Ministry of Rural Development during the year 2011 which

indicated the following;

Sr. No. State/UT Nos. of Manual Scavengers

1. Maharashtra 65181
2. Madhya Pradesh 23105
3. Uttar Pradesh 17388
4. Tripura 17333
5. Karnataka 15375
6. Punjab 11951
7. Bihar 7268

36 Jayalakshmi ‘Review of Data on Survey and Identification of Manual Scavengers’ (Centre for Law & Policy
Research) (26th June 2019) https://clpr.org.in/blog/review-of-data-on-survey-and-identification-of-manual-
scavengers/ (retrieved: 16™ November 2024)

37 (Manual scavenging) https://pib.gov.in/newsite/printrelease.aspx?relid=132739 (accessed 19 November 2024)
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8. Daman and Diu 6277

9. Jharkhand 4153
10. Rajasthan 3498
1. Jammu & Kashmir 2904
12. West Bengal 2526
13. Arunachal Pradesh 1286
14. Mizoram 1025
15. Chhattisgarh 540
16. Uttarakhand 483
17. Odisha 464
18. Andhra Pradesh 388
19. Tamil Nadu 334
20. Nagaland 274
21. Telangana 165
22. Dadra & Nagar Haveli 142
23. Meghalaya 113
24. Kerala 100
25. Puducherry 66
26. Andaman & Nicobar Islands 62
27. Sikkim 51
28. Haryana 42
29. NCT of Delhi 6
30. Gujarat 2
31. Manipur 1
32. Himachal Pradesh 1
33. Lakshadweep 1
34. Assam 0
35. Chandigarh 0
36. Goa 0

The total number of manual scavengers employed at the time according to this table was

1,82,505. It is imperative to note that according to the table, the NCT of Delhi had only 6,
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Gujarat at just 2, Manipur, Himachal Pradesh and Lakshadweep at 1, and Assam Chandigarh
and Goa at 0 manual scavengers. The statistics are rather skewed since it is hard to believe this
could be the case while there were allegedly over 1.8 lakh manual scavengers employed around

the nation, which in itself many would argue is an underestimation.

Moreover, in the same reply, another survey is cited which was based on the responses
collected from individual states up to the year 2015, to corroborate the report derived from
SECC 2011. The table provided lacks information from all states and shows grave discrepancy

since according to it only 12,226 manual scavengers exist in these states;

State-wise details of identified Manual Scavengers
Urban-A
S. No. State Identified Manual Scavengers
1. Andhra Pradesh 124
2. Bihar 137
3. Chhattisgarh 3
4. Karnataka 302
5. Madhya Pradesh 36
6. Odisha 237
7. Punjab 86
8. Rajasthan 577
9. Tamil Nadu 462
10. Uttar Pradesh 2404
1. Uttarakhand 137
12. West Bengal 104
Total — A 4609
Rural - B
1. Punjab 5
2. Uttar Pradesh 7612
Total - B 7617
Grand Total (A+B) 12226
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Subsequently, two additional surveys were conducted during the years 2013 and 2018, a
consolidated table of which was mentioned by Shri Ramdas Athawale in a written reply to a

question in Rajya Sabha’® ;

Sr. No. Name of State/UT No. of Eligible Manual
Scavengers Identified
1. Andhra Pradesh 1793
2. Assam 3921
3. Bihar 131
4. Chhattisgarh 3
5. Gujarat 105
6. Jharkhand 192
7. Karnataka 2927
8. Kerala 518
9. Madhya Pradesh 510
10. Maharashtra 6325
11. Odisha 230
12. Punjab 231
13. Rajasthan 2673
14. Tamil Nadu 398
15. Uttar Pradesh 32473
16. Uttarakhand 4988
17. West Bengal 680
Total 58098

Many problems arise when looking at this table, the first of which is the fact that it does not
contain data from all states and UTs, but rather just 2/3™s of them. Secondly, it is hard to believe
that the data can be accurate when some states report just a couple hundreds of manual
scavengers and others report thousands. However, even if we overlook these discrepancies,
another survey annexed in the same Rajya Sabha reply which lists the number of deaths of

persons in sewer and septic tanks during the years 2017 to 2021 is rather alarming on its own;

38 ‘Scavengers in the Country’ (Press Information Bureau)
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaselframePage.aspx?PRID=1811403 (accessed 24 September 2024)
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Sr. No. Name of State/UT Total number of sewer deaths
1. Andhra Pradesh 13
2. Bihar 2
3. Chhattisgarh 1
4. Chandigarh 3
5. Delhi 42
6. Gujarat 28
7. Haryana 33
8. Karnataka 26
9. Kerala 1
10. Maharashtra 30
11. Madhya Pradesh 1
12. Odisha 2
13. Punjab 16
14. Rajasthan 13
15. Tamil Nadu 43
16. Telangana 6
17. Uttar Pradesh 52
18. West Bengal 13

Total 325

According to the legal status of the prohibition of manual scavenging, these deaths should have

never happened.

Moreover, there are other organizations whose reports clearly show a discrepancy. The number
of manual scavengers recorded by them are way more than the ones reflected in the
aforementioned government reports. For example, the Safai Karamchari Andolan on their

website® indicate the following statistics;

39 “Crisis’ (Safai Karmachari Andolan) <https://www.safaikarmachariandolan.org/crisis> accessed 20 November
2024
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Sr. Name of State Number of Manual Scavengers | Number of Deaths
No. (Sewer Cleaners + Railway
Clearners)
1. Andhra Pradesh 388 9
2. Arunachal Pradesh 1286 NA
3. Assam 18 NA
4. Bihar 7331 9
5. Chhattisgarh 27 NA
6. Goa NA NA
7. Gujarat 2 135
8. Haryana 51 8
9. Himachal Pradesh 11 NA
10. | Jharkhand NA NA
11. | Karnataka 15375 16
12. | Kerala 100 6
13. | Madhya Pradesh 23119 4
14. | Maharashtra 68171 30
15. | Manipur 1 NA
16. | Meghalaya 113 NA
17. | Mizoram 1025 NA
18. | Nagaland 274 NA
19. | Odisha 4179 NA
20. | Punjab 11953 NA
21. | Rajasthan 3500 8
22. | Sikkim 51 NA
23. | Tamil Nadu 334 73
24. | Telangana 165 19
25. | Tripura 21 NA
26. | Uttarakhand 512 9
27. | Uttar Pradesh 17483 37
28. | West Bengal 2526 24
Total 806176 1760
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This data indicates there are over 8.6 lakh manual scavengers all over the country, over 7 times

more than the highest number reflected by a government organization.

Additionally, the Safai Karamchari Andolan filed a case against the Union of India in 2014
heard by the Supreme Court of India titled Safai Karamchari Andolan and Ors. vs Union of
India* to hold the Union accountable for the discrepancy in data, underutilized funds, and lack
of proper implementation of policies. SKA also iterated via excerpts from the Comptroller and
Auditor General of India’s report that the committees that were set up to monitor policy

implementation were essentially ‘non-functional’.

The fact that the CAG’s report calls committees unfunctional should be alarming, to say the

least. However, not much light has been shed on the issue despite a desperate need to do so.

40 AIR 2014 SC (SUPP) 280
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Solutions and Policy Recommendations

There are many government initiatives that have been mentioned in this paper, however, these
failed when it came to proper implementation. Proper implementation of the existing policies
is surely a way to eliminate the problem, however, there are other things that many NGOs and
other private players are already doing which can be helpful if they become widespread

practices.

First and foremost, there is a dire need to shift societal attitudes. The fact that people continue
to hold the belief that the Dalit community is responsible for carrying out the task of manual
scavenging is atrocious and can only be changed by way of raising awareness and improving
educational outreach. This attitudinal shift is the only way to ensure that other policies and
solutions genuinely benefit the stakeholder communities. Without this change, no policy or

solution can be implemented properly.

By inculcating values of equality and non-discrimination in our curriculum at the school and
collegial level, the problem can be alleviated. Additionally, programs that raise awareness
through nukkad nataks, documentaries or other forms of entertainment can be implemented
and showcased in small towns, villages and cities, along with seminars where people are

counselled and the reasons behind their discriminatory beliefs are analysed.

Additional, participation of these communities in all fields like education, law, politics etc.
should be emphasized. By doing so, we can ensure they know their rights and are able to stand
up for themselves and their communities. Sunil Yadav, a Bombay Municipal Corporation
‘sanitation worker’, and a Ph.D. scholar, in Maharashtra, has been an advocate for the Dalit
community, a community that he belongs to but is also empathetic towards regardless of his
affiliation. Despite his educational qualifications and endeavours, he decided to work as a
manual scavenger with his community at night, just to stay connected with the struggle and the
identity. In his interview with Samdish Bhatia*!, he says “not every Dalit is a manual scavenger,
but every manual scavenger is a Dalit”. Furthermore, when talking about his first day at work
as a ‘sanitation worker’ at the BMC, he states “my first day at work was akin to hell. I did no
tell anyone at home about it, just went to sleep as soon as I came home. My hands smelled like
feces for three days.” He wanted to study to change his profession, but when he learnt more

about the problem he realized he needs to make a difference. He believes that unless his entire

41 Bhatia S (YouTube) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eXzjWJF51LA (accessed 20 November 2024)
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community is excused from this inhumane vocation, he cannot leave the job. The day they stop

working as manual scavengers, he will too.

Many NGOs like The Sulabh Sanitation Mission Foundation*? give vocational training to all
manual scavengers that they find from their surveys. They provide these people with free food,
shelter and training and ensure that by the time they leave the shelter, these people have the
means to make a living and live a decent life. NGOs like these should be supported by the
government and funds that go into redundant policies should be diverted to them so they can

expand their reach and help more workers.

The Sulabh Sanitation Mission Foundation has also built various public washroom facilities*
equipped with toilets and shower stalls which are used mostly by the marginalised communities
that live near them. The waste from these toilets goes directly into bio gas generators and is
converted into methane gas that is used by these communities to cook food, connecting gas
lines to each home in the vicinity and eliminating the need for gas cylinders. Their sewage
system is entirely automatic and generates valuable resources. Facilities like these which are
clean, safe, do not require people to clean the lines manually, generating free gas, and affordable
can and should be built all over the country, especially in towns and villages where people

refuse to build toilets and defecate in outhouses which are cleaned by manual scavengers.

Additionally, raising awareness on part of citizens about how to use a toilet and not flush down
materials that do not belong in sewer lines, which cause unnecessary blockages, like glass,
syringes, sanitary items, diapers, cloth etc. is imperative to ensure there is no need to clear
blockages in the first place. Fines can be placed on residential complexes or societies if

instances like these recur and severe blockages happen often.

Moreover, when blockages do happen, machines should be used to clear them out. A company
called Genrobotics has built a state-of-the-art machine called ‘Bandicoot’.** ‘Bandicoot’ and
other similar machines are in use in various cities including Mumbai, Calcutta, Bangalore etc.
The CEO of the company got the idea to build this when he saw a worker enter a manhole and
pass out, upon which a rickshaw driver entered to help him out, subsequently both of them died
due to inhaling the toxic gases. The machine is simple to use and the company has ensured that

existing manual scavengers can be trained to operate it, hence retaining their employment and

42 ¢‘Sulabh Sanitation Mission Foundation’ https://www.ssmf.org.in/ (accessed 20 November 2024)

43 “India’s Marginalised Sewage Workers (2006)’ (YouTube) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bLaU3Abwfe8
(accessed 20 November 2024)

4 (Bandicoot) https://www.genrobotics.com/ProductPages/bandicoot (accessed 20 November 2024)
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dignifying their job. They have even launched a smaller version of the machine recently called
the ‘Bandicoot Mini’. The central government and state governments can allocate funds from
underutilized pools and from the overall budget itself creating a new pool of funds that is used
to buy more of these machines every year and use these exclusively to clear out any sewers or

septic tanks, ensuring no person ever enters these sewers or tanks himself.

Lastly, punishing officials and the general public stringently for employing manual scavengers
to carry out this work in this first place is imperative. Without proper punitive measures, one
cannot stop such discrimination from taking place again in the future. The punishment for such
a grave offence, endangering people’s life just because they believe a specific group of people

do not deserve to live in peace, should be of the strictest fashion to ensure it acts as a deterrent.
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Call for Accountability and Social Change

Prime Minister Narendra Modi decided to proclaim India "manual scavenging free" on October

2, 2020, Gandhi Jayanti®.

When Bezwada Wilson, convener of the Safai Karamchari Andolan, an advocacy group, learnt
of the decision, he submitted data to the government on manual scavengers, who, even
after Swatch Bharat were still cleaning dry and insanitary latrines. In September, at a meeting,
chief secretaries from various states were asked if it was still feasible to declare India free of
manual scavenging, the outlawed practice of cleaning railway tracks, septic tanks, sewers, and

other containers for human and other waste.

At that point, Wilson instructed the authorities to "visualize a TV screen that is divided in the
middle, with the PM announcing that India is free of manual scavengers on one side and the
images of women, working as manual scavengers”. Faced with the evidence collated by

Wilson, the government decided to postpone its declaration.

The ease with which the government chose to look away from the reality of manual scavenging
in much of rural India is because it is work that is taken for granted. While the work of cleaning
choked sewage chambers and gutters is usually assigned to men, the cleaning of dry toilets and

the ferrying of excreta is usually the work of women.

This degrading practice survives despite advances in technology and legislation that aims to
stop it. In particular, people who are abused and terrorized by this practice are mainly from
marginal groups. To wipe out manual scavenging takes a comprehensive solution which
combines new sanitation installations with programs to help those people who have been
involved in the practice low these many generations turn away from it. Not just ending such
labor altogether is important, but giving previous manual scavengers recognition in society and

making possible for them a living mean that can continue indefinitely.

Modernizing sanitation systems is one efficient way of eliminating the necessity for manual
scavenging. It is often the case, such absence of infrastructure as water-sealed toilets,
automated waste management systems, and centralized sewage systems that necessitates
reliance on manual labor. The switch from use of traditional dry toilets to flush toilets helps

eliminate the need for manual intervention in the transportation of human waste. Likewise,

45 (bordia, 2021)https://scroll.in/article/992772/ignoring-the-lives-of-thousands-of-dalits-centre-wants-to-
declare-india-free-of-manual-scavenging/ (accessed on 19" November, 2024)



https://scroll.in/article/992772/ignoring-the-lives-of-thousands-of-dalits-centre-wants-to-declare-india-free-of-manual-scavenging/
https://scroll.in/article/992772/ignoring-the-lives-of-thousands-of-dalits-centre-wants-to-declare-india-free-of-manual-scavenging/

Indian Journal of Legal Research and Review (IJLRR) 10.5281/zenodo. 15547416

there is also no need for humans to unclog drains or septic tanks; the task can now be done by
machines such as sewer-jetting machines and robotic cleaners. Not only do such advancements
in the use of technology eliminate the chances of exploitation, they also enhance hygiene and

environmental sustainability.

Those who have the experience of manually cleaning the latrines carry the stigma of caste and
have very few opportunities for self and skill enhancement. Such barriers reproduce the
phenomena of poverty and discrimination even after the physical aspect of ‘manually cleaning
the latrines’ has been abolished. Therefore, it becomes necessary to recognize their dignity and
what they can offer and uplift them from the systematic erasure of their being. Law must be

adhered to, such that no one has to do this work due to coercion.

Former manual scavengers who have been taught literacy and skill-related education can
benefit greatly from practicing different formal occupations. These programs should also help
them acquire skills that are important in today’s industries especially in sanitation technology
since their experience on the job can come of good use. For example, knowledge and skills in
operating and maintaining complex mechanized sanitation systems could create jobs as well as
ensure effective use of the technologies. In addition, supporting other businesses in areas such
as waste reclamation and green sanitation could help the former scavengers attain self-

sustenance and make positive contributions to society.

Highlighting the significance of the rehabilitated manual scavengers’ role in sanitation services
will in turn enhance their reintegration back into society with respect. Giving them such names
as ‘sanitation workers’ or ‘environmental health specialists’ The increased level of recognition
may also provide opportunities for acceptance within the community. They are well placed to
lobby and inform policy development as reconstructive former scavengers, guiding state and

NGO efforts towards its complete abandonment.

To summarize, the eradication of manual scavenging is not purely a technological solution; it
is as much a social problem. If the focus is placed on building better sanitation systems, the
problem will eventually be eliminated, as there is no requirement to engage with waste for any
purpose. It is important to consider the issue of manual scavenging as a human rights issue and
its elimination is a step towards a more equal and inclusive society. The government surely
shall hold the burden of implementing solutions, however, society at large is responsible too
for ensuring the government takes accountability. As a result, the Indian society too is

accountable.
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Conclusion

In India, manual scavengers are now dealing with a number of problems. Their recognition is
the first and most crucial factor. It's critical to identify every manual scavenger in the country.
Age, gender, education, caste, religion, occupation, marital status, family size, economic
position, social group membership, and village participation should all be included in the
government survey in addition to the number. Identification of physical vulnerability (such as
illness, skin conditions, and death), psychological vulnerability (such as anxiety, stress, and
depression), social vulnerability (such as violence, stigma, and illiteracy), political
vulnerability (such as exclusion), and economic vulnerability (such as poverty) should also be
emphasized. For sustainable their sustainable development, it is important to focus on the

scavenger’s health betterment, social and economic improvement, and alternative occupation.

Manual scavengers share complex and definite relationships with their habitat and social
surroundings. The provision of education, employment creation and advocacy campaigns to
the disadvantaged groups is an effective strategy towards abolishing the caste discrimination.
There is an urgent need for India to take one step forward in its promise in upholding the
constitutional provisions of justice, equality, and human dignity for all which in turn will
promote a future when manual scavenging is no longer prevalent by addressing the social,
economic, and structural causes of this endemic. Countries like Germany and Singapore can
serve as models for India while tackling these issues. It is also vital to train the mechanically
operated scavengers who are engaged in the scavenging work to decrease the fatalities of
sanitation workers in India. Human excreta treatment should be automated and treated as a
business. It is believed that with good training and mechanization processes, this strategy might
be effective for the manual scavengers in India and create employment opportunities in

sanitation-based businesses.




