
Journal of Economics & Management Policy (JEMP) 

Issue: Vol. 1; No. 3; December 2020 pp. 40-45 
ISSN: 2692-7292 (Print); 2692-7306 (Online) 

Website: www.jempnet.com 

E-mail: editor@jempnet.com 

Doi: 10.48150/jemp.v1no3.2020.a4 

 

40 

COVID-19 and Migrant Workersin India: Socio-Economic Issuesand Measures for 

Rehabilitation 

 
Dr. Tilak Raj 

Assistant Professor 

University Business School 

Panjab University, Chandigarh (India) 

 

Prof. Raj Kumar 
Vice Chancellor 

Panjab University Chandigarh 

Former Dean and head 

Faculty of Management Studies, BHU, India. 

Abstract  

 

The main objective of the present study is to examine the various issues related migrant workers 

return to their home. An attempt has also been made to assess the role of fake news in creating this 

humanitarian crisis. The role of Government, NGOS, self help groups, social media and village panchayats in 

the economic and social rehabilitation of migrant workers have also been examined. The revealed that 

emotional and socio-cultural are most important factors provoked the migration of workers. This study is 

based on secondary sources of data and all the information related to the migrants workers and COVID-19 has 

been collected from related Journals, government websites, newspapers, Census and other published 

resources. The limitation of the research paper is that no primary data has been collected. The conclusion is 

interpreted from the secondary data covered from the government websites, newspapers and published work. 
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Introduction 
 

Migration is the movement of the people away from their permanent place of residence to either 

internal (within country) or external (outside country). As per Census 2011, India had 45.6 crore migrants 

workers i.e., 38 percent of the total population of our country. Uttar Pradesh and Bihar are the biggest source 

of migrant labourers followed by Madhya Pradesh, Punjab, Rajasthan, Uttarkhand, Jammu and Kashmir and 

West Bengal. The major destination states are Delhi, Maharashtra, Tamil Naidu, Gujrat, Andhra Pradesh and 

Kerala (Census, 2011). The crisis of the migrant workers during the lockdown has brought into the forefront 

the visibility of the largely invisible contribution of millions of migrant workers to the economy and 

development of the country.  
 

The business (whether small scale or large scale), malls, office buildings, factory production all have 

been undergone by the migrant labour force, which is behind the success story of India.Indian migrant 

workers have faced numerous difficulties during this COVID-19 pandemic. They haddealt with food shortage, 

loss of income and uncertainty about their future because of factories at their workplace shut down due to 

imposition of lockdown in our country (Slater et.al, 2020). Thousands of them start walking to their home, 

with no transportation facilities due to lockdown (Vyas, 2020) 
 

The poor haven't any buffer, no reserves of anything, whether money, food or medicines. Life they 

live is lived on very miserable conditions. While we have the privilege to speak with our loved ones in other 

cities or countries on video calls or Face time, they won’t have smartphones or won’t have the cash to get hold 

of packages with enough bandwidth. The lockdown was essential, no doubt, but it was a disaster for poor 

Indians. Some families at least live together in urban slums, but largenumbers of migrant laborers are 

separated from their wives, parents and kids back within the village. 
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A huge number of emerging social problems required an active intervention of government, NGO’s, 

health workers and counsellors so that the crisis created due to the COVID-19 pandemic does not blow out of 

proportion. This includes issues like domestic violence, alcoholism, law and order problem due to scarce 

resources. Fear of increasing social inequality as well as widening caste and class divide.  With many men 

rendered unemployed women face the wrath of frustrated and helplessness men unable to fulfill the family 

obligations. These include help to be provided for economic self-sufficiency and employment of women 

through self-help groups and other NGO’s, financial help particularly for education and marriage of 

daughters, institutional and emotional support for the elderly and disabled. The other very important problem 

looming large is depression and suicide. As many have spoken about ‘life not being the same anymore. 
 

When we were staying indoors, all cozy and cocooned in our pleasant spacious homes with sofas and 

lamps, comfortable as a malicious program in an extremely rug and busy on our laptops and phones, safe and 

guarded. The poor were thrown to the wolves. The govt. is doing its best to supply relief and comfort to assist 

them survive but they’re in extremes in every single respect: no work, money or meals and, in many instances 

no circle of relatives around for affection and support. 
 

Impact of Lockdown on Socio-Economic Status ofMigrant Workers 
 

Lockdown in India was one of the world’s toughest steps and did less social distancing. Migrant 

workers became victims of starvation and homelessness (D’Souza, 2020). Many of them were arrested for 

violating the lockdown at interstate borders. Some of migrants workers died due to overtiredness and some 

died in accidents on the roads. U. P., Bihar and Maharashtra contributed a major chunk of the total out 

migration of the in the country. According to the Periodic Labour Force Survey for 2017-18, the 

unemployment rate in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar stands at 6.4 percent and 7.2 percent respectively. Both are 

greater than national average i.e., 6.1 percent. Therefore, these states have more impact on migrant labourers 

during the lock down period. 
 

Migrant workers are among the most vulnerable groups during the COVID-19 (ILO, 2020). The most 

important aspect, which has to be looked at, relates to the trauma of their journey. Many had lost their jobs 

and were left on the mercy and charity of others. Contractors denied them wages and abandoned them 

abruptly. Things that they claimed as their rights now suddenly left them dependent on acts of charity of 

others. The harsh reality of being in an ‘alien ‘land made them pine for the security of their village. Due to the 

lockdown many helpless and desperate workers began their journey home, some walking, some on cycles, 

others in tempos, trucks, cement crushers and even rail rakes.  
 

In the process some lost their companions, others got injured and faced innumerable hardships. It is 

very important to heal the trauma of those who have reached their homes after a harrowing experience on 

abandoned roads and highways whether in UttarPradesh, Bihar, Orissa, West Bengal, Jharkhand etc. They 

have to be counseled to feel whole again and also to be made to feel a sense of belonging not only to the 

village they have come back to but also to the city which they have so bitterly left behind. In their crisis they 

encountered a soulless city.It is this deep distress, which has to be dealt with otherwise the society, would 

have to pay a heavy social cost. 
 

The journey that time for the migrants was a journey of loss, depression and helplessness during this 

pandemic. Usually when they returned home it was as if they were people who had ‘made it’ they were the 

cynosure of all eyes and created envy among the locals. They carried back cash, consumer durables, new 

clothes, gifts, etc., back their home. They had acquired a special status in the ‘money order ‘economies. 

However, during lockdown they have returned insolvent, abandoned and sorrowful. They have lost their 

prestigious socio-economic status in the village. It is very important to rehabilitate them economically by 

giving them employment equal to their abilities. So, that their lost prestige is restored and they can reclaim 

their position in the village /town hierarchy as well as their right to life and livelihood. 
 

Effects of Fake News on Migrant Labour during COVID-19 
 

Once there was a time when people were not aware of what was happening around the world. They 

were not even aware of the events in their own city. At that time, the only source of information was people 

itself. People used to sit together, gossiping and exchanging the information to know about other people and 

events. Then radio, television and other appliances were invented, which made news a thing in everyone’s 

reach.  
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Finally with the easy availability of the Internet and smart phones, various social media platforms 

were made easily accessible to each and every household of the world. Various applications such as 

Whatsapp, Instagram, Facebook and many more became a means to share information from anywhere around 

the world.  
 

The fake news is easy to spread. People just turn blind while sharing anything on social media 

platforms. One more major reason for the spread of fake news is that people are just losing their faith in news 

channels due to very weird and inappropriate news shared on these channels. So, people move to social media 

platforms where they have their news in a short format and can easily move to next news if they are not 

interested in the previous one. This makes people move to the social media platforms from the news channels. 

This easy availability of news on various social media platforms has a dark side as well. Nowadays, everyone 

blindly follows anything that is shared on social media without even verifying it or thinking about it. Some 

unwanted sites to misinform or deceive the readers deliberately create various things. 
 

Nowadays when the world is fighting against the deadly Coronavirus, the fake news is haunting the 

society. It can be seen with some examples that how serious are these fake news. Firstly, in Iran, fake news 

spread that by drinking methanol, coronavirus is getting cured. People knew how dangerous is to drink 

methanol. But still people blindly trusted the news and drank methanol. More than 300 people died due to this 

fake news. Let us take one more example. A particular community in India spread the rumour that the 

coronavirus won’t affect the people of their community because their God is with them. So, people can freely 

roam around the city and need not listen to any government claims. The result is that many cases in India are 

recorded of the people of that particular community in initial stages and they have affected other people as 

well. This has drastically increased the number of coronavirus cases in India. Even the World Health 

Organization (WHO) has warned the world regarding the spared of fake news.  
 

There absence of any reassurance and communication by the state and other health workers regarding 

the implication of the pandemic for the workers. The mass movement of workers back home related to fake 

news circulated on what Sapp sensationalizing that the lockdown would remain in force for an indefinite 

period. With no attempt to counter these rumours immediately these anxieties led to their mass departure. By 

the time the official agencies gave the correct narrative the damage had already been done. Any future 

communication and remedial workers for the workers would require active control over communication 

channels. 
 

This mass departure was also lack of information and reassurance regarding COVID-19, the fear of 

the consequences of the pandemic, which meant that many faced the prospect of imminent death. The fear of 

dying abandoned and alone in an alien land as well as the primordial instinct to reach the comfort and security 

of one’s family pushed them further.  The harsh circumstances of the post lockdown scenario in the cities 

made them miss their home more. Thus, active communication has to be initiated to overcome superstition, 

fear and anxiety. Lastly media should play an important role by stopping to blame the poor for the spread of 

COVID-19. 
 

As citizens of India or any country for that matter, it is our duty to be informed yet responsible. It is 

up to all of us to curb the circulation of fake news and make others aware about the same. It is important for 

everyone to verify any news report before forwarding it to anybody else in his or her circle.  
 

Measures for Rehabilitation  
 

Support, protection and empowerment are three principles on which the rehabilitation strategy 

embodies. In the short run and medium term migrants need to be supported and protected. In the long run they 

need to be empowered (D’ Souza 2020).  In the short run they need food supplies and some cash support from 

the government. 
 

The return of the empty-handed worker should not be seen as a liability. For coming back would also 

mean adding to the already existing labour force, creating competition for employment and available food and 

other resources. Governments should immediately initiate measures like strengthening of MNREGA, work on 

antierosion, flood protection etc. simultaneously agricultural revival, provision of agricultural subsidy help in 

repayment of loans or waiving them, distribution of PDS, immediate cash transfers or payment of daily wages 
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in cash and giving laxity in renewal of job cards. It should also prevent them from distress sale of cattle, other 

household assets and land.  

Workers should also be prevented from falling into the clutches of moneylenders. Most important of 

course provision of food grains, unemployment allowance and health insurance. These measures if not 

brought in immediately could lead to widespread crime and erode the social fabric of the society. 
 

As the honorable Supreme Court has directed it has been a traumatic experience for the migrant 

labourers. For all those who survived the journey some who lost their relatives and still others who faced 

hunger and starvation. This has left them shaken, alone and at a loss. Role of religious leaders is very 

important to give them emotional support and provide them an anchorage so they are able to face the reality of 

their own situation and the uncertainties created by the COVID-19 pandemic. Religious leaders can play a 

very important role in their rehabilitation and progress by convincing them that it is a transitory phase, which 

will pass. Similarly important public figures that have an emotional connect with the masses like actors, 

politicians should reach out to the people and build up their morale and give them self-confidence to make 

new beginnings. 
 

States like UP, Bihar, Jharkhand and Orissa are now facing the situation of abundance of labour force. 

As the atmanirbhar bharat policy comes into operation a large force may be accommodated within these 

states. But wherever the requirement of industrial and agricultural labourers comes up proper coordination and 

planning should be made so that the workers are able to go back to where there is demand with special 

incentives. 
 

Government Steps with Regards to Migrant Workers 
 

 During the lockdown period in India, several inter-state migrant workers tried to return to their home 

state. They started walking to their home on foot because of suspension of public transportation facilities. 

According to government estimates that between 1
st
 May and 3

rd
 June about 58 lakh migrants workers were 

transported through special trains and around 41lakh migrants’ workers were transported by road. Home 

Ministry permitted to the States to use the National Disaster Response Fund for providing food and shelter to 

the travelling migrant workers.Subsequently, buses and Shramik special trains were permitted by the central 

government subject to coordination between states. 
 

Government has launched the Garib Kalyan Yojana by combining ongoing rural employment 

programmes. Rupees 50,000 crore will spend to generate 125 days of work for returning migrants. This will 

create new jobs opportunities and don’t have any impact on existing workers. The government of India has 

also implemented one ration card system. According the government reports, there is no need to worry 

because Food Corporation of India has sufficient food grain to feed the poor of the country.  
 

Government also directed to the landlords not to demand any rent during the period of lockdown from 

the labourers and employers should pay wages without any deduction. Government announced the National 

Migrant Information System (NIMS), an online database created by National Disaster Management Authority 

(NDMA) to streamline the movement of migrant workers. Now the Government is planning to keep the 

workers updates by feeding their phone numbers in the system.  
 

The Ministry of Human Resource Development (MHRD) also requested to the state government to 

create database of children in the rural areas who have migrated. State governments have set up thousands of 

camps to stop the movement of migrants. Government arranges transport facilities for those who had travelled 

back their home. Central government permitted the Indian Railways to launch Shramic special trains for the 

help of migrant workers. Soon after the national wide lockdown finance minister of India has announced Rs. 

1.7 lakhs crore spending plan for the poor. This included cash transfers and steps to ensure food security. 
 

Suggestionsand Future Prospects 
 

 A large part of the workforce who has migrated was prompted by the urge to earn money so that they 

are able to repay the loan that they have taken from moneylenders and other informal sources for agricultural 

purposes or for unproductive purposes. Here efforts should be made through counselling, village elders and 

media to scale down the expenses on weddings to make them simpler and less ostentatious so that the overall 
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debt burden on the people in the villages is reduced and they do not once again fall into the vicious circle of 

poverty from which they are trying to escape. 

 

They should also hold small gatherings and in this way practice social distancing. Proper lists 

regarding the returned workers should be made in each state and villages with the help of village panchayats 

and chowkidars. Their areas of specialization should be noted. They should be informed through messages 

and whats app regarding available opportunities. Counselors in liaison with the government should actively do 

this so that after some time the vulnerable workers in their desperation do not become victims of middlemen 

and are duped again. Attempts should also be made to get back their dues and those businessmen who have 

failed the workers should be penalized. This would require active communication and coordination between 

workers, counsellors, NGOS and Government. Special provisions should be made for the security and 

absorption of single and widowed migrant women workers who have returned. 
 

A very important part of the return is the sense of a multilayered discrimination against the people 

who have returned back home. After making the traumatic journey home they also face the fear of being 

socially and culturally discriminated in the village setting. Counselors along with ANMs and ASHA workers 

should counsel them about not feeling victimized. At the same time measures which link to the Swachh 

Bharat programme should be initiated like social distancing, good hand hygiene, wearing of face masks so 

that not only those who return become successfully integrated in the village life. Attempts should also be 

made to prevent the further spread of the pandemic in the rural areas. 
 

The most important effort is to make   provision of nutritious food to the families who have returned 

home empty handed, as they should not become victims of any other diseases apart from COVID-19.Focus 

should be on eliminating the deficiencies like anemia etc. of pregnant and lactating mothers. Further in these 

unusual circumstance’s attempts should be made to improve prenatal care and prevent maternal and neonatal 

mortality. Moreover, school-going children should be enrolled in local schools even without school leaving 

certificates so that they are able to continue their education and are reintegrated into their peer group in the 

village. 
 

Free movement of labour is very important for the development of the country. Making surveys of 

their specialization, needs and requirements should do this time. Despite instructions by the government of 

India not to deny them wages, the contractors escaped and hid behind loopholes denying the workers their 

rights and playing a role in aggravating the human crisis. In case of the possibility of a situation like COVID-

19, happening again employment guarantee schemes should also be introduced. 
 

ILO said in its latest report that policy responses need to focus on providing immediate relief to 

workers and enterprises in order to protect livelihoods and economically viable businesses, particularly in 

hard-hit sectors and developing countries. Without appropriate policy measures, workers face a high risk of 

falling into poverty and will experience greater challenges in regaining their livelihoods during the recovery 

period”, ILO said in its latest report on the situation. 
 

Conclusion 
 

This paper is an attempt to study the impact of lockdown and COVID-19 on migrant workers in India. 

Their social, economic and physical loss has also been discussed in this paper.As the migrant labour is still 

making the journey home a number of important issues need to be dealt with. Need of the hours is that 

government has to adopt multi pronged strategy like to launch new common relief package which may cover 

every middle or poor section of society. There should be a provision of some kind of social security to the 

migrant. The picture of thousands of migrant labourers left abandoned alone, without jobs and shelter has 

shaken the conscience of every Indian. Along with the economic rehabilitation package, which is the Union 

government, is chalking out for them. A great deal of work and effort has to be put in at the sociological, 

cultural and psychological level to rehabilitate the migrant workers. 
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