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Abstract 

To curtail the spread of COVID-19 the government of India announced a nationwide 

complete lockdown, on 25th March 2020, within just four hours, which tremendously 

impacted the socio-economic condition of stranded migrant workers of India. Within that 

context, this article elaborates the hardships faced by migrant workers working in informal 

sectors in India, particularly in Bengaluru city. It also aims to identify the response of civil 

society organisations (CSOs) in Bengaluru which assisted these migrant workers during the 

lockdown period where government’s relief measures failed to reach. A descriptive study, 

based on both primary and secondary data, it analyses the condition of stranded migrants 

and the welfare measures provided by CSOs to them.  Considering the performance of 

CSOs, in bridging the gap where government welfare measures fail to reach, it concludes 

that a well-coordinated functioning mechanism between the Government and CSOs is 

desirable during trying public health times like a pandemic.   
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic in India has impacted its citizens and government deeply, making 

it one of the worst affected countries in the world3. The country recorded its first case of 

COVID-19 infection on 30th January 2020 and by the end of March 2020 the number of 

cases started increasing slowly.4 In order to curtail the spread of the virus at a very early 

stage, the Central Government of India had no other options but to announce the first 

phase of nationwide complete lockdown5 on 25th March, 2020 which continued till May, 

2020.6 This first lockdown, which was initiated within a very short notice period of only four 

hours, halted all socio-economic activities and had an unprecedented impact on the 

livelihoods of a large section of society, particularly on the informal sector7 and migrant8 

workers. Migrant workers, having to hurriedly travel back to their native homes, 

abandoning the shelters in cities where they were working, faced job loss, depletion of 

savings and an uncertain future.9 Many migrant workers working in the informal sector 

became stranded due to the complete nationwide lockdown. This informal sector 

stranded migrants’ poor condition during initial weeks of lockdown forced the Central 

Government of India to announce a large number of support measures.10 Along with 

 
3 2,42,348, 657 Confirmed Cases 4,927,723 Total Deaths as on 22nd October 2021. See “India Situation Report,” 
World Health Organisation (2021). Accessed October 25, 2021. 
https://www.who.int/india/emergencies/coronavirus-disease-(covid-19)/india-situation-report 
4 According to the World Health Organisation report total number of COVID-19 cases were 360 on 22nd March  
“Novel Corona Virus Disease (COVID-19) . Situation Update Report-8”, World Health Organisation India.(2020). 
Accessed June 4, 2021. https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/wrindia/situation-report/india-situation-
report-8.pdf?sfvrsn=cd671813_2. 

5 The first lockdown was announced in India by India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi on 24.03.2020 which had 
mandated a complete restriction on all non-essential travel and services. “Circular for COVID-19.” Ministry of 
Home Affairs, Government of India. (2020). Accessed June 4, 2021. 
https://www.mha.gov.in/notifications/circulars-covid-19. 
6  In this context, it is to be mentioned that in the beginning of April 2021 the second wave of pandemic has hit 
the country and in response to those different states in India is again facing a partial or complete lockdown 
since May 2021. 
7 The informal or unorganised sector comprises of units that operate at a low level of organisation, with little 
or no division between labour and capital as factors of production and on a small scale. Labour relations, where 
they exist, are based mostly on casual employment, kinship or personal and social relations rather than 
contractual arrangements with formal guarantees.   
See “Glossary of Staistical Term,” OECD Statistical Portal, (2003).Accessed October 20, 2021. 
https://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=1350 
Unorganised sector; Some examples: landless labourers, workers in brick-kilns, construction, beedi-making, 
incense stick. workers in local transport, shops, domestic servants, community services like street cleaning, 
street vendors, garbage collectors. 
8 Migrant worker is a person who has been engaged, is engaged or has to be engaged in any paid activity in a 
state of which he or she is not a usual resident. See “International Migration Law- Glossary on Migration,” 
International Organisation for Migration,(2019).Accessed October 15, 2021. 
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml_34_glossary.pdf 
9 See,Damini Nath. " Migrant Workers Face Debt, Job Loss and Separation from Families". The Hindu. (2021).Accessed June 
4, 2021. https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/migrant-workers-face-debt-job-loss-and-separation-
from-families/article34117669.ece 
10 Nikunj Ohri, 10 Government Measures to Help Poor through Lockdown. Bloomberg,(2020). Accessed May 28, 
2021. https://www.bloombergquint.com/economy-finance/10-government-measures-to-help-poor-
through-lockdown. 

https://www.who.int/india/emergencies/coronavirus-disease-(covid-19)/india-situation-report
https://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=1350
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Government, civil society organisations (CSOs)11, non-government-organisations (NGOs), 

along with individual people, housing complexes, schools and colleges, came forward and 

extended their help and assistance. 

This paper aims to shed light on the management of welfare aid and care for 

stranded migrants in the context of the nationwide welfare measures provided by the 

Government of India. It particularly addresses the work of Civil Society Organisations 

(CSOs) with migrant workers who were stranded in Bengaluru city in the southern Indian 

state of Karnataka, and were unable to go back to their hometowns, due to the complete 

lockdown. In this context, we also attempt to explore the challenges faced by the stranded 

migrants and CSOs while providing relief measures.  

The megacity of Bengaluru, the capital of Karnataka (a southern state of India), has 

been chosen as a field of this study for several reasons. Karnataka receives a large number 

of migrants from its neighbouring states12 since it shares its border with six major states in 

India namely Maharashtra, Goa, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh and Telangana13. 

During the 16th century, the demography of Bengaluru city was built through three waves 

of migration: the first occurred during the time of British era, the second during 1950s-60s 

when the major public sector undertakings like Bharat Electronics and Hindustan 

Aeronautics Limited (HAL) made their base in this city, and the third one in the late 1980s 

when Bengaluru became the Silicon Valley of India with the boom in the IT industry14.  

Currently, internal migrants who come from other parts of the country, comprise 42 per 

cent of Bengaluru’s population15.  

This article is organised in four sections. First, we present a brief theoretical and 

empirical review of literature and identify the research gap in the field. Next, we describe 

the research design and methodology used for the study, followed by background 

information explaining the hardships faced by the migrants who were stranded. The 

findings are divided into two segments: the first subsection unveils the welfare activities of 

the Government of India organised for stranded migrant workers during lockdown and its 

 
11 A civil society organization (CSO) or non-governmental organization (NGO) is any non-profit, voluntary citizens’ group 
which is organized on a local, national or international level.  Task-oriented and driven by people with a common 
interest, civil society organisations (CSOs) perform a variety of services and humanitarian functions. See “Civil Society,” 
United Nations, (2019), Accessed October 19, 2021. https://www.un.org/en/civil-society/page/about-us   
12 A Priyadarshini, “Evaluation Study of Migrationof Labour to and from Karnataka”. Government of Karnataka 
(2017), Accessed May 20, 2021. https://kmea.karnataka.gov.in/storage/pdf-
files/Reports%20and%20other%20docs/Migration%20of%20Labour.pdf. 
13 Sridhar Vivan,Vivan, Karnataka will have 6 State Borders with the Addition of Telengana. BangaloreMirror.(2013). 
Accessed April 26, 2021. https://bangaloremirror.indiatimes.com/bangalore/others/karnataka-telangana-
border-most-states/articleshow/26974655.cms. 
14 Arun Dev, “Three Waves of Migrations that Shaped Bengaluru.” Hindustan Times. (2021). Accessed May 25, 
2021. https://www.hindustantimes.com/cities/others/3-waves-of-migrations-that-shaped-bengaluru-
101615660544003-amp.html. 
15 Mohit M Rao, Migrant Constitute 42% of Bengaluru’s Population. Bengaluru: The Hindu. (2019), Accessed July 
20, 2019. 

https://www.un.org/en/civil-society/page/about-us
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extent of reach, and the second subsection, before concluding, explains the challenges 

faced by CSOs in providing welfare measures.  

 

Review of Literature and Research Gap 

The neoclassical macro theory of international migration considered labour migration as a 

consequence of economic development and regional disparity.16,17 On the other hand, the 

neoclassical microeconomic model states that migration is individual’s decision which is 

based on cost benefit calculation and on expected positive net return from movement. In 

recent years, the assumptions and conclusions made by neoclassical theories18 are 

challenged by new economics of migration and it is said that migration decisions are taken 

jointly by the family members of a household in order to maximise the expected income 

and minimise the cost associated with migration.19 Civil society is considered as a main 

organising entity in both classical and contemporary social theory. Empirical research 

suggests that civil society has the potential to promote and bring better public 

accountability to global governance20 .For successful community building and advocacy 

work, non-profit organisations need recognition and trust.21 

While the pandemic magnified all existing inequalities,22 it left a disproportionate 

socio-economic impact on immigrants and their children.23 These communities reliant on 

tourism, remittances, seasonal and trade-related mobility linked livelihoods were affected 

largely due to travel restrictions24.The pandemic had a severe impact also on public health, 

particularly for immigrant workers’ who are on constant move.25 CSOs played an effective 

 
16 Michael P Todaro and Lydia Maruszko. 1987. “‘Illegal Migration And US Immigration Reform: A Conceptual 
Framework’.” Population and Development Review. 13 (1): 101-14. 
17 Micheal.P. Todaro and Stephen C.Smith. 2014. Economic Development. India. Vols. 115-20; 345-50.. 
18 Oded Stark and David Levhari. 1982. “On Migration and Risk in LDCs.’ .” Economic Development And Cultural 
Change. 31 (1): 191-96. 
19 Eliakim Katz and Oded Stark. 1986. “Labor Migration and Risk Aversion in Less Developed Countries.” ’ Journal 
of labor Economics. 4 (1): 134-49 
20 Jan Aart Scholte, “Civil Society and Democratically Accountable Global Governance.” Government and 
Opposition. (2004), Accessed May 22, 2021. https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/government-and-
opposition/article/abs/civil-society-and-democratically-accountable-global-
governance/2E1963B53F9446423E5ABF40B8C33E3D. 
21 Kathryn L Chinnock et al, “Determinants of Nonprofit Impact: A Preliminary Analysis.” Fifth International ISTR 
Conference. Cape Town, South Africa. (2002), Accessed May 25, 2021. 
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lester-Salamon-
3/publication/242075314_Determinants_of_Nonprofit_Impact_A_Preliminary_Analysis/links/550214040cf231
de076da258/Determinants-of-Nonprofit-Impact-A-Preliminary-Analysis.pdf. 
22 António Guterres, The pandemic is Exposing and Exploiting Inequalities of all Kinds, Including Gender Inequality. 
UN. (2020), Accessed February 22, 2021. https://www.un.org/en/un-coronavirus-communications-
team/pandemic-exposing-and-exploiting-inequalities-all-kinds-including. 
23 OECD Policy Responses to Corona Virus (COVID-19). (2020) 
24 “COVID-19 and Tourism-Assessing the Economic Consequences.” UNCTAD-Division on International Trade 
and Commodities Report. (2020). Accessed May 20, 2021. https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-
responses/what-is-the-impact-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-on-immigrants-and-their-children-e7cbb7de/. 
25 “Lack of skills and low levels of financial literacy make migrant communities vulnerable: IOM report .” (2020), 
Accessed August 16, 2020. https://www.iom.int/news/lack-skills-and-low-levels-financial-literacy-make-
migrant-communities-vulnerable-iom-report. 
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role in order to combat the impact of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, yet the relation 

between the Government and NGOs did not change much after the pandemic.26 In India, 

COVID-19 has exposed the vulnerability of migrant labourers to a large extent.27 Migration 

is an old phenomenon, but in India it took a lockdown for the government to realise the 

existence of migrant workforce that provides cheap labour to the industry and to the urban 

service sectors. Apart from immigrants and refugees, emigrants and returnee migrants 

also faced hardship during the outbreak of the pandemic due to the lack of coordination 

in planning between Central and State Governments of India28 Here, migrants’ religion and 

caste played an important role in the impact of the lockdown on the different groups of 

migrants.29 During this pandemic and lockdown, the focus should have been on upholding 

human rights, practice of good governance, no hatred against migrants, and strengthening 

the health care system.30 Instead, some marginalised groups fell through the gaps like 

informal sector migrant workers, particularly those stranded. 31  

This brief review makes it evident that limited research has been conducted on 

relief measures provided by different CSOs, especially their challenges faced in delivering 

welfare services during the current pandemic. The field area chosen is Bengaluru city as 

there is little academic work in this region. While documentation has focused on migrant 

movements out of cities back to their homes facing job loss during lockdown, the 

marginalised groups that did not receive much attention were migrant workers who were 

left stranded, unable to get back to the safety of their native places. Moreover, some NGOs 

have been working extensively for migrant workers in this crisis period, which till now has 

not been highlighted in any current research in this region.  

 

Research Methodology 

This study is descriptive, based on both primary data and secondary data. The primary data 

was collected using convenience sampling. To understand the situation of stranded 

 
26 Ágnes Kövér, The Relationship between Government and Civil Society in the Era of COVID-19. De Gruyter. (2021), 
Accessed May 23, 2021. https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1515/npf-2021-0007/html. 
27 Irudaya Rajan, S., Sivakumar, P. & Srinivasan, A. ‘The COVID-19 Pandemic and Internal Labour Migration in India: 
A ‘Crisis of Mobility’. Ind. J. Labour Econ. 63, (2020), 1021–39, Accessed May 18, 2021. 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s41027-020-00293-8. 
28 R.R Bhagat et al. “ The COVID-19, Migration and Livelihood in India.Background Paper for Policy Makers 
International Institute for Population Sciences.’ (2020), Accessed August 10, 2020. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341756913 
29 Kesar et al. ‘Pandemic, Informality and Vulnerability Impact of COVID-19 on Livelihoods in India’ . Working Paper. 
(2020-21), Accessed August 19, 2020. https://doi.org/10.3929/ethz-b-000428008 . 
30 UN Policy Brief Report. “Policy Brief on Impact of COVID-19.” 2020. 
31 50 percent or more migrants (including from Karnataka) left Bengaluru in the first few months. They were 
mainly from Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Assam, Bihar, Jharkhand, Odisha, West Bengal and from other 
districts of Karnataka. See “Impact of COVID-19 on Livelihoods of Informal Sector Workers and Vulnerable Groups 
in Bengaluru”. Azim Premji University. (2021), Accessed May 26, 2021. 
file:///C:/Users/hp/Downloads/COVID19-Impact-on-Informal-Sector-Bengaluru.pdf. 



128 
 

migrants, individual interviews were conducted through virtual and telephone calls32 with 

30 migrant workers stranded in Bengaluru. To analyse the welfare measures provided by 

CSOs and the challenges they faced, key members of 15 groups ranging from members 

of a residential complex, individual participants of NGOs33 from Bengaluru, were 

interviewed virtually.34 The migrant participants were asked questions about their 

demographic profile (gender, age, education qualification, origin, etc.) and about the 

challenges they faced during the lockdown. The CSO representatives were asked a set of 

questions on the types of relief measures provided and the challenges they faced to 

provide such support. The data collected was analysed and is presented using tables and 

graphs. Secondary data was also used to explain the extent of welfare measures provided 

by the Government and their impact on the livelihood of migrants as a background of the 

study, sources being working papers of the Centre for Sustainable Employment (CSE) 

study 2020-21, SWAN Team Data35 and Stranded Workers Action Network (SWAN) portal. 

.  

The Background Story: The Impact of The Lockdown on Stranded Migrant Workers  

In India more than 90 per cent of the total workforce in the informal sector is characterised 

by low wage rate, dependence on daily earning, unhealthy work environments, and no or 

little socio-economic protection or job security3637. The faster growth rate of the cities as 

compared to villages attracts a large number of rural people to migrate to big cities in 

search of jobs and better livelihoods.3839As per India’s last census survey in 2011,40 29.9 per 

cent of India’s population is internal migrant by their place of birth. Migrant workers in the 

informal sector play a significant role and pandemic-induced lockdown has affected these 

individuals the most. They lost their jobs, were left without savings and food and often 

were forced to abandon their shelters in the cities where they had been working. To add 

 
32 Given the pandemic conditions of the lockdown and social distancing. 
33 For example -   Ex-SAB Miller group, Sampark NGO, Mr Manilal Ganguly, Mr Rishi Mukherjee , Platinum City 
Residential Complex, and PN residential Complex. All have consented to their names being shared here. 
34 1st round interview conducted on March, 2021 and second round in May, 2021 
35 Anindita Adhikari,.et.al. “Manufactured Maladies: Lives and Livelihoods of Migrant Workers During COVID-19 
Lockdown in India”. The Indian Journal of Labour Economics, Springer, (2020),969-997,Accessed November 12, 
2020. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s41027-020-00282-x. 
36ILO Report. ‘Informal Employment Trends in The India economy: Persistent Informality But Growing Positive 
Developmen’t. Employment Working paper No 254. International Labour Office. (2019), Accessed March 5, 
2021.https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---
ifp_skills/documents/publication/wcms_734503.pdf. 
37 Yamuna, A, et.al.  “Understanding and Addressing the Inequalities Affecting Workers in Informal Sector in 
India.” Health,Safety and Well-Being of Workers in the Informal Sector in India (Springer Link) 3-12. (2019), 
Accessed June 6, 2021. https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-981-13-8421-9_1 
38 Sundari.S. "Migration as a Livelihood Strategy: A Gender Perspective." Economic and Political Weekly 40, no. 22/23: 
2295-303. (2005), Accessed June 7, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4416709. 
39Arup Mitra,"Migration, Livelihood and Well-being: Evidence from Indian City Slums." Urban Studies 47, no. 7: 1371-390. 
(2010), Accessed June 3, 2021.   http://www.jstor.org/stable/43079919. 
40 “Census Data 2011”. Ministry of Home Affaires, Government of India, Accessed January 26, 2021. 
https://censusindia.gov.in/Census_And_You/migrations.aspx. 
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to their misery, when the Government issued circular on sealing41 the interstate and district 

borders, it forced a large number of migrants to return to their villages by walking on roads 

and highways in desperation, otherwise they became stranded in the cities where they 

were working.42,43,44 However not all were fortunate to leave for their native places and 

many were left stranded in cities like Bengaluru where they had based themselves for 

livelihood. 

 The Stranded Workers Action Network (SWAN)45 revealed the ground reality of 

stranded migrant workers across India during the lockdown.46 The Network showed47 that 

during the first three months of the lockdown almost 50 per cent of emergency calls came 

to SWAN from stranded migrants related to no food and money. The majority of these 

workers (57 per cent) were construction workers and many (80.2 per cent) did not receive 

their pending wages from their employers. Hence, most of them (91.2 percent) had to 

borrow money to meet their daily expenses. Furthermore, 72.3 per cent of these workers 

had ration left for less than two days. This depicts the helplessness of Indian informal 

stranded migrants during the lockdown. 

It has been mentioned earlier that Bengaluru city in India is a favoured destination 

of internal migrants in India. It was observed that, in the first phase of the lockdown until 

17th May 2020, a large number of migrants labourers (0.6 million) who were stranded in 

Karnataka state in India, registered to return to their hometowns, and half of these 

registrations were from Bengaluru.48 Most of these migrants worked in construction sites49 

due to the fact that currently Bengaluru is one of the fastest growing cities in India with 

over 47 per cent growth during 2001-1150. In this city during the lockdown period, over 

 
41 “Circular for COVID-19”. Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India. (2020),Accessed June 4, 2021. 
https://www.mha.gov.in/notifications/circulars-covid-19 
42 Bharti Jain, Centre Asks States to Provide Shelter to Migrants, Seal Borders as Exodus Continues. New Delhi: 
Times of India. (2020), Accessed January 22 , 2021. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/centre-asks-
states-to-provide-shelter-to-migrants-seal-borders-as-exodus-continues/articleshow/74874429.cms. 
43 Geeta Pandey, Coronavirus in India: Desperate Migrant Workers Trapped in Lockdown. BBC News. (2020), 
Accessed June 3, 2021. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-52360757. 
44 Jaydeep Hardikar,‘It was as if the Entire Country was Walking’. PARI People's Archieve of Rural India. 2021 
45 For more on SWAN see “Stranded Workers Action Networks,” (2021). Accessed January 20, 2021.   
http://strandedworkers.in/ 
46 “Impact of COVID-19 on Livelihoods of Informal Sector Workers and Vulnerable Groups in Bengaluru”. Azim 
Premji University. (2021), Accessed May 26, 2021. file:///C:/Users/hp/Downloads/COVID19-Impact-on-
Informal-Sector-Bengaluru.pdf. 
47 Anindita Adhikari et al. “Manufactured Maladies: Lives and Livelihoods of Migrant Workers During COVID-19 
Lockdown in India,” The Indian Journal of Labour Economics 63, (2020). 
48 Madhur. Migrant Workers In Karnataka – A To Z. Karnataka.com. (2020), Accessed May 19, 2021. 
https://www.karnataka.com/govt/migrant-workers-in-karnataka/ 
49 Bhaskar Hegde, “Migrant crisis in Karnataka reveals dark underbelly of Bengaluru's Economy, and How 

Recruitment Agencies Exploit Labourers”. FirstPost. (2020), Accessed May 15, 2021. 
https://www.firstpost.com/india/migrant-crisis-in-karnataka-reveals-dark-underbelly-of-bengalurus-
economy-and-how-recruitment-agencies-exploit-labourers-8343041.html/amp. 

50 Subodh Varma, Centre of Gravity is Shifting from Metros to Suburbs:B’lore Bucks the Trend in Population. 
Sunday Times. Times of India. 2014 

http://strandedworkers.in/
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400,000 migrant construction workers lost their jobs.51 Therefore, in collaboration with the 

government, civil society also generated solidarity networks and provided relief 

measures.52  

The sample of 30 stranded migrant workers from the construction sector in this 

study, who were left behind in Bengaluru during the lockdown were mainly male (76 per 

cent), illiterate (60 per cent) and belonging to the age group of 20-40 years (57 per cent). 

The workers were from Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Bihar, Odisha, stayed in informal 

settlements, and worked in small construction companies. Most of them stated that they 

did not own a television, radio, or a smart phone and therefore, due to the sudden 

announcement of the lockdown, they were caught by surprise. Most of them failed to 

receive their pending wages from their employers and on top of that, the Government 

relief measures did not reach them. As a result, they had to deal with shortage of cash (80 

per cent) to buy ration for the upcoming few days or to pay their rent, job loss (60 per cent), 

no food (40 per cent), absence of shelter and poor health condition (20 per cent). At the 

same time, luckily, they were not infected by COVID-19 (See Figure 1). They could not 

return to their hometown also due to the closure of interstate borders. Along with financial 

stress, they were in an emotional turmoil, thinking about the helpless conditions of their 

families in their home towns and about their uncertain future. 

 

Figure 1. Source: Data Collated from Field Work  

 

 
51 Sampark. COVID19 Relief to 4,000 Migrant Workers Bangalore. Project Report, Bengaluru: GlobalGiving. (2020), 
Accessed January 15, 2021. https://www.globalgiving.org/projects/sampark-covid-19-relief-
migrantworkers/. 
52 IOM UN Migration Report. Standing in Solidarity with Migrants: Supporting Civil Society and Other Stakeholders 
in Responding to the COVID-19 Pandemic.(2020),Accessed December 29, 2020. 
https://www.iom.int/news/standing-solidarity-migrants-supporting-civil-society-and-other-stakeholders-
responding-covid. 
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Interviews conducted with the Bengaluru based NGOs like Sampark53 mentioned 

that construction workers in Bengaluru working under reputed construction companies 

received full salary even during the lockdown period though they had no work. They were 

also provided shelters inside the construction site, which were hygienic, so the migrants 

did not get infected by COVID-19. These employers were very particular about not sending 

the migrant workers back to their home because they would not return and thus, 

construction work would get stalled. This was often completely against the will of the 

migrant workers and impacted them psychologically. The situation of migrant workers 

who worked for small construction companies or as independent individuals was also a 

nightmare. They temporarily or permanently lost their jobs, did not receive their last 

salaries, and had no shelter. These migrant workers made informal settlement 

arrangements in vacant construction sites but they had to pay a high rent for their stay, 

electricity, water, and so on. Thus, despite the evident efforts of CSOs, many stranded 

migrant workers were left more vulnerable without any relief. 

 

The Role of the Government and Civil Society Organisations during The Lockdown 

Welfare Measures Provided by the Government of India:  An Impact Assessment 

Two days after the announcement of the first complete lockdown, the Central 

Government of India, in an attempt to mitigate the economic impact of COVID-19, 

announced a transfer of  1.42 trillion INR to the Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana 

(PMGKY) financial framework which includes cash transfer to Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan 

Yojana (PMJDY) Accounts54 and a transfer of 1000 INR to each pension beneficiary. Under 

this scheme, the Government also announced a transfer of 2000 INR to the beneficiaries 

of the Pradhan Mantri KISAN (PM-KISAN) scheme.55 Moreover, the Government also 

announced that the Public Distribution System (PDS) beneficiaries56 would receive 

 
53 Sampark’s mission is to help vulnerable and poor people, especially women, to gain direct control over and 
improve their lives. For more see SAMPARK. Accessed December 20, 2020. https://www.sampark.org/. 
54 The PMJDY is a national mission of financial inclusion to ensure access to financial services, namely, basic 
savings and deposit accounts, remittance, credit, insurance, pension and so on. See “Pradhan Mantri Jan-Dhan 
Yojana (PMJDY) National Mission for Financial Inclusion”, PIB , Government of India, New Delhi, (2020). Accessed 
September 27, 2021. https://pib.gov.in/Pressreleaseshare.aspx?PRID=1649091 
55 Under the PM KISAN scheme, an income support is provided to the small and marginal families having a 
combined land holding of 2 hectares. See “PM-Kisan Samman Nidhi”. Department of Agriculture, Cooperation 
and Famers Welfare. Minsitry of Agriculture and Famers Welfare. (2021). Accessed May 30, 2021. 
https://pmkisan.gov.in/. 
56 In India Public Distribution System (PDS) plays a very significant role in distributing essential items for mass 
consumption as through it wheat, rice, sugar, pulses are distributed through fair price shops or ration shop to 
the below poverty level (BPL) families who hold a ration card. See “Public Distribution System”. Department of 
Food and Public Distribution, National Food Security Portal: Government of India. (2018),Accessed October 15, 
2021. https://nfsa.gov.in/portal/PDS_page. 
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additional food grain.57 It was also declared that loans would be given to the Self-Help 

Group members.58 Under the Ujwala Yojana scheme,59 the government decided to provide 

free gas cylinders60 to the beneficiaries during the lockdown. 

Ironically, there were no specific facilities announced specifically for migrant 

workers. Later, realising the severity of the impact of the lockdown on stranded informal 

migrants, the Central Government extended free availability of ration under the PDS 

program for 800 million poor people for another five months. However, this extension was 

not meant for the 80 million stranded and returnee migrants . It was only on the 45th day of 

the lockdown that the Central Government announced that the 80 million migrants were 

entitled to get free ration under PDS for two months and furthermore, three meals a day 

would be provided to the shelters for homeless people.61 Under the Pradhan Mantri Garib 

Kalyan Rojgar Abhiyan (PMGKRY) scheme, a 125-day employment program was 

announced in 116 districts of six major states all over India for unemployed migrants who 

returned to their villages, with the objective of providing them jobs.62 Moreover, to prepare 

the currently unemployed workers for the future job market, 1.5 lakh63 migrant workers 

were trained under the Short Term Training (STT) and the Recognition of Prior Learning 

(RPL) scheme, while another 1.5 lakh migrant workers were scheduled to be certified.64 

However, mere announcements are never enough. It is then critical to examine the reach 

of the measures and to what extent they actually supported the beneficiaries. 

Regarding migrants’ access to these relief measures, it has been shown65 that 24 

per cent of migrants were unable to access ration and 73 per cent did not receive any 

kind of cash transfer. More particularly, 50 per cent of migrants did not receive the Jan 

Dhan transfer, and 58 per cent the PM-Kisan transfer. As far as pension transfer is 

 
57Adhikari et.al. ”Manufactured Maladies: Lives and Livelihoods of Migrant Workers During COVID-19 Lockdown 
in India,”.  
58 M.Srikanth et al. “How Self-Help Groups can Sustain during Covid”. The Hindu Business Line. (2020), Accessed 
May 30, 2021. https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/opinion/how-self-help-groups-can-sustain-during-
covid/article31557348.ece. 

59 Women belong to below poverty level without having liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) connections are entitled  
to Ujwala Yojana beneficiaries’ scheme. See Bhaskar,. “Ujwala Beneficieries Can Get Free Domestic Cooking Gas 
Cylinder Till September.” Mint.(2020). Accessed September 15, 2020. 
https://www.livemint.com/politics/policy/ujjwala-beneficiaries-can-get-free-domestic-cooking-gas-
cylinder-till-september-11594208731651.html. 

60 PTI. Govt allows Ujjwala beneficiaries time till Sept to avail free LPG. The Economic Times. 2020. 
61Surbhi Kesar-et-al. “Pandemic, Informality and Vulnerability Impact of COVID-19 on Livelihoods in 
India”.Working Paper.(2020-21), Accessed August 19, 2020. https://doi.org/10.3929/ethz-b-000428008 . 
62 Adhikari et.al. ”Manufactured Maladies: Lives and Livelihoods of Migrant Workers During COVID-19 
Lockdown in India,”. 
63 A lakh is a unit in the Indian numbering system equal to one hundred thousand. 
64 PIB. “Skill India Commences Training of 3 Lakh Migrant Workers From 116 Districts Identified Across 6 States 
under Garib Kalyan Rozgar Abhiyan”. Ministry of Skill Development and Entrepreneurship. (2020). Accessed 
January 4, 2021. https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1672306. 
65 Kesar et al., “Pandemic, Informality and Vulnerability Impact of COVID-19 on Livelihoods in India,” CSE 
Working Paper 1, (June 2020). 
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concerned, 66 per cent of migrants did not receive it. Clearly, the welfare measures 

announced by the government for migrant workers during the lockdown had not reached 

most of the intended beneficiaries and the largest discrepancy can be seen in the realm 

of cash transfers. 

One of the many reasons why the cash transfer programs by the Government 

missed migrant workers was the absence of an official data base about these stranded 

migrant workers along with their bank account details and information of their Aadhaar 

number.66 The Government had a detailed data base of only those migrant workers who 

had taken shelter in relief camps provided by the Government. However, data was 

unavailable for a huge number of migrants who were either stranded in the cities where 

they worked or of those who were on the way back to their homes.  When it comes to the 

implementation of the relief measures, the states were able to distribute only 10.9 per cent 

of cereals like wheat, maize, millet and rice that they had collected from the Central 

Government. This was due to the fact that a large number of migrant workers moved from 

cities to rural areas in the month of May 2020 once the lockdown was lifted67 and the PDS 

was unable to account for those mobile migrants68 ,as well as due to not having an Aadhar 

card69 or a ration card.70The relief measures under PMGKRY covered a very insignificant 

per cent of the returnee migrants71 but did not cover the unemployed stranded migrants 

at all72. Moreover, this employment program was only a temporary solution for the rural 

jobless returnees73 .Therefore, the above analysis clearly indicates that there was a gap 

between the planning and execution of relief measures announced by the Government of 

 
66 Aadhaar Card is the single source of identity verification of a citizen across India.  It was launched in 2010 and 
the 12-digit Aadhaar number on the card is considered as the unique identity or social security number given 
by the government of India that every Indian citizen need to have mandatorily. Government of India, “Unique 
Identification Authority of India,” Accessed June 8, 2021.  https://uidai.gov.in/. 
67 Zia Haq et al.”Only Quarter Percent of 80 Million Migrants Got Govt Food Aid”. Hindustan Times. (2020). 
Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/only-quarter-of-80-million-
migrants-got-govt-food-aid/story-HBnQrzNtYhrrPqPn1npWvO.html. 
68 “Food Security and COVID-19: Why India’s Public Distribution System Requires an Overhaul”. EPWengage. 
(2020). Accessed April 20, 2021. https://www.epw.in/engage/article/food-security-and-covid-19-why-
indias-public. 
69 Siraj Hussain, COVID-19 Lockdown: How India Can Provide Food Grains to Stranded Migrant Labourers. The 
Wire. (2020). Accessed April 30, 2021. https://thewire.in/rights/covid-19-lockdown-india-food-grains-
stranded-migrants. 
70 Ration card in India is a popular document of address and identity proof, that makes Indian households 
eligible to purchase subsidised food grain from the Public Distribution System. e-ration card is a seamless 
facility provided by several state governments for households to obtain a ration card.   “Ration Card – 
Applicability, Eligibility & E-ration.” Cleartax. (2021.) Accessed June 8, 2021. https://cleartax.in/s/ration-card  
71 Liz Mathew, 67 lakh Migrants Return to 116 Dists in 6 States. The Indian Express. (2020), Accessed December 
2, 2021. https://indianexpress.com/article/india/coronavirus-lockdown-67-lakh-migrants-return-to-116-
dists-in-6-states-6453084/. 
72 Amarjeet Kumar Singh, India to ProvideFree Food Grains to Millions of Migrant Workers. Alzazeera. (2020), 
Accessed January 17, 2021. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/5/14/india-to-provide-free-food-
grains-to-millions-of-migrant-workers. 
73 Ratho.et.al. ‘Rethinking MGNREGA in the Post COVID19 eEa’. ORF Observer Research Foundation. (2020), 
Accessed June 6, 2021.https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/rethinking-mgnrega-in-the-post-covid19-
era/. 
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India in order to combat the issues of joblessness and the lack of food and shelter for 

stranded migrants. As the Government’s relief failed to reach a large portion of the target 

group, CSOs extended their help towards them, showing solidarity during this difficult 

period of the lockdown.  

 

Welfare Measures by Civil Society: An Impact Assessment   

 

In this situation despite being severely restricted in mobility and activity during the 

lockdown, CSOs like NGOs, housing societies and other individuals extended their help 

towards the stranded migrant workers when the relief funds and welfare measures 

provided by the Government failed to reach them. Primary data collected from CSOs shows 

that at least 2500 stranded informal sector migrant workers in total in Bengaluru received 

relief measures provided by CSOs. These CSOs provided help both in cash as well as in 

terms of food and non-food essentials. Analysing the data (See Fig 4), it can be said that 80 

per cent of the participating CSOs74 provided cooked food items and 60 per cent provided 

non-cooked food items like rice, pulses as well. Furthermore, 40 per cent of the CSOs 

mentioned that they have provided medicines and helped the migrants to return to their 

hometown. Additionally, 20 per cent of the CSOs organised health check-up facilities, 

hygiene kits with soap, sanitisers, and masks. Sanitary napkins and nutritious food were also 

provided to women migrant workers, particularly to the lactating mothers and pregnant 

women. Some of the organisations had provided toys and distributed sweets among 

children during to comfort them in this gloomy situation. Clearly, the shortage of food due 

to paucity of funds was the biggest challenge for the stranded migrants. Most of these 

migrants were uneducated and unaware about the seriousness of the pandemic. It was 

becoming difficult for them to understand awareness campaigns in local languages, as they 

came from other states and did not speak Kannada. The CSOs helped them by conducting 

awareness campaign about the pandemic in the migrants’ languages and the NGOs in 

particular organised regular sanitisation drives to the temporary settlement areas.  

  A few NGOs also provided day care facilities for migrant children so that working 

women migrants could resume work. Even though these creches are now closed, since the 

beginning of the lockdown until now, the Sampark NGO sends daily nutritious food packs 

to children at home. Besides this support, 34 teachers in total went to 17 migrant 

settlements where informal migrant workers stay temporarily, to teach the migrant children 

and to spend time with them. In the first wave of the pandemic the major challenges that 

 
74 Total 15 CSOs were part of this study (See p. 3 Research Methodology for details). 
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NGOs faced was related to raising awareness about the corona virus among migrant 

workers, providing necessary support to the migrants in lockdown situations and the lack 

of proper information about stranded migrant workers in Bengaluru.  

 

Figure 2. Relief Measures by CSOs. Source: Data Collated from Field Work  

 
 

In this context, it can be mentioned that Sampark had gone a little extra and 

reached 45 construction sites and more than 17 migrant settlements all over Bengaluru 

with a team of 54 volunteers. They have gathered information about these migrant workers 

during the lockdown period with the help of ‘Shramik Mitras’, the representatives of the 

migrant workers who acted as a medium of communication between the migrants and the 

Sampark volunteers. Based on the information provided by them, Sampark volunteers 

reached out to migrants in need, paid special attention to the groups of people who were 

most vulnerable, and distributed a total of 2.200 hygiene kits, 9.920 dry grocery kits, 16.000 

cooked meals, uncooked food, medicine and other basic necessities in April 2020. For 

those migrants who were returning back to their hometowns, the NGOs helped them to 

enrol to the SEVA SINDHU portal.75 

Another challenge was to organise medical camps during the lockdown. As far as 

medical assistance is concerned, in normal circumstances, NGOs like Sampark or Platinum 

Bango Samity always organise general health camps on a regular basis with the help of 

doctors working in public health centre (PHC) where free health check-up is done. During 

the lockdown period until the month of July 2020, organising health camps was not 

 
75 SEVA SINDHU portal is a common citizen service portal of the Government of Karnataka to provide 
government related services and other information in one place. 
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possible because doctors were busy attending the huge number of COVID-19 cases in 

hospitals. After July 2020, they started organising health check-up camps on a regular 

basis in collaboration with Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike (BBMP), an administrative 

body responsible for civic amenities and some infrastructural assets of the 

Greater Bengaluru metropolitan area. As per one of the interviewees, from March to July 

2020, when organising the health camp was not feasible, BBMP supplied hygiene kits 

including soap, sanitiser, masks and so on. This distribution continued even after they 

joined work after July 2020.  

Most of the CSOs had to organise a fund-raising drive in order to bear the expenses 

related to providing relief measures. There were residents of housing complexes and 

people of different localities who came forward and donated cash to these CSOs, and 80 

per cent of the funds were raised through online cash transfers. On the other hand, there 

were individuals who supplied cooked food from their own kitchen and non-cooked 

packaged food as well to support the relief drive of the CSOs. One of the interviewees 

mentioned that while some individuals of the society spontaneously helped the CSOs, 

others were reluctant to contribute as migrants were stigmatised because of COVID-19. 

Moreover, very few people were aware about the extent of the crisis that the stranded 

migrants were going through. On top of this, getting food and non-food essentials and 

distributing them was a challenge for these organisations due to movement restrictions. 

Additionally, it was stated that no proper/authentic data or information was released by 

the Government which could have been helpful for the CSOs to reach out to the migrants 

in a more a effective way. However, these organisations clearly stated that they did not 

receive any monetary contribution from the local, State and Central Government.           

 

Conclusion 

The second wave of the pandemic, which started in India in the end of April 2021, posed a 

new set of challenges.76 Sampark NGO mentioned that in the first wave of the pandemic 

in 2020, since the lockdown was initiated at a very early stage, the number of COVID-19 

infection cases among migrants were not high. However, in the second wave of the 

pandemic, COVID-19 entered into migrant settlements to a larger extent, since the second 

lockdown started very late. At the same time, migrants who had returned to their villages 

came back to Bengaluru meantime due to unavailability of jobs in the hometown. In the 

second phase of the lockdown, informal construction workers again faced job losses and 

financial challenges. Therefore, the NGOs now must bear a double burden of the costs of 

 
76 The second wave was ongoing at the time of the writing of this paper. 
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food and of medical expenses provided for migrants. Clearly, they needed funds and 

manpower. Besides, in the second wave, the severity of COVID-19 in India is much more 

devastating than during the first wave in 2020. As a result, people’s participation in welfare 

activities had decreased in 2021. Moreover, the donors were keener on donating medical 

kits like thermometers or oximeters instead of providing financial help because the 

financial crisis of the migrants in the second wave had not been highlighted anywhere. In 

this situation for the COVID infected migrants, NGOs are working in collaboration with 

BBMP and the local primary healthcare centres and the police. Continuing with all the 

services they provided during the first lockdown period, they now raise awareness, provide 

psychological counselling, and take care of children whose parents have tested positive 

for COVID-19. Thus, despite all help received, civil society organisations still require 

financial assistance as well as voluntary participation of citizens to carry on assisting 

migrants impacted by the pandemic.  

 In conclusion, while lockdowns might have been the answer to preventing the 

spread of COVID-19, the way it was implemented by the Central and State Governments, 

left plenty of room for improvement, particularly for the stranded migrant workers. It is 

evident that in India and in Bengaluru as well, the welfare measures of the Government 

did not show a desirable outcome mainly due to lack of coordination between the Central 

and State Governments. What became evident was the lack of effective implementation 

of some major macroeconomic policies and the lack of information on details of migrant 

workers for the Government. However, in every corner in India where Government’s help 

did not reach the migrant workers, there are the stories of assistance from volunteering 

groups or individuals. This is despite the fact that civil society organisations have always 

faced challenges due to shortage of funds or manpower and lack of information about 

migrants. Therefore, the collection and availability of proper information about migrants 

and running multilingual campaigns to raise awareness about the pandemic should be the 

utmost priority of the Government. A well-coordinated functioning mechanism between 

the Government and CSOs is desirable in this demanding period. CSOs must be given 

public recognition by the Government using social media platforms, newspapers, radio, 

television channels and so on. This would improve the outreach mechanisms of CSOs as 

well. The largest intangible asset in countries like India, are the migrant workers. Times like 

the current pandemic serve as a stern reminder that ignoring migrants’ human rights and 

welfare needs happens at our own peril. 
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