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Foreword
This manual is a collection of several efforts and processes of organizing domestic workers and
advocating for a central legislation which can guarantee comprehensive labour rights for domestic workers. It
contains several efforts made at national and international/ILO level to give due recognition to one of the
largest informal sector work performed by women. It also provides information about the strengthening of
unionization of domestic work in India, the several efforts and collective processes through the years which
have highlighted and advocated the demands for domestic workers and the drafts prepared by different
government and other agencies for a comprehensive legislation.
Domestic workers are not able to get their due rights. This is because the legislative, the executive and
most of the middle class see themselves as employers of domestic work and do not want to lose their vested
interests by enacting legislation for the protection and security of domestic workers. The feudal & patriarchal
mindset is also responsible for not recognizing domestic work as work because it is mostly performed by
women. The numbers of women at the legislative and executive levels are also less compared to men. The
struggle of domestic workers is therefore becoming more challenging.
The references and documents which have been referred in this manual are witness to the fact that
the political parties and governments have failed to recognize domestic work and domestic workers even after
seventy years of independence. The policy makers talk a lot about women's safety and security but they have
not prioritized the need for recognition and legislative security of the largest women workforce of the country.
This booklet will therefore help students, academics, policy-makers and organizers to understand the ground
situation and challenges involved in organizing domestic workers as well as advocating for the rights of
domestic workers.
I thank Anita Juneja who has initiated this work in 1996 by unionizing the domestic workers from the
slums & resettlement colonies of Delhi and has been continuously struggling for achieving identity and dignity
for domestic workers in India. I also thank all team members, Ruksana, Sangita Goswamy, Bindu Jindal, Bindu,
Jaya, Arti, Manglesh, Versha, Suman, Anjali, Anil, Kailash, Asit, Shyam, Arun, and Clement. I particularly thank
the domestic workers of Delhi who believed in union work and are participants and witnesses to the struggles
since the past two decades. I also thank Chandan Kumar for documenting this manual, Pankhuri Agarwal for
editing, and Nandini Tadpatrikar (Pawar) for designing the illustration. I am very pleased to present this
manual to you which illustrate the long and inspiring journey of domestic workers' struggle in India.

Ramendra Kumar
Secretary General, Delhi Shramik Sangathan
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1. An introduction of Delhi Gharelu Kamgar Sangathan (DGKS)
DGKS background and objectives
Delhi Gharelu Kamgar Sangathan (DGKS) was founded in 1996 by Anita Juneja and a group of women
domestic workers residing at an informal settlement (slum) in west Delhi, working around the middle-class
residential areas of west part of Delhi such as Vikaspuri, Janakpuri and the like. Started as a membershipbased organisation, DGKS is the first registered trade union of domestic workers in Delhi and is affiliated to
Delhi Shramik Sangathan, a federation of informal sector workers organisations in Delhi, and is also one of the
founding members of the National Platform for Domestic Workers (NPDW) and Anita Juneja is one of
the convenors of the platform. DGKS works through its elected executive members which is also an apex
decision making body of DGKS. Besides this, there is a core team of members within DGKS, supported by a
group of volunteers who come from the various constituencies of domestic workers.
Since its inception, DGKS has been persistently building up their identity as a social movement for the rights of
domestic workers by struggling, protesting and advocating against precarious working conditions and for
achieving dignity, respect, socio-economic and political rights and comprehensive social security and
support. This is being done by raising important and critical issues concerning the rights of domestic workers,
such as the right to a living wage, access to government entitlements, challenging precarious working
conditions and improving living conditions. In addition, since a majority of DGKS members live in the slums,
DGKS has also been fighting against the demolition of slums, for the access to basic amenities in informal
settlements such as that of water, sanitation, school, safe drinking water, electricity, to name a few. Thus, for
over two decades now, DGKS has been advocating for the rights of the various 'city makers', i.e. domestic
workers and other informal sector workers.
DGKS believes that domestic workers are an important part of the functioning of the urban formal and
informal sector, in need of being organized to enhance their
socio-economic and political bargaining capacity. These
domestic workers sweep and clean our houses
and toilets, wash our utensils and clothes, cook our food,
take care of our children, elderly and pets, tasks that
have been traditionally assigned to women in the
majority of societies and which have been largely
uncompensated. Domestic work may also include
gardening, chauffeuring or providing security services,
tasks which are often performed by men. But in return,
what they get is a pittance in the name of wages. Add
to this the physical and verbal harassment that they go
through if there is a slightest doubt of theft, burglary or
Any untoward happening in our houses.
It goes without saying that there is a need to break these biased, gendered and pre-conceived notions about
domestic workers, for which there is a need of a political process within the working class movement, which
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helps to bring solidarity for them by bringing their identity and dignity at the centre stage of labour law and
policy agenda. In view of this, DGKS works with part-time & full-time domestic workers in Delhi, by organizing
them at the workplace as well as their place of living.

The legislative journey for the rights of domestic workers
DGKS has learnt that there are several efforts made during the last five decades to protect the rights of
domestic workers by bringing them into the legislative and judicial frameworks. The first ever effort was made
in 1959 when the 'Domestic Workers (Conditions of Employment) Bill, 1959'was introduced. Since then, there
have been many attempts to bring a law for the sector, but no success has been made so far in this regard. The
most recent effort was a private member bill, titled, 'THE DOMESTIC WORKERS (REGULATION OF WORK AND
SOCIAL SECURITY) BILL, 2017' developed by NPDW, and introduced by the Communist Party of India(Marxist)
member of parliament, Shri Shankar Prasad Dutta. Unfortunately, like the previous bills, this one too did not
get the attention of other Parliamentarians and thus it relapsed without any discussion. Similar efforts have
also been made by the National Commission for Women (NCW) in 2008 and then in 2010, when Ramendra
Kumar of DGKS was one of the members of the drafting committee set up to develop a national legislation for
the rights of domestic workers in 2007.
Thus, despite our constitutional mandate under Article 41 (the right to work) and Article 43 (living wage for
workers) and India's international obligation under the ILO Convention 189 concerning decent work for
domestic workers, India is yet to have a law to protect the rights and welfare of the largest and fastest growing
sector of employment for women in urban areas, which remains largely unorganized, unregulated and
unprotected by labour laws.
In view of the above, DGKS believes that only a central legislation can regulate and protect the rights of
domestic workers, who are increasingly vulnerable as they frequently cross district and state boundaries, and
are at a risk of being trafficked or bonded in the absence of a legislative framework to protect their rights.
Accordingly, DGKS demands a special sectoral law for domestic workers on the lines of other existing sectoral
laws such as the Dock Workers (Regulation of Employment) Act 1948, the Maharashtra Mathadi, Hamal and
Other Manual Workers (Regulation of Employment and Welfare) Act, 1969, and the Building and Other
Construction Workers (RE&CS) Act, 1996. Thus, DGKS believes that a comprehensive and integrated statute is
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the way forward for achieving social justice of domestic workers. This needs to be developed on the principles
of regulation of employment and conditions of work; registration of employees & employers; access to
social security, such as old age pension, health, maternity benefits etc., through a tripartite welfare board.
Needless to say, such a framework will also be effective in regulating placement agencies which use the
vulnerability of domestic workers and have thus become increasingly exploitative, especially in urban areas.

2. Status, demographics and challenges - Where do domestic workers stand in the
labour market and the Indian Economy?
As per the socio-economic caste census (SECC) in 2011, 2.50% of households engage part-time or full-time
domestic workers. It is the largest sector for female employment in urban India and it constitutes more than
10% of the total workforce. It is estimated that there are over 5 crores domestic workers in India and a
substantial number of this is women.
These workers comprise largely of unskilled women, who
enter the labour market without any technical skills and
lack organizational strength and voice. They are employed
by private households and are poor, illiterate, unskilled
and do not understand the functioning and processes
of the urban labour market. Many of them are migrants
from Dalit, backward & tribal communities, cast into roles
of subordination and inferiority as a result of their caste,
class and gender hierarchies. They migrate from Jharkhand,
Odisha, Chhattisgarh, West Bengal and Bihar, having different
cultural and social backgrounds.
From the many research studies and assessment reports of the DGKS, it has emerged that a number of factors
add to the vulnerability and exploitation of domestic workers such as the lack of decent wages and fair
working conditions; the presence of verbal, physical and sexual abuse and harassment at workplace;
victimization at the hands of traffickers/placement agencies; forced and unsafe migration; lack of welfare
measures such as health insurance, maternity protection and old age pension; and lack of skills development
resulting in stagnation and no career growth. None of the domestic workers get any holidays, paid weekly
leaves or other work benefits because their work is not even recognized as work, indicating important
ramifications for women's status, work and welfare in our country.
This is despite the fact that according to an earlier sample survey conducted by NSSO in 2004-05, about twothirds of the domestic workers in urban areas are women, making domestic work the largest female
occupation in urban India. Needless to mention, domestic work contributes significantly to both the formal
and informal economy by providing care services and enabling men and women employers with family
responsibilities to engage in productive employment. The increased participation of women in the
workforce, the intensification of work, and the absence of strong social policies permitting the balancing of
work and family life, ensure the ongoing importance of and increased demand for domestic workers in most
developed and developing economies.
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This is because during the last few decades, there have been increasing job opportunities coupled with
initiatives towards gender equality and empowerment for women, which have enabled middle class women
to work and seek employment in various sectors. Simultaneously, due to agrarian distress in rural areas, a
large number of dispossessed peasants in the form off footloose labour are migrating to the cities, to work in
the informal sector such as that of domestic work (besides others), with very low wages. Employment
opportunities for urban male workers in the informal economy, at the same time are shrinking rapidly, and
there is very little enhancement in the wages of the workers. Beside wages and precarity, there is a complete
absence of state anchored social security provisions. In such a situation, there is hardly any alternative to
support day to day needs and therefore women step out and look for work in the unorganized sector without
proper agreements, little or no wages and unfair working conditions.
In such a scenario, domestic work is an easily accessible work for women even though it does not provide
dignity, job security and compensate for the hard work invested in doing it. This phenomenon is leading to the
feminization of informal labour which contributes immensely to the informal economy, where huge
surpluses of such available and vulnerable workers are absorbed. It is pertinent to mention here that the
informal economy contributes to over 60% of Indian GDP and engages 93% of the total workforce in India.

3. Policy process, intervention of judiciary and responses of worker's organisations
Internationally
Trade unions like DGKS around the world have successfully
managed to establish domestic work as work. Domestic
workers are, like other workers, entitled to decent
work. On 16 June 2011, the International Labour Conference
of the International Labour Organization (ILO) adopted
the Convention concerning decent work for domestic
workers, which is also referred to as the Domestic Workers
Convention, 2011 (No. 189). Convention No. 189 offers
specific protection to domestic workers. It affirms the
fundamental rights of domestic workers and sets minimum
labour standards for domestic workers. It also lays down
basic rights and principles, and requires States to take a
series of measures with a view to making decent work
a reality for domestic workers. This was a historic moment
for the years of struggle for the rights of domestic workers across the world. DGKS also celebrated the
moment along with other prominent groups in India.
When a country ratifies a Convention, this implies that its' Government formally makes a commitment to
implement all the provisions provided in the Convention, and to report periodically to the ILO on the
measures taken in this regard. There are several countries who have ratified C-189, whereas India is yet to
make any progress on it.
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Nationally
Some steps have been taken by the Government of India in recent years to provide legal protection and social
security to domestic workers. Domestic workers have been included in the' Unorganized Workers' Social
Security Act 2008', the 'Sexual Harassment of Women at Work place (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal)
Act 2013' and The Child and Adolescent Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act of 1986. Besides, a 'National
Policy on Domestic Workers' with the objective of regulation and extension of welfare measures has been
formulated by the Ministry of Labour and Employment, Government of India, but this is yet to be notified.
There have been other measures and initiatives as well like extending the Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojna
(RSBY) to domestic workers and the notification of Minimum Wages by a few State governments. The central
government also conducted pilot projects in Delhi and Hyderabad to extend ESIC (Employee's State Insurance
Corporation) benefits to domestic workers. However, this did not take off well and the process was called off
eventually. Here are some important moments in the struggle for the rights of domestic workers in India

i.

1982 - Tamil Nadu Manual Worker (RE&CS) Act, 1982 was passed.

ii.

2006 - Government of Maharashtra introduced the LC Bill No VI of 2006 for Domestic

workers; the Act was eventually passed in 2008.

Iii.

2007 - The Ministry of Labour &Employment, Government of India was directed to examine

Central Legislation & Tripartite Body on the matter on 12 December 2007.

iv.

2008 - The Unorganised Workers Social Security Act was passed wherein the definition of

a 'wage worker' included domestic workers.

v.

2008-2010 - Two separate bills were developed by the National Commission for Women.

i.v

2009 - Domestic Workers (Conditions of Service) Bill, 2009, a Private Member's Bill was

introduced in the Parliament.

vii.

2009 - The National Social Security Board appointed a Sub-committee under the
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chairmanship of Dr.B.Mungekar on 23rd September to suggest social security schemes for
unorganised workers; the report of which was finalised on 11 November 2009.

viii.

2009 - A task force was constituted under the chairmanship of the Director General

Labour Welfare, Ministry of Labour and Employment to formulate a policy framework on
domestic workers.

ix.

2011-Cabinet approved to extend Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana to Domestic workers;

Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Haryana, Kerala, Uttrakhand complied with these directions.

x.

2011 - Kerala Domestic Workers Welfare Fund Scheme was created.

xi.

2012 - The Delhi Private Placement Agencies (Regulation)Bill, 2012 was drafted, but it

was never introduced in the assembly.

xii.

2012 - A draft national policy on domestic workers was circulated to concerned ministries

and State Governments on 14 May 2012. Subsequently on 24 August 2012, the Committees of
secretaries considered the policy and recommended adoption of the policy after more elaborate
consultation with state Governments, after which the States broadly agreed with the Draft
National Policy.

xiii.

2013 - Union Cabinet demanded more amendments in the policy on 16 May 2013, in

order to focus on social security, welfare and personal safety, including the right to organise
and collective bargaining.

xiv.

2014 - Cabinet examined the revised draft on 20 January 2014 and decided to refer it to

the Group of Ministers but it lapsed.
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xv.

2015 - The revised draft of 2015 incorporated main features of the ILO Convention (189)

and the Recommendation 201 (ratified by 21 countries) and recommendation 204 of June 2015.

xvi.

2015 - An advertisement for consideration for the formulation of a new national policy

was given by the Ministry of Labour & Employment, seeking public comments.

xvii.

2015 - A Sp ecial committee was formed by the Delhi government on 16 July 2015 to

suggest welfare measures, including working conditions of domestic workers.

xviii. 2017 - The apex court Judgement in the matter of Sharmajeevi Mahila Samiti Vs Union of
India asked the Union Labour Secretary to compulsorily enrol domestic workers and ensure that
they have access to social security.

xix.

A draft national policy was circulated for public comments by DGLW office, Ministry of

Labour & Employment, GOI on 10/10/2017.

xx.

Currently, 14 states have included domestic work in their list of scheduled employment

and have accordingly determined wages. These Statesinclude - Karnataka (2004), Kerala (2005),
Andhra Pradesh (2007), Tamil Nadu (2007), Rajasthan (2007), Bihar (2009), Odisha (2009),
Assam (2013), Meghalaya (2013), Jharkhand (2014) and the Union Territory of Dadra and
Nagar Haveli (2007), although some big states are yet to make progress on the same such as
West Bengal, Delhi, Haryana, Madhya Pradesh.

Legal definition and the scope of labour laws:
India is known for its progressive labour laws which it adopted before Independence and in the years
following that. Some of them are the Workmen's Compensation Act 1923, the Trade Union Act 1926 and the
Payment of Wages Act 1936. After Independence, the Government has passed more than 40 central labour
legislations. Nevertheless, these legislations have benefited only the workers of the organized sector when in
fact 82% of labourers fall in the unorganized sector.
Domestic work also falls under unorganised sector as it does not have any associated social security
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measures meant for organised sector workforce. The basic fact is that it is performed in the home of a private
individual, often in the absence of co-workers, and frequently in the absence of a written contract of
employment or any external monitoring. Therefore, domestic work has been viewed as outside “productive”
labour market activity, and is often excluded from labour and employment legislation, either explicitly or
implicitly. It is worth noting that similar tasks performed outside the sphere of a household are treated
differently, such as work done in hotels, restaurants and old-age homes.
An analysis of labour legislations in India shows that domestic workers are not included in the scope of several
labour laws because of the constraints in the definition of the words 'workman', 'employer' or
'establishment'. The nature of work, the specificity of the employee-employer relationship, and the
workplace being the private household instead of a public place or a private establishment, excludes the
inclusion of domestic workers in the existing laws. Even the placement agencies escape from the ambit of
labour laws because of such definitional issues.
Undoubtedly, to include domestic workers under these laws, definitions will have to be amended. Laws that
need such amendments include the Minimum Wages Act 1948, the Maternity Benefit Act 1961, the
Workmen's Compensation Act 1923, the Inter-State the Migrant Workers Act 1979, the Payment of Wages
Act 1936, the Equal Remuneration Act 1976, the Employee's State Insurance Act 1948, the Employees
Provident Fund Act 1952, the Payment of Gratuity Act 1972, the Weekly Holidays 1942, besides others.

4. Building the agency of domestic worker organisations and a roadmap for the
politicisation of this subject.
Building the agency of domestic workers and mobilising
them to initiate struggle have been a difficult task for
trade unions. In recent times, we have seen some inspiring
struggles of women workers, such as that of garment
workers protesting against the amendment in the Provident
Fund Act; Kerala plantation workers struggling to get bonus;
Anganwadi workers struggling to be recognized as full-time
workers instead of honorary ones, to mention a few.
Undoubtedly, these struggles have shown unity and
have inspired many of us.
Although mobilisation of domestic workers has
Been more sporadic and based on sub-national mobilisations,
More recently, there have been efforts to bring together mobilisations across the country through networks
and campaign groups such as the National Platform for Domestic Workers. Through these initiatives, it has
been learnt that mobilising and collectivising domestic workers is no easy task, because of the fragmented
nature of their work, the multiplicity of employers, and the dependence of domestic workers on their
employers in times of crisis. Participation in mobilisation activities is also difficult due to the hours and nature
of domestic work and the domestic workers' social and political vulnerabilities along with the double burden
of work at both their workplace and home and the almost blanket invisibility of live-in workers. As a result,
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only a small fraction of domestic workers in the country are in touch with national level associations or
workers' federation.
However, when we dig into the history of domestic workers'struggle, we find that one of the earliest collective
actions in India was a 26-day hunger strike organised in 1959 in Delhi for the rights of domestic workers, which
received support in a few urban pockets. In addition, due to continuous solidarity meetings, public hearings
and pressure group efforts, the introduction of seven private member's bills in Parliament was made possible.
One of the fundamental issues at stake in domestic workers' mobilisation is the lack of recognition of
domestic work as work by both the state and the society. The perception of domestic work as an extension of
women's natural role as carers, its invisible and undervalued nature, as well as its history in patronage
relationships pose serious problems for the recognition of domestic work as work. It is partly due to the
socially isolated and invisible workplaces (within domestic spheres) and partly due to the social as well as the
personal perception that paid work is actually an extension of unpaid domestic labour, it is that domestic
work does not count as 'gainful work'.
For this reason, domestic worker mobilisations have also focused on promulgation of new laws and policies,
as many of the issues faced by domestic workers relate to the lack of recognition in the law that domestic
workers are workers. Although domestic work is unregulated and the domestic worker mobilisation groups
work outside the law, they have still managed to come together for the regulation of this sector. Moreover,
these groups have also been making claims for the inclusion of domestic workers in state-provided social
security benefits. Both these sets of claims are largely directed at the state.
This is however not easy. It is clear that the questions around how to regulate domestic work and what kind of
laws to enact are not straightforward. Questions around how minimum wages should be fixed; whether there
should be a central law or a state specific legislation; how to account for the rights of part-time workers who
may have a multiplicity of employers; who holds the responsibility for the social security rights of domestic
workersall of these pose real problems for the regulation of domestic work law and policy in India, as well as
on their collective mobilisation and agency. In fact, the biggest hurdle within the trade union movement is
that each group has a different understanding about the issue and how to go about solving it. This results in a
diversity of demands and opinions that has weakened the movement in the last few years, and has taken us
backward (instead of moving forward) as a movement for the collective agency and rights of domestic
workers.

5. Revisiting the struggle of domestic workers in the context of the present politicaleconomic context and the way forward.
There is no doubt that the domestic worker movements' have received more momentum during the last one
decade. But these movements have not always achieved the desired results. Domestic works are still waiting
its due recognition from the society as well as from the government. The successive governments have
miserably failed to enact a protective legislation, or including domestic work in the existing labour
jurisprudence.
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The fundamental strength of any worker's movement depends on the level of political consciousness of the
workers and the organizational goals and strategies. There is a need that the domestic worker organizations
revisit the process of making movements stronger and meaningful keeping the interests of domestic workers
at its centre. This is more important to realise as around 95% of domestic workers are women and belong to
scheduled castes , scheduled tribes and other backward classes. They are also victims of patriarchal mindset
and hierarchy of caste system along with economic exploitation and insecurity. The movements should
therefore have a goal to address these root issues for the protection and rights of domestic workers.
Instead, during the last one decade, the domestic worker movements have been largely 'NGO-ized' and are
now being managed by hired campaign managers. The campaign is trying to reach parliamentarians, media
and international organizations but during this process, they leave domestic workers behind. They are
sometimes symbolically used by some groups for the sake of visibility for a funded campaign. The results of
such campaigns are in front of us. We have neither achieved any protective legislation for these workforces
nor made any tangible dent on the patriarchal & casteist mindset of the society. The middle and upper class of
our society still believe and practice these systems without having any impact of the campaign. The
bureaucrats and parliamentarians do not want interference with any labour instruments in the privacy of
their homes, out of fear that they will be ousted by the middle class or urban elites as they also belong to the
same sections. As a result, the struggle for securing the rights and basic social security for domestic workers
continues.
Needless to say that we are living in a democracy and we should be able to believe in its socio-economic and
political functioning based on the ideals of justice, equality, fraternity,
liberty and sovereignty. The political consciousness of the domestic
workers and the collective social & political struggle are
the only way out to achieve these ideals of the Indian
Constitution and thus achieve dignity and social security
for the domestic workforce in India. Thus, what is needed
is a strong and united collective struggle which has
a meaningful impact on the political groups of the
country irrespective of
their political ideology.
and thus achieve dignity and social security for the
domestic workforce in India. Thus, what is needed
is a strong and united collective struggle which has
a meaningful impact on the political groups of
the country irrespective of their political ideology.
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