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Twenty men stand watching the muckers 

Stabbing the sides of the ditch 

Where clay gleams yellow, 

Driving the blades of their shovels 

Deeper and deeper for the new gas main 

Wiping sweat off their faces 

With red bandanas. 

The muckers work on... pausing...to pull 

Their boots out of suckholes where they slosh. 

 

Of the twenty looking on 

Ten murmur, "O, it's a hell of a job." 

Ten others, "Jesus, I wish I had the job." 

 

- Carl Sandburg: Muckers  
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ABSTRACT 

 

This study investigates workplace safety and use of personal protective equipment (PPE) among 

informal sector workers involved in solid waste management services – garbage collection, disposal 

and sweeping, in Bengaluru. These workers form a part of over ninety per cent of work force in India 

which is employed in informal sector.  The objectives are achieved in two parts – first, by a brief 

survey of workers employed by contractors on behalf of the Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike 

(BBMP) and second, by proposing that workplace safety and provision of PPE to informal sector 

worker should be made an aspect of social welfare.  

The survey on workplace conditions and use of PPE finds that none of the surveyed sample of 

twenty workers uses PPE on a daily basis at work. A majority of these workers are not provided the 

necessary equipment and protection to be used at work. However, it was found that safety is not the 

foremost concern of these workers. It is the vulnerabilities arising from informal nature of their work – 

low wages, irregular payment of salaries and lack of employment benefits like health insurance, 

housing and basic amenities like toilet and drinking water at workplace.  

This is followed by an exploration of the rationale and institutional arrangements to make 

workplace safety and provision of PPE to informal sector workers as an aspect of social welfare. This 

is done by laying a theoretical framework using capabilities approach. Thinking about this proposition 

draws from economic analysis of spending on PPE by the contractors and their incentives to not 

provide it. The specifics of mechanism follow the framework.  

Interpretivism is advanced as an epistemological approach to gain insights into the working 

conditions and role of safety in the workers’ lives. This approach provides for a wider scope to identify 

issues and challenges that determine a culture of safety at workplace.  

The study makes a small yet significant contribution towards initiating an exploration of 

occupational health and safety (OHS) in the informal sector. In India, OHS has been extensively 

studied in the formal sector but similar knowledge about informal sector is lacking. The study also 

attempts to break new ground with advancing a proposition to consider workplace safety and provision 

of PPE as a social policy concern. It provides reasons and potential direction to make workplace safety 

as a social welfare aspect based on findings from the study and analysis of safety regulations in 

Germany and Norway.  

Having investigated the two research objectives, the study finds a reasonable and realizable 

case for the state government and the employers to jointly guarantee safe workplace conditions. This 

approach needs to be universally applicable to all the workers than targeting specific groups to 

provision PPE.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

The primary reason to start on this research is the daily experience of living and 

watching people at work in Indian cities like Bengaluru. Hundreds of workers across 

the city put themselves at significant health and life risk at work by handling 

hazardous substances (biological or chemical) without barest of protection, working 

without safety harnesses on high rise buildings, toiling under adverse weather 

conditions at work in poorly ventilated, crammed spaces or highly polluted street 

sides and construction sites. Disregarding their safety the workers plod through tasks 

assigned to them by their employers. One imagines what becomes of their job 

satisfaction and quality of life expectation after putting in years of their lives in the 

same job. These are workers living precariously, without social security and without a 

guarantee of even the minimum benefits that should have been extended to them by 

their employers. These are not the workers that the documents and promotional 

material of governments talk about. These are not the workers whose faces adorn the 

success stories of a rising economy like India. These are workers who occupy the 

lowest quartile of income and wages, low skilled, poorly educated and likely to 

remain in the same job profile for their entire working life. In short, this study is about 

the precariat (Standing 2011) – an emergent class of workers in the modern economy 

(who live precariously working in low wage jobs which are not permanent) and their 

workplace safety. 

The study concerns informal workers in India which forms over ninety two per 

cent of the workforce in 2011-2012 (India Labour Market Update 2016). This high 

proportion of informality, which is characterised by no access to social security, will 

continue to persist in the workforce because employers across industry sectors prefer 

contract and other forms of casual labour over conventional form of hiring permanent 

workers with social security benefits and other employment benefits like over time 

payment, paid leave etc.  The study is situated in labour studies (informal sector work 

and conditions) and social policy. It attempts to explore alternatives to realise better 

workplace conditions and safety from the state and their employer. This is not being 

provided even in the most minimal sense currently as the study finds.  
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A necessary way in which the welfare aspiration of Indian state must be realized 

is by "investing in people". We will return to this idea of investing in people in 

Chapter 6 after having discussed the findings from the PPE survey and observations 

from several public demonstrations by the workers. While the state might spend on 

various aspects of social security and welfare of the people, provisioning of which is 

dependent on a wide range of political and economic factors, what it cannot afford to 

is the gross neglect of its workers. There are over 480 million workers in India. The 

structural anomaly of a disproportionately large number of workers being employed 

in unorganized sector has led to the variety of labour issues – low wages, inadequate 

social security, lack of accident insurance etc. It can be said that the condition of 

workers in informal sector has not received due attention in spite of the large number 

of workers employed in this sector.  

This study’s novelty lies in the fact that it attempts to address problems of 

informal work through social policy. Informal work has been a concern for 

economists and studies in this area have originated exclusively in economic theory. I 

try to step away from the debate on whether informality in an economy is desirable or 

not, its economic consequences etc. Instead, I begin by asking - if informal work will 

continue to engage an overwhelmingly large proportion of workforce then how can its 

harmful and undesirable effects be mitigated? This mitigation is explored through 

social policy and specifically, by building a case for workplace safety as a social 

welfare provision. The manner in which the municipal corporation in Bengaluru deals 

with contract workers’ demands hints at the state’s inclination to provide for basic 

demands of the workers. A case in point is the noon meal program that the 

Government of Karnataka has started to provide lunch to municipal workers who are 

employed on contract.  

Given the nature of enquiry, this study draws from wide range of sources and is 

informed by a combination of techniques to draw inferences and push the thinking on 

informal sector workers' safety into new direction of social policy. It cannot be left to 

OHS regulations alone to ensure better working conditions and workplace safety. The 

study attempts to shift the discussion on workplace conditions and safety from 

legislation to policy space.  
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 In order to explore if social welfare should address workplace conditions and 

safety, a part of the study surveys the nature of work, perception of work, employer 

and government attitudes towards the workers, benefits that workers receive, details 

of protective gear used at work and hazards and risks involved in work. 

What emerges is a portrait of work in India’s informal sector and especially, in all 

the public-private partnerships (PPP) wherein the state has privatised a range of public 

services, which are now delivered by private companies on behalf of the state. These 

private companies draw heavily from the large workforce available and ready to work 

for very low wages, drawn from peri-urban and rural areas. There is no 

standardisation or benchmarks for employment terms, employee benefits or 

employment relationship. All of these are negotiated and structured differently by the 

employers. 

 

Note on Contract Workers 

 

The term ‘workers’ used here is a broader label used for all the workers who sweep 

the streets, are engaged in door-to-door garbage collection from households, segregate 

garbage at various aggregation points and those who drive the auto-rickshaws and 

composter trucks, transporting garbage to landfills outside the city. All of these 

workers are hired on contract and are required to be paid the minimum wages as set 

by state government. The Kannada word for these workers is pourakarmika. The 

study chooses to use contract ‘workers’ instead of pourakarmika, even though the 

official documents of the municipal corporation frequently use this label. For 

instance, the Chief Minister of Karnataka, Mr. Siddaramaiah in a public address to 

contract workers during inauguration of noon meal program for them said the 

following –  

“Do not waste excess money by drinking alcohol. Save money, give your children good 

education. Make them doctors, scientists and encourage them to enter politics. They need not 

have to become another pourakarmika.’’  

- Indian Express, November 9, 2016 
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The quote indicates that pourakarmika  is used in a social context wherein the job 

need not be encouraged and those the individuals who are pourakarmikas must 

prevent their children from taking on the same work later. It is a work loaded with 

caste, social status and class connotations. The discussion and quote has been used to 

highlight the social context of being a municipal worker in Bengaluru.  

There are three distinct components that overlap in this study – 

i. Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) 

ii. Informal Sector and Informal Work 

iii. Social Policy  

Each of these is wide in its scope of investigation with significant published 

literature. To the nature of this study’s inquiry it is necessary to know the broad 

concerns within each of them and the specific manner in which they connect (or 

inform) the research questions of this study. The following section includes a brief on 

the components and their connection with the research.  

 

Occupational Health and Safety 

 

Workplace safety is generally addressed by relevant occupational health and safety 

regulation in a country. For instance, the two countries cited in this study – India and 

Norway have appropriate laws to address the occupational health and safety (OHS) 

aspects of the workers. These are mainly Factories Act, 1948 (besides Workmen’s 

Compensation Act, 1923) and Working Environment Act, 2015 in India and Norway 

respectively. However, the employment arrangements and consequently employment 

pattern in both these countries are strikingly different. India has a very large informal 

sector employment wherein workers are hired by employers on contract and for short 

or uncertain terms. As mentioned earlier, ninety-two per cent of workforce in India is 

in this sector. The remaining- eight per cent are in formal sector employment. These 

are large scale enterprises, public or private, where workers are permanently 

employed and receive all the benefits as stipulated by the law. The Factories Act 

applies to this small group of workers. For the remaining workers, based on their 



5 
 

occupation, a host of specific acts were introduced progressively. These are for dock 

workers (1986), mine workers (1952), beedi and cigar workers (1966) motor transport 

workers (1961), contract labour (1970),  construction workers (1996) etc. The 

fragmented nature of workplace conditions and safety legislation has proved to be an 

impediment to employers taking the compliance seriously as the implementation and 

enforcement of most of these acts is weak. In contrast, Norway’s workforce comprises 

of over twelve per cent informal workers (Hazans 2012). The rest are in formal sector. 

Moreover, the Working Environment Act covers all the workers irrespective of their 

employment.  

 

Informal Sector and Informal Workers 

 

There literature on informal sector offers several definitions of informal sector and 

has been applied differently in developed and developing country contexts. The 

understanding in this area has evolved from informal work was framed as type of 

work characterised by easy entry and prevalent during early stages of development 

(1972) to De Soto’s use of  legal framework to suggest that informal work exists 

outside the legal system and as a symptom of bad governance. Informal work is 

characterized by casual rather than regular jobs; there is a constant rotation of the 

workforce based on the principle of hire and fire; involves long hours of work and is 

marked my absence of collective bargaining and representation (Breman 2011). This 

form of employment is characterised by outsourcing and subcontracting arrangements 

that the immediate employer has entered into with a larger corporation or a state 

government institution. 

The study finds that safety culture is evidently absent in solid waste management 

(SWM) services of Bengaluru’s Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike (BBMP) and 

by extension, among the private companies (henceforth referred to as contractors) 

which provides SWM services on behalf of BBMP. This seemingly simple finding 

has widespread effects in varying intensity on the workers employed to do the 

garbage collection, cleaning and sweeping jobs; on the citizens and on the quality of 

life in Bengaluru. Safety culture is defined as 'the set of beliefs, norms, attitudes, roles 
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and social and technical practices that are concerned with minimising the exposure of 

employees, managers, customers and members of the public to conditions considered 

dangerous or injurious' (Turner, et al. 1989). The study finds varying level of 

awareness and practices related to safety across administrative, operational and 

individual levels in SWM services.  

Beginning with an exploration of workplace safety and use of personal protective 

equipment (PPE) among workers employed by contractors in SWM services, the 

study finds that workers are exposed to injurious and hazardous conditions at work. 

Further, it finds that workplace does not even provide basic necessities like toilet and 

drinking water. With these observations, I venture into making a case for the necessity 

of workplace safety and workplace conditions for the informal sector workers. The 

specific case examined is that of the workers engaged by SWM services contractors 

on behalf of BBMP. From this specific case a general argument about the need for 

thinking of safety of workers as a part of social welfare is pushed. In other words, the 

study builds up evidence and critique to suggest that in developing country context as 

that of India, wherein a large proportion of workers are in informal sector jobs, it is 

necessary to include workplace safety as a part of social welfare provision. That social 

welfare must be reconsidered as inclusive of safety of workers is where the study aims 

to direct new thinking.  

 

Social Policy 

 

Workplace safety for informal sector workers is a policy problem. This proposition is 

advanced based on the evidence, in order to suggest that workplace safety must be a 

concern for social welfare policies.  The study attempts to transform the ‘puzzle’ into 

‘actionable problem’ (Moran, Rein and Goodin 2008). In the study the puzzle is the 

lack of workplace safety and basic workplace conditions in informal sector work. The 

actionable problem is likely to be informed by the evidence. The study seeks to find 

answer to the question – ‘whose problem is it’. Further, a policy oriented argument for 

PPE provisioning is that when persuasion of the merits of providing better working 
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conditions and safety at workplace fails, the policy activist must go knocking on some 

other door (Moran, Rein and Goodin 2008).  

 

Significance of the Study 

 

The interest in this area emerges from a concern about the workplace conditions of 

workers in informal sector in India. Within this, I want to find out why is workplace 

safety not regarded as necessary and not provided to workers in informal sector. 

Insights gained in this exploration will inform thinking about improving workplace 

conditions and safety for over ninety per cent of workers of the total workforce in 

India, because this is the proportion of workers employed by the informal sector. 

Although it is often said that labour in India suffers from more immediate and basic 

issues of minimum wages and job security, I claim that workplace safety is as 

immediate a need and this can be one of the low hanging fruits that the state as well as 

private sector employers can achieve in order to create a more conducive relationship 

with the workforce. Of course, the problem of workers in informal sector is far more 

complex than what is described here. However, within that complex web of problems, 

the issue of workplace safety is of such a nature that it can be solved relatively easily 

and this has the most potential in crating win-win solutions for the state, employers as 

well as the workers. In policy terms, the stakeholders in this problem do not lose and 

guarantee of workplace safety is in the interest of all the stakeholders. This problem 

can be contrasted with other problems that the workers often complain and protest 

against – minimum wages, job security and regularization of their position. None of 

these demands can be met easily by the state or the market considering the economic 

trends as well as new governance agenda which involves public service deliver 

through public-private partnership model. These three are harder problems to solve in 

comparison to workplace safety and providing workers with PPE. I chose workers 

involved in SWM because their condition and state is the most visible on city's streets 

and also has a strong signalling effect to other informal sector workers. This work 

also represents general characteristics of wages, working conditions and workers' 

safety, as in other informal sector work in India.  
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Theoretical Frame 

 

A worker in India is a complex subject in terms of her classification according to 

sector of work and status as a worker. This classification then determines the set of 

employment benefits and social security that she is eligible to receive. Hence, it is in 

order that the context of a worker’s life is explained first. The discussion below 

considers structural aspects and sector based aspects of labour in India. There are 

several aspects of social welfare that affect a worker’s life – government spending (on 

social welfare programs), labour laws and their enforcement as well as labour market 

changes. Social welfare is a combined effect of certain factors that together, in 

conjunction, determine the state of welfare. These associated factors can be seen as 

“labour welfare sphere” when the workers are considered a specific group of interest, 

as shown in Figure 1. The components of labour welfare sphere – State, Individual, 

Market and Global Forces (labelled 1, 2, 3 & 4) encompass a wide set of issues that 

together shape the labour welfare situation in any country. These components must be 

systematically explored in order to find answers to - questions about condition of 

workers in India; and to find workable solutions to the problems (of safety, 

occupational hazards and accidents) which arise due to lack of adequate provision and 

use of personal protective equipment (PPE) across many sectors of industry. In this 

study, I propose to investigate state (No. 1) and individual (No. 2) components of the 

labour welfare sphere.  These two components relate to each other because state’s 

policy must speak to and help realize the needs of workers in terms of work place 

safety. In the interest of comprehensive analysis, it will not be in the interest to ignore 

the role of market and private companies which interact with the state (as in public-

private partnership models). Hence, private companies (referred in the study as 

contractors) will form a significant part of our consideration.  

Sector of employment 

The laws, employment benefits, healthcare, safety at work place and social security 

applicable to a worker is a function of his sector of employment primarily and further, 

by the employer he works for. As the labour laws apply differently to the organized 

and unorganized sector, this means that an unorganized sector worker is likely to be 

inadequately covered because most of the laws cater to organized sector workers. The 
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problem is compounded further when we account for the difference in the applicable 

laws for employers themselves. For instance, an employer with less than ten 

employees is not liable to contribute to the employee’s provident fund. Therefore, 

sector of employment is a necessary context that must be understood as a determinant 

of workers’ rights, welfare provisions and work place conditions.  

 

Figure 1: The Labour Welfare Sphere illustrates the key actors (can also be 

understood as "fronts") which affect the state of welfare of a worker. (Source: 

Author) 

 

The study makes a general statement which is followed by examining a specific 

case. These are as follows: 

– a general assertion that safety at work place must necessarily be a part 

of social welfare for workers. 

– a specific case which is used to demonstrate the general idea. The 

specific case is that of demonstrating how PPE use among workers 

involved in garbage collection can help alleviate their physical and 

health condition which has a widespread effect on their general 

wellbeing which otherwise would be severely affected with not using 

PPE at work and by extension  neglecting safety at workplace. 
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The movement of enquiry is in the direction of general statement - “safety at 

work place as a function of social welfare” – and thus towards the idea that safety at 

work place as well as its guarantee should be approached by positive identification of 

what can, in fact, be achieved through a program of social welfare, instead of a 

negative diagnosis of what isn’t there (Sen and Dreze 1999). More importantly, in 

developing countries context the issue of safety at work place attains a significantly 

different emphasis because a vast majority of workers are in informal sector which 

has a very legislative or regulatory protection. The absolute reversal of workers’ 

sector of employment between Europe, US and Scandinavia versus India leads to a 

rather unique problem experienced by workers in developing and less developed 

countries alone.  In Indian context none of the polity and union driven collective 

bargains which rest on acknowledgement of workers’ collective as well as individual 

power applies and therefore it needs a rethink of the configuration of state, market and 

worker relationship which can affect a high quality safety at workplace regime. At the 

moment, it appears that legislation is not a satisfactory route to achieve this. Hence, a 

major progress since the start of the study is the move from examining legislation and 

thinking in terms of legislation to developing specific, policy-oriented intervention to 

remedy the situation of workers affected by occupational hazards in the absence of 

protective equipment. The general statement and the reasoning to support it are 

pursued in Chapter 6.  

To researchers the problem is likely to look different from different perspectives. 

In understanding the condition of workers engaged in cleaning and sweeping 

Bengaluru the problem is conceptualised from a caste perspective by rights groups 

and as precarious and inhuman working conditions by labour rights groups. I 

approach the problem from a view that tough and unsafe working conditions to which 

workers are exposed to everyday cannot be improved by asserting the workers’ caste 

identity or alleging domination by upper castes wherein they subject the lower castes 

to this kind of work. While these factors are certainly at play, they do not seem to be 

an appropriate diagnosis of the problem of workplace conditions. This is because the 

workers need the jobs that they are doing. Many of these workers I have spoken to 

over the past six months mention how important the job is for them. They would like 

to keep the job and this is evident in their responses where a majority of respondents 

have revealed that they continue in the job even when the contractor hasn’t paid them 
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their dues for several months at a time. In other words, the workers are vulnerable in 

terms of their employment prospects and live precariously in terms of their financial 

security. They seem willing to accept adverse conditions of work readily.  

Workplace safety and ensuing use of PPE is likely to address the following – 

- Safety at work 

- Better health 

- Improved dignity  

- Behaviour and attitude change of citizens towards the workers 

I have been interested in this research to explore if there are interim solutions to 

reduce the harmful effects of poor working conditions so that the workforce is at least 

secured on the above mentioned aspects. That may make them capable of fighting and 

enduring the longer battle of social exclusion and caste based discrimination.  

 

Field Work 

 

The study is based on field work conducted largely in Bengaluru and partially in cities 

of Oslo and Berlin during a student exchange visit to HiOA in Norway, over a period 

of about seven months (October 2016 – April 2017). For most part the study focuses 

on workers in Bengaluru only. The other cities that were visited serve a narrow, 

comparative purpose alone. One may even question the basis of such a comparison 

between India and the developed countries of Western Europe and Scandinavia. 

Realizing the limitations, it still felt useful to bring in comparison of municipal 

corporations from other countries in order to contrast the processes, workers’ 

conditions and workplace safety. In terms of emphasis, the reader may prioritize 

observations and information obtained from workers in Bengaluru. This is the context 

most well-known to me and one which I have had the benefit of observing for a much 

longer duration. The study is qualitative in its character. It would perhaps not have 

served the interest of this study to understand the workers’ conditions in statistical 

terms.  My limited linguistic ability (to hold conversations in Kannada and Telugu, 

two main languages that the workers speak) meant that I would not manage to get 
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close enough to enable the workers to share concerns in a free-flowing manner. 

Interviews and discussions were always mediated by translators. The yield from 

conversations could have been substantially better if I could speak these languages 

fluently. This understandably became a limitation in this study.  

 

Research Objective 

 

Specific to the two components stated above (state and individual), the following 

issues exist which have not found their place in research yet and do not also lend 

themselves easily to resolution. My research looks forward to deal with these.  

1. Use of PPE:  Amongst the rest, this aspect of labour safety has been most 

widely researched globally yet in Indian context this has been most neglected 

in terms of PPE use and availability of ergonomically designed, good quality 

products. Why is it that employers as well as workers in informal sector 

mostly not use PPE at work? The reasons need investigation, preferably, 

sector-wise. 

 

2. Welfare: In a simpler form, it is to ask – who should be made responsible as 

well as pay for the provision of safety at work place and PPE to the workers in 

both formal and informal sectors.  If it is a part of welfare extended by the 

state then what might be the details of such an arrangement. Or should it be a 

joint responsibility?  Welfare literature suggests that the real and more 

productive question is about the optimum balance of responsibility in 

particular situations. This can be explored by investigating experiences of 

countries which have been successful in maintaining high standards of labour 

safety. 

The objective of the proposed research is to examine how worker safety at work 

place might become a part of social welfare. Use of PPE at work place, according to 

the requirement and demands of the work, by extension determines workers’ safety at 

work place. What would be the justification for such an inclusion? Where among the 

components of social welfare sphere should the responsibility of provisioning and 
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regulating labour safety be located? This objective will consider the evolution of 

thinking about welfare with respect to workers in core areas of industry. This thinking 

can be identified from their manifestation in policy-making. Examination of polices 

related to social welfare that speak to workers’ safety would then be necessary to 

achieve this objective. 

The second part of the study tries to understand use of PPE - user preferences, 

reasons for using (or not using) and effects of using PPE must be studied in a specific 

manner. This insight will be necessary to get to the root of the cause of the apparently 

poor levels of use of PPE in India. Data on use of PPE by workers in the informal 

sector is not recorded by any government agency. Hence, there exists the challenge of 

ascertaining the degree of use and safety compliance among informal sector workers.  

 

Research Questions 

 

Based on the objectives, the research questions that the research deals with are: 

1. What is the state of use of PPE among the workers in Bengaluru? What effect 

does this have on their health, productivity and standard of living?  This 

question examines the use of PPE in a select sector – degree of use, reasons 

for using or not using and its consequences. For this purpose, a brief study on 

garbage collection workers in Bengaluru will be done.  

 

2. What is the focus of identified policy (or set of policies) that are effective in 

studied countries with high levels of labour safety standards and what aspect 

of its design explain its effectiveness? An exploration of this question is in 

order because such a policy analysis (as in question 2) will bridge the gap 

between best practices in this area and the labour safety policies in India.  

 

3. Under what arrangement between the state, individual and the market can 

workers’ safety and use of PPE be made a part of welfare? What are the 

details of related policies in countries who have achieved high levels of labour 

safety standards?  
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Chapter 4 deals with research question No.1 on use of PPE by the workers. 

Chapter 5 answers the question on design of policies in the studied countries which 

have led to high levels of labour safety standards. In Chapter 6 the findings from the 

study are used to understand if provisioning of PPE needs to be part of social policy 

or welfare.  

Labour in India is a concurrent list subject i.e. both, the central and the state 

government have the right to make laws pertaining to labour issues and workers in a 

state. The wide array of laws – both at the Centre and State levels, can be understood 

as follows1: 

Laws related to industrial relations (Ex: Trade Union Act, Industrial Disputes 

Act) 

Laws related to wages (Ex: Minimum Wages Act, Maternity Benefit Act) 

Laws related to Social Security (Ex: PF Act, ESIC Act) 

Sector Specific laws (Ex: BOCW Act) 

The above categories encompass all the labour laws currently in effect in India. 

Typically, legislation is passed by Government of India and the corresponding rules 

are framed by the respective state governments, in case of a central legislation. The 

set of laws that bind employer, worker rights, work conditions, safety and healthcare 

are directed towards organized sector, which implies that the most well taken care of 

workers – legally and social security-wise, in the country are a minority, which are 

employed in organized sector. An important development for the unorganized sector 

workers has been the Unorganized Workers Social Security Act, 2008 which seeks to 

directly address the problems of unorganized sector workers.  

It is against this backdrop – of a wide set of laws safeguarding interests of 

organized sector workers and inadequate provisions for unorganized sector workers – 

that the study seeks to understand the provisioning and use of PPE among workers. 

The study does not compare workers in organized and unorganized sectors. It only 

                                                           
 

1
 This categorization was first presented by Dr. Manjunath, Labour Commissioner, Government 

of Karnataka in a session on labour laws in India. Bengaluru, 31 August, 2016 
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ventures into the world of informal sector workers and try to understand – who uses 

PPE (as in how many workers and what is their profile) and who pays for it.  

The dissertation aims to contribute to workplace safety as well as social policy 

literature. It attempts this by presenting an unusual proposition - of including 

workplace safety as a part of goods and services that are regarded as part of social 

policy programmes. Further, social policies tend to target specific groups who are in 

need of housing, social security, health etc. Workplace safety related goods i.e. 

personal protective gear can be social policy provision in an economy like India 

wherein 90 per cent of workers are in informal sector jobs, which carry minimal level 

of social protection of any sort.  

My findings suggest that workplace safety for workers in India's large informal 

sector is ahead of its time. The issues that occupy their day to day work life are 

astonishingly elementary - toilet at work, payment of minimum wages, regular 

payment of salaries, drinking water facility at work, payment of overtime work, 

regularization of their jobs, healthcare benefits, accident compensation and a weekly 

holiday which is paid for by the employer2. Beneath these layers of issues, do the 

workers acknowledge the importance and need of personal protective equipment at 

work as well as safety at workplace. 

The case for workplace safety as a social policy concern emerges from a 

consideration of workers' conditions and the manner in which this is likely to come 

back to the state as a much larger problem in the coming decades. The abysmal work 

conditions and misery among the contract workers in a range of low skilled, low 

paying jobs is alarmingly high. This dissertation on Bengaluru's contract workers 

engaged by BBMP offers a more nuanced account of the poor working conditions and 

wide range of safety related issues that the workers face at work daily.  

The study is different from the conventional studies on occupational health and 

safety (OHS) in its conception of workplace safety as larger than just effects of work 

performed on health and the hazards involved. Studies on OHS in a given industry 

                                                           
 

2
 Over the course of my fieldwork I attended several of these protests that the workers and their 

union organized. At times these were staged as sit-ins opposite to BBMP’s headquarters in Bengaluru 

and at other times as a rally/march through a pre-decided route in the city.  
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tend to focus on health hazards and ailments in order to establish links between the 

work and long term effects of that work on the worker. Moreover, OHS studies are 

typically conducted in formal sector enterprises (Cooper 2000) like factories, which 

are subjected to OHS laws and specific acts like Factories Act. The focus of this study 

is workers whose employment is categorized as informal sector work. These workers 

too are protected by safety regulations that their employer is obligated to follow, but 

does not. Also, in this work it is easy for the employer to not regard workplace safety 

as a matter of concern and deny the workers of necessary protection. This is because 

of the nature of work relationship, under which, the contractors are disproportionately 

powerful and face no consequences in case of workplace injuries and accidents.  

These observations, thus, have necessarily a tentative character, although the 

utility of intensive case studies for illuminating problems of wider scope has now 

come to be generally recognized (Beteille 1965). This study identifies the relations 

between a single worker and the wider system of employment which involves state 

departments and contractors as key actors. These relations are governed by a variety 

of social, political and economic situations of each of these actors.  

After presenting an account of nature of work, workplace conditions and situation 

of workers, we turn to an analysis of how safety conditions were found to be 

connected to a much wider set of problems that the workers have in this sector. 

Occupational health and safety forms a small part of it and that at the moment, this is 

not their first priority. It is wages and regular payment of those wages. 

This study also attempts to contribute to the current understanding of contract 

labour. It explains the way every aspect of their employment is affected by their social 

(class and caste), political and economic conditions. This relationship has not been 

adequately studied in literature and hence, state interventions in improving their 

conditions have seldom matched the realities of their lives. Policy responses to 

workplace safety of workers engaged as contract labour in various municipal 

corporations across the country will need to account for these conditions that the 

study describes as central to their work and lives.  



Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

As stated in Chapter 1, there are three distinct components of the study, which come 

together in building a comprehensive knowledge base. These are – 

i.  Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) 

ii. Informal Sector and Informal Work 

iii. Social Policy  

Literature in each of these areas is well developed. In OHS studies, the links 

between health and productivity have been empirically studied with the assumption 

that health measures like nutrition, body-mass index, sickness, disability and 

longevity have impact on labour productivity measures like output per hour worked 

and output per paid labour hour.  (Tompa 2002) This pertains to the research question 

on the effect of use of PPE on workers’ productivity by the way of health. This is an 

exploratory question. The empirical literature in economic history provides 

substantive evidence concerning the productivity impact of increased life expectancy 

and reduced morbidity over the last few centuries in Europe and the United States. 

Similar literature in developing country context or in India was not found in database 

searches, although there are published papers on occupational health and safety 

issues.  

A study among informal sector workers in Botswana (which has a near similar 

work conditions as in India) finds that the level of education amongst workers is high 

but however safety awareness is not being practiced and where it is being practiced 

standards are compromised. (Fuyane Buhlebenkosi 2013) 

Informal sector has been researched in developing countries context and 

characterisation of informal sector has been attempted by several studies  (Breman 

2011)  (Standing 2011) .  These are usefully deployed in examining the working 

conditions of the studied group. 

 On the models of welfare that are instrumental in thinking about welfare, 

Titmuss’ “models of welfare” is a useful. The ‘Handmaiden Model’ wherein social 

services are viewed as functional to other institutions is a useful framework (Lodemel 



18 
 

1997). The literature on social welfare identifies ‘social quality’ as a key determinant 

of welfare. One of the indicators of social quality is the degree of social cohesion in 

the society. Social cohesion is strengthened when there is a greater equality in the 

welfare provisions among workers across sectors. "Social cohesion concerns the 

processes that create, defend or demolish social networks and the social 

infrastructures underpinning these networks. An adequate level of social cohesion is 

one which enables citizens 'to exist as real human subjects, as social beings." (Berman 

2003) Workplace conditions as a function of social welfare impacts this idea of social 

cohesion.  

The guarantee of basic access to social protection and provisions of education 

and primary health care as a universal ‘right’ forced policy makers to expand the size 

of government, implement progressive taxation and to make best use of public 

resources and techniques in order to achieve greatest social benefits at low economic 

costs. This is well identified in the literature on social policy and welfarism.  On the 

necessity of political protection against economic risks was a pioneering contribution 

by Esping-Andersen. His methods offer a useful approach to understand the “labour 

welfare sphere” defined in Figure 1. Sen and Dreze’s capabilities approach has been 

influential in thinking about social policy and the rationale for social welfare 

orientation  (Sen and Dreze 1999)  (A. K. Sen 1983).  

 

 



Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

The study is based on constructivist epistemology. In this approach meaning is 

interpreted through a set of observations made by the observer. Instead of making an 

objective state about the real world, the methodology is designed to arrive at an 

understanding of it by a gradual interpretation of the observed reality of the subjects. 

It seeks to understand the behaviour and its consequences instead of trying to explain 

it.  

Use of safety equipment, perception of safety and value that the stakeholders 

accord to the role of safety at work is assumed to vary among groups depending upon 

their role and their obligations. Together, these shape the behaviour of a person. 

Safety oriented behaviour is also likely to be dependent on socio-economic status of 

the person. Knowing these factors, it is not possible to imagine an objective truth and 

test it, as in the case of a positivist approach. In fact, such an approach will contradict 

the lived reality of the people involved in this subject of enquiry. Knowledge, as 

understood here, is created and negotiated between human beings (Oliver 2008). A 

limitation of this epistemological stance can be that the study might be limitedly 

replicable because of the specific workers’ context and lives in the setting where the 

study is being conducted. Nevertheless, the area of workplace safety among the 

workers who are categorised as informal workers based on the nature of employment 

relationship and benefits that they receive, is a fertile area of investigation to 

understand the workplace lives.  

 

Strategy 

 

The study has followed a broad overall strategy which is described in this section. The 

objective of the study is two-fold – to explore how workplace safety can become a 

part of social welfare; and to know what is the current state of PPE use among the 

selected group of workers. A wide range of issues affect the informal workers that the 

objective focuses on. Among these, I wanted to study a group which is most severely 
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affected by safety issues and which also has the least power among all the 

stakeholders to help their own situation. If construction sector workers would have 

been chosen instead of contract workers who work for the municipal corporation in 

SWM, then a preliminary difference would have been that construction workers do 

not face social discrimination and exclusion in daily life as the municipal workers. 

Further, construction workers’ are governed by a special act which now guarantees a 

basic minimum welfare for them. Whereas, the municipal workers do not receive 

welfare benefits in spite of being covered by a legal provision such as the Employee 

State Insurance (ESI) Act etc. 

For the second part of the objective too, the choice of municipal workers was 

guided by the fact that they represent the most marginalised group of informal 

workers across Indian cities. Workplace safety and health is generally studied under 

the discipline of Occupational Health and Safety (OHS). These studies have been 

confined to formal sector employment and to factories. The legislation as well as its 

enforcement is fairly effective in this sector. More importantly, the consequences of 

negligence can be disastrous in these settings. India has seen several industrial 

accidents in the past due to lapses in security and safety protocol. In comparison to 

this, the consequences of neglecting worker safety in other low risk work like 

handling municipal solid waste are not immediate and accidents in this work do not 

claim lives on the scale that an industrial disaster does. However, on an individual 

worker the absence of safety concern does cause harm and deteriorates his health over 

short and long term. Since these consequences are slow and individualised, it remains 

invisible compared to large accidents. For instance, a worker expose to wet waste is 

prone to skin infection and respiratory difficulties. This is neither reported by the 

worker nor is it an apparent hazard to the employer to take action. This is the 

challenge of workplace safety in informal sector –  it is individualised and that safety 

lapses is not immediately fatal.  

 

Location 

 

The research field is set in Bengaluru and briefly in Oslo. The time spent and 

emphasis on observation in these two places is different – with longer time in 
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Bengaluru and long term observation on workers and workplaces. Choice of Oslo was 

opportunistic as I was given the opportunity to go on a student exchange program to 

an institution in Oslo for a period of six weeks. Bengaluru’s choice was conscious and 

driven primarily by the news reports over several years about the condition of 

municipal workers. The city also has a proactive government and municipal 

corporation which is also open to researchers when approached with necessary 

permissions. For this study, views of the government were deemed crucial. Having 

lived in Bengaluru, the impression was that the BBMP is open to scholars and studies 

of this nature. This influenced the choice of Bengaluru significantly. The city also has 

a thriving network of civil society organisations and has been a well-recognised base 

of workers and trade unions. I wanted to leverage the collective knowledge and 

experience of these unions for the study. It is seen that studies on labour issues either 

are located in unions as a site of investigation or they tend to draw from civil society 

organisations (which fight for rights of workers or for their workplace needs) work. 

My study required to draw from both of these sources in addition to the state 

government’s own views on the subject of workplace safety and workers’ social 

welfare. For all this, Bengaluru was a suitable ground.  

The study uses a combination of methods with the intent to illustrate a situation 

(of use of PPE) in a defined work context. It does not intend to generalize (the degree 

of use of PPE or welfare situation of unorganized sector workers). The three research 

questions stated in the preceding section will be pursued sequentially. Each question’s 

understanding leads to the next question and enables a progressive understating of the 

labour welfare sphere.  

To understand the effect of PPE on workers’ health and productivity an 

experiment was envisaged which could not be conducted due to the challenges of the 

field setting. It was planned that a set of workers who collect garbage, door-to-door, 

will be provided with PPE (as test group) and compared with another group which 

will be observed as is (this group will serve as control). The two groups were to be 

observed over a period of four weeks during which data on their health indicators, 

work routine and presence at work was to be recorded. The assumption was that use 

of PPE leads to better health which in turn impacts productivity. This assumption 

could not be tested conclusively. However, the conditions that were being attempted 

by this brief experiment were found already existing – there were workers who had 
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used not all but some of the PPE like gloves and mask and they had also been regular 

at work, the data for which could be obtained from the employer’s muster. The 

workers, it was found, do not take leave at all because that implies that they will not 

have earned money that day. This loss of pay was too crucial for workers to not report 

to work even on days they didn’t feel well to work.  

As for the study on use of PPE with the workers, the workers who were 

approached did not consent to be a part of this experiment. The workers reasoned that 

they would not like to stand out amongst other workers by wearing a complete set of 

protective gears. Some others mentioned that they are concerned that their work 

supervisor may object on the workers being a part of the study. Apprehensions about 

the intent of the investigator with the study are widespread among the supervisors and 

the contractors because of the criticism that the news media has made periodically 

about the corruption in contracting system, contractors’ exploitation of the workers 

and about the condition of workers. The study’s limitation was that there was limited 

funds available to provide PPE to all the workers of a ward.  

 

Population and Sample 

 

The research population in this study comprises of all the workers involved in SWM – 

collection, sweeping and disposal, as contract workers for the BBMP in Bengaluru. 

This comprises of over 20,000 workers by the BBMP’s estimate. In this population, 

the workers involved in door-to-door garbage collection are entirely male and those 

involved in sweeping the streets are predominantly female. The term pourakarmika is 

collectively applied to all of these workers. All of these workers, irrespective of 

whether they drive a garbage collection vehicle (like auto-rickshaw tipper or truck) or 

helpers, handle solid waste. They are spread over the entire city across 198 wards of 

the city’s municipal corporation area.  

From this large pool, a sample of 20 workers was chosen to observe on work over 

a period of eight weeks and to conduct semi-structured interviews. The interview 

guide used is included in Appendix. For the interpretive approach chosen for this 

study, non-probability sampling method appeared relevant to use. The sample was 
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generated based on the ability to make contact with the workers, availability of a 

translator who could help in conducting discussions in Kannada and the worker’s 

willingness to spend time after work with the researcher.  

The size of sample was decided on saturation basis because the potential 

respondents can be too many for this kind of investigation. It was anticipated that the 

range of workplace issues might be the same for most of the workers. Hence, a 

saturation sampling approach was adopted. Saturation is a situation in survey when 

the range of responses tends to become repetitive and no new information is coming 

forth. At that stage, one may decide to stop conducting further interviews and regard 

the number of respondents until that point of time as sample size. A total of 20 

respondents were interviewed using this approach. By the twentieth respondent the 

pattern of responses became evident and there was no new information being 

generated on the questions that were being asked from the interview guide.  

Besides these interviews, a focused group discussion was held with 8 women 

workers. These women worked for different contractors but lived in the same 

residential area. In addition to the workers, other stakeholders like the BBMP 

officials, workers’ union office bearers and lawyers were interviewed as key 

informants. The collection of data was driven by key informants and workplace 

observations in Oslo as well. Two members of prominent unions were interviewed 

and legislation related to workplace safety was obtained for analysis.   

The sample size for workers’ interviews felt adequate to inform the research 

question. This is mainly because the attempt was to capture the variety of issues 

related to workplace safety that the workers face. These issues were found to be 

recurring in the sample of 20 respondents. The fact there are a limited number of 

contractors and that they are all subjected to the same terms of service by the BBMP 

implies that the workers’ workplace conditions, safety concerns and work benefits 

would converge. About 60-80 minutes were spent with each worker during 

discussions and filling the questionnaire.  
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Data Collection and Analysis 

 

After identifying the sample and arranging for discussions with them, this part of 

collection was scheduled over several weeks in the period November – February 

2017. During this period, I also attended the many protests, public functions like 

Ambedkar Jayanthi and public meetings to discuss issues of municipal workers’ rights 

and work benefits. Observations were recorded during these events. These 

observations have contributed to a comprehensive understanding of the workers’ 

profile, challenges in this work and the various actors in the work ecosystem. 

Attending these events has been a crucial part of data collection for this study.  

The data obtained is qualitative in nature generated from two sources – 

interviews and discussions; and official documents like acts, government orders, 

policies and representations made by unions. The interview responses from 20 

respondents were recorded in an excel sheet and examined for trends in responses to 

specific questions asked. For instance, the trend of how many workers suffered 

workplace injuries in the past year. The documents were studied for key variables like 

direct references to terms of employment, wages, negotiations with worker, safety 

regulations, PPE specification, and employer – employee relationships. A 

comparative analysis was done to inform the research question on best practices in 

workplace safety policies in other countries. An abstract of the recorded interview 

data is included in Appendix.  

 

Strengths and Limitations of the Methodology 

 

After having used the designed approach for the study, it can be said with certainty 

that workplace safety conditions of the workers cannot be understood in substantive 

manner with a large sample study. A quantitative study is limited in its ability to yield 

insights into the unfolding of day to day safety situation of workers. This variation is 

important to design policy intervention towards improving the situation.  
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An interpretive approach however limits the ability to generalise on the safety 

and work conditions of the informal sector workers at a broader level. There may be 

similar characteristics of governance, contracting system and socio-economic 

conditions of workers in other states, yet there are other non-standard or unexpected 

sources that cause variation in the observations.  

 

Ethical Issues 

 

In all the interviews informed consent was compulsorily obtained from the 

respondents. There were cases when the women workers did not feel comfortable to 

speak to me. These workers were not persuaded to either speak or be a part of the 

study. Their preference to not speak was respected. Those who participated were 

assured of their anonymity and confidentiality of the personal information shared. In 

some cases, the workers insisted that their workplace location should not be disclosed. 

The study ensured that workers are neither identified nor their location is recorded.  

Some of the interviews got difficult because of the conditions described by the 

respondents, which was mainly about their family situation and behaviour of the work 

supervisors at workplace. In such situations interview ethics were followed so as to 

not nudge the respondent share more details of their hardship if that was leading to 

emotional distress. The respondents would appear distressed while speaking of the 

low wages and the irregular payment of salaries. In such situations, I patiently waited 

to see if the responded wished to share more information. Some workers appreciated 

the initiative of the study to understand their lives and produce a report. This 

explained their forthcoming nature. The larger groups met during protest events were 

articulate, assertive and critical of government and the contractors. These 

opportunities were utilised to ask them specific questions on wages and contracting 

system. The approach in data collection was to rest greater control with the 

respondent to steer the discussion and share views over and above what the interview 

guide included. A common question asked by respondents was – “what will you do 

with this information?” I had to offer a clear and honest response to this and a caution 
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that I may not be able to help their situation in any observable manner, but that the 

study is still important in its purpose of understanding their workplace experiences.  

Table 1: indicates the research questions, data sources, data collection and 

instruments which were used 

Research Question  Data Source How will data 

be collected 

Instruments 

to use for data 

collection  

Method of 

Analysis 

1. Under what 

arrangement between the 

state, individual and the 

market can workers’ 

safety and use of PPE be 

made a part of welfare? 

 

What are the details of 

related policies in 

countries who have 

achieved high levels of 

labour safety standards? 

Welfare policy 

documents 

 

Regulatory 

standards and 

procedures 

documents 

(Secondary 

data) 

 

Archives – 

online and 

libraries 

 

Public 

departments  

Document 

analysis 

 

Case studies of 

select 

countries – 

Norway, 

Germany and 

India
3
 

Content 

Analysis 

2. Who does the 

identified policy (or set 

of policies) that are 

effective in countries 

with high levels of 

labour safety standards 

target and what aspect of 

its design explain its 

effectiveness? 

Acts and rules  From 

government 

departments 

Policy analysis Survey of 

Literature 

3. How does use of PPE 

affect the workers’ 

health and by extension 

their productivity? 

Field based 

study in 

Bangalore  

(Primary data) 

From select 

groups of 

workers 

involved in 

BBMP’s 

garbage 

collection work 

and contractors  

Long term 

observation by 

recording 

health data, 

work hours, 

work place 

conditions and 

number of 

days present at 

work in a 

datasheet over 

a period of 4 

weeks among 

two groups of 

workers – one 

Observation 

Logs 

 

Interview 

notes 

 

Conversations 

with workers 

and other 

stakeholders 

 

Data Analysis 

                                                           
 

3
 The choice of countries is opportunistic, as I have the chance of visiting Norway under a student 

exchange program 
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as control 

(with no 

intervention) 

and other as 

test which will 

be provided 

safety gear to 

use at work. 

 

Ethnography 

Interviews 

 



Chapter 4: The Landscape of Work and Safety 

 

Spread over an area of 800 sq. km, Bengaluru is one of the most rapidly growing 

metropolitan cities in India. There are over 2.5 million households in the city in this 

city of 10 million people. The estimated MSW generated in 2017 is approximately 

5000 tonnes per day. Of the total waste generated, households account for 54 per cent 

of the total waste and the rest is contributed by commercial establishments, markets 

and institutions. The waste generated per capita is approximately 350 grams per day. 

 

Bengaluru, Its Garbage and the Workers 

For administrative purpose the city is divided into 198 wards which are grouped into 8 

zones. Of the total MSW generated in the city, 70 per cent of it is collected and 

disposed by private companies (contractors) to whom BBMP has outsourced the 

collection responsibility. The remaining 30 per cent is managed by the BBMP 

directly. In this work the BBMP directly employs 4300 workers for sweeping. 10,000 

workers are employed by contractors who carry out door-to-door collection, sweeping 

and aggregation of waste. The strength of workers hired by the contractors is 

estimated to be 19,000 by the BBMP. The workers' union however insists that the 

actual strength is over 25,000 workers. Besides this, collection from large apartment 

blocks (known as multi dwelling units) is handled by private companies who are free 

to enter an arrangement with the Resident Welfare Associations (RWA).  

Door-to-door garbage collection 

Primary collection from individual houses is done using pushcarts and auto-rickshaw 

tipper vehicles. Each of these is usually handled by two workers. In some areas the 

auto-rickshaw tipper has 3-4 workers. These workers, as observed, are men. Women 

are mostly involved in sweeping. Even though the BBMP has introduced rules 

regarding compulsory segregation of dry and wet waste at household level, there are a 

significant number of households in the city which do not segregate their waste. It is 

the workers who then have to rip open the garbage polybags handed over to them by 

the households and separate the contents of the bag by themselves. These workers, as 
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observed, typically work without wearing protective gloves. One worker stands atop 

the pile of garbage inside the auto-rickshaw and sorts through the pile separating it. 

As the pile builds up, his feet sink deeper into the garbage pile. All the workers 

remain critically exposed to the garbage which contains a variety of wastes - kitchen 

waste, discarded bulbs, articles, plastic containers, sanitary napkins, diapers, food 

waste etc. The above describes the primary collection. 

Secondary collection stage involves the household waste being taken to an 

aggregation spot within the ward where compactor trucks and dumpsters are loaded 

with the household waste brought in by several auto-rickshaws and pushcarts. At this 

stage too the work is manual. The workers have to physically move piles of garbage 

which they have spent time segregating, onto trucks for transportation to landfills and 

compositing centres. The wet waste at this stage is highly odorous and hazardous to 

be handled without the aid of protective gear. However, workers here too work 

without any protection.  
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Image 1: Workers aggregating garbage into a truck which is then driven to composting sites. Source: The 
Hindu 

 

Image 2: Workers collecting garbage from households in Indiranagar, Bengaluru. Source: Author 
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Street sweeping activity 

Street sweeping in Bengaluru is mostly done manually. On the use of mechanical 

sweepers, which are special purpose trucks with high capacity sweeping function, 

BBMP's document states that "in VIP areas the sweeping is done mechanically". 

Mechanical sweepers are used only on major roads. At the time of writing this, BBMP 

has received 18 new mechanical sweeping trucks which will be deployed on city's 

major roads. Sweeping workforce in the city is majorly comprised of women.  For 

processing of waste, there are decentralised processing plants set up across the city, 

which compost the waste. Dry waste collection centres are being set up now to collect 

and recycle dry materials like plastic, paper, glass and metals. The entire SWM 

operation in the city is done according to MSW rules. The disposal facilities as well as 

collection of waste are setup under public-private partnership model. 

The fleet of vehicles used in SWM activity comprises of 609 vehicles of which 

554 are privately owned and brought into service by the contractors. Only 55 vehicles 

are owned by BBMP. This implies that 90 per cent of fleet involved in the work is 

provided by private companies. The workers on all of these vehicles are subjected to 

safety conditions that may or may not be adequately provided by the owning 

company.  

For primary level collection, the new system of collection introduced by BBMP 

offers a peak into the magnitude of the task given to the workers every day. Each 

ward in the city is divided into blocks of 750 houses. Each auto-rickshaw drives 

through and is in-charge of collecting waste from 750 houses. The rule of compulsory 

segregation is now being strictly enforced in some wards and the workers can refuse 

to collect the waste if it is not segregated.  

This chapter answers the following research question. What is the state of use of 

PPE among the workers in Bengaluru? What effect does this have on their health, 

productivity and standard of living?   

Socio-economic Condition of Workers 

A discussion on workplace safety and workers’ use of PPE among this group of 

workers cannot be pursued without an understanding of their social and economic 

situation. A contract worker, according to the Minimum Wages Act should be paid a 
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sum of INR 14, 400 per month. After PF and other applicable deduction, on an 

average a worker is paid INR 12,000 per month. The minimum wage was revised in 

December 2016. Prior to that, workers were paid in the range of INR 7000-9000 as 

reported during discussions. For a family of single bread-winner and two children, the 

monthly salary even by the revised minimum wage standard is inadequate to live in 

Bengaluru. The major expenditure among the surveyed workers are housing, 

children’s education, health and food. These expenses cannot be managed in the 

salaries that the workers are paid. Consequently, many of the workers have two or 

more working members in the family. Some workers also work more than one job. 

The workers in this job are unskilled and have minimal or no schooling at all. 

Poor literacy among the workers is directly responsible for their lack of awareness of 

their rights (as employee and as citizen), employment terms and conditions, wages, 

payment of wages and other work benefits. Some of the women workers interviewed 

were observed to be not sure of their salary amounts that they owe to the employer 

after the revision of minimum wages in December 2016. These workers did not report 

any understanding of employee provident fund (PF) accounts and the contribution to 

the account that their employer is required to make on their behalf.  

While these workers form the lowermost class of workers in other countries, in 

India the work of garbage collection and sweeping is inextricably linked with caste 

also. Hence, these workers are an almost homogenous group with respect to caste. 

The workers, according to official categorization, would belong to Schedule Castes 

(SC). Besides this large group comprising of various sub-groups, increasingly, 

workers in some municipal corporations are also found to be from Particularly 

Vulnerable Tribal Group (PVTG).  

In Bengaluru three main linguistic groups of workers constitute the workforce 

that works for the BBMP either directly or as contract workers via the contractor – 

Telugu speaking workers from Andhra Pradesh, Tamil speaking workers from Tamil 

Nadu and Kannada speaking workers from Karnataka. In many cases these workers 

have been residing in Bengaluru for several years. These workers tend to feel more 

empowered in negotiating with the contractors for their wages, benefits and rights. 

There are also workers who arrive in Bengaluru from various districts of Karnataka or 

other states. These are unskilled migrants who leave poverty stricken rural districts in 
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search of work in the cities. Working for the ‘garbage contractors’ (the common term 

used for private companies which take up garbage collection contract for BBMP) is 

an entry job which can be found with some ease. For instance, some of the women 

workers interviewed in the study have come to Bengaluru from poor and 

underdeveloped districts around Gulbarga in Karnataka. These workers tend to take 

up work at any wage that is offered to them. The workers, despite being protected by 

laws that regulate their working hours, wages as well as benefits like PF and health 

insurance, are vulnerable to being trapped in poverty and poor living conditions. 

The workforce in SWM comprises only of these three linguistic groups. 

Irrespective of the region they come from, all the workers belong to SC and PVTG 

groups. This link gives the work a strong caste based identity. These workers and the 

civil society groups that work for the municipal workers’ rights allege that this groups 

poor working and living conditions are due to social discrimination practiced by the 

society and the government. It is common to see dalit (a term used for SC groups) 

rights groups, with affiliation to political parties that represent the causes of lower 

caste, organise and participate in workers’ protest for higher wages, regularisation of 

jobs and other demands. In this manner, workers’ social identity forms a strong 

influencing factor in their relationship with employers as well as with the 

bureaucracy. Economically, SC and ST groups in India have been weak and 

vulnerable. These are also the people who are employed in blue collar, low wage and 

low skill jobs across various sectors. Due to low educational attainment among the 

young in these groups they do not find skilled and well-paying jobs. Consequently, 

unemployment level among the young and working age people in this group tends to 

be high. The unemployed then have no option but to take up the waste collection, 

disposal and sweeping jobs which are readily available in large urban cities. The jobs 

are easy to find because the municipal corporations in the large cities face an 

increasing pressure from the government and the citizens to keep the cities clean. This 

can be done only by hiring more workers on contract.  

These dynamics are well-known to the private companies which step in to take 

the SWM contracts from municipal corporations. They also know that it is the SC and 

other lower caste groups (ST and in some cases OBC) which will have the reserve 

labour that will be willing to take up the cleaning jobs and that large number of people 

can be easily hired. Hence, contractors can be seen hiring large number of people 
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from specific communities and districts for the SWM contracts that they service for 

municipal corporations like the BBMP. These migrant workers are often illiterate and 

extremely vulnerable to exploitation by their employers. The vast pool of available 

labour makes the contractors reckless with hiring and firing the workers. The common 

threat issued to a worker by the supervisors when the worker demands wage or any 

other benefit, is to leave the work.  

Social dumping 

Even though minimum wage legislation governs the wages for workers in India, 

informal sector workers such as those studied here do not get paid according to 

minimum wage rules. There are several arbitrary deductions that the contractors make 

from the monthly wage of the worker. Not all the workers understand the benefits of 

PF and ESI that are to be contributed by the employer and partly by the worker. The 

awareness among the municipal workers about these schemes is low Due to this the 

contractors manage to make deductions from their salaries before payment. As a 

result, workers, in spite of minimum wage level of INR 14,400 per month, are paid 

anywhere between INR 7000 to 12,000. An interesting trend in hiring of workers in 

Bengaluru has been that the contractors are hiring large groups of migrant workers. 

These workers accept significantly lower wages than the current workers who are 

working for several years and who are aware of the wage rules and their rights. This 

phenomenon, wherein, migrant workers are employed by private companies at lower 

wages or on terms that have no benefits besides the earned wage, is called social 

dumping.  

The study finds that social dumping is increasing in Bengaluru. Localities like 

Mahadevpura which were included in the revised BBMP municipal limits are large 

residential areas with unplanned growth in housing and commercial establishments. 

These areas have higher requirement of municipal workers. It was found that in this 

locality as well as other newly emerged residential areas along the city’s Information 

Technology parks are being served by migrant workers brought in by the contractor.  

The next section describes the broad trends from the survey. Two workers in the 

sample were migrants from northern Karnataka and were reportedly working on lower 

wages than the other workers.  
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Findings on Workplace Conditions and PPE Use 

 

As described in Chapter 2, the sample for this survey was drawn from the workers 

who work in SWM and are employed by contractors who carry out outsourced SWM 

services for the BBMP. This section describes the demographics of the workers and 

their views as well as use of PPE at work. The interview guide is included in 

Appendix 1. From a total of twenty workers, two workers were from Gulbarga town 

which is a less developed district in the north of Karnataka. Ten workers belonged to 

Andhra Pradesh state and have been living in Bengaluru for several years. Three 

workers were from Tamil Nadu state and five were from Bengaluru and adjoining 

districts. The age profile of these workers ranged from 20 year old to over 50 years. 

Of the twenty workers, six workers were not a member of any workers’ union. Equal 

number of women and men were interviewed. All the ten women worked as sweepers 

employed by different contractors. The men had different roles – they were either 

drivers or helpers. Some men worked as sweepers too, but they were not a part of the 

sample.  

All the workers reported working for eight hours excluding the time taken to 

commute to workplace. The workers reported working overtime often and that their 

employers did not pay overtime wages. All of them also reported working all the 

seven days of the week with no weekly holiday. They have an option of half day of 

work one day per week, however, this is not always guaranteed.  

None of the twenty workers use PPE at work on a daily basis. Four respondents 

reported that PPE was provided by the employer in the past, but that these were used 

on the days when an inspection by the BBMP officials was expected. At the same 

time all the workers agreed to the usefulness of PPE. Sixteen workers reported that 

they do not have the necessary equipment required to work with. The list of 

equipment to be provided is listed in Chapter 5. On the specific PPE that they need, 

all the workers reported the need for hand-gloves for protection. Two workers 

reported gloves and face mask. On the question of who should provide these PPE 

requirements there was a mixed response. Nine workers felt that the contractor should 

provide it, whereas ten workers mentioned that the government should provide it. One 

worker didn't know who should provide it. 
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All the workers reported physical discomfort while doing their work. This 

discomfort was reported as breathing problems, fatigue, body pain, back ache, 

irritation and allergy due to long hours spent in bent position to sweep, hot weather 

and long hours at work. 

The view on whether PPE is comfortable to use was observed to be related to age 

of the worker. Older workers felt that the PPE provided is not comfortable to use. The 

younger workers however felt that the PPE are comfortable to use.. Fifteen workers 

felt that the PPE provided presently is not comfortable to use. Five workers felt that 

PPE provided, whenever it is provided, is comfortable to use. The workers 

interviewed expressed concerns about the security of their jobs. It was reported that 

the contractors tend to arbitrarily dismiss workers from service. Those workers who 

demanded timely wages or insisted on payment of overtime were marked as 

outspoken. One of the respondents recalled how she has been marked as an assertive 

and outspoken person. Hence, the work supervisor is less tolerant of her reporting to 

work late or even taking a few minutes to sit down and take a break. She remarked 

that such behaviour by supervisors is common. This builds up the insecurity in 

workers minds and conditions their behaviour.  

 

Workers’ Priorities 

 

While the study focused on PPE use and safety aspects at work, the workers’ 

immediate concerns and priorities were observed to include several other issues 

besides safety. In that order of priorities, safety and PPE use appeared low. Perhaps 

this is not because PPE mattered less. The explanation lies in the observation that the 

immediate concerns of workers were far too pressing and hard to live with, than the 

effects of an unsafe working environment. This observation forms an important link 

in the factors that determine and explain the current view of workplace safety and use 

of PPE by the workers.  

While low wage is a problem in itself, the workers during focused group 

discussion and individual discussion shared the consequences of irregular schedule of 

salaries. According to the terms of service signed by the contractors with the BBMP, 
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the contractors have to pay salaries to the workers within the first five days of every 

month. The clause is clear in stating that this must be followed whether the contractor 

is paid his dues by the BBMP on time or not. Payments from the BBMP for SWM 

services to contractors have also not been prompt. The effect of delayed payments 

percolates down to the workers who are the most incapable group to bear 

consequences of unpaid salaries. Two workers in the study had not been paid for three 

continuous months at the time of this study. When asked about their coping strategy, 

they reported that the families have to resort to borrowing money from moneylenders 

and manage with less money until the salaries are paid. One of the workers’ spouses 

also works as a municipal worker and in their case the contractor she works for has 

been regular with the salary payments. Hence, their family manages with her salary. 

This worker said, “I cannot do any financial planning with irregular payment of 

salaries.” This has been his biggest concern. He added, “we can neither plan nor save 

any money for difficult times.” Among other interviewed workers, it was noticed that 

their standard of living was severely affected by low wages, job insecurity and 

expenses on health. Workers’ reported that lack of health insurance or health facility 

at work leaves them to pay and avail private medical care. This is one of the major 

expenditure incurred by the families. Together the effect of these conditions is a 

severely affected standard of living of the workers as well as their families.  

The workers’ order of priority of issues that they needed immediate remedy from 

were – guaranteed payment of minimum wages, regular payment of salaries, toilet and 

drinking water facility at work and regularisation of their job. While workplace safety 

was acknowledged as important, it is only after the above needs that the workers 

reported being concerned about safety and use of PPE.  

Based on the above, one may ask - why is safety concern lacking among 

employers of SWM? First, they don't need to spend because the health and safety risk 

perception in this area is low. Second, there are no records of workplace injuries and 

accidents maintained. Poor data on workplace injuries means that the issue remains 

hidden from sight and scrutiny. No one asks for injuries or occupational health record 

of workers in such a system. Neither there is a need for safety audits. All of this 

happens in poorly regulated workspaces, which would likely include all of informal 

sector work.  
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When the employer spends on safety then he would want to see the benefits of 

that expenditure. By implication increased health and safety measures should lead to 

less workplace injuries, sickness and accidents which will mean that the employer 

will not have to pay these compensations. The idea of spending on safety is to lower 

these compensation costs. When the data on injuries and accidents is not recorded, it 

is not known to enforcement agencies and moreover, when the employer does not 

have to pay for any of these compensations, he has no reason to spend on safety. 
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Image 3: Contract workers employed with BBMP stage a protest to demand enforcement of minimum 
wage rule, timely payment of wages, basic facilities at workplace and for regularisation of their jobs in 

March, 2017. Source: Author 

 

Image 4: A Copy of representation made by contract workers' union to the BBMP. It lists demands of the 
workers. Such representations  have been made by the union often. Source: Author 
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Issues Related to PPE Use 

 

The study finds that use of PPE is a more complex issue than what it appears, 

especially in case of municipal workers in Bengaluru. The respondents report that on 

occasions when they have worn PPE at work, behaviour of people towards them was 

noticeably different. Similarly, the following issues are related to use of PPE which 

need to be mentioned here. At times the motivation for a worker to ask for PPE is not 

due to its safety enhancing ability, but that it can make the worker appear socially 

acceptable and respected.  

Public Behaviour: Workers report a change in public attitude and behaviour towards 

them on days that they have worn a clean apron or gloves. Some of them would like 

to continue wearing it only if it is provided frequently, as and when required.  

Dignity of Work: The public perception of the work is an important determinant of 

workplace experiences of the workers. Use of PPE by workers has been observed to 

influence the perception of dignity among both – public and the workers themselves. 

There is an enhancement in perception of work when the workers are adequately 

protected and know that the employer ensures workplace safety of the workers. 

Cleaning and seeping jobs in Indian society have a strong caste connotation and well 

as of purity. This makes the work less dignified in public perception. Again, PPE use 

can help assert the role of this work as well as of the workers own dignity as workers.  

Signalling effect of PPE: This is related to the two issues highlighted above. A worker 

wearing a uniform and using adequate PPE at work serves as a signal to citizens that 

the worker is a recognized employee performing his duty on behalf of a state 

government’s agency. This sense of identity is seen among the better paid, permanent 

employees engaged in similar jobs at the BBMP. The signalling effect of PPE use is 

important to understand because this helps in creating a sense of shared solidarity, 

positive identity and an organization wide culture of safety. 

 

 



Chapter 5: Workplace Safety - Stakeholders, Institutions 

and Regulation 

 

This chapter describes stakeholders, institutions and regulatory mechanisms that 

determine workplace safety and use of PPE. The findings from these areas is included 

here to inform the research question - what is the focus of identified policy (or set of 

policies) that are effective in studied countries with high levels of labour safety 

standards and what aspect of its design explain its effectiveness? These questions are 

posed from a ‘best practices’ perspective to highlight the way the challenge of 

workplace safety is being addressed elsewhere and the sites of action. It appears that 

the challenge of ensuring safety of informal workers is unique to developing countries 

with large groups of informal sector workers such as India. In that case, the specific 

nature of this challenge is discussed and new thinking is pushed in this area. In either 

case, we do remain focused on the possibility of making workplace safety and use of 

PPE a welfare concern.  

 

Legal Obligations of the Contractor 

 

Let us begin with examination of the terms of service agreement that a contracting 

company signs with the BBMP. The contract agreements between several contracting 

companies and the BBMP are made available by the BBMP as a part of its public 

accountability initiative. This is an important source of information on the total sum 

of money spent by the BBMP in outsourcing the SWM services in every ward. Total 

billing amounts, workforce employed, number of households and percentage 

expenditure on PPE from a few wards is analysed in Table 2. Before we examine the 

figures, it is in order to know what the contracting agreements entail with respect to 

workers’ safety.  

Schedule 1 of Terms of Service of the BBMP includes provision of safety gear. 

Section 1.1.3, Clause ‘p’ states -  
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‘The Service Provider shall make all efforts to motivate the workers in the use 

of all safety equipments and protective gears compulsorily and shall have 

awareness program periodically.’ 

Further, Section 1.1.4 Health & Safety Equipment of Schedule 1 contains the 

following clauses: 

a) Service provider shall make an arrangement to clean all the tools, equipments 

and vehicles once in two days to avoid communicable diseases to workers. 

b) Shall make arrangement for health check-up of all workers once in three 

months. 

 

The Service Provider shall provide the following tools/safety equipment 

to all workers in 3 months and uniform shall be provided twice in a year:  

- uniforms (Separate uniform colour shall be given for each 

wards/package) 

- Gloves 

- Mask 

- Caps 

- Gumboots 

- Slippers 

- Cleaning tools & equipment 

- Long handle broom 

- Scrapers, collection plate 

- Ghamela 

- Long back hoe 

- Drain cleaning equipment 

- Spade 

- Weed cutting machine 

 

A reading of Section 1.1.3 and 1.1.4 of Schedule 1 of Terms of Service clearly 

indicates that the contractors are directly responsible for provision of PPE to the 

workers. The list of PPE and equipment needed for the work is also specified. 

However, the workers surveyed have reported that none of these have been provided 
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by the contractors. On the other hand, the BBMP Joint Commissioner for Heath and 

SWM insists that the workers are provided with PPE but they choose not to wear it. In 

the two protests that were observed during which the municipal workers staged a sit-

in outside BBMP’s office in Bengaluru, the workers held placards demanding 

protective gear and necessary equipment for work. The women involved in sweeping 

reported that they buy the brooms as and when required. It is not provided by the 

contractor.  

 

From BBMP’s tender documents, service agreement contracts and data on 

households, four wards of different household sizes, each serviced by a different 

contractor were selected to calculate the total amount of money that the contractor 

bills for the services to the BBMP. From the safety equipment wholesale store in the 

city, estimates for a basic PPE kit were obtained. The cost of each kit was calculated 

to be approximately INR 900 for the following items –  

i. Face mask (high quality, manufacturer- 3M) 

ii. Apron (leather) 

iii. Gum boots 

iv. Polyester woven gloves with epoxy coating on one side 

For the chosen wards, the cost of providing PPE to all the employed workers was 

calculated as shown in Table 2. The figures show that the total cost of providing PPE 

for the workers for the contractors ranges from 0.9 per cent to 1.3 per cent of the total 

annual bill for the services. This is the amount of money that the contractors are 

reportedly not willing to spend in providing PPE to the workers. According to the 

service agreement with the BBMP they are under an obligation to provide PPE and 

ensure safety of workers. It can be observed that for a large employer the PPE cost 

can be a substantial amount of money. Under weak enforcement and vigilance the 

employers have an incentive to not spend this money and thus increase their gains at 

the cost of workers’ safety. The figures indicated in Table 2 are useful in 

understanding the behaviour of the contractors with respect to workplace safety. 

Based on my literature review, this study appears to be one of the first attempts in 

analysing figures of PPE spending on workers as a percentage of total money that the 

contractors bill for their service to the BBMP. The need for this analysis was also felt 

while observing the workers’ protest. While the workers demanded protective gear, 
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they had little information on the items that a contractor is obligated to provide and 

the percentage of total amount that the contractor bills annually that will be required 

to provide PPE. The study finds that for the four wards analysed, the cost of providing 

PPE is one per cent of the total cost.  

 

Table 2: Calculation of cost of providing PPE as a percentage of total annual 

bills that the respective contractor bills to BBMP 

Wards 
House

holds 

Bill/mo

nth 

(INR) 

Annual Bill 

(INR) 

No of 

Work

ers 

PPE 

Cost/

kit 

Total cost 

of PPE for 

all 

workers 

employed 

PPE as 

per cent 

of total 

annual 

bill 

Ward 

124 & 

134 

23119 2134148 25609776 253 900 227700 0.89% 

Ward 

149 
18322 2181874 26182488 298 900 268200 1.02% 

Ward 

57 
15326 1754000 21048000 311 900 279900 1.33% 

Ward 

101 
8085 1136000 13632000 141 900 126900 0.93% 

 

Economic Analysis of Contractor Behaviour 

 

Modelling of the employer behaviour towards safety at workplace is useful in 

examining the role of safety regulations, cost incurred by the employer due to 

accidents at workplace (as compensation or damages), regulatory compliance and 

enforcement. The behaviour is likely to vary according to the legal, institutional and 

regulatory effectiveness of a state or country. It is on this front that we find significant 

differences between India and other countries like Norway and Germany, both of 

which are known for their high labour safety standards and effective enforcement.  

In the field of OHS studies one of the most useful framework for analysis of OHS 

behaviour among employers was provided by Henderson. The concern was industrial 

fatal accident, examining which he argued that ‘Economic perspective is valuable in 

assessing the desirability, purpose and effectiveness of public intervention to reduce 

occupational accidents and diseases’ (Henderson 1983). The behavioural model of 
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prevention cost and damage cost rests on the principle of efficiency. The objective of 

an employer would be to minimize costs of accidents, workplace injuries and 

diseases. This cost is essentially opportunity cost. So, an employer would want to 

keep his damage costs to a minimum by enhancing safety. This cost is a combination 

of cost incurred in providing safety equipment and the cost that might be incurred if 

damage to workers' health or life occurs. It is in the interest of the employer to 

minimise both these costs. Prevention cost comprises of the spending on safety and 

PPE use. Damage cost comprises of the damage that will have to be paid for in case of 

accident or injury.  

As the prevention cost increases the safety of workers will be enhanced. This is 

of course true until a point after which every unit of additional expenditure on safety 

will lead to a smaller change in the safety situation. Similarly, the damage costs begin 

reducing when the safety is enhanced. This is illustrated in Figure 3. 

.  

The equilibrium point in Figure 4 signifies the where marginal prevention cost 

equals the marginal damage cost. This is the point S*. At this level of safety, the 

employer will not find it reasonable to spend more money on prevention. 
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Figure 2: A model for damage cost and prevention cost 

behaviour for safety at workpalce  (Henderson 1983) 
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The above model will work in systems where enforcement of OHS regulations is 

strict and in which the damage costs are substantially high for the employer to prefer 

compliance than damage. This incentivises the employer to spend on prevention by 

ensuring use of PPE and following safety protocols at all times.  

In the context of municipal workers in Bengaluru, contractors are aware that the 

consequences of minimising preventive cost (by not spending on PPE at all) are 

neither fatal nor observable unless the workers’ complaints are registered. Therefore, 

the contractor chooses to not spend on prevention of injuries and diseases at 

workplace and instead save that money. Moreover, the productivity of the workers 

and work output is not affected because the worker can be easily replaced by the 

contractor. Poor enforcement and absence of worker grievance system only adds to 

this behaviour of contractors.  

 

Marginal Prevention Cost  

Marginal Damage Cost  

Safety  

C
o

st
 (

IN
R

) 

S* 

Figure 3: A model for marginal prevention cost and marginal 

damage cost for safety at workplace (Henderson 1983) 
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Stakeholders in Workplace Safety 

 

The municipal workers and workers’ unions are groups with high interest in 

workplace safety and use of PPE but have low influence in effecting the situation or 

provision of PPE. On the lower side are citizens with low interest and low influence in 

workers’ safety. Public action takes shape when motivated citizens get involved via a 

coalition network or through bodies like the Resident Welfare Association in cities. 

This is seen in the case of Hasiru Dala, a company which employs Self Help Groups 

(SHGs) in SWM for bulk waste generators like multi-dwelling units and residential 

communities. The BBMP and other government institutions along with contractors 

are high influence stakeholders which tend to have low interest in changing the 

situation. In case of the government, interest in the situation of workers at various 

points of time is determined by political considerations. Hence, there can be times 

when the government takes the high influence and high interest position. For 

workplace safety to improve and for workers to have PPE compulsorily, it would be 
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Figure 4: Stakeholders in workplace safety and their interest and 

influence 
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necessary that the government occupies high influence and high interest position for a 

substantially long period of time and preferably the interest level sustains itself 

through several changes of governments.  

 

Institutions 

 

The reason for regarding institutions as a focus for analysis of workplace safety is the 

following. Institutions are evidence of values that can and should be explicitly 

characterised (Arrow 1999). An examination of recent schemes directed at municipal 

workers in Bengaluru reveals an interesting trend. It can be seen that the state 

government has been welfare oriented in its treatment of this group of workers, 

although in a fragmented manner. The government of Karnataka (GoK) over the 

course of last year has introduced a series of ad hoc schemes that are directed at the 

municipal workers. Noon meal program was introduced exclusively for the municipal 

workers involved in SWM. Under this program all the workers are served free lunch 

at 10:30 AM every day at the mustering centres across the city. The Chief Minister of 

the state also announced distribution of clothes free of cost and housing scheme for 

the municipal workers. When seen together, these schemes, irrespective of being 

driven by political interests, indicates that the state is driven by a certain value set – of 

caring for the contract workers, even though working condition related 

responsibilities directly rests with their employer. These schemes imply that the 

institutions of the state cannot be judged on the basis of existence of relevant laws and 

their enforcement alone. State institutions can be characterised as welfare-oriented by 

examining their response to a situation over time. In that spirit, the state institutions 

like the BBMP have shown a consideration to the workers’ living conditions and 

challenges they face at workplace by introducing noon meal program. The evidence 

prepares a ground for the proposition that the state and its institutions show a degree 

of welfare concern towards informal workers and that this concern is an available 

ground to suggest that workplace safety could as well become a part of the welfare 

concern.   
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Regulation 

  

Evidence from the study indicates that on some occasions in delivering solid waste 

management service under PP model, the BBMP suffers from ‘control-loss’. A case in 

point is the failure of contractors to ensure regular payment of salaries and 

compliance of minimum wage guidelines, in spite of several protests by the workers 

as well as notices issued by the High Court of Karnataka. The BBMP appears 

ineffective in exercising effective control over what happens on the ground, at work, 

across the several wards of the corporation area. It can be said that ‘contracting-out’ 

of public service has led to this loss of control. An alternative view which has often 

been used to justify PPP approach in public service delivery is that outsourcing 

service delivery allows for the BBMP’s capacity to be dedicated to supervision, 

monitoring and quality improvement. This claim will need an in-depth study of 

administrative efficiency and service quality gains at the BBMP due to outsourcing of 

services. The arm’s-length government of the day appears responsible for the neglect 

of workers’ safety (Smith and Lipsky 1995). At the same time, it is also found that the 

BBMP uses its power to rein in contractors when their unfair practices are reported by 

the workers or their union. The Joint Commissioner for Health and SWM of the 

BBMP shared several instances wherein the damage or harm done by the contractors 

was made good by the BBMP and the expenses as well as penalty levied on the 

contractor was deducted from the payment for the services that the BBMP owed to the 

respective contractors. The officials at the BBMP are critically aware of their 

authority and control of payments to the contractors. This power is used at appropriate 

times to control arbitrary behaviour of the contractors with the workers or when they 

do not fulfil the terms of service.  

At a broader level of governance, Lowi suggests that ‘modern liberalism has left 

us with a government that is unlimited in scope but formless in action’ (Lowi 1969). 

This leads to planning being replaced by bargaining and governance by policies 

instead of law. The liberal mode of governance is evidenced by the extent to which 

services have been contracted to private sector. With the introduction of these 

contractors we see that the BBMP resorts to bargaining and negotiations with all the 

stakeholders – contractors, workers and citizens, in ways which do not clearly fall 
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within the defined limits of laws and regulations. While these negotiations can cause 

significant harm to interest of one or many stakeholders and work for one of them, it 

also carries the potential to reach beyond the known forms of engagement, in order to 

help the situation of the affected workers. The question then arises of whether the 

intent to work towards the interest of workers exits in the government and if not, what 

might bring the workers’ issues to the centre stage of policymaking.  

 

Comparison of Workplace Conditions and Safety 

 

This section describes observed workplace safety, issues and compliance in Germany 

and Norway as opposed to India. This exercise serves the purpose of putting Indian 

workplace safety standards in perspective with a set of countries chosen because of 

familiarity and convenience than any other firm consideration of institutions or 

governance. However, what remains interesting to note is that the concerns of workers 

with respect to their workplace conditions and demands for better conditions is the 

same across the three cities. The contrast is in the importance accorded to this area of 

work, regulatory mechanisms and enforcement of standards. Above all this, the reader 

must be cognizant of the fact that this comparison is difficult on one level – that 

workplace safety regulations and its enforcement in India is weak in informal sector 

in which 90 per cent of workers are involved. In Germany and Norway an 

overwhelming majority of workforce is in formal sector. This difference in 

employment of workforce amounts to a significant difference in ease of regulation as 

well as enforcement. When we speak of regulations in these countries the 

applicability is implied as for the formal sector.  

For the comparative analysis of workplace safety standards and institutions the 

study relies on what Etzioni referred to as a "middle range" organizational theory, 

'falling between high-level abstractions about the characteristics of organizations in 

general and detailed observations about single cases' (Etzioni 1971). This is because 

of the suitability of such an approach to the research questions. Besides, the study 

offers limited time and resources to engage in either of the two extremes of 
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exploration. Let us examine the differences in workplace conditions, safety standards 

and enforcement in the three countries. 

Norway 

At the topmost level the Norwegian Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs is 

responsible for labour market policy, working environment and safety policy, 

pensions policy and welfare and social policy. The Working Environment Act 

governs the occupational health and safety conditions at workplace. The Labour 

Inspection Authority is responsible for issuing regulations, supervision and 

enforcement of the act. The Regulations Relating to the Systematic Health, 

Environment and Safety Activities in Enterprises (Internal Control Regulations) form 

the primary set of health and safety regulation. A noteworthy aspect of the Labour 

Inspection Authority's work is its systematic engagement with enterprises that face 

compliance issues. The authority conducts several campaigns several times a year 

across various sectors to motivate enterprises to comply with working environment 

guidelines. The enforcement function is done by the commonly followed processes of 

internal audits, inspections and investigation of accidents at workplace. The 

occupational health service cost amounts to € 150 per employee per year.  Moving 

beyond the administrative setup, it is useful to note that Norway’s regulatory and 

legislative processes allow for a high level of participation and consultation with trade 

unions. The role of unions is illustrated by the use of collective agreements for wages, 

work benefits and workplace conditions. Norway does not have a minimum wage act 

as in India. The wages are negotiated by the trade unions through collective 

agreements with the employers or with employers’ unions with the support of the 

National Mediator. This system involves deliberation and negotiation by the 

representative bodies of workers in comparison to a predominant centralised nature of 

rulemaking in India.  

The following excerpt from The Norwegian Elevator Constructors Union 

(Heismontørenes Fagforening) was examined to understand the concerns of the labour 

market and emerging situation at workplace as articulated by one of the most 

important unions in the country –  

… the never-ending cost-cutting in the building industry has had it's effect on health, 

safety and environment. There is no room for the regular 8 hours work day, you're expected to 

"just get the job done". Health hazards occur more regularly - when people get strained - 
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jumping safety precautions or simply forgetting to pay attention - when exhausted. Hazardous 

workplaces with little or no workforce to clean up the mess, typically also lack lockers, space 

for changing clothes or having meal breaks, and of course provides no showers and sometimes 

not even toilets! Even though conditions like the above mentioned clearly conflicts labor 

legislation and contracts, some companies habitually test the limits all the time. 

- Heismontørenes Fagforening Website, Translated from Norwegian 

 

The narrative account shared by the union is like the concerns of workers’ union 

in India. The difference is in effect that these economic changes have on the workers. 

Norway being an advanced, industrialised economy is likely to be able to mobilise 

greater financial resources towards the welfare of its workers and India perhaps less. 

However, the fact that even in Norway, which enjoys a general impression of being a 

welfare oriented economy, the union’s observation that the employers do not 

sometimes provide toilets at workplace, is revealing. The contract workers in 

Bengaluru have organized protest rallies in front of BBMP Headquarters demanding 

exactly the same – toilets at work place and drinking water facility. 

The similarity of workers’ conditions in this instance shared from Norway and in 

India necessitates an exploration of causal factors for such neglect of workers by the 

employers, irrespective of the economic status of the country. India is a middle-

income country and Norway a high-income country. Yet, in some aspects of 

workplace safety and conditions, the situation appears to be the same. This implies 

that we might need to move away from the argument that high-income economies 

take better care of their workers and low-income (or poor) countries are incapable of 

making the same expenditure in caring for their workers. 

Germany 

OHS regulation is marked by high levels of coordination between institutions at 

various levels of administration. The objectives relate to technical safety, accident 

prevention, health protection, workplace health promotion and humane design of 

work. This makes Germany's OHS regulation one of the most comprehensive system. 

Besides this, the regulatory agency works in coordination with a range of social actors 

who have the expertise in this area or are in position to influence OHS at workplaces. 

The objectives are established for a period of three to five years during which all the 

actors collectively work towards achievement of the objectives through joint 
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campaigns and joint action. The Joint German Occupational Safety and Health 

Strategy (GDA) is an important agency in Germany to achieve high OHS standards 

and compliance in the country. To encourage awareness and attention towards this 

Germany has also setup an OHS price and an annual National OHS conference. This 

reflects the importance accorded to this area. 

 

Image 5: Household garbage collection in a locality in Oslo, Norway. Source: Author 

 

 



Chapter 6: Use of PPE and Social Policy  

 

This chapter draws on the findings of the study to make a case for workplace safety a 

concern for social welfare policy in India and countries facing similar labour 

situation. Social welfare policy for informal workers is used in the specific sense of 

social protection which serves three key functions – protection, prevention and 

promotion. Promoting a safety culture and safe working environment is necessary to 

improve the condition of informal workers. Specifically, in the studied case a major 

step in improving safety of informal sector workplace can be made by state 

intervention in two ways –  

i. Schemes which provide financial assistance to workers to buy PPE. Or offer 

PPE directly to workers at subsidised prices. 

ii. By conducting large scale and persistent awareness and training program in 

basic safety at workplace and use of PPE 

The above is the meaning of the phrase “investing in people” used in Chapter 1. 

This is further elaborated in the capabilities based reason sector below. This chapter 

answers the third research question - under what arrangement between the state, 

individual and the market can workers’ safety and use of PPE be made a part of 

welfare?  

 

Capabilities Based Reason for Workplace Safety 

 

In deciding the right focus for assessing standard of living, Sen argues that 'the right 

focus is neither commodities, nor characteristics (in the sense of Gorman and 

Lancaster), nor utility, but something that may be called a person's capability (A. K. 

Sen 1983). This forms a relevant framework to think about workplace safety as a 

provision that can lead to better standard of living. In fact, Sen’s capabilities approach 

is being used here to provide general reasons for intervention. In chapter 4, workers’ 

living conditions were described. These conditions directly impact the quality of life 

they live as well as affect the long term outcomes because the work does not enable 
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them to save money. Moreover, lack of basic social protection and rightful 

entitlements like ESI makes them vulnerable to financial shocks like unanticipated 

healthcare expenditure.  

With his example of a bicycle, Sen describes the chain:  

Commodities -- Characteristics -- Capability -- Utility 

In this chain, while a bicycle is a commodity, its characteristic of transportation 

contributes to the capability of the user to draw varying utility from the use (A. K. Sen 

1983). Given the evidence we have of the role of PPE in contributing to workers’ 

safety it can be argued that the PPE as a commodity drives the characteristic of safety 

which enhances the capability of a worker to draw varying nature of utility from it. If 

this proposition is accepted, then we have a case for use of PPE as a capability 

enhancing commodity whose provision can then be justified on the grounds of 

capability approach as extended to poverty in its original form.   

Health of workers is directly linked to their productivity. The evidence for this in 

this study is weak because empirical data could not be gathered on health and 

productivity. But the findings from survey and group discussions indicate deprivation 

and adversity that this group of workers face. The implications of this depravation can 

be severe. For a social policy intervention as described in the beginning of this 

section, it can be argued that resource constraints will limit the coverage and 

effectiveness of a social policy which provisions PPE. This challenge is being 

anticipated and tackled in the following section. In Chapter 4 observations on the state 

government’s range of welfare schemes for municipal workers was described. The 

evidence hints at a welfare oriented state which recognises the condition of workers 

and allocates resources as and when it makes a priority for the state. Such behaviour is 

necessary in development of social policy institutions over long term.  

In chapter 5, economic analysis of contractor behaviour demonstrated that the 

market behaviour does not always uphold workers’ interest. This creates ground for 

government intervention. A comment made by the Joint Commissioner of the BBMP 

is instructive in this regard. On the move to provide free meals to the workers, he said, 

“We are a welfare state. We will have to look after the workers.” This remark offers a 

sense of thinking in the bureaucracy. The attempt is to step aside from the standard 
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framework of welfare economics to build a case for use of PPE as social policy. 

Instead, standard of living approach is used and evidence found is linked to the 

framework of capabilities. 

 

Public Pressure 

 The series of schemes introduced by the GoK for municipal workers is also a case of 

public pressure exerted over long term to address workers’ demands. This perhaps 

makes the simplest explanation for why governments provide social welfare of this 

nature. On the other hand, for the workers, the demands come from a strong notion of 

their right to certain services that the state must guarantee. This sort of a dynamic two 

way process is characteristic of democratic governance. The evidence of this 

democratic process strengthens the proposal to consider provision of PPE as a part of 

social welfare.  

As a final point in establishing the proposition, increasing spending on welfare of 

contract workers needs an explanation in order to weigh on the proposition whether 

provisioning of PPE will also make it to the social welfare concern of the state. 

Towards this, the following explanation is offered from Kaufman and Segura-

Ubeirgo. Countries that have increased their exposure ot international markets 

experience social dislocations, disruption in conventional forms of work, uncertainty 

and unequal distributive effects. In order to combat a likely political instability due to 

these changes and prevent a backlash against market-oriented economic policies, 

governments commit more to social welfare spending as an incentive (Kaufman and 

Segura-Ubiergo 2011). 

 

Who Will Provide? 

 

Having examined the responsibilities of stakeholders for workplace safety and PPE in 

chapter 5, this section answers the question of who will provide the envisaged social 

welfare scheme of PPE provision. To this the answer in short would be – a coalition 

of actors with distributed responsibilities. It is clear that the modern state cannot be 
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the sole provider of social welfare for a variety of reasons, mainly that direct benefit 

also accrues to the market and on this basis alone the market should contribute 

towards workers’ welfare and invest in their potential over long term. Other actors are 

communities, firms, family etc. The state according to the evidence from the study 

performs the useful role of setting norms and institutional values. This needs to be 

complemented with other actors who can provide the specific need (or commodity) in 

an efficient and effective manner. In this framework, coalition of civil society groups 

with workers’ union and employers must handle information and incentive aspects of 

workplace safety. In the two countries studied, it was found that information – 

awareness and training programs are crucial to building a culture of safety at 

workplace in those countries. The government has the ability and bandwidth to 

commit to a large and expansive scheme of PPE provision through a network of 

intermediary agencies. Hence, the primary guarantee and resources required for the 

same should come from the government and carried out by network of stakeholders.  

 

How to Provide? 

 

Social welfare schemes have tended to be populist and politically motivated in India 

which can drain the financial resources of the government. Hence, it is necessary that 

a social welfare policy of this nature is examined on key factors like administrative 

costs, incentive effects, cost, effectiveness in reaching the needy, political 

acceptability and so on (Burgess and Stern 1999). It is imperative that the thinking on 

social welfare moves from generic to specific interventions which target need based 

areas that can eliminate a potential source of vulnerability for good. The study argues 

that provisioning of PPE is one such specific intervention which can be applied 

universally to all the workers that make up the workforce in the country, instead of 

targeting.  



Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

To gather the various threads of this exploratory study, it is in order to draw the 

conclusion by answering the following questions first, based on the evidence. This is 

followed by a discussion on the achievement of research aims.  

The study began by asking who use PPE and who pays for it? The findings 

suggest that none of the workers in a sample of twenty use PPE at work on a daily 

basis. At a broader level, findings from discussion with larger groups and analysis of 

workplace safety processes in SWM services of the BBMP, negligible number of 

workers have access to PPE. Along with equipment required at work, PPE is to be 

provided by the contractors and the cost of providing PPE is to be borne by the 

contractors. This is a part of terms of service agreement that the contractors sign with 

the BBMP.  The study finds that the contractors in the first instance must provide PPE 

and basic amenities at workplace. By extension it is the state agency – the BBMP, 

which should oversee and provide for the remaining necessities. Noon meal program 

for the BBMP contract workers is an instance of one such provision by the state.  

The research objectives were as follows: 

i. To understand use of PPE - user preferences, reasons for using (or not using) 

and effects of using PPE 

ii. To examine how workplace safety and use of PPE can be made a part of social 

welfare.  

Based on the findings, it was argued that there is an overwhelmingly large 

majority of informal sector workforce which is vulnerable and faces adverse 

conditions at work. The resource for social welfare provisions – like providing PPE to 

every worker, must be jointly raised by the state and the employers. Information, 

awareness and training aspects of workplace safety need persistent efforts of a 

network of stakeholders. The state assumes the stewardship of administering such 

provisions.  

The findings build a case for reframing the problem from that of a mere 

workplace safety issue to that of it being a necessary requirement for workers and 
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hence must be provided by state and employer by assuming joint responsibility. This 

seems low on priority, at least for the workers in the current context because they are 

besieged by even more basic problems of payment of minimum wages, regular 

payment of wages and job security.  

In terms of specific research questions, a satisfactory understanding of workers 

conditions, aspects of workplace safety and use of PPE was developed through 

collected data and analysis of official documents. The study makes an original 

contribution in determining the actual cost of PPE as a percentage of total costs that a 

contractor will incur if PPE is provided to all the employed workers in a given ward 

of the BBMP. This assessment is done for four wards. The cost of PPE provision is 

about one per cent of the total cost of services that the contractors provide in the 

respective wards. Findings on Research Question 1 as stated in Chapter 1 also 

presented a complete safety related picture of a sample of workers. This exploration 

offers scope for larger studies on this group of workers as it can lead to an in-depth 

understanding of informalisation of labour that is contributed by the government 

agencies themselves.  

The second research question on identifying policies that are effective in 

countries with high levels of labour safety standards was accomplished in a limited 

manner. Administration of OHS was examined by gathering information from 

discussions with key informants in Germany and Norway and through their official 

documents. This research question was intended to identify best practices. Some of 

these were identified – like the role of collective agreements in Norway and highly 

coordinated action on workplace safety awareness and periodic objective setting in 

Germany. The findings on this question however have limited applicability to Indian 

context because of the difference in a large formal sector in the studied countries and 

in contrast, a large informal sector in India. Hence, OHS administrations and their 

approaches were difficult to compare.  

The third research question of the study explored arrangements between the state, 

individual and the market and asked if workers’ safety and use of PPE can be made a 

part of welfare? Findings from the previous questions were useful in identifying 

possible arrangement and their specific content. However, the second part of this 

question which was to detail related policies in countries who have achieved high 
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levels of labour safety standards was not achieved. In retrospect the problem with this 

part of the question was that it should have been qualified with an understanding of 

the structure of labour markets globally. The advanced capitalist economies of 

Western Europe are almost entirely formalised. Whereas, the labour market 

conditions of developing economies like India are strikingly different from these 

countries. This presents a conceptual limitation in drawing policy insights from these 

countries.  

For the first part – on exploring how workplace safety and provision of PPE can 

be made a part of social welfare, based on the BBMP and GoK’s track of handling 

workers’ issues it was seen that the state shows clear welfare tendencies without 

explicitly stating it. Based on Sen’s capabilities approach the proposition for 

workplace safety as welfare aspect was established. On this front too, it can be 

perhaps said that this effort to regard workplace safety as a social welfare aspect is a 

novel argument made by this study.  

In retrospect, it appears that the research aims could have been more specific, 

especially the research question on identification of policies that have been effective 

in ensuring high levels of workplace safety. The literature in this area pertains to 

highly specific questions which have the advantage of keeping the field of 

investigation narrow. On the methodology front, a case-study based approach might 

have yielded insights into causal effects of workplace conditions on a worker 

individually and collectively on her family. These insights could make policy design 

more specific in its site of action.  

 



Appendix  

 

Interview Guide 

 

Name  

Age  

Sex  

Place of Residence  

Type of Work (door-to-door collector/aggregation 

center worker/dumpster assistant) 

Ward No 

 

Membership of any organization/union  

Linguistic Group  

Informed Consent YES/NO 

 

*PPE – Personal Protective Equipment 

This data sheet is based on the scope and parameters stated in research proposal document – “Who 

Uses? Who Pays? - A study on provision and use of personal protective equipment as a labour welfare 

aspect” The questions are directly linked to the various aspects of the work that the respondents are 

involved in and based on the “determinants” of PPE use. This sheet is designed as investigator 

administered tool to be completed with consent and active participation of the respondent.  

The questions are divided into the following sections – 

A. Work Background – 4 questions 

B. Relevance – 8 questions 

C. Effectiveness – 6 questions 

D. Efficiency – 3 questions 

E. Impact – 2  questions 
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F. A. Work background 

 

A1. How long have you been working in this job?  

(Explore the history of engagement with this work)  

Response Follow-up question (if any) 

A2. Could you please describe your responsibilities at work? 

Response 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

 

Track changes over time 

A3. How many hours do you work in a day? 

 

 

 

A4. How many days a week do you work? 

 

 

 

B. Relevance (of PPE use to the work) 

 

B1. Do you have the necessary tools required to do your work? Who provides it – contractor or self-

acquired? 

 

Response 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

B2. Who do you expect to provide it?   

Response 

 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

B3 If no, what would you want to use at work?  

Response 

 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

B4 If partially provided, what would you want to add -  

Response 

 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

B5 While doing your work, do you face any physical discomfort?  

 

 

 

 

B6 If yes, please specify 

 

 

 

 

B7 Do you suffer from sickness or any other illness which you think is due to work you do? 

 

Short term 

Long term 

 

 

B8 If yes, please describe - 

 

 

 

 

 

C Effectiveness  

PPE provided – hand gloves, face mask, protective apron, boots 
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C1 Did you use the PPE on all the days?  

 

Response 

 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

C2 Do you feel the PPE provided was useful? 

a) Which of the PPE was most useful?  

b) Why was the above most useful? 

c) Will you continue using it? 

Response 

 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

C3 If you do not find it useful, please provide reasons? 

 

Response 

 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

C4 If you did not use it and the reason is comfort related, please suggest how can it be improved? 

 

Response 

 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

C5 If the PPE is not provided by the employer, would you be willing to buy it on your own and use 

it? 

 

 

 

 

C6 If no, what are the reasons –  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

D Efficiency 

 

D1 Did the use of PPE effect the speed with which you work?  

Response 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

D2 If yes, how -  

 

Response 

 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 

D3 Did the PPE fit you well?  

Response 

 

 

 

Follow-up question (if any) 
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