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ORGANISING EXPERIENCES AND EXPERIMENTS
AMONG INDIAN TRADE UNIONS: CONCEPTS,
PROCESSES AND SHOWCASES
Pong-Sul Ahn and Yeonju Ahn*
In India, the expansion of the informal economy has been attributed to the decline
of the unionisation rate and the weakening of collective bargaining power. With
more than 92 per cent of all workers engaged in informal employment where labour
rights are rather repressive, what is the guiding principle for trade unions and
the ILO that can provide decent employment, legal protection and adequate social
security to India’s informal workers? ‘Organising’, which refers to a method of
recruiting new union members and making them more conscious of their rights
through awareness-raising, education, advocacy, vocational training, campaigning
and networking, is perceived as an entry point for increasing collective voice
and representation of informal workers, and for empowering them to fight for
social justice. It also intends to strengthen the organisational capacity of trade
unions and to increase their bargaining power. This paper, which illustrates the
experience of Indian trade unions’ organising over decades, aims to motivate
both trade unions and the ILO to reach out to informal workers, and to promote
and realise the goal of decent work in the informal economy.
I. INTRODUCTION
Informal workers primarily engage in non-contractual and irregular employment that is not
protected by law. Workers who are self-employed or temporarily employed typically do not
have a written contract and thus no statutory employment relationship with an employer,
which denies them legal protection of their labour rights. The lack of legal protection and
social security coverage has also created a workplace environment that is vulnerable to
harassment, discrimination and inequality.
Over time, the informal economy has expanded rather than retracted with economic
development. The liberal market economy, characterised by globalisation, technological
advances and individualised work relations, has affected union membership and collective
bargaining coverage sharply—to a declining degree, which also connotes a strategic mis-step
by the unions. For the International Labour Organization (ILO), promoting decent work
for informal workers has been a challenge. Arguably, a decline in the unionisation rate, in
general, is connected to the deepening decent work deficits and social injustice, which has
resulted from non-compliance with both international labour standards and domestic labour
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laws, the proliferation of low wages, deteriorating working conditions, and limited social
security coverage.
Globally, the current trade union movement is viewed as a formal workers’ club, whose
members enjoy the exclusive privileges and benefits stipulated by the law. The neglect with
regard to the organising of the informal sector workers, who now constitute a majority
of the working population, has not only tarnished the image of trade unions, which are
conventionally recognised as the only representatives of all workers, but also underpinned
the future vitality of the labour movement.
Organising informal workers under the umbrella of trade unions is likely to reverse the
negative trend in the labour movement. In order to attract informal and other non-unionised
workers, trade unions need to innovate organising skills and plans at the global, national
and workplace levels with human and capital investment.
With trade unions perceived as a viable avenue for promoting decent work, it is in the
interest of the ILO to pursue the organising of informal workers. This paper, which is based
on an empirical study, thus looks at various methods that have been used in India since decades
to more current times to organise informal workers. It illustrates the concepts, processes
and showcases of organising for the benefit of individuals and institutions considering the
launching of union organising campaigns, and hence promotes social justice in the informal
economy.
II. ‘DEFINING’ THE INFORMAL ECONOMY
According to the most recent labour force survey of India’s National Sample Survey
Organisation (NSSO), the total workforce increased from 397 million in 1999-2000 to 457
million in 2004-05 (Table 1).
Table 1
Numbers and Percentage of the Employed in the
Unorganised and Organised Sectors, 1999-2000 and 2004-05
Unorganised Sector
Organised Sector
1999-2000 (million)
342.64
54.12
%
86.36
13.64
2004-05 (million)
394.90
62.57
%
86.32
13.68

Total
396.76
100.00
457.46
100.00

Source: Srivastava, 2007.

The workforce in the unorganised sectors rose considerably, from 343 million to 395
million during the same period (while the organised sector expanded from 54 million to 63
million). These figures illustrate the growth gap between both sectors and the tremendous
size of the workforce in the unorganised sector as well as the size of its constant increase.
Around 86 per cent of the total 457 million workers in 2004-05 were employed in the informal
economy, while some 6-7 per cent of the 63 million workers in the organised sector were
registered as contract labourers. Combined, informal workers in 2005 accounted for more
than 92 per cent of the total workforce.
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Many factors have accelerated the growth of informal employment, including: i) the
participation of women in the world of work; ii) the increasing migration and mobility of
labourers from rural to urban areas; iii) a decline of employment in organised manufacturing;
iv) the impacts of privatising, downsizing and disinvestment by the public sector; and v)
the impacts of market liberalisation like the increasing supply chains of production (Ahn,
2008). As Ventaka Ratnam, former director of the International Management Institute (IMI),
New Delhi, pointed out, “Trade unions are less powerful than they were because of the
weaknesses of internal and external environments in which they function. Unions’ power
will continue to be undermined so long as unemployment and under-employment continue
to grow unabated. The means of union actions to achieve its objectives have to change in
view of the changes of such environments, related to work, workplace and workforce”
(Ratnam, 2007, p. 644).
The number of workers in the informal economy in India and elsewhere is enormous, and
their contribution to the national GDP is huge. Yet, employment in the informal economy is
generally perceived as unprotected, insecure and precarious, as referred to in various ways
by different institutions and publications. For instance, the nature of unregulated or nonstandard employment is commonly expressed with a diversity of terms, such as irregular,
flexible, atypical, contingent, precarious, informal and unorganised. It appears as if there
is no preferable common terminology; the term ‘flexible’ is most common in the United
Kingdom, while ‘contingent’ is common in the United States, and ‘atypical’ in the European
Union (Evans and Gibb, 2009). Within Asian countries, various terms are used, such as
‘non-regular’ in Japan, ‘unorganised’ in India and ‘precarious’ in Korea.
The Trade Union Advisory Council to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
Development (OECD-TUAC) considers the informal economy as synonymous with the
underground, shadow or grey economy, which is excluded from legislation, taxation and
official statistics (Jütting and de Laiglesia, 2009). ‘Informal employment’ refers to jobs or
activities in the production and sale of commercial goods and services that are not regulated
by law.
The ILO’s position is that there is no universally accurate or accepted description or
definition of the informal economy because of its highly elusive quality (ILO, 2002).
Generally, it is essential to adequately define what is meant by ‘informal’ in the social
and economic contexts of a particular country. The definition would help to determine
employment relationships, to better target beneficiaries, and to develop proper policies and
social protection for livelihood support schemes. Considering the difficulty or perhaps the
impossibility in defining and classifying the scope of the informal economy in a way that
everyone and every government can accept as a common concept, this paper compares the
definitions used by four distinguished institutions.
In shaping the analytical framework for the NSSO labour force survey of 1999-2000,
the National Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector, an Indian government
agency, considers all agricultural activities (excluding corporate or cooperative farming
and plantation) and small establishments in employment size associated with low capital
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intensity and labour productivity as being the unorganised sector (NCEUS, 2007). It defined
unorganised and informal employment as follows:
“An ‘unorganised sector’ consists of all unincorporated private enterprises owned by
individuals or households engaged in the sale and production of goods and services operated
on a proprietary or partnership basis and with less than ten total workers. ‘Unorganised
workers’ consist of those working in the unorganised sector or households, excluding regular
workers with social security benefits provided by the employers and the workers in the formal
sector without any employment and social security benefits provided by the employers.”

The International Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF) conducted a survey on changing
employment practices and precarious work among its 54 national affiliates in 2007. It
defined ‘precarious work’ as a result of employment practices designed to limit or reduce the
permanent workforce, to maximise labour flexibility and to shift risks onto workers (IMF,
2007). The IMF analysed precarious work on the basis of employment styles and practices,
using the following explanation:
“Direct hire on temporary labour contracts for fixed or limited terms of fixed task, hiring
in labour via employment agencies or labour brokers, contracting out functions to other
companies (off-site or on-site), personal labour contracts as bogus ‘self-employed’ workers,
abusive probationary periods, disguised employment training contracts, on call/ daily dire,
illegal or involuntary part-time work, or homeworking.”

The International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) defined the nature of precarious
and informal work in its Resolution on Tackling Precarious and Informal Work, adopted at
its General Council meeting in Brussels in February 2011 (ITUC, 2011). The ITUC views
employment that denies fundamental labour and trade union rights as ‘informal work’; the
ITUC Resolution on Tackling Precarious and Informal Work further elaborates:
“Precarious, atypical and unprotected forms of employment deprive millions of workers of
the coverage of labour legislation and social security and undermine the union capacity to
organise and bargain collectively. Such workers are effectively denied these rights because
of the inadequacy of law or its application, which often does not cover the full range of
relationships under which work is performed. Women make up the majority of workers with
precarious jobs and of workers in the informal economy who are not protected by legislation,
are denied fundamental rights and are subject to sub-standard conditions of work.”

Similar to these definitions, the ILO broadly classifies the informal sector as economic
activities of poor workers that are unrecorded and unregulated by public authorities.
There are numerous ILO policies, documents and activities to cope with the challenges
confronting the informal economy, which has had an adverse impact on decent work goals.
The “Conclusions Concerning Decent Work and the Informal Economy” of the 90th Session
of the International Labour Conference in Geneva in 2002 summarised the challenges that
informal workers face (ILO, 2002) as follows:
“Workers in the informal economy are not recognised, registered, regulated or protected
under labour legislation and social protection, for example when their employment status
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is ambiguous, and therefore not able to enjoy, exercise or defend their fundamental rights.
… Work in the informal economy is often characterised by small or undefined workplaces,
unsafe and unhealthy working conditions, low levels of skills and productivity, low or
irregular incomes, long working hours and lack of access to information, markets, finance,
training and technology.”

This paper uses ‘informal worker’, ‘informal sector’ and the ‘informal economy’ as
unified terms. An informal sector signifies an economic activity that is mainly associated
with a particular sector, one industry or one occupation, while the informal economy
involves economic activities that cut across many industrial sectors. However, there are
difficulties in the broad usage. For example, a highly educated worker who works at a firm
on a temporary basis, in most likelihood, has good income from properties and savings; the
nature of the work may be informal but the income and education qualification is secure.
Is this worker an informal worker in the same vein as the female vendor who sells noodle
soup late at night from a sidewalk stall? This example demonstrates the difficulty in defining
the scope of informal workers with certain barometers. Thus, in order to identify a worker
as an informal one, an evaluation measurement needs to be adopted with various criteria
concerning skills and educational qualifications, employability, property possession, a source
of earnings and other means of protection like social security coverage.
III. FIVE PROTECTIVE MEASURES FOR INFORMAL WORKERS
What are the applicable methods to provide decent work to informal workers? Administrative
support from a government and the political party in power has been crucial for resolving
labour problems for marginalised informal workers in India, but this alone is not sufficient.
Although policy intervention by a government, the voluntary motivation of workers, and the
enforcement of labour laws are rudimentary for improving workplace standards, a worker
in the informal economy would have minimum or better protection if one or more of the
following five protective measures can be applied:
• Employment Contract: Informal workers need to be provided a written employment
contract, regulating the terms and conditions of employment, remuneration and
benefits in order to establish a contractual employment relationship between two
parties—the employer and the employee. A letter of employment contract is essential
to recognise informal workers in the same manner as regular workers and to protect
them by legislation. The contract letter can then serve as a legal document for legal
protection. For example, in India, all scrap traders are registered under the Bombay
Shops and Establishments Act (1948), which regulates waste collectors’ benefits
and entitlements in the state of Maharashtra (Chikarmane, et al., 2001). The state
government then is essentially their employer. As the Central Government approved
the extension of the Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana (RSBY) or the National Health
Insurance Programme to approximately 4.75 million registered domestic workers,
the local governments of Jharkhand and Haryana announced the registration of
domestic workers under the RSBY in late November 2011 and late June 2012,
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respectively, and apply the law to secure their legal and social protection (Kataria,
2011; Times of India, 2012). Once informal workers such as the waste collectors in
Maharashtra and the domestic workers in Jharkhand and Haryana are registered by
government authorities, they are regulated by legislation and entitled to participate
in the statutory social security schemes.
• Minimum Wage and Remuneration: India has state-based minimum wages for the
private sector, coupled with pay scales for public sector employees that are revised
by the Pay Commission, and wage increases for working journalists and other
newspaper employees determined by the Wage Boards. The minimum wage is rarely
paid in the informal economy. Monitoring the labour law in the formal sector is
difficult enough with a reduction in the number of labour inspectors over the years.
The Government’s Report of the National Commission on Enterprises for the Unorganised
Sector in 2007 noted that 77 per cent of the population lived on a per capita daily consumption
of up to Rs. 20, based on an empirical measurement (NCEUS, 2007). In 2008, according to
the Planning Commission of India, around 31 per cent of the total population was characterised
as the working poor, living under the poverty line. The poverty line threshold by the Planning
Commission released in March 2012 is Rs. 28.65 per capita daily consumption in urban
areas and Rs. 22.42 in rural areas. An individual incurring a monthly consumption of Rs.
859.60 in urban areas and Rs. 672.80 in rural areas is not considered as poor. On the basis
of that formula, the estimated number of people who are poor and living under the poverty
line was 344.7 million in 2009-10, a decline from the figure of 407.2 million in 2004-05.
The poverty line ratio reached 29.8 per cent in 2009-10 (IBNlive, 2012).
Thus, the universal application and enforcement of the minimum wage to informal
workers is a pivotal means for increasing their income so that they can improve their living
standard and re-invest in education and skill training for better employability. As of April
2011, India’s national floor level minimum wage was Rs. 115 per day. However, because
the Minimum Wages Act (1948) authorises state governments to independently fix minimum
wages, disparities in wages between neighbouring states are common.1 In the state of
Jharkhand, for instance, in order to improve the livelihood of informal workers, the fixed
minimum wage for domestic workers (actually regulated by the Minimum Wages Act) was
adjusted in April 2011 to Rs. 133 per eight working hours (Rs. 3,505 per month). The Indian
National Trade Union Congress (INTUC) submitted a demand of Rs. 10,000 per month to
the Labour Minister in September 2007 (INTUC, 2007). In 2012, the INTUC demanded
Rs. 300 per day as the national floor minimum wage (IANS, 2012).
• Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining: The demand-based, seasonal and
migratory nature of informal employment makes unionising processes difficult. The
ILO Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention,
1948 (No. 87) and the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention,
1949 (No. 98), are applied to all types of occupations, including informal workers.
Informal workers have a right to establish their own organisation, a right to be
represented, and a right to negotiate. India’s Trade Union Act (1926), amended in
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2001, stipulates that a trade union has to represent at least 100 workers, or 10 per
cent of the workforce, which is restrictive to the establishment of free, independent
unions (ITUC, 2007). Also, there is no legal obligation on employers to recognise
trade unions or to engage in collective bargaining. With the growing use of contract
labour, organising workers is becoming even more difficult.2 In addition to the ILO
Conventions on freedom of association and collective bargaining, other fundamental
ILO Conventions that are relevant to the informal economy are the Forced Labour
Convention, 1930 (No. 29), the Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (No.
105), the Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138), the Worst Forms of Child
Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 182), Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No.
100), and the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No.
111) (ILO, 2010).
Labour Law: India has more than 50 national labour laws and 105 state labour laws.
Many of them were legislated during the British rule and are now outdated, with
little coverage of workers in the formal economy. The revision of existing laws or
the creation of new legislation is necessary to provide protection for or to regulate
informal employment. The Cycle Rickshaw By-law (1960) in Delhi, the Maharashtra
Mathadi, Hamal and other Manual Workers (Regulation of Employment and Welfare)
Act (1969), the Inter-State Migrant Workmen (Regulation of Employment and
Condition of Service) Act (1979) in the whole of India, the Coir Workers’ Welfare
Bill (1987) in Kerala, and the Maharashtra Domestic Workers Welfare Board
Act (2008) are exemplary cases, providing some degree of protection to informal
workers at the state level. However, awareness raising and enforcement of those
laws are necessary.
Social Security: There are three national social security schemes in India—the
Employee State Insurance Scheme (ESI), the Employee Provident Fund (EPF),
and the Unorganised Workers’ Social Security Scheme. The ESI and the EPF are
operational on the basis of the compulsory contribution by both formal workers
and employers.3 The Unorganised Workers’ Social Security Act (2008) requires
welfare schemes for unorganised workers related to life and disability coverage,
health and maternity benefits, old age protection and any other benefits determined
by the Central Government. An unorganised worker who is older than 14 years
is eligible for the schemes if registered in the district administration and has a
government-issued identification card.4 The National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act (NREGA) ensures 100 days of employment for each household or equivalent
income for 100 days of work per year, thus assuring minimum income protection
for informal workers and their families. Innovative needs-based social security
schemes, suitable for different groups of informal workers, should be established
to guarantee security for workers and their families in times of economic crisis or
other need. Kerala has been a role model in operating 22 welfare boards and funds
that benefit more than 50 per cent of the informal workforce in the state (Ahn, 2007).
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IV. ORGANISING AS A COMMON SHARED GOAL OF INFORMAL WORKERS,
TRADE UNIONS AND THE ILO
The unionisation rate in India has increased only moderately over the past three decades,
from 2.5 per cent (of 242 million people employed) in 1980 to 4.3 per cent (of 304 million
people employed) in 1989 and to 6.3 per cent (of 392 million people employed) in 2002,
which was the starting year of the last verification check of membership records of trade
unions (which took a five-year-long process). At the end of the verification process, the
Government announced in 2008 a verified membership of 24.88 million workers, accounting
for 60.4 per cent of the originally claimed 41.18 million members (Table 2). As of 2004-05,
the total workforce was 457.46. The upsurge of union membership in the informal economy
was attributed to the rise in the unionisation rate in 2002.

Name of Union
(Acronym)

Table 2
Verified Members of Central Trade Union Organisations, 2002
Claimed Members
Verified
No. of Informal
in 2002
Membership
Workers in
Verified Members
as of
2002
31 December 2002
83,18,348
62,15,797
13,36,317
78,68,192
39,54,012
9,44,806
46,12,457
34,42,239
14,70,332
53,50,441
33,38,491
6,55,544
34,31,518
26,78,473
1,10,969
16,03,287
13,73,268
7,45,674
7,25,522
7,32,760
5,49,207
6,89,551
6,88,140
3,04,194
6,73,073
6,39,962
5,04,939
7,38,164
6,11,506
2,97,087
7,81,176
6,06,935
3,32,089
42,48,000
5,69,599
3,89,261
21,42,217
33,620
4,667
4,11,81,946
2,48,84,802
76,45,086

% of Informal
Workers in 2002

BMS
21.4
INTUC
23.9
AITUC
42.7
HMS
19.6
CITU
4.14
UTUC (LS)
54.3
TUCC
75.0
SEWA
44.2
AICCTU
78.9
LPF
48.6
UTUC
54.7
NFITU-DHN
68.3
NFITU-KOL
13.8
Total
42.27
Note: For the expansions of all the acronyms mentioned in Table 2, please refer to Endnote No. 5.5
Source:	Ministry of Labour and Employment, 2008.

The verified membership had nearly doubled since 1989, when 13.22 million workers
were affiliated to nine Central Trade Union Organisations (CTUOs). The 2002 verification
process accorded CTUO status to 12 of the 13 applying federations, which were thus entitled
to join national and international labour forums. At that time, a total of 68,544 local unions
were registered. The five major CTUOs, that is, the Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh (BMS), the
National Trade Union Congress (INTUC), the All-India Trade Union Congress (AITUC),
the Hind Mazdoor Sabha (HMS), and the Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU), shared
78.8 per cent of the total verified membership of 19.62 million workers. The dramatic
increase of union membership was attributed to the rise of the unionisation rate of the
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informal economy in 1989 and 2002. The informal economy entailed employment in around
50 industrial categories such as construction, brick kilns, transport, personal services, local
authority bodies, food and beverage selling, self-employment and agriculture. Among the
total verified 24.88 million members, nearly 31 per cent worked elsewhere in the agriculture
sector and 42 per cent worked in the informal economy (Ahn, 2010).
The verifying process revealed a range of proportions of informal economy workers
as members, from the lowest 4 per cent of the CITU membership to the highest 78 per
cent of the AICCTU membership. Overall, the unionisation rates in the informal economy
have been particularly increasing. Although CITU had a much smaller number, at 1,10,969
members verified in the informal sector, it was aligned with the farmers’ associations—the
All India Kisan Sabha (All India Peasants’ Assembly), with a membership of about 17
million small landholding farmers, and the All India Agricultural Workers’ Union, with
4 million workers, whose membership was not included in the claimed members of the
CITU for the verification.
The verification process also revealed the apparent increase of union membership in the
informal economy. Albeit to a limited degree, trade unions in India have been gradually
redirecting their orientation from ideological political unionism based on party politics,
election campaigns and political affiliation to service-based activities that appeal to the
interests of workers, especially in the informal economy (Ahn, 2010).
An organising campaign would be instrumental in picking up the encouraging momentum
in membership increase. In fact, it would be significant for all parties—trade unions, informal
workers and the ILO—because it is the means to a shared goal. The term ‘organising’ in this
paper refers to a method to awaken the consciousness of informal sector workers through
awareness-raising, education, advocacy, vocational training, campaigning and networking.
The intent is to recruit new members and to increase their collective voice. The following
points elaborate on the value of organising for each party:
• From the trade unions’ point of view, organising campaigns are aimed at: i)
recruiting new members, in order to build the physical capacity of trade unions
and simultaneously improve their financial and human resources, and ii) shifting
their strategy from union maintenance to union growth. An organising campaign is
a planned and sustained process of constantly investing in trade unions. The sharp
decline in the unionisation rate and shrinking representation of unions in policyand decision-making bodies across Asia resulted from the unions’ failure to invest
in organising activities in most countries. Thus, innovative organising policies and
strategies need to be devised with the help of organisers and financial resources.
Organising is essential to maintain the strength of a union, to uphold its collective
bargaining power, and to scale up its political influence. However, organising requires
an enormous amount of financial and human resources, grassroots mobilising and
leadership commitment. There is no uniform method for organising strategies, but
there are organising methods that can easily be replicated, as explained in Section
VI of this paper.
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From the beneficiaries’ point of view, an organising campaign can be defined as
a way of empowering informal workers and changing their status from social
and economic exclusion to something that recognises their opinions and right to
representation. It is a process to empower the knowledge, voice and organisational
strength of the disadvantaged groups of society through their networking, and by
providing education and training, and launching campaigns for social justice. Once
they join a union, informal workers can address their concerns to union leaders and
to employers as well as to government authorities, and thus collectively influence
the policy- and decision-making processes.
From the ILO’s point of view, organising is an entry point to realise the goal of
decent work for informal workers who are exposed to a high degree of vulnerability,
discrimination and poverty. The four strategic objectives of ILO for achieving decent
work are: i) realising fundamental principles and rights at work; ii) creating greater
and better employment and income opportunities; iii) extending social protection;
and iv) promoting social dialogue (ILO, 1999). The ILO faces challenges in applying
its strategic objectives to informal workers, whose employment is individualistic,
heterogeneous and scattered. Once the workers are institutionalised, their union would
be able to mobilise resources, expertise and technical assistance from donors and
the ILO. They would also benefit from ILO policies, programmes and instruments.
This is the reason why organising is perceived as a valuable entry point to fight for
social justice and to achieve the goal of decent work for all workers.

V. ORGANISING METHODS
There is no single formula for organising various categories of informal workers. Union
organising methods and strategies vary from workplace to workplace, industry to industry
and country to country throughout the world (Heery, 2003; Schurman and Eston, 2012).
The following points, however, need to be carefully considered:
• Planning: Every organiser should do some careful planning and: i) make a simple
map of workplaces where informal workers are located; ii) understand the nature of
the workplaces and the interests of the informal workers; and iii) develop campaign
materials and supplementary documents to address informal workers’ issues.
• Tactics: There are two tactical approaches in organising new members; one is to
recruit workers under the existing union umbrella and expand membership, and the
other is to form a new union and strengthen its organisation. The former approach
is safer for new members who join a strong institution, while the latter may have
difficulty in retaining new members who might become targeted by hostile employers.
• Organising Steps: The organising processes entail the following steps: i) identifying
core workers who are most likely to respond positively to a union contact and have
one-to-one meetings; ii) organising a meeting with the core group to set up an ad
hoc executive committee of a union; iii) organising a training or workshop with
the executive committee members to form a union and agree on key issues; iv)
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addressing the issues and problems of the members’ workplace and attract other
workers to the union activities; and v) building solidarity with other established
unions and other new sector unions.
An Incubating Period: Once a union is formed, an employer may adopt a hostile
attitude and try to break up the union. The union originally behind the organising
needs to make special efforts to protect the leaders and to strengthen the new union
promptly after forming. The established union needs to: i) have regular contact
with the new union leaders; ii) provide training and education to the leaders and
members; and iii) invite the union leaders to external trainings to share experiences
with other union leaders.

VI. SHOWCASES OF ORGANISING THE UNORGANISED
The following discussion highlights the various organising strategies that have been used in
India to reach out to the informal economy and attract new members or organise new unions.
The approaches entailed personal contact and persuasion, awareness-raising programmes,
advocacy campaigns, income-generating activities (in terms of consumers’ cooperatives
and self-help groups), social mobilising, skills development and vocational training, study
circles, a hieratical network approach, and friendship houses. Generally, these approaches
would be useful in most countries, though they may not be so in all contexts.
1. The Cooperative Model
A cooperative is a business activity in which people join voluntarily and have an equal
share in the profit it generates. A cooperative is an autonomous and democratic workers’
association that primarily aims to redress its members’ basic economic needs and, sometimes,
their social and cultural aspirations. There are various forms of cooperatives serving the
specific purposes of consumers, labour, savings and credit groups, healthcare bodies and
housing groups.
The spirit of self-help and self-reliance among a group of people who are in economic
need is the principle behind forming a cooperative, and hence the profit earned from the
project is equally distributed among members on the basis of the shares possessed by them.
In February 2004, the ILO and the International Cooperative Alliance signed a partnership
agreement to jointly initiate a move to promote cooperatives at the international level to
create decent jobs and reduce poverty. Due to the significance of job creation and poverty
reduction by cooperatives, the UN General Assembly announced 2012 as ‘the year of the
cooperative’. The ILO/SYNDICOOP is a cooperative model, aiming at creating jobs and
improving incomes for informal workers. Within this model, forming a national steering
committee is recommended as a managerial instrument constituted by representatives of
national trade unions, cooperative associations, informal workers and line ministries.
Cooperatives that offer immediate economic resources and benefits to their members have
merits that attract the interest of informal workers and their willingness to join. Cooperatives
that form around business activities share common values with trade unions, including the
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protection of workers’ rights. They can thus organise joint actions in the areas of education
and training, financial collaboration, child labour, poverty, gender equality, HIV prevention,
environmental protection, and so on. Such joint actions can advocate cooperative members
on social and labour issues, and help trade unions in recruiting them as union members.
As of November 2011, India has more than 600,000 cooperative societies with a membership
of 250 million (NCUI, 2011). Cooperatives have a huge network in the rural areas of the
country, and play a pivotal role in uplifting the rural households’ economy. Chhattisgarh,
being an agrarian state, has a large concentration of rice mills. There are approximately
25,000-30,000 workers, locally called hamal workers, engaged in the work related to the
loading, unloading and cleaning of the rice. A majority of the hamals are affiliated to the
Bhilai Durg Hamal Union, the Tolaiya Hamal Sangh, and the Chhattisgarh Krishi Upaj Mandi
Hamal Sangh. The unions also formed cooperatives with the union members. Afterwards,
the cooperatives succeeded in negotiation with the Marketing Cooperative Federation on
effecting an increase in the piece rate. The unions and the cooperatives have been functioning
in harmony for improving labour standards and economic benefits.
2. The Study Circle Model
The study circle model is useful for assembling a core group that would initiate the formation
of a union and lead it. Study circles have been used to educate workers on workplace issues
in different industrial sectors. Initially, an outside educator or a lead person individually
contacts close friends or colleagues in a factory and forms a so-called small ‘study circle’,
to learn about socio-economic and labour issues. At the first meeting, participants introduce
themselves, then the convener introduces the objective of the study circle, and the group
appoints a rapporteur to take notes on the meetings’ discussions. For each meeting, a different
person is selected on a rotational basis to assume the leading role. A study circle can be
based on the principles of equal and active participation, and action-oriented discussion; each
session should entail the distribution of study materials, a summarisation of the discussion
and selection of the next session’s topic before wrapping up. The sessions can adopt different
methodologies such as whole or small group discussions, brainstorming, lectures, role play,
case studies, a live story, field visits, reading, debates, and problem analysis. The core
group can develop or adapt a booklet on study circles to train members. Through whatever
methodologies that may be used, members typically gain confidence and knowledge on
certain issues. Eventually, they start studying labour problems and rights, and form or join
a trade union to negotiate with the employer and resolve any pertinent issues.
3. The Self-help Group (SHG) Model
Promoting SHGs is a good strategy for integrating rural women workers into trade unions
and empowering them socially and economically. It is a suitable model to meet the economic
needs of the working poor, especially women workers. SHGs can serve the different needs
of their members, such as with savings and business-oriented functions or a combination of
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these functions. An individual or a group can initiate the formation of an SHG with 10-20
people who would save a portion of their daily earnings. These pooled savings can be rotated
among the group members to meet their financial emergency and other development needs,
thus helping meet their credit needs.
The interest rate of loans from an SHG, which is decided by the group members, is
typically lower than that charged by private moneylenders and banks. The savings of the
SHGs can be used in more productive areas, such as upgrading the skills of members and
starting their own businesses, for example, garment-making with a sewing machine, street
vending, large-scale farming, animal husbandry or a micro-enterprise. Later, several SHGs
can club together and form a cooperative, collectively managed by the members. Consumer
goods produced by the cooperative can be marketed collectively and the profits shared
equally among the members.
In addition to economic empowerment, the SHGs can be used as a channel to interact
with local government administration for the delivery of statutory welfare measures. The
SHGs could gradually veer towards rights-based structures through extended education
programmes, ultimately functioning as a trade union.
The South Asian wing of the Building and Wood Workers’ International (BWI), based
in New Delhi, uses an SHG model to organise forest workers in the state of Orissa. The
BWI, in partnership with the Orissa Kendu Patra Karmachari Sangh (OKKS) and the Orissa
Forest and Minor Forest Workers’ Union, launched an organising project in 2005. It initially
formed 15 SHGs with a total of 195 members, 90 per cent of whom were women.
As part of this approach, the BWI provided short-term training on how to make saalleaf plates and bowls, and then gave a machine to each of the 15 SHGs to manufacture
such products. The unions collected the finished products and marketed them on behalf of
the groups. The daily wage paid to the workers ranged between Rs. 50 and 60 on a piecerate basis, which was double of what the private dealers paid. The profits were distributed
among all the SHG members as annual bonuses at the end of the year. The project helped
to generate alternative employment, to safeguard the forest workers from exploitation by
private dealers, and to recruit new members into the union. Since the project was launched,
the OKKS has increased its membership by tens of thousands of workers. The experience
demonstrates how SHGs are instrumental not only in empowering the poor but also in
recruiting new members into existing unions.
4. The Personal Contact and Welfare Aid Model
Another common and effective organising method is personal contact with targeted workers
to recruit them as union members. In this approach, a union organiser contacts a worker
at a convenient time and place. The organiser can meet workers outside the workplace or
at their residence after working hours. The organiser listens to their workplace issues as a
way of developing trust. As the organiser slowly gains the confidence of each worker, both
can discuss how to resolve the issues. The pilot project of the International Metalworkers’
Federation (IMF), ‘Organising Metalworkers in India’, was launched in July 2004 and
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ultimately organised around 1,100 ship-breaking workers in the states of Maharashtra and
Gujarat largely through adoption of the personal contact approach. The organisers from the
Steel, Metal and Engineering Workers’ Federation of India-Maharashtra State (SMEFI-MS)
and the Mumbai Port Trust Dock and General Employees Union (MPTGEU) opened a help
desk at the entrance gate of the ship-breaking yards, which helped establish personal contact
with workers in Mumbai and in Alang, Gujarat. The gate meetings familiarised workers with
what the trade unions were doing, while union organisers learnt about the grievances of the
workers. The SMEFI-MS then began providing the workers welfare-oriented assistance such
as potable drinking water, first aid and other health care, ambulance services and training
on occupational safety and health. The organisers also helped the ship-breaking workers
obtain family ration cards from government authorities to enable them to purchase grains and
other materials at subsidised rates, and they often visited sick workers and extended help.
The unions then took up the basic problems of those workers in discussions with their
employers and encouraged the workers to speak out against the feudalistic social and cultural
practices at the workplace. The consequent improvement in living and working conditions
started generating goodwill for the SMEFI-MS and the MPTGEU among the workers, who
started joining the unions. The Alang Sosiya Ship Recycling and General Workers’ Association
was registered in March 2007 under the Trade Unions Act (1926). This successful creation
was attributed by personal contacts and welfare-oriented activities that responded to the
ship-breaking workers’ needs.
5. The Hieratical Network Model
In the state of Rajasthan, more than 70 per cent of the total workforce is engaged in the
agriculture sector, and a majority of the workers work seasonally. Agricultural workers have
traditionally experienced many difficulties such as lack of minimum wage, non-payment of
wages by some employers, no compensation for injury, health hazards and long working
hours. In 1999, activists of the West Central Railway Employees’ Union (WCREU) in Kota,
the industrial hub of Rajasthan state, formed the Agriculture Workers Union.
The determination and support of union organisers of the WCREU were significant in
forming the union. They identified the localities of targeted agricultural workers, divided
their responsibilities, and planned strategies for organising them.
Regular contact with the workers was essential to learn about their work-related difficulties.
The organisers established regular communication channels in the fields, by holding meetings
and setting up committees with the workers at the village panchayat (village administration)
and gram sabha (wards or smaller areas of a village) levels. Communication between the
organisers and the agricultural workers was established through the employees (union
members) who worked in each branch of the Kota Railway Division. At least one union
member in each branch was appointed as an organiser. They then spent their non-working
hours contacting agricultural workers living around their branches. Health problems were
common among the agricultural workers and the organisers realised that this would be a
highly influential entry point to reach the workers and ultimately convince them to join the
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union. The workers typically worked in the field without any gloves or protection on their
legs, and suffered insect and snake bites and leg injuries; they were not provided with a
mask to protect their face and for breathing while spraying. They were also not provided
with medical care or adequately compensated when injured in an accident. Many people
reportedly die every year due to these types of accidents, so the health problems constituted
a highly sensitive issue for them.
The WCREU organisers provided the agricultural workers with medical aid for insect
or snake bites, and then arranged a widespread health information campaign around the
specific problems experienced by the workers. As the union organisers addressed these
sensitive issues, the agricultural workers were inspired to come together to create a more
consolidated voice to push for better protections. The newly formed Agriculture Workers
Union, with the support of the WCREU, regularly conducted education camps to inform
other agriculture workers of their labour rights, social security benefits, the minimum wage
and need for safe work.
The Agriculture Workers Union of Kota attracted a sufficient number of members to
establish a five-tier hierarchical organisational structure that follows a bottom-up approach,
beginning with the village committee (tier 1), followed by the panchayat committee (tier 2),
the tehsil committee (tier 3), the district committee (tier 4), and the divisional committee
(tier 5). The Kota Division consists of six districts. One or two members from each district
participate in the divisional meeting, which is organised once every three months. Each
district consists of three or four tehsils. Two or three representatives from each tehsil
participate in the district committee meeting, which is organised once every two months. Each
tehsil consists of five to ten panchayats. Two or three representatives from each panchayat
participate in the tehsil’s monthly meetings. Each panchayat consists of six to eight villages.
Every village has its own village committee, which has five to eleven workers as members.
The panchayat and village committees have monthly meetings, and each village committee
is represented by one or two members nominated at the panchayat committee meetings.
6. The Friendship House Model
Friendship houses are centres that offer leisure and learning activities to a designated group
of community members; they have proven useful for attracting and organising female
workers employed in India’s Export Processing Zones (EPZs) and Special Economic Zones
(SEZs), which do not permit union leaders access to the premises. Friendship houses are
typically situated near the export processing zones and offer a range of services, from
watching television and borrowing books or magazines to skill development activities. Each
friendship house employs full-time staff members, who visit the boarding houses of workers
employed in the export processing zones at night or during weekends to introduce them to
the friendship house. Awareness-raising programmes on any subject can be organised at
the boarding houses. Vocational training courses like beauty treatments, baking, cooking,
fabric painting and computer skills, are arranged at the friendship houses to help workers
prepare for self-employment after retirement or retrenchment in case of the closure of a

588

The Indian Journal of Labour Economics

factory. The duration of each vocational training course depends on the vocational skills
required, ranging from two to three hours on weekends to several months. The friendship
house can conduct the classes concerning labour rights, labour law and the positive role
of trade unions and provide legal services by hired lawyers or experienced retirees. The
greater the time spent by the workers at the friendship house, the more likely they would
be to learn of their labour rights and ultimately the value of a union.
7. Skills Development and Vocational Training
Nowadays, young job-seekers are keen to upgrade their skill sets and qualifications for better
employment opportunities. The ILO/ITUC-AP (previously the ICFTU-APRO) Project on
‘Skills Development and Vocational Training for Tsunami-affected People’, operated between
September 2005 and June 2009, and focused on providing vocational training in the state of
Tamil Nadu. The project operated through a collaboration between the International Trade
Union Confederation for Asia and the Pacific (ITUC-AP) affiliates, the Indian National
Trade Union Congress (INTUC), and the Hind Mazdoor Sabha (HMS) to help tsunamiaffected people improve their skills and obtain sustainable employment and income. Under
the project, the INTUC and the HMS covered the Nagapattinam and Cuddalore districts,
respectively, which were the worst affected areas.
A coordinating mechanism, constituted by representatives from the ITUC-AP in Singapore,
the INTUC and the HMS in Tamil Nadu, and the ILO in New Delhi, was formed to jointly
create a work plan and to explain the project to local partner unions and service providers.
Two project focal persons from the partner unions in Nagapattinam and Cuddalore compiled
the profiles of workers who wanted to join the training courses. The ILO staff analysed the
profiles and matched the workers with vocational training components available with the
service providers in the project areas. Training batches consisting of 20-25 persons were
then formed. The duration of the training courses ranged from one to six months, which
enabled the workers to become employable in a short time.
Some 20 skills, such as desktop publishing, welding, plumbing, toy-making, tailoring
and garment-making, four-wheel driving, cosmetology, incense stick-making, house wiring,
motor rewinding, diesel engine repair, bench fitter work, computer operating, television
and cell phone repair, embroidery, vermicomposting, integrated farming, English language
skills, and boat engine repair and maintenance, were provided. Mobile training courses were
arranged in rural remote areas with the support of government-certified vocational training
institutions. The project was evaluated as having successfully empowered workers and
improved their confidence and employment opportunities. Exposure to union benefits due
to contact with union members through the training courses led more than 12,000 workers
in the non-unionised fishing communities to join the unions.
8. The Information Technology Training Model
The Union Network International Asia–Pacific Regional Organisation (UNI-APRO) and
the Trade Union Solidarity Centre of Finland (SASK) launched a project in July 2004 to

organising experiences and experiments among indian trade unions

589

unionise call centre professionals. Five months later, the UNI-APRO was motivated by
survey data released by CNBC TV, which showed that more than 53 per cent of the call
centre workers who had been contacted recognised the need for trade unions to represent
their interests. Through the project, the union set up two service centres (UNI-APRO IT
Centres)—one in Hyderabad and the other in Bangalore—headed by experienced union
leaders. Such services centres were later extended to New Delhi, Chennai and Mumbai.
The service centres aimed to establish contact with the call centre professionals, and create
awareness and finally consolidate the network members into a trade union. The strategy
paid off, with the formation of the Union for Information Technology-Enabled Services
Professionals (UNITES) in September 2005.
The UNI-APRO IT Centres continue to offer IT training courses for unemployed youth
and subsequently organise them into the UNITES. The UNI-APRO IT Centres target either
children of union members or those who are socially or economically disadvantaged. In
Bangalore, for example, the Municipal Corporation initially screens potential course participants
to confirm their eligibility (confirm that they indeed are disadvantaged) and then forwards
their applications to the UNITES. Each training batch consists of 15-18 students. The IT
training courses offer two modules relating to hardware and software. The duration of each
module is about six months, with four-hour classes held from Monday to Friday. At the end
of the course, the Bangalore Mahanagar Palika (BMP, Bangalore Municipal Corporation)
conducts an examination and successful candidates receive an authorised certificate, which
is necessary for seeking employment. The UNITES could increase its members substantially
because it has organised a large number of those trained at the IT centres by consolidating
its organisational structure at the state level.
9. The Social Mobilising Model
The social and community mobilising model works to empower workers who are poor and
marginalised through sustainable socio-economic development activities, such as micro-finance
and enterprise development, food security, technical assistance and skills training. The targeted
groups are first determined, then a development activity is designed, and the objectives of
socio-economic development are laid out. The first step is to improve the participation of
beneficiaries with individual and family-oriented programmes. Participation is not meant to
be a passive exercise, driven by welfare assistance and short-term benefits. Rather, it has to
be active participation driven by motivation, long-term benefits and positive social change.
The second step is to sensitise people regarding the available government benefits, HIV
prevention, gender issues and the harm of child labour, and to eventually mobilise them to
find collective solutions at the community level.
The third step is to initiate a long-term community re-development plan, such as
renovating irrigation tanks and the construction of roads, and natural disaster relief
programmes, such as earthquake relief entailing the provision of essential items (food
and water), management of sanitation, children’s education and constructing shelters,
among other things.
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The National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme (NREGP), ushered in by the
NREGA, provides an opportunity to trade unions to make inroads into rural areas by helping
the poor and marginalised to claim their entitlements and form workers’ organisations.
Trade unions can take an external facilitator’s role in ensuring the proper implementation
of the programme, monitoring the payment of state-wide minimum wages, and furthering
community development and poverty alleviation efforts.
VII.

CONCLUSIONS

The impact of globalisation has negatively changed the workplace environment and resulted
in the organisational and representative shrinking of trade unions. The nature of informal
employment poses a formidable challenge for both individual workers and trade unions as
well as for the ILO. Thus, in order to build an enhanced, protective regime for informal
workers, this paper proposes policy interventions in the following five critical areas: an
issuance of letter of employment contract; payment of the minimum wage; promotion of
freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining; enforcement of the labour law;
and extension of social security coverage.
Then, an organising campaign is considered as a fundamental strategy to tackle the
issues of under-employment and of weakened union power and to apply ILO policies,
programmes and instruments to informal workers. It is a process designed to empower
the disadvantaged groups of workers, address their labour protection concerns, provide
better access to education and training, and enable them to exercise their right to collective
bargaining. Trade unions use organising as a tool to recruit new members and to enhance
their organisational strength. It is recognised that organising is a mechanism for expressing
their collective concerns and demands through campaigning and collective bargaining. Thus,
organising should be a shared activity among trade unions, workers and the ILO to achieve
the goals of decent work and social justice within the informal economy.
There is no single formula for organising informal workers. This paper proposes
replicable organising processes—planning, tactics, steps and an incubating period.
Organising methods and strategies vary from workplace to workplace, from industry to
industry, and from union to union. Different unions have experienced and experimented
with various organising practices. This paper recommends several organising showcases
as replicable models, which include cooperatives, study circles, SHGs, welfare support,
hieratical network approaches, friendship houses, skills development, IT training, and
social mobilising. Overall, this paper offers itself as guidance for union leaders, educators
and academics who have an interest in institutionalising informal workers and realising
decent work in the informal economy.
Notes
1.

With a view to reduce wage disparities between states, the Central Government floated the concept of a
national floor level minimum wage and fixed it at Rs.35 per day in 1996 for the first time, based on the
recommendations of the National Commission on Rural Labour (1991) and the Consumer Price Index.
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2.

Section 10 of the Contract Labour Act (1970) permits contract labour arrangements in a number of
processes, such as: i) sweeping, cleaning, dusting and gardening; ii) collection and disposal of garbage
and waste; iii) security, watch and ward; iv) maintenance and repair of plant, machinery and equipment;
v) housekeeping, laundry, canteen and courier; vi) loading and unloading; vii) information technology;
viii) support services in respect of an establishment relating to hospital, educational and training institution,
guest house, club and transport; ix) export-oriented units established in Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and
units exporting more than 75 per cent or more of their production; and xi) construction and maintenance
of buildings, roads and bridges.

3.

The Employees State Insurance (ESI) Scheme embodied in the ESI Act (revised in 2010) provides medical
benefit, sickness benefits, maternity benefits, disablement benefit, dependents’ benefit, funeral expenses,
vocational rehabilitation and unemployment allowance. The total premium under the scheme is 6.5 per
cent of an employee’s wage, with the employee contributing 1.75 per cent and the employer paying 4.75
per cent. Employees earning less than Rs. 70 a day are exempted from paying the contribution. The
Employee Provident Fund embodied by the EPF and Miscellaneous Act (1952) administers provident
funds, the pension fund and a deposit-linked insurance fund. The employees and employer contribute to
the fund at a rate of 12 per cent of the basic wages, dearness allowance and retaining allowance, payable
to employees per month. Dearness allowance includes the cash value of any food concession allowed to
the employee and the retaining allowance means an allowance payable for retaining employees’ services
when the establishment is not working.

4.

The Act mentions that the state government may formulate and notify periodically suitable welfare schemes
for unorganised workers related to the provident fund, employment injury benefit, housing, educational
schemes for children, skills upgrading of workers, funeral assistance, and old age homes. The social
security schemes determined by the Central Government are mandatory, while the schemes by the state
government are not mandatory. If a scheme requires a registered unorganised worker to make a contribution,
the worker shall be eligible for social security benefits only upon payment of such contribution.

5.

The acronyms of the unions cited in Table 2 are: the All India Trade Union Congress (AITUC), founded
in 1920; the Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC), founded in 1947; the Hind Mazdoor Sabha
(HMS), founded in 1948; the United Trade Union Congress (UTUC), founded in 1949; the United Trade
Union Congress-Lenin Sarani [renamed as AIUTUC in 2008], originally founded in 1951; the Bharatiya
Mazdoor Sangh (BMS), founded in 1955; the National Front of Indian Trade Unions-Kolkata (NFITU-Kol),
founded in 1967; the Trade Union Coordination Centre (TUCC), founded in 1970; the Centre of Indian
Trade Unions (CITU), founded in 1970; the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA), founded in
1972; the Labour Progressive Federation, founded in 1980; the All India Central Council of Trade Unions
(AICCTU), founded in 1989; and the National Front of Indian Trade Unions-Dhanbad (NFITU-DHN),
founded in 2006.
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