Building Medical Camps for Mineworkers in India

Background, Proposal and Budget

Jodhpur is the gateway to Thar, the Great Indian Desert. The communities of the Thar Desert in Rajasthan are home to some of India’s most important sandstone and marble mines. The mines are the second largest source of work after agriculture. While official estimates put the number of mineworkers at two hundred thousand, according to unofficial estimates, there are close to around 2 million mineworkers of whom there are no records because a lot of mining is done illegally. The mineworkers live at the mercy of  mine owners and contractors and lead a harsh life of toil, ill health and debt.

According to a team from the National Campaign for Labor Rights, a normal day for a mineworker means 12 hours of work without access to even basic facilities like drinking water or a shaded place to rest in between work. The primitive working conditions in the mine is reflected in the open cast mining. The workers are deposited 300 meter below ground level through cranes and ropes. Every time a mine is blasted, the workers have to huddle together out in the open, taking shelter behind rocks. They are not even provided with the minimum safety gears like boots and helmets, and have to work with their bare hands and feet under temperatures as high as 113 to 116 degrees Fahrenheit. The workers, while cutting the slabs taken out of the mines, are exposed to high levels of silica, which leads to dust born diseases like silicosis and tuberculosis. The combination of injury and ill health results in an average life span of 45 years for the mineworker.

The high rate of injury and ill health forces the mineworkers to borrow from the mine-owners/contractors, leading them into a debt trap and spending their lives in debt. The mineworkers barely earn minimum wages ($2 for 12 hours of hard work) and do not get any compensation for injuries sustained at work. A worker is deprived of wages if he/she is unable to report for work due to sickness and injury. In a survey conducted by GRAVIS, it was found that the mineworkers were heavily indebted to mine owners, as 81% took loans ranging from $120 to $500 from their employers for medical treatment, 

consumption and other purposes. There have been several incidents of children and women working in the mines to pay off family debts.

Most of the mineworkers come from the Dalit (lower caste) community. They have no land to fall back upon or any other livelihood opportunity. While the sandstone mines contribute over $30 million to the state coffers, the mineworkers are left to live in desperate conditions with no basic facility for themselves or their families. There are very few groups or trade unions working to ameliorate the living and work condition of the mineworkers.

Health care has always been a neglected issue among mineworkers.  Because of harsh working conditions and lack of safety equipment, the workers are exposed to high levels of silica, which leads to a number of dust born diseases including silicosis and tuberculosis.

Funding will ensure the building of 15 medical camps in the Jodhpur districts.  Patients will be provided diagnosis and treatment, including low-cost medication. Critically ill patients, who need diagnostic help and hospital care, are referred to health care centers or hospitals outside the area.  Transportation is most often provided.  Additionally, the medical camps will be open to the children of the mineworkers.
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