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Abstract
The lockdown during the first phase of COVID-19 pandemic in India triggered an 
unprecedented humanitarian crisis. Labourers in the informal sector lost their jobs 
overnight and were  stuck at their  work places. The present study examines the 
risk of COVID-19 transmission among stranded migrant labourers and their live-
lihood challenges during   the  lockdown. A telephonic survey was conducted dur-
ing the lockdown of first wave of COVID-19 pandemic to collect information from 
the  stranded migrant labourers. The non-probability snowball sampling technique 
and structured questionnaire were used to draw the sample. Simple frequency dis-
tribution and standard statistical methods were used to accomplish the study objec-
tives. The factors of COVID-19 transmission such as poor housing, co-morbidities, 
poor practice of WASH and COVID-19 precautions were significantly high among 
the  migrant labourers. The lockdown created livelihood crisis among them. For 
instance, ration shortage (86%), financial distress (82%), reduction of wages (13%), 
job loss (86%) and anxiety for COVID-19 infection (81%) were often seen. Many 
of the labourers did not receive any ration kits (30%) and financial assistance (86%) 
during lockdown. The governmental assistance to overcome the stranded migrant 
labourers’ challenges during lockdown was less than desirable. India needs to frame 
a  sustainable and effective policy for social security for labourers, particularly in 
emergency situations.
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1 Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has created not only health disaster but also economic 
devastation globally. Human migration expands the intensity and geographical 
boundary of COVID-19 transmission (Sirkeci and Yucesahin 2020). The govern-
ments across the globe have imposed restrictions on human migration and mobility 
(named COVID-19 lockdown) to break the chain of mass transmission of COVID-
19. The worldwide COVID-19 lockdown enhanced the socio-economic vulnerabil-
ity and health crisis, which has not been seen in the last seventy-five years (United 
Nations 2020). The lockdowns have pushed the economies into a depression, which 
has  resulted in an abnormal fall in GDP globally (Unni 2020). The unstable eco-
nomic situation has introduced unemployment, job trimming, lessening of wage rate 
and overall socio-economic crisis. The degree of socio-economic crisis and unem-
ployment has been typically high in developing countries during the lockdown pos-
sibly due to the presence of high proportion of informal sector labourers and lack of 
programmes and policies related to social security for them (Walter 2020). In 2018, 
81 per cent of the  labourers were engaged in the informal sector in India, without 
social security and quality of living (Unni 2020). A large number of informal sector 
labourers are migrant labourers, who have migrated from rural to urban areas. Most 
of them are originated from socio-economically backward districts of West Bengal, 
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Odisha, Jharkhand and Madhya Pradesh (Keshri and Bhagat 
2013). In India, the lockdown took effect on 24 March 2020 without any prior notice 
and systematic basic arrangements for informal sector labourers and migrants, 
which is the main source of all difficulties among the migrants. Few migrant labour-
ers could able to return to their native place, but large proportions of them were 
stuck at working place during the lockdown (SWAN 2020).

Individuals  faced socio-economic and health crisis due to the unprecedented 
COVID-19 lockdowns (Buheji et al. 2020). The informal sectors labourers’ espe-
cially migrant labourers lost their job overnight and have faced   extreme socio-
economic hardship. The government was   almost silent on the basic issues of 
migrant labourers (economic crisis, food shortage, unemployment, lack of trans-
port facilities and financial and ration relief) during the initial phase of COVID-
19 lockdown. Indian migrant labourers have encountered multiple hardships com-
pared to general people during lockdown (Bhagat et  al. 2020). After the initial 
stage of lockdown, the economic crisis, food shortage and insecure future have 
seen an unusual turn among migrant labourers (Adhikari et al. 2020). The anxiety 
of transmitting the COVID-19 disease and the absence of a caregiver or family 
have boosted the prevalence of mental illness among the migrant labourers dur-
ing lockdown (Choudhari 2020). About one and half month after the  lockdown, 
the government announced special trains (Shramik trains) for stranded migrant 
labourers. However, inadequate special train services have  failed to return all 
migrants to their native places. As a result, millions of labourers were stuck in 
their workplaces without basic facilities. Therefore, a scientific study is needed 
to examine the risk of COVID-19 transmission among stranded migrant labourers 
and challenges to their livelihoods during lockdown.
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2  Review of Literature

2.1  Origin, Destination and Causes of Internal Labour Migration in India

India is among those  countries in the world  that have large internal and interna-
tional migration. According to the  Census 2011, there were  almost 450 million 
internal migrants in India (Registrar General of India 2011), and more than half 
of the total migrants in the country were women (Rajan et al. 2020). Male migra-
tion is primarily driven by employment/work, while most female migration is due 
to marriage (Rajan 2013). Almost 40 million migrant labourers are spread over the 
country estimated by Census 2011 (Registrar General of India 2011). A significant 
number of these migrants work in informal sectors and are engaged in vulnerable 
work (Srivastava and Sutradhar 2016). Most of the labour migrants originate from 
socio-economically backward districts of West Bengal (Malda, Murshidabad, Uttar 
Dinajpur districts, etc.), Bihar (Kisanganj, Gaya, Purnea, Saharsa, Madhubani, etc.), 
Odisha (Kalahandi, Mayurbhanj, Naupara, Nabarangpur, etc.) and others (SWAN 
2020). The prime destinations of migrant labourers are metro cities (Mumbai, Delhi, 
Chennai, Kolkata, Bangalore, etc.) and socio-economically developed states (Ker-
ala, Punjab, Haryana, Tamil Nadu, etc.). The major pull factors of labour migration 
are higher wage rate and job availability at place of destination (Ranjan and Sarkar 
2020). The job insecurity, low wage rate and low per-head agricultural land force 
labour to migrate from their native place (Rajan and Sumeetha 2019). In India, the 
migrants’ remittance significantly contributes to   the  GDP and helps  improve  the 
socio-economic condition of the people at their native place (Mehedintu et al. 2020).

2.2  Issues and Adjustment of Internal Migrant Labourers

One of the important aspects of labour migration is adjustment to working envi-
ronment and socio-cultural norms at the destination place (Uddin and Mohammed 
2021). The concept of adjustment was introduced by Black (1988) to understand 
the subjective and objective adjustments of labourers with their new role at work-
ing place. Both the subjective and objective adjustments measure the worker’s 
well-being (Black 1988). The well-being of labourers is measured by the present 
and future situation, quality of life, social connections and the nature of economic 
insecurity (Reza et al 2019). Both adjustment and well-being concepts were largely 
affected by COVID-19 lockdown. During the present era of demographic transition, 
labour migration significantly modifies the size of population in a region (Skeldon 
2013). In the present globalised world, the role of migration on socio-economic 
development of any community, society and region has highly observed (Castles 
2008). The increasing trend of internal and international migration has been creat-
ing various issues such as left behind’s psychological and health issues (Desai and 
Banerji 2008), threats and risks at the place of destination (Gushulak et al. 2009), 
human smuggling (Kyle and Liang 2001), human trafficking (Avdan 2012), etc. The 
association between COVID-19 mass transmission and migration turned the migra-
tion-related research question into a new domain such as impact of mass migration 



790 The Indian Journal of Labour Economics (2021) 64:787–802

1 3 ISLE

of spread of COVID-19, impact of lockdown on migrants, risk of COVID-19 trans-
mission among migrant labourers and socio-economic vulnerability of migrant 
labour during lockdown.

2.3  Challenges and Copping Strategies of Migrant Labourers During COVID‑19 
Crisis

The Government of India (GoI) announced a complete nationwide lockdown on 24 
March 2020 since the spread of COVID-19. The unplanned lockdown has affected 
migrants negatively, particularly the  marginalized and daily wage-based labour-
ers (Rajan et al. 2020). The informal migrant labourers are most vulnerable during 
COVID-19 crisis due to job loss and job trimming (Bhagat et al. 2020). The govern-
ment had not developed any appropriate strategy for millions of internal and interna-
tional migrant labourers, informal sector labourers and houseless population during 
the first phase of lockdown (Krishnakumar and Rana 2020). Mass reverse labour 
migration flow was observed from metro cities to rural India after running special 
trains for labourers. The Stranded Labourers Action Network (SWAN) found that 
a significant number of stranded labourers faced food shortage, financial crisis and 
social insecurity during lockdown (SWAN 2020).

Millions of stranded migrants were left at their place of destinations with a vul-
nerable condition during the lockdown. Two months after the lockdown, the govern-
ment had taken some initiatives to overcome the issues of migrant labourers. But, 
few studies have focused on the issues of stranded migrant labourers during the first 
two months of lockdown (Adhikari et  al. 2020; SWAN 2020; Rajan et  al. 2020). 
However,   few if any studies have focused on the risk of COVID-19 transmission 
among stranded migrant labourers, their livelihood challenges and access of gov-
ernmental or non-governmental assistance during lockdown in India. Therefore, this 
study is aimed to measure the risk of COVID-19 transmission, basic livelihood chal-
lenges and access of reliefs among stranded migrants during lockdown.

3  Data and Methods

This empirical study is based on the quantitative research approach. The study con-
centrates only on stranded migrant labourers in informal sectors in Mumbai during 
COVID-19 lockdown. In the first stage, one author visited Malda district in West 
Bengal to collect the stranded migrant labourers’ information and phone number of 
those who were stuck in Mumbai during lockdown. The first respondent’s mobile 
number was collected from his household member with the help of local administra-
tive member (Panchayet Pradhan). The authors visited Malda district because pre-
vious studies confirmed a large number of labour migrants originated from Malda 
(Ranjan and Sarkar 2020; SWAN 2020) and a significant number of them were stuck 
in Mumbai during COVID-19 lockdown (The Wire 2020). In the second stage, the 
study adopted non-probability snowball sampling techniques for the purpose of data 
collection through a telephonic survey. A structured interview schedule covering 
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a set of questions about the socio-economic background, risks and challenges of 
stranded migrant labourers is used. The participation of respondents is based purely 
voluntary, and proper consent has been taken before the interview. A total of 350 
stranded migrants were interviewed through telephone. After excluding non-
response, misreporting and partial response (53 respondents), 297 migrants were 
taken to accomplish the study objectives. Simple frequency distribution and graphi-
cal analysis have been done for the univariate and bivariate analyses. The study was 
carried out with the help of STATA 14 and Microsoft office 2010 software.

4  Result

4.1  Background Characteristics of the Stranded Migrant Labourers

Table 1 shows the socio-economic and demographic characteristics of the stranded 
migrant labourers. The majority of migrant labourers are aged 20–39 years (79.5%), 
male (95.3%), and belong to the Hindu religion (61%). This study also found that 
almost one-tenth of the migrant labourers are aged people (40 and more years aged). 
Almost 71% of migrant labourers are married. More than half of the respondents are 
illiterate or primary educated. The majority of the stranded migrant labourers work 
in the construction sector (37%), followed by the industrial sector (30.3%), sewage 
section (17.2%) and transport sector (12.5%). About 30% of the  respondents have 
mentioned that migrant remittance is the primary source of household income. More 
than half of the migrant labourers’ monthly income was less than twenty thousand 
rupees.

4.2  Risk Factors for COVID‑19 Transmission Among Stranded Migrant Labourers

4.2.1  Living Conditions

Table 2 presents the living conditions of the stranded migrant labourers during lock-
down. The majority of stranded migrant labourers were living in an unhealthy envi-
ronments. More than half of the migrant labourers lived in semi-pucca or kutcha 
rooms. Half of them were residing in rooms at the working site provided by employ-
ment authority. More than six persons slept   in a single room (64%). Almost 13% 
of migrant labourers were living in rooms without electrical facilities. One-third of 
the  migrant labourers did not have access to improved sanitation facilities. Many 
migrant labourers used unclean cooking fuel (33.7%) and had no separate kitchen 
(90.9%). 

4.2.2  Morbidity Prevalence and Patterns

Figure 1 displays the major health problems faced by the stranded migrant labourers 
during the COVID-19 lockdown. The prevalence of fever/cough (25%) was high, 
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followed by other health issues (20%) and breathing problems (13%). Almost 40% 
of respondents reported that they were not affected by any health issues during the 
lockdown. Figure 2 shows that multi-morbidity was significant among aged labour-
ers (aged 40–49 years). The breathing problem and cough/fever were significantly 
high among them. The prevalence of any diseases was found low among young adult 
migrant labourers (46%).  

4.2.3  Status of Maintaining COVID‑19 Precautions

The World Health Organization has recommended some simple COVID-19 pre-
cautions such as social distancing, wearing masks and using sanitizers. Figure 3 
shows the percentage of labourers who maintained COVID-19 precautions during 
lockdown. A substantial proportion of respondents (74%) were usually not using 
hand sanitizers. Nearly 62% of the respondents were usually not wearing masks. 
Only one-tenth of them were using masks regularly to protect them from COVID-
19. Using masks and sanitizers were reported to be  expensive for the  margin-
alized groups and daily wage earner migrant workers. Almost 51% of stranded 
labourers were not maintaining social distancing.

Table 2  Living conditions of the stranded migrant labourers during the lockdown

Source: Authors’ Field Survey (2020)

Background characteristics Per cent distribu-
tion

Background characteristics Per cent 
distribu-
tion

Housing characteristics Type of the living room
 Houseless 0.7  Own 0.0
 Kutcha 25.0  Rented 47.6
 Pucca 18.7  Company provided 51.7
 Semi-pucca 55.6  Houseless 0.7

Sleeping room density Place of cooking
 Low (≥ 3 parsons) 3.4  In separate room 3.4
 Moderate (4–5 parsons) 32.7  In living room 90.9
 High (≥ 6 parsons) 64.0  Outdoor 5.7

Electricity Cooking fuel
 Yes 86.5  Clean 33.7
 No 13.5  Unclean 66.3

Source of drinking water Sanitation facilities
 Unimproved source 2.4  No facilities 5.7
 Public tap 70.0  Unimproved 26.9
 Tube well 10.8  Improved 3.4
 Other improved source 16.8  Improved with share 64
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4.3  Livelihood Challenges of Stranded Migrant Labourers

4.3.1  Ration Shortage and Financial Crisis

Figure 4 shows the percentage of labourers was faced ration shortage and finan-
cial crisis during the lockdown. This figure displayed that 54% of labourers faced 

Source: Authors’ Field Survey (2020)
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Fig. 3  Percentage of stranded migrant labourers who maintained COVID-19 precautions
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acute ration shortage during the nationwide lockdown. However, 33% of labour-
ers reported that they were sometimes faced ration shortages. Simultaneously, 
only 14% of the labourers did not face any kind of ration shortage. A significant 
number of them experienced financial crisis severely (59%), followed by some-
times (22%) during the COVID-19 lockdown. However, almost 18% of them 
responded that they were not experienced the financial crisis during the COVID-
19 lockdown.

4.3.2  Wages

Figure  5 shows the percentage of labourers who were receiving wages during 
the lockdown. Almost 86% of labourers did not get any wages during lockdown. 
Only 14% of labourers received wages from their employer. Among them, 13% 
received wages, which was partial payment. Only 1% of labourers received full 
payment of wages.

4.3.3  Anxiety About COVID‑19 Transmission

Figure  6 shows the percentage of labourers who were feeling anxiety about 
COVID-19 infection during the  lockdown. The majority of stranded labourers 
(57%) were feeling anxiety always, followed by 31% of them felt anxiety some-
times during lockdown. About 12% of respondents said that they were not anx-
ious about COVID-19 infection.

4.3.4  Migrant Workers’ Opinion About the Impact of COVID‑19 Lockdown on Quality 
of Life

The effect of COVID-19 lockdown was negatively associated with migrant work-
ers’ quality of life as given in Table  3. Most migrant workers responded that their 

Source: Authors’ Field Survey (2020)
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food intake capacity, income, savings and employment opportunity have significantly 
reduced due to lockdown. Almost 88% of labourers expressed that their daily food 
intake was affected due to the lockdown. More than 90% of labourers expressed that 
their income, savings and employment opportunity were reduced and livelihood vul-
nerability was increased due to the lockdown.

4.4  Access to Ration and Financial Relief

Figure 7 presents the percentage of labourers who received ration kits and financial 
aid during lockdown. A significant proportion of labourers did not get any ration 

Source: Authors’ Field Survey (2020)
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kit (31%) and financial aid (86%) during the lockdown crisis. Most of the labour-
ers received ration kits from NGOs (60%), followed by governmental organisations 
(9%). Similarly, 12% of labourers received financial aid from NGOs, followed by 
governmental organisation (2%).

5  Discussion

The present study has focused on the burning issues of stranded migrant labourers 
during COVID-19 lockdown in India. Firstly, the study has examined the risk fac-
tors for COVID-19 transmission among the labourers. The risk factors such as living 
conditions (room density and WASH practice), co-morbidity and precautions (social 
distance, using sanitizer and using mask), have been included in the study to assess 
the transmission of COVID-19 infection. Secondly, the livelihood challenges such 
as ration shortage, financial crisis, unpaid wages and perception about the impact 
of lockdown on daily life have been used to assess the livelihood vulnerability. And 
finally, the access of governmental and non-governmental assistance (ration and 
financial assistance) during the COVID-19 crisis has been analysed.

The risk factors for COVID-19 transmission were significantly high among 
stranded labourers during the lockdown. For instance, the extreme poor housing 
conditions and precautions were found among them, which might increase the risk 
of COVID-19 transmission. The precautions, especially wearing mask and using 
sanitizers is expensive for the stranded labourers. The poor lifestyle and housing are 

Table 3  Labourers’ perception about the impacts of lockdown on their livelihood

Source: Authors’ Field Survey (2020)

Perception about impact of lockdown Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Daily food intake has reduced 70.4 17.5 11.1 0.7 0.3
Income has reduced 84.2 8.1 5.1 1.7 1.0
Saving has reduced 71.4 19.2 6.7 2.0 0.7
Livelihood vulnerability increased 88.6 6.1 3.0 2.0 0.3
Employment opportunity has reduced 73.7 21.5 3.4 0.3 1.0

Source: Authors’ Field Survey (2020)
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Fig. 7  Percentages of labourers who received ration kit and financial aid
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the main reasons for the mass spread of infectious diseases among them, which was 
suggested by previous researchers (Castelli and Sulis 2017). Most of them are living 
in the poor housing condition with high room density in the metro cities of India, 
which was found in previous studies (Gupta and Kumar 2007). This underdevel-
oped living condition was also the challenging issue to follow the WHO guidelines 
precautions to contain the COVID-19 spreading such as social distancing, hygienic 
WASH practice and home isolation.

A significant share of old-aged migrant and the multi-morbid labourers were 
stuck during lockdown, who are also more likely to be infected with the COVID-
19 virus. The existence of low immunity and co-morbidities among aged persons 
(Kulkarni et al. 2014) have more risk to COVID-19 infection (Liu et al., 2020). The 
presence of significant co-morbidities has  been found in the present study. Previ-
ous studies also suggested that a large proportion of informal sector labours have 
suffered from different communicable and non-communicable diseases (Ahmad 
and Aggarwal, 2017). The presence of co-morbidities also increases the chances 
of COVID-19 infection among labourers. The poor living conditions and co-mor-
bidities  have increased the chances of being infected with COVID-19 virus and 
increased the demand for health care services.

The lockdown has created the sudden job loss, food shortage and economic dis-
tress. Similar findings have also documented in previous studies in different contexts 
(Choudhury et  al. 2020; Adhikari et  al. 2020). A significant number of stranded 
labourers were working without or partial payment, which indicates the violation of 
labourers’ fundamental right. During the lockdown, workers were deprived of their 
basic rights and were driven into poverty (Choudhury et al. 2020). During this tragic 
situation, various organizations have helped in the distribution of rations and finan-
cially, which is commendable (Suresh et al. 2020). The present study suggests that 
a negligible number of stranded labourers received governmental assistance during 
lockdown, which highlightes the failure of the government (The Scroll 2020). The 
complexity of the public distribution system (PDS) is responsible for poor access of 
the governmental ration relief among the stranded labourers during the  lockdown. 
The government’s inadequate effort on the issues of stranded labourers has  exac-
erbated the chaotic situation among them. In such a situation, many people try 
to return home on foot and even die in accident. There are also cases of stranded 
migrants who committed suicide and died due to starvation (Aman et  al. 2020). 
Most of the stranded migrant labourers were anxious about COVID-19 infection 
during the lockdown; a similar result was also found in previous research (Kumar 
et al. 2020). Anxiety about COVID-19 infection is one of the causes of suicide dur-
ing lockdown, but government’s effort for mental health  like telephonic mental 
counselling service for stranded migrants was almost negligible.

The inadequate information about number and location of stranded migrants 
(Sengupta and Jha 2020) is another reason of poor coverage of governmental assis-
tance (The Hindu 2020). About two months after the lockdown, the government took 
some initiatives that were insufficient. Firstly, government launched “Shramik Setu 
portal and app” to provide different information-related welfare schemes and online 
application facilities to migrant labourers to avail the benefits (The Print 2020). The 
present study found that most of the migrant labourers were illiterate. Therefore, 
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high illiteracy among the migrants critiques the potential benefits of “Shramik Setu 
portal and app”, and they question how they use this app if most were illiterate. 
Secondly, the Government of India announced full subsidised ration and cooking 
fuel for poor people, insurance for frontline health workers, and transfer cash to con-
struction labourers (The Economic Times, 2020a, 2020b). However, this announce-
ment did not cover stranded migrant labourers. Thirdly, the Union Home Ministry 
announced to arrange over 2600 “Shramik” special trains (since May 1) for trans-
portation of stranded migrant labourers (Ghosh and Sarkar 2020), but the arrange-
ment and number of trains were insufficient. Many labourers are unable  to arrange 
travel tickets due to insufficient number of train services and expensive ticket. 
Fourthly, the Garib Kalyan Rozgar Abhiyaan (GKRA scheme)  was implemented 
by the government to create jobs for return migrants in 116 districts of selected six 
states (Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Jharkhand and Odisha) on 
a mission mode (The Economic Times 2020c). However, the rest of the deprived 
districts missed from this scheme, which  raised question on governmental deci-
sion. Fifthly, the ministry of labour and employment department envisaged to set 
“National Database” for informal sector labourers and provide them universal social 
security coverage, which will help keep track of migrants (Ministry of Labour and 
Employment 2014). But, during lockdown the collection of such type of data will be 
impossible. In such circumstances, stranded migrant labourers have been distressed 
in two ways, viz. protect themselves from a lethal virus and fight for survival due to 
loss of income during this pandemic (Srivastava 2020). The United Nations said the 
government should follow the Supreme Court judgement to ensure the well-being of 
millions of internal migrant labourers (United Nations Human Rights 2020).

6  Conclusion

The risk of COVID-19 virus transmission among migrant labourers has been  sig-
nificantly high due to their deprived socio-economic and housing conditions, poor 
practice of COVID-19 precautions and high prevalence of co-morbidities. The lock-
down has negatively impacted their lives and livelihood. During this crisis period, 
some non-governmental organisations have taken initiatives to provide ration kits 
and financial assistance. The access of governmental assistance has been less than 
desirable. The government failed to provide basic need of stranded migrants such as 
food, shelter, financial support as well as social security. Undoubtedly, the havoc on 
migrant labourers has been due to inefficient government policies and programmes 
on crisis management in general and stranded migrants in particular. In addition, 
the government does not have data on place of origin, place of destination, socio-
economic and demographic status, etc. In this background, the government needs to 
maintain a database for the migrations for the social security benefits. Importantly, 
the government needs sustainable and effective policy for the migrant labourers, 
which will ensure the supply of rations, economic support, employment opportuni-
ties and mobile health services.
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