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All-round offensive of the capital against the labour and people at large in the current phase of 
globalization forced the labour movements and peasant movements and other people’s movements 
to go on defensive. It resulted in an overall downfall in the labour movement and other people’s 
movements. The working class movements were largely defeated and got scattered and could not 
stop the wheals of corporate led globalization; however it never left the battle fields, challenged at 
each and every step of the capital’s attack on labour and people at large. Step by step the working 
class movements also developed its understanding of the new conditions created by the new global 
politico-economic regime and developed a realization for reorienting and reorganizing itself to build 
a new democratic working class movement. When old forces, old organizations, old strategies and 
old movements became irrelevant new forces, new organizations, new strategies and new 
movements started emerging. The nature of discourse that has started on various issues relating to 
reorienting and reorganizing the labour movement and the nature of labour movements and 
people’s movements that have emerged in last few decades reflects clearly on the resurgence of the 
working class movement, however, both the nature of discourses and the nature of movements also 
clearly indicate that the movement is still in a transition period,  still scattered both conceptually and 
physically and it has still long way to go in consolidating itself to emerge as a strong unified political 
force.  

In recent decades, large number of movements emerged including various types of environmental 
movements, dalit movements, women movements, tribal movements, fish workers’ movement 
peasant movements, and various rural and industrial labour movements etc. However, the 
resurgence of the working class was most prominently reflected in three trend setting movements-
rural workers’ movements on the issue of land acquisitions, industrial labour movements on the 
issue of unionization, and rural labour movements around the issues of national rural employment 
guarantee scheme (NREGA). Therefore, we can discuss here these three movements in little detail. 

1. Rural workers’ movement on the issue of land acquisitions 
 

Globalization and liberalization is characterized as the most aggressive phase of capitalist expansion 
and it is prominently visible in mass destruction of livelihoods and large scale displacement of the 
people, resulted by large scale land acquisitions for industries, infrastructure projects and 
urbanization. Net sown area in agriculture fell down from 143 million ha to 140.9 million ha from 



1990-91 to 2003-04 and net irrigated area decreased from 57.1 million ha to 55.1 million ha from 1990-91 
to 2003-04. And actually historic land acquisition drive started after this period with special economic zones 
act 2005 and rules 2006 became effective. Already approved special economic zones alone are displacing 
about one million people. There are many more special economic zones in the pipe line and therefore the 
total impact will be alarming. In additions many more mining and other large scale industrial projects like 
power plants, nuclear plants, steel plants etc are coming in various states and they are also acquiring huge 
amount of land. Moreover, the new manufacturing policy and the proposal for establishing large numbers of 
new manufacturing industrial zones (NMIZs) to boost manufacturing has already been cleared and the 
process has started. These NMIZs will also be acquiring huge amount of lands in various states.  

It is in this context we can understand the importance of the country wide rural workers movements against 
land acquisitions that emerged in recent decades. 

The movements against the land acquisitions in the recent decades were strongest in 
the West Bengal and Orissa. In West Bengal the Singur and Nandigram movements 
faced continuous repression and got radicalized. Lastly, these movements were 
successful in throwing away the SEZs from their area. Tata’s Nano project was later 
shifted not only from Singur but also from the state of West Bengal. Salim group SEZ 
was shifted from Nandigram to Nayachar area. This SEZ was proposed to come up in 
an area of 14000 acres affecting 40000 people from 29 villages out of which 27 
villages were in Nandigram. All political and social forces from extreme left Maoists 
to more moderate Trinmool Congress came on a common front to form Bhumi 
Uchhed Pratirodh Committee (BUPC), which led the farmers movement in 
Nandigram. A strong people’s movement, specially the tribal’s movement emerged 
against the land acquisition for Zindal Steel SEZ in Jhargham of West Midnapore 
district. This SEZ was acquiring 5000 acres of land affecting huge tribal population. 
Actually, large portion of the land acquired was forest and the land bank specially 
meant for distribution among the landless tribal. The movement resembled a popular 
tribal uprising. It is worth mentioning that these movements in West Bengal had an 
overall impact on the polity and society, as if it started a new phase in many regards. 
There are new movements in literature and culture linked with these people’s 
movements. There is an upsurge in new documentary films, new songs, new plays and 
new poems in Bangla, all around these movements. It will not be an exasperation to 
say that it was the force of these movements that toppled down the left front 
government and made it easier for Mamata Banergy and her Trinmool Congress to 
emerge as ruling party in West Bengal. 

Orissa is another important flashpoint of the movement against land acquisitions. The 
movement against POSCO SEZ acquiring 4000 acres of land and displacing about 



3350 families to establish a steel plant and a port in Jagatsinghpur district also 
emerged like a popular rural uprising with major force being tribals. The movement 
against POSCO SEZ organized under the banner of POSCO Pratirodh Sangram 
Samiti soon took a radical shape and forcefully opposed the land acquisition and 
forest clearance. The movement faced continuous repression by the state and non-
state forces but grew stronger and also received support from broader intelligentsia 
and other people’s movements of the country. Recently, a number of peoples’ 
movements against land acquisition emerged in Orissa including the movement 
against land acquisition for GMR power project in Talcher region, the movement 
against land acquisition for Jindal steel and power limited in Angul region etc. Many 
movements are still going on and they are facing unimaginable repression from both 
state and non-state forces. There are efforts to develop co-ordination among various 
movements to for a common platform of all the movements against land acquisitions 
in the state. 

Strong movements against land acquisitions also emerged in Maharashtra and Goa, 
Andhra Pradesh, Tamilnadu, Karnataka, Gujarat, Punjab, Haryana, and Uttar Pradesh 
etc. In Maharashtra, the centers of the movements were Raigad and Pune districts that 
are the home of many SEZs. Anti SEZ movements in Goa were successful in 
compelling the government to declare that there will be no more SEZs in Goa. Strong 
movement emerged in the leadership of Bhartiya Kishan Union against DLF SEZ in 
Amritsar, Punjab. In Haryana, the movement against land acquisition challenged a 
multiproduct SEZ of Reliance Ventures Ltd and the HSIIDC covering over 25,000 
acres of land in Gurgaon and Jhajjar in the leadership of Haryana Kisan Mazdoor 
Bhoomi Bachao Sangharsh Samiti. A strong movement emerged in Uttar Pradesh 
challenging the land acquisition in Dadri, near Noida region for a huge power project 
of Reliance Company. In Tamil Nadu, a movement emerged against SEZ land 
acquisition in Cheyyar taluk of Theruvanamalai district. In Gujarat a movement 
emerged against against Mundra Port and SEZ Ltd. In Karnataka, the movement 
against land acquisition for Mangalore SEZ was the major flash point. The movement 
against land acquisition in Andhra Pradesh was also one of the strongest after West 
Bengal and Orissa. The land acquisition for SEZs in Andhra Pradesh is not only 
displacing exceptionally large number of people but also creating a serious livelihood 
crisis in terms of acquiring huge amount of land from the area known as rice bowl of 
India, affecting the fishing activities in areas from where huge amount of fish was 



exported. Major flash points of movements against land acquisitions in Andhra 
Pradesh were Kakinada and Mehboobnagar districts. 

The movements against land acquisitions emerged in almost all major states and 
appeared as a resurgence of rural workers’ movement in India. However, they largely 
remained scattered and could not emerge as an integrated all India movement. There 
were some efforts to form a national platform of these movements; however, all such 
attempts largely failed. Some minimum level of coordination was developed among 
the movements within particular states, however, the integration in the movements 
could not be achieved even at state level. The communication technology was used 
successfully to interlink all the movements and publicizing day to day developments in 
the movements, but the movements remained as separate identities and not a united 
force.  

It is not possible here to explore this issue in full detail due to lack of documented 
information on these issues. However, we can briefly indicate on some of the factors 
behind it at least in few cases. There were mainly three factors responsible for this: 

• These movements largely emerged as localized spontaneous movements in the 
leadership of the local people, largely articulating the issues as local and not 
able to articulate it as a larger economic and political issue and therefore not 
able to understand the importance of building a national level political 
movement on this issue. In many cases a large number of intellectuals came in 
support of these movements and they tried to help the local movements in 
articulating it as broader economic and political issue, but they largely remained 
as outsiders for the movements. Therefore, on the one hand, the local 
movements kept on addressing the issues as local and putting all emphasis on 
local struggles and on the other hand, the intellectuals kept on emphasizing on 
its broader economic and political aspects and these two sections actually never 
became one. The degree of difference in the situations depended on the level 
of involvement of political forces in these movements. For example, the active 
involvement of various social and political forces in the West Bengal 
movements gave it a different character and helped it in emerging as a political 
movement rather than localized movement on a local issue; and therefore the 
impact of this movement was also wider and more political. 

• There were differences in socio-economic conditions of various states and 
various regions where these movements originated, and therefore there were 



also variations in social classes that were leading these movements, and 
therefore nature of the movements was also different in different states and 
regions. For example, we can discuss here the case of West Bengal where the 
movement is strongest and Tamil Nadu where the movement is weakest. In 
West Bengal, there are two distinct positive factors, unparalleled to any other 
state. One is the political situation-the political consciousness of the people and 
presence of political and social forces well routed in the rural Bengal. These 
forces were successful in forming a united front and launching a strong 
campaign at state level. The second factor is even more important. The land 
reforms implemented in West Bengal are regarded as an exceptional case to the 
general lack of land reform progress in India. West Bengal comprising only 
3.3% of India’s arable land, accounted for 20% of all ceiling-surplus land 
redistributed in India and 46% of the all recipients of such land in India. More 
over, the tenancy reform-Operation Barga,in West Bengal is often cited as the 
most effective in India. Till September 1999, 1.49 million bargadars were 
recorded on a total of 1.1 million acres, representing about 20% of agricultural 
households and 8% of net area cultivated. West Bengal also transferred 
ownership of homestead land to landless agricultural laborers, bargadars, and 
artisans. Till September 1999, nearly 296,000 households were benefited by 
receiving such homestead plots. These factors also contributed positively to 
agricultural production and poverty alleviation. While the average annual rate of 
growth of food grain production for all the major states from 1980/1981 to 
1998/1999 were 2.5%, the corresponding rate of growth for West Bengal was 
highest at 4.2%. The real wages for agricultural laborers also increased sharply 
(Tim Hanstad and Jennifer Brown 2001). In these situations when the agriculture is 
overall progressing and generating hope rather than deteriorating and 
generating pessimism, the peasants are not ready to sell the fertile and irrigated 
lands at any cost. Since the agricultural in West Bengal provides more 
employment to agriculture labourers, it is difficult here for the state and the 
corporate to isolate them from the movement and win them in favour of the 
SEZs. Caste oppression in West Bengal is also not of the nature as it is in 
Northern and Sothern states. On the other hand, in Tamil Nadu we encounter 
with a different situation. “The Tamilnadu rural economy is strikingly unequal. 
The state has the largest proportion of population that do not own land other 
than homestead land or cultivate on homestead land. In 2003-04, 55.43 percent 



households fell in to this category (Rawal 2008). This proportion is much 
higher than all India average of roughly 31 percent. The proportion of 
agricultural labourers too has registered a substantial increase in Tamil Nadu 
though almost 40 percent of the rural male workforce in Tamil Nadu is 
employed in non-agricultural employment. After Kerala, Tamilnadu has the 
smallest share of employment in agriculture. TN is infact the only state that has 
a negative growth of employment in agriculture since the second half of the 
1990s (Ramaswamy 2007). Higher level of diversification of the rural economy 
away from agriculture and proletarianisation with in the agriculture sector are 
therefore the two distinguishing characteristics of the transformation of the 
workforce in rural TN” (Nagraj 2006). More over, “the agriculture income has 
declined over the period 1993-94 to 1999-2000 from 24.82% to 18.16% and 
further to 13.3 % of the total domestic product in 2005-06, the lowest in the 
country after Kerala. Returns to farming have consistently declined. In fact, in 
2002-03, the average income for farmer households from cultivation (Rs 7908) 
was lower than the amount spent on cultivation (Rs 8597) (Narayana Moorthy 
2006). 5 percent of the TN rural households are indebted which is next to only 
Andhra Pradesh” (Vijay Bhaskar, M 2010). These differences in socio-economic conditions in 
two states provide enough explanation for why the movement against land acquisitions in West 
Bengal is strongest and in Tamilnadu it is weakest.  

• Any social movement is built on the commonality of interests of majority 
population against the proposed/implemented policies, plans and programs. 
Many times the commonality of interests is not so apparent and it needs to be 
articulated properly and propagated widely to make it apparent and conceivable 
for the broader public. Here starts an ideological and political war between the 
two forces and two policies opposed to each other to win over the decisive 
support of the people in one’s favour. As for as the state is concerned, it is 
successful if it is able to divide the people and win the support of one section 
of the population, however, the movement against these policies can achieve 
the success only if it is able to unite the majority of the population against these 
policies. There is an ongoing political and ideological war between the 
Corporate and the state promoting SEZ based development strategies on the 
one hand and people’s forces opposing it on the other. We can say that 
currently, the state and the corporate are largely successful in this political and 
ideological war and therefore also successful in putting the movements in 
isolation 



 
 

2. Rural labour movements around the issues of NREGA 
 

We have already discussed the background of the agriculture labour movement in India and the 
scope that emerged for the revival of the rural labour movement with the implementation of the 
national rural employment guarantee scheme (NREGA). 

NRGEGA is implemented at village level and as it is well established that large numbers of protests 
in rural areas go unreported. Also because of the nature of protests, many times in the form of non-
cooperation- not reporting for work, and due to short duration of protests etc. they are rarely 
reported in news papers and magazines; and there is no other process of documenting such 
incidences. However, the rural activists report exceptionally higher number of spontaneous 
protests/movements mainly around the issues of not providing work and not paying wages in time. 
It is these spontaneous protests that compelled many trade unions and other social and political 
forces to understand the importance of organizing the rural workers around the issues of NREGA. 
Large numbers of rural labour movements still remain spontaneous but gradually many trade unions 
and social and political organization systematically started organizing them in various states and 
regions. Such issues also emerged, whether NREGA workers’ organizations can be registered as 
trade unions or not?  

The registrar of trade unions in Rajasthan refused permission to NREGA workers to form a trade 
union, on the grounds that they do not qualify as workmen. Therefore, NREGA workers’ 
organization Majdoor Kisan Sangharsh Samiti was denied registration under trade union act. 
However, trade union of NREGA workers in Chittoor, Andhra Pradesh was registered at zonal level 
under the same trade union act. Similarly, in Karnataka, a NREGA workers union- Gram Kooli 
Karmikara Sanghatane was registered at zonal level, however, permission to set up a state-level 
union was denied. On the other hand, the political forces that were already working among the 
agriculture labour and had already established separate agriculture labour unions at national level had 
started organizing the NREGA workers under the same banner, for example, Bhartiya Khet 
Mazdoor Union-BKMU, affiliated to Communist party of India, All India Agriculture Workers 
Union-AIAWU, affiliated to Communist Party of India-Marxist, and  All India Agriculture Labour 
Association-AIALA, affiliated to Communist Party of India-ML-Liberation. There are also some 
other trade unions like New Trade union Initiative using the same strategy of organizing NREGA 
workers merely by affiliating them to the existing trade union. However, large numbers of 
independent organizations of NREGA workers are still facing the problems in registering their 
organizations under trade unions act at zonal as well as at state level.1  

                                                            
1 Rajasthan refuses to recognise NREGA workers' union; http://business.rediff.com/report/2010/sep/30/rajasthan-

refuses-to-recognise-nrega-workers-union.htm  



Unionization of NREGA workers is strongest in Kerala for historical regions. Agriculture labour 
movement was historically strong in Kerala and with Agriculture Workers Act coming in to force in 
1974, the movement was further strengthened. It is interesting to note that in almost all the 14 
districts of Kerala2, the trade unions of rural workers are being formed and rural labour movement 
has emerged with a new dynamics around the issues of employment guarantee under NREGA. The 
Kerala rural labour movement is now demanding higher wages and more guaranteed days of work 
every year, providing uniform and safety equipment, and reducing working hours.3 Many central 
trade unions like Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC) affiliated to the Indian National 
congress ruling party in the central government, CITU, affiliated to CPI (M), Bhartiya Khet 
Mazdoor Union affiliated CPI has a long presence in the agriculture labour movement in Kerala and 
they are now at the forfronts in organizing the rural workers around the issues of employment and 
wages under NREGA.  Seven district units of Grameena Tozhilurappu Tozhilali Congress (Rural 
Employment Guarantee Workers Congress) with a total of about 50,000 members have been 
registered with the Registrar of Trade Unions. These unions have also been affiliated with the Indian 
National Trade Union Congress (INTUC).4 

In many other states also, the movement of rural workers is gradually gaining strength.  In Andhra 
Pradesh also rural workers organizations and NREGA unions are formed in various regions, and 
after a long struggle 101 workers in Medak district were able to compel the government in 2012 to 
pay unemployment allowance to the tune of Rs 2 lakh for having been denied work under NREGA. 
This was one of the major successes of the NREGA workers movement.5  

NREGA workers’ unions in Punjab are raising the issues of widespread corruption and poor 
working conditions. They are also demanding for drinking water and medical facilities at the work 
places and a long lunch break in summers because the temperatures many times cross 40 degrees. 
The unions organized a protest demonstration in Delhi in March 2011. Thousands of women and 
men from Punjab poured into the capital on trains and buses, and participated in the demonstration. 
The rural labour movement is day by day strengthening in Punjab.  

In Rajasthan Majdoor Kisan Sangharsh Samiti an organization floated by Mazdoor Kisan Shakti 
Sanghatan led by Aruna Rai has emerged as a strong organization in some regions. The organization 
organized a sit in protest for about 47 days in March 2012 under the Mazdoor Haq Yatra and along 
with raising issues of corruption demanded linking the Minimum wages to Price Inflation, and an 
increase in minimum wages to Rs. 200 per day.  The Rajasthan government lastly accepted that it 

                                                            
2 Now, NREGA gets a taste of uniongiri; http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2010-02-

18/news/27603487_1_trade-unions-job-guarantee-scheme-intuc  
3 NREGA workers seek uniforms, less working hours; http://expressbuzz.com/topic/nrega-workers-seek-uniforms-
less-working-hours/369722.html  

4 Now, NREGA gets a taste of uniongiri; http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2010-02-
18/news/27603487_1_trade-unions-job-guarantee-scheme-intuc  
5 101 NREGA workers win compensation; http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2012-02-
17/hyderabad/31070824_1_unemployment-allowance-mgnrega-nrega-workers 



would index the payment for work under the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act to the rate 
of inflation.6  The organization claimed that Rajasthan Government agreed to its demands and 
assured in writing, to index minimum wage with inflation, set up the mechanism to give NREGA 
workers compensation for late payments, the Collector of the Gudliya village (Tonk district, 
Rajasthan will take action by Nov 30 on the complaint against payment of Rs 1 per day to 99 
workers for eleven days of work, to register NREGA Workers’ Union on appeal against refusal 
order, to properly implement the NREGA piece-rate payment system to ensure that payments are 
made in groups of five based on proper daily measurements, and immediately discontinue the 
practice of making average wage payments.7  

In Gujarat also many NREGA workers unions have emerged.  The unions are fighting hard to 
ensure that the work under NREGA starts with application from NREGA workers so that if 
employment is denied for 100 days, they are able to claim unemployment compensation. Disha is 
one of the organizations that has started organizing the rural workers in NREGA unions. The 
Gujarat Agriculture Labour Union an affiliate of international union of food workers are another 
major force engaged in organizing the NREGA workers.  Gujarat Agriculture Labour Union 
(GALU) have organised a sister union specifically for workers in NREGA projects. The union 
organized various campaigns and rallies on various demands relating to proper implementation of 
NREGA in terms of providing the jobs and payment of wages and unemployment compensation.8 

In Maharashtra, there are several initiatives organizing the NREGA workers including the central 
trade unions. CITU affiliated All India Agriculture Workers Union (AIAWU) is one of the forces 
engaged in organizing the NREGA workers. AIAWU launched a mass agitation, demonstration and 
rallies in Aurangabad on issues related to effective implementation of job guarantee, payment of 
wages and payment of unemployment compensation, along with raising the issues of gram rojgar 
sevaks that are responsible for implementation of NREGA at ground but are appointed on contract 
basis.  

BKMU affiliated to AITUC and Communist party of India, AIAWU affiliated to CITU and 
Communist Party of India (Marxist) have strong presence in rural labour movement in many states 
of India including West Bengal, Manipur, Chhattisgarh, Andhra Pradesh, Pudducherry, Tamil Nadu, 
Kerala, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and Punjab etc. BKMU initiated many 
important rural labour struggles in various regions on various issues including land rights and the 
NREGA related issues both at local levels and state level, and also organized rallies, protest 
demonstrations at national level in Delhi. The left front forces play an important role in raising the 

                                                            
6 Rajasthan agrees to NREGA workers' demand; http://www.business-standard.com/india/news/rajasthan-agrees-to-

nrega-workers-demand/415258/  
7 Govt Agrees NREGA Workers Get Wages @ 1948 Act; http://newswing.com/node/66 

8 Gujarat agriculture workers union campaigns for proper implementation of India’s right to work; 
http://asianfoodworker.net/?p=419 



rural labour issues at national level, by way of organizing joint rallies and protest demonstrations at 
national level and also by way of parliamentary processes. All India Agriculture labour Association 
affiliated to Communist party of India-ML-Liberation has also a strong presence in rural labour 
movement in few states most importantly Bihar.  

It is interesting to note that along with unions of NREGA workers, trade unions of NREGA 
employees have also emerged in large numbers in almost all major states and the state level and 
national level NREGA employees unions are also emerging. These employees all over India are 
appointed on contract basis and for the purpose of wages and working conditions they are not 
treated as government employees and therefore they are facing serious problems in this regard. The 
movement of these NREGA employees are also taking a radical shape. In some states they went on 
strike for their demands. In state of Uttarakhand, after a long movement when their demands were 
not met, three members of Uttarakhand MNREGS Contract Employees Union climbed atop on 
BSNL tower near Vidhan Sabha in Dehradun on SEPTEMBER 22, 2011.  They refused to come 
down unless and until the State Government releases a Government Order addressing their pending 
demands.9  On September 30, 2011, more than 100 members of MNREGS Contract Employees 
Union tried to break the police barricade out side the Vidhan Sabha, police arrested and sent them 
to Jail.10 Several demonstrations were organized by NREGA contract employees in Punjab, 
Rajasthan and Delhi also. 

In NREGA, the women form the majority of the workforce and therefore some women 
organizations are also taking initiative to organize and support the NREGA workers movements. 
This was reflected in a rally and public hearing organized by National Federation of Indian Women 
(NFIW) in Delhi on December 10, 2011, the International Human Rights Day. The demands put 
forward in the rally included reinstating minimum wages for NREGA workers, increasing the 
number of working days from 100 to 200, adopting urban employment guarantee act, universalizing 
the mechanisms for payment of compensation for delays in payment of wages along with automatic 
payment of interest and ensuring transparency and accountability in NREGA schemes.11 

With the growing movement of rural workers against corruption and for ensuring benefits provided 
under the employment guarantee scheme, the cases of repression of local activists are also 
increasingly coming in light.  National daily reported several deaths of rural activists in last few years 
that were linked with the NREGA workers’ struggles.  In December 2011, in Bokaro, Jharkhand, a 
50-year-old labourer, Subal Mahato, was allegedly beaten to death by his employer for demanding 
revised wages in accordance with the NREGA. He was one of the nine workers hired to dig a well, 
and the project, sanctioned for 2010-11, was undertaken by a resident of the same village. The 
                                                            
9 NREGA workers mount BSNL tower in State capital; http://www.dailypioneer.com/state-editions/dehradun/8342-
nrega-workers-mount-bsnl-tower-in-state-capital.html 

10 NREGA workers resume protests, arrested; http://www.dailypioneer.com/state-editions/dehradun/10065-nrega-
workers-resume-protests-arrested.html  
11 Reinstate Minimum Wages for NREGA Workers: NFIW;  http://www.newageweekly.com/2011/12/reinstate-
minimum-wages-for-nrega.html 



workers received wages through their post office accounts, and when they checked they found that 
although the government had revised the daily wages from Rs 99 to Rs 120 with effect from January 
1, 2011, Mahato and his co-workers were not paid the increased rates. So they raised the demand for 
revised wages in the leadership of Mahato. The Indian express reported similar incidences in earlier 
years also.  On May 14, 2008, rural labour activist Lalit Mehta was shot dead in Daltonganj district. 
On June 7, 2008: Kameshwar Yadav, another rural labour activist, was shot dead in Giridih district 
after he reportedly tried to expose the people who were involved in siphoning funds.12 

The above accounts provide only a small picture of the wide spread rural labour movements that are 
emerging all over India. There are large number of spontaneous movements and there are large 
number of organization systematically working and organizing the rural labour on various issues 
including the NREGA related issues in various regions. However, they generally do not get any 
publicity and are generally unknown in Indian politics. Here we can make reference of some 
unknown movements with whom I had opportunity to interact. In Uttar Pradesh, there is an 
organization named Matadhikar Manch has built a strong movement of rural labour and poor 
peasants in Sitapur district adjacent to Lucknow. Odisha Shramjeevi union has built a strong 
movement of tribals on NREGA related issues, land issues and other problems of the communities 
in Talcher and some adjacent regions. Bundelkhand Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (BMKSS) has 
built a strong movement of dalits and tribals in some parts of Damoh district in Madhya Pradesh on 
NREGA related issues, land issues and other problems of the communities. There are similar 
organizations in large numbers in many parts of India. 

The emergence of these movements clearly reflects on the resurgence of the rural labour movement 
in India. However, the movements are highly scattered both conceptually and physically. It is in this 
sense the rural labour movement still remains in a phase of transition. There are no great initiatives 
for conceptually and physically uniting these movements and therefore the emergence of a unified 
rural movement as state level and national level political political force is still a distant dream. 

It is also to be understood that due to the nature of NREGA, the collective bargaining in terms of 
improving the wages, working conditions and other benefits under NREGA can happen only at 
state level and national level, because the employers in this case are the state governments and the 
central government. The local and district level administrations are only implementing agencies, and 
therefore the local movements can only raise the issues related to effective implementation. The 
rural labour moments can advance only when they are working at both levels-building strong 
movements at local level and also emerging as strong force at state and national level. It is in this 
regard that the rural labour movements emerging in the leadership of national trade unions or 
prominent political forces at state level are in a better position to affect the NREGA policies of the 
government. However, these forces are still not putting significant emphasis on helping the rural 
labour to emerge as an independent political force. For example, in general strike of February 28, 

                                                            
12 NREGS worker demands revised wages, is beaten to death; http://www.indianexpress.com/news/nregs-worker-
demands-revised-wages-is-beaten-to-death/753084/0 



2011, the rural labour represented a significant proportion of workforce that participated in the 
strikes and demonstrations, and the issues of the rural labour, including the issues related to 
NREGA were prominently raised in the strikes and demonstrations. This was one positive aspect of 
the initiatives taken by the national trade unions in building the rural labour movement. However, 
there are no such efforts yet by trade unions or any other political forces to organize such protest 
demonstration exclusively of rural labour at national level or state level. This is not only due to the 
limitations of objective conditions in terms that rural labour is not organized to that scale, it is 
largely a conceptual problem in terms of not recognizing the rural labour as an independent political 
force.  

 
 

3. Industrial labour movements on the issue of unionization 
 

In the recent decades there are two great developments in the Indian Labour movement, one, 
emergence of a new wave of struggles for unionization in various industries, and two, formation of a 
joint trade union of all major central trade unions to build a united struggle of labour at national 
level against anti-labour policies of corporate led globalization. 

A new wave of workers struggle for unionization mainly in the formal sector has emerged from 
below by and large independent from the central trade unions. The workers are realizing by their 
own experiences that they can not change their fate without organizing themselves in a trade union. 
In many cases the workers do not get even the legal benefits like minimum wages, premium rate of 
overtime and holidays and casual leaves. Once the union is formed, at least the minimum benefits 
guaranteed by law are easily available to all workers. Actually large numbers of informal workers are 
illegally put in the category of informal, and they can convert their status from informal to formal 
only by organizing themselves in a trade union. It is in this background that even when the workers 
are facing unimaginable repression for their attempts to form a union, they are fighting for it and 
more and more workers in new factories are also choosing the same. In the recent years, most of the 
workers struggles emerged on this issue only. They formed or tried to form the union and faced 
repression, in many cases the managements declared lock out, in many cases workers were arrested, 
but the struggles continued; and in many cases lastly the workers won. However, in some cases they 
were suppressed. It is also interesting to note that in all these struggles, formal and informal workers 
are coming together. It explains that the conditions have already entered in a new phase when the 
numbers of informal workers in factories are either equal to or more than formal workers and 
generally with same competence levels. Therefore the enmity of formal workers with informal 
workers has largely ended. Now rather than trying to oust the informal workers, the formals are 
uniting with them and demanding regularization of their jobs so that they get the same status, same 
wages and same benefits. Unionizing all the formal and informal workers under the same union is 
actually one major step in this direction.   



On the other hand, the industrialists are not ready to accept trade unions in their factories at any 
cost. They are unleashing unimaginable repression on workers and trade union leaders whenever 
there are efforts to form trade unions in their factories. Even after the trade unions are formed, 
managements are not ready to recognize them and therefore deny the space for collective 
bargaining. Trade union leaders and workers are facing intense and large scale victimizations by the 
managements. Multinationals seems to be at the forefront in unleashing the repression against trade 
unions and the workers. This trend is also visible in the data on industrial disputes. According to 
Indian Labour Statistics 2010, causal factor for 34.8 percent cases of industrial disputes was 
indiscipline. It largely reflects on the industrial disputes arising due to victimization by the 
management after the attempts for unionization. This is also reflected in more man days lost in 
lockouts than in strikes. In many cases the managements declared lockout as a means of repression 
and victimization of workers.  

Now we can discuss about the major industrial strikes in the last one decade to see how the struggle 
for unionization appears as a clear trend. 

Honda workers struggle 2005 

We can say that this trend started or became clearly visible with the Honda workers struggle in 2005. 
The Honda Motorcycle and Scooter India (HMSI), Manesar, Gurgaon had around 4000 employees 
out of which about 3000 were regular and 1000 were engaged as casuals. The conflict started in 
December 2004 after the management came to know that the workers are trying to form a trade 
union. The management threatened the workers against any such attempts and a Japanese manager 
kicked a worker in the shop floor and the same day services of four workers who came to his rescue 
were terminated. Fifty workers who protested were also placed on suspension. Both mental and 
physical harassment of the workers in the factory reached to unbearable levels. The workers 
protested peacefully by sporting black arm-badges and refusing to eat at the workplace. In the 
meantime they succeeded in registering their trade union on May 29 2005 with the active support of 
All India Trade Union Congress (AITUC). On the other hand on 27 June, the company imposed a 
‘good conduct undertaking’ on the entire workforce in terms that they could not form any union, 
call strikes, move courts, ask for monetary increments till 2008. The factory’s 3500 employees faced 
a lockout and they had to sign the undertaking before being allowed into the factory. On the same 
day, several union leaders were assaulted by goondas hired by the Company and a union leader was 
thrown from the third floor. He suffered several fractures and serious injuries. The Company and 
the workers concluded three agreements under the aegis of the Labour Commissioner wherein 
management agreed to take the workers back in separate batches, but every time it did not respect its 
commitments. It was in this background that on 25 July the workers along with other trade unions 
marched in protest to the mini-Secretariat of the state of Haryana, and in the afternoon they were 
called to a park near the Office of Deputy Commissioner for discussions with the administration. 
While they were waiting for officers, a huge police contingent suddenly launched a brutal attack on 
them. Hundreds of workers were seriously injured and after arrest they were subjected to further 
beatings in the custody. Next day Police lathi-charged (beating by stick) on injured and their relatives 



inside the Civil Hospital. More than 60 workers in the police custody were to face charges of 
attempt to murder etc.13  

Praful Bidwai commented in the Frontline on this incident: “ The workers' struggle at the Honda 
Motorcycles and Scooters India Ltd (HMSI) in Gurgaon, capped by an extraordinarily brutal attack 
on them by the Haryana police, constitutes the first labour landmark of the 21st century in India. 
The police action of July 25 has brought labour issues - absent from the media's radar-screen for a 
decade or more - back into the national limelight in ways not seen for a long time. Perhaps the only 
comparable events are the Mumbai textile workers' strike of 1982-83, one of the longest strikes in 
the world, and the 1995 self-immolation in Delhi by a textile mill worker driven to despair by 
prolonged unemployment and near-starvation. However, there are two major differences. First, the 
earlier episodes ended in both personal tragedies and setbacks to the labour movement. But the 
Gurgaon event spurred corrective action on the part of the State government, itself goaded by an 
acutely embarrassed United Progressive Alliance (UPA) leadership, as well as public opinion. HMSI 
was forced to take back all the workers, including those dismissed and suspended. True, the workers 
had to give an undertaking that they would raise no fresh demands for a year. But the management 
implicitly conceded the illegitimacy of its own anti-worker actions during May and June, by agreeing 
to pay the full salary for that period.”14 

Hyundai workers struggle 2007 to 2011 

Hyundai Motor India Limited (HMIL) workers in Chennai have also been facing similar situations 
since they formed trade union in 2007. Hyundai Motor had around 1,650 permanent workers, 2,000 
causal workers, 1,500 apprentices, 1,000 trade apprentices and 1,200 technical trainees. More than 
1300 workers in the company formed a trade union- Hyundai Motor India Employees’ Union 
(HMIEU) in 2007 and thereafter started a long phase of victimization of union leaders, members, 
and supporters in the form of dismissals, suspensions, and transfers. The management was not ready 
to recognize the union at any cost. On July 23, 2007, Hyundai signed a wage settlement with the 
Workers’ Committee set up by management rather than the trade union formed by the workers. The 
workers associated with the union started a sit-in protest against this wage agreement and demanded 
to negotiate with union rather than the said workers’ committee. The management refused to 
recognize the union and argued that it will only negotiate with the Workers’ Committee. The 
struggle continued. In 2008, the company dismissed 67 workers. 34 more workers were suspended 
and some others were transferred for enrolling as members of the union. The allegation against 
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them was that they indulged in violence. Management again and again claimed that there was no 
union in the company. Later, with the interference of state labour department, management took 
back 20 workers unconditionally and 12 workers after submitting apologies. Labour department 
appointed a committee to decide the fate of rest of the 35 workers. The committee upheld the 
company's decision, but recommended to reinstate the workers on humanitarian grounds. However, 
the Management was not ready to reinstate the workers and also not ready to negotiate with the 
union. Therefore on April 20, 2009, about 900 workers (members of the union) went on strike. 
Conciliation meetings started but after few meetings the management representatives did not turn 
up. On May 6, 2009, all 900 striking workers were taken in to custody by the police. Thereafter the 
struggle was intensified and the support to the struggle came not only from trade unions in Chennai 
and other parts of the country but also from the workers in Korea. Affiliates of International Metal 
Workers Federation organized demonstrations and meetings at Hyundai’s headquarters in Korea. 
The 17-day strike by workers ended on May 7, 2009 after a meeting of workers' representatives, the 
company management and the labour department in Chennai. The management agreed that it would 
not come to any wage revision settlement with the workers’ committee till May 20, give item-wise 
reply on the 45 demands of workers, and not take action against workers after they return to work. 
45 demands included the demand to recognize the employees union, an increase in the wage, and 
explanations for dismissing 65 workers and suspending another 34.  

However, the company rather than considering the demands of the workers dismissed four more 
workers on June 6, 2010. Therefore on June 6, 2010, the workers again went on strike and captured 
the factory. 400 workers occupied the factory and another 800 gathered outside the gate. The next 
day police used force and dispersed the workers and removed them from the factory. About 250 
workers were arrested. Three-day strike ended on June 9, 2010 after an agreement between the 
management and the Union. HMIL management agreed to review the 35 cases of dismissed 
employees on humanitarian grounds. The review will be conducted by a committee comprising 
HMIL and government officials and workers’ representatives. HMIL also considered confirming the 
20 dismissed employees, who were reinstated, and also the other demands. However, the 
management continued using the delaying tactics and the issue remained hanging. The decision on 
the issues was postponed again and again. Lastly the date for decision was postponed for Sept 13, 
2010.15  

Not only the workers, but also many multinational companies were also carefully watching the 
developments in Hyundai and waiting for the outcome on the main issue-Workers’ committee vs. 
Trade union. Most multinational companies prefer workers’ committee and not the trade union.16 
Lastly, another trade union (United Union of Hyundai Employees-UUHE) emerged in the factory 
claiming to be a non-political one, and the management quietly recognized this union in November 
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2011. By using this strategy the management was finally able to deny recognition to CITU backed 
trade union.17 

MRF workers struggle 2006 to 2009 

Madras Rubber Factory (MRF) workers also faced similar victimization and repression after they 
formed the union and asked the management to provide space for collective bargaining. The 
management was at any cost not ready to recognize their union- Madras Rubber Factory United 
Workers Union (MRFUWU). The MRFUWU also filed complaints in ILO in 2006 and 2007. On 
May 9, 2009, workers of the MRF factories in Arakonam, Tamil Nadu, and in Puducherry went on 
strike demanding increments in salary and recognition of their trade union- MRFUWU, as the 
legitimate representative of MRF workers. The MRF management responded by lock out in the 
factories on May 17, 2009. Thereafter the repression started. On May, 20, 2009, police arrested and 
removed over 600 striking workers at the MRF plant in Arakonam, as well as those demonstrating 
outside the factory. Three days later, police arrested nearly 3,000 striking Arakonam MRF workers. 
It is interesting to note that large number of family members of the workers were also participating 
in the protest and they were also camping outside the labour commissioner’s office. The police 
arrested them also. Various criminal cases were also filed against the workers. The management 
dismissed about 150 striking workers. 

It is worth mentioning that like Hyundai, MRF management also was also not ready at any cost to 
deal with a real trade union. In MRF there was already a MRF Arakonam Workers' Welfare Union 
(AWWU), and management wanted to deal with only this welfare union.18 The workers alleged that 
AWWU was actually management operated union.  

On the complaint lodged by MRF workers, ILO committee on Freedom of Association (CFA) 
published its conclusions and recommendations in its 348th Report. The recommendations 
emphasized that the management should recognize the workers’ union and engage in collective 
bargaining. CFA also recommended that secret ballot would be the best way to establish the most 
representative trade union; and that the Government of India should take appropriate measures to 
obtain the employer’s recognition of the union for collective bargaining purposes. Thereafter, the 
union filed a Writ Petition before the Madras High Court seeking the implementation of the 
recommendations of the CFA, particularly the recommendation relating to the recognition of the 
union by the management of the company. The government of Tamil Nadu took a position that 
there were no central or state law on the subject of recognition of trade unions; however, it was 
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open to the union to undergo the procedure for recognition laid down under the Code of Discipline 
by submitting a petition to the State Evaluation and Implementation Committee. The employer and 
the management operated union also argued that CFA’s recommendations were in no way binding 
and therefore need not be implemented. The management also argued that it was a matter of 
absolute discretion for the management to recognize or not recognize any particular union as there 
are no statutory provisions in this regard. However, on September 8, 2009, the First Bench of the 
Madras High Court passed orders observing that the MRF workers had tried to establish the 
legitimacy of their chosen union through a secret ballot in 2006, but the representatives thus chosen 
were asked to resign by the management, and a pro-management union was then given the facility of 
deduction of membership fees from the wages of the workmen; and that the desirability to have a 
truly independent and representative union of workmen to represent their cause cannot be lost sight 
of and the question as to who should be the representative of the workmen is an aspect which has to 
be decided by the workmen themselves; it cannot be left to the management. The High Court issued 
order that the management should recognize MRFUWU and should agree to adhere to the ILO 
recommendations. 125 day strike of MRF workers ended on 14 September, 2009.19 

Pricol workers struggle 2009 

In case of the workers struggle in Pricol (a Coimbatore-based automobile instruments maker) also 
the issue was the same; the management was not ready to recognize a trade union affiliated to 
AICCTU (All India Central Council of Trade Unions affiliated to Communist Party of India-ML). 
The workers of the union were victimized and on September 21, 2009, about 40 workers were 
terminated. Thereafter the workers became violent and a tragedy happened in which Vice President 
of Pricol was attacked and later he died.  

Graziano workers struggle 2007-08 

In Graziano Trasmissioni India Pvt. Ltd (Noida), a auto parts company in Noida and subsidiary of 
multinational Oerlikon, the workers faced unimaginable repression when tey tried to form a trade 
union. In Dec 4, 2007, all the workers were thrown out by declaring a lock out. Then there was a 
tripartite agreement on Jan 24, 2008, in presence of labour department officials. However, rather 
than implementing the settlement management started hiring contract workers to replace permanent 
workers. On May 8, 2008, Five Trainees/ apprentices were thrown out and regular employment was 
denied to them. When workers protested, the management replied by suspending 27 more workers. 
On June 1, 2008, the workers were attacked allegedly by a labour contractor, and police complaint 
was filed against the workers themselves. Four workers were arrested and 42 were put under Section 
107/116 of IPC with personal bond of one lakh rupees, and 30 of them were locked out on June 2, 
2008. The workers started sit in protest out side the factory gate, but did not go on strike. They put 
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black ribbons around their forehead in protest while on duty and refused to take lunch in the 
canteen. On the other hand, management now started putting contract workers on all positions of 
thrown out workers.  Therefore, after 7-8 June 2008, permanent workers refused to do machine 
setting work, and management continued suspending/terminating more workers. In this way 
majority of workers were suspended/terminated by the company. Lastly with interference of state 
labour commissioner a tripartite meeting was held and it was decided that the management will 
reinstate the workers after taking an apology statement in writing from all of them. On 22nd 
September 2008, during submitting the apology statement the workers protested against the content 
of the apology statement dictated by the management and this resulted in outburst of violence from 
both sides. Later it was found that CEO of the company was also hit by some one and later he died 
in the hospital. There after criminal cases were filed against the workers and all the workers of the 
company were mass dismissed. Police arrested 137 workers and the ‘problem workers’ were tortured 
in the lockup. Out of 137 workers arrested, 74 came out of jail on bail but 63 were charged for 
murder and had to struggle for long time to be released on bail. It is interesting to note that the 
workers of Graziano were associated with three national trade unions in different phases of struggle-
with AITUC in first phase and then with CITU for a short period and with HMS in the last phase; 
but with all the efforts and help from these national trade unions they were not successful in getting 
their union registered in the labour department.  

On the other hand, reaction of the state government on this case was to punish all the workers of 
the region. After the incident the State government established two new police circles for Noida 
urban area, including one industrial police circle. Special Circle Officer, Industries was appointed to 
provide security to Industrialists and a special force was raised for that. A special helpline was started 
which would solve the problems of employers within two hours. Bulk arm-licenses were promised 
to private security at industries in SEZs. The state government issued two Government orders, one 
for Greater Noida and the other for Noida directing that the powers of the Labour commissioner of 
the state for these two industrial areas were to be vested in the CEOs (Chief Executive Officers) of 
Noida and G. Noida authority. The post of Deputy Labour Commissioner (DLC) was relinquished 
and as per the order, and Assistant Labour Commissioner’s (ALCs) were to work directly under 
these two CEOs of Noida-Greater Noida Authorities for their respective region. Quick Reaction 
Team’ and ‘Industrial relations committee’ comprising of CEOs of Noida and Greater Noida 
authorities and senior district police officers were formed to look into the problems of industrialists, 
including labour disputes. 

Nestle workers struggle 2009 

A worth mentioning case of trade union repression is of Nestle factory located in Pantnagar, 
Uttaranchal.  Here also, the management started victimizing the workers after they formed trade 
union-Nestlé Mazdoor Sangh (Nestle Workers Union - NWU). In March 2009, 55 workers officially 
formed the NWU and submitted an application for its registration. Nestlé forced 25 workers to sign 
on a statement that they joined the union under pressure. The management attempted to force four 
workers to “voluntarily” resign as part of an effort to prevent union organizing. Three workers 



refused and were dismissed. The Nestle workers protested against these actions of the management 
and went on a strike on April 27, 2009. They demanded reinstatement of unfairly dismissed workers, 
permanent jobs for over 400 trainees, and an end to management interference in the registration of 
their trade union.  With the interference of labour department an agreement was signed between the 
union and management on 1 May, 2009, but the very next day the company suspended four NWU 
leaders, including the union president.  More over the police prevented them from protesting at the 
factory gate.20  The 22-day strike at Nestle India’s Pantnagar factory in Uttarakhand ended on May 
19, 2009. With the intervention of District Magistrate, the striking workers and the management 
reached an agreement under which the suspension of four employees was revoked.  A committee 
was constituted to look in to other demands of the workers and related matters.21  

It is worth mentioning that Nestlé India in January,2009 successfully filed injunctions in four courts 
in three states that banned all union meetings, gatherings, and rallies within 200 metres of its 
factories in Moga in Punjab State, Samalkha in Haryana State, Ponda in Goa and Bicholim in Goa 
State. In defiance of the injunction, on April 16, 2009 the Federation of All India Nestlé Employees 
launched protest actions and demanded that management immediately bargain on wages.22 

Rico Auto and Sunbeam Workers struggle 2009 

Rico Auto Ltd is an Indian multinational company located at Gurgaon. It employed about 2500 
permanent workers and 2000 engaged through labour contractors. Out of 2500 permanent workers 
76 were females. In 2009, workers started their efforts to form a trade union and on August 04, 2009 
they filed application for registration of the union in the office of Registrar of Trade Unions at 
Chandigarh. However, the information was leaked and the management started terrorizing the 
workers. Workers decided to come open to face the challenge and on September 09, 2009, they 
called a general meeting that was attended by 3000 workers. After this meeting the management 
started threatening and bribing the workers to break their unity, and therefore, the leading workers 
called another general meeting of workers on September 20, 2009 that was attended by almost all the 
workers. Thereafter the victimization and repression started. On September 21, 2009, the 
management closed the gates of the company for the workers and about three dozen policemen, 200 
security guards and 150 Bouncers23 were deployed at the gate. Four days before this lockout, 
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management had filed application in the court for an injunction in terms of not allowing the workers 
to gather within 200m of the factory, which the court limited to 50m. The workers started protest 
demonstrations at the company gate and at about 7 am, the police, bouncers and company security 
guards suddenly attacked on workers with bamboo sticks and hockey sticks. The attack continued 
for about three hours from 7am to 10 am, with intervals of few minutes. 15-16 workers were 
seriously injured and many others also received injuries. But workers were not ready to leave the 
gate. They started continuous sit-in-protest at the gate. 

It is to be noted that in the meantime on September 22, 2009, similarly an illegal lockout was 
declared in Sunbeam Auto Limited just adjacent to Rico Auto Ltd and Sunbeam workers also started 
protest demonstration at the gate. 

Sunbeam is a Hero Group company. Sunbeam Management initially formed the works committee to 
avoid union. But after the workers started unionization efforts, the management itself formed a 
union-Sunbeam Auto Shramik Union in 1996 with pro-management workers as office bearers and 
got it registered also. To maintain it as pro-management union, the management never allowed 
formal union elections. The discontent was growing among the workers and gradually a parallel 
leadership emerged which started raising demand for formal election of the union which was also 
due in May 09 as per the rules. On the other hand, on April 09, 2009, management signed a wage 
settlement with the existing body of the union and on June 01, 2009, formally recognized the 
existing body as the new elected body of the union without any election. The workers opposed this 
and raised a dispute in the labour department on June 09, 2009. Submitting a letter with signatures 
of 450 workers, they claimed that the existing body of the union was in minority. Reacting to this 
management suspended 10 workers and terminated one. A case was also filed by the existing body 
of the union in civil court against 14 workers (representing parallel leadership) charging for 
disruption in union activities. Soon the existing body also took steps to affiliate the union with 
INTUC (trade union wing of ruling political party both in Haryana and at the center) at on 12th July 
09. Now the management started compelling workers to sign on a stamp paper declaring that the 
existing body of the trade union was the only representative of workers. 200-250 workers signed on 
it, but thereafter they collectively refused. Then on 22nd September 09, Workers were not allowed 
to enter the factory. The Police and bouncers were deployed at the gate. In this way an illegal 
lockout was declared. The workers of Sunbeam also continued sit-in-protest at the company gate 
from September 22, 2009. They were only 100-200 meters away from the protesting Rico workers. 
To remove the Sunbeam workers from the gate, brutal repression was unleashed. Police, bouncers 
and security guards attacked the workers in night at about 9pm. 12 workers were seriously injured 
and 50 others received minor injuries. Criminal complaints were also filed against 11 workers.  

Trade Unions in Gurgaon protested strongly against the repression of Rico and Sunbeam workers. 
A Joint Committee of Trade Unions in Gurgaon was formed during the struggle against the Honda 
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workers repression in 2005. Almost all the active trade unions (independent or politically affiliated) 
are the part of the Joint Committee. On September 23, 2009, the Joint Committee of trade unions 
organized a rally of Gurgaon workers in Kamla Nehru Park against repression of Rico and Sunbeam 
workers. Around 5,000 workers participated in the rally and a memorandum was submitted to the 
police commissioner. When no action was taken by the authorities, Joint Committee again organized 
a big rally of Gurgaon workers on September 25, 2009 to protest against the repression of Rico and 
Sunbeam workers. About 10,000 workers participated in the rally and a memorandum was submitted 
to the deputy commissioner of Gurgaon. Thereafter a big demonstration of Gurgaon workers was 
planned on October 01, 2009 in front of Rico and Sunbeam Factories where the workers of both 
factories were organizing sit-in-protest. AITUC (trade union wing of Communist Party of India) 
General Secretary and Member of Parliament Gurdas Dasgupta and another AITUC leader KL 
Sachdev were coming from Delhi to address the meeting. But both of them were taken in to custody 
by Haryana police before entering in Gurgaon; and detained in a police station. The leaders were 
released at about 9pm and in this way 1st October demonstration could not be organized. On 4th 
October, a brutal repression was unleashed again on the workers of both companies who were 
continuing sit-in-protest at the company gates. At about 6am in the morning Police, Security Guards 
and Bouncers armed with bamboo sticks, iron rods and hockey sticks disrupted the Dharna (sit-in-
protest) place of Rico workers. 500-700 workers were taken in to custody but only 14 were arrested. 
Similar repression was faced by the Sunbeam workers same day only two hours later. 500-700 
workers were taken in to custody but no one was arrested. In protest against this repression, workers 
of more than 25 companies, associated with 18 trade unions of Gurgaon resorted to one hour tool 
down in their factories. On October 18, 2009 bouncers and security guards again attacked the Rico 
workers and one worker Ajit Yadav died after receiving serious injuries on his head. After this 
incident whole Gurgaon-Mansar industrial belt started boiling and and at a call of Joint Committee 
of trade unions on October 20, 2009, about 100,000 workers of 60 to 80 factories in Gurgaon-
Manesar industrial belt went on one day solidarity strike. Fearing that the whole Gurgaon-Manesar 
belt will start burning with industrial unrest, the state authorities intervened and negotiations started 
between the management and the trade union in presence of high level state officials. Lastly, On 
Nov 05, 2009, a settlement was arrived between Rico management and the union. The management 
agreed that it will not interfere in the registration of trade union of the workers. There was no 
settlement on the wage hike; it was said that the matter was with the labour court. The management 
agreed to take back 9 out of 16 suspended workers. Fate of seven workers was to be decided by the 
judicial enquiry that was pending. The worst in the settlement was that the workers were denied 
wages of ‘striking period’ of 45 days. The management agreed to pay 10 lakh (1 million) rupees to 
the family of the worker killed and also to bear the cost of education of his child. Employment to 
one member of his family was also offered by the management. Soon after the Sunbeam problem 
was also ‘resolved’ and normalcy was restored-means the factory gates were opened for the workers 
and the rest of the issues were to be settled later. 

General Motor workers struggle 2011 



Workers in General Motors India, Halol Plant, Gujarat went on strike on March 16, 2011, mainly on 
the issue of recognition of the trade union. The strike lasted for 51 days. On April 21 2011, in its 
complaint to National Contact Point (NCP) Secretariat, Netherlands the union claimed that 450 
workers suffered spinal injury. Instead of reducing the work load and bringing it down to a 
comfortable level the management was coercing the workmen to bear the extra workload. When 
workers complain of pain they were forced to swallow pain killers and apply pain reliever ointment. 
When the workers complain of health problems, they are transferred. Fourteen employees were 
suspended when they approached legitimate authorities with their grievances. Workers had to work 
nine hours a day for six days in a week, which was against the maximum statutory permissible 
number of hours being 48 hours per week. Furthermore, temporary workers perform the same tasks 
as that of permanent workers, but were denied equal remuneration. Even after the settlement was 
reached and the strike was called off, GM India Management had not officially recognized the 
workers’ union, Gujarat Kamdar Mandal, affiliated to Indian National Trade Union Congress 
(INTUC), though the management negotiated with the union representatives. Further, the legal 
issues regarding transfer of workers, increased workload, inhuman treatment, wage agreement, 
which were pending in courts of law and the labour department were to be dealt with in accordance 
with law and these were not part of the understanding reached before the Deputy Commissioner of 
Labour, Vadodara. A committee, comprising representatives of the protesting workers and the 
management was formed to look into these issues.24  

Maruti Suzuki workers struggle 2011-2012 

Maruti Suzuki is notorious for systematically and brutally crushing a very strong trade union in the 
year 2000 in its first plant of Maruti Suzuki in Gurgaon (Maruti was earlier a public sector company 
and later its ownership and control went in Suzuki’s hands). The union was literally wiped out. All 
the union leaders and also the strong supporters were thrown out and the union was deregistered, 
and a new union was registered with the support of the management. The impact of this union 
busting was such that for years the Gurgaon workers were not able to raise their heads. The 
situation changed only when a new strong trade union in HMSI emerged and started playing the 
same role that Maruti union played in the region.  

In its second plant of Maruti Suzuki India Limited (MSIL) in Manesar, the management formed a 
branch of the same trade union that was registered with its support in the main plant in 2000 after 
wiping out of the independent union. Later, the workers in the Manesar plant started their efforts to 
form an independent trade union and filed the application for registration of the same in labour 
department on June 03, 2011. The very next day, on June 04, 2011, the management started 
compelling all the workers to sign on a plain paper and threatened them against any attempts to 
form the trade union. When workers opposed this move of management and rejected to sign the 
plain paper, some workers were beaten. During the same time, second shift workers also entering in 
the factory, and looking at the situation they also got agitated. Then, after a quick meeting they 
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decide to stop the work and almost all of about 3500 workers of Maruti Suzuki (Manesar, Gurgaon, 
India) went on strike on 4th June 2011 went on indefinite strike. The same day, the management 
terminated the services of all 11 workers who were elected as executive members of the newly 
formed union. While on strike, the workers decided to remain inside the factory day and night, and 
therefore in a way they captured the factory. About 2700 workers were there inside the factory, 
without bath and in the same cloths for so many days. Two of them fell ill and when their condition 
became serious they were hospitalized. Gates were closed and no workers, friends or relatives were 
allowed to meet the workers. The only interaction happened with them during the supply of food, 
and that also only from the two sides of the closed gates.  

The management’s open position, well publicized in the media, was not to allow any independent 
trade union in its company, and that the workers had to accept the already existing trade union. It 
also went to the extent of declaring the date of election in the existing trade union, and suggested 
the workers to participate in the election and if they wish they can change the leadership. The 
attitude of the labour department was  also not favourable to workers, and it declared the strike as 
illegal, and  referred the matter to the labour court to decide on the two issues: whether the strike 
was s legal or illegal; and whether the termination action was legally justified or not? Trade unions of 
Gurgaon, formed Joint committee in support of Maruti workers struggle. Thousands of Gurgaon 
auto workers in the leadership of this joint committee organized a Satyagrah (demonstration) in 
front of Maruti gate on June 09, 2011. The police disrupted the Dharna place, also break the tents, 
But it was not able to stop the demonstration. The trade union leaders gave an ultimatum two hours 
tool down on June 14, 2011 in solidarity of Maruti workers struggle. The strike lasted for 13 days 
and was called off after some promises from the management. However, their demands were not 
met and victimization continued and on August 29, 2011 the company locked its gates and declared 
that only those workers who sign the ‘Good Conduct Bond’ (GCB) were to be allowed to enter the 
factory. As workers refused to sign the GCB, victimization reached its heights. Total number of 
workers subjected to disciplinary actions reached 62, including dismissal of 15 and suspension of 29 
regular workers and termination of 18 trainees. Thus the workers were again forced to launch a 
massive struggle. Trade unions in Gurgaon region, university students, civil society groups and 
international trade union movement came in their support. International metal workers federation 
(IMF) and its affiliate IMF Japan Council together with Confederation of Japan Automobile 
Workers’ Unions (JAW) extended solidarity to the struggle and called on the Maruti Suzuki 
management to negotiate with the workers in good faith. Subsequently, on September 30, a 
settlement was reached between the MSIL management and Manesar plant workers and MUKU in 
the presence of Minister for Labour, Haryana Government and labour department officials under 
the Section 12 (3) of the Industrial Disputes Act 1947. In this settlement in was agreed that the 
workmen who have been dismissed shall be reinstated and those placed under suspension an 
impartial inquiry will be initiated against them, trainees who have been terminated will be reinstated, 
on the principle of “no work, no pay”, no workman shall be eligible for wages from August 29 until 
the day of reporting for duties, a penalty of “deduction of wage for one day” shall be imposed upon 
them, all workmen shall sign the revised good conduct bond and join duties with effect from 
October 3, management agreed not to indulge in any acts of vindictiveness against the workmen. On 



the other hand, in the spirit of solidarity Maruti Suzuki workers agreed to contribute every month 
part of their salaries to meet the shortfall of wages of the 44 suspended workers.  

It is interesting to note that the Suzuki management was successful in stopping the formation of 
independent trade union in its plant even after the apparently accepting it. Soon after the settlement, 
the management successfully ousted almost all 29 leading workers including the president of the 
union by paying them huge amount of money (about Rs 16 lakh to each) in the name of full and 
final settlement. The company does not have any such severance policy however such strategies are 
used in the name of liberal voluntary retirements (VRS). The same strategy was used in the year 2000 
when 2500 out of 4000 workers were forced for VRS and the independent union in its first plant in 
Gurgaon was wiped out.25  

However, this time it was not that easy to wipe out the independent unionism in the plant. It is true 
that the management was successful in wiping out one union-Maruti-Suzuki Employees’ Union 
(MSEU), by giving VRS to its office bearers and making it defunct in 2011. But in March 2012, a 
new occasion came when around 2,000 workers of the Suzuki’s Manesar plant gather to celebrate 
the registration of their newly formed union-Maruti-Suzuki Workers’ Union (MSWU). The workers 
of Suzuki power train and Suzuki Bikes in the same region also joined the celebration, that gives an 
indication of the future rounds of unionization struggles in Suzuki.26 

Workers struggle in Satyam auto and Rockman industries 2012  

Auto-component manufacturers Satyam Auto and Rockman Industries both located in Haridwar are 
the leading suppliers to the world’s no. 1 two-wheeler maker, Hero MotoCorp, About 1200 workers 
of these two companies went on strike on March 18, 2012 on the issues of formation of trade union 
and increment in wages. The workers started a sit in protest in capital city of Dehradun from April 
04, 2012, however, the state government rather than resolving the issue, unleashed a repression on 
the workers. On April 15, 2012, police lathicharged (beating by bamboo sticks) and detained many 
workers under various penal provisions. 326 workers were sent to jail and 11 were forcibly 
hospitalized. However, the workers continued their sit in protest and hunger strike at the Parade 
Ground, Dehradun. Many trade unions and other social political organizations came in support of 
the workers and repeated rallies were organized in Dehradun against the repression of the workers. 
On April 17, 2012, a big demonstration was organized by more than a dozen organizations in 
front of the Uttarakhand Niwas, Chnakyapuri in New Delhi against the repression of workers. The 
struggle of the workers and the issues were not resolved till the end of April 2012.27 
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Formation of Joint council of central trade unions 

This is one of the most important developments in the labour movement in the phase of 
globalization. With an all round attack on the working class, decreasing strength of the trade unions, 
emergence of a wave of independent trade unionism, and rising discontent among the working class 
not only against the state and capital but also against the social, political forces including the trade 
unions for not being able to represent their voice, the central trade unions were compelled to come 
together to maintain their relevance in terms of representing the voice of the working class. The 
initiative was taken by the left trade unions in the form of developing a common platform of central 
trade unions for uniting the voice of working class to build a united labour struggle at national level 
against the anti-labour policies of corporate led globalization. It was the 13th General Strike of the 
Indian working class since 1991 on 7th September 2010, which reflected that common platform of all 
central trade unions may soon be a reality. The platform got further widened with INTUC joining 
the common platform and general strike of 7th September 2010. About 100 million workers all over 
India participated in this general strike making it a historic event and also strongly reflected on the 
growing discontent among the working classes against the corporate led globalization. Soon the two 
other central trade unions Bhartiya Mazdoor Sangh (BMS) affiliated to far right political party 
Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP), and Labour Progressive Front (LPF) affiliated to a regional political 
party in Tamil Nadu- Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) were also compelled to join the 
common platform. A  National Convention of Central Trade Unions and Industrial Federations was 
held in New Delhi on 7th September, 2011 for planning and preparation of the next general strike. 
Finally all the Central Trade unions, as recognized by the Government of India were on a 
joint platform for the first time in the history of independent India to declare a day’s General Strike. 
A central coordination committee of central trade unions was formed in the leadership of Indian 
National Trade Union Congress (INTUC) represented by its president Sanjeeva Reddy. It is also 
interesting to note that Sanjeeva Reddy is also the president of the SAARC Trade Union Council 
(SARTUC). 

Therefore, the 28th February 2012 strike was the biggest ever, the countrywide general strike in post 
colonial India precisely because it was called by all eleven Central Trade Unions (CTUs), including 
AITUC, CITU, INTUC, BMS, TUCC, UTUC, AICCTU, HMS, AIUTUC, LPF and SEWA and 
independent federations supported by more than 5,000 smaller unions across the country. Key 
sectors of the Indian economy such as banking, insurance, telecom, transport, mining, postal and 
manufacturing was massively represented in the strike. The unprecedented unity shown by trade 
unions evoked massive response from the workers. As per initial estimates, more than 100 million 
workers all over the country – from Jammu & Kashmir in the north to Tamil Nadu in the south, 
from Assam in the east to Gujarat in the west participated in the strike opposing the anti worker and 
anti people policies of the government. Besides, joint campaigns in all major states were also 
conducted on a wider scale.  

Following were the major demands raised in the general strike: 

 • Concrete measures to curb price rise and provide some relief to the people 



• Effective implementation of all labour laws and stringent punishment to those who flout them 

• Universal social security for all unorganised workers by creating a National Social Security Fund 
with adequate financial allocations 

• Stopping contractual labour in permanent jobs and equal wages and benefits to the contract 
workers as the permanent workers of the establishment 

• Universal coverage by minimum wages Act and statutory minimum wage of not less than Rs 10000 

• Pension for all, removal of all ceiling on eligibility for bonus, provident fund etc 

• Compulsory registration of the trade unions within a time frame of 45 days. 

It is to be noted that the unity of the trade union movement has already started producing its 
impact. It is reported that the government is compelled to work on some demands of the trade 
unions and there is a proposal to amend the trade union act in terms of setting a time period of 45 
days for the registrar of the trade union to take a decision on whether to grant registration to a trade 
union or not.28 
  

 

(This paper is modified and extended version of the paper presented in 7th annual 
conference of ATNC Monitoring Network  held in Tagaytay, Philippines on 30 September 
to 1 October 2010) 
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