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Mamta and Santosh, 14- and 13-years-old, respectively, help their mother fill a tractor trolley
with debris each day so she can collect 40 rupees. Workers are paid only if they fill an entire
trolley, and since their mother is physically weak, she cannot accomplish this task by herself.




One common feature that was noticed in all the mines was the number of children. When
enquired to the reason for this, it was told that children were in the mines simply because there
was ho one at home to care for them. The supervisor's response, when asked why these children
did not attend school, was that parents could not afford to send all their children to school.
Confronted with the information that school education was free for children, the supervisor
countered that it was only free for one month, although this was factually incorrect and
education for children is free for the first few years.

Mine owners take advantage of children playing in the mines by offering them paltry sums for
tasks such as clearing small rocks. Soon children and parents are tempted at the prospect of
children supplementing to the family income and see little value in their children foregoing this
to get an education. Mineworkers worry about their children's safety if they were to go to a big
city for an education or better jobs. Some mineworkers professed that this mindset was slowly
changing. In the light of the limited opportunities in mines, a few workers now prefer that their
children move to cities for a better life and opportunities.

On further inquiry it came to light that one of the reasons children did not go to school was
simply because it was too far away, but more often children help their parents in the mines.
Children do get paid and often as much as their parents. Younger children (under the age of 6)
are mostly unpaid workers, but add value by helping their parents finish the work. Although mine
workers are paid by the hour, they have to finish a stipulated amount of work as directed by the
owner in any given day. Having their children contribute as additional work hands simply helps
mine workers complete the work that is expected of them that day.

Women mineworkers were quick to make excuses when faced with questions from us about the
reasons their children were working in the mines. The responses varied from children having a
day off school or simply visiting their parents for the day. Similarly, we found that when we
probed them about the mine owner's treatment. The unanimous response was that the owner
treated them well and they had no complaints. The fear of reprisal from the mine owner and job
insecurity caused mineworkers to lie about their situation. The labourers mistook us for
government officials - another reason for them to be dishonest in their responses. Despite the
appalling work conditions in these mines, availability of cheap, willing labour and competition to
work in the mines is quite high. The mine workers feel that they are in no position to form a
trade union or make demands of any kind. Such behaviour could cause them to be summarily
dismissed by the mine owners.
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Lakshmi, 40, works in the mines loading small
rocks in the truck, earning Rs. 150 for every
completed truck load. Lakshmi's husband also
works in the mines, but squanders away all of
his earnings on alcohol and she has ho choice
but to work in order to support her family.
Her husband often subjects her to beatings or
threatens to sell her gold bangles if she
refuses to give him money for alcohol. Alcohol
abuse and domestic violence is a common
feature among male miners in the region, she

says.
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Lakshmi, a mineworker from Bikaner feels that the wages paid to women miners are nhot fair and
they should be paid at least Rs. 4,000 per month. She is provided with a mask, but prefers to
cover her face with a veil as she feels unable to breathe through the mask. Mine owners do not
pay for medical facilities even when workers sustain injuries on site, she says. Workers are not
paid for sick days or on holidays and they have no choice but to work under these conditions as
there is no shortage of labour and mine workers can replace them at any time they choose.
According to Lakshmi, women mine workers are at more of a disadvantage as women labour is
more readily available. Women for example are paid on a daily basis and cannot demand for an
advance on their salary, a luxury that men are given.

Jawmon, 40, and her husband are both mineworkers. Jawmon has 2 children, one works on the
mines with her and the other goes to school. Jawmon started working in the mines after her
marriage and has been working for the last 10 years now and does hot report any particular
health issues. She aspires for a higher salary and access to basic facilities such as drinking
water and a toilet. Currently she wastes close to 50 minutes to access a toilet, she says.
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Sua, 35, and her husband are both mineworkers. Sua’'s work on the mines comprises of
loading smaller rocks into the tractor. She hurt one of her eyes by a stone and as a
result cannot see very well, she says. The nearest medical facility is 5 kms away and
while it is free, she has to pay for the medicines which are purchased from a private
pharmacy, she says.
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We met many women mine workers in Sambra who told us how they had no choice but to
continue working even when they were pregnant. One woman painfully recounted the
story of her miscarriage to us. She had already started working in the mine at the age
of 30 and continued to work even when she was 4 - 5 months pregnant. On one
particularly hot day, she started bleeding from the hard labour and was unable to get
to the hospital in time eventually losing the baby. She lost a lot of blood but had ho
time to recover from the physical or emotional trauma of losing her child and was
forced to resume work within 15 days so she could earn money to pay off her hospital
bills.
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