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Ensure Sufficient Maternity Benefits
to All Women Workers

Khurja district in Uttar Pradesh has one of the largest ancient settlements of pottery
workers in India. Outside a factory in the scorching heat three women surrounded by
hundreds of tiny unfired mugs go about their work religiously. One of them is Gajendri, a
7 month pregnant woman. She is 22 year old and has been working for the last three years
in the same factory unit.

Gajendri’s day starts with her daily household chores of cleaning, washing, fetching water,
firewood, cooking and then rushing to the factory to start her work. Since she is not a
permanent worker she can go according to her own timings. However, the later she goes,
the less work she can do, and the less she can earn.

Gajendri earns a piece-rate wage of 10 paise for each mug she cleans before it goes for final
processing. She cleans around 1000 mugs and earns Rs 100 per day. The number of items
she can clean varies with their size and design. She chisels smooth the protruding edges of
the pottery with a sharp-edged, knife-like tool, cleans it in water mixed with chemicals,
washes it with plain water and passes it on to the finishing department.

Gajendri’s husband Raman Bhai works in another pottery unit in Khurja as a head loader.
He does the loading and unloading of clay and other raw materials. He earns Rs.100 per
day. Together the family income of Gajendri and her husband per day is around 200,
which equals a family income of around Rs. 5200 per month, for 26 working days. As per
the definition of Government of India, Gajendri’s family is not a BPL household.

Besides Gajendri and her husband, the family includes her in-laws who are old and ailing
and require periodic medical attention, and a twelve-year-old brother who is in school.
They stay in a rented house for which Rs.1800 is being paid as rent. This excludes electricity
charges, which are paid on the basis of usage. In addition to these are expenditure on
food, clothing, incidental expenses, and so on.

Gajendri has only two months left till her delivery. She still works in the pottery unit and
may do so till the day of delivery itself. Regardless of whether or not her health permits
it, she may have to resume work immediately after the delivery too. But the primary
concern of Gajendri and her husband is how they will meet the delivery expenses which
includes hospitalization charges, medicines and the immediate requirements of the baby
and mother.

Raman Bhai, was informed by a village social worker about the government of India’s
assurance of Rs. 500 for women towards delivery expenses. Though the amount seems
meager, the family considered it a blessing. But to their dismay, when they approached the
concerned department for claiming the amount, they were denied the payment since they
do not belong to a BPL family. According to the Unorganised Workers Social Security
(UWSS) Act, 2008, only pregnant women belonging to BPL families are entitled for Rs.
500 under the scheme Janani Suraksha Yojana.
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Raman Bhai and Gajendri did not understand how they could be be excluded from getting
the amount — the meager amount of Rs. 500 — which would have been a boon. “We do not
have a penny with us and the official says we are not poor”, says the confused couple.

The UWSS Act, 2008 is for whom? With the prices of medicines drastically high, and
when medical expenses, even in a government hospital, are soaring, does an amount of
Rs. 500 as maternity benefit for a delivery make sense! And that too only for those who
earn below Rs 12 per day?

Don’t you agree that Gajendri should be entitled to the maternity benefits and that she
should get enough money to meet her hospital expenses, along with sufficient rest to
recoup her health and that of her child?

Don’t you think that the Act should be amended to provide at least three months leave
with full wages or equivalent along with full hospital expenses to meet the demands of
Gajendri and millions of other women like her?
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