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The Conclave on Occupational Health of Sanitation Workers in India was
organized by Crea with the support of the Indian Institute for Human
Settlements (IIHS). The conclave aimed to apply an intersectional lens to
bring caste, gender, disability and other perspectives into the discourse
while discussing and highlighting the pressing health concerns of sanitation
workers.

The conclave brought together experts, researchers, policymakers, and
practitioners to discuss the critical issues surrounding the health and safety
of sanitation workers.



Workplaces have a critical role in protecting and promoting the health and
well-being of workers. What are the key Insights and practical interventions,
based on WHO and ILO recommendations for creating healthy, safe, and
resilient workplaces that support the overall well-being of workers in an
ever-changing world? How do these international guidelines address the
occupational health of sanitation workers?
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Occupational safety and health (OSH) of sanitation workers is an emerging
concern for policymakers and practitioners. While the OSH field has
historical roots dating back to the industrial revolution, sanitation workers in
India seem to be overlooked in these critical discussions. Despite multiple
legal frameworks inspired by the Constitution of India, the absence of
focused OSH measures for sanitation workers begs the question: What are
the consequences of excluding them from this vital discourse?2
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What happens when a sanitation worker falls into or gets frapped inside a
septic tank or sewage system?2 Why do these accidents often claim
multiple lives? Understanding the behaviour of toxic gases in confined
spaces like septic tanks and sewers is crucial to ensuring worker safety.
These confined environments pose unique occupational hazards, and
safeguarding sanitation workers begins with knowing the risks and
preventive measures essential to their well-being.
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What are the experiences and perspectives of sanitation workers
regarding workplace hazards and risks, and the availability of support
systems2 How do sanitation workers define and perceive their own
occupational health? Do these perspectives differ from the data available
in existing research or official reports?
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Sanitation workers often experience joint and muscle pain that worsens
over time, potentially leading to long-term disabilities. Lifting heavy loads or
working in awkward postures are frequent causes, yet the connection
between these activities and cumulative injuries remains underexplored.
Can Al technology assist sanitation workers and supervisors by providing
real-time alerts when postures or loads exceed safe thresholds, thereby
preventing long-term injuries?
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Discussions on the occupational safety of sanitation workers frequently
focus on personal protective equipment (PPE). However, while
policymakers often criticize workers for not adhering to PPE guidelines,
questions remain about the appropriateness of the PPE itself. Are sanitation
workers using gear designed for them, or simply adapted from other
industries? Are these devices adequately tested with worker input2 Cultural
factors also play a role in determining PPE adoption. Addressing these
concerns is crucial to reducing hazards and ensuring workers use
equipment that fruly protects them.
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What are the different existing policies and institutions in place in different
states for OSH, and what do the different governance structures propose in
terms of required actions and recommendations? Is there a need for a
comprehensive OHS policy specifically for sanitation workers, or integrating
these in existing national policies¢ How should this process be initiated, and
which ministries should be involved, especially for the informal sector.
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Sanitation workers experience layered vulnerabilities based on their social
positions and employment status—whether permanent, casual, or daily
wage—further complicates their well-being. How does the existing mental
health services in India respond to the health needs of sanitation workers?
Reflections on how the intersection of caste, gender, and disability
intensifies the mental health challenges faced by sanitation workers and
restricts their access to healthcare services.
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Case studies from regions as diverse as Kashmir to Tamil Nadu reveal the
systemic cycle of caste-based oppression, intertwined with patriarchal
structures, which disproportionately impacts Dalit women—particularly
those engaged in scavenging—along with their health and well-being.
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The research and data sanitation workers have been using a narrow focus
on toxins and ergonomics, neglecting the multi-dimensional and multi-level
conceptualization of risk. Can issues such as alcohol consumption and the
irrational use of multiple tetanus injections be fully understood without
considering the broader context of workers' lives and the socio-economic
and political vulnerabilities that drive these high-risk health behaviours?
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How has the intersections of gender, work and health covered in feminist
research and theory in Indiae What is the role of trade unions in advocating
for the rights of women in informal, stigmatized occupations such as
sanitation work, surrogacy, or commercial sex, where there is a large
female workforce. Can these trade unions, traditionally focused on formal
labor, evolve to better represent the needs and interests of women in these
informal, marginalized sectors.
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How do various movements in Indio— health, caste, and labor
movements—contribute to advocating for the rights and well-being of
sanitation workerse In what ways do these movements intersect, and how
do they address the unique challenges faced by workers, particularly those
from structurally excluded communities (based on gender or caste), and
advocate for their health, working conditions, and access to social justice?
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About the Visual Notes and Further Information

These Visual Notes were developed with the dedicated support of the key
facilitators and organizers, along with active input from participants and
subject matter experts, during the "Occupational Health and Safety of
Sanitation Workers in India" conclave, held on Tst & 2nd August, 2024, in
Mumbai, India. Indrqgjit Sinha (WAYCo.), an award-winning visual
communication specialist, led the live creation of these notes, but it was
the organizers' strategic direction and insights that were instrumental in
shaping the documentation throughout the event.

Their leadership ensured that the critical issues facing sanitation workers
were thoughtfully captured, and that the Visual Notes reflected the shared
understanding of the discussions and the urgent need for enhanced
health and safety protocols in this vital sector.

For more informatfion or a comprehensive report of the conclave,
please contact Soumya Tiwari at soumya.tiwari@creaworld.org (CREA) or
Arka Roy at arka.roy@iihs.ac.in (lIHS).

To connect with Indrgjit Sinha, email at indrajitsinha22@gmail.com.



