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COMMENT 189 – The Perils of Being a Migrant During 
the Pandemic - Caveats and Challenges 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The unfortunate scenes of daily wagers walking for around 100 kms a day along 

with their belongings often questions ‘the privileged concept of social status’. 

Before the lockdown in March 2020 by the Government of India, these migrants 

were suspended in mid-air - with no jobs and no means of transport back to their 

homelands. They persistently survived in the midst of delusion and determination, 

lived under bridges, continued to walk with half-empty stomachs before reaching 

the borders of their respective states. Only to be pushed back-foot by state 

authorities due to fears of COVID spread, lack of government designated 

quarantine homes, and many other reasons. This article shares an overview of the 

challenges and warnings that accompany the transportation of migrants within the 

country. 

 

There are about 40 million informal workers employed in odd jobs such as maids, 

security guards, housekeepers, waiters, sales personnel, bell boys, cleaners - either 

in societies, restaurants, or luxury hotels. Most were thrown into a tailspin (Mehta, 

2020). At least before 5th May 2020, these migrants were stranded at odd places 

without access to any basic necessities such as food, water, or shelter. Unable to 

return to their far-flung hometowns in the interiors of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, 

Jharkhand, Uttarakhand, Rajasthan and others, they resorted to social media for 

help and requested state authorities to transport them back to their designated 

hometowns. The social media, along with non-governmental organizations and 

social activists, came to their rescue with food packets and water. There was some 

respite, but the hot and humid weather did take some toll on bodies and minds. 

Some decided to stay at state-arranged quarantine centres and others decided to 

walk.  
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Interestingly, those who stayed at Government identified quarantine centres – for 

example a school in Jaipur, Rajasthan - decided to paint the classrooms and clean 

the premises out of sheer boredom. Working professionals in urban areas decided 

to engage in cooking skills, manage household chores, and enjoy a relaxing time in 

the company of Over The Top (OTT) media services such as Hotstar, Netflix, 

Amazon Prime, and others. A striking reality indeed! On the other hand, those 

migrants who reached the borders of their state faced some surprises. One such 

incident happened in Uttar Pradesh, wherein the state authorities ensured that 

incoming daily wage workers were made to squat and cleaned with bleach 

(Pandey,2020). This differential treatment affecting migrants in different parts of 

India during the pandemic provides a twin apparatus of caveat and challenges. 

 

One of the most significant caveats concerns the fact that it will be a mammoth task 

to track ‘zero covid patients’ amongst migrants travelling wide across the country. 

With the Government of India relaxing some rules so as to begin transportation 

processes within the country (either by rail or bus), the migrants are sandwiched 

within a small space by paying the price of homebound tickets and tossing the idea 

of social distancing out of the window. This health hazard will have crippling 

effects - especially as these migrants lack jobs and money and may take up odd jobs 

such as house-helpers and cleaners in nearby (hometown) areas. Whether 

asymptomatic or not, these individuals may act as a critical transmitting agents to 

wealthy households as well. Much reminding of the Oscar-winning motion picture 

‘The Parasite’. And from that point on, there is no turning back! 

 

Second, there is an economic challenge. With no money in their bank accounts (or 

bank accounts opened in some remote villages of their hometowns), they will 

neither be able to withdraw money nor to purchase essential items. This will lead 

to steeper unemployment graphs and further divisions between rich and poor. The 

class war between two sections of the society will rejuvenate as the Indian economy 

gradually restarts and the Government’s financial packages meant to rescue the 

poor and migrants are delayed due to nepotism and red tape.  
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Along with economic ills comes the technological issue. The Government of India 

has made it mandatory for all to download the “Aarogya Setu’ mobile application 

(Bhargava, 2020). It will be very difficult for migrants to access internet facilities, 

as recharge shops are closed due to lockdown. Even if they were open, these 

migrants will certainly prioritize spending a mere five hundred rupees so as to feed 

hungry stomachs instead of investing in internet facilities. Although there are mid-

wives/ AYUSH-designated health workers who can identify a covid 

suspect/patient, there is a high chance that isolation wards either in green, orange 

or red zones may not have adequate medical facilities.  

 

With elections deferred for some months due to the outbreak of covid, this migrant 

issue can be twisted in both positive and negative ways for political purposes. Some 

parties may declare that their political representatives have ensured that basic items 

were delivered at doorsteps or that family members were safely transported back to 

their hometowns. Others will point out incidents relating to lack of basic facilities 

at quarantine centres, reiterating the hardships endured by migrants on foot, trains 

running over migrants, and the horrific images of food lying on railway tracks.  

 

There have been complaints by migrants that quarantine facilities provided by the 

government fail to fulfil basic criteria such as routine sanitation of toilets, regular 

supplies of water, availability of food, mosquito nets and mattresses, and others. 

These migrants have also pointed out unfair treatment vis-a vis to passengers 

arriving at Indian airports. Lack of basic facilities at quarantine centres not only 

highlights associated social stigmas, but can constitute a major concern as daily 

wage workers prefer private homes over authorised structures. Emotional and social 

factors could present some important psychological equations as to why migrants 

may or may not share apathy towards the present authority. 

 

We certainly look forward to the post-corona times when social distancing, personal 

hygiene, panic buying, shut down off internet services (in some locations), thermal 

scanning, masks in public spaces become an obsolete affair. Such idealistic hopes 

are a distant dream as our Prime Minister in his recent television address 

categorically stated that the fourth phase of lockdown will present an easing of 

curbs, but that the corona is here to stay.  
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