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Although informal workers were
always a majority in India, they
were only ‘discovered’ with the
advent of liberalization. Their
vulnerabilities and insecurities
need to be addressed through
social security policies which
recognize their specific needs
and through laws which are not
confined to labor, but include
commercial law as well as regu-
lations which cover specific sec-
tors of the economy. However,
organizing and advocacy of the
informal workers cannot be con-
fined to specific needs but must
be a movement towards a better
society and a fairer economy.
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Discovering the Informal Economy

The informal economy has always
existed in India, but it was seen neither as
an important part of the economy, nor as
a theoretical category that needed to be
developed and explored. Although, the
term “informal sector” was adopted inter-
nationally by the ILO inthe mid-1970s, it
retreated to the margins of both research
and policies, until only alittle over ade-
cade ago. In 2002, the International La-
bor Conference finally debated a recom-
mendation, which coined the term “infor-
mal economy”, and recognized both self
employed and wage workers to be part of
this economy. It also recognized the un-
protected and insecure nature of work in
this economy and committed the ILO to
working towards social security and vari-
ous forms of protection of these workers.

In India, the term “unorganized”
rather than “informal” has been used
when referring to these unprotected
workers. This has caused considerable
confusion as*“ unorganized” impliesalack
of organization, and many commentators
have in fact used it thisway. The same
term “unorganized” has also been used
by the Central Statistical Organizationto
describe enterprises rather than workers,
and it defines unorganized enterprises as
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those employing 10 or more workerswith
power, and 20 or more if there was no
power being used (NCEUS, 2007:2).
However, a lot of this confusion was
cleared up by the seminal work of the
National Commission on Enterprisesin
the Unorganized Sector, when it clearly
conflated the terms “informal” and “un-
organized” and defined both terms to
mean those workers in unorganized en-
terprises, including the self employed, and
those in the organized formal sector
without any employment or social secu-
rity benefits (NCEUS, 2007:2).

It has been along journey for these
workers from the margins towards the
centre, which has happened not because
of any changes in the conditions of the
workers and but far more due to the
changes in perception that have come
about with the historical shiftsdueto glo-
balization.

The attitudes which marginalized the
informal workers reflected a larger per-
spective, which defined a worker as one
who conformed to the image of the ‘la-
boring or industrial man’. Thiswasafull
time, generally maleworker, with one skill
and one occupation, working for a well
defined employer in afactory or office,
a workplace under the control of the
employer. Thisworker, or employee, sold
his labor to the employer and received a
wage or salary in return. It was the se-
curity of this ‘industrial worker’ around
which the systems of security or social
protection were based. Although, it was
recognized that most workersin Indiadid
not fit thismodel, the general wisdom was
that as the Indian economy grew and in-

dustrialized, theinformal economy would
gradually shrink and most workerswould
conform to theindustrial prototype.

But in the eighties and nineties there
were rapid changes taking place inter-
nationally with the ascendancy of the
forces of globalization and trade liberal -
ization. The macro-economic changes
in industrialized countries were sup-
ported by therise of neo-liberalism which
shifted the emphasis from security to
growth. Regulations which promoted se-
curity were seen asinimical to economic
growth, and ‘ deregulation’ wasto be pro-
moted in order to facilitate the working
of the market. According to the Chicago
School of law and economics, statutory
or institutional regulations can be justi-
fied only if they promote, or do not im-
pede growth. If they do not do that, they
areimpedimentsto efficiency, and there-
fore, because efficiency and growth are
equated with improvements in social
welfare, most regulations are suspect.
This perspective was to become perva-
sively influential (Standing, 2002:75).

In India, this school of thought gradu-
ally began to gain ascendancy in the mid
to late eighties, and became the domi-
nant school of thought with the debt cri-
sisin 1991. The main target of this new
school of thought was the public sector
undertakings, the visible face of the so-
cialist economy. In addition, there were
persistent demands for the ‘ deregulation’
of markets, which included delicensing
of industry, lowering import and excise
taxes and removal of reservations and
quotasfor categories such assmall scale
industries. The popular image of the‘Li-
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cense-Permit Rgj’ caught theimagination
not only of theindustrialists, but of middle
classes as well as the poor, all of whom
continually suffered under the high-
handed treatment and corruption of the
entrenched bureaucracy.

The statutory regulatory system for
labor too came under attack with de-
mands for ‘exit’ policy to increase the
‘flexibility’ of firms and allow them to
compete internationally. More and more
came to be written about the privileged
position of formal sector labor. The fo-
cus began to shift towards workers who
were not part of the formal sector.

Agency & Organizing

Self Employed Women’s A ssociation
(SEWA), was perhaps the first trade
union to consciously begin to organize
workersintheinformal economy. Initialy,
in the early seventies, SEWA found a
great deal of resistance even to the idea
of organizing women in this sector. Most
people believed that to qualify as a
worker a person had to be an employee,
the problem being compounded by the
belief that women were not workers but
only wives and mothers. The initial re-
sistance to SEWA came from the Labor
Commissioner who refused to register
SEWA as atrade union. Firstly, he said,
these workers had no definite employer,
so they did not fit the traditional defini-
tion of a worker. Who would they bar-

to be an employee.

Most people believed that to
qgualify as a worker a person had \

gain with? Secondly, these workers had
no fixed occupation. They went from one
kind of work to another; they did anum-
ber of different types of work together.
A proper worker had only one perma-
nent occupation, and Trade Unionswere
formed by occupation. And finally, these
workers often had no fixed place of
work, such as afactory, so how would it
be possible to organize them. Interest-
ingly, the Trade Union Act does not in
fact specify all these conditions, but the
officials had a certain type of worker in
mind and the women we brought to them
did not fit into their idea of aworker.

In fact, women did not fit into
anyone'sideaof aworker. InIndiathere
isavery large category of home -based
workers making a variety of goods in
their own homes either for direct sale or
for a contractor or employer. When we
first started organizing the women gar-
ment stitchers we were told by the em-
ployersthat these women were not work-
ers but just housewives who were stitch-
ing in their ‘leisure time'; whereas we
found that they were working anywhere
between eight to ten hours a day. We
were also told by the Ilabor
commissioner’s office that since there
was no direct employer-employee rela-
tionship between the employer and the
women, they were not covered by any
labor laws, although we found that there
was a complete control of production by
the employers. Even the husbands of the
workers said ‘my wife does not work’
but only does this as a ‘hobby’. Statisti-
cal agencies too ignored these women
and their work did not appear in popul a-
tion censuses.
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Within the prototype of the*indus-
trial” or “laboring” man is sub-
sumed the housewife woman.

These attitudes towards women in-
formal workers reflected the general
thinking. Within the prototype of the“in-
dustrial” or “laboring” man, is subsumed
the housewife woman. Theindustrial man
through his earnings supports a family,
and the woman’s role is nurturing the
worker and his children. These norms
were reflected even in the labor laws for
example, therecommended guidelinesfor
fixing the minimum wage, was that one
wage earner should support three con-
sumption units, which would include the
man himself, his wife and two children.
(Man isone consumption unit, woman is
.8 consumption unit and children are .6
consumption units each).

Unfortunately, even today, in spite of
the changes that have taken place in the
world economies, and in spite of the
changed thinking at academic and policy
levels on the informal workers, the atti-
tudes of the Labor Departments remain
rooted in thelast century. Thisisnot sur-
prising considering that the role of the
officials remains to be enforcing labor
laws, and that the majority of labor laws
in India were passed over 50 years ago,
some as old asin 1920!

Neverthel ess, many organizations of
informal workers have come up, and have
consolidated the voice of informal work-
ers, having in the processto invent them-
selvesto suit the needs of informal work-
ers. Many new organizations have been

trade unionsin various sectors— the con-
tract workers, casual workers and daily-
wagerswho had been excluded from for-
mal sector benefits formed their own
trade unions; street vendors who were
being displaced from the selling spots and
needed protection against municipality
and police; agricultural workers who
were exploited not only in wages but also
on basis of caste; construction workers,
who were usually migrants; domestic
workers whose employers were middle-
class households; bidi workers in their
homes; and many more. The labor move-
ment as awholein Indiarecognized that
informal workers were over 90% of the
economy and needed to organize. Today
most of the mainstream labor federa-
tions—INTUC, BMS, AITUC, CITU—
claim about half of their members are
informal workers.

The result of these organizing at-
tempts was reflected in various legisla-
tions. Nationally, various Acts were
passed for protection of Construction
Workers and for Social Security of the
Unorganized Sector, while a National
Policy on Street Vendors was approved
by the Government and a National Mini-
mum Wage was proposed. At state level
social security boards of different types
were set up and social security schemes
directed primarily to unorganized work-
ers were implemented, at the same time
minimum wages for agricultural workers
and many other informal workers were
proposed.

However, it has been very difficult
to organizeinformal workerspurely along
traditional unionlines. Many of thework-
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ers are self employed and need many
different services, like credit and mar-
keting. Skill development is another ma-
jor need of workers which is not easily
provided by trade unions. So, many new
ways of organizing have come up.

The “micro-finance movement” has
become well-known world-wide as a
meansto enhancelivelihoods, and in fact,
micro-finance was started and lead by
women, with new organizing structures
being developed by them. SEWA was
started in Indiain 1972, and afew years
later SEWA Bank was started as a co-
operative bank where all shareholders
were members of SEWA who then
elected their own board. In 1979
Grameen Bank was started in
Bangladesh. In the 1980s Myrada and
other organizations such asCDFinIndia
found that women were spontaneously
getting together into groups, saving their
earnings, and taking loansfrom their own
savings. Thus was launched the “ Self
Help Group” inIndia. These groupswere
so successful that the Government of
India recognized their potential and be-
gan using them as the building blocksfor
developmental programs. Private sector
micro-finance too recognized their poten-
tial and small women’s groups became
the basis for India’'s growing micro-fi-
nance movement.

In the urban areas organizing has
taken place around basic services such
aswater and sanitation and against over-
crowding and crime. The struggle for
water, sanitation and tenurial rights has
lead to shack-dwellers coming together
to change policies. Another form of or-

ganizing is the “People’s Movement”
which has no structure but is organized
to protest dispossession. The Chipko
Movement was an early spontaneous
people’s movement which was followed
by people’s movements against big dams
which displaced thousands of people, and
again against land acquisitionsfor bigin-
dustries. These movements came up as
peoplein aparticular areafaced extreme
change which would disrupt their lives
and perhaps bring them into a cycle of
poverty. Women, whose way of life is
rooted in theland and in their homesfeel
the threat even more than men, and are
willing to take, join, or often take the lead
in long drawn out protests.

‘ Thechanging world of work hasled
to the many different forms of or-

ganizing around the needs associ-
ated with work and livelihoods. \

The changing world of work has led
to the many different forms of organiz-
ing around the needs associated with
work and livelihoods. But organizingis
never easy. Theworkersare usually poor,
belong to unprivileged castes, and are
afraid to lose whatever little they have
acquired. Women are perhaps the most
vulnerable and disempowered within
these groups. Organizing required em-
powerment, and the quest for economic
justice is seeking the path towards
change, towards an economic system
where people have a certain level of se-
curity, at least of their basic needs, where
work is fulfilling and not back-breaking
and exploitative and where people feel a
sense of community and empowerment.

The Indian Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 48, No. 3, January 2013

377



Renana Jhabvala

Movement towards new economic sys-
tems requires direction, and it is those
who have the most to lose within the ex-
isting systems, the most insecure, the
vulnerable, the poor, who can become the
agency for change.

However, agency of the weak re-
quires some form of coming together or
of organizing before people can feel em-
powered to act. Empowerment is the
desire of people who feel powerless to
have more control over their lives. People
feel powerlessin many ways. They feel
that their lives are ruled by forces over
which they have no control, which are
too powerful for them. People are con-
fronted by powerful figuresin their lives
who control them, they also face forces
which are far away and they cannot iden-
tify. Powerlessness causes fear that their
lives might be crushed or destroyed or
reduced any time. It kills the human

spirit.

‘ Empowerment is the desire of
people who feel powerless to have
more control over their lives.

Empowerment through organizing is
the process by which the disempowered,
or powerless, people can change their
circumstances and begin to have control
over their lives. Empowerment resultsin
a change in the balance of power, in the
living conditions, and in the rel ationships.
In many ways empowerment is not only
the means to achieve better incomes,
better livelihoods or better social secu-
rity, it isthe meansto the renewal of the
human spirit.

Quest for Social Security

The earnings of informal workers
tend to be low and their employment op-
portunities are insecure. These insecu-
rities are compounded by their lack of
social security, so that their contingent
expensesin times of ill health or unem-
ployment or disaster can send them down
into a spiral of poverty or even destitu-
tion.

In any country the social security
system should respect the prevailing
character of economic insecurity. In an
industrial society, based on a vast ma-
jority having stabl e full-time employment
with contracts and union-backed collec-
tive bargaining, one could make a rea-
sonably good estimate of which groups
are in need, and which are not. Thisis
not Indiatoday, and it will not be Indiain
the future. In a globalising, open
economy, more and more people will be
subject to economic shocks and have to
put up with systemic uncertainty, against
which they will be unableto insure prop-
erly. Many more will be vulnerable to
sudden declinesin income.

The need for social security is well
recognized by governmentswho attempt
to alleviate their conditions, entitlements
and schemes. There are presently a
number of entitlements which are pro-
vided by the government® either to all
citizens or to those who are poor. The
approach of the citizen based entitlement

! For amore complete discussion of social security

see RKA Subrahmanya, “Social Protection of
Workersin the Unorganized Sector”, thisvolume
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isa‘rights’ approach, thatis, asacitizen
of the country, every human being has a
right to satisfaction of certain basic needs
and it isthe duty of the State to provide
for those needs. There are presently a
number of citizen based entitlements
which are provided by the Government
either to all citizens or to those who are
poor, on a ‘means tested’ basis. These
are drinking water, health care, educa-
tion, food security, housing and social
assistance schemes. The State is re-
quired to finance the services aswell as
undertake the provision.

The other approach to providing se-
curity for workers is the work-based
entitlements which supplement the citi-
zens based ones. The work based en-
titlements are statutory and apply to all
workers in an employer-employee rela-
tionship. The finances for these entitle-
ments are provided by statutory contri-
butions from the employers and the em-
ployees. The role of the Government is
to enforce and implement the schemes.

The main statutory work-based en-
titlements in India are the old age ben-
efit schemes (in particular the Employ-
ees Provident Fund) and the health ser-
vices (in particular the Employees So-
cial Insurance Scheme). In addition, there
are schemes for particular sectors cov-
ered by the Welfare Funds. In the Wel-
fare Funds scheme, funds are raised by
levying acesson the production, sale or
export of specified goods, or by collect-
ing contributions from the various
sources including the employer, em-
ployee as well as the government. The
Welfare Funds are used to meet the ex-

penditure of the welfare of the workers.
The Central Funds, set up by the Gov-
ernment of India, are for Bidi, Mines,
Cine workers, dock workers and Build-
ing and Construction workers. Among the
states, Kerala State has many such
funds, one for each sector while Tamil
Nadu and Maharashtraand Gujarat have
funds constituted under the Manual
Workers Acts.

It was earlier believed that the work-
based entitlements would become univer-
sal as the organized sector grew and the
unorganized sector shrunk. It has now
become obviousthat in fact the opposite
ishappening. More and more workersare
being left out of the social security net,
and the coverage of both ESIS and EPF
is shrinking, as are the number of work-
ers covered by the provisions of various
welfare Acts such as the Maternity Ben-
efit Act. Thereistherefore aneed to think
afresh on how to devise work-based so-
cial security systems particularly target-
ing the unorganized sector.

More and more workers are be-
ing left out of the social security

net, and the coverage of both ESIS
and EPF is shrinking.

Many unorganized sector workers do
avail of the citizenship based entitlements
like health services from Primary Health
Centers, free primary education and pub-
lic distribution systems. However, these
services remain highly inadequate.
Therefore, though work based entitle-
ments are meant to supplement the citi-
zenship based ones, in actual fact, where
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the work based entitlements work well,
such asin the organized sector, workers
use these services rather than the public
sector services. Thisisbecause, thework
related benefits are better financed, bet-
ter targeted and remain more in the con-
trol of the users. Also, increasingly these
services are being used to make the best
possible use of both public and private
available services. Many companies, for
example, which have health insurance
will now allow their employeesto choose
health providers from the market.

Neverthelessitisstill the Government
systems of entitlements that reach out to
the largest numbers of the vulnerable.
Unfortunately, the efficiency of these
systems has become very low. In India,
the base of the state benefit system in
most parts of the country is the ration
card, consisting of the BPL (Below Pov-
erty Line) and many studies have shown
that thisform of targeting, means testing
and provision of particular schemes have
led to large scale inefficiencies. For ex-
ample, it has been shown that nearly 50%
of the really poor in rural areas do not
receive BPL or Antyodyay cards (Re-
port of the Expert Group), and that only
27% of the subsidized grain in the PDS
system actually reaches those who need
it (Planning Commission, 2005). The
implementing machinery of the Govern-
ment istoo bureaucratic and full of |eak-
ages and corruption. The pipes of Gov-
ernment are clogged, and so alternative
implementing systems are needed.

Solutions are still to be found, but a
number of promising trends are emerg-
ing. One solution that has been proposed,

but not yet implemented by the Govern-
ment isto help the unorganized sector or
poor population set up its own organiza-
tions and run its own social security
schemeswith financial aid from the Gov-
ernment. These organizations could be
the existing ones like trade unions, coop-
eratives, federations, village mandals,
micro-financeinstitutions which could be
supported by government as well asvol-
untary organizationsto become self-suf-
ficient and well-managed.

In order to decentralize this process,
Worker Facilitation Centers had been
proposed during the discussions on the
Unorganized Workers Social Security
Act?. These centers would:

a) Disseminateinformation onavailable
social security schemesfor thework-
ers.

b) Facilitate thefilling, processing and
forwarding of application forms for
registration of workers.

c) Obtain registration from the District
Committee and deliver the Identity
Cards to the registered workers.

d) Facilitate to enroll the registered
workersin social security schemes.

e) Act as an authorized intermediary
in collecting contributions from the
workers and employersto the social
security schemes and remit them with
the designated institutions.

f) Ensure the delivery of social secu-
rity benefitsin co-operation with in-
stitutions designated to deliver such

2 Labor Ministry website (2007)
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social security (insurance companies,
post offices, Departments of the
State/Central Government and other
institutions concerned).

g) Any other function as may be pre-
scribed by the State Social Security
Board.

Some organi zations which could be-
come Worker Facilitation Centres were.

a) Existing Worker Welfare Boards and
their local offices.

b) Local Panchayati Raj Institutions
(PRI) or urban local bodies.

¢) Organizations of workers including
trade unions, associations and co-op-
eratives in the unorganized sector.

d) Self-help Groups (SHGS).

e) Non-profit organizations working
among the unorganized sector work-
ers.

f) Such other organizations as may be
designated by the State Boards.

Another set of solutions concern the
types of benefits that can be made avail-
able to people to ensure some form of
security. In India today we have a vari-
ety of schemes. These schemes include
the cash line (benefits in terms of cash
such as pensions or scholarships), the
food and commodity line (provision of
goods and services for free or at subsi-
dized prices for those designated as ‘the
poor’) and the labor line (provision of
labor to be performed by those designated
as poor, in return for monetary payment
or food).

These are the three main ways by
which Government tries to cut poverty
and economic insecurity directly through
providing goods needed by people,
through providing labor for a payment
from which they can buy the goods they
think they want, and through providing
money from which they can buy such
goods and develop work opportunities
(Standing, 2012.)

In recent times, direct cash transfers
have been discussed as a means of en-
suring social security. Pensionsisaform
of cash transfers as are scholarships and
surveys have found that these forms of
social security tend to be more reliable
than other forms which require continu-
ousintervention. In the case of pensions
for example, although getting registered
and approved as apension beneficiary is
time consuming and often expensive,
once the person is registered and the
benefit starts to flow, it is much more
reliable than other forms of social ben-
efits including subsidized grain or right
to labor.

Other countries such as Brazil and
Mexico too have found that cash trans-
fers are an important source of social
protection especially for the vulnerable.
However, in India there are many reser-
vations and hesitations about cash trans-
fersasaform of social protection. First,
thereisthe fear that the money received
will be “mis-spent”, the most common
cited being that “menwill drink it away”.
Another hesitation is that inflation will
erode the value of the cash and so will
reduce the efficacy of the protection.
Unlike other medium income countries,
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India has a poor record of financial in-
clusion, with less than 40% of people
having bank accounts. In the case of in-
formal workers, who are generally poor,
thisis even lower, so that until bank ac-
counts, or accountsin other financial in-
stitutions are opened, the implementation
of cash transfers would be difficult.

Research experiments with cash
transfers have shown that they

tend to be successful as a means
of social protection. \

However, research experimentswith
cash transfers have shown that they tend
to be successful as a means of social
protection. In an experiment conducted
by SEWA in Delhi, it was found that sub-
stitution of Public Distribution System led
to better nutrition and health outcomes.
In an on-going larger rural study on cash
transfersalso run by SEWA, asmall cash
transfer is provided to every individual
each month and is universal in that ev-
ery person identified by an independent
survey as aresident of the village at the
outset of the pilot will be eligible to re-
ceive the grant. Further it isto be be un-
conditional, i.e., therecipientswill not be
obliged to spend the money in any pre-
conceived or externally determined way.

In this experiment the cash transfer
scheme is not offered as a panacea, and
it is recognized that successful social
policy requires a multitude of interven-
tions. However, lack of money is a ma-
jor source of insecurity and poverty and
the sub-optimal decisions poor people
have to make. This project starts from

the premise that low-income people are
just as rational as high-income people,
and therefore can be expected to act ra-
tionally and in their long-term interests.
The objective is to identify a policy in-
strument that could substantially reduce
poverty and economic insecurity in low-
income areas, whereby the population liv-
ing there would gain and build sustain-
able livelihoods in a more dynamic eco-
nomic environment. Apart from the is-
sue of corruption and |leakages, one of
the failures of many state policies sup-
posedly helping the poor isthat they have
very low local multiplier effects.

Although the results of this experi-
ment are still being analyzed, thefirstin-
dications are that regular, and uncondi-
tional cash transfers are quite transfor-
mative in that it provides families flex-
ibility to attend to their actual needs,
which leads to better nutrition, better
health care, better schooling outcomes,
more productive work and release from
a cycle of bondage caused by debt.

Informal Workers & the Law

Once it is recognized that the infor-
mal are workers too, the major question
iswhat are the methods and mechanisms,
which would help them to move towards
greater security. The best forms of se-
curity tend to be statutory regulations,
however labor laws are generally de-
signed in afairly detailed and inflexible
way for industrial workersand it isdiffi-
cult to adapt them to informal workers.
Most labor laws require proving the ex-
istence of an employer-employee rela-
tionship, usually such arelationship does
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not exist initstraditional form and even
if it exists it is often difficult to prove.
For example, workers often have acci-
dentsin the course of their work, SEWA
went to court on behalf of a cart-puller,
who with a hired cart, in the process of
delivering cloth from a wholesaler to a
retailer, wasinvolved in astreet accident
and broke both the legs. Although the
cart-puller had been doing deliveriesfor
the wholesaler for more than twenty
years, the court ruled that there was no
employer-employee relationship, and so
no one could be held liable under the
Workmen’s Compensation Act.

On the other hand there are a few
labor laws which can be adapted for the
informal workers. For example the Bidi
Workers Welfare Fund Act, where there
isnointrinsic need to prove an employer-
employee relationship and the employer
is not directly liable for particular em-
ployees, but pays contributions through
acessinto afund, which provides social
protection to bidi workers.

However, labor laws are only a
small part of the problem. The tradi-
tional industrial worker did not deal di-
rectly with the market, his main rela-
tionship as a worker was with a speci-
fied employer. The informal worker is
subject to a variety of relationships,
ranging from market relationships to
those with various statutory authorities,
and is subject to a wide range of laws
from commercial law to municipal
regulations to laws relating to specific
sectors such as forests or oceans. For
example, street vendors or waste col-
lectors are subject to municipal laws

and police laws. Forest workers are
subject to Forest Acts and small farm-
ers to various land-related laws such
as land acquisition Acts.

Decentralization & Co-operation

Informal workers constitute more
than 90% of the workforce and when we
consider how the insecurity and vulner-
ability of thislarge working populationis
to be reduced, we are in effect looking
at how the economic and social struc-
tures need to change in order to be a
more just and fairer system. In this sec-
tion, we present some thoughts on a* bet-
ter society”.

‘ Work is part of, not separate from,
life. \

Work is part of, not separate from,
life. It isembedded in social and cultural
processes and thereis closeinterrelation
between work, social systems, local com-
munity, family and on anindividual level,
of identity and self-worth. The nature and
arrangement of work often signals the
relationshipsin society.

In India, theinsecurities around work
have been increasing as the economy has
been changing and opening itself to glo-
bal markets. Economic centralization in
the form of large corporationswhich con-
trol their environment and government
regul ations which encourage large com-
panies at the expense of small ones is
rapidly increasing. Although it iswidely
accepted that political decentralizationis
required for a vibrant democracy, the
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oppositeis seen astruefor the economy.
Centralization of production (and own-
ership of resources and skills) isviewed
as leading to a more efficient economy.
In opposition to this favourable view of
centralization, there are arguments for
decentralization of production and distri-
bution of goods and services.

A just society requires that owner-
ship of economic resources be distributed
more equitably. Within most countries
and across nations, the distribution and
ownership of wealth tends to be concen-
trated in certain areas, and generally the
wealthier areas attract more resources
and the poorer areas lose them. Eco-
nomic decentralization is one way (al-
though not necessarily the only way) of
distribution of resources.

Economic decentralization also fol-
lowsthisideaof achieving economic jus-
tice by focusing on the most vulnerable.
In practice, identification of the most vul-
nerableisamajor exercise, whereanum-
ber of criteria have to be accepted and
the peoplefitting those criteriato beiden-
tified. Poverty or vulnerability criteriaare
not as simple as for other vulnerable
groups like the aged, widows or the dis-
abled. The most successful practices in
these processes of identification would
occur at local level. Reaching the poorest
has been a major administrative exercise
when organized on a national level (cen-
trally). A more efficient system would be
one where food, clothing and other mini-
mum requirements aredistributed locally.
Even more efficient would be local pro-
duction of required needs. We are not pro-
posing that local areas disconnect with

mainstream markets, but that a minimum
amount of basic needs goods be produced
and distributed locally. New technologies
and inputs coul d boost this production and
encourage backward and forward linkages
with mainstream markets.

Decentralization leads to a more sat-
isfying type of work, often called “ holis-
ticwork”. Itisnot only the quality of work
which gives satisfaction but also its pur-
pose and the rel ationships within the work
process. Decentralized production gives
communities greater control over what
they produce, and how it is to be used.
Furthermore, local organization of pro-
duction links more easily with local cul-
tures and developed within aholistic and
sustainable approach to development.
One good example of the holistic nature
of decentralized work is found among
communities who live in areas rich in
natural resources such asforests. Where
communities have agreater control over
these resources, they tend to preserve
and regenerate these resources. This
holistic perspective requires that each
individuals give back something to the
world, even as he takes away fromit for
his own maintenance. Building such in-
terdependence requires a strong sense of
local community and culture that inte-
grates the economic and social realms.

‘ Local production and distribution

also strengthens the economic role
of women.

Local production and distribution also

strengthens the economic role of women.
Much of their work is non-monetary and
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meant for use within the family. Much
community work that involves maintain-
ing social relationships is also done by
women. Economic decentralization
would lead to two trends that would be
beneficial to women. It would strengthen
local markets and local skills and make
markets more accessible to women. It
would raise the value of non-monetary
(or reproductive) work, including al forms
of community and service work, as this
would acquire a more holistic meaning
and come to be understood as work done
for the maintenance of society.

Another form of production that is
being disregarded in today’s competitive
and individualistic economies is the co-
operative forms of work systems, where
people work together to produce results
that are beneficial for all. There are many
such formsin existence today. They vary
from small self-help groups being pro-
moted in India to traditional roscas, to
mutual -help groups found in many Afri-
can countries, to community grain banks
and community social protection systems,
to large formal co-operative societies.

Co-operative forms of work are also
more likely to be adopted by the poor or
by those who have few resources. Co-
operation isoneway of pooling resources
and henceincreasing the control and bar-
gaining power of those who are weak.
These forms can be seen as the best form
to meet minimum needs of every indi-
vidual.

Formal registered co-operatives ex-
ist worldwide. Ranging from small-scale
to multi-million dollar businesses across

the globe, co-operatives are estimated to
employ more than 100 million women and
men and have more than 800 million
members. They operate mainly in agri-
cultural marketing and supply, finance,
wholesale and retailing, health care, hous-
ing and insurance, but are venturing into
new fields such asinformation and com-
muni cation technol ogy, tourism and cul -
tural industries. Co-operative organiza-
tions and groups are abundant in the in-
formal economy, especially in develop-
ing countries, although so far there has
been no attempt to measure them.

Co-operative organizations and

groups are abundant in the infor-
mal economy, especially in devel-
oping countries, although so far
there has been no attempt to mea-
sure them.

Co-operative economic organizations
are not only feasible for informal work-
ers but bring about better work in sev-
eral ways. First, they give workers, es-
pecially those who are the most vulner-
able, anew identity based on respect for
the contribution their work makes to so-
ciety and to their own families. Second,
co-operative forms of work allow them
to build an enterprise and reach markets
directly, instead of being at the mercy of
traders and others who exploit their lack
of accessto markets. Third, they are able
to pool their resources, capital, knowl-
edge and skills. Fourth, they are able to
avail themselves of government schemes
and programmes, which would be diffi-
cult for them to do individually. Finally,
their coming together into a viable
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organisation increases their voice and
bargaining power in society and in the
marketplace.

Informal workerstoday are no longer
invisible, but are getting empowered.
New policies are being formulated for
them, their organizations are gaining
voice as they attempt to become part of
the mainstream. However, the main-
stream economy as it exists today is an
informalizing force, and isunlikely toin-
corporate the needs of these workers,
unlikely to address their vulnerabilities.
As informal workers develop agency it
is important for them to advocate for
policies leading to a more decentralized
and co-operative economy, rather than
only to address their immediate needs.
In this way they can become the van-
guard for a better and more just society.
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