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Over the past ten years, while
food prices have more than
doubled, meal benefits available
to workers have remained stag-
nant. In the context of increas-
ing inflation, meal benefits as a
proportion of the wage bill have
therefore dramatically fallen.
Instead of viewing meal benefits
as an inherent right of workers,
the state has viewed them as pe-
ripheral and fringe benefits, and
therefore has placed tax restric-
tions on them. It is argued here
that struggling for improving the
meal benefits to Rs. 125 per meal
is necessary to ensure that
organisations provide adequate
meal benefits to their employees.
Further, trade union action
around issues such as meal ben-
efits have the potential to
democratise employment rela-
tions and society, as they can ex-
pand the scope of meal benefits
to include contract and informal
sector workers who are implic-
itly tied to organisations through
their work.

Introduction

According to World Bank estimates,
rising food prices between October 2010
and January 2011 drove 44 million more
people in the developing countries into
poverty (Sundaram, 2011). Access to
nutritious food is a part of the democratic
entitlements of the working class. Unfor-
tunately, the government in India has
failed to revise the meal benefits avail-
able to workers during the past ten years
when the food prices have more than
doubled. Yet the income tax exemption
limits available for meal benefits have not
been revised. It may be felt that the
struggle for raising the income tax limits
of meal benefits for workers within the
organised sector in India is an elitist ar-
ticulation when lack of access to food
security is pushing many workers in the
informal sector into deeper recesses of
poverty.

However the struggle for raising the
income tax exemption limit for meal ben-
efits must be seen in the light of the work
organisation moving towards becoming a
total institution, and the corresponding
decline in the spaces of resistance (Jack-
son & Carter, 2011). What appears as a
trivial struggle is an important entitlement
for workers. The right to nutritious food
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in the workplace is a right that guaran-
tees the nourishment of the worker’s
body. Once these benefits are asserted
as an important entitlement within the
organised sector, and rights such as ap-
propriate income tax limits are preserved,
then the benefits available to organised
sector workers become a benchmark and
standard for the state to provide to the
informal sector workers as well. The in-
formal sector workers can argue against
the inequality and discriminatory frame-
work in not extending access to food se-
curity to them. Access to food security
in the context of a community has been
linked to the ideals of community self
reliance and social justice (Hamm and
Bellows, 2003). Thus, the erosion of food
related entitlements for workers in the
formal sector reflects a loss of rights that
have been earned over a period of time.
The erosion of rights in the formal sec-
tor can often be a precursor to the
marginalisations that follow in the infor-
mal sector. Neoliberal agendas are often
advanced after crushing the collective
action of workers within the organised
sector. Therefore, it is necessary to con-
test the erosion of rights that takes place
in the formal sector on account of the
deterioration in the quality of democratic
entitlements such as meal benefits.

Access to food security in the con-
text of a community has been
linked to the ideals of community
self reliance and social justice

Due to the limits of meal benefits
remaining stagnant, the quality of nutri-
tious food available to workers has suf-

fered greatly. A limit of Rs. 100 per day
has been placed on the meal vouchers
that could be handed over to employ-
ees. Consequently, companies in the In-
formation Technology and Information
Technology Enabled Services sector are
functioning within this limit of Rs. 100.
Thus meal benefits which should have
been revised to upto Rs. 200 continued
to remain at Rs. 100 thereby reducing
the quality of food available to workers.
This indicates the processes of extrac-
tion of surplus by avoiding payments
which must be legitimately made to
workers. It is the erosion of the work-
place as a site of welfare as adequate
free meals are an important welfare
measure that should be available to
workers. According to CBDT circular
no. 15/2001 [F.No.275/192/2001-IT(B)
of 2001, free meals provided in the work-
place are a staff welfare measure. Ex-
penses upto Rs. 35 per meal were
treated as a staff welfare measure and
if the expenses pertaining to the meals
increased beyond Rs. 50, then these
expenses were treated as perquisites
available to workers. Dominant per-
spectives of organisational development
require workers to interact candidly with
each other and take greater responsi-
bility for their actions as organisational
members (Nielsen, 1984). Trade union
action which argues for meal benefits
reverses this paradigm and argues for
organisations to take responsibility for
its members and ensure that their wel-
fare interests are taken care of. Further,
candidness is required in speaking up to
power in organisations and ensuring
greater  democrat isat ion of
organisational spaces.
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Situating free meals as welfare ben-
efits could also lead to an increased pro-
ductivity of employees within the
organisation. Yet the state has failed to
realize the importance of such welfare
measures and thus has not yet revised
the income tax exemptions available for
such measures. Tax exemption was pro-
vided in India for Rs. 50 per meal in 2001.
During this year the tax exemption had
increased from Rs. 35 to Rs. 50. How-
ever during the past ten years, this tax
exemption has not been raised. It is a
standard practice in most other countries
to increase the tax exemption based on
the consumer price index every 2 to 3
years. Another advantage of providing
meal benefits to workers in the organised
sector is that it is a measure which could
help in arresting inflation (Carrasco and
Mukhopadhyay, 2012). Since the food
related needs are met in their workplace,
workers need not undertake their own
individual efforts to meet their food
needs. The collective efforts of the
organisation would reduce the individual
consumption expenditure of workers, thus
helping in reducing inflation. When the
food related needs of workers are met in
the workplace, then their sense of food
security is enhanced, and they can use
their income for other purposes such as
education, health or other consumption
needs (Crush, Hovorka and Tevera,
2011).

The International Labour Organis-
ation (ILO) looks at the provision of food
in the workplace not only as a measure
which can increase the productivity of the
workforce but also as a part of occupa-
tional safety and health, and social pro-

tection agendas (Wanjek, 2005). For the
purposes of assessing food related infla-
tion, using the Wholesale Price Index
(WPI) in India may be misleading, as the
weight of food related items is only 14%
in the WPI. On the other hand the weight
of food related items in the Consumer
Price Index (CPI) is 50%, and therefore
may provide a more realistic assessment
of food related inflation. Another index
which is useful in assessing food related
inflation in India is the Commodity Food
Price Index (CFPI) which includes cere-
als, vegetable oils, meat, seafood, sugar,
bananas and orange price indices. Both
the CPI and the CFPI confirm that food
related prices in India have increased by
more than 100% over the past ten years.
Consequently, meal benefits as a propor-
tion of the salary of workers has declined
over the past five years. Using data from
the website paycheck.in, it can be as-
sessed that meal benefits as a percent-
age of the total wages was 6.33% in 2006,
but it declined to 2.39% in 2011. In the
Information and Communication industry,
meal benefits as a proportion of the total
salary was already low at 2.63% in 2006,
and this further declined to 1.69% in 2011.
This indicates that the entitlements of
workers pertaining to access to nutritious
food in the workplace are being eroded in
today’s time.

Entitlements of workers pertain-
ing to access to nutritious food in
the workplace are being eroded in
today’s time.

Nair and Eapen (2012) suggest that
food inflation in India in recent times has
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been on account of supply side con-
straints and not on account of a shift in
consumption patterns to high value food.
This implies that even those in the middle
class, who might have relatively better
income securities have not been able to
make the transition to high value food.
Consequently, there may be no lifestyle
effects visible with regard to food con-
sumption, and people may be affected in
similar ways. Subsidising food in work-
places is not being argued for middle class
workers alone, it is being argued as a uni-
versalist welfare measure that must be
available to all workers. Workers engaged
in manual labour also have energy needs,
and in the context of relatively low in-
comes, need mechanisms such as meal
benefits to sustain their nutritional require-
ments. Another advantage of providing
meal benefits to workers in the organised
sector is that once their food needs are
taken care of, they will be able to shift
consumption to other needs. This increas-
ing sustain production in the economy, and
also benefit informal sector workers. Fur-
ther, emphasizing meal benefits places an
important focus on meeting food needs
within the employment realtionship. Once
the employment relationship becomes the
site for absorbing food related expenses,
then shifts in food prices to the benefit of
farmers and other agricultural labourers
can also be expected.

Thus, meal benefits can form an im-
portant social justice agenda and it is
necessary for trade unions to struggle for
these benefits. The continuing food cri-
sis indicates that market based solutions
and other technical developments which
lead to improvement in agricultural pro-

duction are not adequate in resolving
food issues (Wise & Murphy, 2012). It is
also necessary to resolve inequities in
consumption and provide space for a
welfarist policy. One good beginning
could be by ensuring the expansion of
meal benefits in workplaces in develop-
ing countries. This would greatly help in
stabilizing demand and could be an im-
portant contribution in addressing the glo-
bal food crisis. Rather than demand be-
ing driven by collective consumption, this
would ensure that demand is driven by
organisational communities. In order to
meet the needs of food for the urban
poor, an informal economy has evolved
in Asian and African cities which meet
their requirements at low costs
(Drakakis-Smith, 1991). When meal ben-
efits are given to workers, plans to tap
into complex networks pertaining to food
production and distribution in the infor-
mal economy should be evolved, so that
meal benefits can be integrated with the
upgradation and provision of decent work
of food related workers in the informal
economy. This would also raise the qual-
ity of food produced in the informal
economy and benefit the population at
large. Thus, creative implementation of
meal benefits not only takes care of the
rights of workers in the immediate work-
place, but also has other developmental
implications.

Creative implementation of meal
benefits not only takes care of the
rights of workers in the immedi-
ate workplace, but also has other
developmental implications.
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Meal Benefits & Democratisation
of Workplace

A survey of the increase in the prices
of meals in hotels and restaurants across
the country indicates that meal prices
have increased on an average by
208.68% between 2001 and 2012 with
the standard deviation of the increase in
prices being 63.51%. This indicates that
meal prices have more than doubled dur-
ing the past decade, and thus it is neces-
sary that the meal benefits available to
workers should also proportionately in-
crease. When trade unions struggle for
democratisation of society and the work-
place, then issues of accountability and
participation become important in the
movement, and successful movements
are able to mitigate hierarchically struc-
tured relationships among members
(Aiyede, 2004). The struggle for meal
benefits is an appropriate site for
democratisation of employment relations
as it represents an implicit erosion of the
rights of workers. It represents a fram-
ing of issues where the interests of work-
ers are in intersection with political deci-
sion making processes. It has been sug-
gested that when citizens are able to de-
liberate on conflicting perspectives per-
taining to an issue, then they are able to
overcome elite influences in framing
policy, and this deepens the quality of
democracy (Druckman & Nelson, 2003).
Thus, issues such as meal benefits where
multiple perspectives exist on how the
rights of workers can be improved can
become sites for contesting elite policy
making, and ensuring that grounded
voices can become important in the pro-
cesses of decision making.

Union Network International (UNI)
Global Union has argued that meal ben-
efits should be linked to the dearness al-
lowance of employees, and since the food
prices have more than doubled during the
past ten years, meal benefits should be
increased to at least Rs. 125 with effect
from April 2012. If the rights of organised
sector workers are protected, then their
voice in decision making processes gets
established to a greater degree. Then, they
are empowered to fight for the rights of
all workers, including informal sector
workers. On the other hand, if the rights
of organised sector workers are eroded,
then it becomes difficult to sustain the
rights of informal sector workers as well.
Also, while collectivising new economy
workers such as Business Process
Outsourcing (BPO) workers, it is neces-
sary to raise specific issues around which
collectivisation can occur. Since BPO
companies argue that they are enlightened
workplaces, by pointing out that they are
not providing meal benefits which are in
line with food inflation, the gaps between
promise and practice can be pointed out,
and the need for collectivisation can be
indicated to employees. Then over a pe-
riod of time, coalitions can be built between
trade unions from different sectors. Trade
unions are inherently linked to political
democracy as their bargaining power rep-
resents the quality of democracy prevail-
ing in a political economy (Kukreja &
Madureira, 1988). Thus, issues such as
meal benefits in the Information Technol-
ogy Enabled Services sector (ITES) rep-
resent bargaining issues which can en-
hance the strength of trade unions, and
over a period of time contribute to the
quality of democracy.
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It is interesting to note that meal ben-
efits between 1997 and 2001 were tax
free up to an amount of Rs. 35 per meal
to be provided to an employee. Along with
an increase in wages and in the interests
of redistribution of income, a policy op-
tion is to increase the amount up to which
meal benefits will be exempt from taxes.
Further, a higher ceiling of tax exemption
can be provided if the meals can be
sourced from micro-enterprises or the in-
formal economy, where organisations
partner with trade unions to increase the
level of decent work in the informal
economy. Such measures can lead to the
transform the political economy in terms
of a progressive labour politics. Thus, trade
unions can articulate their demands in
terms of building linkages with various
sectors of the economy and bringing about
change in society. Democracy requires
grass roots empowerment rather than the
subordination of labour interests to that of
the parliamentary elite and the use of mass
media for strategic advertisements in com-
municating with citizens (Bashevkin,
2000). Issues such as meal benefits can
generate grass roots level deliberation and
can thus become a forum for the expres-
sion of voices of workers. Also, beginning
with issues such as meal benefits, work-
ers can begin to realize the strength of
collective action and the need for work-
ers to unionize and maintain a vibrant
grassroots culture within trade unions.

Issues such as meal benefits can
generate grass roots level delib-
eration and can thus become a fo-
rum for the expression of voices
of workers.

There was a change in the govern-
ment policy pertaining to meal benefits
between 2001 and 2005. While the mag-
nitude of meal benefits available to work-
ers increased from Rs. 35 to Rs. 50, for
the first time, the government started
assessing whether meal benefits could
be classified as perquisites. The fact that
meal benefits could be classified as per-
quisites is by itself not as problematic an
issue as the fact that such decisions
were taken unilaterally by the govern-
ment without consultation with the trade
union movement. National Sample Sur-
vey data of the 66th round indicates that
the growth in consumption expenditure
of non food items has been higher than
the consumption expenditure of food
items during the past two decades
(Gupta, 2012). This indicates that dur-
ing times of economic instability, transi-
tion and crisis, food related consumption
can show a secular decline. Therefore,
it is necessary that organisations as
workplaces intervene to sustain food
consumption trends. The creation of
organisational interventions
institutionalises food consumption
thereby creating a sense of stability in
the production, distribution and consump-
tion of food. It has been argued that if
economic reforms are pushed in the re-
tail sector and if the modernisation of the
retail sector is allowed, then there will
be a reduction in food prices (Shah,
2011). Rather than supply side solutions
of this nature, it may be worthwhile to
pursue demand side solutions by ensur-
ing that workplaces are held responsible
for meeting the food needs of their em-
ployees, and such responsibilities can be
expanded to ensure the food security of
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citizens. Over a period of time,
organisations can be held responsible not
only for meeting the food needs of em-
ployees who are formally contracted with
them, but also the food needs of work-
ers from the informal sector or contract
workers with whom there are implicit
work related contracts.

Trade unions can expand their
campaigns for extending meal ben-
efits to all these workers associ-
ated with an organisation.

Trade unions can be held responsible
for carrying out ethnographies for estab-
lishing a sense of all the contract work-
ers and informal sector workers implic-
itly related to organisations. Trade unions
can expand their campaigns for extend-
ing meal benefits to all these workers
associated with an organisation. Where
these workers may be contributing to
multiple organisations, trade unions can
act as intermediaries in ensuring that
these organisations share the cost of the
meal benefits of these workers. Ensur-
ing that trade unions are institutional
mechanisms in providing meal benefits
to workers across formal and informal
contexts would mean that trade unions
work towards a process of registering
these workers. Apart from expanding the
constituencies of trade unions, this has
the potential to democratise society in
strong ways. It will ensure a voice and
agency for informal sector workers, and
bring into place an effective and cred-
ible mechanism for providing citizens with
food security in India. When trade unions
take up such responsibilities then social

coalitions such as the ones between the
Zapatista movement in Mexico and in-
dependent labour can be recreated and
the space for a progressive politics can
be crafted (Khasnabish, 2005). Through
arguments and mechanisms of ensuring
food security, trade union action can cut
across inequalities and insecurities of dif-
ferent sections of society, and bring about
a collectivisation of issues and interests.
The possibility of trade union action be-
ing strongly embedded in social justice
agendas then becomes a more coherent
possibility.

Conclusion

From 2005 to 2009, the government
did not specify any tax limitations; how-
ever an electronic meal card with an up-
per limit of Rs. 100 per day became a de
facto standard for meal benefits. In in-
terrogating realities such as meal benefits
in the knowledge economy, trade unions
can remain relevant to the interests of
the working class. By beginning with
concrete instances such as meal benefits,
they can establish that they continue to
retain their vitality as representative in-
stitutions of the working class and they
cannot be easily written off (Sheth, 1996).
Issues such as meal benefits are also an
opportunity for trade unions to expand the
constituency of the working class, and
make corporations and organisations re-
sponsible for the food security of the
entire gamut of workers who work for
them – from organised sector workers
who are formally tied to them to infor-
mal sector and contract workers as well.
This can help trade unions in realizing
their roles as actors who play an impor-
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tant role in implementing social justice
agendas. They can become a unifying
force in collectivising workers from dif-
ferent contexts and articulating common
and shared agendas on their behalf.

It has been suggested that in order
to remain relevant, trade unions need to
reach out to temporary workers, part
time workers, ethnic minorities, migrants
and other marginalised groups, and build
collaborations with them outside the
workplace as well (Wills, 2001). Trade
unions need to build thick relationships
with their constituencies and need to
bring about a sense of agency and voice
in them. Workers need to feel that their
agency is important in constructing the
character of the trade union. Once trade
unions become spaces of wide ranging
deliberations among a plurality of work-
ers, they can strive to formulate and
implement social justice agendas. For
this to happen, trade unions need to be-
gin work on concrete, material issues
that are applicable for a wide range of
workers. Food is an issue that is rel-
evant for workers in the formal and
informal sectors, and can become a
creative bridge between them while ar-
ticulating common issues. Interesting
collective expressions can be generated
around the issue of food as trade unions
seek to bring about changes in policy
at the level of organisations and the
state. These collective expressions can
then expand to a wider range of rights
and more encompassing notions of so-
cial justice over a period of time.
Labor can become a consti tuency
which the politics of the state cannot
easily ignore.

In achieving the ideals of social jus-
tice and ethics, governmental interven-
tion may often be necessary (Marens,
2007). While articulating discourses such
as increasing meal benefits and increas-
ing the range of workers to whom these
benefits are available, trade unions need
to centre these discourses around ethi-
cal imaginations which inspire workers.
Meal and food benefits need to be framed
as central issues which need to be satis-
fied within the domain of the employment
relationship. Governmental intervention
which facilitates and enables corpora-
tions and organisations as important ac-
tors who must provide food related ben-
efits to workers directly contracted by
them, and others whose work they are
dependent on, can go a long way in
achieving food security. It can also cre-
ate the basis of a progressive labour poli-
tics where the aspirations of workers
become central to political processes of
decision making.

Meal and food benefits need to be
framed as central issues which
need to be satisfied within the do-
main of the employment relation-
ship.
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