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Hum to bas 
pravaasi hain,  
kya iss desh ke 
vaasi hain? 
(We are just migrants, are we also citizens of this nation?)
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The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the harsh fault 
lines in India’s socio-economic fabric. Migrant 
workers, estimated to number around 450 million1 in 
the country, were left without any income or support 
network when successive nationwide coronavirus 
induced lockdowns were imposed, with no relief in 
sight. The lines above, from a poem viral on social 
media2, question whether, by virtue of the hardships 
and unimaginable trauma faced, migrant workers can 
be counted as citizens.  

Horrified by the humanitarian crisis unleashed, over 
55 non-profits and corporate organisations came 
together quickly, partnering on a unique initiative—
Jeevan Rath—which began from early May 2020. 
Facilitated by UNICEF Maharashtra, Jeevan Rath is a 
relief, response and rehabilitation on-wheels initiative 
operational across various parts of the state, which 
was created with the single-minded objective to raise 
funds and support the needs of migrant workers. 

As its network expanded and more vulnerabilities 
were identified (among indigenous people, stranded 
students, etc.) Jeevan Rath kept reaching out to all 
populations in need to support them in different ways. 
Youth for Unity and Voluntary Action (YUVA) a non-
profit development organisation partnered on Jeevan 
Rath since its early days to do more for vulnerable 
people in need, both in communities where YUVA has 
worked for decades and in other spaces. 

Over the course of just a few months, the Jeevan 
Rath interventions, led by YUVA, have succeeded in 
supporting different vulnerable populations ranging 
from stranded migrant workers, nomadic tribes, 
pregnant women, students and children among 
others. The overall headline results of the efforts are 
as follows:

 y 22,300+ migrants database developed from 
Jeevan Rath support

 y 2600+ migrant workers provided food and 
essential item kits 

 y 560+ migrants provided direct travel support 

 y 250+ vulnerable families reached in interior areas 
for livelihood support, to explore convergence of 
schemes, etc.

Over the days and weeks, Jeevan Rath’s immediate 
response evolved, from providing food and essential 
kits for migrant workers to helping address people’s 
emerging needs through the provision of dry ration 
kits in containment areas, monsoon protection sheets 
for homes, travel support in the form of facilitating 
clearances and transportation needs, negotiating with 
employers and other stakeholders to ensure payment 
of held wages and advocacy efforts for accessing 
the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Scheme (MNGREGS). Jeevan Rath’s 
migrant workers data was also presented in Supreme 
Court’s suo motu migrant workers’ case.

While the efforts were successful in addressing 
a range of issues being faced by the people and 
supporting thousands of families, the teams faced 
several challenges that they needed to overcome in 
order to reach people in distress. Some of the broad 
challenges faced during relief work were:

 y Difficulty in mobility and coordination during 
the lockdown and later, with the onset of the 
monsoons.

 y Providing ration in containment zones and 
procurement of e-passes to prove essential worker 
status for all team members.

 y Personal safety while traveling into areas with 
large number of COVID-19 positive cases, for 
which Jeevan Rath helped purchase insurance for 
each team member.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1  |  Harsimran Julka, ‘3 ways India could solve its migrant crisis amidst a pandemic’, The Times of India, May 27, 2020, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/the-adroit-human/3-ways-india-
could-solve-its-migrant-crisis-amidst-a-pandemic/
2  |  Taapsee Pannu, Twitter, June 10, 2020, https://twitter.com/taapsee/status/1270742735192944641
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 y Building faith amongst migrant workers who had 
been misled in the past.

 y Limited access to resources and time delays in 
receiving them.

Despite numerous roadblocks and unexpected 
challenges, the team’s perseverance prevailed, in 
supporting stranded and distressed people during 
this unprecedented crisis. The Jeevan Rath initiative 
highlights the power of collaboration between 
different organisations working for a unified cause, 
with transparent sharing of resources.  UNICEF’s 
role and commitment as an equal partner allowed 
organisations to reach out to distressed individuals 
and communities in a holistic way with relief and 
rehabilitation based support. The power of quick 
implementation and adaption in several dynamic 
situations ensured continued access to relief for 
those in need and assisted in building the team’s 
resilience alongside. 

Going forward, YUVA in alignment with Jeevan Rath’s 
vision, intends on building resilience amongst affected 
populations and vulnerable groups. The focus of the 
teams would be on facilitating continued immediate 
relief in the short term and advocating for systemic 
change through structural reforms in the form of 
improved and inclusive welfare schemes and laws 
in the long term. YUVA would also work towards 
ensuring access to entitlements in urban areas, given 
the loss of livelihoods during the pandemic. The 
invisible workforce formulated by migrant workers 
in the country, which has been disproportionately 
affected by the crisis, would need support to ensure 
the realisation of their rights and plan for their 
rehabilitation. 

This short report aims to capture YUVA’s role in the 
Jeevan Rath partnership, with concrete examples of 
how relief and rehabilitation has unfolded onground.
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Jeevan Rath is a mobile initiative that aims to 
provide holistic support to migrant workers across 
Maharashtra. It was created in early-May 2020, 
following the successive nationwide COVID-19 
imposed lockdowns since March 2020 which left 
millions of migrant workers vulnerable—with no jobs, 
no income, no food and no security to fall back on. 
From April onwards, a migrant exodus took place as 
frustrated informal sector workers decided to adopt 
any measures they could to reach home, a place 
of safety and familiarity. Many were also driven 
away from their work centres where they may have 
migrated seasonally or permanently, as they had no 
money to pay their rent and could no longer afford 
the cost of living needed. 

Seeing the massive humanitarian crisis unfolding 
on streets, over 55 non-profits and corporates 
came together quickly. Initial conversations on a 
WhatsApp platform led to quick coordination among 
the members to first map major transit points within 
different parts of Maharashtra across which migrant 
workers were travelling (highways, toll-nakas, stations, 
shelters, etc.) to provide them food, water, hygiene 
products, footwear and other basic supplies and 
offer some relief for their journey home. Seeing 
the emerging needs of migrant workers and other 
vulnerable groups, Jeevan Rath soon expanded to 
a range of related initiatives focused on people’s 
right to go home, upholding their dignity and safety 

throughout, ensuring their basic needs were met, and 
finding ways to support their long term rehabilitation 
to help them recover from the repeated shocks 
suffered. 

This included the provision of cash transfers, offering 
suitable materials to build community resilience and 
monsoon preparedness, provision of dry ration kits to 
vulnerable people, end-to-end tracking of people on 
the move, mapping of livelihoods of people, advocacy 
for social protection like access to job cards under 
the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS), access to ration 
cards, and more. 

Collaboration has been key to the partnership, 
which has helped the organisations involved drive 
the impact of the initiative, even over a short period 
of time. Additionally, networks with government 
representatives and other stakeholders have helped 
resolve new and emergent challenges on the way. 

Jeevan Rath has helped Youth for Unity and 
Voluntary Action (YUVA) support vulnerable migrant 
workers on the road and in communities the non-
profit has long worked with, such as indigenous tribes 
and communities in informal settlements. Due to 
the lockdown and the impact of cyclone Nisarga in 
some areas, these communities have been especially 
vulnerable at this time. The support of Jeevan Rath 
has helped YUVA reach out in a holistic way. 

I.
BACKGROUND OF THE PARTNERSHIP
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The COVID-19 pandemic spread suddenly and 
there were no established set of relief protocols for 
non-profits to follow. Jeevan Rath adapted to the 
current situation with procedures that were aligned to 
UNICEF Maharashtra and the Development Partners’ 
Suggestions for Migrant Welfare-Covid19 to ensure 
that help would be delivered in the most beneficial 
and efficient way possible. 

The umbrella term for the initiative—Maha C19 
PECONet—aptly describes the collaborative 
mindset that has led the relief and advocacy efforts 
of Jeevan Rath and offers a quick glimpse of its 
process and methodology framework. ‘Maha’, short for 
Maharashtra, is followed by the acronym expanded 
below: 

 y Partners support with resources

 y Enterprises provide solutions

 y Citizens help on the ground, and 

 y Ownership holds the team together

This coordination and tight-knit network helped 
Jeevan Rath partners provide relief and rehabilitation 
support to people in need. 

The team’s process of work began by locating 
major junctions of the migrant exodus and sending 
volunteers there to approach and support those 

in distress. Members of the Jeevan Rath initiative 
started helping by understanding where the people 
were attempting to go and facilitating transportation 
with transport and state authorities where needed, 
always following procedures which ensured safety, 
speed and no monetary cost for the migrant workers. 
Food kits, hygiene kits and other necessities were 
supplied to the people. The YUVA team was agile 
in its approach, attempting to find solutions to new 
problems and providing maximum support through 
contacts in the area. 

In case migrant workers wanted to stay where 
they were located, but needed access to food and 
their earned wages were unpaid, dry food kits were 
distributed among them and collective pressure was 
placed on their employer towards retrieval of their 
wages. Jeevan Rath partners were also involved in 
ensuring informal workers’ rights were upheld by 
holding meetings with state governments to improve 
access to the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS). 

Constant communication between the Jeevan 
Rath teams helped best understand processes and 
approaches that were working well, and what else 
could be done to address migrant worker challenges. 
Successful approaches were contextualised to the 
needs of different localities and implemented. 

II.
PROCESS AND METHODOLOGY
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The Jeevan Rath interventions led by YUVA extended 
across different parts of the state of Maharashtra. 
It was led in select parts of Navi Mumbai (such as 
from Kalamboli to Khopoli, along Pune Road, Taloja 
Road, Dahisar Road, Ghodbunder Road, etc), in 
certain areas of the Vasai-Virar region (such as in 
Nallasopara, along Vasai East Highway, in Kaman, 
at Suncity Ground in Vasai West, Pehlar, Waliv, etc), 
in Nashik (at Dindori, Phulenagar, Tarwalanagar, 
Hirawadi among other areas) and in Nagpur (at 
Farooq Nagar, in Ravi Nagar, etc). 

All these areas mentioned above have a large 
proportion of migrant workers who have moved 
to these parts for work prospects. The COVID-19 
lockdown intensified people’s vulnerabilities, and with 
no work in hand or savings to tide over the times, 
millions were left helpless.  
 
 

III.
SCOPE

NAVI MUMBAI

VASAI-VIRAR

NAGPUR
NASHIK
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22,300+
migrants database 
developed from  
Jeevan Rath support

2600+
migrant workers 
provided food and  
essential item kits 

560+ migrants provided 
direct travel support 

250+
vulnerable families 
reached in interior 
areas for livelihood 
support, to explore  
convergence of 
schemes, etc.

IV.
COMPILED HEADLINE RESULTS



YUVA | Supporting Vulnerable People’s Holistic Needs: YUVA’s Role as a Partner on Jeevan Rath

05

SUPPORT VIA FOOD TRUCKS

From April onwards, seeing no end to the restrictions 
in sight and with no prospect of being able to start 
working anytime soon, millions of migrant workers 
started attempting an unimaginable journey home, 
trying to walk thousands of kilometres back to their 
villages or booking seats on overcrowded vehicles. 
Many of the workers left their homes in a hurry, 
with no food packed for the journey ahead and no 

capability to follow social distancing norms on the 
vehicles. The YUVA team, with the support of Jeevan 
Rath, operated food trucks in Navi Mumbai and Vasai 
from which they provided dry snacks and water to the 
migrant workers on their way home. To reach as many 
people as possible, the team vehicle kept moving 
as per local intelligence received about people’s 
movement. 

V.
KEY ACTIVITIES

PROVIDING FOOD AND REFRESHMENTS TO MIGRANT WORKERS ON 
THEIR WAY HOME

‘Without working, how will we earn 
enough money to get food for 
ourselves and our family and pay 
for our shelter?’ one of the migrant 
workers asked, mentioning that this 
was the reason why most of them 
were headed home to Bihar on an 
overcrowded truck. 

Despite rules about maintaining hygiene, social 
distancing and wearing masks, this truck was its 
antithesis, crowded with 80 people who looked 
hungry and desperate—they had barely received 
two meals a day and some of them were starving 
for the past four to five days. With the support of 
Jeevan Rath, the migrant workers were given dry 
snacks and cooked food for the journey ahead of 
them. While they were happy to receive support, 
they shared concerns about when their next meal 
would come and what it would be like.



YUVA | Supporting Vulnerable People’s Holistic Needs: YUVA’s Role as a Partner on Jeevan Rath

06

PROVIDING RELIEF TO MIGRANT WORKERS AND THEIR FAMILIES ON A 
LONG JOURNEY HOME 

‘From Pune to Nashik, nobody helped 
us on the way. We were surviving on 
some food that we had packed when 
we left home which is almost over, we 
did not have any water left as well. 
Because of your team, we now have 
something to eat!’ 

These words are from the head of one of the 40 
families traveling by two wheeler vehicles to Bihar 
from Pune who, before support, felt hopelessness 
and remorse at not being able to provide for his 
family. With no jobs since lockdown and no place to 
stay in (given the inability to pay rent), members 
of 40 families, including 11 women and 8 children, 
took on an arduous journey to get home, staying on 
the road for hours on end in the heat, not knowing 
where they would find shelter or food (restaurants, 
shops, dhabas, and food stalls were all closed due 
to the lockdown). With 10 people of the group in an 
auto rickshaw and 4 people per two-wheeler vehicle, 
they were travelling in dire and unsafe conditions 
too. 

The YUVA team met the families when they were 
resting under trees on the side of the road. The 
support of Jeevan Rath helped the team offer the 
families some cooked food, dry snacks, as well as 
refreshing drinks which the family expressed their 
gratitude for.
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DRY RATION KITS DISTRIBUTION

Millions of migrant workers, unsuccessful in finding 
any work/income through the lockdown or being 
unable to travel back to their villages, faced a serious 
food crisis in the state of Maharashtra. The support 

of the Jeevan Rath initiative helped supply dry ration 
kits with non-perishable food and hygiene materials 
to people.

SUPPORTING MONKS WITH DRY RATION SUPPLIES

‘We are grateful to the YUVA and 
Jeevan Rath team for their support. 
The non-payment of pension from the 
government for the past 5-6 months 
has drained us of all our resources. If 
not for the Jeevan Rath support, we 
would be starving’. 

A group of monks living in Nashik, known as 
Vaghyas and Muralis, were in a desperate situation 
due to the COVID-19 induced lockdown—they rely 
on the alms and food offered by people, which they 
earn by performing devotional songs and regularly 
organising cultural programmes. They also receive 
ration supplies from the government in the slums 
in which they reside. However, within the current 
pandemic situation, they were left with no supplies 
till the team reached out to them with some 
provisions.
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DISTRIBUTING RATION SUPPLIES IN A CONTAINMENT ZONE 

‘We are daily wage earners. We 
cannot stock up items at home. When 
we buy something, it is generally in 
small quantities. Now they have also 
asked us to not step out of our homes. 
If not for the Jeevan Rath team, we 
would have to starve as we really had 
no food left at home’. 

Phule Nagar in Nashik is home to some of the 
poorest families. The area had recorded among 
the highest number of positive COVID-19 cases 
in Nashik. Being a containment zone, daily-wage 
workers and domestic workers dependent on 
informal livelihoods were without an income or 
a food source (as local vegetable markets were 
closed). Due to mental stress, two persons had also 
committed suicide in the area. 

With the support of the Jeevan Rath programme, 
YUVA distributed dry ration kits to 25 Panchavati 
migrant worker families in Phule Nagar, 
Tarwalanagar and the Hirawadi areas of Nashik city. 
The kits included 5 kg wheat, 2 kg rice, 500 gm dal 
flour, 1 l oil, 1 kg tur dal, 1 kg sugar, chilli powder, 
turmeric powder, tea powder, salt, bathing and 
laundry soap. 

Although it was difficult to conduct the relief 
operations due to the high number of COVID-19 
cases and the area being a containment zone, the 
team was not deterred, especially since they knew 
other organisations had been unable to reach the 
people and they were really in need of support.
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SUPPORTING NEGLECTED NOMADIC TRIBES WITH FOOD AND 
NECESSARY SUPPLIES

‘You extended a helping hand towards 
us when nobody else did. Some 
organisations came in the beginning 
but never returned. You have helped 
us with not just food, but with 
resources to rebuild our shelter’.  

Nomadic tribes1 living on the Kumbh Mela grounds 
in Nashik for the past 15 to 20 years are a 
neglected community, as they are perceived as 
unsanitary. The lockdown made the people more 
vulnerable, with no food or income. The arrival of 
cyclone Nisarga in Nashik and devastating winds 
further damaged many of the makeshift homes built 
by the tribe members, resulting in the loss of their 
belongings. The heavy rains also flooded the areas 
near their huts, and the stress and trauma suffered 
by the community was unimaginable. 

Once cyclone Nisarga blew over, the YUVA team, 
with the support of Jeevan Rath, sourced and 
distributed both cooked food and packaged snacks 
to 58 families residing on the Kumbh Mela grounds. 
The team additionally provided the families with 
synthetic covers to help them better proof their 
homes for the coming monsoon. 

The team also reached out to nomadic tribes 
in Pathardi village who engage in traditional 
livelihoods to earn a living, and were located in an 
area of Nashik with a high number of COVID-19 
cases. With the lockdown announced, the livelihoods 
of the tribes was hit—they had no work, no money 
and increasing susceptibility to COVID-19 given 
that they live in informal housing structures 
and practice open defecation given the lack of 
community toilets. Due to these conditions, not 
many organisations were ready to come forward 
and help the members. 

1  |   A social group of families or communities that live by traveling from one place to another. 
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The YUVA team, with the support of the Jeevan 
Rath programme, provided dry ration kits to 60 
families at Pathardi village in Nashik. Along with 
the distribution of kits, the team communicated 
the importance of sanitation measures with the 
community. The team also played some games with 
the children present (about hand washing steps, 
personal hygiene measures, etc) to make learning 
more fun and help make these concepts stick as 
they will be crucial in safeguarding the community 
further. 

‘Nobody is ready to help us, they call 
us unsanitary and feel that they are 
unsafe around us. We are so thankful 
to the Jeevan Rath team that even 
though the situation was challenging, 
the team kept their word’, said a 
community member.

When the community staying near Panchvati in 
Nashik heard of the support given by the YUVA 
team to the nomadic tribes, they reached out for 
help given their dire situation, which is very similar 
to that of other indigenous tribes. Their traditional 
livelihoods had been affected and they were 
susceptible to COVID-19 too due to their cramped 
makeshift shelters. When the YUVA team visited 
the settlement to better understand their condition, 
they concluded that along with food supplies, the 
people required immunity-building support. With 
the support of Jeevan Rath, the team distributed 
ration kits and homeopathy medicines and shared 
information about the various precautionary 
measures to be taken during this pandemic.

 ‘When no one was ready to even look 
at us, help us, the Jeevan Rath team 
supported us. We are happy that we 
have someone to turn to in this time 
of need’, said a community member.
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TRANSPORT AND TRAVEL SUPPORT

After many migrant workers lost their jobs due to 
the lockdown, they were desperately trying to return 
to their villages and families. Many students were 
also left stranded due to the lockdown and wanted 
to go back home. The support of Jeevan Rath helped 
YUVA facilitate free transportation for all in need 

and provide them with food, hygiene and medical 
kits for the journey home. Coordination with multiple 
stakeholders (such as the police, state transport 
officials, etc.) was crucial in ensuring a smooth journey 
home for the people. 

HELPING A PREGNANT LADY AND A GROUP OF WORKERS REACH HOME 
SAFELY

 ‘It was difficult to believe for us that 
the YUVA - Jeevan Rath team would 
go to such lengths for just one group 
of workers. We were scared that we 
won’t be able to reach home in time 
but your team made it possible!’ 

With the sudden announcement of the nationwide 
lockdown, 12 daily-wage migrant workers from 
Chhattisgarh working in Nashik, Maharashtra, 
were desperately looking for a way home for over a 
month after being stuck at Janouri village, Dindori, 
Nashik. Within the group was a seven-and-a-half-
months pregnant woman, keen to reach her village 
in time for her delivery, who needed comfortable 
travel. 

As their desperation grew, one of the workers 
posted an appeal for help on Facebook which was 
luckily passed on to the Labour Department by 
the CEO of the Zilla Parishad in Chhattisgarh 
the workers hailed from. This message was also 
seen by the YUVA team in Nashik, and they 
reached out to help facilitate travel arrangements 
and offered food and sanitary kits (masks, hand 
sanitisers, etc.) for the car journey. All this was 
done with the support of Jeevan Rath. 

The driver of the vehicle was hesitant at first since 
the journey from Nashik to Chhattisgarh was long, 
almost 1,120 kms. Only after the proper advance 
was paid and police clearance and permissions 
were sought, did the driver agree to go ahead with 
the travel plan. 

Halfway through the journey, in Amravati, the 
driver reached out to the YUVA team saying that 
it would be difficult to drive overnight and that 
the pregnant woman was uncomfortable given 
her condition. The team quickly arranged for their 
stay at an acquaintance’s residence in Amravati 
for the night. The migrant workers set out around 
12 noon on 3 June and arrived safely in Kalyanpur 
in the Janjgir-Champa District of Chhattisgarh 
on the morning of 4 June, grateful for the support 
received.
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HELPING STRANDED STUDENTS TRAVEL HOME SAFE 

‘We have been stuck in Nashik for the 
past three months with absolutely no 
hope of returning home. Our ration 
was over and with no work, we did not 
know if we could refill our ration stock 
at home. During all this uncertainty, 
the Jeevan Rath and YUVA team 
instilled a sense of hope in us. We are 
really thankful!’

13 students, originally from Nagaland, who were 
staying in Nashik for their higher studies and 
working part-time to manage expenses, were left 
helpless with the lockdown imposition. When the 
YUVA team first got in touch with them, they saw 
that their food and other essential resources were 
quickly depleting and, with the support of Jeevan 
Rath, provided them with dry ration kits.

Over the next few days, with YUVA’s support, 
the students approached the Emergency 
Services Department under the Nashik Municipal 
Corporation to seek transportation arrangements 
to return home and, with the support of the 
Government of Maharashtra and the Jeevan 
Rath programme, were placed on a bus to Vasai 
from where they would board the train home to 
Nagaland. Additional provisions of cooked meals 
and dry snacks and energy drinks were provided to 
the students for their 200 km long journey to Vasai.

The students were initially not convinced that 
proper and safe transportation arrangements could 
be made for their travel back home. Only when all 
documentation and train reservation formalities 
were complete, did they seem hopeful of reaching 
their home state. 
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HELPING MIGRANT WORKERS STRANDED IN NAGPUR RETURN HOME 
SAFE

The nationwide lockdown left residents of Farooq 
Nagar, a Muslim-majority area in North Nagpur 
which has sheltered migrants from Bihar for 
almost 20-25 years, with no source of income 
from their hand embroidery work, no option to 
travel back home and no support from the police.

‘I was alone, staying on the premises 
of the company. Everybody else who 
was working with me in MIDC were 
local labourers. But I am glad I got 
in touch with the Jeevan Rath team 
as I am now safe and at home’, said 
one of the workers whom the YUVA 
Nagpur team, with support from 
Jeevan Rath and the Migrant Travel 
Support Network, helped arrange 
transport and provisions for. 

The team began by preparing a list of people 
including women, children and elderly people 
who wanted to travel to Sitamarhi in Bihar. All 
necessary factors were considered while making 
the travel arrangements such as the seriousness 
of the COVID-19 infection in the people’s origin 
areas and whether they had a medical certificate 
to leave Nagpur. After finalising the list of about 
forty people, police permission was sought and 
local networks were contacted for cooked food 
arrangements before and during the journey. 

Since the police did not give the team a permit to 
park the bus inside the basti (informal settlement), 
getting forty people to assemble at a spot 1 km 
away from the basti was a challenge because 
some people were scared that the bus would 
take them to a quarantine centre instead. After 
convincing them otherwise, the people all boarded 
the bus, followed proper social distancing norms 
and left with big smiles on their faces. 
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FACILITATING TRAVEL ARRANGEMENTS FOR MORE STRANDED 
MIGRANT WORKERS IN NAGPUR 

‘We all were so impatient to reach 
home and at the same time, not 
convinced if that would ever happen. 
We used to keep asking the Jeevan 
Rath team if they would definitely 
help us reach home or these are 
just false promises. Finally, the team 
did make it happen and we are now 
home.’

The shelter home in Agrasen Bhavan, Ravi 
Nagar in Nagpur, was one among the functional 
homes during the lockdown where stranded 
migrant workers traveling home took shelter after 
administrative authorities prevented them from 
walking or traveling home in overcrowded tempos/
trucks. A total of 80 workers from Bihar, Gujarat, 
Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh stayed in the 
shelter during the lockdown and had their food 
and other requirements managed by the Nagpur 
Municipal Corporation after being abandoned by 
their employers. By the time the YUVA Nagpur 
team reached out to workers here to help facilitate 
their travel arrangements, with the support of 
Jeevan Rath, many of them were disheartened 
as they had already been at the receiving end of 
many false promises and assurances earlier made 
by non-profits and other administrative officials. 

After arranging for the first group of migrant 
workers to reach home safely to Bihar, the word 
of their successful travel spread and the YUVA 
Nagpur team started receiving more calls from 
relatives of people stranded in Nagpur inquiring 
about when the next bus was scheduled to leave. 

In the meantime, the YUVA team kept visiting 
bastis (informal settlements), specifically Farooq 
Nagar, made a list of 80 migrant workers who were 
employed there as tailors and made arrangements 
for their journey to Bhagalpur and Sitamarhi. The 
team started working closely with the Nagpur 

Municipal Corporation, Swach Association, 
Deputy Municipal Commissioner and others to 
ensure speedy permissions for travel and other 
formalities; the Migrant Travel Support Network 
agreed to sponsor two buses to Agrasen Bhavan, 
Ravi Nagar

The YUVA team received numerous calls from 
concerned migrant workers who had already 
been let down by earlier offers for help and asked 
whether there was any risk of them being dropped 
off in the middle of their journey. It was challenging 
to convince the people that the bus would take 
them directly to their destination. However, with 
continuous reassurance from YUVA, their trust 
was gradually built. Last minute medical check-ups 
during the lockdown when everything operated 
to limited capacity, proved another challenge. 
Nevertheless, the migrant workers boarded the bus 
after completing all formalities, and proper food 
arrangements were made for their 1300km (30-
40 hour) long journey to Bihar. 

Although the workers’ financial circumstances are 
understandably difficult, they have reached home 
and are spending time with their families awaiting 
contact from their shop/factory managers 
regarding going back to work. The team recalls 
how, looking at the relief on people’s faces as 
they got more hopeful to finally reunite with their 
family back home was a feeling that could not be 
matched.
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LIVELIHOOD AND SOCIAL PROTECTION

Due to the Covid-19 lockdown, many families, 
indigeous tribes and migrant workers had their 
traditional livelihoods disrupted with little to no work, 
limited access to basic services and discrimination 
from other organisations/people fearful of the spread 
of COVID-19 among their informal settlements. In 
view of the emerging economic and health crisis, 
the central and state governments announced 
certain relief packages associating them to social 
entitlement programmes such as subsidised ration 
through the Public Distribution System (PDS), Direct 
Cash Transfer benefits, subsidised cooking gas and 
job guarantee programme through the Mahatma 
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme (MNREGS), among others. However, pending 
implementation of portability2 through One Nation 

One Ration (ONOR) scheme, and given the lack of 
existing documentation amongst the poor in the form 
of ration or Aadhaar cards or bank accounts, millions 
in distress were unable to access government-
facilitated relief measures. The YUVA team, with 
the support of Jeevan Rath, was able to cater to 
individual needs of such people and work towards 
approaches that catered to their short and long term 
relief.

The team helped many workers receive their unpaid 
wages by increasing pressure on their employers 
to pay this. They conducted meetings with Labour 
Department officials towards ensuring this. The team 
also worked to improve people’s access to MGNREGS.  

NEGOTIATING WITH EMPLOYERS FOR WORKERS’ PAY AND FACILITATION 
OF THEIR TRAVEL HOME

7 women workers from Odisha employed in a 
food processing unit, Sahyadri Farms, at Dindori, 
Nashik, Maharashtra, were keen to get back home 
given the spread of the COVID-19 virus. Their 
salary is paid on the 10th of every month, but they 
wanted to leave by 1 July 2020.

When the YUVA team became aware of this 
case, they reached out with the support of the 
Jeevan Rath initiative. They drew on their prior 
engagement with Sahyadri Farms employees to 
help the employers better understand the urgency 

of the workers’ needs, which the women had been 
unable to convey due to the language barrier. The 
team was able to convince the employers to pay 
their salaries before 1 July, book train tickets and a 
vehicle to drop the workers at Kalyan station, and 
facilitate their medical testing. 

The support of Jeevan Rath also enabled the 
YUVA team to provide food to the women workers 
for their long travel home: they left at 5 am on 1 
July, happy to be headed home. 

2  |   Prior to the announcement of One Nation One Ration (ONOR) scheme, ration cards, required to avail entitlements under the National Food Security Act (NFSA), were linked to specific Fair 
Price Shops (FPS) and beneficiaries could access ration only from those particular shops. However, under ONOR this portability network is being expanded across the country allowing ration card 
holders to buy subsidised ration from any FPS in the country. 



YUVA | Supporting Vulnerable People’s Holistic Needs: YUVA’s Role as a Partner on Jeevan Rath

16

LOCATING STRANDED MIGRANT WORKERS AND HELPING ADDRESS 
THEIR WAGE AND TRAVEL WORRIES

‘When even our employer did not 
help us, strangers like you have been 
a saviour. We did not know anybody 
in this city and people refused to 
believe whatever we said, they 
thought we were lying but we are 
really grateful for all the pains the 
YUVA - Jeevan Rath team took for 
us’. 

Through a message on a Whatsapp group, the 
YUVA team received information about 13 
migrant workers from Chhattisgarh who had been 
brought by a contractor to work but were instead 
stuck near Mohdari village in Nashik without 
having received wages for their work or permission 
to leave the city from their employer. Additionally, 
when the road construction work they were 
engaged in was complete, the employer sent them 
to work on a friend’s site but refused to pay any 
wages.

When the YUVA team tried to reach the workers 
by phone to know exactly where they were located, 
it was difficult since only two of the 13 workers had 
mobile phones, and they were unreachable most 
of the time. Once contact was made, the YUVA 
team asked the worker on call to give his phone to 
a local nearby to translate since the workers were 

not fluent in Hindi and could not communicate 
regarding their location. Shortly after, the YUVA 
team reached them, began arranging their 
travel home and helped get their payment dues 
cleared. After understanding more about their 
employers’ non-payment of wages, the team 
immediately lodged a complaint on the phone and 
in writing against their employer with the Deputy 
Commissioner of Labour. 

Soon thereafter, the Collector and Tehsildar 
worked together to make arrangements for the 
migrant workers to reach home safely, the local 
Tehsildar bore the expenses for the travel of 
migrant workers by bus till the Chhattisgarh border 
where a lawyers’ collective from Chhattisgarh paid 
for the rest, and the owner of the construction 
project cleared the workers’ payments. 



YUVA | Supporting Vulnerable People’s Holistic Needs: YUVA’s Role as a Partner on Jeevan Rath

17

ADVOCACY EFFORTS TO HELP 
PEOPLE ACCESS MGNREGS

The YUVA team in Nashik has been engaging 
in strong advocacy efforts for the welfare of 
informal workers. With the support of Jeevan 
Rath, the team approached administrative 
officers and held meetings with the Zilla 
and District Parishad members with respect 
to access to the MGNREGS. They also 
advocated for the quick distribution of job 
cards at the district level since many workers 
have returned from cities without the required 
documentation and discussed how they can 
improve access to job cards. The team created 
simple awareness posters about access to this 
scheme and shared it within communities, so 
that more people can be approached in this 
manner. Overall, 130 people were registered 
and provided job cards as a direct result of the 
discussions.

JEEVAN RATH MIGRANT 
WORKERS’ DATA PRESENTED 
AT SUPREME COURT SUO MOTU 
MIGRANT WORKERS’ CASE

Data on migrant workers, collated through 
YUVA’s ground efforts, was taken ahead and 
presented by the group filing appeals on behalf 
of migrant workers in the Supreme Court 
suo motu3 cognisance of the ‘problems and 
miseries of migrant labourers who have been 
stranded in different parts of the country’ in 
May 2020. 

3  |  The Wire Staff, ‘Supreme Court Takes Note of Migrant Workers’ Problems, Asks Govts to Respond on Steps Taken’, The Wire, May 26, 2020, https://thewire.in/law/supreme-court-migrants-suo-
motu-centre 
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COORDINATION AND COLLABORATION

Jeevan Rath efforts have succeeded so far, only 
due to the seamless coordination and collaboration 
between multiple partners, including the support 
received from government agencies, local authorities 

and other organisations and networks willing to 
help. Without this coordination and collaboration, 
extending support for migrant workers would not have 
been possible. 

VI.
JEEVAN RATH DIFFERENTIATORS

SUPPORTING MIGRANT WORKERS TO RESUME THEIR JOURNEY HOME 
AT SPEED

‘After paying so much money we were 
going to the village, but got stuck here 
due to the bus owner’s mistake. The 
driver left, but strangers like you came 
to help. By talking to the authorities, 
you gave us shelter and food and we felt 
safe and cared for. We thank YUVA and 
the Jeevan Rath team for their efforts’. 

33 migrant workers travelling by bus from 
Rajasthan to Andhra Pradesh were stopped at 
Nashik by state border officials because the bus 
owner had not paid the necessary taxes. The 
workers, who had each paid Rs 6,000 for the 
journey, were left stranded outside the RTO office 
in a foreign state with no food or water while the 
bus was seized by the police. 

When the YUVA team heard about this incident, 
they reached out to the migrant workers and the 
RTO officials so that shelter for the night could be 
provided, along with cooked food and water. The 
team also got in touch with the travel company in 
Rajasthan who directed them to the local MLA in 
Rajasthan. With quick coordination between the 
involved parties, the team ensured that the vehicle 
tax was paid and the bus could continue its journey 
later that night. The quick coordination between 
all was especially commendable as it was made 
on a Saturday evening, when most government 

offices are shut. For the journey ahead, Jeevan 
Rath helped the team distribute packaged food 
kits to the workers. The quote above was made 
by a woman travelling on the bus, who had gone 
to Rajasthan for her father’s funeral, leaving her 
children home alone, and was keen to get back to 
them quickly. 



YUVA | Supporting Vulnerable People’s Holistic Needs: YUVA’s Role as a Partner on Jeevan Rath

19

STRANDED MIGRANT WORKERS RECEIVE THEIR DUES AND SUPPORT 
FOR GOING HOME

Migrant workers from four families, originally 
from Raipur, Chhattisgarh, had been working as 
seasonal labourers for over 15 years, engaged 
in road construction and living about 1,280 kms 
away from Nashik city. With the onset of monsoon 
came their time to leave the city. However, the 
lockdown left them with no mode of transportation 
to travel home and depleted their existing savings. 
Their work sites had been shut, their contractor 
refused to pay their earnings and further delayed 
their payment by only paying them their dues in 
instalments. The desperate position in which the 
four families were placed in took a toll on them 
both financially and mentally. 

Luckily, through a message on social media, the 
YUVA team learnt of their condition and, with the 
support of Jeevan Rath, arranged for provisions 

of both cooked and packaged food for the four 
families. The YUVA team also organised a meeting 
with the Labour Commissioner, explaining the 
migrant workers’ woes and demanding for their 
remuneration to be paid. As a result, the four 
families were provided with the required wages and 
support was offered for their safe transportation 
back home. 

It was difficult to reach the group of migrant 
workers as they were located far from the main 
city of Nashik: the YUVA team had to first 
approach the Sarpanch of the village who led 
them to the local MLA and eventually to the 
Collector in the district. Thanks to the coordinated 
efforts of multiple stakeholders, the workers’ travel 
was arranged and they reached home safely. 
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PARTNERSHIP SPEED AND CONSTANT ADAPTATION

Despite the pressure of the current crisis on partners, 
the team recalls how the move from concept to 
implementation was quick and efficient. The Jeevan 
Rath initiative prides itself on the speed at which the 
teams identified which communities needed the most 
immediate relief. An example can be found in that of 
YUVA’s help to nomadic tribes who suffered from the 
lockdown, recent cyclones and a lack of support from 
other quarters who perceived them as unsanitary and 
hence ignored their pleas for help. It was critical to 
reach out to the people at speed, and the team was 
able to do so. 

The power of partnership also allowed the initiative 
to reach its potential in the trying circumstances and 
adapt to changing needs with suitable approaches. As 
the team witnessed many migrant workers encounter 
difficulties en route, partners reached out to contacts 
around the areas to provide relief. Thanks to the use 
of existing networks and stakeholders’ connections, 
a pregnant woman in need of overnight rest stayed 
at a YUVA volunteer’s acquaintance’s home and 
government officials were reached during their off-
day too. Without this innovative collaboration, Jeevan 
Rath would not have been able to provide the quick 
response many migrant workers have credited it for. 

A TARGETED PETITION AND SOCIAL MEDIA COMMUNICATIONS TO AMPLIFY 
MIGRANT WORKERS’ NEEDS

The YUVA team helped lead a petition on Change.org, 
supported by Jeevan Rath partners, which amplified 
migrant workers’ needs and demanded for state-led 
efforts to be strengthened for their safe and dignified 
travel home. Shramik trains had already been started 
by the time the petition was launched. The petition 
was an effort to further demand the state for safe 
travel on roads, with special protection for the 
needs of women and children, needs for effective 
coordination between states so that travel could 

proceed without any hassles, etc. The movement has 
now received nearly 440k signatures.

Jeevan Rath efforts were also regularly shared by 
UNICEF on social media platforms, and amplified 
by all partners. This agile and regular approach 
to communicating about the initiative furthered 
developed its credibility in the minds of people and 
helped it gain more support.  

EQUITY AND GENDER LENS AND REACHING THE UNREACHED

During YUVA’s work with Jeevan Rath, the 
organisation prioritised reaching out to the most 
vulnerable people first. Given that women and 
children, and people from more marginalised groups 
are always at a greater threat and often ignored by 
many sections of society and organisations/networks 
that are in a position to help, emphasis was placed on 
reaching them first. The team put in as much effort 
to provide for migrant worker groups as for individual 
people with specific needs. By making sure to best 
understand particular situations, the team was able 
to adapt, be effective and provide many people with 
support.

The team followed gender-responsive protocols and 
provided women and adolescent girls with hygiene 
and sanitary supplies, in addition to food provisions. In 

cases were women and minors were travelling home 
alone, they tried to better facilitate safer journeys for 
them, and tracked their case closely.  

YUVA also extended help to nomadic tribes whose 
traditional livelihoods had suffered, and who were 
often outside the ambit of other organisations’ relief 
and rehabilitation efforts. These communities are also 
sometimes neglected by the government as they are 
unable to access benefits in the absence of complete 
documentation from their end. YUVA provided a 
number of indigenous groups with food kits, plastic 
sheets to rebuild their makeshift shelters and make 
them stronger (given the advent of the monsoon), 
and sanitation-based games were also played with 
some community members to help them remember 
these protocols more easily. 
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Due to the coronavirus lockdown, the YUVA team did 
face some mobility and coordination issues. With the 
rains starting in June, the teams also had to navigate 
flooded roads and it was more difficult to reach people 
who were located in remote areas. With the police 
officials maintaining strict checks on the city, team 
members often needed to explain their work before 
being allowed to continue further. 

Additionally, some areas where YUVA extended 
support, under the Jeevan Rath initiative, were 
labeled as containment zones, so access to particular 
communities and resources were tougher. With not 
many people being able to procure e-passes to prove 
their essential worker status, the team was limited 
in its size and ability to provide to those in need too. 
However, with adequate planning and adaptation of 
these plans, as the situation kept changing, the team 
was able to strengthen its work further and help it 
continue through the days and weeks. 

Travelling to communities placed the team members 
at risk of contracting the COVID-19 virus too. They 

followed all safety protocols throughout to mitigate 
this to the best extent possible. The support of Jeevan 
Rath helped purchase insurance for every team 
member. Their faith in the work kept taking them 
ahead. 

Keeping the faith of migrant workers also proved 
difficult at times since they had often been misled by 
other organisations in the past and were distrustful of 
efforts being made. However, as the support initiatives 
unfolded, migrant workers reinvested their belief in 
the team. Seeing how the team was genuinely making 
efforts to support diverse migrant worker needs, team 
members began receiving more calls from those in 
need. 

Finally, access to resources was limited and not 
always on time due to road blocks, and there 
were difficulties in accessing distributors, etc. The 
frustration of not being able to provide people with 
what they needed was tough to bear, but the team 
members made sure to adapt to the situation with the 
help of Jeevan Rath partners. 

VII.
CHALLENGES
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The role of UNICEF in this partnership has been 
critical and offers a lot of learning. By engaging in the 
process as an equal partner, and by investing their 
commitment to make this partnership about more 
than just relief for migrant workers, the organisation 
has supported all partners to reach out in a holistic 
way with relief and rehabilitation based support. 
Further, UNICEF has also helped leverage diverse 
forms of partner support, bring different funders 
(such as the National Stock Exchange) and state 
departments together, along with non-profits and 
corporates, to help all involved reach out in a holistic 
way to best support the emerging workers’ needs. 
The partnership has shown the power of what can 
result when different organisations put their priorities 
and challenges aside to work for a common cause, 
with a transparent sharing of resources. While no 
formal Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was 
signed, each partner was clear about its role in the 
process from the start, and all worked together 
seamlessly towards supporting those in need. Many 
more networks lent support to Jeevan Rath (such 
as Migrant Travel Support Network), or offered 
additional information on migrants in needs (such as 
National Alliance of People’s Movements), helping 
the team reach out and help a larger number of 
vulnerable people. 

Another major learning has been about the power of 
quick implementation. YUVA members recall how the 
partnership repeatedly called for quick thinking on 
the feet and adapting plans as per the needs of the 
situation. It also helped members to be resilient and 
composed when faced with unexpected change. For 
example, YUVA members once received a half-hour 
prior notice of trains arriving at stations ferrying 
home migrant passengers in need of relief kits. In this 
case, the team had to be swift with arranging kits and 
transport to reach the train station on time, following 
all protocols. Teamwork and communication proved 
to be another important lesson, given that every 
member had timely tasks to perform to ensure relief 
operations were conducted smoothly. 

The team also had to work as one and remain rooted 
in their belief and strategies despite any roadblocks 
encountered. For instance, the team was clear on 
why they prioritised reaching out to children and 
mothers in need over other community members, and 
explained this to people when needed. They were able 
to continue their work with clarity in mind. 

Overall, the YUVA team learned how to take care of 
themselves and others despite the many roadblocks 
they faced. 

VIII.
LEARNINGS
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The YUVA team intends on building people’s 
resilience, which allies with the vision of Jeevan 
Rath as well. In order to achieve this YUVA will be 
continuing its immediate relief efforts along with 
advocating for long-term structural reforms and 
expansive social protection mechanisms. 

In light of the emergent health and financial crisis 
during the pandemic, the government had announced 
relief packages - Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan 
Yojana and the Atmanirbhar package - in addition to 
existing social entitlements to provide aid to the most 
distressed groups. However, as the third Stranded 
Workers Action Network report1 reveals, 80 per cent 
workers still do not have access to government-
facilitated ration, basis calls from 5,911 migrant 
workers from 15 May to 1 June 2020. A study by 
Dalberg2 of 47,000 low-income households across 
15 states in India revealed that though government 
support has helped a large majority, continued relief 
for the poor is needed due to the adverse economic 
impacts of the crisis. In Maharashtra, 43 per cent of 
the households reported losing all sources of income 
during the lockdown, which was the highest amongst 
all states surveyed. Maharashtra also faired in the 
bottom three states for households not receiving 
cash transfers covered by Jan Dhan, Social pension, 
Pradhan Mantri Uj jwala Yojana and Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme 
(MGNREGS). The Public Disribution System (PDS) 
coverage in the state, amongst those households 
that received free ration, was reported to be 85 
per cent. The report and ground experience of the 
YUVA teams also demonstrates the existing gaps in 
implementation across states, continued requirement 
for financial support and the need for universalisation 
of social entitlements to ensure access to the millions 

of families who are left out of the social welfare 
safety net. In the coming days, the YUVA team will 
continue to push for higher access to government 
welfare schemes for workers in a focused way, so 
that their livelihood needs may be met in the best 
way possible. Additionally, awareness amongst people 
about entitlement eligibility would also be made a 
priority.

While the MNREGS is geared at rural areas, the 
Dalberg report revealed that only 21 per cent of rural 
households in Maharashtra were covered under it 
during COVID-19. MNREGS is an important social 
protection mechanism that needs to be strengthened 
in rural as well as urban areas. Given YUVA’s 
positioning in urban areas, the team will be focused 
on reaching out to the city municipal corporations for 
better placements in urban areas. 

The migrant crisis has revealed the exclusion of 
migrant workers from social and economic protection 
mechanisms in both the home and destination states. 
Though legal protection for migrant workers was 
initially accorded under the Inter State Migrant 
Workmen (Regulation of Employment and Conditions 
of Service) Act, 1979 the legislation remains 
ineffective, lacking in implementation and ignored. 
There is an urgent need to work for the legal, social 
and occupational rights of migrant workers and 
increase their visibility in the social welfare discourse. 
Additionally, advocacy efforts to incorporate access 
to portable healthcare along with occupational safety 
needs to be prioritised. Given the movement of 
people to their villages, and some reverse migration 
that has happened too, the team hopes to work 
with both populations (at source and destination) 
towards their long-term rehabilitation planning and 

IX.
THE WAY FORWARD

1  |  Stranded Workers Action Network, To Leave or Not to Leave: Lockdown, Migrant Workers and Their Journeys Home, June 5, 2020, https://almashines.s3.dualstack.ap-southeast-1.amazonaws.
com/assets/media/files/266_1591946871_6f421df109b2fe807ffe16835a024788.pdf
2  |  Dalberg, Efficacy of government entitlements for low-income families during Covid-19, July 17, 2020, https://impactsofcovid.in/assets/front_assets/download/20.07.27_Efficacy%20of%20
government%20entitlements%20for%20low-income%20families%20during%20Covid-19.pdf
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implementation. A comprehensive database that has 
already been created needs to be expanded, which 
would be useful for planning future initiatives as 
well. The team is focused on leveraging government 
systems in urban and rural areas, and to use the data 
of migrant workers in a meaningful way that helps 
the people build resilience in the coming days. YUVA’s 

upcoming advocacy report on the experience of the 
urban poor in accessing relief and entitlements during 
COVID-19 also elaborates further on the extent of 
YUVA’s outreach during the pandemic and advocacy 
efforts being undertaken to continue supporting the 
urban poor.
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ABOUT YUVA
Youth for Unity and Voluntary Action (YUVA) is a 
non-profit development organisation committed 
to enabling vulnerable groups to access their 
rights. YUVA encourages the formation of people’s 
collectives that engage in the discourse on 
development, thereby ensuring self-determined 
and sustained collective action in communities. 
This work is complemented with advocacy and 
policy recommendations. Founded in Mumbai in 
1984, currently YUVA operates in the states of 
Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Odisha, Assam and 
New Delhi. 

At the community-level, through an integrated 
360-degree approach, YUVA delivers solutions 
on issues of housing, livelihood, environment and 
governance. Through research, YUVA creates 
knowledge that enhances capacity building. Through 
partnerships in campaigns, YUVA provides solidarity 
and builds strong alliances to drive change. 


