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Dalit Arthik Adhikar Andolan (DAAA) is a Unit of the National Campaign on Dalit 
Human Rights and is working towards securing and strengthening the economic 

rights of the Dalit and Adivasis Communities and believes strongly in bolstering the 
agency of the community. The main vehicle is access to public entitlements like Live-
lihood schemes, education, entrepreneurship, and asset building through the constitu-
tional provisions of budgetary allocations. DAAA believes strongly in the inclusion and 
promotion of marginalised communities in the economy of the country. DAAA makes 
strategic interventions in public policy, planning, budgeting, advocacy research, and  
implementation and monitoring of the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe Budget. 

This document is for private circulation and is not a priced publication. Any section of 
this report may be reproduced without the permission of Swadhikar for public interest 
purposes with appropriate acknowledgment.
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FOREWORD

It is an honour for me to write this foreword since I have known NCDHR DAAA for 
over a decade and have long wished for them to conduct this kind of studyfocusing 

on Dalit and Adivasi communitiessincenot a single narrative is available in the public do-
main on the understanding of caste in the shipbreaking industry and fisheries.

Although NCDHR, DAAAhave been conducting excellent research for several years, this 
may be the first time that they have conducted a study on Business and Human Rights, 
and their brave decision to focus on ocean studies for their research is admirable.There 
are various aspects of business and human rights, and these aspects are not distinct from 
one another; yet they may be explored separately, as what DAAA has done.The following 
significant step will come from more thorough methods where a blend of these aspects 
will deliver a few powerful recommendations required for this complex yet practical do-
main of Business and Human Rightswhich DAAA has been able to provide in a compre-
hensive manner and which is also a major highlight of the study. 

Through this study, they have demonstrated their knowledge in the area by providing in-
sights on the ocean sector via the prism of caste, class, identity, and politics, which has not 
been available in any previous studies.The team has assisted aspiring authors, researchers, 
and others in expanding their understanding of the ocean sector and how people’s social 
location and identity play an important role in deciding the type of job they perform and 
the areas they come from to conduct this work. This study paper gives a thorough knowl-
edge of the social and economic identities and prejudice encountered by employees in the 
shipbuilding and fishing industries and contains contributions from notable scholars and 
activists from a variety of fields. The necessity for this research is evident, considering that 
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India was one of the first countries to recognise business and human rights, launching the 
Business and Human Rights National Action Plan (NAP) in 2018. It is outmost impor-
tance for a nation like India to perceive the marginalisation of Dalit and Adivasi commu-
nities and how to deal with their requirements and issues over land, water, and livelihood; 
only then will the country be able to achieve Sustainable Development Goals while also 
securing Business and Human Rights. 

Finally, I appreciate the team’s efforts, but I also appreciate the challenges they faced while 
conducting the fieldwork because it is difficult to get into these places, which have long 
been under intense surveillance and have very closed spaces where people can talk about 
their social lives. This is also one of the reasons why I feel honoured to write this foreword. 
This report covers key areas of Ocean Industry and Business and Human Rights with a 
special focus on the people working in the ocean. I am hopeful that this study will shed 
new light on how businesses are conducted on the ocean and how human rights work 
within it,and what can be done to ensure that the country, the state, businesses, and indi-
viduals can collaborate to achieve both SDGs and protect business and human rights in a 
legal manner, andensures that Dalit and Adivasi communities are treated equally.

Paul Divakar

Convenor,
GFoD 
(Global Forum of Communities Discriminated on Work and Descent)
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FOREWORD
Looking at the coast and ocean people through a different kaleidoscope

Congratulations to the team of NCDHR for having ideated and relentlessly worked on 
this research project. The project is an absolutely fresh start, one the Indian civil so-

ciety should have embarked on much earlier. The project’s aim, to look at coastal/oceanic 
industries and fishwork, through the prism of caste and climate crisis, is indeed a novel 
one and deserves great appreciation.

The Indian coastal scenario and fishwork, have been going through a relentless transfor-
mation since independence. The Indo-Norwegian reforms project in the 1950s, which 
started in Kerala and spread to other coastal states, is a classic example of how smaller, 
traditional communities were roped into the capitalist norm of aggressive expansion and 
exploitation in extracting oceanic resources. The very terminology of ‘fisher’, ‘fisherfolk’ 
and ‘fisherpeople’ or even the Marxian frame of ‘fishworkers’ for that matter, stands out 
today in the retrospective analysis as a misfit to the oceanic people and civilization. It 
is evident why the newly formed post-colonial nation-states were eager to fix a certain 
economic identity as the most befitting one for an entire section of the population, which 
otherwise formed the ‘stinking outcastes’. 

The NCDHR study comes against this backdrop; where an entire population has been 
diminished in their existence to just being fish catchers, where their cultural, social, en-
vironmental and political relevance is limited to just their livelihood and not their way of 
life. The study does well to bring out diverse aspects of the sector, to build an understand-
ing of what forms the modern-day industrial sector in coastal India, vis-à-vis analyse how 
the small and traditional sector of fishing is dealing with caste oppression. It does so while 
keeping a relevant yardstick of the climate crisis, the lack of understanding about which 
has made the world poorer and dangerous, especially for marginalised and frontline com-
munities like the ocean people. 
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The three important aspects addressed in the study includes the modern day slavery as 
effectively established in the case of the Alang ship-breaking industry, the deadly grip of 
aquaculture and culture fisheries in a fast industrialising fisheries market in India, and 
lastly the reincarnation of historic caste oppression in the fishing industry, with regard 
to Dalit fishers of Muthupettai, TN, who are fighting caste discrimination as well as reli-
gious polarisation. These, put against the backdrop of vanishing coastline due to develop-
ment projects induced erosion, depleting fish resources, dredging induced drinking water 
shortage, loss of coastal land to ports, thermal plants and other projects, etc. make the 
plight of the Indian traditional fisherfolk extremely miserable and untenable. Disasters, 
induced by anthropocentric Developmental activities and aggravated by the worsening 
climate crisis add to the woes of the traditional community, whose land rights are yet to 
be established by law.

The study makes an intriguing, yet excellent read. The contradictions are clearly pointed 
out and argued sensitively by the researchers. The recommendations ought to get stron-
ger, more structured and more powerful, considering the depth to which the study has 
tried to engage with people’s realities. Lastly, the study throws open a lot of potential for 
future research, an aspect humbly accepted by the researchers through their arguments. 
The fishing community in India, the researchers, journalists, environmental lawyers, and 
others who are interested in the future of India’s coastline and people, stand to gain much 
by the publication of such a work. One can only hope that the empire will be compelled 
to listen too. 

Vijayan MJ

Advisor, 
National Fishworkers Forum
General Secretary, 
Pakistan India Peoples’ Forum for 
Peace & Democracy
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PREFACE

I am pleased to present this report, which is part of our intervention on Business and Hu-
manRights which aims to include all the specifics of the concerns of Dalit and Adivasi 

communities in this area.The thought behind doing this study has forever been there it 
simply required an ideal time and stage to place things into spots and when we got that we 
did not think back.Dalit and Adivasi voices and views are rarely heard in policies that gov-
ern the market and business, thereby widening socioeconomic disparities.This positions 
them nowhere, leading to the extreme marginalisation of these populations in the busi-
ness. If their perspectives and concerns are not represented in policy, aspiring to achieve 
SDGs and inclusive business and human rights would be fruitless.

However, our ongoing endeavour is to reflect the concerns of Dalits and Tribals in the 
ocean industry, which we have attempted to achieve through this study.This study serves 
as a foundation as we pursue Business and Human Rights; additional, more comprehen-
sive research will follow in the future

I dearly appreciate the ardent support of all my colleagues and partners for their contribu-
tion in various forms to the successful publication of this report.

We hope that this report helps to strengthen the voices and concerns of the Dalit and Ad-
ivasi communities, to hold the government, both national and state, accountable, as well 
as the companies that hire them and the workers or individuals who rely on the ocean for 
a living, and to facilitate inclusive ocean business for the communities. 

Beena Pallical

General Secretary,
National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR)
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The study on the experiences of caste discrimination faced by the Dalit community in 

the ocean industries conducted by the NCDHR is one of the pioneering interventions. 
The ocean industry and ocean people have been widely studied, written, and documented 
through environmental and class lenses. However, the silence around caste and the ease of 
doing research without caste analysis have been one of the gaps. The study addresses the 
gap by engaging with complex and environmentally disastrous ‘ship-breaking’ industry 
in Alang and visibilising the Dalit fishers of Tamil Nadu in the fisheries sector. The study 
presents its finding through secondary literature and open-ended interviews with activ-
ists, community people, experts, academicians. The objective of the study is to 
1) To provide a cursory glance at the ship breaking industry and initiate the kinds of  
 discrimination faced by the workers and what can be the possible social location  
 of these workers 
2) To understand the fisheries sector beyond a homogenous class framework of fish  
 workers and recognise the existence of the Dalit fishers. 
The study attempts to engage the readers in questioning why has the issue of caste has 
not been addressed in these sectors, how caste plays an focal role in deciding what kind 
of risky livelihood people are willing to take, what is the relation between caste and live-
lihood, how the argument of land ownership has been missing for the traditional inhab-
itants of coastal land, how does the state apparatus refuses to recognise the Dalit fishers, 
What are the kind of neoliberal schemes brought in to capture the oceans and alienate 
the ocean people from their way of live. These are some of the pressing questions that the 
study attempts to address.
The study is divided in six sections. The first section provides an overall introduction to 
the study which states the need of the study and complexity of class and class in under-
standing the ship-breaking industry and fishing sector. The second section mentions the 
methodology of the study. The third and fourth section delves into detailed account of the 
ship breaking industry in Alang,Gujarat and an account Dalit Fisher in Muthupettai,Tam-
il Nadu respectively. Both the sections provide an account of socio-political geographi-
cal details, listing of the existing research and studies, narratives of the people present-
ed through findings and recommendations. The fifth section lists recommendation for 
the overall study which focused on Business and human rights, sustainable development 
goals, climate justice, and socio-justice. The sixth section states the conclusory remark of 
the study.
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INTRODUCTION
India is one of the first countries to acknowledge business and Human Rights and 

initiated the development of the Business and Human Rights National Action Plan 
(NAP) in the year 2018.  The three fundamental Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights, are a) State duty to Protect human rights, b) The corporate responsi-
bility to respect Human Rights, and c) Access to remedy for victims of business-re-
lated abuses are the core of the National Action Plan. Sustainable Development Goal 
5,8,9,10,13 are important goals for the achievement of Business and Human Rights, 
which talks about Gender equality, Decent work, and economic growth, Industry 
Innovation and Infrastructures, reducing inequalities, Sustainable cities and Com-
munity, Climate Action are closely linked to the achievements of the Business and 
Human Rights in India.  India is now the most populated country in the world with a 
population of 1.42 billion and rising inequality with a huge disparity between the rich 
and poor. Achieving a sustainable and equitable development for India would require 
addressing the increasing socio- economic disparity.

For India to achieve these SDGs and secure the Business and Human Rights, ac-
knowledging the marginalisation of Dalit and Adivasis, and understanding the in-
tersectional needs and issues of these communities of their life over land, water and 
livelihood are to be dealt with utmost importance and dignity, without which it is 
futile to aspire for such global humanitarian cause when a large number of these 
communities are denied of basic survival amenities. 
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The study is divided into two major parts – Part A and Part B. The first part of the 
study emphasizes on the shipbreaking industry in Alang Gujarat. Here the study 
has attempted to understand the industry from a caste perspective. Shipbreaking 
is a lucrative industry providing employment to many unskilled migrant workers 
hailing from Odisha, Jharkhand, UP, and Bihar. Highly unregulated, workers here 
are unable to access basic amenities and are exposed to social and economic ex-
ploitation. Lack of drinking water is one of the major concerns for the migrant 
workers along with sanitation, electricity, and even drainage system. Additionally, 
the mobilization of workers is mostly absent here, making it even more perilous for 
the workers. The study is an attempt to reflect on these issues, particularly from a 
caste perspective.

The second part of the study emphasizes the Dalit fishers in Muthupettai 400 kms 
south of Chennai. This area is pre-occupied by Dalits engaged in fishing. This part 
of the study accentuates how the contemporary fishery sector reinforces the caste 
system and the oppression faced by them for years. It also looks into the question of 
land ownership in the community.

Looking at the Ocean communities which derives its livelihood both in land and in 
the ocean, are mostly Dalits and Adivasis who have been into fish hunting from gen-
eration as the Ocean is considered to be a common resource and hence was within 
the reach of Dalits to earn their livelihood. But in many stances Dalits fishermen 
are stopped from fishing in certain areas, accessing the market for selling fishes and 
also denied the government schemes like Pradhan Mantri Matsya Sampada Yojana 
(PMMSY)  on the pretext of not owning land. The systemic and institutionalised 
marginalisation of Dalits needs an address. 

Thousands of migrant workers working in ship-breakingwork in the ocean shores 
and fisher communities spending most of their time in the ocean are the first-hand 
victims of climate change and Ocean water pollution. The increasing water level is 
submerging the coastal areas which are jeopardising the livelihood of the fishing 
communities and has resulted in the extinction of the ocean species and the in-
creased commercial fishing and aquacultures are destroying the natural habitat of 
the ocean species. Are the migrants working in the ship-breaking work protected? 
Are the livelihood and fishing rights of the Dalit fishing communities secured and 
what are the remedies which would benefit the Dalit and marginalised communities 
in terms of sustainable and equitable development and Climate justice? A larger 
discourse of dialogue, discussion and action is to be taken seriously to secure the 
business and human rights of the marginalised Dalit and Adivasi Communities be-
cause ‘CLIMATE CHANGE IS REAL’.
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This study hopes to be an inspiring work for social scientists interested in the interdisciplin-
ary critical analysis developing in Indian academia, which tries to blend caste, class, identity, 
and politics of capitalism in transition. For, it attempts to intertwine the very ideological 
framework of each one of these thought processes, moulding those into the author’s nar-
rative, presenting a rather convoluted conclusion – to point towards an extremely rare and 
complex phenomenon in South Asian trajectory. With its rich narrative and interviews, it 
grows in argumentative confidence – even though it may be soft in establishing the possible 
undercurrents between the objectives of the different studies conducted here. Greed of the 
author is solely responsible for that!

The main thread of the study is a classical Marxian one, one that South Asian Marxist the-
oreticianis familiar with. However, it is authored by a non-Marxian Ambedkarite Socialist 
researcher, whose understanding of the Marxist world rather ends with the latter’s weaker 
party formulations in the sub-continent. This thread of the study is ‘transition from feu-
dalism to capitalism; India’s modern industry and its commitment to preserving caste in 
the coastal & oceanic sector including fisheries’. The author and researchers have attempted 
here to dig deep and develop the study from an anti-caste perspective – a perspective that 
prioritises caste subversions, but equally attempts not to dismiss class and ethnicity aspects. 

The report offers two primary case studies:

1. A critical research engagement with the ocean industry, through an analytical  
 glance into the complex and environmentally disastrous ‘ship-breaking’ industry  
 in Alang, Gujarat – from the perspective of workers’ social and economic identity  
 and the discrimination they face 

2. A cursory analysis of the fisheries sector in India from a caste prism to understand  
 the transition in the sector and how capitalism delves into the sector – how the  
 marine and brackish fisher recognition is done in a discriminatory manner and  
 how the ‘Dalit fishers’ are not considered fishers by the state apparatus (a case  
 study of Muthu Pettai, Tamil Nadu)

[It is important to mention that being a scoping exercise, both above are done purely from 
a sociological perspective and exclude any detailed analysis of the political, economic, or 
environmental aspects]

One of the most interesting aspects of the entire research project, commissioned by NCDHR 
is that it is one of the pioneering attempts by the Dalit Human Rights movement to look at 
issues that were largely pitched in the class (read labour rights) prism so far, or was always 
only the interests of environmentalists or conservation organisations. Hence ship breaking 
industry, for instance, was always a subject of action research and engagement by known 
civic action groups and organisations like the Paryavaran Suraksha Samiti (an environmen-
tal-labor protection forum based in Gujarat), the Centre for Education and Communication 
(a labour resource institute based in Delhi), Greenpeace India, and many others, who took 
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turns to understand the labour practices related aspects or critically looked at the danger-
ous environmental impacts of industries like the ship-breaking industry in Gujarat. 

Similarly, in the sector of fisheries, it has been looked at from the prism of conservation, 
ecology or from the perspectives of fish workers (a term largely popularised by the Na-
tional Fish workers’ Forum, which fought the derogatory caste framing of fishers in the 
Brahmanical society and pitched it as a question of dignity and rights of the traditional 
workers engaged in fishing activities). It is only in recent times that even the NFF and the 
World Forum of Fisher People (WFFP) have started engaging with the perspective ques-
tion of the rights of ocean people, as being the descendants of an oceanic civilisation. Even 
there, the question of caste can be easily ignored and worse, negated. 

Capitalism has never been kind to the oppressed, historically. This is especially so in the 
post-colonial South Asia region. However, its evolution in the form of urbanisation did 
bring in new hopes and aspirations and drove the working people from historically op-
pressed communities from the margins to the centre – as city makers and dwellers. How-
ever, in rural areas like in the forest regions or in coastal areas, capitalism worked through 
modernisation and created new ranks and files for strengthening the caste mechanism. 
This aspect is closely scrutinised through the study.

The traditional caste apparatus engaged with the fisher community and ocean/inland peo-
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ple as ‘outcastes’. The word ‘Dalit’ meaning the broken and scattered, can be best 
used for the fishing community too, even though in many areas traditional fishers have 
not been included as Scheduled Castes. On the other hand, despite having many charac-
teristics of the indigenous tribal populations, the fishing community has been kept out 
away from being recognised as a scheduled tribe or sea tribe either.

It is this aspect of being kept out, but while being discriminated against, that makes the 
lives of the fishers precarious. The number of occasions listed by fisher children going to 
government or private schools, complaining that they were called stinking people, filthy, 
etc or the reference to loud and unwelcome noises in class as ‘fish market’, etc. all too point 
towards utter insensitivity and discrimination against a people who have been second 
only to the agricultural sections in obtaining a significant portion of GDP for the country. 
Puritanical and Brahmanical frameworks about ‘dignified living’,’ vegetarianism’ and what 
constitutes ‘Swachh’, etc. are very closely linked to this outcastedness of the fishers. 

Much of this disdain comes from the occupational aspects of fishers and continues un-
abated in the modern caste framework across India. This aspect is clearly brought out in 
the current study and is articulated well in the second chapter dealing with the MuthuPet-
tai Dalit fishers.

The silence around caste and the ease of doing research without caste analysis have been 
a phenomenal aspect of research around the fisheries sector, coastal environment, and la-
bour practices. This is an important take forward for sociological researchers and analysts, 
looking at the sector. 

The other significant aspect that is brought out in the study is to do with the land question. 
While the rights and claims of the forest-dependent Adivasi and other traditional forest 
dwelling communities stand recognized today with the Forest Rights Act 2006, it is not 
even recognised as an issue about the fishers. The marine catch fishers of India, who have 
been traditional inhabitants of the coastal lands, do not have recognised land rights for the 
same since generations. Though their existence pre-dates the independence of India, the 
legal struggle for establishing land rights, is yet to start. In this context, the study points to 
the need for a similar land rights recognition for the fishing communities. It also makes 
a vehement argument for the recognition of the coastal traditional fishers and especially 
Dalit fishers. 
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METHODOLOGY 

This study presents the findings of primary research conducted in Alang, Gujarat (fo-
cusing on caste in the shipbreaking industry) and Muthupettai, Tamil Nadu (focusing 

on caste in fisheries). Open-ended interviews were conducted with local, national and 
global activists to develop an understanding of the socioeconomic and political context 
of both the regions; to map individuals, civil society organisations (CSO) and groups to 
contact; and to understand the kinds of interventions being undertaken by them.

In Alang, contractors, sub-contractors, supervisors, academicians and CSO representa-
tives were interviewed. Focus Group Discussions (FGD) were conducted with the workers 
of the shipbreaking unit. In Muthupettai, meetings were conducted with union members 
and the Legal Aid Society to understand the history and complexity of caste in fisheries in 
Tamil Nadu. These meetings provided information on previous interventions and allowed 
the team of researchers to develop a set of key questions to focus on during the field visit. 
All interviews were transcribed and the meetings were documented. Each transcription 
has been further categorised into issues that have been presented as findings.

The study is also based on secondary research (literature review, reports and news articles) 
to identify if there are any narratives available in the public domain on the understanding 
of caste in the shipbreaking industry and in fisheries. It also mapped the common issues 
that journals and media reports document to identify the weightage of the anti-caste lens 
in them.
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VENTURING INTO  
ALANG: THE SHIP 
BREAKING YARD 
Introduction

Caste has become a resource in the age of the market, often taking the shape of a net-
work that excludes others by hoarding opportunities. Dalits face discrimination not 

because of caste, which is a system of relations distinct from economics, but because of the 
very economic and market mechanisms via which they frequently seek freedom. The caste 
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enclosures, processes, and evasions in post-liberalization India point to the need to 
rethink caste’s modernity outside of orientalist and post-colonial frameworks and 
consider the presuppositions that guide how to understand an institution whose na-
ture and experience are shaped by the inequalities and subject positions it generates 
(Mosse, 2020). Capitalist market development driven by the private sector has con-
tributed significantly to India’s rapid economic expansion. The institution of caste 
is where the social roots of India’s capitalist class are found. Dalits (formerly known 
as untouchables) and Muslims are two minority groups that have not progressed 
up the social and ecological ladder, even though a variety of castes from various 
regions have become industrial capitalists (Damodaran, 2012). Effects of caste are 
not localized; From the village to the city and into nearly all markets, they travel. 
Because of its advantages, caste persists in the age of the market—its discrimination 
permits opportunity hoarding for others; Additionally, humiliating violence against 
subordinated groups is sparked by the threat of their advancement (Mosse, 2018). 
In the decades following independence, most of the evidence suggests that caste 
groups have converged in education, occupation, income, and access to public re-
sources. Affirmative action may have contributed to some of this convergence, but 
caste-based networks may also have contributed to equality by taking advantage of 
the opportunities presented by a globalizing economy. It’s likely that caste networks 
in India will fade away as the economy develops. When there is convergence across 
caste groups, affirmative action programmes may also be repealed, and statistical 
discrimination in urban labour markets may disappear (Munshi, 2019). 

One of the largest shipbreaking businesses in the world is in the Bhavnagar district 
of Gujarat at Alang-Sosiya. Like other Indian industries, the shipbreaking sector has 
grown over the past three decades. Government officials and representatives of the 
ship-breaking sector conducted a thorough analysis of the coasts in 1982. Due to 
its continental shelf, high tidal range, and relatively mud-free condition, Alang, 56 
km south of Bhavnagar, was chosen as a potential location for beaching large ships 
. Two yards make up the 10-kilometer-long Alang shipbreaking yard, these yards 
are known as Alang and Sosiya. Alang has transformed itself from a small coastal 
village home to fishermen and farmers over the past three decades into the largest 
shipbreaking yard in the world. Today, Alang and Sosiya have become the center of 
a lot of activity and attention for breaking and recycling ships rather than building 
ships (Sahu, 2014).  India’s Alang shipbreaking yard has established itself as a lead-
ing industry, dominating both the Asian and global markets. 
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This is how Alang comes into the picture as a modern industry in this era and why 
ship-breaking happens here?  What is the environmental component? Who are the peo-
ple who come here? However, there are so many people who are engaged in the modern 
industry, while investigating, a lot of Alang studies are mostly based on labour rights and 
environmental concerns therefore there have been a lot of efforts by ‘Greenpeace’ in en-
suring that the international advocacy and lobby has taken place. 

However, over the past years the place has been highly surveillance with a very closed 
space which makes it difficult to talk about people and people’s social location like who are 
these people that are engaged in this work.Due to limited accessibility to the work plots 
in Alang and interaction with the supervisors, an in – depth study on the subject matter 
was limited

  It was difficult for women to venture into space without leadership. Therefore, we are very 
grateful to the leaders of the existing organisation who have guided us and helped us in the 
process. Besides, it was a space were talking about the caste openly was difficult, therefore 
we have to devise mechanisms to get to that question. Hence, our stories and the way we 
are presenting cannot portray a generic statement of caste but it leads to interpretation in 
some way. Since we know that from the history of how modern industry works and know-
ing how the situation was, we are not putting a general statement of caste. In order to pro-
tect the identity of the interviewee we have either changed their name or put up a general 
designation like plot owner, supervisor, representative from union, youth coordinator etc.  

Before moving on to our trip to Alang, we first went to the Bhavnagar district and a uni-
versity out there, where we learned a lot about Alang. We came to know that there is a 
high vulnerability of HIV/AIDS considering the shortfall of the family particularly for the 
married men. Because they do not have a place to keep their family, this absence is not a 
necessity but rather a compulsion. Many workers live in “Kholis,” which roughly translates 
to “small rooms’’ or “huts.” One “kholi ‘’ typically houses 4-6 workers, although this num-
ber varies depending on the need; sometimes 7-8 workers in one Kholi. 

Existing Study and Analysis in Alang
There are a few studies on the shipbreaking industry in Alang, but none of them focus 
on caste. Most of them focus on the environmental, labour rights and health impact of 
shipbreaking for e.g., Tiwari (1998), have recognized that lead, zinc, nickel, and tin were 
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among the heavy metals found in the yard in high concentrations. Oil contamination kills 
off sea-going life. High levels of pollution, lack of clean drinking water and crowded living 
conditions have all had a negative effect on the health of workers in Alang. The ground-
water in the area is becoming increasingly salinized as a result of the residents’ excessive 
reliance on it. Alier (2007), mentions that the illegal shipment of hundreds of tonnes of 
electronic waste annually to developing Asian nations, particularly India, Pakistan, and 
China, violates the spirit of the Basel Convention. Poor citizens of developing nations are 
put in danger by capitalist and developed nations ignoring all safety precautions. Conflicts 
occurred when regulatory bodies failed to apply the “precautionary principle.” The issue 
of nuclear safety may get more attention in China and India as nuclear power grows in 
popularity. Eco-socialism posits that social and environmental movements of opposition 
will emerge as alternatives to the current capitalist system. Demaria (2017), points out that 
one of the largest shipbreaking yards in the world is the Alang-Sosiya yard. By passing 
on the environmental costs to local workers, farmers, and fishermen, ship breakers and 
owners reap significant profits. An ecological division conflict has arisen as a result of this 
unequal distribution of benefits and costs brought about by international even and un-
even distribution of power. The waste’s materiality and political economy are shown to 
have a complicated relationship in the situated understanding of it. Both shape metabolism 
through co-evolution, which is both encouraged and hindered by political opportunities. 
The social, economic, and institutional logics at play sway social metabolism changes. they 
eventually result in socio-metabolic reconfigurations, which in turn eventually result in 
conflict over ecological distribution. Capital is accumulated at the waste-based commodi-
ties frontiers through disposal and contamination, two additional economic means. Morris 
(2005) opines that the macroeconomic policies that help India’s economy become more ex-
port- and manufacturing-oriented, particularly those that support high growth, should be 
supported by Gujarat. Considering its unfortunate wellbeing and natural records in Alang, 
the state’s middle for transport breaking, the state has lost imperative work to China.

Demaria (2010), investigated one of the biggest ship breaking yards in the world i.e.  Al-
ang-Sosiya yard (India), with a focus on toxic management. When ship breakers and ship 
owners dump environmental costs on workers, local farmers, and fishermen, they make a 
lot of money.  An ecological conflict has arisen as a result of this unequal distribution of 
benefits and costs. The dispute that erupted in 2006 at the Indian Supreme Court over the 
decommissioning of the ocean liner “Blue Lady” exemplifies how different social groups’ 
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valuation languages clashed and how a language that portrayed sustainability as monetary 
benefit on a national scale dominated. Not only is shipbreaking an externality, but it is also 
a successful example of cost shifting or profit accumulation through contamination.

According to the NGO Ship-Breaking Platform (2016)  India’s Alang-Sosiya yard, which 
dismantles two vessels, is the largest in the world. The movement began during the 1980s 
and today is in full activity with around 200 plots. An inverse proxy can be used to follow 
the activity’s intensity, which varies significantly over time: the Baltic Dry File (an evalua-
tion of the cost of moving significant natural substances via ocean.). The number of broken 
ships is lower the higher the Baltic Dry Index (BDI) . It drew the attention of the media, 
which resulted in criticism; by labor and environmental groups. The conflict took place on 
three different scales—international, national, and local—with environmentalists, human 
rights groups, trade unions, and others playing a major role. Because of their precarious 
social and economic circumstances, workers are extremely susceptible to dominance and 
pressure. Villagers, farmers, and fishermen voice their displeasure to Sarpanch’s . The mar-
ginalization and fear of shipbreakers—often mafia-like entrepreneurs—may have prevent-
ed further action. Orders issued by courts frequently fail to consider the incompatibility of 
expressed values and assume that economic gains can offset environmental degradation. 
Political power demonstrates its capacity to impose the decision-making procedure, val-
uation standard, and decision itself. Menon (2013) describes that Alang is responsible for 
nearly half of all salvaged ships in the world. Every year, somewhere between 350 and 400 
ships are sunk here on average. The once-pristine beach is now considered one of India’s 
most toxic and polluted coastlines. Alang is a metaphor for shifting business values in 
India, where money reigns supreme. It also serves as a metaphor for how the wealthy look 
down on the concerns of the poor and how the developed world views the Third World. 
The environment will need many decades to recover even if shipbreaking stops at Alang 
today. It currently has 183 plots, up from 46 in February 1983. When it first started, only 
five ships were lost each year; by 1994 and 1995, it had broken 301. Around 40,000 people 
are employed in the breaking yard itself, and an equal number are involved in a variety 
of ancillary activities. Over a hundred shipbreaking businesses are currently working on 
ocean liners, car ferries, container ships, and large supertankers. Every article is elimi-
nated and offered to the retailers on the Alang-Trapaj thruway. Even if the business suc-
ceeds, human health and safety are at risk. In subhuman conditions, thousands of migrant 
laborers from Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, West Bengal, and Orissa work at Alang. 
Many do not have defensive stuff and wear just head protectors. Numerous individuals 
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have perished in mishaps and accidents in-
volving heavy objects falling on them. The 
only way out is for the industry to create a 
network of healthy practices, treat workers 
with more respect, rights, and genuine care, 
educate them on safety measures, and min-
imize environmental damage.

Findings and People’s Narrative 
from the Field
Occupational Rural Migration is a major 
labour outsourcing: Alang is known for 
the Shipbreaking work globally and derives 
its manpower from the state of Tribal and 
Dalit-inhabited states of India. Alang has a 
yearly influx of people from variousneigh-
bouring states of India, with more than 50 

thousand people migrating to Alang to work on ship cutting. These migrant workers 
hail mainly from the state of Uttar Pradesh, Jharkhand, Bihar, and Orissa and a few from 
other states.  There is no specific month/ time of migration, rather it is demanding gener-
ated migration. Alang hosts the biggest ship-cutting work in the Country. The migrants 
migrate to Alang for work any time of the year, some workers are called back to Alang by 
their previous employers or fellow workers. The longest duration of ship cutting is about 
6-8 months; thus, the migrants stay in Alang for 6-8 months depending on the work and 
labour demand. 

“I worked as a middleman (Kalya) in a vegetable market. I have worked in 3 states like 
Gujarat, my home and Hyderabad. So we go around for work, if not here than there and 
if not there then here. We are being called for work by our fellow workers also. I have 
been working since 2005. It has been 17 years. I have been working in Alang for the past 
6 years. The other 6 years I was working as a middleman (Kalya) in Jamshedpur”- an 
account of a worker from Jamshedpur 
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“I was 15 years old when I came here. I studied till 7th-8th standard and I sneaked from 
my village. My boss left the shop and I took over his business”- an account of a worker 
from Odisha who once worked in ship breaking and now runs a shop in the same place.

The workers who come to work here either arrived while they were young or came after 
having previously worked in another state. Before Gujarat Maritime Board (GMB) began 
training them, there were many accidents because they were not trained in this area of 
ship cutting. 

“First we need to do the training provided by the Gujarat Maritime Board (GMB), we are 
allowed to work on the ship once the GMB provides the training certificate”- an account 
of a worker from Jharkhand 

“Now, in Alang labourers are provided with 12 days training on working at ships and are 
taught about the safety measure, earlier there was no such training, safety measures for 
the labourers. Each labour is required to have this training and certificate of the same to 
get a work in Alang”- an account of a youth coordinator working on HIV/AIDS and sex-
ual health of the workers and providing the medical facility for their safety. 

The worker claims that after leaving this job, they considered returning to their village 
but wondered what they would do there. Therefore, they are required to remain and work 
here. 

“What will we do there? we are compelled to stay here and work”- an account of a worker 
from Jharkhand 

However, the union claims that because there are not many ships arriving anymore, the 
workers must return home. 

“Ship does not come here regularly. If the ship arrives, work lasts for 3 months, after 3 
months, when will it come again, when will the owner bring it, when will work be done, 
what will that poor worker do till then? The biggest problem is there is no continuity of 
job here.  There is no continuity of job, then they must go home, what should they do?  
That is why sometimes there are many problems here, he worked for 3 months, he has PF 
for 3 months, then when will the ship come, then when will he work, we had such doubt 
and then there were talks that if he does not serve continuously for 10 years, then he will 
not get his pension. Then we thought that his membership in the union should be for 
365 days. Sometimes he works for 8 months, sometimes for 6 months, sometimes for 3 
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months, depending on his request he has 365 days membership, and if he does the PF in 
it then he will get a pension. In 2009, we raised our voice that there should be only one PF 
number for all, and today it happened”- an account of a representative from the union.

Migrant laborers are mostly from the rural areas of the neighbouring states of Uttar 
Pradesh, Jharkhand, Bihar, and Orissa where agriculture is the main source of livelihood, 
due to which this labour migrates to Alang after the harvest season is over at their native 
place and are often seen returning to their native place during the sowing and harvesting 
season. Due to a lack of other job opportunities and income-generating means of liveli-
hood, young adults, mostly men, migrate to Alang for work.

“They are coming from the village area as there is no work available there. As compared to 
the Gujarati workers, the workers from the other state are ready to take any kind of work 
even at low wages.  They will devote more hours of work and are even ready to take the risk 
for it” - an account of a university professor.

“Workers are mostly single men and they do not bring their wives here due to safety issues; 
some are at high risk of HIV/AIDs. Sexual urges are found high among single men and 
they look for sexual partners in their surroundings. so, there are red light areas as well, 
MSM (men having sex with a man) is also high here, so we spread awareness and preven-
tive measures of HIV/ AIDs. We cannot judge them; we must treat them equally”- an ac-
count of a youth coordinator working on HIV/AIDS and the sexual health of the workers 
and providing the medical facility for their safety. 

State-wise division of labour
Four Indian states namely Uttar Pradesh, Odisha, Bihar, and Jharkhand are the source of 
cheap migrant laborers for the ship-cutting work in Gujarat. It is remarkable to mention 
here that categories of work in ship cutting are divided state-wise. For example, the hard-
est work above the ship is done by the Migrants workers from Odisha who are mostly of 
Tribal origins, because of their physical strength to lift heavy things which no other people 
can do the same work. The ship-cutting work is done by the migrant workers from Uttar 
Pradesh and Jharkhand who are engaged in breaking/ cutting ships into pieces, gas cut-
ting, and throwing them down for the next steps. The broken large pieces are then molded 
to planks and other items and are lifted and carried by the migrant workers of Orissa.  
Bickering and metal scavenging work is also done by migrant workers from UP and local 
workers. The local Gujaratis are engaged in the easiest work in ship cutting work, they are 
engaged in extracting and vacating the culinary items, Furniture, and other resalable items 
from the ship’s cabins.
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State Population Scheduled caste Scheduled Tribe
INDIA 1,210,854,977 201,378,372 104,545,716
BIHAR 104,099,452 16,567,325 1,336,573
JHARKHAND 32,988,134 3,985,644 8,645,042
UTTAR PRADESH 199,812,341 41,357,608 1,134,273
ORISSA 41,974,218 7,188,463 9,590,756

Source: Census of India 2011

“There are two types of work in Alang. Migrants do all the work that is heavy by risking 
their lives, it will not be done by Gujaratis. The work inside the plot will be done only by 
the laborers from outside, and the work outside the plot is done by Gujaratis”- An account 
of another university professor 

“Odisha people lift the plates, they are the best in lifting and loading, his practice is the 
same”- an account of a migrant worker from Jharkhand 

“Local is very less, about 2% and 98% are from outside like Odisha, Jharkhand, Bihar, 
Uttar Pradesh some are from Rajasthan, some from Maharashtra also but they are in less 
quantity. But in bulk, these former 4 states are the ones contributing the labor. On top of 
that, those who do heavy work are Jharkhand and Odisha, who do the work of loading”- 
an account of a representative from the union.

Role of the Labour Union
Worker’s welfare union was established in 2005 in Alang but the Training program under 
the Union has not started yet. Some of the union’s major concern is the workers’ social 
security, such as ensuring compensation and Employee Provident Fund benefit coverages 
(EPF Act of 1995), etc., to the workers met with an accident, or accidental death while at 
work. When Plot owners delay, ignore, and deny to provide emergency medical attention 
and other assistance to the wounded workers, Union intervenes and reports the same to 
the designated authority in charge for prompt action. Workers are also financially sup-
ported in case of the urgent need to travel back home and in times when workers do not 
receive wages on time. Unions are also affluent with the rules and regulations, mandates 
mentioned under ‘The Workmen’s Compensation Act, of 1923’ that helps in the course of 
their intervention and discussion with the various stakeholders to secure the rights and 
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entitlements of the workers. It was learned that intervention NGOs are not permitted in 
the area and have strategically contained their penetration in the Alang. 

“Recently in 2020, a boy took leave and went home, got sick, and expired there, after that 
there was a lockdown. When it reopened in 2021, we did everything we could do for his 
family. His pension was also made in his father’s name”- a representative from the union

However, one of the workers from Jharkhand reported that when his brother was severely 
hurt at work, he was only given medicine and not paid for the days he missed from work; 
he only began getting paid once he returned to work. He was unable to work for two 
months, and no ration was given. Not even the union aided him. The person accompany-
ing us told us:

“There is no one here to raise the voice and the one who keeps on raising his voice also fills 
his mouth with money. The organizations themselves squander the money. What to do? 
There is a labor building (Majdoor Bhawan) here, if any scandal happens, then the money 
fills his mouth” - an account of the accompanying person who is also a part of Mithivird-
iandolan or Mithivirdi Movement .

It was informed by the representative of the union that the workers have a membership 
and are registered with the union for work:

“About 15-16000 people had membership since 2007 some workers left and never re-
turned. This work is like this, especially the workers will go to where the job can continue”

However, the youth coordinators who work on HIV/AIDS and the workers’ sexual health 
revealed something startling to us: 

“No one is registered here, sometimes their names are changed here from their original 
name. There are no worker records. Some of the people have a history of committing 
crimes like murders and other crimes, they fled from their native place and hid in Alang 
as workers and have adopted fake names here”.

Lesser Occupational Hazard
Occupational hazard reports are very few in Alang despite workers’ exposure to harm-
ful gas and other liquid and solid materials. In Alang a worker must go through 12 days 
of training before working in the ship cutting and must abide by the safety rules while 
working on the ship. Various studies conducted in Alang also showed a lesser number of 
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occupational hazardsin Alang. Workers are also provided with Employee State Insurance 
Corporation ESIC  benefits through which they can access 

“So far, no problem. There is no tension till the body is fine. When something happens 
then we must take a rest”- an account of worker from Jharkhand 

“Yes, there used to be a safety valve.  But now it does not work. do not know, they will only 
know. But we have people for that also so they might know why it stopped. When they ask 
for it then only it will be given no? “- an account of worker from Odisha

“Everything is happening through ESIC these days, I am being deducted 50-100 rupees 
every month. Medicine is available with the same money. One must fill his own PF with 
his own money, he has to take medicine with his own money”- an account of the worker 
from Jharkhand.

High Vulnerability to HIV/ AIDs
The workers are highly vulnerable to HIV/ AIDs in Alang due to high prevalence of Sex 
work in the area. Interaction with the Volunteers working on the awareness and services 
related to HIV/ AIDSshared that the workers are highly vulnerable to HIV/ AIDS. The Ma-
jority of migrants are staying with their fellow workers and not with families due to which 
they are highly prone to sex work in the areas. Awareness of HIV/ AIDs has increased a lot 
in the areas due to the constant work of Volunteers with the workers, who sensitize them 
of the HIV/ AIDS contamination, precautions to take and the medical services which are 
available for the HIV/ AIDs positive person. 

Occupational Death and Health Hazards
There is reluctance among the workers in Alang to talk about Occupational deaths and 
health hazards. Many stated that earlier no training was given to the workers on Ship 
cutting work, due to which workers were prone to accidents such as amputation of leg, 
hand, and sometimes death. But now, it is mandatory to go through a compulsory 12 days 
of training and get a certificate before working on ships, and it has at large minimized the 
number of occupational deaths. Workers shared about the risk in gas cutting work like 
being exposed to toxic and harmful gases but are using safety gears while working.  

“I was badly hurt when I was pulling the wire, the joint of the bridge was torn. When 
things like this happen, the condition comes from the company that the work has to be 
done with safety since people come from faraway places to work here”- an account of a 
migrant worker from Uttar Pradesh

“This part of the shoulder where I have been carrying the iron plates has become hard like 
a bull”-an account of another migrant worker from Odisha
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“Crane lifts up the big one and we lift up the little one, 4-10 people are needed, it depends 
on the size and weight of the plates”- an account of the same migrant worker from Odisha.

“Our job is such that when the cutter breaks down, sometimes it can also cause danger, 
not sure where it will hit. it will blast and sometimes catch fire”- an account of a migrant 
worker from Jharkhand.

Compromised state of basic amenities
Basic amenities such as clean and safe drinking water, clean sanitation, and living spaces 
are compromised in Alang. The workers are living together in a temporary shelter known 
as “Kholi”. One Kholi accommodates 5-7 people which is indeed very congested and com-
promised. There is no clean and safe drinking running water in the living premises, water 
is provided daily in a stipulated time, the quantity of water given to the workers is very less 
in comparison to their needs. One must use the same water for consumption as well as 
for other necessities. There are no functional toilets on the premises, despite toilets being 
erected for the laborers it lacks water supply, due to which open defecation is prevalent in 
the area. Workers are forced to adjust in a small room for sleeping, cooking and leisure 
which is suffocating to some extent, but the workers are accustomed to such living condi-
tions as they have no other option besides the ‘Kholi’ due to lack of finance and scarcity of 
living space in the workplace. The Public Distribution system (PDS)   is also semi-func-
tional for the workers in a manner that most of the labourers who are new to Alang are 
not eligible to draw PDS as they are not native, which means they must buy the foodgrain 
from private entities. Workers who have been residing in Alang for more than a decade 
have their PDS ration card of Alang and are eligible for the same. 

The government Health care facilities are situated in Bhavnagar due to which workers 
must access the facilities at their own expense, from hiring the ambulance to medicine 
and out-of-pocket expenses. ESIC covers the registered workers and hospital charges are 
borne under the same but unregistered workers are left with no health and social security 
facilities in Alang. Police station is functional in Alang but sadly there are no schools for 
the children of the workers in “Kholi” and areas near the workers’ residential areas, which 
signifies that children of these workers are out of school. 

“We take water from the plot, GMB (Gujarat Maritime Board) provides the water. There is 
no such facility for toilets, we do it in the open. Water does not come in the toilet that has 
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been built”- a migrant worker 

“Colonies have been constructed here and one more is being made but are far from the 
working area almost 10 kms away”- an account of a youth coordinator working on HIV/
AIDS and sexual health of the workers and providing the medical facility for their safety. 

“Water tank from outside comes and gives water at the rate of 30 Rs. to these kholi people. 
Local Gujrati is engaged in this business. They come every day and fetch the empty water 
tanks for the workers and charge money accordingly. Workers must pay the money them-
selves and sometimes the plot owners also provide them drinking water”- an account of a 
youth coordinator working on HIV/AIDS and sexual health of the workers and providing 
the medical facility for their safety. 

Teachers from the college informed us concerning an unconventional episode about the 
Kholis where the workers are living: 

“The place the workers stay is called ‘Kholi’ we cannot call it a room, particularly a con-
structed room. These Kholis too are quite illegal because the encroachment has taken 
place especially the land where it is built. The Kholi builders have encroached on the gov-
ernment land, the kholi builders have private land and they generally encroach on the gov-
ernment land, build the kholis and keep the workers”- an account of university professor.

Income, Savings and Sustenance
During the discussion with the supervisors and other key informants it was observed that 
earlier, salaries were given in cash but now the salaries are paid through the DBT method 
. Income earned by the workers engaged in ship- breaking amounts close to 25 thousand 
per month with added payment for extra working hours. Workers earlier used to save their 
money in cash and would send it back home through someone from their community 
who would charge some amount for delivering their money back home. But with the rise 
of advanced technology, they send money back home online which is then expended for 
meeting domestic needs and other amenities.

No proper and direct response regarding the saving habits could be gathered during the 
discussions, but some examples of the people as shared by the supervisors highlight that 
Alang has provided opportunities to workers to build their financial status in Alang. There 
are ample examples of people in Alang who were earlier migrant laborers and are now well 
established in Alang, engaged in many business activities. 
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Alang provides employment opportunities to people with lesser or no skills in 
ship breaking work; in fact, 12 days of rigorous training is given to the migrant 
workers for enabling them to work in ship cutting work. Despite a compromised 
work environment and living conditions, Alang never runs out of labor, perhaps 
the regular flow of money and opportunities to earn extra money over time and 
the scope of learning work after arrival has led to the huge influx of migrants in 
Alang. Thus, it can be assumed that Alang would continue to function and even 
more so as the unemployment and the climate change phenomenon are soaring 
every year. 

“Earlier there used to be one person who used to collect the money from us and 
take it back to our home. For this he used to take a commission of Rs. 1000. He 
used to go to all the villages and distribute the money back to our home.  He was 
a trustworthy person”- an account of a worker from Jharkhand.

Caste is a Selectively Ignored Topic of Discussion
During the interaction with the respondents belonging to the HIV/AIDs service 
centers, Supervisors, and other key informants it was observed that Caste is a 
selectively ignored topic of discussion in Alang, reluctant and hesitant was seem-
ly observable among the respondents. When asked if there are any records with 
them that can show the distribution of Caste among the migrant workers, only 
negative responses were received and caste questions were responded in very few 
words and often skipped to the next responses to other questions. It is notewor-
thy to mention here that supervisors and people who have been living in Alang 
for more than a decade deny their knowledge about the caste background of the 
workers who are working with them for more than years.

“We have not observed them in terms of caste. They come to us for service but we 
do not know about their caste”- an account of the youth coordinator working on 
HIV/AIDS and the sexual health of the workers 

“There is no casteism here”- an account of another youth coordinator working on 
HIV/AIDS and the sexual health of the workers 

“There is nothing like tribal people or people who are less advanced. Here, all 
the people are the same, now there are people of Jharkhand and Odisha loading 
work, and only these people can do it. No one else goes there for loading because 
of heavy work”- an account of the representative from the union.

ILO Convention on Inclusion and Shipbreakingwork in Alang:



STUDY REPORT ON THE SITUATION OF THE DALIT WORKERS IN SHIP BREAKING AND FISHERY INDUSTRY      37



38        STUDY REPORT ON THE SITUATION OF THE DALIT WORKERS IN SHIP BREAKING AND FISHERY INDUSTRY

Assumptions made from field experience:
The ILO convention defines inclusion as the workers’ feeling or experience in their work-
place, their experience as an employee and treatment received in the workplace according 
to their skills, working experience and how they are valued in the workplace. It further ex-
tends the parameters such as the diversity, workers’ retention, privileges, and security that 
are provided in the workplace as to be included which define inclusion at the workplace. 
ILO acknowledges the essence of diversity and inclusion for the progress and develop-
ment of an organization and workers together. 

Various reports and studies conducted by the ILO further highlighted that the essence of 
inclusion and diversity sometimes becomes exclusive to the people at the tertiary level/ 
higher level/ hierarchy because they contribute to the decision making, strategizing com-
pany’s/ organisations stance and others but the workers which are on the lower level of the 
organisation hierarchy are detached from this. 

Ship breaking work environment in Alang is quite similar to the findings of the ILO. Ship 
breaking is a multi-million business in Alang but is unorganised sector   rather seems to be 
an informal sector at the ground. The interaction with the Contractors, and KII Research-
ers it is clear that the essence of inclusion and diversity is completely missing in the Ship-
breakingbusiness. The only systematic approaches they follow which are part of the formal 
sector/ organised sector are the workers are provided with the Training/skill enhancement 
before allowing them to work, a certified course of 12 days is made mandatory, and ESIC 
and PF benefits are also given. but this implies only those who have registered themselves. 
Besides the interaction brought the fact tolight that the workers met with accidents at the 
workplace and sick workers seldom got the treatment and coverage under the ESIC, com-
pensations against death, and accidents were not given to the dependents of the workers. 

Looking at the work retention aspect at ship-breaking work it is demand-generated work 
and there are no fixed rules and regulations on the workers’ inflow and outflow or in other 
words, the enrolment of workers and their exit after the completion of work.  There is no 
concept of workers’ productivity, performance appraisal and upgrade neither is there any 
scope of inclusion of the workers in the decision-making in the ship breaking business. 
Workers are solely responsible for devoting their time and energy at work and accom-
plishing the task in a given time in exchange of money and nothing else. Besides, em-
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ployees are prohibited from speaking with outsiders, as our field interviews with various 
individuals reveal.

 “You need to take the permission of the contractors in order to talk with the workers”- 
statement from a respondent 

According to the aforementioned respondent, the incident occurred when his team went 
to meet the workers. The contractor then filed a police complaint, and the workers also 
provided the respondent’s name during the investigation. Fortunately, the police officer’s 
alma mater was the same as the respondents, and following their talk, his team was freed.  

It is evident that the principle of inclusion and diversity are non-existent in this business. 
What are its implications? well there are many negative implications. Workers are treated 
only as a labor without aspirations and moreover a group of people who provide manual 
service in exchange of money and nothing more, there are no liabilities attached to the 
employee because there is no direct contact of workers with the owners rather, they are 
controlled by the contractors. The lack of work and health security is another negative 
implication. 

Having such a large workforce, as shared by the respondents, key informants, and re-
searchers, Alang hosts more than fifty thousand migrant workers every year, yet there 
is no systematic or organised working environment that is conducive to the welfare and 
development of these migrant workers. Ship-breaking work at Alang is not the only case 
in India and the global south that compromises the principle of inclusion and diversity, 
rather it can be viewed from the perspective of modern slavery. Because the only driving 
force for workers in Alang is money and nothing else.

ILO conventions on the rights and dignity of workers chalk out plenty of principles and 
guidelines to be followed for the realization of the workers’ rights on par with Inter-
national Human rights. Sustainable development goals 8- Decent work and economic 
growth aspire to protect the rights and safety of the workers engaged in hazardous work 
as well, including migrant workers and decent wages. India is also a signatory to these 
conventions and aspires to achieve the SDGs by 2030. In spite of having all things, proce-
dures, and guidelines in place, the execution of the same is a big challenge in India. 

Ship- breaking business in Alang is not only a matter of concern in terms of workers’ 
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inclusion and diversity but at larger dimensions, it is jeopardizing the ecological balance 
and is the exact opposite of SDG goal 13- Climate action and 14- Life underwater. Indeed, 
there is a need for the wilful intention of the government to intervene if the government is 
truly intending to achieve Sustainable development goals in the true sense. 

The study exposes the fact that the ship-breaking industry in its fundamentals violate the 
following guideline principle 2 of the OHCHR, with regard to Business and Human Rights: 
“The role of business enterprises as specialized organs of society performing specialized 
functions, required to comply with all applicable laws and to respect human rights”.

The Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEF&CC) vide letter dat-
ed November 2, 2016 granted Environmental and Coastal Regulation Zone Clearance 
(ECRZC) for ‘upgradation of existing ship recycling yard at AlangSosiya, Gujarat for 
undertaking safe and environmentally sound ship recycling operations by M/s Gujarat 
Maritime Board’. This ECRZC was challenged by the Mumbai-based NGO - Conserva-
tion Action Trust by filing a Public Interest Litigation (PIL), challenging the ‘beaching’ 
method claiming it to be hazardous for the environment and the workers before the Na-
tional Green Tribunal (“NGT”). The NGT is a specialized body established by the Central 
government to deal with environment related issues and therefore it is equipped with 
necessary expertise to handle environmental issued/ disputes. However, the NGT out-
sourced the inspection to National Institute of Oceanography, who testified that the Alang 
operations are in no major violation of the environmental safeguards. The National Green 
Tribunal (NGT) hence approved the ‘Beaching’ method of ship recycling in the world’s 
largest ship recycling cluster, at Alang, India, on Friday, 27th November 2020. 

“The NGT has directed the Union Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change 
(MoEF&CC) to establish a five-member committee to improve the environment, health, 
and welfare of the workers. The committee shall include experts from the Institute of 
Occupational Health, Ministry of Health and Ministry of Labour. The committee must 
prepare a report on improving the environment, health, and welfare of the workers at 
Alang within six months. The order recommended that upgradation of recycling yards is 
essential and there should be periodic monitoring of coastal ecology every year. Regular 
monitoring of marine diversity and bioaccumulation of metals in the marine organisms of 
Alang should be done. Any adverse impact on the coastal ecology, including subtidal and 
intertidal zone, should be brought to the notice of the concerned authority’s notice to take 
appropriate future care measures.”

“It has also directed MoEF&CC committee to monitor compliance on the beaching meth-
od and compliance for Coastal Regulatory Zones (CRZ) Regulations at least twice a year.”

Since such conditions and mandate by the NGT are also being faulted with, it must be 
assumed that there is no structural intention to run the ship-breaking industry according 
to even the diluted norms of environment. This is a clear cause for worry and calls for the 
complete shutdown of such an industry. 
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Conclusion
Alang is indeed a complex ecosystembuilt on varied narratives, this study has attempted 
to untangle some important findings and observationsfrom the lens of Business and Hu-
man Rights.  The major workforce of the Ship-breaking work in Alang are the Migrant 
workers mainly from the state of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand, Orissa, and Madhya 
Pradesh, the Scheduled Tribal beltand Dalit populated states of the eastern part of the 
country.Theyengaged in hazardous, risky, and heavy work in ship-cutting. While the local 
Gujaratisare engaged in harmless and light works and profit-making. This huge influx of 
migration not only indicates the lesser income opportunities in their native states but the 
pattern of migration from these five particular states signifies the socio-economic status of 
the Dalits and Adivasis, their marginalization and deprivation to access natural resources. 
These five states are also rich in natural resources, minerals, etc, in spite of this, the rate 
of migration by Dalits and Adivasis clearly indicates lesser or no accessibility to use these 
resources in their native state by them. This institutionalized forced migration leads to 
forced modern slavery-like practices. 

A compromised state of living, lack of Jobs, and inclusive medical and social security in the 
workplace are some of the major issues of thebusiness and human rights in Alang. Further, 
the rigid system and restriction by the employers on the workers and their contact with 
outsiders especially the researchers, and curious individuals indicates that Alang has a 
very complex structure and more than meets the eye.Therefore, the regional migration of 
Dalit and Adivasis, institutionalized barricades to control the interaction and communi-
cation with the workers, and a vicious cycle of casteism and marginalization in a broader 
picture make one ponder whether a country is truly aspiring to equal, inclusive, and har-
binger of Human Rights and Climate Justice.Indeed,a thorough research study for a deep-
er look into Alang is required to understand and address the complex fabrics of Casteism 
and human rights issues.
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DALIT FISHER  
COMMUNITY -  
MUTHUPETTAI 
The Semantics of Ocean People versus Fishers: A livelihood or a Way of Life?

The terms that are historically used to denote fishers in dominant Indian languages in-
clude: Macchimar/a, Macchware, Macchua (Hindi and other languages like Marathi, 

Gujarati, etc.), Mukkuva (Malayalam), Matsyajeeb(v)i (Sanskrit/Bangla), Minava Mak-
kal (Tamil), Matsyakarudu (Telugu), Machere (Punjabi), Minugara (Kannada), etc. They 
range from the one who catches the fish or kills it, the one who originated from the fish, to 
the one who takes a deep dive in the ocean, to those who are called children of the prod-
ucts of the sea. In Malayalam the more recent work Matsya Thozhilali has come to be of 
overwhelming usage and it means fish worker. Probably that is the only Indian language, 
where a subaltern insertion has become a norm.
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In English, the words range from fisher, fisherfolk, fishermen, fisher people, etc. The modern-day 
usage, of fishworker, owes itself to the impact of the Marxian school and the working-class con-
sciousness, built by the inception of the independent trade unions like the KSMTF  in Kerala, 
GRE  in Goa, MMKS  in Maharashtra, DMF in West Bengal, OTFWU  in Odisha and so on. 
Nationally this led to the creation of the National Fishworkers Forum in 1982, from where it was 
the National Fishermen Union or earlier the National Union of Kattamaram (Cattamaran) and 
other traditional boat fishers. 
However, it is important to understand that many of these terminologies are a by-product of the 
dominant community perspectives and discourse. These are not self-adorned by the community 
that engaged in fishing for their livelihood. When in conversation with the marine fishing com-
munity, it becomes evident that their primary conceptualisation about their identity does not 
start with fish or seafood, it starts with the ocean and ends with the coastlands and the shoreline. 
Within that narrative there lies a clearer articulation about 
In recent years, with the hosting of the Conference of the Ocean People (C-OP), the communi-
ty globally has started a new chapter in the debate around the semantics of its identity. Ocean 
People, Coastal People, children of the ocean, etc. are being actively taken forward as important 
markers within the identity. The core argument is around ocean dependent people, whose ‘way 
of life’ is the sea and coastal lands.
“Referring to the ocean community as fishers or fisher people is as ridiculous as calling the in-
digenous forest people only as honey gatherers or wood collectors. The Conference of the Ocean 
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People indeed is aggressively seeking a historical redressal in the discourse around the 
semantics…” Jesurethinam, Advisor, WFFP.
“The core identity of our people is not that of fishing. Fishing is only the economic activity 
that we are dependent upon. Our way of life is the ocean and Neythal (in Tamil, meaning 
those who belong to the oceanic coastlands) is our identity and existence…” Jones T Spar-
tegus, community researcher and representative of WFFP Youth.
Caste in Contemporary Fisheries: That Loud Secret
The absence of strong spokespersons in the constituent assembly, representing the inter-
est of the fishing community, led to the historical injustice, which compromised fishing/
coastal community interests in constitutional bodies and reservation. Due to many fac-
tors in identifying the different scheduled communities, in the absence of a strong axis of 
advocacy, the fishing community got exempted from the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled 
Tribe listing. Though both lists were supposed to evolve over the following period, the 
lack of unified fishing community voices made sure they were never to be made part of it. 
Subsequently, traditional fishing communities have found their space in BC or OBC or 
MBC sections in different states. However, missing the opportunity to have created a 
unique space in the constitution for the sea tribes of India, is a much larger lost oppor-
tunity for the very progressive democratic polity that was attempted to be built. This has 
immensely impacted the socio-economic positioning of the fishing communities and left 
them landless and with no legally recognised command over the natural resources they 
depend upon. In the absence of effective reservations, the community had to rely on mod-
ernisation for getting better educated and employed. The very same modernisation, like 
how it happened with the Indo-Norwegian modernisation of fisheries project, led to the 
upgradation and technology change in fishing.  
The impact of such marginalisation left a deep mark in the traditional sector. Historical-
ly, the fishing communities were considered ‘untouchables’ for their occupation (dealing 
with dead animals/beings), the stench from fish and the lack of good and hygienic mar-
kets. This gave birth to the development of local curses and derogatory slangs in different 
languages around fish catchers and fish vendors. ‘Don’t make this into a fish market’, ‘You 
stink like a fisher’, ‘are you selling fish or what?’ etc. along with ghettoization of fish mar-
kets and denial of travelling rights for fish vending women, all have been part and parcel 
of modernised Indian society in the past few decades. 
The new eruptions of casteism started with the introduction of modern industries in the 
coast. Be it the ship-breaking unit at Alang or the aquaculture farms in South India or 
West Bengal or the introduction of boat workers in the different coastal areas, the re-intro-
duction of modern casteism paraded its naked strength by taking forward the traditional 
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untouchability. In that, modern casteism as reflected in the fishery sector is nothing but a 
modernised version of the untouchability that existed earlier. However, if one delves into 
the details, one can identify new agencies and vested interests, sponsored by Brahmanical 
history, playing an active role in the same. 
“Since Dalit literally means broken and scattered people, the Indian fisher people deserve 
to be addressed as Dalits. Since they are the indigenous people of the coast and oceans, 
having pursued their occupation for hundreds of years, they also deserve to be addressed 
as Adivasis (or the indigenous peoples). However, this logic was not good enough for 
the makers of the Indian constitution to recognise the underprivileged and historically 
oppressed fishing communities as neither Scheduled Castes or Scheduled Tribes. It will 
remain a stain in the history of the Indian constitutional bodies that the identity of the 
fisher was not recognised correctly…” Vijayan MJ, Advisor, NFF
About Muthupet
Muthupet is a village situated in Thiruthuraipoondi Taluka under the jurisdiction of Thi-
ruvarur district, bordered by the Koriayar and Pamaniyar rivers to the east and west re-
spectively. It also borders the delta districts Thanjavur and Nagappattinam. It is situated 
400 km south of Chennai. Various tributaries of the river Cauveri flow through Muthupet 
and adjacent villages such as rivers Koriayar and Pamaniyar join near Muthupet, where 
a lagoon lies that is rich in fish and the total area of the Muthupet lagoon is estimated 
to be 13.32 km  It is part of Point Calimere Wetland Complex - international important 
wetlands Ramsar site. Muthupet also has one of the largest mangrove forests covering an 
area of approximately 13,500 ha and 4 percent of the area has well grown mangroves. It is 
known to be one of the ecologically sensitive regionsproviding unique ecosystems.  
The history of Muthupet reflects the reality of a feudal, colonial, and religious combi-
nation of land holdings. It demonstrates a pattern of how an oppressed community was 
kept away from land ownership.  The Muthupet mangrove forest was under the control of 
Chatram Department from 1853 to 1912.  The government of the presidency of Madras 
Gazette (1937) shows that, from 1923 to 1936, half of the revenue obtained from selling 
mangrove products was paid to the revenue department and the remaining half was spent 
to maintain the ‘chatrams’ (charity homes). The government declared the Muthupet man-
grove forest as revenue forest in February 1937 and, accordingly, the mangrove forest was 
handed over to the forest department of the Madras presidency. Few satellite imageries 
suggest that ‘mangrove cover along the Tamil Nadu coast in general, and Muthupet in 
particular, have been reduced from year afteryear’ .
The township adjoining the Muthupet village is known as Muthupettai. This has evidently 
caused a lot of administrative confusions, including in the Census records. It is also the 
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community development block situated in Thiravarur district, located at the southern part 
of Cauvery delta in Tamil Nadu.  The village Muthupet has 119 families and total popula-
tion being 491. 96.13 percent of the population belong to the Scheduled Caste (SC), as per 
the census data 2011 (kindly note that the study will be using the political term of Dalits 
instead of the administrative category of Scheduled Caste). There is also another data by 
census 2011 for Muthupet, stating total population as 3160 and number of households as 
834. Percentage of Scheduled caste population mentioned is 33.04. In closer scrutiny, the 
census data of 2011 is providing two kinds of data, drastically different from each other 
and it creates a dilemma for the researchers and readers on which data to refer to. 
The study, after the visit of the researchers to the field, has decided to stick to the data that 
puts the total population as 491. We are also referring to this data as we draw inferences 
from one of the fisherwomen saying “we are less in number; you can cover us in about 
three streets… we are so small in number that it is difficult to locate us”.
Agriculture and fishing are the main activities in this area and it is their way of life. Muth-
upet is a fertile fishing ground . The marine census data 2010 for Muthupettai states there 
are ‘275 fishermen families, 269 traditional fishermen families and 1095 the total fisher-
folk population’. Out of this, 258 families are involved in full time fishing and 38 families 
are involved in part time fishing. 34 members are involved in marketing of fish, 296 mem-
bers are active fishermen, 3 members are involved in repairing nets, 1 in processing, 19 
as laborers, 7 in others and 66 members are involved in activities other than fishing. It is 
to be noted almost most of the activities are women dominated, apart from the activities 
other than fishing.  The landing center has 56 boat parking slots for 53 motorized boats 
and 3 non-motorised. The Fishers here are engaged only in traditional way of fishing and 
oysters’ collection, based on their traditional knowledge they do not have any dependency 
on equipment like GPS and Echo sounder. Dalit women belonging to the fishing hamlet 
in Muthupet are directly engaged in fishing in the lagoon, near to the sea, handpicking 
shrimp, crabs, oysters and collecting clams. Women belonging to other areas are also in-
volved in dry fish selling, processing, and fishing-related activities Some narrations about 
Muthupettai state that aquaculture farms are also one of the ‘main activities’ in this region. 
However, based on the field visit, it is evident that the fisher people of Muthupettai are nei-
ther the beneficiaries nor the owners of these large industrial aquaculture farms. Hence, it 
is imperative to highlight for whom it is a ‘main activity’ – refer to Box 1. 
The introduction and nourishment of Aquaculture and related  
developments
A detailed account of what is the impact of aquaculture farms on the coastline of India and 
its history has been documented by The Research Collective , drawing from their research 
-  
Post-Independence period fisheries sector garnered special attention. In 1960 when the 
Green Revolution was gaining pace, two key institutions The Central Inland Fisheries 
Research Station (CIFRS) and Central Marine Fisheries Research Stations (CMFRS) were 
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elevated to research institutions, becoming CIFRI and CMFRI respectively. 
The elevation took place for these institutes to focus on aquaculture.  In 1970, 
attention was paid to aquaculture for its export potential of shrimp. Soon in 
1972, Marine Product Export Development Authority (MPEDA) Act was 
enacted with the aim to actively promoting the export of marine products. 
The period of 1975-1990 saw strategic planning and land invasion, where fish 
farming land sites were identified for strategically planning the production 
of shrimps. Hatcheries technology was set up for which land was acquired. 
Training, outreach, and extension of activities were set to trigger the industrial 
forms of aquaculture and build-in models to invite private sector players.  But 
for the Aquaculture to take off, the Government of India realized it needs the 
shrimp feed industry. A Thai multi-national conglomerate with $35 billion 
business in various sectors, started investing in India’s feed industry in 1992, 
honouring the invite by the then Prime Minister Shri P.V Narasimha Rao and 
in 1996 set up its own factory in Chennai. 
The stage was set for the industry to boom however this did not last for long, 
as there was a spread of white spot disease in several aquaculture farms along 
the coast in 1994.This affected the natural stocks and led to encroachment of 
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coastal commons, increasing the area of cultivation, converting paddy fields into shrimp 
farms, leading to conflicts between the fishing communities and shrimp farmers. In 1996, 
a landmark judgement was passed banning the practice of aquaculture in the CRZ areas 
(note that the Muthupet falls under CRZ) and ordered for the demolition of the previously 
existing farms. The implementation of this judgement did not last long, silent experiments 
took place. In the year 2005 Coastal Aquaculture Act (CAA) was passed, which became 
the licensor and regulator of aquaculture farms . The prescribed shutting down of the ex-
isting farms never took place and in fact, the number of hatcheries increased to 259, out of 
which 252 are in Tamil Nadu. Through small feeders many Multinational companies too 
came into the market, despite multiple resistance movements led by communities because 
of the oceans getting polluted and livestock being destroyed.  
Several studies suggest that the white spot disease among the farms still exists, however 
with the launch of 2016 Neel Kranti (Blue Revolution) the government is highly investing 
in the aquaculture sector. A separate union ministry of fisheries has been set up for the 
first time after independence. Its first scheme – Pradhan Mantri Matsya Sampada Yojana 
(PMMSY) was launched in in September 2020 with an investment of INR 20,000 crores 
in the sector (the highest ever investment in the sector since independence) and aims to 
enhance exports to INR 1 lakh crore by 2024-25. Much of the scheme targets aquaculture 
and similar culture practices and is not in the interest of the small traditional fishers. 
The timeline of the aquaculture farms itself clarifies that aquaculture farms were intro-
duced for big investments and export values, aimed at skyrocketing profits. It also led to 
private players owning farms whereas coastal common lands were grabbed and communi-
ties were alienated from their own land. The fishing community suffered immensely as the 
fish stock was depleted because of the increase in salinity in the natural resource systems. 
“As days went by, the lands were increasingly sold to the Aquaculture farms in the 90’s. 
The entire aquaculture has impacted us (fisherpeople) a lot. They have been releasing the 
‘MarundhuThanni’ (medicated chemical water) and it has polluted our freshwater. The 
salinity level has increased in our waters. We are so small and it is impossible for us to 
resist the Thillai Vallagam people, a nearby village from here” said a fisherwoman from 
Muthupet.
The Muthupet Lagoon and the forest area are under the jurisdiction of CRZ I and the 
Muthupettai settlement is under CRZ II . The CRZ notification 1991 states that any aqua-
culture farm is prohibited in CRZ demarcated areas . A joint committee report presented 
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before the national green tribunal mentions , “Large concentration of shrimp farms in 
mangrove areas has not proved sustainable elsewhere in the world. Mangrove soils are 
potential acid sulphate soils and not conducive for setting up of shrimp farms. The States 
should not permit shrimp farm construction within natural mangrove areas, or ecologi-
cally sensitive wetlands, swamps’’. Whereas the team witnessed multiple aquaculture farms 
around the lagoon area. The government of Tamil Nadu, department of fisheries and fish-
ermen welfare have sanctioned numerous shrimp farms and it provides information on 
land-based aquaculture development district wise. For example, the brackish water area 
in Thiravallur is 14660 ha and potential area readily available is 2662 . 
Muthupet has been vastly studied in terms of land use change, heavy metal sediments, 
kind of shrimps and species available. In other words, the changing nature of ecology 
and biodiversity of this area has been studied, however there is hardly any information/
academic interventions/research on the people residing in Muthupet village. It is even 
more interesting that there is no information on such a huge Dalit population that has 
been living in this area for decades. Any number of keywords on understanding/docu-
menting the caste scenario in this village will only lead to the census data page and that 
too with contrasting numbers as mentioned above. This indicator tells us how less this 
area has been studied. The census data of the village does not provide any data on the 
religion-based break up. The marine census data 2010 addresses the religious component, 
stating that 76 people follow Hinduism and 199 Christianity. Simultaneously it states 11 
people fall under the SC/ST category. The marine census data here is further confusing, 
it raises multiple questions such as - is the data talking about the town panchayat or the 
village data? If it is indeed the village data, from which census data 2011 can we draw par-
allels? In a huge contrast, one census data states that 92.6 percent (the one that the study 
team is relying on) are SC and the other one puts the SC population at 33%. The strange 
data of CMFRI that refers to 11 SC persons, is nowhere close to the Census data, either 
way. On the religion question, the marine survey throws us another complex figure of 119 
people portrayed as Christians! That brings in another important complexity- the ques-
tion of SC (considered Hindu) and Dalit Christians (considered non-SC and accorded no 
reservation).
The field visit team asked specific questions to uncover the reality of this. When asked if 
the Muthupet people belong to the SC category, a villager responded:
“We all belong to the BC category, we are not SC. Small children were under SC, later 
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around 7th, 8th, 9th, or 10th std at school, especially when the children join for their 10th 
std the SC marking will be turned into BC, or else it will be changed in between during 
their school. By the end of school education, a SC child becomes BC…”  
Interviewer:  Is it changed into BC or MBC? Even SC might be there…. So, you have your 
community certificate, right? What is mentioned in it? 
Respondent 1: “It is mentioned as BC. It always depends upon the parents’ community, 
they say”. 
Respondent 2: added a significant pointer: “If it is for Christians, it is always mentioned as 
BC. They have changed it to BC.”
Respodent 3: an elderly woman stated “No, initially they gave it as SC to the ones who got 
it before”. 
Interviewer: Before in the sense how many years? Was it during your father’s period? 
Respondent 3: “During my father’s father period it was mentioned as SC… While we went 
for schooling, we got certificates mentioned as BC, because the Christians were catego-
rized under BC by the Government. If it is Christian Pallar then it comes under BC, hence 
our certificates also carry the term BC.” 
Interviewer: Do you belong to the Pallar community or the Paraiyar community? 
Respondent 4: “Pallar caste”. 
Interviewer: Can you just say when you all converted to Christianity? 
Respondent 3: “We only know about our generations, apart from that we have no idea… 
we have no clue about our previous generations.” 
Interviewer: For example, you have your grandfather who was born a Christian, does that 
mean that your grandfather’s father or grandfather was converted into Christianity?
Respondent 5: “My maternal grandfather’s name was a Christian name; he was a Chris-
tian. My father’s dad was also a Christian, my dad was also a Christian. Now we are also 
Christians. How can we just jump to another religion in between? What else can we do? 
As per my understanding it is across 4 generations….
Yes, my Father, Grandfather, we and our children it is surely for 4 generation 
Where are the Dalits?
The contention in the status of SC/ST/OBC/MBC/BC as mentioned in the narrative of 
fisherpeople of Muthupet has kept the outcaste among the outcast in the dark.  Recogni-
tion of Dalits in the traditional fishing community has barely been studied or documented 
in the academic or civil society space. The existing literature on the fisher community has 
extensively looked into the history of the community, their traditional knowledge, the im-
pact of the blue economy and other schemes/policies/acts on the traditional fisher people, 
and their sovereignty rights. However, a rich history that can be traced from the 1950s has 
missed out on inquiring about the existence of Dalits in the traditional fisher people, and 
what has been their traditional knowledge? How has the contemporary fisheries sector 
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reinforced the caste system? Within a homogenous category of fisher people, fish workers 
where are the Dalits? What is the kind of recognition they have received? What is the kind 
of oppression they face and have faced?
Answers to some of the questions raised above can only be found in the voices of commu-
nity people, leaders, and unions. This oral history needs to be documented and should be 
brought out in the public domain for the readers to know what has been the existence of 
Dalits in fisheries and what kinds of oppression they face. Through the voices of the com-
munity people and leaders of Muthupet, the study attempts to unveil the kind of subtle 
historical oppression a Dalit fishing hamlet has been facing. Dalit landlessness is integrally 
linked to the question of resource ownership. While the fishing communities are also con-
sidered ‘unclean’ and ‘unhygienic’, etc. by casteist Brahmanical society, in the social caste 
hierarchy, the fishing communities are counted as BC, and above the Dalit (SC) in the 
ladder. The Muthupettai case study is a classic one to understand this. 
Intensive and industrially oriented aquaculture is bad for consumers of fish and adds to 
the potential of making seafood compromised – in quality. It pollutes the local water bod-
ies and does a lot of harm to riverine and coastal ecologies. It also introduces anyone and 
everyone to fish trade, compared to the traditional fishing communities, who have cultur-
al and civilisational norms about fish and fish catch methodologies.
Aquaculture, as promoted and conducted, is a land-based activity and requires the farmer 
to have ownership or lesseeship of land – for fish ponds. This logistically brings in za-
mindari lands in both inland situations and coastal lands. This brings back the question of 
what kind of communities have land ownership and how easily aquaculture can be con-
verted to the new tool for implementing casteism in the rural Indian context. Directly, it 
adds to the operation of caste in society, with the ‘Dalit’ communities not being owners of 
land and having no access to aquaculture as well. Most benami operations are held in the 
name of SC community members; in whose names such aquaculture projects are taken 
from the government schemes.
Sustainable Development Goals
It is important for the study’s framework to analyze the two industries in concern, from 
the point of view of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The SDGs are a call for 
action by all countries – poor, rich, and middle-income – to promote prosperity while 
protecting the planet. They recognize that ending poverty must go hand-in-hand with 
strategies that build economic growth and address a range of social needs including edu-
cation, health, social protection, and job opportunities, while tackling climate change and 
environmental protection. 
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“Goal 14 is about conserving and sustainably using the oceans, seas, and marine resourc-
es. Healthy oceans and seas are essential to human existence and life on Earth. They cover 
70 percent of the planet and provide food, energy, and water. The ocean absorbs around 
one-quarter of the world’s annual carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, thereby mitigating 
climate change and alleviating its impacts.”
Under the sub-sections “14.1 By 2025, prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution 
of all kinds, in particular from land-based activities, including marine debris and nu-
trient pollution” directly address the ship-breaking units and related activities. “14.2 By 
2020, sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal ecosystems to avoid significant 
adverse impacts, including by strengthening their resilience, and take action for their res-
toration in order to achieve healthy and productive oceans”. This must be read together 
with “14.3 Minimize and address the impacts of ocean acidification, including through 
enhanced scientific cooperation at all levels”, which directly addresses issues of maricul-
ture and other forms of coastal aquaculture fisheries. 
From the current study’s perspective, it is hence important to look at the impact of the two 
industries on SDGs. Much has already been addressed about the ship-breaking industry. 
The aquaculture industry on the other hand does not come across as one destructive to 
fishing and instead is seen as promoting fishing and fisheries production. However, as the 
study points out, the aquaculture industry has huge costs on the environmental, labour 
and pollution front – other than the social stratification it promotes. Culturally, it takes 
away the ethos and values from the traditional artisanal fisheries and makes fishing an 
industrial activity aimed at profits and higher yields. 
One of the core concerns under the SDG charter on oceans is “14.B Provide access for 
small-scale artisanal fishers to marine resources and markets”. This clearly is the case that 
must be argued for the Dalit fishers of Muthupettai. Trapped in a casteist society, and a 
communally polarized one at that, the Dalit fishers lack both the recognition as artisanal 
fishers and are denied access to the markets. 
Environmental Impacts
The use of antibiotics and chemical fertilizers, like in poultry, dairy, and some forms of 
agriculture, adds to the potential threat from fish and shrimps cultured in aqua farms. The 
nutritional value is not only compromised but reversed, with the addition of poisonous 
contents. Environmentally, these external value additions to the aquaculture farms dam-
age the land and compromise its quality along with that of groundwater. 
A study by People for Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) points out that, “Fish farms, 
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or ‘aquafarms’ discharge waste, pesticides, and other chemicals directly into ecologically 
fragile coastal waters, destroying local ecosystems. And aquaculture farms that raise fish 
directly in fenced-in areas of natural waters kill off thriving natural habitats by overload-
ing them far beyond their capacity. Waste from the excessive number of fish can cause 
huge blankets of green slime on the water’s surface, depleting oxygen and killing much of 
the life in the water.” 
According to the journal Science, a 2-acre salmon farm produces as much waste as a town 
of 10,000 people. Salmon farms in British Columbia were found to be producing as much 
waste as a city of half a million people. Hence, the ecological sustainability of aquaculture 
stands thoroughly exposed and its advantages far outweigh the disadvantages and dangers 
it poses. The contribution of aquaculture to global GHGs particularly CO2, emissions in 
2010 was estimated at 385 million tons, ~7% of the agricultural sector’s contribution that 
year. There is still a gap in existing knowledge regarding the pathways and contribution of 
aquaculture production to global GHGs emissions, which requires further investigations.
Socio-Cultural Impacts
The impact of Aquaculture vis-à-vis caste is least analysed till now in the academic arena. 
This needs further investigation and studies. The pattern of land holdings and ownership 
is the only available aspect based on which the social and caste relationship in aquaculture 
can be currently construed. This study suggests that the upper and middle castes that have 
substantial land ownership advantages get the maximum benefit from schemes and gov-
ernmental policies that favour and promote aquaculture and culture/cage fisheries. Since 
it is an established fact that the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe communities have 
the least legal land ownership in rural and coastal areas, it can be summarized that the 
caste structure and hierarchy received tremendous impetus by aquaculture farms, wherein 
the ‘lower’ communities continue to be choiceless workers exposed to the chemical and 
antibiotic filled environment, while the profits of such an environmentally damaging in-
dustry are largely accrued by ‘upper’, land owning communities. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The two coastal industries subject to study in this report are: 1) the Ship Breaking unit 
at Alang, Gujarat, and 2) The Aquaculture industry. It is important to assess both 

these labor-intensive industries from the point of view of the environment & sustainable 
futures, labor norms and livelihood of affected communities. All of these must collec-
tively also take into account the increasing pressure of the climate crisis on coastal and 
oceanic communities. The recommendations are broadly divided into two parts. The first 
part of therecommendation focuses on the Ship breaking industry in Alang, Gujarat,-
looking at it from the perspective of caste for the migrant workers mainly fromthe state 
of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand, Orissa, and Madhya Pradesh. Thesecond part of the 
recommendations emphasizes on the Dalit fishers fromMuthupettai in Chennai assessing 
it from the perspective of caste, labournorms, and livelihood of the affected communities, 
particularly women.
The recommendations include long-term, short term and immediate responses to what 
the study has captured. 
I. 
(i) Complete shutdown of the ship-breaking industry and its auxiliary sector, is an  
 important part of the recommendations that fall within the framework of Business  
 & Human Rights. The study endorses the fact that the ship-breaking industry  
 forms one of the worst employers, a worse polluter and a regressive sector that 
 is aimed at the continuation of the colonial legacy of the developing world sacri 
 ficing itself to clean up the dirt of the developed world. In the climate crisis era,  
 allowing the ship-breaking industry to legally operate from labour-cheap coun 
 tries like India, is anappalling phenomenon. 
(ii) The Alang ship breaking industry employs migrant labour in such a way that it is  
 evidently much worse than some of the available instances of bonded labour in  
 the whole of South Asia. Almost all such migrant labourers are sourced from the  
 central eastern states (entirely non-Gujarati), and from Dalit communities. The  
 workers in the sector need to be rehabilitated by the Government of India and  
 Government of Gujarat in sustainable labour practices and sectors. Ending the ill  
 practices of bonded/contractual labour is the only way in which the ‘Dalits’ work 
 ers can ever be brought back to dignity in labour. 
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(iii) Right to association In this case unionisation is an integral right of the workforce  
 in any industrial sector. The fact that such a right is non-existent to theAlang mi 
 grant workers brings the extent of modern-day slavery involved in their profes 
 sional engagement. This needs immediate correction.
(iv) Right to life and right to livelihood with dignity are fundamental to the letter and  
 spirit of the Constitution of India. The fact that this is missing in the Alang  
 ship-breaking industry, is a strong pointer to the extent of poverty and unemploy 
 ment faced by the people of certain states in the country. This raises serious issues  
 about the lack of governmental patronage such historically oppressed (SC and  
 other backward) communities are receiving.
(v) The ship breaking business is an informal sector and a hazardous enterprise; con 
 sequently, we strongly demand that every migrant worker to be legally registered  
 and be provided with the ESIC and PF benefits, because it is seen that a large num 
 ber of the workers are not registered and are devoid of the facilities of the ESIC  
 and PF. A bottom-up strategy is increasingly important while adhering to ILO  
 laws and regulations.  
(vi) In Alang, workers should have access to work and health safety, which is lacking,  
 and they should not be treated merely as laborers. The government’s intentional  
 desire to carry out the SDGs on the ground is crucial because India is a key  
 signatory to the SDGs. 
II. 
(i) The very statistics that must help researchers understand communities and their  
 socio-cultural base, are questionable, when it comes to the people of Muthupettai.  
 The NSSO census statistics is flawed, confusing and erroneous with differentiated  
 data and on the other hand the fisheries census by the CMFRI adds on to the con 
 fusions and errors. If one of the more known Dalit traditional fisher village’s re 
 liable data itself is not available in the national research sources, it speaks volumes  
 about the priorities of governments and research agencies. We strongly demand  
 that the current NSSO census statistical data be provided in the public domain,  
 also genuine fisheries census by the CMFRI be provided for the public view and  
 information. It is recommended that the overlapping, errors, and confusions on  
 terminologies to be reviewed in the previous one and provide with clear and trans 
 parent data.
(ii) Subsequent to land, the collective and individual rights of the Dalit fishing com 
 munity need to be settled – with demarcated rights recognised. These include their  
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 social and legal identity as a fisherman, fishing rights, settlement, and housing  
 rights, right to public education and public healthcare, right to way and right to  
 clean environment. 
(iii) Ensure the ethical fishing rights of the people in the ocean. Their right to liveli 
 hood should not be interfered with by the rules and regulation imposed by any  
 government departments such as Forest. 
(iv) Women’s rights need to be specially emphasised in the given situation, especially their  
 right over the fish market/marketing rights by ensuring the formation and the  
 strengthening of the women’s collectives in the governing body of the Market. 
 Women of Muthupettai are engaged in various aspects of the fisheries related live 
 lihood. However, they continue to collect, process, and sell sea products, without  
 any rights assigned to them, diminishing their contribution and possibilities. The  
 government should ensure women’s rights to sell their collections directly in the  
 first market without the pressure and influence of middlemen to sell their collec 
 tions below the market price.
(v) Intensive industrial Aquaculture is being promoted across the country by unsci 
 entific governmental and private sector initiatives. It comes from the rather simple  
 premise that there is an easier way to produce seafood, than engaging in the risk 
 ier mode of catch fisheries, as done by traditional fishers. It clearly compromises  
 quality for quantity. It induces the potential of higher yield, however clearly com 
 promising the quality of seafood that Indian ocean and rivers have been known  
 for. It also increases the risk of introducing poultry farming in the fishing sector – there 
 by increasing the risk of use of chemicals, fertilisers, and antibiotics, for faster  
 growth and increasing the weight of the produce. The fact that such grown shrimps  
 and fish lack swimming spaces adds to underdeveloped muscles, worsened using  
 antibiotics mixed with feed and water. Therefore, we recommend that the govern 
 ment should do scrutiny over the aquaculture farms in the area and their impacts  
 on the ocean water must be regulated and continuously monitored to reduce the  
 damage to the ocean water and aquatic ecosystems. 
(vi) We strongly recommend that the Livelihood schemes related to fishing and aqua 
 culture should be properly scrutinized so that genuine eligible fishermen can ac 
 cess the schemes and they must not be denied the entitlement benefits on the  
 ground of not having land ownership.



58        STUDY REPORT ON THE SITUATION OF THE DALIT WORKERS IN SHIP BREAKING AND FISHERY INDUSTRY

CONCLUSION 
OF THE STUDY

The study conducted by NCDHR research team has ventured into three areas of the-
matic concern:

1. The social and economic aftermath of the ship-breaking industry, especially from the 
prism of historically oppressed and vulnerable communities – the migrants
2. The socio-cultural impacts of intensive aquaculture as promoted by the government 
agencies – and their impact on social hierarchy, landlessness and reinforcing of feudal 
class structures
3. The question of caste in fisheries, from the perspective of the Scheduled Caste commu-
nity of Muthupettai, whose livelihood is dependent on fishing, but whose lives are con-
trolled in their entirety by caste factors and regressive social hierarchy.

The study is able to provide preliminary analysis into these issues by the sheer presentation 
of ground data, interviews and primary and secondary research. In that sense, this study is 
a pioneering work, for it carries the potential for further detailed studies and analysis into 
these three vast areas of social research.
In the case of the ship-breaking industry, the study is unequivocal in its recommendation 
of the closing down of the most illegal and unethical ship-breaking work at Alang, Guja-
rat. However, unlike other preceding research studies on the subject, this study is not tak-
ing an environmental or labour perspective alone in looking at the issue. It brings in the 
unique aspects of social oppression, caste discrimination, classification based on the iden-
tity of communities, and the question of occupational hazards. The study wades through 
the difficult terrain of fearful silences of the oppressed, in order to reach a conclusion and 
affirmatively and bravely suggest ways forward.
With regard to the fast-growing intensive coastal aquaculture, the study is unable to give a 
strong recommendation to the tune of closing down of this environmentally and socially 
destructive industry.
This comes from the fact that the study was conducted in a peripheral fashion with lim-
ited exposure to all stakeholders. Hence, the study does not enter into the more complex 
questions about theaquaculture industry and its efforts at alienating the fishers from the 
‘catch’ fisheries nor regarding how aquaculture causes serious environmental damage to 
the coastlands. The study’s limited character is explicit in the fact that it only addresses the 
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issue of social stratification, landlessness, and the caste nature of beneficiaries of the promotion 
of aquaculture and fish farming. The study is hence a clarion call for in-depth studies and anal-
ysis to further understand the aquaculture industry, its promotion by state and market forces, 
and the impact of the same on society, culture, economy and ecology.
The study deals in length with the concerns of the Dalit fishers of Muthupettai, Tamil Nadu. 
The extensive interaction the research team had with the Dalit community is evident in the way 
the report has addressed social, ecological, cultural, economic, and religious concerns of the 
community and reproduced much of it through the study. While the case of the Dalit fishers 
of Muthupettai is unique and the study a pioneering effort to understand the same, the story 
of Dalit fishers in the Indian coast is not unique. There are many small Dalit communities, 
along with the traditional fishing community (recognized under the constitution as OBC or 
BC), which have been inhabiting the coasts and engaging in fishing and related activities for 
many decades, if not centuries. The livelihood and future occupation of such communities, like 
that of the Muthupettai Dalit community is dependent on the question of land rights and pro-
tection from climate crisis and disasters. The reality is that without established legal land rights, 
these communities will not even have the status of climate refugees, when the lose their shores. 
At a time when the other traditional fishing communities across India have started staking the 
claim for coastal land rights, through a law similar to the Forest Rights Act 2006, it is important 
that the Dalit fishers are brought into the fold and recognized as fishing communities and ocean 
people.
It is important for a social research project to be able to stitch together the different aspects of 
social, cultural, economic, and ecological concerns of affected communities, and bring in per-
spectives like that of labour. However, in a casteist society with clear ladders of social stratifi-
cation preceding others, it is important to understand and analyse the question of caste and its 
impact on the other diverse issues. This study has attempted to do precisely that in all the three 
thematic areas it tried tocover.
The study is submitted to all concerned readers and researchers with an aim to secure more 
work on these concerned areas in the coming times.
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