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I. Introduction

On December 1, 2021, 80 workers of India’s first Public Sector Undertaking (PSU) in the country, 

M/s Indian Telephone Industries (ITI) Ltd. at Bengaluru, were retrenched, despite ha ng worked for 

between 3 to 35 years for the sole reason that they formed a Union and demanded their rights. A er the 

lockdown in 2020, the workers came together to form the Karnataka General Labour Union (KGLU), 

affiliated with the All-India Central Council of Trade Unions (AICCTU), Karnataka. 

M/s ITI Ltd. falls under the Department of Telecommunication, Ministry of Communication, 

Government of India and is working on several crucial sensitive and defence related projects. Despite 

long years of ser ce, the workers are guised as “contract workers” and denied basic rights. Of the 80 

workers who still haven’t been reinstated, 38 workers, or nearly half, are from Scheduled Caste/

Scheduled Tribe (SC/ST) backgrounds and a large number are women. In the labour conciliations, the 

Regional Labour Commissioner has instructed the management of ITI Ltd. to give jobs back to the 

workers. However, they have failed to comply with the same since the management cannot digest the fact 

that the workers have organised themselves and availed legal recourse for their regularization and 

humane working conditions. The workers hence have been protesting at the gates of ITI Ltd. since 

December 01, demanding that they be given their jobs back.   

Once we learned about the developments, some of us, as ci l society members, came together to 

prepare a fact-finding report on the ongoing stalemate between the workers of ITI and the management. 

The workers have been sitting outside the factory gates for over 80 days and have now started a hunger 

fast. The management, however, has refused to engage with the workers. Even when some of us tried to 

meet with the management, we did not succeed in securing a meeting with them. 

In this report, we present our findings. We observe that the ITI management has engaged in illegal 

and unethical actions concerning the intimidation and termination of contract workers. That a 

significant number of them are from marginalized castes and socioeconomic backgrounds points to the 

olation of social welfare and principles of equity and justice by ITI. The Social Welfare Department has 

also warned against the ongoing practice of manual scavenging on ITI’s campus, also performed by 

contract workers. Through contract work, increasingly deployed by public sector companies for core 

tasks – such as, in the case of ITI, defence and telecommunications process engineering – worker rights 

are steadily eroded and workers are discouraged from unionising and collecti sing. As Bengaluru-based 

labour and human rights lawyer, Maitreyi Krishnan, has warned, “the Supreme Court has called the 

contract worker system as nothing but a form of bonded labour and a subterfuge to deny workers their 

rights. Despite the same, we see public sector enterprises employing a large number of people through 

such exploitative systems.” A number of disputes and legal cases have been filed against ITI to no avail. 

This fact-finding report aims to document the range of ITI’s abuses and the workers’ struggle through the 

voices of workers themselves as well as through contractual, legal, and union documentation. 

Hence, we demand from the management that the workers should be taken back immediately. 

We also demand from the Labour Ministry that penal action should be initiated against the 

management for repeatedly refusing to abide by the instructions of the Regional Labour 

Commissioner. To the citizens, we appeal that they stand with the workers. Under conditions of 

increasing precarity of livelihoods and contractualisation of labour across sectors, the ITI workers’ 

struggle is not theirs alone. It is ours too. 
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II. The ITI Struggle:

Events and Summary of Disputes

A Timeline of

March 24, 2020

First COVID-19 lockdown announced by 
Prime Minister Modi. Only those workers who 
live nearby are told to report to work. March 29, 2020

The Ministry of Home Affairs issues an order 
stating that “all the employers, be it in the 
industry or in shops and commercial 
establishments, shall make payment of wages 
of the workers, at their work places, on the due 
date, without any deductions.”1  

June of 2020

On the grounds of non-payment of wages, 
Pro dent Fund (PF), and Employee State 
Insurance (ESI) since the start of the 
lockdown, several ITI contract workers join 
the Karnataka General Labour Union (KGLU), 
affiliated with the All-India Central Council of 
Trade Unions (AICCTU), Karnataka. 

July 01, 2020

Out of a total of 400 workers, 240 ITI contract 
workers are laid off. ITI unilaterally reduces the 
wages of most remaining contract workers, 
paying them less than minimum wage. A 
dispute is filed before the Regional Central 
Labour Commissioner (RCLC).

Sept 21, 2020

Farmer solidarity protests erupt in Bengaluru; 
some ITI contract workers join the protest in 
solidarity and the photo of some of the 
workers appears in the newspaper the next 
day.

Sept 27, 2020

The Contractor gives a letter to 2 workers 
terminating them on the grounds that they are 
participating in union acti ty, one being the 
worker whose photo appeared in the 
newspaper. 

Nov 05, 2020

Contractor withdraws the letter of 
termination and assures the Regional Labour 
Commissioner that they would be taken back 
to work from the next day, but ITI 
representatives refuse to let the workers 
return to work.

Aug of 2021

ITI pays the lockdown wages due to 28 workers 
for the period March – April 2020. The rest of 
the workers are not paid. 

Aug 14, 2021

ITI Calls for a “tender” for “Hiring of 
outsourced Manpower ser ces for ITI Ltd on 
Contract Basis” for a total of 270 new 
workers

Oct 7, 2021

RM Agarwal, Chairman and Managing Director 
of ITI Ltd., reports Rs. 11 crore profit a er tax in 
2020-2021 Annual Report. Oct 12, 2021

RCLC ad ses ITI that under Section 33 of the 
Industrial Disputes Act, 1947, M/s ITI Ltd 
should not change the conditions of ser ce of 
the workers concerned with the dispute. Nov 16, 2021

RCLC again ad ses ITI that under Section 33 of 
the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947, ITI Ltd should 
not change the conditions of ser ce of the 
workers concerned with the dispute.

Dec 01, 2021

80 ITI contract workers try to enter the 
factory gates to report for work but are 
denied entry by the security guards and told 
they are terminated because the pre ous 
contractor, Pujaya Ltd. has been replaced by 
Sai Communications. 

Dec 01, 2021

Day 1 of ITI Protest outside main gates.
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Dec 04, 2021

AICCTU issues a letter to Ashwini Vaishnav, 
Minister of Communications Electronics, 
Information & Technology and Railways 
regarding ITI’s illegal actions.  Dec 14, 2021

Conciliation meeting is held between Hemanth 
Kumar, representing the ITI contract workers 
union; Sajan Abraham, the AGM-HR of M/s ITI 
Ltd; and Mr. Sebastian, the Regional Labour 
Commissioner and Conciliation Officer. At the 
meeting, the Conciliation Officer ad ses: “the 
management of ITI Ltd and the Contractor if any 
to take into consideration the age and social 
status of the contractual workers and to allow 
all the 80 contractual workers to work in ITI 
Ltd.”

Dec 30, 2021

Social Welfare Department issues a letter to 
the ITI management warning against the 
illegal practice of manual scavenging work on 
the campus followed by termination of two 
manual scavengers. It hinted at legal action if 
workers were not taken back at the earliest.

Jan 7, 2022

Conciliation proceedings are held before the 
Deputy Chief Labour Commissioner, Delhi, 
where he ad ses the parties to the dispute to 
have bilateral discussions to resolve the issue.Jan 10, 2022

The Union issues a letter to the Management 
of ITI Ltd to come forward for a bi-lateral 
discussion as ad sed by the Deputy Chief 
Labour COmmissioner. The Management does 
not respond to the same. 

January 19, 2022

The Deputy Chief Labour Commissioner 
(Central), Headquarters issues a 
communication to the Deputy Chief Labour 
Commissioner (Central), Bengaluru stating that 
prima facie it appeared that ITI had committed 
breaches of the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947 
and seeking that appropriate action be taken.

Jan 23, 2022

Opposition leader Siddaramaiah issues a 
Tweet: “It is unfortunate that voices of 80 ITI 
workers are being ignored even a er 55 days 
of protest. Laying off employees by an 
esteemed PSU may be the result of an 
ongoing effort of disinvestment.” Jan 26, 2022

AICCTU organises a candlelight gil  at ITI 
protest site on the occasion of Republic Day.

Jan 31, 2022

A er sitting in an indefinite struggle for over 
two months, ITI workers begin a hunger fast.

Feb 7, 2002

AICCTU, along with Dalit, Farmer, Women’s and 
other human rights organisations in solidarity, 
organizes a march to the ITI Corporate Office 
(Images 1a and 1b). A delegation met with the 
ITI management. A er a long discussion, the 
Management informs them that they would 
speak to the higher Management and revert in a 
couple of days. 
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Summary of Disputes and Cases

In the course of the struggle several demands have been raised by the workers and several cases 

have been filed by them. These include the demand for the regularization of employment and to treat the 

workers as permanent employees. The Union also raised its own charter of demands in November 2020, 

which is attached to this report.  

Besides, the following cases have also been filed: 

1. Minimum Wages Claim seeking payment of lockdown wages for 28 workers.

2. Minimum wages Claim seeking payment of lockdown wages for 70 workers.

3. Claim seeking for payment of Bonus from 2013 till date.

4. Minimum Wages Claim seeking for the payment of minimum wages for the reduction in wages   

from July 2020.

5. Minimum Wages Claim seeking for the payment of VDA for the period on 10 months in 2017

6. Complaint with the PF authorities for the failure to deposit PF contributions for 8 months from 

November, 2019 to June, 2020

Image 1A (above): AICCTU organizes a march to the ITI corporate office on February 7, 2022

Image 1B (above): Day 69 of the march organised by AICCTU 
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III. A Brief Background on PSUs and ITI 
in the Context of COVID-19

The story of ITI is a microcosm of the story of PSUs across the country. PSUs were once known for 

stable, permanent jobs for all employees. Since the 1991 economic reforms, the pressure on PSUs to 

become more competitive and downscale the workforce, while also casualising existing workers, 

steadily grew.  Voluntary Retirement Schemes were floated, and workers’ unions were quickly 

delegitimized. The workers at ITI have faced these post-liberalization transformation first hand. Several 

workers, who stand retrenched today, had parents who spent their lifetime as permanent workers within 

ITI. Their association with ITI is a much longer one than what their records display. Manorama (name 

changed), one of the women at the sit-in (crossing 70 days as of early February 2022), grew up knowing 

her father as an employee of ITI. She grew up in the company quarters. She, however, lives in a rented 

house  now, for Rs. 8,000 per month. Manorama herself has been working with ITI for 11 years and has 

gained expertise on working on all kinds of technologically advanced telephones. But despite this long 

association, ITI has terminated her. 

In brief, precarity has slowly become a regular feature of the workers’ lives. This precarity is not 

singularly experienced but it trickles down to the families of these workers as well. The uncertainties 

over job security, regularity of payment of wages and other benefits can be a deterrent to ways in which 

their children get opportunities. Precarity has a generational impact on the workers.

The lockdown in 2020 exacerbated this precarity. In ITI, out of a total of 400 workers, around 240 

workers were retrenched on account of COVID-19. An industrial dispute had been raised with regard to 

their termination. The rest continued to work overtime, perhaps relieved that unlike many, they at least 

had a job to hold on to. However, till date, despite repeated promises, they have not been paid their wages 

during the lockdown. As outlined in the Timeline section, this PSU stands in olation of an order issued 

by the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) on March 29, 2020 which states that any industrial establishment 

closed down due to lockdown may initiate a process of negotiation with their employees organization 

and enter into a settlement with them. In August 2020, workers formed a union and filed cases in labour 

courts. The 28 workers who went to court were eventually compensated by the management. Seeing 

this, the other workers also joined the union, but considering this as an affront, the management 

terminated them without any explanation. At present 80 contract workers have been refused 

employment; many of them have been harassed and intimidated for unionising and trying to demand 

their rights.

This highlights how erratic and insensitive organizations like ITI can be in making decisions on 

workers’ lives and livelihoods. This only adds to the sense of uncertainty, where the workers do not feel 

confident in demanding what is due to them fearing retribution by their employer. The reason only 28 

workers took to demanding their dues was because the majority of them feared retaliation from the 

management, which indeed happened. It is important to note that the introduction of the Industrial 

Relations Code Bill, 2019 that combines the Trade Unions Act, 1926 (TUA), the Industrial Employment 

(Stan ding Orders) Act, 1946 and the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947 (IDA), gives more flexibility to hire and 

fire workers.2 

In 2011, sociologist Dilip Subramaniam conducted studies on the caste, class, gender, and 

linguistic backgrounds of ITI workers.3 As a public sector factory mandated to have reservations for 
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marginalised castes, he found that employment in ITI, both permanent and on contract, historically 

pro ded an avenue for modest upward mobility for members of Dalit castes. In the first decades of its 

existence, migrants from landless SC communities within Karnataka (such as Kolar District) as well as 

from Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh sought out opportunities in ITI as is e dent from our conversations 

with the workers. But things have changed quite radically for the workers from the marginalised 

communities in the neoliberal period as they have been increasingly contractualised.  

Nearly half of the terminated workers belong to SC/ST communities. They have faced a range of 

stigmas and humiliations while being ITI workers and continue to face economic and other difficulties 

now that they have been terminated. For instance, according to our inter ews, contract workers faced 

stigma in dining messes. They were being served last or not being served the same quality of food as 

permanent employees.  In December 2021, the Social Welfare Department also issued a letter to the ITI 

management warning against the illegal practice of manual scavenging work on the campus, an odious 

practice heaped onto ex-untouchable castes. The matter came to notice following the termination of two 

manual scavengers. So, it is clear that ITI has been reinforcing or turning a blind eye to caste indignities. 

Now that the workers have been dismissed, the social mobility that some families experienced through 

employment in the ITI is no longer guaranteed. The general lack of dignity of labour, the repeated 

humiliationof Dalit workers, and the snatching away of  channels of upward mobility, brings down 

whatever little progress that had been made in the last 70 years of post-colonial industrialization. For 

Advocate Maitreyi Krishnan, “the caste and gender aspects of the contract workforce cannot be missed, 

and it is historically oppressed communities who are compelled to work through such exploitative 

systems. Entire cities run on the blood and toil of workers who are treated in this manner, who are denied 

basic dignified working conditions.”
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IV. Workers’ Testimonies 

In this section, we wish to make clear the injustices in this struggle by documenting the voices of 

workers themselves. Most workers affected by the termination have worked for ITI for 3-35 years. The 

following are testimonies gi ng voice to their years of ser ce and dedication to ITI, their work conditions, 

and recent experiences with the management. We share stories of six of the workers demanding to be 

taken back to work under fair conditions of employment. Their names have not been revealed in order to 

protect their identity. 

Background of the workers and their families

We met workers with a range of educational qualifications. Several had the Secondary School 

Lea ng Certificate (SSLC) degrees and were working with the ITI for over one or two decades. Others 

had a Diploma in relevant fields of engineering. Most were single earners in their families. Some, with a 

second source of income, were able to secure better education for their children. Few owned land or 

houses and they shared their difficulties in paying rent and everyday sur val as a result of COVID and the 

ITI lockout. They did not have any other income or capital to lean on. The workers ranged from 32 to 56 

years. As the testimonies show, the caste backgrounds of the workers include Valmiki Nayakas (STs), 

Valluvar (SCs), and other SCs and STs from Karnataka and Tamil Nadu.

“I joined ITI in 2006. We belong to Scheduled Tribes; we are Valmiki Nayakas. I am the only earning member 
of my family. It has been very difficult to make ends meet in the last two months, whether it is the house rent, 
health treatment, my father has BP and diabetes both...but what to do, I have asked for loans here and there, but 
nobody is willing to lend me money. We are facing a lot of trouble. We don’t have our own house in Bengaluru, we 
are living in a rented place, the rent is Rs 6,000 per month.” 

                                                                                                                                                                                  - G, 32

“I am 45 years old. I joined ITI in 2014 and am an SSLC-pass. I used to live in Tamil Nadu with my husband 
and two children working for a shoe production company… My husband is a private security guard. It has been 
difficult during COVID. We have two children.”

                                                                                                                                                                                  - R, 45

“I joined ITI in 1983 and have since been working in soldering…I have an SSLC and got trained on the job. My 
husband and I live together and since he retired, I am the only earning member in the family. He worked as a 
contract labour in GPO and is retired. So, he doesn’t get a pension. Our daughter is married and living with her 
family.”                                                                                                                                                                                - T, 56

“I am 50 years old...I used to live inside ITI only, in the third line in the east area. My father used to work here 
in ITI only. He used to do carpentry work here. In my family, apart from me, my husband, and my two children are 
there. My husband works as a mechanic. He goes wherever they call him for work; he is a typist mechanic...I was 
born and brought up in ITI only. My father was here in ITI for 20 years…Now I live in a rented house…It has become 
difficult since we have not had any salary for the last two months…My husband has studied till SSLC, I have also 
studied till SSLC only…We are from  Scheduled Castes. In Tamil Nadu, they call us as ‘Valluvar’.” 

                                                                                                                                                                                   - J, 50



8

Service to ITI and technical skills

We found that these workers have been performing core engineering tasks, despite being named 

“contract” workers.  It is on the backs of these workers that the entire industry is built. The workers took 

pride in discussing the wide range of skills they had acquired over years on the job. They became 

dexterous, switching departments, taking on new tasks and were willing to do whatever it took to keep 

the company afloat, including more dangerous work with chemicals and manufacturing ventilators for 

the COVID emergency; all for lower wages.  The workers were frequently expected to work extra hours 

during periods of peak production. However, they have been consistently denied payment for overtime as 

well as a bonus. 

“How each card [speaking of Printed Circuit Boards] is to be built has become etched in their minds. 
Because they [many workers] have been working for such a long time… they are all very senior. They just have one 
look at the sample board, and they start churning out new boards in no 
time.”                                                                                                                                                                                  - A, 32

“I learnt the work here...most of the work being done here is for the army, for defence purposes. We had an 
order of 15,000 phones for the defence. Then again, there was a repeat order of 15,000 phones. Most of the orders 
used to come from defence only. We have made GPS-enabled phones, Nutan phones, BSNL phones, then we have 
done all the wiring work for these phones. We have done cable wiring also. We have done all of these things. If 
there is any repair work, we only do that. We used to work on all the production orders, all the defence orders used 
to come to us. We used to just see the process and start making the products…I started working here in ITI in 
2011…Whatever work they used to assign us, we would do that work.” 

                                                                                                                                                                                   - J, 50

“There were no departments earlier. If we finished one work today, we would make a full round of ITI. If one 
project finished today, immediately they would tell us to go and work in the WiFi section. They would send this 
team only, because we know our work very well…Now, since we are outside, there is nobody to pack those and 
send [what was made]. We finished the assembling; we did the testing also. Before we could finish the packing, we 
were removed. The whole factory knows who does the actual work…They [the company] is required by the 
government to show a profit every year, but that won’t be possible in 2022 [because of the termination]. Already, it 
was listed for closure. Only after we took up some projects and ensured timely production, they were able to make 
some profits and get themselves off the hook. The 2A/Two-way telephones that we made, they earned profit from 
that order; we didn’t ask for any share in that (bonus). We have never made any such demand on ITI. We are only 
asking for whatever they were supposed to give us, we are not asking for anything extra. We are not asking for 
even 1 rupee extra.”

                                                                                                                                                                                  - A, 32

“I used to work with chemicals first, cyanide plating…It is a very delicate procedure, if the chemical falls on 
your hand, your hand will burn out (shows wounds on his hands). If it touched your tongue, you would die…There 
were just two of us who were doing this work in our department. Both of us were on contract…In 2011, the 
cyanide procedure was replaced with non-cyanide plating. The cyanide plating was going on in ITI for 20 years, lot 
of materials from outside used to come.”

                                                                                                                                                                                  - G, 32

These testimonies collectively reveal the complexity of their jobs, the tal functions they perform, 

and the extremely demanding conditions under which they have worked with ITI. Given the long 

association with ITI as workers, they see themselves as employees of ITI and not as employees of the 
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contractors. The Fact-Finding Group therefore found that though the sit-in by the workers has been 

triggered by the termination of workers, the trouble runs far deeper than that. The workers have been 

consistently denied their dues and subjected to arbitrary contractual conditions and humiliating and 

discriminatory labour practices, which we elaborate on below. 

The contract system and workplace troubles

Dilip Subramanian further discusses the humiliations and “deeply embedded caste prejudices” 

faced by SC workers at ITI, from the factory floor to the canteen, throughout the late 20th century.4 

More recently, prejudice in the workplace has taken a new form in the form of the contract system. For 

several years now, these workers have been taken in through two cooperative societies formed by ex-

employees of ITI. In the last few years, these cooperative societies were disbanded, and new contractors 

were introduced. First, Pujaya Private Ltd. was introduced, and later Sai Communications. The work 

conditions of workers that perform core functions mimic that of casual labour who are paid daily wages in 

cash, not granted leave with pay, and denied subsidised housing or access to crèche facilities. 

With the arrival of these new contractors, the nature of the contract and pri leges also changed 

quite significantly, which was mostly against the workers’ interests. For example, Pujaya introduced a 

new method of distinguishing between “skilled” and “unskilled” workers based on educational 

qualifications. This is a form of coded discrimination since it is well known that many workers from lower 

class and caste backgrounds may not have had the same educational opportunities as elite classes and 

castes. As a result, several workers who were doing “highly skilled” jobs saw their wages fall significantly 

because they did not have the educational qualification on paper for the same. And yet, the nature of their 

jobs remained the same. Similarly, the ESI card which gave them access to free medical care was not 

reissued despite repeated promises. 

As new contractors have replaced the old ones, they have insisted, in collusion with the ITI 

management, that the workers take a pay cut for the same jobs. These cuts amount to nearly 20%. More 

recently, workers above 30 years have been discouraged from applying and other workers have been told 

that their work is no longer guaranteed. Terminated workers, many of whom have served for over a 

decade, are now being asked to reapply as “fresh” candidates through the new contractors. The following 

testimonies of the workers we spoke to further illuminate the arbitrariness that these contracts have 

introduced in their working conditions.

Experiences of the contract system

“When I first came to work here, they didn’t tell us that I would be working on contract.”
                                                                                                                                                                                   - G, 32

“They [MUSS cooperative] had a contract license with ITI but our identity card was issued by ITI only…We 
used to directly come to the ITI plant only, put our names on the muster roll here and work here only.”

                                                                                                                                                                                    - T, 56

“In July 2020 these cooperative contractors were cancelled after 47 years. We don’t know why. They never 
say anything to us. They simply came and said, “now we have Pujaya contractors.” We don’t know anything about 
who runs Pujaya, who they are, nothing. We only were told we had to re-register.”

                                                                                                                                                                                     - T, 56
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“But we were told that from now on our skill level will be readjusted 
according to our education. An SSLC will be classified as ‘unskilled.’ So 
suddenly I became unskilled [from skilled] and my salary decreased by 
about 140 rupees a day. In a month I was taking about 5,000 rupees less 
than before. But we 
didn’t say anything. 
We thought we have 
been working here 
for so long, it is 
okay. We realized 

only later that we have been working like slaves and not 
even asking for what they are supposed to give us. Although 
they made me unskilled from skilled, I do the exact same 
work for them that I have been doing for the last 38 odd 
years.
In December 2021, again, suddenly ITI told us there is a new 
contractor, Sai... Again, we didn’t know anything about them…
But we were told we have to pay 600 rupees to fill an online 
form and then they will see if they want to give us employment. There is no guarantee. They also said everyone 
will be considered a fresher and anyone above 30 years of age will not be taken. Now tell me, at 56 years, where 
else will I get a job? I am skilled and have been doing my job so well for so many years. Suddenly how can they 
ask me to leave. Just like that. We are about 11 women sitting here now, 6 are from SC families.  - T, 56

“Earlier they used to pay us Rs 17,000-18,000. Now we were getting Rs 14,000. Suddenly, somebody from HR 
department came and said, ‘We can’t pay you based on your experience, we can pay you based on your 
educational qualifications only’, and they reduced our salaries, just like 
that. For this issue also, we have filed a case…We are only asking for this: 
‘Those who join as freshers are given promotions in the company after 
some fixed years of service, aren’t they? Then, why are you de-promoting 
us?’ They say, ‘No, but your educational qualifications are like this’...If that 
is what you are saying, then give us work related to our educational 
qualifications only, as per the wages you are giving us…You want to give 
us one salary, but you want us to do work of a different category, why is 
that? So many contractors have come and gone, but we haven’t left, we 

have been working in the factory 
only. So, I don’t know on what 
basis they are calling us contract 
workers. - A, 32

Image 2(1): Identity card of a "contract 
worker" issued by ITI (inside)

Image 2(2): Identity card of a "contract 
worker" issued by ITI (outside)

Image 2(3): Identity card of a "contract worker" issued 
by ITI (backside)

The contract system and payment of dues

“We have not got our PF since November 2019. Every time we asked, the company said they will give it to us, 
but they didn’t. An increment was announced for all workers starting in 2017, we never received the arrears. 10 
months of arrears are due with the 200 rupees increase. So, about 2000 of our money has still not been given to 
us. As casual labour we don’t get leave either. In all these years, any day I take off, my salary is cut for that day. We 
only get a PF and have the ESI card for health.”

                                                                                                                                                                                    - T, 56

“We all do overtime like in March when production increases… Men even travel out of station to do 
installation. As women, we stay in the plant only. So, overtime is from 4pm to 7pm. As women they don’t ask us to 
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stay longer. They ask that of the men sometimes who work till 10pm. We get to know whether we have to do OT on 
that day itself. They tell us, ‘today stay back.’ We can’t say no. But if 
we do OT, they should pay us double the hourly rate they pay during 
the day, no? They don’t do that. And now many of us haven’t even got 
our OT pay for many months.

Last year, they laid off 400 people. All of their PF needs to be 
paid. They also need to be paid OT money; arrears also need to be 
paid. They haven’t paid arrears. They haven’t paid the fixed wages; 
several month’s payment is in arrears. They are not paying us a bonus 
either. That is why we have filed cases against them. Because we are 
asking for all these things, they are not allowing us to work inside. 
They haven’t paid OT money. We are asking them what is due to us, 
and that is why they have terminated us.” - J, 50Image 3: Overtime payments due to a worker for 

additional hours worked

Contract versus permanent workers

“We have the officers’ union and the non-officers’ union for permanent workers. Only we casual workers didn’t have a 
union. The permanent workers have a separate canteen from us. They have access to crèches, ITI hospital etc. Not us.”

                                                                                                                                                                                                    - T, 56

“Some casual workers like us also stay in the ITI housing but most don’t since it is too expensive for us… The rent is 
7875/- month. But the rent for the permanent employees is much lesser even though they get much better salaries.”

                                                                                                                                                                                                   - S, 34
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V. ITI’s Response to the Workers’ 
Complaints 

Since the ITI management refused to meet us, and did not respond to our emails, we have pieced 

together ITI’s response to the workers’ demands again through the workers’ testimonies. Although 

permanent workers have been unionised for long, the contract workers started collecti zing only in 

2020 a er their lockdown wages were not paid along with their PF, arrears, and dues. In addition, the 

workers were laid off arbitrarily and for those who continued to be employed, their terms of employment 

changed. When the workers, backed by a ruling from the Regional Labour Commissioner, demanded 

what was due to them, they were locked out of the plant. ITI has not only defied the recommendation of 

the Regional Labour Commissioner on  December 14, 2021 (see Image 4), but has also not pro ded any 

justification for doing so.  

Image 4: Minutes of the joint discussion/conciliation proceedings

“Only the security staff was communicating to us. We asked them to send the HR person, we want to talk to 
the HR person. They refused. We immediately called the RLC, ‘Sir, you had said that they can’t touch us till the case 
is disposed of, but they have suddenly terminated us on the 1st.’. So, he had called and told them (company), that 
what you are doing is against the law. But they didn’t have respect for anybody.”

                                                                                                                                                                                     -A, 32

“How many days would this last? It has been 2 months already; I am very fearful. I haven’t given rent for the 
last two months. The owner has been calling me again and again asking for the rent.”

                                                                                                                                                                                   - G, 32

“Why did we form a union? They only pushed us down this path. When the lockdown was announced, they 
had told us in front of this main gate itself that, ‘You won’t face any problem, you please be safe, whatever is due 
to you, you would be given’. Immediately after the lockdown was imposed, when we reported for work and asked 
for payment, they didn’t give us any payment. We told them, ‘You only had told us, didn’t you? We never said we 
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won’t come to work. We are coming to work during the lockdown also because we need our wages. We have done 
the work; you now give us our payment. Didn’t you say that day that you would pay us our wages? Then why are 

you saying that you won’t give us the wages, we 
can file a case and get our payment.” - A, 32

“28 people worked with the union to fight for 
getting their lockdown salaries. None of us joined 
them. I was too scared that I will be fired. But 
these workers then received their two months’ 
salary after they went to the court. None of us did. 
Then we realized, unless you do something 
together, they will not bother about us. If it was 
something the court said they should give, why 
did they not give it to all of us? 80 of the 120 
contract workers are now with the union and 
asking for our rights." - T, 56

“It is tough for us to keep sitting here 
without earning. If I lose this job now, at my age 
no one else will even take me. It is also expensive 
to come and sit here every day… The company 
hasn’t even once spoken to us. One way when we 
were to the gate, they simply said you are not 

allowed to enter. That’s all. No one came to speak to us.” - S, 34

Image 5: Permission letter from ITI for work during the lockdown

“At present, I am the only one who is earning in my family. There is nobody else. I am taking loans to survive, 
I have withdrawn Rs 20,000 from my PF account to pay back some of the loans. I have been withdrawing Rs 
15000-20000 every month, that’s how I have been managing.”

                                                                                                                                                                                   - G, 32
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VI. Why Unions Matter 

There is a long-standing perception among the elite and pro-liberalization proponents that India’s 

backwardness is a result of its strong labour unions. However, it should be noted that Article 19(1)(c) of 

the Constitution of India guarantees freedom to form associations and unions. The participation of 

workers in unions can cushion economic shocks. Unions offer a platform for collective bargaining for 

better wages and working conditions; where there is a significant number of SC/ST workers, unions are 

also indispensable to calling attention to caste injustices. They can lower caste and class inequality. A 

higher union density is advantageous to non-union workers too from the perspective of better wages and 

awareness of legal rights.5 These advantages would, in turn, lead to better labour producti ty which is 

likely to boost bottom-up consumption, boost demand, and have a multiplier effect on the overall 

economy. Recognizing the importance of inter-union solidarity, the BBMP Pourakarmika (Sanitation 

Workers’) Union has also expressed solidarity with the ITI workers (Image 6).

Image 6: BBMP Pourakarmika Union member expressing solidarity with ITI workers

There is no denying, of course, that economic progress is more complex and these measures, in 

isolation, are insufficient to propel the economy. That said, there is also no denying that increased 

formalisation at scale is likely to yield a more equitable distribution of resources. For many years, 

international institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) have advocated for labour 

flexibility to reduce unemployment and to build competitiveness. But as the labour economist Ra  

Shrivastava has argued, that the e dence for these claims are either “weak or unclear.”6 Citing the work 

of Van Wyck he writes “Research on the outcomes of flexibility for both enterprises and workers 

challenges easy assumptions that flexibility measures alone will reduce unemployment, increase 

producti ty or lower labour costs. Although flexibilisation strategies such as downsizing or outsourcing 
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may save money for larger enterprises in the short term – the costs of such strategies are, in the long run, 

borne by both workers and employers7".  In the face of differential powers between the employees and the 

employers, the right to be able to collectively bargain is an extremely important safeguard from excesses 

that we see in the case of ITI. Consequently, on multiple grounds – constitutional, human well-being and 

economic – there are strong grounds to promote unions. Despite this, even in the organised sector, there 

has been a decline in union membership. While employers are inimical to unionisation, it makes 

employees more vulnerable to exploitation. Lack of a union affects all the workers and lack of 

unionisation has made it more difficult for workers to access their legal rights. Even though unionisation 

has been largely approached with suspicion, there is no denying that we have seen heightened labour 

unrest across all kinds of working groups. From retrenched Jet Airways workers to employees opposing 

denationalisation and privatisation in insurance have been quite vocal. The pandemic led to an intense 

shock that affected several industries.



16

VII. The Workers, Us and Our Demands

“The only way forward is to organize and unionise and demand for what is rightfully theirs. The 

need of the hour is for all workers, in the public and private sector, who have been labelled contract 

workers to come together and fight against this baneful system and demand their rightful share in the 

cities and towns that they build. The ITI struggle is historic. It sends a strong message to workers 

everywhere to come and join this fight for dignity and equality.” - Advocate Maitreyi Krishnan

On the basis of our findings, we are in unconditional solidarity with the workers. We feel that the 

struggle of the ITI workers in the face of such adversity is an ode to resilience and claims making for 

Constitutional rights, fairness, inclusion, and citizenship. Industrial workers’ struggles and farmers’ 

struggles cannot be disconnected: they are both part of a broader political-economic trend that is 

concentrating wealth and power upwards in the hands of elite corporate management, both public and 

private. As such, the ITI workers’ struggle, now in its third month, is indicative of the larger issues with 

contractualisation and casualization of the workforce as part of the neoliberal policies of the State. The 

80 retrenched ITI workers may be a fraction in terms of absolute numbers when compared to the farmers’ 

protest that led to the repeal of the contentious farm laws but definitely not in terms of its import. In the 

light of the current political and economic circumstances in our country, we believe that this struggle has 

the potential to be a watershed moment in Indian workers peacefully demanding their rights within their 

legal entitlements. It assumes more salience as the wounds of the migrant worker crisis owing to the 

arbitrarily imposed lockdown by the Union government are still fresh in our memories. 

The humanitarian crisis created by the Union government due to inadequate social security and 

insufficient relief measures has further underscored the precarity of millions in the country. The 

pandemic lockdowns and its a ermath have further become an excuse for employers to erase workers’ 

rights.8 The lack of empathy demonstrated by these prompted the Economist magazine to call India’s 

lockdown as the most stingy and stringent.9 The Annual Report 2020-21 of the Ministry of Labour and 

Employment, Government of India (GoI), states that “Economic development means not only creation of 

jobs but also working conditions in which one can work in freedom, safety and dignity. The Ministry of 

Labour & Employment, one of the oldest and important Ministries of the Government of India, is 

functioning to ensure impro ng life and dignity of labour force of the country by protecting and 

safeguarding the interest of workers, promotion of their welfare and pro ding social security to the 

labour force both in Organized and Unorganized Sector by enactment and implementation of various 

Labour Laws, which regulate the terms and conditions of ser ce and employment of workers.10” 

However, what we have witnessed over the years, including the ITI workers’ struggle, is a pattern that is at 

odds with these words. Unemployment rates make headlines, but lack of adequate social protection and 

the nature of risks associated with contract labour means that most workers don’t have the luxury to be 

out of work. One of the main reasons for the huge workers’ crisis post pandemic is that the conditions of 

work and wages were abysmal well before the pandemic. 

A study of the Periodic Labour Force Surveys (PLFS) data from 2018-19 reveals that more than half 

of the workforce are self-employed, nearly a quarter are daily wage casual workers and about 24% are 

Regular Wage Salaried (RWS) workers.11 The definition of formal RWS work itself has become relaxed 

with workers getting just one  among pro dent fund/pension, gratuity, health care or maternity benefits, 

being considered an RWS formal worker. Using a more holistic notion of social security shows that merely 
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4.2% of the total workforce in the country can be categorised as ha ng a ‘good job’ or ‘decent work.’  

From the standpoint of human development and access to social protection, casual workers are at the 

bottom of the pyramid along with many in the self-employed category. The RWS informal segment can be 

considered marginally better off.

 

Moreover, there has been a steady decline in real wages across each of these segments of the 

workforce. The decline in real wages has been the sharpest for the self-employed. Even regular wage/

salaried workers have experienced a steady decline in real wages over the last three years.12 Such sharp 

fall in real wages has resulted in increased informalisation of work. While the pandemic 

disproportionately impacted the casual workforce, the ITI workers’ retrenchment demonstrates the 

precarity of the RWS informal workers even in a well-established public sector unit. Indeed, analysis 

based on independent surveys suggest that even salaried workers have been forced to resort to self-

employment or casual work.13

What all these point out is that precarity and vulnerability in the country have increased and 

inequality has widened. The Oxfam report titled ‘Inequality Kills’ presents an unflattering account of the 

Indian workforce.14 In 2020, the top 10 percent held nearly 45 percent of India’s wealth while the bottom 

50 percent of the population merely had 6 percent of the national wealth. The growing inequality 

coincides with a steady decline in the corporate tax to GDP ratio from over 3 percent in 2010–11 to a 

meagre 0.9 percent in November 2020.15  

This is just broad data pertaining to the overall employment situation. The situation would be more 

stark if we were to present more data on the conditions of education, food security, nutrition, and other 

human development indicators of the informal workforce. Slicing it further by gender and historically 

marginalised communities like Dalits, Adivasis and Muslims would make it look worse. 

We demand from the management that the workers should be taken back immediately. We also 

demand from the Labour Ministry that penal action should be initiated against the management for 

repeatedly refusing to abide by the instructions of the Regional Labour Commissioner. We make these 

demands of course, to safeguard the constitutional rights of the workers, but also out of an awareness 

that contractual employment, precarity of livelihoods, indignity of labour, and the criminalization of 

collective bargaining are generalized phenomena. 
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Annexure I 

Charter of Demands of the ITI workers, as submitted to 
the management on 15 October 2020  

Our foremost demand is that we be allowed to exercise our fundamental right to organise as a trade union 

without any fear or favour. Since we organised ourselves under this Union, three active members have 

been refused employment and we believe this to be a clear sign of the management interfering with our 

basic rights to collective bargaining, and this is not expected of ITI, a public sector undertaking, which 

ought to be a model employer. Hence our most basic demand would be to respect our fundamental right 

to be part of our Union and to that end, we request that the management allocate a room for our Union 

office on ITI premises to show its bona fides.

1. ID Cards: ITI shall Issue Identity Cards to all workers covering all categories of employees in the 

company. 

2. Legally mandatory Issues: All workers shall be issued monthly pay slips and there should be a timely 

disbursal of wages - by 5th of every month. The workers should be pro ded weekly off days and 

exempted from work on government declared holidays. Their wages should be doubled for overtime 

work done over and above 8 hours work in a day, etc.

3. Implementation of the Factories Act: All workers shall be pro ded proper facilities for work as per the 

Factories Act, that includes toilet, bath and wash rooms, rest room with necessary comforts, fans, 

lights, etc. Workers are also not paid wages for overtime work at the overtime rate and the same must 

be immediately done. Further, the arrears of wages for the overtime rate must also be paid.

4. Maternity Benefit Act: It is necessary that the Maternity Benefit Act, 1961 with all the recent 

amendments be complied in full. 

5. Compliance with Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and 

Redressal) Act, 2013: The Supreme Court of India in Vishaka vs State of Rajasthan found that gender 

equality includes protection from sexual harassment and right to work with dignity, which is a 

universally recognized basic human right. Therea er, recognizing that sexual harassment results in 

olation of the fundamental rights of a woman to equality under articles 14 and 15 of the 

Constitution of India and her right to life and to live with dignity under article 21 of the Constitution 

and right to practice any profession or to carry on any occupation, trade or business which includes a 

right to a safe en ronment free from sexual harassment, the Sexual Harassment of Women at 

Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013 came to be passed. It is necessary that 

an Internal Complaints Committee as mandated under the Sexual Harassment of Women at 

Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013 be set up with representative of the 

workers. Further, it is necessary that awareness workshops be conducted as mandated under the Act 

and information in regard to the Act and the Committee be put up in prominent places.

6. Works Committee under the ID Act: It is necessary that a Works Committee as mandated under 

Section 3 of the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947 be immediately established. 

7. Basic Wages and Pay Structure: The basic wages of all workers, including helpers, drivers, 

technicians, operators, etc., shall be increased by Rs. 5,000/- each year during the 3 years period of 
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the proposed agreement. In spite of working for more than a decade in the company, workers receive 

only a meagre amount as monthly salary without any other benefit worth mentioning. Hence, we 

request you to ensure an increase in basis wages as mentioned above. 

8. Variable Dearness Allowance: Variable Dearness Allowance (VDA) based on cost of li ng index being 

announced every six months by the Government shall be paid to all workers. 

9. Fixed Dearness Allowance: Fixed Dearness Allowance of Rs. 1,000/- every year shall be paid to all 

workers. 

10. Medical Allowance: Medical Allowance of Rs. 1,000/- shall be paid for all workers as part of their 

monthly salary.

11. Conveyance Allowance: Conveyance Allowance of Rs. 1,000/- shall be paid for all workers as part of 

their monthly salary.

12. Washing Allowance: Washing Allowance of Rs. 1,000/- shall be paid for all workers as part of their 

monthly salary.

13. Risk Allowance: As all workers are working under conditions of risk, it is necessary to pro de Risk 

Allowance of Rs. 1000 per month for every year.

14. Ser ce Weightage: All workers shall also be extended a ser ce weightage of 4 percent of basic for 

each year of ser ce so as to reward their years of ser ce to the company.

15. Leave Travel Allowance: Total number of leave and holidays are drastically reduced. Workers are 

extending maximum possible cooperation to the management to meet the demands of production 

targets. The scope for entertainment and spending time with family has shrunk. In such a backdrop, 

we feel, it is appropriate to pro de “Leave Travel Allowance” amounting to Rs.30,000/- and 15 days 

leave with wages so that workers can sit far away tourist places with their family, at least, once a 

year.

16. Pro sion of Quarters or payment of House Rent Allowance: All workers should be pro ded housing 

in the ITI quarters at Rs. 2,500/-, i.e., the same rent as paid by the permanent employees. 

Alternatively, house rent allowance shall be paid at Rs. 4000/- for all workers as part of their monthly 

salary

17. Canteen Facilities: The workers must be pro ded the same canteen facilities pro ded to the 

permanent workers at the same rate.

18. Mediclaim: In addition to the ESI, health Insurance with appropriate Mediclaim policy shall be given 

to cover all varieties of illness, including chronic and expensive ones. The maximum amount available 

should be of Rs. 5 lakhs or all actual expenses without any ceiling. It should cover all family members 

including dependents of the worker.

19. Leave: 10 government and festival holidays, 12 days of causal leave, 24 days of sick leave in a year and 

mandatory pri lege leave of one day for every 20 days worked.

20. Double Wages for Overtime (OT) Work: All workers should be given double wages for work done over 

and above 8 hours of work in a day.

21. Uniform, Shoes and Jerkins: Every employee shall be given good quality uniforms, shoes and Jerkins 

at free of cost every year as outlined below:

          T-Shirts— 4 nos.

Jeans pant — 4 nos.

Jerkin  — 1 nos.

Shoes — 2 pairs.

Socks — 4 pairs.

Safety Helmet — 1 no.

22. Bonus: 20% Bonus and ex-gratia of Rs.10000/, shall be paid around Diwali each year without any 

ceiling whatsoever. 
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Annexure II 

Letter sent by the citizens’ team to the Ministry of 
Labour  

February 07, 2022

Shri Bhupendar Yadav

Minister of Labour and Employment

Government of India

Dear Shri Yadav,

We write to bring your attention to the series of infringements concerning labour rights, human rights, 

and the social welfare of workers (many of whom are women and members of marginalized castes) 

perpetrated by M/s Indian Telephone Industries (ITI), Ltd. at the Bengaluru plant over the past two 

years. We are a group of human rights lawyers, journalists, labour economists, sociologists, teachers, 

and other concerned citizens based in Bengaluru and other parts of Karnataka. We have no affiliation 

with M/s ITI management or its workers.

 

We are aware of the fact that ITI is one of India’s oldest PSUs. Its large and diverse workforce is involved in 

projects essential for the country’s defense and development, notably the laying of fiber optic cables in 

remote border locations, the manufacture and assembly of telecommunications equipment, and the 

processing of security and surveillance data. 

 

We have learnt that most of these labour-intensive tasks are performed by contract labourers—many of 

whom are from Dalit and backward castes, and/or are women. They have been working under extremely 

precarious contractual terms. For instance, workers have not been given formal employment letters, 

despite working for 5-30 years. For years, they have been paid only in cash; moreover, whereas permanent 

employees have had the opportunity for advancement on a pay scale, contract labourers have seen their 

wages stagnate. During the first COVID-19 lockdown in 2020, 250 ITI workers were terminated. This, even 

though ITI laborers were deployed on an emergency basis to manufacture 3,000 ventilators for the COVID 

public health crisis. The remaining workers’ salaries and pro dent funds were withheld by ITI for a period 

of 10 months. Once the lockdown was li ed and workers were allowed to return to their jobs, M/s ITI Ltd. 

unilaterally reduced their wages on 01.07.2020, paying them less than minimum wage. 

 

Given these olations, a complaint was filed with the Regional Labour Commissioner, Bengaluru in [X 

month] 2020. Further, to collectively bargain for better working conditions, the workers organized 

themselves under the All-India Central Council of Trade Unions (AICCTU), Karnataka in December 2020., 

M/s ITI Ltd. took retaliatory action by terminating four of the workers in the union (of which two are 

women). 

 

We would like to bring to your attention that it is illegal to terminate workers simply because they 
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unionize. The Regional Labour Commissioner has also ad sed that by terminating the workers during 

a pending dispute, M/s ITI Ltd. is olating Section 33 of the Industrial Disputes Act. Section 33 of the 

Industrial Disputes Act mandates that no worker should be terminated during a pendency except with the 

permission of the Conciliation Officer. Despite these, M/s ITI Ltd. has refused employment to these 

workers. This is in contravention of laws and of the instructions of the Regional Labour Commissioner.

 

A complaint was also filed before the Department of Telecommunication, Ministry of Communication. On 

December 1, 2021, workers tried to enter the Bengaluru factory premises to report for work as usual, but 

were denied entry by the security guards under the pretext that the pre ous contractor, Mahila Udyog 

Sahakara Sangha Limited, had been changed and that therefore the workers “no longer had a 

relationship” with M/s ITI Ltd. M/s ITI Ltd. claims that a new contractor has been employed but has 

pro ded no reason as to why these workers who have worked from 5 to 30 years are now being refused 

employment. As per Supreme Court and Karnataka High Court judgements, the law is well settled that 

one casual/contract worker cannot be replaced by another casual/contract worker, and the action of M/

s ITI Ltd is blatantly illegal. At present, all the workers who dared to unionize continue to be denied 

employment. Besides, PF for the period November 2019 to June 2020 has not been paid, and the 

lockdown wages for 2020 were also not paid to the workers.

 

On December 14, 2021, 14.12.2021, a conciliation meeting was held between Shri Hemanth Kumar, 

representing the M/s ITI contract workers union; Shri Sajan Abraham, the AGM-HR of M/s ITI Ltd; and 

[Name], the Conciliation Officer from the Regional Labour Commission. In the minutes of the 

conciliation meeting, it was emphatically stated that:

 

"The conciliation officer ad ses the management of ITI Ltd and the Contract if any to take into 

consideration the age and social statue of the contractual workers and to allow all the 120 contractual 

workers to work in ITI Ltd." 

 

In closing, it must be noted that the Regional Labour Commissioner has repeatedly ad sed that the 

workers be taken back to ser ce, but M/s ITI has repeatedly refused. The Assistant General Manager of 

Human Relations of M/s ITI, Shri Sajan Abraham, has refused to meet with the workers and has refused to 

meet or speak with journalists and concerned citizens like us. 

We demand accountability in this case. We respectfully ask you to act against M/s ITI Ltd. and to restore 

the workers to their jobs.

Sincerely yours,

The ITI Solidarity Group
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