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India: Failure of state social programmes leads to bonded labour of 600 Chenchu tribals

and the death of a Chenchu woman, Mahabubnagar, Andhra Pradesh. 

In February 2006, Katraju Lakshmi, a Chenchu tribal woman working as a bonded labourer died due to ill health resulting from lack of food. Six hundred Chenchu tribals from Marredmandinne village of Mahabubnagar district of Andhra Pradesh work as bonded labourers on construction sites in the state of Meghalaya. Violations of their right to food and to feed themselves forced them into migration and bonded labour. The situation of bonded women is worse than that of men as they face wage discrimination and threats to their physical security. 

An international action is urgently needed to protest the death of Katraju Lakshmi, to prevent further malnutrition-related deaths and to urge the government of Andhra Pradesh and Meghalaya to protect and fulfil the right to food of the 600 Chenchu tribal bonded labourers. Please write polite letters to the chief ministers of Andhra Pradesh and Meghalaya with a copy to the Prime Minister of India and the National Commission of Human Rights, requesting them to meet their obligations under the human right to food. 
Profile

The Chenchu tribe is mostly found in the Nallamalai hills of Andhra Pradesh. They are spread across six districts including Mahabubnagar district of Andhra Pradesh. The Chenchu’s depend on the forests for their food. The men are experts in collecting honey, the women in picking gum, honey, berries and roots from the forests. Forests products enabled them so far to feed themselves and survive. This changed in recent years due to the reduction in forest cover and the subsequent depletion of forest produce. Now the Chenchu’s from Marredmandinne village in Pedakottapally division of district Mahabubnagar in Andhra Pradesh have to struggle to feed themselves. They try to survive as labourers, but jobs are scarce due to the drought. The Chenchu are now living in abject poverty. They have no accessible health care system, no education facilities for their children. They have no access to the different schemes and subsidised food assistance under the state social programmes specially designed for the fulfilment of their right to food. Most of them do not possess ration cards to get subsidised food grains. In September 2005, some desperate Chenchus migrated as far as Meghalaya a north-eastern state of India almost 1700 kilometres away from their homes in Andhra Pradesh, hoping to survive as daily wage labourers. 

They covered the costs of living and migration through loans from the labour contractors. The wages that the Chenchus earn in Meghalaya are barely enough to feed themselves. Unable to pay back the contractors’ loans they ended up as bonded labourers. Sometimes they are not paid at all. On top, the exploitation faced as tribals the situation of tribal women is worse due to the wage discrimination they suffer and the threats to their physical security. When food is scarce, women are often the ones to suffer from hunger and malnutrition, as they have to care for the family before themselves. 

Katraju Lakshmi was among the group, which migrated to Meghalaya in September 2005. She worked as a construction labourer for the Lekhya power plant near Shillong in the state of Meghalaya. Lakshmi suffered from post childbirth weakness and ill health and faced acute poverty and lack of food. She was paid an advance of 1,000 INR by middlemen for labour contractors and then forced into bonded labour.  Hard physical labour at the construction site in Meghalaya, denial and discrimination in wages combined with the lack of food, caused Lakshmi’s ill health and death on the 7th of February 2006. 600 other Chenchus in Meghalaya, and especially the women working as labourers, are threatened by a similar fate. 

FIAN Mandate

India is a state party to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and therefore duty- bound under international law to protect and fulfil its people’s human right to adequate food. The state has violated the Chenchu’s right to feed themselves and their right to food, by not protecting their forest rights, by failing to implement adequate welfare schemes, by disregarding their right to a minimum wage and by not liberating them from bonded labour. On top of these violations, women suffer wage discrimination and threats to physical integrity. 
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Addresses:




     
	Dr. Y.S.Rajasekhara Reddy

Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh 

Chief Minister's Bungalow, 

Greenland's Circle, Begumpet, 

Hyderabad-500016

Fax: 0091- 40- 23452498


	Shri D. D. Lapang
Chief Minister of Meghalaya
Jaiaw Main Road, Shillong, 
Meghalaya

Fax: 0091-364-2227913

	Justice A.S. Anand,

National Human Rights Commission,

Sardar Patel Bhavan, Sansad MArg,

New Delhi 110 001
Fax: 0091-11-23384863

	Dr. Manmohan Singh, 

Prime Minister of India, 

Room 152, South Block, 

New Delhi - 110001
Fax: 0091-11-23016857


Please inform FIAN International about any response you receive 
to your faxes and letters.
Dr. Y.S.Rajasekhara Reddy

Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh 

Chief Minister's Bungalow, 

Greenland's Circle, Begumpet, 

Hyderabad-500016, India
Fax: 0091- 40- 23452498

Honourable Mr. Chief Minister,

Recently, I heard the alarming news about the starvation-related death of a Chenchu tribal woman from Marredmandinne village in Pedakottapally division of district Mahabubnagar in Andhra Pradesh: Katraju Lakshmi was suffering from post childbirth weakness and ill health due to acute poverty and lack of food. Abject living conditions had forced her in September 2005 to migrate to Meghalaya and work as a construction labourer. Katraju Lakshmi had been paid an advance of 1,000 INR by middlemen of the labour contractors and then been taken to Meghalaya. 

Once in Meghalaya, Lakshmi had to do hard physical labour at the construction site. Due to the advance already paid to her, she was denied wages for some months and when wages were paid, they were less than that paid to the men. Bonded into labour, wage denial and discrimination caused lack of food and continued poverty resulting in her death in February 2006. Lakshmi’s family and 600 other Chenchus face similar situation as labourers in Meghalaya.  

600 other Chenchus have similarly migrated to Meghalaya as labourers. Lack of income resulted in the Chenchu taking further loans from contractors. Inability to pay back the loans or interest on the loans put the tribals in debt compelling them into bonded labour with very poor working conditions. The Chenchu worked for the Lekhya power plant near Shillong in Meghalaya State. .  

As a state party to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, India and therefore Andhra Pradesh and Meghalaya are duty-bound under international law to protect and fulfil its people’s right to adequate food. As a person working internationally for the implementation of the economic, social and cultural rights, I would like to ask you to, 

1. Rescue the Chenchus from bonded labour by facilitating their return to Andhra Pradesh and  take action against those responsible for their exploitation.

2. Provide the Chenchus with immediate relief compensation and ensure that the Chenchus especially the women are provided with ration cards to avail subsidised food grains. 

3. Design and implement social programmes to ensure priority to the welfare of women, children and the aged.

Please keep me informed of the action you plan to take in this regard. 

Yours sincerely,
