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	An estimated 13,00,000 Dalits are presently employed as manual scavengers in private homes, community dry latrines managed by the municipality, in the public sector such as the railways, and by the army.  The occupation glorified by Ghandhiji is in reality the horrific result of the untouchability and purity-pollution beliefs engineered by the caste system, which threatens the lives and dignity of the safai karacharis daily.  Why are people still suffering if manual scavenging and construction of dry latrines was outlawed over 15 years ago?


Manual Scavenging Continues
a look into the failures of ‘the employment of manual scavengers and dry latrine construction (prohibition) act of 1993’ 
What is manual Scavenging?|

It is important to first note the impossibility of fully understanding what it means to be a manual scavenger and thus the issues surrounding the occupation.  As outsiders of the Safai Karamchari community, we do not have the insights generations of participation and observation entails and as such our understanding is limited.   A manual scavenger is one who removes human excreta manually in one of two ways.  The first is from a dry latrine where the excreta is left on a stone, plate, or bucket and needs to be carried on one’s head to a designated place of disposal. The other method is to clean sewage pits by entering manholes to manually clean sewers usually by the cover of darkness.  	
Manual Scavenging was officially abolished by the Employment of Manual Scavengers and Dry Latrine Construction (Prohibition) Act of 1993 by national government.  However, it wasn’t until 24 January 1997 that it was notified in the Gazette of India and 2000 when any state actually adopted the Act.  While most state have adopted the Act, some such as Rajastan and Utter Pradesh have not yet adopted it and others like Kerala, Nagaland, and Pondicherry claim there is no need to even adopt the act because there are no manual scavenging practices in their respective states.  This is proven not the case as the official records of the Union Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment show Kerala has 1,339 dry toilets; Nagaland 1,800; and Pondicherry 476. Clearly, denial is the best defense.
“Whereas fraternity assuring the dignity of the individual has been enshrined in the Preamble to the Constitution, …..and whereas the dehumanising practice of manual scavenging of human excreta still continues in many parts of the country ……and whereas it is necessary to enact a uniform legislation for the whole of India for abolishing manual scavenging by declaring employment of manual scavengers for removal of human excreta an offence and thereby ban further proliferation of dry latrines in the country” …excerpt from the preamble of the ‘Employment of Manual Scavengers Act and Construction of Dry Latrines (Prohibition) Act of 1993’.
Besides the obvious lack of enforcement of the act by individual states, the language in the act also fails to protect all who remove human excreta.  In many urban areas the lack of sanitation facilities to match the rapid population growth forces slum-dwellers and pedestrians to defecate on sidewalks or roads.  In many cases open plots of land are designated by the government as areas for open defecation which are then left to be cleaned by sanitation workers titled as ‘sweepers.’  These sweepers are forced by the government to remove, carry, and dispose of the excrements and yet are not covered by the act as manual scavengers since they are technically sweepers.  
Another problem with the prohibition act lies in the allocation of responsibility for the actual demolition of dry latrines in outside departments-the Department of Panchayat Raj for gram panchayats and the Department of Municipal Administration for municipalities. Due to lack of alternatives for dry latrines there is much opposition by local users preventing their destruction.  In one instance, an officer of the gram panchayat of Kallur was beaten by users for attempting to demolish the community dry latrine.  As there is no government protection for these officials, the act is further hindered in being executed effectively.

Caste Relation of the safai kamarachi community|

In a developing country such as India, it is hard to understand the sluggish rate of conversion from dry to wet toilets without acknowledging caste discrimination.  Many do not realize the health implications of improper defecation or the benefits of flush toilets.  This can be seen in cases where toilets provided by the government remained unused by the people when adequate public health information was not provided.  Another reason for the slow rate of conversion is that sewage is constantly getting overlooked because of the higher popular interest in water supply because while sanitation benefits take years to fully see the effects the advantages of water supply are immediate.  Furthermore, a toilet can be purchased for a small nominal fee in many areas for they are heavily subsidized by the government (Ramaswamy, p.9-12).  Thus, cost is not a valid enough excuse for the continued presence of dry latrines and employment of manual scavengers. However, the overlying reason for the continuation of unnecessary inhuman usage of manual scavengers lies in caste discrimination.   
According to the Rig Veda, the ancient Hindu book, an ancient man named Purush destroyed himself to create a human society. The different Varnas, or castes, were created based on his different body parts: the Brahmins from his head were the highest caste and the Shudras from his feet were the servants thus the lowest caste. As the servants of the people, the Shudra caste members were forced to become scavengers.  Today, most of the Safai Kamarachis are untouchables or Dalits.  To see the relationship between caste discrimination and manual scavenging beyond the statistics, one must examine the definition of manual scavenging and untouchability.  For centuries defecation has been seen as an impure act and thus the cleaning of human excreta could only be done by the “polluted” class of Safai Kamarachis.  Although today untouchability practices have declined, its certain presence is seen in the fact that 95% of the Safai Kamarachi community are Dalits.
Gandi glorified the Bhangis saying “a bhangi does for society what a mother does for her baby.  A mother washes her baby of the dirt and insures his health.  Even so the bhangi protects and safeguards the health of the entire community by maintaining sanitation for it.” Although Gandi encouraged nondalits to take up scavenging he did not support those dalits that tried to change professions.  The dalit leader Dr. Ambedkar spoke out against Gandi claims saying “What is the use of telling the scavenger that even a Brahmin is prepared to do scavenging when it is clear that…if a Brahmin did scavenging he would never be subject to the disabilities of one who is a born scavenger?...he is a scavenger because of his birth irrespective of the question whether he does scavenging or not” (Ramaswamy, p. 18).
Out of the eight Safai Kamarachis that were interviewed, all were part of the untouchable or Dalit caste.  When listening to all their stories, a perpetuating cycle became evident.  All had family member, usually a parent, who had done this job due to the lack of other options offered to them by the government.  As a result of the alcohol addictions and other occupational health hazards many parents become sick early forcing the child to replace them in the occupation due to lack of funds.  For instance, Priya is a Safai Kamarachi worker who is only 18 but studied up to 10th standard. Despite her education she is still doing this work to support her siblings since her mother died at the age of 40 and her father is sick with kidney stones.  She cleans public toilets with just a broom and bucket from 6 a.m. to 1 p.m. leaving no time for school.
However, the strong caste association is not just formed by this perpetuating cycle but the internalization of the idea that cleaning after others so they can be clean is their community’s duty.  One interviewee used the word ‘haipneka’ when describing her work which roughly means this is our work because no other community is doing it.  Some have never thought outside the job for when Priya was asked what other work could she do if all dry latrines were destroyed she replied, in Maharati, that she didn’t know for sure she had never thought outside this occupation but maybe after marriage she will be in the profession that her husband is in.  It is clear how deep this problem of caste discrimination and manual scavenging is for even some of the SK community members don’t realize they are the victims of India’s caste system.  
For those community members who do make the decision to demand something better for themselves there can be obstacles.  For instance, Vydya Naresh Solenki is a young mother whose husband and mother are both SK workers but she has chosen not to follow that path.  Her decision resulted from the constant ridicule from her classmates at a young age for being of a “dirty” community. She described seeing her mother picking up excreta with two tin plates on her way to school as young girl and her classmates harassing her calling her “bhangi.” She made a point to stay very cleanly to avoid ridicule by classmates, however, the older students still harassed her because of her caste and SK background.  
Vydya says many have difficulty making the same decision as her because of the lack of quality education among her caste and the low literacy rate.  Also, the government doesn’t provide alternative jobs for them because they know if their community isn’t doing the job noone else will.  
Sham C. Chavan also decided to break the manual scavenging cycle in his family and after working several years in the profession became a lawyer.  He says the transition was not easy and is still discriminated in the office for he is the only person from the SK community out of the 7,000 lawyers in Pune.  His peers are not aware of his SK background for he fears harassment and discrimination if they found out.  However, his class is known and thus is not given the same recognition and promotions as others who are of higher castes.   
Although 95% of the Safai Kamarachis are Dalits and women, they are not represented in Scheduled Caste commissions.  It may be beneficial for these commissions to be proactive and take up these issues to take advantage of legislations made by the Indian government for communities to protect their human rights and dignities.

Rehabilitation plans i

After spending two months in India researching the community and interviewing several Safai Kamarachi workers, I am only just beginning to understand the depth and magnitude of the social problems.  There is clearly no easy solution since it is not just a problem of ending manual scavenging, but also a problem of what happens next.  Besides the need of flush toilets for a replacement, there will also be a large population of Safai Kamarachis in need of a new occupation. As total eradication of dry latrines has not been reached yet, some legislation changes will also be necessary as well as more forthright implementation of the act by the States and Municipalities. In turn there will also need to be more adequate government subsidies and loan availability for households trying to convert from dry latrines to flush toilets.  
To begin the rehabilitation process, there still needs to be a concrete estimate and identification process of how many manual scavengers and their families will be affected by the total eradication.  Once this has been established accurate budgets and plans can be made for these families.  Since alternate careers will be necessary, the government should provide incentives or quotas for professional programs to encourage higher-level schools to recruit and effectively train them for other careers.  In the meantime, the government will need to provide some sort of compensation for these people until they can find other ways to provide for their families (National Action Plan for Total Eradication of
Manual Scavenging By 2007, Planning Commision).  
These are just some general ideas for future plans.  Concrete and more effective measures will be necessary to end the inhumane practice of manual scavenging and in turn caste discrimination.  
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