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The Daily Wage Worker Platform (DWWP) is a response to the Covid-19
global pandemic that has robbed 65 million migrants and daily wage
workers in India of their livelihoods, food security and access to
healthcare. With the support of 30 volunteers, we have managed to
provide information on 200+ relief initiatives across the country that
have provided immediate relief to India’s informal sector during the
extended lockdowns. Our aim is to connect NGOs, corporates and
governments to help restore food security, healthcare and livelihoods
among the poor in the aftermath of the Covid-19 crisis. 

Since March 2020, our NGO has raised USD 75,000 to feed 30,000
workers in Dharavi, Asia’s largest slum; provide an emergency health
package to 30,000 migrants in Delhi, Hyderabad and Angul using Tele-
medicine and social distancing; developed an integrated package of
services to provide data, jobs, skills, access to government schemes and
legal aid to 200,000+ migrant workers across the country in partnership
with several leading NGOs.

As a platform that has compiled data on the NGOs, migrants’ statistics,
news and stories about these workers, it seemed apt for the team to
prepare a report, which assesses the quality and reach of the relief
efforts being extended throughout the country. While a number of NGOs
have begun to focus on healthcare and employment in the post lockdown
period, our study led by researchers from Jindal Global University
attempts to document the initial relief efforts by civil society to address
the immediate food security needs of migrants and daily wage workers.
While state governments and the private sector also played a critical role
during the lockdowns, the NGOs delivered the most impact on the
ground. This report is a tribute to all the NGOs, resident welfare,
religious organizations and individuals that pooled their resources and
risked their lives to provide direct relief to millions of stranded workers.

F O R E W O R D
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Poshan Maah, mission to address malnutrition in India, has special
relevance this year, as it comes six months after the COVID-19 pandemic
hit India, which left millions of people displaced, jobless and hungry.
According to the National Family Health Survey (NFHS) – 4 (2015-16),
every second child in India suffers from at least one form of nutrition
failure which might be stunting, wasting or being underweight. The
pandemic has unfortunately, led to disruption of nutrition services and
supplies and food shocks, increasing chances of malnutrition. As India
observes September as Poshan Maah we would like to release this report
on Civil Society's Response to Food Security Crisis Caused by Covid-19
for Migrants and Daily Wagers to help understand the impact of the
community efforts on food distribution across the country during the
pandemic. The Indian community mobilised itself way before Poshan
Maah and helped reduce the negative impact COVID-19 pandemic would
have had on nutritional goals and malnutrition targets if people were not
fed during the lockdown.

We are grateful for the support provided by the Swiss Government,
Jindal Global University, Omidyar Network and Shawview Consulting to
develop our platform and implement our projects.

Siddhartha Prakash & Priyanka Dahiya                    Sriram Raghavan 
Founders,  DWWP                                                       Joint Director,
                                                                                       Jindal Global University
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According to Wikipedia, an annual report is a comprehensive report on a
company's activities throughout the preceding year. Annual reports are intended
to give shareholders and other interested people information about the
company's activities and financial performance. They may be considered as grey
literature. Most jurisdictions require companies to prepare and disclose annual
reports, and many require the annual report to be filed at the company's registry.
Companies listed on a stock exchange are also required to report at more
frequent intervals.

COVID-19 has had reverberating effects on the Indian economy. India’s 65
million inter-state migrants and daily wage workers (Dharker, 2020) already
struggling with food security, have been worst impacted by the global
epidemic. The Daily Wage Worker Platform (DWWP) supports workers in
the informal sector comprising 90% of India’s workforce by documenting
over 200 relief efforts and on-ground projects to provide food security,
healthcare and livelihoods to tackle the Covid 19 crisis. This report has been
developed by DWWP, in association with Jindal Global University, based on
a dipstick survey conducted by our researchers across NGOs, citizen-led
groups and independent volunteers. The report analyses their responses
towards the food security crisis for migrant and daily wage workers caused
by the Covid-19 pandemic. The report identifies the different methods used
by civil society to provide access to food and an analyses of the operational
challenges and successes of the providers of relief efforts. We provide
recommendations for people, organisations and governments wishing to
engage in food security efforts for migrant and daily wage workers.
 
Our research team conducted desk research on the work of diverse civil
society groups and confirmed our findings by conducting telephonic
surveys with 17 of these people/organisations. In total, our sample included
30 people and organisations operating across India. We found that there
were three main types of food-related relief efforts, namely dry rations,
cooked meals and cash transfers/access to government schemes. The list
of organizations can be found at the end. 

In terms of analysing the operational experiences, we found a range of
common challenges, including identifying and verifying requests from
migrant workers, movement and transportation of supplies and social
distancing and safety of workers/ volunteers and fundraising. We also
detailed the ways in which groups, individuals and organisations overcame
these challenges.

Based on the interviewees’ experiences and their subsequent impact, we
were able to draw up a list of recommendations. These include a preference
for cooked food, forging partnerships with other organizations to improve
effectiveness and efficiency, having connections with the government,
pursuing local fund raising, promoting social distancing and using personal
protective equipment for field workers.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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Food security is considered one of the pillars in achieving the goal of
eradicating hunger among poor and marginalised communities in India. Food
security suggests that “all people, at all times, have physical, social, and
economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets their food
preferences and dietary needs for an active and healthy life” (International
Food Policy Research Institute). According to the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO), 189.2 million people are undernourished in India,
accounting for 14% of the population (FAO, 2020). There have been worrying
signs during the current Covid-19 crisis, which pose severe threats to the food
security of daily wage and migrant workers. The farmer is able to feed his
family only if there is a good harvest. 

Similarly, daily wage  and migrant workers are able to provide for their families
only if they can earn a daily income - so any deviation towards unemployment
has a devastating impact. There have been worrying signs during the current
Covid-19 crisis that pose severe threats to the food security of daily wage and
migrant workers. The silver lining in this dark situation has been the
emergence of many new NGOs, community-led groups and citizen-led
organisations that have joined hands with the government, corporate sector
and existing NGOs to mitigate the crisis. While India recorded a food surplus
in 2020 (Reserve Bank of India, 2020), the government was unable to distribute
the grains to meet the needs of the poor during the extended periods of
lockdowns. The issue has never been one of availability, but of poor
distribution systems – a phenomenon that has been witnessed worldwide.
 

Far from their hometowns but close to their needs, millions live in cities to
feed their families in far off places. When family, house and food is all these
migrant workers live with and for, the onset of the pandemic left them at loss
of two, sometimes all three of these. The pandemic revealed to the masses the
harsh truth of these workers’ lives: a lack of any stability and the absence of
proper food security in our country.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Food Security in India Prior to COVID-19

According to the International Labour Office, 90% of India’s working
population resides in the informal sector (Majid, 2020). These people add
up to over 65 million inter-state migrants and daily wagers whose lives
were devastated by Covid-19 and the subsequent lockdowns. The
agricultural sector in India is considered the backbone of the economy
primarily because a major part of the population is involved in this
sector. Agriculture contributes a large amount to India's national income.
The state of agriculture, its performance and development play an
integral role in safeguarding food security measures and reducing
poverty in the country. There have been encouraging signs of India’s
agricultural prowess with several agricultural revolutions leading the
way in trying to solve India’s problem of food-grain shortage. The White,
Green, Pink, Yellow and other revolutions were all aimed at increasing
farm productivity levels in India. The Covid-19 lockdowns have barred
import, export and any kind of trade in the country. Many lives in the
agricultural sector primarily depend on the export of their produce and
therefore this poses a financial barrier to the lives of these people. The
lack of movement of agricultural products also means that food grains do
not reach many remote areas, hence giving rise to hunger. 

However, even after being one of the world’s largest producers of
agricultural products like rice, sugarcane and pulses, India finds itself
languishing in the lower half of the Global Hunger Index Report (Saxena,
2018). India’s large population is a key aspect of its hunger problems.
Hunger indicates the lack of adequate food and essential nutrients in the
food that people from marginalised sectors of society eat. The lack of
purchasing power often refers to the fact that the food procured by this
segment of society is often very low on essential nutrients, thereby
leading to nutrient deficiencies which further lead to serious illnesses,
disabilities and poor immunity levels. Many of these problems rob people
of a healthy life for future generations as well. As the pandemic spreads
around the villages in India, there is an urgent need to provide highly
nutritious food to help build the immunity levels of people who are
already disadvantaged in terms of the availability of medical services as
well.

0 6



Rural areas rely heavily on agricultural produce and therefore it is only
with the development in this sector that poverty in rural areas can be
eradicated. Another aspect is the discrimination in pay scales especially
in rural areas. People belonging to scheduled tribes, scheduled castes
and old backward classes still have to face the stigmatisation of society
towards them. This results in various differences in the wages they are
paid. Women too face issues of inequality in pay scales and this proves to
be the overriding factor in the financial problems single mothers face in
many rural areas. It has been noticed that many villages in India never
come out of the poverty trap instead they keep going deeper into it.

COVID-19’s Effect on the Food Security Crisis in India-

A Harvard Business School (HBS) report suggests that the lack of food
security is a reason for daily wage and migrant workers to take on the
dangerous task of crossing state borders during a pandemic to return to
their hometowns. It also highlights that the work of civil society actors,
such  as those featured in our report, can be “associated with reductions
in both intra-state and inter-state mobility”, a desirable outcome given
the dangers of travel during a pandemic (Choudhury, 2020).

India has made heavy investments in its food and agricultural sectors.
The large scale of production units of food grains and other agricultural
products are proof that the problem does not lie in the supply but rather
in logistics and distribution. Food produced does not reach every family 
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in India and there are pre-existing loopholes in the public distribution
system as well. Some common problems can be seen in the existing
channels between farmers and mandis, cropping patterns, soil and
irrigation inconsistency. The Covid-19 pandemic has given rise to bigger
problems like the shutting down of schools and anganwadis which are
key mid-day meal providers for children. The UN pillars on food security
focus on availability, access, affordability and utilisation. The pandemic
has resulted in these plummeting due to the sudden decline in consumer
demand as incomes have either declined or stopped. As urban workers in
the informal sector can no longer purchase grains, farmers in rural areas
have been hit by falling demand and price points. To add to these factors,
the government imposed nationwide lockdowns without adequate
provisions for securing the food security of its urban and rural poor.

Many unemployed workers have had to make their journeys back home
on foot. They had no access to either transport or food. Simultaneously,
their movement into villages caused village populations to rise thereby
increasing the demand for food in these areas. Uncertainty and the lack
of public food distribution systems have led to India facing one of its
biggest challenges since the Bengal famine. Sustaining people above the
poverty line is a major challenge and this can only be done by mobilising
the community and showing economic resilience. There is an urgent
need for dietary diversification and food fortification. According to a
2020 report by the Stranded Workers Action Network (SWAN):·

50%

96%

workers were running out of their ration supplies in the first
month

70%

78%
89% were not provided their wages and salaries by their employers

(Adhikari et al, 2020).
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For example, while the Uttar Pradesh government decided to provide
Rs. 1000 cash transfers daily, and the government reduced cost on
‘Shiv Bhojan Thalis’ and helplines and assistance groups were
contacted, many people did not end up getting the relief that they
were promised (Adhikari et al, 2020).

Another shortcoming is the identification of people for the provision
of benefits and support during the lockdown. While the supply
contributions by the government to the migrant daily wage workers
has been commendable, many marginalized groups like

This is the common thread that runs across the lives of nearly 65 million
inter-state daily wage and migrant workers who have been at the
receiving end of the Covid-19 crisis in India.

The informal sector’s immediate recovery from the pandemic has been
largely dependent on the relief work being done by all sectors of society.
The government holds a central position as the flag bearer of the
recovery process. Both central and state governments have established
monetary support along with the provision of food and sanitation. All
governments have introduced the Prime Minister and Chief Minister’s
relief funds that are allocated to provide relief to the poor. The
government has provided schemes which enable daily wage workers to
procure their ration from any part of the country regardless of where
they belong. Similarly, the Food Corporation of India has been a central
figure in providing crucial food grains to assist the government and
NGOs in their distribution of these essentials. There have been several
other government initiatives that have been carried out by various public
sector undertakings. The corporate sector has also been very active in
providing relief to migrant workers. With large contributions to the
PMCARES Fund and CSR initiatives, the corporate sector has played a
large part in lending a   helping hand to hungry and stranded workers
during this dire situation.

There have been various shortcomings in the relief that the government
has provided.
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waste pickers, domestic workers and transgenders have not been
extended a support system during the pandemic.  Street vendors rely on
people buying food from them and the spread of the virus and the
resulting lockdown has created a worrying situation for the sustenance
of their livelihood. Similarly, it is very worrying to see that only a few
states have provisions for transgenders while no state has provided relief
for waste pickers (Indo Global Social Service Society, 2020). 

Therefore, the problems also lie in the categorisation of marginal groups
as many informal sector workers have been overlooked. Another major
challenge was that a number of workers like rickshaw pullers and street
vendors lost their jobs overnight with the lockdowns. During this period,
many factories were unable to pay their workers.   For instance, it has
been reported that around 80% of migrant workers in Gurugram had not
received their wages which left many workers stranded and needing
financial assistance.  
 
The role of civil society-

The HBS report states that since centralised policy changes and
implementation might materialise with significant time lags and
opposition, there is a “need for local governments and civil society 
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stakeholders to provide short-term relief for migrants”. They also
mention that “civil society actors might play an important role in
complementing public policy and providing food security to migrants.”
(Choudhury, 2020). Such statements reinforce the need for mobilising
NGOs, citizen-led groups and independent volunteers to provide food,
cash transfer and access to government schemes to the most vulnerable.

Due to their high flexibility and autonomy, NGOs have had the biggest
impact in contributing to the relief effort for daily wage workers. A
report by the Gurgaon Nagrik Ekta Manch, a citizen’s platform based in
Gurugram, gives us substantial evidence of the additional food relief that
is being provided by NGOs around the country. They have been
successful in distributing large amounts of ration kits and food packets
to more than 30 slums and tenements in and around Gurugram (Gurgaon
Nagrik Ekta Manch, 2020). With better logistics of delivery in place,
NGOs such as these extend much needed support to the marginalised
sectors in the country. 

This report is primarily focused on the contributions of civil society,
which constitutes non-governmental organisations (NGOs), citizen-led
groups and independent volunteers, in helping to meet the immediate
food security needs of migrants and daily wagers during the lockdowns.
The methodology section of this paper will explain the crux of our
research, describing how interviews were taken and and samples were
decided. We will demarcate national, state and citizen-led NGOs to help
our readers understand the large-scale efforts made by these NGOs. We
will also look at our limitations and how we made an effort to overcome
them. Our findings and the impact assessment will introduce readers to
the range of relief efforts that were implemented and recommendations
for the future respectively. This paper, therefore, aims at explaining civil
society's response to the lack of food security during India's migrant
worker crisis.
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M E T H O D O L O G Y

This report attempts to assess the impact of civil society-led efforts to
provide food security to migrants and daily wage workers. The report
covers the period of extended lockdowns across the country from 1 April
– 30 June 2020. During these 90 days, NGOs, independent volunteers
and citizen-led groups adopted different methods of food provision.
Provision of food security has been the most widely adopted relief effort
by members and groups within the society This is very likely because of
the following reasons:

1) The widespread and urgent need for food, motivated charities to
prepare food in order to help assuage migrant and daily wagers’
immediate need for sustenance.

2) The ease of food-related relief efforts also encouraged more
volunteers to take part in its provision. These efforts require little
additional capital and infrastructure and can be taken on by individual
households too.

As part of an NGO that has been involved in food provision for slum-
dwellers in Mumbai, we wanted to understand the different ways in
which civil society provided food security, the challenges they faced and
how successful they have been in doing so with their chosen methods.
The analysis below could potentially advise others including NGOs,
governments and corporates on the common successes and challenges
that come along with each of the different food provision methods
should they choose to engage in such an effort. 

Furthermore, the Daily Wage Worker Platform is home to more than 200
listings of relief efforts for migrant and daily wage workers across India.
We decided to put this documentation to use by analysing it to draw
conclusions regarding the effectiveness of some methods over others.

(i) Sampling:

For this study, we adopted convenience sampling, i.e. nonprobability
sampling in which people are sampled simply because they are
   1 2



"convenient" sources of data for researchers (SAGEPUB research
methods), to source and contact the NGOs, independent volunteers and
citizen-led groups that are a part of our research.

We attempted to have representative members from each of the
different categories within civil society. These categories were made on
the basis of their organisational capacity and ability to reach workers
effectively. The categories include NGOs, citizen-led groups/ Resident
Welfare Associations (RWAs) and independent volunteers.

NGOs: Those organisations working in one or more states and have been
registered with the government through a trust deed are classified as
NGOs. These organisations vary in size, relief methods adopted and age.

Citizen-led groups and Resident Welfare Associations: These would be
small groups created by citizens for the purpose of providing essential
services during  this pandemic. Most of these bodies work in specific city
due to their small size. Resident Welfare Associations are groups
consisting of members living in a residential community who have come
together to provide food security to daily wage workers.
 
Independent volunteers: These are individuals who are not associated
with a formally established group and their impact is usually smaller in
scale. They tend to use their own resources and initiative to provide
relief to migrant workers. 
Initially, we placed emphasis on selecting organisations based on
geographical location, however, the final list of groups we were able to
contact did not follow the desired distribution pattern because we were
limited by the motivation of those we contacted to respond to our
calls/emails. 

(ii) Data Collection

In order to conduct an impactful assessment, we needed to obtain
qualitative, descriptive and reflective data from NGOs, independent
volunteers and citizen-led groups themselves. Before obtaining this
information, we used the criteria specified in our sampling section to
select a primary list of 30 contacts, complete with their names, emails

 1 3



and telephone details. Then, to obtain the information we needed, we
engaged in two different methods of data collection. First, we collected
data by conducting telephone interviews. The interview consisted of 12
open and close-ended questions regarding the type and scale of their
relief efforts; identification and delivery methods adopted; support
received; challenges faced and future plans.

Second, we conducted desk research on the listed names/organisations
to supplement  these interviews. The desk research involved volunteers
answering the questions on the interview questionnaire by researching
the organisation’s website and news/media coverage about their work.

Visually, the process was as follows:

F I G U R E  1 :  R E P O R T  M E T H O D O L O G Y
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Created a questionnaire containing all
the questions we sought answers to

Conducted desk research to build
a foundation for our interview data

Interviewed the people on the
list who we could get through to

Created a list of civil society members
using the above sampling criteria

ii) Limitations:

(a) Sampling:

Convenience samples such as the one we used lacked representation on
the basis of geography and the method of delivering food security. The
extent to which we can generalise our findings is unclear due to the use



There were multiple names/organisations on the list that engaged in
more than one type of relief effort, which we had not accounted for.

Nevertheless, we used this realisation to our advantage as the very fact
that some providers moved from one method to the next indicated
limitations in their efforts. Since many organisations engaged in different
methods for providing food to migrant workers, we were unable to
obtain the accurate number of people who were impacted by each of
these methods.

iof convenience sampling. There is also always some scope to increase
the sample size so as to augment both internal and external validity.

(b) Data Collection:

State NGOs: Some state NGOs that work in multiple states, only working
one city of a respective state and hence the reach of their activity is
small and doesn’t impact the entire state. In this case although they
work in multiple states their activities are severely localised and
restricted within that one city.

Citizen-led groups/RWAs: The reach of most citizen-led groups/RWAs
extends only to a district within a city or in most cases is even smaller
than that and influences only a single neighbourhood. 
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Our findings provide varied results in terms of the survey data collected,
the reach of the organisation/individual interviewed, area of relief
efforts covered by them and help received and delivered. Our goal was to
deliver as concise and precise a report as we possibly could, given the
constraints we faced with many NGOs not having updated websites and
with other participants in the survey that were fairly hard to reach.

After data was compiled from various NGOs it was decided that it be
divided into three categories: dry rations, cooked food and money
transferred / access to government schemes. These distinctly marked
and divided categories enabled us to pinpoint how and in which way
relief was provided that helped millions of workers survive the
lockdowns.

It is important to analyse the route they took, i.e, did they stick with their
initial choices? Or did they decide to diversify their efforts? Or maybe
switch from one to the other? Social work and relief methods in
particular, tend to form various partnerships for manpower, strategies
and other requirements. Just like any other field of work, one should be
well-equipped with the knowledge about the functioning of any project
and how to go about it, the challenges associated with it and how others
managed to overcome it. Strategies sometimes fall short, people fail to
gather enough manpower or donations, and sometimes they fail to locate
those in need correctly. Such a report walks us through the intricacies of
these challenges and provides us with valuable insights.

The broad categorisation also helped to provide us with a perspective on
how and why a certain type of effort was chosen over another. Our
dipstick survey studied 30 of the most well-known and wide-reaching
NGOs around the country that have various branches either in the city
where they are headquartered or in distant states. They have been
divided into the three categories below:

F I N D I N G S
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F I G U R E  2 :  V E N N  D I A G R A M  S H O W I N G  T H E  A C T I V I T I E S  T H E  S U R V E Y E D
O R G A N I S A T I O N S  E N G A G E D  I N

The type relief methods mentioned - dry rations, cooked food and
money transferred / access to government schemes
The rationale
Volunteers and groups that adopted these methods and
The strategies some NGOs adopted in locating migrant workers in
need. 

Here is a look at:

 
(i) Dry rations: We were able to survey and interview 14 NGOs providing
dry rations to the workers. 

Findings: This was the least popular out of all the different methods.

JGU COVID Support Group

Mahashakti Foundation

MCKS

Udaan

Uday Foundation

United Way Mumbai

Gurgaon Nagrik Ekta Manch

Idobro

Rasoi on Wheels

Ajeevika Bureau

Protsahan

Mera Pariwar

Oasis India

Rakesh Sharma

Don Bosco 

Give India

Humanity First

Idobro

SEEDS

Agrasar

Indo Global Social Service Society

An Initiative Touch Your Soul

Stranded Workers Action Network

Dry Rations Cooked Meals

Cash transfers/access to govt.

schemes
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Reasons: While this provision was cheaper and more durable than
cooked meals, most migrant workers were on the move on foot, hence
preparation proved to be the main problem. During their travel, they did
not have the necessary equipment to cook the rations and consume
them. For this reason, many migrant workers would not be able to
benefit from the dry rations provided to satisfy their hunger. Dry rations
also require more segregating and packaging consequently this type of
help seemed more suited for distribution to families who had either
reached home or to the marginalised population in the city, for example,
to the houses of domestic workers. Moreover, just like cooked meals,
they may be easily contaminated and deemed inedible due to infestation,
moisture or heat.

As National Hawker Federation (NHF) writes, its dry ration kit
included  “2 kg rice, 0.5 kg oil, 1 kg potatoes and 1 kg onions. The kit
included pulses and spices as well.” NHF has been able to extend
help to approximately 93,000 people, which includes 17,000 families
with 5,000 children.

Uday Foundation has “On an average provided approximately 40
tons of material to over 8,000-10,000 patients and caregivers every
month.” 

Don Bosco has provided 1,69,885 food kits and counting.

Prime Examples: 
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CASE STUDY 1: OASIS- A Case Study on the Method of Providing Dry
Rations

OASIS provided us with an in-depth look into how this project was carried
out by their team. About 90% of this relief went directly to beneficiaries, i.e.
the communities they were already working with. They cater to east Indian
migrants including people from Bihar and Jharkhand in Mumbai, Bengaluru,
Chennai and Chittoor district primarily. They have helped around 2,500
people, some of whom received help twice. Their dedicated team of staff
and volunteers made a list of needy people in the concerned areas within
the cities they provide relief in. The staff already knew people who may
need relief since they worked in those areas, thus a concrete location
strategy was not required. The initial challenge came with the e-pass rule,
as it kept changing, which meant that they could not help as many people
as they would have liked to. They had to apply to the government website
for a fresh pass every time they wished to carry out a relief effort. Only
about 10% of the help was sourced, everything else has been through the
work of its members and volunteers. Apart from the e-pass rule, everything
else went on smoothly. They even took help from the police and the local
government for the smooth functioning of the effort. Police officers were
more than ready to help these volunteers in distributing rations to those in
need.

(ii) Cooked meals

Findings: Cooked meals saw the highest concentration of NGOs with 18
of them involved in this type of delivery method.

Reason: An advantage of providing cooked meals is that since these
goods are easily perishable, it is more likely for the food to reach the
needy on time. It is also easy to mobilise households and kitchens to
prepare the cooked meals, thus making it easier to scale these efforts.
Furthermore, cooked meals can be directly consumed and do not need
to be prepared or modified by the migrant workers. This relief method
provides them with direct and easily redeemable benefit. However, as
with every relief method, providing cooked meals has its demerits.
Firstly, unlike dry rations, cooked food is easily perishable, making it
imperative for NGOs and the volunteers to develop a fool proof delivery 
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method that allows them to reach the needy while the food is safe to eat.
Next, packaging for cooked food has been a challenge for many.
Containers can be expensive, and not to mention, environmentally
damaging. Moreover, the process of distributing food into plates and
sealing it can be very time consuming and labour intensive. Lastly, like
dry rations, they may be easily contaminated and deemed inedible due to
infestation, moisture or heat.

Most cities saw mobile kitchen services serving a full plate of food like
pulses or chapatis with rice and other vegetable curries. Some NGOs like
the National Hawker Federation and individuals like Rakesh Sharma went
above and beyond to specifically make dishes which children may enjoy
along with giving them candies and chocolates. 

United Way Mumbai “successfully organised fundraising campaigns
and trained frontline staff to further contribute to the relief work”. It
served workers in the state of Maharashtra, amid the acute crisis and
the substantial number of cases in the state. 

MCKS Food for the Hungry Foundation in Delhi increased its
kitchen by 12 times and delivered 400,000 cooked meals during this
period. This up-scaling was achieved through “satellite kitchens,
hiring more utensils, transportation and manpower,” said a
spokesperson. 

Humanity First undertook  major activities  including daily breakfast
at three government hospitals and dinner distribution on the streets.
It fed 1,300+ people in Hyderabad at the Koti Maternity, Niloufer
Hospital and NIMS Hospital. Humanity First consulted various people
to locate its  distribution points. The reason behind choosing a
children’s hospital was that it saw an influx of people from Telangana
as the treatment provided  is free.

Prime Examples: 
As the number of mouths to feed grew exponentially, so did the scale of
response by civil society.    
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CASE STUDY 2: Don Bosco- A Case Study on their Method of Providing
Cooked Meals
 
Don Bosco engaged in providing cash transfers, dry rations and prepared
food. They have also arranged for the travel of the workers. They recorded
two phases in this relief process. In phase one, they worked pan-India with
25+ partners from mid-March to mid-May, and in phase two, they worked
with UNICEF and 60+ partners to deliver in Maharashtra. With various
partnerships with governmental organisations and NGOs, it has saved
13,97,742 people from hunger.   Don Bosco has a pre-established intensive
network of communities, which they have expanded during this pandemic
to locate the migrant workers travelling back to their native villages. Local
support groups and resident welfare associations provided new contacts
and made the delivery of food and water to these workers a swift process.
They also expressed that the biggest challenge faced was meeting the
needs of so many people. With the lack of a full-time government
machinery that worked to support these workers and many restrictions
during the first lockdown to slow down the spread, a systematic response
to provide relief could not be rolled out. This meant that the entire relief
process was dynamic, which also made it harder to be as effective as it
could have been. The NGO is thankful that together with its own resources
it has also received donations from abroad. Don Bosco had tie-ups with
local organisations such as Bosco Seva Kendra in Telangana, Home Credit
in Gurgaon, BREADS in Bengaluru and Bosco Gramin Vikas Kendra in
Maharashtra along with many others. They also collaborated with
government organisations to reach out to these workers and poor rural
families such as the Mahanagar Gas Limited and Government Stanley
Medical College Hospital. Along with food, they have also provided personal
hygiene kits of masks and sanitisers. Don Bosco has been motivated to take
this project forward by providing skill-based education which will help
workers to get more gainful employment

(iii) Cash transfers and access to government schemes:

Findings: About 10 NGOs from our list, provided direct cash transfers
and connected workers with government schemes. However, many
NGOs chose this as a second channel of help after providing cooked
meals or dry rations.  Sometimes, this also required having a surplus
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and/or government assistance, which many NGOs reported not
receiving. Cash transfers were a boon to some migrant workers and their
families because they can be used by the needy in whichever way they
might prefer. They can prioritise their needs by deciding how the money
is spent. Providing access to government schemes can also prove to be
beneficial  as it enables the government’s own funds to be used towards
the benefit of the migrants. It also encourages the filling of the
government’s database of migrant and daily wage workers in need, which
can be used for further schemes by the government that can benefit
these workers. However, the civil society often faced challenges related
to determining and setting a path for how these funds will reach the
pockets of those who need them most, whether this transfer is online or
physically placed in the hands of the needy. It is also difficult to monitor
the spending of the money and to ensure that it is used in a constructive
manner.

Don Bosco not only engaged in providing cash transfers but dry
rations and prepared food as well. It also arranged for the travel of
workers. 

Prime Examples: 
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Touch Your Soul’s project called COVID Zero Hour, transferred Rs
5,000 each to 2,500 children and their families. The payment was
delivered when the NGO team visited the villages and gave the
money directly to a member from the target families. The founder of
the NGO has identified and catered to 337 villages since 2012, and it is
in these villages that she will implement her COVID Zero Hour
project.

United Way Mumbai partnered with various institutions like the
Department of Health, Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai  for
the Fight Against COVID-19 Campaign. Other government bodies
involved in this are the Public Health Department, Mumbai Police,
Mumbai Fire Brigade, Motor Vehicles Department, etc. An excellent
strategic framework through the collaboration of these various
bodies allowed for swift distribution.

Gurgaon Ekta Nagrik Manch mobilised NGOs, local resident
associations, schools, corporates and the loca Municipal Corporation
to collectively mobilise funding, procurement of food supplies and
distribution to local slums.

The alumni of O.P. Jindal Global University (JGU) formed the JGU
COVID Support Group along with the student community of JGU and
other volunteers. Initially, the system they had in place was to let
workers go to stores, choose their own rations and send pictures of
the bill and the ration after which the organisation would
electronically transfer money directly to the stores. However, this
method  was later changed by collaborating with NGOs distributing
food  directly on the ground  to verified under-resourced
communities including, families affected by floods and  families of
daily wagers, ragpickers, disabled people, commercial sex workers,
and widows.

A few examples of public private partnerships emerged to achieve
economies of scale:
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Singular Efforts

The one-man Army
Rakesh Sharma, hopeful about helping as many people as he could
during the pandemic, set out to attain his goal with the help of a few
friends.   He started with cooked food, which expanded to Sharma
collecting shoes from those willing to donate, so that he could hand
them out to migrant workers on their journey back home. Since Sharma
was a one-man army, there was no coordination or strategy involved.
On the day after the lockdown was imposed, he prepared food, packed it
in his car and then stopped about 50 migrants travelling barefoot to  2 4

CASE STUDY 3: Agrasar- A Case Study on their Method of Providing
Cash Transfers and Access to Government Schemes 

Agrasar, agile in providing relief in all three forms discussed within this
report, has provided cash relief to the migrants by acting as a mediator.
The NGO has helped the migrants receive Rs. 500 into their Jan Dhan
accounts (from the Pradhan Mantri Gareeb Kalyan Yojana) by linking and
helping them with the process of applying for the scheme. It has helped
1,000 families in Gurugram itself and about 15,000 individuals overall.
Agrasar, too, has had a pre-established network through which they
identified the families in need. With the help of its community volunteers
and Agrasar Saathis, it was able to contact more needy families. The
biggest challenge according to them was to ensure social distancing;
hence, they had to create their own guidelines to ensure the same. A
huge crowd gathering in an area meant the risk of spread. Most of the
support came from their existing contacts and networks.  The NGO also
collaborated with the Red Cross to make its relief efforts more effective.
It talked about the need for a more systematic relief plan and stronger
links within the migrant communities. Good mapping tools and
databases also need to be developed.

(iii) Individual Efforts
We also need to document the efforts of individuals who contributed to
providing relief to workers. The list goes into thousands of people from
across the country. As an illustration of their dedication and
commitment, we profile two cases from Delhi: Paloma Dutta and Rakesh
Sharma.



give it to them. He identified migrant workers on the spot where he
delivered food. Since food services don’t require any work-plan or check
up, he did not encounter any problems in their identification; adding to
the fact that he wasn’t looking to serve a particular niche but anyone
who might need sustenance. Thus, he has no record of how many people
he has helped so far. A significant challenge faced by him was the
disapproval of the neighbourhood. This happened when he had set up a
stall to distribute food to a large crowd that had gathered. However, he
tackled the problem by getting a pass made from the police which
validated his presence legally. He adds that the police helped him every
step of the way and were more than cooperative. He even arranged a car
and contacted a doctor to help patients who might need help but could
not afford or reach it.

Paloma Dutta formed a group of three people

Paloma’s group provided cooked food with the help of a community
kitchen for 1.5 months. The police helped their group by distributing
food to the needy every day. To let more people know of this in a bid to
locate and reach as many workers as possible, the group updated their
Facebook pages about their efforts. Online donations were also set up.
Dutta does not have an estimate of the number of people the group have
helped. To avoid overcrowding however, they started handing out a
limited number of tokens to workers and rickshaw pullers from their
area. More than a thousand kits were distributed. Without tie-ups with
other NGOs, they relied on the information made available to them by
the police, the contacts of household helpers and conducted their
personal ground level research in order to search for vulnerable people
in need. Identification was not an issue since they worked with a small
number of people. As mentioned by Agrasar too, ensuring social
distancing was a huge issue. Crowds were tackled by handing out pre-
packaged food through a local grocer. The group went to people to
provide them relief rather than inviting people to a certain place.

 2 5



Most NGOs did not have a solid location strategy since they were
mostly involved in the distribution of cooked meals, which only
required setting up distribution points so that migrants kept coming
to these points thereby increasing the migrant numbers. 

JGU COVID Support Group in order to reach more people
collaborated with various NGOs across 10 States in India and
provided ration kits to more than 3000 people in 2 months. Further,
to promote  sustainable food solutions, they are now working with
NGOs to provide seeds for farmers and individuals along with
training on growing their own nutri-gardens.

MCKS Food for the Hungry Foundation and others were helped by
government authorities and the police to identify the localities where
people did not have food. Food distribution points were a common
site in areas around government hospitals, a strategy also employed b
Uday Foundation.

All relief efforts depended upon the location and resources at the
disposal of the respective NGOs involved.  

 
Thus, we see that various NGOs were involved in more than one form of
relief effort and together they have extended help and assistance to
millions of workers. Most of them hope to carry their work forward and
to launch more projects. Until now, they have received assistance in the
form of manpower, donation and information.

(i) Total impact in numbers from our sample: On the basis of data
represented in our report about 2,90,385+ were provided relief in all the
three forms, though Don Bosco’s data claims around 13 million were
saved from hunger. 

S T R A T E G I E S  E M P L O Y E D
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(ii) Long-term agenda for the food provision efforts: The food relief
effort was in response to a sudden and unexpected lockdown which
rendered workers jobless. Most NGOs say that this was a short-term
effort to feed workers who suddenly lost their jobs and were returning
home. Some people and organisations have either shifted focus to relief
efforts in healthcare and job creation, while others have ended their food
provision efforts due to the lack of resources and a relatively lower need
for immediate food provision now that a large percentage of workers
have already arrived home – many of whom are now returning to cities
to find jobs.

F I G U R E  3 :  S H O W S  H O W  M A N Y  O F  T H E  P E O P L E / G R O U P S  S U R V E Y E D
C A T E R E D  T O  D I F F E R E N T  N U M B E R S  O F  M I G R A N T  A N D  D A I L Y  W A G E
W O R K E R S
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In the above graph we have compiled the range of migrant and daily
wage workers supported by NGOs and support groups on the X axis and
the Frequency of NGOs that helped the corresponding number of
workers on the Y axis. We decided to create uneven intervals for the
sake of data visibility due to some parts being more concentrated than
others. As we can infer from the graph, the majority of the 
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groups and NGOs helped around 50,000 people, this was due to the
limitations faced by some NGOs with a statewide scope of provision of
food. Then we saw a rise in the smaller help groups led by individuals as
well and they managed to aid people in the range of 1,000 to 5,000 which
we can see in the chart. There were only a handful of groups large
enough to assist around 100,000 people. These groups not only helped
with food provision but also with healthcare. The NGOs mentioned in
our report range from countrywide to individual initiatives, hence the
variation of data is high.

The data was collected manually through interviews and hence
represents approximate values. The values are approximate due to the
lack of documentation available for the workers as many NGOs had
difficulty taking records of all the people they helped. There were some
initiatives that helped more than a million people in medicare as well as
in food security. 
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Organisations such as Mahashakti Foundation, Agrasar and Oasis
were relative veterans in providing charitable services to
communities as they had been working with them prior to the
pandemic. For this reason, they had already developed an
understanding of the profile and needs of the people in their
respective areas and had formed connections with local authorities.
This proved to be helpful in the identification process of migrant
workers in their respective regions. Mahashakti Foundation, for
instance, took SC, ST data from a government database and also
sought verification from the gram panchayat. What also helped was
the fact that it had a reputation in these areas because it had worked
with and for these people before.

Agrasar Gurgaon had a pre-established network through which it
identified families. Its community volunteers also contacted
individuals and families that needed help. The NGO worked
specifically in seven colonies in Gurugram through these volunteers.

Oasis volunteers and staff made a list of needy people in the
concerned areas through staff members who already knew the
vulnerable populations there from past experience.

1.  Prioritisation, identification and verification of requests from
migrant workers

Challenges: Identifying the locations and prioritising migrant workers.
Those interviewed mentioned that they took special care to ensure that
certain communities/groups of migrant workers were not catered to
more than others. It was important for them to reach out to those who
were underserved.

Achieving Goals: Many large organisations benefited from tapping into
their pre-existing databases and networks to help provide relief to
migrant workers in their communities.

A N A L Y S I S  O F  O P E R A T I O N A L  C H A L L E N G E S
A N D  T H E I R  S O L U T I O N S
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The presence of databases was also useful to an organisation such as
SWAN, which ended up receiving many duplicate calls. The solution
to this problem was that the database itself was quick to identify
repeat callers.

IDOBRO took an pro-active approach to identifying workers - it
tracked migrant workers, created databases and called the workers
up themselves to ask them what they needed. 

Ajeevika Bureau, for example, acknowledged that it would not be
able to cater to as many thousands of migrant workers as it would
have liked. Therefore, it shared its resources and knowledge with
other NGOs who were better established in communities that would
have been difficult to reach out to on its own.

Similarly, Don Bosco tapped into the knowledge of RWAs and local
support groups to maximise its reach.

Aishwarya and Adhiraj Sud for instance, partnered with NGOs like
Rasoi on Wheels to cater to migrant workers in Gurgaon. Solidarity
among members within civil society became an instrumental part of
the distribution process.

Some organisations attempted to achieve their goal of providing food
security by partnering with other NGOs or groups.

Individual volunteers also mentioned that they did not need to invest too
many resources into locating and identifying migrant workers because
they could see them in large numbers near their residential buildings.
Thus, many groups and individuals resorted to catering to migrant
workers that were most easily accessible to them.
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2. Movement and transportation of supplies:

Challenges: Volunteer groups like SWAN faced problems with movement
and logistics during the lockdown. Most of the problems came from the
government’s strict enforcement of rules that forbade volunteers from
commuting while serving migrant workers. The National
HawkerFederation for instance, received a pushback from the police in
various areas as they were against the setting up of community kitchens,
following new orders from the government.

Achieving Goals: In these situations, which arose daily, Mr Daa (a senior
member of the NGO) had to intervene himself and persuade the
authorities concerned to let stalls be set up so that food could be
distributed.

Similarly, Oasis’ operations suffered because the government-issued ‘e-
pass’ rules kept changing. The e-passes were essentially permits that
enabled certain people to commute during the lockdowns. Changing
rules meant that NGOs and others had to visit the government website
to apply for a fresh e- pass every time.

Rakesh Sharma - an individual helping the cause - felt that logistics was a
major hurdle in his operations. In all these cases, government regulations
were labelled as hindrances. Ironically, the majority of these mobility
issues were also solved by having a government official’s support. Many
of the people surveyed hinted at the benefits of associating with a
government official who would be able to help them negotiate with the
law enforcers.

3. Social distancing and safety of workers/ volunteers:

Challenges: Many of the people surveyed indicated that they were afraid
of their staff and volunteers catching and spreading the virus.

Achieving Goals: To ensure that social distancing was followed among
volunteers and between the volunteers and beneficiaries:

Agrasar attempted to engage in controlling crowds. This was done by
contacting families that needed help before the actual distribution and
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then providing them relief. The idea being that crowds were limited
during distribution. Initially, food was bought from a shopkeeper and
then given to volunteers to distribute to families. However, this system
led to chaos. So, food was bought in bulk and targeted distribution was
made to families that needed it.
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Paloma Dutta averted crowding by getting pre-packaged food made
via a local grocer. Her group started going to people personally and
supplying food instead of inviting people to a designated distribution
point.

Rakesh Sharma struggled with safety and social distancing.
Complaints from people regarding the size of the crowd made him
take the help of the local police.

Some groups and independent volunteers also attempted to curb the
spread of the virus by using and directly providing volunteers with
personal protective equipment such as masks and gloves. This way,
all volunteers were capable of protecting themselves.

Independent volunteers also resorted to controlling crowds as a way of
preventing the spread of the virus.



SWAN received monetary support from both big and small donors.
Initially, many donations came from outside India, but eventually
most funds came from within India.

There were also some organisations such as Idobro and Oasis which
received funding from corporates and international development
organisations like UNICEF.

4. Fundraising:

Challenges: Fundraising was a major challenge for almost everyone
involved in providing relief, no matter what their size and age. Many
corporate and individual donors were conservative in giving away their
money at a time when the economy was shrinking. The government
deprived the public of crores worth of funding that could have fed
millions, by diverting large corporate CSR funds into the PM’s Relief
Fund.

Achieving Goals: The majority of organisations raised funds by appealing
to friends and families. Many NGOs opened up crowdfunding pages and
received donations by advertising their work and platforms through
social media. Milaap, Democracy and Ketto are crowdfunding sites that
support hundreds of NGOs to mobilise funding to support migrants and
daily wage workers.
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Our findings have shown that while every type of relief method adopted
helped certain migrant and daily wage workers reduce their hunger, not
all were equally successful or capable of scaling their impact. Based on
the most frequent challenges faced by those surveyed, we have
developed a list of recommendations to help civil society make the most
of their resources to feed as many migrant workers as possible.

(i) Cooked food is the most effective relief method: Of all the relief
methods adopted by people and organisations we surveyed, the
provision of cooked food seemed to be the most successful in civil
society’s mission to feed vulnerable workers. This success is also
reflected in the overwhelming majority of people and organisations
surveyed who adopted this method (as seen in the Venn Diagram). From
our dipstick sample survey we learnt that cooked food was the most
effective relief method because of the scale at which it can be produced,
the ease of preparation and how conveniently workers could consume it
– making this the best way forward.
 
(ii) Have realistic expectations about the scale of the impact:
Organisations and people choosing to engage in these efforts must have
a realistic idea of the number of people they are likely to be able to cater
to. Our analysis suggests that few organisations were able to feed more 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S
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than 50,000 people in the ~5-month period since they began their
operations in this area. This figure might help in setting expectations for
the scale of their respective impacts, which could inform decisions
regarding fundraising and the collection of resources and support.

(iii) Fundraising: It has been a crucial challenge for many organisations
and people involved in these efforts. During the first few weeks of the
lockdown, a number of crowdfunding sites were successful in mobilizing
public funding, supported by the scale of the crisis and emotional media
coverage. With time, the prospect ofreceiving monetary support from
certain corporates, groups and individuals diminished because of the
adverse effects of the pandemic, which will negatively impact CSR
budgets. For this reason, it is realistic and more fruitful to invest
expectations into receiving donations from friends and family.

(iv) Form partnerships: Many organisations and groups have found
success in implementation by partnering with other NGOs, groups and
police forces. This has allowed them to access and cater to more migrant
workers, share the costs of implementation and to attract more funding.
Partners in the implementation efforts can be found on the Daily Wage
Worker Platform, which has an extensive list of NGOs, government
organisations and independent volunteers working to feed migrant
workers. We strongly recommend public private partnerships for scale.

(v) Safety in delivery: Ensuring the safety of volunteers providing food to
workers has been a challenge for multiple organisations. It was identified
that the key to keeping manpower safe is to be the provider of personal
protective equipment and to have a volunteer/staff member assigned to
ensure that the virus does not spread among volunteers. Crowd control
is also another method of preventing the spread of this virus within one’s
team. A number of NGO’s developed effective social distancing strategies
to avoid crowds from gathering and reaching individuals directly.

vi) Seek government help: Some organisations and people surveyed
suggested that having a government liaison or a public servant on their
side was very valuable in being able to receive the right permits to
deliver during the lockdowns, to organise Shramik trains for workers, to
access more manpower and to be able to reach more migrant workers.
Therefore, an association with an individual working in the government 

 3 5



is recommended so as to scale one’s impact. The police must also be
commended for their on the ground assistance. During the lockdowns,
they were actively delivering food from the NGOs to the workers.
In the long term, the availability of food for marginalised sections of
society is largely the responsibility of the government. The public
distribution system has been successful in reaching the poor in some
states with failures in others. The lessons from the successes need to be
applied across the country to ensure there are efficient and effective
channels which provide easy accessibility to the people. There is a need
to devise a process that optimally utilises all the food surplus available
and in doing so prevents individuals from going hungry during these
challenging times. Going forward, the government could deploy the army
or recruit NGOs to provide last mile service delivery. Niti Ayog’s appeal
to civil society to support the government’s relief efforts needs to be
matched with adequate resources and funding to be effective.

 3 6

Courtesy: Vishal Srivastava          



C O N C L U S I O N

The report is a tribute to the various NGOs and citizen-led initiatives,
which have helped in making a difference in food provision for migrant
and daily wage workers. We have utilised key findings in the form of
interviews, surveys and desk research to analyse the work done by these
initiatives. One key aspect of this report is to show how the NGOs and
citizen-led initiatives formed relief efforts falling under different
categories including dry rations, cooked meals and money transfers in an
organised and balanced manner. Dry rations were imperative for many
domestic households whereas cooked meals were identified as a great
support to workers who were travelling back home on foot. Similarly,
direct cash transfers and fundraising campaigns were integral catalysts
to the distribution processes.

However, our sample’s responses suggest that the most effective of the
three relief methods is providing cooked food. Operational challenges
faced by NGOs in the form of identification and verification,
transportation of supplies, safety measures and fundraising have been
explained to provide valuable insights on how they were approached and
tackled by the initiatives. Therefore, this report provides a deeper
understanding of how NGOs and citizen-led organisations managed the
distribution of food relief and assesses the key impacts of their
approaches. By recognising the importance of such fieldwork, this report
aims to motivate others to follow in the footsteps of civil society – its
many initiatives and its tireless efforts in providing relief to vulnerable
groups in dire need.
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