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Domestic Workers’ Demands Conference 

 Chennai, October 3, 2012 

 

A massive “Domestic Workers’ Demands Conference” was held in Chennai at Balamandir German Hall, TNagar, 

on October 3, 2012.  More than one thousand members of the Penn Thozhilalargal Sangam, affiliated to the 

non-party trade union federation NTUI, participated in the one day conference.  Domestic worker 

representatives  from 75 branches of PTS  were present,  notably,  TNagar, Choolaimedu,  Shenoy Nagar, Anna 

Nagar, Kilpauk,(all Central Chennai),  Mogaippair, Maduravoyal, and Ambattur(North  Chennai), and from South 

Chennai Perungudi,  Velachery,  St Thomas Mount. 

The Penn Thozhilalargal Sangam, comprising around 18,000 members, has been working towards getting 

recognition for domestic work as an employment and to fix minimum wages for the workers. The Sangam’s 

other demands include a pay of Rs 40 for an hour of work by a domestic help, a paid weekly off and a month 

salary as an annual bonus.  In view of the huge increase in cost of living, domestic workers also raised issues of 

low cost housing within the city, change of out-patient timings in government hospitals and bus passes at a 

concessional rates.  

 

 

R Sumathi, Secretary Penn Thozhilalargal Sangam, at Domestic Workers Conference, Chennai, October 3, 2012 
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The Demands Conference comes as a follow up to a Decent Wage Campaign from May 1st this year. PTS has held 

meetings with the Labour Department, has raised these issues with the State Women’s Commission and also 

with the Tourism Minister Gokula Indira, who is not only an important member of the present government,  but 

represents Anna Nagar Constituency,  where more than 25000 domestic workers live.  

Penn Thozhilalargal Sangam has repeatedly raised the issue of recognition of domestic work, fixing of minimum 

wages, and social security for the lakhs of domestic workers who work in and around Chennai for about ten 

years. On Gandhi Jayanti(2nd October) every year, PTS members have called for a one day strike, demanding 

recognition, self-respect and better wages and working conditions; but voices of domestic workers are scarcely 

heard.  In 2007, the Government of Tamil Nadu included domestic work under Schedule 1 of the Minimum 

Wages Act 1948. It took two years more for the government to establish an Advisory Committee to study and 

recommend the fixation of minimum wages. The Committee’s Report has been pending since December 2009 

with no decision on the matter. The indifference to the condition of domestic workers is apparent in their 

persisting lethargy, and unwillingness to implement the ILO Convention 189, to which Government of India is a 

party.   

Domestic workers are among the poorest among 

urban informal sector employees, with no security of 

employment, depending on the urban vagaries – 

erratic water supply, no proper sanitation, public 

defecation being the practice in many areas where 

domestic workers live; standing in rations lines and 

dealing with public hospitals which require time and 

patience. Domestic workers in Chennai face the basic 

contradiction of ever increasing rents, doubling of 

travel costs, because of rise in bus-fare, and with no 

means of bargaining higher wages or improving their 

work conditions.  Penn Thozhilalargal Sangam’s 

demand for an hourly wage of Rs. 40 is reasonable in 

view of the relative increase in employees pay in private sector and government, that are indexed to price rise; 

the demand for a paid weekly day off and a month’s salary as annual bonus are not unreasonable in keeping 

with modern social needs of the poorest class of urban workers. In rural TN, a minimum wage of Rs. 132 per day, 

ensured through NREGA acts as a buffer against 

poverty and enables the rural poor to bargain better 

wages. However, in urban areas, the woman worker 

has no recourse to any support from the government.  

he desperate situation facing the domestic workers 

was voiced by each and every speaker - Domestic 

workers and leaders of the respective branch unions 

addressed the meeting in support of these demands. 

They shared their working conditions, personal 

 Devi, domestic worker leader from Chennai, speaks at Conference 
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experiences and difficulties in bargaining wages with employers, taking leave as well as issues regarding living 

conditions.   

Important speakers were - 

S.Kalaivani, Joint Commissioner of Labour and   Secretary to the Tamil Nadu Unorganised Workers Welfare 

Board supported the call for recognition of domestic work and explained that even today only a small 

percentage of the domestic workers were registered with the Labour Welfare Board, and the unions and 

workers should understand its potential and increase the registration.  

Aruna Devi, Secretary, Tamil Nadu Handicapped 
Federation spoke in support of the domestic 
workers’ demands and also stressed on need for  
awareness on occupational safety and sexual 
harassment. She emphasized that protests by 
unions and womens organisation ensured 
domestic work was included under the 
Prevention of Sexual Harassment at Workplace 
Act.  She also extended her organizations support 
to differently abled members in domestic 
workers families and communities. 
 

M. Subbu, Treasurer of NTUI and Secretary, Tamil 

Manila Kattida Thozhilalar Sangam said that 

higher wages were of critical importance to 

improving the lives of working class families. Today, construction workers’ wages were high, about Rs. 300 for 

women and Rs. 550 for men, but this came through building local 

organizing, unity among workers and collective bargaining. The domestic 

workers must use the opportunity as members of Penn Thozhilalargal 

Sangam and strengthen efforts to increase wages as demand for 

domestic workers was on the increase.  Workers must build unity among 

themselves and realize their potential and win recognition for their work.  

M. Subbu pointed out that domestic workers had a union that aimed not 

only on better pay, but on improved working conditions and living 

standards; that PTS was also focused on housing, drinking water and 

sanitation, and other needs of domestic workers.  Domestic workers 

need to be aware of what was their due. 

S Kalaivani Secretary Unorganised Labour Welfare Board, felicitates the 
union and speaks on the need to register more workers on the Labour 
Welfare Board 
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 Pushpa, union leader of the Banglaore based Domestic Workers’ 

Rights Union, shared her experience as a worker and organizer 

and said the situation was similar, that they faced an uphill task, 

but, PTS had made strides in building a large union that was 

inspiration to workers in other cities. She congratulated PTS on 

the large gathering and urged members to continue the struggle. 

K Sumathi, Secretary of PTS explained the demands; V Devi, Vice 

President of PTS spoke on the need to organize new areas and 

become more aware of domestic workers’ rights, Elizabeth 

Treasurer of GAFWU  said that every women worker should 

realize the importance of being a member of trade union for her 

social and personal advancement. Devi from Chooliamedu, Padma and Thulasi from TpChatram, Rosie from 

Ambattur, Chandrammal from Kunrathur, Nagammal, Rani, Dhanalakshmi, D Sumathi, were some of the others 

who spoke at the Conference.  

The following resolutions were passed unanimously:  

1. The TN Government should take immediate steps to notify wages for domestic workers at an hourly rate 

of Rs. 40 under the Minimum Wage Act; and implement the recommendations of the Advisory 

Committee pending since 2009. 

2. Given that domestic workers provide services to middle and upper class families, and their work 

requires living in proximity to a high priced neighbourhood that they can ill-afford, their life and 

livelihood is fraught by precarious conditions.  Therefore, the PTS demands that government give house 

pattas, stop eviction of slums and include housing needs of domestic service providers in urban 

planning. It also demands improvement in urban infrastructure in existing slum colonies, ensure access 

to clean drinking water and sanitation; and to create safety for children of domestic workers, 

particularly girls, local government needs to focus on improved day care and creating sports facility for 

girls.    

3. Outpatient timing at government hospitals must be extended to enable domestic workers to access 

public hospitals and dispensaries without loss of wages and employment. Also, upgrading primary health 

facilities at Corporation Dispensaries and Hospitals to reduce dependence private medical practitioners.  

4. Free/concessional bus passes be provided to domestic workers, as the cost of buses is prohibitive and 

unaffordable at their existing wage level.  

 

 

  


