
                           

                                                                                                          

 

Press release                

Manual scavengers’ march sends message of hope  

After travelling thousands of kilometres through 18 Indian states, the Maila Mukti Yatra – a march to 

eradicate manual scavenging – concluded today with an event in New Delhi. The attendance by high level 

officials from the Government of India as well as the United Nations is a measure of the Yatra’s success. 

Copenhagen (IDSN), 31 January 2013 – Thousands of former and present manual scavengers gathered in 

New Delhi today to mark the end of their long march to eradicate this inhuman practice. Manual scavenging 

is officially banned in India, but hundreds of thousands of mainly Dalit women are still forced into this form of 

caste-based slavery. 

On the final day of the Yatra, a number of liberated manual scavengers shared their experiences of the 

march. The culmination programme was attended by three ministers who promised that the Government of 

India would allocate more funds for the welfare and rehabilitation of manual scavengers. 

Other high ranking Indian officials as well as representatives from a number of United Nations agencies were 

also present at the event. The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Navi Pillay, issued a strong 

message of support to the organisers and participants of the Yatra.  

The Maila Mukti Yatra started in Bhopal on 30 November 2012 and has since then covered 18 different 

states. Its overall aim is to eradicate the practice of manual scavenging, a very serious form of caste 

discrimination which forces mainly Dalit women to clean dry latrines with their bare hands. Furthermore, the 

Yatra calls for stronger legislation against manual scavenging to be adopted and implemented, and for the 

socio-economic rehabilitation of former scavengers. 

The International Dalit Solidarity Network strongly supports the aims and demands of the Maila Mukti Yatra. 

On the eve of the conclusion of this important and impressive march, IDSN sent a message of solidarity to 

the organisers and participants, praising their courage, dedication and vision and warmly congratulating 

them on the impressive results achieved. 

“You have liberated thousands of manual scavengers and directly reached 50,000 victims of this inhuman 

and degrading form of caste-based slavery. You have managed to involve large segments of civil society in 

the struggle against manual scavenging, and your cause has attracted national and international attention. 

You have conveyed a strong message of hope, not only to manual scavengers, but to millions of Dalit people 

trapped in forced and bonded labour all over South Asia. May the Government of India and other 

governments listen to – and act upon - this message,” the organisation said. 

The manual scavenging issue has recently been on the agenda in the UN as well as the EU. In September 

2012, the UN Special Rapporteur on the human right to water and sanitation, Ms Catarina de Albuquerque, 

expressed grave concern about the extreme forms of social exclusion faced by manual scavengers and 

sweepers, even within their own caste. “These practices are not only deeply rooted in society, but also 

institutionalised through State practice, with municipalities themselves employing sweepers,” she said. 

In December, the European Parliament adopted a resolution on caste discrimination in India, calling on the 

Indian Parliament to pass the proposed new law prohibiting manual scavenging and securing the 

rehabilitation of manual scavengers. It also urged the Indian Government to ensure that the law is properly 

implemented. 

 



 

Notes for editors: 

Interviews: 

 Ms Rikke Nöhrlind, Coordinator, IDSN, tel. +45 2970 0630 

 Mr Ashif Shaikh, Convenor, Rashtriya Garima Abhiyan - Jan Sahas (organisers of the Yatra), tel. 

+91 98264 23634, e-mail: jansahas@gmail.com 

Further information: 

 Mr Kim Wiesener, Communications Officer, IDSN, tel. +45 60433433, e-mail: kw@idsn.org 

Background: The Maila Mukti Yatra and manual scavenging 

The Maila Mukti Yatra (National People’s March for the Total        

Eradication of Manual Scavenging) is organised by the  

campaign Rashtriya Garima Abhiyan – Jan Sahas, which aims  

to end this inhuman practice and secure dignity and  

rehabilitation for former manual scavengers. 

 

The first Yatra took place in 2009 and managed to liberate 500 

manual scavengers. This larger march has covered 18 states  

and 200 districts in 63 days, and thousands have participated.  

Through rallies and community meetings, the Yatra has  

appealed to 50,000 manual scavengers and managed to  

liberate appr. 3,000 of them. It has also involved large  

segments of civil society and mobilised national and regional  

political parties to support a proposed new bill in the Indian  

Parliament on the eradication of manual scavenging. 

 

Manual scavenging is a caste-based and hereditary occupation 

for Dalits that is predominantly linked with forced labour. The  

term is used to describe the removal of human excrement from dry latrines and sewers using very basic 

tools, including a basket carried on the head. It is estimated that one million or more Dalits, mostly women, 

make a very meagre living from this inhuman and vile practice. Dalits occupy the lowest position in India’s 

rigid caste hierarchy. 

 

The practice is illegal, but a law adopted in 1993 has had little effect. A new bill which may soon be adopted 

in the Indian Parliament will include tough punishments to those who employ manual scavengers, and 

secure the rehabilitation of former scavengers. However, given the general lack of implementaiton of such 

laws in India, campaigners are calling on the government to ensure that the new law is properly enforced. 

Relevant links: 

Maila Mukti Yatra campaign information note 

Pillay applauds Indian movement to eradicate manual scavenging (OHCHR news release) 

Maila Mukti Yatra website and facebook page 

Petition to the Prime Minister of India to end manual scavenging 

IDSN information on manual scavenging 

The disgusting stench of incredible India (article in Tehelka) 

Sh*t, caste and the holy dip (opinion piece in The Hindu) 

India’s great shame (article in The Hindu) 

‘We are not untouchable’ (short IDSN film on caste discrimination, including manual scavenging) 

The International Dalit Solidarity Network (IDSN) advocates for Dalit human rights and raises awareness 

of the need for action to end caste discrimination nationally and internationally. www.idsn.org 

mailto:jansahas@gmail.com
mailto:kw@idsn.org
http://idsn.org/fileadmin/user_folder/pdf/New_files/Key_Issues/Manual_scavenging/Maila_Mukti_Yatra_2012-13_-_Note.pdf
http://bit.ly/XLmdgt
http://www.mailamukti.org/
http://www.facebook.com/MailaMuktiYatra
https://www.change.org/en-IN/petitions/pm-manmohan-singh-eradicate-manual-scavenging-practice-from-india-manualscavenging
http://idsn.org/caste-discrimination/key-issues/manual-scavenging/
http://tehelka.com/the-disgusting-stench-of-incredible-india/
http://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/sht-caste-and-the-holy-dip/article4116247.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/opinion/columns/Harsh_Mander/indias-great-shame/article4097808.ece
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M5eyXPAvGfM
http://www.idsn.org/

