Occupational health of precarious labour: 
Evidence on silicosis among India’s temple-makers
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This study presents evidence on the prevalence of silicosis among tribal workers in the stone carving industry of western India. Based on a survey covering 14,000 households and health screening of over 1000 workers, the study provides data on the prevalence of silicosis in Pindwara region of Rajasthan state in India. Stone carving is an informal industry that supplies beautifully carved stone blocks for Hindu and Jain temples across the country, in addition to providing articles for public works such as bridges and train stations. Blocks of sandstone and feldspar, which have very high silica content, are used to make these edifices for temples. The authors work for a labour organization, Aajeevika Bureau (AB), which has been witnessing deaths among workers in this industry for a few years. The study was conducted to establish that this unusually high mortality and morbidity in the area is caused by silicosis, which occurs due to the very high exposure to silica contained dust that is released on mechanized carving of stones. This research project is multi-dimensional – it combines robust epidemiological evidence with a thorough enquiry of status of labour administration and regulation on the industry. It analyses how the structure of this informal industry and nature of precarious work contributes to an occupational health disaster of epidemic levels in Pindwara. Using the power of such evidence, AB has been working with the state government and industry to effect policy changes and explore effective solutions to address the curative, rehabilitative and preventive aspects of the disease. Thus, the study not only offers much needed evidence on silicosis among precarious labour in the developing world, it also offers an illustrative case of how we might intervene in the complex world of occupational health of informal workers. 

