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1. Executive Summary

Sanitation workers in Pakistan routinely endure dangerous conditions, exacerbated by
the lack of Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) standards and inadequate legal
protections. The profession is stigmatized and predominantly filled by marginalized
groups, including religious minorities, who face systemic discrimination and social
ostracization. Despite initiatives to address these issues, discriminatory practices and
insufficient enforcement of safety protocols persist, perpetuating the vulnerability of

these workers.

The National Commission for Human Rights (NCHR) has actively advocated for the
rights and improved conditions of sanitation workers through various interventions,
including demanding compliance with safety regulations and pursuing legal actions
against non-compliant entities. However, the response from municipal corporations
and private employers has been inadequate, highlighting a systemic failure to prioritize

worker safety.

NCHR has undertaken this report due to serious concerns about the hazardous
working conditions faced by sanitation workers in Pakistan. The tragic incident
involving the loss of four sanitation workers in March 2024 highlights a critical issue
that demands immediate attention. These workers, who entered manholes without
proper protective equipment (PPE), were driven by economic desperation and
exposed to life-threatening risks from toxic fumes. This tragedy underscores several

urgent areas for action:

e Improving Worker Safety Regulations: It is imperative to strengthen and enforce
safety regulations to protect sanitation workers. This includes mandatory
provision and use of appropriate PPE, regular safety training, and strict
adherence to safety protocols when entering confined spaces like manholes.

e Economic Support for Vulnerable Workers: The economic desperation that
drives workers to take such risks needs to be addressed. Ensuring fair wages,
financial stability, and access to social safety nets can reduce the pressure on
workers to compromise their safety for livelihood.



e Raising Awareness and Education: Increasing awareness about the dangers of
working in confined spaces and the importance of using PPE is crucial.
Educational campaigns targeted at both workers and employers can help
inculcate a culture of safety.

e Investment in Technology and Infrastructure: Investing in technology that can
perform hazardous tasks can minimize the need for human entry into
dangerous environments. Additionally, improving infrastructure to ensure safer
working conditions is vital.

e Accountability and Legal Measures: Holding employers accountable for
neglecting safety standards and implementing stricter legal measures can deter
unsafe practices. Regular inspections and penalties for non-compliance should
be enforced.

e Community and Governmental Support: Collaboration between community
organizations, government bodies, and advocacy groups can help create a
comprehensive support system for sanitation workers. This includes providing

legal aid, health services, and financial assistance.

Addressing these issues is not just a matter of regulatory compliance but a moral
imperative to protect the lives and dignity of workers who perform essential, yet often

overlooked, services for society.

This report emphasizes the necessity for the Government of Pakistan to take decisive
action by formalizing employment, enforcing health and safety standards, and phasing
out manual sewer cleaning through mechanical alternatives. NCHR remains
committed to advocating for the fundamental rights and well-being of sanitation
workers and stresses the need for collaborative efforts to implement these critical

policy interventions.



2. Chapter 1: Situational Analysis

The tragic loss of four sanitation workers in two separate incidents, in March 2024,
has shed light on the hazardous working conditions faced by sanitation workers
throughout Pakistan. The recent fatalities of Amjad Akhtar and Qadeer Naeem in Port
Qasim, and Asif Moon Maseeh and Shan Maseeh near Punj Pullian, Faisalabad,
highlight the dangerous nature of their daily tasks. These workers lost their lives due
to toxic fumes while performing routine maintenance within manholes. Tragically,
incidents like these are not isolated occurrences; sanitation workers across Pakistan
lose their lives or suffer injuries due to the inherent dangers of their profession. Their
untimely deaths highlight the urgent need for comprehensive research and action to

address the safety and well-being of sanitation workers nationwide.

Sewer lines in Pakistan vary in width from a few inches to several feet. When these
lines become clogged, sanitation workers typically use a long bamboo stick to clear
the blockage. However, if this method proves ineffective, workers are forced to enter
the manholes, often without adequate protective gear, risking their lives. This is
particularly hazardous as the blockages often emit poisonous gases when removed,

putting the workers' lives at serious risk.

In Pakistan, the sanitation industry operates without Occupational Safety and Health
(OSH) standards, leaving workers vulnerable to hazardous conditions. Many
sanitation workers, employed on short-term contracts by government departments,
face precarious employment situations. Fear of job loss forces these workers into life-

threatening and disease-prone environments.

Sanitation work is stigmatized in South Asian culture, often reserved for marginalized
groups, perpetuating their social and economic vulnerability. Workers live in poverty,
lacking basic amenities, and facing social ostracization due to the nature of their work.
llliteracy is prevalent among these workers, and they endure shame for their

occupation.

Moreover, discrimination against minority religious groups is evident in sanitation
employment. A significant number of sanitation workers belong to minority religions,

as discriminatory hiring practices persist. According to a report by NCHR, “Unequal



Citizens: Ending Systemic Discrimination against Minorities”!, nearly half of the
government posts reserved for religious minorities were vacant, and 80 percent of non-
Muslims appointed to government jobs were working in low-paid sanitation positions.
This discriminatory practice perpetuates hazardous working conditions, lack of safety

equipment, job insecurity, and inadequate compensation for injuries or fatalities.

Efforts to address this discrimination have been initiated, with some provincial
governments banning discriminatory job advertisements for sanitation workers.
However, challenges remain, as discriminatory practices persist, hindering the rights

and safety of sanitation workers, particularly those belonging to religious minorities.

Addressing these issues is not only a matter of ensuring the safety and well-being of
sanitation workers but also a question of upholding fundamental human rights
principles. It requires the implementation of OSH standards in the sanitation industry,
ensuring legal protection and job security for workers, and eliminating discriminatory

practices in hiring.?

Background and Context

Ensuring the safety and well-being of sanitation workers is essential to achieving
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 6 on clean water and sanitation by 2030,
particularly target 6.2, which aims to ensure the safe management of faecal waste
along the entire sanitation chain. However, in countries like Pakistan, social stigma is
attached to the profession of sanitation workers. They often face poor working

conditions, social exclusion, and inadequate compensation for their services.

Sanitation workers are exposed to frequent occupational hazards, including
sometimes fatal injuries, without sufficient support or compensation. Many workers are
employed under informal arrangements, such as short-term contracts and daily

wages, leading to unstable income and limited legal and social protection.

! National Commission for Human Rights. (2022). Unequal Citizens: Ending systemic discrimination
against Minorities. https://www.nchr.gov.pk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Minority-Report.pdf

2 Ageel, A., & Gill, M. (2021). Stigma and shame in sanitation. Center for Law and Justice.
https://clj.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Shame-and-Stigma-in-Sanitation-New-Edition-2021. pdf
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Implementing well-designed and targeted social security schemes for sanitation
workers is crucial. These schemes can help build resilience, improve productivity,

create decent jobs, and alleviate intergenerational poverty and social exclusion. 3

The influence of cultural and social perceptions which sanctify sanitation work as
impure and polluting, and those engaged in this work as untouchable and
unapproachable, is a common characteristic in many South Asian countries where
caste traditions continue to thrive in varying degrees. The elimination of manual
sanitation work, among other things, would therefore necessitate reform in social

class structures.*

Sanitation workers make up just 2 percent or 4.5 million of Pakistan’s population of
approximately 225 million. An estimated 80 percent of them are Christians. Catholics
form roughly 25 percent of the Christian population in three dioceses in the Punjab
area — the Archdiocese of Lahore and the dioceses of Multan and Faisalabad. Sadly,
it is even within these churches and communities that sanitation workers face stigma

and discrimination.®

Statistically, almost all sanitation workers are between 15 and 60 years old.® In
Pakistan, more than half of the sanitation workers do not have primary school

education.”’

This prejudice against non-Muslims, has its roots in history. Prior to independence,
Dalit Hindus marginalised as a lower caste were forced to take up sanitation jobs.
When they left Pakistan post-Independence, the Christian, many of whom were
converts from Dalit Hindus filled the vacuum. While these Dalits had converted from

Hinduism to Christianity to escape caste discrimination, the stigma of being sanitation

3 Water Aid. (2023). Improving social protection for sanitation workers in Pakistan.
https://washmatters.wateraid.org/sites/g/files/jkxoof256/files/2023-09/Improving social protection for
sanitation workers in Pakistan - policy brief.pdf

4 Thorat, S. (2021). Challenges and policies to address the persisting problems of sanitation workers in South
Asia. International Labour Organization.

https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wecmsp5/groups/public/@ed _dialogue/@sector/documents/genericdocument
/wems 821051.pdf

5 Chaudhry, K. (n.d.). Cast out for doing the dirty work in Pakistan. Union of Catholic Asian News.
https://www.ucanews.com/news/cast-out-for-doing-the-dirty-work-in-pakistan/99544

6 Thorat, S. (2021). Challenges and policies to address the persisting problems of sanitation workers in South
Asia. International Labour Organization.
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wecmsp5/groups/public/@ed_dialogue/@sector/documents/genericdocument
/wems_821051.pdf
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workers stayed with them throughout their lives. Their Dalit ancestry remains a distinct

feature of social discrimination against Christians in Pakistan.?

Christian sanitation workers face verbal and contemptuous behaviour. The traditional
caste word for a sanitation worker “chuhra” is now an expletive or abusive term often
derogatorily used to refer to a member from the Christian community. As many
Christians in Pakistan hail from this caste, avoidance of commensality (sharing food)

with them is common (Aqueel and John 2015).

Discrimination and prejudice are not solely confined to Christian sanitation workers
but also to members of the Hindu and Muslim communities. Hindu untouchables in the
Sindh region face bias on the basis of their caste in most spheres including
employment. In most cases, they live in segregated settlements to avoid close physical
and social relations with the rest of the population (IIDS 2008). Silva, Thanges and
Sivagpragasam found in their 2009 study that in Pakistan, the predominance of Hindu
low castes (Dalits) namely Parayan and Chakkihar in sanitation work is evident- while
the former is engaged in street sweeping and collection of solid waste, the latter is

involved in the cleaning of public latrines, drains and sewers in cities.®

Additionally, the “Mussallis” (Muslims from the Chuhra caste), Muslims, who are

involved in sanitation work also face discrimination within their own communities.1°

Legal

The constitution of Pakistan provides for equal protection and opportunity. However,
unlike India, Pakistan has not enacted any specific law to prohibit the employment of

manual unclogging of sewers and for the protection and rights of sanitation workers.

Our National Sanitation Policy, 2006 as well as the relevant provincial laws are silent
on the plight of sanitation workers. However, in 2020, the Supreme Court passed

8 Non-Muslims forced to do sanitary work. (2017, July). A Statement by the Asian Human Rights Commission.
http://www.ahrchk.org/ruleoflawasia.net/news.php?id=AHRC-STM-077-2017

9Non-Muslims forced to do sanitary work. (2017, July). A Statement by the Asian Human Rights
Commission. http://www.ahrchk.org/ruleoflawasia.net/news.php?id=AHRC-STM-077-2017

10 Thorat, S. (2021). Challenges and policies to address the persisting problems of sanitation workers
in South Asia. International Labour Organization.
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_dialogue/@sector/documents/generi
cdocument/wecms 821051.pdf
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certain orders wherein it directed the Federal and Provincial Governments to ensure
that safety kits are mandatorily provided to sanitation workers and to enact legislation
dealing with this aspect. The Supreme Court also strongly disapproved of the fact that
the majority of sanitation workers were employed by independent contractors.
However, to this date, no conclusive administrative order has been passed regarding

this matter.

It is noteworthy that many of the toxic substances and chemical compounds found in
sewage sludge are included in the list of prescribed hazardous substances under the
Hazardous Substance Rules, 2003. However, the protection afforded to factory
workers under the above-mentioned Rules is not extended to sanitation workers even
though they are also involved in the handling of hazardous substances in the course
of their work. Similar provisions should be made with respect to the safety of sanitation
workers since the work undertaken by them also carries significant health and safety

hazards.



3. Chapter 2: NCHR Interventions

The National Commission for Human Rights (NCHR) is a statutory body set up under
the NCHR Act XVI of 2012. The NCHR Act, 2012 stipulates a broad and overarching
mandate for the promotion and protection of human rights, as provided for in
Pakistan’s Constitution, domestic law and international treaties. Amidst others, the
primary functions of NCHR include investigating into allegations of human rights
abuses and advising the Government on legislative, policy and administrative matters

pertaining to the situation of human rights in the country.

NCHR has been actively advocating for the rights and improved conditions of
sanitation workers. The Commission recognizes the vital role that sanitation workers
play in maintaining public health and hygiene, often working in hazardous and
degrading conditions. NCHR has been working to advocate for the rights of sanitation
workers and raise awareness about the challenges these workers face, including
issues like entry into the sewers, lack of proper protective gear, inadequate wages,
and exposure to health risks. Through its advocacy efforts, NCHR aims to bring
attention to the need for better working conditions, fair compensation, and improved
safety measures for sanitation workers in Pakistan. This inquiry report is part of
NCHR’s ongoing campaign for the betterment of conditions for sanitation workers and

vulnerable communities.

NCHR Fact Finding Report: “Unequal Citizens”

In 2022, the National Commission for Human Rights (NCHR) published a
comprehensive report on the conditions faced by sanitation workers in Pakistan. The
report sheds light on the challenges and injustices endured by these workers,

particularly those belonging to religious minority groups.

It highlighted that approximately 96.5% of Pakistan's population is Muslim, with Hindu
and Christian religious minorities making up approximately 3% of the population. In
2009, the Government of Pakistan issued a notification instructing all government
offices, both federal and provincial, to reserve 5% of all government positions from
BPS-01 to BPS-22 for religious minorities. This was seen as a progressive step

towards ensuring minority participation at every level of the government. However,



evidence suggests that nearly half of the minority quota positions remain vacant.
Among the filled positions, 80% of non-Muslim minorities are employed in low-paid
work ranging from BPS 01 to BPS 04.

Moreover, government employment advertisements, collected from major newspapers
nationwide, often exclusively recruit religious minorities for sanitary work. In these
advertisements, under eligibility requirements, a clause is frequently included stating
'Only Non-Muslims Can Apply." This clause is unconstitutional, discriminatory, and
violates international human rights norms. Non-Muslim sanitary workers are exposed
to dangerous working conditions, forced to enter gutters without proper PPE, and are
exposed to hazardous and lethal gases. Often, they must manually unclog gutters with
their bare hands. Many sanitary workers suffer from injuries and illnesses as a direct
result of this exposure, and there have been numerous cases where sanitary workers
have died from toxic gases in the drains. Sanitary workers under third-party contracts

are also paid well below the minimum wage.

NCHR interviewed the surviving son of Illyas Masih, who tragically succumbed to
poisonous gases while working in a gutter. In addition, NCHR consulted with Dr.
Shoaib Suddle, head of the One-Man Commission on the Implementation of Minority
Rights, to gain an authoritative perspective on the broader implications for minority
communities. The founders of the 'Sweepers are Superheroes' campaign, Mary James
Gill and Asif Ageel, were also consulted to understand grassroots advocacy efforts
and the societal impact of their campaign. NCHR sought information from Mr. Naeem
Sadiq, in Karachi, who has been demanding transparency from municipal corporations
regarding the wages of sanitary workers under the Right to Information Act. A crucial
consultation was with Mr. Sooba Bhatti, an advocate from the Christian community in
Hyderabad and the son of a sanitary worker, whose insights shed light on the

intersection of labor rights and minority issues.

These consultations were part of a broader engagement with numerous stakeholders,
including civil society organizations, legal experts, human rights activists, and
government officials. Based on these comprehensive consultations, NCHR formulated
two types of recommendations for the Federal and Provincial governments. These
recommendations were informed by a review of existing government policies, the

effectiveness of the quota system, available literature, and direct correspondence with



government entities. The personal interviews with stakeholders played a critical role
in shaping these recommendations, ensuring they were grounded in the real

experiences and needs of sanitation workers and their advocates.

The first set of recommendations aims at ensuring the protection of sanitary workers.
These recommendations include replacing manual unclogging of gutters with machine
unclogging and ensuring fair wages, social security, and healthcare for workers. The
second set of recommendations targets ending discrimination against minorities in the
employment quota. These recommendations range from ending the practice of
publishing discriminatory advertisements to ensuring public transparency in the

number of minority posts filled across each basic pay scale of the Government.

NCHR utilized its powers of inquiry, under Section IX of its Act, to demand information
regarding the minority quota from the Federal and Provincial Governments. The
Commission also developed a national campaign and threatened to file a writ petition
against the government on this practice 1. NCHR’s recommendations to the

government led to positive action from both provincial and federal governments.

In the first instance, the Punjab government, on May 25, took a decisive step by
proscribing all departments from including the "non-Muslims only" stipulation in
recruitment advertisements for sanitation workers. Building on this momentum, the
provincial governments of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan soon followed suit by
outlawing discriminatory job advertisements for sanitation roles in September and
November respectively. This collective endeavour was hailed by civil society
representatives as a significant stride towards dismantling the association between

minority communities and menial occupations in the public's perception.

Championing the Rights of Sanitation Workers under Sec IX of the NCHR
Act

In response to the dire situation faced by sanitation workers in Pakistan, NCHR has
made significant strides in advocating for their rights and well-being. Some of the key
achievements of NCHR in this regard include; regularizing the employment status of

sanitation workers, advocating for the reinstatement of workers who have been unfairly

11 National Commission for Human Rights. (2022). Unequal Citizens: Ending systemic discrimination
against Minorities. https://www.nchr.gov.pk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Minority-Report.pdf
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dismissed, fighting for the rights of workers who have died during their service,
including securing compensation and justice for their families and working to ensure

that adequate funds are allocated to support the families of deceased workers.

NCHR is empowered to undertake these actions through Section 1X of its Act, which
grants the Commission broad authority to investigate human rights abuses, demand
information from government bodies, make recommendations to improve legislative,

policy, and administrative frameworks, among other functions.
Reinstatement and Regularization of CDA workers

NCHR successfully intervened to secure the reinstatement of approximately 400
sanitary workers and staff who faced arbitrary termination by the Capital Development
Authority (CDA). The incident came to light when sanitary workers were abruptly
dismissed, leading to protests outside the National Press Club, garnering attention

from various newspaper agencies.

Taking swift action, NCHR, exercising its Suo moto powers, initiated an inquiry into
the mass terminations. The Commission called upon CDA to provide a comprehensive
report detailing the circumstances surrounding the dismissals. The received report
shed light on the ongoing situation, offering a thorough understanding of the

challenges faced by the affected workers.

In a landmark move, NCHR intervened to advocate for the rights of the terminated
workers. The Commission's efforts led to CDA agreeing to allow the retention of
services for approximately 400 sanitary workers and staff. This decision not only
safeguards the livelihoods of these workers but also shows the positive impact that

human rights commissions can have in rectifying systemic issues.

Advancing Equity: Regularisation of Sahiwal Municipal Committee

Workers

Through the continued efforts of NCHR, a significant breakthrough was achieved with
the regularisation and permanent employment of 14 Christian sanitation workers who
were employed on daily wages through informal channels by the Sahiwal Municipal

Committee.
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Rectifying Labour Discrepancies: Regularisation of Wages of Sialkot

Municipal Corporation Staff

A notable instance emerged when the staff of the Municipal Corporation Sialkot raised
concerns about the non-compliance with an order issued by the Punjab Labour Court.
This order stipulated the regularisation of 12 daily wagers who had been denied their
rightful status. Following a formal Notice by NCHR, a comprehensive report was
requisitioned and duly submitted by the office of the Chief Officer of the Municipal
Corporation Sialkot. In this report the Municipal Committee agreed to comply with the
petitioners’ request and the petitioner's status was eventually regularised after an
arduous 22 years of service. Presently, due to the intervention of NCHR, a total of
108 previously overlooked and temporary sanitary workers have attained rightful

regularisation.

NCHR Intervenes to Resolve Salary Disputes for Christian Workers at
FWMC

The news initially surfaced on 10th October 2023 when reports circulated that
Christian workers were not receiving their salaries. The NCHR Member Minority
issued notices to the Chairman of the Solid Waste Management Board, Faisalabad,
on 10" October, seeking an explanation for the salary issues. A reminder was sent on

19" December, urging the submission of a comprehensive report.

FWMC responded on 3 January 2024, providing a detailed report explaining the
financial challenges faced by the organization. The deficit was attributed to an increase
in the salaries of 4000 employees on the pay-roll. Despite efforts to secure a
supplementary grant, it had not been received, impacting the timely disbursement of

salaries for November and December 2023.

However, a positive turn came about when the Government of Punjab stepped in to
alleviate the financial strain on FWMC. On 20" December 2023, the government
released advance funds totaling Rs 141 million. These funds were promptly utilized by
FWMC to settle the outstanding salaries for November 2023, providing a much-

needed respite to all employees.
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On 2" January 2024, the Government of Punjab released an additional advance of
Rs 190 million. This injection of funds enabled FWMC to fulfill its financial obligations,

ensuring the payment of salaries for December 2023.
NCHR Ensures Regularization of 108 Sanitary Workers in Sialkot

NCHR took notice of the issue when an application was submitted by the staff of the
Municipal Corporation, highlighting the non-implementation of an order issued by the
Punjab Labor Court. The court had directed the regularization of 12 daily wagers, a

mandate that had yet to be realized.

Taking swift action, NCHR issued a notice demanding a comprehensive report from
the office of the Chief Officer of Municipal Corporation Sialkot. The report received
revealed a significant development; namely that the main petitioner, after 22 years of

service, was finally regularized.

This initial success paved the way for further intervention by NCHR. The Commission
continued to advocate for the rights of the affected workers, pressing for the
regularization of all deserving individuals. These efforts were successful in the

regularization of a total of 108 sanitary workers.

The significance of this achievement goes beyond the implementation of a court order;
it represents a transformative change in the lives of workers who have long awaited

recognition and stability in their employment.

NCHR Secures Compensation and Employment for Families of Deceased

Sanitation Workers in Muzaffargarh

On July 12, 2022, Muzaffargarh witnessed a tragedy where two lives were lost due to
poisonous sewage gases. The incident unfolded as Rab Nawaz, tasked with opening
a sewage line, fainted upon entering the gutters. In an attempt to rescue him, Malik

Riaz Hussain followed, only to meet a similar fate.

NCHR swiftly responded to this incident and on 14th July, 2022, the minority office of
NCHR requested a comprehensive report from the Deputy Commissioner of
Muzaffargarh. The Additional DC responded on 215t July, 2023, presenting a detailed
five-pager that included inquiry details, statements, and findings. NCHR, on 5
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September, 2022, directed its attention to Commissioner Dera Ghazi Khan, seeking a

report on the actions taken based on the inquiry report.

On 25" January, a comprehensive report detailing the steps taken so far was received.
In the hearing on 27" February, 2023, Mr. Mubashir Saleem, AD(HQ) LG&CDD,
presented a final report to the Commission. The report outlined several measures
taken in response to the tragedy. Most significant of them included the families of the
deceased receiving financial assistance, including four months' salary and leave
encashment, amounting to Rs. 2,281,420 and 1,976,602 respectively, and the former
Commissioner, DG Khan Division, forwarding the case to the Secretary, Government
of Punjab, LG & CD Department, Lahore, requesting an additional compensation of
Rs. 1,000,000 for each family. Sumera Bibi, the widow of Riaz Ahmad, was appointed
as Naib Qasid, and Muhammad Tarig, son of Rabnawaz, was appointed as a sanitary
worker in Municipal Committee, Khan Garh. The case was also forwarded to the
Government of Punjab for the creation of posts to provide monthly salaries to the

families of the deceased.

NCHR Intervention Prompts PPE Allocation Following Death of Sewer

Worker in Gujranwala

In a tragic incident that occurred on 13th October, 2023, 28-year-old sewer worker
Samson Warris died while performing his duties near Firozwala Area, Gujranwala. The
lack of proper safety equipment led to his death as he entered a manhole and the lack

of oxygen presumably caused him to collapse.

NCHR swiftly intervened to address the tragic situation. On 15" October, 2023,
Chairperson NCHR issued a letter to key government officials, urging them to ensure

the protection of the rights of sanitary workers.

Further action was taken on 16th October, as the minority office of NCHR took Suo
moto against the tragic incident. The DG of Water and Sanitation Agency (WASA),
Gujranwala, was promptly requested to provide a comprehensive report on the
incident. In response, on 25" October, WASA wrote back to NCHR, leading to an

immediate request for a hearing.

Hearings were scheduled for 13" November and 6 December in 2023, during which

NCHR demanded crucial information from all provincial chief secretaries. A noteworthy
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development in this case came through a letter dated 2nd December 2023, from the
Chief Executive Officer of WASA Gujranwala. The letter stated that the Gujranwala
Waste Management Company (GWMC) had allocated Rs. 975,000 for Personal
Protective Equipment (PPE), and this allocation was made possible through the
intervention of NCHR. This tragic incident shed light on the urgent need for systemic

changes to protect those working in hazardous environments.
Addressing Discriminatory Job Advertisement

In response to a discriminatory advertisement by Trans Continental Pharma seeking
a sweeper, in KP, with a preference for the Christian community, NCHR swiftly took
action. On 20" May 2024, NCHR addressed the issue by writing to the company,
highlighting the discriminatory nature of the advertisement. Additionally, the Ministry
of Human Rights also intervened, sending correspondence to Trans Continental

Pharma regarding the inappropriate job posting.

As a result of these interventions, the company promptly amended the advertisement,

removing the discriminatory language.

Cases of Sanitation Workers’ Deaths Registered with NCHR 2022-2024

Description City Names Year
1. Death of two sanitation workers Chakwal Riaz and Jahanzaib | 2022

(father and son) due to poisonous

gases.

2. | Death of two sanitation workers Muzaffargarh | Rab Nawaz and 2022
by falling into sewage line. Malik Riaz Hussain

3. | Death of two sanitation workers Sargodha Faisal Masih and 2022
while working inside a manhole. Nadeem Masih

4. | Death of sanitation worker while Faisalabad Shaukat Masih 2022
on duty.

5. | Complaint filed regarding death of | Sargodha Faisal, Nadeem 2023
sanitation worker, lack of PPE, Masih

working conditions, lack of death

allowance for daily wage workers.
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6. | Complaint regarding mental Bahawalnagar | Ehtisham Pervaiz 2023
torture and inhuman behavior
against sanitation workers.

Suo Motos undertaken by NCHR

7. | Suo Moto: Death of two sanitation = Taunsa Muhammad Usman | 2023
workers while cleaning sewage and Muhammad
line. Tahir

8. | Suo Moto: Death of two sanitation | Karachi Roshan Poran and 2023
workers while cleaning sewage Karan Poran
line.

9. | Suo Moto: Physical torture and Lahore Unknown 2023
inhuman treatment against
Christian sanitation worker.

10. | Suo Moto: Death of sanitation Gujranwala Samson Warris 2023
worker asphyxiated by toxic
gases.

11. Suo Moto: Death of two sanitation = Faisalabad Asif Masih and Shan = 2024

workers asphyxiated by toxic

gases

Masih
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4, Chapter 3: NCHR Survey and Interview

Survey in Karachi Municipalities

NCHR conducted a survey on the working conditions and treatment of sanitation
workers in Pakistan, particularly focusing on those employed in various municipalities
in Karachi. The data collected revealed alarming trends, highlighting the precarious

and often hazardous nature of their work.

The study included information on 42 sanitation workers, spanning different ages,
years of employment, municipalities, and employment statuses. Out of the 42
sanitation workers included in the study, a significant number reported not being
provided with PPE. Shockingly, 78.6% of the workers, totaling 33 individuals, stated
that they were never provided with PPE, exposing them to various occupational

hazards.

Moreover, the study revealed that a substantial portion of sanitation workers
experienced injuries while on the job. Approximately 57.1% of the workers, totaling 24
individuals, reported suffering from various types of injuries. These injuries ranged
from minor cuts and bruises to more severe incidents such as dislocated hips and

damaged lungs.

In addition to the physical risks they face, sanitation workers also reported
experiencing discrimination in the workplace. A significant number of workers,
approximately 57.1%, recounted instances of verbal and physical abuse, threats, non-

payment, and other forms of discrimination.

Despite the challenges they faced, sanitation workers often had limited education
levels, with many having only completed primary or middle school education. This lack
of education and skills development further perpetuated their vulnerability in the labor

market.

Additionally, the research highlighted the lack of compliance with safety regulations
and labor laws by both municipal authorities and private employers. Many workers
were employed on daily wages or short-term contracts, leaving them without job

security or access to social protections.
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Stories of Sanitation Workers

Michael Masih: On October 3rd, 2021, Michael Masih and his two relatives, Nadeem
and Faisal Masih, were called in by the Sargodha Municipal Commission (SMC) on
their day off, a Sunday, to manually unclog a blocked sewer. When they arrived at
Chungi No. 9 Crossroads, they were instructed to strip before descending
underground to physically clean out the toxic gutter. Shockingly, they were provided

with no personal protective equipment (PPE) or oxygen tanks for their safety. 12

As the three men descended into the sewer, they were immediately overwhelmed by
the hazardous fumes. Michael was knocked unconscious, and in that life and death
moment, his relatives Nadeem and Faisal made the brave decision to go back and

rescue him.

Tragically, Nadeem and Faisal succumbed to the poisonous gases in their attempt to
save Michael. Despite their valiant efforts, they could not survive the toxic
environment. The response from the Punjab Emergency Services Rescue 1122 team
added to the tragedy. They refused to enter the sewers to rescue the men, claiming

that it was not part of their job.

In the absence of official help, it was left to the community and family members to act.
Heartbreakingly, the aftermath was equally harrowing. The bodies of Nadeem and
Faisal were not retrieved by the Emergency Services team. Instead, it was Shahbaz
Masih, another sanitation worker from the Christian community, who courageously

descended into the sewers to recover their lifeless bodies.

Their widows filed a case against the supervisors at the Sargodha Municipal
Corporation (SMC) for criminal negligence, arguing that Nadeem and Faisal were
coerced into entering the manholes despite the known risks. Had criminal negligence
been proven, this would have been a landmark case in Pakistan, potentially awarding

each family substantial monetary compensation.

However, the widows eventually dropped the case under pressure, accepting PKR

500,000 each instead. Initially, the supervisors were arrested but were soon released

12

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5HmMMDyDRgjk&ab channel=NationalCommissionforHumanRight
S
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on bail and returned to their positions. Mariam, Nadeem Masih’s widow, explained to
reporters that she had no choice but to settle. She needed to provide for her family,
and the SMC had withheld Faisal's pay, claiming excessive absences. This left their
17-year-old son with no option but to follow in his father's footsteps, taking up sanitary

work to support the family.

The tragic story of Michael, Nadeem, and Faisal Masih underscores the dire need for
systemic changes to protect sanitation workers. It calls for proper training, equipment,

and protocols to ensure their safety.

Shiraz Masih: NCHR’s fact-finding mission sat down with Shiraz Masih in Islamabad,
the son of a sanitary worker who tragically lost his life, in 2017, while unclogging a

gutter. Shiraz recounted the fateful day with a mixture of sorrow and lingering anger.

llyas had been overseeing the process of unblocking a gutter when one of his
colleagues lost consciousness inside the manhole. With no other options available,
llyas attempted to descend into the gutter to rescue his colleague. Tragically, the
ladder broke two steps into his descent. Despite the proximity of the fire brigade, which
was only five minutes away, no help arrived for llyas and his colleague. It took 2.5
hours for the Capital Development Authority (CDA) to arrive and remove the bodies

from the gutter. The delay proved fatal.

Following the incident, the chairman of the CDA temporarily suspended two
supervisors who had been present at the scene. Additionally, the CDA offered PKR
100,000 as compensation to Shiraz's family and promised Shiraz a job. Shiraz's
mother insisted that he would not follow in his father’s footsteps as a sanitary worker,
so he was placed as a helper in an office instead.

The CDA also pledged to provide free education for Shiraz's siblings, but this promise
was never fulfilled. Shiraz's story highlights the severe dangers faced by sanitary
workers and underscores the often hollow promises made to their families following

such tragedies.
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5. Chapter 4: Lack of Compliance

In recent years, NCHR has undertaken several initiatives to address the dire working
conditions and treatment of sanitation workers in Pakistan. Recognizing the urgent
need for action, NCHR has taken a proactive approach, utilizing its powers to
investigate, advocate, and demand accountability from relevant authorities.'® Despite
its relentless efforts, compliance from relevant municipal corporations and government
bodies has been woefully inadequate, leaving the violations of workers' rights

unresolved.

NCHR's has repeatedly taken Suo moto actions in incidents involving sanitation
workers. On 15th November 2022, NCHR took suo moto action regarding the death
of a sweeper in Hasilpur while cleaning a manhole. A letter was immediately sent to
the Metropolitan Corporation in Bahawalpur, requesting a comprehensive report within
seven days. Despite reminders sent by the Law Officer on 16th December 2022 and
7th December 2022, there was no satisfactory response. Subsequent letters on 20th
January and 27th February 2023 requested a representative's appearance before the
Commission, which was repeatedly postponed due to non-appearance, culminating in

the case being closed on 6th July 2023 due to lack of cooperation.

The case ultimately failed to reach a satisfactory conclusion due to non-cooperation
and compliance by government representatives and departments. This situation
underscores the urgent need for systemic change and increased accountability. NCHR
has reached the limits of its mandate and capacity, highlighting the necessity for more

robust mechanisms to ensure that such cases are addressed promptly and effectively.

Similarly, in response to reports of two Hindu Dalit sanitation workers dying in Karachi,
NCHR sent letters on 9th June 2023 to waste management companies in various
cities, requesting information on these deaths. Despite reminders on 6th July and 3rd
August 2023, responses from the companies were either non-existent or inadequate.
Faisalabad responded on 11th September 2023, denying any reported cases, and a
subsequent reminder on 29th November 2023 requesting detailed data on deaths and
employment conditions, was not adequately addressed. Despite reminders and

*Chronology of sanitation correspondence included as annexure.
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requests for data on the number of deaths, the number of sanitation workers
employed, and other related information, NCHR faced significant challenges in

obtaining a comprehensive response.

In response to the deaths of two sanitation workers in Taunsa, letters sent on 12th
June 2023 and a reminder on 4th July 2023 failed to elicit the required report from the
Municipal Corporation Taunsa. On 16th October 2023, a letter was sent to the Water
and Sanitation Agency in Gujranwala following the death of sewer worker Samson

Warris, with a report finally received on 25th October 2023.

Despite the lack of information and cooperation by the Municipal authorities NCHR
has continued to take proactive measures to ensure the protection of sanitation
workers' rights. On 15th October 2023, the Chairperson wrote to Chief Secretaries of
various provinces, urging inquiries and the development of plans to phase out manual
sewer cleaning and provide Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). Sadly, despite

these efforts, responses have been insufficient.

Moreover, NCHR has conducted numerous hearings to address the protection of
sanitation workers' rights. Despite multiple correspondences and reminders to
government officials, adequate responses have not been received. A hearing on 2nd
November 2023 was postponed to 6th December 2023, requesting provincial
secretaries to present SOPs, administrative directives, and proof of PPE procurement.
A questionnaire sent on 21st December 2023 required responses within 15 days. By
22nd January 2024, with reports still pending, the deadline was extended to 5th
February 2024. Inadequate responses were received from Faisalabad and Gujranwala

Waste Management Companies, while others simply failed to respond.

It is also easy for the government to abdicate its responsibility by claiming that private
companies are hiring these sanitation workers, thereby shifting the blame for most of
the abuses. This allows the administration to avoid paying compensation, insurance,
and death benefits, further exacerbating the plight of these workers and making it all
the more important to establish specific rules against the exploitation of sanitation
workers. Clear regulations and accountability measures are essential to protect their
rights and ensure that both private companies and the government fulfil their

responsibilities, including providing compensation, insurance, and death benefits.
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Throughout these actions, NCHR has consistently emphasized the importance of
incorporating its recommendations to improve the working conditions and treatment of
sanitation workers. The Commission has exercised all functions available within its
mandate. Under Section 9(a), it has taken various Suo moto actions on these issues;
under Section 9(g), it has produced reports to raise awareness; and under Section
9(i), it has conducted direct investigations and inquiries into cases of human rights
violations. It has also repeatedly warned the authorities through correspondence that
failure to implement these recommendations may result in legal action. NCHR has
exhausted all available avenues to ensure the protection of sanitation workers' rights,
including issuing numerous letters, reminders, and recommendations, and demanding
reports. However, the persistent lack of compliance and implementation across the
board highlights a systemic failure to address the urgent needs and safety of sanitation

workers in Pakistan.

There is an imperative need for accountability and enforcement to protect the rights
and safety of sanitation workers. NCHR's efforts, though persistent, require stronger
support and cooperation from all relevant authorities to bring about meaningful change

and prevent further injustices.
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Chapter 5: Recommendations

To address this pressing issue, NCHR submits the following immediate policy

interventions aimed at safeguarding the safety and rights of sanitation workers. These

recommendations include;

1.

Formalization of Employment: The urgent need to formalize the employment
of sanitation workers, putting an end to informal arrangements that deprive

them of legal protection and support mechanisms.

Enforcement of Health and Safety Standards: Strict enforcement of health
and safety standards tailored for sanitation work is imperative. This includes the
provision of adequate Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) such as gloves,
masks, and safety gear to mitigate risks and ensure the well-being of sanitation

workers.

Phasing out Manual Cleaning: The practice of manual cleaning of sewers
must be phased out through the implementation of mechanical means. No
sanitation worker should be subjected to the perilous task of entering sewage
gutters, and mechanical alternatives must be prioritized to mitigate risks

effectively.

Fair Wages and Benefits: Revise and enforce wage structures for sanitation
workers to ensure fair and livable wages that reflect the risks and demands of

their work. Explore options for providing benefits and social protection.

Promoting Respect and Recognition for Sanitation Workers: Launch
nationwide awareness campaigns to challenge social stigmas associated with
sanitation work, highlighting the essential role they play in public health and

cleanliness.

Enhancing Regulatory Oversight in Sanitation: Strengthen regulatory
bodies and enforcement mechanisms to ensure compliance with labor laws and

safety standards in the sanitation sector.

NCHR urges collaborative efforts between government bodies, municipalities, and

sanitation companies to ensure the effective implementation of these policy
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recommendations. Resources should be allocated for the procurement and
distribution of PPE, and awareness campaigns should be initiated to educate

stakeholders about the importance of adhering to safety protocols.

Despite repeated requests, demands for compliance, and recommendations, NCHR
has observed a lack of across-the-board implementation or compliance from municipal
corporations. Therefore, in light of continued non-compliance, NCHR reiterates its
stance of potential legal action against entities failing to prioritize the safety and rights

of sanitation workers.

Through these policy interventions and ongoing advocacy, NCHR remains committed
to addressing the systemic challenges faced by sanitation workers in Pakistan and

advocating for their fundamental rights and well-being.

24



/. Annexure

Chronology of Sanitation Correspondence

SUO MOTO: DEATH OF SWEEPER WHILE CLEANING MANHOLE
1. 15" November, 2022:

Suo moto action taken by NCHR regarding death of sweeper in Hasilpur while cleaning
a manhole. Letter written to Metropolitan Corporation, Bahwalpur requesting a

comprehensive report within 7 days.
2. 16" December, 2022:

Reminder sent by Law officer, NCHR.
3. 7" December, 2022:

Reminder sent by Law officer, NCHR.
4. 20" January, 2023:

Letter sent requesting a representative to appear before the Commission on 13"
February, 2023.

5. 27" February, 2023:

Letter sent requesting hearing date to be changed to March 13" due to non-

appearance of rep.
6. 3 May, 2023:

Letter sent requesting hearing date to changed to May 22" due to non-appearance of

rep.
7. 6™ July, 2023:

(Representative did not show up, case was closed)

DEATHS OF TWO HINDU-DALIT SANITARY WORKERS

8. 9% June, 2023:
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Letters sent by Chairperson to Lahore, Hyderabad, Sukkur, Karachi, Islamabad,
Faisalabad, Rawalpindi waste management companies. Requesting for information
on deaths of sanitation workers after reports of two Hindu Dalit sanitary workers dying

in Karachi.
9. 6™ July, 2023:

Reminder sent by Secretary NCHR.
10.3' August, 2023:

Reminder sent by Law Officer with a deadline of 30" August, 2023.
11.11" September 2023:

Response received from Faisalabad stating no case has ever been reported in this

regard.
12.29"" November, 2023:

Reminder sent to send data on number of deaths, number of sanitation workers
currently employed, number of manual scavengers working without PPE, number of

injuries. Report to be sent within 5 days.
SUO MOTO ON DEATH OF BABAR MASIH
13.8™" June 2023:

Letter sent to Karachi Metropolitan Corporation to inquire into the death of Babar

Masih and to send comprehensive report by 20" June, 2023.
14.6™M July, 2023:

Reminder sent for the inquiry and report to be submitted by 315t July, 2023.
15.3" August, 2023:

Reminder sent for the inquiry and report to be submitted by 29" August, 2023.
16.20™" September, 2023:

Letter sent to DMC, Malir for comprehensive report. Response to be received by 15"
October, 2023.
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SUO MOTO ON DEATH OF 9YR OLD BOY DROWNING IN OPEN MANHOLE
17.6" September, 2023:

Letter sent to Municipal Corporation Khanewal requesting an inquiry and report by 20"
September, 2023.

18.13™ October 2023:
Reminder sent requesting report by 5" November, 2023.

SUO MOTO ON DEATH OF TWO SANITATION WORKERS WHILE CLEANING
SEWAGE LINE

19.12% June, 2023:

Letter sent to Municipal Corporation Taunsa for inquiry and report to be sent to NCHR
by 20" June, 2023.

20.4% July, 2023:

Reminder sent requesting report by 20" July, 2023.

SUO MOTO ON DEATH OF SEWER WORKER SAMSON WARRIS
21.16" October, 2023:

Letter sent to Water and Sanitation Agency, Gujranwala for inquiry and report to be
sent to NCHR by 25" October 2023.

22.25™M October, 2023:

(Report received)

PROTECTION OF SANITATION WORKERS RIGHTS
23.15" October, 2023:

Letter written by Chairperson to Chief Secretaries of Sindh, Balochistan, Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa to conduct inquiries, to develop a plan to phase out the practice of
manual cleaning of sewers and to provide Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) to

prevent tragedies.
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HEARING ON PROTECTION OF RIGHTS OF SANITATION WORKERS
24.2" November, 2023:

Letter sent to Secretaries Local Government Punjab, Kp, Balochistan and Sindh,
advising them to appear in-person or through authorized representative before the

Commission on 13" November, 2023.
25.22"d November, 2023:

Date of hearing postponed to 6" December, 2023. List of items to be presented
attached with the letter; SOPs and administrative directives for protection of sanitation
workers, all necessary documents (tangible proof of inventory and procurements,
information on budget allocated for PPE). Decided that NCHR will compile

guestionnaire to be sent to provinces for response.
26.215 December 2023:

Questionnaire sent by NCHR, response required in 15 days.
27.22" January, 2024:

Letter sent highlighting that the reports have not been received during the stipulated

period. Deadline extended to 5" February, 2024.
28.26" January, 2024:
Response received from Faisalabad Waste Management Company (not adequate).
Response received from Gujranwala Waste Management Company (not adequate).
29.27™ January, 2024:
Response received from Rawalpindi Waste Management Company.

(No responses received from other municipalities of Punjab and no response from
Sindh, KP and Balochistan)
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