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Employees’ State Insurance (ESI) Scheme 

Social security is the right of all citizens. The trade unions have been demanding universal social security. 

The ESI scheme is one of the most important social security schemes available for the workers in the country. The ESI Act was enacted soon after Independence, in 1948. The ESI Corporation (ESIC) was formed under this Act. The objective of the ESI Act was to provide sickness, maternity and medical benefits to the employees of factories and establishments. The dependents of the employees are also provided these benefits under the scheme.  
The ESI scheme provides medical, sickness and several other benefits. Some of the medical benefits available today under the ESI are - outpatient treatment, specialist consultation, free medicines, artificial limbs and aids, diagnostic and investigation facilities, in patient treatment, preventive care, ambulance services etc. 
ESI also provides compensation to the workers for loss of earnings for certain period of time, dependent benefit for the loss of life due to employment related injury, maternity benefit, etc. In addition, certain other benefits like funeral expenses on death of the insured person vocational rehabilitation, unemployment allowance for 1  year for workers who face involuntary unemployment due to closures, retrenchment etc are also available under the ESI scheme. 

We must remember that these benefits were not granted either by the government or the employers out of any empathy for the workers. These are rights won by the workers through long drawn struggles which led to the enactment of the ESI Act after Independence. It is also necessary to remember that all the benefits under the ESI scheme are provided from the corpus accumulated with the contributions of employees and employers. The government of India does not contribute a single paisa. 
There have been several limitations in the effective implementation of the ESI scheme. According to the ESI Act, workers employed in establishments employing 10 or more workers are eligible to be covered by ESI scheme. After a long struggle demanding increase in the wage limit to Rs 25000 per month, some time back the wage limit was increased to Rs 21000 per month. However, a huge proportion of workers, around 70%, who are legally eligible for coverage by ESI, are today not covered by it. The reason, for depriving such a huge number of workers of their legal right to health and medical benefits, is the employers’ unwillingness to contribute their share towards ESI scheme; to increase their profits at the cost of the well being of the workers. Under neoliberal regime, the labour department, whose responsibility it is to ensure implementation of labour Acts, has been increasingly obliging the employers in such evasion of labour laws.

The extent of this deprivation can be seen from the following facts. As on 31st March 2015, the total number of workers, covered under the ESI, was only 2.03 crores. On the other hand, the total number of contributing to EPF (which covers workers engaged in establishments employing 20 or more workers) was 3.71 crores on that date. It is clear that the workers covered under ESI should have been at least double that of EPF subscribers. It is a fact that, even in the case of EPF, more than 50% of eligible workers are not covered because the employers are not willing to contribute their share. 
Even after seventy years of Independence and enactment of the ESI Act, it has not been extended to the entire country. By March 2016, only 393 districts have been covered. The 46th Indian Labour Conference, held in 2015 has recommended that ESI benefits should be extended to workers in various segments of the unorganised sector including road transport, construction, self employed persons, auto rickshaw drivers, rickshaw pullers etc and also the lakhs of workers employed in the various schemes of the government of India. Even after more than three years since these recommendations were made, nothing has been done though the ESI Corporation took some decisions in this regard.

But, as in the case of EPF, the BJP led government is determined to dismantle the ESI scheme. It wants to amend the ESI Act and replace it by mediclaim. This was reflected in the Budget speech of the Finance Minister in 2015 when he commented that EPF and ESI have ‘hostages’ rather than ‘clients’. In order to ‘liberate’ these hostages, the BJP government has set out to dismantle the two social security schemes which have been benefiting the workers. This is like an old proverb that says ‘give the dog a bad name, before killing it’. In the name of giving an option to the employee to choose between the ESI and health insurance the government wants to dismantle the ESI, which has served million of workers during this period and saved the lives of thousands of poor workers and their family members, to benefit the big private insurance companies, domestic and foreign.
Differences between ESI and Mediclaim

The ESI scheme provides medical care to the employee and his/her dependents from the first day of employment in the covered establishment. In addition, they are also entitled to a variety of cash benefits in times of physical distress due to sickness, permanent or temporary disability etc resulting in loss of earnings, child birth. The dependents of the insured person who dies in industrial accidents or because of employment related injury etc are entitled to a monthly pension. It provides unlimited benefits against a very small contribution. 
On the other hand, mediclaim covers only in patient treatment towards accidents and pre specified illnesses for the specific sum assured; outpatient treatment will not be covered. The premium, i.e. the contribution of the employees will depend on the sum assured. 
The BJP government has been making lot of noise of universal social coverage. It has claimed that it would be covering the anganwadi employees, midday meal workers and ASHAS under ESI. CITU demanded that the government should make the necessary contributions for the same as in most of the states the wages of most of these workers are well below Rs 137 per day. As per ESI norms workers earning below this wage are not required to pay any contribution. 
But the BJP government initially proposed that the scheme workers should pay Rs 150 per month for only limited coverage. The proposed amount appears to have been further increased while it made a presentation before the Parliamentary Standing Committee, which was outright rejected. While the rate of contribution for workers under the ESI is 1.75% of their wages, the meagrely paid midday meal workers, ASHAs and anganwadi employees are asked to pay an amount that is up to 25% of their wages, as in the case of the midday meal workers. Is it not a cruel joke?

Curtailment of Benefits

As part of its commitment to the neoliberal agenda of curtailing social security benefits, the BJP government led by Prime Minister Modi, has started its attempts to replace ESI with medical insurance soon after assuming power at the centre. The ESI Corporation started initiatives to cut down benefits under the ESI in July 2014. They formulated certain rules which have been mandatory for the insured persons. The eligibility criteria for availing treatment in super speciality hospitals were revised. Those who have not registered through the portal, which was introduced only in 2010, are being denied treatment. The workers who had some ailment before that are also denied treatment. Despite contributing for long time, workers are denied super speciality treatment. Employee or dependents, diagnosed with diseases like renal disease, malignancy etc before the employee is registered under the ESI will not be eligible for the treatment of these diseases under the ESI. Similarly many other inhuman clauses are being introduced to deny the workers the existing benefits under ESI. 
These are nothing but attempts to influence workers to opt for private health insurance schemes, to help the big domestic and foreign corporates reap profits. Instead of improving services under ESI and providing them more benefits, the government is on the drive to curtail benefits. This, certainly, is not because of lack of funds. The annual accounts of ESIC for the years 2013-14 and 2014-15 show that the excess income over expenditure in these two years was Rs 5420 crores and Rs 5979 crores respectively. The reserves and surplus for these two yeas were Rs 36079 crores and Rs 42043 crores respectively.

As part of its drive for the so called ‘labour law reforms’, the BJP government has drafted the Code on Social Security by merging 15 labour laws related to social security including EPF (MP) Act and the ESI Act. Over Rs 12 lakh crores available with the different social security organisations will be transferred to a National Advisory Committee under the chairmanship of the Prime Minister. But the code does not specify what would happen to the existing schemes like the EPF and ESI. 
The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ on 5th September is to warn the BJP led government that such curtailment of workers’ hard won statutory rights for social security like the ESI will not be tolerated. It is to demand reversal of the neoliberal policies that seek to rob the workers of their rights to enrich the big corporates.
Unite! Fight!

· No to governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%
