






The Perfect Trap
Agate Traders Get Away with Murder

The powerful agate and gemstone traders in India would like us to believe that
there is no such thing as an organized gemstone industry.  Rather, agate grind-
ing is an informal “cottage industry”—with small grinding units being run out
of people’s homes, where family members help and perhaps a neighbor or two
are involved.  With
this slight of
hand, defining
agate grinding as
a “cottage indus-
try,” the traders
have stripped the
agate grinders of
any legal protec-
tions under
Indian law. There
are no labor laws
in India that protect
“cottage industry”
workers.  There is
no minimum wage
law, no compensa-
tion for injuries, no
healthcare, no
social security ben-
efits or pensions.
“Cottage industries” do not fall under India’s Factories Act, which is the
principal law government the health and safety, welfare and minimum wage
rights of workers.

The traders have promoted this lie for the last 50 years, which has allowed
them to get away with exploitation and even death.

The traders in fact control an organized agate and gemstone industry.  They
buy the stones and have them chipped into small pieces.  It is the traders and
their middlemen who outsource the agate grinding to the villages, supplying
the cut stone and setting the piece rate.  Often the traders extend advances to
the agate grinders, which in effect “bonds” them to a particular trader.  It is the
trader who has the agate and other gemstones made into jewelry and exports
the finished product to the United States or Europe.
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The single most important step that must be taken to end the exploitation
and preventable death of agate grinders is for the government of India to
immediately extend the Factories Act to the agate grinders in order to
guarantee that their legal labor rights will finally be protected.

What Must Be Done

The following demands originate from the agate workers in India and the
People’s Training and Research Centre (PTRC), which has accompanied the
agate workers in their struggle for justice over the last 17 years.  If it were not
for the dedicated work of Mr. Jagdish Patel, PTRC’s director, people across
the United States, Europe and Asia would have no idea of the suffering and
death endured by India’s agate grinders.

1. The Government of India should immediately extend the Factories Act to
guarantee the legal labor rights of the tens of thousands of people working in
the agate and gemstone industry, especially the agate grinders.  The agate and
gemstone traders must be held legally accountable as employers to adhere to
the Factories Act.

2. The agate and gemstone workers must have the legal right to organize,
which would guarantee their right to form larger worker cooperatives, which
would then have the power to negotiate wages and other benefits with the
traders or buyers.

3. All agate grinding should be done under safe conditions.  The Indian gov-
ernment’s National Institute of Occupational Health, in consultation with
the agate grinders and the People’s Training and Research Centre, could be
tasked with developing safe methods to grind agate.  The National Institute of
Occupational Health has already done considerable research on this, and it is
believed that a process of wet grinding in combination with an effective
exhaust system can drastically reduce exposure to the deadly silica dust.
There is no reason that agate grinders should continue to die.

4. Current agate grinders who are suffering from silicosis, along with non-
occupational victims of silicosis, must immediately be provided with med-
ical care, compensation for their illness and a living stipend so they can
maintain their families. The traders can be assessed fees proportional to
their sales of agate and other gemstones.
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