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Hazardous Cleaning of Sewers and Septic Tanks

1. Recently, there was a spurt of unfortunate incidents of deaths of sewer/septic workers all
over the country. These deaths take place while cleaning sewers and septic tanks due to toxic
fumes or asphyxiation while cleaning. These incidents are examples of negligence of the civic
authorities about the provisions of the “Prohibition of Employment as Manual Scavengers and
their Rehabilitation Act, 2013” (MS Act, 2013) and the rules made thereunder regarding hazardous
cleaning of sewers and septic tanks.

2. Main provisions of the MS Act, 2013, which came into force in ail States/UTs (except J & K)
on 6" December, 2013 and the Rules framed thereunder, are :-

(i) No person, local authority or any agency shall engage or employ, either directly or
indirectly, any person for hazardous cleaning of a sewer or a septic tank.

(i) hazardous cleaning” by an employee, in relation to a sewer or septic tank, means its
manual cleaning by such employee without the employer fulfilling his obligations to
provide protective gear and other cleaning devices and ensuring observance of safety
precautions. :

(iii) manually cleaning of sewage is permitted with the -permission of CEO of the local
authority and with protective gear and safety devices to be provided by the employer as
listed in the rules.

(iv) the local authority shall ensure that the cleaning devices listed in the rule are used by
persons engaged in cleaning of sewer or septic tank.

(v) the employer shall ensure safety precautions given in the Rules, before, during and
post-cleaning of sewer or a septic tank.

(vi) Violation of the provisions of the Act are punishable with upto two years or with
fine upto two lakh rupees or with both which, for any subsequent contravention
be upto five years or with fine upto five lakh rupees, or both.

3. Hon’ble Supreme Court of India has, in a case ordered that in cases of deaths while
cleaning sewers and septic tanks since 1993, the employer will pay a compensation of Rs. 10 lakh
to the family of the each deceased worker.

4. There is a need to give wide publicity to all stakeholders like sanitation workers, contractors,
officers of the local bodies etc. about the provisions of the MS Act, 2013 and the Rules made
thereunder so that manual cleaning of sewers and septic tanks is stopped forthwith except in
exceptional circumstances that too with the written permission of the CEO of the local authority. In
this regard mechanization of the cleaning of sewers and septic tanks holds critical importance.

5L NSFKDC also holds half day workshops in the Municipalities whenever they are ready for
this.
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