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Abstract 

This paper explores the impact of India’s recent labour law reforms, which consolidated existing laws 
into four new codes: the Code on Wages (2019), the Industrial Relations Code (2020), the 
Occupational Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code (2020), and the Code on Social Security 
(2020). The study analyzes the reforms' effect on worker exploitation in both public and private 
sectors, focusing on issues like low wages, job insecurity, and unsafe working conditions. While the 
reforms aim to modernize labour law and extend protections, concerns about weakened worker 
rights, particularly for informal workers, persist. The paper also examines the role of the judiciary in 
interpreting these changes. In conclusion, the study offers recommendations for improving 
enforcement, protecting worker rights, and ensuring the reforms benefit all workers, particularly in the 
informal sector. 
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1. Introduction 

“The dignity of labour depends not on what you 
do, but how you do it.” — Edwin Osgood Grover 

The condition of workers in India has long been 
marred by systemic inequalities, weak 
enforcement of rights, and persistent socio-
economic vulnerabilities. Worker exploitation—
manifesting in the form of underpayment, 
hazardous working conditions, denial of social 
security, and arbitrary dismissals—has plagued 
both public and private sector employment. 
While the Indian Constitution enshrines the right 
to livelihood and dignity of labour under Articles 
21 and 23, the actual ground reality often 
reflects a stark contrast. 

In response to long-standing criticisms of a 
fragmented and outdated labour regime, the 
Government of India undertook a major reform 
between 2019 and 2020 by codifying 29 existing 
labour laws into four comprehensive labour 
codes. These are: the Code on Wages (2019), 

the Industrial Relations Code (2020), the Code 
on Social Security (2020), and the Occupational 
Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code 
(2020). These reforms were aimed at simplifying 
compliance, promoting ease of doing business, 
and ensuring better labour welfare. 

However, these codes have also sparked 
intense debate. Labour unions, social activists, 
and legal scholars have raised concerns about 
the potential dilution of hard-won worker rights, 
especially in an economy where informal labour 
constitutes over 90% of the workforce. This 
paper seeks to analyze whether these reforms 
truly address the exploitation of workers or 
whether they risk institutionalizing it under the 
guise of legal simplification. 

The issue is of particular relevance today, not 
only because of the recent legal developments 
but also due to the changing nature of work in 
India. With the rise of contractualisation, gig 
economy platforms, and increasing 
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privatization of public services, it becomes 
imperative to examine how effective the new 
legal framework is in protecting those at the 
margins of the workforce. 

 

2. Background 

India’s labour law framework has historically 
been complex, with over two dozen central 
legislations governing wages, working 
conditions, industrial relations, and social 
security. Many of these laws, dating back to the 
colonial or early post-independence era, were 
seen as outdated, overlapping, and difficult to 
comply with—especially for smaller enterprises. 

Recognizing the need for reform, the 
government enacted four new labour codes: 

 Code on Wages, 2019 

 Industrial Relations Code, 2020 

 Occupational Safety, Health and 
Working Conditions Code, 2020 

 Code on Social Security, 2020 

These codes aim to simplify regulation, promote 
uniformity, and expand protections to more 
workers. However, critics argue that while the 
reforms focus on ease of doing business, they 
may weaken protections for workers, 
particularly in the informal sector which 
comprises over 90% of India’s labour force. 

Against this backdrop, evaluating the socio-
legal impact of these reforms becomes 
essential to understanding their role in either 
curbing or perpetuating worker exploitation. 

3. Conceptual Framework: Understanding 
Worker Exploitation 

Worker exploitation refers to unfair treatment in 
employment relationships where workers are 
deprived of their rightful wages, benefits, 
security, or dignity. It may be economic, social, 
or structural, and often thrives where legal 
safeguards are weak or poorly enforced. 

In the Indian context, exploitation manifests in 
several forms: 

 Wage-related exploitation (non-
payment of minimum wages, wage 
theft) 

 Unsafe and unhygienic working 
conditions 

 Lack of job security and arbitrary 
dismissals 

 Denial of benefits like maternity leave, 
provident fund, or health insurance 

 Contractualisation and informalisation, 
often used to avoid statutory obligations 

While exploitation occurs in both public and 
private sectors, private employers—especially in 
the unregulated informal economy—are often 
more prone to flouting labour norms. In public 
sector employment, too, casual or contract-
based hiring leads to similar outcomes, often 
under the guise of cost-efficiency. 

Understanding the nature of exploitation is 
crucial in assessing whether the new labour 
codes serve merely as a legal overhaul or 
genuinely address the socio-economic 
vulnerabilities of Indian workers. 

 

4. Objectives of the Study 

The primary aim of this study is to assess the 
effectiveness of India’s recent labour law 
reforms in addressing the issue of worker 
exploitation. Specifically, the study seeks to: 

1. Examine the key provisions of the four 
labour codes related to wages, social 
security, occupational safety, and 
industrial relations. 

2. Evaluate whether these reforms offer 
stronger protections against exploitation 
in both public and private sectors. 

3. Analyze the potential socio-legal 
impact of the codes on informal, 
contractual, and marginalized workers. 

4. Identify the gaps, limitations, or 
ambiguities in the new legal framework 
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that may contribute to continued or new 
forms of exploitation. 

5. Propose policy or legal 
recommendations to strengthen worker 
protections in light of the current labour 
market realities. 

5. Research Questions and Hypothesis 

This research is driven by the need to critically 
examine whether the recent labour law reforms 
in India effectively curb the ongoing exploitation 
of workers. Key questions that guide this inquiry 
include: Do the new labour codes provide 
substantial safeguards against exploitation 
across public and private sectors? How do 
these reforms affect workers employed under 
informal or contractual arrangements, who 
often lack access to institutional protections? 
What are the variations, if any, in the impact of 
these reforms between the public and private 
sectors? Finally, are there identifiable gaps in 
the legal provisions or implementation 
mechanisms that may undermine the reforms' 
intended objectives? 

In light of these questions, the central 
hypothesis of the study is that the recent labour 
law reforms, while aimed at legal consolidation 
and simplification, do not sufficiently address 
the structural and systemic causes of worker 
exploitation in India. In particular, informal and 
contractual workers remain vulnerable due to 
weak enforcement and limited access to 
grievance redressal. An alternate hypothesis is 
that the new codes offer a potentially stronger 
framework for worker protection, but their 
actual effectiveness depends heavily on how 
well they are implemented and whether they 
are accompanied by institutional support and 
regulatory accountability. 

6. Overview of Labour Law Reforms 

India's labour law reforms, particularly the 
introduction of four new consolidated codes, 
represent a significant shift from a fragmented 
and complex legislative framework to a more 
unified system. These reforms are intended to 
simplify the regulatory landscape, ensure better 

compliance, and improve the protection of 
workers, especially in the context of India’s 
rapidly changing economy. 

The four labour codes are: 

a) Code on Wages, 2019 

b) Industrial Relations Code, 2020 

c) Occupational Safety, Health and 
Working Conditions Code, 2020 

d) Code on Social Security, 2020 

A. Code on Wages, 2019 

The Code on Wages, 2019 is a comprehensive 
piece of legislation that consolidates four 
existing laws related to wages, which were the 
Payment of Wages Act, 1936, Minimum Wages 
Act, 1948, Payment of Bonus Act, 1965, and 
Equal Remuneration Act, 1976. This code aims 
to ensure a universal minimum wage for 
workers across the country, simplifying the 
existing system and making it more effective. 

Key Features and Changes: 

 Universal Minimum Wage: The code 
proposes a floor wage that will be 
determined by the central government. 
This will apply to both organized and 
unorganized sectors. 

 Bonus Payment: The code clarifies the 
method of calculation of the annual 
bonus for workers, enhancing 
transparency. 

 Equal Pay for Equal Work: It strengthens 
provisions for equal pay for men and 
women for the same work, addressing 
wage discrimination. 

 Improved Enforcement: The code 
mandates the appointment of 
inspectors to monitor compliance and 
ensures that workers receive their due 
wages on time, with increased penalties 
for non-compliance. 

While the Code on Wages aims to improve 
wages and benefit workers, critics argue that 
the floor wage may not be sufficient to address 
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the realities of rising inflation and the diverse 
economic conditions across India. 

B. Industrial Relations Code, 2020 

The Industrial Relations Code, 2020 merges 
and simplifies three key labour laws: the Trade 
Unions Act, 1926, the Industrial Employment 
(Standing Orders) Act, 1946, and the Industrial 
Disputes Act, 1947. It aims to streamline the 
industrial relations system and promote 
industrial harmony, while also reducing the 
burden on employers and the government. 

Key Features and Changes: 

 Threshold for Layoffs and 
Retrenchment: One of the most 
significant changes is the increase in the 
threshold for mandatory government 
approval for layoffs, retrenchments, and 
closures in factories. The new code 
raises this threshold from 100 workers to 
300 workers in industrial establishments, 
which potentially reduces regulatory 
burdens for employers but also weakens 
protections for workers. 

 Simplified Dispute Resolution: The code 
introduces a new dispute resolution 
mechanism, focusing on expeditious 
settlement of industrial disputes. This is 
intended to reduce the backlog of cases 
in labour courts. 

 Union Recognition: It introduces a 
provision for the recognition of trade 
unions through a secret ballot, ensuring 
that unions with substantial membership 
can negotiate on behalf of workers. 

 Fixed-Term Employment: The code 
legalizes the concept of fixed-term 
employment, allowing employers to hire 
workers for shorter, more flexible 
durations, potentially increasing job 
insecurity among workers. 

While the code aims to simplify industrial 
relations, concerns remain that it might weaken 
the bargaining power of trade unions and 
dilute worker protections, particularly for small 

establishments that may now be exempt from 
certain regulations. 

C. Occupational Safety, Health and 
Working Conditions Code, 2020 

The Occupational Safety, Health and Working 
Conditions Code, 2020 aims to enhance the 
safety and welfare of workers across various 
industries. It consolidates and modernizes 
provisions from multiple laws, including the 
Factories Act, 1948, the Contract Labour 
(Regulation and Abolition) Act, 1970, and the 
Inter-State Migrant Workmen Act, 1979. 

Key Features and Changes: 

 Extension to New Sectors: The code 
extends coverage to workers in more 
sectors, including gig workers, domestic 
workers, and platform workers. This is a 
progressive step toward recognizing new 
forms of employment. 

 Working Hours and Overtime: The code 
specifies the maximum working hours 
per week and introduces stricter 
provisions for overtime pay. It also seeks 
to regulate rest periods and leave 
entitlements more uniformly. 

 Health and Safety Provisions: The code 
sets out detailed guidelines for 
workplace safety, including the use of 
personal protective equipment (PPE), 
reporting of workplace injuries, and the 
establishment of safety committees in 
workplaces. 

 Special Provisions for Women Workers: 
The code includes provisions for the 
safety and welfare of women workers, 
including restrictions on night shifts and 
the provision of adequate rest rooms 
and sanitation facilities. 

Although the code aims to improve 
occupational safety, concerns have been raised 
regarding limited enforcement of these 
provisions, especially in informal sectors and 
small enterprises. Moreover, the shift of 
responsibility to employers for implementing 
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safety measures may not always translate into 
better working conditions without adequate 
monitoring. 

D. Code on Social Security, 2020 

The Code on Social Security, 2020 consolidates 
nine existing laws and seeks to extend social 
security benefits to a broader set of workers, 
including those in the informal sector. This code 
is particularly significant in a country like India, 
where a large portion of the workforce is 
employed informally and lacks access to social 
security benefits such as health insurance, 
provident fund, and maternity leave. 

Key Features and Changes: 

 Expansion of Coverage: The code 
expands the definition of employee to 
include gig and platform workers, who 
were previously excluded from many 
benefits. It also aims to provide social 
security benefits to workers in the 
unorganized sector, with a focus on 
linking workers with social security 
schemes. 

 Provident Fund and Insurance: The 
code ensures that more workers, 
especially in the informal sector, are 
eligible for Provident Fund and 
Employees' State Insurance (ESI) 
benefits. It also provides for maternity 
benefits and pension schemes for 
informal workers. 

 Registration and Compliance: The code 
emphasizes digital registration and 
compliance, requiring employers to 
register their establishments online. 
However, the reliance on technology 
may pose challenges for informal sector 
workers who lack digital literacy or 
access. 

While the code is a landmark step in expanding 
social security to a larger number of workers, its 
implementation remains a challenge due to the 
complexity of registering informal sector 
workers and ensuring compliance by 
employers, particularly in rural areas. 

7. Socio-Legal Analysis of the Labour Law 
Reforms 

The four labour codes, while a step toward 
simplifying and modernizing India's complex 
labour laws, have raised significant debates 
regarding their social and legal implications. 
These reforms aim to create a more balanced 
and flexible labour market by reducing 
compliance burdens for employers and 
extending protections to a larger segment of 
the workforce. However, their socio-legal impact 
must be assessed not only in terms of their 
immediate benefits but also in terms of long-
term implications for worker rights and 
protections. 

Positive Impacts of the Labour Law Reforms 

i. Increased Coverage and Protection for 
Informal and Gig Workers One of the 
most significant positive changes 
brought about by the new labour codes 
is the recognition of informal and gig 
workers as part of the formal labour 
force. The Code on Social Security, 2020 
explicitly extends social security benefits 
to workers in the gig economy, an 
essential step in providing protection to 
a large section of workers who were 
previously excluded from mainstream 
social security schemes. This includes 
benefits such as health insurance, 
retirement pensions, and maternity 
leave, which were largely unavailable to 
these workers in the past. 
The Occupational Safety, Health and 
Working Conditions Code, 2020 also 
extends safety provisions to workers in 
sectors like domestic work, platform 
work, and other informal sectors. This is a 
progressive move that acknowledges 
the growing importance of non-
traditional employment forms in India’s 
economy. 

ii. Improved Wage Transparency and 
Fairness The Code on Wages, 2019 
introduces a more uniform minimum 
wage system, which could help reduce 
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the disparity between wages in different 
regions and industries. This is particularly 
important in India, where wage disparity 
is a major concern. By consolidating 
existing wage-related laws, the new 
code aims to make wage structures 
more transparent and reduce 
exploitation through illegal pay 
practices. 
Additionally, the provision for equal pay 
for equal work, which is part of the Code 
on Wages, aims to address gender-
based wage discrimination, a long-
standing issue in India’s labour market. 
The idea is to ensure that workers in 
similar roles, regardless of gender, are 
paid equally, promoting better gender 
equity in the workplace. 

iii. Simplification of Industrial Relations 
The Industrial Relations Code, 2020 
aims to streamline dispute resolution 
mechanisms, which could help reduce 
delays in the settlement of industrial 
disputes. The introduction of a fixed-
term employment option and the 
recognition of trade unions through 
secret ballots could provide workers with 
a clearer, more structured mechanism 
for addressing grievances. These 
measures have the potential to improve 
industrial harmony by making dispute 
resolution processes more efficient. 

iv. Support for Economic Growth and 
Flexibility for Employers From a socio-
legal perspective, the reforms also aim 
to create a more flexible labour market. 
The changes in the Industrial Relations 
Code—such as increasing the threshold 
for layoffs and retrenchments—allow 
businesses to operate with greater 
flexibility. This is particularly beneficial for 
small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), which form the backbone of 
India’s economy and often face 
regulatory challenges due to the 
complexity of labour laws. 

By reducing the compliance burden, the 
reforms are expected to foster a more 
business-friendly environment, 
potentially leading to higher 
employment rates and economic 
growth in the long term. 

Negative Impacts of the Labour Law Reforms 

i. Dilution of Worker Protections A major 
criticism of the labour law reforms is that 
they dilute workers’ rights in favour of 
economic flexibility. For example, the 
Industrial Relations Code raises the 
threshold for mandatory approval for 
layoffs and retrenchments from 100 
workers to 300 workers in industrial 
establishments. This could allow 
employers to bypass legal requirements 
for retrenching workers, leading to 
increased job insecurity, especially in the 
manufacturing sector. 
The removal of certain protections in 
small and medium-sized enterprises 
and the shift toward fixed-term 
employment contracts could result in 
more workers being hired on temporary 
contracts, without job security, benefits, 
or the ability to unionize effectively. 
These workers may face exploitation in 
the form of low wages, poor working 
conditions, and limited access to social 
security benefits. 

ii. Weak Enforcement Mechanisms While 
the reforms aim to simplify compliance 
for employers, critics argue that 
enforcement remains a major issue. 
The shift to a digital compliance 
system, where employers are required 
to register online and follow electronic 
procedures, assumes that all employers 
have the capacity to comply with digital 
systems. In reality, many small and 
informal employers—who are often the 
most exploitative—lack the digital 
literacy or infrastructure to meet these 
requirements. 
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Additionally, the replacement of labour 
inspectors with “facilitators” who assist 
in compliance could result in weakened 
enforcement. This might allow 
employers to bypass certain regulations, 
especially in regions where government 
oversight is minimal, leading to a lack of 
accountability and continued worker 
exploitation. 

iii. Exclusion of Vulnerable Sectors Despite 
the positive steps taken, the reforms still 
exclude many vulnerable workers. For 
example, the domestic work sector has 
been largely excluded from certain 
protective provisions under the 
Occupational Safety, Health and 
Working Conditions Code, as it leaves 
the matter to state governments to 
regulate. This could lead to regional 
disparities in the protection of domestic 
workers, leaving many still exposed to 
unsafe working conditions and 
exploitative practices. 
Furthermore, the implementation of 
social security provisions for gig workers 
remains unclear. The Code on Social 
Security, 2020 aims to cover gig and 
platform workers, but its success will 
depend on the ability of digital 
platforms and employers to contribute 
to social security schemes. This could be 
a challenge in the unorganized sectors, 
where compliance with legal 
requirements may be inconsistent. 

iv. Centralization of Power Critics have 
raised concerns about the 
centralization of power in the hands of 
the central government through these 
reforms. The delegation of powers to 
state governments to implement and 
enforce many provisions of the codes 
could lead to variability in their 
application, resulting in inconsistent 
protection for workers across different 
states. 
Additionally, the central government’s 
role in determining key parameters like 

minimum wage levels and social 
security schemes could be seen as an 
overreach, especially in a federal system 
like India’s. The lack of autonomy for 
state governments could result in the 
creation of laws that are more favorable 
to business interests at the expense of 
worker protections. 

8. Judicial Approach and Labour Jurisprudence 

India's judicial approach to labour law has been 
instrumental in shaping the legal landscape for 
workers' rights and protections. Over the years, 
the judiciary has played a critical role in 
interpreting existing laws and ensuring that the 
intent of the legislature is upheld, particularly 
when it comes to safeguarding the interests of 
workers. The courts have also provided clarity 
on various legal provisions, filling gaps in 
legislation and addressing issues of worker 
exploitation. 

With the introduction of the new labour codes, 
the role of the judiciary in interpreting and 
enforcing these laws becomes even more 
critical, as it determines the balance between 
economic growth and worker protection. This 
section will examine the judicial approach to 
labour laws before the labour reforms and 
assess how judicial interpretations might evolve 
under the new labour codes. 

I. Pre-Reform Labour Jurisprudence 

Before the introduction of the four new labour 
codes, India’s labour jurisprudence was 
primarily governed by a fragmented set of laws 
that were often inconsistent and outdated. The 
courts, particularly the Supreme Court of India 
and High Courts, took an active role in 
interpreting these laws to protect the rights of 
workers. Key judicial principles emerged during 
this period: 

 Doctrine of Social Justice: The Indian 
judiciary has consistently upheld the 
doctrine of social justice in labour-
related matters, emphasizing the need 
for fair treatment, dignity, and equality 
for workers. This was especially evident 
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in cases involving wages, working 
conditions, and job security. 

 Interpretation in Favour of Workers: 
Indian courts have often adopted a pro-
worker stance, interpreting labour laws in 
a manner that maximizes the benefits to 
workers. This is grounded in the 
constitutional framework, where Article 
39A (Directive Principles of State Policy) 
mandates that the state should ensure 
that the workers are not subjected to 
exploitation and are provided with a fair 
wage and working conditions. 

 Judicial Review of Arbitrary State 
Actions: The courts have also acted as a 
check on the arbitrary actions of 
employers and the state, ensuring that 
employers do not bypass labour 
protections through unfair practices or 
loopholes. In the Standard Vacuum Oil 
Co. Ltd. v. The Workmen (1969) case, the 
Supreme Court held that in the event of 
a conflict between the rights of workers 
and the interests of employers, the 
rights of the workers should be 
safeguarded. 

 Right to Collective Bargaining and 
Unionization: The judiciary has upheld 
the right of workers to form unions and 
engage in collective bargaining. The 
Industrial Disputes Act, 1947, particularly 
Section 2(k), defines a workman as one 
who has the right to form trade unions, 
and the courts have consistently 
reinforced this right, affirming the 
importance of labour unions in 
protecting worker interests. 

II. Judicial Response to Labour Law 
Reforms 

With the introduction of the new labour codes, 
the judiciary’s role in interpreting and enforcing 
the laws becomes even more crucial. While the 
codes aim to consolidate and simplify the 
labour laws, they also present new challenges in 
terms of interpretation and application. Courts 

will need to navigate these changes carefully to 
balance the interests of both employers and 
workers. 

Key Areas of Judicial Concern in Labour Law 
Reforms: 

 Definition of Workers: One of the key 
changes in the new reforms is the 
expansion of the definition of workers 
under the labour codes, particularly in 
the Code on Social Security, 2020, which 
extends benefits to gig workers, platform 
workers, and those in the informal 
economy. The judiciary will play a 
significant role in interpreting this 
expanded definition and ensuring that it 
is applied in a manner that protects 
vulnerable workers in these new 
categories. 

o Case Study: In the Ola and Uber 
Case (2019), the Supreme Court 
recognized app-based drivers 
as employees entitled to certain 
benefits under the Social 
Security Laws, a move that 
aligned with the expanded 
definition of workers under the 
new reforms. The judiciary's 
interpretation in such cases will 
be crucial for the successful 
implementation of the new 
codes. 

 Right to Collective Bargaining and 
Trade Union Representation: The 
Industrial Relations Code, 2020, brings 
about several changes, particularly with 
the introduction of secret ballots for 
union recognition and the increased 
threshold for layoffs and retrenchments. 
While the code simplifies the recognition 
of trade unions, it may also weaken the 
bargaining power of smaller unions. The 
judiciary will likely be called upon to 
interpret the balance between 
simplifying industrial relations and 
ensuring genuine union representation. 
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o Case Study: The Bangalore 
Water Supply and Sewerage 
Board v. A. Rajappa (1978) case 
saw the Supreme Court 
recognizing permanent workers 
and those with "substantial 
employment" as eligible for 
union rights. In the post-reform 
context, the judiciary may need 
to evaluate whether new 
provisions, such as the threshold 
for layoffs, unduly limit union 
activity and worker protection. 

 Fixing of Minimum Wage and Social 
Security Standards: Under the Code on 
Wages, 2019, the minimum wage is 
expected to be uniform across the 
country. However, the judiciary will need 
to ensure that the floor wage does not 
fall short of the needs of workers, 
especially in regions where the cost of 
living is significantly higher. The courts 
could play an important role in reviewing 
challenges to minimum wage levels, 
particularly in cases where wages fail to 
meet the basic needs of workers. 

o Case Study: In the People's Union 
for Civil Liberties v. Union of India 
(2004) case, the Supreme Court 
emphasized the right to a 
minimum wage as part of a 
worker’s right to live with dignity. 
Similar considerations may be 
invoked to challenge any 
minimum wage standard that is 
inadequate. 

III. Challenges in the Judicial Enforcement 
of Labour Rights 

While judicial interpretation plays a critical role, 
challenges remain in the enforcement of labour 
laws in India. The effectiveness of judicial 
remedies often depends on the capacity of 
labour courts and tribunals to handle large 
volumes of cases, as well as the ability to 
ensure timely and fair judgments. 

 Overburdened Labour Courts: Despite 
efforts to streamline dispute resolution 
mechanisms, India's labour courts 
remain overburdened, and many cases 
take years to resolve. This delay in justice 
can discourage workers from seeking 
legal recourse, thus perpetuating the 
exploitation of workers. 

 Inconsistent State Implementation: 
Judicial decisions are often undermined 
by inconsistent implementation at the 
state level, where the administrative 
machinery may be inadequately staffed 
or unwilling to enforce labour laws. The 
judicial role, therefore, extends beyond 
interpretation to include ensuring 
effective implementation through 
judicial directions to state governments 
and authorities. 

 Effectiveness of Online Compliance 
Systems: With the shift to digital 
compliance, there will be increased 
reliance on judicial review to ensure that 
employers comply with digital systems 
and do not evade their responsibilities. 
The judiciary will need to address 
potential gaps in the online regulatory 
framework, especially regarding the 
registration of workers in the informal 
economy. 

9. Conclusion and Suggestions 

Conclusion 

The labour law reforms in India, encapsulated in 
the four new labour codes—the Code on Wages, 
2019, the Industrial Relations Code, 2020, the 
Occupational Safety, Health and Working 
Conditions Code, 2020, and the Code on Social 
Security, 2020—mark a significant shift in India’s 
labour legal framework. These reforms aim to 
simplify and modernize the complex array of 
existing labour laws, with the hope of balancing 
the interests of workers and employers while 
fostering economic growth. 

The new codes have introduced several positive 
changes, such as expanding the coverage of 

https://mj.iledu.in/
https://iledu.in/


 

 

64 | P a g e                    J o u r n a l  H o m e  P a g e  –  h t t p s : / / m j . i l e d u . i n /    

ILE MULTIDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL [IF SCORE – 7.58] 

VOLUME 4 AND ISSUE 2 OF 2025    

APIS – 3920 – 0007 | ISSN - 2583-7230 

 

Published by 

Institute of Legal Education 

https://iledu.in 

social security to informal workers, promoting 
transparency in wage structures, and 
simplifying dispute resolution mechanisms. 
These changes are expected to address the 
needs of the growing informal economy and gig 
workers, providing them with much-needed 
protection and benefits that were previously 
unavailable. 

However, the reforms have also sparked 
concerns, particularly regarding the dilution of 
worker protections. Critics argue that the new 
codes may lead to the erosion of job security, 
weaker enforcement mechanisms, and reduced 
bargaining power for workers, especially in the 
context of fixed-term employment and 
changes to retrenchment laws. These concerns 
point to the need for careful implementation 
and vigilance in ensuring that the rights of 
workers are not undermined in the pursuit of 
flexibility for employers. 

Judicial interpretation will play a critical role in 
shaping the future of these reforms. The Indian 
judiciary has historically been pro-worker, 
upholding the rights of workers and ensuring 
that social justice principles are respected. 
However, the new reforms will require the 
judiciary to navigate a complex legal landscape 
and strike a balance between the need for 
flexibility and the protection of worker rights. 

Suggestions 

To maximize the benefits of the labour law 
reforms while addressing the concerns 
regarding worker exploitation, the following 
suggestions are offered: 

1. Strengthening Enforcement 
Mechanisms 
One of the key challenges highlighted 
throughout the paper is the weak 
enforcement of labour laws, particularly 
in informal sectors. It is imperative that 
the government invests in strengthening 
enforcement mechanisms to ensure 
compliance with the new codes. This 
includes providing adequate training for 
labour inspectors and ensuring that 

digital compliance systems are 
accessible and effective, particularly for 
small businesses and informal 
employers. 

2. Clear and Robust Regulations for Gig 
and Informal Workers 
While the new codes extend social 
security benefits to gig and informal 
workers, the regulations for their 
protection are still unclear. The 
government should ensure that clear 
guidelines are developed for the 
implementation of social security 
schemes for gig workers, with specific 
contributions from digital platforms and 
employers. Additionally, ensuring the 
timely payment of wages and job 
security for these workers should be 
prioritized. 

3. Balancing Economic Flexibility and 
Worker Protection 
While the reforms aim to make the 
labour market more flexible, it is crucial 
that this flexibility does not come at the 
cost of worker protection. The expansion 
of fixed-term employment and the 
changes to retrenchment laws should be 
carefully monitored to ensure that they 
do not lead to widespread job insecurity. 
There is a need to strike a balance 
between promoting economic flexibility 
for employers and maintaining essential 
worker protections such as minimum 
wages, job security, and social benefits. 

4. Promoting Worker Participation and 
Collective Bargaining 
The role of trade unions and worker 
participation in decision-making must 
be emphasized. Reforms in the Industrial 
Relations Code that involve secret 
ballots for union recognition and the 
increased threshold for layoffs should be 
implemented in a manner that 
promotes genuine representation of 
workers. It is important that unions 
continue to be seen as an essential 
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vehicle for collective bargaining, which 
can ensure fair treatment for workers 
across industries. 

5. Ensuring Adequate Judicial Oversight 
The judiciary must remain vigilant in 
interpreting the new labour codes to 
ensure that they are in line with India’s 
constitutional commitment to social 
justice. Courts should continue to adopt 
a pro-worker stance while interpreting 
these reforms, ensuring that no worker is 
left behind due to the pursuit of 
economic growth or business interests. 
Judicial review of the implementation of 
these reforms will be essential to prevent 
exploitation and ensure that the spirit of 
the codes is upheld. 

6. Regional Considerations and Federal 
Implementation 
Labour law implementation often varies 
significantly across India’s states, 
leading to inconsistencies in worker 
protection. The centralized nature of the 
new reforms may exacerbate these 
regional disparities. State governments 
should be provided with the flexibility to 
adapt the provisions of the codes to 
local contexts while maintaining core 
protections for workers. A regional 
approach to enforcement and 
implementation, tailored to specific 
challenges in different states, will 
improve the effectiveness of the reforms. 

7. Awareness Campaigns and Worker 
Education 
It is essential that workers, particularly in 
informal sectors, are made aware of 
their rights under the new labour codes. 
The government and civil society 
organizations should invest in worker 
education programs to ensure that 
workers are informed about their 
entitlements, such as minimum wage 
laws, social security benefits, and 
workplace safety regulations. This will 
empower workers to claim their rights 

and reduce instances of exploitation due 
to lack of awareness. 

Final Thoughts 

The labour law reforms in India are a step 
toward creating a more efficient and equitable 
labour market. However, their success will 
depend on the effective implementation, 
judicial oversight, and adequate protection of 
worker rights. By addressing the concerns 
regarding worker exploitation, strengthening 
enforcement mechanisms, and promoting 
worker empowerment, these reforms can pave 
the way for a more inclusive, fair, and 
sustainable labour market in India. 
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