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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Mewar, Mahaveer and Saanwariya are familiar names of ice creams sold on carts in India. Where do 
these ice cream carts come from? Where do the vendors selling these ice creams and their 
employers hail from? If you were to ask these questions to any of these ice cream sellers, the 
vendor would invariably have one answer - Rajasthan. These ice cream vendors are found in 
many towns and cities of India but most of them hail from the Relmagra region (a block in 
Rajsamand District of Rajasthan).  So much so that when a Mewar ice cream cart is shown in the 
background of an Indian film, the people from Relmagra block want to see the film several 
times. There are hundreds of people who are engaged in the ice cream trade. They hail from the 
Relmagra tehsil as well as from districts of Chittaurgarh, Bhilwara and Udaipur of the state of 
Rajasthan in India. 
 
Geographically, Relmagra is a plain area. There is a huge potential for agriculture and allied 
activities in this region. Jaat, Gujjar, Kumawat, Gadari, and Ahir communities residing in the block 
are predominantly agriculturists. However, poor rainfall over the last decade (about 31cm in the 
year 2000 as against an average of 51cm) and the consequent water scarcity has threatened the 
viability of agricultural livelihoods as the mainstay of local communities. Migration out of 
Relmagra and its adjoining areas was first triggered during the drought of 1956, which affected 
the entire district of Rajsamand, particularly Relmagra. Those people who were not able to 
continue farming, supplemented their work with non-agricultural activities or began work in a 
new sector by migrating out of the district. 
 
There are two types of land in Relmagra – sehjaa and usar. Land that can be irrigated by the 
seasonal Banas River i.e. land that is within a range of two to three kilometres from the river is 
called sehjaa land. The land, which is only rainfed, is called usar. Historically, the major agricultural 
communities in the region (as mentioned above) did fairly well in agriculture, especially during 
the monsoons.  However, since the 1980s, there has been a huge reduction in rainfall levels in 
South Rajasthan. The drought of 1983-85 further spurred large-scale out migration, particularly 
from the Rankhad area of Relmagra to other Districts of Rajasthan and also to other Indian 
States.  
 
The people of this Other Backward Castes (OBC) dominated block have been forced to migrate 
to other districts of Rajasthan, and more often, to far flung places in other Indian States (60 
percent of cases to earn their living, despite being endowed with over 25,000 hectares of 
cultivable land in their native villages. Livelihood options, apart from agriculture and agriculture 
related work are negligible. Migrating out of the district to find work is not a new phenomenon. 
In fact, incomes from migration have been contributing to the local economy for decades.              
 
There is a common saying in Relmagra- Tu kya malvey kamaane gaya hai jo itne paise luta raha hai (if 
you are spending so much, you must have definitely returned with your earnings from Malwa!) 
that emphasise migration as a significant income generating activity. There appears to have 
developed a distinct tendency of a migrants’ choice of vocation depending on the community 
from which the migrant comes in Rajsamand. People from the Paaliwaal, Jaat and Gadari 
communities typically took up work in the cloth mills of Malwa region. People from the Rajput 
community found work as security personnel, drivers, and recovery agents for moneylenders at 
the destination. Slowly, these migrants established themselves in stable occupations in the 
region’s bigger cities. Sensing a business opportunity in the rising demand for milk-based and  
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other day-to-day products in cities, migrants from Relmagra entered into the trade of sweets, 
salty-snacks (namkeen), ice cream, kerosene, and hospitality services. The community in to which 
the migrant was born largely determined a migrants’ entry into these trades.  The Gadariyas set up 
milk businesses, the Kumaawats and the Telis started manufacturing and selling salty snacks 
(namkeen), while the Bhils toiled as agricultural labour in the fields of Malwa farmers. Those who 
did not get any work started vending eatables and miscellaneous wares in lorries. This was the 
beginning of the entry of migrants from Relmagra into the ice cream vending business.  
 
Migrant labour from Relmagra is engaged mostly in the eatery business, where migrants work as 
namkeen makers, cooks, caterers in hotels, assistants in sweetshops or ice cream vendors. Their 
employers are, more often than not, natives of Relmagra themselves. They are willing to provide 
work for and support the livelihoods of their old acquaintances, who they trust more than 
migrants from other places. It is also not uncommon to come across migrants from Relmagra 
who have chosen to persist and fight it out in alien destinations advancing to become 
contractors, shopkeepers, and cart owners, and even employing a few “freshers” from their 
native villages as servants or helpers in their establishments. 
 
Currently, it is possible to find migrant workers from Relmagra in jewellery, grocery, cloth and 
hardware shops as well as making sweets and snacks, buying and selling scrap, trading animals, 
hawking milk, working in marble mines, and selling kerosene oil and ice cream. Although 
Rajsamand migrants are scattered across many locales, the more popular destinations of 
Rajsamandi migrants include Ahmedabad, Mumbai, Bangalore, Jodhpur, and Bikaner. Although 
these migrants are involved in different professions in practically every part of the country, it is 
the ice cream vendors who are the most prevalent, selling their wares throughout the country, 
from Jammu and Kashmir to Tamil Nadu, from Gujarat to Orissa and in several North Eastern 
States. Apart from the Relmagra Block of Rajsamand, the neighbouring Districts of Chittaurgarh, 
Bhilwara, and Udaipur also source ice cream vending labour to different parts of the country. 
Through their hard work and skills, these migrants have established a good reputation among 
local communities at the destination.  
 
Despite governmental and non-governmental efforts to create new employment options in the 
area, migration to other states has not stopped. In fact, these efforts have had little impact on 
migration trends. 
 
Of the 29 panchayats in the Relmagra block, 10 have been studied through Panchayat level 
studies on migrant labour (in 2006-2007). The study showed that out of a total of 6145 families 
enlisted, at least one family member had migrated to find work in about 2173 families (about 
36%); in all 2994 labourers had migrated. Almost a fifth of the migrants (about 19%) were 
engaged in the ice cream trade. This report describes the findings of the research carried out with 
the specific occupational group of ice cream vendors from Relmagra. 
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OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY 
 

 
The main objectives of this study are: 
 

• To understand the socio-economic background and living conditions of ice            
cream vendors from Relmagra 

• To trace the process of their association with the ice cream trade 

• To work out the finances of the trade and the earnings associated with it 

• To understand the working conditions of migrant ice cream workers 

• To highlight areas of discontent and those for improvement in the present livelihood 
scenario of migrant ice cream vendors 

• To identify opportunities for strengthening the livelihoods of this category of migrant 
labour through the services and interventions of Aajeevika Bureau (AB) 

 
This study was carried out in 10 of the 29 Panchayats of Relmagra Block. Fieldwork was carried 
out in the months of October and November (2006), which is when ice cream sales are low and 
many migrant ice cream vendors from Relmagra return to their respective villages for rest and 
recuperation.  
 
The research methodology involved was as follows: 
 

• Random sampling and selection of 100 migrant ice cream vendors and 30 ice cream 
cart owners for questionnaire-based surveys 

• Separate Focussed Group Discussions with groups of migrants and ice cream cart 
owners were held. The group discussions focused on worker selection, how workers reach 
the destination city/town and the conditions and situations they encountered during their 
long journeys to the site. 
 

This study was affected by the following limitations that arose primarily because the client 
base is mobile: 
 

• The study sample had to be chosen from those migrant ice cream vendors who were 
available in Relmagra at the time of the study 

• It was not feasible to contact the ice cream vendors in their respective destinations 

• The lack of prior studies and other documentation on the lives and livelihoods of 
migrant ice cream vendors from Rajasthan limited the availability of secondary data to 
inform and supplement the present study. 
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SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS OF MIGRANT ICE CREAM 
VENDORS 

  

Relmagra – A Profile 
 

Relmagra is an Other Backward Community (OBC) dominated Block of Rajsamand District. 
The OBCs make up 35-40% of the total population and include people of Ahir, Jaat, Salvi, 
Kumawat, Mali, Prajapat, Gadari, Banjara, Kir, Kumhaar, Nai and Dhobi communities.  
 
There are 29 Panchayats and 99 revenue villages 
in Relmagra. The district is about 70 kilometres 
from Udaipur and 25 kilometres away from the 
district head quarter of Rajsamand. The Block is 
endowed with a flat terrain, and its total 
geographical area is 55,916 ha, which supports a 
population of 1,13,238 (56,145 men and 57,093 
women).  
 
The major crops in the area are Jowar (Sorghum), 
Maize, Wheat and Pulses/Legumes (such as 
Moong, Urad, Chana). The area under Rabi is 
4,309ha and 22,279 ha under the Kharif (summer) 
crop. Average rainfall in the area is 51cm but it has been only 31cm since 2000. About a fifth of 
the land, 45281ha is irrigated with tube wells. Wells are the primary source of irrigation. The land 
is suitable for agriculture but scanty rainfall over the past few years has driven people away from 
farming. 
 
Through field observations in 2005, it appeared that on an average, two persons from each 
family migrated to support their families. Each of these migrants is able to get, on average, 237 
days of work at the destination every year, resulting in an average daily income of Rs.59. 
 

Graph 1: Sources of Income in Relmagra, Field Study 2005 
  

                                                 
1 Source: District Statistics, 2001, Rajsamand 

Relmagra: Key Indicators 
 

• Total Population 1,13,238 

• Men Pop. 56,145 

• Women Pop. 57,093 

• Total families 22,664 

• Literacy rate 55.6% 

• SC/ST Pop. 9,955 

• OBC Pop. 35-40 % 

Source: Census, 2001 

 

Sources of Income

Livestock
6%Agriculture

21%

Service
2%

Local Labour
20%

Cottage 
Industry

2%

Migration
49%

Liv estock

Agriculture

Serv ice

Local Labour

Cottage Industry

Migration



 

Aajeevika Bureau/Migrant Ice Cream Vendors from Relmagra/August 2007  6

 
Gradually, over the years, out-migration has picked up as an alternative strategy of earning and 
livelihood in Relmagra Block, so much so that it has displaced agriculture as a major source of 
income for several households in the block. At the time of this study, 49 per cent families in the 
block were found to depend largely on migration-based income, while only 21 per cent families 
were dependent on agriculture-based incomes in their native villages (See Graph 1). 
 

Ice cream Vendors: A Profile 
 
As stated before, the Panchayat level studies conducted over 2006-2007 revealed that of the total 
6145 households in Relmagra, one or more members from 2173 households (about 36% of total) 
– totalling 2994 persons - migrate to other districts of Rajasthan or to other Indian States for 
work. Around 20 per cent of these migrants (560 labourers) are engaged in the ice cream trade 
and are present throughout the country. Mumbai, Surat, Ahmedabad, Hyderabad, and Indore are 
the most popular destinations for these labourers, where they work either as vendors on ice 
cream carts owned by others or as cart owners in their own right. The cart owners are 
responsible for searching out vending routes, recruiting labour as vendors and manufacturing ice 
cream with the vendor’s assistance. The hired labour vendors, on the other hand, move from 
street to street, pushing the ice cream filled cart - through the day, in all kinds of weather selling 
their wares.  They are paid according to their classification as unskilled, semi skilled or skilled 
workers. They return to their lodging late in the night and start their day at five in the morning. 
Seasonality impacts the ice cream business, and consequently, the income and employment of ice 
cream vendors. The workers usually visit the village twice a year – once in the winter when the 
demand for ice cream diminishes and at one other time. On their return, migrant workers usually 
tend to their fields.   
 
Age Group: This occupational category is populated largely by male youth who below 26 years 
of age and who usually get initiated into it when they are only 14. At present it is estimated that 
1600 to 1800 migrants (and around 85% of them being youth) from Relmagra are engaged as ice 
cream vendors. The demanding physical requirements of the job, including working at least an 
18 hours work day, pushing bulky and heavy carts, spending most part of the day standing (or 
walking) and low wage rates are the chief reasons why men older than 26 years seldom work in 
this job.  
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 1: Range in ages of Ice Cream Vendors 

 
The migrant ice cream vendors are, more often than not, one of the three eldest children in the 
family, and are responsible for supporting his parents and younger siblings. Traditionally, it is the 
eldest son who is responsible for looking after the family and this is displayed here as well. 
Another reason that the eldest son is chosen is due to the large distances that have to be travelled 
to arrive at the destination. 
 

      Sr. No Age Group Number and Percentage 
1. Less than 20 years 42 
2. 21-25 years 43 
3. 26-30 years 8 
4. 31-35 years 7 
 Total 100 



 

Aajeevika Bureau/Migrant Ice Cream Vendors from Relmagra/August 2007  7

Marital Status: If we look at marital status, we find that almost two thirds i.e. 70 per cent of the 
vendors are married. Of the unmarried ones, 30 per cent are younger than 20 years of age. No 
one in the age group of 30-35 years was unmarried. The need to manage fields (on an average 
three to four bighas per household), maintain households and care of the elderly left behind in 
the source villages are the three main reasons why these long distance and long duration migrants 
marry immediately after they complete their first migration cycle and become the chief bread-
earners of the family. A majority of the migrant ice cream vendors from Relmagra married 
locally; however, some (especially those migrating to the South Indian State of Andhra Pradesh) 
have tied the knot with women they met at the destination. 
 
Social Status: Socio-culturally speaking, ice cream vending is taken up mostly by the people 
from the OBC (they constitute 55 per cent of the total migrant vendors from Relmagra) or by 
those from the Scheduled Castes or SCs (they constitute about 30 per cent), as can be seen in the 
figure below.  However, one does not need to belong to a particular caste to graduate from being 
an ice cream vendor to a cart owner. Anyone, who can amass sufficient savings or funds to 
purchase a cart, can become a cart owner. It is, however, noteworthy that none of the cart 
owners were from the SC community. 

 

Graph 2: Pie chart giving proportion of ice cream vendors according to their caste 
 
 
Education Level: Education up to the eighth grade seems to be the unwritten educational 
qualification that cart owners look for when recruiting vendors.  

 
 
 

Castewise distribution of Vendors
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Kailash Salwi 

Kailash of Kuraj village went with an ice cream cart owner to Kota in the summer vacation after 
completing class VII. When he returned in September, he did not want to go back to school. 
He went back to vending in January. Kailash thus dropped out of school and earns Rs.1500 per 
month. 
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      Sr. No Education Number and Percentage 
1. Less than grade V 18 
2. Between grade VI - VIII 46 
3. Between grade IX-XII 26 
4. Never been to school 10 
 Total 100 

 
Table 3: Education Levels of Vendors 

 
This is because they expect the labour vendors to be able to at least record, maintain and report 
their daily sales and earnings at the end of the day. Table 3 shows findings on migrant education 
levels. 
 
Many of the boys begin this work during the summer vacation and gradually become 
experienced in selling ice creams. The money that they earn during this first experience as a 
vendor attracts them to the profession making it less likely that they return to their studies. The 
migration cycle is for 6-8 months. When the boy returns after such a long absence, they are not 
at all interested in going back to school. After spending a couple of months in the village, they go 
back to ice cream vending.  
 
Land Ownership: Land ownership is a migrant characteristic that varies according to whether a 
person owns a cart or works on someone else’s cart. The cart owners usually have 20-25 bighas 
of land whereas the labourers own between 3-4 bighas of land.  The large number of dependents 
on the small land holdings also pushes young men to earn their livelihood from other sources. 
 
Categories of Workers: The migrant ice cream vendors from Relmagra can be divided into 
three main labour categories, according to age and the number of migration cycles (or years) 
completed in the ice cream vending business (Table 4). 
 
 

      Category of Migrant Ice cream Vendors      Age Group 
 

       Migration Cycles / Years 
in Trade 

Unskilled labour       14 – 17 years < 3 
Semi-skilled labour       18 – 23 years 3 – 5 

Skilled labour          > 23 years 5 and above 
 

Table 4: Artificial Skill Categories of Vendors 
 

Recruitment of Ice Cream Vending Labour from Relmagra 
 
The cart owners begin their search for vending labour from their own villages or panchayats. It is 
only when suitable youthful labourers are unavailable locally that the cart owners scout for them 
in other villages and panchayats. After new vending labour has been identified, the cart owners 
pay the elders in the formers’ household, some amount is paid upfront as an advance / labour 
booking amount. There is no written contract or agreement between the labour owner and the  
 
 
labourer (or his household) to formalise and guide the terms and conditions of this association, 
and any advance paid out during recruitment is later adjusted from the labourer’s wages.  
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However, like the cart owners, the village youth want to become owners and earn lots of money 
in a short time. Attrition rate in the trade is thus very high, forcing the cart owners to risk 
deploying unknown youth from other villages to run their carts and sell ice cream in the 
destination. If we look at the findings, we see that friends, relatives and others are in equal 
measure in initiating young men into the trade. The details are: 
  

      Sr. No. Initiator Number/ 
Percentage 

1. Friends 33 
2. Relatives 33 
3. Others 33 
4. No response 1 
 Total 100 

 
Table 5: Modes of initiation into the trade 

 

Migration Cycle of the trade 
 
The time period between a labourer leaving his source village to work at the destination and his 
return, when the ice cream season ends at the destination is termed as a migration cycle. This 
cycle, for the migrant ice cream vendors, is usually six to eight months in a year, starting (in 71 
per cent of the cases) in January or February, after which the demand for ice cream begins to 
peak coinciding with the beginning of the summer in different Indian cities and towns. The 
migrants begin to return home with the onset of the monsoon in June-July, first from the South 
Indian States, followed by those from Gujarat and other north Indian states.  
 
Not all ice cream vendors complete their migration cycle; about 5 per cent of them leave the 
destination before the season is over either because either they are unable to adjust to the tough 
living and working conditions associated with this trade; they need to attend to social functions 
or as there is a medical emergencies/other exigency in their villages/home. By the end of  
August, 67 per cent of the migrant ice cream vendors return to their homes in Relmagra. 
Vendors labouring in Gujarat and other North Indian States are usually the last ones to return. 
 
As the ice cream trade can be considered seasonal, it leads to most of the vendors being free for 
at least six months. During this time they work on their fields. There are also several cases in 
which migrants are unable to find work in the village and are therefore unemployed during this 
period (See Table 6 below). 
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 Percentage 
        Sr. No.    Month        Going out of the village Returning to the village 

1. January 45 0 
2. February 26 1 
3. March 8 0 
4. April 0 3 
5. May 0 1 
6. June 2 28 
7. July 0 23 
8. August 2 11 
9. September 6 8 

10. October 4 12 
11. November 3 5 
12. December 4 8 

 Total 100 100 
 

Table 6: Migration Cycle of Vendors 
 

Choice of Destinations 
 
Cart owners are the ones who determine the destination of each recruited ice cream vending 
labourer. The latter is given no choice in this regard. Relmagra sources the greatest number of ice 
cream vending labour migrants to Ahmedabad, Rajkot, Surat, Vapi and Anand in Gujarat; to 
Puna, Solapur, Wardha, Nasik and Mumbai in Maharashtra and to Hyderabad and 
Visakhapatnam in Andhra Pradesh. Many a times, the migrants are asked by their cart owners to 
migrate directly from their current destination in one state to another state, or they do so on 
their own, sensing better pay prospects from ice cream vending in the new destination. 
  

     Sr. No. State Percentage 
1. Gujarat 24 
2. Maharashtra 18 
3. Andhra Pradesh 12 
4. Punjab 7 
5. Delhi 6 
6. Madhya Pradesh 6 
7. Orissa 6 
8. Haryana 5 
9. Karnataka 5 

10. Rajasthan 5 
11. Uttar Pradesh 2 
12. Goa 2 
13. Tamil Nadu 1 
14. West Bengal 1 

 Total 100 
 

Table 7: Destination of Ice Cream Vendors 
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Duration of Migration 
 
Most of the ice cream vendors participate in the migration cycle a maximum of four to five 
times. Some migrants extend their stay at the destination to garner enough savings from the 
migration cycle to become a cart owner. However, very few migrant labourers are able to realise 
this dream. Many end up “retiring” prematurely owing to the excessive physical demands of this 
trade and spend their remaining lives without any gainful employment in their native village. 
During this study, 78 per cent of the contacted migrant ice cream vendors were found to have 
three years or less of experience in this trade, 18 per cent had been in the trade for four to eight 
years and only about 4 per cent had stuck to this work for over eight years. 
  
 

Duration of Migration

1-3 yrs
78%

4-8 yrs
18%

>8 yrs
4%

1-3 yrs

4-8 yrs

>8 yrs

 
 

Graph 3: Number of years spent in the trade 
 
 

Living Conditions of Migrant Ice cream Vendors 
 
Of the migrant ice cream vendors from Relmagra, 93 per cent live with their cart owners and the 
remaining 7 per cent form groups and live in rented premises. In both the cases, on an average, 
seven migrants are cramped up in a room measuring 10ft. to 10ft. The same room also 
accommodates the raw material and equipments required for manufacturing ice creams.  
 
In addition to their lodging, the boarding arrangements and 
monthly toiletry requirements of these labourers are met by the cart 
owners. Some cart owners also provide each of their vendors a set 
of clothes each year. Food is normally cooked once a day by one of 
the residents in the common lodging and all labourers manage the 
entire day with that food. Drinking water and sanitation facilities 
are arranged at the migrants’ lodging by the cart owner. However,  
the labourers do not pay attention to the appropriateness or 

Usual meal times of 
vendors 

• 6-7 am:  Tea 

• 1-1.30 pm:  Lunch  

• 6-7 pm: Tea/Snack  
• 12-1 am: Dinner 



 

Aajeevika Bureau/Migrant Ice Cream Vendors from Relmagra/August 2007  12

sufficiency of these facilities as they spend nearly 18 hours selling ice cream per day. Dinner time 
is usually between 0000hrs to 0100 hrs, as many labourers, after returning from the day’s vending 
duty, are busy preparing ice cream for the next day, before retiring for the day. 
 

Health issues of vendors 
 

Health is a cause of constant concern for the migrants, especially when considering the age 
group that enters this physically strenuous trade. As already mentioned, with over seventeen 
hours a day spent vending ice creams, seven days a week, the migrant labourers are in no 
position to evaluate hygiene of the drinking water or sanitation facilities available at their lodging. 
Sharing clothes and bedding is very common. Congested habitations, unhygienic conditions at 
work and rest and under nourishment increase the probability of their suffering from common 
fevers, various skin and respiratory diseases. Pain and immobility of limbs due to extended 
periods spent standing or pushing the heavy cart also take a toll on them. Further, there is the 
possibility for migrants who remain in distant destination for extended periods of time to 
contract Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STDs).  
 
The inability of migrants to cope with the physical demands of this trade is one of the more 
common reasons behind ice cream vendors from Relmagra abandoning work and returning 
home mid-way through the migration cycle. 
 

Working Conditions of Migrant Ice cream Vendors 
 
The working conditions of ice cream vendors are quite difficult. In this section, we look at their 
working hours, the problems that they face and also examine how satisfied they are with their 
work. 
 
Working Hours: A normal working day for a migrant ice cream vendor begins at five or six in 
the morning and carries on till midnight, without any holidays during the week. It is only when 
curfew is imposed in the destination cities or on vending routes that the vendors get an 
unexpected but welcome respite from work.  
 

Working Hours of Vendors
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Graph 4: Length of a working day for an Ice cream vendor 

 
The vendors spend almost the entire day on their feet, either ferrying their cart or standing in 
one place. As the above chart illustrates, almost two-thirds or 63 per cent, spend between 11-16 
hours working and an additional 17 per cent spend more than 17 hours working in a day. 
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Pushkar Mali’s story 
I am from Bamania Kala village of Relmagra. I ferry ice cream on the Mahendragarh-Haryana 
border. I wake up at 5.30 am. I then get ice, mix it with salt, mix the mixture in the machine and 
fill my cart with it. Then I bathe, cook my food and eat it – by this time it is 10.30 am. Then I 
take my cart to the bus stand. I later take it outside the school when the school day finishes and 
stay there till 2 pm. After that I ferry my cart in various colonies. I return home by 9 pm after 
buying raw material for the next day. At home, I clean the cart and the dishes. I then cook again. 
I make ice cream for the next day and go to sleep by 11 pm. 
 

 
 
Problems faced by Vendors: Apart from the physical discomfort associated with standing long 
hours or pushing the ice cream cart up and down city roads, the vendors face several other 
problems in their day-to-day job. These include free ice cream supplies demanded by local 
policemen, harassment at the hands of drunkards and other anti-social elements, underpayment 
by cart owners and sudden termination of duty without payment of arrears by irate cart owners. 
 

 
 
Job Satisfaction: Despite these problems, over 79 per cent of the ice cream vendors contacted 
as part of this study expressed a willingness to stay on in this profession with the dream of 
becoming a cart owner one day. 74 per cent wanted to continue to work in this profession. 
However, there are few success stories for the migrants to emulate, at least from Relmagra. 
 
Most of the owners began their life as labourers and this is the reason why almost every labourer 
wants to continue in this profession. The opinion of those who have finished with the ice cream 
vending business is contrary to these labourers. 
 

Managing Finances 
 
Almost all kinds of workers in the ice cream trade have issues regarding payment. In this section 
we look at the advances they take, how monthly wages are paid, what the deductions are, how 
much they are able to save and how they send money home. 
 
Advances: As mentioned earlier, the migrating ice cream vendor or his guardian receives a 
“booking amount” as advance payment from the cart owners, at the source village. This amount 
ranges from Rs.2000 to Rs.2500 per labourer, depending on the number of migration cycles 
successfully completed by the recruit. Older vendors might get more, though this is not the 

When the sales are low … 

47-year-old Hazari lives in Kuraj village.  In 2005, he went to Bangalore as a vendor. The cart 
owner was from Relmagra. The monthly wage was decided at Rs.1500. After working for five 
months, when the sales were not what the owner had expected, he sent Hazari home after 
paying him Rs.2000 of the Rs.7500. He said that the accounts would be settled at ‘home’.  

When the owner returned, Hazari asked for the balance which the owner refused to pay. 
After many arguments, he was paid in instalments. If middle aged Hazari can be sent back in 
this manner, what would be the fate of younger, more vulnerable migrants? 
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norm. However, if the unwritten bond created due to advance payment is not honoured by the 
migrant or if he returns home mid-way through the migration cycle or even changes his 
destination/employer without permission, he stands to forfeit his entire earning. To prevent 
such sudden dropouts, many cart owners prefer to hold some part of the wage payment due to 
the labour, even after a cycle is satisfactorily completed, as a surety for the next season’s 
attachment. 
 
Payment of Monthly Wages: The migrant ice cream vendors deployed in Gujarat and other 
parts of Central India earn approximately Rs.800 to Rs.1500 per month as wages. Those 
migrating to the distant South earn a trifle higher, but never more than Rs.2000. The actual 
wages received and the timeliness of their payment depends on the labourer’s skill levels (as 
defined earlier) and their ability to negotiate payments with their cart owner. This means that 
while wages are negotiated on a per month basis, the wages are paid at the end of the migration 
cycle. All costs of living, including toiletries, are borne by the owner. At the end of the migration 
cycle, a new set of clothes is also sometimes given.  
 
Sr. No.      Monthly Income in Rupees Percentage 

1. < 1200 22 
2. 1201-1500 36 
3. 1501-2000 37 
4. >2000 5 
 Total 100 

  
Table 8: Monthly income of ice cream sellers 
 
Worker Payment time 

Unskilled At the end of the migration cycle, to the parents 
Semi skilled At the end of the migration cycle in the village or according to need at the 

destination 
Skilled On demand at the destination 

 
Table 9: Time of Payment: A function of skill level 

 
Deductions: Almost every migrant faces the problem of deductions. This is usually because of 
low sales in comparison to expected sales. In a majority of the cases, the cart owner keeps the 
worker’s entire wages with him till the end of the cycle. On return, unnecessary and unaccounted 
deductions for breakages, wastage, loss of spoons and so on are often made. The cart owners 
never pay the vendors in full - some or the other unaccountable deductions are made from the 
labourers’ wages every month. Apart from that, the cart owners often deduct randomly 
determined amounts from the labourers’ wages to pay for spoilt milk / ice cream. 
 
Savings: Because the boarding and lodging of the vendors are paid for by their employers, the 
ice cream vendors can theoretically save their entire wages every month. Thus, when the owner 
pays them at the end of the migration cycle, this one time payment is a kind of saving and 
averages about Rs.1000-1500 per month.  
 
This money is used for domestic expenses, repaying debts or wedding expenditures. These 
vendors have no formal means of saving. Lack of a residential address and identification (as is 
required by the banks under the ‘Know Your Customer’ norms) excludes the possibility of these 
migrants opening saving accounts in local Banks or Post offices at their work destinations 
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and/or source villages. The minimum balance requirement imposed by some private banks 
further pushes banking services out of the reach of labourers, who either cannot manage to 
deposit the minimum required amount as a lump sum or require constant liquidity. Though 
banks have announced the opening of No-Frills Accounts (that have greatly relaxed paper 
formalities), the actual provision of this facility is still to percolate to the Banks’ branches in the 
field. 
 
Jewellery is the most common form in which migrant labour from Relmagra prefer to save and 
bring as their earnings as. This is because there is a widespread and historic acceptance in the 
community of jewellery as an asset. Also it is possible to pawn this jewellery in lieu for 
contingency cash in the source villages. Additionally, the migrants find it easier to store and 
transport savings as jewellery than as cash. However, like cash, jewellery is also prone to theft in 
the destination as well as during the homeward journey. 
 
Some migrants also lend money on interest to their fellow workers and relatives in the 
destination, with the aim to grow their earnings. This is a high-risk strategy as it can backfire if 
the borrower defaults or disappears, nullifying the savings of the lending migrant. 
 
Remittances: A majority of the migrant ice cream vendors (49 per cent) prefer to take the 
savings from their earnings with them, back to their homes after the culmination of their migrant 
cycle. The remaining either request their closest acquaintances or even their cart owners (who are 
often residents of their own villages) to hand-over the amount to their family members at home 
(about 44 per cent) or they prepare a bank draft and send the same through post (7 per cent).  
 
 

        Sr. No. Time Interval Number Percentage 
1. Every month 4 5 
2. Once in 6 months 67 77 
3. Once every year 8 9 
4. Others 8 9 
 Total 87 100 

 
Table 10: Frequency at which the vendors send cash home 

 
The frequency of such remittances is higher in the case of slightly older migrants who send 
money home through others at regular intervals, mostly to meet the day-to-day and contingency 
expenditures of their dependents in source villages. 
 
Field studies revealed the presence of a group of ice cream vending labourers that change their 
destination and/or cart owners frequently. These vendors prefer being paid on a monthly basis 
and try to return home as early as possible. However, due to their lack of patience and diligence, 
this group of labourers fails to build up substantial savings and remains economically weaker 
than those migrant labourers who stay on to complete the annual migration cycles.  
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Graph 5: Modes of sending remittance to native village by migrant vendors 
 

There is also another group in which migrants work for cart owners not from their own village. 
On completion of their migration cycle, these migrants return carrying their wages with them or 
the cart owner settles payments for the season in the migrant’s source village, in front of his 
guardians and other community members. It is found that only the more skilled and elder 
migrants who manage to get their monthly wages on a regular basis in the destination itself. 
 
Borrowing by Vendors: More than 35 per cent of the contacted ice-cream vending labourers 
from Relmagra were found to be in debt. These loans were taken - in more than 50 per cent 
cases - from cart owners, grocers in the source villages, or from village level SHGs. Relatively 
fewer cases existed wherein the loan was taken from moneylender (26 per cent), friends (19 per 
cent), or relatives (5 per cent). These loans are usually taken at an interest rate of 2 per cent per 
month. 
 

     Amt borrowed      No. Source Reason 

Till Rs.2000     5 Friends, others* Domestic expenses, wedding, travel expenses 

Rs.2001-5000    8       Friends, family,              
moneylender & others 

Wedding, repairs to house, other occupation 

   Rs.5001-10000    8       Others, family, moneylender      Wedding, domestic expenses, construction, livestock 

     Rs.10000-50000    15        Others, moneylender, friends         Death, wedding, land sale, other business, repaying 
old debt 

>Rs50001    2 Money lenders, friends Wedding 

Total    38   

* Others include owners, village SHGs, local shopkeepers 

 
Table 11: Source of and reasons for borrowing by Vendors 

 
It is not uncommon for a migrant ice cream vendor to borrow in his source village to enable his 
household to tide over one migration cycle, before his first earnings from migration come home. 
Such loans are taken mostly in kind from local grocers who keep a record of the food and other 
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items supplied to the migrant’s family on credit, in his absence. These payments are settled after 
the migrant returns or when he sends money through an acquaintance or the cart owner. Yet this 
work out to be quite expensive. Cash borrowings are usually taken from cart owners, the village 
SHGs or less frequently from local moneylenders, friends and family members. Migrants rarely 
borrow money at the destination.  
 
Social expenditure (mainly marriage expenditures and death feasts), health expenditures and 
investments in house repairs were the key spending categories for borrowed money. In this 
study, around 60 per cent of the loans taken by migrating ice cream vendors were found to be in 
the range of Rs.10,000 to Rs.50,000.  For borrowing amounts less than Rs.2000, the migrants 
were found to approach only their friends and local SHGs. 
 

Social Networks 
 
Rarely does a migrant ice cream vendor establish social linkages with communities in the 
destination. Social functions are usually organised in the source villages and if any festival falls 
while the labourer is still at the destination, migrants from the same village or panchayat 
celebrate it together. Lack of time and opportunities for socialising force the migrants to spend 
reclusive lives at the destination, even though their work involves trade-related interaction with 
their customers. The situation of the cart owners is also not too different and they also do not 
have any kind of social or professional network at the destination. A relationship between the 
owner and worker tends to develop over a period of time. 
 

The Home Coming and Beyond 
 
The gap of around six months between two migration cycles of ice cream vendors from 
Relmagra is spent either working as agriculture labour in their own village or, as in most cases, 
taking forced rest and recuperation. This is because there are hardly any opportunities for 
alternative employment in Relmagra for the ice cream labourers. Some of them work in their 
family owned caste based occupations. For example, the Teli community vendors work in oil 
mills. Vendors who do not have much land either work on others’ fields or transport stones in 
tractor trolleys. It however, remains difficult for these migrant workers to fit into the local 
economy. Landless labourers work as sharecroppers or raise animals – but these workers do not 
migrate outside the area for work. By and large, the 17-18 year olds wait in the village before 
going for the next migration cycle. 
 

 
 
Some migrants find it difficult to work in this trade or with the same cart owner or at the same 
destination for long. Such migrants either change their destinations quite frequently or do not 

What can I do now? 

Twenty-six year old Amar Chand Mali has been unemployed for the past three years. In the 
past seven years he has migrated to Haryana, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan as an ice 
cream vendor. Finally, he even managed to buy an ice cream cart. His venture did not take 
off and he could not even complete one migration cycle. He has only studied till grade VII. 
He says he has no other skill apart from ice cream making and selling. He now looks for 
daily wage labour around the village. He was also forced to sell off his cart. 
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complete their migration cycle. This instability is said to negatively affect the finances of the 
migrant’s household. 
 
The sadder part of the lives and livelihoods of these migrants is that they spend the most 
productive part of their lives away from their families, in alien lands. Caught in consecutive 
migration cycles, they become so physically spent by the time they reach their thirties that they 
are often dropped even by their erstwhile employers, if they choose to continue. Not skilled or 
trained in any other profitable vocation, they often spend their remaining days asset less and 
dependent on their other family members. 
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THE ICE CREAM MAKING BUSINESS 
 

This section looks at the processes, equipments, labour needed and the costs incurred in making 
and selling ice cream. 
 

Ice cream Carts and Ice cream making 
 

There are two kinds of ice cream carts, both of which are made by artisans. Sonaria Kheda, 
Pachamta, Bamania are some of the villages in Relmagra where these carts are made. These are 
taken to the destination in trucks that is rather expensive. There are two kinds of carts. One is 
the simple variety – a simple affair with two signboards and no decoration. This costs Rs.12,000. 
The other is the Standard cart – a highly decorated and colourful cart. It has places to serve and 
eat ice cream and is often shaped like a temple with multi-coloured bulbs. It also has several large 
and gaudy signboards. These carts cost Rs.20,000. There are instances when it costs an ice cream 
cart owner up to Rs.5000 to transport the cart to Guwahati while a cart to the Haryana border 
costs only Rs.1000 for transportation. 
 
Ice Cream making Equipment: The following equipment is needed to make ice cream: 

• Gas or another burner 

• 2 kadhais (woks) – one large and one small 

• 2 spatulas 

• Steel/iron tubes 

• Electric or hand operated mixer 

• Cutter or scoop 

• 48 glasses – large and small 

• 200 little boxes for matka kulfi 
 
These inputs constitute a one-time expenditure of approximately Rs.22, 800.  
 
Products: The products are more or less similar and are prepared using milk, dry fruits, custard, 
flavours and essences. The price range for each product ranges from Rs.5 to Rs.15 per piece.  
 

Product Raw materials used Selling 
Price 

Matka Kulfi Milk, mawa, sugar, custard, dry fruit Rs.5 

Ice cream cone Milk, mawa, sugar, custard, dry fruit Rs.1, 3, 5 

Ice cream cup Milk, mawa, sugar, custard, cherry Rs.5-10 

Almond/Cashew 
shake 

Milk, mawa, sugar, custard, almonds, cashew in to  
 a thick milk shake  

Rs.10-15 

Fruit salad + Faluda Milk, fresh fruit, sugar, ice cream, vermicelli Rs.10-15 

 
Table 12: Products prepared in the ice cream trade 

 



 

Aajeevika Bureau/Migrant Ice Cream Vendors from Relmagra/August 2007  20

The quality of the product varies according to the destination. According to the vendors, the 
customers in South India like the ice cream only sweeter and thus profit margins can be 60 per 
cent. The Gujarati customer on the other hand, is more discerning and wants more milk and dry 
fruit in the products and the profit margin fall to 30 per cent. 
 
Role of the Worker: As mentioned earlier, the vendors also assist the cart owners in ice cream 
manufacture after returning from their vending rounds at night. The new recruits are usually 
entrusted with the jobs of stirring hot milk over charcoal stoves and filling crushed and salted ice 
in the ice cream lorries, while the cart owner does the main tasks of preparing the ice cream. By 
their second migration cycle, these recruits become trained in ice cream preparation and 
depending on the level of trust they enjoy with the cart owner, they are assigned the task of ice 
cream manufacture as well. 
 
Costs incurred: Costs vary by the kind of cart utilized. The simple cart owner has a hand-
operated machine and the costs are approximately Rs.10,500. A standard cart owner will have an 
automated machine and the cost will be Rs.18,000. The purchase of the cart itself is a one-time 
expenditure. Both the carts produce an equal amount of ice cream and have equivalent input 
costs– the cost of raw material for one cart of ice cream is Rs.800, which can be sold for Rs.1200 
in 1 to 1½ days. 
 
Most of the time, during the first migration cycle itself, the owner is able to recover his costs and 
repay the loan that is usually taken to buy the cart. Vending ice cream becomes profitable from 
the second migration cycle onwards, with profits generally ranging between Rs.20, 000-25,000.  
  
Sr. No Budget Head Cost in Rupees 

Fixed Costs 
1. Standard cart 18,000 
2. Equipment 20,800 
3. Equipment for serving 2,000 
  40,800 (total) 

Variable Costs 
4. Raw material @ Rs.800 per day 24,000 
5. House rent 1500 
6. Wages for labour 1500 
7. Boarding expenses @ Rs.1000 per person per month 1000 
8. Other expenses (bribes, etc.) per month 1000 
  41,000 (total) 
 Grand Total 81,800 

Sales 
1. Sales @ Rs.1200 per day per month 36,000 
 Net profit per month   5,000 

 
Table 13: Costs incurred in ice cream making and selling 
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THE CART OWNERS – ARE THEY ANY BETTER PLACED? 
 

Since many migrant ice cream vendors from Relmagra aspire to be cart owners, it is important to 
look at this category of stakeholders in the ice cream business.  
 

Cart Owners 
 

There are two kinds of owners - first are those who own more than one cart and the second are 
those who own only one cart. In the latter case, the owner and labourer are one and the same. 
Owners usually have more than one cart and they employ migrants as vendors. This is one of the 
major reasons for the large numbers to be engaged in this trade. 
 

 
Before becoming cart owners, nearly 47 per cent of the migrants in the sample were either 
engaged in traditional occupations (like pottery), they managed family businesses (like running 
sweet shops) or worked in cloth mills. A significant portion of the remaining migrants worked as 
agricultural labour (33 per cent) or as ice cream vendors under other cart owners (20 per cent). 
About 67 per cent of those who rose to the present ranks from being mere vendors, took around 
three years to purchase their own cart and settle in to the business. 
 

Where are the cart owners from? 
 

Many of the cart owners come from South Rajasthan, specifically from an area that covers 
the districts of Chittaurgarh, Rajsamand and Bhilwara. This is also from where they source a 
majority of their vendor labour. While most of the panchayats in Relmagra have their share of 
ice cream cart owners - Bamiyankala, Kuraj, Sakravaas and Sindesarkala together have 85 
per cent of the owners. 
 

Monthly Incomes 
 
None of the respondents sold ice cream from a shop. On an average, each owner has between 
three to four carts. Depending on the number of carts, their monthly income can range from 
Rs.5000 to 10,000.  
   
 
 

From worker to owner 

 

Narayan Mali of Relmagra is 20 years old. His father is a farmer. Narayan has been in 

the business of selling ice cream since he was 16 years of age. He has worked in 

Haryana, Gujarat and Bangalore. He worked for 18 hours a day and suffered harsh 

treatment from the owner. Three years in this work taught him the trade. He did not 

want to stay a worker and so after 3 years he saved enough, took a loan of Rs.8000 

and bought himself a simple cart. He still sells ice cream, in Jhunjhunu district of 

Rajasthan, but now he owns his own cart.  
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       Sr. No       Monthly Income in 
Rupees 

       No. of      
Respondents 

In Percentage 

1. < 5000 15 50 
2. 5001-10000 11 37 
3. >10000 4 13 
 Total 37 100 

 
Table 14: Monthly Income of Owners (as mentioned by respondents) 

 
These figures, as given by the cart owners, are not accurate; as each owner owns approximately 
three to four carts while the figures above contradict the owners’ previous statements in which  
they stated that from the second migration onwards, they earn between Rs.20,000 -25,000 per 
cart per season. There is a need for further investigation on the earnings and costs incurred in 
this trade. 
 

Housing 
 
At the destination, two owners usually rent a space together, even if their work is different. For 
example, Prakash of Sakrawaas sells Saanwariya ice cream in Udaipur and his brother also sells ice 
cream separately. Both have hired a single room and share the rent but they keep their operating 
expenses separately. Where it is not possible to share accommodation, the owners hire a room 
for themselves alone. 
 

Occupational Hazards 
 
Though better placed than the migrant vendors, the cart owners too have their own share of 
worries and risks. These include bearing loss of raw material (such as curdling of milk) due to 
climatic changes, not getting ice on time, loss of business during rainy and winter seasons, 
negotiating vending routes with other cart owners in the destination and bribing local policemen 
and other members of the administration for the smooth conduct of business.  
 

 
 
 
 

Occupational hazards of owners 
 

Suresh Kumawat of Madara village of Relmagra sells ice cream in Delhi. Every month, along 
with several other vendors, he goes to an officer of the Delhi Municipality and pays Rs.200 
for which he gets receipt. In return he can stand with his cart on the stand. Despite this 
permission, he still has to pay between Rs.1000-1500 as a bribe for the same permission and a 
monthly charge! Apart from this, the police and the food inspectors have to be bribed as 
well. Also, any of these people can demand a free ice cream whenever they want. 
 
Additionally, life is not easy in a city. Housing in expensive and in case he falls ill, he has to 
be treated and sometimes be sent home – all this costs money. Worse, if it rains, then it is 
impossible to sell ice cream! 
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In case, the ice cream gets spoilt (due to the weather, etc), the owner has no option but to throw 
away the bad ice cream. The respondents feel that their survival and reputation depends on the 
quality of their products and they do not compromise on that. In addition, in case of any migrant 
abandoning work mid-way, the cart owner has to bear the losses or make-do with diminished 
earnings until he is able to replace the vendor. 
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AVENUES FOR INTERVENTION TO IMPROVE 
LIVELIHOODS 

 
 
Migrant labour from Relmagra that are engaged in the ice cream vending business in different 
parts of the country face a number of challenges in their efforts to earn a secure and stable 
livelihood. It is not just their living and working conditions that are a major cause of concern. 
More disconcerting is the realisation that these migrant ice cream vendors spend a major part of 
their productive lives toiling hard in an employment avenue from which neither the earnings nor 
the experience will stand them in good stead post 30 years of age. Hence, issues relating to their 
re-entry into the productive work force and their rehabilitation after coming out of the migration 
cycle in the ice cream trade are of utmost importance.  
 
Some areas in which Aajeevika Bureau can intervene to provide services that will ensure 
sustainable livelihoods of this group of migrant workers are: 
 
Pre-migration counselling: This is essential, as boys begin migrating at a very young age, 
usually between the ages of 16-18 years. Youth of this age needs to be counselled on health 
issues especially adolescent and sexual health. A booklet with simple explanations on health 
precautions could be provided to them. Some knowledge on legal issues would also be very 
useful and would help migrants deal with the various laws that they encounter at their destination 
sites. Finally, Aajeevika Bureau can counsel migrants on occupational safety matters such as 
precautions to be followed during travel, city life, record keeping and keeping important 
documents. 
 
Migration support services: These can be provided through a resource centre which can 
provide services such as facilitating a written agreement between the cart owners and ice cream 
vendors; registration of both parties; settling work related disputes between them; organising the 
migrants into common destination groups for enhanced social security; forming collectives and 
helping migrants find other placements.  
 
Facilitation of improved living conditions: This shall ensure labourers’ access to well-
ventilated accommodation, clean and safe drinking water and sanitation facilities. This can 
include programmes to raise awareness of health and medical facilities at the destination 
 
Access to finance: This includes provision of an insurance package for migrant workers given 
the high risk of their occupation. Micro finance services in the form of saving accounts, credit, 
and remittances through existing service providers or direct service delivery are also needed. 
 
Skill building and alternative income generation promotion: This includes increased access 
to credit for starting small businesses, vocational training in high-demand occupations like auto-
mechanics, driving, and welding and other factory work 
 
Comprehensive rehabilitation of returnee labour: This includes re-training in new skills, 
micro finance provision for new business establishment, awareness on self-employment and 
wage opportunities and placement assistance. 

 


