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INTRODUCTION

Digital technologies fundamentally change
how people work and one of the key
transformations in the future of work is the
rise of the so-called ‘gig economy’. Central
to the gig economy are so-called “gigs”,
i.e. temporary and often short-term jobs,
which can be found through digital labour
platforms that connect job providers and job
seekers. The ride-hailing giants Uber and Ola
are prominent examples of such platforms,
with their on-demand taxi services having
become widely popular. The US-based Uber
began operating in India in 2013, while
homegrown Ola, a few years earlier, in 2010.
They are the two main competitors in the
Indian market, which is worth around US$
30 billion and was (before the pandemic
broke out) projected to grow by 15.5 percent
to US$ 54 billion until 2023.! However, the
COVID-19 crisis marks a caesura, as an entire
workforce of drivers — estimated to be more
than 4 million® -lost huge parts of their
income. A lack of labour protections pushes
them to continue working, despite health

risks for themselves and their passengers.

This brief builds on a review of the latest
literature on the subject and pursues three
objectives. First, to outline the core risks
that drivers are exposed to in the ongoing
pandemic; second, to describe the COVID-
19-related responses undertaken by the two
majorride-hailing companiesin India, Olaand
Uber; and third, to evaluate these measures.
The brief concludes by highlighting the

lessons that can be learned from the crisis.

RISKS OF INFORMAL WORK MIRRORED
IN THE GIG ECONOMY

Gig work deviates from the “standard
employment relationship”, in which work is
full time, indefinite and part of a subordinate
relationship between an employer and
an employee.’ Characteristic of the non-
standard employment in the case of Uber
and Ola is that drivers work on demand, and
are referred to as “independent contractors”
who are seen as operating their own business
and then contracted to provide certain
services. However, this classification is
highly controversial. The opposing view is
that drivers need to be legally treated as
employees, because they usually carry out
tasks for one or few clients (i.e. Uber or Ola),
on whom they strongly depend for their
source of income and who closely supervise
their work (i.e. through the algorithms of
the app). As drivers currently do not have
the legal status of employees, they also have
less employment rights (with regards to, for
instance, minimum income, unemployment
benefits, sick leave, and holiday pay). Indeed,
gig work is associated with a higher degree of
informality. With less employment rights,
drivers lack adequate protections, and are
therefore more vulnerable. This section
gives an overview of the risks that Uber and
Ola drivers are being exposed to during the

COVID-19 crisis.
Financial Risks

Drivers work on demand and get paid only

when rides are booked and completed. Since
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India discovered its first coronavirus case
on 30 January, offices, shops, restaurants,
hotels and other venues started to close
and the public became increasingly wary of
venturing out, bringing down the demand
for transportation. The earnings of drivers,
who mostly depend on their jobs as their
primary source of income, plummeted.
Beginning on 25 March, a nationwide
lockdown was imposed and services of ride-
haling companies like Uber and Ola were
prohibited.

During the lockdown, whose repeated
extensions lasted until June, some cities
and states allowed Ola and Uber to restart
limited services to procure essential
commodities and provide rides for medical
emergencies. For instance, Uber partnered
with the online grocery store Big Basket and
e-commerce firm Flipkart for the delivery
of essential goods, whereas Ola agreed to
give 500 vehicles to the government of
Karnataka for transporting doctors and
for other coronavirus-related activities.”
Nevertheless, the demand for transportation
— be it for people or goods— continued to
be low. During the lockdown months, Ola
experienced a decline in revenue by 95
percent, while Uberhad a80-percentyear-on-
year declineinits global businessin April.® As
the country attempts to open up gradually,
the demand for transportation remains low,
as continued work from home is encouraged
and rising infection numbers prevent people
from making unnecessary trips outside their
homes. As a consequence, drivers have lost
substantial amounts of their income; with
neither regular or minimum income, nor

access to unemployment benefits, drivers
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have little else to fall back on and therefore

face severe financial difficulties.

Some drivers own the vehicles that they
use to provide the taxi services, while others
have purchased the cars on finance and pay
the amount in installments over a certain
period. Another option for drivers is to
lease or rent a car, which means they have
to pay regular loans and rents to whoever
owns the car, which can be a third party or
the ride-hailing company itself. For instance,
in cooperation with financing partners and
car manufacturers, Ola has a cab-leasing
program where cabs are bought and lent to
drivers.” With the current drop in demand
and therefore of income, drivers face further
financial distress from not being able to pay
their financial obligations from financing,
leasing or renting the cars, which they need

to perform their jobs.
Health Risks

Drivers are exposed to the risk of getting
infected with the highly

coronavirus. Passengers are

contagious

potential
carriers and a transmission could occur
during or after the ride, when they interact
and exchange cash, or through touching of
contaminated surfaces (e.g. door handles,
buttons). The health risk is particularly high
for older drivers and those with pre-existing
health conditions. In addition, drivers who
facilitate medical emergencies or deliver
essential goods are also at high risk, because
they might have to hand over purchased
goods to people who are home-quarantined
with COVID-19, or drive infected people to
a hospital.
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In case drivers start to feel unwell or
fall sick, they are unlikely to seek medical
help, as they typically have neither health
insurance, which would cover the cost of
treatment, nor are they entitled to sick leave.
Therefore, drivers face a dangerous trade-off
between the risks to their health and that
of not being able to pay for food, rent and
bills. Due to severe economic pressure, many
drivers may be left with no option than to
venture out on the roads and continue to
drive as long as possible. Thereby, infected
drivers would not only risk their own health,
but also endanger their passengers and the

people, who they live with or care for.

RESPONSES OF RIDE-HAILING
COMPANIES

Before the pandemic, the business models of
Uber and Ola were already the subject of a
controversial debate. That debate has been
highlighted by COVID-19: the pandemic has
lifted the veil on the dark sides of informal
work, with its inadequate employment
rights and insufficient social protections.
The risks are no longer theoretical, but have
turned into a grim reality that threatens
the livelihoods of an entire workforce. Both
Uber and Ola have responded with a series
of initiatives to (1) prevent infections among
drivers and passengers; (2) handle suspected
and actual infections; (3) cover medical
COVID-19-related expenses; and (4) provide
financial support to drivers. This section

gives an overview of these measures.
1. Measures to prevent infections

Both Uber and Ola are making efforts to

protect their drivers and passengers from a
SARS-CoV-2 infection, which causes COVID-
19.% They have developed health advisories
to educate drivers and create awareness of
the threats due to the virus. Safety-related
information material is provided in walk-in
centres across cities or in the in-app resource
center. Further, drivers are reminded to
frequently use hand sanitisers, wear face
masks, and clean their vehicles. Partly,
Ola and Uber are procuring and supplying
drivers with precautionary materials such
as sanitisers, face masks, and disinfectants.
In addition, passengers are requested to use
sanitisers, wash hands, and practice coughing

and sneezing etiquette.

2. Measures to handle suspected or actual

infections

Both companies have developed guidelines
which specify the course of action in case of
suspected or confirmed cases of infection
among both their drivers and the riders. Ola
has set up a 24x7 helpline, which drivers
and passengers are supposed to immediately
contact, if they display symptoms or have
been tested positive for the virus.” Drivers
with symptoms are strictly advised to self-
quarantine. If a driver displays symptoms
or is tested and is found to be positive, Ola
promises to reach out to previous customers
as well as concerned authorities. Similarly,
Uber orders drivers, who display symptoms
or have been tested positively, to self-isolate,
and temporarily suspends their accounts.'
Further, both companies have partnerships
with telemedicine providers (such as Mfine
and DocsApp)."" By allowing drivers to

avail free online doctor consultations, this
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provision can be helpful in identifying sick

drivers.

3. Measures to cover medical COVID-19-

related expenses

Ola and Uber announced insurance policies

for their drivers who are infected or
quarantined because they are suspected to be
an active COVID-19 case or have pre-existing
health conditions. At Ola, eligible drivers
can claim a financial compensation of up to
INR 30,000, which covers INR 1,000 per day
for a maximum of 21 days and will include
expenses for hospital and home quarantine.'
Uber’s policy is focused on drivers who are still
actively driving.”® Eligible drivers can apply
for financial assistance through their website
and claim compensation for up to 14 days
to cover COVID-19 and other illnesses that
require hospitalisation. Several articles about
this insurance policy have been reviewed, but

none mentioned its coverage.'*
4. Measures for financial support

Both companies acknowledge that drivers
have lost substantial amounts of their
income and need immediate cash support.

Ola,

initiated a so-called “Drive the Driver” fund,

through its Ola Foundation, has
which focuses on emergency support and
essential supplies. The target volume is INR
500 million whereas the company wants
to contribute the initial capital of INR 200
million, with the remaining amount to be
secured through crowdfunding."” Similarly,
Uber has announced the setting up of its
“Uber Care Driver Fund” (in partnership with

an online donation platform and a social
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enterprise) to give grants to drivers to help
meet their and their family’s immediate
needs. Uber has already deposited an initial
INR 250 million, and is partnering with
a crowdfunding organisation to raise the
other half and take the total amount to INR
500 million.'

Furthermore, to address liquidity needs,
Ola offers interest-free micro-credits of up
to INR 3,600 per week, which are disbursed
in parts of INR 1,2000 over the course of
three weeks.!” Uber has a micro-loan offering
in place since 2018, which allows drivers to
access microloans within a range of INR 5,000
and INR 25,000 at a monthly interest rate of
two percent.'® In addition, both companies
are seeking help from the government. Ola
appealed to the government to get a six-
month delay in tax payments to make up for
lost income, and in order to allow a twelve-
month waiver for vehicle loans and rentals.*®
In its home market, Uber has called on US
President Donald Trump to include drivers in
the country’s planned US$ 1-trillion COVID-
19 stimulus package.”® In addition, the
company website refers drivers to resources,
which help them request financial assistance

available from many governments.
EVALUATION OF RESPONSES

Ride-hailing companies fear that as their
drivers are vulnerable to getting infected and
could contribute to the spread of the virus,
which will cause the public to view their
services as unsafe and thereby negatively
impact their future corporate development.
Therefore, Ola and Uber have responded

with initiatives to prevent infections among
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drivers and passengers, handle suspected
and actual infections, cover medical COVID-
19-related expenses, and provide financial
support to drivers. This section evaluates
these measures that have been introduced
by ride-hailing companies in response to the

pandemic.

1. Evaluation of measures to prevent

infections

The focus of precautionary measures is to
educate drivers and encourage the use of
sanitisers, disinfectants and masks. These
efforts came late and only after safety
concerns have been raised in the media and
the Indian Federation of App-based Transport
Workers (IFAT) requested the distribution
of health advisories and protective material
to their drivers.! Nevertheless, journalists
found that the reality on the ground is that
many drivers are still unaware of risks and
best practices for mitigation, are not wearing
masks nor using sanitisers, and vehicles did
not appear sanitised.” In Hyderabad, drivers
have initiated protests for safety kits, as
companies have failed to provide them despite
repeated appeals.”? Moreover, the measures
can only help improve hygiene, while effective
protection against infection remains limited
due to the nature of the travel mode: driver
and passengers sit in close proximity of each

other and cannot practice social distancing.

2. Evaluation of measures to handle

suspected or actual infections

Guidelines specify that drivers and passengers
who show symptoms should self-report and

report each other, and that drivers with

symptoms or a COVID-19 diagnosis, should
stay in quarantine. However, companies
have no effective mechanism to enforce
these guidelines and monitor compliance,
and rather depend on the self-responsibility
of drivers and passengers to inform Ola and
Uber. However, given that many drivers
cannot afford losing their income, they have
a strong incentive to hide symptoms and
continue to work. In addition, when drivers
apply for financial assistance, Uber puts their
accounts temporarily on hold, assuming they
could pose a risk to passengers. This threat
of account deactivation could further weaken
the willingness of drivers to self-report. The
partnerships with telemedicine providers
could help diagnose and identify infected
is unclear whether

drivers. However, it

independent medical consultations are
provided and protection of sensitive health
data is guaranteed, given that Ola and Uber
have a strong interest to know the health

status of drivers.

3. Evaluation of measures to cover medical
COVID-19-related expenses

Ola and Uber have introduced insurance
COVID-19-positive

quarantined drivers. Eligible drivers receive

policies  for and
assistance for up to 14 days (Uber), or a
maximum of 21 days (Ola), but it is unclear
under which conditions drivers are granted
the maximum amount of days. In the case
of Ola, a news website mentioned on 5 May
that the company has covered the medical
expenses of 17,000 drivers, which is less than
one percent of its drivers.”* Moreover, it is
questionable whether the maximum amount
of INR 30,000 would be sufficient to fully
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cover costs of medical treatment, especially
in case drivers would require intensive care.
Uber has updated its policy and now focuses
its assistance on drivers who are still actively
driving during the crisis. It is questionable
how many drivers do so during a lockdown
situation, though it would be safe to assume
that there will be rather few. No numbers were
found on how many drivers got their medical
expenses covered. However, journalists
spoke to drivers, who perceived the policy as
narrowly defined and restrictive, and many

claims have been denied.?

4. Evaluation of measures for financial

support

Ola and Uber have set up funds through
which they aim to provide financial relief
packages to help drivers cover their essential
needs. Both companies have endowed their
funds with some initial capital (Uber: INR
250 million, Ola: INR 200 million), but
further through
crowdfunding to reach target values of INR
500 million. Employees, CSR funds and

citizens are requested to contribute to the

seek to raise capital

fund. The crowdfunding campaigns are
donation-based, i.e. donors are provided
with a tax receipt to claim tax rebate, but
unlike with other types of crowdfunding
they do not receive financial returns or
non-monetary rewards. As of 11 June, the
crowdfunding campaign for the Uber Care
Driver Fund stood at nearly INR 320 million,
and 75,000 drivers have received one-time
cash grants of INR 3,000 from it.?* While
Uber said the aim is to make the amount
sufficient to take care of the needs of a family

of five for few weeks, the company has not
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shared the concrete amount of the grants

transferred to drivers.?’

On the same day, the Ola crowdfunding
campaign stood at nearly INR 260 million.?®
Ola’s relief package does not include any
monetary compensation, but food supplies
have been provided to 40,000 drivers
through the fund (i.e. which is two percent
of Ola’s estimated two million drivers in
India) and distributed about 650,000 kg of
essential supplies.? Journalists have reached
out to both companies to seek more clarity
on the details of the disbursed funds (not
only the amounts disbursed, but also the
frequency and process of disbursals), but
both companies declined to answer specific
questions about the utilisation of the funds.*
This raises questions about transparency. A
journalist, however, found that in Bengaluru,
a few thousands drivers have received cash
assistance ranging from INR 500-700.! Since
the crowdfunding process is still ongoing,
it is not sure whether and when the funds
will reach their target amounts of INR 500
million. Accordingly, it is uncertain whether
sufficient capital will be available in the short
term so that drivers do not need to wait along
time to receive at least a minimum amount
of assistance. However, even if drivers have
received a one-time grant, it will help them
cover essential needs only for few weeks, as
additional grants are conditional on further

fundraising.

Ola and Uber offer micro-credit schemes,
which can provide some short-term relief
during the crisis. However, the credit will
have to be paid back later or set off against

earnings on the platform after return to
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normal business. Therefore, micro-credits
might just shift financial problems into
the future and deepen drivers’ financial
dependencies. Furthermore, both companies
appealed to, or referred drivers to apply for
financial support from the government.
This creates the impression that ride-hailing
companies want to shift responsibility to

the government to provide support for their

drivers.
CONCLUSION
The wuse of the term “independent

contractors” to refer to the status of gig
workers, implies that they lack employment
rights, and thereby basic protection against
risks associated with their work. Indeed,
the COVID-19 crisis has only highlighted
the risks of informal work, in general,
which are being mirrored in gig work. In the
ride-hailing sector, drivers have lost
substantial amounts of their incomes, which
implies that many of them are struggling
to cover essential needs, let alone pay
financial obligations from financing, leasing
or renting the cars that they use for their
gigs. Further, drivers are exposed to a risk
of infection with the SARS-CoV-2, and if
they do get infected, they face financial
pressure to continue to work, and might
end up endangering themselves and their
passengers and contributing to the spread

of the virus.

Uber and Ola have responded with
several measures, and this analysis has led
to four conclusions. First, precautionary
measures being promoted by both

companies among their drivers are often

not followed and can, at best, improve
hygiene, but not effectively protect against
infection. Second, there is no effective
mechanism to identify COVID-19-positive
drivers and one can expect that many of
them continue to work, rather than to self-
report and stay in quarantine. Third, both
companies announced policies to cover
COVID-19-related medical expenses, but
few drivers have benefited from such, and
it is unclear whether actual paid amounts
are sufficient to fully cover cost of medical
Fourth, the

companies have set up funds, from which

treatment. ride-hailing
grants for emergency support should be
distributed, and endowed them with an
aggregate amount of INR 450 million, which
is a drop in the bucket when compared to
the number of drivers. Overall, these results
suggest that COVID-19-related measures
are more appearance than substance, and
provide neither sufficient health protection

nor adequate financial support.

The first priority for policy responses
must be to ensure that they cover the
basic and immediate needs of drivers.
This can include access to food and rations
distributions and/or income support. As
drivers of ride-hailing companies are capable
of using digital technologies, it is possible to
process applications for temporary income
support online, and deliver transfers
through digital payments.?> Moreover, ride-
hailing companies should share more data
on provided assistance, which would help to
identify drivers that are still in need, and to

deliver support in a targeted manner.
In the pre-COVID-19 time, criticism of
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the informal nature of gig work was often
countered with the argument that this type
of work offers flexibility and gives workers
“freedom” to self-determine working hours
and location. The argument was widespread,
despite the fact that most gig workers actually
prefer  traditional = employee-employer
relationships and value job security more

than any other work attribute.?

The situation caused by the pandemic
finally confirms that flexibility is a luxury
feature of work in times of stability. It can
be a facet of self-realisation at work for
some privileged few, but the argument is not

applicable to huge populations of workers

who turn to gig work because they have little
else in terms of options. The current scenario,
in which livelihoods and health of an entire
that

flexibility cannot come at the cost of most

workforce are threatened, proves
basic protections. All workers — irrespective
of their unemployment arrangements — need
to be able to access health care, to choose to
stay home when unwell, and benefit from
income support in case of a crisis-related
reduction of working time or job loss.** In
that sense, the COVID-19 crisis must be
understood as a wake-up call to reconsider
social protection mechanisms for gig workers
and challenge their status as “independent
contractors”. ©RF

(The author thanks two anonymous reviewers for their valuable feedback, and Vinia Datinguinoo

Mukherjee for her excellent editing.)
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