	Illegal mining in the mineral rich district of Rajasthan -- Makrana, famous for its white marbles -- has been going on flouting laws in the process of extraction of the precious stone.
 
Having highlighted rampant illegal mining in Karnataka's Bellary district forcing the state government to act, Headlines Todayinvestigated a similar crime in Rajasthan. It was found that the government-owned marble mines in Makrana were leased out for a certain period but these licensees have been flouting norms laid down for mining activities.
 
That prompted Rajasthan High Court to order closure of 474 such mines. However, the court order was restricted to paper. Headlines Today travelled to these mines to find that illegal mining continues unabated. It was also found that the mining is being done on land beyond the lease area and also below the permissible depth.
 
Rajasthan mines safety director Dilip Saxena told Headlines Today, "About 474 mines were found in dangerous conditions when inspection was done by our department."
 
The excessive drilling has been hollowing the ground dangerously. As a result, a railway line extending from Parbatsar to Makrana was uprooted and a state highway in the district collapsed recently. The foundation of a temple in the area also crumbled after the ground under it gave way. But all this is just an indicator of the larger disaster waiting to happen.
 
"Because of excessive mining, my house has become hollow from below. It can fall anytime and there could be human loss as well. Even the neighbours' houses are in the same condition," said a villager.
 
Despite the glaring evidence, the mining lobby denied all wrong doing.
 
The president of Makrana Marble Mines Society, Deepak Singhal, claimed, "Illegal mining is not happening here. It is not possible. You will be surprised to know the sizes of mining leases which vary from 200 feet by 100 feet, 300 ft by 80 ft and 100 ft by 60 ft. How do you expect mining the adjoining areas of other lessees? Who will allow you to do that? The moment you cross the limit of 2 feet, he will go to the mining office, police or will even file a suit against you in the court."
 
However, the concerned departments, whether it is local administration, mining department or police, seem more interested in blame game and passing the buck rather than take concrete action in controlling the menace.
 
Violation of safety measures
Mining in Makrana is taking a toll on the ecology as well as the health of labourers. The working conditions of these mines are appalling. There are no safety precautions in place and no health benefits for the miners. As a result, accidents are common and most miners have developed serious illnesses.
 
The people who extract the world's best marble from these quarries are ignored. These labourers work in deplorable conditions. Headlines Today did a reality check of the area and found that there were no safety walls between mines, no helmets, no safety belts or no proper shoes. Though all these things are mandatory, the mine owners happily overlook these security parameters.
 
No wonder, three labourers lost their lives when they were buried inside a quarry due to a mudslide on Tuesday.
 
"The mine owner doesn't provide it (helmet, safety belt, shoes, etc) then where should we bring it from," asked labourer Kailash Meghwal.
 
The mines safety director admitted that the mines inspected by the department were also found violating security norms for the workers forcing the department to issue the order under Section 22(3) of the Mines Act.
 
Workers affected by lung diseases
Silicosis, a lung disease caused by breathing in silica dust, is another grim reality in the area. Despite an official order to provide compensation to the silicosis victims, nothing has been done so far. The workers also get affected by deadly diseases like tuberculosis and asbestosis.
 
Lithi Ram, a silicosis victim, alleged, "While working, I fell ill and contracted fever. I have been sitting idle for three years now as I have lost strength to work. Get me some compensation if you can. I have spent all my money on my treatment."
 
Rana Sengupta of Mine Labour Protection Campaign said, "The mine owners were asked to take the victims of silicosis to hospital for medication and also to meet the families of those who have died to take their cases recorded for workmen's compensation. But nothing was done."
 
The lack of proper documents makes matters worse. In their bid to maintain anonymity and escape accountability, the quarry owners refuse to provide their employees with employment proof. Despite all these, the state government has been a silent spectator to illegal mining and the plight of labourers.

	


