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Abstract

The brick kilns in India are associated with extremely low pay, poor working conditions and a lack of regulation. Equids, however, may 
provide a route out of poverty by enabling workers to access a higher income. The relatively higher financial returns from healthy equids 
could also motivate welfare improvements. We used a mixed-methods approach including livelihoods questionnaires, semi-structured 
interviews and welfare assessments to investigate the links between poverty, equid ownership and equid welfare in the brick kilns of 
Ahmedabad, India. Whilst equid owners earned more than non-owners during the kiln season, the opposite trend was found for these 
workers for work conducted outside of the kilns during the off-season. Equid ownership was, however, strongly influenced by social factors 
and, within certain communities, equid ownership may be the only viable escape from extreme poverty. In terms of welfare, equid 
behaviour was better for owners with better financial security, likely due to the availability of resources. Equid health improved with 
longevity of ownership, suggesting that owners who view working with their equids as a long-term partnership are more likely to ensure 
their equids are kept in good health. For stakeholders aiming to improve both human health and equid welfare, a ‘one welfare’ approach 
which values the intrinsic connections between poverty and both equid ownership and equid welfare could greatly increase success.
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Introduction 
Donkeys (Equus asinus), mules (E asinus × E caballus) and 
horses (E caballus) have long supported human livelihoods, 
performing an array of heavy labour tasks such as traction 
work on smallholder farmland (Fernando et al 2004; Hassan 
et al 2013), the transport of goods and vital supplies 
(Arriaga-Jordán et al 2005) and human transportation for 
both necessity and tourism (Ali et al 2014; Rayner et al 
2020). Current data suggest that there are approximately 
112 million equids globally, although this is likely to be an 
underestimate (Food and Agriculture Organisation [FAO] 
2019; Norris et al 2021). Approximately 43% of equids can 
be found in Asia, with an estimated 380,000 working in the 
Indian brick kilns (Mitra & Valette 2017). While estimates 
vary, around 200 to 250 billion bricks are produced in over 
100,000 Indian brick kilns per year (Lalchandani & Maithel 
2013; Mitra & Valette 2017).  
Brick-making is seasonal work and, as such, employs 
seasonal, often migrant, workers for a few months of the year 
(John 2014). Workers usually live on-site during the kiln 
season, residing in basic, temporary housing which often 

lacks facilities such as clean water and sanitation facilities 
(Roy & Kunduri 2018). Workers are responsible for a specific 
part of the brick-making process, from preparing materials 
and moulding raw bricks, transporting them to or from the 
kiln, stacking within the kiln, and managing the firing 
process, all of which require heavy manual labour during 
extremely long working hours (Gupta 2003; Ercelawn & 
Nauman 2004). All parts of the process are carried out by 
hand, although equids are commonly employed by brick 
transporters to move bricks to and from kiln sites. Donkeys, 
mules and horses all carry out this work in India, with mules 
and horses usually pulling carts, and donkeys tending to carry 
packs where vehicle use is prohibited by costs, space or 
difficult terrain (Mitra & Valette 2017).  
The United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) aim to “end poverty in all its forms everywhere” and 
“reduce inequalities.” Despite having cut global poverty rates 
by 27% from 2005/6 to 2015/6, (Oxford Poverty and Human 
Development Initiative 2018), the distribution of economic 
benefit has been somewhat unequal across sectors of society 
(Sankar 2020). As part of the informal sector, the brick kiln 

Universities Federation for Animal Welfare Science in the Service of Animal Welfare




