
CHAPTER EIGHT 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Darjeeling tea is considered as the best tea of the world for its quality and is· 

called the 'Champaign' of tea. Though the tea plant is being cultivated in the 

world for nearly two centuries, in Darjeeling its cultivation started around 1835 

by the seeds brought from China. Its commercial cultivation started from 1856. 

Since then it is playing an important role in the economy of the country in general 

and of Darjeeling in particular. 

In Da~eeling Hills there are only two main sourGes of employment. One is tourism 

and the other is tea. On an average the tea gardens here give employment to 

more than fifty-eight thousand labourers every day. As estimated by the Tea 

Board, India, the total number of labour on roll has crossed the figure of sixty 

eight thousand of which more than sixty thousand are the resident workers and 

more than seventy five thousand people are dependent on these resident 

workers. These figures amply show the importance of Darjeeling tea on the 

· life of the plantation labourers who are employed in it. 

Unfortunately, we are observing a stagnation, if not decline, not only in the 

production and productivity but also in the labour absorbing capacity in case of 

Darjeeling tea. In the global scenario we observe that while· the yield oftea per 

hectare has increased in leaps and bounds in countries like Kenya, Indonesia, 

China, Taiwan and Turkey between 1961 & 1997, the same in India has increased 

but at a slower rate. Though the production of Indian tea has gone up by more 

than 2.5 times between 1951 to 1995, its share to total world production has 

declined from 40.96% in 1951 to 29.64% in 1996. Inside the country, and amongst 

the. different tea growing regions, Darjeeling tea registered the lowest increase 

in terms of yield (126.22%). One may note that there is no stagnation or 

decline in the global tea situation and there is relatively better growth in 

productivity in the other tea growing regions within the country. But the Darjeeling 

tea industry has already recorded a stagnation in production, productivity and 

labour absorption capacity. Considering the importance of Darjeeling tea in the 

national economy particularly for its capacity in fetching foreign exchange and 

as a major employment sector of absorbing labourers as plantation workers, it 

is necessary to study the nature of its productivity stagnation and consequential 

impact on the life of the plantation labourers. The technologically sustainable 
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measures to arrest productivity stagnation in Darjeeling tea gardens and their 

social implications also need to be examined carefully. 

No comprehensive study has been carried out so far in Darjeeling enquiring 

about stagnation in productivity of tea, its impact on the life and living of the 

plantation labourers and the viability of suggested technological measures both 

in economic and social terms. Whatever little study are made available are of 

too general type and mostly conducted in the tea estates of plains and on 

techno-economic and labour aspects separately. Earlier, there was hardly any 

attempt to look into the problems of Darjeeling tea industry taking into 

consideration both these aspects in a single frame of reference. 

It has been observed by some earlier authors that old age of the tea bushes 

and the vacancy condition in the sections are the two major causes of lowering 

productivity. The concerned authors arrived at the conclusion that to solve the 

problem of productivity decline, rejuvenation pruning and infilling is a short term 

measure, whereas uprooting and replanting is the ultimate solution. But no attempt 

h'as been made earlier to testifY. the validity of these recommendations in 

Darjeeling condition using garden level data. The available sociological studies 

in tea plantations are mainly confined to the subject of 'wages and incentives 

paid to the plantation labourers, ·implementation of Plantation Labour Act, 

casualisation, trade unionism, differential treatments to women labourers and 

some other aspects of labour employment systems in tea gardens. There is in 

fact no such study in tea gardens of Darjeeling Hills which specifically enquires 

about how the stagnation . factor is affecting the life and economic condition of 

the plantation labourers ? There is also hardly any probe into the matter of how 

various production improving technologies are going to lay their impact on the 

life of the working population in the tea gardens. Present study attempts to 

examine some of those aspects by analysing empirical data obtained from 

selected tea gardens and relevant secondary sources. 

While delving into the matter of stagnation we see that production of Darjeeling 

tea crossed 14 million kg only three times in the past i.e. in 1982, 1983 and 

1990. Otherwise in all the years from 1961 to 1995 it is ranging between 1 0 

millions to 12 millions kg excepting 1984, 1991 and 1993 and when the out turn 

crossed 13 million kg. Productivity had also gone up from 171.40 kg per hectare 

in 1870 to 725.42 kg per hectare in 1982. Thereafter it started declining and in 

1995 came down to 596.77 kg per hectare. In the context of plantation area also 
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we see the same stagnation as it is varying between 16 to 20 thousand hectares 

between 1951 to 1995. In other tea growing areas, however, there were no 

such stagnation. For example, since 1951 and till 1995, area undertea in Dooars 

has steadily increased. In Terai region of West Bengal and in Assam similar 

trend had been noticed upto 1991. As far as productions and productivity of tea 

is concerned, we see steady increase in case of Terai, Dooars, Assam and 

West Bengal as a whole. 

Stagnation in tea productivity has affected badly the profitability of the gardens 

located in Hills. As per the cost and financial survey report of Tea Board, India, 

the profitability was negative in 1991-92, 1992-93 and 1993-94. If we consider 

that the calculation made by T~a Board was based on auction price only and 

does not give the true picture as considerable amount of Darjeeling tea is being 

sold directly to the foreign buyers, even then it is true that due to stagnation, the 

amount which could have been sold in private sale has also come down and 

thus affected the overall profitability of the garden. And when profitability is curbed, 

it affects not only the interest of the population dependent on this industry right 

from its labourers to its owners but other dependent ancillary indusfries too, and 

ultimately the economy of the country. Therefore, this stagnation problem needs 

to be arrested. To do so firstly, it is necessary to identify the factors responsible 

for such stagnation. There are many contributing factors behind stagnation or 

decline in production aod producth(ity of tea. Those are old age of the bush~s. 

vacancy, low ·producing planting material, change of plucking pattern for the 

demand of better quality, consciousness of buyers about pesticidal residues, 

etc. But amongst them, two most important factors which adversely affect the 

productivity are old age of the bushes and the vacancy. An attempt has been 

made in the present study to examine how far the said factors are responsible 

for diminishing the productivity of Darjeeling tea, with the help of garden level 

data. 

In examining the ill-effect of old age on productivity, five tea gardens of Darjeeling 

hills were randomly selected. There the yield of different pruning cycles of three 

randomly selected sections in each garden was recorded. It has been observed 

in all the cases that with the increase of age, the yield over the pruning cycle 

was gradually reducing. To make an in-depth probe into the matter within a 

particular garden two sections planted in different years and where the same 

pruning sequence was followed were selected and their yield capacity was noted. 

It was found that the younger section outyielded the older section. Further when 
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the average yield of the five highest yielding sections and five lowest yielding 

sections (in order of merit) of five different gardens is compared, it appears that 

the highest yielding sections are relatively younger in age than the lowest yielding 

sections. 

The effect of vacancy on productivity has also been examined in the similar 

method by analysing the vacancy of the five highest yielding sections and five 

lowest yielding sections in five randomly selected gardens. The highest yielding 

sections in all the sampled gardens were having lesser vacancy than that of 

lowest yielding sections. Thus the findings make it confirm that both old age of 

the bushes and the vacancy conditions are diminishing the productivity of 

Darjeelirig tea. The adverse affect of these two factors on productivity is ultimately 

affecting the employment conditions of the plantation labourers in multiple ways. 

In a garden, a younger bush generally contains more plucking points than an 

older bush. Therefore, younger sections require more number of pluckers 

(labourers appointed specially for plucking job) than for older sections. As 

Darjeeling is having considerable !ea area under aged bushes (1 00 years and 

above) such bushes require less pluckers to complete the plucking operation. 

Similarly the vacancy factor is also reducing the overall demand for plantation 

workers. Because compared to a compact section, a section having vacancy 

requires less labourers both for plucking and for other operations. Moreover, in 

a situation of less harvest the labourers receive less incentives like extra leaf 

price. But the impact of stagnation as a whole are manifold. As far as the 

plantation labourers are concerned another major impact of productivity 

stagnation is their casualisation. Between 1971 and 1995, the proportion of 

temporary workers to total plantation workers has increased by 3.50%. In 

contrast, proportion of resident workers in Darjeeling has reduced at the rate of 

7.64% and it was 3.03% more than the national average. As a result of 

casualisation, more plantation labourers are being deprived from certain statutory 

benefits and what a permanent worker enjoys, like housing facility, subsidised 

ration, free electricity etc. 

Amongst the facilities a permanent plantation worker gets the most lucrative 

one is the free housing including electricity. As temporary or casual labourers 

are deprived of the same, many of them do not find working in tea gardens 

attractive at all and are now moving to nearby towns in search of other 

employment. A good number of earlier temporary plantation labour are now 
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working as porter, trader and also engaged in road construction as cooli. Most 

of them commute everyday to the place of their job and some have already 

shifted their residence to their place of work. In addition to the fact that temporary 

plantation workers are deprived from certain facilities like housing etc., working 

in a tea garden as a casual labourer as such has become less remunerative. As 

a fall out many temporary workers are leaving the gardens in search of suitable/ 

better employment elsewhere and staying in their new place of work. In the 

process their families are disintegrating. 

Due to inclusion of more operations and inter-cultural practices like spraying for 

controlling pests and weeds, application of fertilizers etc. in tea gardens, the 

rate of labour employed per hectare has increased marginally. The rate of 

production per labour has also changed from 91.79 kg in 1870 to 307.78 kg in 

1983. Having said this it remains true that marginal increase in deployment of 

labour per hectare has in no way helped the plantation labourers as such as the 

additional labour needs are meet up by appointing temporary labourers and to 

whom the management has no statutory obligations. 

Acute stagnation in productivity often leads to closure of a garden. The plantation 

labourers who have been affected most are those belonging to such closed 

down gardens like Pashok and Vah-Tukvar. Being out of employment and as a 

survival strategy, a few labourers from those gardens started plucking tea leaves 

whatever litter are available in the buses at their _own risk -and selling -it to the 

nearby running gardens. Some labourers from such gardens have already shifted 

to other occupations. The resident labourers are now living in a precarious 

condition. If the labourers of these permanently closed down gardens are the 

worst sufferer, the labourers of the other few gardens which are purposively 

kept closed particularly during the non-flushing period comes next in terms of 

their nature of sufferings. The management keep some gardens closed in winter 

when there is no harvest and re-opens them when first flush starts. Such a 

garden management strategy keeps the laborers jobless during winter season 

and compels them to find out temporary work whatever is available. In this 

process, they are suffering from some kind afforced unemployment and curtailed 

bonus is paid to them owing to suspension of their work in winter months. 

Some of the erstwhile plantation labourers and their family members, found 

employment in the garden somewhat less remunerative and are now engaged 

in communication and transport business. The younger generation prefers to 

[127] 



work as a driver. They ply their jeeps with passE?ngers between garden and 

town or between important places within the town. Many of them carry tourists 

to different sight-seeing places in and around Darjeeling or Mirik. Thus stagnation 

has resulted in an occupational shift. On the whole, stagnation has not only 

affected the production, productivity and profitability of the tea industry but it 

has also induced certain changes in the occupational pattern, family structure 

and social values of the plantation labourers. It is, therefore, necessary to make 

a probe into these changes from sociological point of view for the interest of tea 

industry and the benefit of the plantation labourers as well. 

Now the question is how to arrest this productivity stagnation in Darjeeling tea 

industry? How to mitigate the problem of old age and vacancy of tea bushes? 

The available informations and studies in tea gardens of plains suggest that to 

arrest the productivity stagnation old age and vacancy problems in the gardens 

need to be solved. And for that, rejuvenation pruning and consolidation may be 

considered as a stop-gap arrangement whereas the ultimate solution could be 

the uprooting of old tea bushes and replanting of new ones. The present 

study examines the validity of aforesaid technological recommenaations in the 

case of Darjeeling Hills with the help of the garden level data. In order to get 

relevant information, the gadens where such operations were carried out were 

selected on random basis . Yield trends of different sections after adoption of 

recommended operati~ns were a11alysed.,lt has been observed that as an e1fect 

of rejuvenation pruning operation, the operated sections registered certain 

increase in out turn in the immediate pruning cycle after rejuvenation. Though 

the magnitude of productivity increase was not uniform in different pruning 

cycles and sections but in all the cases rejuvenation led to increase in productivity 

at least upto second pruning cycle. Therefore, rejuvenation- pruning and infilling 

technology also help to revive the productivity of old sections in Darjeeling tea 

gardens at least upto certain years. So it can be adopted as a short term solution 

and a stop-gap technological measure to boost the productivity. 

In case of uprooting and replanting we observe steady increase in yield after the 

operation. In fact, the sections which were uprooted and replanted, the yield 

after replanting have exceeded the highest yield the section had before uprooting 

in second pruning cycle even. If the yearwise yield is taken into consideration, 

we see that by sixth year even, the yield of the section has crossed the highest 

yield the section had before uprooting. Because of the continuous increase after 

th~ operation, it may be considered as a permanent and long term solution for 

[ 128] 



improving the production and productivity of Darjeeling tea gardens. The pay 

back period calculated for both the operations indicates that rejuvenation and 

infilling may be adopted as a short term measure and uprooting and replanting 

may be considered as a long term technological solution as the pay back period 

is 3 years for rejuvenation and infilling and 10 years for uprooting and replanting. 

Now the question comes when the above mentioned technological measures 

need to be adopted ? It has been observed that in Darjeeling the tea bushes 

give the highest yield at the age group of 50 - 60 years. (1 096.80 kg/ha). The 

estimated curve (see chart 7.2) obtained by plotting the data of age and average 

yield suggests that highest yield is obtained at the age of 65 years. Afterwards 

the outturn comes down and slightly recover followed by rejuvenation. The 

productivity declines drastically when the bushes attain the age of 120 years 

and become too old. So it will be prudent to rejuvenate a section when it will 

attain the age of 65 years and to uproot it when it crosses the age limit of 120 

years which should be followed by replanting with new plants. 

High expenditure involved and poor subsidy rec;;eived are identified as the main 

constraints to adopt above recommended technologies in boosting productivity. 

Moreover, frequent transfer or change of ownership also stands in the way of 

implementing these programmes. But in the gardens which have adopted these 

technological measures the socio-economic condition ofthe plantation laborers 

has improved to a certain extent. In such tea g~rdens the labourers ·are getting 

not only more employment but also having additional income from extra leaf 

price, bonus etc. They have also developed some favourable attitude towards 

social values and better standard of living. At the end, in order to arrest the 

productivity stagnation in Darjeeling tea industry, the following suggestions can 

be made.. 

1. It is necessary to counter the problem of old age of the buses and vacancy. 

The bushes need to be rejuvenated and consolidated by infilling, immediately 

after they cross the age of 65 years. When the bushes attain the age of 120 

years the sections need to be uprooted and then replanted after rehabilitation. 

2. Considering the high expenditure involved in adopting both the operations, 

Tea Board should be approached for increasing the amount of subsidy. 

3. The human factor like frequent transfer or change of managers need to 

be avoided as such changes are not congenial enough for implementing 
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programmes like rejuvenation or uprooting and which takes long period to yield 

better result. The management of a garden should also think about the long 

term development of the garden and its productivity instead of immediate loss 

or gain. 

4. It is expected that along with the adoption of recommended technologies 

the productivity and thereby the profitability of the gardens will improve. And 

that will have a favourable impact on the economic life of the plantation labourers 

in terms of increased employment, better welfare services, enhanced incentives 

and bonus and ultimately on their entire way of life. As the plantation labourers 

are part and parcel of the tea industry, keeping their interest in mind, production 

reviving technologies need to be implemented. If it is not done such a section 

of working population would be worst sufferers. 

5. Lastly, there is a need to examine in depth the social affects of the adopted 

technological measures. on the life and living of the plantation labourers. 

Government should be approached to take certain steps so that the garden 

owners at their whims and for their self interest can not close the garden during 

the non-flushing period and thus affect not only life and living of the plantation 

labourers but affect the country's economy also. 
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