
CHAPTER 'TWO 

STUDIES IN PRODUCTIVITY AND LABOUR SITUATIONS 

IN TEA PLANTATIONS 

Tea is such a unique commodity that on it depends so many agencies right from 

the country where it is grown to the-workers who. are engaged in it. The country 

earns foreign exchange by exporting it. The investor or the proprietor gains 

profit by selling it. A chain of traders i.e. middlemen derive profit by trading it, 

by buying it from the garden-owner and then selling it to the ultimate consumer. 

The employees who are engaged in it, whether executive or common labourer, 

earn their livelihood from it. The ancillary industries which supply the materials 

like packing materials, chemicals and fertilizers gain business out of it. Last but 

not the least, the environment also gets benefited because of the lustre greenness 

it maintains even though doubt are being expressed now-a-days about such 
- -

environemntal benefites in view of rampant use of polluting chemicals like 

pesticides, weedicides etc. to achieve high yield. Since tea positively helps in so 

many areas, any stagnation in tea industry may affect the economy as well as 

the lives of the peopie dependent on it in multiple ways_ 

Due to stagnation, the country loses its export and thereby its earnings in foreign 

exchange. The garden owners lose their profit. The traders lose their business. 

The ancillary industries also suffer a setback in their business_ The employees 

like the executives, the clerical workers and the supervisors lose their job. The 

environment gets polluted even to a certain degree, whatever small it may be, 

because of the destruction of the greenery. And ultimately the labourers lose 

their employment. 

When as such, the country may gain foreign exchange by giving stress on other 

exportable commodities; the garden-owner can invest in some other industry; 

the trader can trade with some other items of business; the ancillary industries 

can compensate by utilizing their material like fertilizers, pesticides,. packir]g 

material etc. in other industries; even the executives, the workers in the clerical 

cadre and the supervisors can shift to other occupation; but the common 

plantation labouerers who actually constitute the backbone of the industry, 

become the ultimate sufferers. Because their base being in the garden, they 

can not easily shift themselves to other employment. Being experienced only in 
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the tea-garden work and not in other type of work they do not have the scope of 

being employed in any other job. It has been argued in some quarters that 

even if they are employed, they do not get the same wages or the facilities what 

they usually·get in the tea gardens, although there are counter claims that the 

tea garden workers are not paid better in comparision to even the unskilled 

workers working in rural W. Bengal. The environment also gets affected. Because 

the green carpet is removed as unemployment or underemployment leads to 

massive deforestation in adjoining ~reas which leads to large scale soil erosion 

also. 

In case of any stagnation in tea plantations, along with its effects in many other 

fronts, the common labourers become the worst sufferers with no alternative 

avenues to reduce their sufferings as the others have. Not only that, their suffering 

perpetuates over generations. Because when a garden suffers from stagnation, 

it hardly leaves·any chance for improvement in the employment situation of the 

plantation labourers including the matters related to their welfare. A living example 

of such a state of condit!on is the case of Vah-Tukvar T.E.; where after th~ 

management was withdrawn, the labourers had to steal leaves from the 

abandoned bushes and sell elsewhere at low prices to earn their livelihood. 

Some of them were compelled to be engaged in road-construction-work for 

which they were never trained and had no experience. They thus had to accept 

lower wages than what they were earnig normaly. Sc;>me of them had to resort to 

the practise of 'beg' or 'borrow'. Some of the frustrated unemployed labourers 

uprooted the bushes to use them as fuel and destroyed the factory. The condition 

of the labourers is presently so p·recarious that the people of the surrounding 

locality are afraid to pass by that area after dark being scared of snatching 

and robbery. It exemplifies how does the shutting down of a garden not only 
' affect the management but also the workers both in economic and social terms. 

More or less the same condition is being noticed in the case of abandoned 

Pashok T.E. 

We hypothesise that such sickness arises from decline in productivity and 

consequently, the productivity stagnation in the tea gardens needs to be arrested. 

And for that matter it is firstly important to know about the major causes 

responsible for such stagnation and the possible solutions recommended by 

scholars/ specialists in this regard. Since this techno-economic aspect cannot 

operate in a void and it has multiple links with the socio-economic condition of 

the labourers, we also need to review the observation of the researchers on . 
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how those solutions have directly or indirectly affected the life and the living of 

the plantation labourers. Only then, we would be in a position to comprehend 

the problem in the case of tea gardens of Darjeeling in West Bengal. 

Perhaps there was hardly any attempt in the past to look into the problems of 

stagnation in tea industry in Darjeeling taking into consideration the 'techno

economic' aspect and the 'labour' aspect in a single frame of reference. The 

literature , whatever are available on technoeconomic aspect and labour 

employment system in tea plantation in Darjeeling are scanty. Major findings of 

some earlier studies made in Darjeeling and also in other parts ofN.E. India 

have been presented in this chapter to justify the implications of present enquiry. 

The findings have been discussed under two broad categories i.e, techno

economic aspect and labour aspect of tea plantation separately. 

Th-e nature and extent of stagnation in tea production in Darjeeling hills have 

been studied by a few scholars. Chakrabarty and Sarkar (1988) observed in 

their survey on Darjeeling tea that the growth in production and productivity has 

suffered sharp deceleration during the period 1961 to 1971. Though during the 

following decade i.e. 1971- 81, both production and productivity recovered to 

some extent but during 1981-86, the same declined.1 Regarding the declining 

trend , the same view has also been expressed by Dasgupta (1989). He has 

studied in detail not only the production and productivity but also the area under 

tea for ttie period 1961 to 1976. He r~corded ttie negative trend in all the 

productivity fronts with particular reference to tea gardens in Darjeeling hills.2 

Causes of Stagnation 

(a) Old age of the bushes 

On the causes of stagnation or decline in bqth production and productivity of 

Darjeeling tea industry, a few scholars have already put forward their views in 

different context. According to Sarkar(1974), old age of the plants is one of the 

important causes of stagnation. He pointed out that 46.7 per cent of the tea 

bushes in Darjeeling were in the group of 71-90 years of age and 25.5 per cent 

were even older than that. The yield of such old tea bushes was generally static 

or declining. Some of the very old tea areas were in such a poor condition that 

even heavy pruning and infilling measures have failed to increase the yield.3 

Jain (1979) opined that old age of the bushes is one of the factors for limiting 

productivity in Darjeeling. He informed that 77 per cent of the tea area is more 

than 50 years old. The tea grown in such areas suffered from poor yield. 4 
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According to Dasgupta (1989), "It is generally held that the tea plants of the 

Darjeeling Hill areas have , by and large, crossed the age of full bearing. All 

relevant studies indicate an alarming state of affairs in this respect. According to 

one calculation, 88% of the tea bushes have crossed the mid-point of their 

economic life. As a matter offact, 80% of the bushes belong to the age group of 

over 50 years or so. Theoretically, a tea bush in a garden may live indefinitely 

provided sufficient food, water and air are made available and adequate disease

control measures are undertaken. _In practice, the tea bushes beyond certain 

age limit can rarely be of economic value. The stagnancy of yield of Darjeeling 

tea gardens is a clear pointer that the plants have become old and unproductive". 5 

GhoseHajra (1992) was also in of the view that old age is mainly responsible for 

the low yield of Darjeeling.6 

However, none of them could produce any clue about the particular age limit 

. beyond which productivity declines. 

De (1996) while discussing about the problems and prospects of Darjeeling tea 
- -

industry has emphasized the negetive effect of old age·on productivity?ln another 

study, he ( De, 1997) noted that old age is one of the contributing factors which 

are adversely affecting the Darjeeling's tea production and emphatically stated, 

"Darjeeling, at present, is having only 7.15% of area under the age group of 0-

20 years, whereas 72.2% area is more than 91 years old. No living organism 

can· be expected to live indefinitely and continue to be productive and the tea 

bush is no exception. The industry is apprehensive of loss of quality through 

replacement of old bushes and there are hesitations regarding replanting of 

tea. This is the limiting factor." He supported his statement with the following 

data on the paercentage of total area under different age group in 1976 & 1996. 

Table 2.1. : Percentage of area under tea bushes of different age group in 1976 

and 1996. 

Age group 

0-5 years 
5-10 years 
11-20 years 
21-30 years 
31-40 years 
41-50 years 
51 years and above 

Source: De (1997}, p.9 

1976 

1 
3 
3 
3 
7 
6 

77 
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1996 

1.62 
3.04 
2.49. 
4.63 
3.99 
2.34 

81.89 
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The above figures also indicates that with the passage of time the percentage of 

area under the oldest age-group i.e. 51 years and above has increased 

substantially8
. 

But these are only opinions or views expressed by different authors in support 

of the fact that the old age is responsible for the stagnation in production in 

Darjeeling. These are not based on scientifically laid out study or survey the 

reference of which we get in respect of other tea growing regions of India. One 

of such study was conducted by Hadfield (1971 ). In his study , in 23' gardens of 

Jorehaut area he specifically enquired about the effect of age on yield. He 

finally came to the conclusion that, "Although the total crop has increased steadily 

over last 1 0 years, the yield per hectare has remained virtually constant and 

nearly all of the increase has come from either extensions or replantings. If we 

assume that the tea planted in the last 20 years is doing better than the tea it 

replaced, we must also assume that some of the original tea is decreasing in 

yield at almost the same rate as the new tea is increasing." That means, so far 

as the yield is concerned, the young tea planted in 20 years were compensating 

the decreased amount of yield of the teas of old age. It suggests the inefficient 

(low) productivity of the old bushes and thereby the ill-effect of old age. The 

study also made it evident that the age group of 11-20 years gave the highest 

yield of 1700 kg per hectare which declined gradually with the increase of age

group. The older the bush , [ower was the yield. 9 As no such study or survey or 

experiment was made so far in the context of Darjeeling tea we want to 

investigate, on the basis of garden level informations (sectionwise) , whether 

the fact that the old age is responsible for lowering the productivity holds good 

for Darjeeling tea also. 

Another factor which was held responsible by several authors for bringing down 

the producivity of Darjeeling tea and thereby causing stagnation in the industry 

is vacancy. So far Darjeeling tea industry is concerned, we get references of 

opinions or views expressed by different authors in this respect. Sarkar (197 4) 

was of opinion that large areas of the district were having vacancy to the tune of 

1 0 per cent or even more and this substantially affected productivity.10 In another 

context, he (Sarkar, 1989) noted, " Large areas have vacancies to a tune of 

fifteen per cent or even more. There are certain estates specially in Kurseong 

and Kalimpong sub-districts where the overall percentage of vacancies is twenty 

or even more. The low bush population affects the productivity considerably." 11 
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Jain was ?lso of opinion that vacancy is responsible for the decline in productivity 

of Darjeeling tea. 12 

Dasgupta (1989) found that vacancy also impede productivity and pointed out, 

"The stress and strains of the industry arose from many sources, the high 

vacancy ratio being one of them."13 Ghose Hajra (1992) opined that vacancy is 

also responsible for low yield of Darjeeling tea.14 

De (1996) noted that vacancy is one of the hindrances for better produtivity in 

Darjeeling and particularly when 90% of the gardens have vacancy ranging 

from 2 to 30 per cent. 15 According to De (1997), in Darjeeling the average 

vacancy to the tune of 15% has brought down the actual area under tea to 

around 15000 hectares only and which is a limiting factor for increasing 

productivity .16 

But the above references which we get regarding the ill-effect of vacancy on 

productivity in the context of Darjeeling are only opinions or views or statements 

made by different authors. These are not scientifically laid out studies or survey 

or experiments·. One of such study was carried out in tea estates in plains of 

North East India by Biswas and Baruah (1988) and in this study the authors 

have estimated the crop loss due to vacancy and its recovery by infilling. They 

found that more than 25 per cent of the total area under tea in the plains of N. E. 

India had the vacancy of ~bove 10 p~r cent and the corresponding loss of crol? 

varied between 21 to 53 per cent. They estimated the total crop less due to 

vacancy is 38 million kg of made tea, taking estimated over-all vacancy as 9.4 

per cent. They also suggested that 20 million kg of made tea out of 38 million kg 

loss can be recovered by proper infilling of the existing vacant areas with adequate 

number of plants per vacancyY As no study of such nature was conducted in 

the context of Darjeeling tea we intend to have an in-depth probe into this matter 

with the help of the garden level informations. 

Measures to Tackle Stagnati.on 

The· possible measures to fight out the problem of old age and vacancy,as viewed 

by the different authors are: i) Rejuvenation pruning and infilling,(the concepts 

are discussed in details in Chapter V, p.80). ii) Uprooting and replanting 

Sarkar (1976), Jain (1979), Tiwari (1989), Dixit(1989), Dasgupta (1989) and 

Taylor (1989)suggested several possible measures to tackle stagnation centering 

around rejuvenation and I or uprooting and replanting. 

[27] 

\ 



Considering the fact that about 70 percent of the total area under tea was having 

the tea bushes which were in the age group of 71 years and above and a large 

portion of that tea was in a very bad shape, Sarkar(1974) apprehended that 

"some of this poor tea can be improved by rejuvenation pruning and heavy 

infilling but the remainder will have to be brought under replanting or replacement 

planting program gradually and the sooner this is started the better it is."18 

Sarkar (1976) further commented, "Rejuvenation of old tea is an interim measure 

to increase productivity of uneconomic areas, where replanting is not immediately 

possible and scope of replacement is also limited. In Darjeeling, where vast 

majority of the tea is more than 80 years old rejuvenation is the answer, until the 

old bushes are uprooted and replanted."19 

Jain (1979) felt that the long term cure for Darjeeling tea industry is to replace 

the present old inherently low producing chinery tea with high- yielding-clones 

and seeds. But he wanted this operation to be supplemented with rejuvenation 

and infilling as the same involve cost only half as much as replanting, and from 

which the gardens do not suffer from crop loss for a long period . According to 

Jain, "it can be interim measure to keep the productivity high till a long term 

solution is applied".20 

Tiwari ( 1989), preferred rejuvenation pruning instead of uprooting and replanting 

as he believed there would be no loss of crop even during the cycle of 

rejuvenation and the yield in these particular sections can be brought up faster 

than replanting. 21 

Dixit (1989) opined that if the operation is carried out properly, the section is 

consolidated by proper infilling and interplanting with healthy robust plants, the 

infills are maintained like young tea in all respects and proper drainage work is 

done, rejuvenation pruning will serve as the life-saving-device for Darjeeling 

gardens. He also pointed out that if a garden rejuvenates 8% of its area every 

two years, there will be no loss of crop, because by diverting more pluckers to 

the remaining tea areas, increased crop will be harvested from these areas and 

that will help compensating the loss of crop from the rejuvenated area.22 

Dasgupta (1989) is in favour of infilling .. He has informed that Darjeeling was 

having vacancy of 20% in the hill areas and infilling is the answer because this 

is an operation which, unlike replanting, is effective without any loss of crop and 

involves little extra cost on cultivation and fertilizer application. But he wonders, 
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inspite of the advantage of infilling, the same has not come up significantly in 

Darjeeling as a programme.23 

Taylor (1989) also observes that replacement of old stand of tea by uprooting 

and replanting and also extension will. play the foremost role if yield of 15 

quintals per hectare is to be achieved in next two decades.24 

The fact that the rejuvenation pruning 'and infilling is a stop-gap-arrangement 

and the uprooting and replanting is .the ultimate solution to solve the problem of 

old age and vacancy holds-good for Assam and other tea growing regions of 

N.E.India has also been opined by some authors. 

Barua (1972) suggests that the rejuvenation is a measure to improve the yielding 

capacity of some of the older sections of tea so that the estate do not suffer 

from large loss of crop when very old and uneconomic areas are uprooted , 

rehabilitated and replanted with improved clones and jats.25 

Barua (1989) further commented, " The pay back period for rejuvenation has 

also been found to be less than that of replanting., However, many replanted 

sections of tea in N.E. India have produced 25 q or more tea per hectare in the 

third year and yields of some of the sections are expected to rise to 50 q or 

more on maturity. Yields of this order can not be anticipated from rejuvenated 

se<?tions of see_d grown tea even with interplanting. Beside~. rejuvenated sections 

are unlikely to remain economically viable for fang because of the presence of 

old bushes and plantings of saplings among '\hem on unrehabilitated soil. 

However, rejuvenation can still serve the useful purpose of bolstering temporarily 

the economy of a tea estate while uneconomic sections are uprooted and 

replanted. "26 

In addition to the above, Barua made a study on five commercial sections of 

Doom Dooma Tea CO L TO where rejuvenation pruning was done. He recorded 

the following yield figures (Table 2.2) before and after rejuvenation. 
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Table 2.2: Yield in kg/ha of some rejuvenation-pruned sections of Doom Oooma 
Tea Co. Ltd. 

Division Section Yield & Yield & Yield & Yield & 
No pruning pruning pruning pruning 

------------ ----------- ----------
1966 1967 1968 1969 

Panikhowa 5 
(1 930 planted) 1876 1653 1681 170 

(OS) (CA) (CA) (RP) 

Fatikjan 14 901 744 919 169 
(CA) (OS) (MS) (RP) 

Fatikjan 20 1186 807 1161 201 
(CA) (CA) (OS) (RP) 

Raidang 13 1477 1007 267 791 

Factory (1 937 planted) (CA) (OS) (RP) (MS) 

Raidang 14 1276 1258 254 919 
factory (CA) (CA) (RP) (MS) 

CA- Cut across; DS- Deep Skiff; MS- Medium skiff; UP- Unpruned ; 
RP- Rejuvenation pruned ; CA/22 "- Cut across at 22 inches. 

So(.!rce: Barua, D.N. (1971), p.33. 

Yield & 
pruning 

1970 

1504 
(UP) 

1553 
(UP) 

1584 
(UP) 

978 

(CN22") 

1073 
(CA/22") 

The above table clearly indicates that rejuvenation has increased the yield just 

in the next year of the rejuvenation in Fatikjan 14 & 20.27 

The same type of well planned study was made by Sarkar(1981) also. To assess 

the effect of rejuve!lation pruni!lg Sarkar (1981) did an experiment under pifferent 

agro-climatic conditions of Assam, Cachar, Terai and Dooars. ·He found out that 

rejuvenation with infilling and the same with infilling and interplanting was better 

than no rejuvenation. He also noted that in terms of yield, the rejuvenation, 

infilling and interplanting package is more advantageous than rejuvenation and 

infilling alone. He further observed that the loss of crop due to rejuvenation 

pruning could be recovered in 4-5 years by infilling alone whereas in case of 

infilling plus interplanting, the loss can be recovered in 2-3 years. In few cases 

where rejuvenation pruning had no positive effect on yield it was perhaps 

selection of unsuitable areas , inadequate care at pre and post - operative 

stages were responsible to hinder desired result out of rejuvenation measures. 28 

Awasthi (1980) not only found out the pay back period of rejuvenation pruning 

and infilling but also calculated the same for uprooting and replanting programme. 

He conducted a study in Assam Valley with special reference to pay back period 

of different developmental projects in Upper Assam, Middle and Lower Assam 

and North Bank. He calculated the pay back period for rejuvenation pruning 
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and infilling in these three tea growing zones taking the rate of interest as 11% 

and 18% per annum. He further compared the same with the replantation 

situation done in the two different periods i.e. in 1966-72 and 1973-79. Given 

below are the findings of his study in tables 2.3 and 2.4. 

Table 2.3: Pay back Period for Rejuvenation+ Infilling 

Zone 

Upper Assam 
Middle and Lower Assam 
North Bank 

With 11% rate of 
interest 

5th year 
4th year 
5th year 

Source: Adapted from Awasthi, R. C. (1981}, p.26 

Table 2.4 : Payback period for replanting. 

with .18% rate of 
interest 

5th year 
4th year 
6th year 

Pay back period (1966-72) 1973-79 period 
Zone With 11% interest With 18% interest With 11% With 18% -

Upper Assam 
Middle & 
Lower Assam 
North Bank 

8th year 

9th year 
1oth year 

11th year 

13th year 
17th year 

Source: Adapted from Awasthi, R.C. (1981}, p.28. 

interest 

7th 

8th 
6th 

interest 

8th 

1oth 
7th 

From the above tables it appears that during the period 1966-72 the pay back 

period for replanting was more than rejuvenation and infilling in all the three 

regions of Assam, when rate of interest was calculated as 11 percent. It was 

three years more in case of Upper Assam and five years more for both Middle, 

Lower Assam and North Bank. With the increase of rate of interest from 11% to 

18% for the same period (1966-72), the difference in pay back period increased 

and it was six, nine and eleven years for Upper Assam, Middle and Lower 

Assam, and North Barik respectively. When the same exercise was done for· 

1973-79 period the increase in pay back period was two, four and one year in 

Upper Assam, Middle and Lower Assam, and North Bank respectively when 

rate of interest was calculated as 11 percent. When the same was calculated as 

18 percent, the increase in pay back period for replanting was three, six and 

one year respectively in the same period. This indicates that the pay back 
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period was always more in case of replanting than that for rejuvenation and 

infilling. 29 

But no study of such nature as conducted in Assam, Cachar. Terai and Doors 

was made in the context of Darjeeling tea. Therefore we, in the present study 

will make an effort to investigate whether the same holds good in Darjeeling 

condition or not. 

From the above, we know that qlthough in the context of Darjeeling tea no 

scientific study was carried out but the scholars and experts are unanimously 

agreed to the point that, in general, the old age and vacancy is the cause of 

stagnation/decline in productivity. They also agreed that rejuvenation pruning 

and infilling and/or interplanting is the short term solution to arrest the same, 

while uprooting and replanting may be the ultimate answer. But unfortunately , 

on the human side , even when the labourers constitute an important part of 

the plantation industry and who play the key role in these developmental 

operations like rejuvenation and replanting , there is hardly any concrete study 

which has empirically examined how the positive or negative growth of the industry 

affect the socio-economic life of the labourers or to what extent various 

technological measures influence their living conditions. 

The possible impact of the negative growth I stagnation of the industry on the 

socio-economic condition of the labourers could be on the following areas: 

1. Employment 

(a) Unemployment. 

(b) Casualisaton 

(c) Occupational Shift 

2. Productivity 

(a) Land and Labour 

(b) Impact on wages 

(c) Incidence or over- indulgene of child labour with lower wages. 

3. Non-implementation of the provisions under PLA. (See Annexure I for 

details). 

(a) Housing (b) Dirinking water (c) Sanitation 

(d) Canteen (e) Creche (f) Education 

(g) Health (h) Ration. 

4. Occupational hasards to women workers. 

Unfortunately there is handly any study made on the above subjects relating the 
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same with the stagnation of tea industry. However, whatever little literature· are 

available on the plantation labourers, those have been taken into consideration 

and their salient findings are discussed below : 

Considering the impact of productivity decline on the plantation labourers, Sarkar 

(1986) warns, "If the planned efforts during the seventh Five Year Plan for Tea 

Industry : 1985-86 to 1989-90 are not crowned with success in regard to the 

fundamental area of raising productivity and the secondary aspect of marketing 

, the detrimental effect on the labour force in the hill areas will be severe. The 

socio-economic impact of the tea industry is very significant. Generally, between 

70% and 80% of employment in hill areas is dependent upon the tea industry. It 

provides sustenance indirectly to many people in hill areas by supporting several 

ancillary avenues of employment, for example, agricultural tools, tea chests, 

workshops related to various operational aspects, repairs and maintenance and, 

last, but not the least, transportation . Seasonal tourism is the only alternative 

industry that has conferred some benefits on the people in the urban areas , but 

the wider rural sector is still not much benefited. The tou_rism industry because 

of fts lack of diversification is unable to create any substantial employment 

opportunities in rural or the plantation sector. In the current year , 10 to 12% of 

the labour force in tea plantation remain unemployed . This situation may be 

aggravated if the Darjeeling Tea Industry which represents the "priceless pride 

of Indian tea': is not immediately protected. "30 

Relating labour employment with stagnation in Darjeeling Tea Industry Dasgupta 

(1989) says, "Agriculture and plantation are the two most important sources of 

employment in the rural areas of Darjeeling Hills. But plantation has become 

less important in the economy since 1951. Proportions of persons employed in 

the plantation shows a declining trend both absolutely and relatively. This 

tendency is , to a great extent, associated with the stagnation of the tea industry 

since 1961."31 He (1989) further noted, " ... employment of labo1:1rers in the tea 

gardens has fallen over the decades. The tea industry can not absorb the excess· 

rural population. Rather, the tea industry employs less people now in comparison 

to 1951."32 

Singh (1989) in this context however holds a different view and opined that the 

supply was less than the demanq because in post second flush most of the 

gardens suffer from labour shortage.33 This shortage of labour supply is probably 

because of the occupational shift' that occurred in the working population of 

Darjeeling Hills after independence. It may be due to the fact that because of 
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less scope of employment in the tea gardens , many of the labours have been 

compelled to seek employment in other sectors like tourism, transport, cultivation, 

Government and Non- Governmental service , business etc. Hinting out this 

occupational shift Dasgupta (1989) writes, "One of the important features of the· 

occupational structure in the Darjeeling Hills is that there has been a "shift". 

This may be explained in terms of stagnation of the tea gardens. The tea gardens 

are no longer " the engine of growth" in this area. The principal cause of the 

weakness of the gardens need to be sought not in size , nor in yield but in the 

type of management. The poor management after independence is one of the. 

important reasons for this economic weakness . The hill areas to a great extent 

lived and thrived on the tea plantations."34 

Productivity of a tea garden and its labour productivity i.e .. productivity per labour 

are inter-related. According to Lama (1986), "It is a well known fact that the 

productivity per labour is comparatively very low in Darjeeling hills. For the year 

1981, the productivity per labour in Darjeeling was 271 kg as against 683 kg of 

Oooars and allln9ia average of 660 kg. This has been mainly attributed to the 

factors like inadequate training to the workers , socio-economic backwardness 

of the workers , lack of technological and technical aid to the workers, existence 

of a huge surplus labour force in the form of disguised unemployment, the 

increasing bandhs and violence by the labourers resulting into diminution in 

working desire a~d quality, effort and psychological depression." He (1986)" 

also made it clear that the violence created by the labourers against the 

managerial personnel which wemt to the extent of even physically assaulting 

and killing, " ... has not only mentally tortured the management but has also 

created a sense of fear psychosis which has hampered the managerial skill 

a~d their willingness to do more investment in this industry ".35 

Lama (1986) rightly says, "Labourers are not only the vital instruments of tea 

production but are also the moving force in the tea economy . Whatever 

technological progress , improvement in seed varieties may be made , they will 

bear the least fruit in the absence of effective participation by the labourers."36 

In course of dealing with the causes of low labour productivity he(1986), 

mentioned about the unattractive incentives given to them as compared to other 

areas, for motivation to generate more output . He also stated about the failure 

of trade unions to see the actual interest of the labours in terms of Provident 

Fund and other retirement benefits, and to make them aware not only about 

their socio-political and economic rights but also their duties , discipline and 
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devotion to their job. He observed, if the productivity needs to be increased 

and the condition of the garden requires rejuvenation in actual sense , the 

management should not only fulfill the genuine demands of the labourers but 

also arrange for them a new socio economic orientation . For that he suggested 

organizing training camps and technical demonstration in order to give scientific 

and advanced orientation to the labour productivity , opening up more and more 

school giving emphasis on literacy particularly for the womenfolk who constitute 

a greater part of the tea labour force in Darjeeling and opening up more health 

amenities in the gardenY 

The land productivity and the labour productivity are interrelated and the former 

can be increased by improving the later ( Dasgupta 1989). Dasgupta shows 

that though the area under tea came down from 18881 hectares in 1965-66 to 

18173 hectare in 1973-7 4 in Darjeeling, the production went up from 9589 ton to 

11414 ton. In the corresponding period the labour productivity increased from 

222 kg to 258 kg. He claimed that the above rise in productivity was made 

possible by the increase in the labour productivity.38 

Sarkar (1986) has analysed the employment pattern in tea garden of Darjeeling 

and f<;:>und that in plucking more casual labourers were engaged as compared to 

permanent labours whereas in all other operations like weed/pest control, 

cultiyation work1 factory etc. the number of permanent la_bourers engaged was 

more. Regarding the distribution of mandays worked by permanent labourers 

in different field operations he found that plucking is the operation for which 

most mandays are spent. After plucking, comes the pruning . In case of casual 

labourers also the highest mandays were spent in plucking. In factory, more 

than 80% of the female mandays were utilized for weighing, sorting, cutting 

and binding whereas for withering majority of the male man days were utilized.39 

He also put forward some policies for the betterment of the living conditions of 

the tea garden labourers of Darjeeling like fixation of wage policy, worker's 

participation in management, formation of worker's cooperative. 40 

Bhowmik (1990) has made an in-depth enquiry into the labour welfare in the 

tea gardens of Assam, Tripura and West Bengal. He observes that it would be 

difficult to find out a tea garden in N.E. India where the facilities as per the 

Plantation Labour Act, 1951 (PLA)has been implemented and remarked , " 

What the planters do not seem to understand is that, instead of being a financial 

burden, labour welfare could be viewed as an investment as it will increase 

productivity and improve labour: management relations."41 
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Bhowmik (1990) also found that wherever the PLA was implemented, even a 

little of it, has helped in the cultural development of the worker. For example, 

settlement pattern by providing housing as per the PLA has helped to increase 

the positive interaction between two tribal groups even to the extent of intercaste 

marriage. Implementation of the same with respect to regulation of working hours 

has helped the labourers to get some spare time. It has specially helped the 

women labours as they, in addition to the garden work, do the household chores 

like cooking, collection of drinking water, gardening etc. But due to lack of sufficient 

recreational facilities in the garden which should have been provided as per 

PLA, they devote the extra time they thus get to drinking. 42 

Regarding the reasons for non-implementation of the PLA, Bhowmik identifies 

that the employers are reluctant to implement it showing the cost factor involved 

for housing though the other provisions by PLA which are less expensive like 

water supply, recreational facilities etc were ignored by them. The government 

agency has also failed to pressurise the management due to lack of proper 

inspecting staff and proper punishment procedures in case of non

implementation. The trade unions are not of much help as their movements are 

mainly centered around the improvement of wage structure only. But " Trade 

unions in tea have to realize that though increase in wages is necessary (as 

plantation workers receive the lowest wages in the organised sector ) this will 

hardly improve the worker's social consciousness if their conditions of existence 

are not improved."43 

Bhowmik 's (1996) another study on the tea plantation workers in West Bengal 

is based on the data from three gardens of Dooars, two gardens of Terai and 

three gardens of Darjeeling. He has observed that none of the plantations in the 

three tea districts under study fulfilled the housing requirement as stipulated by 

the Plantation Labour Act (PLA). Not only the housing facilities provided were 

bad, the sanitary and the drainage conditions were equally bad. He was of opinion 

that not the lack of financial resources but the negative attitude of the management 

towards improving the living standards of the workers was responsible for the 

non-implementation of these provisions of PLA. The only positive thing observed 

in the three tea districts was the water supply. The Creches were provided to 

fulfill the requirement of PLA but only in one garden of Darjeeling it was running 

properly. In terms of literacy, Doors was in first position followed by Darjeeling. 

With regard to employment, compared to other tea districts,in Darjeeling, 

there were more people working outside the gardens and who were better paid 

than the temporary workers in the garden. 44 
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Nag (1 990) made a study on the condition of the tea garden labourers of N.E. 

India. He found that in Assam housing was not provided to the tea garden 

labourers as per the provisions of the PLA . The Act came into force in 1 956 and 

as per its provision a minimum of 8 per cent of the required houses were to be 

constructed annually. If the management would have complied with the statutory 

requirement as per the Act, construction of all the houses for the permanent 

resident workers in the tea plantation of Assam would have completed before 

1970. But even by 1984, noted by Nag, large shortfall persisted in this respect. 45 

Nag (1 990) has also observed that though the area under tea and the total 

production increased steadily in Assam, the number of permanent workers 

decreased from 5.071akhs in 1960 to 4.321akhs in 1980. He noted that, "Side 

by side with shrinkage of employment, the employers have been increasingly 

resorting to employment of "temporary", "casual" and "contract" labour to deny 

to workers their lawful dues. Instead of employing workers on regular rolls on 

permanent basis, the same set of persons are either shown as "casual" or 

"temporary" with breaks in ~ervice before completion of the statutory period 

after which a worker must be made regular or permanent." Contract labour 

from outside the tea estate also were being employed as both the temporary 

and the contract labour do not get statutory benefit under PLA, the Assam Tea 

Plantation Provident Fund Act, and the Bonus Act. 46 

In tea industry, the production and the productivity depends upon the efficiency 

of its workers which in turn is dependent upon their contentment which is again 

directly related to the socio-economic condition. Because a man can be contented 

and commited only when his living conditions, social and economical status are 

better. Bora (1 990) highlighted the same in his study which identifies various 

socio-economic problems faced by the tea garden labourers of Assam, Cachar 

and Tripura. He shows how the plantation labourers suffer from various problems 

like low living standard due to low wages, lack of knowledge in money 

management, illiteracy, lack of proper facility for purchasing their consumer goods, 

lack of institutional finance for credit as a result of which they fall into the clutch 

of moneylenders and businessmen, absence of savings habit and consumption · 

of liquors which is the second highest item of expenditure. He suggested certain 

measures like formation of co-operatives or fair price shops for giving them 

proper marketing facilities, creation of self employment potential through 

cooperative farming in the land of the estate not suitable for tea, formation of 

voluntary organisation to motivate the labourers to save surplus money instead 
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of spending in liquors and to look into the constraints faced by them in mixing 

with the outside people socially, to give emphasis on education. Referring to the 

PLA, which accommodated several such welfare measures for improving the 

socio-economic condition of the tea garden labourers and also to non

implementation of the same in the gardens of Assam as observed by a committee 

appointed in 1960 by the government of Assam, he opined that, "Non -

implementation of the provisions was mainly due to rise in the cost of production 

and simultaneous non-increase of I? rice of tea in the market as was pointed out 

by some management personnel. But with the rise of price of tea the management 

may take steps in implementing fully the provisions of the Act keeping in view 

that if welfare provisions are implemented fully and properly, the workers will be 

contented with the management ; they will improve their health and thereby 

efficiency which will lead to greater productivity and producti6n."47 · 

Bhadra (1992) has conducted a study on women workers in plantation in 

Chandmani T.E., in the plains of Darjeeling district of West Bengal. Her study 

highlights the socio-economic background of the women labourers, their activities 

and nature of participation in tea plantation, the kind of treatment they receive 

with reference to remuneration and privilege in their employment. She has 

observed that in Chandmani T.E. 42.91 per cent of the total labour force is 

women and who belong to 19 different Adivasi groups and two caste groups. 

They have mostly come from the poor and educationally backward families with 
. . 

tribal peasant background. Women are mostly engaged in manual and relatively 

unskilled jobs like plucking of tea leaves. Some of the younger women are also 

deployed for pruning work. She noticed certain discrimination against women in 

payment of wages and which is often lower than that offered to the men-folk. 

Even after the Equal Wages Act was passed in October, 1976, the employer still 

refused to pay equal wages to men and women workers. Of course, in the tea 

estate under study, the task given to women workers was also less as compared . 

to men workers, though they do not have any promotion facilities. Absenteeism 

is also low in comparison to their male counterpart. She also pointed out that, 

unlike other industrial sector, in plantation industry the women worker's 

participation is more as there is no strict separation between their house and 

place of work, which helps to adjust their time in the plantation. Also this is so as 

the menfolk give their hands in their household chores and show positive attitudes 

towards their wive's employment. The women workers join the trade unions but 

hardly take active part because of their lack of time as they prefer to go home 

[38] 



after their work. Literacy among them is almost nil. She further observes that 

though economically independent, the women workers in the plantation do not 

enjoy equal status with men in almost every sphere of life - in wage rates, in 

occupational status, in social, political and educational spheres.48 

A high power trade union team camposing of representatives of various labour 

organisations of Bihar, West Bengal, Orissa and Assam visited different tea 

estates of West Bengal and Assam and tried to see the extent of implementation 

of PLA there. They found that norie of the provision of PLA whether it is on 

housing or education or medical facilities or canteens, creches etc. are 

implemented in a single garden. They found that though the tea industry in West 

Bengal and Assam come under the perview of minimum wage Act. (Please see 

Annexure II for more details) both the governments have not fixed any minimum 

wages for the tea plantation labourers. (Of course recently the government of 

· Assam has fixed up the minimum wages for the plantation labourers for both the 

PLA and non-PL..:a gardens). Though housing facility is being used as a carrot of 

and. stick policy of exploiting, the labourers, the houses provided are not as per 

the specificatino of PLA The team also found that in all the tea estates visited 

by them there is a trend of reducing the number of permanent workers and 

substituting them with casual workers. The m~dical facilties provided were far 

form the ,requirements and specifications of PLA. In the sphere of educaiton 

they found that for generations most of the plantation labourers ~nd illiterate. 

Other than inadequate member of lower primary schools, the management have 

done nothing to educate them.· Even they are deprived from the benefits of 

reservation in educaiton and employment available to scheduled castes and 

scheduled tribes. Regarding' women workers it was found that though they 

constitute the major segment of the tea workers they are exploited most. Their 

reproductive role gets more importance considering the significance of the family 

unit in the work determination in plantation. But even the pregnant and the 

lactating mothers are not spared from daily hard work. Apart from sexual abuse 

and harassment, these women workers are discriminated against in case of 

disbursment of subsidised food grains and medical facilities. For their spouses 

they are not entitled to get these facilities and a single women does not get the 

same for their dependent parents. The team also observed that though there 

was 100 percent unionisation the worker's participation in the trade union is low. 

The women workers though members seldom reach upto the leadership level. 

They also observed the presence of child labour to the tune of 1 0-12 percent 
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But these are the general observation made by the team in the gardens visited 

in West Bengal and Assam. Let us see what they have found out in Darjeeing. 

Singtam T.E. is a tea garden in Oarjeeling Hills. There they found that there was 

no hospital. The dispensary which was to cater the medical facilities was not 

having any medicine at all. For major ailments, transport facility is provided to 

take the patients to near by Sadar Hospital - but this facility is restricted to the 

workers only and not to his I her dependents. There is a canteen - but the 

contribution from the management-side towards this facility is only 500 gms. of 

tea leaves per month. Regarding housing also the labourers are deprived. Out 

of 500 houses in the labour line only 40-50 houses are pucca houses. For drinking 

water, the labourers depend on their own arrangement. Toilets are not provided 

at all saving two toilets near the factory and which are in a very dirty, rotten 

condition. No arrangement for providing any kind of recreational facilities was 

made. Though all workers are the members of union, even then Lock outs are 

used as a strategy of the management to bargain with the workers. When the 

workers demanded fa'cilities like construction of pucca houses, medical benefits 

for the dependants, payment of wages on time and facility of'Badli' i.e. employing 

a family member of a worker after he/she retires, the owner declared lockout 

and later on agreed to lift only if the workers agreed to his condition of producing 

1,60,000 kgs of tea. So far as the educational facilities are concerned there is 

one Jur.~ior High School in the estate and amor:gst the tea- gardens of West 

Bengal the percentage of literates both male and female was the highest in 

Singtam. The team also found that the trend of casualisation is increasing over 

the years. The alarming condition of the labourers of this estate would be revealed 

from the fact that the wages, gratuity, Provident Fund (PF) and other benefits 

were not paid to them for a considerable time and which would amount to several 

lakhs of rupees. 49 

The above-cited references show that different authors dealt with different subject 

in various contexts which would be depicted from the following box. 
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1. Employment Sarkar Dasgupta Singh Lama Bhowmik Nag Bora Bhadra National 
campai-
gn on 
labour 
rights 

(a) Unemployment ~ ~ ~ ~ 

(b) Casualisation ~ ~ 

(c) Occupational 

shift ~ 

2. Productivity 
(a) Land &_ labour 

Productivity ~ ~ ~ 

(b) Impact on 

wages ~ 

(c) Incidence of child 

labo.ur with lower wages ~ 

3. Non-lmplementatin 

of PLA ~ ~ ~ 

(a) Housing ~ ~ 

(b) Drinking water ~ ~ 

(c) Sanitation.· ~ ~ 

(d) Canteen ~ ~ 

(e) Creche ~ ~-

(f) Educatio.n ~ ~ 

(g) Health ~ ~ 

(h) Ration ~ ~ 

4. Occupatio.nal hazard ~ 
to wo.men wo.rkers 

So from the above we see that on the s.ocio-economic condition of the plantation 

labourers 'unfortunately, we have only some disintegrated data from a few case 

studies. And those studies helped least to fully realise how various policies of the 

management have affected the interest of the plantatin labourers. There is in fact 

no such study which has specifically dealt with the impact of stagnation on 
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employment, productivity (labour aspect)· and implementation of PLA. There is 

also no such study which has clearly identified the effect of productivity stagnation 

on the socio-economic condition of the labourers or the impact of various 

production-improving new technologies on the life and living of the plantation 

labourers. This has prompted us to the realization that a proble into these issues 

is necessary to understand the impact of stagnation on the plantation workers in 

Darjeeling Hills. 

It woudl have been better if we could have dealt with all the possible parameter 

mentioned above which gets affected by stagnation. Due to limitation of time 

and abailable information, we have limited our area of search to employment 

and the possible impact of the new production-improving technologies on the 

socio-economi9 condition of the plantation workers in generating employment 

and reducing casualisation. 
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