
CHAPTER- Vll 

INTERACTION BETWEEN MANAGEMENT AND WORKERS 

JNTRODUCTION 

Till the country_ became independent in 1947, the planters, with the backing of the Colonial 

government exercised total control over labour_ Planters had their trade bodies to represent 

their interests, whereas, workers were prevented from unionizing themselves. The report of 

Commission of Inquiry on the Conditions of Tea Plantation Labour in India and Ceylon set up 

in 1944 (also knovm as Rege Commission, after its Chairperson) noted, " the employers are 

highly organized and po,verful whereas the workers are all unorganized and 

helpless. "(Rege1946:96). The Commission recommended the necessity of trade unions but 

admitted that they were unlikely to appear in the near future (Ibid : 193). The report of the study 

group for the tea industry of the first National Commission on Labour noted that the main 

reason for the absence of trade unions in the pre-independence period was because "Access to 

the plantations was difficult, if not impossible, and attempts to form trade unions before 

independence were seldom successful. " (NCL 1969: 64). Hence, the mechanism for collective 

bargaining did not exist till 1947 in this industry which, at that time, employed one and a 

quarter million workers . 

After attaining independence in 1947, the character of the Indian state changed. The new 

government's attitude towards the working class was more favourable than that of the earlier 

colonial regime. It tried to impose some regulations on the class of employers while granting 

some protection to the workers, hence trying to find a via media between the two. 

At the Indian Labour Conference held at Delhi in 1951 , the representatives of workers put 

up a strong plea for rational fixation of wages. The Conference decided to set up committees in 

various industries to formulate the statutory minimum wages in each industry, including tea. In 

1952, for the first time, the statutory minimum wages were fixed for tea plantation labour 

(Government of India 1966: 13-14). This guarantee of a minimum wage provided some 

protection for plantation workers. The planters could no longer fix wages according to whims 

or merely on the weak bargaining power of the workers. They had to now accept the concept of 

a living wage and any violation would result in prosecution under the Minimum Wages Act of 

1948. Subsequently, other Acts were passed granting some facilities to the workers. Some of 

these Acts, such as, Payment of Bonus Act and Acts providing for Provident Fund and Gratuity 

affected the working class in general. There were other Acts too which were passed after 

independence such as the Industrial Disputes Act of 1947 and the Factories Act of 1948 which 
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granted._security of~employment and conditions for safety at the workplace. these Acts were 

initially ignored by the planters -as there was no check on them and the state apparatus-to 

enforce them did not exist. In the early 1950s the state governments set up labour bureaus 

headed by a labour commissioner and labour officers were appointed in different regions to 

ensure implem~ntation of the provisions and deal with conciliation bet\veen labour and 

management. Labour Tribunals were also set up to decide on disputes. 

All these changes resulted in the formalization of relationships between the planters and 

the workers. The planters started losing the tight grip they once had over their workers and 

their relationship changed from the existing master-servant-relationship to that of emplqyer and 

employee. The latter was now not wholly dependent on the mercies of the employer as she/he 

had some legal protection. 

7.1 MAIN CAUSES OF CONFLICT BETWEEN EMPLOYERS AND EMPLOYEE 

It is observ.ed that during the pre-independence period due to non existence oftrade unions the 

employer's were highly·organized and powerful. After independence, with the intervention of 

trade unions the employers started loosing their grip over the workers. The labour management 

conflicts got momentum during the fifties on some major issues like bonus_, wage, and work 

load. But with the intervention oftlie central government the bonus issue was settled iQ.' 1956 

but other issues are yet to be settled. The industrial dispute reached to its peak when tlie .first 

United Front Government carne to power in 1967. This time the trade unions got support from 

the U.F Government and both strikes and lockouts increased in the tea industry. 

Data on number of strikes and lockouts in the industry during the fifties and sixties are 

not available. Moreover the official publication of the ·Ministry of Labour of West Bengal 

Government is not maintained at the head office of the Directorate of Labour Kolkata and at 

the National Library Kolkata. Thus we could only consult the Labour in West Bengal, since 

1972 .. As a result statistically the trends of industrial disputes during the fifties and si:x.iies 

could not be measured.· Again the Labour in West Bengal does the present the data on 

jndustrial dispute separately for Terai, Do oars and Drujiling hills. It presents statistics on total 

industrial disputes in tea industry of West Bengal. (Table 7.1) 
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Table 7.1 Trends-in intenSity ofwork stoppages 

Year_ Number of Number of Number of 
work workei"S mandays lost 

stoppages involved 
1972 20- 18,229 2,00,857 

1973 20 10,707 49,625 

1974 12 27,835 42,824 

1975 8 6,184 24,656 

1976 4 18,602 24,602 

1977 10 9,102 72,603 

1978 20 16,884 64,290 

1979 7 6,996 36,346 

1980 17 . 47,113 1,24,613 

1981 6 8,270 2,87,909 

1982 11 6,995 3,31,245 

1983 10 6,402 2,15,501 

1984 6 4,772 96,778 

1985 20 15,890 1,98,723 

1986 15 10,618 3,13,441 

1987 8 5,469 1,62,599 

1988 3 1,975 41,318 

1990 2 1,163 25,477 

1991 2 1,965 28,690 

Pedod average 10.58 11,852.05 1,23,268.26 
1972-1990 

Note: (i) Work stoppages include both strikes and lock-outs. 

(ii) Figures for 1990 are provisional. 

Index of mandays lost -
(Base 1972=100) 
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24.71 
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., 12.25 

36.15 

32.00 
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164.92 

107.29 

48.18 

98.94 
-· 

156.05 

80.95 

20.57 

12.68 

14.28 

61.37 

Source: Data compiled from Labour in West Bengal, 1976, 1981, 1986, 1990, published by 

Ministry of labour; Government of West Bengal. 

7.2 INTENSITY OF INDUSTRIAL CONFLICTS AND TRENDS 

The nature of industrial relations prevailing in the tea industry of West Bengal is reflected in 

the intensity of conflicts. Table 7.1 reveals the erratic nature of all indicators of intensity of 

industrial conflicts, no uniform and regular upward or downward trend is discernible. 

However, number of work stoppages, number of workers involved and mandays lost showed a 
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dmvnward trend during the year 1985 to 1990. During this period the spares of strikes in work 

stoppage had reduced considerably: Another significant feature of industrial conflicts in tea 

industry as revealed in table 7.1 is that there is no correlation between the figures relating to 

the number of work stoppages, number of workers involved and the mandays lost. During the 

last 19 years (1~72-90) on an average there were about 11 work stoppages involving around 
' . 

11, 852 workers which resulted in loss of more than 1,23,268 mandays. 

7.3 TRADE UNIONS IN THE TEA GARDENS 
.. 

The entire labour force in the tea plantations consists of immigrants and their descendents.· 

Workers in Terai and other tea districts of West Bengal are mainly from the tribal belt of 

Central India, namely, Jharkhand and the tribal areas of Madhya Pradesh and Orissa. They 

were pushed away from their homeland and at the same time they were also pulled by th~ 

vague promises ·of better life in the tea gardens. Exploitation by landlords, administrators, 

money lenders added with it the natural calamities; famines set the stage for conflict. 

The report of the Rege Commission had stated that the employers in this industry are 

highly organized and their associations play an important role in influencing the decisions of 

the government concerning the industry. The workers, the report noted, wer~ unorganized and 

helpless. The scenario changed to some extent in the post-independence period when: trade 

unions were allowed to organize tea plantation workers. The first trade union movement in this 
\ 

region was witnessed in 1946. At present we find that the rate of unionization is fairly high as 

compared to other industries. In Assam, where the largest number of tea plantation labourers is 

employed, there is one major union which represents the workers, the Assam Cha Mazdur 

Sangha. This union is affiliated to the Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC) and is 

regarded as the recognized trade union. West Bengal, on the other hand, has a large number of 

trade unions operating among the workers. A study on unionization in this industry (Bhowmik 

1992: 11-39) showed that almost all workers were members of one or more of the existing 

trade unions among the \VOrkers. Multi-unionism is the main problem in this area. Almost all 

the national trade union federations have their unions operating in this area. 

Mainly it has been revealed from survey that four main labour unions are active in the tea 

gardens ofthis area They are: 

(i) DCKMU (CITU)- Affiliated by Cha Bagan Mazdoor Union (W.B) an associate of 

CPI(M). Most of the labourers (70 %) are under this lobby. This party is very strong 

in tea gardens like Atal, Ashapur, Belgachi, Fulbari Patan, Gayaganga, Bijoynagar, 
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Jayantik~ Lohagar~ Ramal pur, Matigara, Marapur, New Chumpta, Putinbari, Kiran 

Chandra etc. 

(ii) NUPW (INTUC)- Affiliated by National Plantation Workers Union an associate of 

Congress (I), only 10 % of total-labourers are under its lobby. The tea gardens 

wher.e this union is strong are Atal, Azamabad, Ashapur, Bijoynagar, Sayedabad, 

Kir~ Chandra, 

(iii) AWBTGLU- An associate ofNaxal. About 5 %are under this lobby. There are 

only few tea gardens where this union is strong Azamabad, Girish Chandra, 

Kamala, Matidhar, Sannyasithan. 

(iv) HPWU - An associate of G.N.L.F. About 5 % are under this lobby. Tea gardens 

like Lohagarh, Panighatta come tinder this lobby. 

- In addition, there are a number of smaller unions which have either broken away from a 
larger union or they operate independently. The unions affiliated to the Centre of Indian Trade 

Unions (CITU) have the largest membership, followed by the unions affiliated to the INTUC. 

Despite the existence of multiple unions in the state, plantation workers have tried to form a 

common front to take up issues on an industry-wide level. In 1962 the major tea trade unions 

came together to form the Coordination Committee of Tea Plantation Workers (CCTPW). This 
_. 

committee is an important forum for tackling issues such as wages, bonus and other issues 

relating to industrial relations. Unions affiliated to CITU, INTUC, All India Trade Union 

Congress (AITUC), United Trade Union Congress (UTUC), Hind Mazdur Kissan Panchayat 

o-IMKP) is among its constituent members. This forum provides a rare instance -where 

divergent trade unions such as INTUC and CITU have come together on a common platform. 

It has been found that there are two types of union members in the tea garden unit viz. 

general members and office bearers. The office bearers are the president, vice-president, 

secretary, assistant secretary treasurer etc. most of the workers join union with the expectation 

to get higher wages and better facilities. These two reasons have influenced about 60 percent of 

the total membership. Very few about 10 percent workers have become the members of a 

union by the influence of trade union leaders. Remaining 30 percent have joined union due to 

other reasons such as; relatives are the members of the same trade union, influenced by the 

fellow workers. 

7.4 CONFLICT IN TEA GARDENS 

The Indian tea industry, which has been in recession for the past seven years, faced a new 

crisis when over 3.5 lakh workers in the 350 tea gardens of North Bengal went on an indefinite 
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strike from July 11. following the failure_ of negotiations over their demand for higher wages. 

Wage hike was the central point of discord in their eight-point charter of demands for which 

they have been agitating for over two years. The stalemate over wages came to an end on July 

25, when the parties concerned arrived at a settlement. The strike was called by the 

Coordination C~mmittee for Plantation Workers (CCPW) and the Defense Committee for 

Plantation Workers' Rights (DCPWR) - the bodies that represent all tea workers' unions in 

North Bengal. 

The terms of the last wage agreement signed in March 199,9, expired in 2003. The 

workers demand a basic minimum wage of Rs. 88 a day to be fixed for a period of two years. 

The demands were unacceptable to the Coordination Committee of Planters' Association 

(CCPA), which was initially willing to offer a wage hike of just Re.l. Later, the planters 

offered a hike ofRs.6 over a period of three years (Rs.2 annually), which was turned down by 

the unions. Later the planters offered a hike ofRs.8 over a period of three years (Rs.2.50 each 

in the first two years and Rs.3 in the third year), which was accepted by the union 

representatives. 

According to the data available ·with the Tea Association of India, the daily cash wage of 

the tea workers of the Terai and Duars regions is Rs.47.40. But if fringe benefit~ like 

subsidized food grain and fuel, and facilities such as housing, health care, education, proYident 

fund, bonus and gratuity are taken into account, the total daily wage cost in the Duars and the 

Terai come to Rs.93.40 and Rs.93.28. These benefits were assured to the workers by the 

Plantation Labour Act, 1951. But in spite of that the purchasing power and standard of living 

of the workers remain abysmally .low. 

The planters, however, have accused the workers of being responsible partially for the 

crisis. According to a status paper brought out in October last by the IT A, apart from the fact 

that India remains the highest cost producer of tea in the world, declining productivity, rising 

input costs, low level of labour output, uneconomic age profile of tea bushes have contributed 

most to the decline of the industry. "The only way of ensuring long-term survival of the tea 

industry is to reduce cost of production and benchmark it against Kenya, Sri Lanka and even 

Bought Leaf Factories. At current yield levels, there is no hope of bringing cost of production 

down coupled with the low labour productivity and the burden of social costs." The workers do 

not accept the planters' stand that wages be linked to productivity. 

The strike has added to the woes for the ailing tea industry. Of the total 830 million kg of 

tea produced every year in the COlJ?try, North Bengal accounts for around 200 million kg. 

According to industry sources, if the strike had taken place in winter, the loss would have been 
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far less as bulk of the production hap_pens dtuirig _monsoon. The quantumofloss the industry is_ 

suffering because of the strike is staggering- around Rs.6.5 crores a day and, production wise, 

around I million kg a day. The economy of the region is also severely affected, as it is 

completely dependent on tea. 

The West J3engal Government led by the Communist Party of India (Marxist) has been 

trying to solve the problem through bipartite and tripartite meetings. Chief Minister Buddhadeb 

Bhattacharjee and Industries Minister Nirupam Sen have also held several rounds of talks with 

the unions and the managements. Many organizations and trade unio:ris, including the Centre of 

Indian Trade Unions (CITU), the Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC) has come 

out in support of the tea workers. 

This is the second time in six years that the tea workers of north Bengal went on strike. In 

1999, they went on strike for 10 days, and the planters had to relent. Asof July 23, the strike iri 

the North Bengal tea gardens had been on for 13 consecutive days - the longest in a decade. 

But the settlement of the present dispute would not mean an end to the problems of the 

industry 

Though the demands of the workers are completely justified, it is not fair to place the 

blame squarely on the planters in the organized sector. The social cost they have to bear pnder 

the Plantation Labour Act puts them at a disadvantage vis-a-vis the bought leaf segmen( Most 

of these companies do not have a corporate structure, and in times of crisis, banks are reluctant 

to come forward to help. Repayment ofthe money that comes through private fmancing is a 

very costly affair. 

To address this problem, the Ministry of Commerce has set up a sub-group under the 

chairman of the Tea Board to work out the modalities of setting up a Special Purpose Fund for 

extending fmancial support to the industry. 

Productivity itself has been dwindling for a while now, as most of the tea bushes are very 

old with little yield. In his Budget speech this year, Union Finance Minister P. Chidambaram 

said: "In the case of tea, otir comparative advantage has been eroded largely because of the 

declining productivity of tea. The government will examine ways and means of introducing a 

programme for massive replantation and rejuvenation. 

CONCLUSION 

Tea gardens are located in bachvard regions and the workers live within their own community 

with their traditions Lack of proper education of the children of plantation workers affects their 

occupational mobility in the future. Like their parents, these children are also doomed to work 
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on the piantation with little or no possibility of moving-to. better or skilled occupati~ns. Though 

the government has passed protective legislation which aims at job security and ·cultural 

development, it has not ensured that these are effective. The Plantation Labour Act, if 

implemented properly, could certainly lead to social and cultural development of the labour 

force and their :(uture generations. However, though several decades have passed since this Act. 

came into force, one is yet to come across a single plantation in which all its provisions are 

implemented. 

It is also revealed from study that the trade union leaders take, no interest in developing 

leadership from the gra.Ss root level. It has been noticed that women workers are not 

encouraged to come to the union leadership. Thus the trade union movement in the tea gardens 

has failed to take the shape of the working class movement properly. The major problems 

associated with tea industry as well as tea gardens have been discussed in the next chapter. 
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