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6.1 Child workers --
Employment of adolescent and children in the work struc-

ture is a special feature of the tea industry. 'I'his is mainly 

a result Of the pre-independence recruitment practices in the 

tea plantations. In the earlier period the Planters encouraged 

families rather than individuals to migrate for work to tea 

gardens. This saved the recruitment cost. P~ the workers are 

permanently settled in the industry and as they had no scope 

for alternative employment the worl<.ers were forced to accept 

the dictated term. Pgain employing a family comprising a man, 

his wife and two children was preferable to employing four 

workers of different families. The planter in the later case 

would not only have to bear the recruiting costs of these v1ork-

ers but would also have to provide housing for each of them. 

By engaging the er1tire fcmily the planter could cut costs on 

recruitment as well as on· housing. 

D..l,ring the post-independence period though the problem of 

.l.$:.Pw.~· shCl.l:'tage was overcorne the planters continued the 
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recruitment: of chi.ld labour. In 1951, the plantation labour 

let (PLA) was pa::J::;ed$ 'rhe J.l£t legally permits the .Plantat.ion. 

industry ·to employ the children above the age of t2 years. 

;l'hus, the plantation indust.r.-y is the only industry in the 

organized sector which is legally permited to employ child 

1 abourer. Moreover, the minin1um age cif employment i.s two years 

1 ower than the stipulated minimum age (14 years) in the 

unorganized/informal sector such as bidi, cigar, carpet, glass 

and matches industry. 

It may be mentioned here that the International Labour 

Organization (ILO) defines any non-adult worker as child labour. 

P.ccording to tl1j.s definition all workers below the age of 18 

years can be regarded a.s child labour. Accordingly, the cate-

gories of bdch adolescents and children in plantations are in 

fact child 1 abour~ 

6.2 waoes to Child workers ................ _ 
Adolescents are given the same wages as adult workers. 

Children are paid half of the wages of adult workers. In June 

1992, the daily wages of a Child HOrker in the Terai stood at 

R.s. 9.75, against R.so 19.24 of adult male, female and adolescent 

but the hours of HOrk prescribed by the act is more than half 

o£ that of adults. The 1982 amendment of the P~lantation L.ctbou.r 
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Act · (PLA) lays down that the min;m,,·m k · 
..... ....... \vor · ~ng hours of adult .s is 

48 hours a week whereas it i~ 27 hours a week for children. 

In the early period of tea plantation there was wage 

differenc·es between adult male· d an female in industry. In 1975 

the Government of India pa·ssed Equ· al Remuneration Act abolish-

ing wage difference between male and female in all industries. 

This Equal Remuneration Act cover only wage difference between 

the sexes and does not cover the child labour. The trade 

unions. also ignored the subject of wages of child 1 abourer. 

They never demanded for equal wages for child workers. 

6 • 3 !Y_pe of vJork _£f.._9:!il d v.Jorkers 

The Plantation Labour Act (.J?LA) in its present fonn does 

not contain any provision regarding the type of work for the 

various categories of workers. Most of the employers use the 

non-adult workers in spraying of pesticides, weedicides ~d 

chemical fertilizers. This is because in most cases these 

child workers are yet to acquire the skills for plucking tea 

leavesi and -therefore they cannot be engaged in heavy agricul-

tural work expected of the adult male workers. The present 

Aot dqes pqt corrtaip aqy provision d.~.;tl.tng wit}) $Q.fety Of 

w,G.s.;:.ke.Fs as r-eflaFds -te. heal t:h haz.ag~. <2<2nn~ote-d with the :.' v- J ... •-.:~ ...:..., ~-·· ". -·-· •• ~- --.--~-· --• -.... • --~-- ........ _,,. - .__ •• _._ - .... - -

spraying of chemical fertilisers. 
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The Government has recently introduced a Bill to amend 

tr~ Plantation Labour Act of 1951 to deal with the problem of 

s·atety and health in plantations arising out of the increasing 

use of agro-chemicals in plantations. 

The ~ill seeks to.enable the Government to prohibit, 

r©st~igt or pl.~ovid.e regular employrnent of wanen and non-adult 

workers for using or handling hazardous chemicals in planta

tions.· · Such a Provision will ensure uniformity of rules 

regarding plantations in the country. 'rhe Bill also seeks to. 

prohibit the employment of children aged below 14 years in 

plant at ions. 

6 • 4 Di st ri.bu!__iO.r:L. of Chi 1 d Laoour 

The distribution of Adolescent and Child 1 abour in tea 

plantations is given in Table 6.1. 

Table ·6.1 shows that there was 75,261 child labourers in 

the tea indust.t·y of India in 1990, out of these 51,113 wer·e 

children and 24,14-8 were adolescents. The bulk of the child. 

1 abourer is in 1\SS am where the total number of child labourer 

was 56,664 follov1ed by west Bengal with 14,779 child labourers. 

'.thus, we ~e.e that ne.<;1.rly 9.5 per cent child labourers is employed 

j~n ~t~~. t~a. pl ~Jl1.t at. ions of north-east India.. The proportion of 

children is higher than adolescents in the tea Plantations of 

botlJ ;:.,;ss am and ~.;est Bengal. 
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Table 6.1 

Dist.z.-ibution of child lalx;ur in tea industry 1990 ""'--......_.:._;____:.. ____________ -"-_____ _ _ ________ ....,.;.._---· 
Dis t.cict/ stat ej 
.Kegicm. 

Adolescent 
(A) 

Children 
(C) 

Total 
{A-+C) 

--------------
Do oars 

Darj eeling 

Terai 

'west Bengal 

Assam 

Tamil Nadu 

Karnataka 

Kerala 

SOlltb India 

All India* 

4706 
(3. 08) 

440 
(o. 91) 

675 
(1. 78) 

5821 
(2. 34) 

15170 
(2. 80) 

1877 
(1. 83) 

75 
(1. 78) 

1025 
{1. 38) 

2977 
(1. 6 4) 

24148 
(2. 45) 

6725 
(4. 40) 

748 
(1. 56) 

1485 
(3. 93) 

8958 
(3. 61) 

41494 
(7.66) 

170 
(O .16) 

22 
(O .52) 

105 
(O .14) 

297 
(O .16) 

51113 
(5.17) 

11431 
(7. 48) 

1188 
(2. 4 7) 

2160 
(5. 71) 

14779 
(5. 95) 

56664 
(10. 46) 

2047 
(1. 99) 

97 
(2. 30) 

1130 
{1.5 2) 

3274 
(1 .e) 

75261 
(7. 62) 

......_____ ____ _ -----
----------------~--
Note : Figures in parenthesis are the percentages. 

*Includes all tea growing areas in the country. 

Source : Tea Statistics, Published by Tea Board, Calcutta, 
1990-91, pp.144 and 147. 
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The tea gro,..ring states of SO...l.th India have few child 

labourer. They collectively employ 3274 child labour~rs out 

of which 2977 are adolescents and 297 are children. The 
, 

adolescents outnumber the child workers. 

In terms of percentage·s; in all tea gardens of India child 

·labourers (Adolescents and child) account for 7. 62 per cent. 

In west Bengal t.hey account for 5 .. 71 per cent while in ASSarn 

the child workers account for 10$46 per cent. In tea planta-

tions of South India child labourers account for only 1.8 per 

cent. 'rhus, in tea plantations of Assam the nwnber of child 

la.b:lurer is highest both in absolute tenn as well as in percen-

tage term. 

Among the three tea growing regions of west Bengal the 

highest percentage of child labourer is employed in Dooars. 

They are 7.48 per cent of total working force followed by Terai 

with 5.71 per cent and Darjeeling \vith 2.4·7 per cent. 

Growth of Child Labour __ ... ......._....._ __ . ~=;...;..;_;:;..~ 

The. growth of child labour in the tea gardens of west 

Bengal and Te;:-ai. is present.ed in Table 6. 2. 

'l'able 6. 2 shows that. the chl.ld labour in the Terai tea 

gardens increased by nearly 227 per cent over the last 30 years 

period. frcro 1961 to 1990; but in all tea gardens of t~est Bengal 



Table 6.2 

Child labour in the tea gardens of west Bengal and Terai 
1961-1990 
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-------------------~-
State/Region 1961 1971 1981 1990 %increase 

over 1961 

-------------------------------------------
Terai 661 1235 

west Bengal 13372 17990 

1670 

19052 

2160 

14779 

226.78 

10.52 

-----------------------------------------------------------------
Note ' Number of child. labour includes both adolescent and 

children. 

Source , Appendix IX. 

it increased by only 10.52 per cent during the same period of 

time. Since 1981 the child labour in all tea gardens of west 

Bengal showed decreasing trend. But in the Terai they showed 

increasing trend throughout the period fran 1961 to 1990. 

ko.ve. 
In 1'able 6.3 we,.presentecl the annual growth rate of ch1ld 

1 abour in the 'l'erai and all west Bengal t~a gardens and 

canpare the same with that of adult {male and female) laboui'. 

Table 6.3 shows that the child labour in Terai has grown 

at the rate of 4.03 per cent per year during the period frQTl 

1961 to 199 0; whereas. in all tea gardens of west Bengal the 

child labourer has gror.·m at the rate of Oo33 per cent per year 

during the same period of time. So the rate of absorption of 

child labourer in Terai is much higher than the all west Bengal 

average. Another special feature of employment practices in 

the tea gardens as revealed by Table 6. 3 that the child labour 



Table 6.3 

Annual gro.vth rate of child and adult labour 
1961-1990 
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-------~----------
West Bengal Terai 

Year 
Adult Child Adult Child 

---
1961-1970 0.,06 3.60 0.83 6 •. 96 

1971-1980 0.94 1.,60 1.37 5.55 

1981-1990 1.86 (-) 2.50 5.67 2.61 

1961-1990 o.s7 0.33 2.62 4-03 

~~~--------~---------~----~-----------

Not.e ; i) Adult; .includes both male· and female. 
ii) Child includes both adolescents and children. 

source : Appendix II. 

is employed at a much higher rate than the adult male and 

female. This is because the employers get some benefits by 

employing the children. Normally the children are those whose 

parents are also employed in the same tea gardens. So the 
. ko...ve. 

employer d.o€1l not,_ to provide any additional housing to them. 

Besides the lower daily v1age rates o£ children encouraged the 

employers to e.tnploy .la:cge nwnb8r of child workers .. 

All tbe t:r:ade union leaders interviewed confessed the 

~Xist~noe of chilO. ].Qbourer .l.n the tea gardens. But they are 

i1~t m~ing a.t!1' effort to stop the employment of child labour. 

They supported the issue on the ground of family income. so, 

economic reason is one of the important causes on the part 
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of the workers to send their children to work. On the other 

hand, the employers al.so deliberately ignore the aspect of 

imparting education to the children. This is perhaps, to keep 

a steady supply of the future la.tour force for the industry. 

6. 6 Education to Olildren ---------
According to the provision of the Plant'ation Labour Act 

the employers have to run Primary Scl1ools within the plantation 

when there .are twenty five or more children between the ages of 

six and twelve years. At the same time, by pennitting employ

rnent of children; above the age of 12 the act implied that 

crlildren above this age should not: be given any facilities for 

school. Besides the act also proyides that the employers need 

not provide for a school if there is already one maintained by 

the State witb.in a distance of one mile from the place of 

residence of the workers.. The children in plantations in the 

hills or terai have to walk more than one mile or even more for 

the school, run by the government. They have to leave early 

morning, and have to return late in the evening. Unless special 

efforts are made,. the educatiGn of the boys or girls are bound 

to suffer. 

At present the State Government is collecting 'education 

cess • from the employers. This policy of the state Goverr ..... rnent 

has created a controversy about the responsibility of the 
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edqc;:ation of the children of the workers. The employers are 

of the view that as they are paying education cess to the 

State Governme-r1t 1 it should take the full responsibility of the 

education of the children of ·the workers. Thus,the aspect of 

education of the children has been affected by the education 

cess. 

Regarding the education of the children the trade unions 

have avital role to play. So far they have accepted the 

employment of child 1 abou-re.cs on the issue of family in cane. 

Their present view,? should be charged. They should encourage 

the workers to send out their children to schools. The employ

ment of children is a temporary solution of econanic crisis of 

the tea garden v,rorkers. The present bulk of the illiterate 

children will make pressure on the employment of tea industry 

in future. This will lead to surplus labour force in the 

industry in future. In this respect, the trade unions should 

exercise special effort to prevent the employment of child 

lab6urer a:nd all. efforts should be made to educate them. 

'.l'h~ pr.aot1~e of employment of child labour in the work 

structure of tea industry has been continued since independence • 

. tu:ter independe:::1ce, the plantation Labour Act of 1951, legally 
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pennits the employment of child labourer. At present there is 

75,000 child l. abourer working in the tea gardens of different 

regions of India. In tenns of percentage it is 8;' of the total 

laboor force. The hic.Jhest nwnber of child labourer is employed 

in the .tea gardens of Assam and followed by West Bengal. O~ly 

5Yo of total child labourer is employed in the tea gardens of 

South India. The tea gardens of west Bengal employed nearly 

201o of the total child labourer. 

As regc;1rds growth of child labourer, we observed that the 

tl·wnber of child labourer in ~Jest Bengal tea gardens signifi

cantly decreased between the period 1981 to 1990. But its tea 

growing region of Terai shov1ed increasing trend of child 

labourer throughout the period 1961 to 1990. 

By employing children in the work structure the employer 

gets economic benefit. As a child worker is allowed half the 

wages of adul ttl, . but they work more than half of the period of 

that of adults. so far the employer deliberately ignore the 

education of the children of the workers to keep secure the 

supply of future labour force in ·the industry. On the other 

hand, due to econornic crisis in family the workers send their 

children to work. ·rhe trade union leaders also i9nore the 

aspect of child labourer on the ground of family incone. So 

the children havE! bec::ln employed to fulfil the needs of both the 

workers an.d ernpl o:ters. 
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we to lack of educational facilities and employment of 

child labourer the population in the tea gardens have been 

depended_ .on the tea gardens generation after generation. ThusJ 

huge nwnber Of surplus population is generated in tea industry. 

In order to prevent employment of child labour and to reduce 

employment pressure in tea gardens all efforts should be made 

to educate the children. For this purpose a tripartite eftort 

is essential from the ends of Government~ trade unions and 

employers. 


